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Chapter One

Viper


Life is not a romance novel. Believe me, I know. The shit I’d seen and sometimes done reminded me of that daily. Cis-het women were raised to believe that meeting the hot man of her dreams and getting married led to the happily-ever-after everyone peddled. But it wasn’t the case with my first marriage, which was why I spent a hefty amount of time and money on romance novels to take the edge off the world. Everything worked out in the books, and they made the real world of broken dreams, dashed hopes, and loss a little easier to face. 
I stepped onto the porch of my rented cabin in the Jemez Mountains of New Mexico and breathed in the scents of Ponderosa warming in the southwestern spring sunshine. I tugged on my hat and zipped up my nylon jacket before stretching my limbs. I needed a run before I faced the day.
My body complained about the cold and the elevation as I forced it to awaken muscles that had been relaxed a few minutes before. I could’ve stayed in bed—I had nowhere to be and nothing specific to do—but both my inner clock and my inner monologue made sure I was up, dressed, and facing the brisk morning before I could wallow.
I hated wallowing.
Ignoring the protests of my cold muscles, I started off at a slow jog to get the blood flowing. I ran past my shiny forest-green Subaru that I’d bought during an MLK weekend sale and headed into the woods. I’d paid cash in full so no one could track me with it, wanting to disappear from everyone, including members of my club.
One in particular.
I knew very well how money systems and electronics worked. No way I’d let anyone know my location and path. I still had my email if the important members needed me, but for now I stayed unreachable.
It’s better this way.
That was what I kept telling myself as I settled into a good running rhythm, given the cold air of the New Mexico mountains. I shoved my thoughts away before they ruined my morning. Life was okay. Hell, it could even be considered good, if a little lonely. I ignored my gut saying I missed home and pushed on into the hills.
Despite my best efforts, the memories forcing my solitude intruded. The night of the New Year’s Eve party came back with a vengeance, when I realized just who the new member of the club really was. Trigger, AKA Paul Michael Whitmore III, had chased me out of the clubhouse and tried to talk to me by following me to my cabin in the Concrete Angels’ compound. He stood outside in the snow for forty minutes until the year turned over, trying to get me to open the door. But I left him out there because I didn’t want my past BM—Before Marriage—to come find me.
It already has, dumbass.
I growled and pushed myself a little harder to outrun the condemnation dogging my heels, but it followed right along with me. I hadn’t let him in, and packed up my things that night, things I needed to take with me when I left. I hadn’t bothered to sleep and everything was ready to go by the time I tracked down Loki.
I’d found the man awake with his feet up in the clubhouse library. On New Year’s Day. Yeah, we had a library/study-type room for members to have a quiet spot to sit and read if they wanted to. The rules were enforced by Max Paige, and she didn’t fuck around. I sat down and asked Loki for a sabbatical. It seemed weird to ask, and Loki looked me over, narrowed his eyes, and made me sweat. I was afraid he’d grill me on why I wanted to run away for a time, but instead, he agreed to let me go as long as I kept tabs with Neo.
Around me, the world slowly woke up. In the mountains, spring came late despite the southern latitude. My breath plumed in the frigid air as I ran, and I enjoyed the mild burn of it searing my throat as it sawed in and out. The only sounds around me were my footsteps on the frozen ground, my breathing, and the occasional cry of a hunting bird. I was safe here, alone and unknown, a stranger in an empty land, left to be myself.
Except I’m not really myself.
I ignored the thought and pushed on along the trail around my temporary home. Out here, I could be a person that I’d never been. Not even Viper of the Concrete Angels. I met few people, so I didn’t even really need a name. No one asked me who I was or where I was from or what I did. I could just be. It was better that way after my past found me at the Concrete Angels’ compound.
But it’s as lonely as a deserted island.
True even if it was necessary to protect myself, or the most recent iteration of the person I’d become. Gone was Aeryn Dreyfuss, the hopeful, naïve debutante who’d been in love with Paul Michael Whitmore III and married off to Laurance Edgar Stratton. A move to make both the Dreyfuss and Stratton families look good and consolidate their wealth.
Gone was the lost, scared, helpless, and suicidal socialite Aeryn Stratton. And now, gone was the biker chick Viper, who’d defended herself against all comers.
Except Paul.
Thinking of Paul reminded me of the shit show of my previous life. My marriage had been a sham and a business arrangement. A good way to further the family wealth and line. It didn’t matter that “Laurie” was a mentally abusive narcissist. He looked good on paper and was a silver-tongued charmer. He never hit me physically, but he used words and emotions as weapons.
When I miscarried our first child, he blamed me for being broken and weak. I blamed me, too, and it took a long time to research and realize that he’d stressed me out so much, my body couldn’t carry a baby to term. I’d been too caught up in the requirements of a socialite, barely eating, trying not to gain weight, all the usual bullshit heaped on women of a certain “class” to keep up with the Joneses.
Family didn’t give a shit, the inheritance went to Laurie, and I almost suicided, blah, blah, blah. Let go of the backstory.
The only bright spot was Karma sitting down next to me in the dive bar, brash and beautiful, confident and strong, and somehow got me to empty my sorrows on her, a complete stranger. She heard me out, gave me some sage advice about taking care of me and where to find a good martial artist to learn some mental and physical self-discipline.
I’d thought she was crazy. A biker chick giving a socialite suggestions for martial arts? But I couldn’t ignore it and I’d looked up martial arts centers in the next town, places none of my socialite “friends” would see me and report back to my husband. I took classes in Jiujitsu, kung fu, and tai chi. I became slimmer, if that was possible, but toned and strong. In body and mind.
Okay, fine, but this is the last time you rehash these memories.
