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    I threaded my fingers through his hair. “Billy MacMillan, you are such a softie. How on earth did you ever become a bad-ass biker with all that inside you?”


    Something shuttered in his eyes. I could feel the distance he’d put between us even though our bodies hadn’t moved. “Just lucky, I guess.” 


    Liar. 


    “Hum. I’d say it was more like hard work. That shit you put up with? I’m thinking it was probably worse because those sharks smelled blood in the water, didn’t they?” 


    His shy smile came back. “They rode my ass hard.” 


    “Then you deserve your spot.” I scrunched my fingers tight, pulling his hair softly. “You deserve it, Billy.” 


    His eyes met mine. “Some don’t think that way.” 


    “They’re idiots. I heard rumors about you, Mr. Black Sheep.” 


    The old nickname made his face turn red. 


    “You are probably the worst and best damn MacMillan of any of them. And all of them are cop-cock-sucking sons of bitches. You ain’t. That makes you special. I think I like you.” 


    “Spoken like a true bootlegging Winchester.” 


    “Damn straight. Moonshining’s been buying our bread and butter for years.”
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    Chapter One


    —Kid—


    At Boots’ wedding


    “How come you always fall for the wrong woman?” 


    Boots was drunk, and rightly so—seeing as it was his wedding day. The victim of this marital bliss, Olivia, danced with her father, and such wasn’t available to run interference. I was left at the mercy of his brutal, alcohol-induced honesty. 


    He meant well. But he’d also caught me staring at said wrong woman across the dance floor of the Hagerstown Destroyers’ motorcycle club headquarters and party barn. Ashley sandwiched herself between two of my road brothers, Diesel and Axel. And that was the crux of the dilemma. She loved being the middle layer of a fuck-fest sandwich, and I had finally owned up to the fact that I hated sharing. 


    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


    He slapped me on the back and fell into the open chair beside me. “Liar. Kid, I’ve known you for what…seven years now?”


    “Something like that.” We were brothers off the road. Full-patched members of the Destroyers Motorcycle Club, for five years. We’d met under dubious circumstances and then prospected the same long two years together. He had trouble because of his ADHD, and I had trouble because of my upbringing and all its conditioning. Being lumped together for so long, he became my dearest friend. Family in ways I couldn’t begin to enumerate. That’s why I was his best man. He’d be mine if I ever found the right woman.


    “Yeah, seven years. I remember it like it was yesterday. We were in county lockup. Me for breaking and entry and you for assault. You fucked that asshole up good.” 


    Said asshole was the man I caught in my then-girlfriend’s bed. Scratch that. My bed. Lulu Mae never paid a fucking dime toward our place. Boots knew precisely how to drive his point home, bringing that piece of ancient history to light. 


    “You almost mother-fucking killed him.” 


    Boots dropped cuss words like salt. “I tried.” I wish I had succeeded. Maybe then Lulu Mae wouldn’t have gotten that bad batch of drugs and…shit. Not killing him probably saved me from a world of extended torture. All because Boots was right. I had a habit of falling for women who abused my generosity. Then, they trampled on my heart. 


    He slapped me on the back. “See…that’s why I like you. You don’t mess around. Drop ‘em like it’s hot!” He stood up and swayed. “Speaking of hot…I’mma gonna steal my wife back.” He took one step and swayed. Under his breath, he muttered, “Fuck. I’m married.” 


    “Get used to it.” 


    He turned to me and grinned widely. “I intend to.” He straightened the collar of his dress shirt and strode off to dance with Olivia.


    I was happy for him. Truly. But my laughter died quickly once he staggered away. A familiar ache pinched in my chest. I rubbed my sternum to loosen up the tension there. Everyone was pairing off. The club I was in used to be littered with bachelors. But something happened, and they began falling like flies. Ice, a legit badass, fell first. No one saw that coming. Indy, a dyed-in-the-wool bachelor, fell hard for his woman. They still hadn’t married, both being gun-shy, but making good on the whole forever thing with a house he built for her and everything. Walt, the president, found his perfect woman in a strip club. Snake kept his relationship secret until it blew up in our faces. But somehow it worked. And now Boots, my best friend, was married.


    My eyes caught on Digger and his woman, Marie. They’d been going strong for well over two decades. He used to be one of the few loyally married men in the group. I admired his dedication. Maybe I was wrong about the whole picture. People coupled up since the dawn of time. 


    Behind them, Ashley came into view again. 


    Some people wouldn’t ever settle down. 


    Boots was right. I had to stop falling for the wrong woman. I searched the guest pool. There were eligible women in attendance. In fact, more than usual. Olivia was a cam girl. That meant I’d seen at least ninety percent of her friends naked at one point or another. Trouble was, unlike Olivia, most of them didn’t limit their webcam activities to solo work. That ninety percent pool dwindled down to zero. Even if they were eligible, I needed more than a quick fuck. I wanted someone to be my partner. A woman with brains, or talent, or wit, or attitude. 


