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        If it wasn’t for his cellmate, Rook, during his last bid in prison, Dodge never would’ve landed in Manning Grove.

        In that small town in upstate Pennsylvania, he found his tribe. His brotherhood. His family.

        Especially after years of having nothing.

        Being a part of the Blood Fury MC, life is good. Solid.

        It gives him something he’s never had before. Stability and roots.

        He’s successfully managing Crazy Pete’s bar.

        He has his choice of women.

        He has zero complaints.

        Then she walks in.

        He tries his best to ignore her, until it becomes impossible.

        The moment she begins to sing on stage, it flips him inside out and upside down. Her sinful, sultry voice drags him under her spell and never lets him go.

        The only problem is, no one knows who she is.

        Including him.

        Not until it’s too late.
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          RUNNING ON EMPTY

        

      

    

    
      His lungs were on fire.

      An invisible knife stabbed him in the ribs.

      He lengthened his stride, pushing through the pain and pushing himself harder.

      His destination was clear.

      Escape.

      The further he got away from that house, the further he got away from them, the better his chances were.

      His sneakers slapped the concrete as he sprinted down the sidewalk.

      “Stop! Police!”

      That fucking house. He knew he’d find her there.

      “Stop!”

      He always found her there.

      Stoned and passed out on the floor on a stained, filthy mattress. What used to be light colored fabric was now black and brown. And even dark red in some spots.

      “Stop!”

      Tonight, her second-hand dress had been pulled up to her waist. Her legs and other places exposed. Places a son shouldn’t see on his mother.

      “Stop!”

      Her eyes were closed, appearing asleep. Her mouth slack. A rubber tube still tied around her arm above her elbow.

      “We’re only trying to help you!”

      Liars.

      The cop who shouted that out was now wheezing.

      Good. Maybe they’d give up soon.

      “Hey, kid, stop running!”

      Needles.

      Syringes.

      Lighters.

      Spoons.

      Pipes.

      Burnt aluminum foil.

      Empty plastic bottles. Empty soda cans.

      Empty faces.

      Empty bodies.

      Empty.

      Empty.

      All fucking empty.

      Junkies propped in the corners of the crumbling, dark rooms. Along the hallway. On the stairs. All of them high. Some of them semi-awake, most of them not. Some of them maybe even dead.

      He didn’t give a shit. She was the only junkie in that house that mattered to him.

      He was only there to find the woman who was supposed to be responsible for him.

      It wasn’t supposed to be the other way around.

      He tried to hear his pursuers over his own strained panting and racing heart. To gauge how close they were.

      They hadn’t given up yet.

      Not yet.

      He needed to lose them.

      He darted left and down a dark alley.

      And stopped short.

      Shit. He picked the wrong fucking one.

      Headlights sliced across the narrow alley. He winced and shielded his eyes when a spotlight hit him directly in the face.

      Fuck!

      He swiveled his head back and forth, desperate to find an escape.

      He wasn’t sure if his mom was dead. He never got a chance to check before the house was swarmed with men in uniform. But dead or not, the cops showing up at a crack house was never good.

      Them chasing him was even worse.

      A closed dumpster was pushed against one brick wall, but even if he climbed on top of it, he still couldn’t reach the roof of the two-story building.

      He was trapped. With only one way out.

      The way he came in.

      He gritted his teeth and took off, right toward the cop car blocking the entrance and heading in his direction.

      He screamed as loud as he could as he ran directly at it.

      His sprinted as fast as he could but the vehicle was faster.

      Worse, so much bigger.

      Before he could dart out of its path, what felt like a brick wall knocked him off his feet. He fell backwards, his arms windmilling in a failed attempt to catch his balance.

      All the air shot from his lungs as he struck the pavement hard. His brain rattled in his skull as it hit, too.

      It was over.

      Done.

      He closed his eyes and surrendered.

      His life just like the alley.

      A dead end.
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        * * *

      

      The fingers gripping his shoulder dug in deeper. A silent warning not to flee. But if he got the chance, he would.

      He didn’t want to be here.

      Not on that stoop.

      Not with those people. Both the ones outside and inside.

      One of the two cops flanking him jabbed his finger against the fancy doorbell again.

      A few lock clicks were heard, then one side of the double doors opened, cool air from the air conditioning rushed out and a tall, thin blonde woman stood on the other side, looking down her nose at them.

      Victoria Collins.

      The woman Dodge’s mother called Tricky Vickie for whatever reason. Dodge didn’t care why, he just knew the woman was his stepmother in name only.

      With a pinched face, her gaze skimmed both cops, then dropped to Dodge, standing between them.

      Her lips twisted and her eyes narrowed as she slowly raised her gaze from him back to one of the officers. “May I help you?”

      “Good afternoon, ma’am. We’re looking for Kevin Collins,” the filthy pig to his right announced.

      Apparently, the invisible lemon she was sucking on became more bitter. “What’s this about?” Her words might as well have icicles hanging off each one.

      “We’re looking for his father, ma’am.”

      Dodge rolled his eyes. They were at the wrong house, then. The man who lived there never once acted like his father. The asshole who lived on and off with his mother was more of a father to him than the one at this address.

      And that didn’t say much.

      Tricky Vickie wrinkled her nose. “Why?”

      “Are you his wife?”

      “Of course.”

      Of fucking course.

      “His mother overdosed and is currently in the hospital. When she gets out, she’ll need to get clean to get custody of,” Cop One tipped his head toward Dodge, “him. Someone needs to take him until she does. Now, ma’am, is Kevin Collins at home?”

