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      He was my salvation...

      

      Addalynn “Addie” Blackfoot

      I was somewhere I shouldn’t have been, doing something I shouldn’t have been doing. As Tyler Blackfoot’s daughter, I know better. There are expectations to being who I am, but I’ve never fully lived up to them.

      Adoption.

      It’s supposed to be the answer to prayers – both for the parents and the child. Me? I’ve always felt a little out of place, like I couldn’t settle down, a flower blowing in the breeze, waiting to be uprooted.

      Until the moment he stepped in front of me, taking the blade of the knife meant for me. I didn’t know his name, but the way he looked at me, it was like he knew all my secrets, but didn’t care. It was reckless and passionate, and I never thought of the consequences.

      I figured after I got what I wanted from him, I could break it off and never see him again.

      I was wrong.

      

      Wilder “Wild” Evans

      

      She came into my life when I least expected it. Strong, fearless, and ready to take whatever the asshole holding the knife was going to dish out.

      For months after, I couldn’t get enough of her. Her joy in life, the way her eyes lit up when she saw me, and the smile that popped dimples in her cheeks when she wasn’t paying attention. She calmed every part of a man who’d never had steady and I craved it.

      Then it was gone. She became a different person, left without a trace, and ignored my texts.

      Fate intervened, and I found her again.

      I'm her calm...

      She's my wild...
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      March (The Present)

      “You’re so full of shit.” I hug Tatum tightly around the neck, doing my best to get my emotions under control. “I’m glad you’re okay. I was worried,” I reference the wreck my best friend had while running from her boyfriend’s crazy parents. She’s the closest thing I have to a sister, and when I heard she’d been in an accident, my mind immediately went to worst-case scenario.

      Conditions had been treacherous after an ice storm had almost crippled Warren County, and Tatum had lost control, ending up with an injured ankle and a totaled SUV. As I’m about to say something else to her, the doorbell to CRISIS, the women’s shelter my mom runs, rings, causing us to both glance up at the camera positioned over the door.

      And this moment is when my normal day comes to an abrupt end. The man standing at the door is one I’ve been hanging out with lately. In secret. Meaning no one knows, except he and I. Since we started, I’ve wanted to keep it that way. Yet here he is, right in my damn front yard.

      What the fuck is he doing here? Hurrying out, I open and close the door, pulling him away from the entrance, hoping no one else can hear what we’re about to say to one another. I’m not prepared to answer the questions that his presence here today might bring forward.

      “What are you doing here?” I hiss, folding my arms over my chest. Part of the move is self-preservation, to keep him from getting too close. The other reason is because of the chill in the air - it’s gone down to my bones. Badly I want to snuggle up against him, the way I did last night after he’d gone to sleep and before I snuck out in the dark of the night.  I shiver because the weather is cold still, patches of ice cover the ground, snow falls down softly, and if this was any other situation, it’d be damn near romantic. But I’m not normal, and this situation is what it is.

      He takes those sunglasses of his off, pushing the bag he’s holding towards me.

      “Your clothes. Figured you might want them back, especially when you left in the middle of the night in just a pair of my sweatpants and a t-shirt.” His face holds a mocking smile. It’s obvious he’s unhappy with me and pissed off about the way I left. Irritation is evident in his expression as he stares down at me.

      My face burns and I pray that no one has turned on the mic at the door, that they aren’t hearing this. The situation with Wilder Evans is so complicated, such a fucking shit show. I don’t relish explaining it to anyone who might ask. In the time we’ve been hanging out, he’s gotten too close. So that means I need to push. Push him as far away as I can. “You can burn them for all I care.”

      “You and I both know that’s a lie, Addie. The bra and panties? They’re your favorites. They’re my favorites.” He gestures between us. The heat in his eyes burns me to the core. I’ve never known a man as intense as he is, and maybe that’s what scares me the most.

      I close my eyes against the picture he makes standing over me. All broad-shouldered, hair a little too long, scruff covering his entire jaw, those blue eyes of his bright as he stares at me. The leather jacket he wears gives him the look of a man not to be messed with. The black jeans that are almost white at the knees and crotch rest easily on his hips, just the right amount of baggy I like. The wallet chain, the watch he wears on his wrist, the silver belt buckle, the earrings in his ears, and the ink I know that rests underneath the shirt he wears. Everything about Wilder turns me on.

