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      Freedom is never free..

      Apparently, I now belong to the Sins of Wrath MC, but my heart still belongs to Houston.

      He is in my memories and my dreams. The one place he is NOT is in my life.

      Now the motorcycle club’s VP has become the latest in an ever growing line of men who want to make me heel.

      But I don’t heel, sit or beg.

      To survive, I need to break free. But first, I have to get my heart back…

      

      Reckless Pawn is book 2 in the Outlaw Justice Trilogy. Houston and Izzy’s epic story began in Savage Protector, now available and concludes in book 3 Ruthless Redemption, also available now. Tap on the titles to continue reading.
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      "Bitch, you need to get that fucking gun out of my face."

      "You need to not break into my place, Axel."

      He lifted a single brow as he stared back at me. As much as I knew what a warning that was, I simply didn't care.

      "Break in? You mean with this key?" He waved a shiny silver key in front of my face, reminding me that he had every right to come and go around here as he pleased, whether I liked it or not.

      "Not to mention this is your place only at the pleasure of the club."

      I lowered the gun and stared at Axel, the VP of the Sins of Wrath motorcycle club, also my current keeper.

      Ever since my brief affair with the elusive Houston Reed ended with my kidnapping by a crazed psychopath and subsequent rescue by said badass and his band of merry biker brothers, Axel seemed to be in charge of my every movement. The situation was getting old fast.

      For a while I hadn't cared.

      I'd been in a bad place when they brought me here and it had taken a few weeks to get me half-way back to normal. Not that normal really meant normal around here because how the hell did I know what was normal?

      Since then I'd simply gone through the motions of day-to-day life, never leaving the cabin I had been assigned to. Although as far as cabins went in the middle of nowhere, this one seemed pretty nice. It reminded me of one of those tiny houses I kept seeing on television where there is one bedroom and the rest of the home is just another small room. Small but functional kitchen in the corner and living room/dining room taking up the rest of the space. It was a far cry from the McMansion that I grew up in, but for what I needed now, it felt just the right size.

      At least until it didn't.

      Patty, old lady to one of the MC members, had been nice enough to clean up the place for me. Apparently, these cabins were often used for guests who visited on club business and based on what I learned from Patty, anything could and probably did happen in here.

      Now I had a nice clean sofa she'd brought in from her house and she'd purchased a brand new bed for me to sleep on. There was also a small dinette table and two chairs in the open kitchen area for my meals and a big screen television to watch if I desired. I didn't.

      At first I cared about nothing. I wasn't even sure a pigsty would have phased me. My head was pretty fucked up from what Marco and his cohorts had done to me, even more so than what the drugs and the beatings had done to my body.

      The bruises healed, the cravings for a fix waned…but my mind?

      That was another issue entirely.

      I knew I was supposed to be devastated by the things that happened in the house they imprisoned me in, but for some reason I wasn't. Those memories were locked down tight and I was more than happy to leave them there—undisturbed for as long as I could.

      To my surprise and utter frustration it was the betrayal of Houston that shredded my dreams night after night. It didn't seem to matter that after a few short nights together he owed me nothing. Or that he had rescued me from a sex slave ring nightmare I might not have returned from if not for his timing.

      That I now knew my father was involved in or at least knowledgeable of my kidnapping didn't seem to hurt as much. Although this going from one prison to another was far from ideal, at least in this one no one seemed to want anything from me. Until now I'd been content to be left alone.

      Now I wanted more. I wanted freedom.

      "I thought this place was supposed to be my private sanctuary?" I hated the idea he could come and go as he pleased. Or that any of the brothers and old ladies had more say so about my own life than I did.

      "Privacy here is a privilege not a right. You were good to go until you started acting like a brat. Now tell me where you got the gun." He grabbed my hand and pulled me close, removing the pistol from my other hand at the same time.

      I jerked my hand free from his grasp. "I don't have to tell you anything."

      "You do if you don't want to be punished."

      I felt some of the blood drain from my head at his words. Was he serious? After everything I'd been through he was going to come in here and threaten me? My head was about to explode. I gripped my temples and backed away as the room began to spin.

      I'd done my best, with Patty's help, to overcome what had happened to me. But stress and anxiety were still a thing. Not that I planned to admit that to anyone.

      "Relax, Princess. I was mostly joking. No one here is going to hurt you." He tried to grab my hand again and I jerked away before he could touch me.

      "Get away from me," I yelled. I never wanted to hear that nickname again.

