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        I would like to take a moment to thank my sensitivity beta readers.  To Amelia for your insight into the intersection of Deaf Culture and being a first generation immigrant, and to Louis for your information on the Kouri-vidi language and Louisiana Creole culture.

      

        

      
        In regards to Logan texting and writing, as with many of my books, I have tried to marry both ASL and English as many sign-only Deaf do when communicating with hearing people through those means.  Logan’s way of texting/writing is both on purpose and common.  I have also used some ASL colloquial phrases that do not translate directly into English—a lot of these are typically represented by emojis in text messages. Please feel free to scroll to the back of the book to find the definitions in the glossary of terms.

      

        

      
        Thank you so much for going on this new journey with me.  I have fallen in love with the men in this MC and I can’t wait to share all their stories with you.
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        Gunner has spent half his life running from his past, and the other half trying to protect himself from ever being vulnerable again. He’s escaped his old club and worked hard to earn the VP patch on his cut after joining the Broken Chains. But his entire life is turned upside down when Gunner’s past comes back to haunt him, and the club’s Deaf delivery guy ends up at the wrong place at the wrong time.

      

        

      
        And ignoring him is damn near impossible when every time he looks at Logan, he starts to feel something.  Gunner doesn’t think he has the power to resist him for much longer.

      

        

      
        There will be no promise of a future though, if the Broken Chains can’t protect Logan from the mess he’s in, but even if they succeed, Gunner isn’t sure there’s a place for Logan in his world.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      As the scales began to tip, and his years away from Satan’s Soul began to outnumber his years spent under the sharp heel of his father’s boot, Gunner’s nightmares began to ease.  As it was, they weren’t something he ever talked about.  It didn’t matter that none of his brothers in the Chains found them shameful—or that half of them also woke late at night, choking on their own trauma as it lodged like a stone in the backs of their throats.

      His job as VP was to be better—to be an example, to lead and to follow, but it was hard to find the strength to believe in himself when the vision of his gnarled old man laughing as he was beaten half to death could still bring him to his knees.  He wished he had a way to predict the flashbacks.  Like the anniversary of the beating, or the anniversary of when he finally got free.  Instead, life lulled him into a false sense of security, giving him a taste of freedom from those memories, and then… they’d strike.

      Gunner woke abruptly from the visions, cruel and vicious, just like his former club had been, and swallowed against the taste of old blood in his mouth.  Bracing himself on his stronger arm, he pushed to his feet and stumbled into the kitchen for water.  The little window above his sink looked out into the swampy forest, and it allowed him a moment of peace for his hands to stop shaking.  He’d quickly learned to curb his outward reactions to the nightmares.  Sometimes he couldn’t stop the screams, but knowing his baby sister was in the small room next to his was enough for even his subconscious to take better care at hiding when they got the best of him.

      His life now with the Broken Chains wasn’t something he’d asked for, but it was better than he had before he found them.  He’d been born Miles Foster, son of a nobody with a member patch in a Satan’s Souls West Coast chapter.  He knew his father by one name, Poker, and the man looked fifty by the time he was twenty-five.  Gunner couldn’t remember a time the bastard could chew his food with his own teeth, not that he ever saw him eat much.  He survived on whiskey, what was at the bottom of his glass pipe, and the endless supply of cheap, hand-rolled cigarettes that made everything smell like rot and ash.

      He’d had a mother once, but she had taken off with his sister, Olivia, long before he could form tangible memories of her, and he’d been beaten enough times as a kid to learn that asking about her was off the table.  Of course, his dad would introduce some club slut every couple of weeks as his new mommy, and he hadn’t bothered to learn their names after a while.  They were all the same—strung out, shaking, desperate, sad.  They existed almost like a promise of what his own life would become, and it scared the shit out of him once he was old enough to realize he had so little choice in his future.

      He felt trapped in Satan’s Souls, but escape wasn’t really an option.

      At least, not until he’d made the best worst mistake of his entire life.

      Gunner had figured out early on that he wasn’t like the other men in the club.  Even as his hormones began to work him up, his eyes didn’t stray to half-dressed bitches ready to bend over for any guy who asked.

      He wanted to blame Rook for it—the young upstart, son of the President and some nameless bitch who was gone long before Gunner was old enough to care.  Rook was nothing like his dad, and it was probably why Gunner couldn’t take his eyes off him.

      He had dark eyes and a smirk he could get lost in for days. His voice was low, rumbling, and Gunner wanted to know what it would sound like in his ear as Rook pushed inside him and made it hurt.  And with the way Rook stared at him across the room, Gunner knew the other kid wanted it too.

      In the dark hours just before dawn, Gunner left his door unlocked, and Rook didn’t hesitate to walk in. Their first time had been a fumbling mess. Two idiot teenagers committing one of the most forbidden acts, which made it that much hotter. Both of them wanted it, neither of them were willing to admit it, but Gunner didn’t shy away when Rook pushed his face into the mattress, spread his cheeks apart, and shoved a spit-slick finger into his hole. It was everything and nothing like he imagined, and it was one of those defining moments that told Gunner that was who he was. He might never say it aloud—hell, he’d probably cut out his own tongue before admitting it even to himself, but there was no denying the truth when it stared back at him in the mirror the next morning.

