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        Author’s Note

      

      

      

      If there was a skill I’d love to have, it would be to be able to write an entire story, and instead of using over a hundred thousand words, do it so you feel all the feels in three minutes.

      In other words, do it in a song, like any great songwriter is able to do.

      If you’ve read my books before, you know I often use music to set a mood or help tell the story.

      There are two very important songs mentioned in this book, so when you get to them, if you don’t already know these songs, and even if you do, I encourage you to look up the lyrics and listen to Helen Reddy’s “You and Me Against the World” and Bob Seger’s “Roll Me Away.”

      I hope I’ve written it, when you hear those songs, and allow their lyrics to move through you, those scenes are more profound and deepen this story for you.

      My mom used to sing that Reddy song to all three of her kids. The final seconds never fail to send me.

      And well, all of our lives we roll away.

      We just gotta hope, while we’ve got the time, we do it right.

      Rock On.
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        Please note that there are frank discussions of sexual assault in this novel. If this causes you distress, I hope you have love and support around you, and if you need it, you find help. However, if this distress can get to be too much, you may wish not to read this book.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          BEAT-UP CHAIRS

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Big Petey

      

      

      
        
        Denver, Colorado

        Not too long ago…

        Thursday Night

      

      

      The bar wasn’t the worst Pete had been in, it wasn’t the best either.

      But it was a bar, a busy one, and shit went down in bars, busy, seedy, or neither.

      And shit was going down.

      That was why he tensed, and Rush, sitting across from him in a back corner booth, tensed with him.

      They’d seen the dipshit on the barstool cop a feel of a woman’s ass as she walked by with her friends. They’d seen her negative reaction to that unwanted touch.

      And they’d seen how Harlan McCain hadn’t missed either.

      Now, Harlan, a bouncer at the bar, was on the move.

      Pete knew Harlan also hadn’t missed the man on the barstool had a crew with him.

      And that bar had one bouncer.

      Harlan.

      That didn’t stop the man from walking right up to Barstool and having a few words.

      Unsurprisingly, those words didn’t go well.

      Even if Harlan appeared to be going about things calmly and rationally, the situation deteriorated. Barstool got off his seat, going right into a two-handed shove on Harlan without the man doing a thing to stop him.

      His buds all exited their seats and gathered around.

      Harlan went back a step at the shove, but that was it.

      Except Harlan kept talking.

      Barstool got in his face, and it was clear he wasn’t sharing the weather.

      Harlan stayed cool, and when Barstool finally shut up, he kept calm and kept talking with some easily read head and hand motions that indicated Barstool, and his buds, were invited to walk out the front door.

      Barstool, either drunk, stupid, or both, took a step back, cocking an arm to throw a punch.

      This caused Pete to prepare to move.

      It also caused Harlan to dodge, and while dodging, take Barstool by the back neck of his shirt, the back waistband of his jeans and frog-march him right out the front door.

      His crew followed, and their set faces and body language shared what they intended to do when this shit went outside.

      Pete and Rush instantly slid out of their booth.

      Harlan was a big guy. Tall. Built. And the man’s muscle wasn’t lean, it was bulky.

      If he knew how to use it, it would pack a mean punch.

      If he didn’t, it could slow him down. Make him vulnerable.

      But four on one wasn’t good odds for anybody, no matter how they could handle themselves.

      This being why Pete and Rush quickly wound their way through the bar to the front door and out of it.

      Rush was young, fit, and he knew how to take care of business.

      Pete had long since passed his days where he could throw down.

      Shit, he had to brace in preparation just to stand up from a chair. His knees were bad. His back ached most days. His neck got stiff easily. Even his hips got to hurting on more than the rare occasion. Cold weather seized him right up. He went through ibuprofen like he owned stock in that shit.

      The thought of throwing a punch, or catching one, made his stomach curl into itself.

      But this was Harlan.

      This was Jackie’s boy.

      So Pete would get trounced to dirt if it came to it.

      Rush pushed out the door first, Pete followed, and they both stopped in their tracks right outside.

      Barstool was flat on his back on the pavement, and he looked like he was out cold.

      One of his crew was bent double, his hand to his face, blood streaming through his fingers, hollering, “You broke my nose, asshole!”

      Another was on his knees, both hands clutching his junk, a look on his face no man needed translated.

      The last was backing off from Harlan, his hands up.

      “Well…shit,” Rush whispered.

      That said it.

      What, it took them half a minute to get out there?

      Impressive.

      “Banned,” Harlan’s low, rough voice came, his gaze centered on Hands Up.

      “You just earned a lawsuit,” Hands Up threatened.

      “Got cameras everywhere, man. They caught that genius”—Harlan jerked his head toward the prone man on the pavement—“doing his grab-ass shit in the bar. Caught him refusing to leave when it was made clear he was no longer welcome in this establishment. Caught him shoving me and winding up to land a blow. Out here, caught him doing the same, then that professor”—an additional jerk of the head to the one bleeding—“jumped on my back.” Another jerk in the other direction. “That one tried to pile on. Now, you tell me, what judge is gonna see some assclown grab a woman’s ass, refuse to leave when asked, all four of you throwing down against one guy, and give you that first dime for me protecting myself and the women in the bar, something I’m employed, in part, to do?”

      Before Hands Up could speak, Harlan kept at him.

      “None of ’em. Trust me on this, I been doin’ it for a while. Now gather your troops and get gone. Don’t come back either. Lifetime ban.”

      Hands Up was pulling Nuts Busted straight and talking trash. “Was a shit bar anyway.”

      “Good you won’t miss it,” Harlan muttered.

      Hands Up, Nosebleed and Nuts Busted dragged Barstool, who was regaining consciousness, to his feet, at the same time they glared at Harlan. Pete noticed their attention often bounced to Rush, who was standing not near, but not far, from Harlan’s back.

      They ignored Pete. Then again, even he had to admit he wasn’t much of a threat.

      Harlan didn’t move, nor did Rush or Pete as they watched the four men make their way to an SUV.

      They still didn’t move as the vehicle drove out of the parking lot.

      Once it exited the lot, Harlan turned to them.

      He glanced at Rush, but his focus settled on Big Petey.

      “If I wanted in, I’d have hit the Compound, man.”

      “You ride,” Pete replied.

      Harlan’s wide shoulders went up and down. “Lotta men ride bikes. That don’t mean they got patches.”

      True.

      But this was Jackie’s boy.

      “It’s time,” Pete replied.

      Harlan shook his head. “I’m not a joiner.”

      “Joker isn’t either, but he’s a brother. Snapper, the same,” Pete told him. “It isn’t about joining, son. It’s about family.”

      Harlan had a mess of blond-brown hair and a full, thick beard that couldn’t decide if it wanted to be blond or brown, and there was even some black vying for space.

      Pete could still see his lips thin in that mass of whiskers at the mention of family.

      Pete was too old for this shit.

      And he was tired.

      He’d survived two wars with his Club. They’d lost men, to both death and dishonor. They’d put their asses on the line. They’d seen their women in danger.

      Personally, he’d watched his only child, his beautiful daughter, waste away from cancer.

      But he had to do this. He had to find the energy for it.

      This had to happen.

      For Harlan.

      For Jackie.

      Therefore, Pete pulled out the big guns.

      “She’d want you with us, Harlan,” he said quietly. “You know that. You know it, son. I heard her say it myself.”

      It was all about direct eye contact, until Pete said that.

      When those words came out, Harlan looked away.

      And Pete knew he was right.

      He also knew Jackie died wanting that for her boy. She wanted that purpose, that solidness, that brotherhood for her only child.

      And she died without him having it.

      Rush entered the discussion.

