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Chapter One

May 1

 


Oak Grove, IL

Does hell have fans? Joker groaned,
rubbing his face until his contacts shifted the world into focus.
Overhead, a squeaking fan spun molasses-heavy air to no effect but
a nerve-shredding counterpoint to the buzzing from his nightstand.
The glistening brunette tangled in the black sheets beside him
didn’t move. He slid his arm out from under the girl and reached
over her to grab the stupid phone. A familiar number blinked across
its screen.

Shit. Six missed calls. His companion
inhaled and rolled over without missing a beat. A long weekend ride
and longer parties lay behind them both, and he didn’t blame her
for knocking out. Might as well leave her to it. He pushed
the sheet off his legs and dropped the phone on the pillow. Better
to get moving and say he hadn’t heard the ringtone on the bike than
admit he slept through it.

Joker stumbled to his feet and reclaimed his
clothes from the floor—boxer briefs, Kevlar jeans, and a black
t-shirt—so he wouldn’t wake the girl by rummaging around. The crow
insignia’s weathered eyes looked reproachful as he lifted his cut
from the doorknob. The sun-faded leather felt like wearing a flak
vest these days thanks to a black-lettered, sharp-edged badge with
the words “Vice President”. He draped it over his arm instead of
slinging it on, ignoring the twinge of guilt. I should have been
up earlier. Should have stayed at the clubhouse. The endless
list of things a better VP might have done ran through his
head.

He eased the door shut behind him before he
walked down the hall and nudged his roommate’s door closed on his
way by—no snoring, no tapping keyboard, meant Grim wasn’t back from
his run. Flipping on the bathroom light, Joker dropped his boots on
the tile floor and choked. A fake apple stench assaulted him from
the potpourri bowl on the towel cabinet. His nose twitched. Does
that shit have some kind of nuclear half-life, or is Grim refilling
it? He could just about imagine his best friend buying it, if
the salesgirl was pretty enough.

He turned the water on, splashed some onto
his face, and blinked until the contacts moved again. His
reflection glared back at him, red-eyed and shaggy as a stoner
hobo. Fuck, that’s impressive. No wonder you get pussy so easy,
asshole. He ran his hands over his jaw, scratching at the
day-and-change stubble. Shaving would end the itch, but wearing a
beard took the edge off his sharp features and—more importantly—hid
the damned dimples. No inspection at 0500 these days. Screw
it.

Donning his cut, he took a pack of Marlboros
from the left pocket. He stuck one between his lips and lit it to
spite the potpourri phantom. I’m dumping a case of Febreze here
next paycheck. Reagan’s gone, and her stupid scented bullshit’s
gotta go, too.

Joker trailed smoke through the house and
out to the garage. Standing on the threshold, he swiped his hand at
the wall-mounted button just inside and watched with a reverence
polite society reserved for churches as silver moonlight poured
past the rising bay door, casting an ethereal glow behind a divine
vision of chrome and black: a 1992 Low Rider Sport, 582 pounds of
steel and twin-engine perfection customized so she was all his,
right down to the stylized wings painted on the fenders. After
hunting her down for three years, he’d spent the last two getting
every last part just right, achieving every spec he’d dreamed up
out in the Iraqi desert.

Standing beside his baby, he lit a fresh
cigarette, savored the cool night air, and looked out at the silent
street. Frogs and crickets practically drowned out the occasional
sounds of traffic echoing from the main road.

 Forgotten by the
world outside, Oak Grove—like the rest of Pharaoh County—belonged
to another era, a fact that suited the Storm Crows’ original
chapter and its national president just fine. Taking a last, slow
drag, he checked his watch and calculated what level of bullshit
might be waiting. He’d left the rest of the crew neck deep in pussy
and booze, so probably a bar fight. Unless it wasn’t.

He tossed the cigarette butt, crushing it
with the tip of his boot while he slid his gloves on and flexed his
fingers to stretch the leather. He ran his right hand over Baby’s
fender to pay his respects before he straddled her. The usual
thrill lifted his soul—feeling her purr to life beneath him lit him
up in a way nothing else did these days. Her engine rumbled, eager
for the road. He grabbed his helmet and locked it in place before
answering her call.

He took his preferred route—the long
one—toward the clubhouse, reveling in the empty roads up north of
town that wound through endless seas of grass and early spring
crops. The cool spring wind in his face and the open road always
cleared his head. He needed that tonight. A few cars passed, and he
had to look out for deer—always a bitch of a hazard, but no worse
than an IED. At least the deer were visible beforehand. He checked
his watch at a stop sign, sighing at the time before he made the
turn to head back west. Tree’s going to rip my nuts off if I’m
late again… He gunned it on the straight, revving to eighty in
a fifty-five until a headlight shone in his mirrors. Another glance
revealed one light, not two: a bike. He moved into the right out of
courtesy. So did the other rider.

Fucker.

About twenty feet behind him, the stranger
slowed to maintain the distance and flashed high beams. Signaling.
For what? Joker squinted at the mirror again, but the
darkness revealed only the headlight. Is it one of the guys?
Too late, he realized his phone was back in his bed.

Why would Dad send somebody out to wave
me down? His question unanswered, he accelerated. The tail
could ride behind him to the clubhouse and tell him there. The guy
matched Joker’s speed. And gained. Concern became irritation,
became nerves. This don’t smell right. He adjusted in his
seat, more aware of the Glock in the back holster beneath his
cut—he didn’t even remember putting it on, but the habit was too
engrained for thought.

He turned off the highway onto an
oil-and-gravel road that skirted the edge of Oak Grove over to
Ravenwood. Shit to ride on, but his shins could take a few rocks.
And his baby could take the turn faster than whatever junker the
asshole behind him rode. The distance between them grew. He checked
the mirror and kicked down a gear—he didn’t need to spin out on
loose gravel. Baby’s front end wobbled from his shifting weight and
the uncertain road. He looked ahead, praying for a passing car.
Something. Anything to knock the fuckstick off until Joker could
get steady enough to outrun him. Or pull his gun.

A set of matching white lights gleamed in
the distance. A house. If he could get there, maybe asshole would
get off. Witnesses fucked up these games… The light behind him
flashed again. A set of headlights turned into the road. A few
hundred yards and closing fast. Shit. Steadying Baby with
his left hand, he reached for his gun with his right. A darker
shadow loomed in the pavement ahead.

He swerved around the pothole—plague of
southern Illinois roads—and turned back.

Crack.

