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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            INAGUA'S HANDS

          

        

      

    

    
      “Quit crying and grab her legs.”

      Megan Thornton wiped her wet face and did as her mentor instructed. “Bethany was my friend, Linda.”

      “And now she’s just heavy.”

      Together, they pulled the body out of the back of the van.

      The night was alive with the ratcheting drone of katydids, punctuated by the hooting of a pair of owls perched on opposite sides of the truck.

      The gibbous moon’s argent light washed out the red rock landscape silhouetted by Capitol Butte, Coffee Pot Rock, and Sedona’s other oft-photographed sandstone towers against a mandala of stars.

      Under any other circumstances, Megan would have savored the breathtaking splendor of Sedona after hours. But this evening, her heart felt as heavy as the remains of her friend wrapped in a threadbare bedsheet.

      Megan sobbed, straining to carry her end of the body up the narrow, dimly lit trail. Thorny palo verde branches scratched her face and arms, but she paid them little mind. She was being punished, though she didn’t know why.

      When they reached a small clearing, Linda set her end on the rocky ground. “This will do.”

      “I don’t understand why we couldn’t have called 911.”

      “Because NCB said so. That’s why.”

      The words triggered a childhood memory in Megan’s mind. Her mother, Nita, used the same nonreason for many of the crazy things she did prior to getting clean. “Because I said so.”

      Megan sat on a rock and cried heaving sobs, no longer caring what Linda told her. She wanted to understand, to know that she was a good person, changing the world for the better.

      Linda’s hands gently wrapped around hers, the older woman’s breath a whisper next to Megan’s ear.

      “Sweetie, I understand you’re grieving. It’s understandable. No one wanted Bethany to die. I did everything I could to save her. But now she’s gone. Leaving her here at this beautiful vortex is the most loving thing we can do to honor her memory, to pay tribute to all that she contributed to Luminos and the world.”

      “But shouldn’t we bring her back to her family?”

      “NCB has confirmed that laying her here is for the greater good. Taking her back to her family will only bring trouble. We don’t need the government interfering with our work. They are part of the system we are trying to change. You’ve accomplished so much in your time with Luminos, rising faster than many of your peers. I know you understand that.”

      Megan didn’t understand. But after reflecting on the lessons she’d learned over the past six months in Luminos, she figured that if NCB said it was true, then it must be so.

      “Yeah,” she mumbled.

      “That’s my girl. Doing this should earn you your orange slider. Now let’s go.”

      “Shouldn’t we… shouldn’t we bury her or something?”

      The thought of coyotes and other animals tearing apart her friend’s body horrified Megan. She shivered and wiped the tears from her face.

      “She’s in Inagua’s hands now,” Linda replied. “She’ll be okay.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            UNDER PRESSURE

          

        

      

    

    
      Shea Stevens’s custom 1300cc sport bike blazed up the switchbacks on Sycamore Mountain’s south face. The wind roared in her ears. Yucca, cactus, and brittlebush blurred past her. Each hairpin turn was an exhilarating ballet as she whipped the bike around, leaning so hard in the corners that her foot pegs nearly scraped the pavement.

      The August morning heat from the lower desert faded the higher she rode. By the time she reached the summit and cruised into town, the air was cool, with the promise of autumn just around the corner.

      Olde Towne Sycamore Springs was a mile-long strip of businesses that included an antique shop, a pharmacy, a café popular with locals and tourists alike, and Iron Goddess Custom Cycles, Shea’s destination.

      She wheeled around back to the employee lot and cut the engine. When she stepped inside the service bay, the familiar scents of metal and oil enveloped her like a lover. This shop was as much her home as the house down at the bottom of the hill. The whine of a pneumatic torque wrench and the sizzle of a welder were a symphony to her ears.

      Lakota, the woman welding an oil pan, stopped and lifted her mask. “Morning, boss. Running late today, are we?”

      Shea blushed. She and her girlfriend, Toni, had ignored the alarm and enjoyed a little morning lovemaking, taking advantage of the opportunity since Annie, Shea’s niece, was on a sleepover at a friend’s house.

      “Slept through the alarm.”

      Lakota smirked and pulled a loose strand of her salt-and-pepper hair behind her ears. “Yeah, right. Can’t fool me. You got some this morning.”

      “How could you possibly know that?”

      “Ancient Oglala secret.”

      “Uh-huh. Where are we with the Cabello bike?” Shea asked, eager to change the subject.

      “Fuel tank, frame, and fenders have been sanded and ready for paint. Fabricating the oil pan now. Gonna be a helluva bike. I think Ms. Cabello will love it when we’re done.”