      “Listen, this decision doesn’t need to be made now. We’re havin’ a get-together Saturday. It starts at one o’clock. Come whenever. It’s FFO. That way, you’ll get a feel of us. Be able to make an informed decision.”

      And we’ll get a feel for you, he did not say, but Pete knew that was a part of it.

      Rush was too young to know.

      Tack knew. Hound. Hop. Dog. Brick. High. Arlo. Boz.

      They all knew.

      Rush didn’t know.

      Pete had told him, but he didn’t know.

      Harlan already was one of them.

      The tightness in Pete’s chest relaxed a hint when Harlan asked, “What’s FFO?”

      “Friends and family only,” Rush answered.

      Now it was direct eye contact with Rush. A lot of it. And it lasted awhile.

      Finally, Harlan said, “We’ll see.”

      Both he and Rush knew that was as good as they were going to get.

      They left it at that and walked to their bikes.

      They’d see on Saturday.

      And on Pete’s part, he’d hope.

      And that hope was all for Jackie.

      

      
        
        Diana

      

      

      
        
        Tucson, Arizona

        Several years earlier from Big Petey and Rush’s visit to the bar…

      

      

      Was this happening?

      Was this crap really, freaking happening?

      I pushed. I shoved. I bit. I scratched.

      And I shouted.

      Had everyone gone deaf?

      It was late, but a woman shouting didn’t wake at least one person up?

      Not to mention, we were in a college dorm. Half the occupants didn’t get to sleep until early morning hours, if they slept at all.

      But no one came.

      And this was happening.

      I could not let it happen.

      The problem was, the longer it went on, the more I felt like I was slipping into a haze. The disbelief was retreating, the fear was increasing, he was so obviously stronger than me, the hope was fading that I’d be able to get away, and for some shit reason, my mind was taking this opportunity to shut down.

      Suddenly, though, I got my opening and did not hesitate to haul up my knee as hard as I could, and I slammed his balls into his pelvis.

      He grunted, moaned, rolled off me, grabbing his crotch, and I immediately rolled the other way, off the narrow twin bed in my dorm room where he’d forced me.

      Once I got steady on my feet, I realized how hard I was breathing. I could actually feel my heart pounding in my chest, my skin tingling with the rush of adrenaline and fear.

      And, thinking of nothing but being absolutely certain he was incapacitated, I punched him in his dick with all the power I could muster.

      It was a cheap shot in a vulnerable area, but for heaven’s sake, the guy was trying to rape me.

      His groan shared agony as he curled into a fetal ball.

      I ran out the door, down the hall and to the RA’s door.

      I hammered on it as my heart continued to hammer in my chest and my breath came out in explosive bursts.

      She opened it and blinked at me.

      Of course, most of the dorm was probably awake, but this woman had been sleeping.

      “Did you not hear me shouting?” I demanded. “My study date just tried to rape me!”

      Her face went pale, and suffice it to say, my adrenaline was still flowing, I was freaking out, pissed, scared, shocked, and still, I saw the myriad of emotions drift through her expression. Surprise. Concern. Anger. But also hassle.

      This was going to be a hassle for her.

      Seriously?

      “Um…now’s the time when you call the campus police,” I informed her.

      “Right,” she mumbled. “Come in.”

      I walked in.

      I sat on the side of her bed.

      That was when I started shaking.

      Bad shakes.

      Cataclysmic.

      Dang.

      I’d never been sexually assaulted.

      I hoped I never was again.

      It wasn’t as bad as it could be, but it was still awful.

      Terrifying.

      I knew, sitting there, it would change my life forever.

      What I did not know was that it definitely would.

      But in ways I’d never imagine.

      

      
        
        Harlan

      

      

      
        
        Denver, Colorado

        Several years later from Diana’s attack…

        Saturday

      

      

      Harlan sat away from the crowd in a white resin chair in the forecourt behind Ride, the auto supply store, and in front of the other part of Ride, the custom car and bike garage that sat at the back of Chaos Motorcycle Club’s property.

      He was on Chaos.

      Again.

      Though, this was the first time in more than a decade.

      No.

      More than two.

      Harlan didn’t want to like what that resin chair said.

      But he liked it.

      It was the kind you bought for twenty bucks (if that) at Walmart.

      These men, with their businesses (they had auto supply stores all over Colorado) were raking it in. Their builds from the garage were so phenomenal, they’d had magazine articles written about them.

      His mom had collected every magazine, saved special in little plastic sleeves.

      So now, he had them.

      But that chair was not only cheap, it was bought in bulk (because there were a lot of them scattered around). They were nicked and scraped and obviously had been there awhile.

      No one bothered to replace them.

      No airs, no graces.

      White resin chairs. A man at a huge-ass grill that was far from brand-new (and that grill had seen years of action), frying up burgers, brats and hotdogs. Potluck dishes all over a table. So much food, double the FFOs could show at this shindig and walk away stuffed. Kegs in barrels filled with ice. Massive coolers with bottles of beer, pop and water sticking out. Music playing. It was metal, it was loud, but it wasn’t so loud you couldn’t talk and listen. Kids running around everywhere.

      Lots of kids.

      Everywhere.

      And women.

      It was the women that shook him.

      There were some in expensive clothes that even he could clock as pricey (though they were expensive in a casual way), wearing high-wedge sandals on their feet (that were also costly …and casual). There were others who were born old ladies and wore that proudly with their jeans and Harley tees and silver jewelry.

      Christ, one of them had a cute dress on, a mass of honey blonde ringlets and looked like a goddamn cheerleader.

      All of them mingled together, laughing with each other, gabbing with heads bent close, a clear sisterhood among the brotherhood.

      Harlan was really young the last time he was here, and his mother was desperate. He didn’t remember much, except he felt powerless because his mom was in a situation he couldn’t help her with.

      He also remembered those men treated her differently than practically anybody.

      She’d been unsafe.

      They’d made her safe.

      His gaze drifted to Tack Allen then to Hopper Kincaid, and finally to Hound Ironside.

      Yeah.

      With Big Petey, they’d made her safe.

      He still felt the change from then to now.

      This was what Pete said it was. It was what his ma told him Tack was building.

      It was family.

      He heard a chair scrape and looked to his side to see Rush, Tack Allen’s son—and his heir, since Rush was now president of the Club, a position Tack used to hold—was dragging another beat-up white chair to Harlan.

      Once he got it where he wanted it, Rush sat in it and slouched, testing that old chair’s viability in a way that Harlan, who had to have at least fifty pounds on the guy, would never consider doing. Rush took a drag off his bottle of brew and kept his Oakley sunglasses aimed to the forecourt.

      “You gettin’ it?” Rush asked.

      “Hard not to,” Harlan answered.

      “No one has to know,” Rush assured him.

      It was a laid-back day. Sunny. Autumn was coming in, but the weather was still great. He’d had a brat and a burger and some of the best homemade potato salad he’d ever tasted. And these were clearly good people.

      He didn’t want to get pissed.

      “Not ashamed of it,” he stated tightly. “Ma wasn’t either.”

      Rush looked to him and repeated, “No one has to know.”

      He got it then.

      If he joined, he’d be in the brotherhood, but that didn’t mean they owned him. That didn’t mean they got every piece of him. That didn’t mean he owed them dick.

      He came as he came. He gave what he gave. And both were his choice.

      Harlan had to admit he was surprised about that.

      Especially coming from Rush.

      “So how does that work, considering what I know of this business, you join up, it’s all in for life?” he asked.

      “You do your time as a prospect,” Rush explained. “Warning, it’s gonna be shit. It’s not about hazing. It’s about duty. Loyalty. Commitment. The brothers decide you’ve done enough time, we patch you in. Through this, and after you earn your patch, you work the store or the shop. You get paid like any brother, a percentage of the monthly take. Except it’s less as a recruit. You patch in, you get what we all get.”

