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            GIMME SHELTER

          

        

      

    

    
      West Texas, 1964

      

      POPPY

      I’m so ready to be done with this damn choir dress. It’s stark white lace, tea-length, and worn too many Sundays to count. Tugging it tighter around my ribs, I make sure the buttons strain a little more and cause the neckline to dip a little lower. I ditched the slip an hour ago, and ditched the bra two years before that, but not around my father.

      Never around him.

      Everything I do is wrong and brings shame to his name.

      Now it’s just me, bare beneath the virginal cotton. My lips are painted a scandalous red, and I’m barefoot behind the wheel of the Cadillac that’s been untouched since Mama died. The windows are down and smoke, from the hidden pack of Marlboro’s in the glove box, is on my breath. My father, the town’s preacher, would be positively scandalized.

      Good.

      I’m sick to death of being his perfect little puppet.

      My kitten-heels are in the backseat, and today’s hymnal is on the dash. But the girl who left the church this morning, as though the hounds of Hell were on her heels, is long gone.

      The road to Grady’s runs past nothing but pine trees and power lines. There are thirty miles of cracked highway between me and the dingiest biker bar in West Texas. A place my father calls a den of thieves. A place I call dangerous and free. Lighting another cigarette, I inhale, and tap the ash out of the window.

      He’ll be there.

      Cash McClain.

      I know it like I know my own name.

      He’s there every time I sing. He doesn’t clap. Hell, he doesn’t even blink. He doesn’t drink from the bottle, or glass, near him very often and he doesn’t talk. He just leans against the far wall with his black t-shirt sleeves rolled over his biceps and his mouth set in a hard and sharp line. His arms are always crossed over his leather cut, and his black, booted feet are firmly planted on the scuffed floor. He sends a clear, dangerous message, “Stay the hell away,” but his eyes are always locked… on me.

      Every single time.
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      Grady’s isn’t marked with a name on a sign. It doesn’t need one, and the crowd it serves knows exactly what it’s for. There’s a single, broken, neon-red beer sign in the window and a patch of busted gravel out front. Pulling in on two wheels, I throw the Cadillac in park, toss my cigarette out, and walk across the rocks and dirt barefoot. My dress hugs at my thighs, like it doesn’t know it’s supposed to be innocent.

      Inside smells like motor oil, stale whiskey, and sweat. The jukebox is busted, again, probably from another brawl. A low murmur of voices rise from the dark booths, and haze of smoke. Half of the Black Truths MC is here. Their cuts gleam on their backs, the leather soaked in heat and dust. My eyes rake the room, settling on the far back corner.

      There he is.

      Cash.

      He doesn’t so much as blink when I walk in. He doesn’t nod in acknowledgement. He just watches me, and I feel it like a storm under my skin.

      Ignoring the leering stares, and crude words directed at me as I cross the room, I step onto the stage as Grady nods at me from behind the bar. The stage is barely three feet of wood and wire, but when I grab the grimy microphone, it feels like a throne.

      The music starts slowly, as soon as I wrap my palm around the microphone, knowing the drill. A dirty blues rhythm, crawling low and made for sin, fills the room from the player on the corner of the bar. Letting my lips hover over the microphone, I breathe the first note into it like a curse.

      My voice reverberates off the walls, and my hips start to sway. A biker in the front row whistles. Cash still doesn’t move, though I lock my eyes onto his and sing… to him. This isn’t for the crowd of men made for nightmares. It’s not for the bar. It’s for him.

      Every line rides the edge of a growl, and every lyric is rough and hungry. Dragging the microphone close, I part my thighs, straddling it, and let my dress ride high. Closing my eyes when I moan through the chorus, I open them to find him still watching me like I’m the only thing in this world that can burn him alive.

      I want him to come undone.

      I want to break him.

      I want him to break me.
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      The song ends. My throat aches. My skin is hot, and pieces of my black hair stick to my temples and neck. Leaving the stage without waiting for applause, I slide between the crammed tables and head toward the bar for something cold.

      A harsh hand reaches out as I pass, wrapping tightly around my wrist and yanking it. “Hell of a voice, sweetheart,” the man says, leering at my cleavage. “Bet that mouth’s good for more than singin’.” He reeks of beer and cheap tobacco. His fingers dig into my skin like he’s trying to stake a claim, and I know I’m going to bruise.

      Setting my face, I look down at him with disdain, but I don’t pull away. He would only yank on my wrist harder. Men like him like the fight. Glancing past him, I look at Cash. He hasn’t moved from the wall, but his eyes are locked on us.

      He’s watching.

      Good.

      Let him.

      Smiling sharply, I lean down, into the man’s face, smelling his sour breath, “Let go,” I say, sharply, and jerk my arm.

