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      *IVY*

      The church parking lot is packed. Luxury cars line both sides of the street. Men in expensive suits stand in circles, pretending to be mourners, but they’re probably closing shady business deals. A few women in black dresses dab at dry eyes as they walk into the chapel.

      If I didn’t know him personally, I would think Logan Mercer had been a saint. The way these people are acting, you’d think he had some actual value besides owning a few properties in town.

      I stare at the crowd through the windshield and snort.

      “What a fucking joke,” I murmur.

      Blaze chuckles from the driver’s seat.

      “Careful, Poison Ivy. Someone might hear you and realize you’re the reason he’s dead.”

      “Good,” I say. “They should be giving me a medal of honor.”

      Hawk reaches behind from the passenger seat to squeeze my knee.

      “We don’t have to do this,” he says. “We can drive away right now and forget the whole thing.”

      I shake my head.

      “I need to make sure he’s dead.”

      Blaze throws his head back in laughter while the corner of Hawk’s mouth twitches. Neither of them tries to correct me.

      A few weeks ago, Logan kidnapped me, tortured me, and tried to break me. It was his mission to destroy everything I cared about, after years of making sure he was the only thing I did care about.

      He was a monster, not that anyone here would know that. Logan was something of a villain with a hidden identity. To the community, he was Logan Mercer, trusted businessman and real estate mogul. To the streets, he was Vex, the ruthless leader of the Black Vultures. He moved between the two worlds seamlessly, and it didn’t hurt that he had law enforcement on his side.

      Even though it’s been weeks since I killed him, the town is just now having a public memorial for him. The official story is that he was killed in a drive-by shooting. I imagine Red is the one who reported that. The perfect image of Logan Mercer can’t be tarnished by gang violence, or the bullets of his tortured ex.

      They’ve also fudged the death dates. They waited until the sheriff started his re-election campaign to announce his murder. I think Red assumes it will bolster him in the polls. He’s running on a platform to weed out all the gang violence in Ransom. Ironic since he’s the biggest thug of them all.

      I open the truck door. The late morning heat slams into me immediately, making my hairline start to sweat. Blaze and Hawk flank me immediately, like they’re afraid of what I’m going to do. I just roll my eyes.

      “I already killed him,” I say quietly. “It’s not like I’m going to do anything worse.”

      The two share a look, and I know they’re worried about me. Nobody’s said it, but the atmosphere around the club has shifted. I’m getting more respect than I did before, but sometimes I wonder if they’re afraid of me, if they think I’m just a loose cannon ready to fire at any moment.

      Ghost told me he’s never seen anyone keep shooting after their victim is dead. If even Ghost thinks the way I handled Logan was too violent, then I can’t imagine what everyone else thinks. I’m unhinged. I’m crazy. I’m off my rocker.

      If they knew how much Logan had put me through in our relationship, they would be cheering me on. That’s just not how I handle things, though. It’s no one else’s business, and besides, the nightmare is over now. I’m finally free, and I was able to avenge Felix’s death.

      We’re ten feet from the church when I stop. All the images come back to me in a blur. I remember all the times he hurt me. All the times he beat me so badly he broke my bones. The times he nearly killed me. Felix’s lifeless body lying on the floor.

      “You okay?” Blaze murmurs in my ear.

      I nod.

      “I just hate that he gets all this,” I say, gesturing to the crowd. “The flowers, the speeches, all the goddamn sympathy. He put me through hell, but he’s the community’s hero, a beacon against violence, when he was the most violent person here.”

      Hawk’s expression hardens.

      “He was good at making people only see what he wanted them to see,” he reminds me. “You knew the real him, and your feelings are valid. Let’s just get in and get out without causing a scene.”

      I roll my eyes at him. He was more against me coming here than anyone. He thinks I’m here for some sick serial killer moment to take credit for my kill. The truth is, Logan still haunts my nightmares. Even though I saw his lifeless body in front of me, I need the closure of this funeral. I need his ghost to stop haunting me.

      “Speaking of two-faced demons,” Blaze says, and we all look to see Sheriff Red Lawson speaking to a reporter. My stomach immediately twists.

      I haven’t seen Red in person since the first time Logan kidnapped me. He said the foulest, most sickening things to me, threatening to gang rape me with his corrupt deputies. Now, his campaign smile is firmly in place as he plays the part of the concerned public servant.