      More surprise.

      “Equal?”

      “No one is above anyone else in the Club, Harlan.”

      “No matter the time they got in?”

      Rush shook his head. “No matter anything, outside your status as recruit or patched-in brother.”

      “And that’s it?”

      A smile curved Rush Allen’s lips. “You haven’t been a recruit. It sucks bein’ at the beck and call of a bunch of assholes who might be in the mood to bust your balls.”

      That did not sound fun.

      “You do it?”

      Rush jerked up his chin. “Everyone does it. Even a legacy, like you.”

      That surprised him too.

      It also cut him.

      He took his own drag from his beer, looked away and said, “Nah, man. I’m not legacy.”

      “I think Pete, Dad, Hop, High, Hound, Arlo and Boz would disagree.”

      “They were good to her,” Harlan muttered.

      “We’re good to a lot of people, man. You decide to let me sponsor you, find out for yourself.”

      Harlan tipped his head toward the forecourt. “You gotta know, life I’ve lived, that seems too good to be true.”

      “What you should know is that Big Petey shared the essentials, nothing else, so I don’t know,” Rush told him. “That’s yours to give or keep to yourself.”

      Harlan found that interesting.

      Rush kept on. “It isn’t like we don’t have rules, we just don’t have many of them. We also have structure. There’s a hierarchy. It isn’t about lording over anyone. It’s about keeping balance and order. This is a democracy. Every man with a patch has a vote that’s as equal as everything else. But prospects have a voice, and we all got ears, so they might not have a vote, but they’re heard.”

      Harlan nodded that Rush was also heard, and Rush kept at it.

      “Straight up, no drugs. Weed, okay. That’s legal. Other shit, that’s a problem. You do you, but if you get a woman and you do her dirty, you have kids and you fuck them up, or you mess with the brotherhood, that’ll be a problem, and the Club will deal with it. You’ll be given the chance to have your say, but you won’t have the choice but to abide by the decision of the brothers.”

      None of this was an issue for Harlan.

      Harlan turned back to him. “I like my job.”

      “I get it. Action.”

      That wasn’t it, but Rush didn’t get that.

      Not now.

      Maybe not ever.

      “You join, you learn, we don’t just run a store and make kickass cars,” Rush informed him.

      And again, he was surprised. His ma told him they got out of all that shit.

      “Outlaw?” he asked.

      Rush’s lips curved again.

      “Not the bad kind,” he said and took another drag from his beer.

      Harlan did too.

      But this time when he did it, he found he was intrigued.

      Beat-up chairs.

      Potluck party.

      The screeches and giggles of kids mingled with men’s and women’s laughter and metal.

      The “rules” being no drugs and treating your women, kids and brothers right, and that was it.

      “Not the bad kind” of outlaw.

      Harlan threw back some more beer and settled in.

      Because…yeah.

      Harlan was intrigued.

      Very intrigued.

      

      
        
        Diana

      

      

      
        
        Tucson, Arizona

        Several years earlier than Harlan and Rush’s conversation…

        But also a Saturday.

      

      

      The college administrator came out of her office, gave me a look I couldn’t decipher, and then said, “Your father wants to have a word with you. You can use my office.”

      She smiled a tight smile, and I could decipher that.

      Nolan Armitage wants to have a word with you, you come in on a weekend to have that word with him. He wants a private word with his daughter, you let him use your office to do it.

      As I passed her, I mumbled, “Sorry.”

      I couldn’t stop myself. It was habit. I did it a lot when Dad got involved.

      She said nothing and closed the door behind me.

      Dad was standing there, and when he had picked me up earlier to bring me here, I knew he wasn’t messing around. It was the weekend, and he was in a full three-piece, look-at-me-I’m-important!, custom-tailored suit.

      “Well, that was costly,” he sniped.

      I was confused.

      “I’m sorry?” I asked.

      “Taking care of your situation required a donation that was costly.”

      My…

      Situation?

      I shook my head. “Dad, I don’t⁠—”

      “Fortunately, it’s early in the semester. They’ll be removing you from the class you share with that young man…”

      That young man?

      Not, that absolute cretin who attacked my daughter in her dorm room?

      “…you’ll be re-enrolled in it next semester,” Dad went on. “And this situation will be expunged and not reflect on your record…or his. It will be as if it didn’t happen at all.”

      My mouth dropped open as my lungs hollowed out, mostly because I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.

      “Really, Diana,” Dad carried on. “What were you thinking, studying late at night with a young man who made it clear he had a crush on you? Of course he’d read that particular situation a certain way.”

      Uh-oh.

      Oh no.

      Oh crap.

      I was going to start crying.

      Angry tears.

      Very angry ones.

      And maybe yelling.

      Loudly.

      I couldn’t do either. I’d learned that.

      Boy, had I learned.

      I had to be strong, smart, ambitious, hardworking, busy doing things that mattered, and although tears weren’t verboten, they were discouraged and only accepted in certain circumstances.

      Those didn’t include when I butted heads with my dad.

      “He’s agreed to steer clear of you,” Dad shared. “I suggest you do the same.”

      “Well, yeah, Dad, I’ll do that since he attacked me,” I snapped.

      “Diana—”

      “You’re telling me you didn’t come here to make absolutely certain, at the very least, this predator was expelled from this institution, but also doing what you could to make certain what should happen actually happens, that being he’s arrested and charges are filed. Instead, you smoothed things over for him, and I have to change my schedule to avoid him?”

      “Listen to me,” he said in his well-known and oft-used I fear you’re too dim to understand, but I’m going to try to explain anyway voice. “You haven’t had a great deal of experience with men⁠—”

      I cut him off again. “I’ve dated a lot, Dad, and none of the guys I’ve dated have wrestled me to a bed and tried to tear my clothes off.”

      I’ll hand it to him, when I said that, he flinched.

      But he recovered quickly.

      “Those were boys in high school,” he retorted. “They were not men.”

      Like boys in high school might not have the same inclinations.

      Was he crazy?

      “I’m a sophomore here,” I reminded him. “And I didn’t do a nun impression my first year.”

      “Diana—”

      “So what you’re saying is, now that I’m dealing with ‘men,’ I can’t be safe in my own space and instead have to have a mind to how some loser might feel about whether he wants to have sex with me or not. But he doesn’t have to have a mind to me about whether I want the same, and maybe, you know, use his words to share what he wants and asks me instead of attacking me in order to simply take what he wants.”

      “It’s the way of the world,” Dad said stonily.

      Oh yeah.

      I couldn’t believe I was hearing this.

      I should believe it. This was my dad. Nolan Armitage. The epitome of the heartless, power-mad, money-hungry, workaholic attorney who found his way to getting what he wanted by any means necessary, and what he wanted, obviously, was power and money. All other things—his daughter, his wives (yes, plural, though not at the same time)—didn’t factor.

      Not to mention, he was the man who ground my mother to dust.

      But still, I couldn’t believe it.

      I thought I’d learned how to deal. I thought I’d built appropriate walls that would keep the pain at bay. I didn’t think he had the capacity to hurt me anymore.

      Every day you learned new things, though, and today, this was my lesson.

      And it hurt like hell.

      “Do you have any clue how terrified I was?” I whispered.

      He softened, slightly.

      But not enough. Not near enough.

      He proved that with what he said next.

      “You need to have a mind to keeping yourself safe.”

      “I was safe. In my dorm room. With people right next door on both sides and across the hall. On a study date with some guy I barely know, so obviously, I don’t want him ripping my clothes off.”

      “You barely know him, and you let him into your room?”

      “I’m not on trial here, Dad,” I bit out. “Save the courtroom machinations for re-traumatizing assault victims your rich clients pay you to get off.”

      Dad’s face got hard. “That was unnecessarily nasty.”

