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The engine made a sound like a dying animal before it gave up completely.

Rachel Summers coasted her ancient Honda to the shoulder of Highway 50, watching steam billow from under the hood as her hands shook on the steering wheel. Half a year of running, constantly looking over her shoulder, and now this. Her last two hundred dollars wouldn't cover a tow truck, much less repairs.

The Nevada sun beat down mercilessly as she sat in the broken-down car, fighting back tears that would do her no good. Mark would find her eventually—he always did. But maybe not today. Maybe she had a few more hours of freedom before her ex-husband's police connections tracked her down again.

A motorcycle roared past, then another. The sound made her flinch, muscle memory from when Mark used to rev his bike in the garage just to watch her jump. But these riders had already disappeared around the bend, leaving her alone with the ticking engine and her racing pulse.

She couldn't stay here. Not on the side of the road like a wounded deer waiting for the wolves.

Rachel grabbed her backpack—everything she owned fit in one bag now—and started walking toward the cluster of buildings she'd spotted before the breakdown. The asphalt burned through her worn sneakers, but she kept moving. Movement meant survival. Stopping meant Mark would catch up.

The first building turned out to be a motorcycle shop, all chrome and grease and the kind of raw masculinity that usually sent her running in the opposite direction. But the Honda had made the choice for her. She needed help, and this was the only option for miles.

"Reckoning Custom Cycles" read the sign above the bay doors. Through the open garage, she could see a massive man bent over a Harley, his broad shoulders straining against a black t-shirt. Tattoos covered his arms like sleeves, and when he looked up at her approach, his eyes were the color of winter storms.

He was exactly the kind of man Mark had trained her to fear.

"Car trouble?" His voice carried the rough edge of someone who didn't waste words.

Rachel nodded, not trusting her voice. Up close, he was even more intimidating—easily six-four, built like he could break someone in half without breaking a sweat. The kind of dangerous that made smart women cross the street.

"Where's the car?"

"Mile back." She cleared her throat, trying to sound less terrified than she felt. "Steam coming from the engine. I think it's... bad."

His gray eyes swept over her face, lingering on the fading bruise along her jawline that concealer couldn't quite hide. Something shifted in his expression, a hardening that made the air between them crackle with tension.

"I'll take a look." He wiped his hands on a rag, never taking his eyes off her. "Name's Brick."

"Rachel." The name slipped out before she could think better of it. Half a year of fake names and stolen identities, and she gave him her real one without hesitation.

"Wait here, Rachel." The way he said her name made something flutter in her chest. "I'll get my truck."

She should run. Every instinct screamed at her to disappear before this intimidating stranger could ask questions she couldn't answer. But her legs felt like jelly, and the Nevada heat was making her dizzy. When had she last eaten? Yesterday? The day before?

Brick returned with a tow truck that had seen better decades, but his movements were efficient as he hooked up her Honda. She climbed into the passenger seat, hyperaware of how small she felt next to his bulk.

"Overheated," he said, pulling back onto the highway. "Probably the radiator. Could be the water pump. Won't know until I get under the hood."

Rachel nodded, calculating repair costs in her head. Even if it was just the radiator, she was looking at money she didn't have. And if Mark had tracked her this far...

"You running from something?"

The question hit like a physical blow. Rachel's hand instinctively went to her purse, where she kept the pepper spray that had never helped when it mattered.

"I'm not a cop," Brick said quietly. "And I don't ask questions I don't want answered. But that flinch tells me everything I need to know."

They rode in silence after that, but Rachel could feel his eyes on her whenever they stopped at lights. Not predatory—she knew that look intimately. This was different. Protective, maybe. Like he was cataloging every injury Mark had ever given her.

The shop was bigger than it looked from the road, with several bays and enough chrome to blind someone. But it was the motorcycles that made her breath catch. Not the sleek sport bikes Mark preferred, but massive Harleys with custom paint jobs that probably cost more than most people's cars.

"Club bikes," Brick explained, following her gaze. "Brotherhood takes care of their rides."

"You're in a motorcycle club?"

"Reckoning Riders MC." Pride colored his voice. "We handle problems the law won't touch."

Rachel's stomach dropped. Outlaw bikers. Exactly the kind of criminals Mark had warned her about, the ones who supposedly preyed on innocent women. But Brick hadn't touched her, hadn't even looked at her wrong. And the way he'd reacted to her bruises...

