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      To the unrelenting shitshow that is online dating. It’s a special kind of hell being a single romance novelist, but you give me so much inspiration every day for what women don’t want that it allows me to extrapolate and build heroes for my readers like Collier… but still, fuck you. Do better.
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      Collier…

      “Watch y’self, now,” Cypress said, and he took a very large step over a log in front of him.

      “Now how the hell you expect me to take a long ol’ step like that?” I demanded. “An’ what am I watchin’ myself for?”

      He hitched a laugh and said, “Big ol’ Moccasin right there, brother.”

      “Oh, hell no – fuck you! Y’all are on your own!”

      Hex and Cy laughed at me, but I didn’t do snakes. Especially not a venomous one that swam like lightning.

      “You better be fuckin’ jokin’ now,” I grated, and that just made ‘em laugh harder.

      “He’s not. You got your waders on and thick-ass jeans on up under ‘em. Quit your cryin’ and go around that a way.” Hex pointed, and I kept a wary eye on the dark snake that blended near perfect with its surroundings.

      “I tell you fellas, it’s about fuck-this-shit o’clock. We runnin’ up against snakes and shit today.”

      “Ain’t much farther, you big pussy.” Cy was grinnin’ at me, and I scowled.

      “Pussy my ass,” I muttered.

      “Well, I reckon,” Hex declared, swatting at a mosquito on the side of his neck. “That is what the porn sites call a man-pussy or whatever.”

      “Dude, what you lookin’ at that type of porn for?” Cy demanded before I could.

      Hex shrugged. “You fuckers accidentally come up on it yourselves – don’t pretend like you don’t.”

      I exchanged a look with Cy, who shrugged.

      “I ain’t ever,” I declared.

      “Me either,” Cy said, but his big grin was giving him away.

      “Fuckin’ liars.” Hex’s shoulders shook with his laughter as Cy held out his hand to me. I tossed him the rope he was after and he pulled the sled thing we’d fashioned toward him, the pile of metal parts on it rattling under the pile of fishin’ net we put up over it to hide it from plain view.

      We were trudging through the muck, along a path only Cy could seem to see with a whole ass still lookin’ to get it set up. It was the fourth one of its kind we’d built out here and we were tryin’ to get it goin’ where it wouldn’t be found by the law.

      So far, so good on that – we was hopin’ our luck would hold.

      My papaw was an old Shiner like Hex’s daddy’d been. They were friends, my papaw, and Hex’s daddy and when I’d fallen on hard times and somehow gotten into mining coal; up there in Tennessee, up there in one of the small operations on the Cumberland Plateau… well, my papaw didn’t like that one bit.

      He knew the mines was a sure way to shorten a man’s life expectancy. He’d seen fit to reach out to a friend of his who reached out to another friend who reached on out to Hex. I’d agreed to come on down when Hex’d got a hold of my old papaw and said to send me on down this way.

      I didn’t really have any regrets about it. I was makin’ enough money through the club to send back home to keep the family holler in the family and my papaw and them comfortable. It sure beat grubbing around in the dark, comin’ out black as pitch and hackin’ up more black shit every night.

      I was a lot less tired and didn’t hurt so damn bad, either. Coal mining was hard on the body. So was Shinin’, but not near as hard as minin’.

      Sure, the life I was livin’ now was hard too, just in a different type of way. But I tell you what. I’d much prefer takin’ a bullet and dyin’ quick than to be buried alive or die a slow death of the cancer or black lung or whatever.

      “Collier, you got it?” Cy asked, and I lifted up on the back of the sled, up out of the sucking mud as he hauled forward.

      He nodded once in thanks and we kept pushin’ deep into the swamp but stayin’ out on the edge before the water, makin’ our way to this raised spit of land that stayed well up outta the tide, with enough canopy cover to keep the still hidden.

      We worked our asses off, getting it done – well, mostly Hex and I did. Cy wandered off to catch something or other for on our way out, in case we encountered anyone on up there on the road where Hex’s truck was parked and Cy and my bikes were stashed.

      We was just putting our tools ‘n shit in the back of Hex’s truck, the sun dipping down past the horizon but the sky still stained some with orange, when Cy’s phone started trippin’. He pulled it on out of where it was screamin’ bloody murder, some soundtrack from some horror show or movie, and he answered it. “What’s up, Tater?” Cy asked by way of greeting and his fourteen-year-old nephew came over the line barely loud enough for me to hear – but I heard him just like Cy did.

      He said, “Nuckie, you gotta come quick! They’s some men at the house here and they’re threatenin’ me an’ Mamma, wantin’ to know where you’s at!”

      I looked at Cy, who looked grim, and then my eyes bounced to Hex to see if he’d heard. But he was already shutting the tailgate of his truck and thrusting his chin at me to get on my bike. I gave a curt nod and went for it, at the same time Cypress went for his.

      “You hang in there, Tater. Me an’ some of the boys is on our way.”