Shrieking, rending metal. Chrome on gravel.
The world slowed and tilted, everything going weightless. It didn’t
hit him until he hit the ground: he’d been thrown. The pain slammed
through him, taking over his body with excruciating pressure,
crushing and tearing him apart at the same time. More snaps,
crunches. Not his bike, but bones. The assholes after him were
shouting, but the pain roared in his ears. Darkness claimed him
without even the flash of a gun.

Raindrops hit his cheek instead of
shrapnel.

For a delirious second, he imagined he'd
dreamed it all while passed out in the clubhouse yard, gotten
caught in the rain. He opened his eyes. Bone hung out of the skin
on his left arm, yellow, white, and vicious red-black in the
starlight. Body turned to meat. He spent the last of his strength
pushing himself onto his back with an aching but usable right arm.
He tried a scream, but his lungs betrayed him. There wasn’t enough
air in the world. The pain dulled, even cooled. Maybe it was the
rain. His eyes took in the storm-darkened sky, glaring at the
inconsistent stars.

Was a bullet too-fucking-much to hope
for? The dark yawned and the stars wavered. Guess it
could’ve been worse: Got laid, got to ride Baby the way Harley
intended, laughed with my brothers.

But going down like this?

Bleeding out on a dark roadside, gravel in
his back, and rain spitting in his face. Alone. No buddies calling
in a chopper, no friend taking his tags. Just a bunch of fucking
cowards who ran off before they even finished killing him. At least
he had his cut on, and the bright light heading his way. Won’t
be alone for much longer.

****

Ashlyn

A wet ribbon of patched blacktop wove
through fields and pastures lit by the waning moon and her Miata’s
headlights as they prowled along hairpin curves and blind corners.
Ashlyn ignored her engine’s purring invitation to speed and fun:
two herds of deer had already crossed their path, leaving her
knuckles so white they all but glowed against the black steering
wheel. This is what we get for leaving the main roads. And the
21st century…

She cranked the volume and sang along to her
latest favorite song as she negotiated another turn, taking her car
from the blacktop to an oil maintenance road—a shortcut to Oak
Grove, little used. Yet another hill followed. At the crest, a high
beam scorched her retinas. Her voice flew sharp into a scream, the
Miata’s tires screeching to a halt alongside with her heart and
Taylor Swift’s chorus. She braced for impact.

Nothing happened.

Ashlyn eased one eye open. The beam hadn't
moved, so she opened the other and allowed herself to breathe.
Assess. The offending light shone out of the ditch further up the
curve, explaining why she’d thought it was in her lane. Several
yards past it, something lay crumpled and motionless at the edge of
the right shoulder.

Great, more kamikaze deer.

She threw the shifter into park and grappled
her cell phone out of her oversize, overcrowded purse, only to
wince at the screen’s messages. One measly bar of
service—guaranteed, by the miracles of technology, to mean the same
thing as no bars. Of course. Why would you need service in the
middle of nowhere? Why would you even be in the middle of
nowhere? That’s a place crazy people go, obviously…

She opened her door and hit her phone’s
flashlight app as she got out, only to belatedly duck back in and
hit the emergency blinkers. Outside, the Illinois night pulsed with
life. June bugs and cicadas sang their crackling tunes, frogs and
crickets adding another melody while the wind whispered through the
grasses and trees beyond the fence row. Somewhere in the darkness,
a rain crow called, and she could just about feel her hair frizzing
in answer to it.

With her headlights, flashlight, and the
foreign headlamp all lit, a forest of shadows rose up beyond the
cyber-age LED’s, writhing and receding with every crunching-gravel
step to reveal the heaped, twisted wreck of a motorcycle. She
raised her glowing phone up like a shield, turning its beam to
survey the damage. Black paint and chrome gleamed here and there,
but deep gouges showed along the side facing her. A busted Harley
emblem lay a couple yards away from it. No rider. She
frowned. Considering the shape of it and the worrying smudges along
its side… Why’d they run off and leave the headlight on like
that? Is it stuck?

“Hello?” She called into the night. “Hey!
Anybody there?”

A rumble of distant thunder answered her.
Then something rustled. Close. Ash’s stomach jolted, and visions of
coyotes and dire-wolves danced through the shadows as she turned
her phone toward the lumpy thing half-hidden by the road’s slanted
shoulder and overgrown ditch. Her blood chilled.

Not a deer.

“Oh no… No!” She clutched the phone tight
and ran. The tarp wasn’t a tarp: it was leather, shredded to pieces
by the oil-and-gravel pavement. Mud from some earlier downpour
coated the person. Man, she amended as she knelt—huge frame, and
the badly broken leg didn’t look feminine. Hell, that doesn’t
even look human… Swelling must’ve set in? Maybe that means
he’s alive? She searched her memory for any lingering remnants
of Girl Scout First Aid. A helmet and cracked visor masked his
head, but he had to be mostly road rash or dirt beyond that.

“I don’t know if you can hear me, but I’m
calling for help. Okay?” Ash reached for the man’s left arm, only
to find the bone far too visible through his torn leather sleeve.
She stopped before her fingers made contact. So much broken
stuff, where am I supposed to touch him? “Shit-shit-shit don’t
be dead." Like pleading would make a difference. She decided to try
his neck, just under the helmet. A little bit of skin not stretched
over a bone. Not cold means not corpse, right?

Her tentative fingers brushed over his neck
as lightly as possible. The rider’s clammy skin felt kind of warm,
so she let out a breath and pulled her phone’s keyboard up. 911.
Send. Come on, networks. Don’t let me down. The call
connected as she got up the nerve to touch his throat again, this
time daring to press against his damp, unconscious flesh. He had a
pulse. Not strong, but present. The call dropped. "Fucking
merde, sheit, hell, dammit…"

Two more tries. First, the call dropped
before it even rang. The next connected, buffered by the steady
stream of frantic curses. “Please, you’ve got to hurry. It’s a bike
wreck, and he’s… I don’t know how long he’s been here. His leg’s
busted, and his arm’s pretty bad, too, and his helmet’s still
on…"

The 911 lady sounded less than patient.
“Well, can you tell me where you are?”

“No, I can’t!” she hissed. “My phone’s got
GPS. Can’t you just find me?”

“The county hasn’t upgraded yet.”

Of course. Of fucking course. Why would
Pharaoh County ever leave 1957? Panicked tears stung Ashlyn’s
eyes, straining her voice. “I’m on the … County Maintenance 20 …
North of Oak Grove.”

“How far?”