      Her expression turned into what reminded Dodge of a hoodie after someone yanked the hood string tight.

      Fucking bitch.

      Dodge jerked his shoulder again, trying to get the cop to ease up. He glanced around wondering if he just took off, whether the two fat pigs could catch him.

      They were already sweating enough to soak their collars.

      “He is, but… We don’t want him.”

      Dodge’s attention sliced from the sweaty cops back to his sperm donor’s wife.

      “Need to speak to Kevin Collins, ma’am,” Cop Two said more firmly. Patience must be running thin on the melting cops.

      She stared at the cop for a few more seconds, then twisted her head and called back into the house. “Kevin!”

      Once again giving his shoulder a little jerk, Dodge could turn enough to look at the big silver Mercedes parked in the driveway and wondered what other kinds of overpriced cars were parked inside the three-car garage.

      Cars that probably cost a lot more than a year’s worth of rent on their apartment.

      “Mom? Who’s at the door?” came a teenager’s voice from deeper in the house.

      Dodge’s eyes narrowed. He wondered how old Kevin’s other son was. The wanted one.

      “It’s nobody,” Kevin’s wife called out over her shoulder.

      “Can I invite Chad and Preston over to swim?”

      “Yes, Kevin, you can.”

      Kevin. Probably Kevin Jr. Or Kevin the third. Or even Kevin the twenty-fucking-third. He didn’t know because he knew nothing about that side of his family tree.

      What he did know was only normal kids from normal families got normal names.

      Unlike his. When his mother squirted him out in the back of one, he was named Dodge.

      He wasn’t a Kevin, Chad or Preston.

      To the woman standing there and the man who fucked his mother, he was no one.

      A completely invisible nobody.

      A mistake his sperm donor made over fourteen years ago when he got drunk at a sports bar and fucked someone he shouldn’t have. Something Dodge was sure Kevin Collins regretted from the moment he sobered up.

      “Kevin, tell your father to come out front,” Vickie called out over her shoulder.

      “Why?” came a whine.

      “Just do it,” she hissed. She stepped outside and closed the door behind her.

      Probably so Dodge couldn’t get a glimpse of the life he was missing.

      Dodge’s mother most likely targeted Kevin Collins because the man had money. Maybe she thought she’d get a fat monthly paycheck out of him for eighteen years.

      She didn’t.

      Every month he sent the bare minimum. Only what he was forced to, even though he could pay a lot more. Unfortunately, the man could afford the best lawyers and his mother couldn’t. She bitched all the time that amount she got from him was a joke. And having Dodge hadn’t been worth it.

      Joke or not, it was enough for her to pay for her next high. That was if his “adopted” dad or his uncle didn’t take it from her first.

      Forget that the money was supposed to help support her son.

      Forget food or utilities.

      Forget new clothes or shoes.

      Forget all of that.

      The four of them stood in silence in front of the house bigger than his apartment building, his stepmother’s toned and tanned arms crossed over her huge fake tits.

      When he heard the door opening again, Dodge’s heart leapt into his throat, making it hard to breathe.

      The man he hadn’t seen in years took one look at him, quickly hid his surprise and replaced it with a scowl, stepped out onto the stone stoop and closed the door behind him.

      “What is all of this?” His gaze slid from one cop to the other, avoiding Dodge completely. “Did he do something to get arrested? His mother⁠—”

      “Is incapable of taking care of him right now. You need to take your son until she’s able to do that again.”

      His mouth dropped open. “What?”

      The people in that house must like sucking on lemons.

      The two uniformed pigs glanced at each other.

      “Told you,” Dodge said. Not sounding like a little whiny bitch like Kevin Jr.

      “It’s either that or he goes into the system,” Cop One warned, making a point to glance around. At the Mercedes. The large house. The perfectly landscaped yard. “He’s yours, right?”

      “So the court says,” his father muttered.

      “Well, then…” Cop Two started, running a hand over his sweat-beaded forehead.

      No surprise that Kevin Collins hadn’t even acknowledged him. No “Hi, son.” No “How are you? Do you need anything?”

      Nothing.

      “Try his grandmother. She’ll probably take him.”

      Cop One shook his shaved head. “Kid says she’s dead.”

      “How about the man she shacks up with? The biker?” He spit the last two words out like a piece of shit had flown into his mouth.

      “Checked the residence and no one was around. And before you suggest him next, the uncle wasn’t around, either. Kid said they’d be back, but we can’t just leave him there unsupervised. Not without knowing when or if they’ll return. You’re the only one available.”

      “Then…” Kevin scraped his fingers through his hair, changing it from neatly combed to standing on end. “I guess I need to call my attorney and see what our options are.”

      Cop Two’s eyebrows rose. “Options? How about just letting him inside?”

      “Our kids are inside.”

      Douchebag.

      The two cops glanced at each other again, neither hiding their disbelief.

      Cop One jerked his chin toward Dodge. “He’s your kid, too.”

      “Only on paper.”

      Not even that. Dodge had his mother’s last name not Kevin’s and he wasn’t sure if the man’s name was officially on his birth certificate.

      “He’s not your blood?” Cop Two asked, his dark eyes narrowed because he already knew the answer.

      “Not by choice.”

      Cop One blew out a frustrated breath. “Well, sir, right now, your son has no choice, either. If you’re not willing to take him, then we’ll have to take him back to the station until Child Welfare Services can come get him.”

      The asshole who knocked up Dodge’s mother shrugged. “Okay.”