      The first time I saw Cypress’ sister, Jessie-Lou Gaudet, was the day I’d pulled up in NOLA outside the clubhouse of the Voodoo Bastards.

      She was a slender, almost delicate looking woman, and ethereally pretty, the way you’d picture some elf or spirit of the wood. Or she would be, if it wasn’t for her hard expression and eyes that I swear sparked like two flints clacking together to make a fire.

      I wasn’t sure, the story behind the fire in those eyes that were just about the only thing she shared with her brother. Well, that and the light brown color of her long, long hair – but the strength she exuded was something a fella had to admire. She had a presence that commanded a room for as petite as she was, and I remembered that. My eyes drawn to her slender and lithe frame unbidden.

      It'd be a fuckin’ shame if anything happened to that pretty face of hers. An even bigger one, if anything added to that hidden cache of pain that lived behind those eyes of hers, turning that personality of hers into such a sharp-edged firebrand, making her who she was.

      As we rode with purpose in the direction of Cypress’s place where Jessie-Lou and her son, Cy’s nephew, Tate, lived – I wondered if this had anything to do with the club, or if this was baby daddy drama, or what we were getting into.

      Couldn’t say I much worried about it. Whoever it was and whatever it was, was fixin’ to be run off fast.
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      Jessie-Lou…

      I sat in what used to be the old sunroom porch off the back of the house that I’d spent a lot of time and effort making into my studio for my art. I wore protective eye wear and a heavy-duty mask; the kind that looked like I was in some post-apocalyptic zombie movie as a part of the damn government come to save the day.

      My boy, Tate, liked those movies; would watch them with my dumb older brother, John-Paul, come every Halloween. They loved that zombie television series, too. Watched it over and over again even as it neared like its tenth season or its eleventy-billionth final episode.

      I couldn’t completely say my Tate didn’t get it from his momma. Not as I sat here taking Dremel to bone on an old steer’s skull, making something beautiful from death.

      I looked up, taking a break from creating the intricately carved loops and whorls out from the center hole I’d cut in the forehead of the heavy skull. The hole for a chunk of labradorite I’d picked up at the rock shop in the city. I listened over the softly playing music back here and the loud thunder of explosions and gunfire in the living room where my kid played his uncle’s console game.

      The rapid fire and explosions had ceased and the knocking at the front door had come again, just as Tate appeared in the doorway to the windowed room back here.

      “Someone’s at the front door,” he said and I got up, setting my Dremel down and peeling my mask and goggles off my face, bone dust sifting off my flannel and apron to the floor.

      “Get behind me,” I told him, and he frowned.

      “I’m not a little kid anymore!” he tried to argue, and I cut that shit off with a stern look. He quailed and nodded, and I felt slightly guilty. He was such a good kid. I honestly didn’t deserve him. Still, ain’t nobody around these parts knocks on our front door. Not if they knew us, anyhow. Only time anybody knocked at the front door was if they were sellin’ religion or something else – or worse – they was the cops lookin’ for J.P. for some damn thing he’d gotten up to.

      I went past Tate and through the open kitchen and dining area. The four-person round oak table on my left; the kitchen, neat and tidy and open to my right, a window over the sink looking into the workspace I’d created beyond, framed in hanging plants.

      “This living room is a mess,” I declared as I went past the coffee table covered in wrappers and crumbs with several open pop cans on its surface.

      “Sorry,” Tate said, trailing behind me. I gave him a sharp look, and he stayed back.

      Like I said, no one ever came to the front door of this house. Not without us knowing they were coming and even then, all our guests and visitors just naturally gravitated to the back door, into the kitchen through my workspace on the one side and my little coffee and reading nook on the other.

      J.P. had given me the heads-up that he was having some troubles with the poachers last year, and that trouble had spilled into his club’s life and to be cautious. Someone knocking on the front door was out of the ordinary, and so out of an overabundance of caution, I waved Tate back into the hall where he could do what we’d planned should something go south an’ head on up into the attic to hide an’ call for help.

      I went to the door and cracked it, fully expecting law enforcement. I was more ‘n a little taken aback and immediately had my back up when I saw men clad in worn riding leathers on the other side of the door.

      “What d’ you want?” I demanded, not recognizing any of them to be Voodoo Bastards.

      “Lookin’ for your brother,” the man on the other side of the door grunted.

      “Ain’t here,” I said quickly, and equally swiftly, I tried to shut the front door, but it caught on his big boot that he’d thrust forward into the crack.

      “Get your foot out my front door,” I demanded coldly. “I told you, he ain’t here.”

      I was vaguely aware of Tate doing the right thing, moving down the hallway, back toward the bedrooms. He had to pull down the ladder and get on up into the attic, so I needed to buy him some time. I resisted the men at the door an’ tried to keep them talking.

      “Well, I don’t suppose you’d mind us coming in and having a look ourselves now, would you?” he asked with an oily smile and a glance up and down of what he could see of me as I glared up at him.

