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Caroline

My fingers trembled as they touched the swollen blue and purple skin around my left eye. It wasn’t the first time Christopher left a reminder of what happened when I disobeyed. Or spoke out of turn. Or looked at him in a way he didn’t like.

This time he didn’t stop at a few punches though. The punishments had been getting worse since I’d agreed to marry him. No, that wasn’t completely accurate. My parents had agreed I would marry him. They fashioned themselves as high society. Christopher McLaughlin came from old money and lots of it. He was the most eligible bachelor at the most prestigious country club in northern Georgia. When he first asked me out, I thought he was handsome and charming. I was more than a little flattered he would choose me. I wish I’d known then what I knew now.

Darkness surrounded my car as I stared at my dim reflection in the rearview mirror. Little more than my own eyes were visible in the small rectangle lit up only by a single streetlight fifty yards or so from where I parked.

Studying the stranger before me, moving my head from side to side, I took a good look at my face. I didn’t even know who this woman was anymore. My cheek was split open, same as my lip. The bruised eye was swollen almost completely closed. The painful evidence of the grip he’d had on my throat spotted around the tender flesh.

Unwanted tears pricked my eyes, and my reflection swam momentarily. I blinked them back. Now was not the time to fall apart. There would be a time and place for that later. Sucking in a deep, fortifying breath, I put the car in neutral, exiting the front seat carefully. I didn’t want to slip and fall down the slope of the mountain. Reaching into the open back window, I retrieved the book bag I’d stored in there earlier today.

The dashboard clock glowed almost three in the morning. If I was lucky, no one would discover I was gone for a few hours yet. I needed to get as far away as I could. I slung the bag onto my back, slipping the straps over both arms and securing it in place. It wasn’t terribly heavy, only containing a few sets of clothes, basic toiletries, and the rest of the painkillers I’d had on hand at the house. I knew I would need to ration them. They were the only thing keeping the pain manageable. My ribs were bruised as well. I could breathe, so I didn’t think any were broken. I had no cell phone, But the bus station wasn’t far from here.

Using every bit of strength I could muster, I pushed on the closed trunk. My forearms shook with fatigue until my Audi slowly moved forward. I had to keep pushing until the momentum and weight of the vehicle were pulled over and swallowed up in the darkness below. The loud crunch of the metal as it bounced down the side of Blue Ridge Mountain startled me. It shouldn’t have. I’d known it was coming. Metal wasn’t silent when it hit something. Still the sound was amplified beyond what I’d imagined in the stillness of the night. I looked around nervously, my heart practically beating from my chest as I searched for someone jumping from behind a tree and seizing me. If I were fortunate, the car would make it all the way to the bottom and into Lake Lanier.

Slipping the hood of my sweatshirt over my head, I hurried toward the bus stop. I had just over two thousand dollars in cash. That was it. I’d left my purse with every piece of identification I owned in the Audi. As far as I was concerned, Caroline Gibbons was dead.

The sun had crested over the horizon by the time I made it to the bus station. My feet were killing me, even in athletic shoes made for walking. My thighs burned, and it was beyond time for another pain pill. Purchasing a ticket for the next available bus leaving, I boarded quickly, slumping into a seat near the back. I’d never been to Arizona.

I arrived in Phoenix two days later and two hundred thirty-six dollars lighter. With my feet planted firmly on the ground, I could finally take a deep breath. Phoenix smelled just like any city I’d been to in Georgia. I wasn’t sure why this disappointed me exactly, but it did. The sun blazed down. I needed to restock my water supply and snacks, so I darted into the gift shop. I grabbed two bottles of water from the cooler and a small bag of trail mix. Setting everything on the counter, I added a pack of gum and a pair of dark sunglasses to my purchase.

“That all?” the kid behind the counter asked in a monotone voice, not sparing me a glance.

“Yes,” I replied

“That’ll be eight dollars and sixty-four cents.”

Handing him a ten, I scanned the shop for anything unusual as he counted out my change. I felt like my skin was too tight. I was too exposed, and I needed to find a place to lie low for a while. A bead of sweat rolled down my back. It was ninety degrees already, and I was still wearing my hoodie. I couldn’t risk taking it off though. Or maybe I was drawing more attention to myself with it on. He handed me my change at that moment, and I was beyond grateful so I could get out of there before I drew more attention to myself. This time, he looked at my face as he placed the money into my outstretched hand. My stomach flipped as his eyes widened in concern.

“Lady, are you okay?”

“Fine, thank you,” I croaked out.

Spinning on my heel, I exited as quickly as I could. Slipping the backpack off my shoulders, I placed it on the metal bench in front of me and took a moment to roll the kink out of my shoulders before shoving the plastic bag filled with my purchase, sans sunglasses, inside, all while trying to take in my surroundings. There were half a dozen people milling about. An old man with a ZZ Top beard read the paper at the opposite end of the bench I was using, and a kid screamed at his mother for another snack. Thankfully, no one was paying any attention to me. Zipping my bag back up, I slid the glasses onto my face then shrugged back into the pack once again and started walking. I had no idea where I was going. Hopefully, I’d come to the next town before dark.

