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Prologue

Grim

Last day of monsters…

Grim rubbed his eyes, clearing the grit of
not-enough-sleep and too-much-rage. Then he stared at the screen.
At the thumbnail files of horrors he didn’t want to see. Since
Prospecting for the Storm Crows MC National Charter, he’d waded
through blood, bullets, drugs, and occasionally bodies. As a bounty
hunter and hacker-for-hire, he regularly trawled through the
personal data of assholes not worth the cost of a bullet.

Unlocking Bennett Fitzgerald’s hard drives
felt worse than everything else combined.

Grim knew sick shit existed—he’d found 4chan
and the dark web as a kid. It was around in the real world, too.
Whispered about in locker rooms or traded in the seedy backsides of
shitty video stores. But he’d made it thirty-four years without
seeing this level of heinous shit. And he’d never seen someone he
knew in the snippets he hadn’t managed to avoid. Now he’d
done worse: literally fast-forwarding through an assault starring
someone he cared about.

Through multiple.

Ashlyn Davis skidded into their collective
lives four months ago, as the war with the Heathens kicked off—and
proved herself capable of squaring up with Nathan “Joker” Wronksi,
the club’s stone-cold National VP. So capable that Joker damn well
married her. When her bitch of a mother disappeared Ash out of
Carthage ER and into the wind, Grim led the investigation to find
her, and he’d learned about Ash’s incarcerated, murderous ex. Hell,
most women he’d met as a skip tracer had that kind of story. But
how did a dipshit tweaker with too much money and no sense shatter
someone who could face down Joker?

Now he knew: the scumbag latched onto her in
high school.

He kept imagining Ash as a freshman in high
school, fourteen and bubbling with enthusiasm and potential, all
gold hair and big green eyes. Standing next to her would’ve been
like being next to a supernova. He knew full fucking well, because
that’s what being near her cousin, Megan, was like at that age.
Hell, by nineteen, Megan McClay was dizzying—physically, mentally.
Buzzing with artistic skill, wicked charm, and so much magnetism
you expected people to fly across the planet toward her.

Megan had dimmed herself, and he’d
been party to the crime. A silent witness. He’d watched her run
herself thin chasing after Owl’s attention, knowing Owl never
wanted her. He wanted to be with Tree’s almost-daughter,
fucking the Storm Crow princess. And he’d married her, just to keep
her decorating his bike on all the runs. Who knew Owl could’ve been
even more disgusting…?

“Stop!” A cry on the video pulled him
back to the present.

Another scene, another sick bastard’s face
for Grim to screenshot and catalog before running through Aesir’s
law-enforcement contacts. Tree wanted a database of Bennett’s
associates from these videos. Whether the fucksticks were part of
the operations or they’d paid to be there, either way was a guilty
verdict. The Prez had turned over most of the videos to the KC
Charter’s IT guy, Axel, but those with Ash on screen stayed with
Grim.

Joker would kill anybody else—brother or
not—and Tree knew it.

As it was, Joker had scrolled through the
files Bennett thoughtfully labeled My Bitch and thrown the tablet
back to Grim without a word. Then introduced a trafficker’s skull
to the safehouse’s cement basement floor. Which was practically
stoic, considering his preferences for explosives and large caliber
bullets.

Once collected, Tree intended to lay out the
guilty faces for two of Ash’s fellow victims, Jenna Gillespie and
Carlos Reyes. Now a new head of the Lobos in St. Louis, Reyes had
killed most of the key players in Bennett’s old rings, but they all
wanted to be sure of a clean slate.

A dark, cold part of Grim’s soul hoped Reyes
had missed a few so he could bury some of the nightmares
born from this bullshit in fresh graves. As it was, he’d decided
his kid wasn’t dating until she was thirty. He’d be running Diana’s
boyfriends through every background check known to mankind anyway.
And I’ll teach her if anyone lays a hand on her, she damn well
takes their hand off.

Then again, Owl never laid a hand on Megan.
Fuck.

Maybe that anyone who ever makes her feel
like she isn’t enough didn’t belong near her. He’d preach both
lessons to be safe.

Grim cued up the last vid. This one showed
Ash and Reyes, who’d been trafficked by his former boss (and
goddamn foster father). Grim let himself watch it for forty
seconds, like a screwed-up palate cleanser. The horror remained in
this vid, but Reyes was … trying. He ignored Bennett, whispering to
Ash in Spanish as he touched her, shielding her as much as he could
from the camera until someone barked a direct order. Even then, he
was holding her, not just caging her. And Ash responded in kind,
focusing on Reyes in the same half-dreamy way Grim recognized from
her bad days back home. He shivered as the recorded trainwreck
played out in real time: a vulnerable girl and a boy who couldn’t
save her. Doing their best not to hurt one another while the whole
fucked-up situation kicked the shit out of them.

He would never envy Joker. Grim had no
goddamn idea how Ash had fallen for his ruthless asshole of
a best friend, but he also knew only Joker had the stubborn,
single-minded commitment to pull a girl like Ash back together.
Grim never imagined Joker could be as gentle with anyone as he was
with Ash, so Grim kept thinking of them together, and the good
parts of last summer, until he’d skimmed through the last seconds
when the shaky video spun away, the high-as-shit cameraman having
dropped the phone.

The screen blacked out, and he fell back
against his chair. That was it. The last in the folder.
Fitzgerald would either identify his old friends or lose body
parts. Slowly. Then Crows would take the details and see justice
done. And I can go the fuck home.

He picked up his own phone and stared at
Megan’s smiling face in her latest Snap selfie with Ash. He wanted
to react. Or comment. Wanted to message her and tell her how
fucking hot she looked and how much he missed her. I’m sorry I
didn’t answer those last eight hundred texts, calls, and DM’s. I’m
a fucking idiot. I’ll make it up to you.

Yeah, sure I vanished on you after your best
friend died. I’m sure that’s a thing you’ll forgive sometime this
millennium…

He groaned and closed the app. Better to go
back to the nightmares than think about the hole in his goddamn
heart. He’d had Megan in his arms, felt their future finally
fucking materializing. And when he’d tried to tell her he was
leaving for KC, she shoved him away. “Then just stay gone,” she’d
spat. “Not like I’m your ol’ lady, right?” The conversation ended
there, with Ice dragging him away before he could make a bigger
scene while Megan threw up in a trash can and rinsed her mouth with
Jack Daniels.