      The man laughs and tightens his grip, trying to yank me into his lap. Slamming my free hand on his shoulder for balance, I try to raise my leg to kick him in the groin. Before I can, chaos erupts.

      Oh shit!

      One second the biker’s touching me, the next he’s yanked out of his chair and slammed into the table-top. Cash’s fists follow like a bullet, hitting the man over and over and over again. Glass bottles shatter as they hit the floor. The chair flips backwards. People shout. Fists and bodies fly everywhere. The jukebox sputters to life for half of a second as someone is thrown into it, then it wails and dies again.

      Cash grabs the profusely bleeding man, by the back of his neck, and slams his face into the wood floor once… and then, again. The pulverized biker goes slack, and Cash lets him crumple to the ground in his own blood.

      Oh my God.

      Is he breathing?

      Everyone is still savagely fighting around us as I stare at him, slack jawed, frightened, and yet, insanely turned on. His chest rises and falls and his bloody fists drip onto his jeans and the mess he’s made. He clenches them, like he’s trying not to kill anyone else. His head turns and his hazel eyes lock on me. He snarls, “Outside! Now! Go!,” flicking his wrist toward the alley door.

      Without a word, I race for it, with him hot on my heels.
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      The alley smells like hot garbage, smoke, and metal. He pushes me, not gently, leaving a smear of blood on my white dress. My back hits the brick wall before I can catch my breath and he steps directly in front of me, his black leather touching my breasts, through my dress, as he crowds my space.

      Oh, my, God.

      “You think this is a game, girl?” he growls into my face, his hot breath wafting over my lips and chin. “This isn’t the church choir. This is no place for someone like you.” His voice is full of smoke, gravel, and condemnation, but I can’t help but notice how well he speaks. He inhales against the side of my neck. “You smell like innocence soaked in rebellion. You trying to piss off Daddy?”

      Screw you!

      What the hell does innocence soaked in rebellion smell like?

      Haughtily, I raise my chin, “I’m not fucking innocent. I see you,” I retort. “I see you watching me. I see what’s in your eyes. Every time I sing, you watch like you want to…”

      His hand slams beside my head, and he laughs cruelly. “Of course, I look. You come in here, week after week, in a holy dress with no bra and too much skin showing. You sing and it sounds like sex. You seduce every man in that room and none of us are gentlemen. You’re playing a dangerous game, Pulpit Princess. You make it hard not to touch you.”

      I’ve only wanted to seduce one man in that bar.

      Him.

      He wants to touch me?

      I don’t blink as I throatily murmur, “I’ve only wanted to seduce one man… so, stop trying not to touch me. And do it.”

      Silence fills the air for a heartbeat, and then, two. Staring down at me, he growls, “Fuck it,” and raises my knee, wrapping it around his dark, denim clad hip. My breath hitches as his calloused and dirty hands slide up my thigh. I stare down at them. They’re coated in engine grease and that handsy biker’s blood. Fisting my dress, he yanks it up to my waist, with no warning and no hesitation. He growls when he sees the white lace covering my most sensitive area. “Fuck,” he snarls again. Gripping the lace, he yanks, shredding it, before dropping to his knees before me, right there in the alley, with my leg thrown over his shoulder. Leaning in, his mouth is on me before I can exhale. His tongue laps at my soaked slit. The rhythm is not sweet. It’s not slow. It’s possessive. His tongue is firm as he licks me, and then, pulls my hips tighter into his face, spearing it inside of my pussy.

      Oh, my…

      Oh, God.

      I gasp, “Ohhhh… shit… Ohhhh…. Ohhhh…” His lips seal over my clit, and he razes it with his teeth before flicking over it with his tongue. My hips buck and my hands fist his dark hair, yanking his head further into me. “S… H… I… T…” Cash feasts on me like he’s starving and I’m his last meal.

      Oh, my God…

      This is…

      Oh, God…

      Cash…

      His hand grips my thighs, splaying me open wider, as he brutally worships me in the alley, right outside of the bar. My head is flailing and I’m wailing, “Cash… Shit… Cash… Ohhhh…”

      His free hand slams over my mouth and he raises his head to stare up at me. “Quiet, Pulpit Princess! You’re going to bring out an audience, and no one sees you like this but me… No one hears you come on my tongue but me,” his voice is harsh and strained. “Do you understand?”

      I nod, unable to speak, and he dives back in. Without meaning to, I cry out anyway, “Cash… Cash…” arching as the unexpected orgasm races through me, causing my back to bow and my thighs to quiver. My head slams into the bricks and I shake as my knees go weak. He doesn’t stop. He feasts on me like he’s starving… like he’s punishing me for making him want me… like he’s worshipping me and cursing the way I taste all at once. His tongue works tight circles over my clit, then dips lower, slow and filthy, spearing inside my pussy until my knees tremble and my hips grind up hard, again. His beard burns against my previously untouched skin. His grip bruises and his groan vibrates straight into me, intensifying the feeling.

