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THE NOISE DOWNSTAIRS in the Brikken Motorcycle Club's clubhouse muffled Jessica's screams. Jett Stanton held her hips, thrust into her pussy, and blew his load. Holding the woman bent over in front of him, he slapped her ass and pulled out, ripping the condom off him.

He walked to the wastebasket. His mind still raced, not letting go of the feeling that the shipment of chopped motorcycles Brikken sends down to California every three months needed to change.

Jessica wound her arms around his waist from behind. He grabbed her wrist and set her away from him.

"Get dressed." He zipped up his jeans and buckled his belt.

"Baby," purred Jessica. "I could make—"

"You're finished." He lifted his chin and motioned toward the door. "Go downstairs and find someone else to cap your night."

"But—"

"Out." He strode over and opened the door. "Now."

Jessica's pout turned into a snarl, and she snagged her dress off the bed, pulling it over her head and wiggling into the tight material. He gripped the top of the door and waited. It took her two minutes to believe he wasn't going to change his mind, and with a burst of disappointment, sashayed her ass out of his room.

He stepped over and picked up his pistol off the dresser, tucking it at his waist. What a fucking waste of a night.

Walking out of the room, he went downstairs. The party in full swing, bodies meshed and voices raised as the crowd of two hundred or so people celebrated fulfilling the shipment of motorcycles ahead of schedule.

Instead of joining the others, he'd got his nut off with Jessica, who went at fucking like she was sitting in a theater waiting for the movie to start.

He pushed through the door and stepped outside. Standing under the floodlight, he peered into the field. He could go beat some parts off the bikes for the next shipment for a few hours until he felt like sleeping or take a ride.

Halfway to his Harley, he pulled an elastic band out of his pocket and tied back his hair. He hated the nights.

In the daylight, people were forced to face each other. In the dark, people showed their true colors. Enemies came knocking. It was at night that he stayed alert and trusted no man, MC brother or not.

He sat his motorcycle and started the engine. History had taught him to keep his eyes open. Rollo—his grandfather—was shot in the back by a Brikken member. Chief—his father—had served two stints in prison, one of those because of a squealer within the club. 

But, it was his personal experience spending eighteen months in prison that nailed the lesson home about the dangers at night and watching his back.

Someday, he'd become president. His gut churned. Brikken would be handed down from grandfather, father, and then him.

At thirty-seven years old, Jett expected Chief to lead the club for many more years. He was in no hurry.

Griff and Tag opened the gate for him. He held his hand low as he rode out onto the county road. He glanced at the group of bikers congregated on the outside of the fence surrounding Brikken Property.

Two hundred yards away, he slowed and made a U-turn. He opened the throttle and braked hard, skidding to a stop beside five Brikken members.

Heads turned in his direction, and everyone kept their position. He shut off the bike.

"What's up?" He remained sitting on his Harley.

Chano broke away from D-Con, Swift, Harrison, and Eddie. "Some chick's taking money for the game on Sunday."

"Betting?" he asked.

"If you want to call it that. Fucking Eddie put in a hundred bucks last week, turned it into five hundred, and those assholes plan to do the same thing." Chano pulled a pack of cigarettes out of his pocket and tapped a smoke out. "Higher stakes. A five-spot to play. Too rich for my blood."

He squinted into the darkness, only able to see the Brikken men in the cluster. "Who's the woman?"

"Hey, D-Con." Chano waved his hand out to the side. "Jett wants to meet the woman."

The men stepped back. He studied the area they vacated and could only make out a small dark shape about two feet tall. Getting off his motorcycle, he walked closer until the shape materialized to a woman kneeling on the ground with her hands in a duffle bag.

She flashed him an interested look. "Do you want to play?"

He lifted his brow. "I never pay to play."

"Ah, you're a smart one." Her light laughter floated in the night air. "A big man like you, and lucky, too. Interesting..."

"Lucky...right," he murmured walking closer. "What else are you offering?"

"Sunday's game. Eagles versus the Cowboys," said the woman. "Five hundred to play."

