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      Heath took me prisoner two days ago. Since then, I’d scoped out every opportunity to run. Clinging to him on the back of his Gold Wing, I scrutinized the landscape as we rushed past. Thick forests hung over the highway, shading us from the blazing heat of the sun beginning its descent in the sky. When all the bikes stopped and the men started their tune ups, I hung close to Heath’s bike.

      As he stooped down to check his tires, I checked on my cash.

      I reached into my jeans and pulled out my wad of bills, mostly fives and ones. This was all the money I had but it would have to do.

      I counted it for the second time and prepared to run.

      “Kaja, get over here,” he called and I rounded his shiny metal beast, my eyes darting furtively along the highway.

      “Yes?” I folded my arms.

      My time approached.

      “Hold this. I need to screw on the bolts,” he growled.

      I stuck out my palm with a scowl on my face and he stuck the spanner in it with a bemused raised eyebrow.

      “You don’t have to be so sour.”

      “Whatever. I want to get out of here.”

      He chuckled.

      “Bossy huh? We’ll see what you say when we get to Chicago and I off-load you onto the first toothless bastard I find.”

      “Buzz off.”

      He chuckled again and bent down to adjust his tires.

      “Spanner.”

      I handed him the spanner.

      “Good.”

      He opened up the toolbox on the back of the bike and shoved it back in.

      “Why the long face sunshine?”

      “Don’t mock me,” I spat back, “I don’t have to put up with your bullshit.”

      “Suit yourself.”

      “Ready to go you bastard?” Rhys approached and smacked Heath on the back, causing the two of them to erupt in guffaws. Heath’s laugh was a low chuckle while Rhys’ pierced the air with the same pitch as his Southern accent. Rhys ran his hands through his blond hair and stuck it in a loose ponytail.

      “Damn straight,” Heath said, “Where’s Jacob and his girl?”

      Don approached then zipping up his leather jacket and twirling his helmet in his hands.

      “Those two love birds snuck off for a bit of nookie in the woods.”

      Heath chuckled, “Joining ‘em this time?”

      Rhys snorted, “That slut? No thanks. She’s been passed around by every guy with a bike on the Eastern seaboard.”

      Don chuckled and retorted, “Yeah right, you’re just pissed off she chose Jacob instead of you.”

      “Fuck off,” Rhys snorted, putting his helmet on.

      “Reckon I should go scare him out?” He touched the gun on his holster.

      Heath shook his head, “Nah. They’ll be here soon.”

      Don smirked, “Knowing Jacob, it should be about… 90 seconds.”

      The men erupted into laughter again and I just stood there, glaring with my arms folded. I’d tried to go unnoticed but Rhys noticed my scowl and approached me pressing his fingers to my lips and flicking them.

      “Why the long face? You ain’t find us funny?”

      “No,” I spat back.

      “Hey watch your mouth,” Rhys spat, “You’re nothing but a piece of meat and if you catch an attitude I’ve got no problem ditching your sorry ass on the side of the road.”

      “Hey!” Heath interrupted, “Leave her alone.”

      Rhys snickered.

      “Whatever man, don’t defend her.”

      Don grunted, “Don’t be a pussy Heath, he’s only joking. No one’s going to harm princess over here.”

      The men laughed again, like I was some big joke. I kept my gaze steady, trying not to care. I wouldn’t be stuck with them much longer. Five minutes later, Angie and Jacob emerged from the woods holding hands and laughing.

      “Not much stamina, Jacob?”

      “Shut the fuck up,” Angie spat, “Watch your mouth Don or I’ll cut your tongue out?”

      “Why so you can shove it up you —”

      “Watch the way you talk to my lady buddy,” Jacob interrupted, stepping in front Angie.

      “Geez, it’s just a joke.”

      “Yeah well fuck off leprechaun.”

      “Me ma’s Irish, that’s why I’ve got this red hair,” Don replied, doing his best imitation of an Irish accent and breaking the groups tension, sending everyone into fits of laughter.

      “Let’s get out of here,” Angie said, “Princess looks like she’s going to shit bricks.”

      She jutted her chin towards me, drawing even more attention than I wanted.

      “I’m fine,” I spat.