      I stared at him.

      He scowled at me.

      He honestly didn’t see what was happening here, what had happened to me, his daughter, and what he was doing to me, his daughter.

      He didn’t freaking see it.

      But I did.

      Oh, yeah, I so totally did.

      Crystal freaking clear.

      I shouldn’t have wasted time building walls.

      I should have used that time to form an escape plan.

      “I’m done,” I stated.

      Dad nodded. “Yes, it’s done. We’ll have an early dinner and then I’ll head back to Phoenix.”

      “No, I mean, I’m done.”

      His brows drew down. “With what?”

      “You.” I swung an arm out in front of me. “This. All of it.”

      He released a heavy sigh. “Please make sense, Diana. It was kind Ms. Bainbridge allowed us to use her office, but we can’t stay in it all day.”

      “I’m dropping out of college.”

      An angry flush started up his neck.

      “You are not,” he stated flatly.

      “You’re paying for it, and I want nothing more from you, so until I can pay for it, I’m out. I’m out at home too. I’ll move in with Gram and Gramps.”

      His lip curled with distaste. “Now is not the time to throw a tantrum, Diana.”

      At his words, a sudden calm stole over me.

      No, not a calm, a chill. But I welcomed it completely.

      “I’m not five, I’m nineteen,” I reminded him. “I’m officially an adult. I can vote. I can serve my country. So please don’t mistake me. I’m not throwing a tantrum. I’m making a decision and carrying it through.”

      “This is ridiculous. You’ve had something unpleasant happen to you and you’re being overly emotional.”

      “I can assure you with one hundred percent accuracy, until you’ve experienced your own sexual assault, you cannot make that first judgement about the level of emotion of a person who’s experienced one. I can also share what happened to me wasn’t unpleasant. It was terrifying. It was shocking. It was unconscionable. And it was felonious. You are a student of the law, but more, you’re my father, and you making it easy for that asshole to get away with what he did to me, which might mean he’ll do it to someone else, is utterly unthinkable.”

      “A lady doesn’t curse.”

      Oh my God!

      That was what he focused on in all I said?

      “Yeah?” I asked.

      “It’s yes…and yes, you know that, as I’ve told you repeatedly I do not accept that kind of language from my daughter.”

      “Well, hear this, Dad. I’m not a lady. I’m a woman, and I can talk however the fuck I want. So fuck you, Dad.” I leaned toward his stunned straight body and bit, “Fuck you.”

      With that, I walked out of Ms. Bainbridge’s office.

      She was standing outside it. Her eyes came immediately to me and the softness and concern in them almost blew it for me.

      “Thanks,” I muttered and got the heck out of there.

      I’d fall apart somewhere else.

      Not here.

      Not now.

      Not with him close.

      Later.

      I’d give myself that, but not much of it, because I’d need to put myself back together, build myself up and stay strong so he didn’t grind me to dust too.

      This was right.

      This was good.

      I needed an education. I needed to think about my future.

      What I did not need was to owe that man anything.

      Some might think it crazy, or even stupid, but they’d be wrong.

      This was the smartest thing I’d ever done in my life.

      

      
        
        Harlan

      

      

      
        
        Denver, Colorado

        Present day…

      

      

      Rush had been wrong.

      Being a prospect for the Chaos MC wasn’t that tough of a gig.

      Hugger and his ma had some rough times, more lean ones, some scary ones, so he’d been cooking and cleaning and helping his ma at the laundromat since he was in single digits. He got his first job, getting paid under the table, when he was eleven.

      In his life, he’d lugged more kegs than he cared to count, cleaned up puke and blood, took punches, meted them out, got talked down to, taken for granted, screwed over.

      Pulling a beer from a tap for a brother at his demand and driving home drunk biker bunnies was not a hardship.

      Sure, there was tougher shit than that to do, a lot tougher, but it was shit that had to get done.

      Hugger had learned in his life, if something had to get done, just do it. Don’t waste your time trying to figure out how to con someone else into doing it or assessing the easiest way to get it done. Just get stuck in and do the job right.

      Then move on.

      He worked out his time as prospect, got paid for it (which, seriously, made it just like a kind of shitty job), then got patched in, and now he got paid a helluva lot more, which was not shitty at all.

      And the brotherhood was good.

      They were all like those beat-up chairs he’d had to stack more than once when he was a recruit.

      They were all a lot like him.

      Nicked. Scraped. Worn. But still standing and doing their jobs.

      Those jobs were, as he’d noted over the years he’d spent with them, being good husbands, good fathers, good brothers and keeping the businesses strong and thriving, mostly so they could keep their families the same.

      That was it.

      There was other stuff they got into, but it was up to you if you wanted to get involved.

      Hugger had signed on to that right away.

      He suspected they all knew who he was, of a sort. Definitely the older brothers did.

      But no one got up in his shit. No one pressed for more than he wanted to give. No one did anything but let him be who he was.

      Though, they might give him crap about it, like making his Club name Hugger because he wasn’t a big fan of being touched, unless he was having sex with a woman. But after, he was not a cuddle guy. If she stayed the night, she had her side of the bed, and he had his, and if she tried to encroach, he put her back where she should be. If she kept at it, he was out the door, or she was.

      He didn’t give a lot of headspace to trying to understand that. It was obvious.

      He and his ma were a team of two.

      The end.

      His ma died, he was one, and he was down with that, not on the lookout to let anyone in.

      Until he got Chaos.

      But the way they were, no pressure, hands off, he was down with that too.

      He headed through the tatty, lived-in bar area of the Compound, a place where he felt at home the minute he’d first re-entered it, and that had nothing to do with the fact he’d been there before, to the brother’s meeting room.

      He’d been called in.

      He walked through the door to the meet room and was surprised, though also not, when Rush and Big Petey were the only ones sitting at the big table with the Chaos flag enshrined under a Plexiglas top.

      Rush, because Rush was the president, and he was involved in everything the Club did.

      Pete, because Pete had been trying to fashion himself as some kind of dad-like dude to Hugger since Hugger signed on to recruit.

      Hugger didn’t have a problem with this. Pete was a good man.

      But he didn’t encourage it.

      This wasn’t about Club family dynamics.

      This was something else.

      Not many of the brothers weren’t in to do what needed to get done when the Resurrection MC, another Denver club (also known as the Angels of Vengeance, a name they earned in a number of ways, they were further known as the Angels of Death, and the same applied), came calling for assistance with their vigilante missions.

      There was a lot of history there, it was tied up with Chaos, he’d learned it all as prospect, and he was in two minds about Resurrection.

      What they did that forced them on the never-ending path to seek redemption was something he could never forgive. It didn’t happen to him, and it was well before his time.

      Still, he could, and would, never forgive them doing something that entirely fucked up.

      But there was no doubt every one of those men was on that never-ending path, and not a one of them would ever stray from it.

      So there was that.

      He did a chin lift to Rush and Pete, got them in return, and took his seat at the table.

      He reckoned he knew what this was about.

      When Rush spoke, he found he wasn’t wrong.

      “That situation down in Phoenix needs some attention. I talked with Beck. He’s sending down Muzzle and Eightball. They didn’t ask for our assistance, but I’m not feeling the digging that’s getting done by that particular player in the Valley of the Sun. Chaos history that needs to stay buried is getting dredged up. I don’t know what he’s got up his ass about us and Resurrection, but we have links, and he’s making them. I want one of ours down there too.”

      “I’m in,” Hugger said straightaway.

      Beck was president of Resurrection, also known by his club name, Washington, or Wash. Muzzle and Eight were brothers in that crew.

      Rush and Pete shared a glance.

      It was Pete who spoke next.

      “This guy you’ll be looking into is some serious shit.”

