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Fifteen months ago ~

The front door slammed. Roni Glenn froze with the dishtowel in her hand and stared down at the water drops on the counter. Fear paralyzed her.

Vince had told her he wouldn't be back until nine o'clock tonight. He was three hours early.

She wiped the counter dry and tossed the rag under the sink to hide the evidence of her cleaning. Hopefully, Vince wouldn't look inside the cabinet. The moment he left the house again, she'd put the rag in the laundry room. He disliked her cleaning when he was home, but he hated messes more.

"Veronica?" Vince's booming voice echoed in the house. "Get out here. We've got company."

She used the black surface of the refrigerator to straighten her short hair. If she failed to pull herself together around Vince, she'd pay later. He wanted a trophy girlfriend, or that's what he called her. He'd stolen her off the streets three years ago with a promise to help her find a job.

She had believed him. He was nice back then. Polite, friendly, and mature.

"Veronica!"

She cringed. Named after a grandmother who died when she was fourteen years old are rarely visited, nobody but Vince called her by her formal name. She preferred Roni.

"I'm coming," she said hating the way her voice rose with fear.

Any little sign of distress set Vince off. She always tried to stay quiet and out of his way. The late night visitors usually involved Sparrows—members of the Yesler Street Gang— which Vince was the boss.

She entered the old-world-style living area that came with a hollow suit of armor standing in the corner, overseeing the activities and creeping her out every time she stepped into the room. Three members stood around Vince hanging on to every word that came out of his lying, filthy mouth.

"What took you so long?" Vince lifted his arm.

His gold cuff link flashed in the light. At six foot four and three hundred pounds, Vince's stature made a statement few people ever challenged. She hustled across the room and stood beside him. She schooled her reaction to the kiss on her cheek. Vince's good manners in front of the men he'd invited over to the house meant he wanted something from her, and she had no option than to give him what he asked for.

"Baby, this is Monty. He's got a big job for Sparrows tomorrow and needs you to work your magic." Vince laughed. "Boy, you're going to come out of the room a new man, I swear to God."

Monty ogled her from head to toe and back up her body again to settle on her mouth. She swallowed the acid burning her throat. Vince believed he owned her and as his property, he could let others use her.

Vince smacked her ass. She jumped away from him, her heart racing.

"In the mouth, boy. The rest is mine." Vince flung his arm to the side in Roni's direction.

She ducked which got a laugh out of all four men. Before she could turn away from their amusement, Monty grabbed her by the upper arm and pulled her to the first door on the left in the hallway.

Roni stumbled inside and fell on her knees. There was no use getting up. She'd learned long ago to open her mouth and not fight what would happen. The times she refused, she got beaten. First by the man that Vince had given her to and then later by Vince when he saw her red face or bloody lip.

The door swung open, and Vince stuck his head in the room and nodded at her in approval. "Wear a fucking condom, boy. I don't want your jizz on my girl."

"You got it, boss." Monty dug in his wallet.

The door shut.

Monty undid his jeans and let the material pool at his knees. "Give me some tits."

She shook her head. "Vince won't allow you to see me."

"He's not here, is he?" Monty slid his feet forward until he was closer to her, and then stroked his limp cock. "Lift your shirt. I won't touch. Vince won't even have to know."

She swayed on her knees. Afraid not to do what the man requested, she lifted the front of her shirt over her breasts.

"Do the bra, too." Monty's strokes lengthened and the tattoo of the sparrow bird head on his hand blurred at the speed of his hand going back and forth.

She looked away and pulled her bra over her breasts. The underwire in the middle poked the base of her neck.

"That's what I needed. Big titties." Monty rolled the condom on and tossed the wrapper away from him. "Suck my dick, bitch."

She opened her mouth and leaned forward. Her dry tongue stuck to the latex and she pulled back to gather as much moisture as she could and failed miserably. "Please, just a second."

