
  
    
      Low Sided

      Sacred Hearts PNW Chapter - Book IV

    

    
      
        Andrea Downey

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Second Circle Press]
          [image: Second Circle Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        BOOK FOUR

      

      
        COPYRIGHT

      

    

    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Also by A.J. Downey

      

      
        About A.J. Downey

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        Published 2021 by Second Circle Press

        Text Copyright © 2021 A.J. Downey

        All Rights Reserved

      

      

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by an electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      This is a work of fiction. The names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner and are not to be construed as real except where noted and authorized. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events are purely coincidental.  Any trademarks, service marks, product names, or names featured are assumed to be the property of their respective owners, and are used only for reference.  There is no implied endorsement if any of these terms are used.

      The author acknowledges the trademarked status and trademark owners of various products referenced in this work, which have been used without permission.  The publication/use of these trademarks is not authorized, associated with or sponsored by the trademark owners.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Editing & book design by Maggie Kern @ Ms.K Edits

      Cover art by Dar Albert at Wicked Smart Designs

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dedication

          

        

      

    

    
      To Jared, I literally could not have done this one without you. Seriously.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Mace…

      “Another?”

      I looked up, squinting at the plucky bartender chick that was serving ‘em up.

      “Yeah,” I murmured and nodded. She gave me a look that was somewhere between empathetic and sympathetic.

      “Okay, but this is going to have to be your last one, man. I don’t need to get busted for overserving you, no matter how good looking I think you are.”

      I gave her a watery smile and swayed a bit on my barstool and nodded as she poured me another whiskey.

      I was at this shithole bar in White Center, probably a quarter mile or so from the club. I honestly needed a fuckin’ break from the fuckin’ lovefest going on over there. Guys were gettin’ girls and settling down left and right, and shit if I didn’t want that.

      I was a jealous bastard. Weren’t no bones about it.

      “What’s your name?” she asked me as she tipped the bottle back up and set it just out of reach.

      “They call me Mace,” I said, and took a sip of the smoky amber liquid in my glass.

      “Oh, yeah? Why’s that?”

      “Not supposed to ask me that, sugar.”

      “Well, I apologize then.”

      “’S no worries, you didn’t know.”

      She was quintessentially Pacific Northwest – her clothing organic, a mix between steampunk and hippy tree freak. Her top was a tank top looking thing with lacing like a corset in the front. Her shoulder was tattooed with a Raven, the rest of her arm crawling with lush ivy vines.

      Her hair was a brownish blonde, and in thick, ropy dreads down past her waist. Wood and metal beads with runes on them decorated her thick locks in irregular intervals.

      Her skin was on the pale side, a scattering of light freckles over her nose and cheeks, barely there and almost unnoticeable in the dim light of the bar. She was thin, but wiry. I didn’t think she was weak, but she certainly was willowy – almost looked vegan, but that could have just been the Burning Man style she had going on.

      Burning Man was popular up here, even though it was a big musical festival, rave, party thing that happened down in the California – or was it Nevada? desert. A lot of people from up this way went down there and partied hard for like a week or two every year – pitching tents, a bunch of crazy art installations – you name it.

      “What’s your name?” I asked her and she smiled at me with a wry twist of lips.

      “Most of my friends call me Raven,” she said.

      “Nice to meet you, Raven.”

      “Nice to meet you, Mace.”

      A few guys came into the bar. Frat types. Asshole types, and Raven gave me a wink.

      “Duty calls,” she said with a breezy sigh. She moved away from me, carrying her herbal scent down the bar with her. I smiled and thought through the haze of my drunk that she probably used essential oils for all the things.

      She was pretty, and I liked the sparkle in her light eyes, but she probably wasn’t the girl for me. I mean, she was a lover-not-a-fighter type and probably couldn’t hang or go my speed. Her speed was probably saving the spotted owl on the weekends or something, spending forty-nine days camped in a tree so the man couldn’t cut it down.

      I chuckled to myself and shook my head. I could respect sticking it to the man every which way, but I needed somebody that could stick with me. This life wasn’t for everyone. Still, I thought to myself, looking down the bar where she was at the opposite end talking to some old barfly regular; I could tap that.

      Her legs were encased in tan leggings that looked like leather, a bunch of bronze zippers along her hips and thighs, but there were definitely no pockets. The way the material clung to those long stems of hers left nothing to the imagination. Her tank boots finished off the look she had going quite nicely.

      I heard laughter and muttering behind me and turned a bleary eye on the three frat-lookin’ motherfuckers. They were sizing me up, and I turned back forward.

      Little shits could fuck off into oblivion for all I cared. It happened a lot, two or even three guys getting it in their heads that they could take on a Sacred Heart. That we weren’t nothing. That was, until they lay on the pavement broken and bleeding, or until we fuckin’ caught up to their little asses later – whichever came first.

      They burst out laughing about something and high-fived each other. I didn’t care except they were ruining my peace and damn quiet.

      “Hey, hey yo!” one of them called out, and I knew it was to me. I just ignored them. I was on parole for another year, and I had absolutely no desire to go back to the state pen and finish that bid off, fuck them very much.

      “I’m talking to you!” he shouted, irritated.

      “Hey! Knock it the fuck off, boys, or you can get the fuck out my bar,” Raven told ‘em.

