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      I’m in the food court in a mall in Reno sticking out like a fuckin’ elephant in a playground.

      Standing 6’2”, weighing on the plus side of 220, with arms the size of most people’s waists, I draw attention. It don’t help that my hair and beard are in serious need of a lawn mower and my tats tell the story of my shitty life.

      The food court is the last fuckin’ place I want to be, but Hangman, the prez of my bike club, Hell’s Jury, ordered me to keep an eye on one of the Blackbeards’ ol’ ladies.

      Blackbeards are the Jury’s enemy and tensions are escalating since my club brother, Coyote, killed one of their members, and they, in turn, kidnapped his sisters. We don’t normally involve the ol’ ladies of our enemies no matter how cuntish they are, but according to Hangman, we’re working an angle and the ol’ lady I’m following, the one who decided that New York Fries was her version of fine dining, might be useful.

      What’s fascinatin’ to me as I sit at a table built for minions is that she’s failed to notice me. She’s with a gaggle of friends and they’re eatin’ and talking while everyone else within a twenty-table radius is sneaking glances at me. Maybe she’s as dimwitted as the stories I’ve heard. After all, it took her 20 minutes to decide what she was gonna eat from a place that only sells fries.

      Now she’s wavin’ her fork in the air and talking with her mouth full but then so are the four other women she’s with. If I’m being grudgingly fair, the food court is like a hive full of bees, so fuckin’ busy, no one’s noticin’ anything… but me, which beings me back to how stupid the Blackbeard ol’ lady is, chowing down on her poutine like she’s from Canada.

      It’s a case of pot calling the kettle black anyway because on my food tray sits a fuckin’ power bowl, which I ain’t even heard of until the asshole behind the counter suggested that it would fuel my big-ass body and keep me going all afternoon. It’s punishment for my impatience because it was the only joint that didn’t have a fuckin’ lineup.  After I tasted it, I understood why.

      I take another mouthful of the shit only my club brother, Coyote, would eat, then throw my fork back into the bowl in disgust. I pick up the bottle of water because the fuckers didn’t sell coke and I wasn’t gonna drink anything called Kombucha which cost seven bucks a bottle and looked like somebody with kidney stones pissed it out. But water, what a fuckin’ waste of tastebuds. It’s used in a shower while I’m fuckin’ a chick, maybe two. It’s not something to drink.

      I swallow it anyway, to wash the taste of avocado off my tongue. My mouth is still touching the lip of the bottle as I look up.

      And goddamn freeze.

      Holy Jesus of Nazareth!

      I place the bottle slowly on the table and straighten my back, going so far as to run my hand through my long curly hair like the hairbrush it hasn’t seen in days.

      I can’t take my eyes off the woman standing about 20 feet from me. Not the fucking Blackbeard ol’ lady, but a tall stunning woman built for licking, sucking, and fucking.

      No male with a dick could overlook her long gorgeous legs lengthened by classy red 4-inch stilettos that turn her into a six-foot Amazon. She’s wearing the tightest hip hugging grey skirt I’ve ever seen. No panty lines that I can tell, which has me drooling. I want to slip my hand under that fine piece of fabric to see how wet her cunt is.

      Her perfect hips taper to a slim waist with the puff of a belly straining at the skirt’s material. And her tits. Fuck! So perfect, I almost cream my jeans. The long-sleeved blouse she’s wearing is a silky dark green number that buttons up the front, the top three buttons open. The closed ones are straining across her chest, like her girls are begging to be let out to breathe.

      Her toffee-colored hair is long enough to wrap in my hand and use it as a bridle to ride her like the stud I am. In fact, between her hair, tits, and hips, I’ve already calculated 15 different ways of fucking her.

      I lick my lips and swallow the saliva that’s rapidly forming in my mouth. It’s orgy time, my dick thinks, though if she were mine, I wouldn’t share her with anyone, man or woman. I finally move my eyes off her tits to notice that she’s holding a red tray in her hands, food on top of it as she scans the tables for a place to sit.

      Bless my luck, and the Blackbeard ol’ lady and all the other fuckers crowding the food court. There are hardly any places to sit. But me, I’m at a table for four and look like I’m sitting in the middle of a crop circle. She can’t help but notice me.

      Be cool, Trigger, I tell myself as I cross my arms, willing her to look this way, keeping my mouth a flat line so I don’t look like a fuckin’ dog in heat. She sees the table first, then moves past it to my face. My heart skips a beat, maybe two when our eyes meet. My dick salutes her like she’s a five-star general.

      Don’t act like a 12-year-old, I tell it. Be cool.

      I keep my gaze on her, but my face expressionless. For some reason, I don’t want this one to know how easy I am. She’s no club bitch, no hangaround and my dick’s more excited than when 10-year-old me found the stack of porn magazines under my uncle’s bed.

      This woman, whoever the fuck she is, has it going on in every conceivable way. I hope the fuck she ain’t married, not that that would stop me, but I don’t want the complication of killin’ her husband.

      Her red painted lips tip up as she holds my eyes and takes a step towards me, then another, and another, walking past all the other fuckers who’re staring at her like fools. Her gait is slow and measured, her sexy hips swaying and her tit’s bouncing as she gets closer. She knows that eyes are following her, yet she ain’t lookin’ for validation. A chick like her – she knows exactly what she’s about.

      What turns me on the most is that she’s the only one in this whole fuckin’ food court to have the balls to approach me.

      I think I’m in love.

      I blatantly look her up and down when she gets within a couple of feet of me. Gorgeous fucking legs that’ll squeeze me in a vise, tits that are perfect round globes. I have huge mitts, but those babies, they’d fit and spill over the sides. Her lips, full and perfectly set in her Marilyn Monroe face were made for sucking cock. My cock.

