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Dedication


Dedication


To M – I hope Har’s story is everything you hoped it would be.







Let's Keep in Touch


Thank you for buying  Harm's Way. The best way to keep up to date with my books is to subscribe to my newsletter. 

If you don’t hear from me regularly, please check your spam filter and set up your email to allow my messages through to you. This ensures you never miss a new book, a chance to win great prizes, or exclusive content. 





PLAYLIST
SHAPE OF MY HEART by Sting 
SHAPE OF YOU by Jamie Cullum
SHOULD I STAY OR SHOULD I GO by The Clash 
TIPTOE by Imagine Dragons
SHE RIDES by Danzig 
SUPERBASS by Nicki Minaj 
THE PRICE YOU GOTTA PAY by Buddy Guy feat. Keith Richards
RUNNING ON SUNSHINE by Jesus Jackson 

  





Chapter 1
Bitten by the Bug

Stephanie


It wasn’t my first time sitting a poker table, and it wasn’t the first time I was the only woman at the table. Or the only woman in the room, for that matter. It wasn’t the first time I got greedy either, but it  was the first time I risked my entire paycheck on an illegal poker tournament.
The flop had fallen with the five of spades, seven of spades, and the five of diamonds. The turn had been another seven, giving me four of a kind, I still looked at the board. Gleaming in the orangish-yellow light sat the river card, an eight of spades. 
Of all the time for my shitty luck to strike, why did it have to be now? I needed to kick my own ass because I damn well knew better. 
I’d flopped the nut full house, bet accordingly, and all the other men at the table dropped like flies… except Har. When the turn card had improved my hand to four of a kind, did I make a continuation bet? No. 
Did I represent my quad-sevens? Again, no, I checked to him. I wanted to make as much money with the hand as I could. 
The eight fell, and I’d ignored its suit when I shoved my stack all-in. 
Greedy and stupid! So damn stupid.
“Jenkins, there re-buys for this game?” Har yelled across the table. 
My pulse pounded in my ears, and I fought widening my eyes at his words. I had to keep a stony expression, no matter what. Yet, those words hollowed out my stomach as I realized he might have a straight flush. Anyone else I’d suspect was trying to scare me off, but I knew Har from years ago. He was my former stepbrother’s best friend. 
While I hadn’t seen Har in fifteen years, some things never changed. His serious demeanor hadn’t changed, and I couldn’t remember a time when he bluffed at poker. We were kids when we played, but he never bluffed. I can tell you this because I called his bluffs every single time. 
And he had the goods. 
Every. 
Single. 
Time.
I looked up from the table to Har’s stubbled cheeks, his full lips surrounded by a goatee, his narrow, angular nose, finally catching his green eyes staring at me. He still looked like the bad boy next door, only now he was all man. His emerald eyes squinted as though he wondered if he knew me. It was the fourth time he’d done that, but I wouldn’t tell him who I was.
A wide, friendly smile spread across his face, and the skin around his eyes crinkled with it. “I sure hope he’s allowing re-buys, honey.”
My pulse sped up, but I didn’t dare speak.
“Wanna know why?”
My shoulder moved in the slightest of shrugs.
I barely heard his short, deep, low chuckle. “Because you’re gonna need to re-buy, and I really hope you do. It’ll keep things interesting.”
Jenkins, a brawny black man who ran invitation-only poker games at various homes in Biloxi, yelled from the kitchen, “It’s ten-fuckin’-thirty, asshole. No! There ain’t any re-buys!” 
Har’s eyebrow jumped for a second. “Too bad. I call your all-in bet, honey.”
He turned his cards over, and I was right. No bluffing. Straight flush, he had the four and six of spades.
I kept my sevens face down and slid them to the bottom of the deck before I stood up.
“Nice hand,” I said, low enough for him to hear me.
“What’s your name?” he asked in an equally-low voice.
I shook my head. “Doesn’t matter.”
As I squeezed between people sitting at other tables in the house, I felt those green eyes tracking my movements. 
My shitty luck struck one last time before I got to the front door. 
Har may not have remembered me, but my former stepbrother Sam had just come through the front door. Instant recognition lit his face, and he shouted before I could tell him to play it cool.
“Stephie! Holy shit! I haven’t seen you since Dad got rid of your mom. How the hell are ya?”
He asked his question while grabbing me by the waist, lifting me off my feet, and shaking me around like a rag doll. No doubt about it, the Riot MC boys gave Sam the most appropriate road name when they dubbed him “Brute.” 
“Sammy, put me down!”
The noise of the other tables continued to fill the room, but I still heard Har’s distinct voice call out, “Jenkins, this table’s on a break. Got it?”
Sam put me on my feet, and I patted his bulky chest. “It’s great to see you, Sammy, but I gotta get out of here. Okay? Call me, we’ll catch up.”
I skirted to his left, but Sam blocked me. “Why you gotta get outta here? What’s wrong?”
“She lost her stack to me,” Har said from behind me.
I closed my eyes praying aliens would beam me up to their hovering space ship. Anything to get away from these two. When I opened my eyes, Har and Brute had shifted so they were side-by-side.
“Weren’t gonna tell me who you are? Really, Steph? It’s been a while, but goddamn, I didn’t know you went and became a fuckin’ snob just like your mom always was.”
My pulse thrummed in my ears again, but this time because of anger. Giving in to my urge to tell him off would make me as much of a shrew as Mom always was to Brute’s dad, though. 
After a few moments, I said evenly, “I’m not a snob, Michael.”
He opened his mouth to say more, but I shoved by Brute, out of the house, and ran down the driveway. I heard someone following, and I looked over my shoulder as Har grabbed me there.
“Stephie, stop.”
We stood next to my bike, which was the first stroke of good luck I’d had.
“What?” I asked, turning around.
“Jesus. Are you a robot? That’s the same tone you used inside, but the fire in your eyes tells me you’re pissed as hell.”
I pulled in a deep breath. “Not a robot, Michael. Did you need something?”
He shoved his hand into his thick sandy-blond hair. “You just visiting?”
“No.”
His lips pressed together, and he raised his chin while keeping his eyes on me. 
Finally, he said, “Well, no offense, but I don’t think you need to come to another party Jenkins throws.”
I smiled, dug my keys out of my pocket, and slung my leg over my bike. “I’ll keep that in mind, Mike. Do us both a favor? Don’t waste my chips.”
Normally it was hard for me to say what I loved most about my bike. The sleek lines, the flames painted on the silver gas tank, or the soft leather seat. But right then and there, I most loved those loud pipes because they drowned out Har’s questions before I roared off into the night.
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“Sonuvabitch! Prez, tell me Stephanie wasn’t on that fuckin’ Harley. What in the fuck is she doin’ on a bike?”
Har wished she wasn’t riding a Harley, but Brute couldn’t possibly wonder what she was doing on a hog. The two of them were thick as thieves growing up, and he’d helped Brute fix his first bike. Stephie had hung around every chance she had to help or just watch. Naturally, when they finally had that thing running, Brute gave into her when she begged to ride with him. 
When he brought her back, it was clear she’d been bitten by the bug. Har had just never thought it would result in her getting herself a Harley.
“Did you know she’d moved here?” he asked.
Brute grunted. “What? She’s living here? Fuck.”
Brute could say that again. 
All night, Har’d known something about her was familiar. That had distracted him to no end. Each time he’d examine one of her features, he knew he hadn’t ever kissed her, which meant he damn sure hadn’t fucked her. Focusing on her curvy pink lips, those full round tits, and her gorgeous hazel eyes meant he wanted to fuck her in the worst way. 
Until he found out who she was. 
He didn’t like any of this, but he seriously didn’t like her living in Biloxi.
If she was a distraction at the table tonight, she’d be an even bigger distraction in the days to come.
And the last thing Har needed was a woman distracting him.