      Angie winked, her brilliant blue eyes twinkling with excitement. Her daisy dukes barely covered her thin, pale legs with blue veins trailing through them. Her long chocolate hair hung to the middle of her back and she fixed it into a ponytail before donning her helmet and hopping on her bike.

      “Time to ride…”

      I had no choice. I hopped on the back of Heath’s bike, clutching his torso as he revved the engine up.

      “Don’t let go sweetheart,” he both commanded and taunted me.

      I wouldn’t let go. With only twenty miles to the next fuel station, all I had to do was wait. Once we got there, I’d go to the gas station restroom and make my break for it. I knew these backroads well enough and this would be my last chance to escape before these hooligans dragged me God-knows-where.

      We drove down the highway, wind whipping my dreads into the breeze and my breath fogging up the helmet. I clutched Heath tightly because I had no choice. I had no choice but to hold onto his body or go flying down the highway.

      The road stretched out for miles before it curved, deserted since rush hour had passed. We were deep in the New England boonies and wouldn’t hit traffic until New York. The Steel Dragons spoke about going around the city when they thought I wasn’t listening. I’d been preparing to take my last stand.

      However they managed city traffic wouldn’t be my problem. I needed patience. Heath’s gaze fixated on me whenever we’d stopped. I’d have trouble getting out of his sight at the gas station but he couldn’t follow me everywhere. I hadn’t said much, hoping they’d underestimate me. He kicked the stand up and I squeezed my arm around him tighter.

      The bikes roared and they kicked up dust as they accelerated down the highway. Jacob and Angie rode side by side in the front, Rhys and Heath rode together behind them.

      Holding down the flank were Don, and Clay. Don would be the hardest one to get something past. He was too sharp and he didn’t trust that I’d stay with the Dragons in the first place. He’d begged Heath not to bring me along but Don didn’t make the rules around here — Heath did.

      I breathed a sigh of relief when we pulled into the gas station as they’d planned. My heart skittered in my chest. I was too accustomed to fear to allow it to paralyze me. I got off the bike and took my helmet off.

      “You stay here,” Heath growled as he walked to the pump.

      “I-I need to go to the restroom.”

      Heath looked me up and down.

      “Fine. Be quick.”

      He gestured for me to hand him the helmet so I did, relieved that I was now unencumbered.

      The gang stared at me as I entered the gas station. I could feel their eyes on my back and of course, Rhys dog whistled which earned him a warning punch from Heath. A tinny bell rang as I thrust the door open and as the door closed behind me.

      I stood alone with the attendant, tempted to ask him to call the police. If the police found me, they’d find out quick that I knew Trey Holt. They’d want me to talk and if I dared say one word my life would be on the line. No cops. I didn’t need them. The attendant at the desk eyed me and then eyed the gang, clad head to toe in black leather in stark contrast to my jeans and white tank top.

      “You with them?”

      “Y-yes,” I replied.

      I was too scared to say much to anyone. The man snorted.

      “You don’t look like the type.”

      “C-can I use the bathroom?”

      “You sure you okay ma’am?”

      “Yes,” I replied, “I’m sure.”

      “Okay, it’s back there behind the hot dogs.”

      “Thanks,” I mumbled.

      I’d been here before with Trey. A girl had been working that time but the gas station had no reason to change. I walked into the bathroom and closed the door, turning the lock and exhaling.

      “Pull it together Kaja,” I muttered, wiping my sweaty palms on my jeans and looking up at the window, perched a few feet above me just as I remembered it.

      I stood on the toilet, grunting as I shoved the small window open. I was small enough to fit and I’d considered running away the last time I’d come with Trey so I’d thought the plan through before. I grunted again as I thrust the entire window open. I reached up to the sill and grunted as I pulled myself up, shuffling my body through the window.

      There was an eight foot drop from the window that landed on a patch of grass. Lucky freaking me. I tucked and rolled as I dropped. I stood to my feet and without looking back, I turned tail and ran.

      The gas station was just outside of a small town with plenty of New England charm and an absence of any people. My feet pounded the pavement as I hurried towards the trees. My heart thumped in my chest and my stomach tightened. If I didn’t get away this time, Heath would be pissed and the rest of them would be pissed. I’d be stuck riding to California with a bunch of crazy assholes — who hated me.

      I burst through the clearing and stopped to catch my breath, bending over my pressing my palms into my knees.