      “Excuse me,” she says in a cool sultry voice, meeting my hard, dark stare with her emerald eyes.  “Would you mind if I sit with you?” She looks around the cafeteria. “It’s busy today.”

      Be cool, you fucker. My heart’s beating out of my chest and I think my fucking palms are sweaty. I have to resist rubbing them on my jeans. “Be my guest,” I say all Vin Diesel like, shoving my boot against the leg of the chair across from me and pushing it out far enough for her to slip into it.

      A flash of relief crosses her face as she sets her tray down, then pulls the chair out a little further and gracefully slides into it, adjusting her skirt as she draws herself closer to the table. “Thank you,” she says as she drops her purse on the chair beside her.

      Her sexy, posh cadence is smooth and delicious, like gravy on mashed potatoes, and my nipples point straight at her like they know she’s gonna be the future Mrs. Trigger.

      “You can sit on… with me anytime you want.” Yeah, a little corny, but I gotta start somewhere.

      She looks down at her food, a blush to her face. “I was hoping you’d say that.”

      I can’t tell if she’s playin’ my game or taking my words at face value, but I decide to back off. I don’t wanna scare the horse before she’s out of the gate. “So, guessing I wasn’t your first choice, hey?” I sound cool to my ears. Voice doesn’t squeak or sound too eager.

      She looks up and into my eyes, a small smile playing at her lips as the blush grows deeper. “My other choice was those two guys over there with the matching golf shirts.” She tilts her head to the left.

      I follow the direction. Yeah, two idiots not even aware of how stupid they look. “So you chose me for my fashion sense.” Her scent canters across the table and up my nose. She smells like the very last woman I’ll ever fuck.

      Her eyes flick over my body. “Yes. And your ink.” She gives me a saucy smile and drops her eyes to her food.

      I was right on first instinct. This girl knows what she’s about.

      I laugh softly. “Trigger.”

      “What?” She was concentrating on pulling her chopsticks from the package but stops and raises her eyes.

      “Name’s Trigger.”

      She flits her gaze to my arms then back again. “Wow, now I know why you need those biceps.”

      I snort a laugh, liking her way too fucking much. She’s all body, which makes it easy for me, but she comes with a personality too. That scares the shit out of me.

      “Road name.” I wait for the inevitable reaction – terrified or immediately flirty.

      She does neither. Instead, she picks a small white triangle out of her noodles with the chopsticks and delicately puts it into her mouth.

      My dick is like a loaf of French bread left unbagged on the counter for three days.

      “Nice to meet you Mr. Trigger. I’m Evanee. Not a road name.”

      Intriguing. “And you were knocking my name.”

      She grins. “I know.” She waggles a long painted nail at me. “My self-defence.”

      I grin and take a huge bite of my power bowl to do something with my hands other than adjust myself again. “What’s that shit you’re eating?” Her struggle to snag a long piece of noodle fascinates me.

      She finally gets a grip on the slimy bugger only to have it slip away. “It’s called Phad Thai. One of my favourites.”

      “How’re you going to get those noodles into your mouth?” I’m thinkin’ about that Lady and the Tramp show, picturing us eating the same noodle until our lips meet, which makes me wanna swallow her tongue.

      She raises the noodle up to her mouth, tries to grab it with her little pearlies, but it slips again, this time dropping on the exposed mound of her milky breast.

      Please, please, let me lick it off.

      She picks it up with her long fingernails and slips it into her mouth, then licks her lips like she knows I’m putty in her hands. “I’m a train wreck, it’s unavoidable.”

      “You’re the prettiest train wreck I’ve ever seen.” Lame, sure, but in my defense, I’m struck dumb by the goddess in front of me.

      Her laughter tinkles in the air. “And how many train wrecks have you seen?”

      I try to recover. “None as first class as you.”

      She flushes, then turns her attention back to her pad-ti shit, fishing for another noodle. I watch in reverence for about 30 seconds before she realizes I’m staring.

      She gives me quick raise of her eyebrows. “Want a bite?”

      Jesus christ. I so fucking want a bite. “Gonna feed me?” Finally, Cool Trigger is back.

      “Is there any other way?” She picks up a piece of shrimp with the chopsticks, contemplates it, then stretches across the table and points it towards my mouth.

      My eyes dip to her cleavage and I beg the straining buttons to pop, then look up into her eyes, which are holding steady on my face. But she knows. Fuck.

      She touches the shrimp against my lips and I have no choice but to snatch it up. I gulp it down fast. Normally I wouldn’t eat fucking fish if I was drowning in the shit, but for her, I might swallow a lobster, shell and all. I check her out again to make sure she’s worth sacrificing my standards, and her cleavage winks at me. Oh yeah, she fucking is.

      “Not bad,” I lie. “Your turn.” I scoop up a forkful of the power shit and aim it at her perfect mouth.

      She leans over and parts her lips. My semi turns into a raging hard on as she slowly pulls the food off the fork, her teeth makin’ me think of them tugging at my nipple rings. Then she chews, swallows, and slowly licks her lips as she touches the corner of her mouth.

      She frowns as she regards the bowl. “Forgive me for generalizing, but you don’t strike me as a quinoa and chickpea kind of guy.”

      “A what?” I look at the bowl in dismay. What the fuck have I been eatin’?

      She grins when she sees my horrified face. “I pegged you as more of a beef guy.”

      My mind blanks. “I am.” Feeble.

      She scoops up another noodle, getting it into her mouth, but some sauce splashes on her chest and blouse.