Her breathing came fast and harsh. Dizzy from not enough oxygen, she closed her eyes and tried to relax. 

"I don't have all night." Monty grabbed a fistful of her hair and thrust his cock against her jaw.

Her scalp stung from the force. She whimpered and took his cock in her mouth.

"Suck it," said Monty.

She pushed forward, pulled back. The corners of her mouth stretched uncomfortably, sticking to the condom. Tears blurred her vision.

"Yeah, like that." Monty humped her face.

She gagged and retreated. Then, plunged down on his cock again. Monty's eagerness made him more forceful than she could handle and she sped up, preferring short hard strokes of her mouth to getting her lips bruised.

"Fuck, yeah," mumbled Monty. "Look at those tits move."

She closed her eyes. With no idea where Vince was at in the house, she couldn’t be sure if he listened outside the door or watched her on one of the cameras placed in every room.

Monty persuasively pulled her on and off his cock by the hair. "Take it. Take it."

He shuddered, pulsing in her mouth in violent jerks of his hips. She pulled away the second his hand left her hair and yanked her bra and shirt down to cover herself.

Monty stumbled back a few feet, grabbing his jeans around his ankles. She stood and went to the door and left the room. Vince would expect her back immediately after blowing off the Sparrows member. 

She only hoped the other two men weren't next.

Vince spotted her and stopped the conversation going on in the room. She waited at the entrance for him to tell her where to go. He lifted his arm. She hurried forward, her tongue burned and her lips numb and swollen.

"Look at you." Vince's eyes took on an intense glare as he rubbed his thumb over her bottom lip. "I need to go out again, and when I get back, you'll be naked in my bed."

She gagged, barely holding down the vomit rising in her throat. Vince narrowed his eyes and backhanded her across the face. Swept off her feet, she fell to the floor, landing on her butt with a cry of pain.

Vince stepped toward her and leaned over in front of her face. "Don't insult my men by getting sick."

She crab-walked backward to get away from him. He never let an audience stop him from punishing her.

"I'm sorry," she whispered. "Sorry."

He kicked out with his foot. Pain radiated through her ribs, and she flopped, curling into a tight ball to cover her head with her arms. She opened her mouth wide to catch her lost breath, praying she wouldn't vomit and anger him more.

"Let's go out and take care of business, boys." Vince stepped over her.

From her view on the floor, the men stepped around her, never hesitating. She lay still long after the front door shut.

She needed to escape. Someday, Vince would kill her.

A hand stroked her shoulder. She flinched and curled tighter.

"Sh," said a soft feminine voice. "Let me help you."

Roni opened her eyes and peered up at Jackie, one of Vince's girls he put out on the street corners to prostitute for him. "You need to get out of here before he comes back."

"Vince knows I came back early." Jackie helped Roni sit up. "I left the door unlocked when I heard you go into the bedroom with the Sparrows member."

Mortified, Roni hung her head. The room continued spinning, and it hurt to take a deep breath through the stabbing, sharp pain at her side. Vince would be back soon, and he'd kill her if he found her talking to one of the street girls.

"You need to go back to your side of the house." Roni gulped for air, knowing Vince forbid her talking to the street girls who lived over the garage on the other side of the house. "Vince will hurt us both if he finds you helping me."

"Let me worry about Vince." Jackie pulled Roni to her feet and hooked her arm around her waist. "Soon, you'll be safe, Roni. I promise."

Inside Vince and her bedroom, she collapsed on the edge of the bed. She wanted to brush her teeth and rinse her mouth with mouthwash to clean the taste of latex away, but she was out of breath and energy. It hurt to move.

Jackie went into the bathroom and returned with a cup of water. "Here, drink."

She guzzled the water, not even caring when she dribbled down her chin and onto her shirt. The coldness soothed her sensitive and torn lips.

Jackie's brown eyes filled with concern and she kneeled in front of her. Roni reached out and with more strength than she thought she had held onto her friend's hand.

