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Thank you to Kristen Miller Runck for naming Cora Albright.

SN – For the inspiration.
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Chapter One
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Bang

Cora Albright shot up from the bed in the recreational vehicle. Her heart pounded as she waited for another shot to validate what she'd heard. She was inside the city limits of Seaglass Cove. There wasn't supposed to be anyone shooting a gun.

She turned her head, looking at the closed blinds in each window. No lights were shining through. Maybe a car had backfired, waking her.

Crawling across the mattress, she peeked outside. The streetlight from the corner lit up the end of Coastal Foods parking lot where she parked a few hours ago. Despite the store allowing overnight parking for travelers and truckers, she was the only one who took advantage of the free offer.

Not seeing anyone, she got off the bed and looked out the other side of her Sprinter van toward the store. The loud noise had to have come from nearby.

A dark figure straightened ten feet from the window and looked in her direction. She jerked back, letting the blinds snap into place. Holding her breath to make as little noise as possible, she strained to hear what was happening outside.

That man had a gun. She'd heard it.

A car door slammed. She separated the slats and peeked outside to see a large black car burn rubber in the parking lot and drive out of sight. She stepped away from the window and sat on the edge of the bed.

All she could hear was her heart racing in her chest and echoing in her ears. After a year on the road, she had never been in a dangerous situation. The scariest thing she'd encountered were truckers who drove for a carnival. They only scared her because a large fight broke out, and she could not move her van.

But the man who had been outside tonight had a gun.

A low groan broke through her panic. She held her breath again as if not breathing gave her the superhuman skill to hear what was outside the recreational vehicle.

The moaning came again. It sounded like a wounded animal.

Could the man have been hunting? It was the Pacific Northwest. She was in Oregon.

She wasn't familiar with the laws and regulations surrounding hunting. Still, she couldn't imagine anyone being okay with shooting a gun within the city limits at night, no matter how small of a coastal town.

She peeked outside again to see if the car had returned. Satisfied the parking lot was empty, she focused closer to the motorhome and found a dark object on the ground.

She raised her hand against the window and blocked the glare. It was a man.

Scrambling to raise the blinds, she unlocked the window and slid the glass to the side. "Are you okay?"

With only the screen between her and the night air, she could see a man sitting on the pavement. She cleared her voice, ready to ask again, when the man raised his head.

"I need a phone." A deep, gruff voice broke through the night.

"I'll call 911." She reached back toward the bed.

"No. Don't."

She plastered herself against the screen. "Are you hurt?"

"Don't call the cops."

Seeing the phone screen, she pressed the cell to her chest to hide the light. She was afraid whoever was out there would see her inside the motorhome and realize she was alone.

"Did that man shoot you," she whispered. 

"I'm okay." He pushed off the ground and swayed on his feet. "My phone's busted. Can you call someone for me?"

"Don't come any closer." She put her hand up, though he couldn't see her. "You look like you need an ambulance."

"No...no money." He stilled. "Call my friend. He'll help me."

She swallowed her concern. He was well enough to stand and talk to her.

"What's the number?"

"541-555-3216"

"What's your name?" She tapped the numbers and connected the call.

"Rush," said the man.

On the phone, the call went through. She wet her dry lips.

"Yeah?" said a deep voice.

"You don't know me, but your friend Rush is here. He's hurt." She looked outside to find the man no longer standing but sitting on the asphalt. "I think he's been shot, and I don't know what to do."

"Where is he?"

She pressed her hand to her forehead, wondering if it was wise to have someone else show up when she was here by herself. What if the man on the phone brought a gun?

"In the parking lot of Coastal Foods." She tapped her forehead. "I'm not sure what street that's on, but it's on the main—"

"I know where. Stay with him." The call disconnected.

She set her phone down and blew out her breath. It wasn't like she could leave without some prep work. She'd need to make the bed, put the dishes that were air-drying away, pull up the stabilizers, and open all the blinds.

Looking down at her bare feet, she groaned. When she'd gone to bed, she only wore a tank top and a pair of panties because it was hot inside the vehicle. She hated running the air conditioner when parked in public because it muted all the outside noises.