      "Easy, Isabella. It's not like that here."

      "Fuck you. You just said you wanted to punish me and I sure as hell am not your princess or anyone else's."

      He lowered his hands and took a deep breath. "You're making assumptions. Punishment doesn't mean anyone is going to touch you. I may be an asshole, but I'm not a monster. But your incessant snooping needs to stop. The cameras in the clubhouse picked up your latest little break in and JD is losing his shit over it."

      In another time and place I might have laughed. That someone like me could get through their security had unnerved them. But I'd had years of practice sneaking around my house and finding ways into places I didn't belong…

      "Then give me something better to do. I'm tired of being cooped up in this cabin all the time. You have no idea how frustrating it is. I'm going crazy out here."

      "We've been trying to give you space, time to heal from your ordeal. Maybe keeping you isolated here so long was wrong. But snooping through club shit is not going to get you what you want." Axel shoved his hands through his hair and turned to pace away from me.

      "You have no idea what I want." My throat suddenly felt dry and my voice sounded hoarse.

      "We all know what you want, sweetheart. More than you think I do. Every question you ask one of the prospect's guarding you is repeated to me. Every piece of paper you pick up in the clubhouse is caught on camera. Even I know how to put two and two together. You're fishing for information on a ghost and you need to let it go."

      My body stiffened. My stomach heaved at the idea of my every move being reported to him.

      "That's none of your⁠—"

      He held up his hand and stopped me mid-sentence. "Don't bother. Next time I need an excuse from you, I'll give you one."

      I ground my teeth at his blatant arrogance. These men had that crap in spades and sometimes I wanted nothing more than to shove it down their throats.

      "Give me some time and let me think on your situation. Whatever we decide, I'll take it to the club. Until then you keep your ass out of trouble and out of the fucking clubhouse. Shit goes on there you don't need to know about—you don't want to know about."

      "I don't want to stay here anymore. I think it's time for me to move on. Put all of this behind me." I already knew that wasn't an option. No matter how many times they told me I wasn't a prisoner, I knew I was.

      "Not gonna happen, Iz. There is a nationwide manhunt going on for you and every mercenary from here to Timbuktu is gunning for you. You go three feet outside this compound and you'll get dead—or worse." Axel took three steps towards me and stopped. "Trust me. You don't want to go out there. At least here no one knows where you are. The situation may not be ideal, but at least you're safe."

      I wasn't sure whether to believe him or not. I could still imagine my father trying to hunt me down though. He didn't like loose ends in any situation. But we were talking months. How long would he bother?

      All I knew for sure was that it was damn hard to stay positive when it felt like my whole life had been a lie. And with no freedom and no purpose, I was on the verge of going mad.

      "I need something to do. Sitting around here all day with nothing more to do than watch television only makes things worse. It doesn't keep the bad memories away, nor does it make any good ones."

      "Well, if you're looking for new privileges, you can start by telling me where you got the gun."

      "I didn't steal it if that's what you're thinking."

      "A brother?"

      I clamped my lips shut. If nothing else, I had learned about loyalty.

      Axel shook his head. "This is exactly what I'm talking about. We need to work together not against each other. If it didn't come from a brother then it had to be from Patty since no one else has been here. JD is definitely not going to be happy."

      I shrugged. "It's not as if you have to tell him about it. You've got the gun. What difference does it make now?"

      "You'll learn pretty quickly we don't keep secrets among the brothers. That kind of shit will fuck you up every time."

      I was tired of talking to Axel. It was pretty damn clear what I wanted didn't matter. Not to him, not to the club. Hence why I had taken matters into my own hands. I knew snooping through club business would get me in trouble at best, maybe killed at worst.

      But anything was better than sitting here doing nothing. I leaned against the kitchen counter and took a deep breath.

      "What about Houston? Am I ever going to get any answers? Is he ever coming back?" I hated myself for asking, but I couldn't resist. As hard as I tried, I couldn't let it go. He was everywhere I turned. My memories, my dreams, even my fantasies.

      "You know I can't talk about that. Any information about him is on a strict need to know basis and only for club business. If that's what you're snooping around for, you might as well stop. You are wasting your time."

      A hot flush crawled up my cheeks. Not because I was embarrassed that I'd been searching for information, but because I was angry he refused to tell me anything. "That's ridiculous," I spat.

      Axel leaned forward, getting right in my face. "You've got to let it go, Isabella. You and Houston ain't never going to be. The sooner you get that through your pretty little head the better off you'll be. Until then, stay the fuck in your cabin unless someone comes to get you."

