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        * * *

      

      The past and present collide at The Black Stetson.

      

      Tunnel vision might damn him.

      

      Just released from prison, all Brooks Baxter wants is a stiff drink, a willing woman, and long-overdue vengeance.

      

      He knows the last one can destroy his newly found freedom, but he’d been robbed of a decade of life already. He will extract payment at all costs.

      

      Not running might just save her.

      

      Billie isn’t really living. More like biding her time until she can take her niece and run.

      

      They need—deserve—a real life, one far away from the clutches of her abusive brother and his poser MC friends.

      

      The line between salvation and damnation isn’t always clear.

      

      Pssst, if you read the Sinful Secrets version, you can start at chapter 12, that’s where things change.
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        To every driver in Vegas who understands that the left lane is for passing, not for leisurely pacing the flow of traffic.

      

      

      

      
        
        You are my heroes.
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      The rumble of the pipes as Snake pulled away from the house did nothing to ease Billie’s nerves or calm her temper. Once the sound died down, she turned on her brother.

      “What the hell, Sky?” She gestured to her back. A back she knew was raw from the makeshift leather strap Snake punished her with. While Snake had been rough in the past, shoving her or grabbing her arms and squeezing hard enough to bruise, this was the first time he’d taken a strap to her.

      Three lashes. For what, she had no idea. It wasn’t her transgression, but she’d learned long ago to just accept it until she could get herself and Dom far away. It was that, or he’d punish Dominique, and hell would freeze over before she let that happen.

      “Damn it, Storm,” Sky said as he grabbed her arm with a crushing grip and pulled her down to eye level. It didn’t matter that his legs didn’t work, his arms and mouth more than made up for it. He looked down where he was bruising her wrist. Letting her go with such force, she stumbled backward. “You know to never call me that.”

      “Well, backatcha, big brother.” Billie turned to examine her back as best she could in the living room mirror. The hiss escaped her lips before she could stop it. Weakness wasn’t what she wanted to project. She refused to be weak anymore. Her brother looked sufficiently contrite. Too little, too late, ass wipe.

      That sentiment wasn’t just reserved for her brother. Sure, he’d gotten them in with the Enforcers way too deep, but she didn’t run fast and far the second she realized it like she should have. That hesitation was enough to put them under the MC’s thumb more thoroughly.

      “Billie,” he said while she watched him through the corner of her eye. “I’m sorry. I got you and Dominique into this mess. Snake is getting worse.” He was finally showing some regret over what he’d done, but it was too late. Her brother was dead to her, no matter how much he apologized.

      She could see how the strain of his years with that gang of wannabe one percenters had worn on him, but he’d made his bed. Now that he’d lain in it for over a decade, and forced her to, too, he had regrets.

      Well, boo-fucking-hoo. So did she, and they weren’t hers to shoulder.

      “Ya think? Listen, Scratch, you do not get to feel bad about your shitty life choices this late in the game. I can handle damn near anything, but Dominique? She is all the family we have left, and she’s just a kid. This is not the life she deserves, hell, it’s not the one I deserve, but it’s the one I got.”

      The anger boiling inside her numbed her to the pain in her back. “You do not get to get all sentimental and regretful now. You knew getting in with them and that madman was bad fucking news. But that didn’t stop you. It was bad enough you chuckled and de facto agreed when he talked about me becoming his personal fucking club whore, but now he’s making disgusting comments about Dom?”

      That must’ve been why I got the strap, I stood up for a child against a meth dealing bully. Probably a sexual predator and murderer too. Thank God, Dom hadn’t been here. Billie did her best to make sure she was with Mrs. Byrd whenever she thought any of those assholes would come to see her brother.

      “I never told him he could have her.” She noticed he didn’t deny telling the bastard he could have Billie. “She’s my niece, too. And you, well, I was over a barrel, and I never thought . . . I mean, he wasn’t serious, it was a joke, so I said things I shouldn’t have. I just, damn it, Billie. I never meant for any of this to happen. I . . . I made shit choices when I was younger. I wanted to change, to get out, but something happened, and I couldn’t. Then after the accident . . .”

      Billie crossed her arms stretching the skin on her back painfully. The fabric was sticking. That’s the problem, Sky, you never think.

      “Cry me a river. No force in the world could make me do the things you’ve done. Just because you’re in a wheelchair doesn’t give you the right to be a garbage excuse for a human being. Nor does it wash away the sins of the past. So, don’t use the whole ‘something happened, and I couldn’t do anything about it’ excuse. You made a choice not to.”

