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PART ONE

Chapter One
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Austin, Texas

Mason Rivers woke up with the worst hangover of his entire life. For the past week, he’d partied like there was no tomorrow, but tomorrow had definitely arrived. At twenty-seven years old, he wore his shoulder-length, raven black hair in a ponytail, and had the chiseled looks of a rock star. His pale blue eyes were blurry from the drinking and drugging, the endless partying that had never seemed to end. Waking on a different couch every night, surrounded by people he didn’t know or care about, had grown old fast. For the better part of a year, Mason had been lead guitar player for a popular Austin band called “Stark Naked and The Car Thieves.” Then, a week ago, the other three members gave him the boot. 

He knew he had no one to blame but himself. That happened when you missed rehearsals and drank yourself stupid onstage. He drank to kill the boredom of playing the same stupid songs at every gig. He considered himself a decent guitarist and had held his own with some of the better players in town. Sadly, over time, the hard partying had eroded his playing skills ’til he was damn near unemployable.

He laid much of the blame and all his frustration on the little finger of his left hand. For a lead guitarist, his pinky was extremely short, making complex chords difficult, if not impossible, to play. His little finger reached only to his ring finger’s second joint—too damn short to reach across the neck of a guitar.

Cursing, he groaned and stood up. Stumbling to the bathroom, he unzipped to relieve his bladder. Finished, he zipped up and walked to the kitchen to get a drink from the faucet. He had no idea whose house he was in and didn’t care. All he wanted right now was some hair-of-the-dog. Glancing at a cheap clock on the wall, he realized he’d slept past noon. 

On his way out the door, he stepped over a woman on the floor. A scorching Texas sun blazed down, causing him to break a sweat. He finally located his crappy car, climbed inside, and discovered he wasn’t alone. A redheaded female lay curled up on the back seat, snoring like a bear. Shit! Another damn groupie? 

“Hey, you in the back, wake the hell up! You’re in my freakin’ car,” he yelled at the woman, shaking her arm. 

Waking, she blinked up at him through eyes the color of clover. “Hey, you’re Mason Rivera from that, uh ... ‘naked band’ or something, right?” 

“It’s Rivers, Mason Rivers—and what the hell are you doing in my car?” he barked, irritated at her mispronunciation of his name.

“I—I was late to the party last night and everyone had already crashed. The door of this car was unlocked so ...” she stretched and sat up.

He always left his car unlocked at parties. Hell, there was nothing worth stealing inside, unless someone wanted the pile of fast-food boxes littering the floorboards. 

“Well, it’s time to wake up and hit the road, I have places to go and people to ... ” he paused, realizing she was beautiful, with tousled, loose copper red curls, wide green eyes, a petite nose, and luscious lips. She wore a tight-fitting blue top and tight jeans that displayed her trim, petite figure. Far be it from him to alienate any potential roll in the hay, so he lightened up. “Say, what’s your name, anyway?”

“It’s April, April Flowers. You know, like ‘April showers, bring May flowers.’” 

“Well, nice to meetcha,’ April. Uh, I need a drink, the keg inside is tapped out. You need a ride, or something?” He was more than ready to find the nearest bar.

“I don’t have a car. I caught a ride here with Uber last night. You mind if I tag along? I don’t want to be a bother, it’s just that I don’t have a place to stay right now.” 

Join the club, he thought miserably. He was between couches now himself and had slept in his car off and on for the past week. “Well, sounds like we’re both in the same shitty boat. If you don’t mind me asking, just how old are you?” He cocked a brow at her.

“Old enough to know you never ask a lady her age.” Her emerald eyes flashed, as she crossed her arms over her breasts in a defensive posture. 

Mason had doubts she was of legal drinking age but didn’t push it. “Okay, okay, don’t get huffy. I just don’t need any trouble right now. I had to hock my damn guitar to pay last week’s rent and I’m kinda between gigs at the moment, so I expect you to pay for your own booze.” 

He backed his beat-up Ford Fiesta out of the drive and drove to the nearest bar on Burnet Road, pulling into the parking lot of a cheesy local dive called the “Poodle Dog Lounge.” A faded pink poodle holding a martini glass with an olive adorned its outside wall. He pulled up, parked next to a chopped motorcycle, and they got out, strolling inside. It took a few moments for their eyes to adjust to the dark interior. 

“They keep this place darker than a well digger’s ass,” Mason groused, as they stumbled across feet to the crowded bar. 

An ancient jukebox in the corner played an old Patsy Cline song. Four cigarette-scarred pool tables were crowded together in the back room, with racks of warped cues and no chalk. A shuffleboard ran the length of one wall, and a couple of older guys were playing. It was busy for the time of day, which spoke volumes about the lives of those who frequented the joint—the unemployed, the lonely, and those whose social lives revolved around alcohol. The barmaid today was called Brandy.

“What can I do ya’ for?” She flashed an almost toothless smile. Smokin’ too much crystal, Mason thought with disgust.

“I’ll have a Bud Light myself, not sure about the lady.” He took a seat on a bar stool and paid for his beer while April perched beside him. 

On his left, a large, older biker sporting a red bandanna and multiple piercings gave Mason the evil eye as he checked out the hot-looking redhead next to him. This place attracted people from all walks of life. Most of the time, Mason ignored the drunk assholes who started trouble—occasionally not. This was one of those rare occasions. 

While April was ordering her drink, he turned to the biker. “Is there a problem, mister?” he asked, trying to keep it polite. He wasn’t much of a fighter, but he didn’t take shit from anyone. Standing six feet, two inches, with a large frame, he worked out—or had, until the last few weeks. 

The biker paused, assessing the man next to him, and smiled. “Nope, no problem. Admiring the scenery, is all. Just imaginin’ ridin’ that sweet, red-haired filly sittin’ next to ya.’ She looks like she could suck a golf ball through a garden hose,” he leered at April. 

Mason rolled his eyes at the lewd remark, gearing up for the coming battle. Ready to sucker-punch the asshole, he’d risen halfway from his stool when April interjected. 

“Big bad biker dude’s got a mouth on him. Ignore him, Mason, let’s get out of this shit hole before there’s trouble,” she took his arm and guided him toward the door. Mason did a slow burn but allowed her to intercede. 

“I bet yer pussy tastes sweet as cotton candy,” the biker’s voice followed them, trying now to provoke him. 

