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Talon sighed. Today wasn’t a good day. Hell, there had been a few of these lately. The club was on their way to bury one of their own. The final goodbye in the ultimate story of freedom and life. The ending they all faced. Shit, the ending everyone faced, except the MC ran a little closer to that edge, not afraid to look over it or spit off it, not giving a fuck when their time came. 

Talon touched his leather cut then slowly lifted it from the bed and walked to the mirror. There he stood as he put the leather cut on, his six-six, three-hundred-pound frame of muscle feeling his outlaw heart starting to get a little heavy. He remembered the day he was patched into the Princes of Hell Motorcycle Club. Standing there, waiting for the vote, knowing that while his blood ran deep in the MC, there was still a chance that he could be voted as a no. He had caused plenty of problems with patched in members, so the vote took longer than expected. But when the table members emerged from their congregation, it was Hammer who handed Talon the leather cut for the first time. He pulled Talon close, kissed his cheek, and warned him not to get fucking killed on his first day. 

Now it was Talon who would to be saying goodbye to Hammer. 

The old bastard lived longer than any expected. And nobody thought it would have been his heart to give out and kill him because nobody figured Hammer had a damn heart. 

Talon smiled and shook his head. He opened the top drawer of his dresser and took out a picture that he had kept close by since the news of Hammer’s death hit the clubhouse. 

It was Talon as a baby, wearing nothing but a diaper, sitting on the leather seat of his father’s motorcycle. His father had been skinnier than Talon, but ripped with muscle. Standing next to the ride was Hammer. He was fatter then, had more hair, but forever with a cigarette stuck between his lips, flipping the bird. 

“You son of a bitch,” Talon said as he thought about all the times he’d helped Hammer out. 

A knock at the door prompted him to quickly put the picture away.

The door opened and in stepped, Eagle, the club’s President. “VP,” he said. “You ready.”

“As I’ll ever be,” Talon said. 

“Let’s have a drink and then go bury our brother.”

Talon nodded. His presence was needed alongside Eagle’s to keep the formality going. 

They walked the hallway side by side. 

Once the hallway opened to the main floor of the clubhouse, it was Cobra who stuck his fingers into his mouth to kill the noise. 

Everyone shut up as a young prospect hurried to shut off the music. 

It was silent enough to hear someone’s stomach growling. 

Eagle reached into his pocket and took out a handful of black patches. He handed all but one to Talon. 

Talon stood as Eagle pressed the patch to his chest and nodded. Talon made a first around that patch and placed the others on the bar. He then took one and offered it to Eagle. Eagle stared at the patch in his hand, nodding, his eyes getting misty. 

Talon snapped his fingers and two prospects hurried to line up the shot glasses while Talon put a black patch next to each one. They would all wear that black patch on their cut as a remembrance to one of the originals. Hammer was part of the found of the Princes of Hell Motorcycle Club. Sitting with Talon’s father, coming up with the idea and taking the chance to begin a life of outlaw freedom, Hammer made the club, all the charters, even the fucking town what it was. 

When the shots were poured, Eagle took the first glass. He dropped a bullet from his favorite weapon into it.

With the nod of his head, everyone else came to get their drink. They all did the same with their bullets. Even though Hammer wasn’t taken by a bullet, the tradition was the same. He lived hard and so they figure he died the same way.

The only sound in the clubhouse was the footsteps and the creaks of the old floor. 

Eagle looked around at everyone and slowly raised his arm into the air. “Our brother,” he said. 

“Our father,” Talon added. 

“Hear, hear!” Raptor called out. 

“Fucking right,” Rogue said. 

Everyone started to make noise. The quiet clubhouse quickly got loud. The pressure building, ready to explode, waiting for Eagle to give the call to have the last drink to Hammer’s honor. 

From the corner of Talon’s eye, he saw one of the prospects dart toward the clubhouse door. Talon nudged Eagle and pointed.

“What the fuck is this?” Eagle asked.

“Not sure, Prez,” Talon said. 

The prospect opened the door for a second and looked back. His face was white with fear. 

Talon called out, “What is it?”

“Badges are here...”

“I’ll handle it,” Talon said. He walked to the door, ready for a fucking war. What was this supposed to be? A power play at the club because they felt the club was weak right now? He shoved the prospect out of the way and ripped open the door. 

Two officers stood there, hats in hands. 

“What the fuck do you want?” Talon growled.

They side stepped and there stood Chief Werley. “Thomas,” he said.

Talon curled his lip. Anyone that used his real name these days deserved a bullet to the head. 

“I wanted to pay my respects.”

“Excuse me?” Talon asked. 

“Chief,” Eagle said, stepping up next to Talon. 

“Eagle.”

“We were just about to salute our fallen brother.”

“Mind if I join?” Chief asked.

“Not a problem,” Eagle said. 

Talon gritted his teeth. He and Chief Werley had too much history together. 