      “Glad to hear it. I’m hoping to have the design for the Jenkins bike by tomorrow. We can go over it then and see if we need to make any structural changes before getting started on the frame.”

      Lakota was a mechanical engineer by trade, but a substance abuse problem had sidelined her career many years back.

      As ex-cons who had put their criminal pasts behind them, Shea and her business partner, Terrance Douglas, routinely hired second-chancers, including ex-cons, recovering addicts, and people rebuilding their lives after various traumas.

      After Lakota joined the crew back in 2013, she and Shea developed a symbiotic relationship. Lakota’s education and training made a perfect match for Shea’s experience and creativity.

      Shea waved at Digger and Kyle, the other mechanics working in the service bay, and continued through to the shop’s office. Terrance sat behind his desk, talking on the phone.

      He was a big man with dark skin and a beard. Some people found his appearance intimidating, but Shea knew he was a total softie with a sharp mind for business and marketing.

      Terrance made a show of looking at his watch then up at Shea with a shrug of his shoulders. “Yes, ma’am. Keep me posted if you get any likely candidates. Thanks.”

      “Morning.”

      “Oh? Is it still morning?”

      “Hey, I’m on lesbian time. It’s different from transgender time.”

      “Funny. Come up with a design for the Jenkins bike yet? We don’t want to be incurring any late penalties by not meeting deadlines.”

      “Absolutely. Just gotta tweak a few things, and I’ll go over it with Lakota. We still need to hire at least one, maybe two more builders. Preferably someone with electrical skills. Ever since Switch moved on…”

      “I know. I’m trying. I was just talking with Ms. Jackson at Cortes County Probation and Parole. No likely candidates. Also been checking with the county labor department, the halfway houses, and the women’s shelters in Ironwood and Bradshaw City. And of course, put help wanted ads online, as well as in the Cortes Chronicle, the Arizona Republic, and the Daily Star. There’s a shortage of workers with mechanical experience now.”

      “What about that guy down at Goblin’s shop in Ajo? Supposed to be a whiz with all things electrical. Even has experience with bikes.”

      “Arturo Fuentes? I’ve seen his resume. The man’s got skills. Believe me, I’d love to hire him. But he’s undocumented. If he can get a green card, I’ll put him on the payroll in a heartbeat. Until then, I can’t risk INS shutting us down.”

      “Shit.”

      “Also, we should discuss what kind of bike to enter into the competition at Tucson Bike Week.”

      “Why? We’ve already got more work than we can handle. And we’ll be getting more business when temperatures cool down in the valley and the seasonal riders start hitting the roads.”

      “Our win last year in Bradshaw City gave us a nice boost in sales, but people soon forget. We could use another.”

      “I’ll see what I can come up with.” Shea started her computer and stared at the MotoCAD design window.

      Despite what she’d told Terrance and Lakota, Shea had no idea what to build for the Jenkins job. The client was a relatively new rider with more cash than experience. She hadn’t given them much direction, just asked for something unique.

      She flipped through previous designs she’d created, but every approach or style had been done to death, either by her or their competition. Her muse had ghosted her with no forwarding address.

      The Flying Tree bike she and Lakota had built the previous year, a powerful electric bike with a reclaimed wood fairing, was a bold move. It would be hard to top or even match.

      Even radical designs needed to be practical with the horsepower and clearance of any mass production bike. A motorcycle without much torque or that couldn’t take tight corners at speed might as well be a metal sculpture in a museum. Or a Harley.

      She flipped through magazines and surfed the web for inspiration, ignoring the gnawing emptiness inside her. Her mind kept drifting to her niece, Annie.

      Five years earlier, Annie’s parents had been killed, and she’d moved in with Shea. Now the girl was a teenager and blossoming from a preadolescent tomboy into a feminine young woman. Shea felt completely out of her depth. Maybe that was a part of being a parent.

      In a few days, Annie would spend a month at Bold Women of Tomorrow, a sleepaway camp for girls who dreamed of becoming entrepreneurs and business executives. It seemed an odd theme for a summer camp, but Annie had begged to go.

      Shea had approved only after some initial research to make sure the organization running the camp was legit. And yet, something about the camp nagged her. Nothing she could put her finger on. Maybe it was the idea of going a whole month without seeing her niece.

      Shea found herself doomscrolling social media and feeling increasingly depressed. Nothing was coming. No grand ideas. Not so much as a spark of inspiration. Her brain felt like a cotton boll baking in the desert sun. Thoughts kept getting lost.

      She drifted off to sleep at her desk. Then her phone rang, making her jump. Caller ID showed Toni was calling. “Hey, babe.”

      “You busy, chica?”

