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CHAPTER
 1


Incident at Traders



Traders Roadhouse was bike-friendly and colors-welcome, a neutral hangout for riders of all stripes. It was a gigantic rectangular Quonset playground that sat on the dusty city limits of Hayward, California, a small blue-collar town a dozen miles southeast of the Oakland flatlands.



The joint was shaking wall-to-wall, shoulder to shoulder at Traders Thursday Bike Nite. Topic A screaming over the cavernous din among the men propping up the long mahogany bar: Which Johnny Cash prison album kicked it more? At Folsom or At San Quentin?


An assortment of barroom anthems played as customers jammed the jukebox and voted with their quarters. A wide variety emerged: Willies My Heroes Have Always Been Cowboys followed by Kid Rocks American Bad Ass. Arthur Conleys Sweet Soul Music flowed into Sweet Child o Mine by Guns N Roses. No logical pattern, just a mishmash of rock, soul, and renegade country. Sweet musical chaos. Since this was California, the only missing barroom ingredient was the stale smell of cigarette smoke.


The loud crack of the opening break of a rack of pool balls pierced the bars ambience, followed by the unmistakable deep thunk of the first cluster of balls rolling toward their not-so-final resting place below the green felt playing surface.


A muted television set mounted up behind the bar broadcast an AsTigers game but was roundly ignored. Motorcycle memorabilia was plastered throughout Traders, with Easyriders pinups, a mural-sized David Mann painting, tools, wrenches, and scooter parts hanging from the walls. Entire bikes were suspended from the ceiling.


The blonde behind the fryer was doing bang-up business. She handed out red plastic baskets of deep-fried zucchini, jalapeo poppers, chili bacon burgers, and cheese fries to the waitresses as fast as they came off the grill and out of the grease. Popular American brews, assorted premium lagers, and Mexican beers were sold on tap. Top-shelf whiskey, single malts, and Mexicano tequila brands moved briskly off the back line while fancy liqueurs gathered dust behind the plank. Suicidal mixed drinks were served in Ball mason jars. Customers ate peanuts and threw the shells on the floor.


The malefemale ratio was impressive for a weeknight, close to fiftyfifty. There were more than enough eye-catching, mostly divorced, Chardonnay-chugging honeys with their 2.2 kids back home sleeping. They were the bait that lured the many buff bad boys on motorcycles to Traders. These guys figured they had a betterthanfiftyfifty chance of scoring some decent tail before the weekend hordes invaded the place. The closer the clock came to striking two A.M., the stiffer and wetter the talk progressed, and the more coinage the condom machines in the mens room took in. After all, Traders was pro-choice. Ribbed, regular, and whiskey flavored were the most popular.


A dozen miles away, down a darkened road, a lone motorcyclist was headed in Traders direction. Wearing his beanie helmet, he looked up from the darkness of the roadway and watched the stars punch their sparkle through the sky. Marco was supposed to meet up with a couple of his club brothers from the Infidelz MC. One by one, each rider had opted out. Marco made the trip anyway. Hed earned his Infidelz patch less than three weeks ago. He was in any excuse to ride mode. Nothing was going to stop him from throttling his FXR through the wind and enjoying a cool summer breeze on two wheels.


Marco was glad he hadnt stayed behind in Oakland. He needed a putt away from the ball and chain and the screaming kids. How could his brothers miss riding on such a night? The patch on his back, orange and black on a clean white background, seemed to add power to his glide and pride to his posture. After a few pops, maybe hed head back into Oakland to the Infidelz clubhouse and drink beer with his buddies until dawn.


Thursday Bike Nite at Traders, for better or for worse, was primarily a 1%er night out. Depending on who you asked or how you looked at bike riding, a 1%er was either the baddest of the bad bikers, the cream of the riding world, or the 1 percent that gave all motorcyclists a shady rep. One thing was true1%ers didnt give a shit about the reputations of the other 99 percent who rode. The remaining 99 percent of the areas bikerslaw-abiding Rich Urban Bikers (RUBs), rice rocket daredevils, and weekend Harley riderswere safe at home in front of their TVs watching late-night CSI reruns.


The crowd at Traders was divided mostly into four 1%er factions: patch-wearing MC (motorcycle club) members, their prospects (would-be members), supporters (friends and family), and hang-arounds (those thinking about prospecting for an MC). The three clubs drinking that night were the 2Wheelers, the Gun Runners, and Soul Sacrifice, the latter a racially mixed club. A leather-clad group of independent riders and a few HOGs (Harley Owners Groups) hung around the bar and minded their own business.


In theory, everyone got along. In practice, it didnt always work out that way.


