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Prologue


Jenna

 


“One last fight, mi cielito.” The
honey-soft whisper melted her resolve. So did the gentle kiss that
followed, and the next. Auggie held her tight, like he knew the
exact amount of pressure to keep her from falling apart. She
inhaled his scent: detergent, soap, a hint of sweat from his
warm-ups—much better than the stale air around them. Her head
rested on his shoulder, and she shifted her weight to straddle his
hips despite the awkward chair they occupied. One more half-broken
relic in a forgotten mansion full of them.

“Just this one. Then it’s done.” She
repeated the phrase she’d turned into a mantra the last two weeks.
He stroked her hair and chuckled, the sound reverberating in her
ear and the still basement. Despite the old studio’s soundproofing,
the sounds of a gathering party above crept through the open door
and sped up her heartbeat. Her fingers curled into his arm.

“It’s done,” he echoed in a velvet whisper.
“Take the money, get the gym set up. Let Carlos run it a few weeks
while you and I head to some islands where they don’t care too much
’bout clothes and got a shitload of booze…” His hand slid down her
back, cradling her waist. “See ’bout getting a family started,
yeah?” 

She laughed, the sounds above forgotten.
“Maybe in a year or two, caveman. I’m not having your kids ’til I’m
out of school.” 

“Then we practice.” He nuzzled her hair,
tightening his grip. “So much practice, I may have to carry you to
your classes next fall.” 

“That’s what online is for.” She put her
lips to his, moaning as he slid one hand up her torso, almost but
not quite touching her breast. Damn it. “Auggie,
please…” 

“After. Nympho.” He tugged her hair, pulled
her head back until she met his cognac-and-sunlight eyes. “We’re
almost there.”

And then they were. The fight blurring past,
the win. The elation. Auggie’s lips on hers at the edge of the ring
before his coach dragged him off, the music soaring and nothing
mattering.

Laughter rang down the walls as they rushed
to the basement. Jenna in the lead, a magnum of champagne held
aloft, Ash and Carlos at her heels. Carz gave a Lobos howl
and parkour-leaped ahead of her, landing at the base of the stairs
like Batman himself. “Come out, mano!” He ran into the
semi-darkness across the dusty granite floor, leaving Ash and Jenna
to trail along. They’d abandoned their heels upstairs, but drunken
sliding across the polished stone was almost as much fun as keeping
up with Carz would have been. 

“Come on! We got the good stuff!” Jenna
yelled, bumping into Carz’s shoulder. He’d stopped at the door of
the old recording studio. “Hey, come on—” 

“Back, Jen. Back.” The snarled order caught
her off guard as much as the bruising grip he laid on her arm.
“Ash, get the medic.” 

“The…?” Jenna stared dumbly at her
soon-to-be brother-in-law while her best friend turned and ran,
sliding and cursing back toward the stairs, yelling names of the
medic crew into her phone.

And then Carz turned. 

She hit her knees on the gritty floor, a
silent wail shearing through her soul, taking all the air from her
lungs, even as her lips sealed shut.

Go back. 

Go back, go back, go back. 

To when this wasn’t reality. To Auggie’s big
hand holding hers. Promising forever. To when there wasn’t blood on
his lips, and a red-black halo surrounding his perfect
face. 

Go back. 

She turned away from the void where Auggie
had been in time to see Bennett Fitzgerald, organizer
extraordinaire, in full Crisis Management mode, standing at the
door, triumph in his eyes. He put a proprietary hand on Ashlyn’s
waist. His lips almost smiled. And time dragged her forward, the
scream in her head never stopping.

The Louisiana mud was thick and pungent.
Dead leaves, old dirt. Swamp. Carz sobbed as he pushed the weighted
bag out of the boat. He could barely walk, crying so hard his hands
shook, and Ash gently took the rope from him to tie them to the
docks. 

Jenna’s gaze stayed locked on the lake’s
rippled surface. Waiting for the miracle. Praying.

The Russian loomed out of the shadows,
reaching for her as she got out of the boat. “Time for an apology,
Blue Eyes…” 

****

Jenna woke with the scream trapped in her
throat. She inhaled sharply, swallowed, closed her eyes, counted.
Six months without incident. Zero without nightmares. Three
years, seven months, two weeks since my life ended. 

Her shrink always asked about the night Ben
almost murdered Ash. The night Jenna put a steak knife in his side.
She seemed to think Jenna’s nightmares would fixate there. They
never did. Jenna grabbed the pill bottle off the nightstand and dry
swallowed two of its contents before sipping the zero-cal Gatorade
she’d left for herself last night. Relaxing into the pillows, she
picked up her bullet journal and checked the day’s goals. 

Get Ash the Hell Out of There. 

She groaned and tossed the book away. A road
trip to bumfuck nowhere to get Ashlyn out of yet another bad-idea
relationship. She traced the eternity symbol tattooed on her wrist.
Guess I should pack. What do I even take to Redneck
Land? 


Chapter One

Case

July 20

“You son of a bitch!”

Metal legs screeched against the sticky
concrete floor. A scream accompanied shattering beer bottles as the
Silver Spur’s patrons thundered toward the exit. Case Kelly didn’t
even have time to shout “Fight!” before a body crashed into the bar
six inches from his elbow. His booted feet hit the ground as
Spider’s head cracked back from Ice’s fist. 

So much for a quiet night with the Storm
Crows. Even on a Wednesday, his club brothers couldn’t put
their fucking fists down. 

He’d told Frog, “One drink.” Case needed a
shower and a good night’s sleep, but Frog begged. Just an
hour. One hour became two. One drink became four. A game of
darts turned into a whole fucking tournament. I’m a goddamn
pushover.

“Move!” He bumped into Frog, who hadn’t
budged. Kicking the stool to force Frog into action, Case glanced
to the side for an easier escape…

Wham!

