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      All the things my dad told me about keeping myself safe go right out of my head when I see the three men.

      Holy crap! is my first thought.

      They’re dead men walking under the heat of the Nevada sun in August on a deserted road, in the middle of the desert, no shirts, no shoes. I don’t immediately realize what they’re about until I’m almost on them and see the shape they’re in - beat up, bloody, one is being supported by the other two, practically dragged as the three men stagger down the road.

      I rip by them in my new-to-me 2011 Mercedes SUV and then brake hard and skid to a stop a couple of hundred yards past. I flip into reverse and twist my body as I gun the gas, keeping my eyes on the road behind as I haul ass backwards.

      Nothing’s in my thoughts but picking up these guys who’ll die if I don’t help them. I don’t ask myself what they’re doing out in the middle of nowhere. Don’t think about why they’re half-naked. Don’t think of any of the dangerous possibilities. Nope. Once I’m within 20 feet of them, I throw the car in park, flip open the door and jump from the vehicle, racing back to the men who are staggering towards me.

      “Oh, my fucking god,” I shriek as I wrap my hands around the waist of one of the men and help him support the guy they’re dragging. “Are you guys okay? What happened? It’s okay. I’m here now. Thank god I was on this road.” I know I’m babbling, not really making a ton of sense. The adrenalin is making me stupid. They’re not really talking at all, but they don’t refuse my help.

      Of course, they don’t.

      When we reach my car, I yank open the back door and hold it as they load their barely conscious buddy inside, who’s huge. I mean he’s got to be at least 6’6” tall and seriously bulked up. The second man, tall, tattoos and piercings everywhere, dirty blond hair, and brown eyes, circles my car and crawls into the other side.

      As I slam the door shut, I turn to face the last man who’s still standing on pavement so hot it has to be burning his bare feet.

      “I’m driving,” he rasps as he tries to move me out of the way with his hands to my arms. It’s a weak grip from an otherwise strong man if the holy-hell biceps he has are any indication.

      “Like hell you are.” I easily pull out of his grasp by taking a couple of steps back. I look way up past his bruised and bloody bare chest to see his dull brown eyes. Damn, the guy’s tall. I can’t really see his face through the messy beard, the mass of bruises and an eye that’s swollen shut. “You can barely stand. Get in the passenger seat so we can get out of here.”

      I hold my ground as he hesitates, then he runs his fingers through his shaggy blood-matted hair before stepping back and moving around the vehicle, getting in the passenger side.

      “Trigger, how’s Red doing?” he asks as he settles in. His eyes wash over me when I climb into the driver’s seat and slam the door, turning the AC on high.

      “Looks like a fuckin’ lobster, Rocky.”

      I glance at Trigger in the rear-view mirror as I move the seat forward to give Red some more space, then shove the SUV into drive. “There are some water bottles in the back. Grab them and hydrate.”

      Trigger gropes around behind the seat and comes up with the water, handing two bottles off to Rocky, then guzzles a full one down before uncapping another and forcing it down Red’s throat.

      Rocky takes a long swallow of the water, pauses, then another, emptying most of the bottle. “What’s your name, darlin’?”

      “Jess.” I concentrate on my driving. Now that my adrenalin is subsiding, fear’s starting to grow in the pit of my stomach. These men are calling each other by nicknames, not real names. Tatted up like crazy, long hair and beards. I get a chill. “Are you MC?”

      Rocky grunts. “Yeah. Not going to hurt you.”

      “Wouldn’t have stopped to help if I thought you were.” Bluster is better than blubbering. That’s what my pop always says.

      Rocky sees the anxiety on my face, hears the quiver in my voice. “Don’t know why you stopped, but you shouldn’t have. Three fucks out in the middle of the desert like that, nothin’ but bad news.”

      His words make me forgot my fear. “You’re welcome, asshole.”

      He chuckles, then coughs and grabs his ribs. “You got a phone?”

      I glance at him. No point in lying, who doesn’t have a phone these days? “Yeah. In my bag, behind the back seat next to the water.” I check the rear-view mirror and catch Trigger’s eyes in the reflection. They’re guarded as he heaves my pack over the seat and onto his lap.

      “What club?” The fear I was feeling before is turning into full-blown panic as I hear the slide of the zipper on my pack.

      “Are we alive?” Red mumbles from the back seat. “I’m fuckin’ thirsty.”

      At the same time, Rocky says to me, “Why you wanna know?”

      Trigger shoves another water bottle into Red’s hands as he rifles through the pack.

      I see his reflection in the mirror, pulling out my clothes, my underwear, and a small makeup bag. “Pretty little panties.” He holds up a black lace thong and waves it in front of Red’s face with a smirk.

      I flush as I glance over at Rocky. “The phone’s in the front of the bag. Stay the hell out of the rest of my stuff.”

      Rocky chuckles as he holds his ribs. “I already said we aren’t gonna hurt you. Relax, baby.” He sees through my bravado, but it’s what I do when I get tense – push back, fight back. Do what I need to do to get out of the shit that the universe is so fond of throwing me in.  “You didn’t answer my question.”

      “Ain’t gonna,” Rocky says as he takes the phone from Trigger’s proffered hand.

      I grit my teeth. “Why not?”

      “Passcode,” he grunts.

      It’s an old phone, no face recognition, so I take my right hand off the steering wheel and shove my arm across the console, thumb up like I’m hitching a ride. Rocky circles my wrist with his fingers and guides my thumb to the pad. His hands are rough, calloused, big, and vulnerability rips through me at the strength in them.

      I tug out of his grip as he flips open the keypad and taps out a number. “Where you headin’, doll?” He asks as he waits for the pickup.

      “The name’s Jess, not doll.” I keep my eyes focused forward on the road and clamp my lips tight. He doesn’t need to be in my business.

      “Hey, Prez,” he says into the phone. “Just a sec.” He turns to me. “Where you headin’, Jess?”

      I glance over at him briefly as I suck in a shallow breath. His dark brown eyes impale me and I fold like a pair of deuces. “Reno. Got some visiting to do.”

      “Uh huh.” He turns his attention back to the phone. “Hey Prez, ran into some problems with the pick-up. Lost everything.” He pauses. “Yep, on our way now.”

      I feel the need to interrupt. “How about you tell your prez to meet you at Harrah’s. I’ll drop you off there and he and the rest of your boys can come pick you up.”

      Rocky flashes me a look of irritation. “How ‘bout you quit interruptin’ while I’m talkin’ on the phone.”

      I tuck my lower lip between my teeth and take a small bite. Ice sweeps up my spine, dotting my skin with goose bumps. This isn’t going to have a happy ending no matter what the MC asshole in the seat next to me promises.