Mason’s face flushed red, and April knew a brawl was imminent. She marched over to stand in front of the dude. 

He crossed his arms, glaring down at her. “What? You gonna give ol’ Harley a sample of yer sweet meat?” he sneered. 

Smiling seductively at the asshole, without warning, she rammed his balls halfway into his throat with her right knee. A look of surprise turned to agony as he dropped to his knees, cradling his wounded nuts. 

“How do your nuts taste, Harley?” She cocked a fist and punched him in the nose, breaking it. She turned and strolled over to the front door, where Mason stood with his mouth open, gaping at her. 

“Let’s book before the cops show up or that asshole recovers.” She said. 

He shook his head, following her outside. “Jeez, remind me not to piss you off.” He dug his keys out of his pocket. 

“Guys like him are all the same, big mouth and a little dick,” she scoffed.

They got in his car, and he cranked the engine. It sputtered a few times, coughed once, and died. Shit! Hell of a time for the crappy starter to quit.

“C’mon, c’mon, you piece of garbage,” he tried twice more with the same result. The bar’s front door crashed open, and Harley rushed out, blood pouring from his broken nose as he scoured the parking lot for them. 

Mason locked the car doors, then realized the windows were halfway down because of the heat. The damn things wouldn’t work without the engine running. 

“I’d say you’d best hurry, but that would be redundant, I guess.” Calmly, she dug something out of her purse. 

Harley finally spied them and stalked to her side of the car. With a curse, Mason tried once more to start the car, punching the steering wheel, like that would help. The huge biker reached his left arm through her window and grabbed a handful of April’s hair. 

“You freakin’ bitch, you broke my fuckin’ nose! I’m gonna tear your boyfriend a new asshole, then I’m going to have me a taste of your—”

Her right hand whipped out fast as a snake, stabbing his forearm with a switchblade. 

Old Harley howled in pain, releasing his grip on her, as he tried to extricate his wounded arm from the window. 

C’mon, start, you fucker, Mason cursed silently as he turned the key. When the engine caught at last, he slammed the gearshift into reverse. The big biker toppled to the pavement in a heap. As they heard sirens approaching, Mason turned and sped up, clipping the old dude’s bike and knocking it over as they hauled ass out of the parking lot.

“Why the hell’d you have to stab the asshole?” Mason heatedly asked. “All I wanted was a freakin’ beer; now I’ve got a member of the ‘Banditos’ gunning for me, along with the damn cops!” He was shaking with fear and anger. He stayed on the back roads of the immediate neighborhood, trying to evade any police. 

“Seemed like the logical thing to do at the time,” she shrugged. Wiping the blood off the blade, she folded it, shoved it back in her purse. 

He shook his head at her cavalier attitude and patent disregard for the law. He was no stranger to trouble, but he’d never crossed the line and wounded anyone in a fight. All he wanted from life was the three M’s: make music, make friends, and mind his own business. 

“Do you have a designation in mind, or are you just cruising around?” she smirked. 

“I don’t know, I’m trying to think, damn it! I should’ve tossed you out of my car when I found you. You’re nothing but trouble, lady—and stop laughing, it’s not fucking funny. I guess you know you committed a felony back there.” He slowed to swerve around some dumb-ass kid on a skateboard. 

“Lighten up, pal, he was harassing us both,” April bit back. “I just took the initiative and taught him some manners. Who are the cops going to believe? Big bad biker dude or little ole me?” Nonchalantly, she pulled a cigarette from her purse and lit it. 

Pissed at her, he lowered the windows for a minute. “Somebody could’ve seen you stab the bastard; he could be tellin’ the cops some sob story right now. I don’t need this shit!” he snapped, turning onto a familiar street, and speeding up. 

“Uh-oh, looks like we have company,” she ignored his tirade. 

Mason glanced in the rearview mirror and scowled. Distracted, he hadn’t noticed the police cruiser tailing him. Crap! Where the hell did he come from? he thought, reducing his speed.

Too late. The cop’s lights came on and the officer inside motioned him to pull over. Sweating in the Ford’s feeble A/C, he slowed the car to a stop and parked by the curb. The cop took his sweet time exiting his cruiser. He moseyed over to the car, and Mason lowered his window. 

“Afternoon, officer, is there a problem?” he cleared his throat to ask. 

Over in the passenger seat, April was giggling, infuriating him. He could’ve strangled her, but it would only have added to whatever charges he already faced.

“Sir, I need to see your license and registration please,” the burly cop said, ignoring Mason’s insipid question. 

“Yes, sir, just a moment.” Mason took his license out of his wallet. When he reached to open the glove compartment and retrieve his registration card, he made an unwelcome discovery. A bag of weed he’d misplaced a few parties back had the audacity to turn up now, at the worst possible moment. Just my luck, he thought, gritting his teeth. April glimpsed his illegal stash and in one smooth move, while he handed his license and registration through the window to the cop, she reached in and palmed it, stuffing it in her purse. Mason turned to her and mouthed, Thanks, as he waited for the cop to explain why he’d pulled them over.

“Mr. Rivers, I stopped you today because your left taillight is broken,” the cop said. Mason let out a quiet sigh. It had nothing to do with the biker, thank God. “I’ll let the taillight infraction go if you promise to get it fixed as soon as possible. However, the speed limit here is thirty; I clocked you doing forty-five. I’ll have to cite you for that,” the cop apprised him, handing his information back. April was doing her best not to laugh out loud. When the cop’s radio crackled with a call, he walked away from them to take it. 

“You know what? You’re turning out to be a tremendous pain in my ass,” Mason hissed, while observing the cop in his outside mirror for any change in demeanor. 

“Chill out, dude, I saved your bacon twice today, and this is the thanks I get? Honestly?” She narrowed her green eyes at him.

He tore his attention away from the officer long enough to glance over at her—horrified to see her rolling a joint from his stash in plain view, as if a cop was not standing a few feet away. “Are you out of your mind? Put that shit away, now!” He grew more perturbed by the second. 

She smiled and calmly finished rolling the joint. His stomach was halfway up his throat as, in his rearview, he watched the cop approach his window with a ticket for him to sign. Shit! Mason could only hope the cop wouldn’t notice his nutty passenger. 

“Please sign this, Mr. Rivers, it’s not admitting guilt. You can pay the fine or challenge it in court if you so choose. Now, have a good day and drive safely.” The cop handed him the ticket. 