      “He looks nervous,” Hawk says quietly, and without looking at his face, I hear the smile in his voice.

      Hawk has made it his mission in the last few weeks to ensure that Red loses this re-election campaign. He figured if the Vultures could have a man on the inside, it’s about time the Reapers have one too.

      “His poll numbers are plummeting,” Blaze says excitedly.

      I don’t even try to hide my satisfaction. We have plenty of evidence to bury him, but that’s not how Hawk wants to play it, and we’re all respecting his authority.

      Red’s gaze sweeps across the parking lot, and our eyes meet for the briefest of seconds. The smile vanishes from his face for a moment, but then it’s back, as polished and professional as ever.

      I put up my hand and give him a small wave. Blaze chuckles behind me.

      “I think you’re enjoying this a little too much,” Hawk sighs. “Let’s go.”

      We walk through the church doors into the largest chapel I’ve ever seen. Ransom has a shitty little grocery store, but the town sure found the funds for a beautiful church.

      The three of us sit in the very last pew, as close to the door as possible. Blaze and Hawk make me sit between them, and I know it’s because they’re afraid I’m going to do something crazy. Do they really expect me to get up on the mic and admit to this entire crowd that I murdered Logan? Honestly, they’re way too overprotective sometimes.

      Red is the first one to get up and speak. There isn’t a casket. Instead, there’s a small box of Logan’s ashes at the front and a picture of his bright, smiling face on top. Red looks down at it mournfully, talking about what a good man Logan was. I swear he looks right at me as he says it.

      Blaze drapes an arm around me, and Hawk’s hand goes to my knee. They must see it too. I’m fine, though. I’m not going to rise to the bait.

      We sit like statues for the rest of the service, and sneak out just before the benediction is spoken. As we leave, I do feel like a part of me feels relieved that it’s all over. I never have to hear the name Logan Mercer again. It’s really over.

      Tears sting my eyes at the thought, but they’re happy tears. I let out a loud laugh, and Blaze looks at me like I’ve really lost my mind.

      “I’m just relieved,” I say, wiping away the tears.

      He nods and pulls me in for a side hug and places a kiss on my head. It’s a little thing, a small gesture of intimacy, and I let myself have it. I can have anything I want now. Logan is dead. I don’t have to be afraid of anything anymore.

      Except when we get back to the club, there are five bikers sitting at the gate waiting to be let in. They’re obviously not Vultures or Reapers. What the hell?

      I stiffen as soon as I recognize their patch. King’s Highway.

      Terry.

      “Shit,” Blaze curses under his breath. “Is that?”

      “Yep,” I say. “That’s my stepdad.”
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        * * *

      

      *Hawk*

      

      I get out of the truck and watch as Blaze drives Ivy through the gates. I see her look back, watching with cold eyes. She doesn’t look afraid, just annoyed at this inconvenience.

      “Can I help you gentlemen?” I ask pleasantly as I approach the leader of the group.

      He looks the same as he did when he walked through the bar last week. His long, slightly wavy gray hair is frizzy and dirty. He’s got deep lines in his face and grown out scruff that doesn’t really qualify as a beard just yet.

      “You Hawk?” Ivy’s stepdad asks. “I was hoping to meet with you.”

      Brunt, who’s watching the gate, looks at me for permission. I shake my head slightly.

      “Here’s as good as anywhere,” I tell him. “What can I do for you?”

      He holds out his hand.

      “Terry Foster,” he says. “I’m the leader of King’s Highway.”

      “I know who you are,” I say coldly.

      Though, truthfully, all I really know is his name and the fact that he’s Ivy’s stepdad. She said she’d tell us the full story, but with the funeral, we let it fall to the back burner. She had enough stress going on, I didn’t want this to be one more thing to break her.

      “That’s good,” Terry nods. “Well, since you know me and I know you, why don’t we get out of this god-forsaken heat and have a discussion like civilized leaders.”

      I shake my head.

      “That’s not going to be happening,” I tell him. “You’re banned from these grounds.”

      He smirks at that.

      “Do you even know why?” he asks. “Has my stepdaughter been telling tales on me again?”

      “I trust Ivy,” I tell him. “If she doesn’t want you here, that’s the end of the story.”

