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He’d been awake since three. Maybe earlier. Hard to tell in a room this dark, the only light was that angry red glow off the clock, throwing numbers across the nightstand. 4:14 now. The ceiling fan was doing its thing somewhere above him, slow circles he could barely make out. Didn’t matter. He wasn’t going back to sleep. He was too jacked up for that, running on that dumb giddy energy you get on Christmas morning, or standing outside a brand new Bass Pro Shops at dawn like some kind of lunatic waiting for the doors to open. He kicked the covers off, and the cool air hit his legs. He didn’t care. He lay there staring up into the dark, grinning at nothing.

The local news had been relentless all week. El Arco. The Arch of Cabo San Lucas. A freak convergence of tides and currents had shoved enough sand around the point to create a temporary land bridge. A phantom beach where there should be deep water. You could actually walk under the arch. It hadn’t happened in four years. The experts said it might not happen again for another ten years.

He was not going to miss it.

Mark slid his legs out from under the high-thread-count sheets, his feet finding the cool tile. He stood up and stretched his back, then quietly looked back to see if his stretching woke his wife.

BEEP. BEEP. BEEP.

The alarm screamed to life at 4:15 AM on the dot, shattering the silence like a gunshot.

Mark lunged. He scrambled back toward the nightstand, knocking the clock off. Then diving on the clock, mistakenly thinking it was a grenade on the floor of his hotel room. His hands fumbling in the dark, slapping the buttons frantically until the noise died. He froze, his heart hammering against his ribs, and looked back at the bed.

Rachel didn’t move. She remained buried in a fortress of pillows, breathing the deep, rhythmic breath of someone who fully intended to sleep until noon. Not even a wiggle.

Mark crept across the tile floor to the kitchenette. He needed coffee. The Nespresso machine looked innocent enough in the dark. He grabbed a pod and dropped it into the chamber. The plastic click-clack of the lever sounded like a pump-action shotgun racking in the silent room. Mark winced and froze. He looked back at the bed. Rachel shifted but stayed under the covers.

He pressed the brew button. The machine groaned. It started with a low hum and quickly escalated into a dying jet engine in the acoustic chamber of the hotel room.

Rachel let out a long, muffled groan from the pillow fort. “What the hell, Mark? We are on vacation.”

“Sorry,” he said, though his whisper was more of a stage shout. “Coffee. Go back to sleep.”

He reached for a metal spoon to stir in the sugar. His fingers fumbled. The spoon slipped. It hit the ceramic tile floor with a sharp, resonant ring, bounding across the floor, ringing out more as it stopped against the wall. That surely woke the neighbors three doors down.

Rachel kicked the sheets off her legs. “Mark. Seriously.”

“I’m going to check the tide charts. I’ll go down to the lobby.” He grabbed his room key and shorts, abandoning the coffee. He needed intel anyway. He slipped out the door, letting the heavy latch click shut behind him.

Ten minutes later, the door reader beeped. The green light flashed. Mark didn’t ease the handle down this time. He swung the door open and strode into the room with the confidence of a general entering the war room.

He walked straight to the heavy blackout curtains and ripped them open. It was pitch black outside, the ocean, a void beyond the glass.

“Up! Let’s go!” Mark announced, clapping his hands together once. “Leo, up! Rachel, grab your shoes. I talked to the concierge. I got us a panga. We leave in twenty minutes, or we miss the tide.”

The panga shoved off the marina dock, its outboard motor gargling deep in the throat before settling into a loud, rhythmic chug. Mark was already grinning like he’d won the lottery. He turned to Leo, then to the other family huddled in the bow, a dad and a mom clutching a terrified-looking little girl in a pink life vest. The air out on the water hit them wet and cold as the boat began moving, cutting right through their light vacation windbreakers.

“You guys really lucked out,” Mark shouted over the engine noise. He gestured wildly at the black water. “It’s the convergence! The Pacific crashes into the Cortez right at the tip. Most days, that is just deep water and jagged rock. The currents have been brawling all week, though. They shoved tons of sand up against the granite to make a bridge. We get to walk on water today.”

The boat captain, a weathered local guy who looked like he’d rather be asleep, gunned the throttle. The nose of the panga lifted, and they slammed into the first roller coming out of the harbor.

WHAM.

Cold, salty spray sheeted over the bow, soaking everyone instantly.

“It’s a little choppy!” Mark yelled, wiping water from his eyes. “That’s the tide pushing in! That’s what makes the magic happen!”

Rachel didn’t look like she believed in magic. She looked green. She gripped the gunwale with white knuckles, her eyes fixed on the horizon, swallowing hard every time the fiberglass hull slapped the water.

“Mark,” she groaned, closing her eyes as the boat dropped into a trough and heaved back up. “I think I’m gonna be sick.”

“Look at the horizon, honey! Keep your eyes up!” Mark advised, oblivious to the death glare she shot him.

Another wave hit them broadside. The boat listed hard to the left. The little girl in the pink life vest screamed and buried her face in her mother’s coat, sobbing so loud she drowned out the outboard.

“It’s okay! It’s just water!” Mark reassured them, though the other dad looked ready to punch him.

The captain didn’t slow down. He knew the timing better than anyone. He banked the panga hard around the massive rock formations of Land’s End. The massive cliffs shot straight up from the dark water, blocking out the sky.

Spray hit them again, colder this time. Leo shivered, pulling his knees to his chest.