      “THERE SHE IS!”

      Shit. Angie ratted me out. So much for girl power…

      I picked up the pace, adrenaline bursting through my chest and forcing my legs to carry me. At the other end of the clearing I’d have to cross the highway and then I could get to the strip mall. Once I got to the strip mall… Well someone in there had to have a phone. I could call Julie and she’d come get me. Wouldn’t she? I knew she was Trey’s sister but come on, Trey got me into this mess. It’s not like I wanted to be here in the first place.

      I ran towards the light, through the trees, hopping over felled tree branches and avoiding deep murky puddles with rotting leaves.

      “Don’t you dare shoot her!” A voice called — this time Heath.

      Yeah, I’m sure he wanted Don, Rhys or whoever had pulled the gun to keep their hands off his precious cargo.

      “She’s heading to the mall, guys we have to split up!”

      My chest tightened. They knew where I was going and they planned to stop me. I couldn’t stop running. I was less than 1/4 mile away from the entrance to the highway and if I was lucky, I could find someone passing by who would stop and pick me up.

      I heard the sound of motorcycles revving in the distance but I didn’t stop running until I exited the deep woods and stood at the edge of the highway on the other side of the guard rails. Traffic was far from heavy, but the roads weren’t deserted with a few family cars heading up to the Berkshires for the weekend.

      I climbed over the guard rail, listening for the choking and heaving of the motorcycle mufflers  and waiting for the right time to dash across the road. I stuck my thumb out as I waited, hoping for one of the two options to work out for me.

      My heart raced faster, my eyes snapped wider taking in every detail of the landscape from the tall evergreen trees to the leafy green maples to the dust kicked up by the Volvo rushing past. I stuck my arm out and waved but nobody stopped.

      When I got a break in the road I started to sprint.

      “Gotcha,” the voice came first them I felt the arms around me.

      “AHHHHH!”

      Heath. He’d caught up with me.

      “Stop squirming and this will over soon.”

      “LET. ME. GO.”

      I shrieked.

      I kicked back and struggled against him. Having height, weight and size as an advantaged meant I was powerless against him. It’s not like I couldn’t throw a punch mind you. With Trey, we’d had to defend ourselves a few times as we rode across the country from bar fights to fending off muggers.

      Heath stood a full foot taller than my 5’6” and he kept his body in immaculate physical condition. I screamed and kicked again but he pulled me deeper into the woods, back towards the gas station.

      “Pull shit like that again and I’ll strip you down and leave you on the side of the road,” he growled.

      “PUT ME DOWN! PUT ME DOWN! HEEELLLLPPPP!” I screamed.

      “Shut up!” He growled.

      “I’ll shut up when you put me down!”

      “You tried to run. You lost the right to stand on your own two feet when you did that.”

      Gasping for breath and desperate to stop his thick muscular arms from crushing me, I whimpered, “If you put me down I won’t run. I’ll go with you.”

      He dropped me and I fell to the ground, screaming as my back hit.

      “Get up,” he growled.

      “OW!”

      I sat up and glared at him as I got to my feet and dusted my hands off.

      “That hurt.”

      “Listen up missy.”

      “What?”

      “I won you fair and square… You aren’t going anywhere unless I tell you to.”

      “It’s illegal to hold people captive you know.”

      He chuckled, “Yeah, ‘cause I’m a real good guy right? Like Trey?”

      “Don’t bring up Trey.”

      Heath chuckled again, “I’ll bring up Trey if I want to princess. You’re mine.”

      He snarled the word mine with such vitriol I flinched.

      “Y’know the way back is much faster running than walking.”

      Heath chuckled, “Nice try. Make a run for it again and you’ll regret it.”

      “Won’t be my only regrets,” I mumbled.

      “Hush. Too much talking.”

      The rest of the way back to the gas station we walked in silence. Heath walked behind me with his quiet long stride. When I burst through the trees fear gripped my chest again.

      “Keep moving. Say nothing.”

      I nodded and kept going. Angie and Jacob straddled their bikes, visors turned up as they watched me.

      “How far’d she get?” Angie asked with a wicked smile.

      “Not very I bet,” Clay added.

      The entire bunch of them laughed again and clinked their soda cans against each other before chugging them down and dropping the cans on the ground.