She stepped to the closet and pulled a pair of shorts out, slipping them on. Her shoes were under the bed, and it took extra time to find them in the dark. She'd slipped them on when a lone headlight entered the parking lot.

A loud rumble filled the motorhome. It was a motorcycle approaching. 

Afraid it was someone who would hurt the man outside, she shouted, "Is that your friend?"

"Yeah."

At least, she wanted to believe the man had answered her. She wasn't sure because she couldn't hear over the roar. The man had stopped his motorcycle beside the fallen man and then shut off the engine.

She pulled the chair from under the small table and sat down, only letting her eyes peek over the windowsill. Leaving the window open, she strained to hear the men's conversation.

"Where did you get hit?" The biker squatted down. "You sure?"

The two men lowered their voices. She wanted to ask if he would be okay, but she wanted them to leave more.

As soon as they left, she'd prepare the van for travel. There was a campground outside of town, about ten miles away. She could stay there. It would be safe.

And even though it was quite a drive to return to town tomorrow when she asked around about her missing brother, it was better than the thought of the gunman returning and killing her.

It wasn't like she'd stuck to one plan the last year. After her parents were killed in the head-on collision on their way to the cruise ship, all she'd done was flounder.

She'd traveled from Southern California through every small coastal town into Oregon. At each stop, she took her time to look around and talk to the people.

There was no need for her to work. She had money, thanks to her parents.

Though she missed doing something with her life and seeing people she knew, it was more important that she find her brother. Her missing older brother.

A brother she'd never met before.

"Hey, lady?" shouted the man.

She sat straighter. "Yes."

The two men stood beside each other. With the light from the store behind them, it was impossible to see their features. It looked as if they held onto each other.

"Are you good?" he asked.

Caught off guard by his concern, she pressed her phone to her chest. "Yes."

"Thanks for watching out for my brother."

"I hope he'll be okay," she whispered.

She groaned silently. That was such a stupid thing to say. The man was shot. There was nothing right about the whole situation.

"He'll be fine." The man then spoke quietly, too low for her to hear. Then, louder, he said, "Can I talk to you tomorrow when it's light out?"

The hair on her neck prickled. "About what?"

"About what happened tonight."

"I didn't see anything." She wrinkled her nose. "I only heard the gunshot."

"You didn't see who was here?"

She had. But she couldn't tell him any details. It'd been dark.

"I don't know who it was."

"My name's Wire. You have my phone number. Give me a call tomorrow if you remember any details, okay?"

She nodded and then realized he couldn't see her. "Okay."

The two men slowly walked to the motorcycle. It was apparent the man who was hurt was unable to do much but sit on the seat.

As they rode off, she quickly shut the window, locking it and pulling down the blind. There was going to be no sleep for her.

She grabbed her phone and checked the time. One o'clock in the morning.

Her chest squeezed, and she plopped onto the bed. Of course, it was after midnight, and a new day had started.

May 11th was never kind to her.

Her older brother—a brother who had no idea she existed—disappeared on May 11th.

Last year, her parents were killed on May 11th.

Now, she'd witnessed an attempted murder on May 11th.

She groaned. There was nobody else around for her to say what was on her mind.

She was alone. Again.

"Happy birthday to me," she whispered. 
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Chapter Two
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Rush slipped his arm back into the sleeve of his vest with a groan. Wire sat at the table in the clubhouse with his arms crossed. The white bandage around his MC brother's bicep stood out from the dark clothing.

"I'll be fine in a few days." Rush took another drink from the whiskey bottle in front of him.

"You're lucky all you lost was a chunk of fat," muttered Wire.

"Muscle, brother." Rush grinned, already lit from the drink.

He was lucky. Another inch and the bullet would've hit bone. The recovery time would've been longer and harder. Right now, whiskey would help the most over the next few days.

"We've got a bigger problem." Jagger pulled the garbage can around the end of the table in the clubhouse and pointed at Brett to clean up the mess. "Who tried to kill him?"

"There was only one woman there." Wire shrugged. "She heard the shot but didn't know the shooter."

"Didn't know or see?"

Wire took out a cigarette and put it behind his ear. "I can't be sure, but she probably saw a man in the parking lot, but because she doesn't know anyone around here, she thinks the info is insignificant."