“I—I don’t know. A little bit after Route
A…”

“Is that where Ryman Dumbrowski’s farmhouse
burned down?”

“How would I know? I don’t know a-anything
about this place! Google won’t load, and I just … just drive out
along Route A, take County Maintenance 20. White Miata in the
stupid road! I put the flashers on. Please!”

Powerless to move the ambulance, she fumbled
his visor up, half recalling some Girl Scout leader talking about
airways, and checking them. The guy made a pained, grunting noise.
Ashlyn choked back a sob. I moved him, and now he’s dying. He’s
dying now. God, why is this even real life?

Inside the helmet, his face was a bloody
mess, but most of it seemed to be coming from his nose. And he kept
breathing. Worst—or best?—his swollen eyes moved. Hard to tell if
the slits were blinking or not, but she opted for yes.

“Shh, it’s okay.” She softened her voice,
barely touching her fingertips to his neck again—the only bit of
skin both visible and not shredded, sliced, or over obviously
broken bones. “Y-you… Can you talk? Your name? What’s your
name?”

His eyes, both of which were almost hidden
in bruises but might have been brown or black, darted around for a
few seconds before they locked on hers. “Nathan,” he said in a raw,
rough whisper. The headlights kept his ruined face mostly shadowed,
but she smiled, hoping to encourage him.

“Nathan. Okay. Don’t move any more. You had
a pretty bad spill, but help’s coming. Um. Eventually.”

Nathan winced and his eyes shut. “Might … be
faster … to go to them…” He sounded like he thought this idea did
not belong to the same order of likelihood as Mr. Tumnus running
out of the nearest oil well.

“Right. Yeah. First, um…” What do they do
in TV shows? Shit, come on, what would Grey’s Anatomy
say? “Tell me if you can wiggle your toes. Um. Your right
ones. The left leg’s … kind of broken. Let’s not move it.” She
figured that would take him a minute or two. He had long legs and
probably a concussion, so it seemed like a big job.

Thunder rumbled again, and Ashlyn cringed,
looking at her tiny, two-seater convertible. She focused on his
legs. Big, much longer than hers, plus all the blood and swelling.
Crap. Should I take his boots off, or does that make it worse?
Oh God, I should probably tourniquet something… But what if I tie
the wrong bit? Didn't someone say those were bad now?

“Moving.” He didn’t sound convincing, but if
he thought his toes were moving, why argue?

“Okay.” She relayed the information into the
phone. More syllables cut up into unintelligible nonsense answered.
She took a deep breath, tried not to look completely terrified, and
got off her knees to settle down onto the road beside him, ignoring
the gravel biting into her hip and the unpleasant chill of wet dirt
on her bare, shorts-clad leg. Do I keep him talking? If
he has a head injury, he’ll die if he passes out. But he was
already passed out once… Why the fuck didn't I get a nursing
degree? Where is Google when I need it?

Nathan’s head tilted back in the helmet, or
maybe it settled into the mud. “Th-think … they’re gonna make
it?”

She glanced at him but a second later, her
gaze rolled to the sky as fat raindrops landed on her arms and then
the top of her head. Of course.

“They’ll be here, Nathan. Hold on.” She ran
to her car, frantically tossing through the stuff piled in the
passenger seat and floorboard. Her fingers closed around the Hello
Kitty umbrella just as the sky opened up. She raced back and
dropped next to him with a muffled shriek at the cold water rolling
down her spine. Cold-as-hell rain would be Mother Nature’s
choice today. Why not?

“I … I can’t believe … I’m gonna die here…”
His mirthless laugh turned into a moan.

“Shut up. You’re not dying." The words came
out harsh to forestall any further argument. After two fumbled
attempts, the umbrella blossomed above them, shielding Nathan from
another mouthful of rain.

“Well…” His gaze swept over her as he
exhaled. “There … there are worse ways to go…" She glanced down to
find her light pink shirt clinging to her bra and managed not to
roll her eyes. Barely.

“At least your vision’s survived.” She
switched the flashlight app off—the headlights were bright enough.
Better not to see Nathan’s injuries while she attempted to keep him
conscious. The bone in his arm (or out of it, more importantly) was
making her queasy. Eternities dragged by. At the end of the
universe, sirens wailed like a blessed choir of distant angels.
Ashlyn sagged in relief until she realized they were still
alone.

“Hey, they’re here!” She squeezed Nathan’s
right wrist and touched his neck again to find his pulse. Weaker,
but still there. He didn't answer. She dropped the phone and tapped
his cheek. When that didn't work, she pulled the umbrella up and
over so the rain hit his face. He twitched. "Hey, eyes open,
Mister! Wake up! You are not dying on me. I don’t have those
paddle-thingies. Come on!”

“’M… here…” He slurred.

Shit, does he have a brain whatever?
Nononono…

“Wake up. Wake. Up. Eyes up here. Hey! Eyes
on my boobs? Go ahead. No, seriously. Please, come on…” The next
few minutes passed with her tapping his cheek and forcing responses
until the ambulance's wail drowned out both their voices.

The two paramedics hauled ass from their
vehicle, and Ash found herself politely (and thankfully) pushed out
of the way. She watched them from a safe distance until a guy in a
Pharaoh County sheriff’s car helped her into his back seat to get
warmed up. He and an officer from the State Police filled out forms
and took down her information. She stuttered out a few numbers and
hoped they were the right ones.

PhaCo Deputy Zack Gebbert had blue eyes and
an easy manner, even lending her his cell phone so she could call
her grandparents, who'd waited up and were about to call the
sheriff themselves. He continued quietly putting down information
until she hung up, probably making sure she was who she claimed.
Ash didn’t blame him. She doubted her grandfather mentioned her at
Council meetings. Or ever. No one brags about family
disappointments, Deputy.

She handed the phone back with a shaking
hand. Zack must have noticed because he turned on the heater. She
wiped a water droplet from her forehead. It took more effort than
she anticipated. Her eyes drifted from Zack to the patrol car’s
windshield. Before, the scent of blood and rain had kept her
focused. Now, the fog settled in. Running on two hours sleep and
already exhausted emotions, her thoughts scattered. A corner of her
head wondered if she could even touch the deputy sitting across the
console. Is he real? Nothing feels real… We’ve already done
this, and it’s a long time ago…

"Are you sure you can drive, Miss
Davis?"

"I … I'm just tired."