      “Ready to ride outta here?” Don asked.

      Heath grunted, “Yeah.”

      “Get her on the back of your bike and make sure she doesn’t try anything else,” Rhys drawled with his thick Texas accent, “I’m sick of this. When you made that bet—”

      “Quiet,” Heath growled, “I don’t want a lecture.”

      Angie nodded and gestured Rhys away from us.

      “C’mon, leave him alone before he hits you again.”

      Heath smirked at that. Angie got on her bike and led the charge, speeding out of the gas station with Jacob behind her.

      “She gives too many orders for a woman,” Clay grumbled.

      He and Don bumped fists and laughed, flicking down their visors and revving their engines into action. Heath turned around to face me before getting on.

      “No more funny business.”

      “Yeah. Whatever.”

      “Listen,” he growled, “If your stupid boyfriend hadn’t bet you like a fuckin’ poker chip, you wouldn’t be here. So blame him.”

      “He’s NOT my boyfriend!”

      “Do I look like I give a rat’s ass? Boyfriend, ex-boyfriend, fuckin’ preacher, whoever the fuck he is, he owes me ten thousand dollars.”

      “What if I could give you ten thousand dollars?”

      He grunted and laughed.

      “You don’t have ten grand. Put the helmet on and hold tight missy.”

      He slammed his helmet on and flipped the visor down after handing me mine. I put it on. He was right. This was Trey’s fault. Trey had lost the right to call me his boyfriend the moment he’d traded me over to the leader of his rival gang. He’d apologized — of course, he always apologized — but that time I’d had enough of him..

      Tensions had been flaring between me and Trey for a while. I’d been waiting for the chance and as I kicked and screamed slung over Heath Danger’s shoulder, there seemed to be no better time.

      I straddled the bike, wrapping my arms around him. He adjusted my grasp and revved the bike up. The sound was like a drug to me. I squeezed tight as he started down the highway getting faster and faster until he caught up with the rest of the gang.

      I grabbed onto his coat, my fingers cold without gloves. The scent of leather and dirt wafted in through the helmet. My faux leather jacket barely protected me from the elements. 60 mph. 70 mph. We were all headed west over 80, each of the dragons as fearless and furious as the wind.

      Sunset approached and they’d have to stop again soon — this time for sleep. I hadn’t planned to be with them so long. My escape attempt failed and I feared what they’d do to me if I tried again. But if we stopped for the night, I’d have another chance. I clung to Heath until we stopped just after sunset.

      “Let’s get some grub then we’ll head to the house,” Jacob said once the bikes had been parked.

      “Did any of you stupid fucks tell Hannah about her?” Angie asked, jutting her chin towards me.

      “I’ll deal with Hannah. Jake, keep your girl in line,” Heath growled.

      “What the fuck did you say to me?” Angie asked, folding her arms.

      Jacob stepped between them.

      “Hey, hey can you two cool it for a sec?”

      Don grunted, “Keep her quiet. We’ll eat. Heath will deal with Han.”

      Clay nodded, “Sounds good.”

      We walked inside the Ponderosa and Heath chose our seats, ignoring the chipper hostesses direction.

      They all ordered and as directed, I stayed quiet. I didn’t think they’d feed me but Heath got me my own steak dinner. I’d barely eaten all day so I didn’t mind staying silent while I wolfed down the entire steak, the mediocre mashed potatoes and the horrible coleslaw.

      Who knows when I’d get my next meal, especially if I managed to break away in the middle of the night. So far Heath hadn’t been cruel but I was still his prisoner.

      Once I was done, Angie slammed down a little over a hundred on the table and tipped the waitress a fifty. The money they’d made for their last deal covered the gang as they traveled across the country to California to make another deal with Angie’s step-brother in L.A.

      I got back on the bike and we entered the small blue house with the white door one after the other after the men parked their bikes. Hannah wore nothing but a thin camisole with her nipples poking through and yoga pants. Her hair was a mess, she reeked of menthols and she kept itching her wrists as she told us which rooms we’d have.

      “What’s her story?” Hannah asked about me.

      “Mine,” was all Heath said. He didn’t answer any questions about me after that. I knew better than to open my mouth and speak when I hadn’t been spoken to.

      He marched me upstairs and pointed towards an air mattress on the radiator.

      “This is our room.”