      After that, Gunner spent too many nights muffling screams into his sheets as Rook took him too dry, and too fast, and too hard. But he loved it—in a fucked-up, angry way, he’d loved that his body was being defiled in ways that his club would never forgive him for.

      He had just turned eighteen when the Prez walked into his room and found them together, and it was no surprise when Rook let Gunner take the blame. Gunner was a nobody, after all. He meant nothing. Rook simpered and swore Gunner had drugged him, seduced him, begged him, bribed him.

      Retribution was swift.  Two enforcers dragged him out back and rained blows down on him without mercy. He knew they should have killed him, and maybe it was an accident that they walked away too soon, or maybe they just took pity on him.

      Or hell, maybe they wanted him to live, because the suffering of survival lasted a whole hell of a lot longer than bleeding to death would have. But, whatever the reason, he’d been left there on the side of the street and some poor bastard called the paramedics.

      He woke up three days later with stitches in his head, a tremor in his weakened left hand, and the left side of his face numb and motionless. For a short, hopeful moment he thought he’d heal, until the doctor fixed him with a grave stare and told him the damage was permanent. And he supposed it was a fitting consequence for a man who would never be allowed to be himself. He realized after that they really had wanted him to live—with a constant, visible mark that he suffered the consequences of pissing off the status quo.

      He’d stare at his reflection some days, at the way only the right side of his mouth would lift with his fake grin, and he’d know why.

      It took him another seven years and the birth of his baby sister to finally give him the courage to run. He overheard a whispered conversation between the Enforcer and the VP about the bright-eyed little infant one of the club sluts had dropped off in Poker’s lap. “She’ll make us some cash the moment she starts walking. I know some fucked-up guys who pay out the ass for that kind of sick shit.”

      Gunner, who had been in charge of making sure that small, clueless, helpless baby woke up with every sunrise and slept safely with every sunset, lost his mind. Only, he didn’t rampage. He didn’t scream, or yell, or fight them.

      Instead, he made a choice that would likely haunt every one of his steps for the rest of his life. He’d called Olivia—the only one of them who’d gotten out. She was a lawyer and she had with contacts in law enforcement. He brought the establishment to Satan’s Souls’ doorstep to protect Maddie, and he’d gladly suffer any consequence for it, because it meant she was safe.

      Two months later, with custody papers in hand and his father being held by the balls, Gunner left the state and never looked back.

      And they’d find him one day and make him pay for it—he knew that much.  But for now, they were safe.  For now, he regretted nothing.
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        * * *

      

      “Mimi?”

      He turned his head at the sound of the name Maddie had given him that he hadn’t quite been able to shake, even after she began to speak in full sentences, and he offered her his half-grin. “Hey, Cricket, what are you doing up?”

      “Thirsty.” Her voice was heavy with sleep, but she lifted up her arms, and he heaved her upward into his embrace.

      She was five and almost too big for him to hold her that way, but he appreciated these moments that were slowly starting to fade into quiet memory. She was becoming a kid, who would turn into a teen, and then an adult. Pretty soon, the only thing left would be the ghost of the infant with the fat cheeks and tired eyes he’d rescued and promised to love until he no longer had breath in his body.

      There were moments in his day he would stare at her and wonder how the fuck it all happened to begin with. Plenty of kids were born into club life. He had survived comfortably in it until his mom bailed—but Gunner had once upon a time sworn to himself he’d never subject a child to shit like this.

      He wasn’t a man with courage.  His crime for involving authorities and outside civvies, taking what Satan’s Souls thought belonged to them was worse than when he’d let Rook fuck him up the ass. He deserved to be flayed alive, dragged through town, to have the bits and pieces of him still recognizable as human paraded around as a lesson to anyone who would fuck with their authority.

      But he’d gone far enough, and fast enough, and he’d tried to disappear three thousand miles away, in River Crest.

      Gunner had been keeping his head down, working as a mechanic, trying to earn enough to pay for their shitty apartment and her formula and diapers, and the ten bucks a week his neighbor charged to watch her. But a man like Gunner couldn’t hide who he was, or where he was from, and that was exactly what happened when the owner came back to work.

      Gunner had been at the Chains mechanic shop for three months, hearing stories about the owner named Aaron who was some sort of mechanic genius. The guy kept his personal life close to his chest, but the moment Gunner met him he knew he’d come from a club.

      Aaron didn’t advertise it, of course.  He was several years older, and the guardian to a younger brother who went to some sort of boarding school for the blind, and he didn’t have family apart from that. Aaron was a wild card, took no shit, and functioned almost like the shop enforcer whenever customers got rowdy.

      Before they met, Gunner had pictured a man tall, bald, massive, and imposing. Instead, Aaron was at least two or three inches shorter, a head full of impeccably styled hair, which was peppered with grey, and a thick, meticulously groomed beard that covered half his face.