“Almost there!” Mark pointed ahead. “Watch the point!”

As they rounded the final jagged corner of the peninsula, the violence of the ocean seemed to pause. The sun cracked the horizon line to the east, shooting a beam of orange fire across the water. And there it was.

The Arch.

Beneath the iconic stone loop, where the waves usually crashed with lethal force, there was a smooth, miraculous strip of golden sand.

The captain killed the engine. The silence that followed was heavy, broken only by the crash of the Pacific waves on the other side of the rock formation. The hull scraped against the sand with a long, gritty slide.

“We are here!” Mark announced. He hopped over the gunwale into the shallow surf. The water swirled around his calves, but he didn’t care. He turned back to help Rachel, who looked pale and shaky as she climbed out.

“Solid ground,” she said. She marched straight for a dry patch of sand and bent over with her hands on her knees.

Mark ignored the drama. He had a window of opportunity. The sun was starting to come up over the horizon, painting the sky in purples and oranges. It was perfect.

“Leo! Go stand by the arch!” Mark shouted. He fumbled with his phone, trying to get the exposure right. “We have five minutes before the other boats show up.”

Leo didn’t listen. He was ten years old and unleashed on a beach that shouldn’t exist. He sprinted toward the jagged rocks on the Pacific side where the tide pools usually formed.

“Leo! The light!” Mark groaned. He jogged after the boy, holding his phone up like a shield. “Just one picture. Then you can explore.”

Leo stopped near the base of the massive granite wall. He was staring at a pile of dark seaweed tangled in the rocks.

“Dad,” Leo called out. His voice sounded small against the roar of the ocean. “I think there is a seal hurt.”

Mark sighed. “Don’t touch it, Leo. It’s probably just resting.”

“No. It looks weird.”

Mark lowered the phone. He was annoyed now. He walked over, his feet crunching on the wet sand. He planned to grab the kid, turn him around, and get the photo before the lighting changed.

“Leo, come here,” Mark said. He stepped up onto a slick rock and looked down into the crevice.

It wasn’t a seal.

Mark froze. His brain refused to process the image for a second, trying to make it driftwood or kelp.

It was a woman.

She was tangled in the rocks, face down. Her skin was the color of marble, pale and cold against the dark stone. Wet dark hair speckled with sand and a thick coat plastered across her back like a shroud.

Mark took a stumbling step back. His eyes locked onto her feet. She wasn’t wearing flippers or a wetsuit. One foot was bare. The other was jammed into a silver, strappy high heel.

A cocktail dress. She was wearing a silver-and-black sequined cocktail dress.

“Dad?” Leo asked, reaching out to poke the woman’s shoulder.

“NO!” Mark roared.

He grabbed Leo by the shoulders and spun him around so hard that the boy’s feet left the sand. Mark buried Leo’s face into his stomach, shielding his eyes.

Mark’s phone slipped from his hand. It tumbled down the rocks and landed in the sand with a soft thud.

Behind them, the tide surged. A wave washed over the rocks, cold foam lapping against the woman’s silver shoe.
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The motorcycle roared down the open road. The Texas air carried a sharp bite now that December had finally settled in. Behind them, fourteen motorcycles carved through the landscape in a tight staggered formation. The individual thump of each engine combined into a single deafening roar that echoed off the trees. The pack moved in a synchronized weave through the curves before emerging onto the edge of town.

Only the first few riders wore vests matching their Road Captain. The road crew surged forward. They blocked off the side roads and held the line to let the group pass without breaking formation. As soon as the pack cleared the intersection, the blockers twisted the throttle and raced back to the front to secure the next light. Another pack of twenty motorcycles turned in behind them as they crossed the intersection. The thunder grew louder and lasted longer.

Meg caught the eye of a road guard, who gave her a sharp nod of respect. It felt like a lifetime ago that she was the one sitting in a stopped car, fuming at a motorcycle club for blocking her path. She peered into the windows of the idling cars lined up at the intersection. Small children waved as if it were a reflex, while a few adults waved back with only their middle finger. Meg smiled. She remembered exactly what it felt like to be on the receiving end of that delay. She raised her hand and flipped a bird right back at them.

The motorcycles pulled into the town square, where a one-block park sat in the center. In true ritual format, they could not just park. They had to circle the square where dozens of other bikes had already gathered. The ground shook as they circled the park and came to a stop across the road. In synchronized movement, they walked the heavy motorcycles backward into their spots. One by one, the thunder fell silent.

Ryan held the weight of the massive Road Glide centered between his legs as his left boot hunted for the tab of the kickstand. He caught the metal lip with his heel and extended his leg to push the bar forward until it locked into place with a mechanical clank. He slowly leaned the bike to the left. Ryan waited until he felt the full eight hundred pounds settle securely onto the steel stand before he made his move. Only then did he swing his right leg over the seat and step away.

The motorcycle was a deep-blue masterpiece with black graphics running down its side. A solid bar ran down the gas tank and spread across the side panels before exploding into ghostly skulls across the back. Ryan had picked up the brand-new Harley-Davidson Road Glide a few weeks before. Its road presence was second to none. Ryan even smiled a little as he looked back down at his own machine.