      “Our?!”

      “Listen cupcake this ain’t the fucking Ritz Carlton.”

      He prodded me until I entered the room.

      “Get on the mattress.”

      “What?”

      I turned to face him, fists clenched, ready to fight him off if I had to.

      “Get. On. The. Mattress.”

      My chest heaved with my anxious breathing and I stood my ground.

      “No.”

      He grabbed me by the wrist and sat me down on the mattress. I squealed as my back sank into the rubber. He pulled a pair of handcuffs out of his jacket and handcuffed me to the radiator.

      “That’s so you don’t try to make a run for it while we talk business.”

      I shook my arm and rattled the handcuffs against the radiator. Heath smiled.

      “No making a fool out of me tonight,” he growled, “Stay nice and quiet and we won’t have any trouble.”
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      That bastard left me chained to the radiator all night. When he’d come back upstairs from talking business, he switched my hands then unrolled his sleeping bag in the opposite corner of the room.

      “I’m not gonna touch you so calm down,” he grunted before turning the lights off and heading to sleep.

      He snored after five minutes. I rattled my handcuffs once more after that.

      “Cut it out,” he growled, terrifying me in the dark.

      I had no choice but to lie there still. Escape was out of the question. Heath Danger had me trapped. Thanks, Trey. That stupid bastard bet me in a game of pool and he’s absolute crap at pool. I could beat him with my eyes closed.

      I couldn’t think of Trey anymore. Things were over between us. Our relationship had been over long before he’d let Heath Danger drag me out of a bar over his shoulder. The Steel Dragons and I were a few hours out of Massachusetts and I couldn’t imagine what I’d be going back to. The realization stung.

      In the morning when I woke up, my head hurt like crazy and my side ached from my drop out of Heath’s arms. I groaned and maneuvered my body to look at the other side of the room. No Heath. Too much sun was coming through the window. He was up already. This far, I’d learned he was an early riser.

      I sat up and frowned, starting to give up on finding a way out.

      “Knock knock. Can I come in?”

      The door thrust open. Angie smiled and I met her cheeky grin with an intense frown.

      “Good morning,” she sang.

      “Want water?” She asked after I met her greeting with silence.

      I nodded.

      “Here.”

      She handed me a glass of water in my free hand. I drank the entire thing in two gulps and she took the glass.

      Angie sat on the ground across from me.

      “You don’t have to be afraid you know.”

      The ripped 70s floral wallpaper in the room appeared more grayish and torn in the day time. The carpet stank like bleach, cat hair and mold. Our living conditions were far from acceptable.

      “This room is a piece of shit,” Angie commented.

      “Just what I was thinking,” I mumbled.

      “Listen, Heath isn’t going to hurt you.”

      “Yeah. Whatever. I can’t get hurt anyways.”

      Angie chuckled, “That’s what we have to tell ourselves to deal with them huh?”

      “We aren’t friends,” I spat.

      Angie snorted, “But Heath’s your friend?”

      I bit my lips.

      “Whatever. I’m trying to help you okay?”

      “Trying to help me by having them hunt me down?”

      “Hey I’m tattooed,” Angie said, pulling up her sleeves to reveal the tattoo on her forearm, “I have my loyalties.”

      “Whatever.”

      “Trey never had you tattooed?”

      “No.”

      “Oh.”

      “Whatever.”

      Angie set my glass down forcefully and spoke in a low voice.

      “Look, I do what I have to do to make it, just like you did with Trey.”

      “So what? You sell drugs? You beat guys up? You think that means you and I can relate?”

      Angie chuckled, “I’d watch my attitude if I were you. We’ll be stuck with each other all the way to California, prisoner.”

      “Yeah. Right.”

      “Listen, if you don’t drive out west, what are you going to do?”

      “Why the hell would I tell you?”

      “’Cause I’m curious and I’ll make sure they actually feed you this morning if you play ball.”

      I hesitated.

      “I’d go back to Springfield I guess.”

      Angie chuckled, “Back to that jackass Trey? You’re dumber than you look then.”

      I glared.

      “I’m not going back to Trey.”

      “If you go back there, you’ll fall into his arms all over again. You and I both know it.”

      She stood up and walked towards me.

      “It’s sad but your best bet is coming out west with us.”

