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In the shade of the blue tarp pitched off the side of an old travel trailer, sixteen-year-old Jeremy Aldridge sat in a woven, plastic chair oblivious to everything around him. Christina Nickelson noted the boy's solemn expression, one that he always wore, the new scratch along his arm, and the lack of parental supervision—that wasn't required twenty-four/seven for a boy his age. 

As Jeremy's former social worker, she wanted to find a reason to bring her suspicions of abuse or neglect to the judge. Her head pounded from the heat of the sun filling her car. Nobody could convince her that Cam Farrell was a good father. 

Unaware of her staked out on the road, Jeremy flipped through a magazine, his ankles crossed and propped atop a metal beer keg. An ache settled behind Christina's eyes, and she rubbed her temple. Officially, she'd closed Jeremy's case when full custody went to his birth father.

She glanced down at last year's photo of Jeremy clipped to her file. She swallowed the lump of emotions choking her. He held himself stoic from life's harsh realities, never letting anyone else view the hardships he'd endured in his short life. Maybe that's why she couldn't let Jeremy's case go. She understood his need to hide his feelings from everyone.

She lived with her own loss, loneliness, and fear. The first couple of years after she'd lost both her parents to murder were a blur. The anger, the hurt, the need to understand why life decided to play a cruel trick on her soon showed up and never left.

So far, Jeremy's young life was even worse.

His mom passed away of a drug overdose three months ago. Christina ran her thumb along the edge of the binder and lifted her gaze back to the teenager. His mother's death wasn't the first time she'd met Jeremy. She'd followed his life for the last four years when the school contacted her about unusual bruising.

It wasn't until Jeremy's father stepped up after being an absent father the child's whole life and brought the teenager to live with him that she became even more concerned. She slid the file under the driver's seat of her car. Something about the arrangement didn't feel right, and it wasn't the threat she'd received from Jeremy's dad to stay away from his son or the knife he'd put to her throat, threatening to kill her if she stepped foot on his property again.

When she'd collected herself from that horrifying experience, she'd witnessed Jeremy's wide-eyed shock at the violence by a father he'd never met before that day. She stared out the front window of her car. That reaction from Jeremy held more emotion than she'd ever seen him shed in front of someone before. 

She knew that paralyzing fear intimately, until the most unlikely person taught her not to be afraid. If she hadn't reached out and received help, she'd still be stuck in the hell she'd found herself in. The least she could do was unofficially keep an eye on Jeremy and pay the help she'd received forward to someone else.

A deep, haunting rumble drew her attention away from Jeremy. She studied the dust cloud rising in her rearview mirror and turned the keys in the ignition of her late model Honda sedan. The approaching visitor could only be going to one house and though she was not on private property, she wasn't comfortable being caught watching Jeremy.

She put the car in reverse and backed off into the patch of weeds at the side of the road. Heart racing, she shifted into first gear when a motorcycle rider stopped right in front of her, blocking her exit.

The biker's dark gaze caught hers through the windshield. Her stomach pitched, recognizing Mr. Farrell. She gripped the steering wheel with all her strength. He'd warned her not to come back.

Even from twenty feet away, she could feel the contempt rolling off him. She pressed her back into the car's seat. At six foot four, he towered over her by almost a foot. She couldn't guess how much he weighed, but it was a lot. His chest and arms strained against his ragged jean vest. His size alone warned her not to underestimate him.

She glanced to her right, to her left, and turned her head and peered out the back window. If she tried to drive around him, she'd go in the ditch or hit a tree. 

A low roar broke through her fright and another dust cloud rose up in the road, growing in intensity. Her hope that others were coming to help her crashed into the pit of her stomach when she caught sight of more motorcycle riders. As the president of Moroad Motorcycle Club, Mr. Farrell had backup. They weren't here to help her.

Without giving anything away, she reached over, rolled up the driver's side window, and hit the lock button on the door. Her whole body shook with the need to flee. The added security only reinstated the danger of being here.