He reached down and hauled her up by her arm, encased in a denim jacket. The woman's hand shot out to grab her bag before Jett put her on her feet.

"Hey, hands off." She slapped out.

Ignoring her outburst, he hauled her closer. In the dark, all he could make out was the black hair and black makeup around her eyes. The top of her head hit him in the middle of his chest, and she barely weighed anything.

"What's your name?" he asked.

"I can be whoever you want me to be. Chantel, Denise, Rose...do you like flowers? I'm partial to spices, myself. Saffron is my favorite. It's soft sounding."

His hand tightened on her arm. "You're fucking with the wrong man, lady."

"Apparently," she drawled, jerking her arm out of his grasp. "You're either in or out. I don't have time to chitchat about names. I've got a slim window available if you want to play. The game is for serious investors. Those that want to make a ton of money on a sure bet."

He grabbed her jacket and looked around. "Where's her car?"

"I don't know. Keeffe spotted her outside the fence and sent us to see what she wanted." Chano blew smoke into the air. "Last time, she showed up out of the blue and left walking down the road after she finished collecting the money, so maybe she walked here."

"I'm standing right here. Why don't you ask me the questions?" she said.

"No need. You're finished here." He pulled her out to the road and gave her a push. "Start walking and stay away from Brikken property."

She hitched her shoulder, righting her jacket. "I wasn't on the property."

Walking backward away from him, she hugged the duffle. He studied her. The damn bag probably weighed as much as her. He turned to the men.

"Who invited her?"

Everyone shook their head. He looked to Chano. "You know Chief doesn't want any illegal bets taking place outside the fence for anyone to see. Make sure she doesn't come back."

"Right-o, Jett. I'll watch her ass." Chano put his cigarette to his lips and gazed down the road at the retreating figure.

"What about our money?" Eddie stepped toward him. "She's got a total of two thousand dollars on her for the game Sunday."

"Guess you lost. Get inside." Jett stayed beside his Harley.

He watched the woman until he could no longer make out her shadow in the night. Gambling was a pastime for many members. Though they knew not to stand outside the Brikken fence to do their dirty work. They could've taken their fun inside the city limits. Tacoma was a hotspot for ways to make a buck on the games or whatever else sparked a gamble.

Their disrespect to the rules was something else he'd need to keep an eye on. He expected loyalty to the club. What they did away from Brikken landed on their shoulders.

He inhaled the night air. The safety of the club needed to come first. Men swore their life to the patch when voted in. He expected them all to take the pledge to their grave. But, none of them had the history and family obligation to protect what Rollo had built the way he had as the next one in line to be president.

He threw his leg over the seat of the motorcycle and started the engine. He'd make sure the woman never returned.

A quarter mile down the road, he spotted her walking at the edge of the asphalt. She must've run the moment she slipped out of sight to gain such distance. He downshifted and stopped in front of her.

She crossed the road to get away from him and continued walking. Amused, he pulled forward and cut her off again. She zigzagged to the other side of the asphalt.

He'd started the night off with little patience and disappointing sex. The immature game the woman played should've irritated him.

Instead, he roared straight down the middle of the road, thirty feet in front of her, stopped, and got off his Harley.

He expected her to stop. Even turn around and run if she was smart. It was near midnight. A female shouldn't even be out alone on a dark road by herself.

Her step never hesitated, she kept walking at the same pace toward him. When she reached him, she took off running, clutching her duffel bag. It took him three paces to hook her around the waist and haul her off her feet and carry her kicking and struggling back to his motorcycle.

"Let me go, asshole." She reached up and grabbed his hair, pulling his head down.

"Jesus Christ." He lugged her tighter against his body. "If you like it rough, just say the word. I can haul you over my shoulder and take you back to the clubhouse."

A low warble of fear came with her violent outburst. He dropped her, caught her when she darted and held her at arm's length in front of him with his hip turned protecting his balls from her foot.

"Knock that shit off." He shook her. "Nobody is hurting you."

She jerked out of his hold and backed away, watching him carefully. He put his hands out to the sides.