      “Heath is planning to sell me. You think I’m going to walk into that?”

      Angie responded with a knowing smirk and crouched down to my level, her blue eyes square with mine. They opened wide and her knowing smirk gave her a terrifying look like a Cheshire Cat. Clad head to toe in leather, with her chocolate brown hair falling over her shoulders, she looked like a regular angel of death.

      “Either way, you’re in deep shit angel. If you come to California with us, I’ll look after you. Maybe by then you’ll convince Heath to change his mind.”

      “Your boss convince easy?”

      She laughed.

      “Heath? No. But you can always try.”

      “You know what, I’ll take care of myself.”

      “Suit yourself cupcake. Let me go get the keys from Heath and fix you up with some coffee and a shower. You don’t smell too good.”

      She reached forward, grabbing on two of my dreadlocks and tugging on them a little bit. She chuckled.

      “Like the hair. Think you can give me some like those?”

      I smiled, “Maybe one day.”

      Angie sauntered off and down the stairs to grab the keys from Heath. I didn’t trust her, but she was helping me out so I felt a smile was due. I waited for her to return with the keys and when she unlocked my binds, I didn’t try anything. Angie had a point about returning to Springfield.

      The city held my bad memories firm within its grasp.

      Trey was there, for starters. I couldn’t allow myself to go back to him again. I was that girl — everyone has a girl friend like me — who keeps going back to the same no good man over and over again. I had my chance to get free from Trey’s clutches, to say no to him again and to live my own life. Dealing with bikers you always have to deal with how bossy they are. They want to control you. They want to tattoo you. I was done being controlled. At least by Trey.

      When Angie returned with the keys she unlocked me and then followed me into the bathroom while I showered. Given my last escape attempt I wasn’t granted privacy. Angie turned around while I stripped down and jumped in the shower. She opened the tiny window and smoked a cigarette as I lathered up with the bar of ivory soap and no washcloth.

      When I got out of the shower Angie handed me my new clothes, courtesy of herself and Heath. I slid into her leather pants which barely fit over my hips and then Heath’s large t-shirt with a skull and crossbones on the front and the words “Where has all the rum gone?”

      I braided my locks into a thick braid down my back and patted my cheeks in the mirror.

      “I’m hungry,” I said softly.

      Angie led me downstairs to the kitchen. The voices hushed to silence as I entered the room.

      “Good morning,” Heath said.

      The rest of the boys grunted and Angie slammed my plate on the counter with a bar stool positioned at it.

      “Eat,” she said.

      Hannah approached with a cup of strong instant coffee.

      “Drink up,” she insisted.

      Coffee was welcome. Food was even more welcome. After I was done, Heath prodded me in the side.

      “Dishes. Get up. Do them.”

      I glared at him.

      “Don’t talk to me like a child.”

      Angie grabbed my hand.

      “Come on,” she said, pulling me towards the sink.

      We washed dishes by hand while Hannah waited on the men hand and foot. Every once in a while I cast a glance at them, sitting on the worn leather couches in Hannah’s living room. They hadn’t started drinking yet, we were lucky for that, but Rhys and Jacob lit cigarettes and the tiny home grew clouded with thick billows of gray smoke.

      I coughed.

      “Not a smoker?” Angie asked.

      “No.”

      “Neither is Heath.”

      “Great.”

      Like I cared whether Heath smoked or not. I dipped my hands into the soapy water, starting to give up hope of escape.

      “If you want to make it to California, listen to me,” Angie said.

      “Why are you helping me?”

      “To make my life easier. Listen, I have Jacob to protect me. You’ve got no one. I’m loyal to him, but that doesn’t mean I don’t feel sorry for you.”

      “I don’t need your pity.”

      Angie snorted, “Fine. But you do need my help.”

      I pursed my lips and rinsed off the plates Angie handed over to me.

      “Rhys is from Texas and he talks a tough game but he’s nothing to worry about unless he’s piss drunk.”

      I didn’t answer.

      “Clay’s a Mexican. His momma is an illegal but he’s alright.”

      She whispered the word “illegal” like she knew it was offensive. I pursed my lips and flashed a half-smile.

      “Great.”

      Angie continued, handing me the large pot she’d just washed. I sopped up the water with the onion-scented dish towel and tiptoed to put it on the top cabinet. Hannah’s place wasn’t great but it was better than no shelter at all.