      But he’s dangerous. Reminds me way too much of my Dad and makes me want things I swore I never wanted. In a life where I’ve never felt I truly belong, the man standing in front of me is the other piece to my irregular puzzle shape. While I’m the bottom right corner that only has so much to give – he’s the piece that snugs right in, connecting me to the rest of them all. That shit’s scary and exactly why I push him away.

      He swept into my life when I least expected him, but right when I needed him, simultaneously pissing me off and taking a knife to the side that I should have taken. Since then we haven’t been able to stay away from one another, but we both know it has to stop. When I don’t take the bag, he sets it on the steps, and then leans in, his lips pressing against my cheek. It almost breaks my heart, the sweetness of it all, the soft way he caresses my arm, moving his fingers down to mine.

      “Don’t.” I turn, but not quick enough to avoid the affection.

      “C’mon Addie, you and I both know this isn’t over.” He puts his sunglasses back on.

      “Yes it is,” I say the words with steel in my voice. Maybe if I say it enough, it’ll be true.

      “No, it’s not. People like us? Who aren’t sure where we fit? We fit together. We’re the outlaws, the outliers, the rebels without a cause. Only we do have a cause. To figure out where the fuck we belong.”

      “I don’t belong anywhere,” I argue, fully believing what I’m telling him. There’s a rambling spirit inside me, one that wants to explore everything, see where I truly feel at home.

      A devilish smile spreads across his face, the same type of smile that got him into my panties the first time. “You do, you belong with me.”

      “I don’t, Wild. I really don’t.” I shake my head, breathing in the cold air, hoping it settles the raging sea of my stomach and heart. Last night, I did feel a peace with him I’ve never felt anywhere else before.

      “You’ll see. I’m gonna show you that we belong.”

      “I don’t belong anywhere. Don’t know my real family, don’t know where I came from, have no fucking idea where I’m going. It’s in your best interest to just let me go.”

      He gives me a look before he starts walking to his bike. As he gets there, he swings a leg over, taking a seat. I know exactly what it’s like to have him straddle me the way he’s straddling the seat, and I’m trying like hell not to let that distract me. He starts the bike, giving me a wave as he leaves.

      I watch him until I can no longer see him, before I pick up the bag and go back in, where I tell a questioning Tate that I don’t want to tell my story just yet.

      My heart is just starting to calm when my mom comes in with hot chocolate for us. As she hands me mine, I’m not prepared for what she has to say.

      “Your dad called from the clubhouse while you were talking to Wild outside. He said to tell you thank you for taking care of him, but there’s no reason now you should be hanging out with the new prospect outside of club situations.”

      Prospect? When the fuck did that happen? How could he not have told me over the last few days we’ve spent together?

      And that’s when I realize life totally is out to get me, and it’s thrown me a great big fuck you. As I look down at my feet, I have the thought maybe sometimes to move forward, you have to go back. Back to where it all started, even if that beginning is as big of a mystery to you as it is to everyone else.
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      January (The Past)

      Inhale the future, exhale the past.

      I read that on a shirt somewhere in a gift shop at the beach. It was hanging above all these wooden signs that had white-girl wasted sayings on them. You know, the ramblings of a girl who’s had her heart broken and gotten drunk on three glasses of wine. Those sayings always made me roll my eyes. I never believed any of them were true until this morning when I packed the saddlebags of my motorcycle to the brim, put on a backpack and started heading north up I-55. I’m not sure where I want to go, all I do know for sure is I wanna be anywhere but here. Mississippi has nothing and no one for me. The only things that matter are the bike between my legs, the memories in my brain, and the container of ashes that hold the only person who ever gave a shit about me.

      Exhaling is getting a lot easier the further I get away from the pain, the loneliness, and the same old shit. On the horizon as I head north, is the unknown, it may not be better, but it can’t be much worse than this nothing feeling in the pit of my stomach.

      Cities pass as I ride, heading nowhere in particular. All I know is I want to go north. I pass Jackson and Hernando, Memphis once I cross the border, hopping onto I-40 and then at Nashville I hit I-65.

