
		

		
			Pinner dragged me outside for a smoke.

			We stood by a barrel someone filled with kindling and set ablaze. He dragged a long inhale and then blew it out with passion. “You need to cool off.”

			“Shock’s an asshole.”

			“I said, you need to cool off.”

			Damn it. “I know.”

			“Didn’t know red hair was your kryptonite. Always pegged you for an equal opportunity kind of guy.”

			“Listen to you talk. Mr. Brunette to blonde.”

			“That’s enough.” Pinner’s scowl deepened. He had one of those unfortunate faces that was ugly most of the time. But when he frowned, he was downright hideous.

			“Well, I think you know that you should know better,” I started.

			“As should you.” The warning note in his voice was unmistakable.

			“My kryptonite is whores,” I stated proudly.

			“No, it ain’t.”

			I crushed my cigarette under my boot and squinted at him. “Of course it is. My mother was a whore. Anyone who mistreats ‘em gets on my bad side.”

			“Is that what this is? You sure?”

			“Yeah. That’s all this is.” It should be, right?

			“You’re lying. Maybe even lying to yourself. You met your type. And it’s ‘damsel in distress.’ ”

			He was so wrong. “Oh, now that’s bullshit.” My sainted, unsaintly mother was no damsel in distress. She was a proud whore who managed to make a promising career out of prostitution. Even her brief interlude of motherhood hadn’t affected her life plan of making a bundle of scratch by taking dick and then retiring early. I’d learned a lot from her wisdom. Foremost was that women were prettiest when happy. Even prettier when they glowed with pride.

			Fragile women never turned my crank as much as strong ones did. I enjoyed seeing that gleam of spirit shining from them nearly as much as I loved watching them cum.

			“Bullshit or not, son, that woman is trouble.”

			“No shit.” One of the biggest rules of the club was, “Do not covet your brother’s shit.”
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			Dedication

			To all the “dark” readers who fell in love with the wrong man. 
May you find the right bad boy to fill your soul.
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			Chapter 1

			A Bar Outside Sturgis, South Dakota, August 14, 2022—Jackson


	
			What would happen when the conqueror became a king? Would he grow fat and lazy, relying on old methods to maintain his position, or would he dare risk failing by using a fresh approach to consolidate power? It was easy to see where my ‘boss,’ Nonno, fit on that spectrum.

			The National President of the Destroyers MC sat on a specially carved wooden chair. It rested on a dais of hastily cobbled plywood spray-painted black with automotive primer that was so fresh it seeped into the porous surface. The grain of the cover veneer got more visible with each second.

			Around him, the tableau was farcical. An easy spectacle, rampant with strippers, hookers, booze, loud music, and bikers like me paying homage to their new leader.

			I was present as a witness and an accomplice. As the lord-baron of my very own fiefdom, I participated in the spectacle with my center of power strategically placed off to one side with my crew. Including me, our group totaled six. I should’ve brought more. Pittsburgh’s president brought twelve, for fuck’s sake. Then again, he always had a thing for numbers between ten and twenty.

			“Jackson, have you seen the—” Sprout’s words were cut short by the approach of Hanger—which was the shortened version of “Hang Her High”—the road name of Chicago’s Sergeant at Arms. He had biceps four times bigger than my VP’s. Despite the bulk, Hanger could reach almost as far as Sprout, my club’s secretary, an officer position more honorary than effectible.

			“Hang,” I acknowledged him.

			“Boss wants to see you.”

			Fuck. When he said Boss, he didn’t just mean his boss. Boss was, in relative terms, the boss. Where Chicago leaned, we all fell over ourselves to tilt further down the path. Nonno may be king in name, but Hang’s boss was the boss.

			“What the fuck did we do now?” Sprout’s mouth was going to get us in trouble. Well, more trouble, one of these days.

			But hell, trouble was my middle name. I tested the murky deep. “I’m right here. Does he need glasses?” I motioned to the table. If that motherfucker wanted to pull rank on me, he’d have to force my hand. With Nonno now firmly entrenched as the national president, Big G and I were on the same tier, mostly.

			“Get your ass up. Bring two guys, not him.” Hanger indicated Sprout and walked away. I resisted the urge to flip him off.

			An urge Sprout had no problem with. “Fucker.” He twisted up a double bird and let it rest for a few seconds before wisely hiding them under the table again.

			I turned to my VP with a question, not a request. “Wolf?” As in, “what is your take on this, Wolf?”

			“Divide and conquer?” he suggested as Big G’s strategy.

			“Not on my watch.”

			Wolf swore quietly under his breath, then muttered, “Tits is better at this shit than I am.”

			His wife, goddammit, admittedly was light years better at this political crap than either of us. But I’d look like some sort of pansy installing her in an all-male club’s officer role. “She’s good at flashing those double-D’s.” I wasn’t trying to piss him off. It just came out of my piehole that way.

			His jaw dipped sideways, proving he was either trying to swallow my sarcasm, or trying not to laugh. It could go either way.

			

			“Bear, Skinner.” I picked my two, leaving Wolf with Grizzle and Sprout. Griz was a right bastard, and Sprout was fast. Blended with Wolf’s tactical sense, he was well protected. Bear was enough muscle to fuck with Hang. And Skinner? Well. If Big G wanted to talk about money, he was the right guy for it.