Chief stopped at Talon. “I know he meant a lot to you. He meant a lot to all of us.”

“How many times did you arrest him?” Talon asked. 

“Enough times that he had his own set of cuffs,” Chief said with a hint of a smile. 

“You’re a real prick.”

“I brought some of my guys to give you an escort to the cemetery,” Chief said. “My honor to Hammer.”

“The only way I want a police escort is when you haul my ass to prison,” Talon stated with a glare as he stared defiantly at Chief Werley. 

“Talon is a little out of sorts today,” Eagle said.

“We all are,” Cobra said. “Now if we’re letting a badge drink with us, we better start drinking right now.”

Eagle snapped his fingers. “Prospect.”

One of the prospects hurried to get Chief Worley a glass. 

“To freedom,” Eagle said, raising his glass. “To the life Hammer lived and to the way he died.”

“Face down in pussy,” Rogue called out.

“I heard he was suffocated by some big tits,” Raptor said. 

Talon grinned. Leave it to Hammer to let his reputation live on after death. If they only knew the old bastard had fallen ill while...He shrugged no need for them to know. Hammer would have his honor. “To Hammer,” Talon called out.

“To Hammer,” they all yelled. 

Everyone took their shot then flipped their shot glasses upside down and left them where they were standing. 

They exited the clubhouse in a line, walking to their rides. The front headlights of all the motorcycles had a black strip across them. 

The entire thing sort of bothered Talon. He kept it to himself but he didn’t like the slowness and that it was so drawn the hell out. Plus, everyone somber, black stripes, all this shit, it made them look weak. And with Hammer dead, there were no more original members alive. That was more or less a formality but it made the MC look weaker now. All the guys that started the club were buried or would be soon enough in Hammer’s case which meant any big changes were going to be done through the table vote. 

A hearse waited at the end of the lot. 

The motorcycles all passed one by one, each of them giving some kind of salute to Hammer as he rested in the casket in the hearse. 

For Talon, he decided to keep it simple and honest.

He threw the middle finger and smiled as he drove by the hearse. 
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Talon looked at his pinky. The skull ring was all kinds of fucked up. It used to fit on his pointer finger, but that was a long time ago. When he was a skinny little punk, switching between riding bicycle and skateboard, trying to figure out what he wanted. Thanks to Hammer throwing his ass into a gym and a late growth spurt, the skull ring barely fit his pinky. He took this ring off some guy that pulled a gun on Hammer. 

Stepping forward to the casket, Talon wrestled the ring off his finger and placed on the casket. 

All the guys left a ring with Hammer. 

They all stood around the casket.

Eagle stood at the top of the casket as though he were a priest. “Brothers,” he said. “We don’t say goodbye. We say...”

“Catch you the fuck around,” Condor said in a rough voice. 

“That’s right. This is all full circle for us. We’re all going to end up here. This is our fate. To be with Hammer. With Loki. With Hades. With Bullseye.” Eagle looked over at Talon. 

Talon kept a straight face. His father was buried not far from the exact spot he stood now. 

“Drink to Hammer. Live like Hammer. Never forget the open road. And know the road and the horizon do eventually meet.” Eagle turned and walked away. 

From there, anyone could stay as long as they wanted. 

For Talon, there was nothing left. Hammer had been good to him, but the cruel reality was that Hammer was dead and the rest of them weren’t. Yet. 

Because Talon knew there was no such thing as mournful peace... someone, somewhere wanted to put a bullet in the back of all their heads. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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Fiona promised herself it was the day’s last cigarette, but that was a complete lie. Standing on the rooftop to the old apartment building, the sky was filled with stars and the ground filled with lights from houses and businesses. 

Her eyes moved to the scrambled screen of the monitor, biting her lip as she watched Bret sleep. 

He was too old for a baby monitor but Fiona kept it handy for nights like this. Being on the roof was technically too far from Bret, but if he were to wake up, she could see and hurry to get back into the building and down to him. 

Butting the cigarette against the old brick, Fiona dropped the twisted end to the ground where there was a healthy pile. Most were from her. 

She reached into her back pocket and took out the leftover money. A measly hundred bucks. That was barely enough for groceries for one week, let alone do anything actually fun with it. Her job working at a strip club had been lucrative until the owner pressured her into stripping instead of serving drinks. When she declined, he hired new girls and squeezed her out. It was either get naked or get the hell out. Fiona worked every shift she could grab at the diner now, finding ways to make ends meet. Through contacts and those who came to the strip club, she was able to get side work, mostly for illegal poker games. Her job was to dress slutty, flirt like hell, and make money. Even that was tricky because some of the guys would fall in love in one night and demand her company. Besides her cell phone and cigarettes, a can of pepper spray had become her best friend. 

Those jobs dried up for the most part after she kicked a guy in the balls for touching her breasts in front of everyone, causing a big issue with the guy who ran the games, Devin. He was young and cocky, an inheritance left him rich enough to live free, but in typical greedy fashion, he wanted more. 