Chapter 2
A Woman Who Fits

Stephanie


My older sister, Susan, blew out a sigh. “What were you thinking, Stephanie?” 
Laying on the couch, I stared at the ceiling. “I thought I knew what I was getting into. Seriously, Suze, it’s rare, and I mean rare, that quads get beaten by a damn straight flush.”
The lengthy pause on her end told me she was calling up her patience. “That isn’t the point, Stephie. You’re all alone out there and you blew your entire paycheck on a poker game!”
Strange thing about my bad beat was that losing the money didn’t bother me. Losing the money to Har bugged me. Of all the damn people, why him?
And why did I care?
“What are you gonna do for the next two weeks, Steph?”
I shrugged a shoulder. “Well, I got enough food for the week. Won’t be good food exactly, but I’ll survive. And I’ll have my tips each day, so, I can get by.”
“‘You’ll survive!’ I thought you were moving out there to make more money so you could dig out of the hole that asshole put you in.”
I sighed. “I don’t want to talk about that.”
“Believe me, neither do I. We’ve beaten that dead horse plenty! What if he finds you? If you need help, I’m eight hours away.”
I chuckled. “Like you could help me with that.”
Her sigh sounded almost like a groan. “What that asshole did put you in physical danger, Steph. What’s going to stop him from—”
“He’s not going to find me out here. Besides, it was two years ago. He got as much out of me as he could and he isn’t getting any more, Suze. I’ve frozen my credit, and taken every precaution I can to protect myself.”
“You don’t have the pictures, though,” she whispered.
I closed my eyes, wishing I could blink this problem away, but that was impossible. My live-in boyfriend of three years, Wycliffe, or at least that’s the name he’d used, had not only stolen my identity, he’d taken naked pictures of me without my knowledge or consent. Being the scum of the earth, he shared those photos far and wide, posting them to a ‘revenge pornography’ site. I didn’t know such a thing existed. And when he forwarded them to my boss, I lost my job. 
To add to my problems, ‘Wycliffe’ then opened an online dating account in my name, listing my address and cell number. The account blew up since he used one of those naked pictures. I was forced to move from my apartment when a man responded to my ‘dating profile’ by showing up at my door.
The misery, the shame, and the violation knew no bounds. 
And Suzy was right, I didn’t have the pictures. The problem was, even if I had the originals, there was no telling how many other pervs out there had downloaded the pics. Authorities could do little for me since Wycliffe had used a false identity (for three years!), and sadly, many authorities acted as if I let him take those pictures. If I didn’t sleep like the dead, maybe I’d have heard the sound of his phone taking the pictures or reacted to the flash, but I’ve always been a heavy sleeper. Facing people who looked at me like it was my fault added to the overall suck factor of the ordeal.
I opened my eyes. “No, I don’t have the originals, but like I told you before – even if I did, I don’t think it would help. I’m doing the best I can, Suzy.”
“I can send you money, if you need it.”
I shook my head. “No way, Suze. You pinch pennies to within an inch of their life, so you deserve every thing you work for and more.”
“So do you, honey.”
“Mom wouldn’t say that.”
“If she were still alive, I think she would say you deserve nothing but the best life has to offer.”
My eyebrow cocked because I did not believe any of that. Thinking about mom, I blurted, “Saw Sammy last night.”
“Sammy,” she whispered. Then, “You mean our former stepbrother?”
“Yep.”
“Wow. I thought he’d get out of Biloxi the first chance he got.”
“He’s part of the Riot MC.”
“What? I thought they were only in Jacksonville.”
I grinned. “Honey, they have multiple chapters. There’s one in Biloxi and he’s a member.”
Susan made a ‘hmph’ sound. “Well, how is he?”
“He’s all right I guess. We didn’t have time for a ton of chit-chat.”
“He still a husky guy or did he fill out?”
I chuckled. “Oh, he not only filled out but he’s seriously bulked-up, Suzy.”
“Really?”
“Yeah. I mean, his road name is Brute and based on how he hugged me, I’d say he’s stronger than his dad.”
“That’s saying something. Remember how stepdad used to throw that humongous tire around the backyard?”
I laughed. “Vaguely. I just remember how pissed he was when I painted it with my pink nail polish.”
“Not that it should’ve mattered,” Susan muttered.
“Good grief. Are you channeling Mom? She said something similar at the time.”
She made a humming noise before she asked, “What about that friend of Sam’s? They were practically joined at the hip…”
“Yeah. He’s still around.”
“Sounds like there’s a story there. Did you run into him too?”
I chuckled. “You could say that. My chip stack went to him and he didn’t even know who I was until Sammy showed up.”
“So, insult to injury.”
“Yep,” I said, grabbing my water for a sip.
“Geez. When you step in it, you really step in it, Stephie.”
“Thanks, sis.”
She chuckled. “But seriously. We’ve eaten more than our lifetime requirement of Ramen. I can…”
Her trailing off into silence lasted so long, I thought she hung up. “Are you there?”
“I’m here. I’ve ordered you some food. It’ll arrive tomorrow or the next day.”
“Suzy! I told you I didn’t need help.”
“And I told you, I could help you out. This works even better.”
I bit back my groan. “I’ll pay you back, Suze.”
“Don’t sweat it. You work tonight?”
“Yeah. The way my luck’s going, I’ll be at a tournament table and dealers split one huge tip instead of earning a tip with every hand.”
“Stop. Be positive, Stephie. At least you’ll have tip money, after tonight.”
