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While Notus Motorcycle Club is a work of fiction, their purpose to find missing persons is a real-life problem.

— Every 40 seconds, a child goes missing in the U.S.
— In 2016, an astonishing 830,000 people were reported missing.

It's easy to go through life unaware. We walk by the missing persons' flyers tacked on the wall at Walmart because those faces are always there. We read Amber Alerts when our phones buzz and then go play with our kids. An elderly person wanders off and we finish cooking dinner. Why? Because we rely on the police, search and rescue, and groups (like the fictional Notus Motorcycle Club) to find those who are missing. It's easy to say "be more involved" or "keep your eyes open". It's another thing to be someone who actively searches.

There are 4 different reasons why people go missing.

DECIDED — For reasons of their own, people decide to run away from the life they were living. It could be escaping personal problems, relationships, violence, and even mental health problems

DRIFTED — Over time, people lose touch with family and friends

UNINTENTIONAL ABSENCE — Alzheimer’s disease, mental health problems, accidents, and miscommunication

FORCED — being a victim of crime such as homicide or abduction
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The coffee mug sailed through the air and smashed into the wall behind Ingrid. Prepared for being hit in the head and the sound of shattering glass, she refused to blink. Any weakness would only complicate an already difficult situation and make her boyfriend more upset with her.

"What did you say to my dad?" Evan Kingsley reached over and picked up a plate from the dishwasher that she'd been loading moments ago.

"I only took a message." The paper with the information was on the counter beside her cell phone, but she dared not point out the obvious. "He gave me the time and place you're supposed to—"

Evan curled his arm, gripping the plate like a frisbee, and flung his arm, aiming right at her. She blinked, timing the attack. The worst thing about an object making contact with her body was the wait and having to watch. From experience, if she could brace herself for the pain, the moment of contact wouldn't hurt as much.

The plate skimmed her shoulder. Her eyes came open, and she maintained her balance. The pain only shocked her. It wasn't permanent.

She refused to beg Evan to listen. He'd only punish her parents to make her pay for talking back to him, and she'd do anything to protect her mom and dad. She'd put her parents through enough stress when she fell in love with Evan and moved in with him against their wishes.

If Evan could hurt her, the woman he professed to love, he'd hurt those she loved without any regret. He'd sworn to do exactly that too many times to count, and she believed him.

He was manipulative, spoiled, smart, and a son of a cop.

A good cop that had no idea his son was a monster.

Evan lived two different lives. One public life that brought pride to his father and a private life that brought fear to Ingrid. A lifestyle Evan introduced her to when she moved in with him and one she couldn't escape for fear of what he'd do to her, his dad, and especially her parents if she left.

Evan picked up the piece of paper, read the message, and crumbled the note in his hand. Ingrid inhaled in relief. Paper couldn't hurt her.

He stepped toward her, picked up a chair from the table, and hurled it at her. She blinked, and the impact of the chair slamming against her chest knocked her backward on her ass. The momentum jarred her, and the back of her head hit the hutch. Stifling the groan of pain, she lay limp.

Her tongue stuck to the top of her mouth. She stared up at Evan with dry eyes. The reaction opposite of what it should be. Any normal person with common sense would fight back, scream, run, call 911, tell the world what Evan enjoyed doing to her behind four walls. She knew that. She remembered what normal felt like. He was changing her. She wasn't the person she was two years ago.

Evan squatted, hovering above her. He looked at her shirt where the seat of the wooden chair had hit her. "Stand up. Wipe that stupid look off your face. My dad is going to be here any minute. I want everything cleaned up. You'll act happy and help me celebrate my birthday."

She pushed up on her elbows, and her breath left her lungs. The pain in her ribs, stealing all her strength, caused her to rebel.

"Please, don't hurt me anymore," she said.

Evan raised his brows, waiting, hoping, expecting her to lose her temper. It'd be the perfect gift for his special day, unlike the dinner she'd prepared and the briefcase she'd bought him.

Arousal shone in his gaze. He got off on pain and seeing her cower. Loved when she was powerless and weak.

She gritted her teeth and forced herself to her knees, woozy from the rush of blood leaving her head. Please, not now. Don't let him want me.

With every ounce of strength she possessed, she pushed to her feet and stepped away from him, scared to take a breath. The stabbing pain that came with broken ribs a familiar reminder to take shallow breaths to continue walking, sitting, laying.

She grabbed one paper towel, wet the cloth, and moved over to pick up the pieces of broken glass littering the floor. All the while, hoping she'd be able to get back to her feet and away from Evan's sharp watch. He waited for her to screw up.