    My heart needed an equal, not a doormat.


    There were few single women here who had those qualities. Of them, I’d already forfeited my chance with one. Grace, Olivia’s boss in the cam business, danced with Nickel, the Hagerstown Chapter’s treasurer. They were doing more talking than dancing, though. Pair her with anyone who knew how to balance a spreadsheet and she was all business. Hell, she was all business on camera, too. She’d been at my side down the aisle. Two obligatory dances and one extremely awkward conversation later, she dumped me for Nickel. She definitely wasn’t my type. She was too sophisticated and too greedy, and unlike Ashley, got paid to be the center of a sandwich. 


    I was turning into a prude. At least according to both her and Ashley. Expecting one woman to be my one and only. That wasn’t how the world worked now. 


    But looking at Boots with Olivia, Snake with Haley, Digger and Marie, the rest…All the solid couples were happily committed to each other. It had to work for some people. Why not me?


    The chair beside me creaked. Walt wasn’t a small man. 


    “Hey, boss.” If we didn’t call him by his name, we called him “Prez” or “Boss.” He answered to all of them. The one name he didn’t answer to was the road name embroidered on his vest.


    “You should be dancing.” 


    I pointed to Grace. “My date got stolen.” 


    He chuckled. “I fear for this world if those two hook up.” 


    “She lives too far away. Nickel will calculate the expense on gas and decide it’s not worth it.” 


    “Huh. True.” He leaned forward and slapped his legs— a sure sign he was getting ready to talk shop. 


    It was time to pay attention. “What’s up?” 


    “Got a scenario to run past you.” 


    Walt’s scenarios were legendary. Or brutal. It was a fifty-fifty chance this could be bad, or good. There was one way to find out. Ask. “Shoot.” 


    “Snake wants to step back. Take care of his family.” 


    Oof. Can’t say I didn’t see it coming. Once Haley got pregnant we all laid bets on when he’d step down as Vice President. 


    “That leaves two officer positions open,” he continued with a grimace. His reaction shouldn’t have come as a surprise. Beef’s passing hurt everyone. He’d been up there in years when I first prospected. And at the time drinking himself into the grave. But the club reformed, and he set down the bottle to take up the mantle of Chaplain. In the few years he’d been sober, he’d worked wonders. Walt may have created the bones of the club, but Beef had been the beating heart. 


    But age, the pandemic, and years of abusing his body took him from us.


    His death left a hole that was impossible to fill. Some took it worse than others. I glanced at Ashley, blatantly making out with two men. In the times before, she at least took them up to her room to do that. But we’d all but shut down the barn as a permanent living facility, and she no longer had a room here.


    Walt grunted. “Going to do some shuffling. Tell me what you think.” 


    I gave him my complete attention. 


    “VP. Digger?” 


    I nodded. “Yup.” That was a given. We all looked up to him.


    He frowned. “I’d like it to be a younger person.” 


    Digger was close to the same age as Walt. “But Digger has the most experience.” 


    “True.” 


    “He’s also well-respected.” 


    “Also true.” 


    “Does he want it?” 


    Walt shrugged at my question. “Haven’t asked him yet.” 


    “I see.” Digger didn’t volunteer for work, but that didn’t stop him from doing it if asked. 


    “Chaplain, Snake?” I was surprised he worded it as a question. 


    I had to reassure him. “That’s a good move. Keeps him in the circle, but it is also not as demanding of a job.” 


    There was worry on Walt’s face. With Snake’s history of addiction, putting him in the middle of the club’s emotional shitstorm could shake his foundations. But personally? I doubted anything, save problems with his wife or infant son, could do that. 


    “He can handle it.” If anyone could handle giving advice to all the fuck ups in this club, Snake could. 


    Walt cleared his throat. “Okay, if we do all that, it opens up the Sergeant at Arms position.” 


    There were over a dozen men he could pick. But my heart sped up at the possibility he might be talking to me in order to test my willingness for the role. I didn’t dare speak my heart for fear of getting shot down. I’d had enough of that in my life. 


    “I want a younger member in the top five.” Trust Walt to look toward the future of the club in that way. He was a great leader and even smarter strategist. Sometimes it took me by surprise how much he thought ahead. 


    “Nickel’s young,” I pointed out.


    Walt glared at me. “Another younger member. We can’t afford to move him out of his role as treasurer.” 


    If I was hearing what he wasn’t saying, he meant Boots or myself. We both were in that sweet spot of young but experienced. “Boots is a good enforcer. He’d knock heads for you.” Sergeant at Arms had to be the president’s shield and left hook. 


    “I should ask him, huh?” 