      He’s back talking on the phone. “Asswipes got our bikes, wallets, cuts. The cash. Fucked us up good. Red’s the worst.” He’s quiet for a minute. “Yeah, a sweet little Samaritan stopped to pick us up.”

      While he listens to his prez, he glances over at me. I meet his eyes with a dead-fish stare. I hope I’m conveying the fury and betrayal I’m feeling. Then he says into the phone, “Yeah, gotcha. Just a sec.” He moves the phone from his ear, looking down at it, then presses the map app before saying into the phone, “An hour or so out.” Pauses again, then, “Yeah, I’ll sort it out. Jess here said she’s happy to drive us right to our doorstep.” He’s staring at me as he speaks, but I refuse to acknowledge him. He grunts a “bye” into the phone and hangs up.

      “Fucker,” I snarl without thinking of the consequences.

      Rocky reaches across the space and runs his fingers over the back of my neck. “Watch your words, babe. If I say I’m not gonna hurt you, then I’m not gonna hurt you, but I ain’t about to be disrespected by a mouthy bitch like you.” He gives my neck a warning squeeze, just enough to make me wince, then brings his hand back to my phone. “Who do you know in Reno?”

      I’m pissed at his aggression and feel the burn in my eyes, but I’m not going to cry in front of this bastard. “None of your business and if you call me a bitch again, I’ll drive this car into the first concrete wall I see.”

      He’s checking my contact list, running through the few I have. “Tell you what, Jess,” he says, not looking up. “You stop callin’ me a fucker and I’ll stop calling you a bitch.”

      I rub the top of my teeth with my tongue, trying to get my wild emotions under control. “What are you doing with my phone?”

      “Lookin’ for your Reno contacts. Don’t seem to be any.” He turns towards me, his eyes stroking over me with too much interest. “Wanna tell me what you’re really doin’?”

      I return his glance. Yeah, I don’t have Reno contacts because it’s safer to keep the information in my head. “None of your business. We have nothing to do with each other. I’m helping you out, taking you where you need to go and that’s the end of it.”

      “Not the end of it, babe. Convenient of you to show up on a deserted road just in time to offer the three of us a ride. Hard to believe a little babe like you would have the stones to pull over.”

      “I know, right? ‘cause I’m just a girl so how could I possibly be brave enough to want to help out three guys who were gonna die if I didn’t.”

      He laughs, grabs at his ribs as he coughs, then takes another swig of water. “If you tell me your business in Reno, we could end this fuckin’ conversation.”

      My lips thin. “We could end this conversation by you shutting the fuck up.” Yep, that’s me. My brain has trouble catching up with my mouth.

      He shoots me a glare that would have knocked me on my ass if I were standing, then glances behind him. “How you doin’, Red?”

      Red groans, “Got seriously scorched, man. I’m too fuckin’ fair to be out in the sun that long.”

      I can’t help but agree as I listen to the men exchange words. Red is… well, Red is red, from the tips of his hair to his beard, to the hair on his chest. And being out in the sun, his skin is no longer the pale shade of pink that gingers like him usually have. It’s a dangerous shade of red that suggests his sunburn is going to hurt like hell for more than a day. He needs a doctor.

      “Good enough to sit up front, yeah?”

      “Yeah, sure.”

      “Trig, you good to drive?”

      Trigger nods as my stomach tumbles to my toes.

      Rocky’s next words pretty much seal the deal. “Pull over to the side of the road, Jess. Time for us to switch drivers.”

      My guts twist as I press the gas pedal harder, but Rocky’s fingers are at the back of my neck again, this time squeezing hard enough to bruise.

      “Stop it!” I try to jerk out of his grip and the car swerves a little.

      “Pull over, baby. Now.” His voice is so hard it could crack walnuts.

      I think of all the things I could do, but none will have a happy outcome for me. Even the concrete wall was an empty threat because I’m not ready to call it a life. I decide I have to take the chance that these guys will let me go once they get to where they need to be. I brake hard and skid over to the side of the road, jerking the car into park.

      Rocky gives my neck one last squeeze, then leans over and unbuckles my seatbelt. He grips my upper arms before I can grab the door handle and twists me around, then shoves me at Trigger, who catches me and hauls me towards him.

      “Ow!” I yell as my butt hits the steering wheel and my knee slams into the console, then I’m in the back seat, squashed between Trigger and Red.

      “Sorry babe,” Rocky says as I grimace and rub my knee. The smirk on his face tells me he’s not really sorry. He flips open his door and gets out, then opens Trigger’s. “Out. Me and the princess are going to sit back here and get better acquainted.”

      Trigger slides out and Rocky slides in. I press myself up against Red who yelps. I don’t give a flying leap about Red’s distress as Rocky looms over me. “You touch me and I’ll shove your balls up into your throat.”

      Rocky laughs. “Babe, I like that you don’t cry, but also like for you to keep your mouth shut right now.” To Red he says, “You better get up front so she isn’t leanin’ up against the sunburn.”

      Red stumbles out of the car and around to the passenger seat. I try to move over, but Rocky grabs me, his arm snaking around my neck, holding me in place. He smells like sweat, but oddly it’s not unappealing. “Stay here baby, nice and close.” I freeze as my heart leaps into my throat. “I’ll stay. You can take your hands off me.”

      He ignores me as Trigger shifts the Merc into gear and spins the tires as he pulls back onto the road. “Straight through to the clubhouse, Trig.”

      “Please.” I say, disgusted at the fear leaking into my voice. “Just let me out somewhere and go. Take my car.”

      “Sorry, babe. Can’t do that. How many times do I gotta say we’re not gonna hurt you? Unless you’re part of this.”

      I shake my head. “I’m not part of whatever this is, not part of anything. I promise.” I’m quaking inside. I have my own stuff to deal with and I don’t need another horror show. I bite my lower lip to keep the tears inside from spilling over.

      Trigger’s voice floats from the front. “Maybe we should cover her eyes. Until we know we can trust her, she don’t need to know where we’re going.”

      “Yeah,” Rocky agrees.

      “No,” I protest with a sinking heart as Rocky grabs my bag out from behind the seat. I reach for it and he swats my hand away.

      “Stay still!” he snarls, his tone pointed enough to stop me.

      He pulls out my pink tank and rips it.

      I have three shirts with me, the tank I’m wearing and the two in my bag.  “Goddammit. Quit destroying my stuff. It’s not like I’ve got a Kardashian wardrobe back there.”

      Rocky chuckles. “I’ll buy you a new T-shirt, babe. Hell, you can have one of the club’s.”