      Hugger nodded. “Imran Babić. Bosnian gangster. Has his finger in every pie he can shove it into, as long as it’s unlawful. Also, certifiable. Case in point, he played with the president of the Aces High MC’s old lady.”

      “You prove you listen good, but you’ve already proved that,” Pete replied. “But recently, shit has gone south for this guy.”

      “No surprise. He lives south, and I don’t mean Arizona,” Hugger returned.

      “He’s recently been arrested and made bail, after a brutal rape,” Rush said.

      Hugger sat perfectly still.

      “She’s messed up. But she pressed charges,” Rush continued. “It’s making him vulnerable. The kind of vulnerable he’ll pull out all the stops to do something about.”

      Hugger’s voice was ragged when he forced out, “She got protection?”

      “That’s part of what Muzz, Eight and you will be doing.”

      Oh yeah.

      He was down with this.

      “I’m coming with,” Big Petey stated.

      Hugger kept his mouth shut about Pete being involved, but he didn’t like it.

      The man was not young, for one.

      And he was not well, for another.

      Someone gave you no shit, no pressure, let you be who you were and always took your back, you returned that.

      So Pete not reaching out about the way he was losing weight, slowing down, and sometimes seemed hazy meant they all had to lock down their concern and let him do it like he wanted to do it.

      But Hugger knew he wasn’t the only brother who was worried.

      So it was Rush and Hugger who exchanged a glance after Pete spoke those words, but other than that, they didn’t open their traps.

      At least, not about that.

      “There’s a slight hitch in that plan,” Rush went on.

      “Yeah?” Hugger prompted.

      “She’s already got protection. A woman named Diana Armitage.”

      Oh shit.

      “A chick?” Hugger asked.

      No shade. Women could get the job done.

      But one chick against a Bosnian gangster with a massive crew was not good odds.

      Rush nodded his confirmation.

      “She security? Ex-military? A cop? What?” Hugger asked.

      Rush shook his head. “None of that.”

      This wasn’t oh shit.

      It was oh fuck.

      And Rush wasn’t done.

      “She’s also Babić’s attorney’s daughter.”

      Nope.

      Now it was oh fuck.

      He had no idea why the daughter would wade into this, but he did not sense good things.

      Hugger looked to Big Petey.

      “When do we leave?”

      Pete grinned. “Pack for hot, son. The heat isn’t off the Valley yet. Soon’s you’re ready, we ride.”

      Hugger stood.

      Then he walked out to jump on his bike, go home, pack his saddle bags, and get his ass down to Phoenix.
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      “I’m sorry, Mr. Armitage. She just walked in and wouldn’t leave.”

      “That’s all right, Janie. She’s my daughter and I asked to see her. I apologize I didn’t tell you. It’s fine. You can go back to your work.”

      I sat behind my father’s big fancy desk, watching this exchange, marveling at the newfound knowledge the man could apologize.

      I then watched him close the door behind Janie, who was rather young to be the personal assistant for a man of my father’s stature. That being a named partner in a massive practice, who had a corner office that included a conference area with an eight-seater table and a sitting area that had four armchairs and two couches facing each other.

      Oh, and fresh flowers.

      Fresh flowers all over the place.

      Their weekly flower budget had to equal my monthly mortgage, if not exceed it.

      And let us not forget, his art.

      I’d finally earned my degree (yep, in art, actually, two of them), which I paid for (thank you very much—it took seven years, but by damn, I earned them). I did restoration, conservation and cleaning, so I knew art, and I hated to admit it, but Dad had a good eye.

      But he always did.

      He’d picked Mom.

      And then he’d picked Nicole.

      Enough said right there.

      Dad walked to stand in front of his desk, his attention never leaving me, and he said, “I asked to see you, however, you didn’t reply to my voicemail.”

      I was lounged back in his cushy chair, my legs crossed, and I threw up both hands. “Consider this my response.”

      “This isn’t a good time. I have a busy schedule. I’m due in a meeting in ten minutes. Regardless, I’d like to speak to you in private,” he said through his teeth.

      “It’s been a long time, Dad. But with nineteen years’ experience starting from birth, I still think I can translate Dad-ish.” I sat forward and rested both elbows on his desk, putting my chin on top of my linked fingers. “What you mean is, your vile, cruel, practically inhuman client, who also happens to be rich, and that works for you, in fact, that’s all you need, has requested I cut Suzette loose so he can have a clean go at silencing her.”

      “Again, I’d like to set some time to speak to you in private.”

      I sat back and feigned excitement. “No, wait…he wants to bribe her?”

      I watched my father visibly lose patience. “Diana, I’ll repeat, I don’t have time at this moment, and I’d rather not do this here. We haven’t connected since the situation in Tucson, so it would also be nice if I had the chance to get caught up with my only child.”

      “Ooo, good one. The guilt card. Well played.”

      “Diana—”

      “You get discovery. Have you received it yet? Did you see pictures of her?”

      “Diana—”

      “You did, but what’s your hourly with a client like Babić? Four hundred? Five?”

      Abruptly, he leaned forward, resting his weight into his hands on his desk, the move so sudden, I jumped.

      “Can’t you see you’ve put yourself in danger?” he whispered, unease in his gaze.

      I ignored the unease, as I’d been ignoring it since Suzette moved in with me a week ago.

      Instead, I stood and assumed the same position so we were eye to eye. “Can’t you see I’m the only safe place she’s got? That man is a psychopath, but he’s not going to kill his own attorney’s daughter in order to get to the woman he viciously assaulted.”

      “You don’t know what he’ll do.”

      “I’m laying odds.”

      “This is messy, the accuser of my client living with my daughter.”

      “I’m afraid I fail to see how that concerns me.”

      “If you want to punish me, there are other ways to do it. Say, cutting me out of your life for ten years. I can report, that worked quite well.”

      “Sorry, Dad. This isn’t about you. It’s about Suzette.”

      He shook his head. “Don’t think I’ll fall for that nonsense. You’ve got your mother in you.”

      God, sometimes I wished I was a violent person.

      In considering that, how bad was it to slap someone? Was that like, level three violent? Or more level five?

      I was pretty sure I could do a three. I wasn’t so sure I could live with five.

      “Diana!” he snapped, straightening from the desk.

      “I live in a high rise. We have security. What, are his men going to storm the building?”

      “You don’t mess with a man like Babić.”

      “I have seen the pictures, so that isn’t lost on me.”

      He took in a deep breath that expanded his wide chest, and I noted he looked good, as always. His dark hair was turning a glinting silver, not gray or white, and it was attractive. He’d always kept fit, getting up early to hit the home gym or the one at the office to put in at least a solid forty-five minutes of cardio and strength training. It was noticeable he hadn’t changed that habit.

      I wondered, though, if he got Botox, because without the silver in his hair, he looked to be a man in his early forties, tops, not late fifties, which he was.

      “I didn’t handle that situation well,” he announced. “The one on campus. I see that now. I was thinking like a man of my generation. What we’d been taught and what I knew women had been taught in terms of how to look out for themselves. I didn’t consider that line of thinking was not only outdated, but wrong.”

      I didn’t know what to say to that.

      “And I’d like to have a relationship with my daughter,” he finished.

      I knew what to say to that.

      “Well, if we’re entering negotiations, drop Babić as a client, make sure no one in your firm picks him up, and maybe use some of the influence you’ve spent decades amassing to make it difficult for him to find someone in the legal community that would help him out.”

      He shook his head. “It doesn’t work like that, Diana. Even if I withdrew, it’s my duty to protect a client’s interests. I’d have to recommend new counsel and advise them on the case.”

      “So that takes our short negotiations to a close,” I muttered.

      “I’m proud of you,” he announced, apropos of nothing. “You got your degree. You took that further. You did it on your own, which I’m sure was difficult. I have friends who have gone to you for conservation work. They say you’re talented.”