    Disappointment weighed on my soul. The sigh slipped out before I could disguise it as something else. 


    “Got something to add?”


    I shook my head. It wasn’t my place. “Naw.”


    “Bullshit.” 


    The way he said it could be construed as a personal insult. It took effort to keep my face under control. “I’d throw my hat in, but you and I both know Nationals doesn’t like me.” The club’s main leadership was locally represented by Indy, who claimed he was retired. But he was anything but. The man had his fingers everywhere. And he hated my guts. 


    “Nationals doesn’t run this club, I do.” His thumb hit his chest. 


    “I don’t wanna cause trouble for you.” 


    His head went back and the corner of his mouth lifted. He settled back into the chair, stretching his legs out in front of himself. Lacing his hands on his chest, he scanned the crowd. If you didn’t know better, you’d think he was relaxed. But he wasn’t. He worked his agenda. Once he caught Boots’s attention, he lifted an eyebrow at him and dipped his head to the chair on the other side of me. 


    Boots kissed Olivia and took two steps away. But before some asshole could grab his wife for a dance, he led her over to Digger and handed her off. 


    “See that?” Walt chewed on his lip. 


    I saw it. He’d just put his wife before his president’s orders. “He’s newly married,” I said in my friend’s defense. 


    He turned to face me. “You saw it.” 


    It wasn’t worded as a question. It was a dare to contradict him. It would be smart to stop talking. 


    Boots joined us. “Sup, Boss?” 


    “Have a seat.” 


    “Ruh-roh, wha’did I do?” 


    “Nothing, asshole. Gotta ask you something.”


    I snorted. The look on Boots’ face was exactly what I’d been thinking a few minutes ago. 


    Walt heard me and muttered, “Shut up.” 


    This was amusing but also painful. If Boots jumped at the chance to move up, I’d be left behind. Again.


    “Kid here thinks I need fresh meat in the officer ranks.” 


    “I said no such thing.” Motherfucker did shit like sticking words in my mouth. Half the time it was to start fights, the other half to test his men. 


    He smirked at me. Then laid out the premise with, “Snake wants to step back. I don’t want to lose him, but he needs more time with his family.” 


    “Yeah?” Boots assessed the situation at lightning speed. “Snake as Chaplain, Digger to VP, and…” he trailed off, then, shocked the hell out of me, “Kid as your SAA.” 


    “You two are as thick as thieves, you know that?” 


    “Hell, yeah.” He grinned at Walt but reached across for a fist bump. 


    “So, what do I promote you to? Can’t set him up without bumping you up a spot or two.”


    “Tail Gunner,” I said. 


    Both men looked at me. I had to defend my answer. “You’d never make him a permanent road captain—” 


    “Hey!” Boots interjected. 


    “He’s right,” Walt said. “Go on…” 


    “Despite him being the best rider—” 


    “Thank you.” Boots smiled and mimicked Walt’s pose from earlier. 


    “So, tail gunner. Like enforcer, but more.” 


    Walt mulled it over for a moment. The slow smile that grew on Walt’s face warmed my heart. If I were a more emotional man, I might have cried. Instead, I bit down and gave him a nod of gratitude. 


    “It ain’t a done deal. We gotta wait until this asshole gets back from his honeymoon—” 


    “Honeymoon…fuck yeah.” 


    “—And Snake needs to talk to Haley.” 


    We all knew who wore the pants in that family. 


    “But I think it’s a good suggestion. Thanks, Kid.” He slapped me on the back and strode off. 


    “You didn’t come up with that idea, did you?” 


    I looked at Boots with a scowl. “Hell no. That was all Walt.” 


    “Except for the tail gunner suggestion. Thanks, bro.” He stood up, leaned in, and grabbed my head. His forehead touched mine. For a small moment, I reveled in the connection. 


    Then he had to go and ruin it by licking my cheek. 


    “Fuck off with that shit.” I shoved him away. He danced backward with his legendary balance.


    “Never, brother.” He pointed two finger guns at me and shot me with his imaginary bullets. “Billy the Kid. The fastest gun in the East can’t catch me. Boom boom!” His laughter carried across the room, catching attention. 


    Ashley glanced between me and Boots. I looked away, not wanting to see anything she had to offer. We were done. 


    But apparently, she didn’t feel the same. Her perfume announced her arrival at the chair Walt vacated. “Can we talk?” 


    “Nope.” 


    “Kid…” 


    I braced my heart and looked at her. She’d lost weight. There were shadows in her eyes that hadn’t been there before. “You are…” I couldn’t say it. She’d been as good of a friend as a woman could get. Yet, friends didn’t break each other’s hearts, did they? 


    “Sorry. That’s what I am.” 