Glass windows would not stop a man who had already held a knife to her throat.

Two bikers stopped beside Mr. Farrell in front of her car. Sweat broke out between her breasts, and she wanted to desperately pull her Tee away from her body and turn the air conditioner on. 

She'd purposely stayed on the public road, in case Mr. Farrell spotted her. It was her right to be here. He couldn't hurt her when she was following the law.

She blindly reached over to the passenger seat for her cell and swiped the screen taking the phone out of standby. The moment Mr. Farrell looked away from her; she glanced down and wanted to cry. The Bitterroot Mountains with its many peaks and valleys made getting reception difficult, and she was in a dead zone.

What was she going to do? No one knew her location. She kept to herself, because making friends meant explaining her past to them. Even calling 911 was out of the question. If her boss found out she used her free time to check up on a closed child welfare case, the county would fire her.

Children had a right to move on with their new life, and her work creed demanded that she not become emotionally involved with the kids within her care or the guardians. She'd always followed the rules, until she had to say goodbye to Jeremy and his biker dad threatened her. 

Even though she only worked part time for the county, the job gave her a roof over her head and enough food to survive. She was a minimalist, and her needs were little.

Mr. Farrell got off his motorcycle and walked toward her car. She shoved the phone between her legs and held on to the door in case the lock gave way. He appeared twice as big and scary today.

His gloved fist banged on the window. She flinched and pointed toward the road. "Excuse me, if you and your friends could please move, I need to leave."

"Get out." His low, rough voice came through loud and clear through the glass.

She shook her head. "I'm late for an appointment."

Mr. Farrell stepped away from the car and walked to his motorcycle. Relief weakened her body and she held on to the steering wheel, ready to leave. The second they moved their motorcycles, she was out of here.

The biker with an ugly white scar running down his left bicep and a tattoo of the devil on his right bicep unclipped a long braided rope from the handlebar of his motorcycle. She strained to hear what Mr. Farrell was telling the man, but over the car's rough idle she couldn't make out a single word. A few seconds later, Mr. Farrell sat on his motorcycle and revved the engine. She inhaled a deep breath. Once he moved out of the way, she'd leave.

Intent on watching him ride away, she almost missed the object flying through the air out of her peripheral vision. On instinct, she ducked and turned away from the window. The explosion of shattered glass barely made any sense to her when a strong hand squeezed around her upper arm, removing her from the vehicle. Horrified, she gawked at the stern mustached man holding her before looking back at her car.

Glass littered the inside of her seat and the door stood wide open. She gasped, tugging on her arm, but he held strong. 

She jerked harder. "Let me go."

The man yanked her back, and she stumbled into his body. Her throat and lungs screamed. She dropped her hand from his chest, not wanting to touch any part of him.

"Cam wants you in the house." The man forcibly led her down the road.

She searched all around her, looking for someone she could yell to for help. The other biker with the scar rode past them and parked in the yard. She looked toward the trailer for Jeremy, but he was gone.

Her arm ached under the man's hold. She dragged her feet. Surviving was her only option. She had to find a way to get back to her car and leave.

Mr. Farrell's promise to kill her if she contacted Jeremy fresh in her mind, she pulled harder, digging her sneakers into the gravel. Her shoes created a dust trail of their own. She had to get away.

"Listen, I don't know who you are." She cried out in pain, trying to pry his fingers from her arm. "I turned down the wrong road. I just want to go back to town."

"Coming here was your first mistake." The man pulled her past the travel trailer and dragged her up onto the steps of the porch to the two-story, run-down house Mr. Farrell owned.

Jeremy came out the front door and stopped. "Ms. Nickelson? Stache? What's going on?"

"None of your business, kid." Stache stepped around Jeremy, shoved her inside the house, and closed the door.

She scrambled to get to the door and leave when Jeremy swung through blocking her way. Lightheaded and scared, she grabbed Jeremy.