Meg stepped off the passenger floorboard, carefully lifted one leg over the gas tank, and gently slid out of the seat. She made methodical work of getting her fingers out of the gloves, flipped the latch on the saddlebag, dropped the gloves in, and grabbed a Hairband. A quick tug from her hand released the chin strap and slipped the helmet off before placing it securely on the mirror. Her hair was ruffled from the ride, but she expertly slid her fingers through the strands. She pulled it high into a ponytail and slipped a head wrap over her forehead to tame the flyaways. As she turned, she caught Ryan staring. The sunlight caught the gloss of her hair, and her body seemed to press out in all the right places. She looked at him out of the corner of her eye and playfully wiggled her ass.

Ryan shook his head and smirked. “You keep looking at me like that, and we aren’t ever going to make it to the donation table.”

Meg laughed and smoothed her shirt. “Focus, Road Captain. You have a reputation to maintain.”

“I mean, that is my reputation,” he muttered as he reached for the straps on the Grinch.

Ryan had to shake the thoughts out of his head. They were here for a reason. He slid between Meg and the bike to reach the back. Strapped to the luggage rack was a stuffed Grinch holding a large present wrapped in Christmas paper. Ryan started working on the straps to free the package. Meg looked over the top of him to see a table set up in the middle of the park next to a pickup truck. A sign hung on the side of the truck, broadcasting Toys for Tots. It was the annual Christmas run, and it was his first as a Road Captain.

Meg and Ryan walked up to the donation table with their crew in tow. They dropped presents onto the pile as they passed by. On the far side of the table, a prospect handed them an address on a slip of paper. The crew running the event was from a local 13 club. On days like today, the politics didn’t matter as much, but Ryan always treaded cautiously. The Gargoyles were a sanctioned club, operating under a bigger patch. They weren’t outlaws. But respect was the only currency that mattered here.

The park was a sea of black leather and denim under the winter sun. The usual rigid lines drawn by rockers and diamonds blurred today. Ryan watched a massive biker wearing a “13” diamond patch wrap a tattooed arm around a man in a flannel shirt. The mark of the outlaw usually signaled danger, but today he hugged the civilian like a long-lost brother. It was the one day a year when the territory’s politics took a back seat to the pile of toys growing on the table.

Next to the outlaws stood the soldiers of a different kingdom. The Christian motorcycle ministries were out in force. Their back patches invoked the name of God in bold embroidery that rivaled any MC colors. They moved with the same intensity as the recruiters for the big clubs, looking for lost souls to patch.

The parking lot had turned into a block party. Clusters of riders stood between the bikes, some of them three or four deep, everyone talking over each other. Road stories, mostly. Always road stories. Ryan heard pieces of it as they moved through. Some guy by the fence had been telling the same damn Sturgis story all night, Ryan had heard it twice already, and the ending hadn’t gotten any better. A few feet past him, a heavyset guy with a Coors in his fist was going on about an Iron Butt run, coast to coast in under forty-eight hours, and the two guys listening didn’t believe a word of it. You could tell by their faces. Somebody behind Ryan talked about a desert crossing in July, the heat so bad it warped the road ahead of you, and someone else laughed and said, “Yeah, That’s July.”

One of Ryan’s men stepped up beside him and broke his trance. “Are we headed over right away or hanging out?” Ryan shrugged.

The rider immediately responded. “Wanna go grab a beer?”

Ryan smiled and looked down at the man’s vest. He grabbed the leather and pointed at the name patch. “I think we should have nicknamed you LNE instead of Spaz.” Meg shook her head. She already knew what was coming.

Spaz looked back at Ryan and puffed his chest out in an attempt to salvage some pride. “I like Spaz. What is LNE?”

Ryan let a long silence pass before he dropped the hammer. “Last Night’s Erection.” The other riders burst into laughter. Ryan waved them off. “Go grab a beer. I have a couple of people here I need to talk to.”

He tugged at Meg’s sleeve. They turned in the opposite direction away from the noise. The couple sat down on a park bench and watched their group cross the street to the bar. Two other bikers joined them a few minutes later. An older man sat down next to them. The nametag across his vest read Silverback, while the other stood sentinel facing outward. His form was pure military. The organization wore the emblems of the four primary branches of the military and called themselves the Four Horsemen. They focused on God, Country, and Family, but their age gave them a pulse on everything happening in town. The old man on the bench shook Ryan’s hand. He was a known enforcer with a long reputation, even if age had started to slow him down.

“I think we have a problem over on Fowler Street,” Silverback started.

Ryan didn’t blink. “What is going on, Silver? Just say it.”

Silverback rested his elbows on his knees. He didn’t look up. He watched his boot scuff against the concrete. “You know Deacon.” Ryan gave it a second, solid guy. “His youngest,” Silverback grunted, pulling back a little emotion from whatever occurred. “She is over on Fowler Street. Accepting hospitality she didn’t ask for.”

Ryan went rigid.

“We tried to make a polite inquiry,” Silverback said, leaning back against the bench. “They weren’t in a talking mood. Since we fly the military flags, we have to be careful about how we handle internal domestic disputes. Thinking your group might have a bit more latitude.”

Ryan didn’t need to hear another word. He stood up and looked at Meg. The fun run was over. Meg stood. She understood the code just as well as he did now. They weren’t going to the after-party. There was no need for discussion when it came to family.