    My jaw tensed as I tried to bite down on the words threatening to spill out. When I got them under control, I spoke carefully. “You may feel sorry, but I don’t think you know sorry.” Even saying that much made my heart race. It was too close to admitting I still felt the sting of her rejection. 


    She blew out a breath and her shoulders slumped. “You’re right.” 


    And what did that solve? Nothing. I was right, and still lonely as fuck. 


    “It’s not the house.” 


    I choked on the sip of beer I’d taken. “Excuse me?” 


    “Your house, if you call it that. It was—I mean is a work in progress, but I think you are doing it wrong…I just don’t want to tell you…” Her words trailed off, not making any damn sense. 


    Or maybe too much sense. I’d begun rebuilding a house when the lockdown hit. At first, it was just hunting land with a cabin tucked away on a western slope a few miles south of the club. A retreat when things got too crazy here. Then, I asked her opinion about it. She’d jumped on the project, even going as far as to draw up a new layout based on the footprint of the existing house there. It became her dream house. Not mine. 


    But when I’d started renovations, Beef died. 


    All of us living under one roof was a risk. Not to mention, a genuine danger to the people with kids. So, I asked Ashley to move in. 


    With me. Only me. Into the dream house I was building for her.


    I was a fool. Instead, she moved in with Axel, who lived merely a pasture’s walk away from Diesel, and she had her sandwich buffet. 


    “I don’t know whether to be insulted, or insulted.” 


    She rolled her eyes. “I know you love the idea of living in the woods.” 


    My hand shot up to signal her to stop. “I don’t want to hear anymore.”


    “But running water has benefits, Kid.” 


    Insulted. “The well works.” 


    Ashley threw up her hands. “Walking to a well in the middle of a snowstorm isn’t my idea of a good time.” 


    She was so far off base. “One, it hasn’t snowed much in Maryland for a bit now. And two, I got the RV hooked up.” Fin let me have his old RV when he and Betty Jo bought a newer model last year. The thing was well past ancient and sputtered long enough for me to get it parked in my newly finished garage. I was living decently with running water, a working septic system, and electricity. Most of the time. Being so high up on the ridge meant the power got knocked out every so often. For that, I had a generator. 


    She made a face. “You don’t even have internet.” 


    “Why would I want internet?” 


    The look she threw at me plainly told me she thought I was crazy. Besides, I had internet. There was a cell tower not more than a mile and a half south. With it, a hotspot, and a VPN, I had more internet than I never wanted.


    “Everything okay here?” Axel strode up in all his ugly-ass tattooed glory. Brother or not, he didn’t clean up well. And considering this was a Destroyers’ wedding, that meant clean up was optional. 


    “Just peachy.” I didn’t bother looking at Ashley. If she wanted to start shit, I’d finish it, brother or not. 


    “We were just talking,” Ashley said. 


    “About what?” Like it or not, Ashley had found the one biker probably more possessive than I was. His tone warned me I was in dangerous territory. I often wondered if he shared her with Diesel or not. 


    “About my living situation,” I butted in.


    “Or lack of one,” she muttered. 


    “You thinking of ditching my brother and me for him?” 


    Well, that answered that. 


    “No, geesh. And even if I did, that’s my choice, right?”


    Crap. She was going to create a scene. 


    Axel’s mouth twitched into a frown. He slid a glance at me as if to ask a question. Trouble was, I had no clue what he was trying to say. 


    “I’m not a mind reader, brother.”


    “She hitting on you again?” 


    “No.” Even if she were, I was done playing that dumbass game.


    “Good.” He grabbed her arm and pulled her out of the chair. “Let’s go.” 


    I fought to keep my face neutral and my hand from curling up into a fist. At one time, I would have punched him in the face for the way he treated her. But not today. 


    “I’m not done talking to him.” 


    “Yes, you are.” He tugged harder. 


    Indy interrupted before the situation got worse. “Kid? We gotta talk.” He motioned to the door and strode off before getting an answer. 


    “Duty calls.” 


    Apparently, Nationals had just found out Walt’s decision. 


    ~ . ~


  




  

    Chapter Two


    —Sierra—


    Maemaw Winchester’s cabin


    “We do things different in this house.” 


    An understatement if there ever was one. Maemaw’s word was law, or it should have been, but my father, being a Winchester through and through, didn’t always understand or obey the law. 


    It got him in trouble with both his mother and the local sheriff. Of course, just being born into the wrong family was all it took to get on the bad side of the law. Sheriff MacMillan being one of the main forces driving that situation. Or, you could run afoul with Deputy MacMillan, or Officer MacMillan, or even the retired, but still an asshole, Councilman MacMillan. Thank the Lord Judge MacMillan passed a few years back, otherwise their control would be complete.


    West Virginia feuds were nothing to take lightly. Neither was the subtle but obvious distinction between town and mountain folk. 