      He nods and wrinkles his nose, looking out over the flat horizon.

      “Well, you’re the prez here, and I’ll respect your authority," he says calmly.

      What he doesn’t say, but I hear anyway, is that he doesn’t respect Ivy’s. He doesn’t care what she thinks.

      “Excellent,” I say, turning toward the gate. “If there’s nothing else.”

      “Man to man,” Terry says, stopping me. “Leader to leader, I’ve come to tell you that you’ve got a big problem on your hands. The Black Vultures are gone now, and that’s left a bit of a power vacuum in the area. Other clubs are going to try and move in.”

      “Is that a threat?” I ask, narrowing my eyes at him.

      He smirks again and leans forward on the handlebars of his bike.

      “No, no, no, son. You’ve got me all wrong. I’ve been through this before. I’ve seen it happen, and it ain’t pretty. I’ve come to offer my help.”

      I look at him, then scan the faces of the men he brought with him.

      “Just out of the goodness of your heart, eh?” I ask, raising my eyebrow at him.

      He chuckles, and so do his men behind him.

      “Nothing in life is free,” he says. “But it does seem my Iveline has settled herself here, and I want to make sure nobody else hurts her. She’s been through enough.”

      I don’t react. I genuinely can’t tell if he’s being sincere or not.

      “So, I’ve come to give you some advice. You can take it or leave it, that don’t concern me none.”

      I nod and look back toward the club.

      “I’m not looking for help,” I tell him.

      He smiles and pulls out a card, getting off his bike and handing it to me.

      “If that changes, you call me.”
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            CRACKS IN THE FOUNDATION

          

        

      

    

    
      *BLAZE*

      My phone buzzes with an unknown number with a local area code. I sigh. Whatever it is, I already know it isn’t good. The last few weeks have been a complete shitshow.

      “Hello?” I answer.

      “Blaze, it’s Gary, here at the hardware store.”

      I pinch the bridge of my nose. We’ve established a close relationship with Gary over the years, especially because he supplies most of our tools and looks the other way when we have “special requests.” We offered him a lot of protection when the Vultures lived in Ransom, and I’d hoped our protecting days were over.

      “What’s going on, Gare?”

      “Some thugs smashed up my storefront and took half my inventory.” He sighs. “Not to mention the cash register.”

      “What, like all the cash?” I ask, confused.

      “No,” he answers. “They took the fucking cash register.”

      I close my eyes and slam my head on the bar.

      “Shit, Gary,” I say. “Did anyone get hurt? Are you okay?”

      “Oh, I’m fine,” he says in his slow Texas drawl. “I just hoped my cleaning up robbery days were over when the Vultures skipped town.”

      I nod and run my hand through my hair.

      “I’m gonna send you a couple of our prospects to help clean up,” I tell him. “Work ‘em hard.”

      “That’s awful kind, Blaze, but I’m not the only one. The gas station on the highway just got robbed.”

      “Again?” I ask, clenching my teeth.

      “Again,” he says. “This town’s going to hell in a hand basket.”

      Normally, I’d chuckle at Gary’s old-timey sayings, but I’m too fucking stressed to be charmed by it today.

      I grab two of our prospects to send down his way and ride down with them. His place looks wrecked.

      It’s been three weeks since Logan’s funeral, and Ransom has gone to shit. It was fine when out-of-town assholes were vandalizing his old properties, but the business owners in Ransom are good people. They’ve weathered a lot of storms, including the hurricane that was Logan Mercer, and they don’t deserve this shit.

      Ever since word got out that the Black Vultures were gone, every asshole within two hundred miles seems to think Ransom is up for grabs. We’ve seen dozens of robberies, drug deals, break-ins, and fights. We’ve had to kick dozens of guys out of the bar for getting too rowdy. At a motorcycle bar. Can you imagine?

      Everybody wants a piece of the pie, and they want to take whatever they can grab before someone bigger comes along and takes it.

      We’ve started offering protection services, but our club isn’t huge. We can only offer so much help before we’re out of manpower. Gary’s someone we’ll always keep at the top of the list, but these gas station robberies are getting out of hand.