He could wait until hell freezes over.

"Don't even think of telling anyone." Evan leaned against the table. "I'll kill you if you try to leave. Remember that. Then, I'll kill your parents and put them out of their misery."

She carried the glass to the garbage. Ten minutes later, she had the house back in pristine condition. She washed her face and gathered herself in the privacy of the bathroom. Then she returned to the dining room to find her boyfriend's father standing at the table with Evan.

She panted silently through her nose, having become an expert at covering up her pain. Focused on Stewart Kingsley standing in his blue St. John's Police uniform, she was at his side before she noticed the pistol in Evan's hand. She gasped, unable to mask her shock.

"Hey, sweetheart. It smells great in here." Stewart leaned over and kissed her cheek. "You're just in time to see what I bought Evan for his birthday."

"It's Tuesday. Roast." She held on to the back of the chair Evan had used to hurt her. "For E-Evan's birthday. It'll be ready at six o'clock."

"Boy, that sounds good." Stewart undid the buttons on the sleeves of his uniform and looked at Evan. "We've got time to hit the shooting range before dinner. You can check the pistol out and get comfortable with it."

She dipped her chin, catching Evan pointing the pistol at her. It appeared as if he was checking the gun, but she knew better. He'd never had a pistol before. The one his dad wore for work got locked in a safe when Stewart wasn't on duty.

A heaviness settled on her shoulders. She blinked the stars from her eyes, needing to breathe and scared she'd cry out from the pain if she did.

Evan never used his fists when he hurt her. He always used objects. A dish. A boot. A chair. Even one time bumping her hip hard enough with the car to knock her down. Now that he had a pistol, he could shoot her.

She glanced at Evan. He cocked his brow and mouthed, "Bang."

Stewart stripped down to his white undershirt and clapped his hands together. She jolted at the noise and her sight narrowed until everything in her peripheral vision turned black.

"Let's go, son." Stewart slapped his hand on Evan's shoulder. "Put your new pistol in the case, and let's go shoot some targets. You're going to love it."

Targets.

She was a target.

The door closed, leaving her alone in the house. She remained standing, not trusting her legs to hold her up and fearing a fall would shove a broken rib into her lung. Evan owning a pistol and having easy access to one changed the situation.

She had to leave. 

A chill went through her and left her skin clammy. She couldn't run to her parents. They had no way to protect her or themselves. They'd provide shelter for her—she had no doubt. But, Evan would hurt them. He'd promised too many times that he would punish her by harming them. He had no limit to his sick abuse, even threatening to hurt his own father to make her pay for disobeying him.

There was no way to outsmart Evan. He knew everyone in her life. He'd grown up a son of a cop. He'd listened to every police story, every crime, every imaginable way to get away with murder. Evan always had a backup plan, an excuse, a reason.

She wrapped her arm around her middle, holding her ribs in place, and moved away from the table. Taking small steps, she went to the bedroom she shared with Evan. To protect those she loved, she had to go away.

Evan had to know she'd left everyone behind and they knew nothing about her whereabouts. It was the only way to make sure Evan wouldn't harm anyone to get to her.

In her current condition, she wouldn't be able to carry much. A change of clothes, soap, shampoo, toothbrush, and her old sleeping bag.

The last thing she shoved into her backpack was the afghan her grandma had made her before she'd died that her cat had a habit of sleeping on when she still lived with her parents. She'd leave her purse, her driver's license, and everything else that would identify her. If found, she couldn't take the chance of someone contacting Evan.

Until that moment when she walked out the door, she had no idea how prepared she was to leave or how she'd dreamed about slipping away. 
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A customer stumbled out of the bar, quickly followed by a man with shaggy, dark blond hair wearing a leather vest. Heidi inched back on the sidewalk in shock after nearly getting knocked over. All she wanted to do was go back to the apartment she shared with a group of females who only wanted to get off the street.

"You don't touch women," said the biker, pushing the staggering man away from him. "Get your ass home and don't come back to Vavoom's."

He was in control as if his job was to bounce people out of the bar.

But, her timing couldn't have been worse. 

She was stuck in front of the bar, unable to get to the apartment building three blocks away without passing the two brawling men. She glanced behind her and hugged her backpack filled with all her clean clothes to her chest. A group of young men gathered outside the laundromat watching the fight. She'd recognized the interested looks, the whispers, the gang signs earlier when she'd gathered her clothes out of the dryer and left. 

"You're drunk. Go home. Keep your hands to yourself." said the biker.