			It also made me look “weak” taking a scrawny man like Skinner as one of my bodyguards. And that was the point. I was subtly insulting Big G by not bringing Griz. Moreover, it could be read as I trusted Big G not to fuck with me, therefore brought the B-Team, which wasn’t insulting at all.

			Power was a funny thing. It was as alluring as beachfront property with warm breezes all year long. But it came equipped with land mines and was subject to flooding at any time. Therefore, as pretty as it was, I’d kept to the shadows as much as I could afford.

			Big G sat near the center of the room and nearest to the catwalk where Nonno paraded his best strippers. Hookers jumped out of their seats and into laps to make room for me and mine.

			“G.” I reached out for a slap of the hand. When he didn’t lift a finger, I diverted the action to a smack on the shoulder, proving I could touch him whenever I wanted. No one was immune. I settled into the chair a pretty little thing had just hopped off of. She had an ass like a peach. Sue me, it distracted me for a moment.

			“I see you still have an eye for the ladies.”

			“Plural.” I gave up trying to twist my head like an owl and faced Giovanni Accardo. Big G. One of three men in Chicago who had more say on world affairs than most foreign leaders. “Been a bit. What was it, bumfuck West Virginia?” He’d popped down to help our sister club and scope out expansion properties. That was working out well.

			“We had those redneck cops shaking in their boots.” G smiled at the memory.

			“Fucking great moonshine. I’ll send you some.”

			“Walt already did.”

			Fuck. I plastered a smile on. He called him Walt, not his road name—Disney. If he was that tight with the chapter on my southern border, I was screwed. “Then I’ll get you some primo weed. Sprout’s holding.”

			“What did you do to piss Nonno off?”

			

			He wasn’t one for extended small talk. Luckily, I had a quick and honest answer. “I let Wolf marry his niece.”

			G’s head snapped sharply left to the table where Wolf sat. “Niece? That chick with the—” He held his hands out in front of his massive chest and got the size about right.

			“Yup.”

			“Huh. Poor guy. You don’t buy the cow just cuz it’s got big udders.” He leaned in and lowered his voice. “It isn’t just that, though, is it?”

			Damn it. I couldn’t lie to him. Such a thing would bite me in the ass. I’d been protesting a rate hike in our monthly dues. “Skilletsville isn’t exactly a hotbed for intrigue these days. I pay my shit on time, fully. Nonno’s got nothing to bitch about.” And that was the truth. Just because we were pulling in more scratch legally than illegally shouldn’t be an issue. The bigger issue was the vacuum between Nonno and our club, which had no buffer. We needed a Regional President to bitch at, instead of going directly to the fucking top. That was bound to get old soon.

			G’s smile cracked just a hair wider. “He’s upping your payments, isn’t he?”

			I nodded. Inflation sucked balls.

			“Can you afford them?”

			I glared at him. “Affording isn’t the question. It’s a matter of fairness. We pay what everyone else pays, not more. You’d do the same.”

			He leaned back in the chair, pondering the situation. Hopefully, he was trying to see it from my point of view. Just because my membership had three millionaires on paper, and one skyrocketing multi-millionaire, it didn’t mean the chapter had to eat Nonno’s shit. G wasn’t a poor man. He had almost as much, maybe even more than Sprout. All of it skimmed from wallowing in the cesspools of Chicago’s crime money. The trouble was that Sprout’s money was all legit. Filed on tax forms, making headlines, and every son of a bitch from here to Timbukfuckingtu wanted a piece of it, especially the new national president for the Destroyers MC.

			“How many did you bring on this trip?”

			He was asking about my men, members, and liabilities. “Half,” I begrudgingly replied. Besides Wolf, Sprout, Griz, Skinner, and Bear; Baldy and Sketch rode with our enclave. We had three RVs, two of them pimped to the fucking nines, and three old ladies with us. The rest of the crew—Trout, Poke, Cutty, Coop, Rocket, Big Joe, and Hickey were back in Pennsylvania making money to replace the scratch flowing out on this stupid trip. But it was one we had to make. If I wanted any shot at being a regional president, attendance was mandatory. Failure to appear would be seen as treason. I’d lose not only my chance but possibly my life.

			Big G finished musing. “That was a mistake.”

			No shit. “Got businesses to run.” Too fucking many, but that wasn’t my fault.

			G set his hand on the table slowly, warning me he was controlling his temper, but only barely. “You’ll pay the extra this month for that.”

			“And next month?”

			G shrugged. It was too early to breathe a sigh of relief. Next month would be a whole new set of shit. Movement to my left had Bear shifting his bulk to shield me from whoever was approaching.

			G’s man stepped forward, too. Interesting. We were all brothers here, but like any fucked up family, we hated each other more than anything else. In my small window of blindness, I searched G’s face for clues about who it could be.

			His eyes squinted in displeasure, and his usual scowl deepened. He saved me from having to look by saying, “Did you bring me a present, Shock?”

			Ah. The biggest asshole in the room. Considering I was present, that parsed things closely. I shifted in my chair to see what had caught G’s interest.

			She was a little thing. If I had to guess, given the location, company, and Shock’s proclivities, she was barely seventeen. Sweet little C-cups and freckles she tried to hide with goop. But the heat and closed barroom melted that shit, and those little brown specks stood out against her pallor. Besides liking them young and freckled, Shock liked ‘em scared. She fit the bill nicely.

