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Dedication
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To L, J, and J.

You did everything right.
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Chapter 1
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The parking lot had been dead for years, the kind of dead that scared everyone else away. Cracked asphalt spread out beneath a gray sky. Weeds clawed through old oil stains. The Kmart building at the back of the lot sat like a rotting carcass, its faded red K half-torn down, its windows dark and empty.

A few menacing crows sat on the roof, witnesses to the meeting between the Royalla Motorcycle Club and the Cusclan MC. 

Baddy sat on his Harley, letting the engine rumble until Kodiak signaled that the meeting would go on. He planted his boots on either side of the bike, keeping his arms loose but prepared. Meetings like this never ran smoothly. Two enemy clubs, two motives, and money that never stayed clean for long.

The other club finally shut down its engines. Baddy clenched his teeth and looked them over. Patches he didn't respect. Faces he didn't trust. Then he saw something he'd never seen at a meeting before.

A child.

Too small for the helmet on her head, she struggled to keep it steady. The protection wobbled on her skull as she held onto the waist of one of the riders. A young girl, maybe in her early teens, riding pillion as if she belonged there. 

Disgust crawled up Baddy's spine.

He refocused his attention on the meeting as the presidents approached. The deal looked straightforward on paper. They aimed to move stolen car parts through neutral territory. But nothing ever turned out simple in this lifestyle.

Prices were wrong. Quantities didn't match. Accusations flew, voices rose, and hands drifted too close to weapons.

Baddy listened. All he had to do was protect Kodiak. Cusclan had bad energy. They were too greedy and careless in their dealings with others. Their reputation was as dirty as the stripper at the corner titty bar.

He glanced at the girl. They were especially careless, bringing a kid to something like this.

The conversation hit a wall. No handshake. No agreement. 

Kodiak walked away without looking back, confident that the other Royalla members would shield him. He scanned the others, ensuring none of them reached for a weapon.

The Cusclan members got on their motorcycles. Engines roared to life, tension vibrating through the depressing lot. Baddy grabbed the handlebars when a movement caught his attention.

An arm swung back, and an open hand cut through the air. He looked up in time to see the man with the girl spin around, his hand coming down hard across her helmeted head. The sound of his large stainless-steel ring hitting the ABS plastic outer shell of the helmet cut through the noise. She flinched but didn't cry out. She only shrank in on herself as he barked something Baddy couldn't hear over the engines. The man climbed back onto the bike as if nothing had happened and tore out of the lot, the girl clinging on behind him as they disappeared down the access road.

Baddy's hands tightened around his grips.

For a split second, he considered chasing them. He wondered what it would feel like to knock that man off his bike and leave him bleeding for the crows to pick at. But the thought quickly faded, buried under the weight of reality, rules, and his brothers' watchful eyes.

He kicked his bike to life and rode away with the others in the opposite direction.

The road to the clubhouse blurred beneath him, the wind biting through his vest. Usually, the ride cleared his head. Tonight, it failed to relax him. All he could see was that girl's wide eyes, the way she'd taken the hit without a sound, like she'd learned not to react.

By the time he pulled into the compound, the sun painted everything in rust and shadows. He shut off the engine and sat there longer than usual, helmet still on, staring at nothing.

He hated deals gone bad. Hated wasted time. But more than that, he hated knowing there were kids growing up in the middle of this mess, learning early that violence came with loyalty, that silence was safer than protest.

Baddy finally swung off the bike and headed inside, the weight of tonight still riding his shoulders. The meeting was over, but the image stayed with him.

And he knew it wasn't going to let go anytime soon.
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Lydia slammed the apartment door hard enough to rattle the thin walls. The sound echoed through the cramped two-bedroom unit and then faded into silence. She stepped inside alone and yanked the helmet off her head, letting it drop to the floor. It bounced once, rolled, and finally came to rest against the wall.

She stood there, chest tight, listening.

The motorcycle engine snarled outside, loud at first and then fading. The sound stretched thin as it receded until it finally vanished completely. Relief washed over her. Her legs wobbled, and she grabbed the wall to steady herself.

Sonny dropped her off at the apartment and headed to the clubhouse.

That meant he wouldn't be returning until tomorrow.

She pressed her forehead against the door and exhaled a trapped breath. The calm in the room was fragile, as if it might shatter if she moved too quickly, but it was hers for the night. For as much as she hated Sonny, the anger that burned the deepest belonged to her mom.

