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Five men sat around the scarred table in the basement of Rail Point Bar playing their last hand of poker for the night. James 'Merk' Tarmerk leaned against the concrete wall and stared at the bottle of Fireball sitting in front of Jacko, his Moroad MC brother. The red devil label beckoned him forward to ease the overload of details muddying his head.

Every detail about the men bored into him, refusing to let loose. Joe, owner and bartender, sat tense. Merk took in the sweat running off the old man's head. Joe was one-step away from a heart attack if he continued to puff on the cigar in his mouth and finished the second ham sandwich at his side. 

The two men to Jacko's left wore baseball caps to hide their eyes. More than likely, the two men were brothers from different mothers going by the almost mirrored hand movements and head nods. He suspected Tweedle Dee and Tweedle Dum cheated whenever the suit-wearing man on their right turned from the table to sneeze. He sneezed a lot, and not for distraction. The businessman had some serious allergies going on, probably from the cloud of smoke hovering above the table in the windowless room. 

Every person playing poker concentrated on winning the next hand and paid no attention to Merk. He stayed alert and waited, never moving from his spot against the wall. Nobody ever beat Jacko in cards, not in Federal or in the Idaho State Penitentiary where most of the prisoners had experienced the pain of losing to him.

The poker game wasn't Merk's reason for coming along with Jacko.

The last time he stepped foot into the basement of the bar, he'd shot a man and then spent twelve years in prison for the crime.

Unknown to him, he'd walked into a bad deal between Los Li and Jerry Carlyle, the bar owner's son in law and the person he'd come to kill. In the process, he'd barely escaped Los Li's hands and ultimately failed to outrun the arms of the law. Federal agents picked him up four days later for murder.

Merk took in the tension rolling off the men playing cards and the over-exaggerated arm movements from Jacko. No matter where any of the Moroad members went in Federal, someone always looked for the opportunity to take down a career felon.

Thanks to the patch he wore on his vest for the world to judge, he usually scared off the majority of the assholes that would attempt to take him out. At least everyone in Idaho, seeing as how he had restrictions placed on him by the state. The court system frowned on letting someone with an assault, murder, grand theft, and whatever fucking felony charge he had pinned on him from leaving the area.

Tired of chasing his freedom, he came to the bar to stop running. He couldn't change his past, but he could regain what he'd lost.

He no longer believed freedom came from living on the outside of the prison walls. He still walked around with his ankles chained, stopping him from leaving and riding the open road. He rolled his lips over his teeth, inhaled deeply, and forced himself to relax. With a target on his back, he had nowhere to go, nowhere to find the independence that continued to elude him, so he visited his past often.

“Jesus Christ.” Joe sucked on his cigar and pushed away from the table.

Merk’s hand went to the back of his jeans and his fingers curled around the butt of his pistol. He wasn't afraid to die. In the back of his head, he had the thought that maybe he'd finally find true freedom when the state burnt his body to ashes.

“Thanks for the game, my friends.” Jacko flipped his shaggy hair out of his eyes, scooped the pile of cash into a stack in front of him, and laughed holding the bundle in a tight grip. "Money, money, glorious money."

Merk pushed away from the wall, clenching his jaw to keep from telling Jacko to shut the fuck up before the men decided to put a slug in his crazy ass. One of these days, someone would recognize the mask of insanity on Jacko’s face for the truth he kept hidden. The conniving, brilliant, motherfucker played everyone and took advantage when he spotted an opening.

“Come back tomorrow night.” Joe heaved himself to his feet, sending a puff of smoke across the table. “You can give us a chance to win our money back.”

The door to the room swung open. Merk stepped back, keeping his hand on the handle of his nine millimeter.

A woman entered the room and Merk's reason for coming with Jacko stood right beside him. Her dark green eyes, a color he'd only seen once before, swept the room and settled on the man running the show. Merk absorbed the changes in the woman within three seconds.

At least five foot eight inches, stacked with a rack that only encouraged him to glance down and ogle her firm, solid ass, she confidently stood in a room filled with disappointment, tension, and smoke without blinking her long eyelashes. He stayed in position, giving nothing away of the turmoil tightening his gut. It'd been thirteen years since he'd laid eyes on her. 