"I'll get you out of here," she whispered. "All we have to do is—"

"Outside, kid." Mr. Farrell leaned against the stair railing in the foyer. He gazed at her intently. "Now."

Jeremy frowned at his dad and left Christina's side. Angered over her treatment, she clamped her teeth together. He had no reason to bust her car window and force her into his house. She hadn't set a foot on his property until one of his men bodily dragged her into his house.

Mr. Farrell's gaze swept down over her chest and continued taking the rest of her in. She reached up and cupped her opposite shoulder with her hand to cover herself. He made her feel dirty and bad as if she'd broken the law, but she had the same rights as everyone else to use a public road. She wasn't encroaching on his privacy.

A grunt came from him and he brought his eyes back to her face. She glanced at the front of his jeans out of instinct and gasped. For a man who hated her and wanted her dead, his arousal frightened her more. Her racing heart slowed, almost too slow. She inhaled deeply, willing herself not to pass out.

Unlike the men in the yard, Mr. Farrell's broad shoulders and hulking arms could snap her in half. His long charcoal colored hair with streaks of gray hung loose past his shoulders. His dark brows, his black eyelashes, and half-hooded brown eyes stared at her with interest. Her fear climbed to a panic level. Most women would pant after a man with lazy eyes that lingered past politeness, but she wasn't most women.

"Open the door, Mr. Farrell," she said, crossing her arms. "You have no right to force me into your house."

"Cam," he said, tilting his head.

"What?"

"The name's Cam."

"Excuse me, but Mr. Far—"

"Stop the Farrell bullshit. It isn't my name." Cam shrugged. "For that matter, neither is Cam, but I rather you call me that."

"Cam Farrell isn't your name?" She backed toward the door and put her fingers around the handle.

He dipped his chin in acknowledgement of her question. "When you're an ex-convict, it's useful to have a few names. Now, step away from the door."

The reminder of his criminal status took all the fight out of her, and she dropped her hand to her side. He'd already threatened her with a knife, broke her window, and had one of his men force her into his house. She knew what men like him were capable of doing.

Three years ago, she'd anonymously contacted a prisoner to help her get over her traumatic loss of her parents. She worked her lips in worry. She'd needed answers to questions nobody else could answer, and the prisoner told her the truth. Bad men, like the one who'd killed her parents, never changed. They had no guilt to motivate them. 

That safe anonymous relationship she'd forged with prisoner #18794 for two years comforted her in ways she never understood. After a while, she relaxed and found it easy to talk with him.

Cam Farrell was not behind bars or anonymous, but scary and deadly.

She swallowed, testing to see if she could even speak coherently. "I-I'm sorry. I had no business parking out on the road. I only wanted to check on your son. He's no longer one of the children I continue to follow, but I care for him. You must understand, I've been watching over him for four years. I wanted to make sure he was okay and getting along...with his new surroundings. I wasn't going to approach him or talk with him."

Cam pushed off from his position against the railing and walked into the living room. "Follow me."

She couldn't miss the slight limp in his stride, because she was studying him closely. Though she hadn't noticed the imperfection when he confronted her behind the courthouse after the judge's ruling or when he'd approached her car outside.

"I don't like to repeat myself," he said from the other room. "Come here."

She stepped away from the door and followed him. Cam stood in front of the large bay window, his gaze going out into the yard. He turned his head and he narrowed his gaze. She stopped in the middle of the room, keeping her distance.

Several awkward seconds ticked by, and he finally said, "What do you see?"

She couldn't see anything, because she was too far away. "I don't—"

"Jesus...look out the fucking window."

She pursed her lips and moved closer. At first, she only noticed the two bikers from earlier standing in the yard. Stache, the one with the long mustache tipped his head back and drank from a beer bottle. The other biker, the one with the devil tattoo and scar, shook a cigarette out of his pack and lit the stubbed end with a lighter.

"Mr....Cam." She shook her head. "I don't know what I'm looking at besides two men who are making a questionable impression on a young man in your care."