"She could give a description, though?" Jagger grabbed Rush when he leaned too far backward and pulled him over to a chair, sitting his ass down. "We need to talk to her."

"Already tried. She was shut up tight in the RV. I told her to call me tomorrow."

Jagger shook his head. "A traveler? She won't stick around. I'd be surprised if she hadn't pulled out of town already."

"Do you want me to go—"

"Do you know what she was driving?" asked Jagger.

"Yeah, couldn't miss it." He put his cigarette in his mouth. "A black Mercedes Benz Sprinter van."

Jagger whistled low. "Track her down. She can't be that hard to find in a rig like that. We need to find out who tried to kill one of our members." Jagger looked around the room. "Take Dio with you."

"Sure thing, Prez." Wire motioned for Dio to follow him outside.

As soon as the door shut, he put the cigarette in his mouth and lit the end, inhaling deeply. Dio came out, carrying his helmet.

"Prez wants us to find the woman who called me about Rush." He put his smoke between his lips and pulled out his phone. Once he had a picture of a similar vehicle, he showed it to Dio. "She was parked at the store."

"Why would someone who could afford a Sprinter be parked in the lot?"

"That's the golden question."

Do you think she stuck around?" said Dio.

Wire shook his head. "We'll have to hit the campgrounds if she's not there. Not knowing where she came from, I don't know which direction she'll go."

"Only one place is open. The others have a gate they close at ten o'clock." Dio pointed. "We'll go north up the highway. It's not much of a campground. More of a turnoff on the side of the highway."

He finished his cigarette. "How do you know about the campgrounds around here?"

"Common knowledge, my brother." Dio grinned. "Didn't your parents ever take you camping?"

"Parents?" He scoffed. "I was passed around from grandparents to aunts. They had better things to do than raise someone else's kid."

"Fuck." Dio's gaze softened. "My parents used to take us camping when we were kids before they got a divorce. The campgrounds close the entrance gate at night and open in the morning. It's a safety practice. Tents and flimsy RV doors don't keep anyone out."

He stubbed out his smoke and pocketed the butt. "Let's ride out and check the store. Maybe we'll get lucky before she gets too far away."

"Lead the way."

Wire straddled the Harley, put his helmet on, and started the engine. He rode away, staying in second gear until he got to the main street through Seaglass Cove. A block away, he signaled to Dio. The woman hadn't left. Her van was still parked in the lot in front of the store.

He gazed in his side mirrors and scanned in front of him. It was after two in the morning. The bars were closed. The streets were empty.

Everything looked quiet and safe. 

Rush had thought the same. He believed it was safe to run across the lot to where he parked his Harley, but someone had snuck up on him and tried to kill him.

Luckily, Rush would live.

Wire parked in front of the van and motioned for Dio to stop behind the vehicle. She wouldn't get away from him before they talked. Jagger wanted answers.

Once both bikes were off, he stood and swung his leg over the seat. Watching the windows, he saw no movement from inside. Unlike before, she never peeked through the blinds.

He knocked on the door. "I don't mean you no harm."

Dio snorted behind him. He shrugged. What else was he supposed to say?

"I was here an hour ago to pick up my brother. My name's Wire." He paused. "I asked you to call me."

The slats on the blinds in front of him separated, and the window slid open. "Please, go away."

"I can't do that." He rocked back on the heels of his boots. "Someone tried to kill a member of our club. I want to find out who is responsible."

"I already told you. I don't know. I could barely see. It's dark." She exhaled loud enough to make it past the screen of the window. "Could you move your motorcycle?"

"Not yet."

"Please. I want to leave. I have everything ready now, and want to go somewhere else. I don't feel safe here."

Dio stepped forward. "There are no campgrounds open this time of night, except the turnout on the highway."

"I've seen that one. I don't want to park next to the highway."

"Smart." Dio scratched his head. "You could always follow us and park behind our clubhouse. It's in town, and there are people around—"

"Sorry, but didn't someone try and kill one of you tonight? Why would you think your club is safe? You're totally sus."

"Sus?"

"Suspicious." Dio chuckled. "You're cheugy, bro."

"Huh?"