      “I said he ain’t fuckin’ here. Now you need to leave because you ain’t comin’ inside my home.”

      I kicked the dude’s boot out of my doorway with my own steel-toed boot and slammed the door, throwing the bolt.

      I backed off and turned. As I came even with the hall, the door shuddered in its frame with the first kick. I looked down the hall just in time to see my boy Tate pull the ladder up behind him and the hatch to the attic shut.

      “Call your nuckie!” I ordered quietly, knowing you could hear everything in the damn house as I took several steps back, the door shuddering in its frame and bouncing in, a peek of the twilight coming around the top corner. I pressed my back to the wall by the archway into the kitchen.

      “Get on outta here, now!” I shouted just before the door blew off its hinges, the frame shattering. The angry biker stalked into my living room. I pressed back, knowing there wasn’t time to grab for any guns nearby – I didn’t like ‘em anyway. I was a bow hunter when I hunted. I preferred the crossbow hanging up overhead, unfortunately, out of my reach, above the archway leading into my kitchen. I didn’t like it being out of reach – and Tate was honestly old enough now, but that hadn’t always been the way. And now? Well, it was a little too late now.

      The biker grabbed me by my face, tilting my head way back, his eyes boring into mine as I gritted my teeth and stared up at him in defiance, as he painfully pressed me back into the wall behind me, his knee between my thighs.

      He jerked his head down the hallway and the other two left him with me like I wasn’t a threat – which wasn’t that cute?

      “Where’s your old man at, huh?”

      I frowned and squeezed out through my mashed face, his thick fingers digging into my jaw painfully. “I ain’t got an old man. It’s just me, my brother, an’ my kid. They ain’t here.”

      “Whatever, cunt. Where’s your brother at then?” he demanded.

      “Behind you,” I lied. Predictably, he looked, and that’s when I unsheathed the knife on my belt, and without hesitation, I plunged it hilt deep into his side. I felt it glance off bone and go deep and he unsurprisingly dropped his hand from my face as I ripped the blade from his side and plunged it in a second time. The second time, it didn’t go as deep, glancing off a rib. He dropped his knee, and I slid an inch or two to where my boots were back on the floor.

      While I had him distracted, worryin’ about the blood pourin’ between his fingers, I brought my knee around his leg and up in between ‘em. He dropped and howled. I slid out from between him and the wall as he bellowed like a wounded bull on the carpet. His buddies dropped what they were doing, tearing through the bedrooms in the back and spilled into the hallway.

      I didn’t stick around.

      I knew my boy was up in the attic and I needed these Neanderthal dumb fucks away from my kid. I took off out back through the kitchen and my workshop, stumbling out the back door an’ down the back steps, makin’ a run for my truck.

      I jumped into my little pickup that I always parked out back, closer to the kitchen, and cranked on the key. It was so old and such a piece of shit, I didn’t bother taking the key to it in the house. I left it in the ignition when it was parked anywhere. Ain’t nobody took it yet. That’s the way it usually was out here. Didn’t hurt the Voodoo Bastards decal in the corner of the back window.

      Unfortunately, I was pretty sure that fuckin’ sticker was what had me and my boy in this trouble right now. Damn my brother to hell.

      I pressed the clutch to the floor and threw the shifter into reverse. Letting up with my left foot, I felt the gear catch and pulled back as my right foot finished crashing down on the gas. The two men that I hadn’t stuck piled out the back door, taking aim.

      I ducked as the gun in the first one’s hand popped off. Ramming the clutch pedal to the floor again, I shoved the shifter into first and took off as bullets pinged against the faded red-orange of the oxidized paint of the bed of my truck. As I fishtailed on the grass, the back window shattered out.

      I screamed and drove blind, bouncing over the rough grass and gravel of the side yard between the house and the garage, possibly clipping the edge of one of my garden beds as I tried to make it around the side of the house to the road. I made it, fishtailing on the pavement one more time as more booms and cracks emanated from the side of the house my way.

      I sat up and risked a peek to make sure the men followed me, and sure enough…

      My phone started going off in my apron pocket as I worked pedals, shifter, and wheel, picking up speed and tearing down the cracked and sun-bleached asphalt of our street that didn’t even have a center line.

      When it was safe to do so, I pulled the phone out of my apron pocket, my hand slippery and I realized coated in blood. My kid’s face was on the screen as I tried to get it to answer and finally, “Mamma! Mamma, you alright?” came out of the speaker as I hit the symbol for speakerphone and it turned green.

      “I’m alright, Tater – you get your nuckie on the line?”

      “Yeah, he’s on his way,” he said and sniffed.

      I told him, “Don’t you cry now, Tater – not yet. I’m leadin’ ‘em away, baby. You be strong. You be brave for me and stay in that attic, y’hear me, boy?”

      “Yes ma’am – but Mamma, one of ‘em is still in the house. I hear him moanin’ and groanin’ down there.”