      Hours later I approach a city called Bowling Green. It’s normal-sized, bigger than where I’m from, I realize when I see a sign proclaiming it’s available for the next five exits. As I’m approaching exit twenty-eight, my bike starts making a horrible noise.

      “Of course,” I say to the wind, to anyone who will listen. “Of course this shit would happen to me.”

      I coast off the exit and into a parking lot of a placed called Wet Wanda’s. I have no idea what this is, but it looks like a strip joint. At this time of early evening, no one is in the parking lot and as I come to a stop, my bike dies. There’s a gas station across the street, but there’s no one for me to call.

      I’m alone in the fucking world.

      There’s no one to even know I’ve left or where I’m going. Never has the feeling of complete abandonment been so front and center as it is right now. There’s a heaviness in my gut, a tightness in my throat. Is this where I give up? Is this the end for me? When I finally say enough is enough and tell this cruel place I’m in both physically and mentally I’ve had enough?

      It would be so easy. So goddamn easy. Nobody would miss me. Nobody would care. Hell, nobody would even know. I’d be just another John Doe waiting for someone to identify me. Only no one would show up. No different than what’s happened in many other towns all along this great nation.

      Looking to the left and right, I try to make a decision, what is it I’m going to do? For all intents and purposes no one even knows the name Wilder Evans – it means nothing – if I get rid of my wallet before I do it, I can leave without a trace.

      As those thoughts are jumbling around in my head, running through my mind like one of those trains I lived near back in Mississippi, I hear the rumble of motorcycle pipes. That reminds me of the shitty farmhouse back in Mississippi too. Every time a train would go by, a swift wind would come through, it would shake the structure. Knocking off the pictures my grandfather loved of his bride in happier times. Back before my mom made a mess of things, and I became an extra mouth to feed. Or let’s call it like it was – a smart mouth dick who needed someone to love him.

      Thank God for gramps, because I didn’t even know what it felt like to have arms wrapped around me the first time he gave me a hug.

      The sound of those bikes gets closer, and I begin to feel nervous as I see two men wearing cuts. I’ve never been affiliated with a MC, not officially, but when I did hang out with others back home, they were all joined in. They classified me as a hanger-on, and I guess my whole life has been something of that nature.

      The two men come to a stop in front of me, both shutting the motors off. Even though one of them wears a full-face helmet, and the rest of us wear sunglasses, they watch me. I know they do, and I watch them. There are a million ways they can see me. Am I just a loner passing through? Am I someone coming here, trying to make trouble?

      I don’t know what to say, so I say nothing.

      “You need help?” The one on the left asks as he takes off his helmet, gloves and swings his leg over the bike.

      “I think I threw a rod, blew a motor or something,” I answer, swallowing roughly against the fear in my throat.

      “Had the bike long?” He walks over and I get a good look at him. He has what most would call movie-star good looks, sandy blonde hair, a little long, and an easy smile.

      “About a year, I bought it used, and I’m not sure how well it was taken care of before I got it.”

      “Always gotta take care of your bike, man.”

      “I was more interested in leaving the past behind,” I admit without meaning to. Maybe it needed to be said out loud for me to believe it.

      The guy looks behind him at the other guy. “Then you’ve come to the right place. Welcome to Bowling Green, I’m Jagger,” he points to himself and then behind him. “That’s Layne. We work at a repair shop. We’ll get this fixed right up for you.”

      I’m struggling. Is this an answer to my thoughts earlier, or just something that’s going to prolong the inevitable? Either way I’m fucked. “I have no money,” I inhale deeply. “No family, no place to go, no one to ask for it.”

      “Luckily for you,” Layne takes his sunglasses off, leveling me with a stare. “We’re in the business of helping people. We’ll get this bike taken care of for you, and you can pay us back, in payments if you need to.”

      That’s all great, but where the fuck am I gonna stay?

      The two of them look at each other, and I realize I’ve said that out loud. Shit. “No disrespect meant.”

      “None taken. Our club owns some rental property,” Layne pulls his cell out. “And there’s this one dude we rent to. We like to keep tabs on him since he’s always late as fuck with his rent. He has an extra room, and he owes us a favor. If you can stand the smell of weed, Skunk would be more than happy to have you.”