      “Dammit,” she swears as she looks down at herself in dismay.

      She rubs the sauce off her chest with her long fingers and sucks on them. Fuck me.

      “I have an important meeting.” She points to the vicinity of her chest as if my eyes haven’t been glued to it since she sat down. “And now I’ve stained my blouse.”

      Before fully thinking it through, I whip my bandana out of my back pocket, wet it with my water and lean over the table, stroking at the fabric with one hand, the other gripping the side of her open collar for tension.

      I work on the stain for about half-a-minute before I realize how badly I’m behaving. I gradually slow my strokes as I roll my eyes up towards her face. Her full lips hold a small smile as she stares at me with a satiny gaze.

      I clear my throat as I return to my side of the table, instinctively giving her tits a pat as I go. “I think that’s got it.” My eyes search her chest for any more splashes she might need help with.

      A flush creeps over her face as she stares down at her chest. Lucky fucking bitch getting to see that rack anytime she wants. “I’ve got a meeting with a banker this afternoon and I don’t want to look anything less than perfect.”

      The fucking banker better be a woman. “You couldn’t possibly look less than perfect.” The frivolous words fall out of my mouth, but this time I mean them. I’m all charm and compliments because the girls like that shit, but this one, she doesn’t need validation. She already knows she’s perfect.

      “Thank you,” she replies anyway. There’s no giggle or twirling of hair or anything like that.

      I’m about to suggest we find ourselves a janitor’s closet and test how easy it would be to roll that tight skirt over her even tighter ass, but my words dry up and suddenly I’m a pimply 14-year-old idiot trying to talk the 17-year-old neighbour girl into giving me a blowjob. I clear my throat and cross my arms over my chest.

      Our gazes lock, then the fucking moment is broken when a kid shrieks behind her. I look at the little shit, then beyond to the ol’ lady I’m supposed to be following only to find three teenage boys sittin’ at the table.

      “Fuck,” I say. I look at her with regret. “Duty calls.”

      I try not to knock the table over as I stand while at the same time conceal my fucking hard dick. She can’t miss it because her head is exactly waist high, and her face is planted a foot from it. Her eyes twinkle as she looks up.

      “See you around, beautiful.” I grin, then take off.

      I’ve lost the Blackbeard ol’ lady and when I get back to the food court, Evanee’s gone.

      I don’t give a shit about Hangman’s wrath as I walk the mall lookin’ for my future bride. She’s in the wind, but it don’t matter. I’m gonna track that woman down and marry her.
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      Nothing goes according to plan, which for me is as foreign as Elon Musk being humble. It wasn’t the lunch because I’m used to being stripped down by male eyes. Men think of sex eight times a day on average, but when I walk into a room, I think they fulfill that quota in half the time.

      It’s not ego talking, it’s experience. I don’t pretend to be anyone that I’m not. I’ve been groped and kissed without permission, been eye-balled by twelve-year-olds, propositioned, begged, offered money, a job as a mistress and an exotic dancer. I’ve even had a plastic surgeon ask if I would pose for an ‘after’ picture, but that seemed deceitful, since I don’t have breast implants.

      My mother tells me to dress down, stop wearing makeup, learn to walk like a man. I’ve never complained about the attention, but she doesn’t like it. She’s my mom, after all. She doesn’t want her daughter sexualized to the degree I am.

      But that’s not who I am and frankly, why should I be? I like dressing up in designer clothes, four-inch stilettos and hip-hugging skirts. I like the way men look at me, but I’m not a bitch. I play by the girl-rules. I don’t mess around with boyfriends or husbands, don’t flirt with assholes, and I treat women with respect, but I’m not a pushover. I’m friendly, open, and inviting to other women unless they’re rude, aggressive or try to move in on another woman’s man.

      And I like sex, but I don’t overindulge. I’ve been accused of having a sex addition, but that’s the looks, not the reality. I have a sexual past – what woman my age hasn’t? But I’m also selective and not the shy retiring type. I know what I like, and I’m not afraid to ask for it.

      Some men get it, some men don’t.

      It's why my relationship with my ex, Erik, lasted as long as it did. Most of the day, we hated each other, but he was good in bed. Not great. I’d give him seven on a ten-point scale. But the biker I met at lunch? I get all sorts of shivers when I think of him. I’m glad he left when he did. I’m glad we didn’t exchange information. Okay, not glad, but from a practical point of view, relieved because he’d lead me astray and I don’t need distractions in my life. Not right now anyway.

      The problem is that my mind is on him and not on the meeting I so carefully dressed for. As a rule, I don’t use my looks as a weapon, but I’m not a paragon. Sometimes a girl has to do what a girl has to do.

      The banker brings me back from my fantasy of hot sex with the even hotter biker with his disappointing words.

      “I’m sorry,” Barry Franklin says as I sit in a chair in front of his massive desk. I wonder if he’s compensating for something as I cross my legs and straighten my back to show my chest to its full advantage. “You have no collateral.” He glances at my breasts. “The business is speculative and until it can show viability, the bank cannot lend you the money.”

      Barry is a tall, handsome, sexy man if a little too lean for my tastes. He’s also charming and comes across as sincere. Not all villains are disgusting ugly unwashed men, but I’ve learned to recognize a snake in disguise and the rattler behind the desk thinks he has the upper hand.

      Maybe he does. “Mr. Franklin,” I say with a good measure of supplication. “How am I supposed to show viability when I don’t have the funds to open the doors?” I shift slightly so he can get a side view.