Ryan walked to the edge of the bar patio and whistled. It was a sharp sound that cut through the laughter and music. Spaz looked up from his beer. Ryan held up three fingers and jerked his head toward the bikes. Spaz didn’t hesitate. He slammed his drink down and tapped three other members on the shoulder. They moved with military precision and left their drinks half-full on the table. The small crew of six mounted the five motorcycles in silence. Ryan fired up the Road Glide with his backpack climbing on behind him. The deep rumble of the engine wasn’t a celebration anymore. It was a warning. He twisted the throttle and led his pack out of the square, leaving the toys and the festivities behind. They had work to do on Fowler Street.
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They turned onto Fowler Street without letting off the throttle. It wasn’t a secret. They didn’t bother killing the engines or walking it in from down the street. The neighborhood heard them coming way before they stopped. Five bikes pulled up hard on the lawn. Ryan, Kettle, and Razor claimed the walkway. Spaz and ZZ kept rolling. They shot around the side to cover the back exit. The motorcycles all went silent one by one, and as the last remnants of sound echoed off the houses, the neighborhood fell silent.

The blind in the front window cracked open. A shadow moved against the backlight, peering out from the darkness. The slat snapped back into place as the riders dismounted. As the trio walked toward the porch, the door creaked open. A thin, frail man slipped out and filled the crack in the doorway. His eyes dropped immediately to the patches on their vests. He knew exactly who was standing on his lawn. “I don’t want no trouble,” he stammered.

Ryan answered back in a slow, monotone voice. “Good. Neither do we.”

“I don’t know what you heard,” the man stammered, his eyes darting to the street. “But I live alone. Me and my TV.”

The three riders stepped onto the first of the five stairs leading up to the house. Meg hung back a few paces near the bikes. She knew her role. Her place wasn’t three steps behind the men out of subservience. She was the reserve. Her time would come when the situation shifted. The thin man stepped back partially into the safety of the house. Ryan moved up another step. “We are a family organization. I think you already know why we are here.”

The man flinched. He twisted his head in a nervous tic before answering. “Maybe.”

Ryan took a step closer, invading the man’s personal space without touching him. “We didn’t come here for a debate. You can open the door, or Razor can remove it from the hinges. Your choice.”

The porch boards groaned under his boot. Ryan rolled his shoulder once and stood there like he owned the deed. The frail man caught sight of him and went rigid. He grabbed for the door, tried to shove it shut, but Ryan already had a hand flat on the frame. The guy threw a palm into Ryan’s chest. Did nothing. Ryan looked down at the hand, then back up at his face.

Razor moved from Ryan’s flank. He didn’t throw a punch. He didn’t need to. His gloved hand closed around the frail man’s throat and drove him back into the peeling wallpaper of the entryway. The man came up on his toes. He clawed at Razor’s wrist, got nothing, and Razor held him there without a word.

Ryan walked past them into the living room. The place smelled like a decade of Marlboros ground into the carpet. Small rooms, tight hallway, crap everywhere. Two men sat sunk into a sagging couch against the far wall.

One of them wasn’t a problem. He was down to a pair of stained boxers, chest and thighs dusted chalk white, an open bottle of baby powder tipped on its side on the coffee table in front of him. He looked up at Ryan with a loose, wet grin. “You’re all shiny,” he said, to nobody, and giggled.

The other one moved. His hand shot for the pistol on the table, next to the powder.

Kettle got there first. His palm came down flat on the gun and trapped it against the wood, the man’s fingers closing on the back of his glove. “Don’t,” Kettle said. He swept the pistol off the table, dropped the mag, cleared the round, and shoved the man back into the cushions with his free hand. The guy sank into the couch and stayed there.

Kettle held the room. Ryan moved past them, down the hall. He pushed the bathroom door, empty, and cleared the kitchen, or what was left of it. Sink full of dishes. A trash bag leaking something brown onto the linoleum. Meg came in behind him, stepped over a pile of mail building under the slot. She wasn’t watching the sweep. Her eyes had already gone to the woman’s jacket draped over a dining chair, the prescription bottles lined up on the counter next to a kid’s cereal bowl, soggy Cheerios still floating in it.

Ryan stopped at the end of the hall. The door looked like every other cheap piece of junk in the house, with its peeling paint and scuffed trim. The hardware gave it away. A deadbolt sat above the handle, but it was mounted backward. There was no keyhole facing him. Instead, the thumb-turn latch stuck right out into the hallway. It was a lock designed to give total control to the person standing exactly where Ryan stood.

Ryan released the lock and pushed the door open. The smell hit him first. It was a wall of ammonia and rot that stopped him cold at the threshold. A woman curled up on a ragged chair in the corner let out a sharp scream that died in her throat when she saw his silhouette. Meg moved into the space alongside Ryan’s arm and recoiled. “Jeez.” The room was a cell. There wasn’t even a bed. It was obvious the corner with the chair was for living, and the other side of the room was for business of a different kind. The floor was stained with waste.

Meg didn’t step fully into the filth. She locked eyes with the terrified woman. “Grab your shoes, honey, you are coming with us.” The girl didn’t move. She stared at the couple standing in the doorway with wide, unblinking eyes. The sudden shift in her reality froze her.

Ryan didn’t have time for shock. He barked a single command. “NOW!” The girl sprang into action. She snatched up a pair of sneakers and jammed her foot into one. She stood up and frantically stomped her other foot against the floor to force her heel into the second shoe.

The group moved quickly back down the hallway. Razor was still in the entryway, holding the clucker pinned against the wall by his throat. The frail man’s feet were barely touching the floor. Razor didn’t look at him. He watched Ryan, Kettle, and the girl pass. Only when they were clear of the door did he release his grip and let the man slide to the floor. They exited the house into the cool night air. Ryan let out a sharp whistle to let Spaz and ZZ know the package was secure.