      “Shut up and just keep pouring the fuckin’ drinks, sweetheart,” one of them called out. I turned, just in time to see him grab his crotch and tell her, “I’ll deal with you later.”

      Nice.

      “Some people’s fuckin’ children, man,” I said slowly. “You kiss your mother with that mouth?”

      “Man, fuck you!” the dude’s buddy, some Asian kid, said laughing.

      “I don’t swing that way,” I said, turning back to the bar. “More power to you if you do, though.”

      I have no fuckin’ idea what happened next. I heard something snap, shouting, and a white light flared through my vision as the back of my head erupted in pain. Next thing I knew, I hit the sticky barroom floor, face-first and next, my ribs exploded in fire.

      I managed to get up and heard more shouting, as I groped blindly and spilled out of the exit and onto the front sidewalk.

      I couldn’t get air, I couldn’t breathe, and I had a second to think through my drunken haze, goddammit! They got the drop on me.

      What came next was probably the most brutal ass kicking of my life, and that’s including the one I took in that yard fight when I was locked up.

      I took a sneaker to the face and grimaced, immediately tasting blood as kicks and blows rained down on me.

      Boom! Boom! Boom!

      Three deafeningly loud rapid reports sounded. I heard some muffled shouts and screams, the thudding of rapid footsteps down the sidewalk, and then the smell of essential oils assaulted my nose.

      “Come on, Mace, you gotta get up! Cops are coming for sure, and we need to not be here when they do.”

      I struggled, but things didn’t want to quite work. My eyes were swelling shut and every time I breathed in, it was like breathing so much bitter broken glass. I spat and tasted nothing but copper.

      “Come on, Mace! Help me!” a woman’s voice cried, and I struggled to my feet. My head swam with liquor and the beatdown. I don’t remember shit else after that.
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      Mace…

      “Easy.” A light hand fell on my chest and pressed me back down onto the uneven surface I was lying on. I rested my head back on the arm of what I assumed was a couch just by feel.

      “I can’t see,” I complained, then I tried to look around. Everything hurt, and it was dark.

      “Your eyes are swollen shut, hang on. Let me finish what I’m doing here, and I’ll get some ice on that.” The voice was kind, soothing, and female.

      “Who are you?” I asked the voice.

      “Raven,” she said gently, and I felt a stinging touch against my eyebrow. I flinched. “Shhh, it’s okay. I’m just cleaning your cuts.”

      “Where am I?” I demanded.

      “My place.”

      “You call the cops?”

      “No. The cops aren’t my friends. You’re going to be okay, I’m a trained medic… take it easy for me, would yah?”

      “I’ve never called a pig friend either…” I grunted, laying back, at this woman’s mercy. Her voice was soothing, and instilled a touch of trust. It was sort of familiar, but I couldn’t place it in my haze of pain. “Do I know you?” I asked.

      I could hear the smirk on the tail of her slight laugh. “I told you, I’m Raven… you might remember me as your friendly neighborhood bartender.” I reached out, groping blindly, and captured her upper arm. Her skin was soft as silk and I felt my way to her face, startled when I encountered equally soft, silken hair. I remembered; Raven had had dreads.

      “You’re lying.”

      “I’m not,” she said softly.

      “Raven had dreads,” I said.

      “A wig,” she murmured. “My own hair, I made it myself.” A rough dread was pressed into my hand.

      “That’s actually kind of gross,” I muttered, and she laughed.

      “Yeah, well, all that aside, I’m going to need you to try to rest.”

      “My phone…”

      “Trashed, I’m afraid.” She had gone back to doctoring up whatever cut was on my face, and I tried not to flinch.

      “Fuck,” I muttered, and she chuckled again.

      “Only thing that matters is that you’re going to be okay,” she said, low and conciliatory.

      “You’re doing a lot for a man you don’t know,” I said, and she was quiet. No touching. I waited and heard nothing. I was starting to wonder if I were going crazy, if I were dead or some shit and having some weird Hell experience. There was no way I would have got into Heaven. “Raven?”

      “Yeah, I’m here,” she muttered. “Some people helped me once… guess I just need to pay it forward.”

      I was quiet, turning her words over in my head. Her voice had been the softest yet, and incredibly sad.

      “Thank you,” I said. “For whatever you did to get ‘em off of me.”

      “Just stay right here, don’t move,” she murmured. “I’ll get you some frozen peas for your eyes and then we’ll get into the really not fun stuff.”

      “What’s that?” I asked, a slight smile curving my lips.

      “Pretty sure you’ve got some busted ribs; we need to bandage you up and keep shit from moving. You’re lucky; you don’t seem to have punctured a lung.”

      “Shit, this gonna require I move?”

      “Yup.” Her voice was strained and ended on a whoosh of breath as she heaved herself to her feet.

      “Fun,” I muttered.

      I waited, listening to her footfalls retreat, a fridge or freezer door open and shut. She laid something cold across my eyes and face and I put a hand over it. I wanted to see her. I wanted to see myself.

      “Think you can sit up, Mace?”

      “I don’t know,” I said honestly. “Can you do something for me?”

      “Depends on what it is,” she said.

      I sighed out, “I need you to let my boys know where I am, that I’m still alive.”

      “What, like your kids?”

      I chuckled. “No, my club.”

