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Jason's boots thunked across the floor, heavy with anger. Annie's stomach clenched. 

Leigh, her older sister, sat stiffly on the couch beside her, hands folded tightly in her lap, eyes fixed on the television though she wasn't watching.

Jason's ruddy cheeks let her know that he had already started drinking. Her gaze dropped to the badge clipped to his shirt. Leigh had told her how he liked to stop at another policeman's house and relax before coming home.

His gaze swept the room, sharp and mean, until it landed on Leigh. "Dinner cold again?"

His voice was low, dangerous. The hair on Annie's arms prickled, warning her of his mood. They'd had dinner three hours ago.

Leigh rose quickly. "I'll heat it—"

The back of his hand cracked across her sister's face before she could finish. She stumbled, catching herself against the wall, her breath sharp and shallow. Annie shot to her feet, fury burning through her veins.

"Stop it!" she cried.

Jason turned, his lip curling. "What did you say?"

Annie's fists clenched, her body shaking. She wanted to lunge at him, to claw at his face, to make him feel even a fraction of the pain he had caused her sister. But Leigh's hand shot out, gripping Annie's wrist hard.

"Don't," Leigh whispered, her eyes wide, pleading.

Jason sneered, satisfied, and stalked toward the kitchen. The sound of cabinets slamming followed. Each crash was a reminder of his growing rage.

Annie's chest heaved, her throat tight. "I can't stand here and let him hurt you," she hissed, tears burning her eyes.

Leigh shook her head, her voice low and steady despite the bruise already forming on her cheek. "If you fight him, he'll kill you. He'll kill us both. Please... don't."

Annie's heart broke at the words. She wanted to scream, to run, to drag her sister out of the house at that very moment. But she saw the truth in Leigh's eyes. Her sister had survived by planning, by waiting, by enduring.

Later that night, Annie lay awake listening to the creak of the floorboards, the slam of doors, the turn of the lock, and the muffled sobs Leigh tried to hide. Guilt gnawed at her. She should have intervened in her sister's life sooner, when Jason kept her from her family. Instead, she had let Leigh carry her burden alone while Annie took care of their mom after her stroke.

And now, it was too late.

Every night was spent in fear.
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The thunder of engines had always been the one sensation Hunter trusted. Even with his hearing shot—deaf in both ears—the thrum of motorcycles vibrated his bones. The steady rumble of pistons firing was like a heartbeat, a language he understood better than most words.

But tonight, he chose quiet. 

He sat astride his bike at the edge of the highway, the neon glow of a closed gas station flickering behind him. The rest of the club had gone back to the compound hours ago after escorting the semi full of chopped car parts to the edge of the city limits of Vancouver, Washington, but Hunter stayed behind, liking the solitude. He didn't need the constant frustration of trying to figure out what everyone was bullshitting about or the endless movements of trying to read the conversation that went on around him. Every twitch, jaw rub, body shift, and darting eyes exhausted him.

He could remember a time when all he needed to do was listen, and he could hear the world around him. Life was easier. Simple.

He tugged his leather vest tighter against the chill and scanned the road. The night air carried a faint scent from the Camas paper mill to the east. His gaze tracked headlights in the distance as the car weaved down the two-lane stretch. Hunter's instincts sharpened. Something was wrong.

The headlights swerved. Hard.

In the beam, a figure darted into the road, arms pumping, hair flying loose in the wind. A woman.

Hunter's pulse kicked in.

The car tracked her instead of going out of its way to avoid her. This wasn't a near miss. The car was chasing her.

He didn't think. He started the motorcycle, gunned the throttle, and rode forward into danger. Gravel spat from his tires as he let the side of the road and hit the asphalt. The woman stumbled, nearly falling, but Hunter leaned low, one arm reaching out. She looked up at him, eyes wide, lips parted in a scream. He caught her wrist, swung her up behind him, and felt her body slam against his back.