As shitty as I was at being a husband, I
don’t remember Ronnie having to chug a fifth of whiskey to talk to
me. When Megan texted him after, he didn’t let himself read it.
Not that one, or the dozen that followed across his social media.
Not even the voicemail she left.

To distract himself, he pulled up the
unidentified perps from the last round of videos and sent the pics
to Joker. Focus on the case. The club. Don’t think about Megan,
or she won’t be the only one chugging whiskey…

 



Chapter One: Sept 6

Grim

[Kansas City, MO]

I haven’t heard any screaming in a
while.

Grim stopped typing. Listened.

The prehistoric window unit wheezed out an
inconstant breeze—just enough to keep the living room livable—and
partly drowned the neighborhood symphony outside. In the distance,
some idiot’s cage buzzed with a too-expensive sound system,
spurring a neighbor’s pit bull into a furious barking fit. Grim
rubbed his eyes, blinking moisture back into them, and waited. The
buzz faded. The dog settled.

His head fell back against the scratchy,
faded blue couch as he peered through the yellowed front window.
Three black Harleys stood sentinel in the overgrown, scraggly yard,
gleaming as if to say, “we’re worth money” even behind the gnarled
limbs of the neglected hedge. For many in Washington-Wheatley
(especially the percentage with a meth habit), selling half the
parts on just one of them could land enough cash to tempt a Crow’s
wrath. So much for being back in a few minutes, Blaze. If our
bikes get jacked, it’s your goddamn fault.

Something much closer rattled. Grim scowled
at the basement door Blaze vanished behind hours earlier. It
opened, but it wasn’t Blaze. Ice emerged instead, hesitated, and
turned back toward the stairs, answering some inaudible question.
If Blaze wants another fucking pizza, he can call a
Prospect.

The room felt even tinier and—if
possible—dingier with Ice’s oversize presence. His bright blond
hair was dark with sweat, his faded Levi’s smeared with rust-red.
Yet Grim knew in his heart, if Ice walked into any bar in a
ten-mile radius, not one straight woman’s panties would give a damn
that those stains weren’t paint. Bastard. Maybe it was the
whiff of sorrow hanging around him. Women loved thinking they’d be
the ones to heal a broken heart. Grim found that out firsthand when
news of his divorce hit the Pharaoh County journal. So many Crow
Eaters and local girls threw themselves across his path, he hardly
noticed Ronnie left. But losing Ice’s wife had cut him—and most of
the PhaCo Charter—to the bone.

“He dead yet?” Grim closed the laptop and
set it on the beat-up coffee table.

“Nah. Out cold. Again.” Ice crossed the room
in four steps and sat beside Grim. “It get too loud?”

“Who would care?” This close to Prospect
Ave, the rules were simple: mind your own fucking business.
Especially if the business involved screams or gunshots.

“Someone might.”

“Only if they thought you were hitting their
dealer.” Grim propped his boots on the table and melted into the
lumpy cushions, running a hand across his stubbled jaw. I gotta
shave tomorrow. “You’re on bike watch. I’m fucking
exhausted.”

“Maybe my eyes are fucked up, too, ’cause I
don’t remember you being down there doing the heavy lifting.”

He’s trying to get a rise out of you.
It almost worked. Half the guys saw Grim as a cross between Genius
Bar and Geek Squad, despite over a decade of skip tracing and club
business under his belt. Ice? Should know better. Did know better.
Don’t take the bait. “Want to trade places?”

Ice chuckled. “Fuck no. Unless you want a
hundred folders of porn on your computer.”

“You mean a hundred more folders.”
Not that he’d been interested in watching any lately.

Ice’s cold stare leveled on him, his mouth
drawn into a straight, don’t-fuck-with-me line, his torso slanted
forward. Anyone else would take the warning. “Guess that explains
why you haven’t answered any of my calls. Your hand’s been
busy.”

Well, shit. “Let’s go with that.”

“Considering the actual excuse is you being
a fucking pussy?” Ice’s tone could cut diamond. Grim’s boots hit
the floor.

“It ain’t like I’m on goddamn vacation.”

Ice’s brows rose. “You sure about that?”
Grim avoided his gaze.

“I know what you’re doing, and now ain’t the
time. Or the fucking place, for that matter. We can play Doctor
Phil later.”

“Huh. Like I said. A pussy.” Triumph gleamed
in Ice’s smirk. Grim’s right hand itched to knock that expression
clean off his club brother’s face. Don’t give him the
satisfaction.

“That would explain why I keep
getting fucked.”

“Only person fucking you is yourself.”

“Lately? Accurate.” And not for lack of
opportunity. Unfortunately, the only person he wanted an
opportunity with was seven hours—and at least seven months of
groveling—away. If she’d even speak to him.

Ice’s fingers drummed on the sofa’s arm,
slow and muffled taps filling the silence. Grim did his best to
count to ten in his own head. He could hear the speech coming
before Ice opened his mouth. “Ryan,” Ice began, his voice laced
with thinning patience. “Stop being a pain in the ass. I’ve been
trying to talk to you since I got to town.”

“We’ve barely had time to breathe,
Jake.”

“Time to drink ourselves stupid after the
caves.”

“We fuckin’ earned that bender.”

“And you spent most of it hiding behind the
locals or ducking out for booze runs. Ain’t seen you that eager to
wait on us since you were Prospecting.”

No point in lying. Ice already knew
the heart of it. This was all just noise. “I didn’t want to talk to
anyone. By the time I wasn’t pissed anymore, it felt… I
don’t know.”

“You’ve answered Joker’s calls easy
enough.”

“He wasn’t calling to shoot the shit.” Grim
shook his head. “It was always business.”

Ice snorted. “If that’s what you think,
you’re missing some fries out of your Happy Meal.”

“It’s not that simple.” Grim kept his voice
a couple decibels short of a shout.

“Then spell it out for me, brother, because
from where I’m sitting, this reads like a tantrum. Taking a slapped
wrist from the Prez, then lashing out with the silent
treatment.”

Grim shot up, his foot striking the table.
His laptop sailed off, clattering ominously onto the ragged beige
carpet. Fuck it. “You have no idea. None of you have
seen a fraction of … of the Hellmouth this case has opened
up.” He couldn’t say what they really hadn’t seen. He wasn’t
about to put those cursed images into the air.