      Oh no.

      No way in hell.

      He didn’t get to do that.

      I began to walk around his desk, stating, “We’re not doing this.”

      “Diana, please come to dinner,” he requested of my back on my way to his door.

      I turned to him.

      And I said what I said next despite the sharp pain I felt at hearing the undisguised and genuine entreaty in his tone.

      “I’ll consider it, but before then, I’ll share that it wasn’t your outdated…and you’re right, wrong line of thinking that was the problem. It was that you thought like a man, not a father. You, my father, after what I went through, put me through a different kind of onslaught by taking the stance of a man, and in so doing, you protected another man, one who had harmed me. That was why I walked away and never come back.”

      I had to hand it to him, once I’d said this, he looked stricken.

      Okay, no.

      He looked wrecked.

      But I couldn’t let that affect me, because I wasn’t done.

      “If you’re standing there, telling me you want to be my father, then I’ll tell you, it’ll never work, and I’m not putting myself through it, if you don’t figure out what being a father means. Now, this may seem extreme to you, but representing a man who very obviously brutally attacked a woman physically, sexually, and having a daughter, is not in the slightest bit okay. I don’t give that first shit he’s entitled to a defense. Let someone else offer it to him. You are not a struggling lawyer who needs to take cases to put food on his family’s table. Babić had a retainer with another firm, he did this, they dropped him. You picked him up. You. A man with a daughter who’s survived a sexual assault. Think on that, Dad. Think why I might have an issue with that. Think what it might mean to me that you’re defending this man. Once you do, contact me. And then maybe we’ll chat.”

      “So it is about you,” he declared, and there was a hint of a smirk on his lips.

      I did not forget how very much Nolan Armitage liked to be right.

      I just forgot how irksome it was.

      “No, it’s about you,” I retorted. “My entire life, it’s never been about me. It’s always been about you.”

      His head jerked like I’d slapped him.

      And I didn’t even have to commit level five (or three) violence.

      This worked for me.

      I walked out of his office, closed the door behind me, and looked right to Janie.

      She was very attractive.

      But she was so freaking young.

      Too young to be put through my father’s wringer.

      Taking her in, I made a decision I didn’t like, but in the end, for the sisterhood, I had no choice.

      I walked to her and stopped in front of her desk.

      “My father fucks all of his PAs,” I announced.

      Her eyes got big.

      But her face got red.

      Right.

      They were fucking.

      I suspected she was younger than me by several years.

      Gross, but still…no surprise.

      I did not wonder if she called him “Mr. Armitage” when he was doing her, because just skating over the thought gave me the serious skeeves.

      Instead, I shared, “He gets a new PA every year, and the old ones don’t get moved to another attorney in this firm. Think about that, Janie. Your time is limited, and I can assure you, you will not win him over where the others failed. You will not be presented a ring and then plan a fancy wedding and move into his big Paradise Valley house. You will not carry his children and admire what an energetic mature father he is. He doesn’t want children. There were times I wondered if he even wanted me. He doesn’t want a partner, he wants a status symbol. There’s only one end to this sad tale. You will get nothing you’re promised, and nothing you wish for. Instead, when he’s done, you will simply be replaced.”

      I felt terrible because she looked about ready to cry, and I belatedly reconsidered being so blunt about it.

      But bottom line, even if she was pretty, and he was attracted to her, she wouldn’t have the job if she wasn’t good at it.

      She needed to find another job where the expectations were a lot more realistic, on both sides.

      And with that, my work done, I left my father’s practice.
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      I drove home from Dad’s office pretending I wasn’t being tailed.

      Mortifying Fact: One could say I’d been overly emotional when I decided to wade into the whole Suzette Snyder/Imran Babić situation.

      Or, perhaps, highly delusional.

      I’d read in the Arizona Republic about the woman who’d all but dragged herself into a hospital emergency room after a brutal attack.

      At the time, I couldn’t say I had much of a reaction to it, except vague distress, considering the appalling fact it wasn’t a rare occurrence, and as such, I, along with the rest of society, was inured to that kind of thing.

      I’d then heard she’d named her attacker, he’d been arrested, and it was big news, because he was reportedly some Tony Soprano-esque player in Phoenix, and due to that fact, his arrest was a big win for law enforcement.

      After that, I’d read my father was taking his case.

      I’d successfully avoided my father for a long time.

      The only thing that leaked in was when he defended Rogan Kirk after he stole all those people’s pensions a few years ago, and that, too, was big news, so Dad was in front of the cameras a lot.

      But I could ignore that, because Rogan Kirk was just a greedy jerk who stole from people.

      Not a sexual predator who stole even more precious things from people.

      So Dad taking this particular case was when things got overly emotional (or delusional, take your pick).

      Alas, yes, I knew I was not only regularly tailed, they’d had eyes on my condo since I’d moved Suzette into it (don’t ask how that happened, it involved some Google sleuthing that wasn’t all that appropriate, some fancy dancing with hospital staff, some girl-to-girl conversations that might, on my part, have been mildly manipulative, and some angry cops who felt it was their responsibility to provide protective custody for Suzette—one in particular, Detective Rayne Scott, was not over it and frequently phoned me in an effort to change this situation).

      I didn’t lie to Dad about the security in my building.

      I had a great job, even if it would never make me a millionaire. Still, it was a niche market that served rich people who paid for the care and conservation of stuff that mattered to them, and they paid a lot for it.

      Experiencing a rare wild hair, a few years ago, I’d let some video poker winnings ride on thirteen black on a roulette wheel at Talking Stick Casino, and to my shock, when the little ball dipped down into that particular slot, I won a crazy amount of money.

      Immediately after, I cashed out. And as one who had learned not to push her luck (except for when, say, I got another wild hair and decided to stick my nose into the dangerous situation of a woman I’d never met), I walked away from the casino, never to return to it, or any casino, again.

      This, along with the nice, but not outlandish, inheritance Gramps left me, gave me a down payment that would make the mortgage (and ridiculous HOA fees) manageable in a really nice condo complex close to Fashion Square Mall in Scottsdale.

      There was security in the form of actual security guards patrolling the premises.

      Also, you had to have a key fob to get into any complex elevator vestibules, not to mention to get the elevator to take you to your floor (and your fob only worked for your floor) or into a stairwell.

      So there was that.

      Moreover, the place was lousy with cameras, and I had a security system in my unit.

      And after Suzette moved in, I’d had one of those steel bars installed on my door, the kind with two thick plates, and when you hit a button on the center knob, they slid into anchors on either side of the door. It wasn’t pretty, but considering my door was heavy-duty anyway, it would make it hard work to get through.

      This was no lock-picking situation. You could only open that thing from the inside or with a remote.

      This did not make us impenetrable.

      What it did was demand a good deal of effort from someone who was trying to break in, and that effort would need to be noisy and violent. This would give Suzette or me a definitive heads-up and the chance to call the cops before they were able to get through.

      As such, Suzette hadn’t left my condo since she moved in. Not even to sit on one of my two balconies (one off the living room, one off my bedroom), each having views to the massive courtyard.

      This was because the lower level of the complex was all businesses open to the public. There was a sandwich shop, a nice restaurant, a brunch café, a coffee bar, a neighborhood pub, a cocktail lounge, a hot-yoga studio, a Pilates place, a cute boutique, a hair salon and a day spa, among other things.

      Some of this had outdoor seating.

      And yes, I’d noticed from my balcony there were men enjoying lattes lounged in that seating, and they had eyes to my unit. Not all the time, but it wasn’t infrequent.

      They weren’t making a show of it, but they weren’t hiding it.

      They were watching.

      What got into me to get involved in this tense situation, I wasn’t quite sure.

      It had been a rocky road at first when I’d quit school and gone out on my own.