      “Just to be clear, that’s what you want?” Cop One asked.

      The two cops might be surprised but Dodge wasn’t. He never received one card or present from the man during the past fourteen years. Why would he want to act like a parent now?

      Especially when Dodge needed a parent the most. Even a shitty one.

      “Thank you, officers, for bringing this problem to our attention, but, I’m sorry, we will not be allowing him into our home,” the sperm sack said. “I have to do what’s best for my family.” He turned toward his wife. “Victoria.”

      She gave her husband a nod and went inside.

      Without another word, the man began to follow his wife. The cops stood there in stunned silence.

      “Yo, Daddy!” Dodge shouted as the cop pulled on his shoulder, trying to turn him in order to leave.

      Kevin Collins paused.

      Dodge lifted his hand.

      Not to say goodbye.

      Instead, he pointed his middle finger straight up to the sky.

      And sneered.
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      Dodge followed the woman down the steps from his apartment that led into Crazy Pete’s storage room and small kitchen area.

      Trip hadn’t been able to install a full kitchen, so they couldn’t serve anything other than finger foods due to the lack of room.

      Because of that, they kept it simple. Besides peanuts, chips and pretzels—salty shit to make people drink more—they had a double fryer to make frozen shit, like wings, cheese sticks, chicken fingers and the rest of that kind of crap. The Fury prez had also installed a cooler to store that crap—smaller than the one in the club’s bunkhouse—and a commercial microwave to zap the shit out of it.

      Not too many customers ordered food unless they were fucking smashed. Or had the munchies. Or didn’t care about eating frozen mass-produced garbage thrown into a vat of grease.

      Whatever. It still brought in more scratch for the bar. And, in turn, the club.

      Besides bringing in some decent tips, Stella paid him a good salary to manage the bar. He deserved every damn penny of it since most of the time he lived and breathed the business twenty-four, seven.

      Living upstairs for free was convenient but it also tied him to the business. Thank fuck for the prospects. And some other local help they could now afford to hire.

      In the beginning, when Dodge first rolled into town after his last—and he hoped to fuck final—stint in county, he, Stella and Trip were working their asses off to take Crazy Pete’s from the red into the black.

      He loved working for Stella because she was a badass bitch and he had the utmost respect for her. Trip was one lucky motherfucker.

      Of course, the Fury prez knew it.

      If he had to be tied down to one woman for the rest of his life, a woman like Trip’s ol’ lady might not be like another prison sentence.

      The thirty-something blonde—he couldn’t remember her damn name, not that it mattered—he was now following out of the storage area, through the swinging door and back into the bar was not a badass bitch, but annoying as fuck.

      Good thing for most of the short time upstairs, his dick had been in her mouth, keeping her fucking quiet. He should have kept it at that, but he had owed her a damn orgasm and the fuck if he was going down on her. If he did, her mouth might have run the whole time and he would’ve been tempted to smother her with one of his pillows.

      That could be bad for business. Most likely him, too.

      Once he had gotten her upstairs, he realized his mistake but by then it was too damn late.

      He powered through it since he was not a fucking quitter.

      He always escorted women out of his apartment to make sure they left. The one time he didn’t, he came back upstairs after closing to find her still in his damn bed.

      She wasn’t there for long. She also never took a trip up those steps again.

      Now he only hoped tonight’s catch-and-release didn’t hang around until last call. Despite what she might think, she was not getting round two.

      She wasn’t getting any kind of conversation from him, either. With the way the bar was hopping, at least he had a good excuse to ignore her the rest of the night if she stuck around.

      As he always did after taking a “break,” he checked in with either Stella or one of the prospects to see if there was anything he needed to be aware of.

      “Problems?” Dodge asked Possum as he stepped behind the bar and closed the hinged portion behind him. If he didn’t, some asshole would think they could come back there and help themselves.

      They couldn’t and Scar made sure they never made that mistake again.

      The lanky, narrow-faced prospect shook his head. “Nope. But some chick’s askin’ for the manager.”

      “Fuck.” Dodge frowned. Shielding his mouth with his hand, he asked, “Is it a chick I’ve banged?” just in case the other chick he just banged was nearby and listening.

      “Can’t keep track of everyone you banged. But if I had to guess, probably.”

      “Tell me where she is without lookin’ at her.”

      “Ten o’clock.”

      “Your ten or my ten?”

      Possum squinted.

      Dodge shook his head. “Just fuckin’ point.”

      The young prospect jerked a thumb over his shoulder. Dodge lifted his gaze in that direction. The bar was so packed, it was impossible to tell who he was indicating.

      But before he could ask Possum to point her out again, the woman who he’d taken upstairs was there leaning across the bar, sliding a slip of paper along the shellacked wood toward him.

      What the fuck.

      “You forgot this, baby,” she said in her husky voice. Her tits and that voice were what had caught his attention in the first place. But neither her tits or her voice were worth the annoying shit she said when she hadn’t been gagging on his cock.

      So, fuck no, he hadn’t forgotten to get her number. He glanced down at the paper that included her name, too. He jerked his chin up at her, grabbed the slip of paper, crumpled it up and tossed it in the overflowing trash can under the bar.

      Her blue eyes went wide for a split second, then narrowed. “Nice. Can I at least get a rum and Coke?”

      Dodge turned to Possum, now busy pouring a draft beer. “She wants a rum and Coke. Start her a tab.”

      “A—” she sputtered. “After that, you aren’t letting me drink for free?”

      “You drink for free, it comes outta my pocket.” Not true, but she didn’t need to know that.