It all started when Too Tall from the Soul Sacs smacked into Shadow from the Gun Runners. Both had been drinking steadily since early evening. Shadows temper was short-fused enough so that when Too Tall trod on Shadows expensive footwear, spilling beer, their tempers flared.


Watch yer black ass, boy, muttered Shadow the Gunner. He brushed the beer off his pants, then gazed down at the silver-dollar-size droplet as it seeped into his brand-new light tan Tony Lama ostrich-skin cowboy boots.


Motherfucker! Shadow seethed and shouted.


Shadow was much shorter than Too Tall; he was built like a fireplug, solid and low to the ground. Too Tall was lean and wore his hair in cornrows. Described in script on his gas tank as Slim, Sleek, and Deadly, Too Tall stiffened at Shadows insult. He might have been called a motherfucker ten times that night, but not with the disrespect Shadows curse carried. Too Tall walked back toward Shadow and faced off with an evil sneer.


Hey peckerwood! Who you callin boy? barked Too Tall.


The fuse was lit. Shadow was poised.


The two bodies came hurling out of the back hallway, tumbling like a pair of loaded Vegas dice. Each man seized the other in a death-grip headlock, and they rolled around frantically on the floor flailing their legs, each trying to break free. Too Tall wrestled himself loose first and jumped to his feet. As Shadow got up from his hands and knees, Too Tall kicked a size-twelve Timberland into his head and leveled a three-inch gash across his forehead. It was the sound of a mule kicking in a melon patch.


The blow knocked Shadow on his ass. But before Too Tall could jump in and finish him off, Shadow rolled over on his stomach and bounced back up off the hardwood. In a single motion he spun around and yanked a stubby Buck knife out of his inner vest pocket. With a deadly clicking sound, the serrated combat blade locked into stabbing position. A split second later, he plunged the saw-toothed shiv into Too Talls gut. A pocket of air inside Too Talls stomach made a wheezing, farting sound as the blade left his body. Blood spurted out of the wound and splashed onto an onlookers blouse. Too Tall reacted and connected with an adrenaline-fueled punch to Shadows jaw that knocked him cold.


By then, all three MC factions in the bar jumped in, the Gunners and Wheelers taking sides against Soul Sacrifice. The main area was now a sea of patched and jackbooted brawlers. Unfortunately for Soul Sacrifice, the pounding and punching and pushing and gouging and shoving and name-calling deteriorated along racial lines. Knives, homemade prison-style weaponry, and chains that were once concealed now swung free. Fists flew everywhere. Broken ribs. Broken arms. Broken bottles. Broken teeth. Broken pride.


Although the Sacs stood up for themselves, the Gun Runners and 2Wheelers and their hang-arounds easily outnumbered the club. But the Wheelers and the Gunners were not without casualties. A 2Wheeler named Cutter caught a poke in the stomach from a Craftsman screwdriver. Another Soul Sac member, Julio, wielded a rubber-headed carpenters mallet, for those nonmarring blows on wood surfaceswhich was anything but nonmarring on the top of some Gunners thick skull.


The bouncers at Traders, sorely outnumbered, were caught flat-footed. They could only stand aside and watch. The slugfest went down quickly. The entire incident didnt last more than a minute. It was a senseless, brutal wrinkle in time.


Then somebody fired two gunshots, both of which ricocheted into the metal ceiling. A handful of patrons dived under tables for cover. One shot was ordinarily all it took to clear out the average barroom. But not Traders. The regulars thrived on the lethal thrill-kill combination of biking and shooting.


The MCs continued their combat. A few more Sacs were sliced up and went down bleeding. Women screamed. Beer bottles bounced off mens heads. Chairs were hurled twenty feet. The mirror along the south wall was cracked and distorted, smudged with blood from some poor bastards mercilessly pummeled head.


A Soul Sac patch was cut and pulled. Pulling patches was the ultimate MC humiliation, signifying dominance on the part of the puller. Members would rather die than have their patch pulled, and thats why it often took a small army to hold down a resistant member long enough to cut off his colors. It was an unwritten law in the 1%er bike world: Lose your rags, turn in your membership card.


As the brawl wound down, Lock N Load, the Gun Runners MC prez, wiped the blood from his nose and drew his weapon, a short-barreled, blue steel Colt Python six-shooter. Surrounded by four armed bodyguards, his so-called Ring of Fire, he figured it was high time for the Gunners to bolt for the front exits. The Gunners backed out of the barroom Billy the Kid style. Chino, president of the 2Wheelers, and his gun-toting mob took Locks cue and followed not far behind.


There were no cops. No sirens screaming in the distance. Nobody knew for sure if anybody had even called John Law, since the pay phones had been ripped off the walls and cell-phone reception in outer Hayward was for shit. But bike riders dont usually call the cops anyway.