      “Oh, I don’t know…”

      “They need to know. They might think the police grabbed me, or something worse. They could go looking for me or go looking for a fight. Fuck… I don’t know where we are. Are we still in White Center?”

      “Yes,” she said softly, hesitantly. “It’s not much, but we’re in my apartment, a one bedroom above Excelsior Ice Cream.”

      “That’s on fifteenth, right?” I asked.

      “Sixteenth,” she answered.

      “Okay, seriously, I need you to go like one block east and seven blocks down to Iron Heart Salvage. You know where it is?”

      “Yeah, I know where it is. I also know the Sacred Heart’s clubhouse is across the street, but I really don’t know about all that—”

      “You don’t have to be scared?” I said.

      “Uh, yeah.” She sounded like I was crazy for even asking.

      “Do I scare you?” I asked.

      “Not right now,” she said softly.

      “Did I scare you before? In the bar?”

      “No…”

      “Then please…”

      “Let me get you fixed up and let me think about it,” she hedged, and I wondered what she was hiding from. What had her hardcore lookin’ to get out of drawing any kind of attention to herself?

      Shit, that hurt.

      “Sorry,” she murmured quietly.

      “It’s alright,” I said gently. I could feel she was trying to be careful. That didn’t make it any less painful.

      “Look, you’d be a lot more comfortable in the bed, and you’re gonna need a day or two before you can really start moving.”

      “You tryin’ to get me in your bed?” I asked with what I hoped was a reckless grin.

      “You’re seriously trying to flirt with me right now?” she asked, surprised.

      “Gotta find the little joys no matter what you’ve got going on, sweetheart.” She touched along my ribs and I jumped crying out, “Ow!”

      Her voice held a hint of a smile when she said, “Sorry.”

      I tried not to laugh, laughing hurt. “If you don’t like me calling you sweetheart, all you have to do is say so. I can’t exactly see and I honestly didn’t mean anything by it, just habit I guess.”

      “No, it was fine,” she said and sounded almost startled. “I would never hurt somebody over something so petty. I’m really trying to be gentle.”

      “Appreciate it,” I grunted as she prodded another tender spot.

      “Okay, come on, we’ve got to get you sitting up.”

      Fuck, that was no fun. I didn’t know what part was worse—the sitting up, her helping me out of my jacket and then my shirt, or the whole binding up my ribs thing.

      Scratch that.

      The worst thing was levering me up onto my goddamned feet and helping me shuffle over to her bed, which was low. Really low. Like a mattress on the floor low. Maybe I should be glad that I couldn’t see much.

      “Easy, easy!” she hissed, and I finally made it down onto the edge.

      “Fuck, I’m gonna puke,” I said – that weird taste invading my mouth, the one that was a precursor, a warning sign of things to come.

      “Hang on, no, no, no, gah!” She thrust a trashcan or something into my arms and my stomach rebelled. I swear to Christ in doing so, it pulled on everything from the inside.

      “Oh, God! Oh, fuck!” I moaned and I heard Raven sigh.

      “Easy, it’s okay, you’re okay.”

      Bullshit. I most definitely was not okay.

      “My boys,” I grunted, grinding agony twisting throughout my torso. “Please tell me you’ll go get my boys,” I said as she helped me to lie down.

      “I promise,” she finally said. “Just rest now.”
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      Raven…

      “Woo boy,” I muttered under my breath and stared down 15th SW at the fencing and row of bikes on one side and the bikers smoking on the small back landing across the street. I leaned heavily on my staff that I carried practically everywhere with me. It was as much for my Burner chick aesthetic with its decorative wraps and dangling charms as it was to clobber anyone that decided to make a grab for me.

      I’d learned that lesson…

      I sniffed, my dread lock wig swaying against my back as I looked from one side of the street to the other. With a sigh, I lifted my leather plague doctor mask off my face and perched it on top of my head.

      I wish I could say I stood out, but this was Washington. Just outside of Seattle to be exact, and we were right above Georgetown, which was an artsy neighborhood in its own right. The only place I would have been more at home would be Fremont – but I had to avoid Seattle proper now for reasons I didn’t feel like getting into.

      Keep that door closed. Locked. Throw away the key.

      I was staying in White Center for that same reason. The other reason being that rough as the neighborhood was? It was in the King County Sherriff’s jurisdiction, which may or may not afford me some protection. I mean, although I saw Seattle PD cruisers, they stayed on the north side of Roxbury while I most decidedly stayed on the south of it. I mean, I was streetwise enough to know that in the grand scheme of things, it didn’t matter.

      All cops are bastards. King County wouldn’t hesitate to hand me to Seattle, even if I didn’t have a warrant. Being under investigation was usually enough. What was it cops always liked to say when it came to senseless acts of violence? She was in the wrong place at the wrong time. What I had been through? It hadn’t been senseless. It had been calculated, and the cops weren’t your friend when it was all in the law enforcement family. City, county, or state… it didn’t matter. That thin blue line was a towering blue wall when it came to a girl like me.

      I was just your average girl who needed to keep her mouth shut. I wasn’t just public enemy number one for my protesting and social justice leanings. No, it went deeper than that now, and I was well aware that they could say whatever they wanted about me and the King County Sheriff’s Department would just hand me over, no questions asked. The last place I wanted or needed to be was within Seattle city limits.