      Gram and Gramps had helped, Mom had provided moral support from afar, but mostly, I was determined to make it under my own steam. It was multiple-jobs, burn-the-midnight-oil, get-so-exhausted-you-felt-you’d-never-be-refreshed-again, have-zero-days-off-from-work-school-or-study-for-an-entire-eighteen-months-at-one-point kind of determination.

      I could not deny some of this was about Dad. About showing him, even if I was intent never to see him again. About proving not only myself, but something about Mom that I didn’t quite get, but I knew it was there.

      He was a terrible father, but a great motivator.

      This sitch with Suzette was something else entirely.

      It was scary, stupid and dangerous.

      But Suzette agreed with me. I was the wall she could hide behind that Babić wouldn’t tear down. She’d been clear about what happened, and her many injuries corroborated those facts. There was DNA collected from under her fingernails along with seminal fluid (that had not yet been tested, but it would be incontrovertible when it was).

      Because of this, Babić really, really needed a very good attorney.

      Last, Babić really, really, really did not need any more problems with the law, or bad PR, and the death of his accuser, and anything happening to the woman who was offering her protection, would be pretty damned bad PR, and would lead to more pretty danged serious problems with the law.

      In other words, Suzette was understandably being a little nuts because she’d been through hell and maybe wasn’t thinking straight.

      As for me, I didn’t know what the hell I was doing.

      What I did know, and what troubled me greatly, was that I, too, was not thinking straight.

      I parked my little, baby-blue Fiat 500 (satirically, but adorably, I’d named her “Baby Shark”) in my underground spot and grabbed my keys, primarily the hand-held Mace on my keychain. I flicked open the snap on the strap that kept the button covered, palmed the tube with my thumb on the button, took a look around through windows and mirrors, and only when I saw nothing, I got out.

      I kept alert on the way to the parking level elevator lobby. I fobbed myself in. I called the elevator. I got on the elevator. I fobbed my floor.

      And then I let out a sigh of relief as the doors started closing.

      Only to have a man slip through.

      Then another.

      And another.

      And a last.

      Suddenly occupying the elevator with four large, rough-looking men, I opened my mouth to scream and lifted the Mace to press, but the second guy through, a very tall, brawny man with lots of wild, wavy, thick blond-brown hair and a massive beard, came at me.

      Quick as a flash, he caught the wrist of the hand in which I was holding the Mace, and he redirected the aim away from him (or any of them). He then squeezed my wrist firmly, but not painfully, and yanked the canister out of my hand.

      Well, that was humiliating.

      And alarming.

      He then bellied up to me, forcing me to the back of the elevator. He dipped his head down. His dark-brown eyes locked to mine, nothing touching me except his hand still at my wrist.

      And he spoke.

      “You’re safe. We will not harm you. I’m Hugger. With me are Eight, Muzzle and Cruise. We share a Bosnian problem and we think we can help you out.”

      Oh.

      Well then.

      The elevator doors closed and we started to ascend.

      He let me go and stepped back.

      I cast my eyes through the men.

      Hugger was tall, but one of the others was taller, as in crazy-tall. The final two were also quite tall, one had a man-bun and a hint of a beer gut, the other one was just good-looking (as were Hugger and the crazy-tall dude).

      They did not look like the shiny-golf-shirt-and-slacks-wearing gangsters who drank lattes and kept an insidious presence in the courtyard.

      They looked like men who didn’t know what golf shirts were, and I would lay money down none of them owned a pair of slacks.

      “I’m a brother of the Chaos MC in Denver,” Hugger carried on as the elevator went up. “Eight and Muzzle are brothers of Resurrection MC. Also in Denver. Cruise is a local, and he’s Aces High.”

      “MC?” I asked.

      “Motorcycle club,” he answered.

      That explained the no-slacks-owning.

      “And what problem do you have with the Babić?” I asked.

      The elevator doors opened.

      The three other men filed out.

      I stood in the elevator with Hugger.

      The super tall one kept his hand on the door so it would remain open.

      “We doin’ this?” Hugger queried.

      “What does ‘this’ refer to?” I returned.

      “Talking, explaining, and us offering you and your girl protection because you by no means got that buttoned up,” Hugger replied. “They’re casing you. They’re figuring shit out. They’re making plans. And they’re gonna put them in play when they think they can get the job done without blowback.”

      Thus my need to layer concealer under my eyes due to missing sleep because I knew this exact thing was what was happening.

      I stared at Hugger.

      If he didn’t look so serious, he’d be cute.

      There was a lot of handsome under all that hair.

      So much of it, even all that hair couldn’t hide it. Straight, strong nose. Thick, curling, dark eyelashes. Full, ridged lips.

      But with all that hair, and his big bulky body, he was the kind of guy you wanted to tease you while you pretended it annoyed you, but you secretly loved it. The kind of guy who would chop onions beside you while you seasoned the meat. The kind of guy who would open his arms in invitation so you could curl up on his lap and he’d make you feel better just by engulfing you in him after you had a bad day.

      In other words, cute.

      He might not be into excessive grooming (or any grooming at all), but he was fit. He was wearing a Rage Against the Machine black tee, faded blue jeans and black motorcycle boots, but they were all clean.

      And he smelled of a hint of clove, a hint of sandalwood and the barest trace of citrus—warm, outdoorsy and fresh, which seemed to define him completely, even if I knew nothing about him.

      A quick sweep of the other three said much the same thing (sans the scent, they weren’t close enough I could smell them).

      I made another important decision that day and stepped through the doors.

      Hugger came out after me.

      I stopped just outside and didn’t move.

      Neither did they.

      “There are cameras everywhere,” I told him (or them, but I directed it at Hugger).

      “We know,” he replied.

      “We’re having this chat here. I’m not letting you into my place until I understand what’s going on,” I shared.

      “Acceptable,” Hugger grunted.

      “Okay then,” I continued. “What’s going on?”

      “Babić got a hankering for the president of the Aces High MC’s old lady. He kidnapped her to share this info,” Hugger stated.

      That fucking guy.

      “Ugh,” I muttered.

      “She was unimpressed with his attention, and that was communicated. He then began to fuck with other old ladies of Aces. Leaving notes on the windshields of their cars. Sending them flowers and gifts at their work and homes. Subtle shit that’s not illegal, but would mess with their heads,” Hugger continued. “And it’s messing with their heads.”

      “Ugh again,” I said.

      Hugger ignored my utterance.

      “Somehow, he got hooked up with a biker bunny who has a beef with Aces,” he carried on. “She’s cousin to an old lady of a brother of Resurrection.” Hugger tilted his head to the super tall guy and the one standing next to him who didn’t have a man-bun. “And for some reason, this has translated to him having an interest not only in Aces, but Resurrection and Chaos. We don’t know why. We just know no good can come of it. That’s why me, Eight and Muzzle are down here. To work with Aces to find out.”

      “And Suzette factors into this…?” I trailed off in my prompt, and then I stiffened and fought taking a step back when he answered, but his tone had deteriorated significantly.

      “Suzette factors into this first, because we are not okay with any motherfucker doing what he did to any woman,” Hugger gritted. “But he did, and that shit cannot go unanswered.”

      Even if I agreed with him, I swallowed nervously, not only at his tone, but the sheer wrath that glittered in his dark eyes that accompanied it.

      “Side benie of that, she takes him out, it makes his operation vulnerable,” he continued. “We can then neutralize it before they fuck up anyone else’s life. So she needs to stay healthy because she just needs to stay healthy. But also so she can testify and get his ass in a cage.”

      “As you obviously know, we share the same goal,” I told him.

      “Yeah, we know that,” he replied.

      “Though, I’m not sure what you can do to help,” I said.

      He blinked.

      Then he stared hard at me.