She curled her fingers, pressing her short, unpolished nails into the canvas backpack. Once she started her new job, her first job, tomorrow at Pauly's Peddlers, which happened to be directly across the street from Vavoom's Bar, she hoped to save enough money to get her own apartment in a better area of St. John's. Hopefully, the apartment would come with a washer and dryer making one of her most time-consuming chores easier.

The drunk blubbered incoherently and turned to walk back toward the door of the bar. The biker tackled the unruly customer to the ground, quickly scrambling to his knees. A dark pouch fell on the sidewalk at the same time a pop of a fist making contact with the other man's cheek filled the evening air. She flinched and stepped forward to find out what the biker had dropped.

A man's black wallet lay on the sidewalk. She bent over and picked it up.

Three more men wearing leather biker vests pushed out the door. She lost sight of the man who'd lost his wallet as arms flew and bodies shifted. Not wanting to run across the street and be caught witnessing the brawl, she held her breath and waited.

"Yo, Glen." A man with a shaved head backed away from the crowd, dragging the biker who'd come out first away from the fight. "Cool it. They're leaving. It's over."

His name was Glen. He'd barely broke a sweat and remained in control the whole time, never fighting in anger or going too far.

Hidden in the shadow of the building, she watched him sweep his hair off his forehead. He had a trimmed goatee that matched the hair on his head. Big, strong, coordinated, he walked with a confidence she admired. As if daring others to try and hurt him, knowing fully well he could take care of himself.

Glen raised his hands and walked backward away from the drunk trying to cross the street. She slid against the wall when Glen's broad back came within touching distance to her. She bit down on her lip, hoping he wouldn't notice her.

Another customer rushed out to the sidewalk. "You can't beat up my cousin. Someone needs to call the cops. You fucking bikers think you own the bar."

"Yeah, make the call." Glen pointed his finger at the man. "Then, we can explain how your cousin thinks it's okay to put his hands on the waitresses here."

"They were flirting with us," said the angry man.

"I don't give a fuck. The waitress told your cousin to stop. He didn't." Glen straightened his shirt. "Take off or get hauled away by the police. Your choice."

Her heart raced. She had to get out of here before the police came.

She dragged her gaze away from the scene in front of her, checked for traffic, and jetted across the busy two-lane street. From the way Glen handled himself, he'd be all right. He wasn't her concern anyway. She didn't even know him. There were bigger things for her to worry about. The people on the street were the least of her concerns. It'd taken her weeks to realize that the old saying it was better to keep your friends close and your enemies closer was true. She stayed in St. John's where she knew the area and periodically knew where her ex-boyfriend was located. It was easier to disguise herself and hide when she understood her surroundings. That didn't mean she wanted the police to find her or her presence known.

As long as she stayed away from the police, she felt rather safe. Nobody from her past life would recognize her in the sloppy, unisex clothes, the shaved head and the weight she'd lost. She never wore makeup or hung around the stores or houses in her old neighborhood. She'd become invisible.

On the other side of the street, she slung her backpack over her shoulder and slowed down. Her whole routine now was different than her old life. Even the simple act of washing her clothes took planning. If she came upon money, she used the laundromat. It took her a week to find enough pop and beer cans to turn in for the five-cent refund. Even then, she couldn't get enough to use the laundromat and had to borrow two dollars from her roommate with the promise to pay her back in a week after she received her first paycheck.

Most times, without money, she used the Willamette River and jimmied the dispenser at one of the six laundromats around town for soap. She learned quickly that even water unfit for swimming was good enough to bathe in and wash her clothes when there was nothing else available.

Having only one outfit that was good enough to use for her new job that she'd picked out of the used clothing bin at the Lutheran Church, she needed to keep that outfit clean, not river clean. Once she saved enough money, she'd buy some more pants and shirts at the thrift store for work.

Excitement filled her. Two years of living on the streets and she finally found a job where she felt like no one would recognize her. The boost in her attitude over her soon-to-be employment had her looking forward to tomorrow.

"Hey," a male voice shouted.

She kept her gaze on the sidewalk and walked faster. The apartment was on the next block. Not the safest part of town, but at least inside the room, she was surrounded by other women, and she felt safe. Safer than she'd felt in a long time.

"Wait up," said the man.

The crosswalk light turned red. Heidi sprinted across, praying a car wouldn't turn and hit her. Heavy footsteps pounded behind her, growing louder.

Heidi glanced over her shoulder without stopping. It was Glen. Her muscles moved too slow, but her heart sprinted, breaking records, feeling him pressing her from behind, urging her to go faster.

