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Kah-nee-ta

Those were the best of times. So many memories.
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Chapter 1



Paco

1992
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A knock came to the door of the meeting room inside the Tarkio Motorcycle Club clubhouse. Paco pushed away from the table, frustrated at the added delay. They were supposed to be on the road and heading toward Blackfoot Casino and Resort.

"Wyatt, get rid of whoever the hell that is interrupting us." Priest, the president, sprawled his hand on the map covering the end of the table and waited until the door shut again. "Since the last time we were in the casino, there have been some changes. This corridor is unusable now."

Paco watched Priest, knowing the reason why the Casino would close off that area. Tarkio raided the place, killing one man associated with the sex trafficking ring.

Priest straightened. "That means, we can only have one man—"

"I'll do it," said Paco.

"We also need a man on the outside." Priest looked around the table, nodded, and said, "Curley will be Paco's point of contact. The rest of us will wait out on Pelham Road, far enough from the reservation border, they won't notice. You've got an hour to get in and out. If you're not back in that time, we're going to come in with guns blazing, and it better be for a good fucking reason, because we'll all be marching in chains straight to the penitentiary for breaching the boundary. Today is not a good fucking day to get hauled away. Keep that in your head as we go out."

Paco reached behind his back and reassured himself that his pistol remained on him. He had another one tucked inside the top of his boot with two extra clips in his vest pocket, in case he runs into trouble.

Priest shoved a piece of paper toward Paco. "Take another look at the girls. We can't make any mistakes."

He stared at the paper. For the last two weeks, all he could see when he closed his eyes were the faces of the three, now four, young ladies whose only mistake was being at the wrong place at the wrong time or trusting someone they shouldn't. 

They were young ladies who had their whole life in front of them. The paper crumbled in his hand. He gritted his teeth, wanting to lead the men away from the clubhouse and toward the casino, and knowing he had to take orders from Priest.

He'd spent the last two months looking for the missing Missoula girls in his free time. Because of his past knowledge of knowing a lot of shady shit went down at the casino, the trail often led there with no proof. Three local girls and Missoula Police wouldn't step foot onto Blackfoot land. 

It was bullshit.

Now, a fourth girl disappeared, and no one was even missing her. Because he'd found out that she was from the reservation prior to living in Missoula, he'd contacted the tribal police by phone to question them. They pretended she never existed, which raised a red flag. 

Likewise, the Missoula police wouldn't look for her because a family member hadn't stepped forward to make a report. 

The only reason Tarkio suspected the fourth girl ended up like the other young ladies that were missing was because she hadn't shown up for work at Banks' Body Shop, a Tarkio Motorcycle Club owned business.

It'd taken him less than four hours to go through Josie Browning's apartment and find out she'd collected every news article on the disappearance of the other girls. But it wasn't until he found her notebook and read her diary—if that's what she'd call it—had he learned who she suspected kidnapped women and sold them in the sex trade business.

From her writings, he needed to know more about the girl he'd only seen once or twice when he went to talk to his MC brothers at work. 

He'd taken her journal home and spent eight straight hours reading every word. Even though he had never spoken to her before or remembered much about her from his visits to the body shop, learning about her past from her writings, he became attached.

Her past would've broken any other woman and most men.

What she'd described happening to her brought out many questions, and he wanted the answers.

From the glimpses into her dark secrets, he'd become obsessed.

She couldn't see her own strength, but he'd witnessed it in the pages unfolding in front of him. He wanted to know how a woman who had her ass kicked throughout her life had come out ahead, still believing in other people, in love, and maintain the gift to keep going, day after day.

"I'd suggest if you have your old lady in the clubhouse waiting for you to come back, you take a few minutes and make sure you tell her goodbye. The rest of you guys, use the phone in the hallway and make a call home." Priest hesitated. "Then, we roll."

Paco, not having anyone to see or call, walked out of the meeting room and went outside to his Harley. Risks came with being a member of Tarkio, but today's job carried more dangers.

If the other Tarkio members stepped onto Blackfoot land, the tribal police would hand them over to the Feds the first chance they got. Even more dangerous was messing with those in charge of running the casino. It was known on and outside the reservation that people disappeared when tangling with them. They held themselves higher than those living off the reservation. An organized mob, they kept those living on the reservation in constant fear. They were above the tribal police. Above everyone.