"Look at the kid," he said.

She pulled her gaze away from the men and found Jeremy with a magazine under his nose standing beside a piece of a motorcycle propped up on two plastic milk crates. His hair needed cut and she was sure the ripped jeans were the ones she bought him for his day in court and were brand new only two weeks ago.

"Let me help you out with what you're seeing." Cam turned and faced her. "I gave the kid a broken down Harley and a parts manual. He's spent the better part of a week outside putting it back together. He's smart. I'm betting he has the bike running by the end of next week and that's saying a lot, considering the kid didn't even know what a fucking socket set was when he came home with me. When he's done, he'll have a motorcycle to ride and that bike will come first in his life before girls, drugs, and friends."

She shook her head. "You can't know that. He needs friends and when summer is over and he goes back to school, he has to keep his grades—"

"You don't know shit." Cam stepped forward, barely leaving an inch between his body and hers. "All you see is a kid who says yes ma'am and no ma'am to you. He's had a shitty life, but he'll come out strong if you give him something worth protecting."

"You believe a motorcycle will motivate him?" she asked.

Cam stared down at her. She shook her head, hurting all over as if his gaze left bruises on her stomach, her chest, her thighs. Then just as quickly, she became confused and lightheaded. Her pain warmed and caressed her. "He needs a father who will love him, not put him out in the yard with a motorcycle he'll never ride, surrounded by a couple bikers who probably scare him to death. He doesn't know you. The atmosphere he's now living in is new to him. He needs security and continual support."

"Come back in a week." He walked away from her.

She trailed after him and stopped at the door he held open. "I'm not going to return here."

"You'll return." He gazed out at Jeremy. "If the kid matters to you, and I think he does."

"The case is closed." She fingered the shallow dip at the base of her neck. Her clammy skin refused to cool down. Numbed with fear, she couldn't tell if she even breathed except for the pounding of her heart. "I'll take your word that he's adjusting."

Not that she was confident Jeremy was safe living with his father and his biker friends. She walked through the door and out onto the porch. Jeremy's head swiveled toward her and he raised his hand, before dropping the magazine and jogging over to her.

She smiled for Jeremy's sake, hiding the sadness over the changes in his short life. "How are you?"

"Okay." He shrugged. "He...Cam gave me a motorcycle."

"I see that," she said.

He glanced over at the porch and lowered his voice. "He's not all bad."

"I'm glad." Her chest ached and she waited until he looked back at her. "You have my phone number in case you need anything, right?"

"Yeah." He shoved his hands in his pockets.

"Good." She walked backward. "Bye, Jeremy."

"Bye, Ms. Nickelson." He gave her a lazy wave and jogged back to his motorcycle.

Cam stepped off the porch. "Stache, walk Christina to her car and escort her into town and have her window fixed."

Every muscle in her body tensed. How had he known her first name? While working with Jeremy it was important to remain professional, and she'd never handed personal information out to Mr. Farrell.

"That's not necessary," she said. "It was my mistake for coming here. I'll fix my car."

Stache approached her and motioned for her to walk. She stared at Cam's back until he shut himself in the house and she lost sight of him. Without saying a word, she turned and followed Stache because Cam gave her no other option.

Her bank account lacked extra funds to fix the window and she had no idea where to go to repair her car. She tried never to rely on others, because doing so meant opening herself up to hurt.

Stache brushed off the broken glass on the driver's seat. She sat down carefully and flinched when Stache closed the door. Pressing a hand to her chest, her heartbeat echoed in her body. Something in Cam's eyes when he'd said her name unsettled her beyond the fear he aroused. It spoke of an intimacy she'd never granted him.
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The walls of the run-down house pressed in on Cam. He walked into the kitchen, opened the cabinet over the fridge, and removed his pistol. His grip tightened on the familiar handle.

Because of his criminal background and being a felon, possessing a weapon of any kind was illegal. He shoved the magazine in the butt of the pistol, pulled back the cocking chamber, and flicked the safety on.