"Let's see what's wrong with your car." He popped the Honda's hood, steam still rising from the engine. "Yeah, it's the radiator. And the water pump. And probably the thermostat while we're at it."

"How much?" The words came out as a whisper.

"Parts and labor? Maybe eight hundred."

Rachel's knees nearly buckled. She had maybe two hundred in crumpled bills, and that had to last until she found work. If she found work. If Mark didn't find her first.

"I can't..." She swallowed hard. "I don't have that much."

Brick straightened, studying her face again. "When's the last time you ate?"

The question caught her off guard. "I'm fine."

"That's not what I asked."

Heat flooded her cheeks. "Yesterday. Maybe the day before. I've been driving mostly."

He was quiet for a long moment, and Rachel prepared herself for the proposition. Men always wanted something, and she had nothing left to trade except the one thing Mark had already taken from her.

"Shop's got a back room," Brick said finally. "Couch, mini-fridge, shower. Previous owner lived there sometimes. You can stay while I work on the car."

"I can't pay you."

"Didn't ask you to."

"Then why would you—"

"Because someone hurt you." His voice carried a dangerous edge that made her shiver. "And because you're about to fall over from exhaustion. My brotherhood doesn't let women get hurt on our watch."

Brotherhood. The word should have terrified her, but something in his tone made it sound like salvation instead.

"The room's yours as long as you need it," Brick continued. "No strings. No expectations. Just somewhere safe to sleep while I fix what's broken."

Rachel stared at him, searching for the catch. There was always a catch. But his storm-gray eyes held only sincerity and a carefully banked rage that wasn't directed at her.

"Okay," she whispered.

Something shifted in his expression—satisfaction, maybe. Like he'd been waiting for her to say yes.

"Good." He gestured toward a door at the back of the shop. "Why don't you get settled while I order parts. There's food in the fridge, and the shower's got hot water."

As she walked toward the back room, Rachel felt Brick's eyes following her. Not the hungry stare of a predator, but the watchful gaze of a protector. For the first time in months, she didn't feel the need to check over her shoulder.

Maybe running out of gas in the middle of nowhere wasn't the worst thing that could have happened after all.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2


[image: ]


Rachel woke to the rumble of motorcycles and voices she didn't recognize.

She'd slept fourteen hours straight on the small couch in Brick's back room, and her body felt almost human again. The shower had been heaven—hot water and actual soap instead of gas station bathrooms and travel-sized bottles. Even the borrowed clothes Brick had left outside the door fit reasonably well, though the Reckoning Riders t-shirt hung loose on her frame.

Through the thin walls, she could hear multiple male voices discussing her car with the kind of technical detail that made her stomach clench. Eight hundred dollars. Money she absolutely didn't have, no matter how generous Brick was being about letting her stay.

"—radiator's completely shot," someone was saying. "Water pump's seized up tighter than a nun's—"

"Watch your mouth, Django," Brick's voice cut through the chatter. "Lady's sleeping."

"Lady's awake," Rachel called out, because hiding would only make things worse. She'd learned that lesson the hard way with Mark.

The voices went quiet.

Rachel took a deep breath and opened the door to find five massive men standing around her Honda like surgeons over a patient. All of them wore the same black leather vest with the Reckoning Riders patch, and all of them turned to look at her with varying degrees of curiosity.

"Gentlemen," Brick said, his tone carrying clear warning. "This is Rachel. Rachel, these are some of my brothers."

The one with silver hair and laugh lines stepped forward first. "Django," he said, touching the brim of an imaginary hat. "Pleasure to meet you, darlin'."

"Tornado," said a younger man with intelligent brown eyes and oil-stained hands. "Sorry about your ride. She's been through hell."

The third brother was built like a brick wall with arms covered in military tattoos. "Mad Dog. And yeah, your car's fucked six ways to Sunday."

"Jesus, Dog," the fourth one muttered. He had the lean build of a runner and kind eyes. "I'm Keyser. Don't mind these assholes—they weren't raised by humans."

The last man hadn't introduced himself, but Rachel could feel his assessment like a physical weight. Older than the others, with scars that spoke of violence survived and granite-hard features that missed nothing.

"Dread," Brick said quietly. "My VP."

Dread nodded once, his pale eyes cataloging every fading bruise on her face. "Ma'am."

The simple courtesy in his voice nearly undid her. When was the last time a man had called her ma'am without sarcasm or threat?