      “What we did wasn’t worth you buying me a drink?”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Want the truth or d’you prefer a lie?”

      Her mouth dropped open and, when it snapped shut, she huffed and yanked her purse off the bar. “Well, here’s a truth for you, asshole… You sucked. You have a micro-penis and I had to fake an orgasm just to get you to hurry up and finish. Plus, your apartment is trashy. Just like you.”

      “Yep,” was all he said with a grin. He grabbed a clean glass from under the bar and lifted it in the air. “You still wanna open that tab, or no?”

      “Fuck you. I’ll drink elsewhere instead of this rat trap.” She slipped from the stool, shot him a single finger salute and elbowed her way through the customers crowding around the bar.

      “Stella don’t like it when you chase away customers like that.”

      “Stella ain’t here, now, is she?” The boss-y lady usually went home early now that she was getting huge with Trip’s baby planted in her belly. Trip didn’t want her working late, being on her feet too long or overworking herself. Dodge didn’t blame the Fury prez for putting his boot down but it did put Dodge in a bind some nights when he didn’t have that extra set of hands.

      “Also don’t think she likes you bangin’ all the customers with tits.”

      “Not all of them.” He only banged the ones he didn’t have to chase. If they came up to him and were clear about their interest, he considered them. But if they played hard to get and pretended they were being coy, then fuck them.

      Possum bent over and when he straightened, he had the crumpled slip of paper in his hand. “Can I have this?”

      Dodge eyed it and shrugged. “Yeah, but if she agrees to meet up with you, bring a gag.”

      Possum grinned. “I can gag her with⁠—“

      “Tried that.” He twisted his head toward the end of the bar closest to the entrance. “Now point out this chick again. This time be fuckin’ clear.”

      Possum scanned the area he had indicated prior, then frowned. “Don’t see her anymore. Maybe she’s loadin’ her gun to shoot your ass. You probably did her wrong.”

      “Or I did her right and she came back for seconds. But just in case, I’m gonna make sure I stand behind you the rest of the fuckin’ night.”

      The prospect snorted and shook his head.

      “Fuck that. You’re too fuckin’ skinny. Gonna use Tater instead. He’s a bigger target and a better shield.”

      Possum glanced around again. “Can’t find her. Maybe she got tired of waitin’.”

      “Maybe,” he muttered. “Ain’t gonna sweat it.”

      “Wait… There she is.”

      “Where?”

      Possum tipped his head toward the other side of Crazy Pete’s. “Standin’ on the stage.”

      Dodge’s head whipped around toward the low platform. It wasn’t huge since the bar didn’t have the square footage or the ceiling height to put in a real stage, but it worked. Having bands come in on Friday and Saturday nights, whether local or not, brought in some major scratch.

      Sometimes they even had a band popular enough to charge a cover. They tried not to do that too often, since folks in Manning Grove and the surrounding area were cheap as fuck.

      Mansfield college kids didn’t mind spending the green to see some bands but then, they were spending their mommy and daddy’s hard-earned cash.

      Dodge hated when bands pulled in the I’m-not-a-kid-but-I’m-not-an-adult-either crowd. Shit tended to end up broken. He’d also spent too much time cleaning up puke after those nights. Or trying to find missing pool balls.

      Or replacing the dart boards.

      Or finding used wraps in the bathroom. One side of his lip curled up. From now on that would be a prospect’s job.

      The chick stepping off the platform after circling it once and heading to the jukebox, looked to be about that age.

      Trouble.

      That was what she looked like.

      Too young to know better, too old to use being a kid as an excuse.

      He’d be surprised if she was even twenty-one.

      “Why the fuck did Scar let a teenager in the door?” He turned to Possum. “Did you serve her? Is she old enough to be in here?”

      “She ain’t drinkin’,” Possum said, “so I didn’t card her.”

      Her back was to him and her head was tipped down as she studied what he assumed was the music selection in the jukebox.

      “Pretty fuckin’ sure I didn’t bang her,” Dodge muttered, “‘cause that shit right there’s jail bait. No pussy’s worth doin’ time.”

      She wore black skinny jeans, black clunky, thick-soled boots with the hem of her jeans and the loose laces tucked into the top, and a black see-through knit sweater that looked too big, hung loosely off one shoulder and halfway down her arm. Under that she wore what might be a tight, white wife-beater. Her what-might-be black hair, or at least a very dark brown like his, was long, straight and hung almost halfway down her back.

      “Maybe she’s here to tell you that she’s your long-lost daughter.”

      Dodge’s gaze spun back to him. “Ain’t that old, you asshole.”

      “Dunno. You’re pretty fuckin’ old.”

      “The fuck I am.”

      “Got a few grays in your beard and hair.”

      Dodge frowned and dragged his fingers down his beard. “Fuck you. Grayin’ early that’s all. Jesus Christ.”

      “Startin’ to look like a grandpappy, that’s all.”

      He tugged his grey knit cap lower over his head to hide those damn early grays. “How old do you fuckin’ think I am?”

      “Fifty.”

      Dodge shook his head. “You’re such an asshole.”

      Tater lumbered down the back of the bar to grab a beer bottle from the cooler and popped off the top for a customer.

      “Hey, Tater, how old you think grandpa here is?” Possum asked the other prospect.

      Tater froze like a deer stunned by high beams, stared at Dodge and then shrugged. “Dunno… uh… Fifty?”

      “What the fuck,” Dodge grumbled. “Ain’t fifty. I’m not even forty. Hell, I just turned thirty-five.” Yeah, like six months ago, but those fuckers didn’t need to know that.