The cool steel of the barrel slid against his back, tucked against him, out of sight. He walked back through the house and out the front door. Since released from prison ten months ago, he usually carried a knife in his boot. There was no sense gambling with his freedom by concealing a pistol, but today's visit from Christina left him antsy.

His judgment was off. His patience was tested. His mind was preoccupied by a brown-eyed woman who'd done nothing else than invade his every thought for the last three years.

He gazed up the road, knowing Christina would be back. She wouldn't be able to help herself. She cared too much for the kid. Being around an ex-con scared her to death, but she had the strength to push her own fears aside to help a child. His long awaited plan was coming together. He needed one more week before he could make his move.

"Gunner, call everyone. I want a headcount. The ones that aren't working can get their ass over here. Have Willy pick up some beer and bring it over with him," Cam said.

"Just club or can the women come?" Gunner tossed his cigarette on the ground and stepped on the butt.

"Yeah, let them come. The more women, the fucking merrier." He continued walking toward Jeremy. It was time the boy grew up. 

Jeremy turned when Cam's shadow fell over him. "The club is getting together. I want you to hang around for a while."

Jeremy's grip on the wrench tightened. "Why?"

"Cause this is your fucking family. It's time for you to get used to them." Cam raised his brows, warning him not to argue and strolled away.

Nobody claimed Moroad Motorcycle Club was anything but a dysfunctional family at best, but the men who wore the patch knew no different lifestyle. Most of the members never had a mom and dad in the house growing up. Fifty percent of the members spent more time locked up in juvenile detention during their childhood, before spending the majority of their adult life in the state penitentiary. He'd trust every single one of them when it came to protecting the club, and yet trusted no one to have his back.

Inside the Cyclone fence or out, freedom was a daily struggle for him. One thing remained a constant in his life, and that was the need to survive. He never let down his guard, because his life meant nothing to anyone else.

He hopped on his motorcycle and cruised out of the yard, down the road, and pulled off near the Coeur d'Alene River. He toed the kickstand and turned the wheel, remaining on the bike. It'd taken him two fucking years to figure out a way to bring Christina to him without landing his ass back in prison. Now it was time to go the last step.

He unlatched the strap on his leather satchel on the side of his bike, reached inside, and pulled out a stack of envelopes. He read the postage mark over the stamp. Meridian, Idaho.

At first, he'd looked in the wrong area and then it dawned on him. A single, scared woman would not put her real location on a letter to the state penitentiary. Meridian was an eight-hour ride from Federal, Idaho, and close to the state penitentiary. Somehow, Christina was able to have the postmarked stamped to appear that she was right outside the prison walls.

Once he had Half-rack, his MC brother, widen his search, he was shocked to find Christina close enough to touch.

After seeing her in person, all he could think about was touching her. 

From Christina's letters, she'd described herself as short, slim, non-descript with plain brown hair and brown eyes. He gritted his teeth. She'd lied.

Sure, Christina barely stood five feet five inches, but she packed a man's dream of curves on her short body. Her hips and breasts led the way when she walked, and the narrowing of her waist grabbed his attention instantly. When he wanted a woman, he wanted handles, softness, and something to remind him that he was with a woman.

Christina's brown hair was golden in the sunshine with streaks of blonde, red, and mahogany. Her brown eyes lit up in fear, anger, confusion, and he wondered if they'd get any brighter when aroused.

He ran his hands through his hair and sighed in frustration. She'd also neglected to tell him she worked for the county in the Silver Valley, and had him assuming she worked a non-descript job that barely paid the bills. Once Half-rack brought all the information to him that he needed, he'd laughed his ass off finding out she was Jeremy's social worker.

Bringing her back into his life was easier than he'd expected.

That day at the courthouse when the judge handed full custody to him, he realized luck played in his favor. He finally had the woman he'd fantasized about for the last two years of his sentence. 