      He clears his throat. “I know you think that because I’m a friend of your family’s you should get special consideration, but it would be unfair to other clients if I showed favouritism.” He tilts his head as his eyes take a Sunday stroll over me. “Why are you asking for a loan anyway? You’re Lyle’s little darling. He’d give you anything you asked for.”

      First of all, I don’t think anything of the kind. True, I came to him because he’s a friend of my father’s, but I expected him to fall for my charms not my connections.

      Second, yes, Lyle Whittaker, my father would give me anything I asked for, but there’s not a snowball’s chance in hell that I want him involved in my business venture. He’s exacting, controlling and expects the world to revolve around him.

      “He’s using his influence here.” It’s a statement not a question, and my words are so icy they could freeze penguins.

      “My clients do not influence my decisions,” Barry lies. “But really, Evanee, your dad’s not asking for much. Set up in Reno instead of Sagebrush. And let him invest. From a monetary viewpoint, it makes sense.”

      My rich daddy wants to partner with me, which means he’ll take over. I won’t have a friendly business where I can grow a loyal client-base, not with my throat-cutting father at the helm. I’d get crushed in Reno. Dad rubs elbows with all the important people, and I wouldn’t be able to go to the bathroom without someone reporting back to him.

      I stare at Barry until he drops his eyes, then with as much dignity as I can muster, I rise from the chair. “Had you approved the loan, I would have been very grateful.”

      I don’t exchange sex for favours, and I think he knows me well enough to know I’m bluffing. Still his face falls at what might have been.

      “Evanee,” he stands as well. “This is for your own good. You’re setting yourself up for failure.”

      He might be right, but I won’t know if I don’t try. “Good day, Mr. Franklin,” I say sweetly. Inside I’m raging, but if he sees how upset I am, he’ll report back to my father, and that will give dad more ammunition than he already has.

      I stroll around the mall to cool my anger. After I’ve indulged in some retail therapy I can’t afford, I settle my bags in the trunk of my sweet little Beamer, then slide into the leather bucket seat. My car was a gift from my parents when I graduated high school, but I’m 26 years old now and my little darling is starting to feel its age. Last month, I had to replace the ignition and that gouged a big chunk of my savings. “Stay healthy,” I say as I start it up. “You and me against the world, girl. You and me.”

      The Beamer understands and like Thelma and Louise, we hit the road. Reno is suffocating me, and Sagebrush already feels like home. Thirty minutes, later I pull up to the building that is going to be my future veterinary clinic, Sweet Tidings Animal Hospital. Aside from my father’s meddling, there’s another reason for hanging my shingle in this town. It’s more affordable and less competitive. There’s only one other vet clinic in town and despite the owner being the ex-boyfriend, this place is big enough for the two of us. If it isn’t, we’ll have a show-down and I don’t like to brag, but I’m a pretty fast draw.

      I slide my way out of the Beamer, grab the shopping bags, one of which holds my sweet new Valentino Garavani Tan patent leather pumps that I got for the bargain price of $595.00, and stroll inside the little vet shop that already feels like home. There’s still work to do, but it’s starting to look like a warm inviting place where pets and their people will feel welcome.

      My three-legged cat, Kona, who’s been lying on the reception counter, stands and stretches like the diva she is and my two dogs, Blackie, a white poodle with a missing ear, and Cujo, the sweetest Rotti I’ve ever encountered, greet me like I’ve been gone six weeks instead of six hours. They’re all rescues which explains the weird names, but dogs and cats don’t like change and abused ones need as much familiarity and love as they can get.

      I open one of my bags and hand a ball to Blackie and a stuffie to Cujo. They jump around like it’s Christmas, express their gratitude with their eyes, then run off with their new treasures.

      Kona jumps off the counter and lopes over to me, slapping at the bag.

      “Don’t worry, I didn’t forget you.” I pull out a small mouse with a bell on it and toss it to her. She forgets to thank me as she pounces.

      “There you are.” Wendy Unser bustles from the back and startles me.

      “Geez, Wendy. You walk like a cat.” My new receptionist is a 71-year-old woman who is willing to work for minimum wage. She’s a little forgetful, swears without reserve, is trying to stop smoking, and wears blouses so bright, dogs are grateful they’re colourblind. A former topless dancer at a nightclub in Reno, she also owns 5 per-cent of my business, which emptied her savings. If I didn’t need eight full hours of beauty rest at night, the fact that she’s invested every penny she has into the business would keep me up at nights.

      She shuffles by me and slips behind the dusty reception counter. “How’d it go with the bank?”

      I don’t scowl, but I’m feeling it down to my toes. “Exactly as I thought it would. Barry Franklin is an asshole.”

      The springs of the second-hand office chair protest as she drops into it and swipes at the dust with her arm. “You knew that going in.”

      I nod glumly. “I was still hopeful I’d change his mind.”

      Her eyes sweep me, settling on my cleavage. She jerks her chin towards it. “Well, if that won’t move him, nothing will.”

      There are several chairs in the reception room, but they’re as dusty as the counter, so instead of sitting, I step out of my pumps to give my feet much needed relief. “I know.” I pick up the shoes and if they had been my running shoes, I would have hurled them against the wall, but these are Manolo Blahnik and like me, need pampering.

      “I have some good news, though,” she tells me. “Well, two bits.”

      I perk up. “Lullaby?”

      “Yes. I talked my nephew into putting up the fence in the back. He and three friends say they can have it done over the weekend. They’ll do it for two flats of beer.”

      Happiness ripples through me as I think of my dwindling funds. “That is good news. We can bring our darling here.”

      “Until the authorities come snooping.”

      I try to justify my choices. “The fence will be high. There aren’t any buildings tall enough here for anyone to see and she’s small. We’ll clean up after her everyday and even if it smells, this is a vet clinic so no one will be too suspicious.”