“I can guess.” Ice sounded so infuriatingly
solemn. Understanding. Clueless asshole.

“I’ll never unsee that shit, Jake. I
close my eyes, it’s there. So don’t—” Grim shuddered, his hands
clenched into fists. Tortured faces materialized behind his
eyelids, a spiderweb of mangled limbs and shattered spirits. Frail
ghosts, screaming into the cameras or praying—some didn’t even do
that. He could just about handle the unknown phantoms. But talking
to Ice made him think about Ash, with all her spun-sugar sweetness
and glittering eyes, going still and silent with Fitzgerald above
her. Hurting her. Seeing her hollowed out, even though he knew she
made it through. Hell, she was the one to draw Fitzgerald into the
Crows’ claws. But how many of the other ghosts never came back to
life?

“Ryan, sit down.” Ice squeezed his
shoulder.

Grim obeyed, but waited until the thoughts
faded. Ice sat beside him, all hostility gone. For the moment.
“This is why I didn’t fucking answer.”

“It’s why you should have.”

“I couldn’t put this on you. Not after…”

Ice’s grip loosened. “In ten days, it’ll be
three months.” The words came out soft, but Grim felt their weight
in the humid air. “I still haven’t slept in our room. Couldn’t even
go in the house the first few weeks. But I don’t have to tell you
that. You were there. Until you weren’t.”

“Not by choice.”

Ice huffed. “What the fuck did you think was
happening without you? Hailey’s dead. Nate was gone. Megan’s a
fucking mess.”

Megan. A low fucking blow. Grim
breathed through the vice wrenching his ribs and put his arm across
Ice’s back. “Quite a bunch, aren’t we?” It felt weird. Ice was
always the one they leaned on. Ever since high school, their little
collection of misfits and degenerates relied on him to provide
sense and the occasional necessary ass-kicking. Now the group’s
anchor was adrift and none of them knew what to do.

“One shitstorm after another.” Ice
straightened, gathering himself. Or seeming to. “Listen, I know you
didn’t choose to leave. You haven’t seen your daughter in almost
two months, and you and Megan—”

“Don’t.” The word snapped across their
tentative truce, but Grim could only take so much Dr. Phil in one
day. “Sorry. I’m not trying to be a dick, Jake. I’m not ready to go
there.” I may never go there again. Ice’s number wasn’t the
only one on his long-ass list of missed calls and unreturned
messages. “You’re right, though. I should have answered.”

“You’ve at least been calling Diana?”

“It’s all I look forward to lately.” He
might flake on everyone else, but not Diana. He’d gotten a front
row seat to what parental indifference did to his little sister,
and he didn’t want that pain in his kid’s heart.

Ice gave an approving nod. “Good. Don’t fuck
up your girl over club shit.” He paused. “Think you’ll be up to
coming home? Tree’s been half-sure you’d ask to transfer to Kansas
City.” That pricked Grim’s attention. And his guilt. He’d hoped
he’d kept those thoughts harder to read.

“Of course. I just … need some time.”

“I get that, brother.” Ice sighed. “I do
fucking get that.”

Grim relaxed into the faded,
cigarette-scented couch, his legs extending as he stared up at the
nicotine-stained popcorn ceiling. “We are just—” Far away, a
familiar engine roared. “Shit.”

“There goes the neighborhood,” Ice sighed,
dragging the coffee table back into place. The rumble grew louder.
Grim got up and snagged the laptop off the floor as the dueling
engines crescendoed out front. Ice nodded toward the windows as
headlights flooded the room, casting white squares on cream-colored
walls. “We good, brother?”

“Damn straight.” Grim put the laptop back on
the table. The engines cut off, leaving a darker silence in their
wake. “They’re early, aren’t they?”

“Maybe Reyes wasn’t as talkative as our
friend downstairs.”

The front door swung open. Rev came in
first. Alarms blared in the back of Grim’s skull. He’d worked
closely with the VP of the KC Charter for the last few weeks—Rev
was solid and steady, great to have in your corner if shit was
going south. But Rev’s usual, easy-going confidence was gone,
replaced with nervous energy and dread in his brown eyes. “Get up,”
he whispered.

Grim sprang, already palming the holstered
Glock on his hip. Ice flew toward Rev, his posture rigid.
“Something happen with Reyes?”

A broad shadow loomed at the threshold.

“Yep,” Rev snapped, backing further into the
room, grabbing Ice’s arm to pull him along. “But fuck if I know.
Joker’s not—”

Heavy footsteps heralded the National
Charter’s VP. The doorway filled with six feet and four inches of
leather, denim, and simmering rage. Joker’s left hand curled in a
fist, and a vein pulsed at his temple.

Fuck. I should’ve sent the pictures to
Tree.

Grim drew back, careful to keep the coffee
table between the two of them. Nathan “Joker” Wronski might be his
oldest and best friend, but even Grim didn’t get in Joker’s path
when rage took over. One person on Earth could safely play that
game, and she was seven hours away.

“Joker?” Ice stepped in front of Rev. “What
did Reyes say?”

Joker closed the door so softly, the latch
barely clicked. “He recognized most of the assholes in the
screenshots.” He nodded to Grim. “He was surprised you cracked
Bennett’s laptop already. Wants to know how you managed.”

“It’s a long story,” Grim said, keeping wary
eyes on Joker’s every movement.

The VP slid out of his leather cut. “You’ll
be able to catch us up. Anyway, we don’t gotta worry about most of
the bastards—he’s eliminated a good chunk—but there are a few he
didn’t know. We gotta run their faces through Aesir’s databases.
See what we can pull.” Joker turned his attention to Ice. “You get
anything out of Fitzgerald?”

Ice nodded. “The name Drew Duro. Ring a
bell?”

“Yeah,” Rev said quickly. “He’s some big
shot in the underground fighting rings. Think he took over from an
uncle or something. Family concern. Albanian, maybe? Not real
Ruskies, whatever they are. They don’t make waves with the old
Italians, thank Christ. Nobody wants to wake them up.”

Ice cleared his throat. “Fitzgerald said
Duro’s the one who helped him get back on his feet after his
release. Even helped him on the inside.”

“Explains why the fucking hit failed,” Joker
bit out.