A few men groaned loudly, sprawled across the floor, their faces bleeding and swollen like Halloween masks, their arms and legs nicked, contorted, and fractured. Some of the injured hulks would never ride motorcycles again.


As bar brawls went, it was a mini-massacre at Traders. On a scale of one to ten, the fight ranked a hard eight, partly for its severity, partly because it had been over a year since the MCs in Oakland fought one another en masse.


Up to now, there had been peace. While members fought each other occasionally one-on-one, or more accurately, two-or three-on-one, there were no blatant incidents of clubs at war. Thanks to an alliance among the local 1%er MCs, riders were instead united against a more common enemythe cops.


While chaos reigned inside, outside Locks Gunners and Chinos Wheelers revved their Harleys, ready to hit the road just as Marco arrived in the parking lot.


The Infidelz MC was the dominant Northern California bike club. Marco, one of its youngest members, rode his smoke-gray 1992 FXR into the lot. As he approached the long row of parked cycles, he hit the kill switch and brought the FXR to a dead stop. Then his profile filled the red-ramped sights of a pistol. A trigger finger twitched. Marco had just got the kickstand down when he heard blasts from behind.


Pop. Pop. Pop.


Marco felt sharp burning pains sting and sear his side. His inner organs shifted, and blood seeped through his T-shirt and denim cuts. Red stained his black jeans and the FXRs gas tank and handlebars. More stray gunshots bounced off the frame of his Harley. Still straddling the bike, Marco tried to stand and draw his pistol. He felt light-headed as his legs turned to rubber. Three seconds later he was slumped over his handlebars, clutching his gut. The FXR fell on its side with Marco on it. He heard the sirens in the far, far distance. It was the last sound hed ever hear.





HAYWARD POLICE AND ALAMEDA COUNTY DEPUTIES arrived in force, sirens wailing and lights flashing, their revolvers and shotguns drawn. They stormed Traders in military SWAT formation, but without incident. With nothing else to do, they gathered and cuffed the remaining unlucky members of Soul Sacrifice, since the perpetrators had already scooted away. A beige police van backed up to the entrance as the members were herded, one by one, into the wagon. By the time the blond reporter arrived with her television news crew, the Soul Sac members had already been whisked away to jail, leaving behind a squad of investigators questioning patrons. Most of the lingering witnesses were blinking their eyes in shock. There was no sign of a single Gun Runner or 2Wheeler, but plenty of onlookers from which the cops could take statements. Or so they thought.


Two ambulances pulled up to take away the remaining wounded. Marco lay collapsed in a lifeless heap, his legs tangled in his bike, surrounded by a circle of police officers filling out forms.



Guess we wont be hearing anything from this one, said a plainclothes cop wearing a gray suit. He took a few rounds in the ribs. See if you cant get an ID or something. Try his jacket, then bag him.


Inside Traders, the emergency floodlights cast a caustic halogen brilliance on the bars interior. Aside from the shattered mirrors, the evidence of a battle was vanishing. As the cops cordoned off the crime scene, the bars staff restored the tables, chairs, and bar stools to their original upright positions. Only a fourth-rate PD would have tolerated seeing their crime scene corrupted so flagrantlybut the Hayward cops were hardly considered the nations elite. Broken glass and a few broken teeth were quickly swept up off the floor. The cops interrogated the patrons, but it was impossible to piece together a consistent version of what actually happened or who started what. Witnesses and victims were tight-lipped, and since Traders had no video surveillance system, the police netted only hazy accounts and evasive shrugs. Between the alcohol-addled, the meth-paranoid, and the confused, the cops got nothing.


After a couple hours, the law wrapped up their investigation for the night, gathered up their paperwork and blank arrest forms, and cleared the house.


A rookie cop waved his nightstick with the clichd announcement. All right, everybody. Funs over for tonight. Lets all go home.





THE NEXT AFTERNOON, TRADERS ROADHOUSE WAS rockin again. Despite the fracas, the bar barely missed a beat. Traders was a resilient dive. Not a nickel was missing from the till. Outside of several dozen broken glasses, a few busted chairs, smashed mirrors replaced early that morning, and a few bloodstains on the wood floor, the place was completely back to normal.


Except for one local-TV news report, the incident was over and done with. Marcos death went unreported in the East Bay Oakland editions of the San Francisco papers. Outside, there wasnt a trace of combat anywhere, except for a large dark stain, a mixture of oil and blood, in the gravel parking lot.