Maureen James had left her like a half-smoked cigarette resting in one of the many ashtrays around the apartment. She had just taken off with some guy Lydia barely remembered. No goodbye. No plan. No phone call after the first week. She swallowed hard. The familiar ache pressed against her ribs. Sonny wasn't even her stepdad. He was just... there. A leech who had once attached himself to her mom and decided that gave him the right to shove Lydia around and bark orders as if she owed him something.

She pushed away from the door and walked down the short hallway to the bedroom she used. The light flickered when she flipped the switch. The room stood bare, almost aggressively so. The furniture didn't belong to her. The bed didn't belong to her. The dresser didn't belong to her. 

Nothing belonged to her except a worn backpack slumped in the corner, a duffel bag shoved against the wall, and a photo album full of strangers that she liked to stare at and pretend were her family. 

She wasn't even sure where the album came from. Her mother gave it to her when she was little to keep her quiet. Some kids received Dr. Seuss books. She received a book full of strangers' pictures.

Mom had no relatives, and apparently, Lydia's dad died before she was even born.

She dropped onto the edge of the bed. Everything she owned fit into those two bags. Clothes, sneakers, and some makeup items she almost never touched. Every time she'd tried to wear any of it, Buddy's eyes lingered too long, his mouth twisting in a way that made her skin crawl. She quickly learned not to give him a reason to look at her.

Lydia stood and lifted the mattress, muscles straining as she shoved it up. Her fingers found the crinkled plastic bag taped to the box spring. She pulled it free and let the mattress fall back into place.

The bag bulged with cash.

She sat on the floor and opened it, counting out of habit. There were two thousand, nine hundred, seventy-four dollars. It was everything she had left after paying Buddy his share for rent, food, utilities, and whatever excuse he chose to use that week to take more of her paycheck.

Her job at the restaurant barely paid enough to survive. Long hours, aching feet, and a greasy uniform that never quite lost the smell of fried chicken. Buddy acted like handing her twenty dollars after she cashed her check made him some kind of saint.

What he didn't know was that she never brought all her money home.

Tips disappeared into her bra at work, then into the plastic bag under the mattress when she got back. A few dollars at a time. Over the last two years, it started to add up. She almost had enough money saved.

She hugged the bag to her chest and stared at the wall, heart pounding. Freedom was so close, she could almost touch it. She wasn't going to look for her mom. That door was closed, no matter how much it hurt. She didn't want explanations or apologies that would never come.

All she wanted was a fresh start.

Somewhere safe. Somewhere far from run-down apartments, angry men, and motorcycle engines roaring in the night. Somewhere she could work, pay her own way, and breathe without fear.

Cusclan Motorcycle Club had a reputation. The men were outlaws who would rather knife someone in an alley for half a pack of cigarettes than buy their own. As she got older, living with Sonny and around the bikers became more uncomfortable.

Lydia secured the bag and slid it under the mattress, then lay down on the bed fully dressed, staring at the ceiling.

Tomorrow, Sonny would come back.

But she wouldn't have to put up with him forever, she promised herself.

Hopefully, he was done taking her on Cusclan business. She inhaled deeply. There was no reason for her to go, but for some reason, Sonny refused to listen to her. He'd told her she needed to ride behind him, even though she was the only female there.

It scared her to be around the others when they were conducting business. Mom always told her not to pay attention to what the men were doing. Because if they realized she understood what they were doing, they'd get rid of her, just like they get rid of their enemies.
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Baddy had barely stepped through the clubhouse doors when he heard his name barked across the main room.

"Office. Now."

Kodiak Black rarely raised his voice, but when he did, it cut through the music, laughter, and clatter of bottles. Baddy pushed past a few prospects sweeping up last night's mess and headed down the hall.

Light spilled out in a thin line across the floor from the office. Baddy knocked once and stepped inside.

Kodiak sat behind the scarred wooden desk, elbows planted, fingers steepled. His dark hair was pulled back, jaw tight, eyes sharp in a way that told Baddy this wasn't going to be a casual conversation.

"Close it," Kodiak said.

Baddy shut the door and crossed his arms. "What's going on?"

Kodiak exhaled through his nose. A breath filled with annoyance and resignation. "Cusclan got a hold of me late last night."

Baddy's brows lifted. "Yeah? Thought they wanted nothing to do with our proposal."

"They changed their mind." Kodiak frowned. "They want to accept the deal."

"The hell they do." Baddy pushed off the door. "Why not say that to our faces?"