Ahead of her, the chain-link gate to the apartment that never closed came into sight. She pushed herself faster and only when she was within a hundred yards of safety, she realized she still held Glen's wallet. Panicked that he'd think she stole something that belonged to him, she pumped her arms and kept running.

All she needed to do was reach Apartment #3A, and she'd lay low until the man gave up looking for her. Tomorrow, she'd return the wallet to Vavoom's when he wasn't there. She couldn't take the chance that he'd call the cops on her.

Her sneakers hit the grass, and then she went airborne. Taken by surprise, she clamped her teeth in preparation of the pain that'd come when the ground came up to meet her. Instead, she flipped in the air, cushioned by two strong arms, and landed on top of a solid piece of man.

A pair of stormy gray eyes stared back at her. Disoriented and out of breath, she pushed against the wall of chest.

His arms locked around her. She squirmed. "Let go of me." 

"Keep wiggling your tight little body against me, and I have no problem rolling until you're underneath me and we're both enjoying the way you move." Glen's hand landed on her lower back.

She stilled. "I didn't steal your wallet. It fell out of your pocket during the fight, and I didn't want it to get lost or stolen. I was going to return it tomorrow to the bar. You can check. I didn't even open it."

"Nice story." He lifted her off him and stood, holding her arm. "Considering you took the wallet and ran, I don't believe you."

"Whatever." She jerked her arm out of his grasp. "Ever thought of finding out what was going on first before you decided to chase and tackle me?"

His lips hardened, and he brushed at the pieces of grass stuck to his elbow. "I found it easier to go after you now rather than hunt you down tomorrow after you spent all my money."

She tossed the wallet in his direction, picked up her backpack, and walked away. He was just like her ex-boyfriend. Overconfident and pushy. She wanted to take back all the compliments she thought about him earlier.

"Hey," he said.

She turned around at a safe distance from him. "What?"

"My name's Glen Steele." He remained standing in front of her, watching her.

"So?" She frowned. He had no idea she already knew his name or that she'd admired him from a distance before. That was before he'd tackled her and treated her like a criminal.

"Usually when I give my name that's when you'd tell me your name." Glen stepped forward.

"Stop." She stepped back, putting a safe area between them. "Stay right there."

He raised his hand. "I'm not going to hurt you. I'd like to give you something."

Her spine straightened. "What?"

"Are you going to give me your name first?"

She lifted her chin. Not naive about the favors, gifts, bargains, and bribes exchanged on the streets, she refused to answer.

"Okay, I'll call you Blue," said Glen.

She cocked her head. "Why?"

Glen pointed to his eyes. "You've got the prettiest blue eyes I've ever seen. They're even beautiful when you're angry."

There was not much about her that was considered pretty anymore. Men lied to women all the time for sex, food, a bed.

Glen opened his wallet and pulled money out. "Take it. You need money, and I only need my driver's license."

Embarrassment left her gasping. She clamped her lips shut fighting tears. Over the last two years, she'd thought she couldn't sink any lower. She'd lived through hell. Every day was a lesson in obedience, fear, and humiliation.

But, she wasn't desperate. She wasn't hurt. Not anymore.

Whirling around, she flung her backpack over her shoulder and walked away. She refused to look back to see if Glen followed or to be scared. Going in the opposite direction of her apartment, she rounded the corner and stopped out of sight of Glen. When several minutes ticked by, and he failed to appear, she peeked around the building. Seeing the area clear, she ran to apartment #3A.

The women she lived with were the third group she'd found over the last two years who allowed her to stay with them since running away. The accommodations never lasted long. Sometimes a couple of weeks, other times a day or two. Then, she was back to sleeping on the street and under overpasses. The timing was perfect for her this time. She'd have a job to support herself. That alone gave her hope.

It wasn't the first sign of hope that she'd had in the last two years, but the most real. It almost made her feel normal. Something she hadn't felt since she'd made Ingrid disappear and became Heidi Lundin. Nothing and nobody would stop her now.

She refused to let Glen's comment make her feel bad about her position. Things could be worse.
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The rush of traffic on Lombard Street whizzed by almost non-stop in the early evening hour. Glen rode his motorcycle out onto the street following Wayne Shaw with Chuck Milburn and Thad Bowers rolling behind him. The oncoming cars were forced to slow down for the motorcycle club.

Lifetime friends since they were all around the age of six, they'd formed Notus Motorcycle Club when they'd reached adulthood. Wayne had started the ball rolling and pledged in as president. Chuck was the secretary, and Thad swore in as vice president because it was his sister, Thalia, who'd lost her life after being kidnapped and murdered, that instigated their purpose to ride. Glen had pledged in as treasurer, committed to the lifelong choice of being brothers. Rich—an honorary Notus member — had left St. John's without a trace soon after the patches came in, unable to deal with Thalia's murder. To Rich, Thalia had been his one true love.