Case fell, his back slamming into the bar’s
edge. He clamped his eyes shut, white-hot pain searing behind them.
Warmth dripped down his left cheek, and something wet and cold
seeped through his t-shirt. Shit. Case clapped one hand over
his face. His aching jaw tightened. Panicked shouts splintered the
smoky air, hard to hear over the ringing in his ear. And the urge
to maim someone. His free hand curled into a fist.

Always in the wrong place at the wrong
time.

Ice had Spider trapped against the bar
within arm’s reach, controlling the fight like a goddamn
professional. Spider flailed like a fucking idiot. Panicking.
Making stupid mistakes. Hitting the wrong people. Another wide
swing barely missed Case’s nose. Fuck this, I’m
out. 

Backing up, his foot slipped in beer.
Somebody caught his arm, dragging him from the scuffle. Or trying.
He spotted the distinctive oiled dark hair in his peripheral:
Blackie. “Thanks, bro—”

Spider’s bony shoulder flew into Case’s.
“Fuck!” They both went sideways, and a bar stool’s hard back wedged
under Case’s rib cage. Blackie sprinted away. Jackass. Frog
at least stayed put, but further out of range finally, motioning
for Case to hurry up. Bastard hadn’t even put his beer down. A few
other people inside stood, watching with their mouths open, but
nobody moved.

Case shoved the stool away and staggered to
Frog. “Feel free to step in.” Frog didn’t answer but held Case
upright to watch the fight from a safer distance.

Won’t be long.

Spider knew how to hold his own in a fight:
you didn’t become a Storm Crow without that skill. But against the
national charter’s junior Enforcer, who weighed forty pounds more
in pure muscle and stood half a head taller? So much for Spider
being smart.

What the hell happened? Not one
minute before hell broke loose, Ice was cracking jokes and flirting
with Karli, the sexy bartender. He’d slung his arm around Spider at
one point. It didn’t make any damn sense. Until Case’s gaze fell on
the cute platinum blonde standing in front of the hall to the
bathroom, trembling and crying in her friend’s arms.

All this over Sophia? Since when does Ice
brawl over Crow Eaters? 

“Get off him!” Karli’s yell rattled the
windows. She stormed in from the back room, five-feet, eight inches
of voluptuous rage and hairspray, hefting a baseball bat like a
rolled-up newspaper. It would be about as effective.

What the fuck? No way in hell is she getting
in the middle of—

She was. Tall, sexy, badass, and a veteran
of countless Storm Crow brawls, she wasn’t afraid of this one. She
married a Crow, a long time ago before cancer widowed her, but she
still worked the clubhouse bar. Not a job for the weak. The Silver
Spur was her second gig, one the guys had happily supported. Might
be a lot harder if his idiot brothers won a lifetime ban for this
shit.

“Karli, keep back!” Frog waved her
off. 

Ice’s head shot up, freezing when he saw
Karli. Spider took the opening, bruised knuckles catching Ice’s
face hard enough the big man staggered back, raising a hand to his
busted lip. The vein at his temple throbbed. Blind rage. Case
recognized it, though he’d only seen it once before on Ice: the day
the Crows raided the Heathens’ clubhouse last month. When Ice
dropped half a dozen men and emptied a clip into their
president.

Shit. Spider’s a dead man.

Case launched forward, catching Ice around
his midsection, winning the tackle on surprise rather than skill.
They fell together, limbs askew, except for Case’s arm still locked
over Ice.

Spider straightened, shaking his head hard.
Blood from his swelling nose spattered around his cheeks and chest.
He squared up again, and Case’s stomach clenched. “Don’t!” Not that
Spider listened. As if he ever would. 

He advanced on both of them.

A mountain-sized shadow in leather and denim
materialized as Spider’s fist drew back. Dragon. Thank fuck.
The senior Enforcer hooked his arms beneath Spider’s and threw the
smaller man to the side. He crashed to the floor at Frog’s feet.
“Stay!” Dragon barked, just as Ice snarled, his attention fixed on
a new target.

“Fuck.” Case raised his hands in a hopeless
block as Ice got hold of his collar and let his eyes shut. This
is gonna hurt. 

He held his breath, waiting. Waiting.

He cracked one eye open, revealing a single,
large hand across Ice’s forearm. White-knuckled grip, silver and
black ring… Case’s breath escaped. Ice’s body still trembled,
either with adrenaline or rage or both, but his frosty, blue stare
locked on his vice president. Anybody else would shrink, but
Joker’s dark, unblinking glare stayed still and empty as a grave. A
chill rolled down Case’s spine. Some shit you didn’t get in the
middle of. 

Ice almost growled. “Joker, I swear to God,
I’ll—”

“Go outside. Cool off.” Joker’s tone left no
room for argument. Ice looked like he wanted to protest anyway, but
he stumbled upright and stalked past. 

Dragon stood behind Joker’s right shoulder,
his thick arms crossed, a dangerous smile on his face. “I’ll go sit
with him.” 

They left, brushing past Blackie, who
slumped in his stool, breathing fast. Guess I should thank him
later. Getting Dragon off his latest conquest couldn’t have
been easy. Frog stepped up, offering Spider a napkin for his nose.
He slapped it away, using his sleeve instead. “You stupid asshole,”
he said to Case, his voice thicker than usual. “The fuck you
getting in the way for?”

“Sorry. Next time I’ll let him keep
skull-fucking you.”

“If you hadn’t jumped in, I would have—”

“Died?”

“Fuck you, Case. You’re lucky I don’t—”

“Shut up.” Joker’s voice hit like a whip.
“Let’s go for a walk.”

Spider looked sheepish for a nanosecond
before the usual scowl settled over his jagged features. He didn’t
argue. You could be pissed at the VP, but you didn’t talk back to
him. Especially not in public. Not if you wanted to eat solid foods
this month. The only thing scarier than Ice going berserk was Joker
making a point.

Case turned to the bar where Karli waited.
Closer than he expected.

“Thanks.” Karli crossed her arms, looking a
little too much like Dragon. Somehow.