      He had smiling eyes though, and ink stretching from wrists to shoulders, and he wore a leather jacket like he’d been born in one. Gunner recognized club life on him from the moment they locked eyes, and it didn’t take long for them to start swapping stories.

      “It was easy for me to leave,” Aaron told him as they sat outside having a smoke. “My old man was the President, but he didn’t give a flying fuck about me unless I was increasing his business. He wanted Rory out, and he knew he could control me that way.”  Aaron’s voice went quiet, and Gunner recognized the pain and trauma in his tone when he spoke again.  “He put me on some job—some kid was supposed to have information about a traitor in our club who had been patched in.  Me and two other Enforcers worked on him all night.  Turns out the kid didn’t know shit, my old man just wanted to see how far I was willing to go.”

      “Jesus,” Gunner breathed, and Aaron let out a rough, jagged laugh.

      “One of the other Enforcers bailed after that, and Rory and I didn’t stick around much longer.  I thought maybe he’d send someone on our heels, but that fucker never came looking, and we never looked back.”  He took a long drag of his cigarette and then let his head fall back against the brick wall.  “But I think you know just as well as I do, you can’t escape the shit that makes up half your blood.”

      That day, Gunner should have heard the words for what they were—the birth of the Broken Chains. But it took until Smokey showed up one night with a new name for himself, a plan to get started, and an offer to make him VP for Gunner to get it.

      And he sure as shit didn’t understand why Smokey would name a washed-up, single-parent mechanic with a bum hand and half a smile as his second in command, but Gunner took it because he knew it was the only way he’d ever truly feel like he belonged anywhere. The patch now sat on the breast of his cut, and it was filthy and worn and perfect.

      Still, Gunner took the office with the feeling like someone was sitting on his chest, and he told himself it was pride and relief rather than gut-wrenching fear that it was all going to come crashing down on him like before. He trusted Smokey, though, and he loved him like he was supposed to, unlike the so-called brothers in Satan’s Souls.

      But Gunner never trusted himself, and couldn’t see what Smokey insisted was inside him. A leader, someone with the ability to know what was good for their brothers, and someone who wouldn’t fuck up.

      “You’re a fucking idiot for choosing me,” Gunner whispered a week after they patched in their newest officer, and it was met with a hearty laugh as they straddled their bikes and looked over the small dunes at the wide stretch of the Atlantic. It looked pitch black and smelled sharply of salt and hope, and Gunner felt like maybe he had—for the first time in his life—made a good decision. “And I’m a fucking idiot for saying yes.”

      Smokey just shrugged, taking a long pull from his cigarette. “You know, my older brother tried to name me Smokey back when I first told him I wanted to prospect,” he said after too long a silence. Gunner could see the guy’s eyes trained out along the water like he was afraid to look over, and Gunner understood that in the most profound, painful way. “I was twelve, but I was already taller than him. He thought I was going to be huge.” He took another drag and tilted his head back. The smoke was barely visible in the dim light of the moon, but Gunner watched it fade off into the distance. “He died when I was sixteen. Some bullshit job gone wrong. My useless old man didn’t even have a memorial for him. Didn’t even go back for his body. I picked a different name after that. But it feels right now, taking what he wanted to give me. I like to think he’d have come with me, when I packed Rory up and took off.”

      Gunner dragged his tongue over his bottom lip. “It fits.”

      “Yeah,” Smokey said, breathing the word out with a sigh. He dropped his cigarette and crushed the glowing cherry into nothing with the heel of his boot.

      Gunner leaned over the man’s shoulder. “We really gonna do this, brother?”

      Smokey laughed and shrugged. “I guess we fuckin’ are.”

      Five years later, and Gunner didn’t regret a damn thing, even when the nightmares had him standing in the kitchen holding his sister who had never known another parent aside from him.

      “Mimi?”

      “Hm?”

      “Can we get ice cream after dance if I promise to be real, reaaaaal good?”

      He laughed, only because that was the plan anyway. He ran a hand over her hair, then eased her back to the ground. “Get to bed, Cricket.”

      She gave him a flat look. “But could you say yes first?”

      Rolling his eyes, he chuckled and fixed the collar of her nightgown. “Yes. But you have to pinky promise you’re going to behave.”

      She wrinkled her nose, visible even in the dim light through the window, but she offered her pinky without hesitation. His large one curled over hers, and he let her drag his hand in a sharp tug before she turned on her heel and ran back down the hall. He allowed the quiet of the room to settle back into his bones again, turning to stare out the window at the thick brush, with the moon hanging fat and yellow just above the tops of the trees. He was tired, and he was lonely. He was feeling every second of his twenty-nine years on the planet, which wasn’t a lot for some, but for him it often felt like a hundred lifetimes.

      But as heavy as his world felt on his shoulders, at least he was safe. Or at least, he had the illusion of safety. He was one of several queer men in their club, and yet, every time he thought about allowing himself even that one small thing—a quiet kiss, a stolen moment with a stranger—his heart seized. He could hear his father’s laughter, hear Rook’s vehement denial that he had wanted it at all. He could feel every single blow raining down on him, as a promise to mark him for life.