Having money made them dangerous. Everyone had a price, and everyone could be paid to stay quiet.

That's why he had to go in alone.

He wasn't coming back without Josie.

Checking his gas tank, his duffle, his weapons, and ammo, he sat on the bike and waited for the others. As the one going inside, he needed to keep his head. He couldn't make a mistake.

He'd asked Banks and Chrischris to trust him. Josie worked for them at Bank's Body Shop. They knew her better, but they hadn't read her journal. They hadn't seen inside her soul.

That information was his.

Josie belonged to him, and yet he'd never given her more than a nod as he walked through the building to see his MC brothers. That would change after he rescued her.

Priest walked out of the building, his face set in stone. Nicole, his president's woman, was nowhere around. He fleetingly wondered if Priest had told his old lady how risky tonight's run would be for the eighteen members going to Blackfoot land. That there was a chance, they wouldn't come back.

Priest stopped beside him and widened his stance. "If you get in trouble inside, I want you to get your ass out of the casino. Don't risk it for some girl."

His back molars gritted together. "She's not a stranger."

"She's nobody to you, brother." Priest leaned forward and slapped his patch on his chest. "The men out there, protecting your back, are your brothers. Most of them have a woman, a family, and they're out there risking their lives for your ass. Remember, don't go in there flying solo."

He dipped his chin. No one needed to remind him of the consequences. He understood what would happen.

"Nicole's pregnant." Priest straightened. "I have a damn good reason to get home."

Keeping his congratulations for another time, Paco started the engine of his Harley. Each one of them had something at risk, except him. The single members had relatives. Most men had an old lady at home or a kid here or there.

Straight out of foster care, he'd found his sister only to learn that she was owned by a pimp, working the streets. 

But, he'd been too late to save her.

Responsible for her death, his life meant nothing.

Slipping on his fingerless gloves, he toed the kickstand at the sight of the others coming out of the building. He wasn't going to let Josie meet his sister's fate.
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Chapter 2



Josie
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Robert "Askook" Shaw stepped into the room, speaking with two other men. Josie pressed her shoulder against Cami, signaling her to stop crying. For the last four days, all she'd tried to do was bolster her friend's spirit.

But with each passing hour, Cami grew more despondent.

Beyond terrified for her friend, she needed to stay strong. The worst thing she could do was bring Cami down and feed into the hopelessness of the situation.

Afraid she'd draw the men's attention by talking too loudly, Josie lifted her chin and remained quiet. She'd avoided men like Askook her whole life growing up on the reservation, and for good reasons.

But nine months ago, everything changed thanks to her father. She'd unwillingly got dragged into the corrupt world run by men with more power, more money. 

She hated Askook. It was time people like him were punished for their crimes.

He'd left the reservation years ago, leaving behind his mother and sister—who'd attended school with Josie. Askook returned when the family home burnt down, killing his whole family. From that moment, he became evil. He'd forgotten everything taught to him and joined the corruption of those in charge of the casino.

Cami whimpered. Josie shushed her friend under her breath. If they stood any chance of getting out of here, Cami needed to hold it together and help her.

The other two ladies kidnapped by Askook's men sat on the other side of the room, huddled together with their arms tied with rope. Luckily, Cami had peed her pants earlier, and they'd removed her from the group. Josie had caused a scene until they moved her next to Cami—which was her plan all along.

She and Cami had formed a fast friendship when she'd moved to Missoula and ended up renting the apartment beside her. There was nothing she wouldn't do to help her friend. Including going up against the man who ran the sex trafficking ring at the casino and had the power to control the National Indian Gaming Commission to turn a blind eye on the activities done on the reservation.

Askook and the rest of the men all had Blackfoot running in their blood, like her. But money controlled their life. Her people were scared to go up against them. 

Gone were the days when they respected their heritage. There were terrible people in every community, and she was looking at three of them.

"Cami, please be quiet," she whispered. "You have to hold it together."

The men moved toward the other group of women. One by one, they untied them.

She swallowed the fear tightening her throat. The women stood while one man used tape to silence them. Neither woman put up a fight or screamed. 