      More anger surged through my veins at his words. "I've never been very good at taking orders. Especially when it comes to keeping me inside a box. Why bother rescuing me if you just want to keep me a prisoner? What does the club want with me?"

      "Jesus, fuck." Axel raised his voice, leaning into me and I tried not to cringe. "Right now the club wants you to do as you're told. Is that really too much to ask in exchange for your safe-keeping? You really want to be out on the street with nothing and nowhere to go?"

      I stared at his slightly raised hand, waiting for him to strike me with it. I kept pushing my luck even though I knew it would lead to disaster. On some level he was right. I was well fed, had a roof over my head and no one was trying to make me suck their cock.

      I should've been somewhat satisfied. Still I pushed. It was as if I had a death wish. Hell, maybe I did. I didn't care. I refused to live as a prisoner for the rest of my life.

      Except every night I replayed my last words with Houston over and over and vividly remembered the resignation stamped across his face. What was I supposed to do with that? Or better yet. How was I supposed to forget? As much as I wanted to let it go, the pain never went away. His abandonment hurt far more than it should have and after all this time the ache to see him again still tormented me.

      "If the club expects me to sit here and do nothing indefinitely, then yes, it is too much to ask." It was then it finally sunk in how close Axel was to me. Every breath he took fluttered across my neck. His scent filtered through my mind, an interesting mix of male sweat, generic soap and motor oil. The last from the massive bike he rode with the club. I couldn't count on two hands the number of times I watched him leave the compound on his Harley with the loud pipes.

      Despite everything I'd been through, it struck me how sexy Axel really was. Like Houston, he towered over me by more than a foot. His longish jet-black hair had the look of a man who just tumbled from bed and hit the ground running. The jeans and white T-shirt pretty much the same. As before when I spent time with Axel, the tattoos coming out of his shirt and running up the sides of his neck grabbed my attention.

      "Is it some sort of motorcycle club code that you have to have all these tattoos?"

      I felt his body jerk before he eased away from me. "What?"

      I bit my lip to keep from grinning. Yes, I was using his appearance to distract my mind from the other shit mucking it up, but I didn't care. Whatever it took to forget for even a minute. And if it happened to come with me being able to distract Axel from his threats, even better. I wasn't above using every tool in the box if that’s what it took.

      "It's just that I've noticed everyone in the club has a lot of tattoos."

      His face hardened at the same time his eyes warmed. "Don't go there. The last thing I need is you checking out my brothers."

      "But it's okay to check out you?" The words came out more breathy than I'd intended, but the sudden molten look in his eyes made it worth it.

      In the weeks I'd been there no one had made any kind of move toward me in any physical manner. So I knew at the moment I was playing with fire. But I was getting damn tired of the situation and I only had so many weapons at my disposal. That was one of the lessons I learned from him.

      My captor and former fiancé. Marco the evil bastard.

      I wasn't proud of the thoughts running through my head, but desperate measures and all…

      "I think you're trying to play a game you're not equipped to play, little girl. So you should stop while you're ahead."

      "I think I left little girl behind a long time ago, don't you? Little girls don't exist in Frank Mazzeo's world." I nearly shuddered at the sound of my lying, deceitful father's name on my lips. They made my stomach churn.

      I quickly shoved that down to continue, "In fact, this is what I've been trained for. It makes sense the club would want to use my skills, not hide them. I could help you, you know." I moved closer, leaning in to force my shirt to reveal a lot more cleavage. I was about to lose my lunch and my nerve.

      Hard, dark eyes narrowed. "You better not be talking about what I think you're talking about. You want to try housekeeping or waitressing, I'll consider it. Anything else, I'll lock your ass in your room and you won't get out for a very long time."

      A shudder swept down my back. I couldn't expect him to choose his words more carefully when all I did was poke at him. These guys were very different from other men I encountered. Rougher. Even harsh if you took them too seriously. They could be as loud and as deadly as the motorcycles they rode. They fought any kind of restraint and every one of them reminded me of an animal that refused to be caged. They were as feral underneath their leather and denim as any wild beast. And I still couldn't help myself from poking the tiger.

      "I don't care what you want me to do as long as you let me do something. Please, Axel. I can't take being cooped up any longer and I can't, no won't, make any promises about what I will or won’t do next."

      "Is that a threat?" His gaze raked me as his hands clenched into fists at his sides, and the muscle in his jaw jumped perilously.