      Where the hell is the sheriff? Oh, yeah, he’s running a re-election campaign and acting like he’s blind to what’s actually going on. He’s hoping someone’s going to come along and offer him the same amount of money Logan was giving him. He even approached us after the funeral.

      Hawk sent him packing before he even got a word out.

      That sniveling piece of shit.

      I check on Gary and make sure the prospects take care of him before I head back to the club. Hawk is in his office, looking just as stressed as I feel.

      “How bad is it out there?” he asks, looking up at me. “I’ve been so busy fielding calls, I haven’t left the clubhouse in days.”

      “You need a secretary,” I half-joke.

      “Yeah, you may be onto something,” he says. “But I definitely need to delegate. I just don’t have the capacity to work on this sheriff’s race right now. We need Red out, but I don’t have time to vet other possible candidates.”

      I nod.

      “So, you want me to do it,” I guess.

      “You know me better than anyone else,” he answers. “I trust you’ll pick the right person.”

      “Okay,” I say. “I’ll set up some meetings in town.”

      “Thanks, Blaze,” he says, not looking at me as his phone starts buzzing. He takes the call, and I back out of the room silently.

      This isn’t working. We’re trying to put out every fire we see, but that doesn’t stop it from burning. Having a new sheriff might possibly help, but that’s just the beginning. We need to show these punks that this is our territory, and they don’t get to just move in without our permission.

      As I’m heading back out, I run into Ivy.

      “Where’s the fire now?” She sighs warily.

      She’s been busy at the bar since we reopened, but she’s well aware of what’s going on out there. Our men keep coming home exhausted, battle-weary after fighting all the new entities in town.

      “I’m no longer a fireman.” I wink at her. “Hawk’s got me scouting for a new sheriff.”

      Her eyes darken, and she sighs.

      “Just make sure your candidate isn’t another sociopath.”

      “Aren’t all pigs?” I groan. “But I’ll definitely find the least psychotic.”

      “My hero,” she sighs dramatically, swatting my ass with a dish towel. “Come see me when you’re done, okay?”

      “As if you could keep me away,” I tease, blowing her a kiss.

      She rolls her eyes but pretends to catch it. That’s my girl. Maybe one day she actually will be just mine.
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        * * *

      

      *Hawk*

      

      There’s a knock on the office door, and I groan internally. I’m up to my eyeballs in problems lately. I’ve never been this busy in my life, and it makes me almost miss the Vultures. They were an endless pain in my side, but at least they had easily recognizable patterns.

      I don’t know what the hell these new crews are up to. It’s like every degenerate in Texas decided to move in at the same time. It’s more than I know how to deal with. Every day is a new catastrophe.

      I need help, and not the kind my men can provide. I need the guidance of another prez.

      Ivy would hate me for doing it, but I pull out Terry’s card and stare at it for a long time, time that I really don’t have.

      If I keep him away from the club, there would be no harm in talking to him, right? Ivy clearly doesn’t want him here, and I respect that completely. She never told us why, though, and at this point, I’ve got to trust my gut.

      I pull out my phone and type in his number. My thumb hovers over the call button for a long time. This could be a huge mistake, but it could also be our salvation.

      I click “call” before I doubt myself further.

      I meet him on the outside of town, at a rundown Mexican restaurant that hardly anyone comes to. The sign out front is missing some letters, and the parking lot has more cracks than pavement. Terry is already sitting inside when I arrive.

      He’s in a booth near the back, drinking coffee. He has come alone, at least. That’s good. This isn’t an ambush, at the very least.

      I slide into the seat across from him.

      “What a shithole,” he grumbles. “How does this place stay open?”

      “They used to wash money for the Vultures,” I tell him.

      He nods.

      “The food is also incredible,” I say, “probably the best you can get on this side of the border. If this place ends up going under, I might bring the owner to cook at the bar.”

      He chuckles.

      “Always a hustle. I respect that.”

      A young waitress appears and tops off his coffee before turning over the mug in front of me and pouring one for me without me asking. Terry thanks her by name. She smiles shyly.

      “The small things matter,” he tells me. “Paying attention to the details. That’s what separates the good clubs from the great ones. The good leaders too.”

      “Is that a shot at me?” I ask, raising my eyebrow at him.

      “Not at all,” he says. “I’m sure you’ve done a great job. You ran the Vultures out of town and got rid of Vex. He was a legendary asshole from what I’ve heard.”