      I’d been warned…

      Hell, they were all buddies. I bet they’d hand me over gift wrapped in a big red fucking bow, which was why I did anything and everything to fly under the radar. Getting involved with The Sacred Hearts in any capacity whatsoever was so not the way to do that.

      “What the fuck are you doing, Raven?” I muttered to myself for the thousandth time. Taking in a deep breath, I put my worn-out Doc Marten’s I’d scored at a second-hand store for like two bucks into motion over the equally worn-out cracked sidewalk.

      I licked my lips, swallowed my fear, and stopped below the two guys smoking on the back landing to their clubhouse and looked up.

      “Either of you guys know where I can find Maverick, or Fenris?” I asked.

      One of the two scowled down at me, a super hairy guy that looked like a damn neanderthal.

      “Depends, who’s askin’?” he demanded.

      “Does it matter?” I asked, wiping the sweating palm of my hand that didn’t grasp my staff on my post-apocalyptic olive-green leggings.

      “You’re coming to us, so… yeah. Kinda.” The other man was eyeing me with mistrust, and I let out a shaky breath, my heart hammering the inside of my ribcage.

      “Look, Mace sent me. He was in my bar last night and he got beat up – bad. I helped him, he asked me to—”

      The second man who had spoken, the one with the close-cropped dark hair and shadow of a beard just beginning along his jaw, vaulted the railing and landed right next to me. I shied back, but he seized my arm in a crushing grip. I tried to stay calm, fear spiraling through me, coiling in my chest, the panic ready to strike.

      “Where is he?” he demanded.

      “My apartment.”

      “Take us,” he said.

      “Are you Maverick or Fenris?” I asked and he cursed.

      “No, I’m the VP, little girl, and you’d better take me to him right fucking now.”

      “He said to find Maverick or Fenris,” I said stubbornly.

      “Squatch, get Mav out here pronto.”

      The hairy one went in the back door of the club, yelling out, “Mav!”

      “He dies or something—”

      I snorted. “He’s not going to, I looked after him myself,” I said hotly. That was one thing I wouldn’t have called into question. I was a good medic… or had been. I so didn’t hang out in the same circles anymore.

      “What’s the deal?” a new voice interjected, and we both looked up to the newcomer on the back porch of the heavily graffitied back side of the building.

      I opened my mouth to answer, but the man who had ahold of my arm went ahead of me. “She says Mace is in a real bad way, won’t take us to him.”

      “That’s not what I said!” I snapped. “What I said was, Mace told me to bring Maverick or Fenris!”

      “Well, I’m Maverick,” the man up top on the back porch declared. Vaulting it like the man who was now letting me go, he landed before me and said, “So, lead the way.”

      Heartened that his name patch on his vest said Maverick like Mace’s had said Mace, I nodded.

      “This way.” I jerked my head and started up the sidewalk. Maverick squinted.

      “Where’s your car?”

      “I don’t drive.”

      “Then we ride,” he said.

      “No way.” I shook my head. “This way,” I insisted, and I started up the sidewalk.

      “Squatch, have DT on standby, Glassjaw, you’re with me.” He fell into step beside me and pointed up and back at Squatch and called, “I don’t call in thirty get ahold of Cipher, he knows what to do!”

      “Got it, P!” Squatch was already moving across the street to the front of the motorcycle wrecking yard that was open for business.

      “Step it up, girl,” Glassjaw growled, and I sighed, lowered my plague doctor mask, and marched at a brisk pace toward home.

      It was a good five-to-ten-minute walk, so not bad at all. I’d stabilized Mace myself, so I knew he was okay.

      The two men traded a cautious look when I went up the stairs to the second floor and stuck the key in the lock of my apartment door. Reluctantly, they followed, and I let them into my space, leaning my staff against the wall by the door and hanging my mask on the protruding nail from the yellowing plaster beside it.

      “Mace?” Glassjaw called.

      Mace groaned and called out from the bedroom, the door a straight shot from the front one. “Yeah, Glass, I’m in here.”

      The two men traded a look and moved practically as one for the bedroom. I just shut my front door and locked it.

      “Jesus Christ, what the fuck happened to you, bro?” Glassjaw demanded.

      “Jumped by a bunch of pussy-ass frat boys. Where’s Raven?”

      “Right here,” I said gently and appeared in the doorway. I crossed my arms and leaned a shoulder against it, hugging my stomach, crossing my legs at the shin, toe of one boot against the worn plank hardwoods.

      “You alright?” Mace asked me and I nodded, keeping my expression cool and measured for the other two men who were staring at me.

      “Hold on, buddy. Gonna call in some help,” Maverick declared and raised his phone to his ear.

      “Thanks,” Mace said to me, and I nodded.

      “I’ll put some tea on, you want anything?” I asked him, and Glassjaw looked up at me.

      “Yeah, sounds good… thanks,” he said, and his hard looks had been traded for something softer and definitely more polite while Mav fixed me with a look of gratitude and a nod. I nodded back, but he never stopped speaking into his phone, low and insistent.

      “Yeah, off sixteenth, toward Roxbury. Above the ice cream shop…Excelsior…Yeah. How long, bro? K.”