Fiona bit her thumbnail even harder as she played it all out in her head. 

Bret ended up with a double earache, which was diagnosed after a sleepless night of him screaming in pain, begging to go to the doctor. When she took him the next day, the doctor said it was a double ear infection and the antibiotics were too much for her to buy. So what choice did she have? She had to find a way to get into Devin’s stack of cash and take a little. 

That was it though.

Just a little. 

For her kid. 

It wasn’t like she was robbing him blind or something. She didn’t take a hundred grand and disappear on a vacation or something. 

The images flashed in her mind. 

Going to meet Devin. Knowing where he kept everything. Waiting for the right moment to open the drawer and take a few bills. Nothing he would notice, but enough to get Bret his medicine. And maybe a little extra for Fiona. She had missed three shifts at the diner and hadn’t worked for Devin in two weeks. That meant the bills were piled high and she only had a few more days until the locks on the apartment were going to be changed. But the most important thing was that Brett was okay. The medicine had already started to kick in and he was feeling better. Sleeping soundly. 

Plus, Fiona wasn’t just going to steal the money. She was going to grab extra shifts, save up, and then talk to Devin about it. He’d get fucking pissed. He’d probably try to hit... or maybe he would make her make it up to him between the sheets. Whatever it was, it was worth it. 

Anything to keep Bret’s innocence intact. 

“I love you, baby,” Fiona whispered to the small screen. 

She felt like crying but decided on a cigarette instead. 

Before she could light it, the door behind her exploded open. 

The moment she saw Devin come through the doors, her eyes went to the monitor. Bret was still asleep. But it wouldn’t be for long. 

Whatever was about to happen, it would need to be carefully planned and carefully executed.

“Whore,” Devin growled.

He rushed toward Fiona so fast she was certain he was going to push her right off the roof of the building. The fall would most certainly kill her. And then what would happen to Bret?

At the last moment, Fiona moved to the side and Devin crashed against the small brick wall that kept him from going over the edge. His fancy right shoe stepped and squished all the cigarette butts on the ground.

“Devin,” Fiona said. “What are you doing here?”

“You know why I’m here. You little bitch.”

“Devin, you need to hear me out. Please.”

“There’s something much better you can do with your mouth right now other than spit excuses at me.”

“There’s no excuse. And what you want... just please listen to me.”

He moved at her and she jumped back. The only thing close to a weapon in her hand was a lighter. Her bag and everything was in the apartment. “Bret was sick.”

“What?” Devin asked as he stopped moving toward her. 

“Bret was sick. Okay? Just listen. I couldn’t afford the medicine for him. I had no choice. I was out of work from the diner. You haven’t given me work in a while either.”

“A sick kid?” Devin asked.

“Yes. I swear on it. And I planned on grabbing extra shifts once he felt better. I was going to pay it all back and talk to you about it.”

Devin sneered. “And you didn’t think to talk to me first?”

“I couldn’t risk you saying no. Then you’d expect me to do things for you.”

“Smart bitch,” Devin said.

“I didn’t mean to cause any harm.”

“I underpaid someone because of what you fucking did,” Devin said. “I looked like a goddamn fool. I almost took a fucking bullet to the head.”

Fiona’s heart raced. Her mouth went dry. Her only move was to inch away from the edge of the roof and toward the door. “Okay, I’m so sorry. I should have come to you about it. Just look at it through my eyes for a second.... I’ll do anything for my son.”

“Yeah, of course, who wouldn’t?” Devin turned his head. “Nice night out here. Good place to come and think. Maybe meet with someone, huh?”

“I didn’t meet with anyone, Devin. I stood over there and had a cigarette. I’m tired. I’m broke. I’m behind on all my bills. Believe me, if I wanted to rip you off, I would have taken more.” The words made sense in her mind, but as she spoke them, she realized what she had done. Implying that scamming Devin was easy. Implying that it could happen again. Or worst yet, maybe she had done it in the past. 

He stepped toward Fiona, seething, his face red. “You think I’m fucking weak? I’ll walk into that kid’s bedroom right now and put a bullet in his chest. And I’ll make you watch me do it.”

“Devin, no. I didn’t mean anything by what I said. I’m telling you the truth. Here... look...” She reached into her pocket and took out the leftover money. “This is what was left. I grabbed what I could and used what I needed for the medicine. Take this. It proves I—”

Devin grabbed her wrist and twisted. 

Hot pain shot up her arm. She wanted to scream but Devin made an even faster move by put himself behind Fiona with his hand over her mouth. His mouth was against her ear. She felt his fast, hot, angry breath against her ear, cheek, and neck.

“You bitch,” he said. “You think you can make a fool of me? Take my money and try to give some back? You stole from me. The one fucking rule I have for everyone. You never touch what isn’t yours.”

Fiona moved her mouth to talk.

Devin opened his fingers a little.