That night, barely old enough to have tits, she'd gazed up at him in trust. Then he shot a man and fear entered her eyes.

The Feds claimed a witness identified him as the killer. He'd known without a doubt, the girl turned him in. The judge wouldn't release any identifying details, because the child in question was a minor. However, that night in the basement, the little girl had voluntarily given her name.

Desi.

He'd spent 12 years incarcerated for murder and every day since, Desi's eyes haunted him. He wanted those lost years locked behind bars back.

No longer a scared little girl, an air of confidence surrounded Desi. Obviously experienced at walking into an illegal gambling den and adapted to the stink of sweat in a concrete basement, Desi planted her hands on her flared hips. The high level of attitude set her apart from most women in town and let him know she'd learned to take care of herself since he'd helped her.

"Get shakin', Pop." The woman's sultry demand stopped all conversation.

Joe grunted, put out the cigar, and pocketed the stub. "Give me a few minutes, Desiree."

Desiree? She'd wanted him to call her Desi.

Desi's canvas Converse sneaker tapped against the concrete floor. She swung her long, dark blonde hair behind her shoulder. "Time's up, Pop. You need to get upstairs."

"Hold on." Joe pointed his finger at Jacko. "Tomorrow afternoon. We'll raise the stakes. Are you in?"

Jacko stood, leaning from one foot to the other, in a perfected dance confirming his questionable IQ. "Yeah, yeah, oh wait. I've got a meeting tomorrow night."

"We'll cap it at seven," said Joe.

Jacko shrugged. "That'll work."

Merk brought his attention back to Desi. His gaze zeroed in on her mouth. Full pink lips with not a stitch of lipstick puckered out in irritation instead of trembling in shock the way they had when she hid behind the heater in the basement so many years ago. The twinge of admiring a beautiful woman tightened his chest. He looked her over again, not surprised the scrawny teenager who'd walked straight into her worst nightmare would turn into a looker.

The face he admired swung in his direction and the lips he imagined around his cock hitched into a sneer. 

"What are you looking at?" She glared.

He refrained from answering, and yet refused to look away. She aimed her attitude in his direction and he wondered who or what crawled up her ass.

Her gaze lowered to his vest and she inhaled swiftly, which caused her tits to lift. He cocked his brow, challenging her to remember the man who took a life without any regret. She looked away and disappointment filled him.

Not that he expected her to recognize him. There were more tattoos covering his body and he'd aged. At forty-six years old, wrinkles set in around his eyes and he'd gained a scar down the side of his face. He wore a beard now, mainly because he hated shaving and he wanted to appear different from the picture on his last warrant.

A sense of entitlement swept through him. He'd like nothing more than to show her a good time and remind her to be glad she still breathed. 

Usually he went for more compliant, soft, and willing women. Stronger, more independent women made him work harder. He'd make an exception for Desi, because somewhere inside of the grown-up Desi, a frightened girl who willingly asked him for help remained.

She narrowed her eyes as she stepped forward, brushing him off and literally, brushing against his arm daring him to stop her. He tilted his head, enjoying the way she swished her round ass as she walked across the room. Yeah, he'd made the right decision to come here tonight and dig up his past.

His balls ached in pleasure at the same time his stomach hardened. He needed to get out of here and away from the crowd where he could absorb the changes he'd found. The bitter reminder of a crime he'd willingly do again suffocated him.

"Yeah, I'm in." Jacko kissed the stack of money in his hand before shoving it into his vest pocket. "Bring your girl, we'll have a party."

Joe growled and planted his hands on the table. "Keep my granddaughter out of my business."

"Pop." Desi tugged on Joe's sleeve. "You need to take over upstairs before the sheriff makes another round and questions where you've gone."

Jacko licked his lips, ogling Desiree. "Oh yeah, I hear you. I won't involve her at all in—"

"Let's go, Jacko." Merk motioned his hand toward the door, wanting Jacko's eyes off Desi. "Now."