      Trigger snorts his laughter. “Property T-shirt, Rocky?”

      “Fuck that,” Rocky retorts as he yanks my wrists behind my back and wraps a strip of the T-shirt around them, then knots it. “Not a fucking chance in hell.”

      The familiar hurt filters through me. I hate that the prick has his hands all over me, but at the same time, hate his rejection. Of course, I keep that thought to myself. “You don’t need to tie me up.”

      “You’re hostile, princess. And if you don’t shut up, I’ll gag you too.”

      He pulls a makeshift blindfold over my eyes, ties it tightly, then he twists me around, shoving my head down onto his lap and scooping my feet onto the seat. “Get comfortable. We’ve got at least an hour ahead of us.”

      It’s too much, my hands tied, my eyes blindfolded. I suppress the urge to scream, yell, kick, which is what I normally do. Instead, I suck in a huge gulp of air and force myself to stop struggling. Tears threaten again and it pisses me off. I hardly ever cry, even when I’m sad or hurt, but this shit is on a whole other level.

      Something lands on me. My bag, Rocky fumbling with it. “Leave my stuff alone.” Please, please, leave my stuff alone.

      He ignores me. More shuffling. “Jessica Walker. Five feet, four inches. Blond hair, blue eyes. Huh. Barely 24. From Ellicott City, Maryland.” He pauses, then, “You’re a long way from home.”

      I press my lips together and he laughs.

      “Whatcha doin’ all the way out here, baby girl?”

      “Road trip,” I mumble.

      “Having a little trouble buying that. New Mexico plates on your Benz or does it belong to someone else? Steal it?” He’s still shuffling through my bag and some of my clothes land on my legs.

      I suck in a breath at his implication. Not that he’d give a damn if it was stolen, but he probably doesn’t want to be pulled over for vehicle theft. Not while he’s hurt and sunburnt. “It’s mine,” I reassure him. “Bought it in Santa Fe.”

      “Got a bill of sale?” His hands are on my head, teasing my hair.

      My anger grows. He’s questioning my integrity. I forget about my vow to play nice, don’t stop to think that he doesn’t know me or my integrity. “Check the fucking registration. It’s in the glove box.” I shift my head to knock his hand off, kick at the door as if that will make a difference. All it serves to do is make him grab more of my hair in his fist, pulling.

      “Ouch! Stop touching me!”

      “Say please, baby girl.”

      Asswipe! I hate how helpless I am, hands tied, head on the biker’s lap. He’s big, tall, tatted and his thighs are solid as a rock. His lap, his cock, half-hard, is pressing into my cheek. Big, like the rest of him, and I know he isn’t fully erect. Any other time, any other place and I’d be intrigued.

      I temper my anger and decide I can play the helpless girl if it will get him to back off. “Can you stop, please,” I say quietly. “Please.”

      He exhales a soft breath and then moves his hand from my hair to my shoulder, giving it a small squeeze before travelling down to the curve of my waist. He lingers there, letting his palm rest against my bare skin, warm, rough, sending a trail of shivers up my spine, ending at my nipples. They harden and it fucks with me. Yeah, he’s the hot, sexy badass biker of my fantasies, but fantasies are bullshit. Men are bastards, MC men are the worst and I know I’m going to get fucked over good.
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      The girl is hot. Even staggering down the road, holding Red up, I can’t help but notice as she jumps out of the Benz and sprints up to the three of us. Natural blonde hair, but I can’t tell how long because she has it wrapped in a loose bun on the top of her head, tendrils falling down her neck and face. Pretty as fuck with big blue irises that are almost obscured because her pupils are blown at the sight of us.

      Cutoffs show off her long, toned legs with just the right amount of tan on them. Not some sun worshipper, it’s natural. And the tank she’s wearin’ is stark white, like it’s new and never been washed. It’s loose on her, but not so much that it hides her perky tits as it drapes over her nipples.

      Yep, that’s what I’m seeing as she jogs up to us, her tits bouncing. A fuckin’ mirage in the desert and at first, I think I’ve gone all delirious. But nope, she’s real as she tucks her arm gently around my waist and helps me drag Red to her SUV. She smells like sunshine if that’s even a thing.

      Being out in the desert is never a good thing most days of the week, even in an air-conditioned cage. But no shirt, no shoes, me, Trig, and Red were pretty much fucked until she came along. It was supposed to be an easy four-day run to and from Las Cruses, New Mexico where the uneventful hand-off took place.

      After the exchange we took the back roads and camped. Less chance of being hassled by cops. On our way home, a few miles off the I50, taking a rest stop, we get jumped. Six motherfucking Mexicans drag us an hour off-road, beat the shit out of us and string us up in a falling-down barn. For fun, had no questions to ask, then left us hangin’ and took every fucking thing off us but our pants. A million in cartel money, bikes, shoes, shirts, cuts.

      I figured it was the end of the line, but Trigger was havin’ none of it. The ballsy big ass motherfucker swung around like he was on a trapeze until he brought down the beam he was hanging from.

      I thought he was going to knock down the entire fucking barn, but when the dust settled, Trigger was on his ass and the beam was on the ground. It took him another hour to shred the rope from his wrists, running it up against a rusted pulley. But he did it, then got me and Red down. We all knew it was gonna be a long fucking walk out of there, and none of us thought it was gonna have a happy ending, but then after two hours under the fucking sun, the mirage shows up.

      I look down at Jess, who’s lying prone in my lap, and feel the tension in my groin. Something about a woman tied up that makes me pretty fucking eager to get my dick wet. And this one, hell, I was half-hard for her the minute I saw her. Women don’t really do that to me. All the available pussy at the club keeps me from having to troll for girls, and when the mood strikes, I take who I want.

      I know this one is different right from the get-go. Not used up is one thing. I’m 31, so she’s younger by a few years, but old enough to suit my tastes. I don’t have any scruples about fucking her. The mouth on her, knowin’ we’re one-percenters but talking back to me like she has a death wish. She shuts up though when I touch her. Scared I’m gonna rape her. Not something I do. Not something the club condones – it’s one of the fastest ways for a brother or prospect to get dead.

      As she settles down, I think I should have tied her up from the get-go but wouldn’t have thought she’d be as ballsy as she is. Her pack’s sittin’ on her back, and I move my hand from her waist to go through it. Clothes mostly, not many, a couple of books. A notebook, some pens. The wallet, which I’ve already gone through, has a few receipts, no credit cards though. There’s an item pressed into the bottom of the bag; neatly folded up, leather. I pull it out and give it a shake to unfold it, then freeze before breathing a low, “Fuck.”

      I hold it in the air and catch Trig’s eyes in the rear-view mirror.