A circle of five members of the Infidelz MC surrounded the stain. They stood dead silent, communicating with furtive glances and clenched fists. They shook their heads. It was clear that the burden to find out who whacked Marco that night, and why, fell on them, and them alone. As far as the Infidelz were concerned, the shit was on. Out of respect for a fallen brother, payback was imminent. A body for a body. A life for a life. Even if it meant all-out war on the Oakland Infidelz home turf.











CHAPTER
 2


Anything but Carefree





Serious moonlight illuminated a green road-weathered Harley Road King parked outside a remote Arizona ranch house. The bike, its pipes still warm, stood sentry outside the modest residence located off Arizonas dusty Carefree Highway.


The house sprang to life when a sudden jolt of electricity surged through its wiring. Two lights, one in the kitchen and another down the hallway, lit the previously darkened interior. The refrigerator, housing two cans of warm beer and a half-drunk plastic bottle of blue Gatorade, whirred into operation. A portable air conditioner wedged in a side window let out an abrupt, rattling blast of humid air.


A shadowy figure sat slumped, semiconscious, on a wooden straight-back chair. A black cat was sprawled across his lap. Next to the chair was an upright half-consumed bottle of Wild Turkey. The man in the chair responded to the room light with a slight shudder and started to stir. His arms were leathered and tanned, covered with timeworn tattoos of skulls, gargoyles, fiery crosses, tombstones, thunderbolts, and, even more horrifying, the names of ex-girlfriends. The mans greasy, road-dusted hair was full but closely cropped, a mixture of dirty gray and dark brown.


He wore baggy camouflage fatigue pants and a sweat-stained gym-rat sleeveless T-shirt bearing a demon skull. If a citizen were to be caught wearing the identical forbidden emblem, he would surely have it ripped right off his back, either by an enraged member of the club or any number of their bitter rivals.


The black cat on the mans lap flinched into an alerted state. Its green eyes darted around the living room and surveyed the short stack of cardboard moving boxes in the mostly vacant room. As the man rose gradually and uncertainly from the chair, he gently set the cat down on all fours, allowing it to skitter off into the direction of the light.


Patch Kinkade shoved the chair aside and regained his balance. Then he stretched out his brawny arms, arched his back, and groaned a measured yawn.



Let there be light.


Patch staggered a few more steps. Then he bent down and picked up a phone receiver situated next to the boxes. He listened for a warm dial tone but instead heard silence from the cold hard plastic touching his ear.


Shit. Still dead, he said out loud, as if the stray cat understood English. We got electric. Gas. No phone.


Patch turned on an overhead light and sat on the carpet, rooting through one of the nearby boxes. It was filled mostly with congratulatory plaques from his motorcycle club: Love and Respect: Everett John Kinkade. President. Ten Years. Oakland Infidelz MC. Another piece was a handsome polished metal sculpture that once sat on his fireplace mantel back in Northern California. It had the same demon skull of the Infidelz in orange and black, the clubs colors. Below, inscribed in silver letters, it read Patch Kinkade. Twenty years in excellent standing. Love & Respect, the Oakland brotherhood. Patch had already spent twenty-three years in the club, over half his life.


A framed eight-by-ten photograph peeked out of another box. Patch reached over and grabbed it. He drew a line along the dust-covered glass with his finger. It was an early lineup of the 187 Crue, an elite group within the Oakland Infidelz chapter. The 187 was short for California Penal Code section 187, the murder statute. It was also inmate slang for someone marked for death.


The 187 Crue were hit men, some whispered, or else bodyguards, peacekeepers, enforcers within the Infidelz. Each member who wore the brass 187 Crue pin directly over his heart had murder or attempted-murder beefs included on his arrest record.


To join the Crue or to be 187, you needed to have accomplished something extra on behalf of the club. Law enforcement experts suspected murder. Publicly, the club always denied this. During the mid-1980s, Patch settled a grisly score involving an Oakland drug dealer, so when the 187 vote came around that year, Patchs nomination and induction ran unopposed. Patch earned the right to wear his badge forever, so he did.


There were four other wily faces posing with Patch in the photo, their bodies a little bit slimmer, each face a decade and a half less wise and weathered. Patch grinned as he studied each character: Montgomery Ahab Haywood stared grimly at the camera as if he had a serious bone to pick with the lens man. Ahab was the current prez of the Oakland Infidelz, serving his umpteenth term, having taken over from Patch, who resigned the presidency before serving a stretch in prison. Next to Ahab was an enforcer in the club called Brutus, and leaning next to him was Big Jab, an ox of a man, an Infidelz sergeant-at-arms who first stood up and sponsored Patch into the club.


Big Jab was killed while racing his chopped customized Knucklehead with another club member. The bike careened into a freeway guardrail. That happened four years after the picture had been taken. Jab had been dead for over ten years. Patch reached over for a swig off the Wild Turkey bottle in his honor. He loved Big Jab. The two of them often rode side by side in the Infidelz pack on annual runs to Lake Berryesa.