      The sigh he let out seemed different from the millions of other times they’d had this same conversation. Maybe she just wanted it to be different because she was close to getting out. Getting out meant Snake or Scratch would die. Not by her hand, but it was the only way things would play out. One would emerge victoriously. That seemed to be where this had been heading for years.

      Cocking her head to the side, she studied her brother. “The accident.”

      “Don’t.” His voice was more choked up than she’d heard it before. “Never talk about the accident, Billie. It’s over and done with.”

      Billie’s hands flew to her mouth. That was Snake’s attempt to kill him, and it hadn’t worked. That’s it. Snake had already tried to take her brother out years ago and failed because of a Good Samaritan. Why? Why would her brother continue to be a part of them if they tried to kill him at least once already? Shit, the Enforcers must really have something on him. Either way, that would be her window to take Dom and run.

      “You’re right, Billie. I’ve been a coward and a dick. I can’t change the past, but if you just lie low enough, so that Snake doesn’t have a day like today, then maybe you can get through this.”

      She noticed he didn’t say we, so a small alarm was going off in her head. Silencing it, she let the other words sink in. “So, it’s my fault that crazy fucker hit me? You are a real piece of work, you know that?”

      “No, Billie, that’s not what I meant. None of this is your fault, not one second of it. I just meant he is so unpredictable that you need to just blend in for another month. I promise I will find a way to free you and Dom.”

      To say it shocked her would be an understatement. Her brother had never sounded so . . . sober and determined when it came to her and Dom before. Could he finally be like the old Sky? The one she remembered giving her and Dawn piggyback rides as a kid? It was hard to tell because the meds and drugs brought out the worst in him. This seemed almost genuine. At least he’d gotten off the street drugs, but sometimes she wondered if the damage was already done.

      “Do you know how it guts me every time I even think of that man anywhere near Dominique? It’s like I gave birth to her myself. I live with the constant threat of being hauled back to that biker den to be raped. Knowing if that happens, Dom will suffer the same fate as soon as she’s older? Hell, knowing that fucker, he won’t wait. And do you know what makes all that a hundred times worse? The fact that it was you who made a deal with the devil that will land us there. I don’t know what he has on you, but is it worth all that I’m paying for it? All that Dom will pay?”

      “Stormy, I know you hate your name, but you will always be little Storm to me. I’m sorry for all the hell I’ve put you through. I wish I had an excuse that held water better than drugs and stupidity. One I could tell you anyway. I’m sorry I ever put my hands on you in anger. I’m sorry you gave up your life to care for me, and I’m sorry I brought that man into your life. But—”

      “Stop. Stop right there. Everything after but negates everything before it. Just stop. I appreciate you saying the words, but that’s really all they are at this point, just words. Anyone can say them. Over and over again if they want. It’s the people who put those words into action that are rare. And I’m sorry, Scratch, you’ve never done that. Not once since you started doing drugs and hanging with lowlife bikers. So, let’s end this conversation on pretty words.”

      Her brother dropped his head and nodded once, and she went to soak her aches away. “I have two days off, so please, do not bother me. Dom is staying with Ms. Byrd, so all you have to do is take care of yourself and leave me the fuck alone.”

      “I won’t bother you,” her brother choked out. “One day, the truth will come out. It damn sure won’t make me look any better, and it won’t make you hate me any less, but maybe it’ll help with the club at least. I really do love you, Stormy Day.”

      It was obvious everything he spoke after the first four words weren’t meant for her ears, but she heard them all the same.

      Instead of making her angrier, that he’d dare try to play brother now, they made her sad. Sad it was too late. There was no forgiveness to be had. She didn’t have it to give, and if she did, she damn sure wouldn’t waste it on her piece of shit brother.

      The only thing left to do was find the window of opportunity, crawl through it with her niece, and disappear for good.
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      That first deep breath of free air wasn’t as refreshing as Brooks expected.

      The smell was the same as on the other side of the fence, stale and reeking of unwashed bodies and aggression. What was different was the way he reacted to the distinct metal clang signaling the locking of the gate.

      His ass didn’t pucker nearly as hard and his jaw was decidedly more relaxed. He did, however, have white knuckles just like a decade ago. This time they were holding onto something instead of readying to assert his dominance.

      Gripping tight to something that would impact the rest of his life—release papers and vengeance. One granted him his freedom and the other would take it away, along with any shreds of humanity he had left.

      Sully had sent one of his employees to pick him up. It was the one courtesy either of them had allowed during his incarceration. Sully had been like a father to Brooks, and he’d let him down when he’d gotten himself locked up.

      Second chances and paying your dues was what Sully was all about, but he took it harder with Brooks than he did with others. Sully was a man who hired ex-cons when no one else would. Gave them a place to stay over the garage, even let some of them invest in it.