			“Meet my wife.” He shoved the girl forward.

			Lying asshole. “Which one is that? Number twelve? Or are you still searching for a twelve-year-old?” I should’ve kept quiet until I was on my feet.

			Bear went down, and the girl went somewhere screaming and scrambling under his feet.

			Shock barreled through the pile and knocked me, my chair, and the table in front of G to a broken mess on the floor.

			

			Beer, whiskey, and blood flowed. Shock landed on top of me. His fist broke through my block and clipped my jaw.

			That was just fine with me. I pummeled his head with jabs and elbows. I locked his brace leg with mine and kicked his balance point loose. The bulk of him squashed me, but I was already moving, pulling, shifting, and twisting. Once I was on top where I belonged, I locked him in place with an arm bar and wrenched it hard.

			With the momentum of the move, I slipped a hand free and locked it around his head. My whole body worked to pin him in a choking headlock, and if I was lucky enough, one twist and all my troubles would be over.

			Except for a murder-one charge. But that never stopped me from trying to make it happen—especially with Shock.

			“Enough!”

			Nonno’s enforcer, G’s enforcer, hell, my own enforcer jumped on the pile trying to peel me off that fat fuck. It took them and Shock’s man to tear me off—which meant Shock was free to fire a cheap-shot fist into my gut.

			I wheezed out air I couldn’t afford to lose. My stomach spasmed as nature tried to fix the lack of it in all the wrong ways. Stars broke out at the corners of my eyes and my knees felt like Jello. But I’d be damned if this was the end. I locked my right leg and sucked in air and blood between my teeth with a hiss. “Cheating fucker!”

			Fresh energy surged through me. I broke Bear’s hold and was only tethered by Hang.

			Nonno’s man stood between us, but I couldn’t see him…only the rage I’d held onto for sixteen years and Shock’s ugly face. “I’m gonna kill you.” That was a vow. And it wasn’t the first time I’d thought about it. But it was possibly the first time I’d ever said it out loud.

			“You’d like to try. Where’s my wife?”

			“Which fucking one?” I spat back. Even amped on adrenaline, and still trapped in a tunnel of red hate, I managed to guard my mouth, or at least not think about the words.

			“You know goddamned well which one. The legitimate one. Kate. Where the fuck did you hide her?”

			The girl at my feet gasped. I was certain her name wasn’t Kate.

			

			She squeaked out a plaintive, “You’re already married?”

			Oh my God. What a fucking soap opera. “Yeah, sweet tits, he’s got a real wife.” Shit. I almost outed myself. I hastily tacked on, “Or had, but her body ain’t shown up yet.”

			“You lying motherfucker. She better not be dead!” Shock roared and broke through the line of men between us, trampling on his little piece of ass in the process.

			But I was ready for him this time. Using a dirty trick my father taught me, I twisted to the side and used his own momentum to smash his face into the stage behind me.

			“Enough.” Nonno waded into the melee, brandishing a shiny new baseball bat. I stuck both hands up in the air.

			“That dick jumped me twice, and I’m the one standing!” I owned my victory, with witnesses and fucking everything.

			Shock tried to get up but got tangled in his woman. He hauled his hand back to clobber her, and Bear caught my eye with a sharp shake of the head. The blow landed, and I felt every ounce of that pain. My men knew why, and both Bear and Skinner flanked me just in case I’d get stupid and try to save the bitch. But I’d learned that lesson years ago.

			“He stole my wife.” Shock repeated to anyone who’d listen.

			The girl blubbered in the background, and I couldn’t tune her out. The sobs grew louder in my mind. She was so young and… dumb to let someone like Shock break her that way. Foolish to take up with a biker off his leash like so many were during this event. And too much like my own damn mother for me to forget that from whore to lady, you don’t win by treating them poorly.

			I should’ve kept my mouth shut. I really should’ve.

			“No one stole your wife. She fled your dumb ass because you treated her like shit.”

			Shock got his feet under him and pointed, singling me out from the crowd. “And how would you know that?” To everyone else, he pled his case. “He knows that because he helped her leave. He betrayed the brotherhood!”

			No, just you, asshole.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			A Destroyers MC Clubhouse, Skilletsville, Pennsylvania, June 18, 2005—Kate

			Today was the day I’d been waiting for since my father sold me to pay off his cocaine habit. Melodramatic? Yes. Illegal? Absolutely. It was so far-fetched, no one believed me. Except for the ones who’d orchestrated it, which meant they enforced their secrets hard. I was only seventeen and branded as a slut for “marrying” the president of the local one-percenter motorcycle club. Even months later, the whispers would start wherever I’d go in Pittsburgh.

			“I hear she rode a train. Every member of that club has had a piece of her.”

			“How could she sink so low? She came from money, you know?”

			“He’s twice her age.”

			“Her father is a lawyer; you’d think she’d be smarter than that.”

			“I bet she’s one of those girls who likes getting abused.”

			But I wasn’t in Pittsburgh anymore. We were halfway across the state of Pennsylvania, where no one knew me, no one would whisper about me, and where, if I was lucky, I might find someone brave enough to stand up against Keith “Shock” Weaver, my legal husband who I hated down to the screaming depths of my soul.