      “Damn, that’s old,” Possum whispered, his eyes wide. A second later, he broke out in laughter. “Just fuckin’ with you, old man.”

      “The only Fury brother you can call ‘old man’ is Dutch. He’s the only one in the geriatric category.”

      Except for his sex life. The Original was impressive when it came to banging a slew of women. It didn’t matter age, race, ethnicity, or anything. Dutch loved it all and somehow snagged it all.

      It had all of them scratching their damn heads.

      Tater tossed the bottle cap at the piled-high garbage can. Of course, it bounced out and landed on the floor by Dodge’s boot. “He said he’d shoot us if we call him that.”

      “Okay, then make sure you call him that next time you see him. We could use some new prospects. Ones who take out the fuckin’ trash and don’t miss when they’re tossing shit into the garbage. Make sure you pick that up, Tater Twat. You don’t and I’ll make you get down on the goddamn floor and pick it up with your teeth.”

      Tater made a face, then leaned over with a groan to pick the cap off the floor. It shouldn’t take such a damn effort to bend over.

      “Empty the trash soon’s you can. Gonna go see what this chick wants.”

      “Probably to call you Daddy,” Possum called out.

      Dodge lifted the hinged bar and let it drop back into place. “Forget Dutch shootin’ you. Better sleep with one eye open, asshole.”

      “What the fuck do you think we’ve been doin’ ever since Scar moved into our bunkroom?” Tater Tot called out loud enough for Dodge but not loud enough for Scar to hear him from where the other prospect stood by the front entrance.

      “Rumor has it, circle-jerks,” he tossed over his shoulder as he worked his way through the crowded tables toward the jukebox, now playing the classic Get It On by T. Rex.

      Thank fuck Stella left picking the music selection for the jukebox to him.

      Even better, now that the new jukebox was digital, he could change shit out all the time depending on his mood. He could block songs, too. Like the ones sounding like hillbilly mating calls.

      Too many folks in these parts liked country music and not the good shit, but the stuff that made Dodge want to stab his eardrums. The shit that made hound dogs howl.

      “Heard you’re lookin’ for me.”

      She continued to scroll through the music selection. Her short fingernails were painted black, reminding him of Billie. Her slender fingers had a few rings encircling them. She had a tiny tattoo on the webbing between her right thumb and index finger and a silver chain bracelet with a pendant hanging from her left wrist.

      At first he thought it was a heart, then he realized it was shaped like a guitar pick.

      “You need better music,” she murmured.

      Fuck, for as petite as she was, her voice sounded smoky as fuck. He had a thing for that shit. Like Stella’s. The prez’s ol’ lady had a voice that could give him a raging hard-on if he closed his eyes and just listened. And if he let it.

      He didn’t because he liked breathing too damn much.

      “Music in that thing’s just fine.”

      She turned and she might have well have kicked him in the chest.

      He forced himself to breath as the soul-piercing dark brown eyes landed on him. They were accentuated with black eye liner that wasn’t overly thick but enough to make her eyes stand out. The rest of her makeup was light, not over-done like Billie’s preferred goth look.

      She tipped her face up to him, her head slightly tilted. “Are you in charge here?”

      “The manager.”

      “Does that mean you’re in charge?”

      The sarcasm was too thick to miss. “Exactly what it means.”

      “I saw on your website that you schedule bands Friday and Saturday nights.”

      Having Shay do the bar’s website had actually helped. He was skeptical at first but was now glad he didn’t fight it.

      “Yep.” He let his gaze slide down her face and beyond, taking his time and not bothering to hide his curiosity.

      He was right. Too fucking young. Though, what was behind her eyes said otherwise.

      He knew that look. Only too damn well.

      He ignored it and continued on.

      Even with the peek-a-boo black sweater covering the tank top underneath it—especially because of the tank top being white—he could tell she wasn’t wearing a bra. And what was under the cotton was perky and definitely fucking wide awake.

      He’d seen a lot of tits and hers looked fresh out of their teens. But didn’t mean he couldn’t appreciate them.

      That made his answering “yeah” get caught in his throat. He cleared it and repeated his response.

      “Do you always eye fuck women like that?”

      She didn’t sound offended but more as if she was emotionally drained. He understood that, too. “Women, sometimes. Jail bait, no.”

      “I’m far from jail bait.”

      “Don’t care.” Did he say that more for himself than her? Fuck him if he did. She looked like trouble he didn’t need.

      Just then, the song Smells Like Teen Spirit by Nirvana began to spew from the speakers throughout Pete’s.

      Wasn’t that the fucking truth?

      Christ.

      “Neither do I,” she said. She glanced around the interior of the bar. “My question is if you book bands and if you need to fill some spots on your calendar.”

      “For who?”

      “For a band.”

      “No shit. For whose band?”

      “Mine.”

      He blinked. “We don’t book teeny-bopper bands.”

      “Good. Because I hate teeny-bopper bands.”

      What the fuck was going on? “How old are you?”

      Her head tilted to the side. “How old are you?”

      Jesus. She might be tiny but her attitude wasn’t. He gritted his teeth. “Christ… What kinda band you got?”

      “The kind that plays music.”

      Dodge sucked in a slow breath. “Alrighty, then. You can see yourself out. Scar there by the front door will hold it open for you.” And plant a boot on your ass to help you through it.

      He spun on his own boot and, before he could take a second step, a hand grabbed his arm to stop him. “Wait.”