      “Busy? No. What’s going on?” She shot a glance at Terrance, hoping he wasn’t listening in. But his focus was on his screen. Probably doing accounting or going through resumes.

      “I may require your assistance with a case.”

      Until last year, Toni Rios had been a homicide detective with the Cortes County Sheriff’s Department. After retiring, she began working as a private investigator, freelancing for a local law firm to locate evidence to exonerate their clients.

      “You need my help? That’s a first.”

      “You know where LezBeans Coffee and Books is, right?”

      Memories flashed through her mind. She wasn’t a frequent visitor to the coffee shop in Ironwood’s University District, but she was friends with the woman that owned it.

      “Sure. I can be there in thirty minutes.”

      “Great. We’ll see you then.”

      Shea shook the cobwebs from her mind and pulled on her leather jacket.

      Terrance glanced up as she walked to the door. “Heading out somewhere? Not even lunchtime.”

      “Gee, Dad, didn’t realize I needed your permission.”

      Terrance stared at her blankly but said nothing.

      “Sorry, T,” she said. “Just frustrated with trying to brainstorm this Jenkins bike.”

      “I thought you were almost done with the design.”

      “Still trying to work out a few details. I’ll get it.”

      “And no, you don’t need my permission. I was only curious.”

      “Toni needs my help with something.”

      “Everything all right?” The concern in Terrance’s voice was genuine.

      “I’m sure. Be back after a bit. A little wind therapy might do my creativity some good.”

      “You all right?” His expression conveyed more than casual concern. It was the look he gave her when she was getting herself into a dangerous situation. He’d given her that same look when she went after the gangbanger she suspected of robbing their shop. The same look he’d given her when she joined the Athena Sisterhood Motorcycle Club.

      “I’m fine. Just meeting my girlfriend for coffee.”

      “Okay, then. Give Toni my love.”

      “Will do.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            A FRIEND IN NEED

          

        

      

    

    
      Shea arrived at the coffee shop as a summer monsoon storm blew in from the east, unleashing its furious winds. Lightning slashed among the dark clouds. The air was heavy with the smells of ozone and approaching rain.

      LezBeans Coffee and Books had once been a small house in Ironwood’s University District. Despite the name, the coffee shop attracted a clientele of all sexualities and genders, mostly of the politically progressive variety. Many were students or faculty at the nearby Central Arizona University.

      The shop had an open, airy feel to it. Many of the outer walls had been replaced with plate -glass windows. Among the labyrinth of tables stood shelves crammed with used books and tchotchkes for sale. Original artwork hung from columns and walls.

      Toni waved her over from the front room overlooking the street. Nita Thornton, the owner of the shop, sat next to her. She was a Black woman in her fifties with a 1970s-style afro haircut and always a kind word on the rare occasion that Shea stopped in.

      Nita’s wife, Cat Hamilton, a white woman with a chestnut ponytail, sat beside her. Cat’s sleeveless shirt revealed muscular arms that had been honed from years as a metal sculptor.

      “I think you know Nita and Cat,” Toni said when Shea sat down at the table.

      “Good to see y’all again,” Shea said.

      Nita smiled warmly. “Likewise. Can I get you a coffee?”

      “No thanks, I can’t stay long. What’s this about needing my help?”

      Nita’s cheerful expression dissolved like sugar in hot coffee. “It’s our daughter, Megan.”

      Although Shea wasn’t a regular at LezBeans, she knew Nita, Cat, and Megan through the tight-knit queer community. Shea had admired the vibrant young teen for her buoyant, generous personality and her aspirations of making the world safer for marginalized people. “She okay?”

      “She’s gotten messed up with a group in Sedona called Luminos,” Cat replied.

      “Never heard of them.”

      “They’re a cult,” Nita said sharply. “Brainwashing, gaslighting, abuse, the whole nine yards.”

      A rumble of thunder rattled the building. Rain pelted the windows like a power washer.

      “We’re worried something’s happened,” Cat explained. “We haven’t heard from her in over a month. No calls. No texts. No social media posts. Nothing.”

      Shea glanced at Toni then back at the other women, unsure of what she was getting into and why Toni was expecting her to help. “Have you called the cops?”

      Cat laughed darkly. “Nita and I talked with the Sedona police, the Coconino County Sheriff’s Office, and the FBI. Sedona PD told us the Luminos campground was outside city limits, so not their jurisdiction. A deputy at the Coconino Sheriff took a missing persons report, but it seems he’s written it off as a family spat. The feds referred us back to the sheriff. Megan’s nineteen now, so legally an adult. Unless we have hard proof she’s being held against her will or that she’s being harmed, they claim there’s nothing they can do.”