The roar of V-twins echoed from the alley behind the house. ZZ and Spaz rolled down the driveway and curbed their bikes at the street. Meg guided the girl toward ZZ’s passenger seat, but the young woman recoiled violently. She shook her head and backed away, muttering a frantic “No!” at the sight of the large biker. ZZ didn’t take it personally. He caught the scent of ammonia and filth radiating off her and shot Meg a look that acknowledged the grim reality of the situation.

Meg stepped between them and placed a hand on the girl’s shoulder. “It is okay. ZZ isn’t going to let you get hurt.” The girl trembled but stopped backing away. Meg lowered her voice to a soothing register. “We are going to take you back to our clubhouse. We will get you cleaned up. I have clean clothes there for you, and I will be right by your side the whole time.” The promise of a woman being with her seemed to break through the fear. The girl nodded weakly and allowed Meg to help her onto the back of the bike.

The club throttled up and peeled away down the street. A large black Suburban glided down from the opposite direction just in time to catch the white flash of a Gargoyle rocker before the last rider disappeared around the corner. It swung into the driveway with the silence of a shark entering deep water. The headlights swept across the empty yard where the bikes had been seconds before.

The driver looked into his rearview mirror, awaiting orders. In the back seat, an older gentleman with silver hair sat in the shadows. He didn’t look angry. He simply raised a hand and gave a dismissive wave. The driver shifted gears, and the large vehicle slowly backed out of the driveway, returning the way they came, leaving the empty house behind.
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The wind whipped past them as the pack thundered down the dark road. ZZ tilted his head, shouting over his shoulder above the deafening roar of the exhaust. “What’s your name?”

The girl shivered violently against the sissy bar. She looked down at the asphalt blurring beneath them. There was no way off this machine. She was trapped in the open air. “Michelle,” she answered softly.

ZZ had spent too many years in the open wind to catch a whisper like that. He called back again, his voice booming but steady.

“Name?”

“Michelle! I’m cold,” this time much louder.

ZZ grunted. He shifted his weight, making himself a bigger shield against the biting December air.

“Well, Michelle, I know you are cold and definitely a little scared.” He paused, letting the rumble of the engine fill the silence. “I suggest you pull up a little closer to me.”

He felt her hesitate. She was terrified of contact. He kept his eyes forward but softened his tone as much as he could while shouting into the wind. “Put your arms around me. You can put your hands into my vest pockets.” He chuckled oddly like Santa Claus. “Just don’t tell my wife.”

He waited a beat, letting the joke land softly to cut through her fear. “Don’t be scared, honey. I am a grandpa.”

The wind was biting out here. ZZ felt the shift in the back seat first. It was small. Hesitant. He didn’t look back. He kept his eyes on the white lines and waited.

A shaking hand slid around his waist. Michelle fumbled for a second before she found the opening of his vest pocket. She dug her frozen fingers deep inside against the leather. The warmth must have felt like a fire because the other hand followed a few seconds later. She pressed her helmet against his spine and tucked herself in tight behind him to get out of the wind. ZZ didn’t stiffen up. He didn’t say a word. He just rolled on the throttle and focused on keeping the ride smooth.

The pack pulled into the Gargoyle lot, and the bikes shut down one after another, that heavy ticking of hot engines settling into quiet. Meg didn’t wait. She was already swinging off her bike and crossing the gravel before ZZ even had his key out. Michelle was still sitting on the back of the bike, hands in her lap, looking like she didn’t know if she was allowed to move.

Meg walked up to her and lowered her voice. “Hey. Come with me to the bathroom, okay? Get you cleaned up.”

Michelle didn’t say anything. She nodded, small and quick, the way a kid does when they’re trying not to cry.

Meg held out her hand. Michelle looked at it for a second, then took it. Her fingers were freezing cold. Meg didn’t let go. She walked her across the lot and through the clubhouse door, past the guys, past the bar, past all of it, straight down the hallway to the bathroom at the end.

The plastic curtain that had gone yellow a long time ago. A fluorescent tube, buzzing on the ceiling, like it was one flicker away from quitting.

Meg locked the door behind them and cranked the shower handle hard to the left. The pipes banged somewhere deep in the wall, and the water came out brown for a few seconds before it finally ran clear. She held her hand under the stream and waited for the heat to come up.

“Go ahead,” Meg said. “Nobody’s coming through that door.”

Michelle didn’t move. She was standing in the middle of the tile floor with her arms wrapped around herself, shaking hard enough that Meg could see it in her shoulders. Her eyes were on the drain. Just the drain. Like the rest of the room was too much to look at

“Let’s get those clothes off,” Meg said. Her voice was soft. Steady.

She helped the girl peel away the filthy layers. The smell of ammonia and rot seemed to cling to the fabric. Meg took the clothes and kicked them into the corner. She would burn them later. She would burn them until there was nothing left but ash.

Michelle stepped under the spray. The water ran dark as it swirled around her feet.

Meg rolled up her sleeves and grabbed a bar of soap. She moved behind the girl, lathering the washcloth. Gently, she began to scrub Michelle’s back. Her backside was heavily bruised, not from the motorcycle. I hope Razor broke every bone in that man’s face, Meg thought. The rage was a cold, hard knot in her stomach.