The car swerved again, trying to cut them off. Hunter twisted the throttle harder, the Harley screaming as it ate up the road. Wind tore at his face, but he kept the bike steady, muscles locked, every nerve on fire.

The woman clung to him, her fingers digging into his stomach. He could feel her trembling, the frantic rhythm of her breath as her body moved against his back, unable to get her feet on the pegs.

Hunter didn't look in his side mirror. He knew the car was still chasing them.

He cut down a side road, then another, weaving through the dark until the headlights finally faded. Only then did he ease off the throttle, guiding the bike toward the clubhouse on the outskirts of town.

The compound loomed ahead, a fortress surrounded by a six-foot fence, the club's colors painted boldly on the gates as a warning to others. This was Royalla territory. 

The woman would be protected here until he figured out what was happening and who was after her.

Rocco rolled the gate open. Hunter rode inside, going to the back of the compound, and parked. He killed the engine and felt the silence crash down on him when the vibrations stopped. The woman slid off the bike, legs unsteady, eyes darting like a cornered animal.

Hunter swung his leg over and stood, towering over her. He cocked his head, taking her all in.

She was five feet six inches, barely reaching his chest. Slim and hidden in an oversized sweatshirt. Her dark hair was a tangled mess, half covering her face. Dirt streaked her cheeks. Her wild, blue eyes looked terrified. Her lips moved frantically, but he only caught fragments. "Please... help... can't..."

He raised a hand and patted the air, signaling for her to slow down. Her mouth snapped shut, chest heaving.

Hunter pointed to his ear, then shook his head. He watched her eyes widen as she understood.

" I-I'm sorry," she said, slower this time, shaping each word clearly. "You can't hear me?"

He gave a single nod and touched his lips. "I can read."

"My lips?" Her throat worked as she tried to catch her breath. "Can you help me?" 

He looked around the compound. Rocco was still at the gate. He couldn't pull him away.

Vein stood in the open bay of the garage, watching them. Hunter lifted his hand, whistled, and motioned for his MC brother to come to him.

The woman stepped into his view and said, "My name is Annie. Please...I...sister."

She talked too fast. Hunter's gaze flicked over her again. Her jeans were torn, and her hands were bloody. Someone had hurt her. There was fear in every movement of her body.

Vein arrived. Hunter pointed at the woman. "Listen."

It would take too much time for her to repeat everything two or three times until he understood what she was saying. It would be easier if she could tell Vein why she was running away from the person in the car. He was used to the Royalla members' mannerisms and speech habits. It would be faster for Vein to tell him what was going on.

The woman's mouth closed, and she stepped back. He shook his head, signaling her to stay.

Annie moved to the other side of him, far away from Vein. Not knowing what to do, he lifted his chin and motioned for his MC brother to leave. It was clear she wasn't comfortable around Vein, whose whole face was covered in tattoos, most of them done by Hunter, and numerous piercings all over him.

"You handling her?" asked Vein.

He nodded and waited until Vein left them alone. Maybe she'd talk to someone in the clubhouse who didn't scare her.

He pointed toward the clubhouse door. There were others nearby, so he could find someone she was comfortable talking to.

She hesitated, then followed him. Her steps quickened to keep up with his longer strides. Inside, the air smelled of leather, smoke, and spilled whiskey. The main room was empty, but Kodiak was probably in the office. The president tended to stay around until close to midnight, then he retired to the room he shared with his ol' lady, Roma.

Annie grabbed the sleeve of his leather jacket. He stopped and motioned toward the couch. If she wanted to talk to him, he'd need her to stay close.

She sat, clutching her arms around her middle.

For a long moment, he stood beside the couch. He wanted to give her time to collect herself, but she kept shaking. Her chin trembled, and her teeth snapped together to hold herself together.

He sat beside her, recognizing trouble when he saw it. She was in danger, and as much as he wanted to stay out of her business, he wasn't going to send a young woman—and she was young— off into the night without seeing how he could help her.