“Yeah,” I sighed.
“It’s better than nothing. So, on that note, I’ll let you go. Love you.”
“Love you too.”
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“What are you gonna do with your winnings from last night, man?” Brute asked from the open doorway of the garage bay.
Traffic flowed by steadily on Division Street. From the dimming sunlight outside the shop, Har suspected it was well after four in the afternoon.  
Har continued buffing the bike he’d finished the day before. 
“You wanna hit New Orleans? Go to a strip club over there… or we could find a woman willing—”
“No,” Har cut him off, throwing the chamois on the counter. “I told you. Sharing women was great when it happened, but I’m done, man. Need to find a woman of my own. As for those winnings, just gonna add ’em to my bankroll.”
Brute gave him a hard look, then turned away. Har thought that would be the end of it, but Brute turned back. “You’re not gonna find another Trixie.”
Har blew out a breath. “This isn’t your business, but I’m not looking for another Trixie. I start looking for a woman, I want one who gets it. A woman who fits.”
“‘Fits?’ As in, fits in?” Brute asked.
He shrugged. “I don’t know. Not necessarily, because if that were the case, I’d be fine with a decent sweet-butt. I mean a woman who accepts my lifestyle and one where I bring something to her life.”
Brute shook his head. “You been watching talk shows or some shit? You sound like a chick, man.”
“You want my fist in your face, asshole?”
Brute held his hands up. “Nah, man. I’m just razzin’ you, Prez. Didn’t realize you’d gotten so serious all of a sudden.”
Har shook his head. “Not sudden. Trixie comin’ here and facing her shit storm over a year ago put things into perspective. She got what she wanted, and I’m thrilled for her. Problem is, I realized I want some of those same things.”
Brute’s head rose in a slow nod, his brown eyes probing. “Good to know, brother. I’ll keep an eye out for you.”
Har fought rolling his eyes. “Not lookin’ for a club bunny, man.”
Brute nodded. “I get it. I spend time outside our clubhouse, so I’ll keep my eyes open.”
After a head shake, Har asked, “What are you doin’ here? Just want to spend my money instead of yours?”
The grimace crossing Brute’s face made Har pay closer attention. After a beat, Brute said, “No. Massive and Wreck ran into some problems with distribution.”
If he could go back in time, Har would tell himself to fight harder against Brink, their former president, and the rest of his brothers. Other Riot chapters stopped trading in drugs years ago, though not all for the same reasons. Now that marijuana was becoming big business it was harder to make money without moving into harder drugs like meth and coke. Distribution issues with their product were becoming more prevalent and more of a headache. 
Making matters worse, the city of Biloxi had passed stronger zoning ordinances which would prevent the club from opening a gentlemen’s club which would bring in more revenue for them. Yet fewer ways for other brothers to earn money meant the resistance to get out of the drug trade was as fierce now as it was fifteen years ago. 
“What kind of problems? Same as usual?”
Brute shook his head. “Wreck thinks these two were undercover.”
Har’s brows knit. “Really? Why?”
“Just a vibe he picked up,” Brute said with a head shake. 
He glanced at the clock. It was five minutes after five o’clock, and he didn’t usually work Saturdays. Putting the chamois in a bin, Har hit the button to shut the garage door. 
Brute nodded at the chopper. “That finally finished?”
“Yeah. I’ll call the owner Monday morning. Need you to tell the others there’s church in the morning.”
Brute groaned.
“Get over it, brother. Besides, you know I’m talking about a ten-thirty meeting.”
“Yeah, but that means I’m not heading to New Orleans tonight.”
Har’s hand rested on the light switch when a thought hit him. “You have contact info for Stephie?”
“Come again?”
“You heard me.”
“Got a phone number, but not sure if it’s still the one she uses. Why the fuck do you want it?”
Har met Brute’s irritated gaze. “Saw her bike before I went in the house, and obviously before I knew who she was. It’s a sweet ride with a sweeter paint job. I want to know who did it.”
“I’d rather know what it’ll take to get her off the damn thing. Not safe—”
“Don’t even, man. How many times did that argument work against you from your parents?”
Brute’s jaw clenched.
“She ain’t gonna be any different. Hell, she’s a woman, it’ll be even worse, you go tellin’ her she ain’t safe and shit.”
Brute shook his head. “You’re right. And you mentioned she’s living here now. I need to find out where. It’s been a long time since she’s been out here, as far as I know. Things are different.”
“Yeah. Be good you let her know about that, too.”
He and Brute had been friends since they were nine years old and he hadn’t forgotten how much Brute hated having two stepsisters when his dad remarried. Though, he never rubbed it in when Brute complained after they were gone. The love he had for Stephie and Susan snuck up on Brute. In Har’s experience, love did that more often than not. It snuck in at weird times. 
The look on Brute’s face said he didn’t like Stephie being in town.
“And she lost her entire stack to you last night. What was that all about?”
Har arched a brow, but didn’t answer. And he wasn’t going to let Brute know that Stephie had signed over an entire paycheck to get in the game. That was what concerned Har. It wasn’t that she had no business at a poker table, it was that gambling with a paycheck indicated serious desperation.
What would drive a woman like Stephanie Combes to desperation?