      After that, his brown eyes swept me top to toe. Twice.

      I knew what he saw.

      I was in cropped, white jeans, muted gold pumps and a lightweight, pink, man-tailored shirt. I was also carrying a sleek, rose-leather tote.

      Further, I was five six. I was an ice cream, frozen custard, pie and cookie aficionado, and I wore the evidence of that on my ass (also my tits, and okay, maybe my thighs and belly too).

      Assisting that situation, I didn’t adhere to taco Tuesdays. Tacos for me were good any day of the week. And my stylist (who happened to have a chair in the salon in the forecourt of that very complex) was a master with the balayage, and as such, my dark hair had golden highlights added by the hand of an artist. But it was my hand that put the perfect, soft, beachy waves in the long tresses.

      What could I say?

      I could do good hair.

      I also was a dab hand with makeup.

      Neither were hobbies of mine.

      Both were leftovers of being the daughter of a father who drilled into me that appearances meant everything, and furthermore, I reflected on him, and that reflection better be positive, so I got good at doing both.

      Now, it was just habit.

      What I did not look like was a badass bodyguard or kickass commando.

      He didn’t look like those either.

      He looked exactly like what he was, a biker (though, without the leather jacket or vest I saw club members wear on the streets of Phoenix, which was a biker haven, considering you could ride all year).

      But seeing as he had to be at least six three, and the impressive bulges at his biceps and the sinews and distended veins on his forearms were clearly not just for show, I suspected he was far from a pushover.

      Same with the other three dudes (though, man-bun guy appeared a little older, but not by much, and I wasn’t fooled by his mini beer belly for a second).

      “Not sure why you put yourself in this, Diana,” Hugger spoke again, and I returned my attention to him when he did, and not only because he was talking.

      Oh no.

      It was because he said my name.

      And it wasn’t because he knew my name, which was a little disconcerting, seeing as I hadn’t introduced myself.

      It was that in his deep, masculine, attractive voice he said my name, and I was a little freaked I had a physical response to him doing it.

      A highly pleasant one.

      He was not at all my type.

      So what was that?

      “And the security in this building is tight,” he went on. “But I don’t think you understand the severity of what you’re dealing with.”

      “When I met her, she was two weeks out of the attack,” I said quietly, “and she still looked like she’d been dragged behind a truck for ten miles. I know the severity of what I’m dealing with.”

      At receiving this knowledge, Hugger’s eyes got that scary glint again, but he quickly powered through it.

      “You gotta know you don’t have the resources to see this through,” Hugger rejoined.

      “And what resources are you offering?” I asked.

      “Safe house,” he responded.

      I shook my head.

      “Not for you to decide,” he stated shortly.

      “You’re right. It’s Suzette’s,” I agreed. “But I can tell you, she feels safe with me, and I can’t go with her to a safe house. I have a mortgage to pay.”

      At this juncture, the very tall dude joined our convo.

      “Maybe you can explain why she didn’t accept protective custody from the cops,” he suggested.

      I looked to him. “She thinks Babić has someone, or someones plural, on the inside.”

      This was true, and it was how I could manipulate her (mildly) into coming to stay with me.

      Man-bun guy now spoke. “Your father is Babić’s attorney. Wanna explain that?”

      Ah, so they pretty much knew everything, which obviously would include my name.

      So I wasn’t being quick on the draw, sue me. I’d never been cornered by a pack of bikers before. I was learning that threw you off your game.

      “Until today, I haven’t spoken to my father in ten years,” I told them something they clearly didn’t know.

      They all looked among each other at that.

      “It’d be good to know why you’re in this at all,” the last guy to speak, spoke.

      “I’d explain that if I knew myself,” I said honestly. “I don’t. I heard about what happened. I knew nothing about Babić, though I also heard he’d been arrested. But when I saw my father, who, I’ll warn you, is very good at what he does, was going to defend him, I felt compelled to…get involved.”

      “By putting yourself in the path of a criminally insane lunatic?” Man-bun guy demanded to know.

      It was a good question, one with no good answer.

      “I will admit, I may not have been thinking clearly,” I confessed, not about to share it was more about being overly emotional. “But I did it and we are where we are, so the reasons why we’re here don’t matter.”

      I felt Hugger’s attention, so I turned to him, only to wish I didn’t because I suddenly felt naked. Like he could see every inch of me, not just on the outside, but deep down, places I didn’t even dwell, and by no means did I explore.

      Therefore, I quickly turned my eyes away.

      “If she won’t do safe house, or protective custody,” the tall one said, “then it’s about security. A man in your place and patrol outside it.”

      A man in my place?

      “You mean, a man staying in my place with Suzette and me?” I asked to clarify. “Or a man to take my place?”

      “Although you bein’ nowhere near this shit would be optimal, if you won’t relocate, then you’re getting another roommate,” Hugger decreed.

      Oh boy.

      “Listen—” I started.

      “No,” Hugger bit out so sharply, it cut like a razor.

      I felt that pain, so I shut my mouth.

      He then laid it out.

      And me while he was doing it.

      “You got no idea what you’re doin’. You don’t even have any idea why you’re doin’ it. We got muscle. We got guns. We got manpower. We got a stake in this. And we got experience. You either got an axe to grind or something to prove to your pops. You gotta work that out, but not at the expense of a woman who needs someone looking out for her, not whatever she’s workin’ out for herself. You got her to the point she feels safe with you, whatever. We’ll take your back too. Now you’re gonna walk us into your crib, introduce us to Suzette and tell her you recruited reinforcements. And we’re gonna take it from there.”

      “Excuse me, but this isn’t about me at all,” I snapped.

      “It isn’t?” he bit back.

      That hit uncomfortably close to the bone.

      “Maybe why I started it, but it isn’t where it’s at now,” I retorted.

      “Bullshit,” he shot back.

      He was a little right and a lot wrong.

      The wrong part pissed me off.

      “You’ve known me maybe five minutes,” I returned. “You can’t make those judgments about me.”

      “Remember that part I said about experience?” he inquired sarcastically.

      “Yes, I do,” I replied. “And maybe you’ll explain that, since you’ve shared only you’re members of motorcycle clubs, not top-notch security consultants or behavioral scientists.”

      He leaned his strapping torso back, and asked, “You think you got this?”

      “No, I do not. But tell me, if you were me and four dudes cornered you in an elevator and offered assistance, out of what apparently is the goodness of their hearts mixed with some vague camaraderie with the victim of a violent crime, and you’d promised a woman you’d do what you could to keep her safe, would you let those four guys waltz in and take over?”

      He swung a long arm out to indicate the others and replied, “They looked like us and were offering when you got nothin’ to offer, fuck yeah, I’d let them waltz in and take over.”

      He had a point.

      “Again, it’s not this woman’s choice,” man-bun guy said. “It’s Suzette’s.”

      It was, damn it.

      Don’t get me wrong, these men showing out of the blue was a gift from God. Especially if there were more of them.

      I wasn’t a fan of the “we got guns” assertion, because I wasn’t a big fan of guns. Though, I suspected Babić and his boys had them, so at least that evened those odds.

      I also was a little confused about the “we got experience” portion of his litany.

      But I’d texted Suzette when to expect me home. She was expecting me home. I didn’t want to worry her and this was waylaying me from getting to her so she wouldn’t worry.

      I had another decision to make, and it was a big one.

      I wasn’t really sure what was going on.

      What I was sure of was, if Babić made his play, I did not have the skills to counter it.

      These guys might not either, but it was evident they’d be better equipped than me.

      Shit.

      “Let’s go meet Suzette,” I muttered.

      Hugger glowered at me.

      Man-bun grinned.

      Tall guy looked to his boots.

      Other guy let out an impatient breath.

      I turned and led them down the hall to my door.
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