Laurie never noticed. He was too busy losing the family fortune, including my inheritance, to gambling and loan sharks. I didn’t have a clue at the time. I only realized something was really wrong with our financial situation when one of the loan sharks sent some goons after me as a way to persuade my husband to pay them back faster.
A wicked grin crossed my face as I jogged to the top of the ridge and stopped, breathing hard. Two things happened that day that changed my life forever.
First, my training kicked in and the goons, while heavier and bigger, never saw my defense coming. I beat the living shit out of them. I was so surprised, I almost forgot to run. I left everything and hid at a cheap motel along the highway, using the cash I’d squirreled away.
Second, Karma returned just when I needed her. She gave me the option to leave my life forever and join the Concrete Angels as one of their members. A full member, not someone’s old lady. I could leave Aeryn Stratton behind and become Viper, the bad-ass bitch who didn’t tolerate strange men, and reminded them with force if necessary.
I was free of my old life, my history, and my fears. I was the new, better me.
Yet, here I am, running from that old life again.
I shook my head. The view was pretty spectacular up there and I needed a few moments of silence to appreciate it. I still hadn’t figured out what I was going to do about the past showing back up with Paul. I took a deep breath and let all my tension out.
Until a baby’s wail cut through the early morning air.
My head came up, and I searched the surrounding woods with surprise. It’s probably just the ravens. Ravens had been mistaken for babies in the past. The Pacific Northwest nations had named Raven the trickster god of their pantheon because the birds often were mistaken for lost babies in the woods. But the cry came again, and all my buried maternal instincts screamed it was a child alone in the wilderness.
I took off down the trail toward the sound, half-convinced the Great Spirit the First Peoples of North America was having me on. I hadn’t passed any people on my way up the mountain so there couldn’t be a baby out there. But the cries kept coming and they sounded like the little one was hungry and uncomfortable.
What the fuck is a baby doing all the way out here?
There weren’t any good answers to my question as I closed in on the cries. They came from off my original path by a good fifty yards, around the base of a large promontory of rock in a clearing in the trees.
I saw the trailer first, the vaguely humped shape hidden amongst the trees and scrub. The door stood ajar, and the wailing came from inside. Probably not a raven then. I wandered closer and found a dark blue SUV with Colorado plates hooked up to the trailer. The doors were open, and the car dinged from the keys left in the ignition.
I frowned. Who’d leave their baby in the trailer while they drove?
Then I found the bodies.
Oh shit.
The man lay slumped face down against the driver’s door as if he’d tried to get in to escape. I found the woman in the front seat leaning over the console to reach the steering wheel. Both bodies had three shots, center mass. It was an execution.
I swallowed hard against the fear. Who the fuck would come all the way out here just to kill people?
Because they were running from someone, just like you.
I didn’t know that for sure, but it was what my gut said. This was a crime scene, and I needed to make myself scarce before the cops stumbled upon it. I turned to go when the baby inside the trailer wailed again.
“Oh my glory, the baby.” I stood for just a moment, uncertain what to do.
I didn’t want anyone to find me, and I definitely didn’t want to talk to the cops. But I couldn’t leave a baby out here with no one to take care of them, and I wouldn’t let the kid fall into the “system.” It was rough out there with no family.
And you don’t know if this kid doesn’t have other family. Shit, what could I do?
I glanced around, looking for the woman’s purse, but she didn’t seem to have one. I didn’t want to touch dead bodies, but I needed to know who these people were before I took care of their kid. Because I would take care of the baby, but I’d research if there was family who’d miss it.
Or Neo will.
Glad I wore gloves, I dug into the man’s back pocket and pulled out a wallet. Nothing had been stolen that I could see, but he had no credit cards—just cash and an ID. I exposed his license. His name was Jack Grossman from Vermont, and I pulled out my phone to take a picture. Then I put everything back for the cops to find. I also snapped pics of the SUV’s and trailer’s tags, the man’s bloody face, and the woman’s as well.
Swallowing hard, I opened up the call feature and dialed Neo’s number. He’d given me the burner and said to use it only for emergencies so no one could find me, except him of course.
Definitely an emergency.
Time to enlist some help before I ducked back to my house.
“Neo here.”
“Hey Neo, it’s Viper. I’m sending you some pics, and I need you to do something for me.”
“You’re sending me pictures? Of what? New Mexico wildflowers?” He sounded amused.
“Glory, I wish. No, not wildflowers.” I opened up the text feature and added the pics I’d taken. “Take a look for yourself.”
It didn’t take long for him to receive them. “Holy shit, Viper. What the fuck did you do?”
“I didn’t. I don’t even have a handgun on me. I found them like this.” I shook my head and spied my footprints in the muddy ground. Great, now I’d have to explain those to the cops.
“Fuck, they’ve been executed.”
“Yeah, that’s what I thought.” I bit my lip. “It gets worse.”
“Oh? How can this be worse?”
“They left a baby in their trailer. The killer either didn’t know it was there or figured it would die of exposure and didn’t bother to use a bullet.” I rubbed my thigh to warm up my suddenly cold fingers. “I can’t leave it.”
“Viper…”
“No, you don’t get it, Neo. I can’t leave the baby. I can’t leave it to the system. It’s not the kid’s fault their parents got into trouble.”
Neo sighed on the phone. “What are you going to do with a baby, Viper?”
“Rear it to be a great human being.” I didn’t even hesitate though I had no experience. “Just do me a favor, Neo. Look up who these people are. Make sure there’s no extended family who might come looking for a child. I want to make sure I’m not taking someone’s family. Please?”
“Viper, a baby’s not the same as a puppy or kitten. This will become a full person someday.”