      Wendy seems to agree with me because she nods. “Troy will be glad enough to get rid of her.”

      Troy is one of Wendy’s ex-boyfriends, still a hanger-on when Wendy wants sex. She’s never been married, and shudders at the thought. At present, we’re using Troy’s backyard, but Lullaby keeps drinking out of his pool. “And peeing in it,” he insists, but I’m doubtful. Lullaby’s a girl.

      “We’ll have to sneak her in after dark,” I tell Wendy. “Walk her over, I guess, because she’s too skittish to be ridden by anyone who isn’t an experienced rider.”

      Wendy heaves a sigh. “You could’ve taken equestrian lessons instead of elocution. It would’ve been more practical.”

      She’s right, but at the time, I didn’t have the foresight to consider that. Perhaps it was because I was fifteen. “We don’t have a saddle for her anyway.”

      “Too true.”

      “And the other good news?”

      Wendy grins as she places her forearms on the counter and clasps her hands. “Well, while you were out trying to achieve the impossible, I had a meeting of my own.”

      I can’t decide whether to feel hopeful or apprehensive. Wendy is resourceful, but she’s also a wheedler. “And who would you be meeting with?”

      “The owner of Broughton Veterinary Services.”

      I groan, forget the dust on the reception room chairs, and sit down in despair. “Please tell me you’re joking.”

      She’s still smiling, though her lips are firmer. “I don’t joke. You’ll never get the doors open if you wait until you have the financing in place. You have to face the fact that you can’t set up the surgery and until that happens, we need an alternate solution or we’ll continue to sit on our asses and moulder.”

      She’s right, but Dr. Erik Broughton? He’s the enemy and it isn’t only because he’s the competition. He’s also the ex-boyfriend. Worse than that, the relationship ended because of a dead rabbit. I still maintain he was at fault, but he claims it was my neglect. There’s no reconciling such divisive perspectives and never will be. Wendy knows the history.

      “What…?” I choke. “Why…?” I’m not prone to sputtering but I can’t force words past the little bit of vomit in my mouth.

      “I asked him if he would do our surgeries until we could set one up.”

      Bloody hell! “You didn’t tell him we were strapped for money!”

      Wendy scowls. “I have a little more intelligence than that.” She reaches for the phantom package of cigarettes she keeps under the counter, then glares at the empty spot. “I asked. He said, Yes.”

      “And the string attached?” I say dryly. “I’m not going to blow him if that was the deal.”

      Wendy grins. “The string attached was that we quote his surgery costs. He won’t cut a deal because you’re a bleeding heart that lacks understanding of after-surgery care. His words.”

      I suck in my breath. That bastard. “Right there is the problem, Wendy. He’s a horrible surgeon. He couldn’t even remove a rabbit’s ovaries without fucking it up.” Yep, I’m that mad.

      “Well, the deal’s done.” She stops when she sees my anger. “With your approval of course.” She stops again, reaches for the phantom cigarettes, her eyes glued to the empty spot. “I kind of implied you already had.”

      I stand as I heave a breath. She’s right about everything. “I guess if we don’t need to set up a surgery right away, then we can have the doors open in three weeks. But it’s just you and me, Wendy. I can’t afford a vet’s assistant.”

      “I know, hun. It’ll be slow going at first anyway, but the good news is that Dr. Broughton is an arrogant asshole and there will be a ton of his clients who will want to at least check you out.” She glances at my chest again.

      “We need an examining table.”

      “No problem, I know a butcher who owes me a favour.”

      I don’t ask. With Wendy, I’m learning not to.
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      We’re in church, Hangman’s on a rampage and a month later, I’m still thinking about the luscious woman I met at the food court. I don’t realize Hangman has asked me a question until Rocky swipes at me. “Get your head out of your ass,” he hisses.

      I look up. All eyes are on me. “Uh… yeah.”

      There’s some general laughter. “Yeah what, you fucker?” Hangman says in his usual gritty voice.

      “Yeah, I got it under control?” I venture. I glance across the table at Reaper, who shrugs.

      “The genital warts?” Fucking Hash says and everyone roars. Well, everyone but me and Hangman.

      “I asked you if Lacy passed her sick onto any of the johns.”

      He’s talking about the club’s brothel, Dick’s Picks. One of our girls, Lacy, has been out a week with a bug, but she was smart enough not to come in as soon as she felt the sniffles. I turn red. “I meant no.”

      Joker, our VP takes over. “Where’s your fucking head at, Trig? You been like this for a month. Distracted, moody. Hash might be right about the genital warts. You’re not fucking the passarounds, which makes them bitchier than usual.”

      I groan. He’s right. Since I met Evanee, I’ve lost my sex drive for any other woman. Not even the thought of two together, me watching as they go down on each other, gets my post panting. It’s a huge problem, not my dick because yeah, it’s huge, but it’s never been so delinquent. The problem is, I’ve looked everywhere and can’t find the woman of my lust. Not one single sighting. No one’s even heard of her. I might have to reconcile to being a monk for the rest of my life. Both my dick and I shudder at the thought.

      Apparently, I’ve lost the train of conversation again as I’m jerked out of my chair by Hangman. He’s fisting my cut as he slams me against a wall, his snarling face inches from mine.

      Red scrambles out of the way.

      “You fuckin’ get your head in the game or I’m gonna turn you into turnip mash! You got a problem, say what it is. You don’t wanna fuckin’ talk about it, then don’t bring it to the table.” My backbone ripples with pain as he gives me another slam, then abruptly releases me.