She couldn't fault them for not reacting. They were kidnapped over three weeks ago, along with Cami. She could only imagine what they'd been through in the hands of the men.

She also wasn't naive about what was in the future for the women. 

Rumors flew around the Rez, surrounding the activities at the casino. Women disappeared more often within the Blackfoot community than in Missoula. Even in the whole state of Montana.

A young mother disappeared, walking back from the store after dinner one night, never to be seen again. A teenage girl disappeared after her boyfriend dropped her off in front of her house after attending one of the ceremonies. A woman strung out on alcohol was last seen sleeping outside the meeting hall, and no one knew what happened to her.

She glanced at Cami. Pushing the thoughts that her friend, too, had probably seen and experienced more than she had under the men's watch.

Would she lose the desire to fight, to gain her freedom, in a week? Two Weeks? Would they keep her that long, or would they get rid of her or sell her—whatever their final plan was?

The two men escorted the other ladies out of the room. Josie's spine stiffened as Askook walked toward her.

She stiffened her back against the wall, unwilling to show fear. He'd ruined her life. She hoped he'd burn alive. Slowly.

Askook squatted in front of her. "Nitána."

She spit in his face. "I am not your daughter."

His nostrils flared, and his eyes narrowed. He took a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped the spittle off him. After he tucked the bit of cloth back in his pocket, he held his temper.

"In honor of your father, you should respect what he helped build."

"He should've killed you."

Askook cocked his head, amusement lighting his dark eyes. "Instead, he gave me you before I shot him."

She snarled. When she got free. If she got free. She would kill him before ever allowing him to touch her or sell her.

Baring her teeth, she said, "I will rip your black heart out of your body and feed it to the dogs."

He inhaled deeply and reached over and stroked Cami's cheek. "Why can't you be more like this one. So calm and obedient."

"Don't touch her," she blurted.

"Maybe I'll keep her." Askook looked at Josie, his gaze hardening. "You can take her place and go on a little trip with the others."

Her chest squeezed. Wanting to grab hold of Cami and refuse to let her go, she couldn't show any reaction. It would go bad for both of them if Askook realized the power he had over her if he threatened Cami.

She couldn't be separated from Cami. Once one of them left the room, both of their lives would be at stake. If Askook sold her, she would lose her chance at saving Cami.

Askook hooked a strand of her hair and brought it to his nose. Inhaling deeply, he closed his eyes and, for her ears only, said, "Your father was weak, selling you to pay his debt. I did you a favor, killing him."

She vibrated with anger, refusing to say anything. 

In the end, Askook would do what he wanted, with or without her fighting. Instead, she needed to bide her time. Someway, somehow, she would get Cami out of here and to safety. All she had to do was get her off the reservation. After they were away from the fingers of Askook, she'd figure out their next step.

It was better that he send her away rather than Cami. The strong friend she admired had hit rock bottom—and she couldn't fault her. She only hoped she had enough strength to survive because she was Cami's only hope of getting out of here. 

If something happened to her, all hope was lost.

The Missoula police were forbidden to work on the reservation, and the elders who controlled the tribal police turned a blind eye toward Askook and his men.

Askook stood and walked away from her. Knowing she might not have another chance, she leaned as close to Cami as she dared without being spotted.

"Hold on, Cami. Whatever happens, don't give up," she whispered. "If there's a way to get us out of here, I'll find it. I promise."

Cami's chin lowered to her chest, and she closed her eyes. Josie nudged her with her arm again.

"You can do this." Her heart hammered in her chest, spotting Askook talking to another man who'd entered the room. "Don't give up. There are still things you need to do. R-remember our list? You want to meet the perfect man, have two point five kids, and a house with a picket fence. You want to see the Grand Canyon and travel to Hawaii."

Her eyes teared. She steeled herself. Cami had more reasons to live. She needed to think of all she had to lose if Askook succeeded in selling her to the sex ring in Mexico.

"We're going to get out of here, Cami. Even if I have to kill him," she whispered, unsure if the words were loud enough for her friend to hear.

In comparison to her, Cami had more to live for. Her parents lived in Nebraska. They were close and had traveled to Missoula, making sure the police were looking for their daughter. While they had to go back home after hitting dead-ends in the searches, they constantly worried and hoped that Cami had taken off on an impromptu trip with a man she met or was headed home. They knew Cami was a responsible woman. 