Not in the mood to fight, Merk stepped away until he felt the door at his back and escorted a silent Jacko up the stairs to the bar and out the back door. Merk walked the cracked sidewalk to the end of the block.

"Home sweet home." Jacko cut a quick right and took the stairs in the back of Cleo's Coffee Cave to the apartments on the second floor.

Merk lagged behind. It wasn't the first time he found himself rooming with Jacko. He'd lucked out during two incarcerations to find Jacko lying on the top bunk when the guard shoved him in the cell. What never bothered him while shut in with Jacko on the inside, bothered him when they lived on the outside of the Cyclone fence.

Jacko's ability to talk constantly for no reason and the sporadic times he woke up in the night and walked outside, waking Merk, wore on him. Merk climbed the steps one at a time. 

Inside the single bedroom apartment, the bedroom door clicked shut. Merk sat on the ratty couch that served as his bed and let his head fall back on the torn cushion. He closed his eyes. The depressing living situation put a roof over his head and nothing more.

On suspension with the club for shooting Cam, his president, he'd pay for his punishment and room with Jacko. He'd made a mistake and picked up a bottle. One bottle turned into two, until his ability to judge a situation clouded and most of his memories remained black. 

He'd fucked up. The same way he'd fucked up with his sister. Roni would still be alive if he'd stayed out of prison. He ran his hands over his whiskered face, more tired than normal. Tomorrow night, the club would gather at Cam's house and they'd expect him to be there.

He no longer worried about Cam or Christina. She was obviously happy and settled down with Cam, and he and Cam always straightened out their problems without anyone's help. Time, distance, and getting his ass thrown in prison after Cam set him up for murder cured him of losing himself in alcohol. He stared up at the water pipe running the length of the ceiling. He dreaded showing up at the meeting tomorrow night, because it meant seeing Jeremy again.

Far as anyone cared, he had no right to his nephew.

His dead sister's son.

His president's son.

Christina's stepson.

His past mistakes merged, overwhelming him. His focus strayed, like every day for the last thirteen years, to Desi standing in front of him, barely tall enough to reach his chest. Her full lower lip quivered. Then the vision of the girl turned into a woman, tempting and arousing him. She begged him to return.

He brought his head forward and stood. He had nowhere to go and no reason to keep going. The war inside of him wore him down. He'd make Desi pay him back for the twelve years of freedom he'd lost the night he killed her dad.
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Chapter Two
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The second to last pool ball sank into the side pocket. Desiree Carlyle braced the end of her cue stick on the top of her black Chuck sneaker and twirled the square chalk against the felted end of the stick. While she prepared for her next shot, she eyed Bruce across the pool table. It'd taken her thirty minutes to work over the tourist, until he finally bet two weeks' worth of his wages on a single game.

Usually other players took the ribbing and the taunts of playing against a woman with a good sense of humor. Not often, like today, a tourist played to prove a point he could beat a woman. She had a lot riding on the outcome of the game. The thirty-five hundred dollars sitting in the envelope behind the bar would help Pop get over his losing streak. Her grandpa relied on most of her winnings to pad his poker games downstairs.

If she lost, she'd need to risk setting up a few more games to cover her loss. Something she tried not to do, because the sheriff kept his eye on all the bars in town looking for illegal gambling. 

She set the chalk on the edge of the pool table, moistened her lips, and directed her attention to Brent. "Eight ball. Corner pocket."

Brent raised his brows. "Are you sure about that, little girl?"

A tingle of attitude shot up her spine. Standing five foot, eight inches, there was nothing little about her. Her breasts were too big even for her height and her ass carried about ten pounds of fat she couldn't lose. Besides, her birth certificate proved she'd had her twenty-sixth birthday last month. Not that she celebrated.

She ignored his question, leaned over the table, widened her legs, and lined up her shot. The last time she'd missed a trick shot around three balls covering the eight ball, she'd been ten years old. Her lack of skill that night came down to running a hundred and one degree temperature after staying up all night because her dad tore apart the apartment in his fit of rage and Pop had to come in and settle him down.