      “Don’t mess around with Don,” she muttered, “I’m serious.”

      My back was still turned to her and as soon as I stuck the pot on the shelf, she grabbed my arm and whipped me around. Her iridescent blue eyes glimmered, “Listen, I’m serious about Don.”

      “If you ask me, I should be avoiding all of you.”

      “I know you’re upset,” Angie countered, “But I’m not to blame for the kind of fella you got yourself mixed up with.”

      “Whatever.”

      Angie ignored my response and kept going, “If you want my advice, trust Heath. I know he might look like an asshole but he ain’t a bad guy.”

      I snorted. Not a bad guy? All of these assholes had a part to play in Heath kidnapping me and dragging me across the country. We were already well out of Massachusetts and I barely had enough money to get myself back even if they did let me go. I was furious, not just with them but with Trey. As Heath had dragged me out of the bar slung over his shoulders I’d screamed at Trey at the top of my lungs, “It’s over! It’s over! Don’t you ever call me again!”

      Trey stood in the doorway of the bar without remorse on his face. Trey had that knowing smirk on his face, the smirk that says, “I know you’ll come back to me.”

      This time Trey was wrong about me. I wasn’t going to rely on him to rescue me. I’d have to handle business myself. Maybe if I stuck it out until the Midwest it would be better.

      My sister had just come out of prison outside of Chicago for shoplifting. I hated her boyfriend, but it would be better to lay low at their place for a while than to return to Springfield.

      “You always this quiet?” Angie asked.

      “Only when I’m being held prisoner,” I retorted.

      She smiled.

      “I ain’t worried about you. You’ll make it just fine with those guys. They’re not as bad as the Copperheads.”

      I nodded. A few weeks ago I would have killed to earn the tattoo of a copperhead snake on my left shoulder with Trey’s initials etched beneath it. His betrayal shattered the illusion that we’d ever been in love.

      Angie’s tattoo was old enough to need a touch up. She’d been marked not just as a Steel Dragon, but as being Jacob’s woman. His name written in cursive weaved in and out of the black ink design.

      That tattoo was as good as marriage in those circles. I doubted they’d formally tied the knot. This was better. The tattoo was a pact to love to the death whether death came at the hands of a hog or a gun.

      Once we were through with the dishes, Angie and I cleaned the rest of Hannah’s kitchen.

      Hannah stumbled in from her trip down the block to buy her morning fix and sat at the kitchen table brewing her brown powder with a lighter and a metal spoon. A syringe lay on the table with the packaging peeled apart slightly.

      “Want some?” She offered.

      Angie and I both declined.

      Booze was one thing but smack was another. None of the gang touched the stuff but they kept cigarettes alight until we closed in upon our departure. I’d given up finding an opening to escape. If I kept looking, they’d be right behind me. I could feel Heath’s eyes on me the entire morning.

      I settled upon waiting for a good opportunity. The more they trusted me, the more likely they’d be to let their guard down. So I’d just have to be trustworthy.

      Instead of sulking in the kitchen, I joined the Dragons in the living room, sitting on the arm of Heath’s chair. He paid me no mind except glancing up at me occasionally. Twenty minutes before we planned to leave, he touched my back.

      “Come. Let’s talk.”

      My heart leapt to my throat again. Heath scared me and I wasn’t afraid to admit that. He’d scare anyone who had half a lick of sense. He stood a tall pillar of muscle with strong bulging arms and a thick, powerful physique.

      He led me up the stairs and around the corner until he was sure no one could hear.

      “How much money do you have?” He asked.

      I clenched my jaw, uncertain of whether I should lie to him or not.

      “I don’t have any.”

      “Don’t lie to me,” he growled, his blue eyes flecked with amber glimmered at me as his black hair fell over his sharp cheekbones.

      His tattooed arms bulged through his white tank and I anxiously observed his muscles tensed in frustration.

      “Enough to get back to Massachusetts,” I lied.

      “You sure about that?” His voice grew sterner.

      “Y-yes.”

      “I think you’re lying to me ‘cause you want me to let you go.”

      “Of course I want you to let me go!” I spat back, not thinking of the consequences.

      He grunted and shook his head.