While strangers in Missoula whispered rumors and newspaper articles written about the police report leaned toward Cami having met a man and run off with him, Josie knew her friend better. She knew more than Cami's parents.

Askook's rampage started long before he'd kidnapped Cami. Josie had known where to look for her friend. And she was right.

Askook pointed in her direction. As brave as she wanted to be, she was scared.

Unwilling to look away from him, she wasn't going to give him the satisfaction of breaking her. No man would ever own her. It no longer mattered what he did to her. He couldn't steal her life as if she was no more than smoke rising up in the air.

No one was looking for her. She had to figure a way out of here.

Besides Cami, she'd made no other friends since leaving the reservation. Most of her time was spent working in the office at Banks' Body Shop. The first chance she got on her day off, she'd gone to the casino, hoping to retrieve Cami and get out of here. She'd hoped to make it back in time to go to work without explaining her personal life.

By now, her boss probably hired someone else to work in the office, figuring she'd up and quit without giving them notice.

A man came into the room. His straight dark hair brushed his shoulders. She recognized his Blackfoot heritage written on his face through his high cheekbones and stoic mouth. Considering he worked for Askook, she was surprised to see his mother's symbols on the beaded choker around his neck. A sign of pride while shaming his people. What a disgrace.

The man stopped in front of her, leaned down, and hooked her arm, hauling her to her feet. She swayed, caught off-balance with her hands tied behind her back.

Pulled toward the door, she looked over her shoulder at Cami, who'd fallen to her side and curled into a tight ball on the floor, despite her hands behind her.

She couldn't leave Cami like this. Acting for herself, she stopped.

The man pulled her, nearly dislocating her shoulder. The pain angered her.

"Yah," she screamed, flinging her upper body from side to side to get away.

Once his hand came off her, she stomped on his foot, backing away from him. Out of her peripheral vision, Askook stepped toward her. She lunged, ramming her head into the other man's stomach, screaming loudly. Someone in the casino had to hear her and investigate the noise.

Hands grabbed the front of her shirt. She violently threw herself back, ripping the material out of Askook's hands. Like his name, Askook was a snake.

Breathing hard, she squared off with him. At one time, she could leg wrestle any boy or girl growing up. But not anymore. Askook stood at least six feet two inches, a good five inches taller than her, and outweighed her by seventy-five pounds. The only thing she had was speed against his bigger body, but with her hands tied behind her back, she wouldn't get far.

All she could do was delay him from taking her out of the room.

Scooting back, she darted behind the table in the middle of the room. Staying light on her feet, she dodged left when he went right.

The other man headed the other way. Realizing her mistake of letting them corner her, she screamed.

"Get her and shut her up." Askook moved forward.

Panicked, she said, "I'll kill—"

Bang.

Both men whipped their gaze toward the door. Her heart raced. Was that a gunshot? Had someone heard her? Was someone coming to help?

"Grab the other girl and take her to the trailer." Askook grabbed Josie before she could react.

Lifted off the floor, all the air left her body as her stomach hit his shoulder and her upper body careened upside down.  Her chest seized. Unable to use her arms, each bounce of his steps hurt her more, making it impossible to get her breath back.

"Go to the west wing." Askook ran with her slung over his shoulder.

Bang.

The other man said, "It's coming from that way."

Askook came to a sudden stop. "We'll go down the emergency stairs."

"I don't have a key."

Askook spoke in his native language. Catching some of the words, she kicked her feet and banged her head against his lower back. She wasn't going to let him take her into a different room and separate her from Cami.

"Cami?" She violently threw her body back and forth while kicking her legs. "Fight!"

Askook lost his hold on her. She fell hard on her shoulder, her cheek scraping the carpet. Dazed, she groaned, trying to push away with her feet, but she couldn't lift her upper body off the floor.

The floor vibrated. She bent her neck, trying to find Cami and found the other man carrying her friend the opposite way down the hallway. Searching for Askook, she found herself alone.

Cami's kidnapper turned out of sight. Gathering all her strength, she tightened her stomach muscles and heaved herself up until she sat on her butt. Bending her legs to the side, she got to her knees when a man entered the hallway carrying a gun.