It took less time than I thought to come upon a sign reading Welcome to Paradise. It didn’t look like paradise to me, but who was I to judge? I was nobody. Not anymore. Not even ten minutes later, I was in Small-Town USA. It could be any of them. Shops lined both sides of Main Street, and one place in particular stood out among them. Becky’s Diner. My stomach growled loudly enough for me to take a look around to make sure no one had overheard.

Bells chimed over the door as I entered the diner, and immediately the smell of grease, butter, and spices assaulted my senses. My mouth practically watered in anticipation. Most of the tables were already filled with patrons, some still looking over the menu while others were finishing their meal. The place looked like it was straight out of the 60s. The waitresses were wearing pink uniforms with white aprons. The booth seats were upholstered in red vinyl, as were the chairs at the few tables and stools at the long counter. I liked it instantly. A woman with dark hair pulled into a bun on top of her head stopped in front of me with a big smile on her face.

“Just one, hon? Or waiting on someone?”

If I had to guess, I would say she was in her forties. She had kind eyes and a forgiving smile, and although I knew nothing about her, I got the sense I was right on the money.

“Just me, ma’am.”

She eyed me suspiciously for a moment before nodding, as if I’d answered a question she didn’t actually ask.

“Then how about I sit you as a counter and you can keep me company.”

Without waiting for my answer, she spun on her heel and moved through the diner. Following behind her, I pulled my hood down. I stopped as she placed a menu in front of an empty stool. My stomach betrayed me once again, growling loudly as I took the seat she offered.

“Someone’s hungry.” She smiled at me again. “You wanna take a look at the menu? I’ll get you something to drink.”

All I’d had was water for days. I needed something a little different. “Do you have sweet tea?”

“Coming right up.”

As she fluttered off to get my beverage, I looked over the menu. I could hardly wait to have real food. Eating nothing but trail mix and granola bars since the night before I left had me salivating over everything. I knew I needed to get some real food into me before I made myself sick. Then I needed to find a place to stay for the night.

Placing the tea in front of me, she pulled a pen from somewhere in her hair with one hand while the other produced a notebook. “Name’s Becky, by the way. What can I get you?”

“May I have a club sandwich and fries, please?”

“Sure thing.”

She wrote my order down, tearing the paper off a moment later, before turning to stick it in a wheel and spinning it toward the cook.

“Where’s your restroom?”

Becky pointed to a hallway at the back of the room before filling her arms with plates of food. I checked myself out in the mirror as I lathered my hands with foam soap. My new sunglasses were still perched on my face, hiding most of the damage done by Christopher. Removing them, I stuffed them into my backpack.

Bruises covered my torso. “Jesus.” I hissed at the sight. They looked worse than the last time I’d seen them. If I was lucky, I would never have to see my body black and blue again. Smoothing my clothes back into place, I returned to my seat at the countertop just as Becky placed my sandwich down.

“Here you...” Becky stopped, taking in my appearance. Covering her mouth with her hand, she tried to conceal her gasp. “Honey, are you okay? Do you need help?”

I could brush her off. I could make up some story where I was a hero or make it a joke. Something like, Hey, you should see the other guy! Only, I didn’t have the strength to keep going today, and I would need to leave if I did. I’d asked for help so many times. No one cared. No one ever cared. My parents certainly never did. Why should this stranger be any different?

With a mouthful of the delicious turkey sandwich I held in my grip, I asked, “Do you know if there are any hotels around here?”

“About thirty miles southeast of here there’s a motel, but it’s a little shady, if you get my drift.”

That would take me hours to walk. I didn’t have the money to rent a car. Hell... If I did, I could sleep in the car instead of a room. What I couldn’t do was sleep on the street. What the hell was I supposed to do now? This wasn’t a part of my plan. The turkey that was so delicious only moments ago suddenly sank like a brick in my gut.

“I know some people who can help you. Even if it’s just a roof over your head tonight.”

My head snapped up at her confession. “Really? I can pay. I don’t have much, but I’m no freeloader.”

“Let me make a call. Finish eating.”

For the first time in as long as I could remember, I felt hope blossom inside me.
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Chapter Two
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Hawk

“You’re so full of shit,” I huffed at my brother, Viper. He wasn’t blood, but that didn’t matter. We would all bleed for each other. That made us family. Linc was the only brother who shared a bloodline with me. Our parents were practically biker royalty. Pops was the president of the club, Primal Demons. Soon he’d officially hand over the reins to me.

“Who’s full of shit?” Linc questioned, taking a seat at the clubhouse bar.

I nodded to Viper, shaking my head. Most days staying here was like living in a frat house. There was always booze, women, and ragging on each other.

“I’m telling you, Candy Cane was sucking me off like her life depended on it. Best fucking head I’ve ever had.” Viper leaned back in his stool, taking a swig from his beer. “Anyway, I was so relaxed, I farted before I even realized what I’d done. It smelled liked death, and the next thing I knew, she vomited all over my dick.”