"Where's your ride?" he asked.

Her chin lifted. He squinted, trying to see her better. There was something off about her. Something missing that he normally viewed in the women around the clubhouse. She acted afraid one minute and tough the next. The indecisive way she handled herself reminded him of Johanna, his dad's woman when she was a kid and lived with his mom and brothers.

"If you don't answer, I'm hauling your ass on the back of the motorcycle and taking you where you need to go. I'm not leaving a woman out here alone. Anything could happen to you." He waited.

Several seconds went by, and he got on the motorcycle, turned it on, and motioned for her to sit behind him. He revved the engine, losing patience.

It took her longer than necessary to slide the handles on the duffle bag onto her arms to wear as a backpack and get close enough to step up on the foot peg and slide behind him. Her arms came around him, and maybe it was a slight hesitation or the odd way she slid her fingers across his stomach—he grabbed her wrist as she gained purchase to the butt of his pistol. He lifted her hand and removed his weapon.

Without letting go of her, he put the forty-caliber back in her palm. "If it makes you feel better, hold on to it while we ride, but don't ever grab it from me when the barrel is pointed at my balls. I'm fucking fond of them."

She lowered her arm to her side, aimed the barrel at the ground, and kept her other arm around him. Satisfied that she'd settled on the seat, he rode toward Tacoma.

Going inside the city limits, it was better if she held the weapon. The police frowned on felons being armed.
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At the Jefferson Street intersection, the man turned his head and spoke to Sydney. She only knew because his lips moved inside a bushy beard and she caught herself staring.

"What?" she shouted over the noise of his motorcycle.

"Where do you live?"

She slipped the pistol into her jacket pocket and pointed. "Let me off at the next intersection."

The light changed to green. She held on with both hands. The man looked down and then raised his gaze to the road. She hadn't thought of where the pistol had pointed when she'd grabbed the weapon.

She'd been alone on a seldom-used county road, and he'd been a jerk kicking her off her game. The way the other bikers fled, she suspected the man taking her home was probably the president the way the others listened to him. That was the only reason why she allowed him to take her back to the city.

If Victor would've given her the phone to use tonight, she never would've taken a ride with a stranger. Not that the stranger gave her much choice.

She only acted like she was going to get on the back of the motorcycle to get the gun. That plan had backfired, but at least he gave the pistol to her to hold. He obviously wasn't going to hurt her when she could kill him. The walk to Brikken Motorcycle Club property had worn her out, and she hadn't looked forward to walking the four and a half miles back. Victor really needed to see that punishing her by keeping the cell phone only hurt his business.

Next time, she'd demand the cell so she could call a cab or Uber.

He stopped near the curb. She slid off the motorcycle and jumped up on the sidewalk to face him. When he moved to get off the bike, she looked down and ran, making a snap decision. Knowing the area, she backtracked and cut through the alley.

The bag bounced against her back interrupting her stride, making her slower than normal. Straining to hear the noise of his motorcycle, she held her breath as she ran. On the back street, her lungs screamed for air, and she sucked in a breath. She cut through someone's front yard and ran up the next street, hoping the disadvantages of being on a motorcycle would slow the man down and she'd be able to get home without him finding out where she lived.

On Thirteenth and Palos Street, she slowed to a jog. Her calves burned from the exertion after already walking miles today.

The closer she got to home, the madder she became at Victor. Sure, the bikers shelled out bets easily enough, but it was more convenient for her to work the bars in Tacoma. As her boss, Victor should understand going outside the city limits put her at a disadvantage—like at a biker club.

Victor's older two-story house came into view. She slowed to a walk and looked behind her, breathing a sigh of relief. The dude on the motorcycle failed to catch up to her.

She opened the three-foot-high cast iron gate, walked the twenty feet to Victor's front door, and knocked. Glancing at the street, she rolled her eyes at the grumblings coming from inside the house.

Victor had already drunken himself into an inebriated state.

The door opened. A waft of alcohol hit her in the face, and she rocked back on the heels of her sneakers.

"How much?" Victor put his cigar in his mouth and held out his hand.