      Hell, that’s where shit went south to begin with. Brooks wasn’t one of Sully’s ex-con projects. At least he didn’t use to be. He’d kept his nose clean his whole life, and that was no fucking easy task in his neighborhood. Sully had taken a shine to him when his own dad was too high to teach him the ways of the world. Sully had seen him stealing some food, and instead of diming him out to the clerk, or ignoring him as most folks tended to do, he claimed he was with him and asked him to bring the stuff he’d told him to get to the counter so they could scan it.

      It was the first nice thing he could remember someone doing for him. Sully took Brooks under his wing. He spent most of his time at the garage with him learning how to fix cars and interact with the world.

      It was Brooks who’d first convinced Sully to give an ex-con named Stan a chance back in the day. The rest was history. From then on, Sully took in strays, taught them a trade, and gave them what they needed to succeed.

      When Brooks had gotten popped for armed robbery, Sully begged for an explanation. Something that wouldn’t paint him as a project, but Brooks maintained his silence, and it had cost him dearly. Sully only sent the car out of respect for their history and joint business. One more thing to add to the tab that’s about fucking due.

      Brooks leaned in the open passenger’s side window. “You here for me?” The question was a formality. Brooks didn’t recognize the face, but that 1977 Datson B210 was unforgettable.

      At the kid’s nod, Brooks continued, “So, my trailer good? My bike?”

      The young buck in the driver’s seat about shit his pants when he made eye contact. Best guess was the kid wasn’t a hardened criminal, probably got collared for something petty, and ended up with Sully after.

      “Um, no, I mean yes . . . Mr. Baxter. It’s not the same set-up you had, but Mr. Sullivan said he handled it for you. Place to stay, etcetera. I’ve got this for you.” The skinny ginger bastard grabbed something off the front seat and thrust it his way as Brooks opened the door to get into the rusted-out piece of shit.

      “Not mister, just Brooks.” Thumbing through the papers took only a minute. All his bank paperwork and shit were there. The garage had earned a little money while he was inside, but it wouldn’t last long. I need a job, and only one man I know hires ex-cons. “Take me by Rudy’s Auto first, will ya?”

      “Yeah, okay, that’s where Mr. Sullivan said to bring ya.”

      The ride over, Brooks tried to appreciate the fresh air, which smelled a bit sweeter the further they got from prison, but he failed. There was too much bullshit he was carrying with him to appreciate anything.

      What he needed was a solitary shower and a piece of pussy to fuck. He’d been way too long without either, and he was due both.

      Before he had time to think about what to say, they arrived at the garage. The car groaned as he exited with his massive frame. Being this big wasn’t conducive for these tiny cars, but it sure helped a whole hell of a lot in prison.

      Rudyard Sullivan came out of bay two wiping his hands on a red shop towel. It was the first time Brooks felt a sense of longing since he went away. He hoped Sully could forgive him without knowing the details. Because if he knows the details, he’ll know my plans.

      “Looks like you didn’t miss any meals in the joint.” It wasn’t said with a sense of warmth or familiarity, but it wasn’t a go fuck yourself either.

      “Yeah, I ate better inside than I ever did on the streets.” The gentle reminder of his life before Sully took him in was intentional. He desperately wanted the other man’s approval again but was lost on how to do it. Short of erasing the last ten years, Brooks didn’t know if it was possible.

      A slight sadness in Sully’s eyes let him know the man understood. “Red, head on in and get the tires on the Buick, will ya? I need to talk to Brooks.”

      Even phrased as a request, when Sully asked someone to do something, it was more of an order. His salt and pepper head turned and watched the kid go until he was out of earshot before his piercing gaze returned to Brooks.

      “So, are you about ready to tell me the real story? I know you’re not a criminal, Brooks. You forget I practically fucking raised you, son.”

      Brooks’s eyes dropped to his shitty ill-fitting boots, the ones he’d went inside with.

      “I won’t be asking anymore. If you tell me again that you did it, I’ll believe you. It’ll break my heart, but I will. I’d hoped we’d developed more trust than that over the years . . .” As the closet thing he knew to a father trailed off, his heart and spirit broke. Causing the man pain never had and would never be palatable to him. “Now, are you ready to fucking tell me what happened that night?”

      Evasion was his best course of action. Sully could always tell when he was lying. “You can read the court transcripts, the same as any other citizen. I was found guilty and served my time.” Spewing that didn’t sit much better. “I know you’ve already done more than I have a right to ask you, but can you help me with a job? I’d be grateful for it, and if you help me get back on my feet, I’ll turn my shares of the garage back over to you and be out of your hair for good.”