      “Fuck.” I don’t like being manhandled, even by the prez, but he’s justified this time. No excuse for bein’ distracted in church. “Sorry,” I mumble. “Can’t talk about it.” Meaning I won’t, because I don’t need the razzin’ I’ll get if the guys find out what’s got me moping.

      Hangman bulldozes his way back to his chair and it groans under his weight as he slams into it. That’s how he is – frenetic energy that never seems to wane. It would be hard to tell that he was pissed except for the part where he tried to break my spine.

      “I asked you a fucking question! How’s the girl?” he snarls. He says it like he doesn’t give a shit about Lacy, but he does. Underneath his gruffness he has a soft spot for women.

      Red grunts as he rights his chair and I give him a look of apology. The big fucker offers me a shit-eatin’ no-problem-I-got-your-back grin.

      I straighten my cut, pick up my own chair and straddle it as my mind flits from Lacy to Evanee. They have the same mink brown hair, but that’s where the similarities end. Evanee has long, fuckin’ legs and second-helping tits. And she’s gorgeous to boot. I don’t get how she’s still single. Wait a sec. She never said she was single, did she? My dick withers in despair.

      “Answer, you motherfucker!” Hangman shouts, slamming his hand on the table hard enough to make it rattle.

      “Lacy’s good,” I say quickly. “She thinks she’s ready to come back, but I told her to take another week. Don’t need Typhoid Mary spreading her toxic love to the customers or other girls.”

      “And Amara doesn’t mind?”

      “Since when do I give a fuck about Amara?” I posture. “She might be the fucking madam, but I’m still in charge.”

      It’s not true. Amara is the only thing that keeps Dick’s Picks in the black, but apparently, it’s the right response, because Prez abruptly changes subjects. “Me and Joker had a convo with Trident. He’s sendin’ some of his boys up here to bolster our numbers.”

      Trident is the president of the Jury’s Vegas chapter and a mean fucker wrapped up in cupcake foil. He’s this mellow, even-tempered guy, even when he’s pissed, but that don’t mean he won’t single-handedly beat you to death. He’ll be smiling doin’ it, but still.

      “Who’s coming?” Coyote asks. Coyote will have to do a security reassessment to accommodate the new guys.

      “And where will they be staying?” Rocky adds.

      Hangman addresses Rocky’s question first. “They’ll be staying with you, fucker. You and Jess have a big enough bed.”

      Rocky’s face turns red. “Fuck that! Those guys aren’t getting’ anywhere near Jess.” Rocky’s smart, so it makes no sense he’s reacting to Hangman’s half-assed attempt at humour. I guess girlfriends really do make you stupider.

      Reaper echoes my thought out loud as he rolls his eyes. “You’re an idiot.”

      “Piss off, cocksucker,” Rocky replies with a middle-finger salute.

      “Clearly someone didn’t get fucked this morning,” Jawbone comments, drawing laughter. He’s a pain in the ass, but he has some good one-liners.

      Coyote interjects like the entitled asshole he is. “Who gives a fuck where they’re staying.” It’s funny to hear the shit that comes out of Coyote’s mouth these days. He used to be this posh bugger, but since his girl almost died and his sisters got kidnapped, his golden crown is tarnished. He’s still not up to my bad-ass standards, but less easy to fuck with than he used to be.

      “There’s no fuckin’ room here,” Hash jumps in with his usual abrasive tone. “We’re full up since Peyton moved in.” Peyton, the fucked up ex-Blackbeard chick, was instrumental in saving Coyote’s sisters. Hash’s the biggest asshole the Jury’s got, so everyone was suspicious when he took her under his wing. He’s lookin’ after her, but keeping his dick zipped up. I’m still waiting for his ulterior motive, but so far, nothing.

      “When’s she movin’ out?” King asks gruffly. “We’re not a fuckin’ shelter for Blackbeard ex-whores.”

      Hash bares his teeth. “When I fuckin’ say, you asshole. You gotta a problem with that, I’ll meet you outside.”

      Joker intervenes in the school-yard fight. “Forget about Peyton. She’s not on the fuckin’ agenda.” He looks down at his notebook. “Brothers from Vegas are Mothman, Viking, Rider, and Stark.

      I whistle. Mothman is Vegas royalty. His father is president, and his brother is the veep. It’s a family affair, and the trifecta rule with an iron fist. “We get the evil princess, hey?”

      Blood snorts. “Too fuckin’ ugly to be a princess.”

      “Who’s Stark?” Red asks.

      “Mothman’s prospect.”

      Fender sighs like he’s carrying the weight of the world on his shoulders. “That’s just what we need. Another fuckin’ Crank.”

      “Fuck off,” Hash warns. Hash is sponsoring Crank, who’s so wet behind the ears, there’s mould growing, but the kid’s an inker with more talent than Picasso. Better even than Hash, whose talent far exceeds his brain. Hash runs Sailor Jerry’s, our ink shop.

      Eight snorts from his corner. He never sits, hardly ever talks, but he’s deadly with his fists and any other weapon of choice. “He ain’t no Crank. Ex-Navy Seal with a take-no-prisoners rep. Scary motherfucker.”

      “How do ya know him?” Red asks.

      Eight answers with a none-of-your-fucking-business glare.

      “You’ll get along with Viking.” Hangman smirks at Eight. “He don’t got much to say either.”

      Fender chirps like a cricket, which gets us laughing.

      “They’ll be here tomorrow or next,” Joker says, trying to bring the meeting under control. “They’ll be takin’ rooms at the Shawshank.” Shawshank’s motel, which also rents rooms by the hour, is conveniently located near our brothel. Not one of our properties, but a good appendage to have and the guy who runs it don’t mind the business.