      And he could hear himself fighting to live—out of spite—to prove that every single year after that moment was lived better and brighter and more important than any year before.

      He’d done that much, but it had to be alone.

      In order to survive, he couldn’t have it any other way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      “No.”

      Gunner pinched the bridge of his nose, his brain quietly running through several different ways he could hack into society and remove that fucking word from existence, because if he had to hear it one more time…

      “I hate ballet.”

      He gave Maddie a still, quiet look, priding himself on not pointedly staring around her room at all the ballet shit he’d accumulated over the last eight months for her when she started watching some dance show on Netflix. The problem was, he’d been indulging her for as long as he’d had her, which was most of her life. And maybe it was ironic how spoiled Madeline was—the child who was being raised by an entire motorcycle club—but that was their reality.

      Just like him, most of his brothers could not tell the child no.

      When she’d pouted her small bottom lip at Smokey and said she wanted to be like Gabby from her dance show, the man showed up at Gunner’s the next day with a business card and a studio name scribbled on the back.

      “This kid does deliveries for me, but he also teaches a dance class.”

      It was how Gunner had found himself at the parks and rec center, meeting with a bright-eyed woman, Colette, who didn’t give his tattoos or cut a second glance. Instead, she shook Madeline’s hand, gave her a tour of the studio, which was warm with wooden floors and bright with mirrors, and then gave him the new student discount.

      Buy one month, get one month free.

      Tuesday mornings weren’t much of a sacrifice, and it was even less so when he first caught a glimpse of Mr. B. The parents weren’t allowed to watch—technically—but he did manage a few sneaking glances through the tiny window in the door.

      She’d looked happy in her ladybug leotard with the red tutu. She’d looked a little too grown-up for his tastes, which he knew was just inevitable, and that it was the start of the next chapter. She’d looked even more grown-up a moment later when the co-teacher appeared.

      Colette had explained him to Gunner before he signed on the dotted line. The class was a blend of hearing and deaf students from five to twelve years old. Mr. B. was a Deaf teacher, there to teach the kids to move to music they could feel and hear. Gunner didn’t totally understand, but the moment he’d laid eyes on the man, he didn’t really need to. His mouth went dry at the sight of him—his rich brown skin, thick curls tied at the nape of his neck, full lips set in a smile that made Gunner’s heart thrash against the inside of his ribs.

      As Gunner watched, he saw Mr. B. address each student with his hands, whether they could understand him or not, and encouraged the hearing kids to sign back when they were brave enough to try it. As the weeks went on, he saw him gently correct Madeline’s attempts at ASL. She wasn’t unfamiliar with it. The club Enforcer, Hawke, had a stutter so bad most of the time he couldn’t get more than a few words out. Smokey had raided the library’s donation bin for some old ASL texts, and they were all self-taught, but it was obvious none of it was entirely right. At least, not with the way Gunner couldn’t understand any of what Mr. B. was signing. But it was fine. It wasn’t like he would have had the chance to talk to him anyway.

      Gunner wasn’t even supposed to watch, but he stole time at the window with his eyes on Madeline and Mr. B. as he walked her through steps and patiently praised her with more kindness in his eyes than Gunner had seen in most of his life.

      He took comfort in his thievery of moments as he watched the lean, delicate man in the front of the class, facing the mirror as he dipped down into a plié. Of course, Gunner was the sort of man who looked—but nothing more. Ever. Because there wasn’t space for it, and there wasn’t time. And he sure as shit wasn’t about to bring some fucking civvie into this life.

      Mr. B. was young, and he was soft around his jaw, and his dark eyes were lit up bright by the studio halogens overhead. His skin glowed with a faint sheen of sweat from the rippling humidity the AC struggled to temper, and some of his thick curls escaped the bun at the nape of his neck, framing the sides of his face.

      Gunner had tried not to imagine inappropriate things, like pulling out his hair tie and letting the rest of his soft waves fall as he ran the tips of his bitten nails down his sides. He’d tried not to imagine the sounds the man would make, or the way his eyes might flutter shut as Gunner applied teeth to his neck and bit. Lightly, but maybe not too lightly.

      But it was a pointless dream. Any chance they had together existed in another universe, and not just because Mr. B. wasn’t exactly a social butterfly, escaping out the back door before the parents came in to collect their kids. It was also that Gunner’s life was too complicated for anything more than a fantasy that lived so far off, he couldn’t even brush the edges as he reached for it.

      “If you don’t put your tights on, we can’t go. And if we’re not going,” Gunner said, taking a step back toward her open door, “there’s no point in me paying for it.”

      “Fine!” she shouted, throwing her ballet shoes across the room. They hit the closet, bounced off the door, then tumbled toward his feet. “I. Don’t. Want. To. Dance!”

      Pinching the bridge of his nose, he took a breath and tried to calm the rippling frustration coursing up and down his spine. “Then you have to come with me. Mrs. Jensen isn’t home to babysit.”

      Madeline sat up on her bed. “Can I?”