			

			Daddy saw to the paperwork himself. He signed my life away, then snorted a line of coke off the marriage certificate. My “husband” joined him. Then consummated the marriage in my bedroom under my music-themed decor and a plethora of boy band posters. Their smiling faces laughed at me and my pain. When Shock’s men packed up my room, they tore those faces down and rolled them into tubes of a reality I’d never know again.

			I burned all of them. Bye. Bye. Bye.

			The van lurched through a gated wall. No one said there’d be gates. My heart rate picked up.

			The prospect assigned to the van to watch me noticed me taking note of the surroundings. “Skilletsville is so cheap they stuck their club in a junkyard. But don’t worry, the building has two floors, and the top floor is all bedrooms.”

			A lump of bile crawled up my throat. My insides churned with panic. I wasn’t going to get away tonight; I’d arrived at a deeper level of Hell.

			“Girls through the back, Toro wants them checked first.” Shock’s VP, BamBam, pulled women from the other van and shoved them toward the end of the building. There was a small access door propped open. A dumpster sat behind it, overflowing and squalid. It matched the tableau of stacked rusty cars and dirt. The piles were so high in spots I couldn’t see the pine trees surrounding the compound.

			The prospect dragged me out of the van. “Come on, Kate. Shock’ll get mad at me if you’re not ready.”

			I’d never be ready, not for any of this.

			“Whoa. Where ya going?” BamBam grabbed my arm and snapped his fingers at the prospect. “Get your ass in the front, Shock’s got errands for ya.”

			His grip was much tighter than the prospect’s had been.

			“You, kitchen is to the right as you walk in. Don’t go upstairs.”

			Oh, thank God. I followed his directions and hovered in the entrance to a modest industrial kitchen to note if the back door would remain open. But BamBam slammed it shut with a bang. And the distinct rattle of chains being looped through the handle crushed my hopes.

			“What are you doing standing there? Get upstairs with the others.” A blonde woman, dressed in scanty red satin and black fishnet stood at the bottom of the stairs. In her right hand was a joint, held like a cigarette. Her elbow propped against her hip, artfully angled to resemble an old movie harlot. Her skin was almost as pale as her hair. It contrasted with her bright red lips that matched her outfit. She had smoky kohl eyeliner, smudged grunge style. Despite the obvious wear, was Playboy model pretty.

			“I was told the kitchen.”

			Please don’t make me go upstairs.

			A barely five-foot-tall woman pushed me aside as she barreled out of the kitchen. “Jewel, get your ass upstairs and stop harassing the guests.”

			“She ain’t no guest.” Jewel, the blonde, eyed my clothes with contempt. Every item of my clothing except for the “property of” vest on my back was borrowed from someone in the club’s arsenal of hookers. I tried my damnedest not to think about where the hand-me-down thong used to reside because it was either that or go commando. Never go commando around bikers. It’s like waving raw meat in front of a grizzly.

			That was why I’d layered on a pair of booty shorts over the thong and under the black leather micro mini school girl skirt.

			On top, I’d layered more clothing over a red lace Demi-bra. A muted gray Henley no one claimed, a ripped lace body suit, and a slouchy tank top with the slogan “Lifestyles of the Tattooed and Famous” written on it in glittery gold script. It clashed with the muted vibe I desired, and if pressed, I’d ditch it or turn it inside out once I got free. Ditching it was secondary. If I was going to wander the streets of Skilletsville after dark, summer or not, I’d need warmth. Only the vest would go. And with it, every tainted memory of the Destroyers Motorcycle Club.

			I was not property.

			But first, I also needed to get free of this place. I made myself as small as possible against the wall.

			“Are you an old lady?” A little girl, maybe seven or eight, pulled on my left hand and played with the ring there.

			To a normal seventeen-year-old, that question would sound ridiculous. But three painful months changed my entire vocabulary. I knew she meant “significant other” or “wife” by that question. Technically, that included me, as much as I didn’t want to admit it. I glanced at the girl’s mother, who regarded the girl’s question with interest. “I’m Shock’s.” That killed me to admit. I wasn’t his. I belonged to myself. Or would as soon as I could get free.

			

			The mother’s face changed from guarded to defiant. “Hear that, Jewel? She’s the Pittsburg’s President’s ol’ lady!” My defender, all five feet of her, looked like an older clone of the little girl still holding my hand. Both had curly black hair, deeply tanned skin, and gorgeously wide, dark-brown eyes with thick eyelashes. The mother, I guessed, also hated Jewel. It proved true in the scowl she sent the woman and the sharpness of her voice.

			“Whatever, I’ll fuck him first. I hope you don’t mind.” Jewel singsonged that last sentence and then retreated upstairs.

			“Bitch,” the mom muttered.

			“Bitch,” the little girl mimicked.

			“Poppy, don’t. We don’t swear.”

			“But you just did.”

			Poppy’s mother noticed me against the wall and used an introduction as an excuse not to answer. “I’m Hilea Hikialani-Albert, Pinner’s wife. You should call me Lea or Lady High, I guess. This is my girl Poppy. Kitchen?” Her outstretched arm invited me inside.