Linc laughed. “You’re fucking stupid.” 

My cell vibrated on the mahogany bar top. The caller ID signified the diner, so I picked it up, ignoring the guys. “Hello?”

“Hey Dex. How are things?”

“Same ole. You know. To what do I owe the honor, Auntie?” My mom’s sister Becky owned the local diner in town. She was the only one who still used my given name—but never in public, so I let it slide.

“I have a big ask. I tried Pops, but he didn’t answer.”

She’d never asked me or the club for anything. Aunt Becky wasn’t uppity by any means, just proud and relied on herself alone. She had a heart of gold too. If someone was fucking with her or things were bad enough to call me for help, well, I was gonna do whatever she needed.

“Name it. It’s yours.”

“I was hoping you’d say that.” Her sigh was audible. “I have someone here. Seems like they’re in a bad way and they need a safe place to crash tonight.”

“That’s it?” The club had taken guys in from time to time. Some for a night, some a little longer. Country came to us needing a place to stay too. It’d been five years since he arrived. He was a patched guy now. “Bring ’em by tonight when you get done. It’ll give me an opportunity to see my favorite aunt.”

“I’m your only aunt,” she chortled.

“Semantics.” I grinned, even though she couldn’t see me.

“Gotta run. I’ll be there within the hour.”

“That’s early for you.”

“Got me a hot date tonight, if you must know.”

“Aww shit,” I teased.

“Hanging up now.” Her laugh was cut off when she indeed hung up on me.

Placing my phone back on the bar, I flagged down our newest prospect. He nodded in acknowledgment, plucking the Johnnie Walker bottle from a shelf on the mirrored wall. He poured another two fingers into my glass.

“Thanks, kid.”

Veronica sat across the room with Razor’s hand sliding up her thigh while his tongue was down Betty’s throat. Her legs spread farther when she noticed me watching. A smirk pulling at the corner of her lips. Razor cupped her mound through the scrap of denim she calls shorts. He’d have both of them before the night was over. That was their kink. They tag teamed every guy who’d have them. Most of the guys here had taken a turn as their Archie. Veronica in particular liked to be watched.

I watched as Razor turned, capturing Veronica’s lips as Betty went to her knees, removing his cock from his jeans. His tongue fucked Veronica’s mouth, but her eyes remained on me. It would be hot if I didn’t already know how much crazy and drama came with those two. I made that mistake three years ago. Never again.

Ginger stopped before me, jutting her slender hip out. I took a sip of my whiskey without acknowledging her. My eyes were still on the show across the room, even though it was doing nothing for my dick. None of the club whores had the last few weeks. I was thirty-two years old, for fuck’s sake. Still in my prime, and yet not one woman here could seem to make my dick take notice anymore.

The clubhouse door opened. Becky entered with her body turned, talking to the person behind her. It looked like she was trying to coax him in. Poor bastard must not have known she was bringing him to a motorcycle club compound. Some people got freaked out when they met us. Couldn’t say I blamed them either. We were a little rough around the edges. Okay, a lot rough. Standing to go meet him, I froze in place when a head of lush blonde hair popped out from behind Becky.

I wasn’t expecting a woman. Rooted to where I stood, I took her in. She looked a few inches shorter than I was. Maybe five foot six. She had curves in all the right places. I could tell her tits were more than a handful each. I wondered what size nipples she had. Her long hair obscured most of her face as she followed Becky. Her eyes were downcast as she fiddled with the straps of the pack on her back.

Becky hugged me, kissing my cheek. “Hawk, thanks for doing this.” She smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. That wasn’t like her.

“Anything for family. You know that. Who do we have here?”

Becky shook her head with a shrug. Now I knew something isn’t right. I stepped toward her, slipping a crooked index finger under her chin. “What’s your name, sweetheart?” Lifting her head, I got a view of her face for the first time. A single gray eye met mine. It was mesmerizing, filled with apprehension, possibly even fear, definitely embarrassment, and something else I couldn’t place. I needed to see her whole face.

I brought my other hand up with the intent of moving her hair from her face. She flinched, trying to curl her shoulders in on herself. Her arms wrapped around her midsection tightly. My finger slipped from under her chin as she took a step back. I stepped closer, advancing into her space slightly. This time I gripped her chin between my thumb and index finger firmly yet gently, making her look me in the eyes.

Her face was covered in bruises. The one eye concealed by her hair was almost completely closed from the swelling. She looked like she’d gone a few rounds in a boxing ring. Anger blazed through me. Who would do something like this? A fucking coward. That was who. We may have been a bunch of assholes who rode the wrong side of the law sometimes, but we didn’t beat women.

“Hey baby, nice ass,” Rooster crowed from behind her.

Her eyes closed tightly as her full bottom lip began to tremble. Fuck. This girl was terrified. A tear slid down her cheek. It gutted me. All I could think about was protecting her.

“Back off, Rooster,” I growled in warning. 

He raised his eyebrows in response.

She flinched at the hardness in my voice
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