      His eyes narrowed as he saw the chink in her armor, her weakness, and he had no shame in exploiting it. “If you promise to be good,” he added.

      She crossed her finger over her heart. “I promise. I’ll be real good.”

      He heard the lie for what it was, but he held out hope anyway. Like a fool.
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        * * *

      

      For all that Gunner often felt lucky that Madeline was a relatively well-behaved child, she was still a child. She was prone to making promises like, ‘I’ll be on my best behavior,’ and then turning into something closely resembling a gremlin by the time he got to work. They’d been at the shop for an hour, and he was already exhausted, having chased her out of the bay six times.

      It was when she tripped over a jack handle and nearly brained herself on the floor that he lost all patience, and she ended up in Smokey’s office screaming her head off as he sat on the floor in the hallway with his knees drawn to his chest, forehead resting against the knobby curves.

      “B-b-bad?”

      He didn’t need to look up to recognize Hawke’s voice, and he felt a little better. Hawke had come along in recent years, but he’d been around River Crest for a long damn time. He was a tattoo artist, doing Smokey’s ink long before Broken Chains was even a concept, and it hadn’t been much of an argument when he showed up one night with a scribbled note wanting in. He hadn’t come from a previous club, but there was something about him that told Gunner he understood in ways most people never would. An old sort of scarred pain that Gunner understood and a silent request that no one ever ask him about it.

      So, no one did.

      He didn’t fit the traditional look. His bike was old, but maintained, but he was small and so thin, it looked like a stiff breeze could knock him on his ass. Gunner had wondered if Smokey was losing his goddamn mind when the man was named Enforcer, but it had only taken a few months seeing him in action for Gunner to change his mind. Hawke moved with a singular focus and wildness in his eyes that scared the shit out of Gunner. It wasn’t the first time he wondered what happened to the guy, but he knew better than to push for things Hawke wasn’t ready to share.

      Months after Hawke had been patched in, Gunner saw what he’d been hiding under his t-shirts. Thick raised scars along his ribs and back, covered in black, shaped like ink splatter, and a massive hawk between his shoulder blades with its wings expanded from shoulder to shoulder. It looked like it had taken years, and it looked like it hurt.

      When he asked, Hawke only laughed and shrugged, wrote on his little notebook, ‘It’s gotta be worth the pain, man.’

      When Gunner didn’t answer Hawke’s question, the guy tapped his arm and pointed to himself, then at the door, signing. ‘Want me to go in?’

      Shaking his head, Gunner pressed his hands to the ground and heaved himself up. His left arm was trembling harder than usual, something that only ever happened when he was stressed, and he flexed his fingers in an attempt to get it to stop.

      “I need to just let her be. She’s…” She’s in a mood because I slept like shit and somehow it affected her too, his brain supplied, but he was too ashamed to say it. It made him feel like a fucking terrible parent, and admitting weakness wasn’t something he was great at.

      ‘You need me, find me,’ Hawke’s fingers told him, then he gave Gunner a pat on the shoulder before shuffling past.

      As Hawke headed for the lobby, Madeline let out another scream, and something heavy thudded against the door. He didn’t want to even consider the state Smokey’s office was going to be in by the time he got back from the auction house, and he knew he’d be in late cleaning it up. Pinching the bridge of his nose, he took a step forward and placed his hand on the polished wood.

      “Listen to me…”

      “I hate you!”

      “I know,” he muttered, “I fucking hate me too, kid.” He cleared his throat. “Madeline, if you don’t stop yelling…”

      “I. Will. Never. Stop. Yellinggggg!”

      He closed his eyes and couldn’t decide if he wanted to laugh or cry. “…there will be no screen time for two days.”

      There was a pause, then another scream, then something hard and metal hitting the door. He felt panic suddenly, like maybe Smokey had kept a gun or a knife in the room. He was meticulous about keeping his dangerous shit away from small fingers and prying eyes, but Gunner’s panic had rushed far past logic and trust.

      He turned the handle and burst in, finding Madeline sitting on Smokey’s desk. His computer was lying on its side on the floor, and all of his photo frames were littered around the room where she’d flung them. A few had broken glass, but the damage was mostly superficial. It was his only comfort, because his fear turned to rage.

      “Three days,” he said, his voice low.

      Madeline’s eyes widened. “You said…”

      “You broke Smokey’s things,” he told her, and her cheeks immediately pinked with shame. “You broke his pictures, you might have broken his computer.”

      Her bottom lip protruded, and once upon a time, her alligator tears and trembling lip would have gotten him to relent on any and every punishment, but he was growing thicker skin. Finally. “But…”

      “You’re going to go outside and help Mace and Kicks in the garden, and when you’re done,” he said, holding up a finger when she tried to interrupt, “you’re going to clean up this mess.”

      “I don’t…want…to,” she said between sobs.

      Gunner took three steps to cross the room, and he pulled her from the desk, lifting her over the frames and into the hall. “I don’t care what you want. One hour in the garden, and after you clean this mess up, you have to tell Smokey what you did.”