Chapter 3
Don't Get Your Knickers in a Twist

Stephanie


I dragged my ass inside the efficiency apartment I called home. My feet were killing me and I wanted nothing more than to sprawl on my futon, but my phone was dying and I had to keep it charged. As I plugged it in, I noticed I had a message from my sister. 
“Stephie! Our former stepbrother… is he our former stepbrother? How does this even work? Sorry, I’m tired and babbling. Anyway, Sammy called. Wanted your number. Actually, he demanded your number and was insistent I tell him where you’re living. No worries. I put him off, for the time being. Said, I’d text your number to him once you gave me the green light. He tried to pull the family card, but I pointed out he hasn’t so much as sent us Christmas cards over the past years, even though I sent some to his Dad for a while. Anyhoots, hope things are looking up and I’ll talk to you soon, honey. Bye!”
I groaned, left the phone on the charger, and trudged to my bed. Being sent to work the Three Card Poker table on the casino floor was a rare thing for me, but that’s where I had found myself tonight. It was debatable if I made more money on the general floor or in the poker room, but tonight I felt certain it would have been a wash. 
Part of me wished I had paid Suzy for her fancy foot-tub. We shared it, and when I was moving and downsizing my stuff she wanted me to have it. What I wouldn’t give to soak my tootsies right now.
Curling up on the futon, I wondered why Sammy would be so adamant to know where I lived. Then I thought about Michael. 
Or, I suppose I had to think of him as Har now. 
When Suzy and I lived here as young girls, I had the hugest crush on him. With six years between us, Suzy had told me I was crazy. Now, though, six years was nothing. In fact, it was ideal. 
However, I still thought I was crazy if I expected him to give me even a second look. The years hadn’t just been kind to him since age sixteen, they had been bountiful to him. His sandy blond hair had grown long, but it wasn’t lank. It fell to his shoulders and it made me jealous how it was wavy, without being frizzy like my wavy hair. Those green eyes of his were flirtatious as hell. Whether he knew it or not, he rocked his goatee in a way most men couldn’t. He had bulked up since I last saw him, but seeing as he wasn’t even eighteen at the time, that was to be expected. His arms were corded and thick, but not overly so, like Brute’s arms were. Just enough to promise he could overpower the average Joe.
My phone dinged with a notification and I couldn’t believe it hadn’t rolled into “do not disturb” mode. I should have ignored it, but curiosity would kill me if my own stupidity didn’t do it first. 
As I walked into the kitchen, my feet felt slightly better. Bizarre how that worked. Getting off my feet for just twenty minutes always made them feel half-way like new. 
The notification was for a new email from Turk.
Turk, a member of the Jacksonville Riot MC, used to be my boss at the Flatiron Bar & Grill. While he never admitted it, I suspected he had a thing for my sister. It was the only explanation for his frequent presence at Suzy’s place. Sure, I had been staying there at the time, but he spent way more time with us than necessary, and his constant chatter with Suzy said it all to me. I hadn’t enlightened my sister because I didn’t think there was any way she didn’t know Turk was interested in her. 
The thing I didn’t understand was why Turk hadn’t laid his cards on the table with Suze. The brothers of the Riot MC took life by the balls. If he had an interest in Suzy, why he hadn’t gone after her? 
Turk ranked as one of the only men on the planet I trusted. He had helped me get moved, and by ‘helped’ I mean he drove the U-Haul truck with my bike strapped to a trailer on the back. I could see where Suzy might view that as him being interested in me, not her, but I knew Turk was just that much of an upstanding guy. My phone showed the time as just after one in the morning, which would make it just after two in Jacksonville. Why would Turk email me so late?
I opened his message and thanked my lucky stars I did.
Yo Steph! 
Hope your fresh start is going well in Biloxi. 