      With no options and nothing but the open road looking me in the face, I make a snap decision. I’ll stay here, pay off my bike repairs, and see what the fuck the next few months have for me. Anything has to be better than what I’ve come from.

      “Appreciate it,” I hold out my hand to the both of them.

      Jagger grins. “It’s kinda what we do. Help the ones who can’t help themselves.”

      If he only knew how fucking true those words were.
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      Mid-January

      “You sure you don’t want to come hang out with me and Remy?” Tatum asks as she stands poised at the mirror, ready to put color onto her bare lips.

      Sighing, I get up from her bed. “No, trust me, I don’t wanna be around the two of you. Feeling like a third wheel? Not my idea of a good time. Doesn’t mean I don’t love you, though.” I walk over and reach out, giving her a hug.

      “To me you’re not a third wheel.” She pouts, the red color she’s applied making the motion appear exaggerated. “You’ve always been my ride or die.”

      Hearing those words almost brings tears to my eyes, because the loneliness I’ve been feeling lately doesn’t relent. But that’s something I haven’t shared with anyone. Even when I’m at my parents’. The stigma of being adopted, not belonging, has been weighing heavily on me the last few months. I know I should be able to talk to Tate or my dad about it. Tyler Blackfoot would no doubt spit some wisdom, but something keeps holding me back from sharing. Instead, I pretend to be the same person I’ve always been. “Same, Tate, same. Thanks for the invite, but I’m gonna see what I can get into tonight.”

      She sets the tube of lip color down, turning to me, sighing deeply like the motherly person she’s become since her and Remy became serious. “Addie, just do me a favor.”

      “What’s that?” My dark eyes meet hers, a smirk playing on the edge of my mouth. I know what she’s about to ask, and I know I’m about to lie to her.

      “Don’t go to Mayhem,” she mentions a new bar that’s opened in town. A place where both of our dads and the rest of Heaven Hill have told us not to go. Tate, of course isn’t, because she spends all her free time with Remy. But me? What else have I got to do?

      “Don’t worry. I’m just gonna go over some notes from the class I’m taking.” I point to my laptop on our dining room table as we leave Tate’s bedroom. “I’ll probably be asleep by midnight. Should I expect you back tonight? Ya know, so you don’t scare the shit outta me coming in?”

      She laughs. “One thing I have learned is never sneak up on a Blackfoot. But no, I’m gonna stay with Rem tonight. Will you be good here by yourself?”

      Annoyance flashes on my face, I feel it, but cover it up quickly. “Aren’t I always? See you at CRISIS tomorrow. Don’t do anything with Remy I wouldn’t do.”

      Tatum rolls her eyes before she grabs an overnight bag. “See ya!”

      Fifteen minutes later I’m dressed, makeup done, and I’m headed somewhere I shouldn’t go. But when you feel as tumultuous as I do? Mayhem is what feels like home.

      
        
        Wild

      

      

      There’s a huge mass of bodies clogging up the empty space used as a dance floor. Dance floor. That’s kinda funny. The reality of the situation is quite different. It’s used as a place to make drug deals, for single twenty-somethings to find a hook-up for the night, for depressed thirty-something’s married to their high school sweethearts to find the one to help them get their freak on, and for anyone with a need of any kind to find whatever relief there is. 

      Bowling Green hadn’t been the spot I’d planned to stop when I started North from Mississippi. I wasn’t sure exactly where my stopping spot was going to be. I just knew I’d know it when I saw it. Best laid plans and all of that. Luckily for me, the universe knew better than I did.

      Jagger and Layne have turned out to be super cool guys who are now allowing me to pay off the debt I owe in payments. Fuck if I’d had any kind of forethought. When I’d left Mississippi, it had been with the clothes on my back and what I could fit in a backpack. The one thing I didn’t have? Cold, hard cash.

      Which brings me back to the mass of bodies crammed into this hole-in-the-wall bar tonight. The one place that was hiring and didn’t give a shit about my credentials? A new bar called Mayhem, where I do a little of crowd control and make fuckin’ amazing tips behind the bar from women who like to flirt.

      And on any given night the bar lived up to its namesake.