      “What the fuck?” he says, lookin’ as shocked as I feel.

      I like this girl, I really do, but this is gonna take her down a path I don’t think I can save her from. “Hey Jess,” I say quietly.

      “What?” She’s still belligerent, and I want to smack her a good one on the ass. Things just went from bad to deadly for the blond.

      “Whatcha doin’ with a Blackbeard cut?” A cut is the sacred uniform of motorcycle clubs; it belongs to the club organization and the biker who wears it. It sure as shit is not the property of a woman.

      Jess stiffens, not moving, definitely not talking.

      I give her a swat on the ass. “Jess, you better explain yourself.”

      She jerks her body out from under my hand. “Fuck off.”

      I take a deep breath. Problem with women is they don’t realize how easy it is to knock them around. The club may have a rule about hurting women, but they’ll make some exceptions when it comes to club business. The Blackbeard MC are enemies of Hell’s Jury. There’s no two ways about it. The Jury is the top MC in Reno, and with another chapter in Vegas, we claim Nevada as our territory, but the fucking Blackbeards are always pushing to take over.

      “You a Blackbeard ol’ lady?”

      Jess is quiet and I think she isn’t going to answer. Dread gets me shifting, thinking about what I’m gonna have to do to get her talking.

      Finally, she says, “No.” Her voice is soft, low, and sad.

      “Then what are you doin’ with the cut?”

      She tries to sit up.

      I stop her. “Talk to me babe. Best get your convincin’ done before we get to the clubhouse. Prez ain’t nearly as charming as the three of us.”

      She swallows. “Can I sit up please? Take the blindfold off and I’ll tell you.”

      “Why would you think this is a negotiation?”

      A pause like she’s considering her words. “I know it isn’t. I just want to be able to look you in the eye, so you know I’m telling the truth.”

      I hesitate, my hand stroking her waist, wondering what she’s playing at. Still, what’s she gonna do? She can’t jump out the door without killing herself and we’re not anywhere near Reno yet. “Okay.” I push the blindfold down so it hangs around her neck like a scarf and then help her sit up. She tries to slide over, but I tighten my hold on her. I like the way she smells and feels. “Spill it, darlin’.”

      “Please untie my hands. What am I going to do? Cut all your throats with my fingernails?”

      She never quits. “Try asking again.” I fix my gaze on her.

      She licks her lips and they glisten, making me want to take her mouth. “Please untie my hands.”

      “That’s better.” I loosen the knot and free her hands. “Now you ready to talk?”

      “Okay,” she replies softly. “The cut belongs…  belonged to my brother.”

      Interesting. “Your brother’s a Blackbeard?”

      She nods. “Yeah. Was.”

      “Nevada chapter?”

      “Yes.” She almost whispers.

      “Name?”

      “Brian… Walker. Dutch was his MC name.”

      I stick out my lower lip as my brain rifles through the list of Blackbeard fucks. Dutch, yeah, big mouth like his sister’s. And she’s using past tense. “What happened to him?”

      “Died in Santa Fe.”

      “You takin’ his cut back to the Blackbeards. That it?”

      She nods. “Crip wants it.”

      Crip is the Blackbeard’s prez and one mean fucker. I’ve had more than one run-in with the sonofabitch. One day, I’m gonna kill him. It’s nothing personal. He’s a dog that needs puttin’ down.

      So many questions are rolling around in my head. “Why doesn’t he already have it? You’d have thought his crew would show for the funeral.”

      Jess’s eyes shimmer – first time she seems close to crying. “No one from the club showed for the service. I didn’t call them and tell them that Brian had died until afterwards. And in terms of the cut, I don’t know why. I didn’t ask and even if I did, Crip wouldn’t have said.”

      Yeah, she’s right. First rule of MC – club business is off-limits to anyone who isn’t a fully patched member, including the old ladies, and Jess ain’t no ol’ lady. Despite that, she seems to know the lifestyle.

      “Why’d you call him at all?”

      She almost sneers at me. “When he found out about Brian, he’d know I had the cut and he’d track me down. He’s not stupid and neither am I.”

      True that. I whistle long and low, look at Trig, who’s concentrating on the road and the conversation. He says nothing as he grimly meets my eyes in the rear-view mirror.

      “You really do step in the shit, don’t you baby? When’s Crip expecting you?”

      She shrugs and looks out the side window. “In the next day or two. I said I’d call when I got to town.”

      “So, you were just going to drive up to their clubhouse?”

      She shakes her head adamantly. “No way. I’ve been there once and I’m not going back. I told him I’d meet him at one of the casinos. Whichever he wanted. I was going to give him the cut and then head out.”

      I doubt it would be that easy. “Use your head, doll. Your brother dies in Santa Fe and no one comes to the funeral. Blackbeards have a chapter there, someone should’ve showed.”

      She shakes her head. “No one did. Just me and a couple of guys who said they were friends.”

      Curious. “How’d he die?”

      She looks down at her hands, which are folded on her lap, fingers touching. “Drug overdose.”

      “That make sense to you?”

      She raises one of her shoulders, then drops it. “He smoked weed. I’ve seen him do harder stuff but didn’t think he was a regular user.” She grimaces. “I don’t know. It’s not like we spent a lot of time talking on the phone to each other.”

      I ponder the pretty blonde and wonder if she’s sayin’ everything she knows. She has a smart mouth and a quick brain, so she might be bullshitting me. I have no doubt she understands the shit that’s about to go down.

      I hate those fucking Blackbeards, but they live by the same code most one-percenter clubs do. We don’t let a brother go to ground without a send-off unless the brother’s on the outs. And if that’s the case, little Jess shouldn’t be going anywhere near Crip.

      I take her chin, moving her face to mine and look her in the eyes, trying to find the deception at the bottom of the deep pool of blue. But it isn’t there. She seems like she’s a good girl to the core and despite the gravity of the situation, the idea makes my dick twitch and my mouth water.

      I realize I want her bad. Not just once either. I know then and there that she’s a feast I can’t devour in one sitting. She’s going to ruin me and, in that moment, I don’t give a fuck. I almost grab her head, tangle my fingers in her hair and take her mouth whether she’s willing or not. Only thing stopping me is Trig’s eyes in the mirror. They’re angry and distrustful. He’s definitely not feeling what I am.

      Chills sweep down my spine. Jess is in danger, not just from the Blackbeards, but my crew too. And me. I know I’m a prick with a shit past and an uncertain future, know I should leave her alone. I’m not that strong though. I see something I want, I take it. I want this girl – maybe it’s her fear and sadness or the shock of her connections to our rivals. Maybe after a good night’s sleep, I’ll lose interest. I hope so, because if I don’t, I’ll have to claim her, protect her, fight for her. And it won’t go down easy, because she’s family to the Blackbeards and Prez’ll want to use that to his advantage.