“It was for my son,” Fiona gasped out. “For Bret. I didn’t spend a dime on myself.”

“Yet, you had money in your pocket,” Devin said.

“To give back.”

“Liar!” Devin growled as he threw Fiona forward. 

She put her hands out to block from smashing her head against piece of metal. Her hands smacked it, sending more pain up her arms. Logic kicked in and she quickly turned, knowing she needed to keep her eyes on Devin. It was her only chance of survival. 

Devin was right there, a fist cocked back, ready to hit her. 

If he knocked her out, he would kidnap Bret. Fiona could already see it in her mind. How it would happen. Waking up and finding his bed empty. Forever chasing a ghost, never knowing what Devin did to Bret. He would do this, she just knew it. 

With a last ditch effort, Fiona swung her foot up.

The tip of her shoe smashed right between Devin’s legs, instantly stopping him, bringing him to his knees. 

The hit was so hard that when Fiona turned to get away, putting pressure on her foot actually hurt. “No,” she whispered. She turned and dropped down, bringing her knee to Devin’s jaw, slamming his head to the hard rooftop. 

She reached for his gun, hoping like hell that Devin hadn’t just come out with his gun firing. Fiona stood up and pointed the gun at Devin. 

“Bitch,” he growled. “You’re going to die! So is your son. You’re going to watch him die.”

“I told the truth,” Fiona said. “I told you the fucking truth.” From the corner of her eye, she saw the money she tried to give Devin. Just sitting there on the rooftop. She inched toward the money and crouched to pick it up. “I’m taking this now.” 

“You won’t get far,” Devin said. He was on his hands and knees. 

Fiona got to the door and knew the second she was inside, it was time to move. She pulled the door shut, making sure it was closed tight. Devin would be following her soon. In minutes even. But she had the gun. That’s all that mattered.

She had the gun. 

Now she needed to get Bret and get to safety.
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Cash covered the motel room an hour away from the apartment building. Fiona hated the way she had to rush into the apartment and wake up Bret. Her first instinct was to tell him there was a problem with the building and they had to go right now. Living the life she lived, Fiona always had a couple bags back in the trunk of her car. She scooped Bret right up off the bed with a blanket still on him. 

She rushed out of the apartment and got into her car before Devin came after her. The entire time she drove, her eyes wouldn’t leave the mirror. She waited for the moment to come when Devin and his goons would find her. Waiting for them to appear in her rea view mirror and box her in. Or cause an accident that would kill her and Bret then make it look like an accident. 

But Fiona made it out of there. 

Now she sat on the floor at the crappy motel with her back against the bed. The TV glowed with some infomercial while Bret was back asleep again. He was used to life being this way. It broke Fiona’s heart that Bret had figured this was just part of his life. 

One thing Fiona tried to do was live in the moment. And that moment told her she had just escaped her own death. And Bret’s death. Devin would have killed them both. All over a little bit of money. Money that Fiona needed for medicine for Bret. 

Pulling herself to her feet, Fiona saw her cigarettes on the nightstand. There was no way in hell she would leave this room so she put a chair at the front window and cracked it open enough to let smoke out. She sat there and smoked, not enjoying it one bit. It calmed her a little, but she knew better than to let this go. Devin would come for her. Not only had she stolen money from him, she attacked him. She embarrassed him by kicking him in the balls. The entire situation had exploded threefold. 

Why wouldn’t he just fucking listen to me for a second? 

The question had no answer, but the end result was her eyes filling with tears. 

She finished her cigarette then walked the butt to the toilet and dropped it. It sizzled, bleeding out a golden brown color into the water before she flushed it. She stood at the bathroom mirror, wiping her eyes, realizing that the moment no longer mattered. 

The only way to escape Devin would be to stay ahead of him. Which meant settling down would be impossible. Which meant making money and surviving would be totally impossible. 

Fiona lowered her head and began to cry. Her hands gripped the edge of the bathroom sink. She gritted her teeth to keep from crying too loudly and waking Bret. 

There was only one other option.

When it came to her, she turned her head and looked from the bathroom to the bed. She bit at her bottom lip, realizing what this meant. She walked to the side of the bed and watched the dinosaur blanket lift and lower with Bret’s breathing. 

“Shit,” she whispered. 

There was no choice here. 

Running from Devin would never work. 

Her only choice was to plant her feet and face him. 

But she couldn’t do it alone. 

The thought of making this phone call would have made her nervous and excited at any other time. Hell, she was about to call a man who was once a boy when he stole her heart. They lived on the edge of life together until it got too dangerous for Fiona. Which now seemed ironic considering she was holed up in a motel waiting for someone to come and kill her and her son. Making the phone call was one thing... but doing so with a son was another... 

They broke each other’s hearts. They broke all their promises to each other. 

But now, she needed Talon more than ever in her life. 
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CHAPTER THREE


[image: ]




“Hey, brother, come check this shit out.”