      “You let him. You stay where you are. I stuck him good – shit!” I could hear the roar of the motorcycles catchin’ up to me and I short shifted my little truck and pushed it for all it was worth.

      I shot forward and Tate hissed into the phone, “Mamma, you alright?”

      “Yes, I’m fine!” I said, and I knew I sounded annoyed, but I couldn’t help it. I was.

      Dammit to hell, John-Paul, you draggin’ my family into your mess! I thought savagely, but I knew what to do. I was drivin’ for the city – goin’ for the clubhouse, but I honestly didn’t think for one minute I would make it all the way there.

      “Think, Jessie-Lou, think!” I demanded of myself.

      I shifted gears and picked up speed, but it wasn’t like my little old 1980s Datsun was going to outrun them. One pulled up next to me and pointed a gun at my head, and I ducked and swerved in his direction. I heard the bike drop a gear and disappear and I risked peeking up over the dash to see where I was going. Screaming, I slammed on the brakes, jerking the wheel off to the side of the road and bouncing along the grass shoulder, my little truck leaning precariously in the ditch.

      White knuckling the steering wheel, I prayed through gritted teeth, “Don’t go over, don’t go over, don’t go over!”

      I heard my son yell, “Mom!” through the speaker of my phone as it skittered along the dash as the truck careened onto its side. The passenger window went greenish-yellow, then dark, as the rich earth churned up past it, as my mirror snapped off and disappeared on the other side of the spider-webbed glass. I was honestly amazed my brain processed that, let alone that I wasn’t being crushed or something else stupid – mostly because I hugged the wheel with everything that I was worth and clung to it like a little spider monkey.

      The world stopped moving, and I let go, cursing as my boots hit the inside of the window down below me. I accidentally stomped on my phone, cracking the screen, and watched it go all fuckery even as my son practically screamed, “Mom, what happened? Mom! Mom! Are you alright?”

      “I’m alright!” I hollered at him. “Calm down, I’m alright,” I said, as I crouched in the narrow, sideways cab of my truck, which was much more cramped than it had been just a moment ago, looking for something, anything, that would make a good weapon. The motorcycle engines roared up on approach, coming to a stop.

      Fuck!

      I think I nearly sagged with relief when I heard John-Paul’s voice scream out, “Jessie-Lou! Tater!” and it took me only a fraction of a second to realize that the motorcycles that’d pursued me were going back the way they came. Back to the house…

      “Tate!” I cried at my broken phone, just as the damn thing quit on me. I screamed in equal parts rage and frustration. A long loud sound that ain’t worth much in the grand scheme of things but fuck, shit, dammit! I’d earned it.

      “John-Paul, get me outta here!” I demanded, and shoved at the inside of the door over my head. I braced my head and shoulders against it and tried to shove it up out of my way with my back, even as metal bent and flexed under the weight of someone or something crawling around up on top of the side of my truck.

      “Duck down!” he hollered at me and I crouched with my head bowed, arms over my head as he struck the driver’s side window above me, busting it out on his final try. I reached up, hands grasping mine, and he pulled me effortlessly through the broken portal, my thick and heavy apron taking the brunt of the jagged glass left in the window frame.

      “Go, go! Go get, Tater! Go!” I screamed. “He’s at the house! They went back to the house!”

      “Shit!” John-Paul swore, and I was passed to another set of hands, a voice rich in timbre and heavy with that smoke that just mm… well, it declared out loud to another, “Take my bike, I don’t care. I’ve got her.”

      I leaned back, and he jerked me forward and warned me, “Whoa there, no need to go leaning against the underside there. You’ll burn yourself on the exhaust.”

      I looked up at Collier and said, “My son!”

      “C’mon, now, I got ‘cha.” He towed me toward a big sleek and much newer RAM pickup and I went, putting one foot in front of the other and going for the passenger side. He let me go and, fueled by mama bear determination, I got myself up into the cab, even though I didn’t feel quite right. Like I was outside myself and the world felt a little off-kilter like. I didn’t know why, but it wasn’t too bad and so I very nearly slapped myself, demanding that I focus.

      All I knew was that when this was all over, I was fixin’ to kick my brother’s ass. I didn’t care how much bigger ‘n taller he was than me.
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      Collier…

      She was unsteady, her light brown eyes wide and dazed and her face shock white and pale, which made the blood stand out on her hands and at the side of her head all the more. She was determined to march forward and get into Hex’s truck in front of us, no matter how much I tried to slow her down and get her to stop so I could get a look at her. It was like she didn’t even hear me. Just kept screaming her son’s name and determined the only way a mama bear could be to get to her child.

      I wasn’t fixin’ to stand in her way on that.

      She got into the running truck and I got in too and kept right on going the direction the two mongrel mutts had fucked back off in when they seen us comin’ up the road.