She inhaled and let out her breath slowly, pulled back her arm, and hit the lower left bottom curve of the cue ball. The ball spun in a ninety-degree arch to the right before rolling left, directly into the eight ball.

Yes. She unscrewed her cue stick before the ball sank into the corner pocket. Game over.

The pressure, the excitement of playing pool or a quick game of blackjack stimulated her more than sex, letting her walk away with satisfaction. Gambling was in her blood. Her grandpa, her dad, and even her mom before she died in a car crash when she ran her car off the bank of River Road during the winter when Desiree was four years old, lived for the thrill of high stakes. 

She barely remembered her mom. Then after her thirteenth birthday, she'd witnessed her dad's murder. That left her with Pop, her mom's father. He'd slowed down the last couple of years, but not when it came to his games. Besides running the bar, he enjoyed poker with his friends in the basement. No harm, no rules, no law. Only fools who let money slip out of their hands.

As with all things risky, her whole family paid in one way or another for their habits.

For her, she dabbled in gambling to keep herself busy. Between serving drinks and helping Pop with the bar, she picked up a game or two of pool, usually with the tourists. Everyone in Federal knew her reputation and refused to play against her.

So far, she always won. Though, she'd had some narrow escapes.

"Thanks for the game." She held out her hand, ready to take a break and let Pop run the bar for the night.

Brent scowled and refused to shake. "One more game. All or nothing."

"We played a fair game." She shrugged and left her hand extended to finish the deal. "That's all I have time for."

Brent stepped forward. She rocked back on her heels to keep her distance. His tangy smelling sweat invaded her personal space.

His upper lip curled. "Bitch, you ain't taking my money."

The Moroad Motorcycle Club member she'd seen in the basement yesterday stepped between her and Brent. "Back the fuck away from her."

She shuffled backward, looking around the bar for Pop. He remained downstairs. She was on her own. 

She'd handled many men, drunk and sober, to know she had control of the situation. Instinct told her the Moroad member wouldn't be easy to stop if a fight broke out.

"Who are you?" Brent's gaze went to the front of the man's jean vest.

The Moroad member's hand moved fast. The pistol shoved under Brent's chin appeared out of nowhere and tipped Brent's head back. Desiree gasped.

Her heart slammed against her chest. She held her hands out in front of her. "No fighting. Put the gun away." 

The other patrons of the bar quieted. With Brent's eyes focused on the ceiling and the biker totally ignoring her, she cleared her throat. She'd have a better chance at handling Brent herself.

Her gut feeling told her the Moroad member wouldn't back down or take orders from a woman. She stepped around the two men, until she stood in view of the biker.

"I've got this." She caught his gaze. "Put your gun away before we have the cops rolling in here. I'll escort Brent outside."

The biker walked forward, taking Brent with him, and threw words back at her. "Stay inside."

She hurried to keep up with them as he pushed Brent out the front door. Tension stiffened her neck and she caught the biker ordering Brent to leave before he shot him.

Brent scrambled down the sidewalk, casting glances over his shoulder. Desiree crossed her arms against the anger aimed at her. Infuriated over the lack of respect she'd received from both of the men, the second Brent turned the corner and disappeared out of sight, she turned to go back inside the bar.

The biker caught her arm. Propelled around to face him, she raised her hands and planted them against the Moroad member's hard chest to keep from falling.

The biker leaned down closer to her. Her gaze followed the scar over the curve of his cheekbone and down into his dark beard. She lifted her chin.

"Next time I tell you to stay inside, you plant your ass on a bar stool and don't move. Do you hear me?" he said, his voice gravelly and deep.

"Listen, here...whoever you are. Nobody—" 

"Name's Merk."

She shoved against him, and he refused to budge. "I run this bar, and you're a customer. That means I was handling the situation."

"Right." Merk let go of her suddenly, slipped his pistol behind his back, and tugged his vest down to hide the handle. He completed everything without taking his gaze off her. "Did you notice his tattoo?"

"What tattoo?"

His lips, barely visible under his beard tightened. "The one on the inside of his right wrist." 

She pursed her lips and shook her head. 

"He's an Aryan member." 

She couldn't hide her surprise. "A skinhead?"