From the day they achieved permission from the territorial Motorcycle Club that ran the greater Portland area to ride under the Notus MC patch, they'd worked with St. John's Police Department to help find missing persons whenever they weren't working at Port Loaders. That was almost twenty-three years ago.

And every Friday, they went to Vavoom's Bar where they ate dinner and had a few beers if they weren't searching the streets for someone's loved one.

Two blocks later, all of them came to a stop in front of the bar and backed their motorcycles to the curb. Glen shut off the engine, removed his helmet, and whistled a tune. He was hungry and thirsty after working an eight-hour shift loading new cars onto cargo ships set for other places in the world. A few beers would have him looking forward to the weekend.

A car honked. He looked up and found three bicyclists trying to push their bikes across the street through traffic. The local rent-a-bike place across from the bar catered to tourists and yuppies who wanted to keep the world green. Unfortunately, that included the renters thinking they were entitled to cross a busy street instead of walking to the end of the block and using the crosswalk.

"One day, someone's going to get hit by a car and sue the city," muttered Wayne, pulling the leather strip holding his hair back and letting his long hair loose.

"Not our problem." Chuck stepped up on the curb and eyed a woman in shorts jogging along with a small dog on a leash and rubbed his shaved head. "Now that's a sweet piece of ass." 

"Let's go in and grab a booth. I'm starving." Thad stepped up on the sidewalk.

The front door of Pauly's Peddlers swung open, and a familiar woman stepped outside. He squinted, studying her closer and grunted at recognizing the shaved head. He'd chased that woman down last week and got his wallet back.

He couldn't hear what she said to the bicyclists, but whatever it was got the people off the street and pushing their bikes down the sidewalk toward the crosswalk. She still smiled when her gaze swung in his direction. He stopped whistling and lifted his hand acknowledging her.

She looked completely different, except for glaring at him. Her black jeans showcased her slim hips and long legs. The breeze pressed her white flowing shirt against her breasts.

Damn.

He'd been a fool not to see through the rags she'd worn when he'd tackled her. She was beautiful.

The woman jerked around and hurried inside but not before he caught recognition on her face. She remembered him.

He inhaled swiftly. When she'd sprinted off running with his wallet, he'd nailed her for one of the street kids running wild in St. John's. It'd been dark. He'd been tired. And, she ran like a fucking leopard.

Without thinking, he'd grabbed and rolled with her, making sure he protected her from getting hurt. All he'd wanted was his wallet.

But, her slenderness and baggy clothes held curves he hadn't held for a while with his busy schedule. It hadn't been a kid he'd caught but a woman.

Wayne smacked Glen's back jogging him out of the memory of the woman's sweet body against his. "You coming?"

"Yeah," he muttered, turning away from the street and walked into the bar.

He grabbed a chair from an unused table and planted it at the end of the booth. He and Thad chose chairs, while Wayne and Chuck slid into the benches. Before he could sit down, Clara slid in beside Wayne and kissed her man.

He looked away and found Clara's identical twin sister, Gracie, sitting at the back booth alone. He glanced at Thad and motioned his chin in Gracie's direction wondering what was up. Since Gracie was kidnapped by her mother's murderer and rescued by Notus six months ago, she rarely sat in the bar and preferred to work from the office in the back.

"She's trying," whispered Thad.

"About time she gained control of her life back," muttered Chuck.

"Leave her alone, Chuck." Clara leaned against Wayne's side. "It takes a lot out of her to step forward."

"Not complaining." Chuck cleared his throat and tapped the table. "It's been a long fucking day."

"Maureen's getting everyone's dinner." Clara placed her head on Wayne's shoulder. "I know you guys need to go out and search tonight, but everyone needs to eat a hot meal."

Glen crossed his arms and gazed out through the darkened window to the businesses on the other side of the street. They wouldn't have time for a beer tonight. Notus was on the hunt trying to track down Alex Craine, a twenty-six-year-old man, who'd disappeared three weeks ago. His family and friends hadn't become worried until recently when Alex's phone stopped taking messages. They explained that Alex often would go away for a few days and not keep in contact with anyone. 

Their biggest clue: Alex battled an addiction to heroin.

"Here you go." Maureen stepped between Glen and Thad, placing the plates in from of them.

Burgers and baked potatoes all around, Glen wasted no time, and the second the waitress left, he moved his chair closer to the table.