She opened her mouth to scream and recognized the wildness in dark eyes set in a face of stone. Doubting herself, she stayed on her knees. The Tarkio member she remembered coming into the body shop a few times always wore a vest. This man had on jeans and a flannel shirt.

In her hope that help arrived, maybe it was someone else. Someone else with a gun.

The man squatted down in front of her, keeping his gaze above her. "Josie, I'm going to take you out of here."

Relief that he knew her name, she leaned toward him. He wrapped one of his thick arms around her and lifted her to her feet. Getting her balance, she stepped back to follow the direction Cami was taken, but he pulled her in the opposite direction.

"No." She looked over her shoulder, needing to go the other way.

He kept leading her toward the end of the hallway. She dragged her feet.

"Stop. I have to go after her." Her adrenaline spiked, struggling in his arms. "My friend. They have my friend."

"Sweetheart, we're going to be lucky to get out of here alive." He pulled her into a stairwell.

The door shut. Her breathing echoed in the hollow space. Failure consumed her. 

The loss of her friend stripped her of strength. She descended the stairs on legs made of rubber. If it wasn't for the Tarkio member, she would've fallen.
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Chapter 3



Paco
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The rope fell away from Josie's wrists. Paco wasted no time and looped his arm around her back, hustling her toward the door. It would be quicker and less dangerous for Josie if he took her straight through the casino and blended in with the guests than taking her out the back.

"We have to go back." Josie kept up with him, descending another floor. "They're going to take Cami away. I'll never find her if I don't go now."

"You need to worry about yourself. I need to get you out of here now." He stopped at the next door. "Walk beside me and don't draw any attention to yourself. If for some reason, we get split up, I want you to get outside and hide. When it's safe to do so, take the main road leading away. Run. Don't stop. More Tarkio members are waiting to get you to safety."

Lines marred her forehead. He gripped the door handle. There was no time to wait to see if she understood. Time was running out.

Even more dangerous than shooting the men to get to Josie was the thought of his MC brothers coming in with shooting the place up and getting arrested if he failed to get her out in time.

Stepping out of the stairwell, he scanned the casino's main room and started walking, setting their course. He kept his hand near his waist, where he'd tucked his pistol. Any sign of aggression or someone coming close to Josie, and he was prepared to shoot their way out of the casino and ride like hell off the Blackfoot reservation.

Josie slowed. Tightening his hold on her, he kept her moving forward.

"Keep walking," he murmured.

He'd had no time to make sure she was okay. Physically, she could walk. That's all that mattered at the moment. Once he got her home, he'd deal with everything else.

Slipping past the two guards standing at the front door, he stepped outside and kept going. If someone was going to shoot him, there would be witnesses around.

The parking lot was only a quarter full at two o'clock in the afternoon. He and Josie were sitting ducks.

His stride made her jog beside him. "Can you run?"

"Yes," she said.

He grabbed her hand, not willing to let go of her in case she changed her mind and headed back to the casino, and forced her to run as he jogged.

Twenty-five yards from his Harley, he slowed and looked behind them. He'd already killed one guard. The others involved in kidnapping the women should be after him.

The fact that nobody appeared behind them, intent on following Josie and coming after him, puzzled him. He suspected they would wait until he headed away from the casino, away from other people, and take him out before he rode off the reservation.

"Have you ever ridden on the back of a motorcycle?" He grabbed the helmet he'd left on the handlebar and plopped it on her head, quickly securely the strap through the D-ring.

"No."

"Sit behind me. Put your feet on the pegs. Wrap your arms around me. Hold me as tight as you can and don't move." He sat the Harley. "Now."

She climbed on behind him. He waited until she plastered her body against his back and roared the engine to life. Setting the pistol between his legs, he rode out of the parking lot, popping gears one after another.

If the tribal police wanted to chase him, he'd lead them to the border because he had no plans of stopping.

Twelve minutes later, he spotted the other Tarkio members up ahead. Glancing in his side mirror, he expected company.