"Yeah. He's someone you don't want to piss off." Merk pulled out a pack of smokes, lit a cigarette, and held out one to her. 

She curled her fingers into her palms, wondering if a hit off the cigarette would calm her down after dealing with an egotistical asshole. "I don't smoke."

"Smart," Merk mumbled, shoving the pack back into his pocket and walking away from her.

Merk's long legs strode down the sidewalk in the same direction Brent left. She tilted her head, the anger leaving her. She had no idea why he helped her. He didn't know her. He wasn't even a regular customer. From her experience, the Moroad MC members kept to themselves and stayed out of town.

"Hey," she said. "Um, Merk?"

He turned around slowly. She took three steps and stopped. The slim chance he'd show up again at the bar pushed her forward.

"Can I, uh, buy you a beer for helping me out?" She bit her lip. He deserved a cold drink as a thank you.

Merk's gaze intensified. She frowned, wondering what she'd done wrong now.

"Get inside, Desi." Merk continued on his way and slipped out of sight.

She frowned at the use of a nickname she'd dropped years ago after everyone kept insisting on calling her Desiree. Exhaling, she shook off the encounter. It was better if he left anyway. She didn't need the sheriff showing up.

She returned to the bar before the customers helped themselves to the open tap. Her mind continued to think about Merk. She wiped the palms of her hands on the back of her jeans. Who knew what kind of trouble would start if Pop kept inviting bikers downstairs to play in his poker games. The bikers could also draw the sheriff's attention to the bar. That's the last thing her and Pop needed.

"Desiree." Pop waved her over to the counter.

She picked up the empty mugs on table three and carried them with her. "What's up, Pop?"

Pop hitched his thumb behind him. "Katie's on the bar phone."

"Thanks. Are you okay dealing with everyone yourself for a few minutes while I talk with her?"

"Go on. I've been running this bar since before you were born." Pop winked.

She grinned, hurried around the counter, and picked up the cordless phone. "Katie?"

"Yeah, it's me. I have a favor to ask," Katie said.

Desiree held the bar phone between her ear and shoulder and wiped down the counter.

Katie lived in the Sterling Building and danced at Silver Girls, the only adult entertainment in town. Despite both of their hectic schedules forcing them to go a week or two without seeing each other, Katie remained her best and only friend. 

"Name it. You know I've got your back," she said. "Though don't ask me to take your place at work because you want to run away and join a rock band. I can't dance."

"All you'd have to do is shake your ass, girlfriend. The guys would throw you their money." Katie laughed and then grew serious. "My car is broken down."

"Again?" Desiree groaned. "Where are you at?"

"Home at the Sterling Building. I'm okay, right now, but I need a ride tonight. There's a party and I have no way of getting there. I don't want to call the others who are going for a ride and have them make a trip into town, so I thought I'd ask you first. We can use the time to catch up. I'll even throw you ten dollars for the gas." Katie said.

"What time?" Desiree leaned her hip against the counter. "It's my early night, so I'm off soon."

"Is nine o'clock okay?"

That gave her time to go upstairs to her apartment, take a shower to wash the smell of beer off her, and get something to eat. "Sure. I can take you."

"Thanks, Desiree. You're the best," Katie said.

"Don’t forget it." She smiled. "See you in a little while."

"Okay. Bye."

"Bye." Desiree pushed the button to disconnect the call.

Talking to Katie, if only for a few minutes, put her in a good mood. She picked up the envelope with her night's winnings and shoved the money into her back pocket. Wanting to tell Pop about her win, she searched him out and found him by the front door.

Her heart raced. Pop wasn't alone. 

Merk had come back.

Unable to view Pop's face, she studied the biker.

His unreadable expression gave her no hint of why he'd returned. She held on to the edge of the counter. His unemotional response to her, to Brent, to Pop tightened the ever-present tension in her upper back, clear up into her neck. She didn't trust him.

Merk's ice blue gaze caught her watching. Her pulse raced. She lowered her chin, grabbed an empty mug, and stepped over to the beer spout. She filled the glass without looking or paying attention. The chore, so automatic, she served beer in her dreams. She glanced up and relaxed when Merk's attention returned to Pop and not her.