“No problem.” Liar. He squinted. “You
… weren’t really gonna try to break them up, were you?”

“None of you big, strong men were doing
shit.”

“Not doing—” Blackie protested. “I got
Dragon.”

“Yeah. Real brave.” She sighed at the
glittering glass shards and puddles now decorating the floor. “I
gotta get this mopped up before everyone comes back in.” Spinning
on her heel, she headed to the storeroom. “I’ll get the kit for
that cheek, Case.”

“You okay, man?” Frog put a steadying hand
on Case’s back. “You might want to get some ice on that. It don’t
look so good.”

Case prodded his throbbing face. It hurt
like hell now. It’d be worse tomorrow. As if Thursdays aren’t
bad enough. Now I gotta deal with this shit, too.

“Do me a favor. Next payday, before you ask
me to drink with you, fucking don’t.”

“Aw, come on. Ain’t like this shit happens
every time.”

“Coulda been worse.” Blackie wiped the
rejected napkin over spilled beer. “You coulda been Spider. Not
only did he get his ass handed to him, he ain’t getting laid
tonight either.”

“From where I’m sitting, that’s the same
goddamn boat I’m in.”

“Huh. Guess it ain’t your fucking night, is
it?”

“Fuck off, Blackie.”

“Tell you what.” Frog righted his stool and
sat down. “I’ll buy you a beer to say sorry for forcing you
to be social. How’s that sound?”

“Like a trick. I gotta get home.”

“Beauty rest ain’t gonna fix that face
tonight, son. You wake up miserable either way.”

“Frog, I’m gonna hit you.”

He laughed. “So long as you don’t hit my
face. That’s my moneymaker.”

“Business must be rough.”

A throat cleared behind them. “Hey. You
gonna move, or do I have to mop your shoes?” Case checked over his
shoulder. Karli held a mop in one hand, the other on her hip.

“Sorry,” he murmured, taking a big step to
the left.

“Sophia good?” Blackie asked.

“She’s in the bathroom fixing her makeup.
Think most of it’s for show.”

Case nodded. She’s seen plenty of
fights. Pretty, young, and a good fuck. Life must be hard
for her. Maybe I should offer my sympathy…

“You heading out?” Karli thankfully knocked
him out of that dumbass thought.

“Yeah. Gotta get an early start
tomorrow.”

Reaching into his pocket for his keys, he
waved good-bye, his shoulders loosening with each step closer to
the exit. Until the door opened. Joker stood on the other side with
a face like thunder, and Spider was nowhere to be seen. Case
wondered for half a second if there was a body in the trunk of
somebody’s car. Nah. Less trouble to get someone to haul his
drunk ass home. Probably.

“Hey.” Case stopped, jamming his hands in
his pockets. Only six years younger than Joker, and damn if he
didn’t feel like a fucking child. “Don’t know what happened. One
moment I was talking with Frog and Blackie, the next—”

“It don’t fucking matter,” Joker snapped.
“Shouldn’t have gotten in the middle of it in the first place.”

“I thought—”

“You’d stop their punches with your face?
Didn’t look all that successful.”

“But Karli was about…”

“Safe to assume nothing broke?”

Case shook his head instead of trying
another explanation.

“Good. Next time, use your head. And I don’t
mean fucking literally.”

Case nodded. Waited. When Joker didn’t start
talking, he went ahead. 

“Is everything—?”

“All right?” Joker glowered. “Seriously?
You’re asking that?” 

Case flinched, standing frozen as Joker
stepped around him, back to the patio. Follow and risk the
wrath, or let it all wait ’til tomorrow? Case rocked back and
forth on his feet. Nah, leave it for now. Besides, the VP’s
wife could probably calm him down. Eventually.

“You gonna stand there like a dumbshit post
all night?” Frog shouted from the bar. “Either go the fuck home or
get your ass back here and drink!”

Case’s cheeks flushed, and he spun on his
heel toward the door. “Fuck off, Frog!”


Chapter Two

Case

 


July 21

 Case
loved the roads outside Oak Grove. Few cars ventured off I-39 these
days, meaning he got time and space to enjoy the scenery. And
fuck if it ain’t worth enjoying. For the first few miles, a
rolling, green horizon met with an aggressively blue sky as gentle
breezes bent oceans of soybeans and grass to their whims. Further
on, tall emerald and gold cornfields blocked out the world. Even
through the visor, the fresh-cut roadside grass filled his
nostrils. Better than sand any day. Better than where he’d come
from, too.

Thursdays. Never can get the hang of fucking
Thursdays. 

The back of his head pounded with its own
personal drum, urging his spine to snap between his shoulder
blades, while a knot the size of Baghdad twisted in his stomach.
Only the vibrations of his 2015 Electra Glide Ultra Limited offered
relief. The fresh air in his lungs eased the tension, overpowering
the smell of antiseptic and soiled adult diapers. The roaring wind
and purring engine smoothed down the frustration with the last bed
change, the guilty promises, his own bitter dreams. Better this
than letting it out on his stepmom, Helen. Or Liam.

Or anyone else. His kid brother
couldn’t fix Helen’s spine or her deteriorating health with better
grades. Nobody could fix the anger and guilt eating through Case
every single day. Especially not on Thursdays, when it was just him
and Liam handling Helen’s care until the night-time aide came in,
and there was nobody to cheerfully buffer the truth for them, hide
the little things that were getting steadily worse.

We need more money, get her to better
doctors…

The road blurred, and he lifted a hand to
wipe his burning eyes, slapping the visor. Fuck. He slowed
down, blinking fast, breathing deep as he flipped it up. Not that
it helped. Would anybody notice if I don’t turn around? Would
they care?

If I could do that, I wouldn’t have ended up
here in the first place.

His grip tightened on the handle, his jaw
clamping painfully tight. The ride always did the trick before.
Why not today? Fucking why? Fear swirled inside him. What
happens when nothing helps? He screamed at that because nobody
else could hear him. When he finished, his cheeks were wet and his
forearms ached so bad he could barely hold the handlebars.