"You should hate me," whispered Roni. 

Jackie shook her head. "It's not your fault. Vince isn't the man I thought he was."

The night Jackie arrived at the house, she had come through the door half in love with Vince, believing he returned her feelings. Before the poor girl could learn on her own that Vince only loved Vince, she was forced to stand at the foot of the bed while Vince fucked Roni to make a point. The whole time Vince talked to Jackie about how she'd never reach the status of sleeping in his bed because she wasn't malleable enough.

Roni had watched Jackie break in front of her, and there was nothing she could do. She hated Vince, and he owned them all.

"You better go and lock your door." Roni let go of Jackie. "Thanks for helping me."

Jackie stood. "I swear, Roni. Just hang in there a little longer. I will get us both out of here. I promise. Even if I have to kill him myself."

"Don't say that," Roni whispered. "The cameras. I don't know when or if he'll watch them, but you need to stop taking chances. Run fast and far. Get away from him and get off the street corners."

Alone in the bedroom, Roni stared at the giant Sparrow head painting on the wall. The same design Vince and every member of the Yesler Street Gang had tattooed on their hand in a show of solidarity. 

She looked down at her hands. Her fingernails bitten to the quick.

Without delay, she removed her shirt, her bra, her jeans, her panties. Numb on the inside and aching on the outside, she laid down in bed and closed her eyes to prepare for Vince's arrival home. The taste of latex still on her tongue.
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Roni turned the faucet on until her minty spit circled the drain and cleared the sink. She ran her tongue over her front teeth, assured the taste of latex was finally gone. The job to rid her mouth of any foreign taste had only taken her three brushings, two swishings, and—she popped a wintergreen Lifesaver in her mouth—one mint. At least until the next customer finished with her and the routine started all over again.

The crunch of breath freshener between her teeth gave her something to concentrate on while she ignored the crick in her neck. She put a new rubber-backed throw rug on the end of her bed. The rules at Red Light Bordello surprised her.

Yesterday when Tiff, the madam of the illegal establishment in Federal, Idaho, gave her and the other three ladies from the prostitution Network their orientation, she realized how nice it was to work in a clean, organized building where everyone associated with the bordello treated her with respect.

Everything had its place and clothes stayed on the visiting customers, no matter the sexual request. Roni swallowed the tiny bits of mint left in her mouth, sat down in the chair, and looked at the clock. She still had five minutes until Tiff escorted the final customer of the night through the yellow door to her room.

She raised her hands and rubbed the back of her neck. Colored doors were also a new thing to her. The other three bordellos she'd worked at since signing up with the Network used a sign on each door to keep track of what lady performed which sexual favor.

At Red Light, each color represented the prostitute's skill. Yellow—blowjobs only. Red—Anything goes, but hard limits per the prostitute's choosing. Green— straight sex and blowjobs from a dominating sex worker. Blue— power sex and blowjobs from a submission prostitute. Roni checked the clock again and stood. Sometimes she wondered if she changed her paperwork to regular sex on top of the blowjobs it would be easier and less nauseating. The taste of latex left her gagging and by the end of the evening, her neck and jaw killed.

But, she couldn't. She knew the rules. Not the rules at the current bordello or even past houses, but the rules put in place by Vince.

He never allowed another man to take her through normal sex. Her body was his and what he owned would not be shared with any other man, except her mouth.

Vince believed her mouth was free to use. He believed her mouth didn't matter. He believed having a dick shoved in her mouth shouldn't bother her.

She shuddered. Her rational fear had not lessened when she escaped the boss of the Yesler Street Gang that got ahold of her outside the homeless shelter three years ago. Vince made sure she ate fear for breakfast and kept her afraid.

Until the day she no longer feared death, and instead feared to live. 

She'd reached her limit when Vince had backhanded her hard enough she lost consciousness, and she'd used his negligence to escape his house.