His wide, solid stance and the T-shirt stretched across his chest probably made other men stay away from him. She caught her lower lip between her teeth. If his strength and size failed to intimidate others, the nine millimeter he hid in his waistband would do the job of chasing everyone away, including her. Something about him freaked her out. 

He towered over Pop, who was five foot ten inches. Desiree carried over the mug of beer to the slot machine and placed it on top. "Here you go, Tommy. It's on the house."

Tommy leaned over, kissed her cheek, and went back to playing. "Thanks, Desiree."

"I'll put it on your tab." She wandered closer to the door.

She turned to interrupt Pop and Merk's conversation and found the biker gone. She stepped in front of Pop before he could get away.

"What did Merk want?" she asked.

"Who?"

Desiree raised Pop's arm and kissed the back of his hand. "You're not a very good liar."

"But, I'm a hell of a poker player." Pop winked.

"You won?" She stretched to her toes and grasped his arms. "How much?"

"Nope, I didn't win." Pop moved his unlit cigar to the opposite corner of his mouth. "I set up another game and tripled the pot. I'll get my money back and more."

She studied her grandpa. He rarely lost and when he did, he had a bigger plan. Lately, with all the games he'd played, she suspected something else going on with him. His losing streak worried her. Usually he walked away and took a break if he hit a rough patch. "What are you doing?"

Pop leaned down and kissed her forehead. "Nothing for you to worry about. Why don't you go ahead and take the night off. It's slowing down in here and I can sit back and cover the bar."

She planted her hand on his barrel-size chest, stopping him from walking away from her. "Pop, really, what was Merk doing here?"

Pop glanced away from her, waved at a customer waiting at the bar, and said, "He wanted me to know he'd taken care of the problem."

She sagged. "The tourist? I had everything under control."

"He mentioned the man got rough with you. You know you're supposed to call me when something dangerous goes on in the bar." 

"Nothing happened."

"I hope so." Pop swung his gaze back down to her. "Anyway, Merk wanted me to know he'd taken care of the problem."

She inhaled swiftly. "What does that mean? Took care of the problem?"

Pop stepped away and yelled across the bar. "Be right there, Jason."

Left alone to wonder what Merk had done to Brent, she took Pop's advice and headed for the back stairs. She unlocked the first room on the left side of the hallway and walked straight to the couch. Ever since Merk and his crazy friend showed up, Pop acted as if he was on a secret mission to clean the bikers of their money.

The risks grew too high. Pop's money would run out. 

She kicked off her shoes. If Pop wanted to gamble, she'd become more diligent on who came inside the bar. The biker who kept winning needed to leave, and take his friend with him. Pop's losing streak needed to end.
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Chapter Three
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The fire snaked out of the pit in Cam's front yard and licked the summer sky. Merk stood with his left boot planted on a standing log. The club meeting ended twenty minutes ago. He usually left the property the moment Cam stepped away from the fire and the Moroad MC members started partying.

Tonight, he couldn't make himself walk away.

Jeremy, his only living relative and his dead sister's kid, competed with Bear in a burn out in the road, blocking his escape. He tried to fulfill Christina's wishes of staying away from his nephew and that included staying out of Jeremy's path.

He owed his president's woman that much for shooting Cam almost a year ago and scaring her.

He put his boot on the ground and straightened his back. The hint of beer assaulted his nostrils and he opened his mouth to breathe. The time to move forward was right at his fingertips. Finding Desi still at the bar after all these years, he knew the opportunity was ripe to take back the twelve years he'd lost.

Time had worked for and against him his whole life. This time, he wouldn't fuck up. 

The surprise offer from Pop Carlyle earlier today kept him from running in place, frustrated over his lack of progress living outside prison. He actually felt his feet moving in a direction to put him back on track, in the same spot he'd careened years ago. He'd asked for a day to think over Joe's job offer, and planned to talk to Cam tomorrow morning about getting the club's approval. 

The motorcycles shut off. Merk rolled his shoulders. As soon as the path to his Harley cleared, he'd hit the road.