At that moment, a pungent, blue cloud of smoke floated past him and out the window into the cop’s face. Mason had a panic attack on the spot. Crazy woman! The large patrolman slowly leaned forward, staring silently through the window at the attractive redhead toking on a joint and smiling at him. Mason adopted his best shit-eating grin, scrambling to come up with a plausible excuse for her behavior. Instead, the cop shocked him by returning her smile. 

“Afternoon, April. You workin’ this side of town now or did you just decide to go slumming,” he asked her. 

Confused, Mason glanced from cop to female. “I don’t get it—you two know each other?” he asked her. 

“You could say we’re ‘acquainted,’” she nodded at Mason, ignored the cop, took another toke. 

The cop looked at Mason and shook his head. “Mister, a little free advice, you’d better keep one eye on your wallet and the other on this redheaded wildcat. You turn your back and she’ll put a knife in it,” he warned. “Speaking of, you wouldn’t know anything about an incident over at the ‘Dog’ a little while ago involving a biker named Harley, would you?” He looked past Mason at April. 

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” April said. “We’ve been to a party, and my friend here was generous enough to give me a ride,” she replied smoothly.

“Uh-huh. I’ll just bet he did. Hope you used a rubber, pal, this gal has more crabs than a Port Aransas pier. I found that out the hard way,” he said sourly.

“That’s what you get for raping me, asshole!” She finally lost her cool, flipping him off. The big cop shot her a nasty look. 

Mason didn’t know what to say to any of that. He only wanted the cop to leave so he could get rid of this nut-job next to him. A moment later, he got his wish. The officer’s radio crackled with an urgent-sounding incoming call. 

“I gotta go. Fix the taillight—and if you’re smart, dump that loco bitch before she robs you blind.” He got back in his patrol car, raced off with lights flashing and siren wailing. 

Mason blew out an enormous sigh of relief. Incensed, he turned to April—if that was her real name—opening his mouth to tell her to get the hell out of his car. Instead, she leaned over and kissed him hard, shoving her tongue halfway down his throat. Surprised, and irked by his lack of self-control, he responded, kissing her back. 

Finally, she broke away to smile seductively at him. “You need to get laid, bud, you’re wa-ay too uptight.” She reached over to unzip his jeans. 

Mason started to tell her to stop, that this was insane. He wasn’t about to screw in his car, not in broad daylight parked on a busy residential street. Then he realized that was not her intention. Unbuckling her seatbelt, she withdrew his stiffening member from his jeans. Licking her lips, she lowered her head and took him deep in her throat with an erotic moan. 

Mason didn’t believe he was enjoying this. They could be caught any moment by anyone passing, but it only intensified his passion. A woman strolling by walking a dog didn’t seem to notice April’s bobbing head as she brought him to a swift climax. 

Groaning, he clutched her by her fiery hair and came. As he released his stranglehold on her tangle of red curls, she sat up, licking her bruised red lips, grinning like the cat that ate the proverbial canary. 

“Feel better now?” She cocked a brow with a grin. 

“Yeah, I do, thanks for the hummer,” he tucked his cock back in his pants. “How do you know that cop? He an ex-boyfriend, or something?” He zipped up before someone spotted him. 

“One night about a month back he threatened to bust me for hooking. It was a fucking set-up. He knew I wasn’t a whore. I was standing alone at a bus stop on South Congress; he walks up outta nowhere and propositions me. When I told him to fuck off, he turned nasty. Gave me a choice, either I screw him, or he’d bust me for prostitution. Some damn choice. With no way out, he drove me to his house nearby and we did the deed. Thankfully, he came fast. Then he drove me back to my bus stop, but he threatened me, said if I reported him, he’d make my life a living hell. It would be my word against a cop’s.” Fuming, she stopped there, lit another smoke. 

Mason didn’t know if he should believe the fiery redhead’s tale. He knew people, himself included, lied all the time. “Why didn’t you just kick him in the balls and run?” he asked skeptically. 

She looked at him like he was nuts. “Dude, I’m a homeless person, but I enjoy my freedom, thank you very much. You don’t fuck with cops like him, it’s like kicking a bear and not expecting to get eaten.” She was exasperated by his ignorance. 

“Sorry, wasn’t thinking. So, if you’re homeless, where are you staying now?” he asked, starting the engine. 

She glanced over with a sad smile. “Street to street, couch to couch, wherever I can find a spot safe from predators like that asshole cop. It’s hard for a girl on her own. Most of the time, I can fend for myself, but it’s a lonely existence.” She seemed subdued, finishing her smoke, tossing it out the window. 

Mason was torn, he sympathized with the young woman, but he didn’t need her kind of trouble in his life. They were in similar situations right now, but at least he could crash inside his car. 

“Listen, April, I’m kinda between jobs right now, so I’ve been living outta my damn car for the past week, and it totally sucks. I guess what I’m saying is ...” He was trying to think of a polite way to get rid of her.

“I know, I get it, you want me to go. Sorry to have screwed up your day. I have a knack for attracting assholes. You seem different ... somehow. Nice meeting you, Mason Rivers. I hope you find what you’re looking for,” she said, leaning over and kissing his cheek. 

He felt like a complete dipshit as she smiled, opened the door, and climbed out. Suddenly, he realized she still had his bag of weed in her purse. 

“H-hey, wait a minute, you have my stash!” he sputtered while she grinned playfully from the sidewalk.

“‘Finders keepers,’ dude. Besides, I earned it, that fucking cop would’ve busted your ass for possession. And for your information, BJ’s aren’t free, my friend,” she smirked. He watched as she strode away, head held high, fine ass twitching in her skintight jeans.
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Chapter Two
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“Damn it!” Mason exclaimed, slamming his hand against the steering wheel. She’d played him like a violin. He should’ve trusted his gut; he’d known she was trouble when she’d stabbed that asshole biker back at the bar. Pretty, but dangerous, he thought, shaking his head at his stupidity. Well, at least she didn’t take my wal—oh, shit! 

He felt in his right back pocket for his wallet, but it was gone. Sonofabitch, that prick of a cop had told the truth about her. He felt like the world’s biggest sucker. Well, she won’t get away with it. She’d crossed a line when she’d stolen his stash. He was livid that she had been greedy and stolen his freaking wallet to boot.