“I’ll need more time to see what comes up
online,” Grim added. “But if he’s been funding Bennett this whole
time, my money’s on him being connected to the trafficking. One way
or another.”

“Aw, shit. Those fights were fun,” Rev
muttered.

“All I needed to hear.” Joker threw his cut
to Grim, already stalking toward the basement door.

This can’t be good. Grim stared at
the cut as Joker disappeared down the stairs. It was almost new,
the black leather un-scuffed, the patches pristine. Joker’s
original cut died along with his old bike back in May. When
everything went to shit. Gently, Grim placed it on the coffee
table. “What the fuck is wrong with him?”

“No idea,” Rev answered. “Reyes would only
talk to him. Joker came out of the room looking like
somebody shot his damn dog.”

Grim and Ice looked at one another.
“Ashlyn,” they said together as the collective gears clicked into
place. Ice pushed Rev out of the way and bolted to the stairs. Grim
leaped the corner of the coffee table after him. The screaming
started before his foot touched the top step. He didn’t stop until
he skidded down the last creaking stair.

Joker, illuminated by the basement’s bare
lightbulbs, stood over Fitzgerald, tapping a tire iron on the
cement. “Play shitty games, win shitty prizes. Right, Ben?” Joker’s
arm blurred as he brought the iron up and swung. Hard. Bennett’s
shriek could’ve cracked the blacked-out windows. Blood sprayed
everywhere—the floor, Joker, and Ice—like a fucking Pollack
painting. Ice grabbed the VP’s arms to haul him off the bastard,
but Joker shrugged him off and kept hitting—skull, ribs, arms, he
didn’t care. In the corner, Blaze watched, a cigarette burning to
the filter hanging at the corner of his lips. He kicked his metal
chair on its back legs as if he was watching WWE.

“Joker! You’re killing him!” Ice got enough
leverage to knock Joker off balance. The next swing only grazed
Bennett’s bleeding temple. Joker pivoted, slamming Ice full in the
chest with his free hand. Ice stumbled back, but Grim caught him.
“Don’t just stand there!” he barked at Blaze.

Blaze lit another cigarette. “What can I
do?”

“Fucking hell.” Ice started forward again,
but Grim held tight to keep him in place. Even Rev, who’d just
reached the bottom of the stairs, stayed put.

A tooth skidded across the growing crimson
puddle at Joker’s feet. Bennett stopped screaming. He groaned,
wheezed, and choked. Finally, Joker grabbed Bennett’s hair and
snapped his head against the back of the chair with a sickening
crunch.

Blaze lunged up from his seat, catching
Joker’s wrist as he drew back for one more blow. “That’s enough,
VP.” Joker stared at him for a terrible moment, clearly deciding
whether or not to turn his rage on Blaze next. “Enough,” Blaze
repeated.

The iron bar clattered to the concrete
floor. Joker moved in a trance, letting Blaze lead him over to the
washer and dryer, where they’d spread out the med supplies to keep
Fitzgerald patched up the last few days. Grim’s eyes remained
locked on Bennett. The ropes kept him sitting upright, but his head
rolled forward. Fresh blood obscured most of his sandy hair, and
his face—once the pride of the Chicago society columns—was little
more than gaping wounds and swelling flesh.

Ice threw Grim’s hands off and paced,
swearing under his breath. Clenching his teeth, Grim walked forward
and carefully tilted Bennett’s head back, his fingers slipping over
his bloody throat, pressing to find a pulse. There. Weak.
Thready.

Don’t feel sorry for him. Fucking don’t.
He’s a rapist, slaver son of a bitch. He deserved worse. A
particular clip of Ashlyn screaming under some now-dead bastard
while Bennett shouted orders from the side reared up full-color in
Grim’s memory. Finding a clear shot of that bastard’s face had
taken thirty seconds Grim could never unhear.

“Still breathing?” Rev hadn’t moved from the
steps.

“Not well,” Grim answered.

“Let him die,” Joker hissed.

Ice wheeled on him, his face red. “The fuck
is wrong with you? We weren’t finished!”

“Not my problem.”

“It will be when we hit a dead end,” Grim
said. “It was a mistake telling you where he was.”

“No doubt,” Ice agreed. “Damn it, Joker. He
was talking!”

“You got his computer. You got names. That’s
more than enough.”

“Why didn’t you stop him?” Ice
shouted at Blaze.

“And get my face beaten in, too? The fucker
ain’t worth it.”

“E-Ethan?” Everyone fell silent. Grim looked
down. Bennett’s blue eyes gazed at him through swollen slits. His
torn lips curved into an almost innocent smile before he choked on
a sob. Or maybe just blood. “Y-you came? I didn’t … think—” Grim
took a step back, but Bennett’s eyes followed him. Another breath.
A gasp. An unmistakable rattle. And Bennett Fitzgerald died.

Nobody moved. Nobody said a goddamn
word.

Until Blaze gave a theatrical groan. “I hate
when they talk to ghosts.”

But his brother ain’t dead? Grim
rubbed his bloody fingers together. He reviewed what he knew of the
Fitzgerald family and came up blank. Maybe Ethan-the-brother got
named for some other, deader Ethan?

Rev waved them all toward the steps. “Come
on. Let’s get this cleaned up.” He headed back upstairs. Blaze
patted Joker on the shoulder and followed Rev.

Ice, Joker, and Grim looked from one to the
other, in the familiar moment just after a fuckup, right before
someone asked what they’d tell Tree.

Just like old times. If you ignore the
corpse. Grim smiled. The corner of Ice’s lips twitched. Grim’s
smile grew. Joker shook his head, but he grinned. A second more,
and the three of them laughed together.

“Christ, we’re fucked up,” Ice said,
reaching for Joker’s forearm, alcohol in his other hand. “You gonna
tell us what Reyes said to set you off?”

Joker’s smile faded. “Some nightmares don’t
need repeating.”

Grim checked Bennett’s pulse one last time.
“Good news: nightmares don’t last forever. At least not this
one.”

“Bad news,” Ice countered. “Now we have to
bury that shit-stain.”

“So you’re saying we can’t just leave him
here and torch the house?” Grim whined. “Fuck. I hate being
responsible criminals.”