 "We can pull your car
off the road, and I'll take you into town if you want. There's no
sense risking another accident tonight." Deputy Gebbert’s earnest
gaze held hers. She wrapped her arms around herself under the
blanket. Someone had put it on her shoulders. When? Was there a
blanket last time a cop sat with her? She thought there had been,
but maybe that was a paramedic and not a cop at all…

"Yeah. Yeah, okay. Can you? I’m kinda
woozy." She held out her keys. Zack took them and got out into the
rain.

Soon enough, her Miata was backed off the
roadway at the entrance to somebody’s pasture, and they were on the
way to Oak Grove, where her grandmother waited with a hug and fresh
cookies. Her grandfather discussed the evening’s events with Deputy
Zack in the front room, and their voices faded to a dull buzz
behind a haze of cookie scents. Grandma Bonnie fussed around the
kitchen until she pressed two pills into Ash’s hand and ushered her
to bed. None of it felt solid until her cheek hit the pillow.

I hope Nathan lives… But she couldn’t
get the words out before the sleeping pills caught up to her.


Chapter Two

May 10

 


Ashlyn

Oak Grove

Stranded in Oak Grove, Ash found herself
tiring of its chief occupations: eating pie, and gossip. First, it
wasn’t pumpkin season. Second, she didn’t know enough people to
care about the gossip that Grandma Bonnie’s friends so generously
shared. In ten days, Ash had attended three brunches, two church
lady socials, and one Rebekahs meeting—spending all of them with
eyes smiling and soul cringing while Grandma expounded her selling
points like a new car someone's grandson ought to have the good
sense to win (or possibly buy). Still, there were worse places to
live. And then her phone pinged.

Megan: Nate’s home!!! Party tonight!
Storm Crow. You’re coming. You can’t plead fear of hospitals
now.

Ash stared at the message. Wrecked-Nate had
ended up being identified as her cousin Megan’s best
friend/almost-foster-brother—and that meant Megan had been at the
hospital every night. Now there was a party. But she’d never been
allowed to meet most of her cousin’s friends when she was younger,
and then with college—and everything else—she’d mostly communicated
by phone and text. I won’t know anyone.

Ashlyn: It’s Tuesday?

Megan: … And?

Megan: U got something better to
do?

Then again, it isn’t another church social.
And the drinks will probably be cheap.

Ashlyn: Is anything even open on Tuesday
nights??

Megan: SC Clubhouse is. U in?

Ashlyn: … What are you wearing?

Megan took too long to answer, so Ash
dropped her pink-encased Galaxy onto the white chiffon bedspread
and studied her closet. At least I left Mom’s with all my
clothes still packed. She eyed a black satin bustier top with
attached choker. On the other hand, this ain’t Oz anymore,
Toto. Some substitution required. She took the miniskirt
hanging with the bustier and held it up to an orange tank, grimaced
and replaced it. Time became a haze of clothing combinations.

The door creaked open. Even muffled by the
thick carpet, she recognized Grandma’s slow tread. In the middle of
a choice between a green peasant blouse or a blue cold-shoulder
tunic, Ash didn’t have the energy to do much more than smile over
her shoulder.

“Ashlyn Marie, what on Earth? You fixin’ to
bury those clothes or wear them?” Bonnie Tilden stopped at the foot
of the four-poster bed, her green eyes flaring at the size of the
clothing pile and Ashlyn’s thunderous expression. “My, that's a
frown. You’ll give yourself wrinkles."

"Megan wanted me to go out with her
tonight." Ash sagged onto the bed by the mountain of discarded
apparel, twisting a lock of blonde hair around her finger.

"Honey-child, if the choice is goin' to a
party or not goin' to a party… What are you going to do otherwise?
Stare at the TV all night? Or worse. Let your grandpa and me drag
you off to the club for a rousing hand of bridge?" Bonnie’s smile
warmed, and she sat next to her granddaughter. Her soft, manicured
hand covered Ashlyn's.

"The TV isn't so bad, you know." Ashlyn
gripped her grandmother’s fingers, hesitating before she added the
actual explanation. "It's a Storm Crow party." Bonnie's smile
creased into a tired sort of worry.

"They’re different over there in Ravenwood.
If you go, you stick close to Megan, hear me?" Her lips thinned.
“It’s a rough crowd.”

Ashlyn’s eyes rolled, and she stood up to
get to the closet, where a pink sundress waited. She considered her
grandmother’s caution, though not as intently as the dress. “I’ve
been weirder places.” She wondered what her grandmother would do if
she ever listed them. Maybe they think it was all a bad dream,
too. They never ask, do they?

Bonnie’s left brow rose, but she didn’t
speak. Ashlyn waited in obedient silence for whatever lecture would
start. It didn’t take long. “Ashlyn, honey, I know you’re a grown
woman now, but we still worry. You know you can always call us,
don’t you? If you have any troubles.” Ashlyn’s shoulders stiffened.
An unspoken “again” hung the end of her grandmother’s sentence.

"If I need it, I promise.” She examined her
mismatched blue-and-coral painted nails, still gleaming under the
top coat she’d put on that morning. Should I match my outfit to
them?

“It’s no trouble, honey. Keepin’ you …
safe.”

Ash pulled a purple floral print dress off
the pile of clothing. Matching colors are for wimps. Better
to think about fashion than her grandmother’s meaning. "I've
survived frat boys and St. Louis parties. It's not a problem. I
just wanted to let you know where I’d be.” She held the dress up
and examined herself in the antique silver mirror over the mahogany
vanity. Too prim. She put it back and tried a striped tunic,
but her grandmother’s fingers caught her arm. Bonnie watched her
with bright eyes.

"Well, get yourself all dolled up. You can't
let those local girls go outshining you tonight. Not that any of
'em have half a chance.” She stood up and wrapped her fragile arms
around Ash before leaving a light-as-air kiss on her cheek. Ashlyn
didn’t exactly relax in her grandmother’s grip, but she stayed
still and accepted. Acknowledging the sullen response, Bonnie
laughed. "You do look so much like your mama sometimes.” Her
spider-silk hand cupped Ashlyn’s cheek. “I happen to think
underneath you got a bit more a' me an' my side of the family."

That made Ashlyn laugh. Thank the
universe for small favors. And yet… "I wish I was more like
her. At least I might know what the heck I want to do.”

“I bet you’ve got a better idea than you
think you do.”

"Would you be disappointed in me, Grandma?”
Ashlyn couldn’t quite hold her voice steady. “If I said I wanted to
paint pictures or sew or something? Or if I didn’t know?”