Talon turned from the old kitchen littered with empty beer bottles and walked through the apartment, following Rogue’s voice. Hammer’s house was in horrible condition. The man lived like a pig. Talon wouldn’t voice this aloud though...Not speak ill of the dead and all.

“If you show me more porn again, I’m going to shoot you, man,” Talon called out. 

The amount of magazines, pictures, and videos found scattered throughout Hammer’s apartment was almost uncomfortable, even for a guy like Talon. And hell, who still used VHS tapes and had a VCR to watch that shit? A part of Talon’s outlaw heart broke that Hammer had never been introduced to the world of digital and HD porn. 

Then again, anything Talon had a wish for was waiting right inside the clubhouse. No need to self care when all it took was the snap of his fingers to have plenty of kitties at his command. However, he rarely did it. Just when he was full of pressure, that nothing else would release. He only craved one woman and he’d lost that. So all these others weren’t even a one nighter as he never stayed with them even that long. 

Talon checked the bedroom and found on sign of Rogue. 

“Down here, brother.”

Talon raised an eyebrow when he realized Rogue was in the bathroom. “I’m not going in there after you.” 

“Jesus Christ, I’m not like Cobra.”

“Oh, fuck that,” Talon said. “If Cobra was in there, Chief Werley would need a fucking hazmat team to clean the toilet.” He laughed.

“We done talking shit?” Rogue asked with impatience on his voice. “This could be a problem in here.”

Talon rolled his eyes and walked down the narrow hallway toward the bathroom. 

For all the years Hammer served with the MC and all the deals he helped to cultivate and seal up, plus his interests with the badges and local business, not to mention some sketchy shit that ran out to Reno and down to Tijuana, this place was definitely a shithole of an apartment. 

Talon found Rogue crouched at the toilet. “You sick?” he asked. 

“Look...” Rogue lifted a baggie from behind the toilet and inside was a piece of paper. 

“Is it clean?” Talon asked.

Rogue put his nose to the baggie. 

Talon’s stomach turned a little. 

“Smells clean,” Rogue replied. 

“Give me it,” Talon said. He held the baggie up and realized it wasn’t a piece of paper inside. It was an envelope. “What the fuck were you hiding, you old son of a bitch?” he whispered. He dropped the baggie into the sink, opened it, and took out envelope. It was fat and squishy. “Shit,” Talon said. “This was his retirement account.”

“Behind a goddamn toilet?” Rogue asked. “You don’t hide retirement money behind a toilet.”

“What else could it be for then?” Talon asked. He opened the envelope and sure as hell, it was a giant wad of cash. There were more than enough hundred dollar bills to make Talon open his eyes wide. 

“Wait a second, brother. Look at this...” Rogue ripped open the envelope and out fell a piece of paper. He unfolded it and read it out loud, “Dmitri Grigori,” he said. “Who the fuck is that?”

Talon frowned and shook his head with disgust. 

He had an idea of who that was... and it wasn’t good news for the MC. 
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The apartment door opened and Eagle stepped through the door with Cobra and Condor behind him. 

“Smells like old booze and pussy in here,” Eagle said. 

“Pretty much what this place is made up of,” Talon said. “You ride just three?”

“No,” Eagle said. “You said to have someone watching.”

“Good,” Talon said. “I think we have a fucking problem here.”

“What’s that?” Eagle asked.

Talon pointed to the kitchen table. “Found an envelope full of cash. I counted it twice and came up with a hundred grand.”

“A hundred thousand dollars?” Cobra asked, his eyes wide. “Hammer was saving for something big, huh?”

“Pussy ain’t cheap when you’re old and ugly,” Condor said with a chuckle.

Eagle threw a fist back and hit Condor in the chest. “Show a little respect. The worms ain’t even gotten to him yet.”

“Sorry, Prez,” Condor said. 

“There’s a name and a number,” Talon said. “Dmitri Grigori. Sound familiar?”

“I don’t know,” Eagle said. “I’m more intrigued about the cash than the name.”

“Well, you shouldn’t be,” Talon warned. 

“We found more stuff,” Rogue said.

“Money?” Cobra asked.

“Notes,” Talon replied. “The money was behind the toilet. For the hell of it, Rogue pulled the sink out. He thought it looked crooked.”

“Well, aren’t you the interior designer then?” Eagle asked Rogue. “You should have your own fucking show. Decorating with the Outlaw... Thursday’s at 9...” 

“Thanks, Prez,” Rogue said. “Without being an asshole, looks like Hammer left a debt behind that has a target on all our backs right now. So forgive me for not fucking laughing at your lame joke.”

Growling, Eagle stepped toward Rogue. 

Talon got between them. 

At the end of the day, Eagle was the President and that commanded a certain level of respect. No matter what. Running off the road on a President was a touchy thing to do... even for a guy named Rogue...

“Rogue, go catch a smoke out back,” Talon said. “It’s been a crazy afternoon. Make sure nobody is out there watching us.”