Chapter Two: Sept 8

Megan

[Ravenwood, IL]

The warm September breeze carried the
unmistakable scents of cut hay and corn dust. Megan sneezed and
slammed the window shut, cursing her way to the medicine cabinet in
search of Claritin. At a certain point during the harvest, she’d be
damn near tweaking on decongestants and cough syrup. She almost
looked forward to it this year. If she layered them with enough
edibles and vodka, she’d wake up after the first freeze and…

And wonder where the house went? Track
down whoever repossessed the car while I was blazed for two
months? Not like her paycheck did much, but it did cover the
house payment and keep the power on.

She stared at her reflection in the
scratched-up medicine cabinet mirror and finished applying her red
lipstick. Thirty years old didn’t look so much different than
twenty on the outside. The only good thing Mom’s Tilden genetics
ever gave me. She almost smiled at her bitterness, but thinking
about the Tildens reminded her of her cousin, and she snapped the
makeup case closed, reaching for her phone with the other hand. No
new texts, but the clock didn’t lie. Time to go.

She gave herself one last glance, making a
face at the sleek, shiny dark hair and subdued highlights. That
hair belonged on Ashlyn’s head (or one of the other “good girl”
cousins). Not on Megan’s. Yet there it lay, as subtle as a pageant
crown.

Megan still wasn’t sure how she’d been
tricked out of a bridal boutique and into a stylist’s chair in a
St. Louis salon, but she knew it was Ashlyn’s fault. Her cousin
took off to go on walkabout at Burning Man—setting off an
international criminal powder keg in the process—and left Megan
behind to shoulder the maid of honor duties. That meant facing down
Bonnie, Ash’s grandma and feared matriarch of the Tilden Clan. But
Bonnie smiled sweetly the whole time. Four hundred dollars later,
Bonnie pronounced Megan’s hair acceptable for the wedding. Which
was in fucking December.

I’m dyeing it neon purple in November.

At least Bonnie paid the bill. But it took
volunteering for every possible extra shift at the Silver Spur bar
to avoid scheduling any further… Presents? Bribes?
Punishments? If Ash had been gone one more week, Megan
knew in her soul that Grandma Tilden would’ve primped, dyed,
and dieted her into a duplicate of her cousin. Sure, Ash was four
inches shorter and two cup sizes smaller, but nobody sane would bet
against Bonnie Tilden on a mission.

The short drive to Joker’s place in Star
Hollow didn’t put Megan in a more charitable frame of mind. Nor did
opening the front door to Ashlyn’s Instagram-bitch of a best friend
crying on the living room floor over a pile of seating charts.
Jenna Gillespie could stay sobbing. There wasn’t enough Claritin in
the entire state to solve Megan’s allergy to her.

“Where’s Ash?” Megan asked.

Jenna sniffled, hiding her disgustingly
perfect face behind a binder. “Out back. I think.”

Megan walked through the front room,
stopping in the broad archway that separated it from the
half-remodeled kitchen. Brand new French patio doors framed a view
of the sun-drenched backyard where Ash, Bullet, and Chains lay
sprawled in hammocks, oblivious to the half-built addition and
scattered construction material around them. She looked back at
Jenna’s glossy, too-perfect hair. Hailey would talk to
her.

But Hailey’s dead.

Hailey would tell me to talk to
her. Fuck.

Her jaw tightened. “You want a drink,
Jenna?”

“I’m good.”

There, I talked. Megan meant to take
another step. Out of the room. Away from the faint scent of ungodly
expensive perfume that smelled like the tears of angels and the
last fruit picked from endangered trees so rare nobody ever named
them. But then Jenna sniffled again.

Damn it.

She reached into her purse and pulled out a
sheet of pills, stalking around the couch to shove one into Jenna’s
hand. “Claritin. You sound like your allergies are fucking
awful.”

“Th-thanks. Yeah.” Jenna dabbed her eyes
with an honest-to-fucking-Christ linen handkerchief. Megan looked
up at the freshly-painted ceiling and prayed for deliverance from
hippies. “S-sorry about … about taking off and leaving you with all
this. I, um, I can’t believe you got so much done while we—”

“Bonnie did most of it.”

Jenna swallowed the pill with a sip of water
in an unfamiliar yet unmistakably designer bottle. Does nothing
this girl touches come from Wal-Mart? Ever? “You had to hang
out with her.”

“Yeah.” Megan exhaled. Counted to three.
“But she’s pretty sweet. Most of the time.”

“Most of the time,” Jenna said with a wry
half-smile. “Still… It was shitty of me to convince Ash to drop
everything and run off like that. You know you could’ve gone—”

“I have to work.” The words came out so
sharp that Jenna winced.

“I—I know. But I mean—”

“I know what you meant.” That I wasn’t
unwelcome, just inconveniently poor. The same thing my darling
family won’t say out loud. The urge to slap someone faded as
she met Jenna’s lazuli gaze. This close, it was hard to miss the
barely-healed split lip and fading bruises across her throat and
right cheek that piles of over-priced makeup couldn’t quite hide.
The girl had taken one hell of a beating from some Albanian thug,
according to Karli and Bullet. And probably kept Ash from getting
shot again.

“I’m sorry, Jenna.” Megan dropped onto the
couch—a safe distance away in case her moment of mercy changed into
thoughts of homicide. “Too much time around the Tildens makes me
cranky as shit. I shouldn’t bite your head off over my
family issues.”

Jenna shrugged, shuffling the seating plans
and centerpiece photos. “I deserve it. I wasn’t so great to any of
you before we left.”

“No, you weren’t. But there’ve been bitchier
ol’ ladies around before.” That only made Jenna pale further and
her shoulders shrank. She and Case haven’t sorted their shit out
yet? Fuck. Megan coughed. “Uh. I mean, I don’t know what your
status is, obviously. I just…”

“I get it.” Jenna managed a smile. “Not sure
that’s my career path or anything, but I’m glad I’m not the worst
club bunny or, uh, whatever. That you’ve ever met.”

Megan laughed, just trying to picture the
guys dealing with Jenna as a Crow Eater. The hang-around good-time
girls who partied with the Storm Crows were generally a shitload
more pleasant than Jenna, though almost nobody this side of
Hollywood would ever be as gorgeous. Only a living goddess could
get away with acting like a bipolar wolverine. But only someone
that spiky would’ve stopped Case Kelly in his tracks.

Maybe some things were just meant to be.
Especially for flawless beauties with billion-dollar bank
accounts.