    The MacMillans were Townies. The Winchesters were Mountaineers. Never the two shall meet, except when trading insults or bullets. 


    Maemaw Winchester raised her spatula. “You tell that no-account Curtis Boyd, his welcome is revoked. I’ll not have his dirty boots in my house.”


    “I’m not saying he’s welcome here. I’m saying she’s got to go home.” 


    She was me. And I wasn’t about going to go back to the house Curtis built unless it was to burn it down. “I’m not going back.” Ever. I’d had two years and seven months gloriously free from that asshole. I was never, ever getting back together with him. 


    He pointed at me. “You’re going back, and that’s final.” 


    “That decision ain’t final, and you know it.” Maemaw jumped to my defense.


    “Maemaw, she’s married. Do you want grandkids or not?” 


    Oh no, he didn’t just go there. “Officially separated, and I’m not having kids.”


    Both of them gaped at me. 


    “Not with Curtis Boyd.” Hell no. Mixing Winchester blood with Boyd blood was practically asking for a curse. 


    If it were possible, their mouths dropped open farther. 


    “Sierra Ann—” my father started, but got cut off by my grandmother.


    “You’re having at least two grandbabies for me. Someone needs to keep the line going.” 


    By the line, she meant the female line. The one she took such pride in. And that wasn’t Boyd or Winchester, either. It was the one that passed on from wise-woman to wise-woman. Sometimes it skipped a generation, like it did during my father’s. Maemaw only had boys. And those boys had boys, until Daddy, the eternal bachelor, knocked up a waitress. But as soon as I was born, Maemaw glommed onto me faster than a starving tick. I grew up at her knee, learning skills that had no place in the modern world. 


    Before there were mountain folk, there were the people. Maemaw was one of the few in this state who knew the legends, could name the names of each generation, and describe what the land was like when any ambitious red-tailed boomer could scramble from the Chesapeake to the Mississippi without ever once touching dirt. After the white settlers found the Appalachians, those stupid squirrels lost their tree interstate and were good for nothing but stew. 


    My heritage from the Winchester Scots wasn’t nearly as long as Maemaw’s Shallow-water people. Theirs went back before the world started. This planet was just one of many worlds their creator-god made and destroyed. We were only lucky enough to be this one’s stewards while we breathed air. I could practically hear the drumbeats of my ancestors when she mentioned them. 


    “So it is decided. She goes back to Curtis long enough to get knocked up. Agreed?” 


    “Dad!” 


    “Better in wedlock than out of it.” He didn’t yell, but the words almost stung as badly as if he had. He was a fine one to harp on about bastard children.


    Maemaw harrumphed but didn’t counter his demand. 


    I stuck out my jaw defiantly. “What if I find some fool to knock me up while I’m still technically married?” Despite an official separation of assets, there wasn’t an official divorce in my future. Not unless I wanted to drag my ass through court for another three years. That’s how long Curtis would gum me up. Hell, longer if he could. And if his family got involved, that dream would come about sometime never.


    “You are not a cheater.” Maemaw glared at me. 


    “No, but Curtis is.” That little tidbit was well-known throughout the county. Only my father seemed to ignore that bit of gossip. Probably had to, seeing as Curtis Boyd’s family owned half of the businesses that supported Daddy’s campaign habit. 


    “Maybe if you were home, he wouldn’t cheat,” Dad said it like I had a magic pussy or something. 


    “Maybe if you help me divorce his cheating ass, I’d find someone worthy to have kids with.” 


    “No one is worthy of you.” 


    It was nice of him to say that, but a bit too fucking late. I’d been a right idiot for marrying Curtis Boyd right out of high school. He had me fooled with his fancy car, the fancy dinners, and his well-paying career of bilking good mountain folk out of their land to build wind farms that never quite materialized. Now that land was being parceled up for construction despite zoning or whatever laws there were on the land. Changing that river was Daddy’s doing, no doubt. 


    Townhouses and McMansions. God, I hated the sight of those things. Especially the four-thousand square foot one Curtis declared as “ours.” 


    I handed him almost a year of my life. Then moved in with Maemaw while he was in jail the first time. He got out and caught another charge that stuck him in again right away. Now he was out again and Daddy had plans for the Boyd-Winchester alliance. Ones I was supposed to help him with by cementing the bond between two of the most rotten families this county had ever had the misfortune to meet. 


    Maemaw caught her breath. Both Dad and I fixed on her to see if she was having a heart attack for real or just a vision. It could be either, considering her age. 


    “What are you fools looking at?” 


    Dad dropped his eyes to the hand she had clutched at her chest. “You feeling okay?” 


    “Just fine.” 


    Both of us waited for her to expand on what had just happened. Her lips pursed, holding the secrets tight. Finally, she addressed my father. “You, git. We got baking to do, and you need to get that fool cousin of yours to open the diner on time.” 