      “What makes you think this group she’s with is a cult? Or that they’re brainwashing or abusing her?”

      “We didn’t at first,” Cat said. “We believed that Luminos was a nonprofit helping to train a new generation of progressive activists. But then…”

      Nita let out an anguished sigh before picking up her wife’s thread. “A woman in one of my NA meetings told me about her experiences with Luminos. The story she shared chilled my soul. People there are being physically, mentally, and sexually abused. This woman experienced things so horrific she wouldn’t even tell me.”

      Cat’s expression hardened at Nita’s words. “We called Megan. She assured us that Luminos wasn’t anything like what this woman described. She insisted she was having a wonderful time and learning a lot. Then she asked us for more money to attend the next level of training. We’d already given her a total of seven grand for classes at Luminos, each one more expensive than the last. Now she was asking for another twenty thousand. As much as we support Megan’s goal of becoming an activist, we simply don’t have it right now.”

      Nita wiped the tears from her face. “With most of the university students gone for the summer, business here at LezBeans has been way down. And we’d just paid her tuition for fall semester at U of A. We’re running lean until classes start up in the fall. When we told her no, she begged and pleaded. When we still refused, she became hysterical, as if something terrible would happen if she didn’t get the money.”

      “Something terrible like what?” Shea asked.

      Another thunderclap shook the building. The lights flickered for a second.

      “She didn’t say. It was the desperation in her voice. As if her life depended on it. Like we were denying her air to breathe by not coughing up the money. We implored her to come home to discuss options. We were so worried about what my NA friend had shared. But Megan refused to leave, kept saying what she was learning and doing at Luminos was too important.”

      “What happened?”

      Cat put an arm around Nita and said, “She stopped answering our calls and texts. When we left voicemail messages, she blocked our number. We sent emails. Nothing. We haven’t heard a word from her since the end of June. She promised to come home for the Fourth of July weekend, but she never showed. Never called. At this point, we don’t know if…”

      Nita dissolved into heaving sobs. “My precious girl…”

      “Last time I checked, the sheriff’s office hadn’t even talked to her,” Cat continued. “The detective keeps giving us the runaround, saying it’s an ongoing investigation and that he’ll contact us when he knows something. That’s when we called Toni.”

      “I researched the organization,” Toni said. “There’ve been a few allegations over the years. Claims of sexual harassment and physical abuse. Cited for a few labor violations. A couple of former members filed complaints they were being stalked after leaving. But nothing stuck. Luminos is aggressively litigious and appears to be well funded. They’ve sued nearly every person who’s spoken out, winning in most cases. No one has proved anything against them.”

      “Which doesn’t mean the claims aren’t true,” Cat replied bitterly.

      “Sí.” Toni exchanged a glance with Cat. “It just means Luminos has covered their tracks well.”

      “And you want me to do an emergency extraction? Pull her out of there so you can deprogram her?”

      “Not that simple, amor. Because she’s an adult, we can’t take her out of there against her will. That would be kidnapping. It was a legally gray area a few decades ago, but there has since been significant case law prohibiting any forced extraction and deprogramming.”

      “Whaddya need me to do?”

      “Infiltrate the group, get close to Megan, and persuade her to come home voluntarily.”

      “Couldn’t you do that, babe?” Shea asked. “Megan knows you, doesn’t she?”

      “Sí, she also knows I used to be a cop, which could compromise the entire operation. We need someone she trusts, but who has no obvious ties to law enforcement.”

      “Does she know we’re dating?”

      “As far as we know, she doesn’t,” Cat answered. “We’ve never mentioned it to her.”

      Shea considered the request. “What kinda place is it? An armed compound with razor-wire fences?”

      Toni shook her head. “I’ve studied the photos Megan sent her moms early on and also pulled up satellite images from the web. The Luminos property is on private land inside the Coconino National Forest just off 89A, twelve miles north of downtown Sedona. No walls or fences. No one in the photos appears armed. My best guess, their primary weapons are psychological, not physical.”

      The desperation in Cat and Nita’s eyes felt like an emotional black hole, and that terrified Shea. “I’m really tied up with deadlines at work right now. But I can talk with the Athena Sisterhood, see if a few of them are available.”

      Cat put a hand on hers. “Shea, we got no problem with your club, but we need you there. She knows you. We’re sure she would trust you. You’d have a better chance of persuading her to leave Luminos than a stranger would.”

      “And you’re smart and resourceful, querida,” Toni added. “You rescued Annie when she was kidnapped. And you went undercover when the Sisterhood was suspected of dealing drugs. I can’t think of anyone better qualified for this than you.”