Gunner slapped him on the shoulder and stepped up beside him. Merk lifted his chin. "Motorcycle running okay?"

"Purrs like a lion." Gunner hooked Jessie's waist, brought her around to his front, and continued talking to Merk. "How's it working out living with Jacko?"

Merk shrugged. "He's still the psycho I bunked with in the cell."

"It's nice to have consistency." Gunner laughed. "Hit me up this week if you want to go for a ride."

"Yeah, man, I'll do that." Merk watched Gunner walk away with Jessie.

Gunner had taken Merk's place as vice president for Moroad when he'd had his patch removed for shooting Cam. He ran his hand over his mouth. While he respected the position, he often wondered if Cam picked Gunner for his bodyguard skills. His strength more than made up for his lack of experience working the inside of the prison.

"Hey, Merk. Want a beer?" Johnson held up two bottles and walked to the fire.

Merk shook his head. "I'm good."

Already stripped of his shirt, wearing only his vest and a pair of jeans falling off his hips, Johnson weaved on a half-drunk. "Bro, you need to relax."

Merk hooked his fingers in his pocket. The urge to take one drink and wash away the tension running across his shoulders tempted him more than he wanted to admit. He'd battled addiction his whole life. Every time he walked away from prison, he used alcohol to escape living on the outside as a felon. He was getting too fucking old and needed to stay sober.

On the inside of the Cycle fence, he was respected, feared, and left alone. In society, he struggled. He found most people untrustworthy and harsh on their judgments of him.

"See that?" Johnson pointed up into the dark sky, the stars bright. "Freedom, brother. There's nothing anyone can do to stop you from having some fun."

"Right." Merk gazed over at Cam standing on the porch, his arm slung across Christina's shoulders. "I'm heading out."

"Hey." Johnson plopped down on an empty lawn chair. "Take one of the Moroad women with you. You ignore them too long and damn Willy will be mooching in on all the fun. The asshole needs to go without pussy for a while. He's going soft."

Cam's gaze found Merk. That was his signal to leave. "I'll let you take up my slack."

Johnson laughed, concentrating on getting the beer to his mouth. Merk walked around the fire. He lifted his chin to Cam, keeping his eyes off Christina. He privately wished her well, but failed to support her decision to stay with his president. He'd tried to help Christina, because she deserved better. Just like his sister deserved better. Roni understood the pull Cam had being the president of Moroad and wanted Jeremy away from the club. In the end, her addictions got the best of her and Cam ended up with Jeremy anyway.

A car drove up the road. He stopped at his bike and pulled out a cigarette. Circumstances seemed to block his path all fucking night, and he'd need to wait until the car parked before he could leave. 

Not recognizing the dark blue Jeep, he sat on his bike and sent a stream of smoke above his head. The delay only set his jaw to aching. He had nowhere to go, he only wanted gone. Away from everyone, so he could think.

Katie exited the passenger side of the vehicle, ran around to the driver's side, and motioned with her hand for the driver to roll the window down. "Hang on a few minutes and I'll make sure I have a ride home."

Katie turned, smiled and waved at Merk, and walked over to the porch. Merk looked back at the Jeep. His pulsed accelerated.

With the moonlight on her face, Desi peered out the front windshield after Katie. A flash of warmth filled his chest. The previously confident woman he'd encountered at the bar bit down on her lower lip and frowned, unaware of him fifteen feet away from her. She had a right to worry about showing up on Moroad MC property without an invite. 

Katie and the other Moroad women weren't allowed to bring others along to the parties without prior approval. He got off his Harley and walked over to the Jeep. The moment Desi turned and caught sight of him, her eyes widened in surprise. 

She didn't belong here and because he wanted her gone, he changed his mind about leaving.

"You can go. I'll take Katie home," Merk said.

The skin between her brows wrinkled. "I'll wait to talk with her."

"Do you ever do what you're told?" He knocked the cherry off his smoke and put the butt in his pocket.

Her hands came up and wrung the steering wheel. "Only when the person who asks makes sense and the request doesn't involve pushing me to the side."