      We pulled into the front of Cy’s house and before I could even turn the dial to put the truck in ‘park,’ Jessie-Lou was out the passenger door, hit the ground runnin’ and was headed right for the smashed-in front door, screamin’ her head off for her boy Tate.

      To his credit, Tate didn’t make his momma wait. He come pourin’ out the front door as I hit the ground myself. The kid was ungainly as fuck, all knees and elbows, reaching for his mom to wrap her up in a hug as much as she clung to him.

      I threw chin at Hex, who come out the door and he jerked his head at me to leave Jessie and Tate to their hug-fest and to come on over to where he was at.

      “They fucked off,” he growled. I looked past him onto the front porch, inside where Cy was on his burner.

      “Yeah?” I asked.

      He gave a nod.

      “The boy was the priority. He did good. Didn’t come down until his uncle gave a codeword. Stayed quiet as a church mouse up there. Nearly gave me a heart attack, thinkin’ they’d got ‘im.”

      I looked back at Jessie, who’d been all fire and brimstone right up until she got her kid back. Now she was cryin’ somethin’ fierce, but she was absolutely no less pissed.

      She looked up at her boy and smoothed a hand over the side of his face, demanding if he was alright and lookin’ him over as he tried to pry her off of him. Red with embarrassment, he shot a sideways look in mine and Hex’s direction.

      “Let your mamma have this, boy. Don’t matter how big y’ get – you’ll always be her baby,” I called out to him. He met my eyes and straightened up some and gave a nod in my direction. Hex and I turned and went into the house, through the shattered door just as Cy hung up the phone.

      “She stuck him good,” Cy remarked, and I looked at the spatter of blood on the carpet between the living room and the combined kitchen and dining area. The blood was smeared on the tile of the kitchen floor, footprints – small ones – beatin’ feet in the direction of the back door.

      “Jessie?” I asked.

      “Fuckin’ right,” Cy said as a point of pride, but it was short lived as his sister came through the shattered door like a fuckin’ thunderhead, muscles coiled and eyes sparking lightning.

      Her voice crashed into us about the same time she crashed into her brother as she shoved him violently and beat her small fists against his chest and screamed at him, “This is all your fault!”

      Hex and I parted like the red sea before her onslaught. Neither one of us dared crack a smile. Nothing about this shit was funny.

      “You and your fucking bullshit brought them into my house! I can’t believe you, John-Paul!”

      “Easy, stop it! I ain’t playin’ Jessie-Lou, I said stop!” He shoved her back off of him and bellowed, “Go take your ass in the shower and get cleaned up! I’ll fuckin’ handle it!”

      “You’re goddamn right you’ll handle it, you fucking prick!” she shrilled, and he raised his hand like he was gonna backhand her. She flinched but stood her ground.

      I couldn’t help myself. I stepped in at that point and caught my brother by the wrist and looked up at him with a cold, hard glare.

      “Go take a shower, honey,” I urged her calmly. “But go an’ get me your first-aid kit first. I need you to go get cleaned up to figure out how much of this blood is yours. We’ll get you fixed up after you calm down, yeah?” I only turned my head to look at her when Cy’s eyes told me he had his shit together and his temper under control.

      I went to let go of his wrist, but he jerked it out of my grasp, irritated with me. I didn’t much care about that. Let him have his little mini tantrum. He knew I was right. Hex raised an eyebrow in my direction and gave me an imperceptible nod.

      I gave him one back.

      Tate’s shaky voice came from the doorway to the front yard and said, “Mamma, how bad you hurt?”

      Hex waved him into the house and said, “Come away from that door, huh?”

      Tate followed Hex’s direction even as Jessie-Lou told her son, “I’m not, baby. It’s not my blood.”

      “Some of it is,” I told her gently. “Now go on and get me your first-aid kit, get yourself cleaned up, and let me have a look at you.”

      “Do what Collier says, then pack your fuckin’ bags, the both of you. You’re gonna stay in the city.”

      Jessie-Lou puffed up at that and said, “The fuck we are, big brother. This is our home and we’re stayin’ in it. Get that down for me.” She thrust her chin at the crossbow over our heads.

      “Go on and do what you gotta do,” I said. “I’ll stay with ‘em.” I pulled my gun out of the back of my waistband and checked it while Cy lifted down the crossbow and handed it to Jessie.

      “Thanks,” he grunted.

      “You better fucking go get ‘em,” she told him and stalked up the hall, making a disgusted noise at the mess. They damn sure had tossed the place.

      “Back as soon as I can,” Cypress muttered. He turned to his nephew. “Sorry, buddy, but why don’t you go on and get your room put right? Don’t make your mom have to nag you about it.”

      Pale faced, Tate nodded rapidly.

      “First-aid kit?” I asked no one in particular, knowing Cy or Tate would answer.

      “Under the bathroom sink,” Tate said just as his mom went into the bathroom.

      “Go on and get it for me,” I told him.