"What time will you be done tonight?" Clara passed napkins out.

Wayne finished chewing. "I'll swing by here and follow you home after work."

"I'll need to drop Gracie off at the townhouse first," said Clara.

Glen looked up, surprised to hear Gracie planned to spend the night in her own house. Since the kidnapping, she'd gone back and forth with Clara. Either spending the night at home with her sister or crashing at Wayne's when Clara stayed with him. Far as he knew, she hadn't stayed alone. Today seemed like a huge day of improvements for Gracie, and that made him happy.

"I'll let you guys finish eating." Clara kissed Wayne. "I'll be in the office if you need me."

"I'll find you before we ride out." Wayne picked up his fork and dug into the potato.

Glen stood, letting Clara out of the booth, then sat back down and dug in. He'd expected changes after Wayne settled down with one woman, but Clara only benefitted the club. He bit into the hamburger. He no longer had to pay to eat. The refrigerator in Wayne's garage was always full. Even Clara's random questions asking if he ate, slept, needed anything felt comfortable. Wayne done good getting a woman. 

If he could find a woman out there that fit into his lifestyle and wanted to take care of him the way Clara had done for Wayne, he'd think about settling down.

He looked out the window as he lifted a forkful of potato soaked in sour cream to his mouth. The perfect woman would be easy going, always there, and sync with his personality. Not like the woman across the street who had tried to lift his wallet.

Women like her always questioned why men only wanted sex from them. Great to look at—more than great. But, the hard-core attitude would grate on him after five minutes. And when he spent time with a woman, he liked more than five minutes.

"What are you smiling about?" muttered Thad.

Glen glanced over at his MC brother, and his facial muscle relaxed letting him know he was fucking smiling for no reason. He cleared his throat. "It's Friday. What's the plan for tonight's search?"

Chuck tossed his napkin on his plate and leaned back against the seat. "We've already looked at camping spots around the area and the public places Alex would go to when he wanted to get away. At twenty-six years old, Alex is open to traveling the world. Nobody knows how much money he had. Somehow, he always had money to live on his own. If he was dealing drugs, he could have enough to get him halfway across the United States."

"It's time to let the family deal with an addict's crutch." Thad removed his phone and typed on the screen. "I'll have Gomez contact them and get the locations of where they'd picked him up in the past when he returned to shooting needles. As soon as we get a list, we'll head out."

Across the street, the door of Pauly's Peddlers swung open and the woman from the other night came out, holding the door open for a man and a woman pushing bicycles onto the sidewalk.

Even through the darkened window and the distance, her smile impacted him. Gone was the frown and defensiveness she'd given him.

"Yo, Glen?" said Wayne.

He looked at his president and lifelong friend. "What?"

"What's wrong with you?" Wayne pushed his empty plate to the center of the table.

"Nothing." Glen bunched the napkin laying on his thigh. "Why?"

"You weren't whistling." Wayne continued to look at him.

He shrugged. "Just ready to ride out."

Wayne studied him, then gave a curt nod, pushing his plate away. "Let me go see Clara, and then I'll be ready. We can ride Lombard Street over to Swan Island until we hear from Gomez."

Glen stood and walked out of the bar and to his bike. Looking at the front of Pauly's Peddlers, he found himself disappointed that the woman had gone back inside. He'd missed the chance to see her again. That was something he never knew he wanted. Not after he realized she wasn't a teenager and she blew him off when he'd tried to help her.

He'd tried to give her money, believing she stole his wallet. He cocked his head. Now he found out she had a fucking job.

Glen looked beside him and found Chuck leaning over his motorcycle. "Hey, give me a minute. If Wayne comes out before I'm back, tell him I'll catch up."

Chuck straightened, wiping his hands off on his jeans. "Where you going?"

"Across the street." He stepped off the curb, looked left and right, and picked an opening between the traffic flow, and jogged to Pauly's Peddlers.

Inside the shop, he strode to the counter before he even realized why he'd come looking for the woman. He wasn't here to look at bicycles.

A man with long gray hair and a tie-dyed T-shirt smiled. "Feel free to look around. If you need help finding a bike part or..." The older man laughed. "You're not here because you ride a bicycle, are you?"

"No." He quickly scanned the room. "There's a woman who works here."

"Two of them." He held out his hand. "I'm Pauly."

He shook. "Glen Steele."

"What can I do for you, Glen Steele?" Pauly's gaze dropped to his vest. "Glen Steele, a Notus Motorcycle Club member."