“Don’t patronize me, Neo. I’m very well aware what happens to human babies. Just check it out. I need to get this kid out of the cold and call the cops about the crime scene.”
“You didn’t touch anything, did you?”
“Not without gloves, but they’re going to see my footprints in the muddy ground. I’m gonna have to call them so they rule me out as a suspect.”
“See, they’re gonna want the child.” I could hear his fingers on the keyboard as we talked. “Okay, here it is. Jack and Rosemarie Grossman from Waitsfield, Vermont. Looks like he owns a hardware store on Main Street, of course.”
“Any mention of a kid?” I headed for the trailer but stopped just outside the door.
Neo hummed thoughtfully. “Not that I can see. You sure the baby’s theirs?”
I snorted. “The trailer’s attached to the SUV, the baby’s in the trailer, and the dead people are in the SUV. How much clearer do you need this to be?”
“Yeah, yeah, I get it.”
He was silent a few moments, clicking away on the keyboard as I eyed the open door. I almost stepped inside as the wailing started up again, but I checked my shoes first. I wore light hikers which meant good traction for running without the over-ankle stability. I didn’t want to leave muddy footprints inside unless there were already some there first.
“Hang on a moment, let me check something.”
I knew that tone of voice. He’d discovered something off with this couple, and my gut said it was worse than I imagined. I went over to a tree and kicked the dirt and mud out of my treads before picking my way back to the trailer door, using the rocks to leave no footprints. Then I mounted the steps.
The inside of the trailer was immaculate considering three people lived in it out in the wilderness. The remnants of breakfast sat in the pans on the little cookstove, but the counters were clean and all the excess dishes were stowed. There was no debris on the floor, things like toys or wrappers or even dust bunnies. Everything was in its place. Including the small wiggling bundle on the made bed.
I must have made some sort of sound because the bundle let out an outraged wail and flailing limbs appeared above the pastel flannel blanket. I cooed and glanced around. The only things in the trailer that showed there was a baby was the car seat on the floor beside the bed, a diaper bag full of bottles, formula, diapers, some baby clothes, and another blanket. It looked like the parents had been ready to bug out of there when the killers showed up.
“Oh shit. Viper, you need to get out of there, now.”
“What? Why?” I grabbed the diaper bag and threw the strap over my head as I cradled the phone between my shoulder and ear. Then I unwrapped the wailing bundle and got my first look at the little human in front of me.
Clear, focused brown eyes hit mine and the little mouth opened up to voice another complaint. Without taking off the diaper I couldn’t tell if the small being was assigned male or female, but the face resembled the woman outside. Same dark hair, elfin face, and skin the color of pale beach sand. The scents of urine and poop came from the small body, and I figured the little one needed changing.
“I’ll tell you when you’re safe. Get out of there and leave no trace of you. Call me when you’re home.”
He hung up, and I blinked as I pocketed the phone. What the hell was going on with these people? I didn’t have time to ask questions so I gathered up the angry child and plopped them in their car seat. They weren’t thrilled.
“Oh I know, baby cakes, but we gotta move so I’ll have to change your butt somewhere else. Let’s just get you ready to go.”
I buckled the kid into the seat and grasped the handle with both hands as I made sure I had everything. I even opened the cupboards and took all the rest of the formula, diapers, and bottles before stepping out of the trailer.
I listened carefully as I scanned the campsite, but I didn’t hear anything beyond the sounds of the wind. Not even real ravens. Nodding, I took another look around to make sure I left no new footprints and set off back down the trail toward home. I kept my head on a swivel, listening and looking for anyone else around. I hadn’t checked the campsite for other vehicle tracks, but the killer could’ve parked elsewhere and come on foot.
Fuck, that means they could be hanging around.
I swallowed against my fears and increased my speed with my wailing companion. I wished the kid would be quiet, but I’d never liked my drawers full of crap either so I couldn’t blame them.
I focused on the goal of getting back to my cabin as quickly as possible. If there was anyone else out here, I hadn’t seen any sign of them, though I wasn’t the tracker Attila was. That man could sniff out where someone had gone even months later. Of course, it helped that he wasn’t human. He didn’t like the name ‘werewolf,’ said it reminded him of that internet meme with four different plays on the homophone, and he wasn’t an internet joke. He was a Moonsinger, a wolf shifter, and it made sense to me.
A new sound hit my ears despite the kid’s frustrated cries and I stopped, listening hard. Even the kid hiccupped to silence, probably picking up on my own unease. We weren’t far from my cabin, and I wanted to bolt there as fast as I could. But if the killer remained in the woods and had watched me take the baby from the trailer, I couldn’t lead them straight back to my current home.
The cabin wasn’t visible yet. I had another hundred yards of forest to hike through, but heading straight there seemed stupid. The problem was twofold. One, the trail I was on led to the dirt road running to the cabin, a pretty obvious destination. And two, I couldn’t pinpoint where I’d heard the sound from or if it was made by a human predator. But given the baby’s silence, I figured the kid felt the same uneasy dread I did.
The car seat carrier grew heavy, and I couldn’t stand out there forever. Plus the kiddo needed to be changed and probably fed. I needed to make a decision and deal with the consequences. The one positive about getting to the house was I had weapons and I’d have a better chance of defending myself against any predators, human or otherwise.
“Hang on, Lil Bit. We’re gonna haul ass home.”
The baby focused on my voice and hiccupped again but didn’t cry. Thank goodness for small victories. I launched into motion, keeping my gaze moving as I listened. I tried to gauge if a predator lay in wait by the sounds of the forest, but the birds seemed unconcerned with whatever happened on the ground.