No matter the motorcycle club, all business was done face-to-face and closed with a handshake once an agreement was made.

"They want twenty percent profit," Kodiak added.

Baddy scoffed so hard it came out like a laugh. "Twenty? They're out of their damn minds. Ten is customary. Always has been."

"I know." Kodiak rubbed a hand over his beard. "But I discussed this with Cruz before I called you into the office. The buyback for parts is hot right now. Real hot. We're making more than six times what we did last year for the same amount of shipments."

That gave Baddy pause. Six times. That wasn't only profit—that was a gold rush.

Kodiak watched him, waiting for the numbers to settle in. "So, the question is... does Royalla accept the deal?"

Baddy paced once. His boots thunked against the concrete floor. "I don't like fucking dealing with Cusclan. Nothing good ever comes from them. They're sloppy. Greedy. And it looks like they've started to drag kids around like accessories." His jaw tightened at the memory of the girl's helmet snapping sideways under that man's ring. "But money like that? Hard to walk away from."

Kodiak nodded slowly. "The last thing I want is another club making that much off one of our deals. But I can't turn it away. Not with the kind of cash this could bring in. Our club is getting bigger. Only so many of the members can work in the garage. Only those with seniority and trust can work on the shipments. But men are standing behind each one of us, putting their lives on the line to make Royalla succeed. Their protection comes with a cost, and we could pay every one of them more money than they've seen in years if we take the deal."

Baddy stopped pacing. "What's the catch?"

Kodiak leaned back in his chair. "We put a cap on the agreement. One year. That's it. Next June, Cusclan is done. They don't get another damn dollar from us."

Baddy considered it. A year was long enough to make a fortune and short enough to keep Cusclan from getting too comfortable. "You think they'll go for it?"

"They already did." Kodiak's mouth twisted. "They're desperate. And desperate men agree to anything."

Baddy grunted. "Then what do you need from me?"

Kodiak stood, grabbing his vest from the back of the chair. "I want you riding with me. Cruz, Hunter, Duke. We're heading out to finalize things."

"When?"

"An hour."

Baddy blinked. "An hour? You planning on giving me time to breathe, or is that optional now?"

Kodiak's eyes narrowed with amusement. "You'll live."

Baddy didn't argue. He turned toward the door, but Kodiak's voice stopped him.

"And Baddy?"

He looked back.

"Keep your head straight. Cusclan's unpredictable. Expect them to try to pull something over on us. I don't want any surprises."

Baddy nodded once. "I'll be ready."

He stepped out of the office and let the door click shut behind him. This wasn't a new direction for Royalla. They'd been stealing car parts for years while holding down the legal custom detailing business in the garage on the compound. But involving others rubbed him wrong. He wasn't one to trust anyone who didn't wear a Royalla patch.

The higher the risk, the more likely he'd end up in prison, again.

Twenty percent. Fucking hell.

He headed to the bar inside the clubhouse, needing some caffeine before they rode out. The clubhouse was buzzing. Those staying behind had no idea the rules had changed.

Once a month from here on out, he'd be riding out with the others to meet the Cusclan members. 

He couldn't shake the image of that girl shrinking under the blow.

Royalla had a reputation, too, but none of the men were allowed to hit a woman. Years back, they had one member, a young kid, really. He got rough with his girlfriend and bragged about it. They ripped off his patch and shot the fucker in the forehead.

Kodiak, and before him, Kodiak's dad, didn't tolerate women beaters or men who hurt children.

Cusclan was trouble. Everyone knew it. But now Royalla was tied to them for a year.

A year was a long damn time for trouble to grow.

Baddy picked up the coffee pot. Shit. It was empty. He grabbed a can of Coke from the fridge and opened it, taking a long drink. The cold hit his chest.

An hour.

He'd be on the road again soon, riding straight toward the same men who thought bringing a kid to a deal was normal. He hoped like hell the kids' mom kept the girl home and away from the riders.

He set the bottle down and headed across the room. Cruz joined him, and he held the door open. Outside, Duke slapped Hunter and pointed toward Baddy. The other two men walked to their motorcycles. Having already gassed up earlier, he was ready whenever Kodiak wanted to go.

"Got your piece?" asked Cruz, the vice president.

He pulled back his vest, showing his nine-millimeter.  The others followed suit, even Hunter, who'd followed the conversation, even though he was deaf.

Whatever waited out there, they were ready.

But something told him this deal—this whole fucking year—was going to be different.