      I went into the kitchen and put the dented kettle on the tiny, ancient, half-sized stove, straining to hear what was being said as I twisted the knob to start it heating.

      “No, bro… she saved my ass.” I peeked around the kitchen doorway and through my bedroom’s door into my bedroom. Mace was lying on one side of my bed, which was really just a queen-sized mattress on the floor decked in mismatched sheets from the second-hand store. Probably the nicest bed I’d ever owned if I was being honest.

      “That skinny thing?” Glassjaw asked. “How’d she do that?”

      “I don’t know, man, I was blackout drunk and beat to shit… gonna have to ask her.”

      “Not really worried about it, more worried about you and getting you checked out by a real professional.”

      Mace grunted in agreement and I sighed to myself. Okay, so I wasn’t like an EMT or certified or anything, but I was a volunteer medic down at Burning Man every year. I’d taken every CPR and First Aid course and taught myself everything I needed to know about triage and first aid. While I hadn’t treated worse than some of the injuries Mace had sustained, I was confident in my ability that I certainly hadn’t made anything worse. He was as stable as an ambulance crew or hospital could make him. I was certain of that fact.

      Maverick made some noises of agreement into his phone and finally said, “Yeah, that’d be great. We’ll see you in a couple three hours.” He paused as he listened to someone on the other end of the line. “Thanks, bro. We’ll owe you one.”

      He hung up and sighed, lifting his head and meeting my eyes where I was watching from around my little galley kitchen’s doorway. His gaze was calculating and decidedly uncomfortable. I ducked back around the corner and away from it, standing in front of the stove waiting for the water in my kettle to come to a boil and hating myself a little bit for it.

      I mean, I had all these burly ass bikers in my tiny-ass apartment and for lack of anything better to do I had relegated myself to literally boiling water.

      Don’t panic, Raven. Don’t panic, I told myself over and over again, silently in my head. No one knows they’re here, and no one’s going to drag you across the city line.

      It was frustrating.

      I never used to be like this, but then…

      “We owe you one.”

      I jumped and Maverick chuckled from my kitchen doorway. He wasn’t a big man, not really. Slender, and not overly tall. Average, really, except for the devastatingly good looks and those deep, dark blue eyes. He peered at me from under his dark hair which was getting in need of a cut and I honestly felt nothing by way of heat or anything else. I mean, he was pretty to look at… so? I’d learned good looks meant nothing in the long run. Most guys that had them just exploited them anyway.

      “Sorry,” he said with a slight smirk that was surprisingly not off-putting, but actually rather charming. Or it would be if I didn’t have my guard up as high as I did.

      “It’s fine,” I said tonelessly, and he looked me over again, curiously this time.

      “We’ll be out of here as soon as possible,” he said. “Got some brothers coming up from the Portland area with medical know-how to check our boy and declare one way or the other what to do.”

      I nodded and said, “You shouldn’t move him. Give him a few days to chill and then he can move. Those ribs need stability and rest.”

      “You got medical training?” he asked.

      “Some,” I said. “No super shiny and professional certifications, I don’t have an MD after my name, but I know what I’m doing.”

      He nodded thoughtfully and said, “We don’t trust easy.”

      “Me either,” I said quietly. And I didn’t. Not anymore.

      “We’ll be out of here as soon as we can.” He pushed off the doorway and turned.

      “You said that already, and you know, it’s no trouble, honestly,” I said at his retreating back. He stopped and turned, coming back to lean in the doorway again. My anxiety spiked a bit at that. There were no windows in this kitchen, only a single doorway in and out of the narrow space.

      He seemed to get that I was uncomfortable because he shifted so there was a way to edge around him if I needed to. The water started making noises, ticking and grumbling as it started to heat. It still had a way to go.

      “Why do you say that?” he asked. “Everything about you seems to indicate otherwise.”

      “Some people helped me once,” I said, rubbing my lips together thoughtfully. I didn’t want to give anything about myself away, but it was true. It was also true that… “Consider this me paying it forward. He just needs a few days of rest and to heal up. I’ll take the couch. I mean, I still have to work, but he can just chill. Have him checked out or whatever and we’ll go from there.”

      “That’s mighty generous of you…” he trailed off and raised his eyebrows, expecting me to fill in the blank.

      “My friends call me Raven,” I said and rubbed my sweating palms against my leggings.

      He nodded slowly.

      “Nice to meet you, Raven. I’m Mav, and the guy over there sitting with Mace is Glassjaw.”

      I nodded. “Anybody else headed this way?” I asked after his firm handshake.

      “A few more of my guys are apt to show up,” he said.

      I nodded.

      “Okay.”

      “You know where Mace’s bike is at?”

      “Oh, uh, I hadn’t thought about that, but if I had to guess, it’s probably still parked outside the bar.” I jerked my head in the direction of Shoreman’s a block over and two up.

      “Which bar would that be?” he asked, a slow smile painting his lips which I think was meant to put me at ease but… yeah… “Rat City is lousy with ‘em,” he finished.

      “Shoreman’s,” I said, and didn’t like telling him where I worked, but… hell. In for a penny, in for a pound, I thought to myself. There wasn’t really any going back on this one, and I guess there were worse things than being in good with The Sacred Hearts for a minute. At least I wasn’t on the outs with them like I seemed to be with so many other factions around these parts. Law enforcement in particular.