      “Please, Shea. We’ll pay you,” Nita added. “We have a few thousand currently and can get you more if necessary. It will just take some time.”

      “You wouldn’t have to leave until Sunday. That’s when the next orientation session begins,” Cat explained.

      Shea considered the request. If Annie were the one in jeopardy, she’d do it without hesitation, no matter what deadlines she had at work or what dangers she’d face to get her back.  Still, there were so many unknowns.

      She turned to Toni. “I don’t even know what I’d say to Megan. I’m not much good at talking folks into doing things. I can’t even get Annie to clean her room.”

      “Tell her that her moms are worried about her and that they love her. They want her to come home for a visit. That’s it. If nothing else, we need Megan to re-establish communication, not to coerce her or kidnap her. Unless, of course, she’s being hurt or held against her will. We’re hoping she’s not, but if she is, she’ll need your help. Bring another member of the Sisterhood with you, but any more than that may look suspicious.”

      Shea studied Nita's and Cat’s faces. The anguish they felt for Megan was the same anguish Shea’d seen on her sister Wendy’s face when Annie was kidnapped five years earlier.

      The memory of the night she rescued Annie was seared into her brain. Creeping through the dark streets of Ironwood’s barrio. Discovering a wounded Annie terrified in the trunk of a police cruiser. And then running away only to witness Wendy get cut down in the street by a bullet to the head.

      She and Wendy weren’t supposed to be there. Wendy’s old man, Hunter, had expressly forbidden it. But Shea knew Hunter and his outlaw biker gang, the Confederate Thunder, would fuck things up, and they had.

      If Shea hadn’t shown up, Annie probably would’ve died too. But maybe Wendy would still be alive.

      “How do I get in without drawing suspicion?”

      Cat slid over a three-fold pamphlet. “Luminos’s orientation program is called ‘Change Yourself, Change the World,’ supposedly a program that trains people to become activists. They target supporters of Black Lives Matter, MeToo, and the LGBTQ rights movements. Progressive idealists, especially young ones.”

      Shea studied the pamphlet. Photos of diverse young people smiling and holding hands covered the pages. The text talked about inclusion, meditation, attraction, manifestation, and compassion interspersed with quotes from Gandhi, Martin Luther King Jr., and other famous people. “It says the program costs three hundred dollars.”

      “It’s five hundred now,” Cat replied. “They apparently raised the price. But Nita and I will cover it. It’s my understanding that Megan is now facilitating these classes or was when we last spoke. Should be the perfect opportunity to talk with her and persuade her to come home.”

      “All right, I’ll do it. But not alone. I’ll need to talk with the Sisterhood, see if someone else is available to join me. We’ll go up there Sunday and bring Megan back.”

      “Thank you, Shea.” Nita reached across the table and clasped her hand. Tears streamed down Nita’s face. “This means the world to us.”

      “Happy to help.”

      Cat slid a stuffed envelope over to Shea. “This should cover your entrance fees and some basic expenses. We’ll get you more once you’ve brought Megan back. I just need to go to the bank and pull it out of a CD.”

      Shea stuffed the envelope inside a pocket of her leather jacket. “What about this woman from your NA meeting who told you Luminos was a cult?”

      “What about her?” Nita replied, her tone wary.

      “I need to talk with her, find out more about this place.”

      “I don’t know if that’s possible. What she shared was under the blanket of NA’s anonymity. She’s keeping a low profile since leaving Luminos and is terrified of what they may do if they find out she’s talking.”

      “I have to know what I’m up against. Getting this information secondhand doesn’t cut it. I gotta speak with her if I’m going to do this.”

      Toni wore an expression that said, “Don’t mess this up.” At the same time, Shea knew Toni understood that getting accurate intel was crucial to an operation like this.

      “Let me call her.” Nita pulled out her phone and dialed. “Hey, it’s Nita T. from the Friday night meetings. We found someone who’s willing to bring my daughter back home. Her name is Shea Stevens. She needs to know more about Luminos.” She glanced at Shea for a second. “She’ll protect your identity. I trust her. Call me back when you get this message.”

      Nita put away her phone. “When she calls back and gives me permission, I can give you her number.”

      “Fair enough. I have to get back to the shop. I’ll do what I can to get Megan back.” Shea pulled herself to her feet.

      Nita wrapped her in a hug. “Thank you.”

      “Really appreciate it, Shea.” Cat gave her a quick hug and a slap on the back.

      Shea did her best to give them an encouraging smile. “She’s a smart kid. I’m sure it’ll work out.”

      Toni said, “I’ll walk you out.”