      Fuck and double fuck.

      I blow out a breath as I unlock Jess’s phone and call the prez again.
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      By the time we pull up to the Hell’s Jury clubhouse, I have to pee so bad my back teeth are floating. Rocky keeps my hands untied, but as we near the clubhouse, he covers my eyes again. In some ways I appreciate what he’s doing, because hopefully it means that I won’t end up as a permanently dead body buried somewhere under the Nevada sun.

      Why did I stop? Why, why, why?

      There’s not much point in second guessing now and I already know the answer. Those guys were going to die out there if I hadn’t picked them up, so I didn’t give two thoughts about who they might be. And then it was too late to change my mind.

      I know the history between the Blackbeards and Hell’s Jury. Not all the details but enough to know that the Jury might know my brother, Brian, maybe are even responsible for his death. I don’t get that vibe from Rocky, though.

      It was an emotional time for me. When I found out that my brother was dead, I flew to Santa Fe. And Rocky’s right. It is strange that no Blackbeards came to take him home or see him buried. Maybe they didn’t know, but that’s hard to believe if he was a fully-pledged member.

      It was clear he’d been living in Santa Fe; he had a lease on the apartment he was living in. It didn’t seem like he was staying in town for a few days before moving on. Nope, I’m sure that he’d quit Reno completely. I boxed up his few things, closed up his apartment, talked to a lawyer. Everything he had was left to me in a will that I found in his dresser drawer. He had a small savings account, enough to buy the SUV and some left over to get me started somewhere west. I wasn’t going home, that’s for sure. My wicked stepfather didn’t want me there anyway.

      But Brian’s cut, I couldn’t hang on to it. I know the MC rules. No one wears club colours but fully-patched members. And keeping Brian’s cut was a good way of ending up in the hospital or dead.

      The president of the Blackbeards, Crip, is a stickler for rules and not a nice guy when they’re broken. I had the unfortunate honour of meeting him once when I was visiting Brian. The asshole didn’t much like my sass and told Brian to shut me up. Brian did, not in a nice way because his club brothers were watching. After that, I went back to Maryland and stayed there.

      Until now.

      I hear the crunch of gravel under the tires of my SUV, the uneven road jarring me around. Rocky tightens his grip on my waist, and his calloused hands against my skin lights me up. I can’t figure out what it is about him, but he’s screwing with my head in a major way. I can’t see him under the blindfold, but based on his smell, sweat, leather, oil, even being out in the desert, makes the little shaved kitten between my thighs drool like it’s porn and vibrator night.

      I remind myself that he’s a sonofabitch for going through my stuff, taking my Merc, and basically kidnapping me. I don’t feel fear. Not yet anyway, but I know that keeping my mouth shut and my opinions to myself has always been a problem. My dad loved me for it, encouraged me to speak my mind, told me it was what would make me great someday.

      Belatedly, I realize it was just affectionate shit. My dad has blinders that my stepfather doesn’t. The jerk replaced my dad less than nine months after dad and mom split. The same jerk who drove Brian out of the house in less than a year. I managed to hang in there until I graduated, then moved out, then back, then out depending on whether I had a job or someone to stay with.

      Dad wasn’t an option because he’s in prison on a manslaughter charge. DUI – killed an old lady.

      Mom says that’s why Brian left Maryland, why he joined a motorcycle gang. Why he died of a drug overdose. It’s garbage. We were a happy family until my stepfather showed up. Not once did mom look at the real source of the problem – the controlling, sadistic jerk she married. The guy who made his point with his fists but had the bucks and connections to keep mom on his side over her own flesh and blood.

      Goddamn though, with Brian dead and my mother a gold-digging bitch, I’ve never felt so alone in my life. There’s nothing back in Maryland for me. My friends are all off doing college, not something I can afford, and there’s not a chance I’ll ever let stepdaddy pay for it. Then I’d owe him.

      As much as I’m sad to lose Brian, the bit of money he left gives me the opportunity to start over, put down roots. Which I plan to do, maybe in Seattle. Just as soon as I get out of the new pile of shit that I’ve landed in.

      The knot in the blindfold catches my hair, pulling a couple of strands out as Rocky tugs it off me. I blink as my pupils adjust to the light. We’re clearly at the Hell’s Jury clubhouse. The big property is surrounded by a high chain link fence and two hulking MC prospects open the gate, letting Trigger roll forward. He brings the Merc to a stop next to a BMW and several bikes, all backed into their spaces.

      The clubhouse is a two-story brick structure, massive and looming up out of the barren landscape like a phoenix rising. It’s different than the Blackbeard’s clubhouse, which is in the industrial area of a town called Sagebrush. It doesn’t take a genius to figure out that we went through that town on our way here.

      I take everything in, already planning my escape. It’s kind of awe-inspiring and I find myself attracted to the secrets and the lifestyle it represents. Still, I’m hardly the sentimental type so I remind myself that this is not the time to get turned on by a bunch of grungy bikers who will likely grind me into mincemeat and feed me to their pit bulls.

      Rocky steps out of my Merc, pulling me with him. The heat blasts me and I almost fall on my ass as my legs adjust to being upright.

      He doesn’t seem to notice as he reaches inside and grabs Brian’s cut and my pack. He drags me along like I’m a feral mutt, then pushes open huge double doors and enters a shadowy, windowless and somewhat cool hallway. My body goes into flight mode, and I stop dead in my tracks, yanking out of his grip. Red, who’s behind me, runs straight into my back, almost knocking me over.

      “Fuck!” he snarls in pain as Rocky separates the two of us by gripping my neck and drawing me close to him.

      “Behave yourself,” he mutters, moving me along as Trigger and Red stumble behind us.

      I’m herded into a room that looks like a massive pub. There are a bunch of tables and chairs, three booths lined up against one wall, a couple of couches and armchairs. Two big screen TVs hang on the walls and music blares from a wicked sound system.

      A couple of guys are sitting on stools in front of a fully stocked bar, two more are playing pool. On one of the walls is a huge Hell’s Jury MC emblem that makes me shiver on the inside. It’s an evil skull in front of a raven, with wings behind it, leaving no doubt that Hell’s Jury are one-percenters.

      By my count, there are eight men inside, all wearing club colours and staring in my direction with varying degrees of interest. I shrink against Rocky and he pats my back like he’s trying to reassure me. Funny, I don’t feel so reassured.