“You got it, VP,” Rogue said. “Sorry for what I said, Prez. No disrespect intended.”

Eagle didn’t move an inch or say a word. 

Rogue exited through the back of the kitchen to a small and unsteady wooden balcony. 

“Prez,” Talon said. “This is bad.”

“Show me the entire fucking thing first, Talon,” Eagle ordered.

“Cash is a hundred large,” Talon said. “When Rogue moved the sink, we found a notebook. Details of dates, bets, wins, losses. Gambling.”

“Jesus Christ,” Eagle exclaimed. “He was in debt from gambling?”

“Yeah, but that’s not the bad news.”

“What’s the bad news then?” Condor asked as he and Cobra looked down at the papers on the table. 

Talon pointed to a sheet of paper that wasn’t attached to the notebook. “It’s half written in Russian. But the English is clear as day. He owes Dmitri three million.”

“Three million?” Eagle asked. “And he had a hundred grand saved?”

“No,” Talon said. “That was part of a payment. He owes one fifty every three months to stay current on the balance.”

“Meaning he hasn’t even touched the three million yet?” Condor asked.

“Nope,” Talon said. 

“Fuck,” Eagle let out. 

“Prez,” Talon said. “I’m just going to say it like it is. He owes this to the Bratva.”

Without saying a word, Eagle roared as he grabbed the table and flipped it over. 

[image: demo 24]

The room was silent. Almost too silent. Which meant everyone had been talking and it was well known that Hammer had gotten his ass into some serious trouble. There was nothing Talon could do about everyone talking. His mind and focus were on what the fuck the club was supposed to do now. There was no debt payoff by death. Not when it came to the Bratva. Not to mention there was a note that all but had Hammer promising the clubhouse to the Bratva should he fuck up and fall behind on his payments. Which meant they were squeezing him hard, figuring his old age would catch up to him. 

Sitting here, Talon got more and more pissed off by the second. The whole fucking funeral parade for Hammer was nothing but a giant signal to the Bratva that Hammer was dead. And if anyone at the table didn’t think for a second that with this kind of money owed, they didn’t have someone lurking around town to check up on Hammer, then they should just stand up, leave their leather cut on the table and get the hell out. 

When the door opened and Eagle came walking in, everyone stood up. 

The President walked to the head of the table and nodded for everyone to sit. He remained standing as he reached into his leather cut and took out the giant wad of cash. He put it on the table and spread it damn near side to side, showing off the hundred thousand dollar discovery from Hammer’s bathroom. 

He rubbed his jaw, looked around the room, and slowly sat down. 

Nobody said a word. 

Eagle finally gave a nod to Talon.

“That’s what we found,” Talon said. He took a drag of his cigarette. “Now, it looks like a nice payday. Enough to pay for hookers for Toll Man for about six months.”

A few of the guys laughed. 

“No laughing,” Eagle grumbled looking thunderous. 

“That’s my fault, Prez,” Talon said. “Hammer was saving this for a payment on a gambling debt. To the Bratva.”

“Shit,” Falcon said. 

“How bad is it?” Hawk asked.

“It’s bad,” Talon said. “This is a hundred grand of a one fifty payment that’s owed in a week. And it doesn’t even touch the amount actually owed.”

“Which is?” Raptor asked. 

“Three million,” Eagle replied with distain in his voice.

“Motherfucker,” Falcon said. “No wonder that old bastard lived like he did.”

“We have to keep our emotions in check right now,” Talon warned. “Hammer was a founding member and deserves our respect for that. This situation is bad, but our only choice is to hit it head on.”

“Take on the Bratva?” Cobra asked. 

“Or play dumb,” Condor added.

“Dumb gets a bullet in your head,” Eagle said in disgust. “They don’t play that game.”

“So what’s our move?” Toll Man asked in his deep voice.

“You tell us,” Talon said. “You work the books for the MC.”

“Not for that amount. I mean, we can squeeze a little here and there.”

“It’s payments,” Rogue said. “It’s not one fifty and see you later. Every three months they want one fifty to keep the account current.”

“Fuck!” Eagle growled then he punched the table and stood up. 

Talon took another drag of his cigarette, keeping himself as calm as he could. He thought about all those favors he did for Hammer all those years. Working his way into the club. Those were all gambling debts. Beating up guys to take their money to give to Hammer. He used that to pay off debts and to keep betting. Only he eventually got behind and couldn’t stop. Because that’s what they did. They fucking drained you. You end up paying every last dime you had to get nowhere and eventually, die right there in the bathroom where you’d been hiding the notebook and the cash.

Swallowing down the lump in his throat, Talon rubbed his jaw and took the lead again, “We have to be smart here. First, we don’t call attention to this shit. My advice would be to put that money back where we found it. In case, they go looking for it. They see it’s gone, they know we know.”

“Can’t do that,” Eagle said. “Took risky. Too tempting for a bunch of outlaws like us.”