  Brute needed your address and contact info. You never told me you and Suzy were his stepsisters, what the hell woman? Holding out much?
  Anyway, told him where you’re at. It’ll be good to know other Riot brothers have your back and I don’t have to worry so much.
  Later,
  T
I wanted to be mad at him, but I couldn’t. Brotherhood was everything with those guys in a way most women would never understand. I liked to think I understood, but I didn’t, really. My mind couldn’t wrap around being so loyal to another person who wasn’t my blood-kin. I couldn’t open my mind to go there, even though I envied the hell out of them for having that. 
A family made from bonds thicker than blood, those bonds strong enough to endure and forgive anything. 
I had never had that, and my mother wasn’t a good example for loving bonds. She loved me, yes. But she didn’t have a bond with me and Suzy that would forgive much, let alone endure anything. When I thought about it like that, I would think she was a bad mother, but I couldn’t bring myself to say that. She was the only mother I had, and deep down I knew she did the best she could. It helped when at the end of her days, she had been diagnosed with depression. As more of that diagnosis was explained, I realized she’d had that my entire childhood, but it went undiagnosed.  
My morose trip down memory lane halted when someone pounded on my door. I jumped with the noise, and I felt a rush of fear surge up my neck, but I tamped it down. 
Either Brute’s fists were tearing down my door, or it was someone else. I grabbed my phone and tip-toed to the door. From the peephole I saw it was Brute. As quickly as I could, I unchained the door, then twisted the deadbolt. 
I opened the door, but blocked it with my body. “What are you doing here, Sammy?”
He gave me a long look before his chin dipped in a semi-nod. “You’re a hard lady to find, Stephie.”
I smiled. “You think that might be by design?”
He shook his head. “How about you let me in, so the rest of the people around here don’t hear us?”
I shrugged and moved out of the way of the door. He shouldered inside the room and his size hit me in a way it hadn’t Friday night. Sammy wasn’t just big like his father, he was gigantic. 
While he turned and locked my door, I said, “Don’t tell me, I want to guess. You bench three-eighty and can clean and jerk four-twenty-five.”
He turned from the door with his eyes closed. When his eyes opened, they glittered with irritation. “You shittin’ me right now?”
In a small voice, I said, “Um, no. I’m sorry. I suppose that was a rude way to open things. So, again, I’m sorry.”
He raked a hand down his stubbled face. “Christ. Don’t be sorry for that. Be sorry you’re staying in such a fuckin’ dive. Speaking of that, tell me why you’re staying in a hovel like this?”
My arms crossed on my chest. “It’s not a hovel, for heaven’s sake.”
His eyes widened and he snorted. “It’s not far off, babe. But, you haven’t answered my question.”
I leaned forward. “And I don’t have to. Hell, you haven’t answered my question. What are you doing here?”
He trudged two more feet into my efficiency before he stopped dead. As his head twisted to take in the space, I realized he didn’t know it was a one-room apartment. His eyes glittered anew, but with sheer anger. “Fuck this shit, Steph. You aren’t spending another night here. My room at the compound is bigger than this.”
I huffed out a breath. “I’m not leaving, Sammy.”
“Brute.”
“Whatever. I’ve been here three weeks and no problems. You’re overreacting, and besides, your room at the compound doesn’t have a kitchenette.”
He chuckled derisively. “Damn right it doesn’t, because there’s a full-fledged and well-stocked kitchen three steps from my door.”
My traitorous stomach growled at the notion of a well-stocked kitchen and he heard it. “I’m not going anywhere, Brute. I don’t need pity.”
His hand slid through his hair and rested on the back of his head. “It won’t be pity, woman. It’ll be keeping you safe. For fuck’s sake, do you know where you are?”
I blew out a breath. “I know it’s not the best part of town, but it’s quiet.”
“Now. An hour from now, there might gunshots.”
“Haven’t been so far.”
“Jesus. Let’s stop arguing. I’m here because I wanted to know where you live. Heard you worked late tonight, so I knew you wouldn’t be asleep yet.”
My eyebrow arched upward. “You heard I worked late?”
He grinned. “Biloxi might be a tourist trap, but it’s a small town at heart, honey. Doesn’t hurt I got connections who told me…”
I nodded knowingly. His connections were either Delmas Huntley or Charles Huntley. To get my job, I’d cashed in a reference from Beast, another Riot MC brother. I probably could’ve landed the job without the good word, but when moving to a new state, any leg-up helped. “Fine. I just got home half an hour ago. You could’ve called to find out where I live.”
His grin brightened. “Yeah, except those two men are both worried about you. While they didn’t have your unit number, they know where you’re living, and they know it’s not right.”
I straightened my spine. “It’s temporary, Brute.”
“Call me, Sam.”
My head cocked. “Really? After you insis—”
“I was being a hot-head. So were you, but… I’ll always think of you as my little stepsister.”
Reluctantly, I smiled. “Thanks. I’ve missed thinking of you as my stepbrother. But all the family reunion shit aside, I’m not leaving.”
He tilted his head back, his eyes widened, and he leaned forward immediately. “Did you miss the shit-brown stain on your ceiling?”
My eyes drifted up to an ugly brown mark on the ceiling. 
Thing was, I would swear that hadn’t been there three weeks ago. Hell, it hadn’t even been there thirteen hours ago, because I’d been on the phone with Suzy, laying on the futon staring at the ceiling.
“How the fuck does that happen in half a day?” I whispered.
“Half a day? What are you on about?”