The sun had risen and now painted long swaths of golden light across what I considered my front yard. The cabin sat at the end of a long dirt road that skirted the edges of a large dormant caldera. Woods marched almost up to the back deck, but I’d have to cross forty yards of cleared space if I came in that way. Given the weight I carried, the road made more sense. I could move faster if I didn’t have to worry about my feet tripping on something.
You can’t outrun a bullet, Aeryn.
That cheery thought followed me onto the road and down its length. I didn’t hear anything other than the wind and my footsteps on the frozen dirt as I jogged toward salvation. It occurred to me I’d let my imagination run wild, but I’d learned long ago to trust my instincts when it came to danger and I wouldn’t stop listening now.
I raced toward my front porch as soon as I saw my own vehicle, focusing on the goal rather than worrying about what followed me. While I wasn’t remotely defenseless, I knew how human predators saw a woman alone. And now I had a baby with me, which predators thought of as a weakness. Because most of them don’t think of mama bears. No one would hurt Lil Bit on my watch.
I reached the front porch and had my keys in my hand despite the carrier before I’d hit the last step. They slid into the lock and turned with enough resistance to let me know no one had breached my sanctuary while I was gone. I had no illusions about locks keeping a determined intruder out, but I didn’t keep much of monetary value out in the open anyway. If anyone wanted my few belongings, they were welcome to them. Less shit for me to tote around.
Although I would miss my e-reader.
Yeah, the tablet had a shit-ton of romance books on it, some new releases I’d been dying to read.
I got the door open and slid inside, kicking it shut behind me. I set the carrier down on the floor behind the comfy armchair and relocked all the locks, including the security chain and the sliding bolt I’d installed. I didn’t think the owner would mind, and I could always remove them before I left.
Which might be sooner than I thought if there’s a killer around here.
I grimaced and put my mind into securing our space before I checked on the little one. The kid had gotten quiet, but hadn’t fallen asleep. Just watched me and what I was doing from their car seat.
“Heya, gorgeous, how ‘bout we get you out of those clothes and into something more comfortable?” I gave the child a smile and unclipped the car seat straps, whistling. “Whewee, I can smell you from here. No wonder you were crying.”
I lifted the baby out and put them on the couch then dragged the diaper bag closer. The kid stuffed their fist into their mouth and whimpered, new tears leaking out of their eyes.
“Oh yeah, let’s work on that.” I unwrapped the little body and unsnapped the onesie so I could free the legs and diaper. “Yikes. That thing is F. U. L. L, full.”
Wiping a baby’s butt wasn’t the most fun thing, especially when the diaper was full of pretty much everything. But it gave me a chance to see what I was dealing with. I didn’t find any outdoor plumbing so I recognized the little one as a girl, at least for now. We’d see when she grew up. And I’d make sure she grew up.
I cleaned up the mess and dressed her in a dry diaper and clothes, then wrapped her in her blankets again and started some water for her formula. I bet she was as hungry as I was and she couldn’t make her own breakfast.
I’d just gotten the bottle ready and tested it on my wrist when I remembered I was supposed to call Neo. My little companion had started to cry while I warmed the formula and the sounds urged me faster. I hurried and got the nipple in her mouth just to get some peace. Then I laughed ruefully. And to think, I’d always wanted to be a mother.
Sink or swim now, bitch.
I wedged the little person on the couch with pillows as she held her bottle and kept an eye on her while dialing the phone.
“Cheese and sprinkles, Viper. Took you damn long enough.”
Neo evidently had been worried. He also used a patently northern Midwest phrase that made me smile. I filed that away for future use.
“Sorry. The little lady needed her diaper changed and some food. I only have two hands, so it took me a bit. Couldn’t be helped. What’s up?”
“Are you somewhere safe?”
I shrugged away the unease. “As safe as I can be. What’s going on, Neo?”
“Jack and Rosemarie Grossman didn’t exist before a year ago. According to all the normal records I could find, they are a nice couple who own the local hardware store in Waitsfield, Vermont. But that’s where the records end. Their social security numbers are linked to a family that died back in the late 1950s so pretty much everything about them is fake. No mention of any children.”
I grimaced. “That’s sad and all, but I don’t think that’s cause for alarm.”
“Nope, it wouldn’t be, except Jack and Rosemarie Grossman are actually Matthew and Deborah Baxter. It took some digging and facial recognition, but these people witnessed Leon Kilkenny Jr., son of the Mafia kingpin Leon Kilkenny Sr., killing a couple of cops in a drug bust gone bad. The Baxters recognized Leon Jr. from his pictures in the tabloids goin’ nuts with the celebrity women. The Denver DA convinced them to turn state’s evidence, and my guess is they were put into WITSEC with the US Marshals.”
Oh shit. We’d learned a year or so ago that the Marshals were compromised by our good friends Backlog, a shadow organization with members in every facet of law enforcement. I’d never been a fan of cops or judges before, but any residual trust evaporated.
“You think Backlog has something to do with their murders? Why would they care about a couple of small-time witnesses for a random Mafia bro?” I strode to the windows of my place and checked the compass directions. I wanted to make sure no one was out there that shouldn’t have been.
“Because Leon Sr. and Jr. were seen at Granby Resort Town on the surveillance camera footage that Haley’s cousin Jeff supplied.” Neo sounded uneasy. “They’re definitely connected to Backlog.”
“Shit. Why do you think the Baxters were out here in New Mexico, then?” I had no illusions about hiding my location from Neo. He had ways of finding me that even Loki couldn’t match.
“I dunno. Maybe they found out that the Marshals who hid them were compromised and decided to disappear on their own. Deborah grew up in Gallup, so she knew the area pretty well. There’s a lot of empty land out there as I’m sure you’ve noticed.”