"There's a woman who works here." He held up his hand, level with his shoulder. "About this tall. Crewcut. She's got a white shirt—"

"That'll be Heidi." Pauly shuffled two steps back to the open door behind the counter and yelled, "Heidi, you have a customer."

Pauly stepped toward him and picked up the pen on the counter and lowered his gaze to the books. Glen moved over to a line of bicycles. All blue cruisers that bore the name of the business on the frame of the bike.

"You needed me, Pauly?"

Glen turned at the sound of the feminine voice, recognizing the husky quality and fascinated at the unfamiliar niceness of the tone. "I asked for you."

Heidi's eyes had widened before she caught herself. She glanced at him to Pauly and quickly walked out from behind the counter. "Yes?"

He motioned her to the front of the store. She seemed to grow more nervous the farther they walked, and he decided to go easy on her since she was working. 

Heidi glanced over her shoulder at Pauly, and finally said, "What are you doing here?"

"I was wondering about what size of chain I need for my son's bike." He slipped his hand under her arm and continued until he got to the front of the shop where they wouldn't be overheard.

"You don't have to touch me." She rubbed her arm, and her shoulders rounded. "A chain? Really?"

"No, that's my excuse. I wanted to talk with you," he said, keeping his voice low.

She removed a box with a chain inside off the hanger. "I'm working. What do you want?"

He turned his back to the counter. "You tried to steal my wallet, and today I find out you have a job. Are you in trouble?"

She stepped closer, using his body as a shield to stay out of view of her boss. "I will be if you don't leave. I don't want to lose my job."

"You won't." He took the box out of her hand. "I’m buying a chain. What I need to know is if you're in trouble, because apparently, you need money, seeing as how you tried to rip me off."

"Sh." Her lips pressed together. "I didn't take any of your money."

"You took my wallet."

"Because I didn't want someone else taking it in the fight." Her shoulders rounded more, and she huffed a breath. "I ran because...because the fight got bigger and I was afraid of getting caught in the middle. I planned to give it back to you."

"How did you plan on doing that?"

"By taking it to the bar the next day." She straightened her spine and locked her jaw. "Is the chain the only thing you'll be needing today because we have an eighteen-inch Huffy that would be perfect for your son."

"I changed my mind." He held out the chain to her. "I don't need it."

She stepped around him, ignoring the box, and over her shoulder, loudly said, "I'll ring you up at the counter. We have the bike in blue and red. Which color would you like?"

He followed her. "I don't—"

"Oh, that's right. You said your son's favorite color was blue." She stopped a few feet from the counter, rolled out a blue bike, and leaned it against the kickstand. "Since you want to buy a new bike, the chain is free. Courtesy of Pauly's Peddlers."

Pauly, now sporting an unlit cigar, winked at him. "Good choice. Whoever will be receiving the bike will be very happy."

The damn woman pushed him into a corner. Glen's lip twitched, and he whistled low, pulling out his wallet. She knew he wouldn't do anything to make her lose her job and would have to fork over the money without making her look bad.

He tossed a hundred-dollar bill on the counter and dropped the chain into his vest pocket. Heidi raised her brows. "The bike is one hundred and fifty dollars unless you want to customize it and I'd be happy to write you up an estimate."

His heavy exhale came out with a louder whistle. He removed a fifty from his wallet. The last bill he carried on him.

The satisfaction on Heidi's face kept him from verbally telling her he'd changed his mind. He turned, grabbed the handlebars of the Huffy, and lifted the bike off the floor. Pauly and Heidi thanked him, and he walked out the door without acknowledging either of them.

He had no use for a bicycle, and yet he found himself the owner of one.

Out on the sidewalk, he waited until the traffic eased and walked across the street carrying the bike. The more steps he put between him and Heidi, the angrier he became until he started thinking twice about letting her pull one over on him.

"What the hell, man?" Thad chuckled and pointed at him. "Selling your Harley and taking up peddling?"

"Fuck off," he muttered, walking into the bar and almost colliding with Wayne.

Wayne's gaze went from Glen to the bike. "What's going on?"

"I bought a bike. I don't know what the big deal is. It's like everyone hasn't seen a fucking bicycle before." He wheeled the bike to the back hallway and leaned it against the wall, then returned to the bar where Wayne continued to stand by the door watching him. "Donate it to the police department or set it out in the alley. Do whatever the fuck you want with it."

Without letting Wayne throw out any more questions, Glen walked outside. He started his motorcycle and let the engine silence the world around him. When the others pulled away from the curb, he followed. He had more important things to do than battle a woman who was determined to steal his money one way or another. There was a man missing, and Alex's family wanted him home.
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Chapter 3
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The aroma of pizza filled the one-bedroom apartment. Heidi stood eating the last bite of crust. With six people living in a small space, they all joined in the celebration of her first paycheck, aided by the commission of selling two bicycles over the last seven days.