He cranked the engine, and it caught on the second try. He did a U-turn and caught up with her a block away. Pulling ahead of her and screeching to a halt, he jumped out to confront her. When he ran over to her, she turned around with a smirk on her face. 

“Miss me already? Or are you here to weasel out of our little trade?” her voice was calm, but she kept a tight grip on her purse. 

“Hand over my wallet!” he demanded angrily, ignoring what she’d said. “You can keep the weed, you little minx, but my wallet wasn’t part of the deal.” He got right in her face, with his right palm extended. 

She stared at his hand for a long moment before speaking. “Did you just accuse me of stealing your stupid wallet?” She spoke softly, but her face was becoming as red as her hair. 

“You and I were the only ones in the car, sweetheart, so hand it over, or so help me, I’ll ...” 

“You’ll what? Beat me up? Turn me in to the cops? You’re fucking pathetic,” she stopped him scornfully. 

He was taken aback. Either she was a smooth liar or she didn’t have it.

“Here I thought you were a decent dude, but you’re just like all the rest,” she said with disgust. “Did you ever stop to think your precious wallet might’ve fallen out while I was giving you the best head of your life? No? I thought not!” With that, she opened her purse for his inspection. 

He hesitated, then shot a quick glance at the meager contents. Lip gloss, a couple packages of condoms, his former bag of weed and rolling papers, a small red billfold that had seen better days, a pack of cigarettes and lighter, a small canister of pepper spray and, of course, her switchblade. No wallet. Now he felt like a total jerk. 

“Want to search me?” she asked him, turning around slowly for his inspection.

He walked back to his car, rummaging through the interior until he finally found it. Wedged between the driver’s seat and the console, it had been sucked into the black hole of lost french fries and loose change. Shit! 

He crawled out, shoving it in his back pocket, and walked sheepishly back over to her. “I ... I’m so sorry I accused you of stealing it. Any way I can square this with you?” he apologized. 

Still simmering, her cheeks red, she relented with a smile. “Well, I haven’t had a meal in the past couple days. I could go for a burger and a shake, if you’re sure you can afford it,” she said, walking back to his car with him. 

He grimaced, knowing he was down to his last twenty bucks. “No problem, I could eat something myself. Get in, I know just the place,” he climbed into the driver’s seat. His crappy car actually started on the first try. “Will miracles never cease,” he grumbled. 

He drove away, watching his speed, mindful of the busted taillight he’d have to get replaced as soon as possible. He sure as hell didn’t need another ticket. Taking back streets again, he turned into the driveway of the “Top Notch Drive-In” on Burnet Road and pulled up next to one of their menus. The long-established burger joint had been a staple in the area for almost fifty years. Their charcoal-grilled burgers were a little taste of heaven. The place harkened back to the days when carhops on roller-skates delivered your order to your car. For safety reasons, now the orders were walked out to the cars.

“I highly recommend the ‘Fiesta Burger,’ it’s a classic,” Mason suggested. 

“Anything sounds good to me. Oh, they have onion rings, wanna split some?” April had been reading the menu, salivating, as the delicious aroma of charcoal-cooked burgers wafted in through the open windows. 

“Sure. What flavor shake would you like?” he asked her. 

“Strawberry, of course,” she said, as though it should be obvious. 

With a chuckle, he placed their order through a speaker on the menu outside his window. He turned the radio on low while they waited for the food to arrive and gazed at her. 

“So, want to tell me how you wound up on the street? Or should I mind my own business?” 

She shrugged and lit another smoke, staring thoughtfully through the windshield before speaking. “It’s a long story. Let’s just say, my frickin’ mother kicked me outta the house about a month back. We lived in Boulder, Colorado, until the ‘Incident.’” Stopping there, she exhaled a cloud of smoke out her window. 

“What kind of incident would get you booted out of your own house?” his interest was piqued. 

She laughed cynically, nodding her head. “My mom’s a cop with the Boulder PD. She ruled our house like a freakin’ drill sergeant on steroids, dude. Anyway, long story short, my dad passed away about a year ago—a car accident while I was in college. I dropped out and got involved with a bad crowd,” she paused. Mason waited for her to continue. 

“I started doing drugs, alcohol, anything to dull the pain of losing my dad. So, one thing led to another ’til a couple of us broke into a pharmacy late one night to swipe some ‘oxy.’ I ended up getting busted ... by my own mother.” She flashed him a wry smile.

“Whoa, what are the odds?” 

“Evidently, pretty good. She pulled some strings that kept me out of the county lock-up. I received a suspended sentence, performed five hundred hours of community service, and did a stint in rehab. My incarceration began when I moved back home. No friends, no car, no phone, no anything. One day I’d had all I could take. I stole some money from her purse and used it to buy a one-way ticket to Austin. She discovered the cash missing, hit the ceiling, booted my ass out, and the rest is history.” 

“Wow. Sounds like you’ve had a rough go of it. Did your mom try to track you down?” he asked, as their food arrived. 

“I’m sure she’s tried, but so far, I’ve stayed under her radar. Living off the grid has its advantages.” Hungrily, she took a huge bite of her burger. 

Mason paid for the food, foregoing a tip and earning a dirty look from the young carhop. 

“What about you? What’s your story, bud?” she asked between chews. 

He gave her a brief recap, saying he’d grown up in Austin in a lower middle-class family. His dad had been a pilot ’til poor health forced him to retire young. His mother had been a homemaker, who’d wanted to study piano but became pregnant and never had the chance. She’d spent many years caring for his ailing father until he died. She had passed several years later. 

His older sister was a professional editor for a fashion magazine until she married a rich yuppie and they moved to Tahoe with their two kids. When their mother passed, he’d been shocked to find that she’d left the house and all its contents to his sister.

All he’d received in his mom’s will were this crappy car and his guitar, which now hung on some pawn shop wall. His sis had sold the house, giving him a piece of the proceeds, and offered him a place to stay with her family, which he’d declined. 

With some musician friends, Mason had formed the band, and things had looked promising for a good while—until last week, anyway. He’d been staying in a nearby older home, splitting the rent and groceries with the other three band members. Waking from a three-day bender, he received the bad news from Jeff, the band’s bass player, who owned the house. Since that time, he’d depleted his meager savings and been living out of his car. 

“Pretty shitty of them to just kick you out with no warning,” she commented between bites, snatching the last delicious onion ring from its greasy container and scarfing it down. 