      He nodded, went to the bathroom door and called out, “Mom, don’t shoot me – I’m comin’ in.”

      Cy nodded. Hex handed me the keys to my bike and gave me a nod, too. I called out, “Bring back the shit to fix that front door.”

      “Measure it for me,” Cy called back.

      “You got it,” I shot back and the two of them disappeared through the broken door into the gathering dark.

      I sighed and Tate slipped back out of the bathroom and brought me the first-aid kit.

      “She’s gonna be in there a while,” he said. “She don’t know I know, but the shower is where she cries it out. She hates it when people see her cry.”

      I nodded and told him, “Secret is safe with me.”

      He nodded, but didn’t so much as crack a smile.

      “Let me get this set up in the kitchen and then I’ll come help you,” I told him, and he nodded at me from his bedroom doorway.

      “Thanks,” he said.

      I winked at him. “I got you.”

      He disappeared into the portal of his bedroom and I sighed, the false bravado dropping off my face as I let the worry set in, staring for a long moment at the bathroom door where his mamma had disappeared.

      The Bayou Brethren sure opened up a can of whoop ass on themselves with this one. They were a wildcard, for sure, and didn’t seem to get it that timing was everything. We were a different breed, calculated. It might take us a minute, but when we struck, it was with precision and against the man that deserved it. This…

      I looked around at the blood all over the damn floor and covered my mouth with my hand, rubbing across my lips and goatee.

      This was bullshit, and even against the outlaw code.

      You didn’t go after women and children… we had been warned, but somehow with Cy’s place bein’ way on out here? We didn’t think they’d fuck with anybody in their own backyard or fuck with the Cajun people.

      Shit.

      This was bad.

      Looked like we needed to reevaluate some things.
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      Jessie-Lou…

      I spent a long time in the shower, letting the hot spray beat the tension outta me, and when the adrenaline wore off? I took my time bawling my eyes out some more and letting the spray wipe my tears into oblivion.

      All I could keep telling myself was my son was okay, he was fine, and I was fine too – or I would be.

      I just hoped I’d killed the son of a bitch and sent a message that we ain’t to be fucked with. I shuddered like I was cold, but under this scalding spray, I was anything but.

      Am I alright? I wondered briefly.

      I mean, I had to be. I didn’t have a choice in the matter. I always had to be fine, hold it together, and figure it out on my own. That was just the cards life had dealt me. Yeah, it was a shitty hand, but there wasn’t no sense in cryin’ about it.

      A ridiculous little laugh bubbled out of me and I winced, hoping that no one out there in the rest of the house heard it. The walls were thin enough as it was in this old rambler.

      I tried waiting out the blood running down my drain, but the pink kept right on coming. I winced, and the longer I stood under the spray, the more things started to sting. Eventually, I had to admit defeat and get out, drying off and wrapping my hair up in a towel while I threw on my oversized tee that I liked to sleep in and shrugged into my scruffy but comfortable robe for modesty’s sake.

      I had a feeling Cypress had fucked off, leaving one of his stupid club brothers holding the bag where Tater and I were concerned. That ticked me off to no end. I took care of us before they showed up. I could take care of us now. I’d loaded my crossbow before I got into the shower and I hung it from my shoulder now before exiting the bathroom.

      If I was a betting woman, I’d put even money that Collier was the one out there. He seemed eager to stick around and Hex was too high up in the club’s food chain to pull sitter duty for a brother’s loser sister and her illegitimate teenage son.

      I looked myself over in the mirror before I went out and winced at the drip of blood already trying to work its way down the side of my face from my hair at the side of my head. There was already a stain at the edge of the towel and I didn’t like the look of it. I was hoping I wouldn’t need stitches.

      “Son of a whore,” I muttered. Heaving a sigh, I went out into the hall.

      I could hear Tate moving around his room and I went across to check on him. He was picking shit up and putting trash in a garbage bag.

      Sure as shit, Collier was halfway up the ladder of my boy’s loft bed, making it.

      “You alright, son?” I asked Tate, and he looked up, his lips thinning down into a grim and resolved line as he gave a nod.

      “He’s doing good,” Collier remarked evenly, turning to fix me with a plaintive look before saying, “What about you?”

      “Head won’t stop bleedin’. I’m about to have a look.”

      Collier stepped down off the ladder. With both him and Tater in the room, it made it look small. I swear my kid got my brother’s genes through me somehow. Not that his daddy wasn’t tall.

      I’d had Tate when I was fourteen. My family had been quick to judge, blaming me and my little boyfriend at the time for being irresponsible. The comments about me being the family disappointment never stopped coming since. They helped, but damned if I didn’t hear all about it, and the help when it came was grudging.

      They didn’t know shit about it – not like I could tell ‘em when they already had their minds made up.

      It was only after Tate was born and had started growing that the truth I’d dreaded came to life. It was a truth I’d take to my grave. Made me wonder how any of ‘em didn’t know. It was plain as day to me just lookin’ at my son.