“But no mention of a baby?”
“No, none. Not even a birth certificate for a baby Grossman. Maybe the Marshals didn’t know?”
“That doesn’t make any sense. How would they not know?” I glanced at the baby. She’d fallen asleep with the bottle 80% empty. There’d be another diaper to change soon. I couldn’t tell how old she was, but she definitely wasn’t a newborn. She had too much hair, could hold her head up, and wore a decent-sized diaper. “Maybe they had her after they moved to their new home in Vermont? But the Marshals would still recognize Deborah being pregnant, right?”
“I dunno. I would think so, but yeah, I got nothin’.”
“So does baby Baxter have family looking for her?” My heart quailed. I didn’t want to let go of my chance at motherhood. Glory knew I couldn’t get pregnant on my own. I was too old, well north of forty and knocking on fifty’s door, and I’d lost my first baby. But she’s not yours and you can’t steal someone else’s chance to love her.
“Nope. Deborah’s parents died a few years ago—they’d had her late in life—and Matthew grew up in foster care, so no blood relations. And now, with no record of baby Baxter’s birth, she’s on her own.”
Why did I feel relief? I really wasn’t in the best position to take care of a baby. I lived alone without backup. The last thing I needed was extra responsibility.
But I didn’t want to let her go. I wanted the chance to be a mom, to take that responsibility. It was never a good or easy time to be a parent, but I wanted to do it. More than I’d wanted anything else in my life.
“So, I can, um, keep her?” I sounded hopeful and hesitant as my emotions crashed together inside my chest like ocean waves against the breakwater.
Neo sighed. “Unless you want to give her up to Child Services…”
“No, no way in fucking hell. I’ll take care of her. The responsibility is mine.”
“Fine.” Did Neo sound smug and satisfied? “But you’re gonna need some backup. Parenting is hard when you’re alone. I’m sending someone to you.”
“What? No, Neo. I’m fine. We’ll be fine. I don’t need any help.”
“Sorry, what was that? I seem to be losing connection.” Amusement filtered through his voice. “I’ll call you back with any news, Viper. Don’t forget to call the police about the Grossmans. Later.”
He was gone before I could say anything to stop him, holding the dead phone to my ear. I dropped my hand and looked at the baby.
Well, shit. Now what was I going to do?
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Chapter Two

Trigger


“Where the hell is she, Neo?” 
It had been four months—FOUR FUCKING MONTHS—since Aeryn, AKA Viper, disappeared from the Concrete Angels’ compound. Four agonizing, worry-ridden, Goddess-damned months since Viper vanished. I’d asked everyone what happened, but no one seemed to know until I cornered Loki. He finally relented and told me she took some personal time for a while. But he wouldn’t tell me where.
Dammit, I had shit to resolve with her.
But I’d just happened to be in the Lair with Neo when he finished his call to Viper and I wasn’t going to leave until he told me where she was. Come hell or high water, I’d learn it and find her.
Neo raised his eyebrows. “Where is who?”
“Don’t bullshit me. I know you were talkin’ to Viper. Where is she right now?”
Neo sat back and stared at me like he wasn’t sure what he was lookin’ at. It irritated the snot outta me, but I held my temper by the reins and hoped it hadn’t gotten the bit in its teeth.
“What’s it to you, Trigger?”
I didn’t like to air dirty laundry, but I had to give him something. “We got history, Viper and I.”
He narrowed his eyes. “What kind of history? You didn’t beat her up or cheat on her, did you?”
“No, fuck no! I might look like a ‘good ole boy’ but I don’t hit people when I’m angry and I don’t fuck around on partners, ever.” I scowled. “I need to talk to her and work out where we’re at. We left things unsettled all those years ago.”
“What makes you think she wants to see you?”
Neo’s question stomped on my momentum like a herd of longhorns. Aeryn hadn’t wanted to see me on New Year’s Eve and refused to let me in. Then she disappeared. She was gone the next day, and I hadn’t seen her since. Near as I could tell, she was runnin’ from something, but I didn’t know what it was.
Hell, what I don’t know about Aeryn Stratton, née Dreyfuss could fill an entire ten-volume encyclopedia.
She’d gotten married to the smarmy son of her father’s business partner and had appeared to be the perfect socialite wife for a few years. But then some sort of falling out happened, both in the marriage and in the families, and Aeryn disappeared. I’d tried to keep up with all the familial gossip and news, but between college of various flavors, earning my business degree, and living my life my way, I’d lost track of her. By the time I got home from my various adventures, Aeryn was long gone and no one knew much more than she’d died.
I never expected to find her, alive, in the Concrete Angels as a badass biker chick to begin with. I’d been in the club for just about a year, but had never really looked at Viper since the majority of men new to the club said she was a ball-buster. But I recognized her at the New Year’s Eve party and the ground was yanked out from under me. She’d been so prim and proper when I knew her, and she’d only gotten more so when she married that varmint, Laurie Stratton.
I ignored Neo’s question. “If she’s in trouble, I wanna help. She was my friend before any of the rest of this life happened, and I help my friends. Is she in trouble, Neo?”
Neo didn’t move or say anything for a while, just eyed me like a cattle rustler. I got ready to try my case again, but he tilted his head and came to a decision.
“Yeah, Viper’s in a spot of trouble, and is going to need someone to watch her back.”
“I’ll do it.”
No hesitation. I hadn’t been able to help her back when her marriage went to shit—I’d seen what her shitty ex posted on social media. The man couldn’t keep his mouth shut or his dick in his pants—and I wasn’t going to pass up the opportunity now.
“You don’t even know what the trouble is, Trigger.”