"So," Django said, leaning against her car with casual grace. "Brick tells us you need some work done. Good news is, we've got all the parts you need right here in the shop."

Rachel's heart sank. "I already told Brick I can't afford—"

"Bad news," Mad Dog interrupted with a grin that wasn't entirely friendly, "is that we just had a customer cancel a big custom job. Left us with a bunch of parts we can't return and no way to recoup the cost."

She looked between them, confused. "I don't understand."

"What Dog's trying to say," Keyser explained, "is that we've got a radiator, water pump, and thermostat sitting around collecting dust. Customer paid up front, then decided he didn't want the bike after all. Parts are yours if you want them."

"But that's—" Rachel started.

"Business," Dread said firmly. "Can't return custom orders, and they're no good to us sitting on the shelf. You'd be doing us a favor by taking them off our hands."

Rachel stared at them, searching for the catch. There was always a catch. But these men—these criminals, according to Mark—were offering her exactly what she needed with no strings attached.

"Why?" she whispered.

The brothers exchanged glances, some kind of silent communication passing between them. It was Brick who answered.

"Because you flinch when men raise their voices," he said quietly. "Because you've got bruises that didn't come from any car accident. And because whoever put those marks on you is still out there."

"We don't let that shit slide," Mad Dog added, his earlier humor completely gone. "Not in our territory."

Territory. The word should have been threatening, but somehow it felt like protection instead. Like she'd stumbled into the domain of predators who hunted other predators.

"Parts are free," Tornado said, wiping his hands on a rag. "Labor's gonna run you about two hundred for my time. Fair?"

Two hundred dollars. She had exactly that much, and it would leave her broke, but it would also leave her mobile. Able to run when Mark inevitably found her trail.

"That's more than fair," she managed.

"Good." Brick moved closer, and Rachel caught the scent of motor oil and something purely male that made her pulse quicken. "Tornado's the best mechanic in Nevada. He'll have you running smooth by tomorrow night."

"Tomorrow night?" Rachel's voice cracked. "I thought it would take longer."

"Told you we had the parts," Django said with another grin. "And Tornado here doesn't sleep much. Do you, brother?"

"Sleep's overrated," Tornado agreed. "Besides, sooner we get you mobile, the better. Never know when you might need to move fast."

The statement hung in the air like a threat and a promise. These men understood running. They understood danger. And somehow, they understood her.

"In the meantime," Brick said, his hand settling on the small of her back with possessive heat, "you stay put. Back room's yours as long as you need it."

The casual touch sent electricity through her nervous system. Mark's hands had always been weapons—grabbing, controlling, hurting. But Brick's touch felt like an anchor. Steady. Safe.

"I don't want to impose—"

"You're not imposing," Dread said with finality. "You're under club protection now. That means something around here."

Club protection. The words wrapped around her like armor she'd never known she needed.

"Besides," Django added with theatrical concern, "someone's got to make sure Brick here doesn't starve to death. Man lives on coffee and beef jerky when left to his own devices."

"I can cook," Rachel said quickly. "I mean, if you're letting me stay, I should contribute somehow. I could make dinner for everyone."

The brothers went quiet again, but this time the silence felt different. Warmer.

"When's the last time we had a home-cooked meal?" Keyser asked.

"Christmas," Mad Dog said. "When Sandra made that pot roast."

"That was eight months ago," Tornado pointed out.

"Exactly."

Brick's hand pressed more firmly against her back. "You don't have to—"

"I want to," Rachel interrupted, surprising herself with the conviction in her voice. "Please. Let me do this."

Another one of those loaded looks passed between the brothers. Then Django clapped his hands together with obvious delight.

"Well, shit. Looks like we're eating good tonight, boys."

"Language," Dread reminded him mildly.

"Sorry, darlin'." Django winked at Rachel. "Looks like we're eating damn good tonight."

Despite everything—her fear, her exhaustion, her complete lack of money or options—Rachel found herself smiling. Actually smiling, for the first time in months.

"I'll need groceries," she said.

"Already handled," Brick replied, producing a credit card from his wallet. "Get whatever you need. Tornado, you and Django take her to the store. Keep her safe."

The casual assumption of authority should have triggered every alarm bell Mark had installed in her head. Instead, it felt like relief. Someone else making decisions. Someone else taking responsibility. Someone else standing between her and the world that wanted to hurt her.

"We've got this, Road Captain," Tornado said
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