She shrugged off the duffle bag and handed the money she'd collected over to him. "Two thousand. It's their second-time betting with me."

The first time, every gambler made a guaranteed profit to hook them. Smaller amounts meant to make them more confident to bet more. The second time, more money was needed to play, and they always lost. The third time, they'd hand over money in desperation to make up what they'd lost, and their profits would only be enough to entice them the next time.

Gambling was an addiction. It was easy to con people who enjoyed a good bet to play.

Victor unzipped the duffle and dug inside for the pouch where she kept the money. She pulled the edges of her jacket together. Every night, the same thing happened. Victor would go through her bag and make sure she hadn't kept any money for herself. After working for him for six months, she figured he'd trust her by now.

Victor was the brother-in-law of the woman who was Sydney's foster mom a year ago. But, it wasn't until she was looking for a job that she ran into him and he gave her an offer she couldn't turn down.

There were only two ways to go. Struggle with her situation or accept the inevitable and find a way to survive. Never one who curled up and called it quits, she took the offer and became good at conning people.

She wasn't out to screw Victor over. He gave her a roof over her head and a way to make Sunday visitation with her sister, Kiley. The Mathew's were strict foster parents. If she missed her scheduled visit, they could keep her from visiting her sister.

The whole reason she ran away was that the Mathew's agreed to take Kylie in. Not her. Only her sister. Social services planned to keep them together and send them back to the Jones', a home that wasn't emotionally or physically good for Kylie.

She ran away so Kylie could go to the Mathew's with a plan to somehow find a way to keep in contact with her sister. Her answer to the problem was to con the Mathew's into believing she was Kylie's older, adult sister with a job, a home, and a life away from Kylie. And, as long as she kept her visits to their house private and never brought attention from their neighbors to remind them that Kylie was a foster and not a birth child of theirs, they allowed her in the backyard to visit her sister every Sunday.

Kylie, while not happy to be away from Sydney, thrived with a family that gave her many advantages she wouldn't have received somewhere else. That's all that mattered to her. She wanted the best for her sister.

Victor threw the duffle bag at her. She stumbled and pulled her hands out of her pockets, picking up the bag from the porch.

"You'll go back to the club Monday night. Reel them in." Victor slammed the door in her face.

She flinched. At least he wasn't going to push her to work tomorrow on visitation day.

Stepping off the porch, she walked to the side of the house and followed the worn dirt path through the grass to the backyard. She reached into her pocket to grab her key and came into contact with the cold metal of the pistol. 

Groaning, she pulled out the gun and held it away from her. She never meant to take his pistol. All she wanted to do was get away from him to stay safe.

He was older, which meant he'd be slower than her. She clicked her tongue. No wonder he was coming after her. She'd stolen his weapon.

She stopped in front of the twelve-foot travel trailer and put the gun in her other hand to dig her key out of her pocket. It took her several attempts to unlock the bent door that stuck shut even when it wasn't locked.

Inside the old, rundown trailer, she put the weapon on the couch and felt along the ceiling for the light, sliding the switch on. Able to see the contents of her place, she sat on the couch, slouching into the worn cushions. The place was barely habitable.

She'd moved in during the spring and froze half the time. Now that it was summer, the trailer was no better than a tin can full of stuffy air. She never opened the windows because Victor had a habit of coming out into the backyard at all times and he had no respect for a closed door. He'd probably poke his big head right through the window if she aired the place out.

She pulled her feet up on the couch and leaned over, grabbing her pillow. All she wanted to do was sleep. Tomorrow, she'd manage to wash her body from the sink and use the garden house in Victor's backyard to wash her hair. She closed her eyes. Her living conditions didn't matter to her.

Kylie was safe, comfy, and happy. As long as she was clean, presentable, and followed the Mathew's rules, she'd get to see Kylie.

Her body relaxed, and sleep hovered at the edge of her consciousness when banging rocked the trailer. She groaned. What did Victor want now?

Sometimes, he was a real asshole. Especially, when he'd spent all evening drinking—which was most nights.