      He hesitated but didn’t turn around, though he did glance down at the hand clamped onto his arm. Yeah, the tattoo on the webbing was either a W or an M, depending which way he looked at it.

      Not that he cared.

      “My band is looking for places to play. We need the… Well, you don’t even have to pay us, we’re willing to play for tips. We don’t even have to headline on a Friday or Saturday. We’ll take any night while we’re in the area.”

      What the fuck?

      Headline? What kind of place did she think Crazy Pete’s was?

      And tips? What kind of living-under-a-bridge “band” did she have?

      When he turned to face her again, she quickly dropped her hand and took a step back. He did his best to keep his eyes above her tits where a practically see-through cotton-covered nipple was trying to escape through one of the sweater holes.

      What the fuck good was a sweater full of big holes like that? Was it supposed to be stylish? Like her torn jeans?

      Her slim black jeans had a few frayed holes he wasn’t sure if they were done on purpose or because she couldn’t afford to replace them.

      Didn’t matter since she wasn’t his problem.

      She was not his fucking problem.

      “Do you even have real instruments? Or do you beat pots, pans and five-gallon plastic buckets with metal and wooden spoons?”

      Her delicate nostrils flared and when they did, he noticed a small gem piercing on one side of her nose. Definitely not a real diamond.

      If it was real, she probably would’ve hocked it by now.

      He remembered those times. In the past, he’d been there himself all too often. That’s why he didn’t mind living above Crazy Pete’s and dealing with the long hours managing the bar. He fucking wanted for nothing anymore.

      It might not be raining green but his wallet was no longer dry like the desert.

      And dealing with the occasional drunk was a lot fucking better than daily dealings with the asshole screws whenever he was living behind razor wire fence.

      “We have real instruments,” she said through what looked like clenched teeth.

      “What kind of music you play?”

      “Rock.”

      “What kind?”

      “Whatever fits the place we’re playing.” Her gaze cut through the bar again. “This seems to be an older crowd⁠—”

      “Depends on the night.”

      Her attention landed back on him. “We can play whatever you want.”

      “Whatever I want?”

      She nodded. “We’re flexible and know a variety of stuff from the sixties up to current stuff.”

      Sixties? That was decades before she was shitting in a diaper. “What do you do in this band?”

      “Sing.”

      “That it?”

      “That’s not enough?”

      Dodge stared at her.

      She jerked her slender shoulders up in a shrug. “I can play, too.”

      “Play what?”

      Why the fuck did he care what she could play? What the fuck was wrong with him? He needed to point her toward the door and give her a shove in that direction.

      “Guitar, bass, keyboard, drums,” she lifted one slender shoulder, “Cow bell.”

      His head jerked back. “Cow bell?”

      “Just seeing if you were listening and wanted an actual answer or if you’re just being a jerk.”

      “It was a valid question.”

      “You should be more interested in the band as a whole. Not just me.”

      True, but she was the one standing in front of him. “Do you actually play cow bell?”

      “Sometimes. Tambourine, too.”

      “Don’t take any skill to play cow bell or tambourine.”

      “You know from experience?”

      No, but he had two good eyes in his damn head and in the past couple of years plenty of bands had played on Crazy Pete’s stage. Some better than others.

      His brow dropped low. “How long has your band been together?”

      Hers dropped low, too. “Does it matter?”

      “I got questions. I need answers. You don’t wanna answer them, then guess you don’t need this gig as much as you think you do.”

      Her jaw shifted.

      She didn’t like that.

      He didn’t care.

      “We can play tomorrow night for tips, if you want. Then if you like how we do and want to pay us…”

      “Tomorrow’s only Wednesday. It’s a slow night.”

      She shrugged. “Then we’ll play a set for food. And playing on an off night’s a perfect way for you to see how good we are and whether we deserve a busier one.”

      The girl knew how to hustle, that was for sure. People like her usually were never handed a damn thing in life. They had to pay for everything they had in sweat, blood and tears.

      But just feeding a band and not paying them a stage fee sounded like a pretty good deal. Unless they totally fucking sucked and their music was so bad customers bailed.

      “Got frozen chicken fingers and fries.”

      “Is it real chicken?”

      “Doubt it. Does your band have a manager?”

      “I’m it.”

      “Are they all over twenty-one?” Legally they only had to be eighteen as long as they weren’t served alcohol, but something about this whole thing was making his Spidey-sense tingle.

      “We’re all over twenty-one.” She lifted one dark, perfectly-shaped eyebrow.

      Nah, it wasn’t a fucking tingle, it was a tornado wreaking havoc in his damn gut.

      This chick both fascinated him and worried the fuck out of him. He didn’t like that feeling.

      He ground his palm back and forth on the back of his neck as he considered her.

      She wasn’t begging, she hadn’t whined about his hesitation, she simply shut her mouth and waited.

      He liked that because if she would’ve kept pushing him, he probably would have escorted her out of Pete’s himself. “Tell you what, you wanna play tomorrow night, we’ll keep a tab open for you and your band members for the rest of the night once you play a decent set. You suck, deal’s off.”

      “We won’t suck.”

      “Heard that before,” he muttered.

      “Swear we won’t.”

      “But you’ll work for damn food.”

      “You do what you got to do,” she said with a shrug, not embarrassed at all to be in that situation.

      While he normally liked that kind of go-get-‘em attitude, those words coming from her made the tiny hairs on his neck stand. “Just a warnin’, no drugs, no prostitutin’. Ain’t gonna tolerate that shit. That big, ugly motherfucker you walked past when you entered? He’ll toss you and your shit onto the sidewalk with one word from me and he ain’t gonna be gentle about it, either. You got that?”