He turned on the next Y-intersection. The
cornfield fell away, revealing another open expanse of
sorghum, grass, and trees framing Wellge’s filling station. The
gods and Tree Wronski alone knew how it survived, a gently rusting
relic fifty years behind the times. Case suspected it had something
to do with the ancient, cash-only pumps and suspiciously cheap
cigarettes Old Man Wellge always had in stock. And because of the
latter, he loyally visited every week to buy a drink and a pack of
cigs. He wasn’t the only visitor today—a white Lexus SUV with
Kansas plates sat at the pumps. They gotta be lost as
hell.

Pulling his bike in, he killed the engine
and took the helmet off, taking a full breath and wiping his face
of sweat and tears. Slowly, he stood, arching his back and
twisting, sighing at the satisfying pop above his tail bone. He
patted his back pocket for his wallet, glancing at the woman by the
pump as he started toward the entrance. Wait.

He did a double-take and froze three feet
from the door. She stood, silhouetted in the fading light, dressed
in shorts showing off legs men would kill to have wrapped around
them, and a flowy top that hugged her curves in all the right
places, especially her breasts. They weren’t large, but enough to …
heave. Definitely. Aw, shit. Her wide, glassy eyes shone
with fresh tears, her lips parted to suck in the air, her face
flushed. 

“Hey,” he said softly, taking a step toward
her. “What’s wrong? You okay?”

She jumped at his approach, straightening up
like he wouldn’t notice she’d been half-collapsed against her SUV’s
fender. “Yes. I’m fine. Sorry, I—” She lifted her phone, her bright
gaze—damn near the same color as the sky—flicked to the screen, and
he’d have sworn in court they actually dimmed. “I’m not? I’m such…
I’m so sorry. I can’t believe this is real life. Do you, um, have a
phone that works here? I’m out of service, I think? And gas. And I
don’t have cash, and I—I think I’ve stumbled back to
1975…” 

He bit his lip to keep from chuckling.
“Yeah. I can see how you get that vibe.” He stepped around the pump
since she didn’t seem like she’d take off running, but he kept his
approach slow just in case. “Service is shitty out here, but I can
help you with some of those other things. I have some cash. How
much do you need?”

Her already big eyes somehow expanded. “I …
have no idea? How do you even put it in?” 

He grimaced. So many ways to answer that,
and yet… “How do you—?” He looked between her and the pump.
City girl, country gadget. “Not from around here, huh?” He
grinned and reached for the nozzle. “Let me help. How much money do
you want to put into it? Keep in mind, Carson only takes gold
coins. Or fur in the winter months.”

Her full lips parted, a model-perfect
expression caught between confusion and horror. “You aren’t—” The
hint of a smile lit her face up once more. Bet those lips taste
as sweet as she looks. “Listen, this day has been so many
levels of crappy that I’m not sure I can detect sarcasm right now.”
Yet her soft voice was almost laughing.

“I think you did a pretty good job. But that
ain’t an answer.”

“Because that leads us to the other problem.
No cash or coins. And mom’s furs are in storage in
Kansas.” 

Despite the amount of crap in his day, he
didn’t detect sarcasm. He lifted a brow. Maybe she didn’t
like accepting money from strangers? It made sense. He didn’t
either. “I’ll put twenty in. That should safely get you to a gas
station with card readers.” He moved around her so he could reach
the tank, trying to ignore the whiff of flowery perfume under the
station’s usual gas and grease scent.

“Oh, no. I couldn’t. I—” She stopped with a
groan. “I don’t even have another option here, do I? Wow. Worst
bridesmaid trip ever.” Her flawless forehead creased. “I can’t take
cash from a stranger, no matter how kind. I’ll pay you back. I’m
heading to like, uh, Elm Wood? Or Oak Stall? Something. Google
knows. If you’re from around here, I can drop it by your
office?” 

What part of my raggedy ass on a Harley
screams ‘office guy,’ sweetheart? He couldn’t keep the
laughter back. “I’m from Oak Grove. Slightly south of Oak Stall,”
he said, hiding his smile with a shrugged shoulder. 

“Right. Grove.” Her cheeks flared pink, and
she ducked her head before pushing her dark hair over her shoulder.
Does she know how fucking beautiful that makes her? She has to,
right?

“But don’t worry about paying me back. You
aren’t technically taking my money if I never hand it to
you.” 

“Thank you, Mister…?” 

He caught himself smiling again. “Case. Just
Case. And it’s no trouble at all, ma’am.”

“Jenna.” Her worried gaze met his. “I’m sure
it’s plenty of trouble, Case. Though maybe not by your usual
measurements.” She touched her cheek, mirroring where his own
day-old cut still stung. An unfamiliar pang hit his
chest. 

The day I meet the hottest girl in the
goddamn world, I look like a hobo after Fleet Week. His lips
formed a tight line, and he rubbed his stubble with a gentle hand.
“Used to it.” When he caught the question in her eyes, he quickly
added, “Work at a garage. It’s hands-on, and bruises ain’t easy to
avoid. This was me just being in the wrong place at the wrong
time.” Not a lie. Ice and a falling sledgehammer probably have
about the same outcome.

“Heck of a wrong time.” Jenna glanced at the
gas pump’s scrolling numbers. “Maybe we’ll both get a redo on this
week.” Her teeth caught her lower lip. “I’ve got some bottled water
in the car, if you need a drink?”

Yes. But water ain’t it. “If you
wouldn’t mind?” It might make her feel less guilty about him paying
for her gas. And maybe it would get his mind out of the gutter.
“About done here.” He waited a few more seconds and then released
the pump, pulling it from the tank. “I’ll go in and pay. I hope the
rest of your day gets better. And hey, if you’re sticking around
Oak Grove for a bit, maybe I’ll see you. Ain’t exactly hard to run
into people there. I think our population might be up to forty-two
or something now.” 