"Cheugy—uncool." Dio smacked him. "You're showing your age, man. Don't you pay attention to how the prospects talk around the clubhouse?"

"I try not to," he mumbled.

Wire turned his back on the van and cocked his brow at Dio. No matter what kind of slang she used, the woman had a point. There was danger around them, but she would be safe at the clubhouse.

"The police station is a block away from our clubhouse." Dio hooked his thumbs in his vest pockets. "The city pool is next door. Our club runs a motorcycle parts shop in the same building as the clubhouse. It's a legit business. Anyone is welcome. In the morning, you can walk down the sidewalk and grab a coffee and muffin at Whale's Tail, the local coffee shop." Dio looked around the empty lot. "It's better than staying in a parking lot next to the highway."

Several seconds ticked by without the woman saying anything. Wire wanted to tell her to wise up and think about the situation, but if she wasn't arguing, she was thinking.

Thinking could get her in trouble.

Fuck it. He'd go in the opposite direction of convincing her to go with them. He'd scare her into staying. That would allow him more time to find out who came after Rush. 

"Listen, lady. It's the middle of the night. I imagine you're tired. I know I am. We don't feel right about leaving you here with no one around in case you need help. If you don't want to take us up on our offer to follow us back to the clubhouse, I'd suggest you hit the highway and get out of Seaglass Cove." He glanced at Dio and then lied. "Though, traveling at night brings its share of danger. What with that string of break-ins along the one-o-one."

"It's probably not that dangerous, man." Dio scrapped the toe of his boot against the ground. "Whoever is doing the break-ins only hits high-end vehicles. That old couple with the Beamer. The woman with the Jaguar..."

Wire kept from shaking his head at Dio's overdramatic role in the story. He was going to blow it.

"If I go to your clubhouse, will anyone bother me?" She pressed her face against the screen. "I don't want to talk about what happened tonight. I want to forget about it. You said your friend was going to be okay, right?"

"He will be." He stepped backward. "Nobody will bother you. I'll make sure of it."

She looked away. He studied her profile. It was hard to see every detail, but she had honey-colored hair that hung past her shoulders in waves. She had a pert nose and high cheekbones. 

"Okay," she said.

"You'll follow us?" asked Dio.

She raised her gaze and looked behind Wire. "Just so I can get a few hours of sleep, and then I'll find somewhere to go tomorrow when it's daylight out."

Wire nodded. "Flash your lights when you're ready."

He walked away, leaving her to prepare the van. Jagger had only wanted him to talk and find out what she knew about tonight's shooting, not bring her back. But the woman was suspicious. She was probably scared. From what he could tell, she was young. Too young to be on the road by herself.

He couldn't leave her when she was frightened.

Tomorrow, he'd get the answers they needed.
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Chapter Three
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Cora rolled over in bed and grabbed her phone. She groaned, sitting up. It was already noon.

A rumble vibrated her van. The noise from motorcycles arriving and leaving all night had eventually provided white noise for her to sleep, and she'd slept hard, barely aware of where she was—which had never happened in the last year.

Strange towns. A depressing task ahead of her. Missing a place that was no longer home to her had taken its toll.

Peeking outside, she counted eight bikers at the back of the building. In the daylight, her bravery returned.

She dressed, skipping a hand-held shower since she wasn't hooked to a water supply. Thankfully, she'd taken one yesterday before rolling into Seaglass Cove.

Deciding her mood needed a lift, she picked out a sundress, put on makeup, and slipped on her flip-flops. Nervous to go outside, she knew if she was going to accomplish what she came here to do, she needed to go on about her business.

A day wasted only prolonged her trip.

First up on her to-do list today she would find the coffee shop Wire mentioned. Then, she'd spend the next few hours going around town, showing them the photo of her brother. Then, she'd find somewhere else to park her van.

It was a small town. It would probably take her a week to visit all the businesses and meet most people in town. If she failed to get any new information on her brother by then, she'd move on.

Being an oops baby put her at a disadvantage. Her older brother was already gone when she was born. As far as she knew, Jeff knew nothing about her. From what her parents told her, he'd left and never contacted them again.

They claimed it wasn't unusual for boys to leave the house at eighteen and never look back. It was a different era. She knew there had to be more to the story, and through the years, she'd overheard a few conversations between her parents when they believed she was asleep.