To Big Jab. Patch tipped the bottle and took a long burning slug.


On the far end of the photo lineup was the youngest member, in his early twenties, 220 pounds, shoulder-length sandy-blond hair and several days growth on his face. Angelo Timmons was named after San Angelo, the Texas town he was born in. Oklahoma was where he was raised. Only a few people were foolish enough to call him AngiePatch didntand he could soak up more brew than any other two-fisted inebriate at the annual St. Patricks Day bash. Ahab had ordered him around mercilessly when he was a lowly prospect. Angelo the prospect was delegated the task of setting up the tables, food, and coffee for the monthly OMs, officers meetings. Then he had to stand outside in the pouring rain to guard the bikes. Ahab and Patch laid it on thick, just to see if the kid had the nads to hang on.


And Angelo hung on. He grew into one of the clubs most popular members. He was responsible for organizing and shaping up four new Infidelz chapters in Sonoma, Mendocino, Redding, and Lake County in Northern California and once served with Patch on Ahabs Oakland war council. His latest title was sergeant-at-arms, taking over after Big Jab died.


Alongside Patch, President Ahab rarely conducted club business without Angelo Timmons as his adviser and associate. As he swiftly rose from the rank and file, Angelo could be counted on to lead as an officer and a fighter. Cops were terrified of him. If they had to take Angelo into custody, their hands trembled and shook when they pointed their guns at him. Angelo had no fear of pain. His body was a mass of tattoos and scars from knife fights, skirmishes, and bike spills. He plowed through a harem of women, large, small, white, black, brown, beautiful, and butt ugly. The clubs inveterate ladies man, before he married, Angelo had lived with two, sometimes three, girls at once.


Patch carefully replaced the framed photo back inside the box, got up, and walked down the hall to the john to take a leak. He studied his own leather-faced image in the bathroom mirror. His drivers license said forty-one, but from the neck down he looked younger. Hed kept in shape. He hated weakness and excess body fat. He was under six feet tall, which meant he stood a head shorter than most of his club brothers, but could still bench his two-hundred-pound weight and then some.


When Patch rode, the fringe on his leather jacket flapped briskly in the wind like a freedom flag. On his back was his sacred orange-and-black patch, dutifully stitched on by one of the clubs old ladies. Patch wore no businessmans haircut. The wind was his stylist. He sported a couple days growth on his angled jawline, giving him the rustic and timeless look of an outlaw. At quick glance, he resembled a Wild West gunfighter, except that his status as a convicted felon forbade him the privilege of packing a pistol. Instead, his lucky knife, Sharpfinger, a seven-inch Schrade, hung from his leather trousers.


The Schrade Sharpfinger was the knife of choice for the Infidelz. Most of the guys carried them. They were perfect for skinning and stabbing. Sharpfinger was a fixed blade as opposed to a folder. The upper contour of the four-inch blade had a pronounced curvature and a thin deadly point that curled upward. Patch must have owned four or five of them. They were sturdy enough to be all-purpose and cheap enough to leave stuck in some unlucky victim.


As for women, on more than a couple occasions, in public places, Patch had found himself on the receiving end of a few female glances. Last week at a traffic intersection, a lady motorist, dressed for work, eyed him as he revved his Road King, the Mean Machine, at the light. She looked him up, then down, checked out his MC colors, worked up the courage, and waved. Ordinarily Patch would have motioned to her and pulled over his bike. Instead, he throttled the Mean Machine down the road as the woman pulled her car into an office complex. Patch had places to go. She was probably chained to a desk.


Fuck, man, he warned his buddies later over a beer at the clubhouse, there was a time when Infidelz terrified women like that. Now these broads damn near scare the hell out of me.





PATCH HAD MEANT TO PHONE EVE, HIS EX-WIFE, WHEN HE got to Phoenix, at least to let her know that he had arrived in town. As if she still gives a rats ass. Patch couldnt blame her for her indifference. He tried to gauge her mood when they spoke last, early in the day from a pay phone at a Dennys when he gassed up in Blythe on the outskirts of the Palm Desert. Eve told him not to worry, and then let it slip that the feds were already scouting the neighborhood. Two guys in white shirts and sunglasses lurked in a nondescript silver Pontiac parked down the street from Patch and Eves humble two-bedroom Dimond district home in Oakland. One agent had a tiny ear-piece jammed in his right ear. His mouth moved as if he was conversing, but he made no eye contact with his associate who sat next to him, bored behind the wheel.


Its kind of weird, she had said on the phone. They dont seem to care whether I notice them or not.