      I don’t tell him that Ivy was really the one to get rid of Vex. It’s probably best if I don’t mention her at all. I have to keep her separate from my need to get help.

      Terry leans back in the booth and crosses his arms. “So, tell me. Why did you decide to meet?”

      I grind my teeth. Admitting that I’m out of my depth with all the new thugs in town isn’t an option. I don’t want to look weak in front of him. He could use it against me. When I don’t answer quickly enough, Terry smiles.

      “I’ve been where you are,” he says. “I’ve been in a situation where a rival gang left town and everyone thought they could overwhelm us and pull apart my territory for parts.”

      “What did you do?” I ask him, trying not to sound too curious.

      “I showed them how strong my crew was. See, you’re trying to put out fires right now. You and your guys are doing damage control when you should be showing these assholes who the fuck you are.”

      “How do you propose we do that?”

      “How long do you have?” he asks, sipping his coffee casually.

      “Long enough,” I tell him. “Whatever it takes to get this situation under control.”

      He nods. “How many hours are you sleeping at night?”

      It seems like an odd question.

      “Less now,” I admit.

      He nods sagely.

      “I remember those times. No offense, Hawk, but you look like you got run over by a pack of bikers. If you’re going to pull this off, you have to take care of yourself. No one else understands the burden of being prez. No one else is going to care how you’re handling things. They don’t want to see your weaknesses.”

      I look down at my hands. I certainly don’t want him to see my weaknesses. I trust him less than any of our newest prospects. Even so, he understands the burden more than any of my men ever could. He can see it without me even having to say anything.

      “When I took over King’s Highway, I thought I had to carry everything myself,” he says wistfully.

      “So what happened?”

      He chuckles. “I nearly ran the club into the ground. I made a lot of stupid mistakes, and there was no one to help me navigate them.”

      I immediately think of Chase. I believed my brother would never do anything to hurt me or the club, and it nearly got Ivy killed. There was no public funeral for him. Not even a private one. Traitors don’t get funerals.

      That’s all on me. I should have seen it. I let pride and family loyalty get in the way of seeing what was right in front of my eyes.

      “The trick,” he continues, “is figuring out which problems are yours. Then, you need to work on clearing your plate.”

      I think of Blaze, Ghost, Ivy, even Maverick. They’re all capable of stepping up to the plate. They’ve more than proven their loyalty to the club and to me. I need them.

      Still, even they can’t understand the decisions I have to make. They will never have to make the same sacrifices.

      “You don’t have to trust me,” Terry says when I stare at him without speaking. “I’m just saying, I’ve been where you are. I’m here to help.”

      “What’s in it for you?” I ask skeptically.

      “I already told you, Hawk. I want my girl taken care of. You can’t do that if your club crumbles.”

      He seems genuine, but I’m still not sure if I can trust him. Lately, I don’t trust any of my instincts, if I’m being honest. So, for now, I flag the waitress over and put in an order for lunch.

      “Tell me what you’re thinking,” I say. “How would you handle these assholes?”

      He smiles and places his own order.

      “I thought you’d never ask.”
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      *IVY*

      “Are you sure you feel comfortable working in a biker bar?” I ask the woman sitting in front of me.

      “The tips are better,” she answers automatically.

      She’s pretty. There’s no point in me pretending otherwise. She has blonde hair pulled into a neat ponytail and bright blue eyes. She’s too polished for a place like this, even in her jeans and plain black T-shirt. She doesn’t look like the kind of person who would want to hang around here.

      She also doesn’t seem intimidated, which is an important part of the job. Despite our best efforts, we still get some rough men in here. I need to know that the person I hire for this job can handle herself. Jolene Parker looks like she fits the bill.

      I glance down at her application.

      She’s twenty-eight, just a few months older than me. She has plenty of waitressing and bartending experience. She has no criminal record, not that that would be a barrier in hiring her. She’s actually suspiciously qualified, but I’m desperate for the help.

      With Felix gone, the bar has become my responsibility. We hired a new cook to help feed the club, but I need someone I can trust to run the bar when I’m not here. I don’t know if I can trust Jolene yet, but I’d like to.

      “I just don’t know why you’d want to work here,” I tell her honestly.
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EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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