      “I’m okay,” I told my boy evenly. “I promise. Only thing that matters is that you’re okay.”

      My kid’s shoulders dropped, and he looked so sad in that moment, but Collier stepped between us and put a hand on my shoulder. A gentle hand that I immediately shrugged off.

      “Come on,” he said, paying me no never mind. “Let me have a look at you, see if we can’t get you fixed up.”

      He was a handsome feller, with light blue eyes that reminded me of a husky. Bright and brilliant beneath his mop of dirty blond hair. He had a scraggly goatee that I could have lived without, but it had its own charms. At least he didn’t have just a ‘stache like a bunch of the men around here, including my daddy’s best friend. I couldn’t abide that. It looked so horrible.

      “Fine,” I said and Tate looked like he was about to follow. Collier turned to him and said, “You keep up the good work in here. I’ll come back and finish helping in a minute.”

      Tate nodded, but I had a feeling my boy was gonna try and sleep with his momma tonight. Truthfully, I wasn’t upset by that thought at all. He was gettin’ to where he was definitely too old for that kind of thing, but at the same time, I’d take it any chance he would give me. Those days were numbered by God.

      I went down the hall and stopped in the archway to the kitchen. One, there were towels on the floor over the bloodstains in my carpet, and two, the first-aid kit was unpacked and laid out on the table neatly, with near surgical precision. If there had been any blood on the tile, it’d been mopped up. The smell of cleaner still hung in the air, and my floor in the kitchen and dining area sparkled under the dim light from over the stove.

      “Sit for me,” Collier ordered gently. Usually I’d have some smartassed thing to say at being ordered to do anything, but his tone was… nice.

      As in, he’d asked nicely.

      Don’t get any ideas.

      I sat in the chair he’d turned out from the table and he went and hit the switch on the wall to turn on the dining room light. I flinched and blinked, the light an almost assault on my eyes. He stilled and scowled slightly.

      “I’m no professional, but I’m gonna do my best here,” he said. I jerked back when he tried to put two fingers under my chin.

      “Just tell me what you want me to do and I’ll do it, but I’m fine,” I spat out.

      “Yeah, well, afraid I’m going to have to be the judge of that, honey. I’m gonna shine a light in your eyes.”

      I rolled my eyes, but I looked up and cooperated as he shined a pen light in my eyes and judged for himself that I wasn’t fucked up – which I could have already told him.

      “Pupils are equal and reactive, but that doesn’t mean you don’t have a mild concussion,” he said. “The light hurt your eyes?” he asked.

      “A little,” I answered honestly. “But I’m fine, really.”

      “No headache?” he asked.

      “Only from you asking so many damn questions and fretting over me like I’m some kind of toddler.”

      He chuckled and took the towel from my head, putting the light in his mouth and sucking on it as he trained it on the area the blood was dripping from. He tilted my head, his hands gentle on my face, and I let him if only so he’d stop fussing quicker.

      “Mm,” he mumbled around the penlight between his lips.

      “What?” I asked reflexively, and he chuckled and took the light from his mouth.

      “You got some glass in there,” he answered. “I’m gonna go wash my hands and shit. Stay right there.”

      He went to the kitchen sink and used the anti-bacterial hand soap to scrub up like a damn surgeon.

      “You act like you done this before,” I said.

      “A time or two,” he confessed. “Most of this shit is just common sense. My papaw is a man ahead of his time, smart as a whip and what a lot of the folks up in the Appalachians would call a folk healer. He learned most of it from my memaw who was a Granny Woman. A lot of the superstitious type of healing. When she died, folks around started coming to my papaw. The man did make the best cough syrup around with his shine and my memaw’s recipe.”

      He shook his hands off in the sink after turning off the faucet with his elbow.

      “I can treat small things, like a gash or fishing broken glass out of a cut, maybe a stitch or two. I can make a mean cough syrup and I know a fair bit about some other folk remedies. I could probably do a fair bit more ‘n that, even – but some things I like to leave to the real doctors. This? This I can handle, but it might not be something you like much. You want, I can take you someplace they can give you a numbing shot. You might need a stitch or two, but I’m pretty sure I can get away with a couple of butterfly bandages if you don’t mind me shaving a patch of hair.”

      “You can stitch me up just fine if it comes to it. You ain’t cutting my hair,” I told him. “I don’t need none of that fancy shit, either. A couple of stitches ain’t worth all that.”

      “Tough as nails, you are,” he said, coming back over.

      “It’s the Cajun way,” I said.

      “You know, you ain’t always gotta do things the hard way,” he said.

      I gave a smile that was more a baring of teeth than anything else and told him the truth, “There ain’t nothin’ easy – the only way is the hard way.”

      He pursed his lips and stalked over to me – that’s the only way I can describe it. His stride and that sway of his lean hips was hypnotic, and I couldn’t help but think to myself, damn, has it been that long?