“I guess I deserved it. We had an oral agreement that if one of us started screwing up and causing problems for the others, he’d be kicked. My problem was, I didn’t realize I had a problem until it was too damn late.” He shrugged, frowning.

“Well, at least you have a roof over your head. Try sleeping under a tree during a strong thunderstorm or freezing your ass off in winter with no blanket and a shitty cardboard box for shelter.” Noisily, she sucked down the last of her shake. 

“Well, this sorry excuse for a car is about to ‘nickel and dime’ me to death. Now, I’ve gotta buy a freaking taillight before another cop pulls me over. There’s an AutoZone just up the road,” he said, changing the subject. 

Tossing their trash into a nearby barrel, he drove to the auto parts store. He got out, unaware that Harley’s damaged motorcycle sat parked beside a large van, hidden from view. Opening the trunk of his car, he pulled out a screwdriver from his small collection of tools. He removed the screws, freeing the taillight from its plastic cover, and walked into the store to wait in line.

“I need a replacement for this.” Mason plopped it down and gave the clerk the make and model. 

The guy searched online for the right part. “Um, we should have one of those. Be right back.” He’d been here so often lately, the clerks knew him on sight. 

A large, tattooed hand seized his shoulder from behind, spinning him around. It was their old friend, Harley, from the bar. “You ’n’ me got some unfinished business, asshole!” the big biker barked, dragging him out of the store. 

Mason tried to pull away from the man’s iron-fisted grip, but that was easier said than done. “Look, Harley, I really don’t want any trouble. Sorry about your bike, but it was an accident, okay?” he said, trying to appease the seething gang member.

“You’re sorry, alright, but not as sorry as you’re gonna be after I kick your fuckin’ teeth out the back of your skull. Your redheaded bitch ain’t here to protect you this time, shithead!” he snarled, clenching his battle-scarred fist to punch him. 

Mason glanced toward his car. Sure enough, April was nowhere in sight. Shit! He ducked the first blow, but a roundhouse left caught him on the side of his head, stunning him. He fell against a trash can, knocking its rounded cover off and spilling trash. Scrambling for something to use as a weapon, he snatched up the metal lid, raising it like a shield at the same moment old Harley threw another punch. His hairy fist struck the metal with a resounding clang. 

The impact hardly dented the metal, but it broke two fingers on Harley’s right hand. It took a second for the pain to register; when it did, he screeched like a little girl. With a furious roar, he lunged at Mason, pulling a wicked-looking butterfly knife. As he prepared to strike, a stream of liquid struck him full in the face. Harley screamed, dropping the blade, as he looked for some way to get the burning substance out of his eyes. 

April appeared, helping Mason to his feet and half-dragging him toward his car. “Looked like you could use a little help, bud. Sorry I didn’t get to him sooner; I was kinda busy,” she offered cryptically. “You alright? Can you drive? We need to get the hell out of Dodge,” she implored, all but shoving him into the driver’s seat. While she slid in on the passenger side, Harley was cursing, wiping at his eyes with a dingy rag. 

Mason’s head still swam from the punch. Fumbling with his keys, he finally found the keyhole. “What had you so busy that you couldn’t spray him before he almost took my fucking head off?” he griped, as the old beater roared to life on the second try. 

“I was doing a little work on his bike, okay? It’ll only slow him down, and that pepper shit doesn’t last long, so I strongly advise we depart the premises, post haste.” She was watching Harley stumble toward his bike to give chase. 

With the infuriated biker in close pursuit, Mason backed up and tore out of the crowded lot, nearly colliding with a cop car. Mason swore loudly. Someone in the store must’ve called them when the fight broke out. Shit!  That was all they needed. The cops would be all over them. The only upside was that if they reached him and April first, they might keep the enraged biker from killing them. As they raced toward an intersection with a red light, he saw that Harley was gaining on them. 

“Whatever you did to his bike to slow him down didn’t work,” Mason remarked tersely, braking for the light. 

April glanced in her rearview mirror. “I cut his fuel line. It shouldn’t take long—there! Bye bye, asshole,” she said triumphantly. 

In the mirror, they watched as the chopper sputtered to a halt fifty yards back. Hope faded as they watched Harley ditch the crippled bike and race toward them on foot. Mason locked all the doors, cursing the traffic light’s untimely hindrance of their escape from him.

Harley had almost reached the driver’s side window when the light changed. Two cars sat in front of them; neither moving an inch. Mason laid on the horn just as Harley reached them. With growing horror, Mason saw the bastard had a semiautomatic pistol in his hand and was aiming it straight at him. 

“Get down, now!” he shouted to April, ducking. They heard a loud pop-pop-pop and his window shattered inward, bullets embedding themselves in the dashboard where his head had been a moment earlier. 

With trembling fingers, April dug out the last of her pepper spray. When Harley stooped to finish the job, she blasted him full in the face. “Eat that, you fat bastard!” she screamed, emptying the canister through the broken window, while Mason ducked. 

Harley howled and staggered back, swiping at his inflamed eyes. Seeing the crazy biker wielding a gun, the drivers in front of them burned rubber. 

“Are you hit?” April yelled at Mason. Saying nothing, he sat up and jammed the gas pedal to the floor. 

His beat-up car backfired once and raced forward, leaving the furious biker standing in the road, waving his gun in the air. Mason drove them away from the area while brushing the remains of his busted window glass from his hair. They heard sirens approaching.

“I need someplace to stash the car, they’ll have a BOLO out on me, sure as shit!” he advised, through gritted teeth. 

“It’s not your fault. That asshole biker started this whole mess, damn him!” April replied. She craned her head around in time to watch a sea of cops surround the bellicose biker. 

“You didn’t help matters by cutting his fuel line. I could have taken him out myself, given a little time,” he grumbled, trying to massage his wounded ego. 

“Yeah, right after he finished carving you a new asshole, I s’pose,” she responded, with a smirk. 

He hated to admit it, but she was right. If April hadn’t intervened when she had, the outcome would have been questionable, at best. He drove aimlessly for a few miles, trying to come up with a plan. 

“I have a friend who lives in this area, he has a huge back yard, lots of parties, blah, blah, blah. Anyway, he might be persuaded to let you hide your car behind his privacy fence,” she suggested, while rolling another joint.