I nodded, knowing he was right. 

We all had our secrets. Some were worse than others, but the temptation of a hundred grand just sitting there for the taking was a little too much for some brothers. 

“Prez is right, brother,” Rogue said. “It makes sense to put it back, but we can’t.”

“Right.” Talon nodded. “Well, we don’t ride alone. Even if you need to take a prospect, just don’t go out alone for right now.”

“You don’t think we should get ahead of this?” Cobra asked. “Make contact. Show power that way?”

Talon looked to Eagle. 

He stared at the cash, slowly shaking his head. 

Some of the guys had dealt with the Bratva in the past. They were the bastards that took Talon’s father’s life. Or at least that’s what Talon believed. There had been a hell of a perfect storm that hit their town all at once. When the dust settled, the MC had won a war, shaken off the Bratva, but lost one of their founding members. 

Hammer had been fucking around with the Bratva since then. Maybe trying to find out who killed Talon’s father. And being near gambling was just too much for a guy like Hammer to handle. 

“Toll Man, you take the cash,” Eagle said. “Keep everything safe. If a fucking penny goes missing, your cut is mine and I’ll hang you by your dick and watch you slowly die.”

“Better have a big rope, Prez,” Toll Man said as he stood up with a slight smirk on his lips. 

Eagle nodded. “As far as our problem here, listen to what the VP said. Don’t ride alone. Eyes open. Anything looks fucked, you call someone. We can only assume now they’ll be coming.”

“And when they do?” Cobra asked. 

“We give them their cash.”

“We just hand shit over like that?” Condor asked looking shocked. “A hundred grand can do a lot for this club right now.”

“And Bratva blowing our ass up doesn’t help anyone.” Eagle glared at him. 

“Fuck that,” Condor said. “I’m ready for a fight.”

“We’re not taking a vote on a goddamn war with the Bratva,” Talon growled. “We’re keeping everyone in the loop of what’s happening. No more going back to Hammer’s apartment either. Let the place sit. It’s paid through the month anyway. We’re fine. Right now, it’s about figuring this out.”

“We’re never going to come up with three million,” Rogue said. 

“Nobody said we had to,” Eagle stated. “For right now, we just play the game straight. But you know how this works. Shake hands with your right hand. Hold the gun with your left hand. And wait for your fucking shot.” Eagle grabbed the gavel and smacked it to the table, ending the meeting. 

The last part left Talon uneasy. This wasn’t some rival crew. This wasn’t the badges either. This was bigger. This was deeper. This was something that had been waiting to boil over for years. Bad enough that Hammer didn’t even bring it to the club. 

We could have done something years ago, you old son of a bitch...

Talon moved from the clubhouse to the bar. 

The prospects were pouring beers and shots for the guys. 

Talon grabbed a beer and wasted no time in drinking it. All he could do was think back to the times he helped Hammer. Had this bullshit gone back that far? Was Hammer in trouble back then? In a way, Talon wondered if he should feel guilty for helping Hammer back in the day. 

“Well, I’d say by the look on your face, you don’t know what the fuck to think, VP,” Eagle commented as he took a shot glass and threw it back. 

“I can’t wrap my head around it yet. The guy lived like a pig and we never questioned it.”

“We weren’t allowed to,” Eagle said. “Founding member? You don’t ask questions. In the eyes of the MC, they are Gods.”

“Yeah, well that God just fucked us.”

“Careful with that religion around these parts,” Eagle warned. “It gets a little wishy-washy with some of us. Stirs up old feelings.”

“Yeah, well, you want to go drop to your knees and pray, have at it.”

“The only one falling to their knees is one of these kitties,” Eagle said with a grin. “So I clear my head a little and think this shit out.”

“Prez, I need to ask you something.”

“Go for it.”

“Are we ready for a war with the Bratva?” Talon asked. 

Eagle just stared, taking too long to answer. 

Before he could answer, someone called Talon’s name. 

Talon turned his head and a prospect stood near a supply closet. “Call for you.”

“Not now,” Talon said. 

“No, Talon, this is the call...”

Talon looked back at Eagle, but the President was already on the move. 

He still hadn’t answered Talon’s question about the MC and the Bratva. 

But now there was another big problem at hand. 

Talon headed over and shoved the prospect into the supply closet. “Show me.”

The prospect crouched and pulled out a cardboard box. It looked like any regular box, expect it was full of old phones. They were all burners, most of them dead or broken. There were only a handful that were still usable. While the club always voted on what to do with the old phones, Talon made sure to save one phone as a just in case measure. It had nothing to do with the club and if the number were ever traced, it would show nothing to do with club business. Talon gave up on carrying the damn thing around a long time ago. But whatever prospect was put in charge of the supply closest was clearly told to watch that fucking box and find Talon if one of the phones got a call or anything else. 

“I was checking this morning,” the prospect said. “I always check your phone first.” He stood up and smiled. “I noticed a bunch of calls from the same number. All overnight.”