      He seized her hand, even when she began to wail, and he marched her out the side door and around the building to the long, expansive garden Smokey had started as a stress project. It had grown enough that they sold some of the food at the Farmer’s Market on weekends, and it had slowly become a sort of meditative space for any of the brothers who were feeling overwhelmed.

      The air around them was misty from the sprinklers, and Madeline started to cheer up a little bit as the water took the edge off some of the heat. He kept his hand at the back of her neck, then waved when he got Kicks’ attention.

      The Road Captain got to his feet from where he knelt beside the squash and walked over, the ghost of his military career on his shoulders in the way he lifted his chin and held his back straight. His face was soft, though, his lips curled in a half-grin, his eyes crinkled behind his black shades.

      He lifted a brow at the sight of Madeline’s pout, and Gunner could see the way he was holding back a laugh. “Do we have a problem here?”

      Madeline wrinkled her nose and crossed her one free arm over her chest. “No.”

      “Yes. She trashed Smokey’s office, so she’s got one hour of garden duty before she cleans it up and apologizes.”

      Madeline stomped her foot in the dirt and made a frustrated growl under her breath, but Gunner ignored her and gave her a small push forward. “Come get me if she gives you trouble,” he said, passing her hand over.

      She struggled, but only for effect. Kicks was one of her favorite people in the club, and he could get her to do just about anything. “I think we’ll be alright, won’t we?”

      Madeline rolled her eyes and stuck her tongue out at Gunner, but he decided to let her have it. “Just text me if you need me,” he said, and Kicks waved him off as he led Madeline back to where he’d been harvesting.

      He watched for a minute, the way her attitude melted away as Kicks talked softly and pointed out what he wanted her to do. He supposed it was the curse of being the one raising her that he couldn’t get her to listen like that or to engage. She pushed him to the very edge of his breaking point before pulling back, and he viciously envied people who had the ability to walk away at the end of the day, or when it got to be too much.

      And yet, he knew he wouldn’t trade it for the world, even when he thought he’d like to fling himself off the edge of it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Logan tapped his foot on the tile, feeling the vibration of it rippling up his calf. The back of his neck was drenched in sweat, and he briefly regretted his decision to get the moped instead of the little beater car that at least had working AC.

      ‘You live right by the beach, it’ll be fine,’ his idiot friends convinced him, but he was pretty sure now they had just wanted to see him suffer.

      His delivery job was only part time. He’d been working at the ramen place, Kamaboko, for a year when a delivery to a mechanic’s shop accidentally turned into a side-job. The men all working there were big, bulky, covered in tattoos, and rode motorcycles. Logan had tried not to feel that familiar prickle of fear when a bunch of men like that stared him down. But then the owner had offered his hand and then took up a notepad to make communicating easier.

      ‘My delivery guy just fucking bailed on me, and I was hoping you could drop something off at the auto part store on your way back to the restaurant. I will pay you.’

      And hell, it wasn’t like he could turn down extra cash. It was why he’d picked up delivery shifts in the first damn place. So, they exchanged numbers in case he got lost, he took the box, a wad of cash, and then—for whatever reason—didn’t say no when the guy who called himself Smokey texted him the next week offering him another job.

      Two years before, Logan had settled into River Crest with a handful of friends and an okay job, but he never anticipated anything would be easy. At first glance, he blended right in with his heart-shaped face and lithe body. And he was a hipster—or at least, that’s what his friends called him, relentlessly mocking his torn jeans and flannel shirts that showed all of his twenty-one years he’d been living on earth.

      But in reality, Logan Brunet wasn’t much of anything. A ramen cook, delivery driver who lived on the outskirts of town because he didn’t have enough zeroes in his bank account to justify paying rent inside River Crest city limits. But that was nothing new. He’d grown up that way, and there were small comforts in living on the fringes.

      Apart from work, he spent all of his free time at the community dance center because feeling the vibrations of music coursing through his body was one of the only things in the world that ever brought him peace. He’d been dancing since he was a kid, since the woman with the big nose and pinched face laughed at his father when he showed up with a skinny Deaf boy who wanted to join her ballet troupe.

      Osse hadn’t always taken well to Logan’s ‘differences’, but he was the kind of man who would be damned if his son didn’t have the same opportunities. So, they found another place, with a woman named Camille whose box braids were woven with bright oranges and sharp reds, who took his face between her hands and said she could feel rhythm in his bones. His dad said her accent was more French than Kouri-vini, though he wasn’t ever sure what that meant except that her lips and tongue moved the same way as his dad’s, and he always liked that about her.

      She learned enough ASL to tell him he’d make something of himself in the world of dance, even if the words tripping off the tips of her fingers were mostly a lie even an eight-year-old could see through. But Logan didn’t want to fight or argue with her.

      Existing from day to day and pasting on smiles for people who were wary because of his hair, or his brown skin, or the hearing aids he hated, othered him in ways he couldn’t begin to explain. But he didn’t give up on chasing after what he wanted. Or at the very least, the things that made him feel good.

      He settled into his new life when he moved away from his parents. He took three semesters of culinary classes at the community college because, just like dance, cooking came naturally to him. It was like a language only he spoke, creation at the tips of his fingers.