And not in a good way.
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Lydia finished tying her shoes when the apartment door slammed open hard enough to rattle the frame. Sonny's boots thudded down the hall, warning her of his mood. Her stomach dropped.

Not today. Please, not today.

He appeared in her doorway, eyes narrowed, jaw working like he was chewing on anger.

"Let's go," he snapped.

She straightened. "Go where? Sonny, I have work in forty-five minutes. I can't be late."

He grabbed her arm, fingers digging in, and yanked her toward the hall.

"Sonny, stop!" She clawed at the doorframe, trying to slow him down. "I'm on the schedule at the restaurant. I'll get fired if I don't show."

"You won't have to work after today." He dragged her toward the front door, picking up her helmet and thrusting it at her.

The words hit her like a punch. "What? No, I need my job. Sonny, I need the money."

Not working meant she couldn't save her tips. She needed the hidden cash to move out on her own.

He didn't even look back. "You won't need it where we're going."

Panic surged hot and sharp through her chest. Her job was the only thing keeping Sonny's hands off her and making her useful to him. Without her job, she'd never get away from him or Cusclan Motorcycle Club.

"Please," she begged, stumbling as he hauled her outside. "I don't want to lose my job."

"You're coming with me." He shoved her toward the motorcycle. "Get on."

She froze. "Sonny, please—"

"Shut the fuck up." He grabbed her by the back of the neck and forced her forward. "I said get on."

Her legs trembled as she climbed onto the seat behind him. The leather was hot from the sun.  She gripped the sides of the seat, her nails bending inward.

The bike roared to life, drowning out her thoughts. Sonny was ruining her life.

He didn't wait for her to settle before he shot out of the parking lot. Wind whipped her hair back, stinging her cheeks. She clung to the back of his leather vest. The road blurred beneath them, a rushing smear of gray and white lines. Every bump jolted her spine.

Her anxiety rose. She hated fast speeds.

They were heading in the same direction as before.

Her heart hammered. The last time he'd forced her on a ride, they'd ridden over two hours away and came back the same night. Her legs had cramped so badly she could barely walk afterward. And the interstate—God, she hated the interstate—was bumper to bumper. Sonny rode as if he were invincible, weaving through traffic, pushing the bike faster than it should go. She never trusted him not to do something reckless that would send her flying off the back.

He wouldn't stop to see if she was okay. He wouldn't even care. Her mom would wonder where she went, maybe. If she ever came back.

She squeezed her eyes shut as they merged onto the highway, joining more Cusclan members. The wind slammed into her so hard it stole her breath. Her fingers ached from holding on. Her thighs burned. Every mile was too far.

When Sonny finally slowed down and turned off I-5, her muscles were shaking. They rolled into another empty lot. A small one surrounded by scrub trees and cracked asphalt.

There were a lot of bikers already there.

A lot of them.

Her stomach knotted so tight she thought she might throw up. She recognized the patches. More Cusclan members, who must've arrived earlier. And across from them, members of the Royalla Motorcycle Club. The same men who'd shown up last week at the abandoned Kmart lot.

Sonny parked and jerked his chin for her to get off. She slid down, legs wobbly, hands trembling. She stayed close to him, not because she trusted him, but because she didn't trust anyone else.

The presidents stepped forward. Cusclan's leader was tall, broad, and mean-eyed. She stayed far away from him whenever he came around the apartment, or Sonny dragged her to the clubhouse. The other man from Royalla was equally tall and big. He had dark hair and never looked to his left or right, where his men stood. They moved to shake hands.

But before they did, the Royalla member on the side pointed, his eyes flicking toward Lydia.

"I'll give you cash for the girl," he said casually, like he was offering to buy a used motorcycle.

Lydia's blood turned to ice. She stepped behind Sonny so fast she nearly tripped. Her breath hitched. Her heart slammed against her ribs.

The girl?

Her throat closed. While she was a grown-ass adult, she was the only girl here.

Sonny stiffened, but he didn't say anything. Didn't laugh it off. Didn't tell the man she wasn't for sale.

He just stood there like the asshole he was.

Lydia's heartbeat roared in her ears. He couldn't possibly be thinking of...of...of selling her. He wouldn't. No way. Who would clean his apartment and pay most of his rent?

No, he wouldn't. She wasn't for sale.

She wasn't.

But the way Sonny stayed silent made her knees weaken. For the first time since her mom took off, abandoning her at Sonny's, she wanted her mother.

The more seconds that passed, the more Sonny might not see her as an asset.
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