    Dad grumbled. The diner had been in the family forever. Maemaw used to cook there before she retired. Now she and I split the baking duties. I served customers because Daddy ran off the latest waitress, and Cousin Jameson manned the grill seeing as he wasn’t good for much else, except drinking and riding his fool-ass motorcycle like the devil.


    “Send her down before two. I’ve got a meeting with the election committee.” 


    He was trying for the umpteenth time to win the Mayor’s job. But as long as the MacMillan clan held the law and the townsfolk in its fist, he was destined for defeat. It didn’t stop him from trying, though. 


    “And make up a bunch of them pepperoni rolls. We’re running low.” 


    “Planned on it,” Maemaw said. 


    Once he ducked out the door, she turned on me and announced, “We’re making soda bread.” 


    I groaned. Making wasn’t the hard part, it was listening to the stories that were just as much of a part of the recipe as the actual labor. She had a way of telling me how to live my life in such roundabout fashions that I doubted I could ever figure out what she meant. 


    An hour later, I had flour in my hair and an itch on my nose I couldn’t fix.


    “You know what the problem is, don’t you?” She didn’t stop to let me talk. “There’s magic in bread. When you marry, you’re supposed to make soda bread. One biscuit gets set aside for your husband, so you have a good marriage. Only he touches it, but you didn’t do that. So, your marriage went to shit. Make sense?” 


    It didn’t. “Is it too late? Maybe I could put poison in Curtis’s?” 


    “Sierra Ann!” 


    Apparently, poison was not a fitting end for Curtis. 


    She spat in the lump of dough under her fingers. 


    I stared at it in shock. 


    “This one’s fitting for Curtis.” 


    The snort bubbling out got caught my the back of my hand. 


    She pointed to my pile of dough. “Pinch off a fistful.” 


    I did as she directed. One doesn’t argue with Maemaw when she’s working on food or potions. Trouble was, you never quite knew which was which most of the time. 


    “Do I spit in it?” 


    “If you want.” 


    This was beyond comprehension. “If I do, will it be bad juju?” 


    “Bad, good, doesn’t matter.” She twisted the tiny lump into a bun and set it with all the others. I poked the top with my finger to put a dent in it so I could identify it later. No way was I eating a spit sandwich if I could help it.


    Maemaw raised an eyebrow but kept dividing up the dough. 


    I stared at the lump under my fingers. If this were juju, and she had a point to this insanity, maybe I should make a wish or something? As quick as a fall deer, the notion of finding a different husband flitted through my head. But it wasn’t a vision of any white chapel affair. Nope. It was hot, sweaty sex. So raw and so powerful that the mere glimpse of it made my panties wet. I quickly spit into the dough and folded it into shape. 


    “You happy now?” 


    Maemaw snorted. “He hit you didn’t he?” 


    I hadn’t told a soul about that. How she had guessed the truth was a mystery. “How about we don’t talk about Curtis?” 


    She sighed. “He is your husband.” 


    “In name only.” 


    Her frown was loud. “Winchesters don’t divorce.” 


    “Good thing I’m a Boyd until I get mine.” The sarcasm dripped from my words. If I knew my father wouldn’t throw the holiest of hellfire fits, I’d go down and raise a stink until the courts granted me a divorce just to shut me up. But, living peacefully with my family and the Boyds trumped my need to be single. Plus, there wasn’t a soul available in these parts that I was interested in. All the good ones got married early. The bad ones weren’t the marrying sort. And because of that, it didn’t much matter.


    “Hum…” 


    Maybe it was time to be more direct? “Maemaw, do you know how to kill a man without getting caught?” Widowhood would suit me just fine. 


    Her eyes went wide. “That’s bad magic, mountain child.” 


    “But you do know, don’t you?” 


    She stared into the distance. “To kill a man is nothing. It’s the getting away with it that is bothersome. You need…” She blinked twice. Then she laughed and squinted at something she was thinking. “You need a MacMillan for that.” 


    “You did not just say that.” I laughed out loud, rather than holding it in. It was funny because it was true. As many times as our family got the short end of the legal stick from the MacMillan cops and lawyers and politicians around here, it seemed like the only way to get away with murder was to let them do it. 


    Wow. That lit an idea in my head. Maybe I could frame Curtis for something and let the cops take him out? That would solve a whole passel of issues in my life. I shook the thoughts out. Maybe I was as nutty as Maemaw, creating fantasies out of the ether. Doing something like that meant allowing that man back in. I’d be damned if I did that. 