Bonnie kissed Ash’s forehead. "This world
needs all kinds of people, baby. Just ‘cause your mama knew where
she was aiming from her first steps on don’t mean it’s the only way
to do things. You keep walkin' ‘til you sort it out." Bonnie
grinned. "And if you want to start sewin', your grandpa's got a
mess of gardening pants could use some help."

Ashlyn’s nose wrinkled. "Are you suggesting
that to punish him or me?"

"Two birds, one stone," Bonnie laughed. "You
can do it tomorrow when you're pleading out of goin' wherever he's
intended to drag you off to on account of the hangover I predict in
your future."

"I'm a little freaked out by the fact you
know about hangovers."

"Honey-child, your grandpa and I threw a
party every weekend for thirty years or close enough. Where do you
think your mama always got her booze? Raidin' Grandpa's liquor
cabinet downstairs." The dry tone drew Ash’s side-eyed gaze.

"There are moments when I think I'm a
horrible child. Then you mention Mom, and I realize the spawn of
Satan is always a disappointment."

"Pish. Your mama wasn’t that bad. A girl's
gotta have her fun while she's young enough to survive it. You
should know that." Bonnie selected one of Ashlyn’s lace miniskirts
and a draped top. She held them out. Ashlyn's eyes narrowed, but
she took the offered outfit.

"And what do you know about fun, young lady?
You stayed home reading.”

Bonnie sniffed. "Oh, yes. That's exactly how
I got your grandpa's attention."

"Fine. How did you get Grandpa's
attention?"

"Batted my eyelashes real pretty until he
asked if he could take me for a ride in his convertible. And
ignored him for a month just to annoy the piss out of him."

"Grandma, are you telling me you turned
Grandpa down?”

"Lands sakes, girl, of course I did. Don't
let nobody tell you any different: men think they want simple, but
they die young of boredom iffen they get it." Bonnie spoke while
sorting through Ashlyn’s jewelry box.

"Mom's boyfriends must all be immortal by
now."

"And yours?" Bonnie's brow rose again. "You
haven't heard from Dr. Matt lately, have you?"

"I think he's in Borneo or something, so
no." Also, she hadn't checked her messages. Just in case.

“You really ought to give the boy another
chance, Ash. He was so nice.” Even Bonnie sounded wistful when it
came to him, but Matt’s perfect smile and flawless manners floated
through Ash’s mind and out again with all the substance of
dandelion fluff.

“He’s going to be just fine. Some Pinterest
blogger will patch up his bruised ego with kale chips.” Ashlyn
scrunched her nose at the mirror and pulled off her top to try the
one her grandmother suggested. If she couldn’t take Bonnie’s
boyfriend advice, at least she could accept fashion choices.

“One of these days you’ll find one you can’t
walk away from so easy.”

“Or maybe I take after Mom after all. I’ll
just continue her massive database of exes.” The bitterness hung so
heavy in her voice that Ashlyn shut her mouth. She stepped out of
her pajama pants before wiggling into the white lace miniskirt and
turning her attention to the jewelry. Bonnie watched her from the
bed.

“Well, your mama always wanted her husband
to match her purse."

Those simple, laconic words knocked the air
from Ash’s lungs. An earring dangled forgotten from her right hand
as she turned on her grandmother. “Husband” is a long-ass leap
from “boyfriend”.

“You know.”

“Now, Ashlyn…” Bonnie didn’t pretend to be
confused. Not one, tiny bit. A single option remained. Ash almost
gagged on the realization.

“You all knew."

“Honey, it’s not—” Bonnie rose, but Ashlyn
lifted her hand like the earring was a talisman to ward off evil
family members.

“And you—all of you—couldn’t even bother to
tell me? Didn’t want to set off another one of ‘Ash’s little
episodes’? Jett’s been my every-day dad since I was nine! He
is my dad. More than Dad is. And once some stupid paperwork
has their signatures, he’s nothing anymore!” Just one more thing
that isn’t real after all…

“You’ve had enough pressure with school
finishin’, and we didn’t think…”

Ash wiped at her cheek but the emotions
closed her throat. Oh, you thought. All of you thought! And you
talked, and you schemed. Even Jett… She shut her eyes, willing
herself to wake up and turned away.

“He ain’t gonna disappear on you, honey.”
The plea in Bonnie’s voice only solidified Ash’s resolve, and she
cleared her throat to cut her grandmother’s speech short, squaring
her shoulders with the mirror. Her reflection wavered as she
blinked back tears. I won’t cry in front of them again. I
won’t.

“I need to get ready.” She put the earring
in and pulled her hair to the side. Calm thoughts, self.
“I’ll probably stay at Megan’s tonight.”

Bonnie watched her for a few moments before
she walked out. The soft click of the latch cut the imaginary
strings holding Ashlyn upright. She melted into a lace-clad lump on
the floor and thumped her head against the bedpost. Stupid. So,
so stupid.

****

Barely four miles separated tiny Ravenwood
from less-tiny Oak Grove, but the smaller village occupied a world
of its own. Like going from Rockwell’s Saturday evening dreams
to David Lynch’s, Ashlyn thought with a sigh. Gravel streets
and ancient cobblestones ringed Ravenwood’s collection of sagging,
bulging houses and two rotting storefronts out of an Old West
movie. The anachronistic carcass of a Pepsi machine—its ‘80s-era
logo all but vanished into the fading plastic— had beached on the
stores’ rickety porch eons ago, and served as Ash’s cue to turn
onto her cousin’s street. She drove past meticulously mown—if
patchy and browning— lawns and clean-swept doorsteps until she
reached Megan’s place. Like the rest of Ravenwood, it had seen many
better, brighter days, but its white paint was spotless, if peeling
here and there. Even the lawn looked healthy. Ash pulled her Miata
in behind Megan’s ancient blue Honda, breathing deep before she got
out. She grabbed the brown paper bag out of her passenger seat and
walked up to the front steps just as the warped door swung
inward.

A curvy young woman, several inches taller
than Ashlyn, stood on the other side, a smile on her pouty lips. As
cousins only by incomprehensible degrees, their family ties didn’t
extend beyond a similarly ivory complexion: Megan McClay’s
elbow-length hair grew darker and straighter, her lips were fuller,
and her face bore a much more classic look beneath the thick
eyeliner and contoured makeup. Even her green eyes were a darker
emerald, inherited from her long-departed father.

“You’re early.” Megan’s familiar, husky
voice was as much a relief as seeing her. Ash grinned in answer to
her cousin’s greeting and held up the paper bag, unveiling an
unopened bottle of Jack Daniels with a theatrical flourish. Not at
all a bribe.