Mason frowned at that, but said nothing. Getting busted for a little pot was the least of his troubles right now. “Where does this ‘friend’ live and how would you persuade him to do that?” he asked, watching for cops in his rearview. 

“He’s a sucker for redheads, one quick BJ should do the trick,” she gave him a small grin.

“So, you what? Turn tricks for favors and spending money?” he asked bluntly, regretting his words even as he spoke. She turned and stared daggers at him. 

“I do what I need to, to survive, bud. Don’t get all self-righteous on my ass. I use what God gave me to get by in this crappy world. You have no right to judge me, or anyone else, for that matter.” 

Abashed, he let the matter drop. “What’s the address of this friend? We’re gonna run outta gas soon.” 

Still seething, she gave him directions. A couple blocks later, he turned onto Payne Street and, following her instructions, pulled into the driveway of a large, two-story brick condo, and parked behind a shiny red Maserati that looked like it cost a gazillion bucks. 

“You sure this is the right place?” An eight-foot-tall, gated security fence surrounded the property, which sat on about a half-acre of land. 

“This is it; that’s Abby’s mid-life crisis parked in front of us. Men and their toys,” she rolled her eyes.

“Must be a rich dude, huh?” 

“Yeah, I guess. He’s a coder, blows most of his money on stupid shit, spends it as fast as he can make it. I should warn you, he has very little in the way of social skills,” she said as he followed her to the front entrance. A blood-red sign hung on the door: “Abandon all hope, ye who enter.” 

Mason didn’t like the sound of that. “You sure he’s not the devil?” he asked, only half-joking. 

“Not sure. You can ask him when you meet him.” Avoiding the doorbell, she knocked on the metal door. 

They waited while a series of deadbolts were unlocked, and the door opened just enough for conversation. “What’s the password?” a deep voice called out from inside. 

“Little red riding hood,” April was frustrated by having to play this stupid game.

“You may enter,” came the response from within. The door opened, and Mason got his first look at Abby. The computer nerd stood at least six-feet, five-inches tall on a lanky frame with black curly hair standing out in a mass of tangles. A pair of Harry Potter glasses sat perched on a long, beaky nose. Mason thought he looked like the human embodiment of Phineas T. Freak, straight out of an old ’Sixties “Fabulous Furry Freak Brothers” comic. 

“Hey, Abby, this is my bud, Mason,” April introduced them.

Mason gave him an insipid smile as they entered, extending his right hand to shake. Abby stared at his hand, ignored it, ushered them in, and re-locked the door.

“I don’t shake hands; she should have warned you,” he told Mason brusquely.

With that, Abby turned and walked over to a long, table full of expensive-looking electronics. Three large flat-screen monitors were connected to an array of servers adorning one wall. Sinking down in a soft leather office chair, he began typing rapidly. It looked like a bunch of gobbledygook to Mason, who knew zilch about coding. 

“Hey, Abby, I need to ask you for a little favor.” April opened the fridge to check what he had to drink.

“What now, April? I don’t have time to dicker, I’ve got a black-hat encryption to break. I’d appreciate it if you would not bring unannounced visitors here whenever you decide to drop in out of the blue,” he replied snippily, concentrating on the monitor. 

Mason looked around for a place to sit. The living area was sparsely furnished with two beanbag chairs and an uncomfortable-looking couch in the middle of a large room. He chose a bean bag and plopped down in it, uneasy about the whole situation. April brought over a beer and handed it to him. 

“Mason here needs a place to stash his wheels—only temporarily,” she said before Abby could object. 

He paused and turned to stare at her. “Is the car hot?  I won’t have stolen goods on my property, that’s out of the question,” he scowled, glancing suspiciously at Mason. 

Mason started to explain, “It’s not exactly ‘hot’—there was this altercation with a biker, the guy pulled a gun and—” 

Abby stopped him, “Whoa, you can stop right there! I don’t wanna know and I don’t fucking care. I presume both the cops and said biker are actively searching for you, so get that piece of shit off my property, now!” 

Mason stood up, looking over at April. She rolled her eyes, but crept up behind the tall geek’s chair. Wrapping her arms around his waist, she whispered something to him while stroking his crotch from behind. Mason had no trouble guessing what she was saying. 

Abby turned and looked her over before deciding. “Okay. The car can stay, but only for a day. I don’t need any heat from the cops or some bowed-up biker. I’ll open the gate, you shag ass, and move that bucket of bolts into the back yard,” he growled at Mason, flipping a switch on the wall. 

Mason hustled out the front door to move his car. 
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Chapter Three
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Austin Police Department

Harley Kilroy, better known as “Tha Killer” to fellow members of his motorcycle club,  sat on a hard metal bench inside the Travis County jail, gnashing his teeth and rubbing his stinging eyes. He was waiting for one of his men to come bail him out. The cops had charged him with reckless endangerment and the discharge of a firearm within the city limits. Adding insult to injury, they also ticketed him for a broken fucking taillight. The booking cop told him he was lucky he hadn’t killed anybody. Yeah, lucky for the asshole that got away. A situation he planned to remedy as soon as he got out of this stinking shit hole.

A burly Hispanic guard with a shaved head entered the holding area and walked over to stand in front of his cell door. 

“Okay, Kilroy, let’s go. One of your ‘boys’ paid your bail, move your ass,” he growled, opening the door. 

“Thanks for nothing, law dog,” Harley snapped, stepping out of the cell. 

The cop released his handcuffs and gave him a rough shove toward the door. Anywhere else, Harley would have killed the dude for the insult. He let it go and held his temper as he was marched out into the booking area. There, he spotted his fellow club member, Tommy “The Toad” Truman standing by the booking desk, absently studying the “wanted” posters tacked to the wall. 

“Hey, Toady, ya’ find your picture up there yet?” Harley cackled, getting the young biker’s attention.  

“Shit, no, not today anyway,” Tommy said. “What the hell you done this time, old man?” Tommy chided, as Harley retrieved his valuables from the desk sergeant. 

“Some chickenshit copped an attitude over at the ‘Dog’ and when he wouldn’t fight, he sicced his fucking bitch on me,” Harley growled, spitting on the sidewalk as they left the cop shop. 

“Set his dog on you, huh? That’s pretty damn low, Killer,” Tommy densely said. 