“Doesn’t matter. If she needs help and backup, I’m there for it. She’s a sister in the club. Where am I going?”
“Viper’s not going to be thrilled to see you, but she needs help. She came across a couple who were executed.”
I frowned. That was sad but didn’t strike me as her being in trouble. “Did she witness the murder or somethin’?”
“Not quite, she got there soon after. The problem is the couple was in WITSEC, hiding from a Mafia kingpin connected to Backlog. And they left behind a baby.”
Oh shit. A baby? As in a small human that required care and attention and rearing?
Neo raised an eyebrow. “You ready for parenthood? Because that’s what’s required for this kind of backup.”
“Uh…” My mind went blank.
“Or I could hand this job off to Attila or the Friar. I’m sure they could help Viper out. They both love kids.”
“No, I got this. What all, uh, do I need to do?”
“Whatever Viper tells you.” Neo sounded amused. “Really all we need is to make sure she and the baby are protected for as long as she wants to stay gone, should the shit hit the fan.”
“So I’m not there to bring her home?”
Neo shook his head. “Nope. Viper requested some personal time away from the club to get her head on straight. As far as we’re concerned, she can stay away as long as she likes, but she has to accept our backup and keep a working cellphone on her so I can find her, should we need her.”
“If that’s the case, why does she need the backup?” Not that I was complaining. I’d been itching to talk to Aeryn since New Year’s and it was damn near May.
“Because if the assassin realizes that Viper was nearby when they made their kill, they won’t hesitate to take her out, too. She didn’t see them make the kill, but they won’t know that or care. They’ll just tie up loose ends.”
“What about the baby? Doesn’t it got family somewhere that’ll be lookin’ for it?”
“Not that I can see from the records. According to both the pre and post-WITSEC couple, they didn’t have a baby. There’s no birth certificate or record of a live birth anywhere.” Neo shook his head. “All I can figure is she was pregnant when she went in and never told the Marshals.”
“That’s weird. Maybe they found out they’d been burned by the Marshals before the baby was born and kept it from them.” I grunted with reluctant admiration. “You think they’ve been on the run since then?”
“That would be my guess. But I can’t worry about the Baxters/Grossmans right now. Viper needs help. Most of the brothers and sisters of the club are out on business right now, so there’s you, Attila, or The Friar, as I said. What’s it gonna be, Trigger?”
There was no way in hell I’d let Attila anywhere near Viper. Yeah, I knew they’d both been in the club longer than me, and hadn’t appeared to hook up. But I’d seen the way the honeys reacted to his Scottish brogue and dominant personality. No way would I let Attila make a run at Viper before I had my chance.
“Yeah, I’m there. Just tell me where and I’ll be gone.”
Neo nodded, something like satisfaction curling his lips. “Good. She’s in New Mexico, just outside of a little town called Pajarito Springs. I’ll give you the GPS coordinates so you can find her cabin. But you won’t be able to get there on a bike at this time of year. There’s still snow on the ground.”
I nodded. “I know. I won’t be taking my bike. But I do need a ride down into Fort Collins.”
Neo frowned. “How are you gonna get there?”
“Don’t worry about it, Neo. Just give me the coordinates, and I’ll make it happen.”
“Okay. And you better square it with Loki, too. He doesn’t like surprises.”
“Will do. Give me a half an hour and I’ll be ready to go.” I ducked out of the Lair and headed for the barracks. Since I was still a newish member, I hadn’t gotten my own space yet, but it was all good. I didn’t need much more than a cot and footlocker. Oh sure, I could afford a lot more, but I preferred to be treated like one of the ordinary members, keeping knowledge of my past to a select few. Loki knew who I was, and I suspected Neo did, too. Hell, both Michael and Luke, our nomadic member who had pale blond hair and startling blue eyes, seemed to know as well. And I understood Karma knew. That woman gave me the heebie jeebies and made me watch my Ps and Qs when around her.
But everyone else seemed to be in the dark about my fortune and business. I was the silent partner and majority stakeholder in the Whitmore Cattle Company, preferring to let more capable people run the company and I just lived off the proceeds. It helped that I was a wiz at making investments and supporting startup companies with brilliant ideas, too, but not even my folks knew about that.
So yeah, I was a multi-millionaire. I could’ve been a billionaire, and my parents always urged me to do so, but I just didn’t believe in it. There were far too many people and organizations that needed the money more than I did, and I kept making donations to keep my net worth somewhere in the neighborhood of 990 million, much to my father’s dismay. Whenever it got too close to a billion, I looked into new people who needed my funding. And that included the Concrete Angels MC. I was a current stakeholder in them, too. Loki didn’t seem to mind the extra funding.
I pulled out my phone. “Keesha, get the jet ready. I need to fly from Fort Collins to Los Alamos.”
My pilot didn’t ask questions. “Give me an hour. Gotta get out of DIA and it’s busy with Spring Breakers.”
“I hear you. I’ll be at the Fort Collins airport in about an hour given the weather and driving conditions.”
“Copy that. See you soon, boss.”
I ended the call and continued packing as I thought over what I needed for winter weather in the New Mexican mountains. It would be getting warmer soon because of the southern latitude, but the elevation would still allow winter to hang around. So I’d need cold weather clothes in case it snowed but hot weather clothes when the sun came out. Nothing like packing for all seasons.
I made another call to a friend in New Mexico to have him drop off a Range Rover at the Los Alamos Airport so I’d have wheels. No way was I riding a bike in the snow and ice.
Once I had everything I needed, I stopped by the clubhouse and wandered into Loki’s office. The Prez sat in his chair, his feet up on the desk, reading. A pair of delicate wire-rimmed spectacles sat on his nose as he scanned the pages. It took me a moment to realize he was reading a motorcycle club romance novel, that devastating half-smile curling his lips.