Megan glanced over her shoulder toward the
back doors. Ash didn’t flaunt things the way Jenna did—she’d had
the money taken away from her too often to count on it—but wasn’t
it still the same thing? The beautiful girl with the angelic face
and the spotless pedigree found someone who loved her no matter
what. They didn’t wake up to empty in-boxes and silent
phones. They didn’t bury one best friend and have the other
evaporate into thin air because feelings were hard. They
wouldn’t have to choose between staying at the emergency room or
getting to their next shift and let their baby cousin get dragged
to a psych ward to get overdosed on drugs and—

“Megan?” Jenna’s voice was unrecognizably
gentle. “Hey, hey are you…? Here.” A fresh piece of cool,
butter-soft linen pressed itself into Megan’s palm. “It’s
okay.”

“It’s not.” She sniffed, choked, realized
her face was soaked, her nose stopped up, and… And she was going to
ugly blotchy cry in front of a fucking fashion model. Megan stifled
a sob into the stupid handkerchief and hid her face in her
hands.

“Shh.” Jenna’s perfectly-toned arm curved
around her shoulders, and Megan cried harder. “Want me to get you a
drink?” Megan nodded. “Vodka?”

“Rum.”

“Good choice. I think Ash used the last
decent vodka.” With that, Jenna rose and vanished into the kitchen.
The familiar clink of ice cubes, plastic cups, and a glass liquor
bottle followed. Megan was still wiping off her cheeks when the
slimmer brunette reappeared, two cups in hand. Megan stared down
into the dark liquid, took a drink, and tried not to collapse.

“Is there anything I can do?” Jenna’s words
came out slow, hesitant. Like she knew she was walking onto
paper-thin ice. Megan crumpled the handkerchief.

“Got one of those TARDIS things?”

“I think we misplaced it in Nevada.”

“Figures. It’s—” A Harley’s distinctive roar
rattled the front windows. “Fuck. Fucking fuck!” She wiped harder
at her cheeks and looked in horror at the not-so-waterproof mascara
smearing the once-spotless linen. “I gotta—”

“Here.” Jenna pushed Megan’s hand away from
her face and scrabbled through her giant Chanel purse. A moment
later, she produced a fresh handkerchief and a mysterious bottle.
She started applying both to Megan’s cheek. “This will get the
mascara off. You can blame the rest on hay fever.”

“Thanks…?” Was this the same bitchy brat
who’d spent the last two months with her nose in the air? Maybe
the Albanian knocked some sense into her. Megan grimaced at the
awful thought, but before she could come up with anything else to
say, the front door opened and a massive silhouette blocked most of
the sunlight. Joker.

Of course. Who else has timing this
crappy?

Joker dropped his duffel on the floor. A
layer of dust grayed out his black Kevlar jeans and riding boots,
but his cut and long-sleeved shirt didn’t disguise the tension in
his broad shoulders. Something was wrong. He stalked closer, his
dark gaze so piercing she drew back.

“What happened?” His voice was rougher than
normal. He must’ve spent a lot of time in Kansas City
shouting.

“What hasn’t happened?” Megan fired
back, hoping most of the mascara was off her face. “You drive
through the desert between here and Kansas?” She raised a brow at
his gear even as Jenna skittered to her feet.

“I’m, um, gonna get more rum.” Jenna was
already fleeing when she said it. Megan stared at her shapely
backside disappearing around the corner and shot a bewildered look
at Joker. The brat’s scared of him now?

“What did you do?” Megan mouthed.

“What haven’t I done?”

“Nathan.”

“It ain’t my place to say half the shit that
went down.”

Another reminder that I’m on the outside.
Thanks, Nate. “Oh.”

He tilted his head, shaggy blond hair
falling over his forehead. “You missed a spot.” His gloved hand
reached for the handkerchief, tugged it gently until she let go,
and lifted it to her cheek. Megan’s jaw clenched. She tried not to
scowl and averted her eyes, but stayed still as he scrubbed the
last traces off her. Nate had seen worse, after all. Half a
lifetime of Cliff breaking her heart—or at least her trust—had
ruined a lot of makeup. And quite a few chairs, vases, plates,
and—only once—Cliff’s Dyna’s fenders when she took a sledgehammer
to them.

“Pretty sure Chains brought his special
brownies out back,” she said by way of distracting him.

“And you haven’t had one. Clearly.” Joker
lowered the scrap of linen, but his gaze studied her all the more
closely.

“From the looks of the crowd out there, not
sure there’s any left.”

“There’s always some left with Chains.” He
glanced through the window at his wife. “I’m sorry, Megan.” He said
it so quietly she thought her head was playing tricks. But why
would she imagine him saying something that made no sense?

A hundred different smart-ass remarks played
through her mind before she shook her head. “It’s been a rough few
months. I’m just glad everyone’s…” She couldn’t say “home.” Not
everyone was. “Everyone’s okay. Or, uh, will be?” She followed his
gaze toward the back. Jenna hadn’t joined the revelers. But Jenna’s
changes didn’t seem to be entirely negative, at least. That’s
something. Right?

“Remains to be seen,” he muttered. “What are
you drinking?” He sniffed. “Rum? Seriously?”

“Ash finished her vodka, according to
Princess.” She paused, watching him for clues. Joker was damn near
impossible to read. Unless you’d been reading him since you could
walk. “You gonna tell me what the ominous glares are about? Because
if you’re about to go out there and pick a fight with Ash, I want a
head start out of the flash radius.”

“Not that.” He didn’t even crack a smile.
Walking to the dining room table, he sprawled into the nearest
chair. “Didn’t think I’d be walking through that door alone. Had to
leave Ice back for a bit. Probably gonna have to send Spider, too.
Handling shit just uncovers more shit.”

Does that mean he’s staying in
KC? Megan swallowed, twisting the linen in her hand. “How is …
Ice?” There was another name she wanted to say.

“Pretending he’s holding his shit together.
Like somebody else I know.” He lifted his brow. Megan didn’t take
the bait, so he continued, “I’d normally feel all right leaving him
with Grim, but he ain’t doing much better at faking it.”

“Faking what?” Her eyes rolled. “You worried
he’s gonna drag Ice into that CrossFit or whatever he’s gotten into
with the KC crew?”

Joker sighed. “Yeah, CrossFit. That’s the
bullshit we’re talking about right now. Uh-huh.”