      A huge man of about 40 struts slowly towards us. He’s tatted up everywhere, even his knuckles. His fingers, graced with big expensive rings, are tucked into his jean pockets. The guy’s a walking brick house, looking like he could bounce an elephant off his chest. The T-shirt under his cut stretches across muscles on top of muscles. He hides a sardonic smile under his big beard as he stares at me with hooded grey eyes.

      He stops in front of us, eyeing Red, then flicks his head towards the back. “Dicer just got here. Knows the problem. Go see him.”

      “Thanks, Prez,” Red mumbles as he lurches past.

      Prez turns to Rocky and Trigger, his assessing eyes running over them. “How you two doing? Talk first, then see the Doc, yeah?”

      “Don’t need Dicer,” Rocky rasps. “Need a fuckin’ beer.”

      Trigger nods his head. “What he said.”

      “Prospect,” Hangman shouts without turning. “Get these men a beer.” Then his eyes drop to me.

      “Dutch’s sister, hey?”

      I hate myself for shrinking under his scrutiny, but he’s staring at me like a predator, assessing whether I’m going to be fun to bat around or if he should throw me in the stewpot right away.

      “Yeah,” Rocky says. “Jess Walker. Jess, this is our Prez, Hangman.”

      Pop once said to me, you see a bear, you look it in the eye and show you aren’t scared of it. If you let it see your fear, you’re finished. I live and die by my pop’s advice, so I tuck my fingers in the pockets of my cut-offs and stiffen my spine. “Mr. Hangman,” I drawl like we’re meeting at a church picnic.

      He laughs. “Jess, thanks for taking care of my boys. Appreciate ya.”

      The prospect comes by with four beers, handing one each to Hangman, Rocky, and Trigger, and then to me. “Thanks,” I murmur and mean it as I chug down half the bottle.

      The liquid reminds me of another problem. My bladder’s bursting and peeing my pants in front of these animals will seriously mess with my badassedness. I turn to Hangman. “You can show your appreciation by pointing the way to the lady’s room, then giving my keys and bag back so I can get on with my business.”

      “How you gonna get on with your business without your brother’s cut?” Rocky asks, his fuck-me eyes holding mine as he takes a long swallow of his beer.

      I curl my lip. “I don’t give a crap about the cut. You can return it for all I care or keep it. I didn’t sign up for this.”

      Hangman raises his eyebrows. “Sure you did, little sister. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have been headin’ this way with a Blackbeard cut in your bag.” He looks past me to Rocky. “Lock her upstairs in your room, yeah?” Then he turns and raises his voice so everyone in the room can hear him. “Church in five. Get your fuckin’ asses moving.”

      Rocky grabs my arm, and I yank out of his grip. “Keep you’re hands off me, you piece of shit.” I keep my voice down, my tone low so none of Rocky’s brothers can overhear my disrespect. I know what goes down when that happens, even if Rocky says it won’t. But fuck him, fuck them all. I shove the beer bottle into the prospect’s hand and storm through the clubhouse towards the stairs.

      Rocky’s right behind me and pushes me between my shoulder blades as I climb the stairs. “You got a fucking death wish, don’t you babe?”

      “Is that the business you’re in? Killing chicks for breathing or speaking their minds?”

      He doesn’t respond as he slams open a door at the end of the hall and shoves me into a room. There’s a big bed pushed up against a wall, a beat-up white desk next to a window and a hurricane of other stuff. Nothing neat and tidy about the man currently sucking all the air out of the space. The only anomaly seems to be a laundry basket filled with neatly folded clothes sitting next to pair of boots.

      “I pity the maid that has to clean up behind you,” I snark.

      “You gotta pee, do it now,” he snarks back. “You’re not gonna get another chance for a while.”

      I narrow my eyes as I storm past him and slam the door of the bathroom. A tub, a shower, sink, toilet. All the luxuries of a 2-star motel room, clean enough though, thank god. I drop my shorts and panties, sit down on the great white basin, and let out a long grateful moan as my bladder releases.

      When I’m done, I flush, wash my hands, and throw some cold water on my face, then rifle around for a razor or some other kind of weapon. A bang on the opposite side of the door makes me jump and jars me back to my current reality.

      Rocky’s deep voice is commanding and somewhat hostile. “Get out here!”

      I fling open the door and stomp by him. He’s changed while I was in the bathroom, which seems to make him sexier, because now his bi-ceps are bulging under the T-shirt he’s wearing, showing me just how big they really are. He’s got badass boots on his feet, loosely laced up and he’s tied his hair back off his face. The clean jeans he’s wearing outline the same impressive package I felt poking into my cheek in the back seat of my Merc. His dirty jeans are discarded carelessly over the only chair, smelling up the room. Or maybe it’s him.

      When I’m finally done looking, he’s smirking, and I’m pissed off all over again.

      “Now what?” I snarl.

      “On the bed.”

      That freezes me. “What?”

      “No locks on the outside, so gonna have to cuff you.” He dangles what appear to be police-issued handcuffs.

      Why does he have handcuffs in his bedroom? My traitorous belly twists into a little lustful knot, but my brain still has some influence because it forces me to take a step back. “No. No fucking way are you putting those on me.” At least not under these circumstances.

      “Just one. Wrist to the bedframe. You won’t even know it’s there.”

      Something in me snaps. I stop to help them, they take my car, they bring me here, and throughout it all, I behave myself, let them have their way. Then they treat me like I’m some trouble-maker who’s going to gun them down the minute their backs are turned.

      Fury like I’ve never felt before slams into me. At them for being bastards. At me for letting them. Go on the offensive if you’re in trouble. Yep, pops again. That’ll catch them off guard.

      I throw the weight of my body at Rocky and slam into his chest. “Go to fucking hell!”

      He staggers back from me, shock on his face at my aggressiveness, but I don’t give him time to recover. I hit him again, a good punch to his jaw. His face jerks around, but the asshole’s still standing, and I think I might need a bulldozer to knock him over.

      When he finds his balance and reaches for me, I try to gouge his eyes out. “Fuck!” he snarls as my nails rake across his cheek, catching the earring in his ear and ripping it out. I have the satisfaction of seeing blood ooze from the earlobe.

      As he makes another attempt at grabbing me, I slip around him, running towards the door. He’s hurt, I’m fast, and the door’s still open. I almost get through it. Almost, but Rocky catches up to me and slams it shut with the palm of his hand.

      “Goddamn it, Jess,” he snarls.

      He thinks the fight’s over, but I think otherwise. “Bastard, prick, asshole!” I swing at him, and he ducks. When he tries to wrap his arms around me in a bear hug, I elbow him sharply in the ribs.

      It still doesn’t bring him down, but to my satisfaction the air whooshes out of him.