I grimaced at the ceiling before looking back to him. “I talked to Suzy this morning before work. I laid on the futon staring at the ceiling and that stain was not there, I assure you.”
His head dipped and he exhaled in such a way, I knew he was hiding laughter. “You assure me,” he muttered. Looking down at me, he said, “Get your shit, Steph, You’re on the back of my bike. Let’s go.”
That snapped something inside me. “No, Brute. I’m not on the back of anybody’s bike because I have my own bike. Got it?”
He sighed and it sounded remorseful until he pointed a finger at me. “And that’s another thing we’ll be talking about. You got no business on a bike, Steph.”
I laughed. “Guess I can paint you the color ‘hypocrite’ because your dad said the same shit to you, right after you and Michael fixed up that first bike of yours.”
His head shook as his eyes narrowed. “No, Stephanie. The first thing he said was how badly he would kick my ass for taking you on a ride without a helmet, let alone your Mama’s permission.”
I bit my lower lip as I remembered that was true.
He looked up again. “Forget this ridiculous argument. Get your important shit and let’s ride. I don’t see that holding up very long.”
[image: image-placeholder]Standing outside the door to his room, Brute pointed his finger at me, perilously close to my face. “The first fucking thing you do in the morning is get your ass a helmet. Jesus! You’re lucky you haven’t been arrested.”
My informing him that helmets weren’t required in Florida didn’t impress him at all. He wasn’t acting brotherly at this juncture, he was acting downright fatherly, and that wasn’t something to which I was accustomed. 
He ignored my silence. “You’re goin’ in my room and you’re taking the bed on the left.”
“There’s more than one bed in there?”
He glared at me and unlocked the door.
I stepped inside and he tossed my bag on the bed closing the door behind him. 
“Yeah, Steph. There are two beds, but one john and I recall how much you like to primp in the mornings. I don’t care what you’re doin’, if I have to take a crap, I’m tossing your ass out.”
I rolled my eyes. “That was Susan, not me and she was fourteen at the time, so what else would you expect?”
“Whatever. I’ll be back in the morning. Stay out of the common room, if you know what’s good for ya.”
Brute had taken me to his room through a back entrance, so I didn’t see the common room, but I certainly heard the commotion coming from that vicinity. Normally I would be like Alice in Wonderland ready to find out what the fuss was about, but from the few stories I’d heard from Turk, I knew better.
Besides, I hadn’t slept in a queen-size bed in close to a month. The idea of stretching out and not having my ankle hanging off the bed sounded like heaven. So, I washed my face, brushed my teeth, and climbed into bed.
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Sunday morning, Har watched Cynic, their Sergeant-at-Arms, walk into the clubhouse carrying a pink helmet with the Harley logo in white on the side. The moment he saw him, Brute burst into uncontrollable laughter. 
None of it made any sense.
“Why are you carrying in your ex-wife’s helmet, man?” Har asked.
He tipped his head at Brute. “This asshole wanted me to bring it by. Why the hell it’s so funny, I don’t know. Seein’ as she’s my ex-wife and I’m not putting another snatch on the back of my bike, I had no problem giving the damn thing to him.”
Cynic eyed Brute for a long time. “Why is this so fuckin’ funny? You know Jessie loved everything pink.”
Swiping under his eyes, Brute got himself together. “Sorry, I need it for my little stepsister, and she won’t be happy about it.”
Har thought back to Friday night. Sure enough, Stephie hadn’t been wearing a helmet. And he was reminded of the many times he considered moving to Florida. One of the most appealing reasons being the fact he wouldn’t have to don a fucking brain bucket every time he straddled his bike.
The thud of the helmet hitting the bar where they sat pulled him from his thoughts. “Don’t you need to take that out to your bike?”
Brute grinned. “Nope. Stephie’s sleeping in my room. I’ll give it to her before she gets her first cup of java.”
“You are mean, brother,” Cynic said on a chuckle, before he ambled to the kitchen.
In the lowest voice he could muster, Har asked, “What the fuck is she doing in your room?”
“She’s sleeping as far as I know. In my spare bed, don’t get your knickers in a twist.”
Anybody else, Har wouldn’t put up with such bullshit, but with Brute he knew it was harmless. Though, his MC brother was right. His knickers were in a twist, and they shouldn’t be.
He exhaled slow and quiet. “Why is she here, though?”
Brute tipped his chin up. “Oh, yeah. Well, I found where she lives, and it is a hovel, man.”
“It is not a hovel,” Stephie said. 
Not even looking at her, he knew she spoke from behind clenched teeth. Har spun on his barstool and fought closing his eyes. She looked even better standing in the middle of the common room than she had at a poker table. Her dark hair was disheveled like she just got out of bed, her lips almost pouty with her irritation, and her pajamas were threadbare, leaving little to his imagination. 
He glanced around the room and saw the other brothers were taking note of her too.
Brute sighed. “Whatever, Steph. It’s a dump, and my guess is that ceiling probably fell in last night.”
Her eyes narrowed on Brute. “I’ll be sure to let you know right after I tell the landlord. Now, where do you keep your soap? Somehow, I forgot mine.”
“Should be some under the cabinet,” Brute pointed a thumb over his shoulder at the helmet. “That’s for you, by the way. I’m thinking you’ll look pretty in pink.”
Those lips pressed together and Har knew she was biting back a retort. She shook her head, turned on her heel, and walked away. 
Before he knew what he was doing, Har grabbed the helmet and followed her. 