He could no longer blame lack of women, lack of freedom, and lack of having a soul on his choices. His delusional thoughts took the words of a woman who'd poured her heart out in a weekly letter to him and smacked him upside the head. Christina made life on the inside bearable. Something about her vulnerability called to him. Even today, the fear in her eyes staring back at him made him hard. He wanted her, and he always got what he wanted, even at the cost of his freedom.

He pulled out the first letter she'd sent him and spread the pink lined note out on his thigh.


Dear prison inmate #18794,



My name is Christina Penny. I've received permission to correspond with you. I understand that it's your right not to respond back to me, but I hope the money I've put in commissary under your name is incentive enough for you to reply. There's enough payment to supply you with paper, envelopes, and postage, plus extra to pay for your time. All I want to know with this first letter is if you believe you've ever been a good, upstanding citizen? Maybe sometime in your childhood you remember a pleasant thought or friend who you looked upon as a positive influence in your life and you did good things. You don't have to answer in detail. A simple yes or no would suffice.



Thank you for your time.

Christina



He folded the letter and slid it back into the envelope before returning the stack of mail to his satchel. He stared out at the river. Reading Christina's words put him right back inside, latching on to the only lifeline that came as close to what he believed was normalcy. He'd answered her honestly and told her no. Not once in his forty-four years of life had he been an upstanding citizen. He'd expected the letters to stop. 

She kept writing, and he kept answering.

He spit on the ground, shaking off the claustrophobia that reminded him of his last stunt in prison. His mind played tricks on him, because he needed pussy, that's all. Between escorting the Moroad women into town to dance at Silver Girls, dealing with getting rid of an ex-member, and securing the chain to get the guns from the east coast to the west, he needed to get everything settled in one week. He started his motorcycle, looped the bike around, and headed toward the road. His hard work was almost over. Tonight, he'd celebrate.

Gunner and Stache stood out in the yard with Willy, a member of Moroad MC for the last twenty-two years who recently got out of prison from serving a ten-year term for going after a man with a baseball bat meant to kill.

Cam pulled his bike up to the porch at the same time the rest of the crew rode in behind him. For the next several minutes, he sat watching everyone park. There were twenty-eight Moroad members living free, and one hundred and seventy members currently incarcerated and working inside the concrete walls of the state pen. For once, the numbers inside supported their work on the outside.

They'd all gone long enough scrimping dollars, busting their balls, and waiting for the day the gun chain would be in place to transport the weapons. He swung his leg over his Harley and stepped up on the porch.

The bikes quieted, and everyone refrained from talking to hear the information they'd been waiting for.

On the outskirt of the crowd, Jeremy leaned against the junker travel trailer where Cam stored all his tools. He glanced at the kid, knowing he listened and took in everything around him. Despite Jeremy's aloofness, the kid soaked in every little detail. His eyes stayed clear, his mind remained fresh, and Moroad MC would benefit in the years to come having someone with Jeremy's dedication, once the kid learned the ropes.

"I called you all together to let you know the chain is complete." He planted his black boot on the porch railing and leaned his elbow against his knee. "Practice run went without mishap."

Cheers broke out among the men. It'd taken him almost a year since his release to make sure every district, every transporter, every holding area remained secure. The task wasn't an easy one, but with his connections in prison, they had a secure line from New York to California. 

"The first delivery will begin next Tuesday. It'll arrive in the Silver Valley on Thursday where we'll send it on to completion. Each meeting will happen outside of Federal at a different location each trip. We're getting seventy-five grand up front. The rest of the money will come when the supplies hit the boat." Cam held up his hand, quieting the talk down. "Every member knows what role in the chain they're responsible for, so I see no problems."

"What if there's a hiccup?" Willy asked.

"You shoot and get rid of the problem." Cam put his boot down and stretched. "The rest of us will make sure we stay out of the block to guarantee the links remain connected."

"Any chance the six of us working in the silver mine can join in and get our asses out of being underground all the God damn time?" Ring, named after all the piercings on his body, moved forward. "The fucking heat is worse than being inside, man."