"God, this is good, Heidi." Donna sat on the arm of the couch beside Laura and Faye. "Once I get a job, I'll buy the next pizza."

Heidi smiled, though she wasn't feeling the excitement of eating real food. She only bought one large pizza. They all got two slices. That's all.

Spending money wasn't on the top of her list of things to do with her first paycheck. It cost her almost five dollars to have the Loan-A-Day people cash the check for her since she couldn't provide a bank account. She had to eat, though, and it was her turn to give toward the group fund to keep them in the apartment.

Monica sat cross-legged on the floor by Elle, who ignored her pizza and concentrated on flicking her fingers at the syringe full of heroin. Heidi wanted to pick the napkin holding Elle's ignored piece of pizza off the floor and eat it, too. She was still hungry, and Elle wouldn't be eating if she managed to find a vein somewhere over her scarred body. From what she'd learned in the short time she'd known Elle, the woman always chose drugs over food. One of these days or nights, they'd find Elle dead. And, it wouldn't be the first time she'd watched an addict die for their habit since living on the streets.

"You need to see about getting a bike. Maybe if you work there for a certain amount of time, your boss will give you one for free." Monica brushed her hands together. "The city has that bicycles-only lane on the main streets through St. John's that you could use. It goes everywhere in town now, even down into Portland."

"With my luck, I'd crash or get hit by a car." Heidi leaned against the wall. "I can't even remember the last time I rode a bike."

Faye licked her greasy lips. "When I was twelve, I got my older brother's bike. Rode that fucker everywhere until someone stole it."

Elle's breathing filled the lull in the conversation. Heidi watched the woman's hand shake as she slapped the abused skin on her arm. It was already nine o'clock. She should go to bed. Tomorrow, she needed to do laundry, and she wanted to get to the laundromat early before the place filled up with everyone else needing clean clothes.

"I need to get going." Laura pushed herself off the couch. "There are men waiting for a good time, and that bitch, Carmen, who always tries to take my spot by the bus stop is probably heading to work right now, trying to steal my customers."

"Be safe," added Heidi to everyone's parting.

Laura sold herself most nights, and without a man protecting her on the streets, the areas she could earn money safely were slim. If she encroached on a gang's territory—and there were two that controlled St. John's, Laura would find herself in trouble, or dead.

Heidi picked up the empty pizza box. "Who gets the bedroom tonight?"

"I do." Monica raised her arms and shook her hands in excitement. "I'm going to sleep like a baby.

Heidi wrinkled her nose in disappointment. "Enjoy it."

She'd been looking forward to having one night of privacy for four days. The rules that were set up before moving in dictated they'd each have a turn at the bed, rotating each night. A real bed practically guaranteed a full night's rest. She folded the cardboard in half and set it on the counter. Nobody wasted the money they earned buying sacks or even a trash can for under the sink. Whenever a pile of garbage grew on the counter, one of them would walk all of it to the dumpster at the back of the apartment complex to dispose of.

Heidi collected her rolled sleeping bag from atop her backpack full of her belongings, stepped around a passed-out Elle, and spread the roll in the corner of the living room. There was a time in her life when she'd worried over someone doing drugs. Until she lost a few acquaintances on the streets and quickly learned that overdoses were a part of life she could either let break her or make her stronger. Death wasn't something to fear. There were more dangerous things in the world that could and would kill a person that was a hundred times worse.

Used to sleeping in her clothes, she slipped off her shoes, put them under the head of her sleeping bag and used them as a pillow as she stretched out on the floor with her back against the wall. She dragged her backpack closer, slipping her hand inside and wrapping her fingers around the soft bundle she never removed, lest someone tried to steal her things while she rested, and closed her eyes.

Monica and Faye's conversation turned into her white noise while she willed her body to relax. She always slipped into resting, never fully sure if she had slept. For two years, she'd never lost her conscious thought of where she laid her head or who approached her when she was most vulnerable. It wasn't her childhood that created her, but the streets.

"I've got to pee," said Donna.

"Do you think we should prop Elle's head up in case she throws up?" whispered Monica. "She's passed out."

"Leaver her," said Faye. "I heard her talking earlier that she was going to find another group to live with. When the drug wears off, maybe she'll remember and hit the road. I don't need her dying in here, stinking up the place."

Heidi wiggled down under cover of the sleeping bag, pulling the material over her ears. She couldn't
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