      She nodded. “Understood.”

      “Warn your girlfriends, too.”

      She frowned up at him. “Girlfriends?”

      “Yeah, the rest of your band.”

      A thin smile appeared on her face. First smile he saw on her. Though it didn’t reach her eyes. “I’ll let them know.”

      “We’ll throw somethin’ up on the website to announce you bein’ here, but ain’t sure if that’ll do any good since it’s last minute. You can put out a tip jar, ain’t sure if anyone will be that generous around here. Lots of cheap motherfuckers. What’s the name of your band?”

      “The Synners.”

      “The what?”

      “The Synners. With a Y.” She stepped past him and threw over her shoulder, “We appreciate the opportunity. See you tomorrow night.”

      “You go on at eight,” he called out. “Set up at seven.”

      She kept walking and tossed a hand above her head in acknowledgement of her hearing him.

      He hoped to fuck he didn’t regret this.

      But so far in life, whenever he figured he’d regret something—like fucking blondie earlier—it turned out he always did.

      Every damn time.

      One day he’d fucking learn.
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      Dodge shook his head and cursed under his breath when he noticed two pigs walking in his direction.

      Two pigs that happened to be married.

      He sighed.

      Since they were both in uniform, he knew they weren’t there to drink. Fuck no. They were there on some sort of official business.

      That was never good.

      The band hadn’t started playing yet, in fact—he glanced at his cell phone—they should’ve been there a half-hour ago.

      Maybe they’d end up being a no-show. Though, with what he saw of her attitude, it would surprise him if she backed out and maybe even disappoint him, too.

      That couldn’t be right. He had no good reason to want to see her again.

      None.

      But the truth was, her band not showing would be no fucking loss for the bar since it was only a Wednesday night. Now, if it had been a Friday…

      “What?” he barked as Marc Bryson stepped up to the bar, followed by his wife Leah.

      “Well, hello to you, too, Dodge,” Leah said with a smile, not giving a fuck that seeing them made Dodge a cranky motherfucker.

      “You comin’ in here ain’t good for business.”

      Marc Bryson rested his hands on his duty belt in typical pig style and glanced around. “Why? Almost everyone in here knows us.”

      “Why you here?” he asked, not caring one fucking bit that the Brysons were known by just about everyone who lived in or around Manning Grove.

      “We have a little problem…” Bryson started.

      “Usually do when one of you show up. Must be a big problem if you needed your wife to back you up. Too much for you to handle by yourself, Officer? She got bigger balls?”

      “Hers are pretty damn big,” Bryson agreed. “But mine hang a little heavier.”

      Leah Bryson turned away and pretended to scan the few customers already in the bar. Dodge didn’t miss her shoulders shake the slightest bit.

      Out of all the Bryson pigs, Leah was the coolest. Probably because she married into the family instead of being born into it. She happened to be damn smoking hot, too.

      If Dodge was into that type.

      The type that slipped on a pig skin every day for work. The kind that took joy in making someone’s life a living hell for simply a mistake. Or two.

      He had no idea how Rook fell for Jet Bryson.

      Okay, he did. Like Leah, Jet was pretty scorching hot for a pig. She had only become hotter once she shed that fucking pig skin for good.

      He bet Rook and her had some crazy-assed sex. Jet probably liked it rough and⁠—

      Bryson cleared his throat. “Anyway, there’s a school bus blocking the back alley. We can’t have that in case of a fire or medical emergency.”

      “A what?” He must have misunderstood.

      “Schooooool buuuuuus,” Bryson dragged out. “Guess you rode on one of the short ones.”

      Dodge dipped his chin and stared at the pig. “You sayin’ I’m slow?”

      “I’m not saying you are, but I’m thinking you’re not too quick.”

      “Asshole.”

      Marc Bryson grinned and shrugged. “How did those windows taste?”

      “Mark,” Leah scolded and whacked her hubby in the arm.

      “After you licked them, they tasted pretty damn clean,” Dodge told him.

      “Anyway, it has to be moved. So, get ‘er done.” Bryson tapped his finger on the bar in emphasis.

      “The sooner the better, Dodge,” Leah added with her signature smile. Warm and friendly unless you crossed her, then that taser could be drawn quicker than shit. She’d only smile again once you were flat on your back on the pavement trying not to shit your pants.

      “Gotcha, Leah.”

      Bryson made a face when Dodge called his wife by her first name. Leah tugged on his arm. “We’ll swing back in about fifteen. Make sure it’s gone.”

      Dodge didn’t respond but watched both pigs leave. Luckily for them, Scar wasn’t working the door tonight since it was a typical slow hump day. Instead, it was the prospect’s night to sit watch on Hillbilly Hill to keep an eye on what the Shirleys were up to.

      The answer was easy. No fucking good.

      “Gonna run out back and see what the fuck’s goin’ on,” he called out to Micah, his newest bartender. He was a bit young but worked his ass off. “Keep an eye on shit.”

      Micah gave him a chin lift and continued to dry pint glasses with a dish towel.

      Dodge patted his cut to make sure he had his tin and a lighter, then headed toward the rear of Pete’s. He accompanied every damn step in that direction with a muttered curse since his fear was confirmed. That chick last night was trouble.

      Once he shoved open the rear door, the stinky-ass diesel smell of a school bus definitely blocking the alley filled his nostrils.

      Fuckin’ son of a bitch.