Over nine months of being on her own and protected by the Network, she still waited for the door to open and Vince to drag her back out on the street.

The door opened.

Her body tensed. She swallowed the shock of surprise and smiled.

Tiff raised her brows, holding a hand under her swollen belly as if comforting the child that wouldn't be born for three more months. The tautness in Roni's neck eased at the sight of her madam.

"You have twenty minutes." Tiff stepped back into the hallway letting the customer inside and shutting the door.

The man looked up, found Roni, and stepped closer. 

The large man stood confidently in the room. His short brown hair and intensely dark eyes topped off his rough appearance in a worn flannel shirt, faded jeans, and black steel-toed boots. Roni's head pounded, and she broke eye contact with him. Looking down at his hands, she gasped. He had a tattoo of a bird's head on the back of his hand between his thumb and index finger. 

Sparrows!

A sudden chill left her shaking, and she reached behind her for something to use to protect herself.

How many times had she stared at the same tattoo marking on Vince and the Sparrows members and thought she'd die?

The man stepped forward. "It's okay. I'm not here to hurt you."

She finally found her feet and moved back, pressing against the top drawer, and blindly searched for the handle. With only the minimum of necessities to her name, she only had clothes inside the dresser. But, she needed something to use as a weapon. Even a shirt might help her stay alive.

"Please." The man's deep voice softened. "I'm only here to talk to you."

"W-who are you?" she said, hating how weak her voice came out.

"My name's Carver." He ran his hand over his whiskered jaw. "Dawson Carver."

She inched backward, sweeping her hand along the top of the dresser and found the topless female figurine that came with the room. She snatched the object in her hand. A surge of energy burst through her fear at the added protection.

She lifted her chin. "I'll scream."

The tight security in the building, guarded by bikers and an alarm system, would protect her. The legal adult entertainment business, Silver Girls, downstairs in the Sterling Building remained locked during Red Light's working hours. If she yelled for help, someone upstairs would hear her.

"Please, don't." Dawson held his hand out in front of him.

Her gaze flickered between his hands and his tattoo. She'd seen most of the men who worked for Vince. They all had a sparrow head on their hand. Vince had flaunted his tattoo many times in her face and drilled the meaning into her head with his fist.

A sparrow represented fear, courage, loyalty, and strength.

"I only want to talk to you." Dawson pointed at the bed. "I'm not going to hurt you. I'm not going to touch you. I'm not going to make you leave the bordello."

She remained where she stood, not believing a word.

"It took me longer than I thought to find you." Dawson eyed her carefully. "I'm here to make sure you're okay. That you're safe."

"Please leave," she whispered.

"I will." His dark brows lowered. "When my time with you is up, I'll walk out of the room, and you'll stay here. You're not in trouble. What I have to tell you is only for your ears only."

Deep lines etched the corners of his eyes and mouth. Roni's fingers ached around the figurine at the death grip she maintained. She no longer believed the words of others.

A dark stubble of week-long whiskers shadowed Dawson's jawline. She lowered her gaze to his hand and stared at the black eye of the sparrow tattooed on his skin, glaring at her in contempt. The tattoo mocked her.

The organization Vince ran followed his orders without mishap. The dedication to one man, one boss, went beyond her understanding. 

"What do you want from me?" she said, squelching the rise in her voice.

"Nothing." He exhaled slowly. "I've come here to tell you that Vince is dead."

No way.

Impossible.

She shook her head and refused to believe him. Nobody messed with Vince. Even those not belonging to Sparrows stayed out of his way. Nobody else would dare step in Vince's territory between James and Yesler Street, the underbelly of Seattle.

"He's been..." Dawson's mouth tightened. "He's been dead since August. I've been trying to find you for the last nine months."

The way he talked, he seemed to want her to relax and let down her guard. She wasn't stupid.