She heaved herself off the couch and unlocked the door. Pushing against the aluminum frame, she couldn't get the door open. Victor thought he was giving her a deal by letting her live in the trailer for free, but it'd be nice if she could come and go without working up a sweat.

More banging echoed in the small space. She threw her shoulder against the door. Pain ricocheted from her elbow down to her wrist.

"Just a second. I'm trying," she snapped. "Can you pull from the other side. The door is stuck. Again."

She held the handle and pushed with her other hand. Frustrated and tired, she kicked the bottom corner, and the door flung open.

The light in the trailer shined into the biker's face who'd given her a ride home. Panic spurred her into action, and she reached out to grab the door.

He wrapped his broad hand around her wrist stopping her. "I need my pistol back."

"Let me go, and I'll get it." Taller than him when in the trailer, she'd feel better if he backed away and she could close the door first. He could have the stupid gun. She didn't want it anyway.

He released her hand. She eyed him, waiting for him to force his way inside and when he remained outside, she shuffled two feet away and quickly grabbed the pistol. Pointing it at him, she waved the barrel. "Step back."

His mouth tightened making a scar on his cheek turn white. His dark eyes almost disappeared under his glare. He refused to move. "Just hand me the gun."

Was this guy afraid of nothing?

Indecisive whether to give it back, for the simple reason that he'd be armed and she'd be the one at his mercy, she looked over his shoulder into the dark yard. If she could throw it over his head, he'd have to move to get the weapon, and she'd have time to shut and lock the door. She swallowed hard, forgetting that idea. He filled the whole doorway.

"Either shoot me or give me the pistol. I don't have all night." He held out his hand.

With no other choice than to hand him the gun, she held it out. "I was going to give it back on Monday."

"Right." He popped the insides out of the handle of the pistol, checked the bullets, and shoved it back in with a click.

Confused about how the gun worked, she studied how he slid a small switch on the side. Even if she had a chance to shoot him when she held the gun, she wouldn't know how. She also wouldn't do anything to ruin her chance of seeing Kylie tomorrow.

He looked at her and slid the pistol behind him bringing his empty hands forward. Caught up in watching the almost mechanical movements, she forgot all about shutting the door until he stepped inside the trailer, forcing her backward until her legs bumped into the couch and she toppled over and fell to the cushions.

"You live here?" He gazed around the small space.

He could stretch his thick arms and touch each end of the trailer. She scrambled to her feet, still feeling small next to him.

"I didn't invite you in." She pointed, almost touching his arm.

"You've got two-thousand dollars that belong to Brikken members. I want the money." He opened the micro-fridge, frowned, and then opened the freezer that was no bigger than a shoebox. "What the hell?"

He pulled out a bag of frozen snap peas. "You don't have food."

"I do, too." Insulted, she scooted sideways until the edge of the cabinet under the sink pressed into her thigh. "I like sugar snap peas."

He closed the freezer and looked at the couch behind her. "You sleep there?"

His long, wavy hair hung past his shoulders, and his beard covered whatever his T-shirt said under his vest. She lowered her gaze. For such a hairy man, he hardly had any hair on his tattooed arms.

"I asked you a question. Do you sleep in here?"

She folded her arms in front of her. "Have you never went camping?"

He grunted, opening the cabinet above the couch. She leaned to the side, afraid he'd touch her.

If she could get him out of the trailer, he'd forget about asking for the money. Victor would never allow her to give it back. Though, she couldn't swear on that because none of her hits ever found out where she lived. She'd always made sure no one followed her home.

"If you'll leave, I'd like to close the door before the mosquitos fly in toward the light." She scooted closer to the opening, planning to run.

He grabbed her upper arm. "Where's the money?"

"I don't have it." She tugged, but he wouldn't let her go. "Please. I'll bring it Monday. There's nothing I can do tonight or tomorrow. I don't keep the money on me. I've already handed everything over to my boss."

His gaze narrowed. "That was your boss at the front door when you arrived?"

"No." She shook her head, more afraid of Victor kicking her out and not letting her work for him than if the biker hurt her. She was one step away from losing visitation rights with Kylie if she ended up on the streets again.