      “Move on,” Hangman orders. “We got a lot of bullshit to get through.”

      Joker doesn’t acknowledge Hangman and I wonder if they’re on the outs. Joker’s the only one that Hangman treats with real respect. If the prez has a friend in our club, it’s definitely the veep. Doesn’t matter if Joker’s pissed at Prez though – he won’t let that interfere with doing his job. “How’s the progress on the renos?” he asks Fender.

      Coyote looks pained while the rest of us smirk. His fine for fucking up was a big one. Five-hundred K for killing Vortex, a Blackbeard, is funding the new shine we’re puttin’ on the clubhouse.

      Fender grins. “Comin along fine. Got the plans drawn up and I’ll go over them with you and Hangman later today.”

      Hangman’s attention shifts. “Blackbeards are gonna come knockin’ on our doors so watch your backs. Keep your families safe. Doubt they’ll target kids or women but can’t trust they won’t after they grabbed Coyote’s sisters and knocked-off his parents.” Not a hint of sympathy in his cold dead heart over Coyote’s loss.

      “Jesus, Hangman,” Red says under his breath. Despite being sponsored by the prez, Red hasn’t been a member of the club long enough to know that Prez is an unflinching bastard.

      Hangman ignores him. “Crip’ll paint his club as the victim because we left a trail of bodies getting the girls back. Need to retaliate before they do.” He glances at Coyote. “How’s the thief? Still worth startin’ a war over?”

      Coyote narrows his eyes at Hangman’s bullshit. “Bryce is fine. Sends her love.”

      This gets a laugh since Coyote’s new fuck-toy is almost as talkative as Eight. “Good,” Hangman says. “Bring her around. Time to vest her.”

      “In due time,” Coyote murmurs.

      Hangman would normally challenge something like that but for some reason breezes by it. “Gonna put word on the street that we got hard evidence on the feebs that have been harassing us.” He turns his attention back to Coyote. “Got anything on the two fucks, yet?” The feebs are two federal agents who’ve gone rogue. They killed Jess’s brother and Hangman thinks they have a snitch inside the club.

      “Gettin’ on it today.”

      “Make it a priority,” Joker orders. “We need to find those fuckers fast, before they do any more damage.”

      “What else?” Hangman asks, lookin’ around the room.

      “Got a new business on Front Street. Vet clinic.” Reaper says. Reaper and Eight are in charge of our protection racket. Most of our ‘customers’ are in Reno, the one’s that pay the premium rate, but we don’t like to neglect the good citizens of Sagebrush. The businesses here get a discounted deal.

      “Been there yet?” Hangman asks, his interest sharpened.

      “Nah. Doors aren’t opened yet. Woman vet, apparently. Figure it’s an opportunity to send in the rookies.” The rookies are the two prospects, Zero and Crank.

      Hangman nods. “Good thought. They should be able to handle a broad. Talk to them, make sure they have the process down, then give it a go.”

      “On it,” Reaper grunts.

      “I’m gettin’ tired of talkin,” Hangman says to Joker. “Anything else?”

      Joker shakes his head. “I’m fuckin’ tired of talkin’ too. We’re done here.” Yep, definitely tension between the prez and VP.

      Hangman ignores him, directing his attention to me. “Since you ain’t keeping Raven company, track her down and send her to my office. My dick needs some relief.”

      He gets up and storms out like he’s pissed with the world.

      The rest of us follow him out. Rocky and Red are tryin’ to get my attention, but I’m distracted by thoughts of Evanee again. I take a couple of steps towards the front door as I pull out my pack of smokes, but Coyote blocks me. “Want me to find her?”

      “Who the fuck are you talking about?” But I keep my voice low and look around to make sure no one’s listening.

      “Whoever has your panties tied up so tight you can’t drop them for Raven.” Raven’s my favourite passaround. Didn’t figure she had a temper, but she’s so pissed I’m actually a little afraid of her.

      “Ain’t a woman.”

      Coyote smirks. “Can’t think of what else it might be.” He used to be a monk, but now that the smug bastard’s emptying his balls on a daily basis, there’s no living with him.

      “How the fuck did you reach that conclusion?” I should tell him to fuck off and walk away, but a little voice inside me, probably my dick, thinks maybe he can help.

      “Only thing I can think of that would get you swearing off the passarounds.”

      “Later,” I mutter as I catch Reaper headin’ over, his attention on Coyote.

      When I approach Raven, her eyes light up, then dim when I tell her Hangman’s lookin’ for her. Trouble with passarounds is they get attached, start thinkin’ things that ain’t ever gonna happen. She and me were never gonna be a thing and I never told her otherwise. She’s a good girl, but not for me. Until Evanee, I didn’t think anyone was for me.

      I get hard when I conjure her. Time for a shower.
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      It’s another retail therapy day and I’m shelving my new purchases (bandages, surgical gloves, and a new pair of Amina Muaddi slingback pumps) in the storeroom. Well actually, I’m shelving the vet supplies and admiring the shoes in the mirror. My feet and legs were made for heels, I decide.

      My Zen zone is interrupted by a commotion at the front door. I freeze as my heart thinks about stopping. I left the door unlocked and while I’m not normally the nervous type, I’m not always popular with the humans who used to belong to my sweet, rescued animals. Only some of my sweethearts come from the rescue society.

      Other times, when urgency’s required, I’m forced to eliminate the middle-man and escort the darlings from their current hell with the help of my duffel bag. It’s stocked with bolt cutters, a screwdriver, a hammer, gloves, leashes, animal treats, a loaded Smith & Wesson .38, and running shoes.