She looked down at the figurine in her hand. At one time, Vince had pretended to care about her. He'd swept in and put a roof over her head and gave her a bedroom to herself. Until he moved her into his bedroom, into his bed, a week later and refused to let her leave. Then, he'd supplied her with a new outfit. When she'd expressed her thanks, he proudly informed her he'd taken the clothes off a dead girl, not even eighteen years old, who police found in the alley. Raped. Strangled. Naked.

"I only have five more minutes before the madam will escort me out of the building." Dawson reached behind him.

She sucked in her breath and pressed against the dresser.

"It's okay." He held up a cell phone. "I only wanted to give you this."

Dawson tossed the phone on the bed. "My number is programmed in there. If you have any questions after I leave, call or text. If you need any help..."

She raised her chin in refusal. Her plans changed the more he spoke. She planned to leave the Network the moment everyone turned a blind eye to her. Her safety at Red Light compromised, she needed to run far away.

"There's information on the phone to back up the news I gave you, so you can relax knowing I'm telling you the truth." Dawson stepped toward the door and lowered his voice. "House rules let customers come back every other day. I'll check in with you on Thursday. If you need anything before then, text me."

The madam's knock came and echoed in the room. Roni shoved the figurine she still clutched behind her back to hide it from Tiff.

Dawson removed cash from his pocket, dropped it on the shelf by the door, nodded at Roni, and followed Tiff out of the room.

The door closed.

Caught in her current troubles, she remained standing. Where would she go? How was she going to get somewhere far away?

Having never been in Federal, Idaho before, she had no idea how to seek transportation out of here. She'd arrived by plane and landed in Washington via California. A private car brought her and the other three ladies from the Network to Red Light. From her view out the window, she'd be surprised if the town offered any public transportation to the residents. Federal looked no bigger than three blocks wide and sat snug between mountain peaks covered in snow.

A knock startled her out of her plans. She set the figurine back on the dresser, tightened her robe, and hurried to the door. Her hand shook on the handle.

Tiff stood in the hallway. "I wanted to check in with you before you go have dinner. The last customer, Dawson, has prepaid for three visits this week. Considering he's a new customer, please keep me informed if you have trouble with him following rules. While our business thrives on regulars, we also want to make sure you're comfortable. We also try not to let the men get attached to you during your stay."

Perspiration broke out on Roni's forehead, and warmth flooded her face. She nodded.

"You're a shy one." Tiff laid her hand on Roni's arm. "Relax. We really are easy to work for once you learn the rules."

"O-okay." Roni smiled, the muscles in her cheeks ticked. "Thank you."

"Go ahead and get dressed for dinner. The other ladies are already at the table." Tiff stepped into the hallway. "It's fish and chips night."

"Sounds good." Roni waited until Tiff walked away before she shut the door.

Until she figured out how to get out of the Sterling Building and away from Federal, she'd need to go along with the schedule and act as if everything was fine. She hurried over to the bed and picked up the phone. It took her a few minutes to figure out how to turn it on. When the screen stopped flashing, she found her name underneath a yellow square and tapped the screen.

A picture of a newspaper article appeared. She scanned the headline. 

Vincent Pladonta died from three gunshot wounds to the chest inside his house on Yesler Street. The leader of the Yesler Street Gang was found...

Her legs gave out, and she caught herself on the bed, speed reading the rest of the article.

Seven women in his employment were arrested. 

One female, Jane Doe, white, approximating twenty-six years old, found dead in City Hall Park and believed to have ties to the Yesler Street Gang AKA Sparrows.

She raised her hand and cupped her throat.

One woman, name unknown, missing.

She turned the phone over, unable to read more. Vince kept nine women. Considering she wasn't arrested or dead, the missing woman was her. Were the police looking for her?

Which one of the girls was found dead? She'd only known one of Vince's girls personally.

Sadness clogged her throat, and she inhaled through her tight chest. Jackie nursed her back from every injury Vince laid on her, always telling her everything would be okay. She'd clung to the only friend she had and yet refused to acknowledge her friendship in front of Vince to protect Jackie.