      Shit, yeah, it’d been too long – but yeah, no, I definitely didn’t need any more drama in my life. My brother had brought enough bullshit into my house and looking up at Collier in his uniform of worn denim and equally worn black leather, those ice-blue eyes piercing mine like he could see right on down into my soul? No. No, no, no – I didn’t need another “bad boy” or another man at all, really, in my life. Not until I was doing the empty-nest thing and could ensure that my boy wasn’t going to go down the same path of trouble and debauchery my brother did.

      I never understood that. How John-Paul, with all his bullshit and arrest records, getting into fights and everything else under the sun – how he remained the golden boy. But me? I make one “mistake” in their eyes and I might as well bear a scarlet letter for the rest of my life.

      “Hold still for me,” Collier said gently, and I huffed out a breath.

      “Just hurry up,” I said.

      “If I hurry, it’ll hurt more. Just hold still and let me see. Let me do it right.”

      I gritted my teeth and didn’t say anything. I mean, he was being nicer than my ma or my daddy would’ve been, so there was that, I guess.

      “Okay, breathe,” he mumbled around the pen light that was back in his mouth, the beam trained on the side of my head as he took up the tweezers he’d sterilized and made ready.

      “You okay?” he asked, and I made an affirmative noise from behind my gritted teeth as he probed the small wound.

      “Got it.” He put the bloodstained piece of glass aside on a folded square of paper towel.

      I sighed out and sniffed. Good Lord, that hurt.

      “Now for the fun part,” he said, taking up a bottle of antiseptic spray.

      I groaned.

      “Sorry, darlin’,” he said in that mellow accent of his, and I tried not to wriggle in my seat too much.

      “One… two…” he sprayed it and I yipped and sucked in and out several breaths as I clutched the seat of my chair and tried to hold still.

      “That’s it, you’ve got it. Hold still for me, now.” He pressed some gauze to the side of my temple and said, “You’re a good patient.”

      “Thanks,” I muttered.

      “You feel anything else in there?” he asked, massaging it some, keeping the pressure on.

      “No, I don’t think so.”

      “Well, the good news is, I don’t think you’ll need a stitch or two after all. Let’s see if I can get the bleeding to stop and what we’re dealing with in a minute or two.”

      “Okay,” I said, my head immobilized by his gentle yet firm touch.

      “Have you fixed up in no time,” he murmured. Despite my best effort to resist the lulling nature of his smooth and melodic voice, I relaxed marginally.

      “Thanks for fixing me up,” I murmured.

      “You’re welcome.”

      It was the best peace offering he was gonna get from me, but he seemed just fine with it.
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      Collier…

      I finished doctoring her up and I could tell she wasn’t alright – but she would be. She was tough, this one. As country as you could make her. There was something about a strong woman that I liked, and Jessie-Lou was a firecracker for sure.

      “Gonna help Tate with his room, then I’ll come help with yours,” I told her as I worked to clean up and put away the first-aid kit.

      “I can take care of things myself,” she said.

      “I’m sure you’re perfectly capable but let me help you, anyway.”

      She stopped in the doorway in her ratty robe and thick socks and turned back to me.

      “Why?” she asked.

      “I’m a helpful guy,” I said back with a shrug.

      “What if I don’t want your help?” She raised an eyebrow, and I smiled.

      “You really do gotta do everything the hard way, don’t yah?”

      She huffed out a frustrated breath and said, “Guess you weren’t listening the first time. The only way is the hard way, every time.”

      Seemed to me she was her own worst enemy in that regard, but discretion being the better part of valor or whatever, I deigned to keep my big mouth shut.

      She wandered off up the hallway and stopped and exchanged some words with her son. I couldn’t hear what, but then again, it wasn’t none of my business.

      I finished throwing out the trash from my doctoring of the side of her head and packed the first-aid kit back up and zipped it closed. I’d been lucky it was a fairly extensive kit.

      I went on down to Tate’s room, his mamma gone to her own room by then, and held up the kit.

      “Where’s this go again?” I asked.

      “Under the bathroom sink,” he replied. He was sitting at his desk, up under his loft bed, a game paused on his computer screen.

      I gave a nod and looked around his room, which was all back together.

      “You got some plastic or something we can tape over the front door for tonight?” I asked.

      “Yeah.” He got up.

      “Is it outside?” I asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “Wait for me, then.”

      “Alright.”

      He sat back down and I turned and nearly crashed into Jessie.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “Crossbow,” she answered, and I turned sideways in the hall so she could go past me and retrieve it from the kitchen. I went across and put the first-aid kit away. When I turned to go back out into the hall, we met again.

      “Gonna have Tate help me tarp off that front door,” I said.

      She nodded. “Okay.”

      “It’s not that cold yet, but it’ll get there.”

      She nodded. “There’s stuff out in the garage.”

      “I know where it’s at,” Tate piped up.

      “You do what Mr. Collier says, now. Y’hear me?”
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