“Can I stay with you tonight?”

Megan’s brows rose but she took the bottle.
She eyed it, then stepped back to let Ashlyn in. “Sure.” Her head
canted to the side as her eyes swept over Ashlyn’s gladiator
sandals up to the lace skirt and draped blue top. “Did you bring
jeans?”

“I think so. Maybe.” She’d stuffed a bag of
things before rushing out of her grandparents’ house. Ashlyn
crossed her arms instead of sitting down on the well-beaten sofa.
The scent of Febreze didn’t quite mask the whiff of mildew in the
air, and she cast a suspicious look at the unfamiliar, almost-neon
green chair sitting near the kitchen door. Megan and her
dumpster rescues. “Why?”

Fortunately, Megan didn’t notice Ash’s
skeptical eyes on her new prize. “Go get them while I make the
drinks,” she said as she broke the seal on the whiskey. “I’m not
taking you in a skirt.”

“That’s what he said.” The joke only earned
a snort. Ashlyn followed Megan into the kitchen—an immense distance
of ten steps across threadbare olive carpet, past the dark wall
paneling and into the brown and orange kitchen area, which still
had mottled tan carpeting. Because the ‘70s didn’t care about
hygiene, Ash thought with a dubious glance toward the stove and
sink.

“Just promise me you’re not wearing a thong
under there.” Megan took down two cups from the cabinet and poured
generous shots in each before she pulled a bottle of Coke from the
fridge. “We might end up on somebody’s bike. That don't mix with
miniskirts, kiddo.” She shoved one of the cups toward Ashlyn.

“I didn’t think about that.” I should
have. I'm an idiot. She gulped down some of the
mostly-Jack-Daniels elixir while Megan took a drink and set her cup
aside. She leaned in closer to study Ashlyn’s face.

“You’ve been crying. Did your ex call or
something?” Another oversize gulp let the Jack burn her throat.

“No. It’s … it’s nothing." Megan only
blinked and crossed her arms. Waiting. After a moment Ash relented.
"My family decided not to tell me Mom’s divorcing Jett. I guess
they intended to say he went to a big farm to live with nice
people. Like Rover the Goldfish."

“So how did you—”

“The movers were there when I got home from
school. Mom must've forgot what day I moved out of the apartment.”
She managed a defeated shrug and one more drink to banish the knot
in her stomach. “All his clothes were already gone, and the papers
were on her desk. Maybe if I’d gotten through college faster, he
could’ve gotten out sooner. Who knew I fucked up everybody else’s
lives again?”

“Did he say that?”

“No. But he bails right when I’m graduating
instead of three years ago, when he could have … I don’t know. Not
paid for stuff?” She cringed and drank. The whole county didn’t
contain enough Jack Daniels to face that timeframe. They were
splitting up back then, and I screwed it up. That’s what I
do.

Megan nodded with regrets in her eyes. “I
get it, babe. I liked some of mine, too. I even miss a few of
them.” Ash raised her cup in a salute—she’d long since lost the
ability to keep Megan’s stepfathers straight. “You can stay here a
few days.”

After celebratory hugs, Ash retrieved her
bag along with her laptop, tablet, and purse—all of which got
dumped on the dubious couch so she could dig through the bag for
jeans. She discovered one pair at the very bottom and carried them
to the bedroom for Megan’s approval.

“Is the big thing tonight just Nate—er,
Joker getting out of the hospital?” she asked once Megan’s head
emerged from a black tank top.

“Just.” Megan rolled her eyes. She took her
drink from the chipped nightstand and carried it into the bathroom
while the nightstand wobbled on its magazine-pile stilts. “He’s the
VP, sweetie. They take it kinda hard when a founder’s grandson gets
hurt. And he’s hot, single, and a whore. Expect the entire female
population of Pharaoh County to be in attendance.”

“You make them sound like vultures,” Ash
muttered. The bruised, bloodied face under the helmet still didn’t
connect to the handsome, grinning tough-guy in any of Megan’s
pictures. She finished pulling up her jeans and adjusting her top
before she followed Megan. "So what about you and him? Is that
secretly why we’re going? Childhood sweethearts, near-death
moments?" Ashlyn asked from the bathroom doorway.

Her cousin shot her a look capable of
felling a tree.

"Ew. That’s like dating my brother…” Megan
hesitated and added a swipe of mascara to her eyes. “Look, Joker’s
pretty, but he’s kind of a dick, too. I like guys who show signs of
actually possessing a heart.”

“Mmhm. So explain how you married Asswipe
again?" They’d long since agreed not to utter the names of their
worst exes. Megan only had one He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named: her dearly
despised ex-husband.

"Asswipe has a heart. It’s brain capacity he
lacks. And self-control. And maybe a soul." Megan tossed her dark
brown hair over her shoulder before fixing her eyeliner. "Anyway, I
don’t even want to hear your sass, Miss
Never-Dates-Same-Man-Twice."

"I date lots of them twice! Hi, just got
dis-engaged over here. Remember?”

"Did your mom like that one?"

"She loved him. So did I. So did the whole
world." That’s what creeped me out. Ashlyn busied herself by
going through Megan’s make-up bag instead of looking at her cousin.
Megan spun around with a superior smirk on her glossy lips.

"And why do I not know this paragon?”
Megan’s brows wiggled. She leaned in to whisper, “Is he why you’re
here? Did you bury him in your basement?"

Ashlyn fidgeted with her turquoise bracelet
and slid it off her wrist to grab another one from the small
collection in her make-up bag. "I sort of, um, broke up with him
after he left the country. You know, so he couldn't come back and
be satanically charming at me. It’s—”

“You did what?!” Megan put her hand over the
bag so Ash had to look at her. “But he’s a doctor, Ash! A
doctor. What is wrong with a medical degree and actual
income?”

"I wanted to marry a Russian oligarch.”
Megan's eyes bugged, but Ashlyn continued. "Have you ever met
someone so perfect at everything that standing next to them turns
you into a disgusting slob? He’s probably better in bed than
me. On top of his general sainthood, I couldn’t deal.”

"Poor you. A man too good in bed? The
horror!" Megan lifted a hand on her forehead. "What's his number? I
want to be his rebound. And his soulmate. Or his mistress."

"He’ll be back to the States in a few
months; I’ll hook you up. I want him to be happy. Just … with
someone else. Far away where I don't have to be nauseated by their
combined divinity. South Africa, maybe. Or Mars.”