Vince favored Roni and kept her in the house, while he sent out the other girls to work the street. She hoped Jackie was one of the women arrested, and maybe her dear friend would get to start over someday and not live in fear.

Not wanting anyone to find the phone, she shoved the cell between the box springs and the top mattress of the bed. She got dressed and walked to the kitchen.

If the article was true, and Vince was dead, why would a member of Sparrows come looking for her? She sat down at the table, deaf to the conversation going on around her.

Unless, Dawson Carver planned to pick up Vince's business and take her back to Seattle.

"Roni?" Shana tapped on the table.

She lifted her gaze from her plate. "Yes?"

"We're all going into Ella's room to watch Netflix." Shana dipped her French fry into the pile of tartar sauce on her plate.

The youngest out of the group of prostitutes, Shana let nothing stop her. From day one, she stepped forward and took the position of leader amongst the ladies, despite her age and barely one-hundred-pound body. Shana stood a head shorter than Roni and blew her long caramel colored hair out on the sides and top, so the only thing you noticed was massive, beautiful hair.

"Not tonight. I need to catch up on my laundry." Roni moved the breaded fish around on her plate. If she found a chance to take off without anyone noticing, she wanted to be ready.

"You can still hang with us." Ella wiped her fingers on the napkin beside her plate, careful of the long nails that she bragged about having professionally painted with no chips, worn edges, or smudges. "I don't care if we pause the show. You can do laundry, and while you're busy folding clothes or whatever, we can pop popcorn or something while we wait for you."

Roni put her hands on her lap under the table, hiding the torn and chewed fingernails. A nervous habit that had only intensified under Vince's care until she made them bleed.

Lynn pushed her plate away from her. "I can't do it."

"Do what?" asked Marci, the madam's assistant who ruled the upstairs when Tiff wasn't around.

"Eat fish." Lynn leaned back in her chair. "It's not my favorite thing in the world. It's at the top of my list of things to avoid, like sushi."

"But when we went over the menu, you said you liked fish." Marci tilted her head and smiled. "Should I change the menu while you're here."

"No. No. You don't have to do that." Lynn's cheeks reddened, and she mumbled. "Sorry. I can eat it if I have to."

Marci's gaze softened. "Nonsense. We can order you chicken and fries next time."

Roni looked away, her appetite gone. Lynn's need to please everyone backfired on her. Somewhere in Lynn's past, someone pressured her to accept everything thrown at her without question. Roni picked up her plate and carried it to the sink. Not that she had room to talk. She understood the need to do whatever made someone else happy, even if it killed her.

She dumped her food in the garbage, rinsed her plate, and loaded the dish in the dishwasher. Shortly, the music would start downstairs for the Silver Girls dancers and the ladies in Red Light would be left to entertain themselves until two o'clock in the morning.

The free time upstairs came with a cost. Roni couldn't leave the building, except to go up on the roof where Tiff had set up an entertainment area where the women could get outside without being seen by the public or to step out on the small balcony outside her room. 

Once Silver Girls closed, and there were fewer people around, Red Light's security alarm came on, and her chance to escape without everyone noticing would be impossible.

While the others talked, she slipped out of the kitchen and grabbed her dirty clothes out of her room. Carrying the basket to the end of the hallway, she pushed through the last door with her hip and entered the small laundry room. Inside, she dumped her dirty clothes in the washer. Nothing she owned needed separated into similar colors or washed on the delicate cycle. What little belongings she owned had come from the homeless shelter or one of Vince's girls. The colors no longer ran together, but muted into a bland, washed out blah of their original color.

The washer began to fill with water. She shut the lid and returned to her room. No longer able to ignore Dawson's visit, she removed the phone and reread the article on Vince. 

Then she read it again.