      “Too bad princess. I’m not setting you free hundreds of miles from home with no way of getting back.”

      My eyes widened with rage.

      “Then why did you bring me out here in the first place!”

      He scowled.

      “I won the bet against that idiot boyfriend of yours. It’s my right.”

      “Your right? To kidnap somebody?”

      “Your man should have fought for you.”

      “Trey is not my man,” I hissed.

      He chuckled, “The claws come out.”

      “If you don’t let me go then what do you want?”

      “Ride with me to California.”

      I snorted, “You have to be joking.”

      “You’re already miles from home with no money in your pocket. How do you think you’ll fare with Hannah over here?”

      Hannah was already asleep at her kitchen table, a puddle of drool increasing in size on the hard wood. The emptied syringe lay on the floor beneath her chair. I wrinkled my nose. Those couldn’t be my two options.

      “Nobody asked you to bring me out into the middle of nowhere.”

      “Watch your attitude,” he snapped, “I told you already, I won you fair and square. So you can come to California with me or you can get a taste of what Hannah over here does to afford her habit.”

      I bit down on my lip. I’d never do what he was alluding to. I’d made it this far without having to.

      “Who’s to say you won’t make me do the same thing if I come with you.”

      “Fair point.”

      He furrowed his brow as if deep in thought, coming out of his trance after a few minutes.

      “Listen, I’ve got no interest in touching you.”

      “You say that now but I know how your type gets after a few drinks.”

      “Is that what Angie told you about me?”

      My mouth hung open for a few seconds unsure of what to say.

      “Don’t think I didn’t see her giving you the run down on all of us. Did Angie tell you I’d hurt you?”

      “No.”

      Angie said the exact opposite.

      “Good. I ain’t that kind of guy.”

      “So what? You make money doing children’s birthday parties?”

      He chuckled.

      “No. But I don’t get up to that sort of bad.”

      “Well that’s a relief.”

      “Ditch the sarcasm princess.”

      He was serious again.

      “Come out west with me,” he asked.

      “Do I have a choice?”

      “We all have choices princess, we can do this the easy way or the hard way.”

      “When I get to California, will you let me go?”

      “Most likely.”

      “I’m not going to drive across the country on a ‘most likely’,” I snapped.

      “Easy, easy,” he responded, raising his palms to me in defeat, “I’ll let you go.”

      “Good.”

      “Unless you change your mind,” he suggested.

      I glowered.

      “I won’t change my mind.”

      “Suit yourself princess.”

      “Stop calling me princess,” I huffed, “The name’s Kaja.”

      “What if I prefer princess?”

      I glared at him. This was going to be a long, long ride.

      He ignored my glare and continued, “The gang likes to camp out on trips like this. You camp?”

      “I have,” I replied.

      “You killed game?”

      “No.”

      He chuckled, “You’ll have to learn. We take the real rustic way out west.”

      “I’m sure I can handle it.”

      “I’m sure you can, princess.”

      I glared again.

      “Sorry,” he replied, “Kaja.”

      “Much better.”

      “Talk to Angie. We’ll be out of here in ten.”

      “Got it.”

      “And your money,” he said, “Hand it over.”

      My mouth hung open as I stared at his outstretched palm. I clutched my jeans pocket, reluctant to let it go.

      “I’m just playing. You can keep your spare change.”

      He chuckled as he stalked off, leaving me upstairs furious. I couldn’t make sense of him. On the one hand, he’d kidnapped me from Trey and drove me hundreds of miles against my will. On the other hand, he’d let me keep my cash and he’d given me the chance to get away from him once we crossed the country.

      Angie had said he wasn’t a bad guy, but could I really trust her?

      Hannah woke up enough to see us off. Angie handed her $200 for her troubles and Hannah lit up like a kid on Christmas. She counted the money twice as we mounted the motorcycles.

      “Hold on tight,” Heath asked.

      I clutched his body, not as scared of him as I was before but still wary that our situation could head south at any minute. He revved the bike into action and took off down the suburban roads with the rest of the gang following. Before long we were on the highway, the suburbs and my life in Massachusetts far behind us.

      Don rode alongside Heath as we drove around New York City, crossed the border into New Jersey and emerged on the flat unkempt highways of Pennsylvania. I couldn’t turn back now and despite my fears, I didn’t want to.
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