			“Are you messing with Jewel again?” A middle-aged woman with brown hair, hazel eyes, sun-tanned skin, and a streak of gray emanating from one temple noticed me next to Lea. “Hey, ‘name’s Regina, but everybody calls me ‘Ma’ or just Gina.” She held out a sudsy hand. I took it and marveled at the sensation. It had been four months since anyone dared to greet me before they greeted my jailor/husband or his crew, and even longer since any woman looked at me with anything other than pity or scorn. I swallowed and finished the handshake before I made an impression.

			“Kate.” I refused to go by any last name, or any nickname given to me by the asshole men or women who enabled them.

			“Nice to meet you. Lemme see that ring.”

			Ma, or Gina, snapped her fingers. Whoever she was, she seemed to run this room. I opted for compliance rather than fighting because she’d been equitable to me so far.

			“Looks fake.”

			“It probably is,” I answered. Shock Weaver wouldn’t give me anything of value. Not even clothes. So, I had to assume this was a highly gaudy piece of horseshit. I’d know as soon as I found a pawnshop.

			

			“Cheap bastard,” she muttered under her breath. Then she plastered a smile on her face. “You didn’t hear that.”

			“He is.”

			“Why are you with him?” Lea asked.

			I debated how to respond.

			Gina dipped her head at Poppy, reminding me there were small ears in the room. I tried to smile but couldn’t. “Let’s just say I didn’t have a say in it.”

			“That’s cow poop.” Out of the mouths of babes…

			“Poppy!”

			“I didn’t swear, Mama. You say poop, and that other word I’m not supposed to say. And Daddy says—”

			“No, no-no-no-no no… you do not repeat your daddy’s words.”

			While they hashed out semantics, Gina studied me. “You on the pill?”

			I shook my head. “I have an implant, and it’s good for another year and a half.”

			Gina nodded. “I’m a nurse; let me know if you need anything else on the down low. Within reason, that is.” She glanced at the door opposite the back hall. Constant noise came from that direction, but it had increased significantly.

			A young biker popped his head in. “Ma? Have you seen—” he saw me and pointed. “Shock wants to introduce you to the club.”

			Oh, God. My hands trembled. I barely survived the first “meet the club” experience. I glanced at the back hall and the bolted door.

			“Ma?” The boy-man asked.

			“Give her a minute; she’s in the bathroom.”

			“She ain’t,” he pointed out.

			Regina stepped between us. “She is. I’ll send her out in one minute. You have my word on that, now go pass that along, and while you’re out there, check on my son, will ya? Make sure he knows I told you to check on him. That should keep him out of trouble for another ten minutes.”

			“Okay, Ma, but one minute only.” He shut the door behind him and the noise reduced.

			

			“I’m going to ask once; give me a straight answer. Did that bastard husband of yours hurt you?”

			I nodded.

			“How bad?”

			Tears blurred my vision. There were many ways I could answer, but the worst event stood out. I’d never stuttered in my life, but the word didn’t want to come out cleanly. “T-t-train.”

			“Oh shit. We don’t do that here. Chin up.” She wiped my eyes and swept my unruly hair away from my face. “You blotch when you cry. I bet you bruise easy, too, don’t ‘cha?”

			I pulled the long sleeve on my right arm up. The black-blue-and-yellow marks where Shock deliberately hurt me hadn’t faded, and the injury was over a week old. “Ten days ago he tried to break my arm.”

			Her jaw went to the side as she tried to contain her anger. She tugged down the sleeve and held my chin. “I can’t guarantee anything, but I’ll try. Lea, swear Poppy to secrecy. Not even her dad gets this. Poppy?”

			The girl nodded. Her eyes were a little too wise for her years.

			“Now. Don’t make a liar out of me. Go out there, play by the rules, and I’ll see what I can do from here.”

			There was nothing she could do. The hierarchy was simple. Men made the rules, enforced the rules, and dealt out punishment if you forgot or fought back. I smoothed my expression and braced for the worst as I exited through the door to the main room.

			The building was one of those metal barns, but the inside had been altered to suit the club’s needs. It had a second level, side rooms or offices, and a large bar at one end of the open section. Metal poles held up the roof framing, and mis-matched furniture littered the space, creating little groupings of use. There was a pool “room” with a dart “room” mirroring it, and between them, round wire spools laid flat to be used as tables for beer drinking. Couches ran along the side where the hookers already paired off with men.

			I walked through the crowd to the middle where Shock sat in one of the few overstuffed recliners. Next to him sat a grizzled man with the name “Toro” embroidered above a president patch on his vest. They were deep in discussion. A small barrel sat between the chairs. On it was a bottle of Jack Daniels and two shot glasses, along with a plastic cup of beer. Shock had a matching cup in his hand. I halted just outside of arm’s reach and waited.

			As I did, I noticed Toro’s bodyguard. All clubs had one officer with the sole job of protecting the president. They gave that person the rank of Sergeant at Arms. Skilletsville’s answer to BamBam wasn’t ugly. In fact, he was one of the better-looking men in the room. I dipped my eyes so no one would catch me looking. His name patch read, “Jackson.” I wondered how he got such a normal-sounding nickname.

			Shock interrupted my thoughts. “About fucking time you showed up. Toro, this is my wife. Ain’t she the palest bitch you’ve ever seen? Babe, lift your shirt and show him your pink tits.”

			I couldn’t. The lace body suit would have to be unsnapped, and I’d be damned if I did that here. Instead, I tugged as much fabric away from my shoulder to show exactly zero of my boob and only a bit of my shoulder. It was enough to also display the hickeys that asshole marked me up with this morning.