Her lips moved again. "Thank you."

Hunter inclined his head, the closest he came to saying you're welcome.

She looked down at her hands, twisting them together, before meeting his gaze. "I must leave. I must go back."

He slowly, deliberately, shook his head.

"Oh, God." Her breath hitched. "You don't understand."

Hunter rubbed his whiskered jaw. His gaze lowered to the base of her neck, where bruises were visible. She raised her hand to cover her injuries. It looked as though someone had tried to choke her.

"You'll stay." He gritted his teeth. "Safe here."

He hated to talk because he couldn't hear his own voice. The vibration in his throat when he attempted to speak was now foreign to him. There were times when he wondered if he was only moaning, not saying the words he remembered from his childhood. Though others had no problems understanding him when he spoke, he'd learned to talk softer, going by the expressions on other people's faces.

Her shoulders hunched, eyes darting around the empty room. Hunter leaned back, crossing his arms over his chest. He wasn't letting her walk out that door until he knew what kind of trouble she was trying to outrun.

Annie's dark blue eyes flashed in frustration. "You...here."

He cocked his brow, having not caught every word, and cupped his hand, motioning with his fingers for her to give it to him again.

"You can't keep me here," she said.

She wasn't in the right frame of mind. It only took one look at him to prove he wouldn't let anyone tell him what he could and couldn't do. 

She let out a shaky breath, pressing her palms to her face. For a moment, he thought she might break, spill whatever truth she was holding back. But when she lowered her hands, her expression was steel.

Hunter respected that. Even if it pissed him off.

He pushed to his feet, grabbed a blanket from the back of the couch, and dropped it on her lap. Then he pointed down the hallway to the rooms.

Her lips parted. "You're not letting me go?"

He shook his head.

"You want me to stay?"

He nodded.

Relief flickered across her face before her eyebrows pinched in the middle. He waited, hoping she'd tell him what was going on that made her feel guilty for wanting to stay at the clubhouse. But she clamped her lips together.

Hunter turned away, but his mind was already racing. Whoever had been behind the wheel tonight wasn't done with her. And until he figured out who they were and why they were after her, Annie wasn't going anywhere.
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The blanket smelled faintly of leather and smoke, like the man who had thrown it into her lap. Annie pulled it tighter around her shoulders. She couldn't stop shivering. It wasn't cold in the clubhouse. It was the memory of headlights bearing down on her, the screech of tires, the certainty that she was about to die that she couldn't shake.

And then the man on the motorcycle saved her. 

She hadn't known his name until she caught sight of the patch on his vest when he turned away, the stitched letters bold against the leather. Hunter. It fit him.

He was silent, watchful, and dangerous in a way that kept her from leaving the clubhouse because she was afraid to test him. He could hurt her. He could send her into an area she didn't know. He could call the cops. Her pulse raced. None of those options would be good for her.

She whimpered, finding it impossible to calm down. Yet she was exhausted.

All she wanted to do was lie down and close her eyes, to finally sleep. But she had no idea if she was safe.

She had a feeling Hunter was the lesser of two evils.

He hadn't asked her a single question. Not one. Just stared at her with those sharp, unreadable eyes, as if he could peel back her skin and see the truth she was trying so hard to keep buried.

When he had spoken, his rough, low voice left her trembling. His confidence, despite his disability, made him powerful. Exactly the kind of man that scared her to death.

Annie pressed her hands together. She couldn't tell Hunter why she was running. If she did, he'd never let her go back, or worse, he'd make her call the police. That would only put her sister in more danger.

She had to go back.

The thought of leaving Leigh behind twisted her stomach and made her chicken out on escaping for days. Failing wasn't an option. One mistake would get her and Leigh killed. Every second she sat here, wrapped in warmth and safety, her sister was trapped in the house with Jason. With the man who had once been family, who had turned into their worst nightmare.