Harley shook his head in exasperation. “Not a fucking dog, you idiot, his woman. She sucker-punched me in the nuts and stabbed my arm when I tried to grab her,” he groused as they approached Tommy’s illegally parked bike. 

To Tommy’s chagrin, a ticket was taped to the top of the gas tank of his chopper. “Fucking cops! Why the hell don’t they put up a sign or somethin,’ to warn ya?’” he said, pulling the ticket off, tearing it into confetti and tossing it on the ground. 

Harley just shook his head at the dumb ass. The bike had been parked in a marked handicap space. Obviously, Tommy was a couple sandwiches shy of a picnic.

“Thanks for springing me, Toad. The law dogs impounded my ride, said it wasn’t street legal, so, listen, I need to borrow your bike, Tommy, got some unfinished business to attend to,” Harley said, holding out a hand for the key. 

“Uh, I dunno,’ Harley, you’re kinda rough on bikes, and I just had a new paint job done,” Tommy said. 

“Don’t make me pull rank on you, Tom. You may be a ‘new fish’ in the club, but you know the rules. If a member needs to borrow a bike—” Harley started. The young biker stopped him and unhappily handed over the key. 

“Just drive her careful-like, if you don’t mind,” Tommy said, starting to climb on behind him. 

“Sorry, Toad, but I’m ridin’ solo. You’ll have to call a cab. Later, dude,” he said. The big bike rumbled to life and Harley sped away, leaving Tommy standing there cussing in the wake of his exhaust ... 
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Chapter Four
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North Austin

Mason started his car and pulled it around the Maserati. He drove through the opened gates and into the computer geek’s back yard, careful not to hit a pair of vicious-looking Dobermans patrolling the backyard like sentries. Parking, he observed multiple vintage cars of various makes and models sitting around in differing states of disrepair. Curious, he thought, climbing carefully out of his car. The pair of “dobies” didn’t seem interested in him as he made his way to the back door. Some watch dogs they make, he scoffed to himself. The gate had slammed closed behind him, making him uneasy. 

The back door was unlocked, so he stepped inside and found himself in the kitchen. 

Seeing no one, he called out, “Hello, Abby? April?” 

He heard moaning coming from upstairs. Startled, Mason raced up the stairs, halting at the top to listen. The sound occurred again, but louder. He was about to barge into the nearest room when he realized April must be “paying” Abby for allowing him to storing his car there. A wave of jealousy swept over him. He didn’t know why, since she was nothing but trouble. 

He glanced once more at the door, hesitated, then turned and walked back down to the living room to wait. Looking around, he noticed shelves full of books lining two walls. He walked over to peruse the titles, pulling out one that caught his eye—H. P. Lovecraft’s “Necronomicon.” A small shiver ran down his spine. He’d read this as a kid, and it had spooked the crap out of him. Placing it back on the shelf, he found another that he recognized, Dante’s “Inferno.” There were several books on Satanic worship and human sacrifice. With growing discomfort, Mason sensed a theme that made him uneasy.

He thought back to the sign on the computer geek’s front door. His gut was telling him to get the hell out of this place, pronto. 

“Find anything interesting?” The deep voice made him jump. He whirled around to find Abby six feet away, staring at him with a slight smirk. The guy was stealthy as a cat; Mason hadn’t heard him approach. April was nowhere to be seen. 

“She’s brushing her teeth. Apparently, she found my spunk distasteful. She’ll be down in a moment,” the computer geek said, as if reading his mind. Moving nearer to Mason, he stared into his eyes, studying him as if he were a bug under a microscope. “Do you find my books ... disturbing, Mason?” he asked, moving closer until only a foot of space separated them.

“I’ve read one or two before, just not my cup of tea, I’m afraid.” He was determined not to be intimidated by the man. 

Abby’s cold, dark eyes continued to appraise him. “There’s no need to be afraid. The supernatural has always appealed to me on a visceral level. There are things in this world that defy explanation, wouldn’t you agree?” He took a novel from the shelf, handing it to him. 

Mason glanced at the title, “The Devil and Daniel Webster,” by Stephen Benet. He’d read it back in high school, only vaguely remembering its premise. 

“I gather you’re into the occult. Sorry, but I don’t believe in all that crap, dude,” Mason said, taking an unconscious step away from him. 

“What is it you desire most in life, Mr. Rivers?” Abby asked, locking his gaze on Mason. 

How did he know my last name? Mason was growing uncomfortable. Might as well humor the guy until I can get the hell away of this creepy place, he thought. 

“I always wanted to be a great lead guitarist, but that sure as hell ain’t gonna happen in this lifetime,” he replied, sourly. 

“Why is that?” Abby asked him.

Mason hesitated, unsure if he wanted to answer him. “Because of my little finger,” he finally replied. 

The geek glanced at Mason’s pinkie finger, shaking his head. “Forgive me, but I don’t understand. I see no malformation of the digit, and all five appear intact. So, tell me, why would that keep you from achieving your goal of ‘greatness?’” he looked amused. 

Mason stared at Abby as if he was an imbecile. “Well, obviously, it’s too damn short.” 

“What’s too damn short?” April asked, as she descended the stairway. 

“My little finger. It won’t reach across all six strings, so I’m unable to play a lot of the  chords.” He held up his left hand, and it was obvious his pinkie was an inch and a half shorter than his ring finger. 

“Sorry, I thought you were talking about something else,” April teased him, with an impish grin. She sat on the couch, pulled the bag of weed from her purse, and began rolling another joint. 

“I could help you with your, uh,  little problem, but I’m afraid the price would be prohibitive.” Abby walked into the kitchen to fix himself a drink. 

Mason looked skeptically at the geek. “Yeah? Well, FYI, I’m broke as a spoke. Anyway, how would you fix it—magically grow me a new fucking hand?” 

Abby smiled, but it didn’t reach his cold eyes. “Nothing quite so melodramatic, Mr. Rivers. There are certain procedures that could ... rectify your lamentable circumstances,” he claimed cryptically. He poured a reddish colored drink from a bottle he retrieved from the refrigerator. 

“So, what’s the catch? Do I need to hand over my first-born child, or sign something in blood?” 

Abby eased the glass away from his lips and studied him for a moment before answering. “You know, let’s just forget the whole thing. I’m sorry to have piqued your curiosity, but you don’t seem capable of taking my offer in earnest. Please leave now and take her with you,” Abby nodded at April. “I expect you to reclaim your vehicle by tomorrow noon, no later. Goodbye Mr. Rivers,” he said coldly, setting his glass down hard on the counter. 