    Moreover, it was dangerous. She’d guessed rightly that he hit me. Never anywhere that would leave a visible bruise, just enough to put the fear of God into my soul. It wasn’t only his criminality or the McMansion. It was the evil inside him. He would stop at nothing to possess what he wanted. He’d fooled me into thinking he loved me. But life was all a game to him and his posse. Win the prettiest girl and put notions of a grand mountain mafia alliance into her father’s head. If Daddy ever became mayor, Curtis would use that to build an empire. 


    I shuddered. Something cold slithered across my grave. I pressed two fingers into the loaf I’d spit into. I couldn’t afford to let random good or bad juju mess with my life. It would be wise to control everything I could. Maybe Maemaw was right about the magic. Or maybe believing in magic made it manifest? Who knew? Perhaps it only was magic because you were watching for it, and it was all a coincidence. I had no faith anymore. Not in magic, myself, or my family. As much as I loved Dad and Maemaw, I couldn’t hide here forever. 


    Speaking of, I checked the clock. “I got just enough time to get cleaned up before my shift.”


    “I’ll get these in the oven. You’ll be able to take them with you to the diner.”


    She moved my roll to the tray with her spit roll. 


    I shook my head. “You know I’m gonna throw those two away. We can’t serve ‘em.”


    “Oh, I know. There’s always some loss in life. Can’t hurt wishing there wasn’t, though.” She shoved the pan in the oven and went to prep some coleslaw. 


    Over an hour later at the diner, I set up the crock pot to keep the brisket hot and shooed Dad out the door. “You’re going to be late.” 


    “But I should wait for Jamie. I don’t like you being here by yourself.” 


    “I don’t need Cousin Jamie here.” I pointedly looked at the empty tables. There were five of them. The diner wasn’t big enough for more. In fact, the way business was going, it was a waste to even have two tables, let alone two employees working. “Go.” 


    “Okay. Wish me luck.” 


    “Luck.” I kissed a finger and put it on his forehead. “There.” 


    His eyebrows went up. “Maemaw does that.” 


    “Where did you think I learned it from? Git.” 


    He chuckled. “More and more like her every day.” I don’t think he meant for me to hear it, but it warmed my heart. 


    The bell above the door jangled once as he followed orders. 


    Then there was nothing. 


    I listened closely. Okay, the hum of the industrial refrigerator was a constant, but other than that, it was blissfully silent. Even the highway out front was quiet. Not many fools traveled this stretch of hills. Good.


    I went into the back and unpacked Maemaw’s kit. The buns went into the bread keeper. I hesitated over the two with dents in the top. I don’t know why I didn’t throw them out. Something urged me not to. Finally, I stuck them near the back. That way, Dad wouldn’t grab them by mistake. 


    All but two of the pepperoni rolls fit in the freezer. I warmed up the stragglers and sat down in the folding chair by the mop closet to have a late lunch. My feet didn’t hurt, but I propped them up on an overturned bucket just the same. 


    The diner wasn’t much, but it was home. Everything I ever knew about family, I learned here or at Maemaw’s cabin. So many good memories lingered here. I never wanted to leave. And, if it stayed quiet like this, I’d be happy forever. 


    No sooner than I thought that, the unmistakable rumble of a big-ass motorcycle echoed against the hills. It moved closer and became more distinct. I waited to hear it roll past the front window and off into the hills. But it didn’t fade. Nope. The fool parked out front.


    “Christ on a cracker.” I ate the last bite and dropped my feet to the floor. Then I plastered a face on. “Smile pretty for the customers, Sierra Ann.” 


    I stuck my tongue out. 


    One problem with having a family diner is that you have customers. My mood today wasn’t ready for that. I swiped at the corners of my mouth to make certain I didn’t have crumbs stuck there, then took a whiff of my breath.


    Spicy pepperoni and homemade bread. Eek. I grabbed a mint from the shelf where we kept the napkins and stock to fix that. 


    Maybe I was mistaken? The rumble from the bike had stopped, but whoever was riding took his sweet time getting his ass inside. I crossed my fingers and whispered to the sky, “Please don’t let him come in.” 


    A rumble of thunder answered me. 


    The bell clanged. “Thanks a lot, God,” I whispered in the most sarcastic tone I could.


    This time, the smile plastered on my face was less clownish and more polite. Customers meant money. Money meant Curtis could go fuck himself with his fancy-ass McMansion. Once I got that straight in my head, I grabbed the little notepad I kept for show, and went out front to greet money. Because that’s what mattered. 


    ~ . ~


  




  

    Chapter Three


    —Kid—


    The diner was empty. Good to see that the Winchesters were still driving off business. Some things never changed. Even after all the years, the place smelled of freshly baked bread, fried potato wedges, and simmering pit beef.


    The waitress came out from the back. “What’ll ya have, handsome?”