"Is that what you think I've done?" Her attitude amused him.

"Uh, yeah." She rolled her eyes. "My bar, my pool game, my problem. None of which involved you or your opinion."

He looked over to the porch. "Except it's your grandpa's bar and you were in over your head with the man you snaked. You shouldn't play the game if you can't defend yourself against the other person. If you were in prison, some chick would've handed your ass to you."

Her body stiffened and her lip curled at the insult. "Who said I can't take care of myself?"

He turned his attention back on her. "I do."

"Whatever." She slumped back in her seat. "I didn't come here to get a lecture from you. I brought Katie, because she needed a ride and I'll wait until she tells me herself that she's got a way home."

Katie rushed between Merk and Desiree opening the driver's door. "Hurry, get out."

Desiree slid off the seat and stood outside the Jeep. "What happened?"

"Nothing. I just got excellent news. You're staying here." Katie grinned, her ponytail swinging from side to side. "I asked Cam...he's the president, and he said you can stay and have a drink with everyone. He never invites other women, so this is sort of a big deal. You have to stay or you'd hurt his feelings."

Desiree shook her head slowly, her mouth slightly open, and glanced at Merk. "I don't think that's such a good idea. If you need a ride home, Merk said he'd—"

"I'll be busy." Merk again changed his mind about leaving and put the pressure back on Desi to find out what she'd do.

A part of him wanted her to get back in her Jeep and go to town before she got in too deep. His cock won. Already semi hard for her, he wanted to sling his arm around her shoulders and keep her by his side. She didn't belong here with the Moroad women and the urge to protect her hit him as strong as it had thirteen years ago.

"See, you should stay." Katie looped her arm under Desiree's and tugged. "Come on, I'll introduce you to the guys. I think you already know most of the other girls from when you joined the self-defense classes at the community center."

Desiree stumbled along beside Katie. "No, really. I should..."

Merk lost the rest of what she said and walked over to the fire, keeping an eye on Desiree. His MC brothers practically pushed each other out of the way to have Katie introduce Desi. A new woman around that none of them had slept with gave the men a brand new flavor to taste at the party.

He sat down on a log and lit another cigarette, wondering if Joe had any idea that asking Merk to work for him put Desi right in the path of a killer.

The way she micromanaged her grandfather, Merk doubt the new job venture, if it happened, would go over well with her. If she recognized him as the man who murdered her dad before he could set his plan into motion, all hell would break loose. He'd end up in prison before he could skip town.

He caught sight of Cam heading toward the fire and tossed his cigarette butt into the flames. At one time, he trusted Cam more than any other Moroad member.

"You know the new girl?" Cam asked, putting more wood on the fire.

Anytime Cam asked a question, he looked for more information than he'd receive. After all the years of knowing him, Merk still sized Cam up every time he singled him out. Both of them stood eye to eye at six foot four inches, though Cam outweighed Merk by a good twenty pounds. In a fight without guns, they were evenly matched. Though both of them had their weaknesses.

Cam a bum left knee and an almost savage thought process toward others.

He had a weak left hook and an addiction. 

Merk chose his words carefully. "She's Joe at Rail Point Bar's granddaughter."

"Huh." Cam stepped back from the flames. 

Merk gazed aimlessly across the yard, keeping an eye on Desi. If Cam wanted answers, he'd have to figure them out himself. He'd told no one what went down the night he murdered Jerry Carlyle. 

"Katie asked if her friend could stay at the party. She said they're old childhood friends. Do I have any other reason to believe she'd want to come to the house for a specific reason other than because she wanted to try her hand at fucking a biker?"

Merk walked away from the fire, expecting Cam to follow. He hadn't planned to discuss business tonight, not until he had everything straight in his head. Desi's attendance made him impatient. He wasn't going to give his MC brothers a chance at a woman that belonged to him. 

Cam followed Merk over to the outskirts of the yard, lighting a cigarette. Merk stopped and waited until Cam's eyes came back to him. He had nothing to lose and more to gain.

"Joe asked me to work at the bar. Seems he needs a bouncer to watch over the illegal games he has going on
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