Mason was flummoxed by his sudden about-face. “Wait a minute, dammit, I wasn’t trying to be rude. I’m sorry if I seem skeptical, but there’s no way in hell anyone can make me a better guitarist than I am now,” he said candidly. 

“You seriously underestimate me, Mr. Rivers. I could arrange it so that you might attain your wildest dreams ... if you were willing to pay the price,” Abby stated, picking up his glass again.

Mason craved what the geek offered, yet he couldn’t fathom how it could be achieved. “So, if I did agree, what kinda price are we talking about?” he felt he was about to cross some invisible line with no hope of return. 

“Why, your immortal soul, of course,” Abby declared, with an evil-looking grin. The silence in the room was deafening. “That’s the response you were expecting, isn’t it, Mr. Rivers?” Abby snorted, clapping his hands to break the tension hanging in the air. 

Mason laughed weakly. “Well, yeah, I guess it’s what I assumed,” he agreed, only somewhat relieved. 

April had thus far refrained from joining the conversation. Now, she cautioned, “Be careful, Mason, Abby can be very persuasive. He could sell ice to Eskimos. He’s a real smooth-talking devil,” she warned, passing Mason the lit blunt. Her choice of words was not at all reassuring. 

Abby reassured Mason, “You would need to sign a legal document to make any agreement between us binding ... but not in blood,” he paused for effect. 

Mason was fast approaching a crossroads within himself. Should I do it or not? He struggled to make a choice that he wouldn’t regret for the rest of his life.

“You’ll beee soorry,” April said, sing-song fashion, from the couch. 

Abby continued to coax him, “It stipulates that in return for your impending fame and fortune, you pay me fifty-one percent of all your earnings until the day arrives when you are no longer famous. As we all know, fame, like time, is fleeting,” he ended. 

“So, if I agree to do this, I’ll become a successful guitarist, right? No bullshit, no other strings attached?” he asked seriously. 

“One of the greatest the world has ever seen or heard, without a doubt,” Abby assured him, his voice practically dripping with sincerity. 

Mason figured he had nothing to lose. “What happens when I am no longer famous?” he inquired, not sure he wanted to know. 

“Then your soul is mine,” Abby hissed. 

Mason didn’t believe this bullshit for a second. “Okay, let’s do it, where do I sign to get the ball rolling?” Nervously, he rubbed his hands together. 

Abby smiled tightly, producing a tablet out of thin air, or so it seemed to Mason. Must be the weed, he thought as he walked over to sign the document. 

As he took the proffered stylus from Abby’s hand, the tablet came to life. Frowning, Mason paused, because the writing on the thing was in some unfamiliar language. Seeing the problem, Abby reached over, tapped the screen, and the language switched to English. 

Like most laypeople, Mason couldn’t comprehend the true meaning behind the contract’s dense legal terms. Someone had highlighted the primary features, as if the contract had been prepared in advance or for someone else. Worse, some of the print was so small he would’ve needed a magnifying glass to read it. Taking a deep breath, Mason scribbled his name and the date, making it as illegible as the rest of the damn document. Abby had April sign as a witness, which she did with a scowl. Satisfied, he took the tablet back from Mason. 

“There, all done,” Mason said shakily. “So, what now? When does your ‘voodoo’ kick in?” He took a long toke off April’s joint to calm his nerves. 

“It began the moment you signed the contract. You should get a text from my ‘associate’ right about ... now,” Abby told him. 

At that moment, Mason’s phone chimed from his back pocket, startling him. He took it out, read the message, and stuffed it back in his jeans, shaking his head. 

“I don’t get it. It just said for me to meet them at the Driscoll Hotel on Brazos at 6:00 p.m., sharp and to text them when I arrive. Yeah, right, like I could afford to even walk into that fancy-assed place. My wheels are in your backyard. Even if I had ’em, what would I do there?” he looked to Abby for answers. 

“I think if you’ll check your bank account, you’ll find more than sufficient cash has been deposited there. As for transportation, you can borrow mine, provided you treat it like a lady. One scratch, and you’ll pay for the damages in more ways than one,” the geek flashed a shark’s toothy smile.

Mason didn’t believe anyone could’ve placed money in his account without his passwords or his pin number. Whipping out his phone, he checked the balances of his checking and savings. Holy Shit! There was more than 50,000 dollars in his checking account. His previous balance had been a paltry fifty-five dollars. 

“Oh, ye of little faith,” Abby remarked, pouring himself another glass of the vile-looking substance from his fridge. “You can’t be a world-renowned rock star and be seen driving a crappy car or staying in some crack motel, now can you? You’ll have to adapt to a totally different lifestyle than you’re accustomed to, Mason. Here’s to a long and fruitful partnership,” he offered Mason a drink for a toast. 

Mason shook his head, taking a few steps back. To him, Abby’s reddish-colored liquid looked too much like blood for his liking. It might be plain old V-8, but who knew? 

April lay half-sprawled on the couch, stoned to the bone. She sat up and yawned. “Hey, Mason, think I could tag along with you? I’ve never stayed at a fancy ‘haunted’ hotel before,” she pleaded. 

Everything had happened so fast, it made Mason’s head swim. “What do you mean, ‘haunted?’” He turned to her, puzzled. 

“The place is supposed to be haunted. I’ve heard people have died there and ... well, you know, hung around,” she shrugged.

“Here’s the key fob for the car. You’d better get moving, my associate, Alal, does not like to be kept waiting.” Abby pointed to the time on his gold Rolex. 

Crap! Mason realized it was 5:40 p.m. Where had the afternoon gone? He’d have sworn they’d only been here for an hour, at most. Unsettled by the afternoon’s bizarre occurrences, he started for the front door, April in tow, but he stopped short and turned to the mysterious coder. 

“I gotta know, is Abby your real name?” He wasn’t even sure why he needed to know. 

“That’s merely April’s pet name for me. If you must know, my full name is Adriel Abbadon,” Adriel said proudly.

Mason wasn’t sure if he believed that. Right now, he didn’t have time to debate it. If he didn’t leave soon, he’d be late getting to the hotel. 

“Okay, ‘Adriel,’” he spoke the name sarcastically. “So, how do I contact you when I
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