“That many?” She opened the SUV door,
revealing spotless leather interiors and the kind of purse Helen
used to drool over on TV shows. A moment later, she pressed a
still-cold bottle of Voss water into his hand. “Guess you might see
me then. I’ll be there for a few days. Fixin’ for a weddin’ up at
City Hall, I hear.” She touched her bottle to his in a mock salute.
“To better weeks.” 

“I’ll drink to that,” he said, taking a sip.
“Take care, Jenna.” He hesitated. Normally, he’d ask for a number.
Or give his. But would she feel like she had to because he
helped her? He might kick himself later, but he needed to let this
one go. A good deed. Mom would be so fucking proud. With a
wave, he walked away, his feet heavy, his body aching more now than
before.

Fucking Thursdays.

****

Case didn’t want to get out of the shower.
Hot water ran down his face, his body, easing tense muscles and
washing away the day’s grime, sweat, and dust. Soap suds lingered
over his chest and shoulders, Irish Spring a better smell than the
urine-soaked sheets he changed earlier. Steam clung to the glass
pane, a Titanic-like handprint dragged down the center. His fingers
curled, pressing hard while his other hand pumped his thick,
throbbing shaft. Visions of large blue eyes, soft lips, and sweet
thighs swam through his head, and as he stroked himself, he
imagined it was her pussy taking him.

It didn’t take long. He bowed his head,
watching water and semen mingling in streams over his leg and down
the drain. He breathed hard, his forehead touching the cool tile,
and waited for the relief to follow. And waited.

By the time he dressed and left his
apartment, he gave up. The ride didn’t help. The shower didn’t do
crap, and neither did jerking off. The only option left? Liquor. A
fuck ton of it. Maybe shit at the clubhouse relaxed enough by now
for him to get wasted without having to worry about an explosion or
drive-by. Who knew? So far, this year was a non-stop three-ring
methadone circus. 

The sky’s radiant summer blue finally
disappeared with the setting sun, replaced now with purples, pinks,
and orange. Ravenwood rush hour meant about five more cars on Main
Street than usual, but Case didn’t think anybody could call it
traffic. He navigated through it quickly, riding closer to the edge
of town, smiling when he saw the clubhouse’s familiar silhouette in
the distance, a handful of bikes in the yard. Thank gods. He
pulled into the driveway, the crunch of tires on gravel loud enough
to rival his engine as he rolled past the half dozen bikes. Any
Crow worth their salt knew who each belonged to. Their owners all
had seats at the table even if they didn’t get to vote on every
issue. 

He eased his ride in beside a black Dyna,
brand new and gleaming chrome: Joker’s. The thing exuded power and
beauty, and everyone thought so except the bastard who owned it.
Case couldn’t blame him. He loved his own lady: a 2015 blue and
chrome Harley Electra Glide Ultra, customized with care over the
course of many, many months. Hell, she still had a few upgrades in
store for her, and with each tweak, he loved her more. If he lost
her in an accident, even a Dyna as slick and sweet as the one next
to him wouldn’t cheer him up.

Grease—the Road Captain—and Jingle walked
out the clubhouse’s side door, their shoulders almost touching,
heads bowed toward one another in quiet conversation. Case killed
his engine, the toe of his boot catching the kickstand. His hand
dug into his pocket for the fresh pack of cigs, and he hopped over
the parking bumper.

“Holy shit, Case.” Grease whistled and
rubbed his own cheek. “You look fucking terrible.”

“Thanks.” That’s exactly the shit I need
to hear today. “Feels worse than it looks.”

“Least it was Spider’s fist and not Ice’s,”
Jingle said. “Bright sides to everything, kid.”

“They here?”

“Ice is somewhere in the back,” Jingle
replied. “You missed Spider. Probably a good thing. You heading
inside?”

“Nah. Rode up here to chill with you old
farts in the parking lot.”

Grease laughed. “And they say the youngsters
don’t respect their elders anymore.” He clapped Case on the arm and
took another drag. “Fair warning. Joker’s in one of those moods.
Bad enough what happened with Spider, but seems like he’s pissy
about some shit with his wife? I don’t know. I don’t pretend to
understand that goddamn marriage.”

“Don’t think they do either.” Jingle’s brow
quirked, but he didn’t comment. Joker’s ol’ lady, Ashlyn, had shown
up three months ago, the night a rival club ran him off the road.
He decided she was gonna be his wife about the second his casts
came off. Then they’d had a war with the Heathens that left
everyone in the charter fucked up some way or another.

“Anyway.” Another cloud passed Grease’s
lips. “Thought I’d let you know so you don’t walk in with that
shit-eating grin that pisses him off.”

Jingle nodded. “Don’t take it to heart, kid.
That’s the Wronski way. When they’re pissed off, ain’t nobody else
can be happy.”

“Thanks for the heads up.” Case pulled a
cigarette from the pack, and Grease offered his cig. He pressed the
tip to the orange end of the road captain’s, puffing on it a few
times to get it going. “Well, if I fuck up, I’ll see you two in a
bit. Probably with a new bruise.”

“Give it ten minutes.”

“Five. Max,” Jingle countered.

“You two should take that act on tour. Why
not start now?”

“And miss this new crop of Prospects?
They’re dumber than the last. Can’t buy entertainment that
good.”

The knot in Case’s stomach tightened. He
didn’t know the new round well yet on account of most being
brand-fucking-new. They were hang-arounds that latched onto the
club while he still wore the Prospect patch, too busy running
members’ errands to make nice. He liked most of them, though.
Except one. He peeked back at the row of bikes. Good. If
justice existed in the damn world, Ripper or Bullet or Travis or
whatever the fuck he called himself this week would never be a
Storm Crow.