      “Keep alive tonight, my man,” the other bartender/bouncer and my new roommate, Skunk, tells me as I take up residence with him, running my gaze along the packed house. When I first met him, I thought Jagger and Layne were exaggerating the smell of this guy, and the nickname wasn’t true. The fuck did I know? He reeks of weed day and night. He smokes it day and night too. He’s a good guy, but goddamn I don’t know how he makes it through life. It’s a way of life for him. All day. Every day. How this guy functions is beyond me, but he does, and he always knows what the fuck is going on. “One of the Heaven Hill Princesses just showed up, knowing goddamn good and well she shouldn’t be here.”

      “Heaven Hill Princesses?” This is one term I haven’t heard yet.

      “Those guys who fixed your bike – they don’t just own a mechanic shop. You know they’re the local MC, and well respected around town. That girl,” he points to a hot piece of ass that just walked in, “is the Vice President’s daughter.”

      “Nice.” I look her up and down.

      “No.” Skunk grabs me by the shoulders. “Not nice. Tyler Blackfoot, her dad, is a legend around these parts. Don’t even think about it.”

      “Well obviously she’s old enough to do what she wants if she’s in here,” I

      point out the obvious.

      “Not necessarily.” He shakes his head, a smile on his face that looks like a warning. Too bad I’ve never been one to take warnings seriously. “This girl, she’s trouble with a capital T. She’s searching for something, I don’t know what, but she’s not gonna stop until she finds it.”

      “Nothing wrong with that.”

      He glances at me, clasping me on the shoulder. “Dude, you’ve got so much to learn about this town. Trust me when I say you don’t wanna get on the wrong side of Tyler Blackfoot, and trust me again when I say that little firecracker will burn you. The spark she throws off will torch the fuck outta you.”

      “Getting burnt is part of the appeal.” I watch as she walks across the dance floor. “The hotter it is, the harder it is to hang onto. When you can grasp it in your hands? That feeling is worth a million bucks.”

      Skunk laughs. “You fuck around with Addalynn Blackfoot and you’re gonna feel it, in more ways than one. It’s your funeral, dude, but don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      “Got it.” I nod, but in reality, I can’t tear my eyes away as she makes a lap around the room. While pretending to wipe the glasses, I catalog every single thing I can tell about her from where I stand.

      She’s on the shorter side; if she were standing next to me, she’d probably come up to my collarbone. Her hair is this weird mix of dark and light. Almost like she’s probably dyed it blonde once or twice to fit in, but her natural color is as dark as the aura surrounding her.

      Most people give her space as she moves around the periphery, but some guys do chance it. They approach her, appear to spit some lines, and then they’re turned down hard judging by the looks on their faces. When she finally makes her way over to the bar, I’m dying to know the game she’s playing. What’s her angle? What gets her off about turning these guys down?

      “What can I get you?”

      Her dark eyes, which had been gazing up and down the bar, turn to me. They harbor secrets. Mine do too, which is why I recognize it so openly in hers.

      “Crown and Coke,” she answers, leaning against the scuffed wood of the bar top. She’s just tall enough so that her head and part of her chest is exposed. Tall, she isn’t.

      My eyes stray down to where her t-shirt gaps, exposing the black lace edges of a bra. Normally, I might not be so blatantly open about ogling a woman’s chest I don’t know, but the way she arches her back tells me she wants me to look. “You sure about that, Shortcake? There’s a potential for you to get fucked up real fast if I mess up my ratio. A girl like you in a place like this? Sure you don’t want a beer?”

      Her gaze never leaves my face. Those eyes of hers come close to spitting fire as I pick up another glass, wiping it out, doing my best to appear like this girl hasn’t piqued my interest just by walking in.

      “Maybe you don’t know who I am.”

      “Can’t say that I do. I’m new in town.” I shrug, feeling the weight of the air between us. It’s charged with some sort of electricity, like a fucking summer storm that’s ready to break open and rain down on anyone in its path.

      “My name is Addie Blackfoot, and I want a Crown and Coke. If you can’t give me that simple order, then I’ll just go somewhere else.”

      The red color on her lips shines in the dim light of the bar. Not the muted shit most girls wear that make their lips look like they’ve spent ten years in the Sahara. No, her lips glisten like she’s spent all night licking them, getting ready for
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