Damned vultures. I warned you, Patch had replied.


The feds had sent someone over after word leaked out on the street that he and Eve had separated after twelve years. But thats how it was with the cops and the Infidelz. It was a game of wills; just another common tactic from the gang squad boys downtown: drop in on bitter ex-wives or pissed-off girlfriends dumped by Infidelz club members, in the hope that they might turn and try to get one over on the guy.


Patch felt guilty that hed run out on Eve.





IT WAS WAY PAST MIDNIGHT, CLOSE TO MORNING LIGHT. Patch flipped on the light in the bedroom. Time to crash. A mattress was leaned up against the wall next to the switch. He let it plop flat onto the bedroom floor. Then he threw down a frayed blanket. Patch kicked off his cowboy boots. The moving boxes could wait till morning. With the little he brought down from Oakland, it wouldnt take too long to settle in.


In the arid night, Patch lay across the lumpy mattress, distracted, dredging up things to worry about. There is no possible way Eve would give in to those motherfuckin feds. He knew that. Hed swear as much on his patch.


He thought about how he ended up in Arizona. At an OM the year before, Patch had stood up.


As per our club rules, I officially request a transfer. Phoenix chapter. Arizona. Can I get an immediate vote?


President Ahab was stunned. Are you sure you dont need more time to think on this?


Ive more than thought it over.


Okay, brother. All in favor of granting Patch his transfer, raise your hand.


Because he was a member in good standing, the vote was unanimous. The Oakland mob let him go. What else could they do? The look on Ahabs face reflected surprise and regret. Patch was a high-profile member throughout all the Infidelz chapters. Phoenix gladly accepted him, and after a year spent tying up loose ends, here he was, lying in the stifling heat of the Arizona desert.



Patchs move south had much to do with Eve and especially with her little brother, who was like a son to them. They were Patchs family, and he felt very protective of them. But instead of keeping them safe, he had let something happen to split the relationship apart.


I thought I was keeping someone from being harmed when actually I ended up making sure they got hurt.


As a result, Patchs family life had imploded. His time in California had drawn to an end. So Patch left the Oakland chapter behind and joined up with his brothers in Arizona, not as an officer but as a member. He had transformed from leader to loner. Patch needed distance and Arizona offered him the solitude that he no longer had in California. He closed the book on the Golden State. Arizona was his new land of opportunity, where men rode hard and raised hell harder.


Even before Patch planned his transfer, the Arizona Infidelz had shown an urge to expand. Why not move into Colorado, New Mexico, and Utah? Patch liked their attitude, their recklessness and their restlessness, and it didnt hurt that sometimes they rubbed the other chapters the wrong way.


Patch had become a little too settled for his own good, and maybe a little too willing to share the streets with so many other clubs. California was now the land of three strikes, helmet laws, gun control, and no-smoking-in-the-bar. In Arizona, on the other hand, you were careful whom you pissed off lest the guy shooting pool next to you reached for his concealed piece. Patch kinda liked that uncertainty.






THE AIR CONDITIONER SUCKED A FEW MORE DEGREES OUT of the stuffy house. Patch stared up at the ceiling and studied the cracks and cobwebs like he used to do from his prison bunk. But there wasnt that incessant yammering and yelling, the rattle and hum of ventilation and clanking machinery you heard 24/7 in the joint.


He now lived on the quiet Carefree Highway, but he was anything but carefree. He thought about his estranged wife.


Patch missed Eves long, thin arms wrapped around him in bed. The day before he left her, he had sent his stuff off with a couple of Arizona-bound members in a pickup truck. As he was packing a single gym bag for the ride down, Eve walked into the bedroom for what would be one of their last moments together.


He was dejected to see that she had cut her long brown hair. It was now short and spiky, dyed blond. Patch tried to compliment her new look, but the words just died before they left his mouth. It was a twist of the knife. She looked strange. He hated it. But Eve wasnt angling for his approval anymore. By sundown, he was gone.


Patch found it strange trying to sleep in the desert silence. He was used to hearing speeding cars, booming hip-hop bass, and the sounds of the city outside his bedroom. Their bedroom.


The stray black cat poked its head back into the doorway and prowled around the bedroom. It sensed Patchs body settling into motionless slumber. Thats when the stealthy animal tiptoed onto the mattress, curled itself next to Patchs shoulder, and fell asleep, too.











CHAPTER
 3


Sharpfinger





Day two in Sun City. Patch couldnt sleep. Restless again. He tossed and turned on the lumpy mattress. That was futile, so at 3 A.M. he got dressed, slammed the front door and hopped on the Mean Machine for a late night ride. Patch needed an all-night coffee shop. He would check in with Groover and the guys at the Phoenix clubhouse first thing in the morning.