      Fear should have shut me up, but I'd gone long past that stage. I lowered my voice and tipped my head down a slight bit. "Just the truth. It's all I can give you. I'll do anything, Axel. Just name it."

      His face twisted in a way I knew he wrestled with more emotions than just anger. He felt bad, too.

      The big bad motorcycle dude didn't know what to do with the little girl who'd been assaulted and abused. Hell, I didn't know what to do with her either. One minute I was confident and ready to take on the world and the next I wanted to hide in the corner and pray no one noticed me.

      With my gut churning, I twisted away from him and put some much needed space between us. I'd pushed to my limits and now I needed to retreat.

      "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to attack you or threaten you with a gun. It's just that living here is—hard. I'm an outsider. I have no family anymore. No boy—" I'd almost referred to Houston as my boyfriend. Now there was a ridiculous sentiment. I cleared my throat and finished. "My friends have probably forgotten me by now and I just don't know what I'm supposed to do. I'm lost."

      "I don't think you're listening to me," he said. "I get that you don't want to stay in here alone anymore. But JD is not going to give you a job if he can't trust you. And there's no trust for someone who snoops through the clubhouse. You may not be a princess anymore, but you are under our protection. You belong to us and we're a family. If there's one thing you need to get through that thick skull of yours, it's that Wrath takes care of their own."

      My mouth opened and closed as the meaning of his words sunk in. I wasn't a part of their gang family and I never would be. And I certainly did NOT belong to them. Now, however, did not seem like the right time to argue his point. I would exercise some restraint if it killed me.

      "You'll really see about me getting a job?"

      "Yeah, babe. I get it. We'll find something for you to do around here. But don't get too excited. JD will probably have you cleaning up piss and vomit or some shit like that until he's no longer pissed at you."

      So relieved to hear I might get out of here after all, I started forward to give him a hug when a knock sounded at the door, halting me mid stride.

      "You expecting anyone?" Axel reached down and adjusted the gun, making sure a bullet was chambered.

      I shook my head. We both knew I wasn't.

      "Get behind me," he ordered.

      "I thought this compound was safe. That no one could get through the front gate without permission?"

      "Can't be too sure, babe." In the small space of my kitchen/dining/living room, Axel only had to turn to yank open the door. "Remind me to get a peephole installed."

      Patty stood in the doorway, the club old lady who stuck to me like glue during the day and the only other person who ever visited me. She looked down at the weapon in his hand and frowned. "I take it he found the gun."

      Axel sighed. "I take it that means you're the one who gave it to her."

      Patty lifted her shoulders, her long red hair moving with them. "Girl's gotta protect herself. As much as we trust the club, we both know sometimes the parties get out of hand and you guys leave my girl here, who's been through more than enough for one person, unprotected. So sue me."

      I waited for the explosion and to my surprise it didn't come. Instead Axel stepped back, pulling the door open for Patty.

      "I'm glad she's got you looking out for her, even though you know she ain't ever unprotected. And it'd sure be nice if you're going to give her a gun, you make sure she learned the lesson not to turn it on a brother."

      Patty's eyes came my way, hard eyes that had seen too much too. "You pulled the gun on him? Girl, you got a death wish or something?"

      "I didn't know when I pulled it it was Axel. All I knew was I'd pulled on someone in the process of entering my house without my permission and I was going to kill before I got killed."

      Patty turned her hard gaze back to Axel and whatever she was communicating to him with that glare was enough. He backed down.

      At that point I realized how tired of this conversation I was. No matter what I said or who I said it to, I got nowhere.

      I walked over to the small couch and flounced down. "Are we done here yet?"

      Axel smirked at me. "Yeah, we're done for now. Just remember what I said. Stay out of trouble with the club and we'll be good. You feel me?" He turned to leave before I answered, but stopped and looked back before closing the door behind him.

      I rolled my eyes at his expression. His eyebrows were raised in question, obviously waiting for my answer.  "Yeah, I feel you," I mocked.

      He nodded at Patty. "Tell your old man I'm coming by this week for some of his shine."

      I vaguely remembered Patty telling me that her husband had a thing for making homemade moonshine. Something about a distillery the club had set up for him.

      She lifted her chin. "Will do. He's got a fresh batch with your name on it."

      Axel jerked his head and walked out without another word. The moment the door closed behind him, Patty let out a long, low whistle. "Girl, you better be careful with that one. He's all hot and handsome on the outside, but on the inside it's all dark and vicious. Comes with a scary bite too. If you know what I mean."