			“I said tits, bitch.”

			“Shock, are you hearing of any action on your west side? The Legion are giving our boys south of here some shit.”

			“Fuck those bastards.”

			I wasn’t trying to listen, but wondered if he meant the Destroyers’ allies or enemies. With Shock, it went both ways.

			Toro leaned in to talk shop. I stood, shaking with fear, and trying to keep as silent and as still as possible so Shock would forget I existed.

			No such luck. He motioned to his feet and pointed a finger at the floor. His not-so-subtle signal I needed to park my ass on top of one of his boots and fawn over him like a slave.

			I sat but did no fawning. And I avoided touching him, opting for leaning against the chair instead.

			He kicked me in the thigh, then planted his boot between my crisscrossed legs, dragging me closer and pinching me between the chair and the floor each time he leaned forward to make a point with Toro. I tried to edge my leg out from under the chair to avoid the worst of the pain.

			The cold concrete floor was sticky and filthy. It smelled like stale beer, and the air held the distinctively pungent odor of weed. I had eaten little, was wearing too many clothes for the closeness of the party and the weight of Shock’s warm leg against me, and a sickly sweat broke out over my skin. More than my extremities trembled as I fought the urge to puke. It would serve Shock right to vomit on his shoes.

			Maybe then I’d have just one night of peace?

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3

  
			Jackson

			Shock’s current flavor of the month looked like she was going to pass out. Her pale skin flushed an unhealthy pink. Her hands blotched white and deeper pink as she braced them in clenched fists against the floor, as if she was holding the world in place by sheer will alone. Her strawberry gold hair cascaded over her face with glinting rose-colored strands that twisted into tight spirals, but overall, it flew every direction.

			I knew women of every shape, size, color, and creed. I hadn’t seen her face, but could fill in the blanks. She’d have blue eyes, I was almost certain. Maybe, if she was one of the rare types of Irish-Celtic strains influenced by unique genetics, they’d be clear green. She had freckles, golden to brown. They dotted her skin in tiny little flecks of color. As a whole, she wouldn’t hold a candle to someone like Pinner’s Polynesian beauty queen, Hilea. But in her form, she was still perfection in a misty isle fairy-touched way.

			And she was scared to death or in withdrawal. There was no mistaking the tremors rocking her entire body. She was going to puke. It was only a matter of time. In my active monitoring of the room, I noted that. All while I listened in on Shock and Toro’s conversation, keeping another ear on the tenor of the room. I was new to my role of Sergeant at Arms, and responsible for the kicking of anyone’s ass who threatened my president. I intended not to screw this up. Therefore, I was hyper-vigilant tonight.

			Which was a natural fit for me. I’d learned early to fight dirty and hard, while keeping one eye open for the next threat. While I wasn’t a monster in size, I made up for it in sheer will and attention to detail. I knew pain, knew how to wield it decisively and quickly. And I didn’t let stupid shit distract me.

			So why the fuck did it matter if some whacked-out chick puked on Shock’s shoes?

			It shouldn’t.

			Was I bored? This meet was club only. Tonight’s potential threats were cat fights amongst the hookers and the usual drunken assholes who bumped chests. Even my counter part, BamBam, wasn’t much of an opponent. He’d relinquished his .44 at the gate. Without it, he was a mass of beer fat with a short reach.

			A wrecking ball, sure, but slow. I’d have him on the ground with his throat cut and bleeding out life in five seconds flat. He’d be dead in thirty. And by that point, I’d have stabbed him at least fifteen more times. He had no fucking clue how to defend Shock. Could I be tuned in to the wrong shit because there was no other threat?

			But of course, there were other threats. There always were. Despite wearing the same patch, drinking the same booze, and fucking the same whores, my brothers were always a threat. Some of them were not worth the urine to piss on them with. Shock being the main one.

			Despite pushing forty, he had definition. Big, sure. Most bikers packed on pounds as they got older. But he also was goddamned ruthless. I measured his potential for violence as he talked shop. In my determination, he had no soul. Nothing stopping him from drilling me between the eyes, brother or not. And unlike his SoA, he kept his gun. Only a fool would tangle with that combination of ugly mean and armed.

			Again, why the fuck did this girl matter so damned much?

			She didn’t. In the grand machine of crime, she was cog grease. A statistic. Someone who shouldn’t factor.

			But Shock thought enough of her to make her one of his pet projects.

			I caught Sprout’s attention. He was Jolly’s kid. The club let him hang around out of respect for his fallen father. Jolly had been a legend and one of the deciding factors when I chose this quiet little town west of Harrisburg as my home club. He’d left us too soon, leaving behind a wife and Sprout. Murdered by the fucking cops. Which made vengeance nearly impossible. To make up that lack, we all raised the kid. Wrong? Sure. But Sprout was useful. He was barely fourteen and already doing more than most prospects ever did—without one peep of complaint.

			“Sup?” He grinned like an idiot. It made his ears stick out. I often wondered if that was on purpose.

			I slipped him my phone. “Give this to your Ma.”

			He pocketed it. “And?’

			“And nothing. Just tell her I gave it to you.” His ma was a smart woman. She’d figure it out.