The phone line at Patchs pad wasnt connected yet, so earlier that day he followed modern fashion and bought himself a cellular phone. The guy at the store promised that the service would be activated sometime before dawn. Looking up at the nearly full moon and bright constellations, Patch knew hed be hooked up soon. Then hed be one of those phone guys.


Patch roamed along the deserted freeway for a few miles before spying a coffee shop. The large windows revealed a nearly full house of patrons lounging comfortably in overstuffed Naugahyde booths. The furniture and countertops were yellow and red, the colors of desert sunset. Energetic waitresses patrolled the counter and booths with steaming pots of coffee, brown-handled regular in one hand, orange-handled decaf in the other. Inside were welcome sights and sounds, bright lights and the clink of cups and dishes. People chattering.


Forty-five minutes later, Patch ambled out of the diner, full from an early breakfast and ready to head back home for daylight, then off later to the clubhouse to meet up with the new crew. Across the street was a convenience store. In the dusky darkness, the temperature outside dropped into the high eighties. Patch putted across to the Speedee Mart to pick up a cold bottle of agua before heading back home.


The Mean Machine roared across the intersection and pulled up to the stores front door. Patch strolled inside as a young Latin couple stood outside the door yelling at each other. Both were in their late twenties, dressed up for a party or a nightclub. She wore a thin, short white dress. He was attired in T-shirt, a dark cotton sport coat, tight blue jeans, and boots.


Enrique, the woman screamed, dont you fuckin touch me!


The man stumbled toward the curvy young woman. His words came out slurred. Listen, lady, as long as youre out with me, Ill touch you wherever, whenever I want. Wait till I get you back to my place


Im not going back to your place. Take me home. Right now.


Patch stood in the checkout line inside and watched the altercation between the couple heat up outside. He walked back to his bike and placed the cold plastic bottle inside his saddlebag. The exchange between the pair grew fouler.


Listen, puta, the man yelled, its either back to my place or youll fuckin walk home. You hear me, bitch?


I hate you, the woman screamed. Youre a bastard. Youre drunk. Youre mean, and you embarrassed me in front of all my work friends.


Patch saw the man grab the woman roughly by the arm, open the passenger door of his late-model pickup, and try to push her into the front seat. She resisted and cried out again. Patch shook his head in disgust and dismounted his bike. He approached the battling couple.


Excuse me, you two. He spoke calmly. Hed seen it so many times, drunken craziness in the wee hours. Look, maam, are you okay? Is this guy hurting you?


The man reacted angrily. Hey dude, mind your own business? This has nothing to do with you. Fuck off.


The young woman started sobbing again. He called me a slut.



Patch stood between the couple and asked the woman again, this time more emphatic.


Is this guy hurting you?


I told you to keep out of this, the man said behind Patchs back. Get on your cycle, biker boy, and just ride outta here. This is between me and her.


Patch turned around, faced the irate man nearly half his age, and raised his finger.


I was talking to her. Dont mess with me.


Enrique ignored the warning and pushed Patch aside. He lunged at the woman. You whore! Get in the fucking truck. Now!


Patch moved in closer toward the red-faced man until he could smell a combination of aftershave and the booze on his breath. Still facing the man, he spoke to the weeping woman and pointed to his bike.


Go ahead, sweetheart. Walk over there and stand next to my bike. Ill be there in a minute.


Who the fuck do you think you are? Enrique asked. He raised his fist for the first swing, but with lightning reflexes, Patch stepped to his left and watched the guy fall forward, swinging at air. Patch grabbed Enrique by his neck, eyeballed him, and shook him forcefully. He smashed him on the forehead, Chicago Bearsstyle, with a powerful head butt. The collision threw the guy off balance. Then Patch tripped Enrique with his right foot and watched him fall backward and hit the asphalt next to his truck, tailbone first.


Patch reached down, picked up the shaken man, set him back on his wobbly heels, and pushed him against the cab of his pickup. Patchs eyes were now red with rage and lack of sleep. His breathing grew heavier. Then he said firmly, Dont say shit to me or her.



As Patch released his grip, Enrique swung another punch. Patch dodged it, then buried his fist in the mans gut, causing him to crumple to the ground. Patch left him sitting dazed on the blacktop.


Go home and sleep it off, amigo.


Patch walked back to his bike. Now what? He had just decked the girls inebriated boyfriend and here she was, crying. Patch pulled the red bandanna from his back pocket and handed it to her. As she dried her eyes, he noticed how beautiful she looked in spite of the tears that smeared the makeup on her sad face.


Look, uh


Teresa, she said.