      Outside, the torrent had subsided to a light drizzle. The dark clouds were now to the southwest over the Cortes National Forest. The temperature had dropped ten degrees, and the air smelled clean.

      Toni pressed her forehead to Shea’s while tiny raindrops dampened their hair. “Gracias, querida. I know this is a big ask, especially with all you have going on at work.”

      “Honestly, I’m not convinced I’m the right person for the job. Passing myself off as a touchy-feely idealist? Really? My idea of meditation involves shooting holes in paper targets or riding like a bat outta hell on my bike.”

      “You don’t fool me, Shea Stevens. Underneath that butch exterior is a very gentle soul. You adopted Annie after her parents were killed. You’ve protected countless women with the Athena Sisterhood. Your compassion is what will persuade Megan to come home. You are a fierce warrior woman with heart.”

      “This fierce warrior woman just wants to get back to the shop and come up with an idea for a new custom bike.”

      Toni laughed. The sound eased Shea’s trepidation.

      “One other thing.” Toni reached around and patted Shea’s lower back, where her pistol was concealed. “Leave the hardware at home when you go to Sedona.”

      “Are you serious? What if things go sideways?”

      “If they spot you carrying a gun, they’ll know something’s up. You’re resourceful. If worst comes to worst, you’ll figure out what to do. You always do.” She tugged on the black bandana tied around her neck. “Might also leave the club colors at home too.”

      “Yeah, suppose so.” But the whole thing seemed like a shot in the dark. Shea pulled on her helmet. “Well, I better get going.”

      “You’re not going to take White Juniper Road, are you?”

      Shea stared out at the storm that now hovered over her preferred route back to Sycamore Springs. “Guess not. Probably not a good idea to be riding twisty mountain roads in a monsoon. I’ll take the Thatcher Road to the interstate.”

      “Cuídate mucho, cariño. I promised Annie I’d pick her up from her friend’s house and take her shopping for business attire for her Bold Women of Tomorrow camp.”

      “I should be the one taking her,” Shea said, guilt poking at her.

      Amusement twinkled in Toni’s eyes. “Shea, when was the last time you went shopping for a business suit?”

      “Ever?”

      “Exactly. Relax. I got this. Go make amazing motorcycles.”

      “See ya tonight.”

      “Hasta luego, mi amor.”
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            ROAD RAGE JUSTICE

          

        

      

    

    
      The wind roared in Shea’s ears as her sport bike flew past the Ace Hardware and the Dairy Queen on the rain-slicked street heading out of the Ironwood. The lingering drizzle had left her soaked, cold, and eager to get back to the shop.

      She whipped around an armored truck and a Buick with Oregon plates. She thought she was in the clear and began pouring on speed when a hulking white pickup truck pulled out in front of her from the Walmart shopping center. Shea braked hard, executing a panic stop.

      The bike’s back tire drifted sideways on the wet asphalt, threatening to slide out from under her. The distance between her and the truck evaporated quickly.

      She eased off the back brake and turned in the direction of the slide. The motorcycle straightened out and slowed just enough to avoid a collision.

      Fury blossomed in her chest from the close call. “Fucking cager!”

      She laid on the bike’s tinny horn and flipped on the high beams in an anemic gesture of anger.

      Years earlier, she might’ve drawn her pistol and put a round or two into the truck’s back tires. But now that she was raising Annie, she tried harder to act like a law-abiding citizen. At least most of the time.

      The pickup’s driver stuck his arm out the window and flipped her off, adding insult to near injury. As Shea considered pulling around him, the truck drifted into the left lane. A deeper horn bellowed a moment before the armored truck she’d passed earlier sideswiped the pickup.

      In an instant, time simultaneously sped up and slowed down.

      The pickup swerved hard right into a spin until it skidded to a stop, blocking Shea’s path of travel. A passing RV prevented her from going around.

      She braked hard again, but she didn’t have enough stopping distance. Rather than T-bone the truck, she gritted her teeth and laid the sport bike down.

      She tumbled and slid, ending up next to the truck’s back tire. Her left leg was on fire. “Fuuuucck…”

      Above her, blood painted the gleaming white truck’s door a deep crimson. Despite the searing pain in her leg, her instincts kicked into high gear.

      She forced herself to her feet and yanked open the blood-soaked door. The driver’s left arm was gone below the elbow. She yanked him out of the cab and laid him on the warm, steamy pavement.

      Shea tore off her bandana and tied it around what remained of the guy’s arm. She fished a pocketknife from her cargo pants and used it as a windlass to tighten the makeshift tourniquet until blood stopped pouring from the ragged stump.

      The asshole cried out in agony. His face was ghostly pale, but he was alive.