      And he liked the restaurant he worked in. It was the only one in town who had actually given him a chance when he strolled in with his resume and a little sticky note that read, I’m Deaf, but I’m really good at what I do.

      He’d lost count of how many awkward stammers and blushing faces he’d had to endure with polite kiss-offs that he could read from their lips. But Ito Sota—a sixty-year-old man at least half a foot shorter with bent, arthritic hands—had offered him the job, a handshake, and a pissant salary that made Logan’s hunger impossible to ignore when the owner of the mechanic shop offered him a delivery job.

      It also helped that Smokey didn’t mind him showing up for work from dance class in a sweaty t-shirt and sandals because Logan could do whatever he wanted as long as he got the job done. Smokey always had a smile for him and always stuffed his pockets with tips, which made his life a little bit more comfortable. He knew he’d never rise to the heights of mini mansions in gated communities, but it was nice not choosing between his electric bill and food.

      He’d never be New Money. He’d never be Old Money. And frankly, he hadn’t grown up believing he needed any of those things.

      His mother, Malia, had moved from her family’s farm on Kauai to work in Lafayette where she met his dad—a man from an old Creole family with not much more to his name but the deed to a dilapidated old home that was half-sunk into the Lafayette swamps, and a barber shop on the corner of Bertrand and Congress. His mother taught art part time at two of the elementary schools, his dad cut hair, and Logan had grown up with simplicity and kindness.

      But Logan had also grown up Deaf and fighting for his own identity within their small community for most of his life. His parents had loved him, had done everything in their power to imbue him with pieces of their culture. But they were also hearing. Before he was born, they’d never met a single person with any amount of measurable hearing loss.

      They took bad advice from hospital counselors about speech therapy over signing, and they forced him to wear hearing aids no matter how often he swore they didn’t do anything except make the sound of the neighbor’s dogs more annoying.

      They loved him, but they also liked the idea of him being their version of normal.  They wanted to prioritize his Creole culture over anything else, and he didn’t know how to make them understand that just like he couldn’t separate from his brown skin and tight curls, he couldn’t separate himself from the fact that he understood the world differently.  That there was no real concept of noise except through the vibration in his fingertips and under his feet and deep in his sternum.  That speech was lips flapping and throats moving, and he became an expert in reading expression over phonetics.

      It wasn’t long before Logan realized he couldn’t live like that. By nine, he convinced his parents to let him go to the Deaf school, even though it wasn’t convenient or close. He begged them to start using ASL at home more, because no matter how fucking hard he tried, he couldn’t wrap his head around making sounds with his lips and tongue.

      And they fought him every step of the way. It was only later, when his counselor told him that hearing parents would love him for his entire life, but they would never know what it was like to exist as Deaf, and that moment allowed him to become a little more patient and forgiving.

      With the fact that he was both inside and outside of so many cultures, he was the epitome of melting pot. Sometimes that was beautiful. And sometimes he felt like a fucking island in the middle of the Atlantic without a single ship around.

      And always, it was lonely.

      His parents tried, but he was reminded every day they would never totally understand. His Deaf friends didn’t live nearby, and his hearing friends who grew up on the same street never tried hard enough to move past the handful of identity they all shared. As a teen, he dated people of every gender in hopes he’d find that one connection that made him feel like all of his fight to be accepted was worth something. But no one ever really had the strength or the drive to love every single piece of him as a whole, and Logan had decided long ago he would accept all or nothing.

      And he was willing to accept nothing.

      So, he moved. He became a chef, he bought a scooter, and he started making deliveries for a biker-run mechanic shop. Things were as they should be.

      Except maybe today. He’d been standing at the counter at the auto part store for almost twenty minutes trying to convince the man at the register to just read his damn phone screen. Smokey needed whatever was in those boxes and had told him that morning there was a tight timeline, and he wasn’t about to lose his job because some hearing asshole refused even the smallest accommodation.

      He couldn’t afford to fuck this delivery up today. His power bill was coming due, and his hours at Kamaboko had been cut because tourism traffic was always terrible when breathing in summer weather was like swimming through hot swamp water.

      When the guy wandered off to find paper to write on, Logan leaned over the counter and began to drum his fingers on the top, hoping it was loud enough to get someone else’s attention. He huffed, but he had no idea if that made noise either. When the space in front of him remained empty, he gave up and quickly pulled out his phone to send a text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Logan: Guy take too long @ shop, sorry. Late.

      

      

      

      

        
      
        
          
            
        Smokey: No worries, man. I’m not at the shop right now, and there’s a squall coming in.

      

      

      

      

      

      Logan glanced out and saw the clouds moving, the lower ones racing just beneath the heavy, fat, dark-grey storm that was going to ruin the rest of his day. He contemplated just walking out, but he couldn’t leave Smokey hanging.

      “Come on,” he tried aloud, forming stale shapes with his lips, his voice buzzing in the back of his throat.