Jeff had a girlfriend that her parents hadn't approved of. There might've been a pregnancy involved. That was not something that would force someone to leave and never look back until she could find her brother—she wouldn't judge him.

By now, her brother would be forty-six years old. If he had a child, he would be grown. Even older than her twenty-one years.

By the time her parents had her, they were successful in their careers. Her father had worked as an attorney until age seventy-five. Her mom, fourteen years younger than her dad, was a professor at Southern Cal until she retired a few months before her death at sixty-six years old. That left babysitters to watch over her until she was twelve.

By the time she entered sixth grade, she had sent herself off to school and returned to an empty house. Throughout those years, she realized her mom and dad were older than other parents—and as kids do, she paid more attention to her friends than to her parents.

It saddened her that she'd taken them for granted, believing they'd be there until she was old and able to support herself.

She never believed they'd both die on the same day and she'd be all alone.

Leaving her hair down, she picked up her phone, ensured her card was in the attached holder, and went to the door. She peeked outside once more.

It was the middle of the day. If the bikers would've wanted to hurt her, they would've done that last night when no one was around.

The only thing she had to worry about was the man who'd shot one of the bikers. The last thing she wanted to do was get caught in some biker war—she'd read about that happening online.

Opening the slider door, she stepped out of the van and closed the door. With her key fob, she locked the vehicle.

A loud wolf whistle pierced her ears. Ignoring the bikers behind her, she circled to get her bearings. She was behind a building. A road to the right appeared to go in the direction she needed.

She walked away, hoping the van would be safe.

"Hey, lady."

She continued walking. Part of keeping herself safe while traveling had to do with looking confident. She held her chin level with the ground, her shoulders back, and tried to keep her hips from swaying, but that was hard when she carried her extra weight in her hips and breasts. When one part of her moved, it was a chain reaction, and she swayed.

Another whistle came. That one would've brought dogs running if there were any nearby.

"Hold up." Heavy boots thunked behind her.

Her pulse accelerated. She walked faster, seeing the front of the building in sight.

A biker stepped out from around the corner, blocking her path. "I can handle it from here, brother."

She looked between the two men. The one in front of her was older. She recognized his voice from last night. He was the one who invited her to stay behind the clubhouse.

He tapped his chest. "I'm Wire."

Tall and broad-shouldered, he waited for her to acknowledge him. To her surprise, he had green eyes. Because of the sinister events last night and only seeing him in the darkness, she'd assumed his dark hair was black and his eyes were brown. Instead, he had a salt-and-pepper style in his hair and beard that no salon could create—he was beautifully rugged.

He had a pair of worn blue jeans and a dark gray t-shirt on under his black leather vest. His hair brushed his shoulders. There was no style. It was as if he'd gotten a haircut a year ago and let it all grow out, and it landed perfectly.

Maybe he sensed her studying him because he took that moment to thrust his fingers in his hair and pull it off his forehead. For some reason, that made his beard stand out. He had a nice thick beard—so many men had straggly ones. She quite liked a bushy one.

"I remember your name." She moistened her lips. "You mentioned there was a coffee shop on the block."

"I'll show you." He waited on the sidewalk for her to walk to him. "What's your name?"

Hyperaware of him looking at her, she pretended the attention never bothered her. She wasn't stupid enough to give him too much information. But her first name wouldn't hurt.

"Cora."

"Pretty name." He walked her away from the clubhouse building. "Did you sleep good?"

Warmth flushed across her chest. "I did."

"Good." He pointed. "See the sign with the whale?"

"Mm-hm."

"That's where we're going."

"You don't have to take me." She glanced at him. "I'll move on as soon as I have some coffee."

"It was a long night." He grunted. "I could use some caffeine."

She stopped, remembering why they were together. "The man who was hurt?"

"He'll be fine."

She inhaled swiftly. Until that moment, she hadn't realized how much she wanted the man, a stranger to her, to be okay. If he died—she would've been a witness to his murder and obligated to get more involved. There would be police and statements, and—she'd gone through all that last year when her parents were killed.

Once was enough.

Wire motioned for her to walk.