      “You’re welcome, dipshit,” she muttered.

      A man in a Vanguard Armored Transport uniform rushed toward her. He reminded her of a young Kevin Costner. “Holy shit! Are you all right, miss?”

      Despite the increasing pain in her leg, she focused on keeping the tourniquet tight and periodically checking the guy’s thready pulse. “I’ll live.”

      She glanced over to where her sport bike lay on the pavement. The debris trail of shattered fairings stretched behind it. She’d put considerable work into building it and could only hope the damage was minor. Insuring a custom-built motorcycle wasn’t cheap, so she had only liability on this one.

      “He still alive?” Costner’s younger twin asked in a shaky voice.

      “Barely.” Her body thrummed with the rush of adrenaline.

      “Thank God! He came outta nowhere. My partner’s calling 911. Hey, your leg’s bleeding.”

      She glanced down. Her thigh was a gory mess of blood, torn flesh, and ragged denim. The wound burned as if her leg were on fire. A wave of nausea hit her, and the world wobbled. “Fuck.”

      A woman in a matching Vanguard uniform and a hijab walked up with a phone to her ear and a first aid kit in hand. “Ambulance and police are on the way. Is he alive, Phil?”

      “So far, thanks to this brave lady.” Phil knelt next to Shea and reached toward the improvised windlass. “You should lay down, ma’am. You don’t look so good. I’ll hold the tourniquet.”

      Shea grunted and hobbled over to the sidewalk. A wave of vertigo hit her. She ungracefully flopped onto her butt and took inventory of her injuries. “Fuck.”

      The road rash was bad, though with all the blood and dirt, it was hard to gauge how much of her skin the chipseal asphalt had eaten away. Her feet felt as if they belonged to someone else. The fingers on her left hand tingled painfully.

      As the sun emerged from the clouds, the air inside her helmet grew stifling. She opened the visor but resisted the urge to pull it off, in case she’d injured her neck.

      Despite the growing warmth, her body shivered from chill. A sign she was in shock. She lay flat and focused on her breathing to keep her mind off the pain. Like meditation but with a stream of profanity when she exhaled.

      “Cops are here. Ambulance too,” the female armored truck guard called from nearby. “You probably saved this man’s life, ma’am. You’re a hero.”

      “Great.” The sun once again ducked behind a cloud, cutting the glare.

      A moment later, a uniformed Cortes County sheriff’s deputy appeared in her field of view. A scowl marked his narrow, sunburned face. He spat on the ground next to her.

      “Well, well, a member of the Athena Sisterhood biker gang. And the vice president, too, according to the patches on your jacket.” Clearly not a fan of the club. “I guess that would make you Shea Stevens, right? You cause this accident, Stevens?”

      “Huh?” Shea squinted up at him. What the hell’s this guy’s deal?

      “Looks to me like you rear-ended the pickup and sent it into the path of the armored truck. Following too close and speeding, no doubt. Probably cost this poor gentleman his life. That’s vehicular homicide in my book.”

      “No.”

      “No? No what?”

      “Didn’t cause the accident, dude.” Her adrenaline rush was fading into agony and shock, which were becoming impossible to ignore.

      “It’s ‘deputy,’ not ‘dude,’ lady. Deputy Winters. You Athena bitches act as if you run this county now that the Confederate Thunder’s gone, huh? Think you can do whatever the hell you want on my streets. Well, I’m here to tell you it’s time for some accountability.”

      The Confederate Thunder was a one-percenter motorcycle club once run by her father then later by her sister Wendy’s old man, Hunter.

      When the Athena Sisterhood established a chapter in Cortes County, the Thunder pushed back hard. They refused to allow another MC, much less one run by women, to operate in their territory. Things got bloody for a while. Now most of the local Thundermen were dead or in prison.

      “Need medical attention.”

      “You’ll get medical attention when I say so. I’ve pulled your sheet, Stevens. Three counts of grand theft auto, wasn’t it? How many years you serve in Perryville? Five years? Not nearly what you deserve.”

      Shea didn’t bother answering. It was four counts. Seven years. And she served the whole seven because she refused to rat out the chop shop she was working for.

      “Sisterhood’s a law-abiding club.” She took a deep breath to tamp down the burning in her leg. “We protect women.”

      “Bullshit. Your club’s been implicated in multiple cases. Drugs, arson, murder. God knows what else. And yet here you are, free as a bird. Like someone…say, a certain Guate dyke detective…has been covering your ass all these years.”

      Shea didn’t respond, though she had wanted to punch this guy’s lights out for talking this way about her girlfriend.