      A life away from here, away from Sully, wasn’t his first fucking choice, but he refused to put the man through any more pain if he could help it. The disappointment and hurt were rolling off Sully. He chanced a glance and saw the man’s visage harden. His jaw quivered from clenching it so hard.

      “Well, that’s a hell of a thing for you to say to me.” Sully tossed his rag to the ground and spat. Turning abruptly, he stalked away. “You have the apartment over bay four, just like way back. Your bike’s ’round back. Kept her running and in good shape.”

      Sully’s pain was palpable. “Sully, I’m sor—” The other man spun around without missing a beat. Sully only had about fifteen years on him, but the last few hadn’t been kind to him. Hell, Brooks hadn’t studied himself in the mirror lately, but he was sure they’d been even crueler to him.

      He wagged his finger in Brooks’s face. “Don’t! Don’t you fucking say it. You’re not that sorry, or you’d tell me the truth, but that’s neither here nor there, son. You paid the price, now it’s over. You’ll live here and work here to satisfy any of those fuckers that care. But you are not tossing away your shares in the garage the way you tossed away almost ten fucking years. And for what?”

      And for what was the million-dollar question. “I just meant.” He pulled back, dragging his hand through his hair. “Fuck it, Rudy, I don’t know what I meant.”

      Sully didn’t soften as much as Brooks expected at the use of his first name. A reminder of who he was, who they both were when they’d met. Before Brooks had talked him into helping others, he was just Rudy from the garage. “You think you’re the only one to sacrifice those years? Some of us did the same, we just didn’t have bars keeping us accountable. At any rate, you’re home where you belong, but shit will never be the same. Not the way things were, you know that.”

      The old man relaxed his shoulders, and Brooks noticed for the first time how tired he looked. “As I said, I’ll not ask you anymore, but if you’re ever ready to tell me, I’ll listen. No matter how pissed I am, and make no mistake, I’m pretty fucking pissed, you’re still the only son I know, the only one I want. Now, let’s get you settled and go for a drink. Seems like a good enough place to start to me, dontcha think?”

      I most certainly do think. Their relationship was strained, but Brooks would take it because after Sully found out the truth of what happened and how he planned to rectify it, strained would be an upgrade.

      They both walked to the front of the shop when Brooks broke off and headed toward the private entrance to the apartment above bay four, and Sully went back to his office.

      As he ascended the stairs, the familiarity warmed a part of his soul he thought long dead. It was just like years ago, him heading upstairs to get cleaned up and Sully heading to his office to do the same and lock up. They’d go to the honky-tonk dive to shoot pool, drink beer, and dance with the ladies.

      Brooks hesitated at the thought. Was that bar still open, or had it been turned into a nightclub or a gas station? Would he remember how to shoot pool or dance? Everything was different now.

      Just shy of a decade doesn’t sound like a long time to most folks, hell, it didn’t use to seem like that long of a time to him. Being locked away changes a man’s perspective on time. Years of sensory deprivation combined with a new reality and nine years felt more like twenty.

      Opening the door to this old room was like coming home. It was a room he’d occupied for a hot minute years ago. Before he got his feet under him and had a real place. If a double-wide in a questionable trailer park could be called a real place. The realest place I ever lived.

      The smell was all him though, the old him anyway. “Sully, you sly motherfucker.” Apparently, Rudy had rescued his secondhand furniture for him before the bank took his trailer home. Not only had he salvaged as much of his life as he could, but he had also maintained it here in his old apartment. Like a time capsule to Brooks’s early twenties.

      Brooks may have severed ties with everyone when he went inside, but they hadn’t severed ties with him. He plopped his ass down on the scarred, brown leather couch. One that had certainly seen better days and basically ripped a little under his weight and finally let some emotions have their way with his heart.

      In prison, it was survival of the fittest, and emotions were a weakness he couldn’t spare. Not with members of the fucking Enforcers in and out reminding him of what was at stake if he talked. No, he spent nine and a half fucking years without feeling anything even remotely soft and without busting a nut. Impossible to masturbate with one eye open and surrounded by fucking dudes.

      Brooks broke down and let those years of pent-up emotions have free rein. Brooks Mutherfucking Baxter, a thirty-five-year-old ex-convict, sat in the apartment he occupied at eighteen and bawled like a baby.

      Angrily dashing away his tears with his fists, Brooks stood. Growling his pledge into the empty apartment just solidified his plans. “Sky Williams will fucking pay for taking a decade of my life.” Among all the other bullshit. Brooks stormed toward
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