Without another word, Case moved to the
front door, stepped inside, and took the much-needed deep breath
he’d struggled to get since his stepmom’s place. He felt the smile
creeping on his face. He couldn’t help it. He’d fucking loved the
Storm Crow clubhouse since he first set foot inside. Walls hung
with old license plates and club trophies, memorials and photos. It
was a haven meant to remind you of good times. There was even a
selection of bras and panties over the 1910s-era mahogany bar to
remind you of damn good times ahead.

Karli caught his eye, did a bit of a
once-over, then beckoned with a flick of her head. “Wondered when
you’d show up.” She leaned against the counter, giving him a clear
eye line down her cleavage. Karli’s body was beautiful, all curves
and softness, her skin a canvas of vibrant colors and images. If he
didn’t respect her so much, he’d have begged her—weekly—for a
night or ten to explore her ink, and everything else, with his
tongue. But she was not to be touched. For one, Dragon and Tree
would slice off his balls. For another, she would. Karli’s
single status was Karli’s choice, and only the dimmest bulbs dared
push that button. 

“What’s up?” he asked, meeting her eyes. She
smirked, leaning forward to test his attention. He managed to keep
his eyes on hers. Barely.

“Not sure. Thought you could tell me.” She
nodded toward the opposite side of the room. He saw what she meant.
Joker sat at his usual table, clutching his drink, one leg
stretched over the chair next to him. “Not like him to brood this
long over a fight.”

He grunted and closed his eyes. Fuck.
“This about Spider or Ashlyn?” 

“Hell if I know.”

He chuckled. “Guess I’ll start with just a
beer then. What’s he drinking?”

“Rum and Coke. Think she’s rubbing off on
him.” Karli hurried to get the drinks.

Case talked himself up for it, still raw
from yesterday’s encounter. He didn’t want to be Joker’s chew toy
today, but Karli wouldn’t send him if she expected that result.
Right? He glanced back at her as she handed over the drinks
with a good-luck wink. “Thanks.” He got a deep breath and made a
beeline for the table. If he went fast, he wouldn’t have time to
chicken out.

“Brought you a refill.” Case put it down
next to the nearly empty glass. Joker’s midnight gaze fixed on him.
On a good day, that glare could freeze Everclear. Today was not a
good day. Case tensed. What’s one more fight this week?

Instead, Joker slid his leg back to the
floor before draining his first glass. He motioned for Case to sit.
“Karli’s been trying to get someone to come over since we opened.
You’re the only idiot who’s been brave enough. Put that out,” he
ordered absently.

Case looked down at his cigarette and
extinguished it in the ashtray. Sometimes he forgot Joker quit
smoking after his accident. Cold turkey was a hell of a thing to
do. He’d done it once but fell back into the habit. The cravings
sucked. 

“Figured my day can’t get worse. Everything
good, VP?”

“Depends on your perspective.” He grabbed
the ashtray, pushing it across the table. Case swallowed hard, his
nerves still on edge. It had to be for show, right? The whole damn
clubhouse smelled like cigarettes. “Nobody’s getting shot at.
There’s that.”

Case rubbed his nose and took a drink. “Nice
change, ain’t it? Think I dodge more lead here than in the
Corps.”

Joker’s eyes lit up with the first flicker
of warmth, and he chuckled. He paused after, almost as if the sound
surprised him. “Hard to believe.”

“Okay. Maybe about equal.”

“Fair. But yeah, everything’s fine. Just
thinking.”

“About?”

“Your mom,” Joker said drily.

“She’s not your type.” The answer came
without hesitation. “Unless you mean my stepmom. And if you do, uh,
Helen ain’t your type either. But I get it. Not my business. Guess
it makes sense you got a lot on your mind with Sturgis coming up
and all the shit going down.”

“Sturgis is gonna be a shitshow.”
Joker groaned. “But we expected that after the Heathens fuckup. I
ain’t too worried. Gotta play nice. Smooth some feathers. Nothing
the club ain’t done before.”

“I can’t wait to go. Itching for a change.”
Anything to take his mind off bedsores and medical bills.

“Yeah. I may have had too many of those
lately.” Joker took a drink. A long one. 

“What do you mean?”

“It don’t matter,” he said, twisting the
glass on the table while his gaze darted toward the back door. A
solid hunk of t-shirt and leather loomed in Case’s peripheral
vision. He tilted his head up as Ice’s heavy, callused hand landed
on the back of his neck, cold as hell and not at all gentle.

“What the fuck?” Case hissed as his head was
forcibly turned. He glared up at Ice.

“God damn Spider did good work. The girls of
Pharaoh County are gonna have open spots in their beds all
week!”

He let out a humorless laugh. “Thanks.”

Ice fell into the seat next to Joker without
invitation. But then, he was about one of two people who could do
that. Joker and Ice went way back. Before either of them wore a
Prospect patch. 

Ice stretched, his back popping, and propped
his right leg out in front of him with a grimace. “Fucking knee,”
he muttered. He cleared his throat, but whatever he planned on
saying never came out. Instead, his brow furrowed, and his
expression sharpened. “What’s wrong with you?”

Case glanced down at his body as if he might
find the answer. “Huh? Nothing.”

“Bullshit. Somebody steal a chick from you?
Only thing I know of can put a look like that on your face is blue
balls.”

Nobody stole her. My stupid ass walked
away.

“Guess you’re pretending the fight never
happened?” Anything to avoid explaining the surreal encounter. No
way in hell that ended in anything but ribbing and sarcasm.

Ice rolled his eyes. “Ain’t like I’m the one
who did that to you,” he said, tapping his own cheek. 

“Leave him alone,” Joker said. “Not in the
mood to babysit him when you piss him off.”

“Just teasing.”

“I’m tired,” Case admitted, glowering at
Ice.

“Of what? Getting pussy thrown at you
wherever you go?”

Joker frowned. “There’s an
image.”

“It is exhausting. I know it was a long time
ago, Ice, but remember what it’s like.”

Ice gave him a level stare before laughing.
“Nice.”

“This is why people drink alone,” Joker
muttered.