“Got a minute, Loki?”
“Trigger, give me a moment, ja? Gotta finish this scene where he rides his woman hard.” His eyes never left the pages, but heat filled his cheeks and he shifted his weight a little as if his jeans got too tight.
I smirked and waited patiently for him to finish the sex scene.
“Ja, okay, det er bra.” He set the book down and lifted the spectacles off his face. “I can see why Viper likes these books. They are hot. More of you should read them. You might learn something.” He winked. “What do you need, Trigger?”
“I dunno if Neo’s told you yet, but Viper’s in trouble. I’m goin’ down to help her out.”
I figured that said enough without revealing my massive attachment to the woman. Loki wasn’t buying my explanation. His eyes narrowed and he tilted his head.
“Ja, he mentioned. Why are you going, Trigger? What if it’s you Viper’s running from, hm?”
Anger spiked, but I kept my face neutral. “Why would you think that?”
He shrugged. “She bolted out of here the moment she recognized you, ja? It doesn’t take a genius to connect the dots.”
I nodded slowly. “Yeah, well, she needs help, I got time, and we got history. Gotta work some shit out anyway. Might as well get started on it.”
He smirked and a weird light filled his eyes. “You think it will be so easy?”
I snorted. “Hell no. Viper’s been hurt—I can see that. While it wasn’t by me, I can see she doesn’t trust men any farther than she can spit. Now she’s got a new baby and Backlog’s sniffin’ around. She needs backup and I’m free.”
“It’s not a good time to work on your past issues when she’s vulnerable, Trigger.” Loki lost some of his humor, and a chill ran down my back as his expression shifted. I couldn’t tell you what it was, but his humanity bled away and I swore I was looking at some sort of god who’d fuck me up if I harmed Viper. “Hurt her more than she already is, and you’ll answer to me, money or no, ja?”
I swallowed hard. I rarely felt fear around people, but something about Loki made me bypass any snarky remarks and just nod. “Yes sir.”
“Det er bra. Tell Viper hello from me and I’m glad she insisted I read these books. Learning is good, ja?”
“Uh, yeah, good. Okay.” I bobbed my head up and down as I backed out of the office while he picked up his book again. “See you later.”
He didn’t even nod as I hightailed it outta there, glad I’d never pissed him off in the year I’d been with the club. Shit-oh-dear, I didn’t want to know what kind of hell he’d unleash if I did. I glanced at my cell to check the time and received a text from Neo.

Hancock’s ready to take you down to Fort Collins.



I nodded as I tapped a text back. 
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Copy that. On my way.



I waved to some of the brothers and sisters in the clubhouse as I went by and headed out the door. Sure enough, one of our newest members, a tall, lanky kid who reminded me of that humorous Black rapper-turned-actor from his Wild Wild West days, waited in the cargo van with the motor running. It was still cold outside. Though there hadn’t been snow in a few days, I could smell the moisture in the air.
“Gonna be a bad blow tonight.” I closed the van’s passenger door behind me.
“Yeah, I know. Gotta get you down the mountain and haul ass back home before it hits.” Hancock nodded as he drove out the gate. I nodded to Quan Yin as I passed, but the stoic Asian woman only closed the gate behind us. Damn, I was losing my charming touch.
Hancock and I didn’t talk much on the drive down. He concentrated on the road as the darkness fell even though it was only about five in the evening, and I kept thinking about Aeryn. Just the idea that she was out there all alone with a baby to defend had me sweating bullets. Intellectually, I knew she could take care of herself—hell, she’d been doing that for the thirty years we’d been apart—but the sexist, white knight syndrome had me in its grip, and I kept thinking about ridin’ in and savin’ the day.
We reached the airport a little over forty-five minutes later, and I hustled my ass out of the van so Hancock wouldn’t get caught on the road during the incoming storm. He nodded his thanks and took off while I headed for the area set aside for private planes. I could see the Whitmore plane waiting just inside our designated hangar and figured I’d get an earful from Keesha about making her wait while weather was coming in.
I wasn’t too far from wrong.
“Took your sweet ass time comin’ down the mountain, Boss.”
I trotted up the steps into the cabin. “Sorry ‘bout that. Wasn’t anything I could do. The roads had gotten icy, and my driver wasn’t takin’ any chances. We’re good to go when you are.”
“We were just waitin’ on you.”
“I love it when you say things like that. It’s good to see you.” I buckled myself into one of the seats as she grinned broadly.
“Hell yeah. It’s been too long, Boss. I don’t belong on the ground. Been there too long as it is.”
I snorted. “I’ll try to work more air travel into my future schedule.”
“You do that, Boss. Wheels up in five.” She spun and her braids clacked together as she sauntered away to the cockpit.
I sat back and closed my eyes. The trip wouldn’t take long but I could nap anywhere given enough motivation. I sank down into the chair and let go of my concerns.
A gentle bump let me know we’d landed and I sat up, rubbing my eyes. I glanced out the window, but only the lights of the airport filled the darkness and nothing beyond. I took a deep breath and waited for the bird to stop taxiing.
At last, the engines shut down and I stood up, reaching for my bag.
“All set, Boss. When will you be flying back?”
I shook my head. “I dunno. I might be drivin’ back, it’ll just depend on what I find in the Jemez Mountains. Tell you what, y’all should fly back to Texas and be ready to ferry around the family.”
Keesha grimaced. “Shit, I think I’d rather spend more time sitting on the ground than flyin’ them around.”