      Like magic, the weedy little man with his pale, freckled cheeks appeared and offered him an anxious smile. ‘Sorry,’ he mouthed, the motion exaggerated, then he pushed the paper toward Logan who snatched it up with the offered pen and scribbled as legible as he could manage right then.

      
        
        Order #2435 Aaron Foster. Please. In hurry.

      

      

      The man took the paper with nimble fingers like if he touched it, he might catch Logan’s deaf, and he tried not to roll his eyes as the guy scuttled off to grab the boxes. It was absurd and a damn waste of time. In his periphery, he saw a flash of lightning, and he pressed his hand to the counter just in time to feel the ripple of thunder rush up toward his shoulder, pounding away at the same rate as his racing pulse.

      With his luck that day, he’d end up fried in an electrical storm on his way over to the shop.

      The guy behind the counter returned with a small dolly and one large box, the sweat on his upper lip indicating it wasn’t light. Logan decided not to give the guy any more passes, and he pointed to the door, then marched out and forced him to follow, stopping at the curb where he had his little carrying rack.

      The guy was saying something, probably like, that hipster little Vespa isn’t going to be able to support all this weight, but he decided the guy had taken up enough of his time. Logan pushed past his hands, then lifted it with a grunt. It weighed the moped down, but it held steady as he tied the strap.

      It would be a slow ride, and probably a wet one, but it was good enough. He saluted the man a goodbye with the flick of two fingers, then started up the engine and rolled back. The added weight made him feel unstable, but he figured it would be fine. It was only a handful of miles and a mostly maintained little county road, and then he’d be done for the day.

      Logan managed to take the turn that would lead to the shop just before the skies opened up, and because it was Florida, and because his luck was what it was, it was an immediate deluge. No gentle warning mist, just buckets pouring down, obscuring his goggles, and it forced him to make the trip to the garage almost entirely on muscle memory.

      He rolled to a stop, pulling down the goggles and flinging his helmet off, and he eased off the seat just as a couple of the guys came out to help. They were in greasy t-shirts with stained nails and smelled faintly sharp like motor oil and petrol.

      At their apologetic smiles, he waved them off, and ran a hand over the top of his hair as he stomped up the steps into the trailer that served as the front office. Grabbing the hem of his shirt, he lifted it up toward his face and mopped up some of the water, then set eyes on the guy in the seat up front. He recognized him vaguely—his dark hair and broad shoulders, but he couldn’t remember if he ever knew his name.

      Logan didn’t often interact with any of them beyond Smokey, and even that was usually through a few quick miming gestures, notepads, and truncated texts. He didn’t mind so much—these people weren’t his friends. He didn’t understand them, and what little he did know about motorcycle clubs and their business fronts, he didn’t want more than this.

      ‘Hi,’ the guy behind the desk said, and that was all Logan managed to catch before he lost the thread. His lips kept moving, and his face looked like he was asking a question, so Logan pulled out his phone and began to type.

      
        
          
            
              
        Delivery. Need pay, maybe towel?

      

      

      

      

      

      The guy’s lips moved over the words he read, then he looked up and there was faint pink in his cheeks as he held up a hand. Logan nodded just once, sharply. His hair felt soaked, and he wanted to wring it out and retie it back behind his head, but he figured it was rude enough that he was dripping all over the lobby floor from the ends of his shirt.

      He tapped his foot, hoping it wasn’t too loud, and feeling grateful he hadn’t bothered with his hearing aids because the torrent of rain would have ruined them. He pressed his hand to the counter again, and there was an almost violent rush of thunder that hit at the same second as the lightning struck.

      In a flash, everything went dark. Logan felt his heart rise into his throat for a second as his world was narrowed down to touch and the sharp scent of petrichor before his eyes adjusted to the faint sliver of light that came in through the lobby’s fogged window. He took a breath, then shuffled his feet toward the door with his hand out.

      Before he could reach the doorknob, something slammed into his thighs, and he let out a sharp oomph as tiny hands wrapped around his legs. He only panicked for a second before his brain caught up with itself and told him it was a child. His hands reached down, brushing over a loose, messy braid and thin shoulders that were trembling with fear.

      He wanted to say something—anything—to offer words of comfort, but he didn’t trust himself to sound intelligible, and he didn’t want to scare the poor thing. He shuffled back again, toward the door, then got it cracked open enough that he could see.

      Rain pooled at the front, but he ignored the puddle as he knelt down and stared into huge, familiar, terrified eyes.

      ‘Mr. B.’ Her little fingers trembled as she signed his name, and he let out a sigh of relief.

      He knew this kid—and her dad. The unfairly attractive man who was always breaking the rule of dance class and watching through the window. Logan and Colette normally chased those parents off, but Colette once caught Logan staring back, and now she was relentless in her mockery.

      ‘I think he’s single,’ she said once, and Logan had flipped her off because there wasn’t a chance in hell for them. The guy was hearing, he was part of a motorcycle club, and he had a kid. His life existed in an entirely different universe, and Logan had relegated him to nothing more than willing eye-candy.

      Regaining his composure, Logan reached up a hand for her to calm down, and he saw relief in her eyes. ‘It’s
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