      “Fuck!” we say at the same time.

      He grapples with me as I struggle, then somehow, he gets one of my arms pinned between his body and mine. His grip is bruising, and I hesitate long enough for him to clap the handcuff on my wrist.

      If he thinks I’m going to let him get away with that, he’s an idiot. “You sonofabitch!” I yell as he evades my flailing limbs while dragging me over to the bed.

      “Give it a rest!” he bellows.

      “I’ll fucking kill you!” I kick out at him, lunging at him, trying to claw his face. Despite my fury, I register how hard he’s breathing and it’s gratifying as hell. I don’t have time to savour it though, because he grabs me, pulling my body up onto the bed as I get a decent kick to his ribs.

      His grip slips at the blow, and I crawl on my hands and knees, trying to get off the mattress, but he catches me by the ankle and drags me backwards.

      He’s pissed and in pain, which, I find out, is a lethal combination as he picks me up like I’m a toothpick and throws me on the mattress. He kneels on my stomach, slaps the cuff to bed frame, then stumbles backward out of kicking range.

      “Jesus Christ!” he gasps, holding his ribs, panting, chest heaving.

      “Arrrrrghhhh!” I scream. “I’m going to fucking cut your balls off, you prick.” I slam at the bedframe, which rocks into the wall, denting it. Then, in case he isn’t sure how upset I am, I ball my free hand into a fist, and smash it through the flimsy drywall. It hurts like hell, but the resulting hole makes it worth it.
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      I back out of the room hugging my ribs, a stream of obscenities following me down the stairs, muffled now by the closed door. The little hellcat did more damage to me than the fuckers who hung me in the barn.

      As I stumble into the meeting room where church is held, the conversation stops, and all eyes focus on me. “Need a little help with your woman?” Coyote asks, a shit-eating grin on his face.

      “My woman, fuck,” I gasp as I massage my earlobe, then see blood on my fingers. “Trig saw her first.”

      Trigger’s eyes widen. “No fuckin’ way. I like my balls where they’re at.”

      Laughter erupts around the table until Hangman slams his way into the room. “Enough, let’s get started.” He finds his chair at the head of the table and sits down. “Seems we got two fucking problems. Assholes that jumped Rocky, Trigger and Red. Need to know what happened and fast. One mil of cartel money is in the wind. Don’t need word gettin’ back across the border.”

      Murmurs of assent trickle around the table.

      “Other problem is the banshee in Rocky’s bedroom. She’s got some unfinished business with the Blackbeards. Gotta establish that the attack on the guys and her arrival aren’t connected, then gotta figure out what to do about both.”

      “They’re not connected,” I interrupt, wondering why I’m defending the woman who just kicked the shit out of me. “Weird coincidence.”

      Coyote, ever the logical asshole, says, “I don’t believe in coincidences.” He looks down and taps the table, which is what he does when he thinks he’s about to say something profound. “If she was just on a road trip, then yeah, one has nothing to do with the other. But showing up with a Blackbeard cut…” He shakes his head. “No way.”

      I snort. “Why’d she pick us up then?”

      “Good fucking question,” Eight says. He’s leaning against the wall, where he likes to be. Hates being crowded. “Ask yourself, asshole. There ain’t anyone stupid or brave enough to pick up the three of you, so why would she?”

      “I wouldn’t even stop to pick you up,” Joker sneers.

      “He’s got a fucking point, Rocky,” Trig says. He’s seated next to me and looks like shit. Smells bad too. We both need showers and some good hard sleep.

      “How’s Red?” I ask, switching topics.

      “He’ll live,” Hangman barks. “I wanna talk to her.”

      Fuck. I knew it was coming, but that doesn’t ease my worry for Jess. “Let me first.” My words are punctuated by Jesse’s shrieking, followed by a crash.

      Hangman narrows his eyes. He’s the prez for a reason. He gives it straight and likes it straight. He knows the minute something’s up. “Why?”

      “Because they bonded,” Trig snickers. “She had her head on his hard-on.”

      “Fuck off, you cocksucker.” I wanna bang his face into the table. “She seems straight is all. Don’t want you putting her through the wringer.”

      Reaper gives me a ghost of a smile while Blood doesn’t even try to suppress his laughter. He turns to Hangman. “She seems straight. We should let her go.”

      It takes a lot to embarrass me, but heat rises to my face. I ignore everyone but Hangman. “Let me be there. I know how to handle her.”

      Yelling and loud banging filters down from upstairs, followed by a few cuss words that most of the guys don’t even say.

      This time no one in the room contains their laughter. Even Hangman is wiping at his eyes he’s laughing so hard. Trigger’s holding his ribs as his shoulders shake. “I’m gonna fucking die,” he groans.

      Finally, Hangman brings the guy’s back under control. “Fun’s over!” He looks at Joker. “We’ll set up a meeting for me and Crip. Next couple of days. Somewhere public so the hostilities stay convivial.” He points to Blood. “You and Joker.”

      I suck in my breath, but before I can say anything, he holds his palm out. “You’ll be there too so you can protect your pretty ballbuster. In the meantime,” he’s talking to Trig now too, “You two and Red sit down with Coyote and go over every fucking detail of what happened. Names you heard, appearances, even how they fucking smelled. Everything and anything. You let them take your cuts, you bastards. You’re gonna fucking get them back or I’ll rip your balls off.”

      I’m not worried about the balls part but he’s right, the cut is sacred and we’re assholes for not protecting what’s ours.

      Coyote intrudes on my thoughts. “It isn’t random if they took your cuts. They know MC.”

      “Maybe the cartel, getting greedy,” Hash ventures.

      Hangman’s patience wears thin. “They have a good thing going with us. Why the fuck would they screw the pooch?”

      Hash shrugs, crossing his arms. “Who knows.”

      Jawbone sighs and stretches his old bones. “Someone knew about the drop. Either at this end or theirs. Whoever it was isn’t stupid enough to fuck with the cartel, so they wait for us to drop off the clean money and take the dirty shit. Worth more too.” He eyes Hangman. “Want me to get in touch with Espinoza? Have a chat?”

      Jawbone’s our oldest brother, been here since the club was formed 20 years ago. He’s the most diplomatic guy I know so it isn’t a surprise when Hangman nods. “Feel him out. Careful what you tell him. He don’t need to know those fuckers got their cash and left our guys hanging around for the vultures.”

      Jawbone grins. “Guy’s alright. Knows how to have a decent conversation.” Which means Espinoza’s a good listener because Jawbone likes to talk. That’s how he got his club name.

      We talk a bit more about club business, then Trigger turns to me. “You hear that?”