Not stopping once he crossed the road and went up Pelham Road to Interstate 90. He hauled ass straight to Missoula and straight to his house. He'd already told the others that if the rescue was a success, he wouldn't return to the clubhouse. It would be the first place anyone from the casino would come looking for Josie after seeing him. Then, they'd go to her apartment. But he'd make sure she wasn't there.

Conscious of Josie on the back of his motorcycle, the forty-minute trip seemed to take much longer. Throughout the ride, she clung to him without moving, exactly how he'd told her.

He couldn't shake off the feeling all hell was going to break loose. That Josie's life was still in danger. That if he closed his eyes or turned his back, she'd disappear.

Josie wasn't his sister, Penny. But his past clung to him.

He'd take her home and not let her out of his sight.

He pulled into his driveway and shut off the Harley. "Go ahead and slide off."

Josie got off the motorcycle on the wrong side. He held the bike, and once she cleared her leg, he got off.

He unlatched his duffle. "Let's go inside the house."

"You live here?" She walked beside him, hugging her middle.

"Yeah." He unlocked the door and pushed it open. "You're safe here."

She stepped inside and stopped, looking around at his modest home. There were three bedrooms and a bathroom in the ranch-style house. Enough for him, and too big on occasion.

He locked the door and walked straight to the kitchen, where he could keep her in sight. Grabbing the whiskey bottle and two glasses, he returned to the living room.

Using the coffee table to pour them each a drink, he handed her one of the glasses. She shook her head. "I don't drink alcohol."

"Fair enough." He returned to the kitchen and shot back her drink instead of wasting good alcohol, then got her a glass of water—which she took and held between her cupped hands.

"What time is it?" She drank half the water with a shaky hand. "Can I use your phone?"

"Three o'clock." He retrieved the phone from the end table, dragging the cord, and set it on the coffee table in front of her.

She scooted to the edge of the couch, set the glass down, and picked up the receiver. Pausing, she frowned. "I can't remember..."

"What's wrong?"

She inhaled deeply. "I need a phone book. I-I can't remember the number."

He grabbed the book and handed it to her. She thumbed through the pages until she came to what she was searching for and held her finger on the page as she dialed.

Leaning over, he read the print above her unpainted fingernail. Shorty's Cab Service.

He reached over and pushed the button, hanging up before she could complete the call. "You're not leaving."

She stared at him. He took the receiver out of her hand, and she jumped from the couch, backing away.

Regretting his harshness, he put up his hands in surrender. He had to remember she wasn't used to his lifestyle. The sight of him with all his tattoos, long hair, and gruffness frightened women on the street.

While he surrounded himself with hardness and violence, Josie walked gently through life, skirting the things that would hurt her. He'd learned a lot about her through her journal. The same softness coming from her worked against her when dealing with the mob at the casino and what happened to her father.

Her shoulders straightened. "Are you involved with kidnapping women?"

He sprawled his hand on his chest, remembering he wasn't wearing his vest. "I’m a Tarkio Motorcycle Club member."

"I know who you are." She sidestepped toward the door. "I want to know if you are responsible for kidnapping my friend."

"Your friend?"

Her gaze narrowed. She wasn't going to volunteer more information.

"Banks grew concerned when you failed to show up at work, knowing there were other women in Missoula who'd disappeared recently. Tarkio figured out what had happened and came after you. Now you're here, and I'm going to make sure you remain safe."

"I've seen you before. What's your name?" she asked.

"Paco."

"What's that mean?"

"It doesn't mean anything." He studied her intently, unable to figure out where she was going with the conversation.

"It means something." She crossed her arms. "People don't pick a name out of the air and use it."

"What's Josie mean?" He sat on the couch, confident that she was ready to talk.

She shook her head. "Nothing, but it's easier to go by in Missoula than my real name."

"What's that?"

"Sokanon." She paused. "It means rain."

"You're Blackfeet."

Her mouth tightened. "Blackfoot."

"Same thing," he said.

She cleared her throat. "All Blackfeet are Blackfoot, but not all Blackfoot are Blackfeet."

Stumped at what she was talking about, he straightened his beard. "I'll take your word for it."

"You should. I have no reason to lie." During their discussion, she'd made it all the way to the front door. 

She turned the door handle. Paco remained sitting. She couldn't leave without using the key in his pocket.

Her shoulders
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