      “Thanks,” he said, and he woke up his phone in his hand and tapped something out.

      “Mav, what’re you doing?” Glassjaw called.

      “Having the prospect pick up Mace’s bike from where he left it.”

      “Oh, got ‘cha.”

      Maverick wandered back in the direction of my bedroom and I felt some of the tension leave my posture, the water starting to boil behind me. I sighed and brought down my teapot and three cups.

      It was one of my best possessions, the teapot. A stellar find at a second-hand sale at a church. A genuine Brown Betty. I brought down three of my cracked, but still pretty teacups and spooned in some of my vanilla bourbon rooibos tea into my little brown pot. Pouring the water in after the tea, I dropped the lid on with a satisfying little clatter and set my kitchen timer for a three-minute steep time.

      “What’re you doing?” I jumped and turned around, eyeing Glassjaw over my shoulder.

      “Making tea.”

      He gave me a sort of crooked grin and asked, “For bikers?”

      “Only if it doesn’t threaten your fragile masculinity,” I answered flippantly, tempering my words with a smile. His smile grew, and he barked a laugh.

      “Fair, fair,” he said and stuck his hands in his pockets. “Look, about earlier…” He fixed me with a look, and I swallowed hard and stared back. “Took a lot of balls coming up on us cold like that. I appreciate it and I apologize if I scared you.”

      “Tea?” I asked evenly, and he smiled.

      “Not my usual thing, but sure,” he said back with a nod.

      Cool.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Mace…

      It took a couple of hours for the doc to get to Raven’s. He was retired out of Vancouver, Washington, right there on the border with Portland. His medical license had been revoked by the state for assisting a terminally ill patient to the other side. That shit was legal just across the border, but his wife had been so bad, and you had to be a resident in Oregon for a year or some shit and, well… he couldn’t stand watching her in so much pain. She’d begged him and he’d done his time.

      As soon as he’d gotten out, he’d moved across into Portland and tried to rebuild his life. The club had helped; his cousin had brought him in. Now, he was on tap for emergencies like the odd beatdown like mine, or even a non-life-threatening gunshot wound or two.

      He was also one of the reasons we were in the illegal prescription drug trade… he was our contact throughout the south and still had his finger on the pulse of where the drugs needed to go. He was also still in touch with old colleagues who knew how fucked the American healthcare system was. They were as fuckin’ over it as he had been at the point when he’d given his wife the medication that she’d needed to skirt a lingering death from her inoperable brain tumor.

      We filled a much-needed fucking gap, poured some filler in the cracks, and not a goddamn one of us was sorry for it.

      “Shit, buddy. You look rough,” he said, sliding his soft-sided med kit off his leather-clad shoulder and setting it down next to me.

      “Concussion, fractured ribs for sure…” Raven’s voice was soft from the doorway. She stood leaning against the doorframe, her arms crossed over her stomach, putting her ample chest on somewhat of display. She wasn’t lying about the dreads being some wig. She had them off now, her dishwater blonde hair in a sort of sloppy, looping knot at the base of her skull as she turned her head, not looking at anyone. There was a sort of strange reaction as everyone in the room fixed their attention on her.

      “Yeah, well, let’s just have a look at ‘cha here.” Eulogy kneeled down next to me. That was his road name. Although his real name was Jack, a surefire way to get punched in the mouth or get him to hate you would be to call him “Eulogy” to his face.

      That was the thing about road names. You didn’t get to pick ‘em – they were given to you. His was a reminder of the worst time in his life, of the life he took, but when the person you killed was your wife and the act didn’t come from a place of angry passion or malice… well, needless to say, sometimes your brothers were fucking dicks and didn’t quite know when to quit.

      “Tell me what you need me to do, Jack,” I muttered and he chuckled.

      “Right now? Nothing. I need you to lie there and hold still until I can figure out how bad you are. You look like shit, bro.”

      I huffed a laugh and immediately winced.

      He checked me over, and sat up a little straighter and asked, “You do this?”

      Raven stood up straighter from where she slouched tiredly against the doorway now that all eyes were off her and on me. She said, “Yeah.”

      “I’m impressed,” Jack declared, and he sounded it. “There’s nothing for me to really do here that hasn’t already been done. Her assessment and diagnosis are spot on. You shouldn’t move for a few days. Rest, plenty of fluids, some pain relievers and let things set and your body heal.”

      “What kind of pain relief?” I asked. “Because shit, I could really use some.”

      “I’ll give Mav a list to get outta your chapter stores. Some oxys for the first few days for sure. Canadian Tylenol after that.”

      “The good shit,” Fenris grunted.

      “The good shit,” Eulogy agreed.

      “Thanks for coming up all this way,” I said quietly.

      “Any time, but let’s try and make this the last time if you know what I mean.” He raked his hand back through his brown hair which was getting a little long and was going prematurely silver.

      “Yeah, I’m with you there,” I grunted.

      “Talk to you?” he asked Mav, hefting his med pack and Mav nodded. They went for the doorway and Raven turned sideways so they could get out. They stood by the front door to her apartment and spoke in low tones. Mav looked her way and over her considering. I could see the wheels turning and was grateful the swelling had gone down enough I could see again.

      “How you hanging in there?” Glassjaw asked from the only chair in the corner.