Cam shook his head. "We need brothers working an honest job to keep law enforcement off our backs. You'll receive a cut, the same as those who are putting their life on the line."

Ring's silver jewelry lifted along with his brows. "Thanks, Cam."

"The few women who work at Silver Girls will continue. As far as they know, they're helping out Moroad, showing their loyalty to the men, and it also keeps them away while we do business." He raised his gaze, catching sight of four cars barreling down the road. "The women are here. Let's shut down the talk and celebrate."

He stepped off the porch and walked over to the cooler filled with ice and beer. The sooner he could slink off into I-don't-give-a-shit-land, the better.

Car doors slammed, caps off the bottles of beer were chucked toward the empty oil barrel in the yard, and someone cranked the stereo on one of the cars littering his front yard. A quick snap of his wrist and he chugged one bottle down while reaching for another.

Jessie, a single twenty one year old, who started coming to the house with the now incarcerated Moroad member, Boot, caught his eye. Her breasts strained against the short sundress she wore. The thin material couldn't hide her nipples. His balls pulsed, noticing she wasn't wearing panties. The wind kept blowing the skirt of her dress between her legs. Every time she fussed with the material, she flashed a bare pussy.

"Hey," he said, lifting his chin. "Get your ass over here and keep my side warm."

Conversations between the women stopped, and Jessie hurried over to him. He could have any one of the women if he asked. Not one of them would turn down an offer to be with the president. 

Jessie walked straight toward him and wrapped her slim arms around his waist, pressing the V of her legs against his upper thigh. He waited for the twinge of desire to come. Hell, how many years had he laid in his cell and thought about what he'd do if he had a woman beside him? Ten fucking years, and all he could pull out of him was relief to get his nut off and then get rid of the woman. He blamed his lack of needing more comfort on Christina, and while other women were here and available, he wanted something more, something he'd never get from a Moroad woman. 

"Get those lips ready, because you're going to suck me until I'm done." He slung his arm around Jessie's shoulders and took her to the porch.

Jeremy watched him, staying away from everyone and still held the damn motorcycle manual. He winked at the kid, and Jeremy turned away from him. Changing his plans about sitting on the porch, watching his brothers, and having Jessie kneeling at his boots sucking him off, he pushed through the door. The kid wasn't ready to see what occupies a man's mind twenty-three hours out of the day. That lesson would come later.
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Chapter Three
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The pipe running through the wall of Christina's apartment above Cleo's Coffee Cave clanged three times. Christina hugged the package of letters to her pounding chest, willing the tension from her neck up into her scalp to go away. The headache she'd fought for the last week, since Cam had his members manhandle her into his house, made it impossible to work through the terror of what had happened.

Every time she stepped outside or went to do her laundry, she worried about someone from Moroad Motorcycle Club seeing her. She stroked the red ribbon around the letters. After years of battling her fears since her parents were murdered, the man she sought out in prison to answer her questions became the only person she could rely on. If only she could write him one more time, and maybe that would be enough to feel better.

She missed writing to him, but she had to let go. She was a survivor and she was safe. At least she thought she was safe until Cam stepped up and took custody of Jeremy.

Cam brought all the bad and good things back to her. She had to keep telling herself Cam was not prisoner #18794. The pleasure she'd found looking into his eyes right before she'd left his house were nothing more than her imagination, because he sounded so much like the written letters she'd received.

Maybe all prisoners and ex-convicts talked in short sentences and were over confident. Reality was much different from anonymous letters written in the safety of her own apartment.

She'd written to a convict for the sole purpose of finally putting the idea out of her mind that she wasn't bad for wanting the person responsible for her parents' murder dead. She knew inside she was a good person, because prisoner #18794 showed her the difference between her thoughts and his. And yet, she longed for the attention that came her way by corresponding with him. She'd enjoyed having someone stronger and smarter than her taking an interest in helping her.