Her brother-in-law.

Her upper lip curled. He'd almost run her over with the car. And now that she had gotten away, Jason would return to the house and punish Leigh. Jason was the worst kind of monster.

The door opened. She looked up. Hunter stood in the doorway, broad shoulders filling the frame, arms crossed over his chest. How was she supposed to beg him to let her go if he couldn't hear her?

His almost black hair now hung loose to his shoulders. Brown eyes studied her, watching her intently.

"You're too kind, letting me stay here, but I need to go," she said, forcing the words out slowly, carefully, so he could read her lips. "I­. Need. To go."

He shook his head. 

"You don't understand. There's someone important waiting for me. She's all I have. My sis—" Annie bit the words off before she said too much.

Hunter tilted his head, studying her. He didn't push her to talk. Didn't demand reasons for why she was here.

His patience made the situation worse because he failed to see the urgency.

Annie stood, the blanket slipping from her shoulders. "You can't keep me here."

He stayed in the doorway. A wall of muscle and silence.

Her heart pounded. She wanted to scream, to shake him, to make him understand that she wasn't running away to save herself. She was running back into the hell she'd escaped to save her sister. 

She wasn't afraid of dying if it meant succeeding at getting Leigh out of the hellhole she was in.

Until she had her sister away from Jason, she would do everything possible to save her. She'd already made a massive mistake by not getting clear away from Jason. He'd spotted her running and chased her with his car. And now Hunter was involved. Her brother-in-law wouldn't let that slide. He'd be after them both because he wouldn't let his secret escape.

Poor Leigh was the one who would pay for her leaving. She couldn't lose her sister. She had to save her.

Annie sank back onto the couch, burying her face in her hands. She hated the secrets, the lies, the way her chest ached with every breath. The last two weeks seemed like they'd lasted a lifetime. By now, she'd lost her job. But she'd do it all over again in a heartbeat to help her sister.

Unbeknownst to her, Leigh had lived like a prisoner for two years. Abused, ashamed, and lost, Leigh did the only thing she could do. She survived.

Her sister had finally dug deep and found the strength to call her one night, using the cell phone Jason left on the nightstand. Leigh had enough time to go into the bathroom, call her, and whisper over the phone that she needed help, and not to call the police.

She swallowed hard. The ever-present lump in her throat never left.

The saying was true. You never know what goes on behind closed doors. But she learned fast the moment Jason forced her into the house and locked her inside.

When she lifted her head again, Hunter still watched her with the same steady, unreadable gaze. Protective. Yet, unyielding.

Somehow, she would have to convince him to let her go.

He pointed at the bed. She shook her head. Normally, she'd be scared shitless inside a motorcycle club, put into a room, and told to stay. Now he wanted her on the bed.

She'd faced a lot worse. Nothing scared her anymore.

"I won't fuck you." She stayed on the couch. "Let me go."

His gaze narrowed, and he stepped inside, shutting the door. Dread filled her. He could easily toss her on the floor and have his way with her, and she wouldn't be able to fight back. Her ribs hurt to breathe. There was no way she was strong enough to protect herself.

"Sleep in the bed." He pointed to the couch. "I'll stay here."

She stood. "I can't stay. I need to leave—"

He put his finger on her lips. "Slow down."

"I want to leave," she said softly. "Please.

"Tomorrow, you can leave." He pointed. "Sleep. Be safe tonight."

Giving up, she walked through the doorway that he pointed to and flipped on the light. It was a bedroom. She looked over her shoulder. Hunter sat on the couch, untying his boots, and not paying any attention to her.

She quietly shut the door. Though she could've slammed it, and he wouldn't have noticed. If he planned to sleep on the couch, she'd outwait him. As soon as he fell asleep, she'd sneak out of the room and leave the clubhouse.

Sitting on the edge of the bed, she sighed at the softness of the mattress. She strained to hear any noise. No sounds came from the other side that she could hear. Though there was music playing somewhere in the clubhouse.