      “Could use something for the pain,” I admitted. It’d been grinding on me long enough now that I was tired.

      “I’ll get you some water,” Raven murmured, and I heard her shuffle off. She’d made this tea earlier and had Glassjaw help me drink some. While tea wasn’t my thing, it’d somehow helped take the edge off. I wondered if it was some sort of hippy-chick homeopathic shit, but I didn’t want to be rude and ask.

      “Here, man.” Fenris came near and put a couple of round pills in my hand.

      “You came prepared. Gotta like that.” I let him help me sit up and put the pills in my mouth, wincing. Raven came back and pressed a cold glass into my hand, and I chased the tablets down with several cool drinks.

      “You shouldn’t move if you can avoid it for at least a few days. You can stay here; I don’t mind. I just have to go to work. I can sleep on the couch or whatever.”

      “You sure about that?” Fenris asked her, and she nodded. He gave a nod and looked at me. “It’s honestly probably the best thing, bro.”

      “I don’t want to upend your life, sweetheart,” I told her, and she smiled.

      “Might be nice to have some company,” she said glibly. “It gets kind of lonely up here all by myself.”

      I smiled and fought not to chuckle, coughing a couple of times and wincing which was almost worse.

      “Don’t make me laugh,” I begged, and her expression smoothed.

      “Get some rest,” she murmured and pulled the thin blankets up a little higher on me.

      “I’m going to talk to Mav and Jack.” Fenris got to his feet.

      I closed my eyes and waited for the damn pills to take effect. Let the grownups sort it out.
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      I slept. I didn’t know how long, but when I woke back up, Raven was gone and Fenris was sitting with his back against the wall beside the bed, his legs stretched out in front of him, booted feet crossed at the ankle while he fucked around on his phone.

      “Shit, bro, how long you been sitting there?” I asked, groggily.

      “Ah, it’s been a fuckin’ minute,” he said, stretching.

      “What time is it?” I asked. It was dark outside the glimpse of kitchen window that I could see through the bedroom door and in through the kitchen door. The only window in the fuckin’ place that I could tell.

      “Getting on toward three.”

      “In the morning?”

      He chuckled. “Yeah.”

      “What the fuck you doing here then? Shouldn’t you be home with your lady?”

      He put his phone in his jacket pocket and nodded, the long braid of his blond mohawk dragging across the leather of his cut.

      “Yeah, I should, but Aspen’s cool. She knows what’s up and Jack said we shouldn’t leave you alone for the first twenty-four or so.”

      “Got it,” I muttered and sighed out, closing my eyes.

      “Need anything?” he asked.

      “Yeah, help up. I gotta take a leak. Some water maybe.”

      “I got you,” Fen agreed, and he helped leverage me up off the mattress on the floor and into a standing position. My head swam, dizzy from the painkillers or a concussion, I didn’t fuckin’ know. It throbbed as I staggered into the bathroom and I had to brace myself against the wall over the john like I was drunk as fuck still to get my aim right.

      Taking that leak was grim. Pretty sure there was blood, but with the blows to the kidneys I’d taken from those fuckers kicking the shit out of my back, I wasn’t really surprised. It’d happened before and I wasn’t dead yet, so I wasn’t going to fucking worry about it too much.

      I went back and laid down again after washing my hands with the bar of herbal smelling raw soap on the edge of the old-school cracked-pedestal sink. I heard Fenris in the kitchen, the tap running. He came in and scoffed.

      “This place is a fuckin’ dump,” he said, and I nodded.

      “Yeah, I noticed.” What did he expect from an apartment in Rat City?

      He sat back down and handed me the glass of water. “Have to run the tap for a while just to get clear water.”

      “Pipes are old as fuck,” I muttered and drank the cold water down greedily.

      “Why she would wanna live here is beyond me,” he said, looking around at the cracked and water-stained ceiling, the equally cracked and yellowed plaster walls – and I do mean plaster. The building was old, like 1940s old and the walls still original. It was all hard original plaster not more modern drywall.

      Before my stint in prison, I had worked for one of those contractor places that would come clean up after fire and water damage. It was shitty work, but it paid pretty decent. I wanted to go back, but the boss I had been under was a dick. The evangelical type. Missed the whole point of what it was to be a good Christian.

      An actual follower of Christ would have taken me back in a heartbeat. I’d been one of his best employees. This guy, though? Said not only no but hell no. How would it look having a felon on parole working for his company? Like anyone would fuckin’ know by looking at me. Well, maybe they might, but you look at half the fuckin’ guys working for him, you would think the same thing. I guess it was the “parole” part he didn’t want to deal with.

      Fuckin’ jagoff.

      “Same thing about you, bro,” Fenris said when I didn’t say anything.

      “What?” I asked. “What about me?”

      “None of us can figure out why the fuck you were at Shoreman’s of all places. I mean, what a fuckin’ dive, man… what’s the matter? Free booze at the club not good enough?” His voice held humor, but under it was worry.

      “I just needed a break,” I mumbled.

      “From us?” Fenris asked, and he sounded a little offended.

      “No,” I muttered. “It’s stupid.”

      “Mace, man, you gotta give me something to work with here, buddy. You almost got beat to fuckin’ death. We’re fuckin’ worried about you.”