      “I don’t hear nothin’,” I reply.

      “That’s the fucking problem.”

      “Shit.” I shove my chair back, the legs scraping loud against the beat-up old hardwood, and bolt from the room.
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      I yell until my throat hurts, knowing full well it won’t do me any good, but I need to get rid of my mad so I can think.

      I take a deep breath, cough out a hiccup and get myself under control.

      It’s Reno, in August, and so hot you could melt the faces off Mt. Rushmore. Yeah, this place has AC, but it doesn’t seem to make much difference in Rocky’s bedroom. The sweat pools under my breasts, drips down my back and bakes my brain. I shove a damp strand of hair off my face as I survey the room.

      “Think,” I say out loud. “C’mon, Jess. Think.”

      Across the room next to a window propped slightly open by a brick is a desk, the top covered in papers, a couple of old books, one sock, and a half-helmet without a visor. A closed laptop is hidden under the crap and the chair next to it, that’s currently being used as a clothes rack for Rocky’s dirty jeans, is in bad need of a junkyard.

      There’s no dresser for clothes, but the laundry basket with the neatly folded clothes that I noticed earlier seems to serve the purpose. I furrow my brows as I wonder who’s doing his laundry. One of his club women? Probably. And then I get stupidly jealous, so much so, that tears spurt to my eyes.

      “It's the stress of the situation,” I say under my breath as I swipe at them.

      I move my attention off the basket and let my eyes roam the room. Leaning up against the desk is a baseball bat and my lips curl. That’s exactly what I need. A weapon to protect myself. As I think that, I also think that maybe there’s a gun somewhere in the room. That would be perfect. I’ve never held one, let alone shot one, but I know you remove the safety, point the gun, and pull the trigger. Easy if you watch enough movies.

      The problem is I’m currently handcuffed to a bedframe and the bat’s across the flipping room.

      Putting to use my C+ grade in high school physics, I think I can move the entire bed around and drag it closer to the desk. This gets me excited. Maybe the keys to the cuffs are in one of the drawers.

      The night table is butted up against the bed, and I need to get it out of the way. Easy. I use my feet to give it a hard shove, which pushes it out about 18 inches. I pull at the bedframe with both my hands, putting my back into it and get excited when it moves. This where the C+ physics grade fails me. The mattress slams up against the wall, I lose my balance, fall back on my ass and just about rip my handcuffed arm out of its socket.

      “Jesus,” I say between clenched teeth as I try to rub the pain in my shoulder away.

      It’s too quiet, downstairs and in here. That won’t do. I don’t want Rocky coming up to check on me. I suck in a breath and then start cursing and yelling again. It’s kind of liberating to use words like prick, bastard, asshole, fucker in the same sentence as Rocky’s name.

      I take a look at the bedframe, but it’s stuck. The only way I could turn it is if I moved the top away from the wall, which would require me to pull at the bottom of the bed. And if I could do that, I wouldn’t need to turn the bed in the first place. Frustrated and angry, I give the night table a vicious kick and it falls over on its side with a satisfying crack. A lamp goes flying and a jar with change falls off and rolls away.

      It’s not quite enough to soothe my anger, so I give it a wicked stomp, watching as the wood splinters. I’m the queen of destruction, I decide. If I can’t get loose, then at least I can destroy Rocky’s crap.

      I take a moment to throw out a few choice curses and add a couple of shrieks. The heat’s getting to me, so I slide off the mattress into a puddle on the floor. I’m dripping so much I could enter a wet T-shirt contest.

      What to do, Jess. What to do? I bang the back of my head softly against the side of the mattress hoping the movement will jar loose the genius my dad seems to think I am. The problem is that there’s a hamster on a wheel in my brain that’s standing between me and my smart brain cells.

      I hate conceding, always have, but I can’t seem to think of a way out of this mess. My shoulders slump as I roll my head back and forth against the mattress, trying to get the sweat off my neck. When I roll it to my left, I see the baseball bat sitting there mocking me. When I roll it to the right I see… oh wait one minute. I see the cuff on my wrist, then follow it up to where Rocky hooked it.

      My lips curve up as I see the right angle of the bedframe. It’s screwed together to hold the mattress up.  If I can undo the screws, then I can slide the handcuff over the end. I’d be free – free to get that baseball bat, free to find a gun, free to run. Yas, girl!

      The other good piece of news is that the screws have those straight heads, not the cross-hatch ones. I dig my thumbnail in one of them, thinking that it’s futile, but surprisingly it gives. I figure I only need the threads of the screw up enough that I can twist it with my fingers. My heart is thumping as excitement rises in me. I might actually get out of this mess… or not as I get a couple of more rotations, then my nail breaks.

      “Damn, shit, fuck, motherfucker!” I holler because I can. As I bring my thumb to my mouth and suck away the pain, I have a pang of guilt at all the cursing I’m doing. Whenever I swear, pop always says, “What’s the point in learning to spell if you’re not going to use the words?” Logic wasn’t his strong suit, but I’m a daddy’s girl and so I don’t like to disappoint him, even if he’s thousands of miles away and behind bars.

      Having said that, I still have to keep shrieking obscenities, so the clowns below don’t think something’s up. I vow to my dad that I’ll be a better person tomorrow.

      Even with a broken thumbnail, I’m still optimistic. All I need is something thin and solid to undo the screws. The side table’s in pieces, but there’s nothing in the drawer that’ll be useful unless you count a handful of condoms and a bag of wintergreen lifesavers. I stuff one of the mints into my mouth as my eyes settle on the jar of change that fell off the night table when I kicked the shit out of it.

      Dimes will work! I reach for the jar and the handcuff jerks my arm. I reach for it with my other arm and it’s not quite close enough. “For goddamn, fucking sake’s!” I screech. It really is cathartic.

      I yank on the handcuff hard enough for the bedframe to move an inch. It hurts like hell, but if I stretch my body, I can just reach the jar with my fingertips. I slowly coax it towards me, every part of my body sweating including my fingers. They slip on the glass and the jar rolls out of reach. Not far, but enough.

      I curse again and again, each word growing in volume for the benefit of the assholes in church. I’m stoked because I’ve just thought of plan B, which should have been plan A, but we can’t all be geniuses. I grab what’s left of the drawer from the nightstand, reach out with it and capture the jar, bringing it to me. Easy as pie, and the lid’s loose and easy to open.

      While all this is happening, I scream and holler, trying to think of unique curse words because the other ones are getting tiresome. Rocky’s name comes up and I shout out something about cutting off his balls with a dull razor. That one makes me smile.

      But my heart’s not in it anymore because I’m more focused on my escape than my anger and my shrieks
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