“Lift your arm, sweetie,” Meg murmured.

Michelle obeyed. She was still almost catatonic, like it was not even her, but some random woman bathing her. Meg washed the grime from under the girl’s arm. She saw the bruises then. Dark, ugly shapes blooming on pale skin. Handprints.

Meg’s teeth came together, tightening until they ached. She wanted to go back to Fowler Street, find the man Razor had pinned to the wall, wrap her hands around his throat and squeeze until the light went out of his eyes. So he’d never touch a woman again.

“It’s okay,” Meg whispered, rinsing the soap away. “They’re gone now.”

If I had a gun, I would have used it. The thought didn’t scare her. It felt right. It felt necessary.

Meg squeezed a dollop of shampoo into her palm. She worked it into Michelle’s matted hair, her fingers moving with practiced, maternal rhythm. It was the same motion she used for Liz and Izzy when they were toddlers. But this wasn’t an act of love. It was an act of war against the filth.

Michelle’s chest hitched in a slow spasm. She refused to let it out, but the pressure won. A hollow sound drifted out of her throat, not a sharp cry, a long pulse of sorrow that left her shaking. She took a ragged breath, then another.

Meg didn’t shush her. She rinsed the hair and shielded Michelle’s eyes from the suds, letting the water run clear. Then she stepped out and let Michelle hover in the warm stream until she felt ready.

When Michelle stepped out, Meg wrapped a thick, oversized towel around the girl, cocooning her. She rubbed briskly, bringing warmth back to the shivering skin.

“I have some warm clothes for you,” Meg said. She pulled a pair of thick sweatpants and a gargoyle hoodie from the shelf. “Put these on.”

Michelle dressed in silence. The oversized clothes swallowed her small frame, but she looked human again. She looked like a girl, not a victim.

Meg looked at her own reflection in the mirror. Her face was calm. Her eyes were hard. She didn’t recognize the woman staring back at her, but she liked her. They walked out into the main room. Ryan and ZZ were waiting. Ryan looked up, scanning Meg’s face before looking at the girl. He saw the fire in his wife’s eyes.

“She’s ready,” Meg announced.

“We leaving her with the prospect?” ZZ asked, reaching for his helmet.

“No,” Meg said. The word hung in the air. “She doesn’t stay here. She belongs with her father.”

Ryan stood up. “Silverback said Deacon was at the run.”

“Then that is where we are going,” Meg stated. She walked over to Michelle and put a hand on her shoulder. “We are going to take you to your dad. Tonight.”

Michelle caught their gaze. Hope sparked in her eyes. It died instantly. She remembered what she was. Her head sank low. She curled inward. A noise vibrated in her chest. It slipped out as one long, shuddering moan. Then silence.

Meg’s voice dropped the edge and returned to the soft coo of a mother. “We’ll get you to Deacon.”

The ride to the Toys for Tots party was different. The urgency was gone, replaced by a solemn procession. ZZ took the lead again, with Michelle tucked securely behind him, her hands deep in his pockets. Ryan and Meg flanked them on one side, Spaz on the other.

They rolled in just as the music died down. The crowd was scattered around the outside of the clubhouse. Leather vests of clubs intermingled with locals, forming a constant wave of chatter and laughter. The scent of Barbeque and mesquite burning drifted across the property. The road crew saw the formation coming and waved them straight to the front. They found a pocket of open asphalt near the entrance and backed the bikes in tight. The engines cut out. The sudden silence turned heads. Ryan dismounted first. He walked over to ZZ’s bike to help Michelle down. She looked small in the crowd, her eyes darting around.

Meg stepped up beside her, grabbing her hand. “Don’t worry. We got you.”

From the crowd, a large man in a ‘Four Horsemen’ vest froze. Deacon. He held a beer in one hand. He didn’t drop it. He set it down on the wooden railing with a soft, deliberate click. His hand shook.

Michelle didn’t run. She shrank back against the bike. She pulled the oversized hood down to cover her face. The shame was real. She couldn’t meet his eyes.

Deacon didn’t call out. He stepped off the porch. He moved with a heavy, purposeful quiet. The crowd parted. They sensed the shift. The laughter died. He stopped inches from her. He was a wall of leather and denim. He blocked the streetlights. He blocked the staring eyes. He created a shadow for her to hide in.

Michelle trembled. A single, low sound vibrated in her chest. A pulse of grief she couldn’t hold back.

Deacon opened his arms. He didn’t grab her. He waited. She took a half step. He folded her into his chest. He wrapped his large arms around her shoulders and pulled the vest tight to shield her.

She buried her face in his shirt. No one spoke. It was a vacuum that swallowed the noise.

Silverback watched from the edge of the patio. He looked at Ryan. He didn’t smile. He gave a slow nod, more than to say thank you. At that moment, authority passed from one to the other.

Ryan put his arm around Meg’s waist. He felt her trembling, not from fear. From the rage she had been holding back in the bathroom.

“You did good,” Ryan said, pulling her in closely for only her to hear.

Meg leaned into him. “I didn’t do enough.”

Ryan felt his phone go off against his leg. He slid it out and clicked the side button. The screen lit up the darkness. It was a text from a number he didn’t know. Just an image, first. Ryan frowned at the screen. A map pin, sitting in the middle of the ocean. The text followed.