      I can’t speak. I can’t breathe. He grinds his face deeper, spearing his tongue inside of me and stimulating my clit with his nose at the same time. Another wave builds and I break. My second orgasm crashes like a hurricane, sharp and wild. “Ohhhhhhh… Mmmmmm...” My voice is muffled against his palm. My dress is bunched around my waist, and my thighs are trembling around his head, while my knees threaten to give out.

      He still doesn’t stop. I’m spent, weak from two intense orgasms, and the knowledge that I’m shoved against a wall, just outside of a dangerous bar, and anyone could walk out at any time and see us. He continues to fuck me with his tongue through every quake and aftershock until I’m half sobbing against the wall, shaking so hard I nearly collapse.

      Suddenly, he stands, towering over me. He’s so big and unapologetic. His beard and lips are glistening with my juices. Leaning down, his breath is hot and musky with my scent and his hazel eyes are almost black. “You don’t come back here. You sing like that for anyone else again, Pulpit Princess,” he says darkly, “next time, I’ll fuck you so hard you forget your own goddamn name.”

      What?

      I can’t come back here?

      My breath shudders as I straighten my shoulders and meet his blazing eyes with the fire within my own, “I wasn’t singing for anyone else.”

      “Who were you singing for?” His question is not really a question.

      “You.” I reply, staring back at him defiantly. “Just you.”

      Smiling harshly, he nods once and fists the ruined lace of my panties before shoving them into his pocket, “Don’t come back here. This ain’t a place for a pulpit princess.” He jerks his chin toward the parking lot out front. “Come on.”
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      CASH

      She follows me out of the alley and to my bike without saying a word. The sound of destruction and fists hitting flesh drift out from inside. The brawl she started is still raging. Straddling the bike, I look back at her and crank it.

      She stares back at Grady’s for a split second before glancing at a Cadillac, that doesn’t belong here, and climbs on behind me. Her arms wrap around my waist, her bare thighs press against my jeans, and her chest settles against my back like we’ve done this a hundred times before.

      Has she been on a bike before?

      Whose?

      She’ll tell me. But right now, we need to get the fuck out of here.

      She’s barefoot. She’s still wet from my mouth and her multiple orgasms. And… she’s mine.

      Gunning the hog, we burn rubber, spitting rocks and gravel in our wake.
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      I don’t turn toward her part of town. Instead, I head south, toward my place.

      She let me put my mouth on her behind a bar, in front of God, cigarette smoke, and whoever the fuck might’ve walked outside.

      She let me take her apart in public. And now she’s holding on like she knows I’ll never be gentle with her… I can’t… and she wants it anyway.

      She came to Grady’s for me. She said it, but I already knew it.

      She’s not the preacher’s precious daughter anymore.

      She’s mine.

      I’ve tasted her and almost killed a brother who dared to touch her…

      We’re both damned now.

      Cutting down a gravel road into the woods, I run the line. The air dances over our faces and she leans with me, tightening her arms around my waist as I crack the throttle. The pine trees blur as we take the curves sharp and the path dips low into a clearing, where I’ve dragged more than one bleeding body when I need to make trouble disappear.

      Tonight, there’s no blood. There’s just her.

      Poppy Jameson, the damn preacher’s daughter.

      Coming to a stop under the cover of a pine tree, I kill the engine, and climb off, wondering just what the fuck I’ve gotten myself into now. She smoothes her dark hair, doesn’t bother to cover her thighs, and slides off, leaving a wet spot on my leather seat. Her gray eyes are wild, her cheeks are flushed, and her breath is fast. Her bare feet hit the dirt, like a dare, and she meets my gaze while arching her dark brow.

      Saying nothing, I walk deeper into the clearing, tug my cut off, and toss it over a low hanging branch. She watches me like a match watches a fuse, but I can clearly see the anticipation in her eyes and the way she’s biting her full lip. “Come here,” I murmur and raise my brow, waiting to see just how brave she is. Her nostrils flare, and her nipples bead beneath the, now stained, white fabric of her dress. She takes a step toward me, and then, another before smiling and breathily saying, “You bring me out here to fuck me… or kill me, Cash?”

      Kill you, Poppy?

      I don’t want to kill you. I want to own you… body, mind, and soul.

      You belong to me.

      The air is thick and hot. The sun is setting, and night is slowly bleeding into the trees as the first hint of stars push through the canopy. Crickets scream and frogs sing while a shotgun fires in the far distance. Neither of us flinch.

      Grabbing her by the waist, I press her back into the nearest tree, before wrapping my hand around her neck and resting it there. Slowly, I drag it down to the swell of her breast and cup it through the soiled fabric. I grunt, “Take this offending thing off.”

      Blinking up at
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