Chapter 4
It's a Slum

Stephanie


I stormed out of the common room, but found myself stopped short two feet from Brute’s door by a muscular arm wrapped around my waist. When I looked down, I expected to see Brute’s thick forearm with the barbed-wire tattoo snaking around his arm. Instead, I saw a forearm covered with sandy-blond hairs and the edge of a tattoo which made my breath catch. 
His hand at my waist turned me around, and Har stared at me with expectant eyes. I let the silence stretch between us and his lips tipped up. 
He held up the helmet. “Think you forgot something, there, Stephanie.”
My eyes locked with his. I cocked a brow. “I’ll buy my own helmet, thanks. Don’t know why you or Brute has that, but it doesn’t matter. I don’t need a cast-off helmet.”
A strange light hit his green eyes before he smiled. 
Good. 
Grief.
Goatees weren’t typically my thing, but something about that gleaming smile made me love the fact he had a goatee. It was like one enhanced the other, a simply magnificent combination on him.
His smooth voice interrupted my deliberations. “Is it ’cause it’s pink?”
“What?” I whispered.
“You were always determined to be one of the boys, so are you refusing a free helmet because it’s pink?”
My eyes narrowed. “Not because it’s pink, but because I don’t know who the hell wore it last. I’m not down with a case of lice anytime soon. Or ever, really. And shaving my head won’t do me any favors. Know what I mean?”
His brows furrowed while he closed his eyes as though it hurt for him to listen to me speak. He focused on me with big eyes. “No. Only half of what you just said made any sense, but I don’t care. You need to wear the fuckin’ helmet so you don’t get a goddamn ticket, Combes. My guess is that you haven’t updated your license and a Mississippi cop will love hauling your ass in for not carrying a current ID and failure to wear a helmet.”
He was right. 
I took the helmet from him with a resigned smile. “Got any Lysol?”
His expression soured. “’Nic’s ex-wife didn’t have fuckin’ lice, Steph. Get over yourself.”
My apology died on my lips when the door across the hall opened and another biker stepped into the hall. He might have been Hispanic, or mixed-race based on his skin-tone. His brown eyes looked through me even as he eyed me up and down.
“Who’s she?” he asked.
I saw the name patch on his cut read ‘Roman.’ Part of me wanted to answer his question, so he’d look at me instead of through me, but Har’s reaction to his question surprised me.
He angled his head toward the man and used an excessively stern tone. “Who she is doesn’t matter to you or any other damn brother. Got it?”
Roman’s eyes widened as his head reared back. “My bad, Prez. Just curious.”
Har made a grunting noise at the man. Then he turned to me. “Get inside the room. Lock the fuckin’ door and do all of us a favor, get the fuck outta here while we’re in church.”
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For once, I didn’t have to work this afternoon or tonight. A Sunday off was so rare for me, I wanted to spend it lounging the day away, but it was not to be. I gathered my dirty clothes because my uniform from last night reeked of cigarette smoke. That was ultimately what made working the poker room better than working the floor. No smoking in the poker room meant I rarely came home smelling like an ashtray. 
I left the laundry basket by the door and went to the bathroom to fetch my detergent and quarters. As I walked back out, I eyed the ceiling. The outline of the stain hadn’t grown, but it seemed darker. I made a mental note to call the office about it, but on a Sunday they weren’t very responsive. No sooner had the bottle of detergent hit the top of my laundry than an ominous knock sounded from my door.
My instinct said it wasn’t Brute on the other side of the door, and checking the peephole, I was right. 
Har stood outside with a blank expression on his face.
Once the chain and deadbolt were undone, I opened the door but tried to block his view into my space.
I tried, but I failed.
Har took one look at me and the door, before he moved toward me while shoving the door wide open. He stood so close to me, I could smell his sandalwood cologne. Quickly, he shut the door, locked it, and scanned my place. His blank expression became disgusted within seconds. 
“Jesus. Sam wasn’t yanking my chain.”
Since I always called him Sammy, it took a moment before I realized he was talking about Brute. My spine straightened. “It isn’t a hovel.”