Tomorrow 0900 -C

His gut tightened. The adrenaline from the rescue spiked again. This message wasn’t spam. He looked at the map again, no identifying names, a land mass surrounded by water on 3 sides, and a dot in the water. He thumbed the side button. The screen went black.

He looked at Meg. She was watching Deacon and Michelle. Her face was a mask of fierce protectiveness. She didn’t need another war tonight. She needed a win. Ryan shoved the phone deep into his pocket. He would deal with the ocean tomorrow.

Meg turned to him. The anger was gone from her face, and changed to something different, more resolved. It was raw energy now. She reached out and gripped his hand. Her nails dug into his palm. Her eyes locked onto his. They were dark and heavy with a need that had nothing to do with motorcycles.

“Let’s go,” she said. Her voice was low, and it wasn’t a request.

“Home?” Ryan asked.

“Now.”

The ride back was fast. Ryan pushed the Road Glide hard. The engine screamed as he tore through the gears. The cold December air whipped around them, but neither felt it. Meg didn’t back off. She pressed her chest hard against his back. Her hands didn’t rest in his pockets this time. They wandered. They gripped his thighs. They pressed against his stomach. The heat radiating off her body cut right through his leather vest.

Ryan turned into their driveway. The garage door rattled shut behind them, sealing out the world. He killed the engine.

The silence was sudden. It didn’t last.

Meg slid off the back. She didn’t wait for him to dismount. She grabbed the lapels of his vest and yanked.

Ryan stumbled off the bike. He barely managed to kick the stand down before she was on him again.

She shoved him backward. His back hit the metal tool cabinet with a loud clang. She didn’t stop. Her hands were frantic. She tore at the snaps of his vest. One by one, they popped open.

“Meg,” he breathed.

She didn’t answer. She grabbed his shirt. She pulled. Buttons hit the concrete floor like hail. She needed to feel skin. She needed to know he was real. She needed to burn the memory of that filth out of her mind with something else.

Ryan caught her wrists. He looked into her eyes. They were wild. Desperate. Alive.

He released her hands and pulled her in. She crashed against him. Her mouth found his. It wasn’t a kiss. It was a collision.

Ryan swept the tools off the workbench. Wrenches and sockets hit the floor. He lifted her. She wrapped her legs around him and pulled him close.

The threat on the phone didn’t matter. The bruises on the girl didn’t matter. Only this mattered. The heat. The friction. The absolute proof of life.
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Moonlight cut a clean line across the floor, and somewhere down the block, a sprinkler ticked on. Meg’s breathing had slowed to match his. They lay in the center of the bed in a tangle of limbs, a knot of exhaustion and adrenaline that even sleep hadn’t unraveled, pressed together skin to skin. Like letting go meant it all came back.

Meg was drifting, half under. Her left leg was thrown high over Ryan’s hip, pinning him to the mattress, her face buried in the crook of his neck. She could feel his pulse against her lips, slow and steady.

Ryan shifted slightly, his hand drifting idly up and down the curve of her spine. His voice was a rough rumble in his chest, vibrating against her cheek.

“Got a text tonight,” he murmured, his words slurring with sleep. “Caccia is coming.”

The name acted like a shot of ice water in Meg’s veins. She stiffened, pulling back enough to look at him in the dark. Her heart hammered against her ribs.

“Here?” she said, alarm spiking. “Because of tonight, Deacon’s daughter? Because of what happened at the club?”

She thought of the scuffle, the faces of the men they had dealt with only hours ago. If Caccia was here for that, it meant the war they thought they’d left behind had followed them home instantly.

Ryan shook his head, his eyes closed, his breathing already deepening again. He pulled her tighter, his grip possessing her. “No... not tonight. Just... he’s coming.”

‘He’s Coming’ hung in the air, but the weight of Ryan’s arm over her and the sheer exhaustion of the fight pulled her back down. They rolled as one unit, effortless and fluid, until she was pressed against his back, her arm draped over his chest, their legs braided together. Safe. For now, they were safe.

She let the darkness take her.

But the darkness wasn’t empty.

Meg woke with a gasp, her body jerking violently as if falling from a great height. She sat up, chest heaving, sweat cooling rapidly on her skin. Beside her, Ryan slept on, deep and untroubled, but Meg was suddenly miles away. It was the smell that had woken her. In the dream, the bedroom didn’t smell like Ryan, like soap and fresh-cut grass. It smelled of expensive imported leather and cloying, spicy cologne.

Troy Belmont.

The nightmare didn’t recede, it clung to her. She wasn’t in their home, she was back in the villa in Monaco, a little over a year ago. She was paralyzed, not by ropes, but by the sheer menacing aura of the man. She remembered a moment she had never told Ryan about. A moment she had buried deep under the layers of trauma.

In the dream, she was standing in Belmont’s study. He hadn’t hit her. He hadn’t torn her clothes. Instead, he had walked behind her, close enough that she could feel the heat of his body, and put his hands on her hips like he was checking the fit of a suit jacket. His thumbs traced the curve down to her thighs, slow and unhurried. Then his palms slid up under her shirt and settled on her ribs, fingers spread, taking her measure. “You’re a piece of art,” he murmured into her hair. “I’m going to enjoy hanging you on every wall in this house.”

That was not the most vulgar thing he said that night.