Talon ripped the phone from the prospect’s hand. 

Sure as shit, there were fifteen missed calls. All spanning across a two hour period. From one in the morning until three am. 

The number on the phone didn’t register in Talon’s memory, but that didn’t mean much. He was never good at memorizing phone numbers. “Did you call this number back?” 

“Me? No. I never would. It’s your privacy. That’s what you told me.”

Talon tapped his hand on the prospect’s face. “Good boy. You deserve a fucking treat for staying so loyal. There’s a shot glass out there meant for me. Drink it.”

“I’m not—”

“Drink the fucking shot, prospect.”

“Yes, sir,” the prospect said. 

“Now get the fuck out of here.”

The prospect exited the closet.

Talon shut the door then ran a hand through his hair and heaving a sigh. 

The number wasn’t familiar to him but there was only one person who would call this number. 

Talon needed to confirm it before losing his goddamn mind. He pressed a button to dial the number that had called so frantically in the middle of the night. Talon thought about what he was doing during those hours. He’d been sleeping after drinking himself into a stupor.

“Talon?” a voice answered the call. 

He instantly shut his eyes and could already see her face. 

The only woman to ever notch off a piece of his heart. The one he had to let go in the worst way possible. The one who was only supposed to get in touch if she was in serious trouble. 

And here she was, getting in touch...

It had been a long time since Talon had said her name, “Fiona.”
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The only way Fiona attempted to sleep comfortably was to pin a chair against the doorknob. Some old trick she’d seen a hundred times in movies and shows. The funny part about it was that it didn’t seem like it worked. And it never did work in the movies or the shows. But it helped her to sleep. 

She did so by sitting on the floor with her back to the bed. She kept a bottle of pepper spray behind her back, just under the bed. She slid Bret to the opposite side of the back and stacked up pillows for protection.

This was all after calling the number she had for Talon. Chances were slim he was going to answer. She knew how the MC life went. They went through phones and methods of contact on a daily basis to avoid getting caught. But it was worth a shot. Fifteens times...

Devin didn’t come for her last night. 

But he would soon. 

It maybe would have been better if he just came for her last night. Because now he had the chance to regroup and think about it. Really let it sink in that Fiona stole money from him....then she kicked him in the balls, stole his gun, and made a fool of him. That meant Devin was going to come with backup, ready to attack for real. 

That’s why she needed Talon. If not for herself, she needed him for Bret. 

And what are you going to tell him about Bret?

Fiona told her mind to ease the hell down. She waited for Bret to wake up and then took him out to breakfast. She sat low key in a diner at a corner booth. There was a minute that went by where she wasn’t looking out the windows, waiting for something to happen. The plan now was... 

There was no real plan. 

So after they ate, they went back to the motel. They had until late afternoon to get out or pay for another night. Fiona debated on just staying and letting them force her out. Maybe she could work up some tears and hustle her way for a free night. 

Either way, something had to give. 

And that something finally did when her phone began to ring. She did a double take when she saw the number. “Talon?” she asked as she took the call. 

There was a really long pause of silence before he spoke. 

“Fiona...”

“It’s really you,” she asked. Her heart started to race so fast she had to reach for a wall to support herself. She gave Bret the TV remote and punched in the channel for cartoons. Then she went into the bathroom but kept the door open to make sure she could see Bret.

“You called me last night,” Talon said. “Fifteen times. You’re in trouble.”

It wasn’t a question.

That’s because they agreed to only ever talk again if Fiona was in trouble. 

“Yeah,” she said. “Really big trouble.”

“Tell me where you are, sweetheart.”

The way sweetheart rolled off his tongue was as sexy as she remembered from before. In a way, they were just kids the first time around. The young teenage puppy dog love that pushed into adulthood. They were never ready for what it took to make things work. The second Talon had been patched into the Princes of Hell, Fiona knew things were going to change and keep changing. She always pictured herself as a nurse or something. A good job. A steady job. And Talon was so good with motorcycles, he could open his own shop. But Talon took the path laid before him from birth. And Fiona took one year of nursing school before dropping out and never went back. 

The first time she watched one of the bikers get shot and die in front of her, that was it for her. But it wasn’t until she caught Talon...

“Fiona?” 

“Sorry,” she said. “I’m, uh, at a motel, Talon.”

“Are you safe now?”

“I don’t know. Someone is coming for me.”

For us. Tell him ‘us’ and what that means...

“Okay. What motel?”

She rattled off the name. 

“Jesus, sweetheart, you’re right in my neck of the woods, huh?”

“I guess I didn’t get too far from things,” Fiona said. 

“But you still found trouble.”

“I learned from the best.”

Talon laughed. A deep, throaty laugh that came from whiskey and cigarettes. A far cry from the skinny boy she met years ago. 

“I’ll be there in a little bit,” Talon said. “I’m taking this phone with me. Anything happens, you get yourself to safety and call.”
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