    Well, if that wasn’t a change. I took my time scanning the woman standing in front of me. Little Sierra Winchester filled out fine. Always knew she would. If that clan got one thing right, it was creating Sierra in the image of God’s perfect woman. Someone as beautiful as Eve before the fall. Dark hair, piercing yet sultry eyes, pale skin, big boobs, and hips you could pound into for hours. And then that same clan raised her with a sharp tongue, bitchy attitude, and an eternal hatred for all MacMillans. Sierra not recognizing me was a surprise. Maybe this time, I’d get to eat an entire meal before being chased out.


    Last time, her daddy took out the shotgun.


    “The beef sandwich meal and some home fries, please?”


    “Your drink?”


    Her smile spread those cupid-bow lips, giving me a tiny glimpse of white teeth.


    The drive to Hagerstown was at least another four hours without construction or weather trouble. But that was a fool’s dream. It was the ass end of July and road construction wouldn’t wait. Indy sent me on a “mission” south to prove I wasn’t a fuck-up. It was debatable if I’d succeeded yet or not. As such, I’d opted for the scenic route home, rather than the fastest. I needed something that would keep me sharp.


    “Coffee, black.” 


    “Your funeral.” She swung her body around and reached over the counter door for the pot on the burner. The aroma held a telltale tang of an hour roasting on the plate. Battery acid would go down easier.


    “May I talk you into a fresh pot?” If memory served, Alfie Winchester skimped money on decor, wages, and anything non-food related. That meant the odds of getting a fresh pot of coffee were only good if I drank the whole damn scalded kettle.


    “You ain’t from around here if you’re askin’ that.” Code for, “watch it, buddy.” 


    Or maybe she was fishing? Sure, I’d put on at least thirty pounds and grown a scraggly beard since I’d been here last. But she should recognize a MacMillan by sheer proximity alone. “No offense, sweetheart, but ain’t the customer always right?” I grinned like an idiot, hoping she’d be tricked into complicity.


    “Not if they’s a lying, cheatin’ MacMillan. You’re lucky my daddy went to a meeting today, Billy Jacob. Else you’d get that shotgun blast in the ass you’ve been askin’ for all these years.”


    “Sierra Ann…”


    “Don’t sweet talk me none. You here because of Lulu Mae?”


    She would have to bring that bitch’s name into things. Good old Winchesters, always looking to bury a knife into an open wound. “Just passing through.”


    “Visit her grave yet?”


    I counted to ten. “No.” 


    “You should.”


    My nostrils flared. No one told me what to do. At least no one but Walt. And I guess now Indy, the bastard. But I had to be nice to him. There wasn’t any reason to be nice to Sierra Ann, except the scent of fresh bread coming from the back. “Maemaw Winchester bake that bread?” 


    Her smile turned evil. “She did.” 


    The glint in her eye should have warned me some. “Please?” 


    “Pit beef and fresh soda bread…” Her chuckle at the end wasn’t reassuring. 


    “Don’t spit in my food.” 


    “Oh, that would be a terrible insult, wouldn’t it?” She licked her lips, and I got snagged on the shimmering light caught in the moisture left behind. A blink later, I remembered where the hell I was. She’d disappeared into the back to prep my food while I fantasized about…


    Sheee-it. The world was ending, and I was crashing into flames. “Fuck. Wrong woman.” I reminded myself. 


    Sierra Ann was definitely in that category. I glanced down at the hard-on making my pants uncomfortable. “You take that as a challenge, don’t you?” 


    “Are you talking to your dick?” 


    She laid a plate in front of me. The aroma of warm bread, spicy beef, hot fries, and fresh coleslaw was tantalizing. That she’d caught me doing something stupid blanked my brain into silence. Then, I remembered my manners. “Smells good.” 


    “I spit in it.” She stood there, daring me to eat.


    “Spit or not, I’m sure it tastes good.” I picked up the sandwich and took a big bite. Sure as shit, it was the best slow-roasted beef sandwich I’d ever had. Hands down. It was worth buckshot in the ass. I groaned. “Mmm…that’s good.” 


    “I’ll get you a fresh cup.” She took my untouched mug of sludge and dumped it down the sink. Then she made a fresh pot of coffee and disappeared into the back. A short time later, she filled my cup and set it down in the right spot. “Daddy comes back in one hour. Best you be gone by then.” 


    That was unexpected. Despite her quip about spitting in my food, she was actually being kind to me. Maybe my role as the black sheep of the MacMillan clan paid off. I ate my sandwich, relishing every bite. She came back with a handwritten bill. 


    “Anything else?” 


    I glanced at my phone. I still had a good half hour before her daddy showed up. “Got any pie?” 


    She scowled. “Not for you.” 


    “Aw, man…here I thought you’d gone soft on me.” 


    “How’d the spit taste?” 


    I raised an eyebrow at her. “Like French kissing.” My eyes snagged on her lips again. They’d parted with a little gasp. Good, I’d shocked her. 
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