      I heaved a sigh. “I’m jealous, alright?” I groused.

      “Jealous?” he echoed in disbelief.

      “Yeah. I get locked up and all y’all out here hooking up in these beautiful meaningful relationships and fuck me, I want that…”

      “Dude, I think everybody wants that,” Fen declared, and he sounded a bit shocked. I opened one eye and looked up at him.

      “Didn’t take me for the type, or what?”

      “It’s not that, I just… I guess I didn’t think it fuckin’ bothered you that much being single. I mean, you got plenty of pussy throwing itself at you—”

      “Not the same thing,” I countered.

      “Yeah, I get that,” he said. “You didn’t let me finish.”

      He didn’t get to, either. Raven came in her front door. I caught sight of her through the bedroom doorway, a straight shot to her front door as she shut it behind her and leaned heavily against it as she threw the long line of bolts.

      “You look like hell,” Fen commented dryly.

      “Tired,” she muttered, dragging the strap of her canvas messenger bag over her head, and dropping it with a loud clunk against the worn hardwood floor at her feet.

      “The hell was that?” Fen laughed.

      “Probably my pistol,” she said with a shrug.

      “You got a gun in that thing?”

      She stooped and dragged it out and Fen started laughing.

      “Is that a fucking starter pistol?” he asked and sure as shit, it was. A long-barreled starter pistol, the kind Connery had in that popular old Bond promo shot.

      “Shut up,” she grumbled, putting it back into her bag. “It got those fuckers off of him, didn’t it?”

      “Oh, shit. Is that how you did it?” Fen asked and she nodded, tiredly and went over to the couch, falling onto it face-first.

      I laughed, it hurt like hell. Fen stopped mid-chuckle to turn a wary eye on me.

      “Raven,” I called out, but there was no answer. I felt myself soften up. Was she already out? “Raven,” I tried again.

      Fen got up and went over and looked down.

      “She is out like a goddamn traffic light,” he said, and I nodded.

      “Some fuckin’ bullshit,” I muttered.

      “What?” he asked, looking down at her curiously.

      “Her sleeping on her own damn couch.”

      He lifted a shoulder in a half-assed shrug and said, “She signed up for it.” He was doing that thing he sometimes did without realizing it – staring down at her a little intently, like he was memorizing every line and feature but at the same time wondering what she would look like with her skin off. It was an incredibly creepy and intimate look, and it didn’t sit well with me.

      Usually, it was kind of fascinating watching him watch somebody like that. It was something that was uniquely fuckin’ Fenris – or so I’d thought until I met that one dude from the mother chapter out in Kentucky. That guy was a stone-cold fuckin’ freak.

      It wasn’t a sexual thing, that look. It wasn’t gendered, or anything you could label. What it was, was nuanced, predatory, a raw curiosity that usually involved blood or ichor if the dude casting that look was given a chance to indulge whatever curiosity he had.

      “Fen,” I said, and he shook himself a little, as though waking up from some terrible dream. “I can’t say I much like the way you’re looking at her right now, buddy.”

      “Not her,” he said honestly. “Sorry, bro… I just have my suspicions.”

      “Yeah?” I asked.

      “Yeah.”

      His blue eyes met my brown ones, and a silent something passed between us. I nodded and he nodded too.

      There was something to it. The way she didn’t want or like to draw attention. I mean, nobody willingly lived in a dump like this that wasn’t hiding from or running from something.

      “Help me up, bro.”

      “Why?”

      “So, I can get her in her own bed tonight to sleep. I’ll take the couch.”

      He chuckled and shook his head.

      “This bed’s big enough for the both of you,” he said, kneeling down, and swiping the weird wig thing she had going on off her head. He laid it over the back of the couch and spoke softly. Raven groaned and turned over in her sleep and he said, “Atta girl.”

      He got his arms under her and leveraged her willowy thin frame up and brought her over. I struggled to sit up and twitched back the blankets on the one side and he set her down. I flicked them over her legs as she turned onto her side toward me and tucked her hands under her cheek.

      “Thanks,” I said, and he nodded.

      “Another round of painkillers?” he asked.

      “Yeah.”

      He got me the pills and some more water. I took the tablets, wincing at the taste they left in my mouth. Fuckers dissolved too quickly.

      “Go on, get out of here, bro,” I said quietly. “You’ve got Aspen waiting.”

      “Doc said to not leave you alone,” he tried to argue, and I raised my eyebrows.

      “I’m not alone,” I declared and jerked my head in Raven’s direction.

      “Right.” He nodded.

      “You don’t need to watch us both sleep,” I said, and he nodded.

      “Okay. I’ll send the prospect by tomorrow afternoon with your new phone. Cipher is getting all that shit handled.”

      “Thanks, man.”

      “No problem.”

      He let himself out and I didn’t bother getting up to lock the door. It was a bad hood, sure, but that was another thing Fen left behind in case I should need it. I glanced at the black nine-millimeter on the floor beside the bed within easy reach and turned my back on it to focus on the girl in the bed beside me.

      She was so tired, she even looked exhausted in sleep. I didn’t think that had everything to do with me, though… there was another type of world weariness under it all. I closed my eyes and breathed in slow, her rich, earthy, herbal scent filling my nose.

      She smelled good. Natural. Like a woman. God, I’d missed that smell…
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