Instead of relief that the man who'd held her prisoner, abused her, treated her like a whore, and gave her mouth away free to Sparrows members whenever he snapped his fingers was dead, she only dreaded what would come next.

Dawson would be back, and her safe haven with the Network was over.
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The sheriff's car turned the corner and disappeared out of sight. Dawson adjusted the rearview mirror in his car and rolled down the window letting the biting cold inside keep him alert. The farthest he'd gone away from the Sterling Building in the last two days was the gas station at the end of town to fill up the tank and buy enough junk food to keep him moving. 

During the day, he slept in the backseat and every night he stayed awake in the driver's seat. He wasn't going to take a chance of Roni escaping without letting him help her go somewhere safe.

The alarm he'd set vibrated on his phone. 

In fifteen minutes, he'd walk up the staircase to the second floor of the Sterling Building and knock once. The madam, who belonged to Jeremy Aldridge, an acquaintance from his short one-year stay in the Idaho State Penitentiary when Washington State Prison transferred him during a takeover and before they bussed him back to his home state to finish the rest of his four-year sentence, would let him in to spend fifteen minutes with Roni.

He hoped to convince her to let him help her.

A loud hum of a motorcycle grew into a roar. Dawson looked out the windshield and watched Jeremy pull to the curb behind the building. With the chance of talking privately to Jeremy, he exited the car and strode to the back of the building.

Jeremy's head came up, and his long hair came off his face. Dawson lifted his chin.

"You can come through the downstairs." Jeremy removed his gloves and stuck his hand out.

Dawson shook his hand. "It's better if I keep up the appearance of being a customer."

"Suit yourself." Jeremy widened his stance. "How'd the first appointment with the girl go?"

Dawson rubbed the knuckles of his right hand. "She's scared shitless."

"She's smart. Don't underestimate her." Jeremy paused. "Tiff empowers the women that work for her. The longer she's here, the stronger she'll become."

"Yeah." Dawson gazed up to the second story. "And, the longer she's here, the more men will use her body."

In Roni's best interest, she needed to stay for the three months of her contract with Red Light. She needed the confidence to move past Vince, Sparrows, and the head games that permanently scarred her thinking.

"I owe you for letting me have this time with her," he said, knowing if it weren't for Jeremy's return phone call confirming Roni's presence in Federal, Dawson would still be out there looking for her.

Jeremy tugged on his beard, straightening the errant whiskers from his ride. "I'll call on you when I need your help."

"When?" Dawson asked, preferring to have everything out in the open.

"When the time is right." Jeremy's gaze intensified. "Not now. Got a baby coming and need to close the bordello first."

"Are things heating up here?"

Jeremy shook his head. "Sheriff's retiring in six months, and he's our person on the inside. Tiff's got the idea to turn the upstairs into a place to raise a family. She'd like to leave the illegal side of her business in the past, make it right for the kid."

"What about you?" Dawson had never met a more dangerous man than the president of Moroad Motorcycle Club. Not inside or outside the prison fence, unless you counted Jeremy's father. The stories from the old days kept many men awake inside the prison, staring at the mold on the cinder block ceiling, wondering if they'd see tomorrow's one-hour yard break and survive Cam Farrell's attention, including him.

"I'm going to keep on keeping on," said Jeremy. "I'm a Moroad."

Dawson looked at the phone in his hand and shoved the cell in his back pocket. "I need to go upstairs."

"Luck, man."

"Yeah, I'm going to need it," he mumbled, stepping away. Changing his mind, he stopped and turned back around. "Hey, I'm going to need a place to stay once I know Roni won't run. The fucking sheriff isn't going to overlook a car parked on the street much longer before he checks it out."

"There's no reason to stay close. Moroad has the building covered." Jeremy pulled out a can of chew and put a pinch of tobacco between his lip and gum. "Stay at the Ryan Hotel across the street and up two blocks. You'll see the doctor's office on the first floor. There's a locked door with a
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