Megan shook her head and downed her drink.
“Fuck off, Nate.”

“This is my house, Legs.” He smirked. “You
tried calling him?”

Anyone else would have had the good sense to
die of the glare she shot his way. “Apparently, his phone doesn’t
fucking work. And CrossFit must’ve broken both his hands.”

Joker held his hands up in surrender.
“I ain’t making excuses for him. He’s gotta sort through his own
shit.”

“Speaking of.” She licked her lips, took a
breath. Anything’s better than thinking of him right now.
“What you’re digging up in Kansas…” Megan’s eyes flicked to the
hallway where Jenna had vanished. “Can we talk about that? I
thought about calling Tree. Seeing if he needed a, uh, unknown face
somewhere.”

“Not sure what you think I’m gonna say,” he
replied, his expression frustratingly calm.

She met his eyes. “It’s nothing I haven’t
done before.” Probably. Maybe?

“Yes, it is.” He said it so quickly.

“Nathan, I’ve done jobs for—”

“It’s not about that.”

“Then what is it about?” She dug her fingers
into her thigh to keep from yelling in frustration.

“Try looking at it from where I’m
sitting.”

“Try explaining your view? I never know what
you’re seeing up there on Mount Olympus.”

“Very funny.” His brow creased, and she
thought he might yell. Then he let out a breath and rubbed his
right arm as if feeling the broken bones he’d suffered four months
ago. “My wife got shot and kidnapped. My best friend’s wife was
gunned down in cold blood. Then Ash decides to face her murderous
psycho ex and rely on peanuts and luck to survive. Think you could
give me five minutes before you swan dive into Hell?”

Megan gave him a sympathetic half-smile.
“You can’t blame me or Ash for any of that. We hang out with you.
What do you expect?”

“Weekly therapy sessions.”

“Well, that’s good. You need to take time
for your mental—”

“I meant for you.”

He’s lucky killing him would be too
messy. “Fuck off, Nate.”

“It’s safer than offering yourself up as
bait. For both of us. Or do you think Ice is gonna be chill about
it? Grim? Or Ash… Actually, Ash’ll kill us both. Especially if you
die before the wedding.”

“I’m sure I can survive ’til December.” She
ambled to the counter and started fixing another drink. The
argument about Ash felt more real than the others. Except Ice. But
Ice would understand on some level. “She can forgive me for missing
a month or so of Tilden nonsense after I covered for her Burning
Man side quest.” A beat of silence. “Anyway, Tim’s cutting hours. I
need to pay some bills.”

That changed his posture and his tone. “How
much do you need?”

“A check that isn’t coming off your guilty
conscience.” Megan’s eyes narrowed.

“I can do cash.”

“No.”

“Fine. But at least admit it ain’t all about
the money. I know you too damn well to swallow that shit.”

Megan grimaced, remembering the last power
bill. “It’s more about the money than it should be.”

“Christ, Megan.” He stood up and moved to
stand in front of her. “It doesn’t gotta be this way. Let me
fucking help. It ain’t charity. You’re family. Don’t act like that
don’t mean anything.”

“I’m asking you for a job, Nate. I think
that’s about as nepotistic as it gets.” She let out a long breath.
“I’m asking you to let me help you, too, by the way. In case you
missed that part.”

“I didn’t.” He took hold of her arms, his
grip gentle. Reassuring. “I just wish helping me didn’t run the
risk of paying in blood.”

“Nate, please.”

Joker nodded. “If she asks, I told you no.
Not like it would have changed anything. You were gonna call Dad no
matter how this went down.”

Megan put her hand over his and squeezed, a
real smile finally tugging at her lips. She didn’t dare say out
loud that she’d rather bleed for her chosen family than pose for
pictures with the real one. He’d definitely call in the therapists.
“Come on. Get a drink, and let’s go tell your wife you’re
home.”

“Guess I better make sure she’s still
breathing.” He walked over to the fridge, laughed when he saw how
empty it was, and pulled out the last bottle of beer. “Hope
Bullet’s sober enough to make a supply run. I know how much it
sucks to lose a bike.” With that, he popped open the beer and
headed out.

Megan followed Joker, watching from far
enough back to snap a few pics when Ash flew out of her hammock and
almost knocked him over. A familiar twisting sensation flared in
her chest. What would it be like to have that? Just once? Being
so fucking happy to see someone and knowing you get to scream it in
a frequency only dogs hear? The kind of happy that makes even
someone as fucking serious as Joker melt into a smile nobody
remembers he’s capable of…

Lowering her phone, she yelled to Chains to
hand her a brownie before shooting a quick text to Tree.

Megan: Talked to Joker. I want to help.
Please?

An answering ping came a minute later.

Tree: I’ll call you at 5.


Chapter Three: Sept 9

Megan

[Oak Grove, IL]

The next morning, Megan drove back to
Joker’s with a whole speech running through her head. She’d been
practicing all night. Joker met her on the front porch with an
impassive expression. “I’m running to the clubhouse,” he said
before she could start talking. “I’ll be back in one hour.”

“Got it.” Megan reached for the door, and he
grabbed her wrist.

“You’re sure about this? Like double fucking
sure. ’Cause if we can avoid this whole conversation—”

“It’s set, Nate. Tree said he’d talk to you
this morning.” And he must have, for Nate to be out of bed this
early on his first day home.

“He did.” Joker let out a slow breath, his
gaze sweeping away from Megan to his Dyna in the drive. He let go
of her and pulled on riding gloves over his scarred hands. “Go on.
You’ve got an hour. Bullet’s getting more groceries. Jenna’s at the
Tildens’, and Case is at work.”

Megan’s brow rose. “Shouldn’t Bullet be at
work, too?”

“He is.” Joker chuckled. “He’s on Aesir
payroll as Ash’s security ’til we finish the last of this bullshit.
Best job the dumbass ever had.” The casual insult fooled neither of
them. Joker would’ve shot Bullet himself before he left the kid
with Ash if the Prospect wasn’t sharper than Tree’s favorite Bowie
knife.

“You finally make some decent hiring
choices, and it’s not even at the garage.” Megan rolled her eyes
and waved him off. Inside, she interrupted Ash mid Netflix-scroll
on the couch. “I’m going to Kansas City.”