      A loud unhappy ‘woof’ followed by an offended ‘meow’ gets me moving to the front.

      I jog out in my new heels, which I have to admit look pretty good with my Devi tuck shorts and white sheath top, only to come skidding to a stop at the scene in front of me.

      There are twins for starters – tall, blond, and beautiful – young though, and not quite grown into their potential. They’re like bodyguards flanking the woman standing between them. She’s a small, perfectly formed porcelain doll and while the twin girls practically beam at me, the woman eyes me with open curiosity and a marble countenance. All of that is irrelevant because a gorgeous Neapolitan Mastiff is leading their party. Its joyful bark sends a cupid’s arrow straight into my heart and I risk getting drooled on as I crouch down and greet it like a long lost dearly-loved relative. “You are the most beautiful animal I’ve ever seen!”

      In a dry, slightly mocking voice, the little one interjects. “Great. A blind vet.”

      Apparently Cujo thinks so too as he peeks around the corner of the reception desk and gives a tentative high-pitched yip. Poor guy’s a dalmatian in a Rotti body.

      The twins giggle and I wonder how they can resist patting their little friend’s head – I mean the woman, not the mastiff. “His name is Freud,” one of them says.

      “Freud,” the other echoes.

      I stand, pleased at how long I’m able to squat as I get a visceral vision of naked me with my new heels on, crouching in front of Trigger, our eyes locking, his hands pulling my hair as he forces me to swallow his cock. I clear my throat. “I’m Evanee.”

      “I’m Maddy,” one of the twins says. “And this is Emma.” She gestures to her sister, who repeats, “Emma.”

      Since they’re not wearing matching sailor suits, knowing their names makes it easier. In fact, Maddy is wearing an Etro short sleeve romper that probably cost $3000 dollars, and the other, Emma, has on the sweetest Charo Ruiz pink mini dress, which beautifully complements her colouring. I have the sense that these two are kindred spirits.

      The little one not so much as she says, “Is the real vet in?”

      I frown at her. She’s kind of cute, but her vibe is remote, like she’s there but not there. “I’m the real vet,” I reply, trying to keep the annoyance from my voice. “Dr. Evanee Whittaker.”

      “Oh,” the woman replies with a ghost of smile that says, I’m fucking with you. Then she adds, “The vets I’ve encountered in past are old and ugly.”

      My animosity vaporizes.

      The twins giggle. “I can’t believe you of all people are generalizing, Bryce,” one of them says.

      “Yeah,” her clone agrees. “It’s like saying all thieves are male and smarmy.” Even their voices sound alike.

      Bryce takes exception to the statement. “I’ve never met a smarmy thief.” She thinks for a moment. “But you’re right. Not all thieves are as talented as me.”

      I’m intrigued by the possibilities. “Please tell me you really are a thief.” I’ve never met a thief before and hold on to my excitement that she’s more than just a shoplifter.

      “Oh, she’s real, alright. She steals jewels,” Maddy says like she’s taking credit for everything the thief knows.

      “And money,” her sister adds in the proud tone.

      “And collectables.”

      Emma turns Maddy. “Didn’t Jess say she stole a puzzle box?”

      “I’m right here, girls,” Bryce says, then looks at me. “And I’ll deny everything the under-age, over-giggly, monozygotic peaches have just told you. Besides,” she adds. “I have retired.”

      “Bryce is our brother’s girlfriend,” Emma says as she shares a shy intimate look with Maddy. Then the twins turn from bubbly to pensive, their smiles falling, their faces reddening, their blue eyes dulling.

      Miss Marble inexplicably takes their hands and squeezes. “You’re okay, girls. You’ve got me and Coyote.”

      Coyote? How intriguing, but whatever’s going on is a private moment so I slide behind the reception counter and fuss with three vintage troll dolls Wendy keeps on the desk for luck.

      The moment passes as Freud, picking up on the sudden tension, gives a terse bark.

      Cujo’s answering bark of solidarity yips out from the back.

      I put my vet hat back on as I glance at the Mastiff. “Is he ill?”

      “No,” Bryce replies. “The other vet is an idiot, so we came to check you out.”

      I laugh at Bryce’s forthrightness and then harder as the girls join in.

      “He is, isn’t he?” I say as I return to the group.

      Freud nudges up to me and I run a hand down his back. “I’m sorry, sweet baby, but I’m not quite open for check-ups yet.”

      “The door was unlocked,” Bryce states the obvious like she’s personally insulted I’m not open.

      The twins prowl the office, peeking behind the counter, looking down the hall to the closed doors. Emma is talking to Singalong, my most recent acquisition. The budgie effectively shuns the girl by turning his back and mooning her. Literally. She’s lost all her tail feathers from the stress of her former life, but there’s some peach fuzz now that she’s in a calmer and more welcoming environment.

      Maddy is heading to my shoe stockroom, and I slide in front of her and herd her back to the reception area. “Yes, the door was unlocked,” I tell them. “I just got back from getting some supplies and had my hands full so I couldn’t lock it behind me.” I smile affectionately at my new shoes, which smile back at me. “I got slightly distracted.”

      “Why aren’t you open?” Emma asks as she picks up Kona, the three-legged cat and kisses its nose. Kona hisses and attempts to swipe at her with its missing paw.

      “Yeah,” Maddy adds as she sticks a finger in Singalong’s cage and gets nipped for her efforts. “You’ve been setting up for weeks.”

      Their Mastiff loves them, I’ve no doubt, but they aren’t charming any of the other animals. Inexplicably, Bryce is being crowded by Blackie, and she’s examining his missing ear with her fingers.

      I’m starting to feel stalked by these women
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