      The bus was painted in black primer and “The Synners” was spray-painted graffiti-style along the side. The windows were all spray-painted black. He guessed for privacy.

      He’d seen a couple of converted school buses before, but this one… If the inside looked anything like the outside… He grimaced.

      Shaking his head, he pulled a hand-rolled from the metal container he stored them in and tucked it between his lips. With a flick of the Bic, he lit it, sucked in two lungs full of smoke, then slowly blew it out and up into the frigid December air.

      He slowly walked along the skoolie that had to be about thirty-five feet long to where one of the custom-made storage compartments under the bus was wide open and two dudes were pulling out what looked like the shit a band would need.

      Two dudes. He sucked on his teeth for a second before taking another pull from his cigarette.

      Boyfriends of the band members?

      He didn’t give a shit. He only cared about their rig totally blocking the alley.

      “Yo,” he said as he walked behind them and stood watching them pull out guitar cases, pieces of a drum set and whatever else the band needed to play. Neither guy stopped what they were doing, so he said it again, this time a lot louder. “Yo!”

      They finished finagling a bass drum out of the tight area and both straightened.

      “Yo,” one of them answered.

      “Hurry up and get that shit unloaded and move the bus. Otherwise, the pigs are gonna get it towed. And,” he let his gaze roll over the bus before doing the same to them, “doubtin’ you can afford that bill.”

      “We’re planning on it. Just need to finish unloading our shit.”

      “Well, get it done faster. You were supposed to be set up a half-hour ago.”

      One nodded and returned to unload more shit. The other, the one with long dark hair pulled back in a short ponytail, put his hands on his hips and faced Dodge. “Are you the manager?”

      “In the flesh.”

      “Thanks for giving us a shot.”

      “Gonna revoke that shot if you don’t hurry the fuck up. The band needs to get set up and warmed up before eight.”

      The man with shaggy blond hair pulled a microphone stand out of the storage area and glanced at his phone. “Fuck.”

      Dodge jerked his chin toward the bus. “The girls in there gettin’ ready?”

      The man lifted his eyes from his phone and frowned. “Yeah. Sure.”

      Dodge nodded. “‘Kay. Get your shit together and then move this hunk of junk.”

      Ponytail guy squinted at him. “Do you know where we can park it?”

      “Around the corner. Fifth Street Church. They got a decent-sized lot and it’ll be empty at this time of night.”

      Dark-haired guy nodded. “Thanks, dude.” He went back to helping his shaggy blond-haired friend.

      “They good?” Dodge asked.

      “They?”

      “The group.”

      The blond’s mouth opened, then shut. “Yeah. The best.”

      “Good.” Dodge spun on his heel to head back to the door. “Door’s unlocked. Got a cement block there to prop it open. Soon as you’re done bringin’ your shit in, make sure you close it since it’s colder than a witch’s tit out here.”

      “Sure, brother.”

      Dodge sucked on his teeth again at the “brother,” then took another drag on his hand-rolled before pinching out the end and ripping open the door. He put the remainder of the cigarette back in the old mint tin as he strode back down the short hallway to return to work.

      With three guys working, the band’s equipment was set-up on the low platform in record time. He sent Possum over there to bring them bottled water and offer them a round of drinks on the house since Dodge got caught up flirting with a woman sitting at one of the high-top tables in the billiard area.

      That meant he hadn’t been able to keep a close eye on what was being set up. But Micah and Possum knew the deal when it came to bands, so he trusted them to let him know if any problems came up.

      In the meantime, he had more important things to worry about… like who was tonight’s catch-and-release after he listened to the band and rated their performance to see if they were worthy to play a busy night.

      Right now, the strawberry-blonde watching her girlfriends play pool seemed to be a good candidate for a trip north to ride his pole. Unlike the little singer with the big attitude, this woman had big enough tits and thick enough thighs to smother him.

      One side of his mouth turned up.

      He tipped his head toward her empty glass. “Want another beer?”

      She shot him a smile that began to get the blood flowing south. “Sure.”

      He swiped her pint glass from the small round table and gave her a wink. “I’ll go grab you one.”

      After he stepped out from the billiards’ area and into the main bar area, he glanced over to the back corner at the stage. The band had better start warming up soon.

      He frowned when he saw only the three younger guys on the platform. Two of them being the same ones unloading the equipment. The third was a redhead working behind the drum set, putting the finishing touches on assembling it.

      Sure didn’t look like a girl group. In fact, it looked the exact opposite. Before he could pivot and head in that direction, a dark figure emerged from the back hallway.

      He couldn’t tell if it was the lead singer because whoever it was, was wearing a black hoodie. The hood with cat ears was pulled up and over their head, hiding their face.

      Had to be her because the person was tiny. Petite.

      Her.

      Fuck, he never even asked her name.

      Didn’t matter.

      Since she finally showed, he would let her get warmed up while keeping his distance. Right now he was worried that getting too close could be dangerous. Like a moth flying too close to a flame.

      Christ. What the fuck was wrong with him?

      He continued on his trek across the floor and ducked behind the bar. While he was back there, he flipped the switch to turn on the stage’s spotlight. It wasn’t anything fancy but it did the job.

      The job it was currently doing was lighting up the lead singer as she pushed down the kitty-eared hood, exposing her long dark hair. When she turned her back to the sparse audience, she unzipped the sweatshirt and shrugged out of it, tossing it onto a nearby empty table.

      There were a lot of those tonight. Wednesday was typically slow, but with it being between Thanksgiving and Christmas, not too many people were out
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