      “Only now the great Detective Antonia Rios has retired. Ain’t no one left to protect you now, Stevens. Nailing you’s gonna help me finally make sergeant.”

      She took in a ragged breath and flipped him off with a trembling hand. “Fuck. You.”

      He clamped onto her wrist with one hand and drew back the other for a punch.

      “Deputy Winters, is there a problem here?” A woman in a navy blazer walked up.

      “Detective Reynolds,” Winters answered with derision, lowering his fist. “Just checking this woman’s pulse.”

      “I see. Thank you for your assistance. I’ll take it from here.” The woman was familiar, but Shea couldn’t place where they’d met. So many run-ins with sheriff’s deputies over the years that it was hard to keep track sometimes.

      “Whatever.” Winters shot Shea a withering glance. “Free ride’s over, Stevens. I’m gonna see to it.” He strutted off in a huff.

      “Can we get some medical help over here?” the detective called out then knelt over her. “Good morning, ma’am. I’m Detective Denise Reynolds, Vehicular Crimes Unit. How are you doing?”

      “Had better days.”

      “I imagine so. What’s your name?”

      “Shea Stevens.” Shea’s mind swam in pain now.

      “Well, hey! Didn’t recognize you with your helmet on. We met at a Christmas party last year. You still dating Toni Rios?”

      “Yeah.” Shea ground her teeth, having no interest in small talk.

      “She’s a good woman and was a great mentor for me. I miss having her around.”

      A jolt of pain shot like a lightning bolt from Shea’s leg to the rest of her body. She gasped.

      “Hang in there, Shea. Medics will be here shortly. Can you tell me what happened?”

      “Pickup. Cut me off.” She struggled to re-create the timeline in her mind. “He swerved. Into next lane. Armored truck hit him.”

      “Is that how the driver of the pickup lost his arm?”

      “Yeah.” It came out more as a raven’s croak.

      “Did your bike hit either of the two trucks?”

      “Not till after.”

      “After?”

      “Pickup spun out.”

      A pair of EMTs appeared—a stocky woman carrying a large case and a man with a swimmer’s physique pushing a gurney.

      Shea recognized the woman as Chelsea Tucker, also known as Savage, the sergeant at arms of the local chapter of the Athena Sisterhood. She was one of the kindest people Shea had ever met. The nickname Savage was a reference to the pulp fiction character Doc Savage, one she’d earned because of her blond buzz cut and muscular build.

      “Shea, I’m going to let these nice people take care of you,” Detective Reynolds said, “but I’ll have more questions for you later, okay?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Hey, stranger,” Savage said, her face a mix of concern and encouragement. “D’you forget to keep the shiny side up and the rubber side down?”

      “Apparently. Good to see ya.”

      “This here’s my buddy, Casey. We’re gonna take care of you. Okay?”

      “Thanks.” She took a deep breath and tried to blow out the pain. It didn’t help.

      “Can you tell me your full name?” Casey asked while he flashed a penlight in each of her eyes. “Pupil response normal.”

      “Shealene Eleanor Stevens.”

      Casey peppered her with more questions—asking where she was, the day of the week, and where she was experiencing pain or any other unusual sensations. Shea choked out answers while ignoring what felt like a puma gnawing at her left leg.

      Meanwhile, Savage applied a dressing on her road rash and set up an IV in the back of her hand. “Shea, we need to remove your helmet and put you on a backboard because of the risk of spinal injury. But I don’t want you to move. Let Casey and me do all the work. Got it?”

      “Yeah.”

      With Casey kneeling above her head and Savage by her shoulders, they slipped off her helmet and replaced it with a cervical collar. They slid a backboard underneath her and lifted her onto a gurney.

      “Doing okay?” Savage asked.

      Shea grunted.

      “Okay, big question. How fond are you of this jacket?”

      “Why?” She’d spent considerable effort to get the jacket’s leather as supple as a baby’s bottom and hours painstakingly hand-sewing on all the MC patches.

      “Afraid it’s gotta come off too. And we don’t want you jostling around. We’ll need to cut it off. Same with your jeans, though they’re trashed anyway.”

      “Fuck.”

      “Sorry, darlin’. Life before leathers. I promise not to cut any of the patches. And we’ll put you in the truck before I remove them, so the world doesn’t see you in nothing but your birthday suit.”

      “Yeah.”

      “We’re taking you to Ironwood Regional,” Savage explained. “They’ll get you fixed up.”

      “Thanks, Savage.”
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      Inside the ambulance, Savage and Casey sliced off Shea’s jeans, jacket, and shirt with the efficiency of a chop shop stripping a boosted sports car. The experience left her feeling as exposed and raw as the chewed-up flesh along her leg.
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