She closed her eyes. She'd give him half an hour. That had to be enough time to fall asleep.
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The first thing Annie became aware of was warmth. Not the kind that came from sunlight or blankets, but the kind that wrapped around her like security. Her body was cocooned in sheets, her cheek pressed against a soft pillow that smelled faintly of...

She blinked, disoriented. It wasn't her bed. She wasn't in her apartment. It also wasn't the room where she was kept prisoner with her sister.

She sat up fast, heart thudding. Hunter's bed.

The room was dim, and for a moment she couldn't tell if it was morning or night. Her pulse raced. How long had she slept?

She didn't remember lying down. Didn't remember closing her eyes.

Her sister. Shit.

Annie threw off the blanket and swung her legs over the edge of the bed. She still had her sneakers on. She hadn't even gotten undressed. Panic clawed at her chest. She had to get back. Had to find a way into the house without Jason spotting her.

She rushed to the door, yanked it open, and stepped into the main room where the living room and kitchen were together. The scent of something warm and sweet drifted toward her. She inhaled. Pancakes?

Her stomach growled. She couldn't even remember the last time she had anything to eat. Jason usually brought food into the room where he held her and Leigh when he got off work. Some days, she wasn't hungry. Other times, only eating once a day about killed her.

She gazed toward the corner and stopped short.

Hunter stood in front of the small counter, flipping pancakes in a skillet. His bare back was to her, broad and covered in a skull tattoo, the word Royalla spread from shoulder to shoulder, his movements calm, as if he'd cooked himself breakfast every day. 

All she had to do was walk across the sitting area and leave. He wouldn't hear her leave the room. 

Annie squeezed her thighs together, suddenly aware of a more urgent need. Her bladder protested with a sharp pang. She hadn't gone to the bathroom since escaping Jason's house. She was dehydrated and hungry.

Hunter turned, eyes locking on hers. He held a flipper in his hand and pointed the kitchen utensil toward a door she hadn't noticed.

Her cheeks flushed. She nodded quickly and hurried inside.

The bathroom was small but clean, the mirror slightly fogged from steam. She relieved herself, then lingered at the sink, gripping the porcelain edge. Her reflection startled her. She looked twice her age. No makeup to hide the red-rimmed eyes or the dark circles. She let her chin fall to her chest. It was hard to shake the exhaustion and defeat when she knew what was in front of her that she still had to do.

She splashed cold water on her face, letting it drip down her neck. Then she spotted a brush on the counter.

There were a few black strands of hair in the bristles. She ran her finger over the handle. It belonged to Hunter.

She hesitated, then picked it up and began working through the tangles. Each stroke felt like reclaiming a piece of herself. She still looked like shit, but at least her hair was brushed. Never in her life had she gone without showering for more than a day. The last time she'd showered, Leigh had stood inside the bathroom that adjoined the bedroom and made sure Jason couldn't get to her.

Putting the brush down, she stepped out of the bathroom. The scent of pancakes was stronger. Her stomach growled again, louder this time.

Hunter set a plate on the counter and pointed at it. Annie hesitated. She was starving, but she hated to waste a minute more. 

"I really need to go," she said slowly, shaping each word clearly.

Hunter pointed at the plate again. Then he pointed toward the door.

Eat first. Then he'd take her. Understood.

Her throat tightened. She wanted to argue. Wanted to scream that her sister's life depended on her. But the truth was, she hadn't eaten since yesterday. Maybe longer. Her hands trembled as she reached for the fork.

Hunter turned back to the stove, flipping another pancake.

Annie sat on the stool, the plate warm beneath her fingers. She took a bite. Real butter. Mrs. Butterworth's syrup. It tasted like heaven.

The last time she had someone else make her breakfast, her mom was alive. That was two years ago. That seemed like a lifetime ago.

Never in
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