I sighed. I understood her reluctance. Being a Black woman around my family just barely made the paycheck worth it. My parents and siblings made no efforts to curtail their entitlement, elitism, or racism. My family was as white as our new cattle breed and totally convinced of their specialness. That was why they couldn’t understand why I gave away as much money as I could to keep from being a billionaire. Oh, they pretended to support equality when it suited them and made the family look good, especially my brother, the governor of Texas. But in private, they made it clear they didn’t like it that anyone non-white people had voices equal to theirs and were perfectly happy with the way the country ran as it was.
One of the many reasons I’d become the silent partner in the business and disappeared on my own to join the Concrete Angels MC.
“Yeah, I hear you there. But I’m gonna be terrestrial for a while and I don’t know when I’ll be flyin’ back. I don’t want you to get bored.”
Keesha snorted. “Bored is not the term for it. You just call me if you need a flight outta anywhere and I’ll be there.”
“Yes, ma’am. You’ll be the first one I’ll call.” I tipped my hat to her. “Take care of yourself in the meantime.”
“Roger that, Boss.” She tilted her head. “You too. What are you doin’ way out here in New Mexico, anyway?”
As much as Keesha was my chosen family, I wasn’t ready to admit I’d found the one woman I’d always wished I’d rescued back in the day. Aeryn had been my ideal, and I’d compared every other woman to her. Or at least, to who I remembered. To Aeryn Dreyfuss, the sweet, romantic girl with all her dreams and hopes in her eyes.
I definitely hadn’t seen that girl when I really looked at Viper for the first time. That woman was hard, didn’t take shit from anyone, and hadn’t fallen for my usual Texas cowboy charm. Viper was sharp, suspicious, with the chip on her shoulder driven there by hard life lessons.
“Just checkin’ out some property near here.”
She frowned. “You lookin’ to buy way out here again?”
I shrugged as I shouldered my bag. “Could be. Depends on what I find.”
And wasn’t that the truth? If I found Aeryn and the baby, there might be some hope. If I found only Viper…I mentally spread my hands. I didn’t give up easily, but if she was beyond even the reach of our old friendship, I might have to concede defeat. But I wasn’t throwin’ in the towel even before I talked to her.
Keesha didn’t look convinced. “Are you in some kind of trouble, Boss?”
“Not yet, but if I need a quick getaway, I’ll call.”
“You know I’ll be there.” She bit her lip. “You sure you can’t tell me what all is goin’ on?”
I shook my head. “At the moment, I don’t know enough to tell you. When I do and I can bring others in on it, I will. Just know I’m all right for the moment.”
“Yeah, that doesn’t sound worrisome at all.” Sarcasm oozed from her voice. “You at least got a place to stay tonight? It’s snowin’ out there.”
“Yup. Got it covered. Stay safe. I’ll call if I need a ride.”
“You do that, Boss.”
She still didn’t look or sound convinced, but I was out of time to explain. And it was club business anyway, not something I could share. I trotted down the steps to cross the hangar to the waiting Range Rover. My buddy had decked it out, complete with a heavy parka and snow boots. He’d also texted the local Motel 6 check-in info so I’d have a place to sleep before striking out for Viper’s current residence. Getting to her tonight wasn’t wise for a lot of reasons, the most pressing that I wanted to be in her good graces.
I turned over the engine and threw the vehicle in gear as I checked the map on my phone. The motel stood two miles from the airport.
Hopefully, they’ve left the light on.
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Chapter Three

Viper


It had been a helluva day and night. And that didn’t even count the snowstorm. 
I’d done what Neo said and reported the crime scene to the cops. They came out and found the Grossmans, spending a long time processing the scene. I didn’t go out with them, preferring them to come to me so I could hopefully keep the baby under the radar.
Unfortunately, Harley—named for the majority of bikes the club rode—decided the visit by the cops was too much and started to cry for a clean diaper. Frankly, there’d been many a time when I shit my pants when the cops arrived, too.
I changed and fed the baby while the sheriff looked on with surprise. “How old is she?”
“Three months.” I hoped I sounded convincing since I had no idea when the baby was born.
“She’s a cutie. She has your eyes.”
I blinked at him. My eyes? It was such a strange thing to say, but then I remembered my eyes were as brown as Harley’s and I nodded. “Yeah. Thanks.”
“Right. So tell me again how you found the crime scene.”
I repeated the story just as I’d told him the first time, all of it true. The only parts I left out were grabbing the baby and her accessories.
“Why did you check the trailer?”
This was where things got a little tricky. “The door was open, and I was afraid there was someone inside. As a new mom, the idea of a kid getting caught in this mess makes me sick. So, I stepped inside looking for a kid, but no one was there.”
He frowned. “How did you discover the bodies in the first place? The campsite was well off your trail.”
I rubbed the back of my neck and bit my lip. “You’re gonna think I’m crazy, but I heard a raven.”
“A raven?” He blinked.
“Yeah…” I gave him a rueful smile. “Where I grew up, I learned that ravens were often mistaken for babies crying in the forest, and when a raven cries, it’s best to go see what they’re calling about. They’re also scavengers. So, I followed the raven’s call and found the bodies.” I picked up Harley and hugged her, legitimate worry making me hold her close. “It was horrible.”
“Yeah, I can imagine it was for you.” He smiled kindly, his gaze full of sympathy. “Anything else you remember?”
I bit my lip as I sat with Harley in my arms. “No, nothing else. Do you…” I swallowed hard. “Do you think the killer is still around somewhere?”
He hesitated. “I don’t know. You didn’t see anyone else?”
“No, just the bodies. I listened real hard, but other than the ravens, I didn’t hear anything.”
“Do you own a gun, Ms. Carter?”
The fake name sounded so weird, but I shook my head. “No, I don
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