“People drink alone because they’re
alcoholics. Or because they’re being emo as fuck.” Ice settled his
elbow on Joker’s shoulder. “And you ain’t an alcoholic, so that
means—”

“When’s the last time I punched your
face?”

“About three hours ago? Point is, friends
don’t let friends drink alone. Even emo friends. Right, Case?”

Case shook his head. “You’re on your own
here, buddy.” 

“Told you. Smarter than he looks,” Joker
said, smirking.

“Hey!”

“That still leaves a whole lotta range
between dumb as shit and average,” Ice teased.

“Better hope you’re wrong. Case’ll be going
with your crew to KC soon as we get back from Sturgis.”

“Wait. What?” Ice and Case said
together.

Case felt invisible. He hated when they got
like this. “What’s going on in Kansas City?”

Ice ignored him. “You made it sound like you
were comin’ when we were planning shit out in Church.”

“Guys!” Case snapped. They both turned to
him. “Yeah, still here. What’s going on in KC?”

Ice licked the front of his teeth and stared
down at his Budweiser, measuring how much he had left before
turning it straight up to empty it. “Some recon. Their club’s been
seeing some strange shit, and they want extra eyes on it. Nothing
huge. Not like the Heathens.”

“That don’t really answer my question.”

Joker made an impatient noise. “Girls are
going missing in Crow territory. Somebody’s selling flesh, and you
know how Tree gets about shit like that.”

The last time they’d dealt with human
traffickers was before Case’s time, but from the way Dragon and Ice
told it, Tree had gone scorched earth. Literally. At the time, it
got reported as a meth lab explosion. Several of them.

“It ain’t gonna come to that.” Ice’s eyes
narrowed at Joker. “And we don’t know if that’s what’s going on.
We’re just doing recon.”

“Which is why you guys are fine to do it
without me.” Something in Joker’s tone still sounded off. Ice set
his empty bottle down and leaned against the table. 

“This have something to do with the phone
call you made?” Ice’s expression relaxed like he realized the
answer on his own. “She chew you out for being gone so much?”

Joker scowled. “Not exactly.”

“When you say, not exactly…”

“You know Ash.” Joker shrugged. “Sometimes
she takes a lot of words to say something completely opposite.
Besides, Bullet can’t pull babysitting duty full-time. Kid’s gotta
do actual Prospect things. Can’t do that if he’s at my place all
the time.”

“That’s true,” Ice said, nodding sagely.

Case took a drink to hide his own sigh. He
hated that Joker relied on Bullet to look after Ash lately. Sure,
he understood it. The Prospect was one of about three people Ash
felt fully comfortable with, not counting her husband, and given
what they went through at the Heathen clubhouse and how the bastard
nearly died trying to protect her? Didn’t mean Case liked it.

“That mean he’s coming to Sturgis?” Case
asked. It wouldn’t be so bad. Easy to avoid somebody there. Or get
so drunk you didn’t recognize them.

“I’m hoping. But shit’s complicated. She’s
got this so-called best friend coming into town. Her old roommate.
I don’t know. I can’t explain what the fuck I’m thinking, but—”

Ice cut in, “You’re wondering where the fuck
Best Friend’s been up to now?”

“Yeah. The way Ash talked about how things
were before, and meeting her bitch mother… Don’t know what to make
of her friends suddenly appearing at my doorstep.”

“Suddenly?”

“My wife has a way of forgetting to mention
when she’s invited people over. She swears she told me, but I know
she didn’t.”

Case’s head tilted. “So you think she’s
lying?” 

Joker cast a sharp scowl at him. “No,” he
said firmly. “She probably meant to tell me and forgot she didn’t.
Didn’t change that I found out this morning, and this chick’s
showing up tonight.”

Case went rigid. That girl… No. Couldn’t
be. 

“I can’t skip Sturgis,” Joker continued.
“And I don’t want to leave her with some asshole I don’t trust.
Thinking Bullet may have to miss out one more time. Maybe I can
make it up with a few strip club errands or some shit.”

Case’s hand balled into a fist on his knee.
Leaving Bullet to watch Ash and this friend of hers meant Joker
trusted him. And more than a little. He swallowed, the beer’s
aftertaste mixing with a jaw-clenching bitterness. He masked it
with another drink, surprised to see the bottom of the cup.

“I’ll stay.” He all but spat the words.

“What?” Ice sat up. “Kid, weren’t you
saying—”

“Joker’s right. Bullet needs to be put
through the paces, and who else can do it? I don’t mind. I’ve
crashed on your couch enough times, boss. At this point, probably
easier to fall asleep on that than my own bed.”

“You don’t have to do this, Case.”

“I know.” He released his hand, flexed the
fingers against his leg. The plan felt good. Solid. “But Helen’s
getting over some shit, and Liam’s a fucking mess most days. It’s
probably better if I’m close by anyway.” It wasn’t entirely a lie.
Helen was always getting over something. It became her permanent
state of existence after the wreck that shattered all their
lives. And Liam, his youngest brother, could barely take care
of himself let alone his ailing mom.

“That’s … okay.” Ice stood up. “I’m gonna go
get you water. I’ll be back.” He cast an unreadable look toward
Joker. One of their non-language moments.

When he was out of earshot, Joker leaned
forward. “You’ve been talking about Sturgis for weeks now. And you
ain’t said shit about your stepmom. You gonna tell me what this is
about?”

“It’s kinda petty,” he said slowly. “The
shit you guys put me through when I was trying to earn my colors, I
think he should have to do it, too. And the other guys might start
thinking he’s getting off easy. You know, for the club and all
that.” He got the empty cup halfway to his lips before remembering
he’d already finished it. Fuck. 

He sat back, ignoring Joker’s disbelieving
grunt until the VP shrugged. “If that’s what you want to do, then I
appreciate it. It’s been, uh, complicated with Ashlyn.
It’s—”

“I get it, Joker. You don’t gotta
explain.”