He took her hand and pressed it flat against his chest. “Feel that?” he murmured. “That’s the heartbeat of the man who’s going to kill your husband.” She tried to pull away. He held her wrist. “Don’t worry. It will be slow. I want him awake for most of it. I want him to understand who I am before he stops being anything at all.” His thumb stroked her wrist where her own pulse was hammering. “And then I’m going to drive his truck back to that little house in Texas, and I’m going to be the one who tells your daughters their father isn’t coming home. They’ll let me in, Meg. They’ll let me in because I’ll be holding his wedding ring.”

He wasn’t talking anymore. He was getting off on it. He kept her hand pinned to his chest while he described killing the man she loved, and his breathing changed, and she could feel what it was doing to him. Then he slid her hand down to the front of his trousers and held it there. “See?” he said. “Some men get hard for women. I get hard for what I’m about to take from them.”

Meg rubbed her face with shaking hands, trying to scrub the phantom sensation of Belmont’s silk shirt from her fingertips.

He’s dead, she told herself. Ryan killed him. It’s over. Caccia is coming.

She swung her legs over the side of the bed, staring into the shadows of the room. Why was the Italian coming now? It had been over a year since the fires of Monaco burned out. Since they fled the Riviera to build this, a life that was supposed to be different. A life built on the foundations of a better purpose.

They were fighting the good fight now. They were pushing back against corruption, against the very things Monaco stood for. What would Louis want? The thought of their old friend brought a dull ache to her chest. Louis would want them to be happy. He would want them to be free. But Louis was also a realist. He knew that you didn’t just walk away from the underworld. You only survived it.

Meg looked back at Ryan. He looked peaceful, the scar on his shoulder barely visible in the moonlight. She didn’t want this for him. But then, her mind snapped back to the events of earlier that evening. The arrogance of the men they had encountered. The threat they posed to this sanctuary, which she and Ryan had carved out. A cold, hard knot formed in her stomach, replacing the fear.

If Caccia was coming, he was bringing the storm with him. A monster, yes. But their monster. Her eyes narrowed in the dark. She thought of the men who’d threatened them tonight, the ones who figured they were untouchable in this town. Hope swelled in her chest, vicious and certain. Let him come. She’d point him right at them.

The kitchen was too bright, morning sun cutting through the windows after the dark of her nightmare. Coffee was brewing, and the smell that usually grounded her just churned in with whatever was still sitting in her gut.

Meg stood by the counter, gripping her mug with both hands, nervously twisting it back and forth. Ryan sat at the head of the table, scrolling through his phone, while Izzy and Liz were in a flurry of motion, packing the last of their bags for the drive back to campus.

“So,” Ryan said, his voice level, eyes not leaving his screen. “We’re expecting a visitor. Someone from the old firm.”

Meg’s eyes snapped to him. The girls were right there, grabbing toast and checking their makeup in the hallway mirror, but they were close enough to hear. “From the coast?” Meg asked, keeping her voice light, though her knuckles turned white against the ceramic mug. She searched Ryan’s face, looking for an answer without words. “Are we... are we in good standing with that branch? I didn’t think we were due for a review.”

“We’re fine,” Ryan said, though he finally looked up, his eyes hard, communicating what his words couldn’t. Caccia. “Honestly, I think he’s passing through. Checking on the regional offices. Looking for... remnants. Old accounts that were never properly closed.”

Meg understood immediately. Caccia wasn’t coming for them, he was coming for the ghosts that were still haunting the system. He was hunting the bigger game.

“Is he staying long?” Meg asked, trying to keep the tremor out of her voice.

“As long as it takes to balance the books,” Ryan replied.

Izzy, slinging a duffel bag over her shoulder, stopped at the archway. She inherited Ryan’s observational skills and Meg’s skepticism. She looked from her father to her mother, sensing the invisible wire of tension pulled taut between them.

“Okay,” she said slowly, her eyes flicking between her parents. “What?”

“Just business, Iz,” Ryan said, leaning back in his chair. “Boring administrative stuff.”

Izzy raised an eyebrow. She walked to the fridge, grabbed a water bottle, and paused with her hand on the door. “Right. Administrative.” She looked at her dad, a knowing smirk playing on her lips. “I heard there was some trouble at a crack house on the south side last night. Police scanners were going crazy. A lot of 911 calls.”

Meg froze. Ryan didn’t flinch.

“Is that so?” Ryan asked innocently.

“Yeah,” Izzy said, turning toward the back door. “I don’t suppose you know anything about that.”

She didn’t wait for an answer. She pushed the screen door open, letting it slam shut behind her as she headed for her car.

Liz followed a moment later, struggling with a laundry basket. She stopped in the doorway, looking at her parents with a mix of exasperation and pity. She adjusted her glasses, looking very much the academic who found her parents’ adrenaline addiction exhausting.

“Don’t die,” she said, the words dripping with sanctimonious instruction, as if telling them to remember to take out the trash.

“Drive safe, Liz,” Meg called out, the automatic motherly response slipping out.

“Bye,” Liz sighed, and then she was gone.

The screen door rattled in its frame and went still. The engine of the girls’ car started up, faded down the driveway, and then there was nothing but the hum of the refrigerator. Meg exhaled a breath she felt like she’d been holding for ten minutes. She walked over to the table and sat opposite Ryan. “She knows,” Meg said, gesturing to the door Izzy had walked through. “About last night.”

“She suspects,” Ryan corrected. “There’s a difference. And she’s smart enough not to ask for details.”

“And Caccia?” Meg pressed, dropping the code. “You’re sure he’s not
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