			“Sure thing.” He hovered.

			“What the fuck you waiting for?”

			He grinned. “I’ll get you a beer first.”

			Goddamned kid. Too fucking helpful. He ran across the room, picking up two cups and filling each to the brim. He brought them back cautiously and handed one to the president first, then to me. “Here.”

			Then he took off toward the kitchen.

			“What? None for me?” Shock laughed, but under his friendly tone was a hint of accusation.

			I handed my beer off, moving close so I wouldn’t spill it. The girl looked up at that moment.

			Snared. Like a rabbit in a trap.

			Her eyes were the gray-green of dense early morning fog hanging over a lake. Or the glistening pale scales of a juicy fresh-water bass. I forgot about the cup in my hand and when Shock grabbed it too hard, the foam sloshed over the edge, coating my fingers and breaking the spell. I smiled at him. “I’ll get one for myself later.”

			His eyes narrowed and dipped down to the girl. A cruel grin twisted on his lips. “I’m sure you will. But this one’s mine.” He locked his stare on my face, daring me to argue, laying his verbal bait, and waiting to see if I was dumb enough to bite.

			“Not a problem. We got plenty to go around.” I raised my eyebrow, acknowledging his game and begging for a reaction.

			

			He slammed the beer, belched, and then turned his anger toward the girl.

			I’d fucked up.

			“Didn’t I tell you to show your tits?”

			Sweat dotted her forehead, and she was unusually pale.

			I stepped back, snagged a trash can, and slid it closer, just in case. It bumped against her shoulder as she struggled to get to her knees. The smell of it must have triggered something because she spun, grabbed it with both hands, and practically donned it as a hat as she wretched into it.

			“Fucking Christ!” Shock jumped to his feet. Toro leaned back, but his eyes moved to me. In them, I read the question. “How did you know?” I sent him a wink and waited until the spit and bile sputtered to a halt.

			But Shock didn’t give her any quarter. Almost as soon as she wiped her mouth on her sleeve, he was on top of her.

			“Fucking bitch.” His fist hit her head. “No fucking sense whatsoever.” Another blow fell, this one to her back.

			The trashcan spun from her grip, and I caught it before it could topple over. A prospect was nearby, so I slid it in his direction to take care of. I whistled to get the attention of another to bring a towel and began issuing orders. “Get Ma.” I handed the towel to Shock, who wiped off his vest and pants before dropping it to the floor.

			He hadn’t even gotten sprayed.

			I picked up the towel and passed it to his woman. Then, I stepped between them to run interference. “You okay, man?”

			He glared up at me. “What the fuck you think? She puked on me!”

			She hadn’t.

			I snapped my fingers and pointed at the closest whore. “Jewel, take him upstairs, make sure he’s cleaned off and comfortable.”

			She grinned too widely. “Sure thing, sugar.” She oooed and awed over Shock’s predicament. As she led him to the main stairs, I caught Pinner’s glare. I shook my head at him. He’d been stepping out on his wife with Jewel for a while. But since he was still married, and Jewel was one of our stable, he had no claim. And he knew it.

			That cost me precious seconds.

			

			Toro stood up and directed the party’s attention away from the girl on the floor. BamBam wasn’t as easily fooled, though. He stood over the girl, staring at me like I’d orchestrated the whole thing.

			He was giving me too much credit. “What the fuck are you staring at?”

			His fists clenched.

			As much as I’d love to lay him out, there wasn’t time to waste. The longer things lingered in this limbo of fucking bullshit, the harder it would engrave into memories. “Don’t you have a president to protect?”

			He frowned. The debate about staying or going upstairs was evident in his hesitation.

			“Cookie, show him where Jewel’s room is. If the door’s closed, make him comfortable outside.” Cookie was a sweet little brunette with a penchant for sucking dick. BamBam would be happy while he waited. Meanwhile, I had a lot to do in a very short amount of time if I was going to keep the two clubs at peace with each other, but also figure out what the fuck was wrong with Shock’s chick.

			Ma helped the girl up. I quickly laid out the problem. “She got sick. Figure out why and fast.”

			“Should I call Toolbox?” He was her doctor “friend” she’d introduced to the club. We all had to pretend they were just friends for Sprout’s sake, since he had no idea his mom was finally getting some after years of mourning.

			“Do it. Make sure he knows it’s urgent.”

			She hesitated. “You’re playing with fire. Stop.”

			Pinner had the ill timing to slap me on the back to announce his presence. “Get her in the back. Tell my wife to keep Poppy away in case she’s contagious.”

			“She seemed fine earlier,” Ma noted.

			“I’m fine,” the girl mumbled, which was a damn lie. She was still pale and shaking. Her cheek was red and swollen where Shock clipped her. A trickle of blood trailed along her hairline. I ached to touch her, inspect the damage, and…

			Pinner squeezed my shoulder. “Son, let’s not make fools of ourselves.”

			I huffed out a laugh. “You’re one to talk.” I slid him a side eye that wandered pointedly to the ceiling.

			

			“That makes me eminently qualified to dish out wisdom. Let’s get a drink.”

			I could do that. I could play along with the lie that none of this mattered, that we were all just good friends here and not assholes of the first order. Smile and laugh despite wanting to spill blood and entrails over the dirty concrete floor.

			We slammed two shots. Between them, I bullshitted and joked. Same as always.