Yeah, Teresa. He chuckled nervously. Im kinda new in these parts. I could call you a cab. But I live nearby and I really think we ought to get you outta here in case that ape tries to take things out on you. Climb on back of my bike. I can take you home.


The woman shook her head. Take me to your place.


The young woman climbed aboard the Mean Machine. Patch headed toward the freeway for the short ride back. The speed of the bike blew Teresas dress up her leg. This girl has been on a bike before. She gripped Patch tighter and leaned in as he curved off the Carefree exit and stopped at the light on the highway. At the stoplight, Patch looked down at Teresas shapely legs in sheer nylon stockings. They were wrapped tightly around him on the bike. He turned around to gaze at her face, but she buried it into the back of his leather jacket.


Patch signaled right and proceeded down the Carefree Highway. Teresa settled in closer toward his body and shifted her weight on the bike. She moved her hand from around his chest and slowly down to his crotch. He slowed the bike down a little and traced his left hand up her leg, gradually up to her ass on the seat.


Hold on, he instructed her. Its only a few more miles to my place. He felt her warm breath on his neck.


Just then, in the rearview mirror, he noticed a pair of high-beam headlights coming from the freeway exit onto the Carefree. It was a pickup truck weaving across both lanes, gaining velocity until the distance between it and the Mean Machine shortened to a few car lengths. A horn blew.


Patch summoned extra torque from the Road King and shouted back, Looks like weve got company.


The truck roared closer alongside the speeding bike, trying twice to force the Mean Machine into the desert-side ditch. The pickups front bumper grazed Teresas leg. Once again, the Mean Machine accelerated and sped farther down the Carefree Highway.


Patch swerved a sharp left turn off the highway and raced the last quarter mile up the dirt road to his doorstep. The pickup stayed in close pursuit as Patch and Teresa stopped and jumped off the bike in front of his house. Patch handed the shaking woman his door key and pointed to the front door.


Go inside! Lock the doors, turn out the lights, and stay in the back room. Go!


Patch stood and watched as the pickup skidded to a stop on the gravel driveway. Enrique was ready for the next round. Patch clenched his fists. Lets go, motherfucker. The driver jumped out of the trucks cab and charged toward Patch like a snorting bull.


It was Patchs turn to swing and miss. Enrique retaliated by landing a rock-solid hard right into his stomach. The punch robbed Patch of his breath and down he went. Enrique stood over him and delivered a punishing series of hard kicks to his head and back. Patch winced and tried to curl up into a ball to absorb the assault, but soon his body went limp as he slipped out of consciousness. Then the kicking stopped.


The angry man squatted down and grabbed Patch by a handful of his hair. He yelled into his bloodied face, Ill finish you off later, dickless.


Enrique stood up and dealt Patch another full-steam kick to the ribs. Then the young Latin stepped over his motionless body and walked toward the front door. The man beat on the door and yelled out.


Teresa! Its me, Enrique.


The house remained dark and quiet.


Teresa! You bitch. Dont make me break down this


At that instant Enrique felt a razor slice across his buttocks. Patch grabbed the man from behind and spun him around. Sharpfinger carved another path across the mans torso and belly. Stunned, the man dropped to his knees, then onto the ground, face first. He made a choking, gurgling sound.


Patch stood over Enrique, clutching Sharpfinger, and watched as his blood soaked into the ground. It resembled a pool of heavy motor oil. Patch bent down and flipped the man onto his back. He was still breathing. Patch went through his sport-coat pockets until he found a wallet and cell phone. Then he remembered he had his own. He reached into his jacket pocket and found his new phone. He turned it on, and the in-service signs flashed on the small green screen. Patch dialed a number and held the phone to his ear.


Hello, Groover? Its Patch. Sorry to wake ya. Listen. I need you and a couple of the guys to come over to my place.


I had a little dustup here with one of the locals. He took things a little too personalYeah, and bring a truck to empty the garbage.


Patch hung up and dragged the groaning man to the side of his house, out of view from the road.


Patch walked up to the front porch, found the spare key in his jeans pocket, opened the front door, and walked into the dark house. Teresa was hiding in the laundry room in the back of the house.


He flicked on the light. Are you okay? She was crouched on the floor.


Teresa looked up at Patchs split lip and the blood on his cheek and chin. Did he hurt you?


Naw, he said as he dabbed his sore lip with his finger. Nuthin I couldnt handle. She wouldnt know the half of it. Hed be a mass of purple bruises by sunup.


I was so scared, she cried, standing up. I heard yelling and banging on the door.


Enrique. Is that his name?


Teresa nodded. The bastard.


Hes gone now. Your old man ran off, Patch said. Left his truck outside. How long have you known this guy?


Not too long. Only a couple of months really
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