She hadn't planned on spending time with him. All she wanted to do was wake up, have time to think, and get some caffeine before finding somewhere else to sleep for the night.

To her surprise, he reached in front of her and opened the door to the coffee shop. She walked in first and stopped. The wonderful aroma of yeast tickled her nostrils. Coffee wasn't the only thing they offered.

"You must be Jessica." A woman behind the counter held out her hand.

She shook her head. "Sorry, no."

Wire put his hand on her back. "We're looking for some coffee, Dania. And a couple of muffins—"

"I'll pay for my own." She put her hands on the counter. "I'd like a caramel frap and a cinnamon roll. To go, please."

"Sure." Dania glanced between her and Wire. "Anything else?"

"No, that'll be all." She stepped back.

Wire spoke with the woman. Cora walked over to the wall and looked at the pictures, trying to distance herself from the biker. She couldn't help but listen to their conversation.

"Sorry," said the woman. "Bane mentioned he'd ask around at the clubhouse to see if any of the ol' ladies wanted a part-time job working here. I got excited, thinking you were bringing me someone. Tourist season is crazy this year. We're swamped."

Curious, Cora moved back to the counter. Seaglass Cove was a small town. Everyone probably came to the coffee shop.

"Excuse me." She waited until Dania turned around. "Are you handing out applications to everyone or only hiring friends?"

Dania's eyes brightened. "Anyone. Are you interested?"

"How long is the tourist season?"

"Until Labor Day."

That would give her a little over three months. She could stay in one spot. She could drive to the surrounding coastal towns on her days off and enquire about her brother.

She raked her teeth over her bottom lip. There was no need to work. Her parents left her enough money to last her whole life. But, the job would put her smack dab into a position to meet many people, making her search easier.

"I'd be interested in the job through the summer." She inhaled deeply. "Could I have an application?"

"No need." Dania held up her finger. "Let me get your order, and then we can talk."

Wire stood off to the side, frowning in her direction. She ignored him because he had nothing to do with what she was doing here.

Knowing she would talk to Dania, she sat at the table near the window and waited. Wire sat across from her. He'd need to move.

"I wanted to talk to you and find out if you've remembered anything about last night when Rush was hurt," he whispered.

"No." She sighed. "I told you it was dark. I couldn't see anything but an unrecognizable man. Once he spotted me looking, he took off and got in his car. That's it."

"What kind of car?"

Irritated at him, she pointed out the window at a car parked on the other side of the street in front of a furniture store. "Like that one."

"A silver four-door?" he asked.

"No." She sighed. "That shape. It was black or maybe dark blue."

"So, an SUV." He tapped the table. "How tall was the man?"

"How would I know?"

"You saw him."

She rolled her eyes. He wasn't going to drop the subject.

"I don't know anymore." She glanced at Dania. "You heard me talking about the job." She leaned forward and whispered, "Please don't screw this up for me."

"Don't take the job." He leaned closer. "Hit the road. Get out of here and go find your fun somewhere else."

"My fun?" She gawked at him.

For him to assume her life was filled with fun rubbed her the wrong way. He had no idea about her life or what she'd lived through.

He stood from the table without another word, grabbed his coffee and muffin from Dania, and walked out of the coffee shop. Cora breathed in relief. He made her uneasy.

She'd never had the chance to hang around questionable people before. The ruggedness and mystery only added to his sexiness, and that threw her off. All the older people she grew up around wore suits for a living, not leather vests and tattoos.

"Here you go." Dania put the drink and roll in front of Cora and sat down. "Have you worked in the coffee business or a restaurant?"

"No."

Dania tilted her head. "Retail?"

She shook her head, reminding herself of all the manners her mother had drilled into her head. Be polite. No slang. No acronyms. Act confident and pretend you can do anything.

"Customer service?"

"I've never worked before." She shifted in her chair and held up her hand. "But I know how to make all different types of coffees and have experience with a Breville Barista Pro. If you like, I could look at your menu and either show you or go through the movements of what would need to be done to concoct the drinks."

Her mother's kitchen was outfitted with every appliance known to man. When her parents' personal chef was gone, Cora would often make herself at home in the kitchen, using recipes from TikTok.
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