Joker relaxed at that. He was as
uncomfortable talking about his feelings as Case was watching him
try.

“But hey, if you really want to thank me,
maybe the next few rounds can be on you? My asshole boss don’t pay
me again ’til next week.”

“Lucky he don’t fire you. Don’t think
my boss would mind all that much if I did.”

Case’s answering quip fizzled with Ice’s
return. Joker took the bottle of water, untwisting the cap slowly.
Ice drew a breath between his teeth.

“You said New Girl is showing up tonight,
right? Gonna face the music alone, or you wanting
reinforcements?”

Joker cast a suspicious glare at him. “Don’t
matter. If you’re aching for an excuse to meet her, you’re always
welcome. But if you crash on the couch, try to keep your pants on.
At least until we know how she’ll react.”

“She hangs around Oak Grove long enough,
she’s bound to see Ice’s dick.” Case stood up. “Mind if I tag
along?” The question came out so casually, Case almost fooled
himself.

“Always. But you do it anyway.”

He made himself laugh. Easier to do that
than admit it stung. He is kidding, right? He followed after
Joker, his smile transforming into a nervous frown. He’d earned his
place. Earned his patch. Earned Joker’s trust enough that the VP
himself sponsored Case as a Prospect. Unless…

Maybe it’s all in my head. What if…?

“Told you. Five minutes!” Jingle’s braying
laugh echoed from the picnic tables right outside the doors.

Another fake smile.

What if I’m just the butt of everyone’s
joke?


****

Jenna

 


Her chest ached less with each passing mile,
but she checked the gas gauge every few seconds lest it detonate
and reveal Brigadoon II: Gas Station Surprise was all a dream. It
might well have been, if not for the missing Voss in the travel
cooler. Case, she reminded herself. Probably short for
Casey? I need to find Casey who works at a garage. Shouldn’t
be hard, considering he’s built like a Hemsworth and has a face to
match, under the bruises. There can’t be many of those in this
hellscape…

How can Ash even stand to be here? 

Jenna gazed through tinted windows at the
Stepford horror of Oak Grove. Actual white picket fences and
teenagers mowing grass. There was even a church with a steeple
fronting onto a pristine little village park with a damn
picturesque fountain. You could practically see a wedding party
waiting to happen. God, please don’t let that be the church.
I’ll die of a saccharine overdose. 

A few more turns revealed her destination: a
tiny saltbox house freshly painted with a construction crew taking
over the back yard. Ash had opted to remodel while planning a
wedding. The girl has no sense of self-preservation.
Huffing, Jenna checked her phone and sent a text to her best
friend. No way am I going in there alone. However
1950s-sitcom-perfect the town appeared, the place was crawling with
biker gangs and redneck criminals. Not that she hadn’t been in her
share of terrifying spots, but something about the kind of crime
that hid behind fresh paint and Mayberry set pieces irked her
already shaky nerves. 

“Jenna!” Ashlyn appeared at the front door
and raced down the gently sloping yard toward the car in a tiny
blonde blur. 

“Hey!” Jenna hopped out and met her in an
over-enthusiastic hug, tears stinging her eyes. Ash looked
good—healthy even, despite the fact some psycho literally shot her
a month ago. All the Skype sessions, Snaps, and IG tags in the
world hadn’t quite convinced Jenna as much as this moment.
She put a kiss on Ash’s rosy cheek. “You’re trying that new line
from Etude, aren’t you? Your skin is amazing!” 

“You never steer me wrong.” Ash kept hold of
her hand, pulling Jenna toward the house, green eyes glittering.
“Come on, get inside before you melt.” 

“Whatever. I’m usually in Pennsic for this
heat.” 

“Pennsylvania heat is not the same and you
know it.” 

Jenna followed without argument, pausing
inside to adjust to the wave of cool, paint-scented air and take in
the interior. “You worked fast,” she admitted, mentally comparing
the pics Ash had sent days before. New barnwood floors replaced
carpeting, and the walls definitely hadn’t been blue. A massive
gray sectional and chairs provided enough seating for a football
team to watch themselves on a television almost ready for its big
break in a theater. Calming colors, muted tones: magazine-ready. If
you ignored the TARDIS throw blanket, abandoned motorcycle boots by
the door, and some errant sample invitations and menus scattered in
piles across the white coffee table. 

“Once I knew what I wanted, there was plenty
of labor for installing it.” Ash shrugged, walking on toward the
kitchen. “I’m thinking of doing this with other houses. If it makes
money, that’s nice, but it could give some people a job, and I feel
better about this than constantly shopping for wedding stuff… Here.
Water. Hydrate.” She reappeared with a bottle and shoved it into
Jenna’s hand. “You always forget when you’re driving.” 

Jenna settled on the overstuffed sofa,
taking a dutiful sip while eying the white crown molding above.
“What does your husband think?” 

Ashlyn laughed, dropping beside Jenna with
her own bottle. “His only request is no lace and no potpourri. I
didn’t even know he knew that word. Otherwise, it’s whatever I
want. I’m here more than he is right now anyway, and I think the
theory is if I stay on a project, I won’t be…” she trailed off, her
mirth vanishing. Jenna nodded. They both endured trauma in the
past. Now Ash had a kidnapping on top of it. And with Ash’s
history, that could get tricky. 



































































































































































tmp_0011672-9abf7672-7529-42ab-97f1-545f670b8333_VdDpFy_html_71dbcfad.png
)
[

BXxX xt

!
|

.o





tmp_0011672-9abf7672-7529-42ab-97f1-545f670b8333_VdDpFy_html_240ccadc.jpg
EVERNIGHT PUBLISHING o

STORM ‘CROWS MC

ALLEGRA GREY & EMILY SLOAN





tmp_0011672-9abf7672-7529-42ab-97f1-545f670b8333_VdDpFy_html_7b4a6fb9.png





cover.jpg
ALLEGRA GREY & EMILY SLOAN