“Oh.” Ash blinked, a puzzled line appearing
between her brows as she turned. Morning sunlight glowed through
the gauzy curtains, illuminating her skin and glinting off the
emerald wedding ring on her left hand. Megan’s fingers itched to
pick up a pencil and sketch her. Girls like Ash were made to be
painted. With delicate features, acres of gold hair, and luminous
jade eyes, Ash looked like a waif from a Victorian novel, not a
biker’s ol’ lady. Megan tugged her own ragged t-shirt hem and the
waistband of her ancient Levis, feeling like an oversize, awkward
giraffe. A fat giraffe. With big feet and droopy boobs and…
Honestly, why am I like this? I should sue Mom for these bullshit
genes.

“For Grim?” Ash prompted, clearly unaware of
Megan’s internal battles. “Or…?”

“Or.” Megan took a deep breath and dropped
into Joker’s oversized chair to keep a safe distance between them.
Despite her porcelain doll looks, Ash had jumped a rival
club’s President once. And poisoned her sociopath ex-fiancé
barely five days ago. Now isn’t the time to trust her better
instincts. “I asked Tree to let me come in and help. I’m hired.
I’ll be, uh, distracting some guy. Trying to get intel on the main
operation to let the guys find the last of your ex’s cronies.”

Ash shut the TV off. “Like, undercover?”

“Yep.” Megan tried for a smile, but Ash’s
frown deepened.

“That might take a while.”

“Probably.”

“Have you ever been someone else for a very
long time?” Ash asked. Megan stared for a second. It wasn’t the
trajectory she’d expected Ash to bounce off on.

“What? Sorry, I don’t—”

“You said you’ve played a distraction for
the guys.”

“Yes.” Megan coughed. “Can you explain your
brain right now, Ash? I’m lost.” Her cousin’s head tilted with the
expression an alien would get while trying to explain Martian
etiquette to a human.

“What I mean is that you helped pulling a
stunt. Or bounty hunting. That’s not the same as being undercover
for ages.”

“Oh.” Megan relaxed. “It won’t be that bad.
Memorize the name and some basic facts, it’s all good.”

“Not if your target has half a brain. You
need him to trust you with … operation stuff? Like schedules,
dates, names, places?” She waited for Megan’s nod. “Then you better
go in expecting him to be the sharpest person you’ve ever met.”

“Ash, you don’t need to—”

“Yes, I do. I know who Tree’s targeting.
Drew is clever, Megs. Like Ivy League and NASA camps. He won’t have
idiots as close staff.”

Megan slumped back in the chair. “You think
I can’t do it.”

“I think you should’ve taken something
easier as a practice run.” Ash shrugged. “But you’re smart, too. As
long as you aren’t ignoring the danger around you…”

Megan gritted her teeth. “Says the girl who
walked into an ambush with two guns and some peanut oil.”

“I knew Joker was right behind us. And I
wasn’t letting Ben leave. I hoped for the best.” The airy dismissal
of her own potential death stole Megan’s breath.

“Please, say you didn’t— ”

“Anticipate it?” Ash looked away. “No. I
figured, you know, I got three bonus years and to fall in love for
real. And some other girls lost that chance because Ben made it out
the last time. I couldn’t trade my future for someone else’s
again.”

“You could have fucking waited. Let
Joker—”

“No. Not with the Lobos and the
Fitzgeralds both in the mix.” She pushed her hair off her face.
“And Ben had Carlos.”

My baby cousin and her pet narco
hitman. Jesus, take the wheel. “So it’s okay for you—the one
of us with fifty tons of trauma—to jump into a suicide mission. But
not me.”

“I thought your whole point was this
not being a suicide mission.” Ash’s pale green eyes were
suddenly sharp.

Shit.

“You know what I fucking mean.”

“Do I?” Her gaze held Megan’s too easily.
“If you need an adrenaline rush, my friend Paisley’s seeing a guy
who runs a cliff-diving business. I’ll get you a discount.”

“Ashlyn.”

“Then fucking listen, okay?” Ash sniffed, as
if Megan were laying out the silverware in the wrong order. “I
lived in that world for … I can’t remember. Four years? Almost
five. So did Jenna. We can tell you who to be and how to be them.
Listen to us. Let us help. And I won’t argue about your going
in.”

“Tree might not like me involving you.”

“Leave Jacob to me.” There was another flash
of someone else behind Ash’s jade eyes—the girl who’d grown up amid
the Tildens’ constant scheming and in-fighting and learned to
survive a sociopath. “I think he’ll listen about this particular
issue.”

“This sounds like one of those gift horses
with questionable dentistry.”

“Maybe.”

I wish this didn’t make sense. Why the
hell is this making sense? On the other hand, certain things
needed to be addressed. Properly. Megan took a breath. “And
if I have to exceed my initial limits on this assignment, it’s not
gonna freak you out to maybe know about that?” She didn’t
want to think about it either, but the possibility remained: you
didn’t necessarily get to seduce a guy without fucking him.

Ashlyn laughed. “I dissociate very well. I
even have a doctor’s note for it.”

“Not reassuring me, coz.” Megan couldn’t
even fake a smile. Ash hadn’t seen herself on the bad days after
she came back from Nevada, foggy with trauma and detoxing off the
meds her mother’s asshole doctors pumped into her, cycling between
tears and terrifying blankness. It had been Megan handling
that—along with Bullet, and sometimes Ice—while Joker blew in and
out, frantically cleaning up every last vestige of the Heathens
club and tracking down their allies. She’d been thrilled when Ash
took the initiative to call Jenna in. Until Jenna proved to be the
spikiest, snottiest rich-bitch in history. It took serious skill to
earn that title from someone whose entire family tree was snotty
rich-bitches.

“Right.” Ash sighed, reaching for her bottle
of water. “Well. If you’re worried about me losing my shit because
you might have to have sex with someone for intel? I’m not that
naive, Megan. But if you’re half-ass planning to get caught as
bait…”

“Of course not!”

“Good.” Ash’s gaze bore into Megan’s.
“Because you won’t come out of that okay, Megs. You’ve fucked for
fun and to get something you want out of it. Who hasn’t? But you’ve
never done it to keep someone from hurting you. You’ve never been a
thing to the person fucking you.”

A chill swept down Megan’s spine. There’d
been some shady nights with Owl, but not that. He’d have lost more
than his fenders for that. “Don’t worry. I’m only aiming to get
hold of a henchman’s GPS
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