In some ways, she envied prisoner #18794 and his ability not to carry guilt around with him and to act on his instincts. Guilt weighed her down on a daily basis. Fear immobilized her and she constantly struggled to find the strength to continue living a life on her own.

Cam once again made her feel weak and vulnerable. Confronting him set her back, and she was scared of losing the progress she'd made and worried she'd slip down into a depressed state of mind.

She unfolded the last letter she ever received from prisoner #18794 after writing to him for two years and read what gave her the strength to move on the last time, hoping his words would again set her on the right path.


Christina,


You're wrong thinking we're the same type of people. I've committed crimes that haven't even entered your mind, whether I had a good reason to do those acts or not. I don't care about anyone else, or what anyone thinks of my choices. My freedom is the only thing I want and yet, I would give up my freedom in the blink of an eye without any guilt. My life means shit, and a woman who is a survivor will never understand that it doesn't matter if I'm alive on the outside, shut away for life in this hellhole, or dead. It all feels the same, and I don't spend my days thinking about changing.


You struggle to understand your own feelings, but inside you have already survived. That gives you control over your life. The only person who can destroy you is YOU. There are people who deserve to be happy, and after knowing you for two years, you deserve to move forward. Forget the events that scarred your past, forget your guilt, and follow your dreams. 


I won't be writing back to you. If you write, I won't read them. Goodbye Christina.

Prisoner #18794



She wiped the tears off her cheeks and shoved the letter back into the envelope. The pain from his dismissal hurt as much today as it did ten months ago. Prisoner #18794 connected with her in a way she didn't allow those in real life to become close to her. No one understood her anger, her fears, her doubts. He gave her security when she needed it the most.

She carried the stack of correspondence back to her bedroom and put them away in her nightstand drawer. In the last year, she realized the reason she kept writing to him for so long had nothing to do with wanting to find out what stopped her from doing whatever possible to find her parents' killer and make him pay for ruining her life, but because she'd become infatuated with prisoner #18794. She sighed heavily and grabbed her purse. That wasn't true either.

She'd become dependent on a convict, furthering her idea something was wrong with her. She understood how to stay away from people bad for her and seek those who wanted to invest in her life, but she couldn't understand why after all this time, she still longed for a man as evil as the man who'd killed her parents. 

She'd been wrong when she initially wrote prisoner #18794. People became what they were forced to become as children. Tragic events, neglect, abandonment and yes, murder, played into how victims formed their choices. That's why she took night classes for three years and worked a low paying job to help children who couldn't help themselves. Maybe she could save one of them from having a life like hers.

Leaving her apartment, she locked the door behind her and walked down the stairs and out the back. She had eight days off now that Jeremy was no longer on her caseload and hated the thought of having nothing to do. Even the normal chores of grocery shopping, doing laundry, and paying her bills failed to fill the lonely void.

Two men on motorcycles rode past. She stopped, heart racing, and studied their faces. Neither one of them looked like any of the men she'd seen at the Farrell house. Instead of jean vests with the sleeves cut off, they wore leather vests. She continued walking down the back street behind the hardware store to the grocery store and turned the corner. It was foolish to think Cam would harm her in town where anyone could catch him.

The electrical sign hanging off the bank building flashed information. Two thirty-four p.m. Eighty-one degrees. April twenty-ninth. Her step faltered and she stared at the sign, oblivious to the repeated information. It was Wednesday, a week from when Cam caught her checking up on Jeremy and had invited her back. She shook her head and continued to the cash machine at the side of the building. She wasn't going back there. She couldn't. The judge had decided Jeremy's father was the best choice to raise him and she'd have faith everything would work out over time.

After withdrawing money from her bank account, she continued to the store and bought a few days' worth of groceries. Two women from Silver Girls, the adult business in town, smiled at her in the parking lot. She returned a smile, hefting the plastic bags into a more comfortable position and glanced over her shoulder and admired one of the women's black leather studded purse. While dancing naked for money wasn't something she'd ever do, she admired
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