His head turned while his lips twisted to the side, his goatee proving more fabulous since it framed his lips so well. “You’re right. Not a hovel… because it’s a slum.”
My fists went to my hips as I said, “You are wrong—”
But the weird groaning noise from overhead cut me off, just before the ceiling dropped onto the edge of my futon. 
My alarm had to be written on my face, but Har’s face showed acceptance, which only added outrage to my alarm. 
In a blink, I noticed his expression shifted from acceptance to something which looked like curiosity. He warred with himself before his hand shot to my neck, holding me in place, and he kissed me.
I found myself in sensory overload between his whisker-framed lips on mine, that insanely warm hand at my neck, and his insistent tongue probing into my mouth.
If I had learned anything in my life, it was to strike when opportunity knocked and something told me I wouldn’t have the chance to kiss him again, so I kissed him back.
 Eagerly.
He tasted of toothpaste and something yeasty. Possibly beer, but just as easily bread. Whatever it was, I knew it was my new favorite flavor – bar none.
My fingers slid just into his hair before he reared back, halting their progress. 
“Shit,” he groaned in such a way that I doubted he was as thrilled with our kiss as I was.
I dropped my hands and opened my eyes to see him focused on my futon. 
His head shook, and he let me go to examine the hole in the ceiling.
He skirted the futon and the debris, all with his gaze cast upward and the occasional head shake. 
When he stopped moving, his eyes met mine. “Yeah. Whatever’s worse than a ‘slum,’ that’s what this is, Steph.”
I clenched my teeth, but he wasn’t paying attention to me. He focused on my futon and the floor. He shoved the futon out of the way of the dripping water, only to find three pairs of my shoes beneath the futon. In a flash, he stooped over, grabbed the boxes with the shoes and set them aside. 
My mind fixated on the futon as I wondered how soaked it was and whether it would dry out enough for me to sleep on it.
“What are you staring at, Steph?”
His question snapped me out of it. “Nothing. I just wondered how wet the futon is.”
“Doesn’t matter. You’re not sleepin’ on it tonight…”
He trailed off but stalked into the kitchenette area.
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Har didn’t know why he went over to the area resembling a kitchen, he just knew he had to distance himself from Stephanie. 
She couldn’t stay here, and it infuriated him that she wondered how wet the damn bed was. If she thought staying here was an option, she needed her head examined. 
He didn’t want her at the clubhouse. Even if he put her in his room, it wouldn’t keep his brothers from wondering what the hell was going on. As it was, when they’d gathered for church, Massive and Wreck had both asked if she was Brute’s woman.  
“According to Har, who she is doesn’t matter to any of us,” Roman had muttered, and Har wanted to rip his head off.
Calling church to session allowed him to cover, but that interest meant Stephie back at the clubhouse was a no-go.
That left his home. Or Brute’s apartment. 
It should be easy for him to take Stephie to Brute’s. They used to live together after all. But he didn’t like that idea either.
“Um, Har,” she called. 
He turned around. The skin around her lips was rosy from their kiss. He liked that. Shit. 
“Yeah, Steph. Listen, you—”
“Why did you kiss me?” 
Damn. 
That was refreshing, even as it was annoying. Other women didn’t come right out and ask shit. They’d wheedle and beat around the bush. Not Stephanie, though.
The worst thing was that he didn’t know the answer to that question either. He wished that he did. 
“Felt like it,” he muttered.
It wasn’t a lie. He’d wanted to do it since he sat across from her Friday night. However, his answer wasn’t the whole truth, either. His curiosity had gotten the better of him, and his dick wanted him to assuage his curiosity about other things, too.
“You felt like it.” she repeated, with a questioning tone.
“Pack a bag,” he ordered.
“Yeah, no.”
Her face held no hint of what she was thinking.
“Are you crazy? You’re not staying here. There are probably black mold spores in that debris.”
She arched a brow. “Yeah. So, I’m not packing a bag. I’m calling a moving company and packing up all my crap.”
“And where are you going?”
She blinked, and her eyes slid to the side. 
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