"Uh huh.” Megan’s hips swayed as she
sauntered out of the bathroom. “Get your warpaint on, brat. We’ll
find you a rebound yet. He'll be awful in bed and have the brains
of a water buffalo, just the way you like ‘em.”

Glancing after Megan’s busty silhouette and
painted-on tank top, Ash felt the cold certainty of invisibility
but drew a deep breath and focused on her own eyes in the mirror.
You can do this. "And you've got a full bottle of Xanax if
you can’t,” she added under her breath.

 ****

Joker

Ravenwood

The fact he couldn’t fully participate in
the fun stung almost as much as the raw stripes of flesh along his
sides, but for the first time since the wreck, Joker could breathe
easy. His brothers surrounded him, their friends and women close at
hand. Life was good—long as he didn’t count the pins and plates
holding his bones together.

He closed his eyes and focused on the
moment, trying to ignore the aches and irritation. Hickory logs
burned in the firepit, filling the cool night air with warmth and
wood smoke. All around him, people laughed and shouted. Joker
stayed quiet, appreciating the familiar, echoing voices and the hum
of noise coming from the clubhouse, where a rowdy celebration
rolled on, despite its guest of honor’s (his) absence.

I’m in a cast, not fucking maimed.
This is temporary. If he kept repeating those words,
eventually he’d believe them. It didn’t help that his favorite
fuck-buddy had chosen his hospital stay as the opportune moment to
discover her maternal instincts—so much that he’d told Dragon to
stick Ari behind the bar for a while. He needed a break from people
volunteering to fetch and carry things he didn’t want anyway.

Joker brought a cigarette to his lips but
didn’t retrieve the lighter from his pocket. Wood and canvas
creaked as Grim dropped into the chair beside him and leaned in
until their arms touched. The sharp scent of Jack Daniels hit
Joker’s nose and brought a familiar pang to his bloodstream. Why
can’t some damn oxy-dosed doctor come up with a way to be high and
drunk without the risk of dying?

“Any reason you’re glaring at everybody?”
Grim asked, his speech slow. Joker raised his brow without
answering. Grim snorted. “Oh, right. Resting bitch face. Too bad
they didn’t fix that with your nose. Look, man, I got you this.”
Grim handed him a cup full of Crown on ice. “Don’t tell the
prez.”

“If he finds out…” Joker let the words hang
as he stared into the whiskey’s golden depths.

“Hey, I said not to tell. If I knew you were
gonna be such a bitch about it—Fuck it. Changed my mind. Give it
back.” He made a grab for the cup, but Joker pulled it out of reach
and took a grateful sip. A sweet, beautiful burn hit the back of
his throat. He smiled.

“Thanks. Any idea where my dad is?” Grim
shrugged and leaned back, putting one foot up on the chair next to
Joker’s cast. “Oh, by all means, make yourself at home.”

“Shit, look at you gettin’ all territorial.
My bad, man. Next time, I’ll bring you some Tampax.”

“Be less of a pain in the ass for once. Try
that.” Anybody else would shrink under Joker’s glare. Grim laughed
without even pretending to give a shit until his eyes darted toward
the clubhouse and stayed. The smile vanished.

“Aw, shit. Ariel’s slithering back.” Joker’s
answering groan set off more laughter. “I’ll head her off. You sit
here and nurse that drink, princess.” Grim hauled himself upright
and knocked into the side of Joker’s chair as he sprinted away.

God damn drunk elephant…

Joker and his cracked ribs hissed at the
abuse, so he took a much-needed sip of the Crown. Then another. The
whiskey seared some of the edges off his perceptions. Tommy, the
club secretary, emerged from the clubhouse with a woman on both
arms, each dressed in just as little as the other—and neither one
of them was his Old Lady. Envy pinched Joker’s gut. Too many
painkillers and too much road rash for that game right now.
He'd be suffering a couple more weeks without pussy. Ice called it
penance. Joker considered it hell. At least there was no sign of
his father yet. Probably fucked off with one of the “dancers” he
hired. Gotta keep the Viagra-peddlers rich.

Like he’d been summoned, Tree emerged from
the clubhouse door. His eyes fixed on Joker and on the cup in his
hand. Joker took a couple more sips before setting it aside.
Thirty-three years, two tours: still cowed by a look from
Dad. Jesus, Grim's right. I should get some fucking
Tampax. He lifted his arm higher in his sling to pull his new
leather cut over his shoulder.

“Prez,” he said with a slight nod of his
head. His eyes drifted toward Dragon, their sergeant-at-arms,
trailing just behind Tree, then swept over the girl on his dad’s
arm. Most people looked small next to his 6’7” father, but she came
up well over a foot short, and with Dragon’s bulk right behind them
she might as well have been a kid. Which she kind of was. Way under
the age his dad went for while sober, at least. And that face…
Did I take her home one night? Must’ve been drunk as shit. Think
I’d remember fucking a piece who looks like the angel on a
Christmas tree.

"See, what did I say? Surly asshole. Mixing
narcotics and alcohol like a professional fucking idiot.” Tree
didn't miss a beat, and his deep voice held an alien note of
warmth. So, he’s on the charm offensive for this one. He's gonna
be real happy if he finds out I've already been there. Joker
picked up his drink. Maybe he could piss his old man off enough to
abandon the attempt on the girl.

“Bad form to waste whiskey. Think you taught
me that.”

Tree shook his head without taking the cup
away. "Crack a smile, Joker. You should remember this young
lady.”

“Oh?” Fuck me, when did I nail her?
He checked the girl out again, even eyeing the jeans and drapey,
uneven top for familiar cues. Mid-size breasts, nice hips, probably
a sweet little ass. All appealing, none of it ringing any bells
above his waist.

“I’d think so.” His dad’s knowing smirk
didn’t relieve Joker’s concern. At all. “Son, meet Ashlyn Davis.
She scraped you up off the pavement the other night." Tree patted
the girl’s shoulder. She winced a little at the touch and tucked a
piece of hair back. Her silver earrings glinted in the firelight. A
memory stirred. Fleeting, gentle fingers on his throat, his hand,
and a worried presence at his side… He raked a hand through his
sandy hair; his fingers served as the only comb he’d used in a
couple of days.

“I just called 911,” the girl said. “You did
the hard stuff by not bleeding too much.” Her voice was the soft,
velvety kind that could talk an Eskimo into buying ice. No
wonder I didn’t die, with that next to me.

“There’s no telling when the next person
would’ve come by. Thank you.”

“Then, um, you’re welcome.” Her eyes
lowered.