      I blinked at her, barely comprehending what she meant. I started to ask for an explanation and changed my mind. "I don't think I want to know." I put my feet up on the little coffee table made out of reclaimed wood, also compliments of Patty, and picked up the remote. “We having a girl's night or what?"

      "Sure are." Patty reached into her shoulder bag and produced the ingredients for margaritas, complete with a big bucket of mix and a giant bottle of cheap tequila.

      I groaned. Why did I have a feeling this was a bad idea after all?

      "I know you've got a blender stashed in here somewhere, so I brought all the fixings." She walked the five feet from living room to kitchen and bent under the sink. "But first I want to know all about your little visit with Axel. Sounds like you got that boy all riled up. Do I detect some interest on your part?"

      I rolled my eyes again. At this rate I was going to have a headache before we started drinking. "You wish. He's a controlling pain in the ass. Or at least he likes to think he is." She didn't need to know any more than she already did about my pining for Houston, so if she thought I was interested in Axel I could live with that. If I got her to believe I was getting over my flash in the pan lover, then maybe she'd clue in the club and they'd give me a little more freedom.

      She looked up, a huge grin on her face. "You got that right and I think you're going to fucking love it if you give him half the chance. I've heard some damn fine stories about his dick and how he uses it. He might be just what you need to finally get over things, you know? Maybe instead of more talking, you need more action of the bedroom kind. Now get your lazy ass in here and help me make these drinks."

      As much as I didn't want to hear about Axel's dick or my being anywhere in the vicinity of his bedroom, my mouth was already watering over the tequila Patty held. If I played my cards right, I could possibly drink enough of it to escape for a little while without going too far.

      Everyone in this compound assumed that I needed to be handled with kid gloves because I couldn't get over what happened to me in that house with Marco. But they couldn't be more wrong. What that bastard did to me was nothing in comparison to the pain I endured every time I thought of Houston.

      He'd walked away as if I was no more important than some dirt on his shoe.

      He'd left me here.

      Alone.

      Aching for something I no longer believed in.

      To go God only knew where.

      One day I would find him though.

      And then he could pay like I did…
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      He grabbed the chain link currently surrounding him and the fight ring while narrowing his eyes at his opponent. He hated like hell being on the receiving end of a beating, especially while being forced to take it on purpose.

      Sweat and blood dripped down his face and into his numerous cuts, all of which stung like a bitch.

      It was hard to fucking believe that just six weeks ago he'd woken in a bed he recognized all too well with an IV stuck in his arm and pain burning in his chest that made it difficult to breathe.

      Getting shot should have killed him. Definitely would have if he hadn't put a vest on out of fucking habit. There were so many valuable things the Marine Corps drilled into him over the years, but none so important as the use of body armor out in the field.

      Unfortunately, the bullet from the guard's rifle had been particularly nasty, leaving a grapefruit sized contusion on his chest and two cracked ribs.

      That his supposed Wrath brothers had dumped his ass at a club safe house deep in the Cascade mountains with a surly nurse old enough to be his grandmother and no means of transportation had nearly driven him insane.

      If they hadn't gone back and pulled both his ass and his bike out of the line of scrimmage before the fire had fully engulfed the sex slave operation they'd rescued Izzy from, he might have hunted down Axel and JD for their bullshit.

      However, as they'd reminded him too many times to count over the last several weeks a deal was a deal and a man had nothing if not his word.

      His attempts to renegotiate his deal and be allowed to see Izzy had fallen on deaf ears. Well, not deaf, but certainly stubborn as fuck.

      She had been in a bad way and they all knew it. They'd had to hide her in a small clinic run by the club in order for her to recover from the drugs her captors had pumped into her. They also couldn't take any unnecessary risks that could draw attention to her and that included any visitors at all. Thus JD had allowed no one entry. Except Patty, the old lady who ran the place.

      He had to hand it to them though. In an attempt to appease him, he'd received weekly reports on her progress, albeit with only the bare minimum of details. By the time he'd healed enough to leave, he was climbing the walls and itching for action.

      "It's time to get this over with, Houston. You've dragged this out long enough." His trainer Mac, and only friend here at the private fight club in the Seattle underground, wasn't happy with the situation.

      Which was nothing compared to the anger he kept bottled inside, waiting to blow. He'd given up everything for this mission and after a month he had absolutely nothing to show for it. This
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