			When it came to shot number three, my joking mood turned snakily bitter. It didn’t go unnoticed.

			Pinner dragged me outside for a smoke.

			We stood by a barrel someone filled with kindling and set ablaze. He dragged a long inhale and then blew it out with passion. “You need to cool off.”

			“Shock’s an asshole.”

			“I said, you need to cool off.”

			Damn it. “I know.”

			“Didn’t know red hair was your kryptonite. Always pegged you for an equal opportunity kind of guy.”

			“Listen to you talk. Mr. Brunette to blonde.”

			“That’s enough.” Pinner’s scowl deepened. He had one of those unfortunate faces that was ugly most of the time. But when he frowned, he was downright hideous.

			“Well, I think you know that you should know better,” I started.

			“As should you.” The warning note in his voice was unmistakable.

			“My kryptonite is whores,” I stated proudly.

			“No, it ain’t.”

			I crushed my cigarette under my boot and squinted at him. “Of course it is. My mother was a whore. Anyone who mistreats ‘em gets on my bad side.”

			“Is that what this is? You sure?”

			“Yeah. That’s all this is.” It should be, right?

			“You’re lying. Maybe even lying to yourself. You met your type. And it’s ‘damsel in distress.’ ”

			

			He was so wrong. “Oh, now that’s bullshit.” My sainted, unsaintly mother was no damsel in distress. She was a proud whore who managed to make a promising career out of prostitution. Even her brief interlude of motherhood hadn’t affected her life plan of making a bundle of scratch by taking dick and then retiring early. I’d learned a lot from her wisdom. Foremost was that women were prettiest when happy. Even prettier when they glowed with pride.

			Fragile women never turned my crank as much as strong ones did. I enjoyed seeing that gleam of spirit shining from them nearly as much as I loved watching them cum.

			“Bullshit or not, son, that woman is trouble.”

			“No shit.” One of the biggest rules of the club was, “Do not covet your brother’s shit.”

			“Why did you slip Sprout your phone?”

			He’d noticed that? I supposed someone would. I’d been in the center of the room. All eyes were on the two presidents, or should have been if you gave a rat’s ass about power.

			“He wanted to call his girlfriend,” I lied.

			Pinner sighed. “That is a rotten lie. That boy has access to no fewer than six hookers who’d gladly pop his cherry. He doesn’t need a girlfriend, let alone have one. Stop blowing smoke up my ass. Why?”

			I scanned the party dregs that landed outside the club’s main building. I even searched the shadows between the rows of cars piled up around us. “To give to Ma.”

			His grunt was something between acknowledgment and disagreement.

			Toro joined us. “Are you hijacking my Sergeant, Pinner?”

			Pinner laughed. “Naw, just catching air. I’m going to go in and see if my lady needs me to take her and Poppy home. That okay with you, boss?”

			“You might want to stay home with them, and a word of advice, don’t offer anyone else a ride, got it?”

			Pinner’s eyes shifted to mine. “Understood.”

			Toro waited until Pinner shambled to the back door by the kitchen. He unwound the chain some numbnuts wrapped around it.

			“We gotta go inside.”

			“Yup.” I didn’t move.

			

			“You are an ambitious man. I saw that in you the day you arrived on our doorstep with your dad’s blessing. One of these days, you’re going to replace me. So, I’m giving you advice. Don’t get derailed now. Not over some gash.”

			His word choice needed work. That single moment of fog-green fantasy was enough to tell me a sordid tale. She wasn’t a junkie, whoever she was. Those eyes were clear, not feverish or hazed out in a funk of drugged stupor. And she certainly wasn’t gash. Every molecule of my body screamed that this woman was defiant to the core, but Shock was breaking her.

			And when he succeeded, the world would lose an angel.

			But unlike most men, I knew angels weren’t the sweet passive things that strummed harps and made sickly music to lull men into bondage.

			Angels were demons with a righteous call to avenge the wrongs of evil. And they were damn sexy doing it.

			Pinner was right in his own twisted way. I did have a type.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 4

			Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, February 23, 2006—Kate

			Six months before this horrible week, Gina held a phone in front of my face. “Memorize this number.” I barely had time to before Shock packed up the entire crew, and we lit out of Skilletsville just after midnight. Life was kicking my ass, and my eighteenth birthday was the lowest point of them all.

			Shock thought it would be “fun” to take me out in the cold and snow barely dressed with my ass hanging out of a borrowed miniskirt and a coat that truly didn’t deserve the title.

			As I shivered in the ladies’ room, coughing so hard I couldn’t breathe, a total stranger called 9-1-1. In the mayhem of police and firefighters, Shock abandoned me. Only BamBam stuck around. I was on a stretcher getting oxygen between bouts of coughing blood when he slipped one of them a fifty to “talk” to me. They parked the stretcher behind the vehicle and disappeared.

			I honestly thought I was going to die on my birthday.

			He poked a blade against my neck, under my ear, and leaned in to say, “You squeal, you die. We’ll be watching.” The last I saw of him was the ugly skull on the back of his jacket.

			* * *

			

			A Week Later

			“Who should we call for your discharge?” The nurse busied herself winding the mask and plastic tubes that saved my life.

			My silence drew her attention.

			“Parents?” Her eyes dipped to my ring. “Husband?” As
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