He forgot he should say something until his
dad made a quick hand gesture: talk. The blonde—Ashlyn—must’ve
seen, too, because her head twisted Tree's way. Dad let his hand
fall to his side and gave her a grin just as Joker cleared his
throat to reclaim her attention. “It’s good to meet you, hon.”

She laughed, startled into meeting his eyes.
Her slow smile belonged on the girl next door in an after-school
movie. How old is she? Shit, I should’ve asked for ID too…
"It’s nice to meet you too. Uh, again.”

"She's Amos's granddaughter," Tree put in
quickly, like he could hear Joker’s thoughts. Joker blinked at that
news: last he knew, the club’s old lawyer had a son who had one
kid—a boy. Definitely not the kind with long,
bet-she-likes-it-pulled blonde hair and tits made for wet dreams.
Maybe this one was adopted? Not that it mattered,
considering Amos had personally pulled Joker’s ass out of the fire
more than once. Even if it landed him in the army. Don’t fuck
with her. Got it, Dad.

“Please, have a seat,” Joker told Ashlyn
while his dad and Dragon had a quick, whispered exchange. “I at
least owe you a drink.”

"Sounds great—"

A furious, pained bellow echoed from the
clubhouse door.

"I'll let you two get settled," Tree
announced while Dragon took off ahead of him. "You need another
drink, send a Prospect in for it." He directed the words to Ashlyn,
but he shot a heavy look at his son with a quick dart of his eyes.
Joker nodded to show he caught the message: don’t put a Tilden
in the middle of a brawl.

Ashlyn’s brows gathered. Her gaze followed
Tree's departure before swinging toward Joker. Her shy smile
returned, and she took a sip from her cup before she folded her
denim-clad legs into the chair beside him. "Um. What am I supposed
to call you? Sorry, I know there's, like … biker code? But I wasn't
sure when the names get used?”

“No need to be sorry, sweetie. Call me
whatever you want.” A face like that, you can call me a lot of
shit. He could see her better once she sat next to him, but the
shifting firelight disguised the color of her eyes. Not that it
mattered, but he wondered all the same. “Officially, we use the
names for club stuff. Off duty, it’s usually Nate.”

“So … Joker? Is that a comic book reference,
or were you super funny?" The girl blinked. "Wait. Am I supposed to
ask? Sorry. I, uh, haven't done this scene before." She looked like
she was having trouble switching gears. He felt his lips turn
upward. His Prospect days felt dusty, the memories dim and dull
behind walls he didn’t want to touch. He drew a breath, considering
how to explain, and caught a whiff of something floral and sweet
beneath the bonfire’s smoke. Sugar all the way through. Bet she
even melts on the tongue.

“Don’t know what it was for anymore. Never
thought of myself as all that funny. You smoke?” He tilted the pack
toward her. Ash waved it off with a grin.

"Plain cigarettes? I expected all joints all
the time in a bar like this. I am disappointed, Joker."

“If you like weed, there’s plenty
around.”

“Nah, I don’t smoke it either. I prefer mine
in brownies.” Ashlyn shrugged, but her gaze lingered on the
cigarette he held. He considered rolling it between his fingers to
give her ideas, but held it still instead. "Your, um, your lungs
are ok?" He raised a brow at that, and she grimaced. “It's just
that night you were… I thought you might've punctured one or
something. But you heal fast, right? Super villains do, from what
the movies tell me."

“All super villains need a vice.” He felt
another smile tugging on his lips. “I cracked my ribs, but not that
bad. My leg and arm got the worst.”

“Seriously. That was pretty ugly. Way ugly.”
Ash drank from her cup, and her nose wrinkled. She set it on the
seat between her legs, shaking her head like she could escape the
flavor. His smile widened.

“You want another?” He looked around as he
asked. They weren’t exactly in the center of the action out here,
but a couple of the Prospects lurked off toward the far side of the
yard. Nominally it was sentry duty, but they’d fetch and carry for
members, and show they could stay out of the bar.

"Yeah, I should go get a new one." She rose
to her feet. He found himself looking at her tight, worn
jeans—specifically the hole in the knee and the sliver of porcelain
skin showing through it—before catching up to what she was saying.
"I don't hear any more breaking glass, so it should be good, right?
Sure you don't want pop or something? I—"

He caught her wrist in his good hand,
cutting off the question.

“You don’t need to go yourself.” He could
hold both her wrists in one hand and still have room for a beer. No
way could she handle herself near the former commandos mixing it up
in the clubhouse. His brothers might not aim for her, but accidents
happened.

"Well, there's no remote ordering services
out here, so unless you've got the tablet hidden in your pants.”
Ashlyn’s eyes turned from the leg cast up to his face, but for once
he didn’t rise to innuendo. Cursing the sling, he let go of her to
raise his hand, motioning to nobody in particular. The hovering
Prospects started toward them just as Grim meandered up from the
far reaches of the yard, beer bottle in hand, waving off the
Prospects.

“I’ll just…” She trailed off. Joker glanced
sidelong at her blank-eyed gaze. Grim seldom had to do much more
than wink at most chicks, but the effect wasn’t usually this
immediate.

“What’s up?” Grim asked, smiling at Ashlyn
and giving Joker the kind of look that asked “Is this seat taken?”
Joker gave the barest shake of his head.

Bad idea, brother. On way too many levels
to count. Not that Grim ever listened.

"Um, I was going to go grab a drink?" Ashlyn
looked to Joker, confusion showing more in her voice than her face,
with a slight hesitation between her words. He clenched his hand to
keep from reaching for her wrist again. “I didn’t know if you
wanted Dr Pepper or—”

Grim’s dilated blue eyes caught with
Joker’s. “J-man here’d drink diesel before Dr. Pepper.” His gaze
ran over Ashlyn, slow and interested. Joker’s jaw clenched. “So, a
Coke for him … and for you, hon? What’s your poison?”

"Same. But I got it. It's no problem. I'm
not the one on crutches."

“No worries, girl. Be right back.” He waved
her back toward her chair and clapped Joker’s bad shoulder. Joker
grunted and kept a white-knuckled grip on his cup until the
throbbing faded while his unconcerned best friend disappeared into
the clubhouse. His scowl eased as he focused on the pretty blonde
still hovering next to him. He leaned sideways in his seat and
picked the cigarette up from the side table, rolling it between his
fingers. She stared off after Grim.

“So where are you from, Ashlyn?”

"Hm?” She blinked before her eyes returned
to him. “Oh, I live
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