He blurred in front of her. She blinked rapidly, desperately fighting the tears but after struggling to maintain a life by herself every sleepless night, every dangerous situation, every heartache she'd suffered, she couldn't do it any longer.

How could people expect her to carry on like nothing was wrong when struggling to keep a roof over her head and snap peas in the freezer seemed like too much work?

"What the...?" Hands landed on her shoulders.

Human contact only expounded the heavy load. She gasped on a sob, caving in on herself. Her forehead hit his chest. The pathetic noise coming from her mouth humiliated her. Her life had never been rich with a kind touch.

"Hey, hey, now." The man held the back of her head with his hand. "Stop the tears."

The authority in his voice weakened her legs, and her head slid down his chest before he grabbed her and stood her firmly on her feet. The jolt left her gasping.

"Stop." He shook her.

She hiccupped, staring at his broad chest. Desperation exhausted her. Her talents for gaming the system came from years of seeing through people's agendas. Playing another player developed into a game where finally she experienced the high that she associated with the feelings she denied herself.

A generic equivalent for love.

The man—God, she didn't even know his name— captured her head in his rough hands and tilted her face. She inhaled roughly, squaring her shoulders. Though it made no difference in her size. He still overwhelmed her.

"Tears don't sway me." His deep voice deepened. "Wash your face. You've got makeup smeared all over yourself."

He let her go. Shocked over how much it hurt to be criticized, she turned, grabbed a towel, and wet the cloth from the water jug on the counter. Using the time to clean herself, she hid the way her body shook.

She couldn't give him the money back, and she understood that he'd make her pay. Gambling was a dangerous occupation. She'd known that from the beginning.

Her luck had finally run out.

There were worse things than dying. She only wished she could see Kylie one more time and tell her how sorry she was for failing her.
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The women in Jett's life weren't prone to tears. He couldn't remember Johanna or his mom ever using tears to get their way. The women at the clubhouse never had a reason to cry, because he only hung around them for sex—and they sure in the hell never cried tears. He studied the woman. Even his little sisters never cried, unless they were physically hurt or overtired.

He leaned his hip against the counter and studied the bowed back of the woman who viciously scrubbed her face. He'd only seen one other person break down to where it seemed like they'd lost all self-control and put themselves in a vulnerable state.

During his stint in the penitentiary, an inmate fell apart. The man's anguished cry had haunted the corridor before silence fell upon every prisoner, including him. It was during the next shift change that word got passed around that the man hung himself with his jumper. A picture of his wife clutched in his hand.

After several minutes, he realized the woman no longer scrubbed her face. He put his hand on her hip and turned her.

She exhaled in defeat and faced him. He couldn't move, and it had nothing to do with the cramped space inside the trailer.

The bloodshot eyes, free of makeup, gazed up at him. He took in the blue eyes, such a striking color with the black hair. His hand tightened on her hip, knowing he'd been suckered.

"How old are you?" His gaze intensified, looking for any sign that she'd lie.

There was not one blemish on her face. No squint lines, no laugh lines, no stress lines testifying to her con-artist life. Standing in front of him, she was the picture of perfection, while he resembled the aftermath of a Don't Drink and Drive poster.

"Twenty," she whispered.

"Twenty years old?" When she nodded, he whistled low.

With the heavy makeup on, he would've taken her for mid-twenties, at least. Irritated that he'd been conned by a baby, he said, "What's your name?"

"Sydney."

"Sydney what?"

The muscles in her slim neck convulsed. "Sydney—"

The trailer rocked, and the door swung open to a large older man wielding a pry bar. Jett grabbed his pistol and jerked the woman behind him in one move.

"Drop the weapon." Jett aimed at the man's chest.

At least three hundred and fifty pounds, the man's cheeks inflated with each exhale. "Get off my property."

Without taking his gaze off the man, he said, "Sydney? Is this your daddy?"

"No," she said.

"Do you work for him?"

Several seconds ticked by and Jett watched the man's eyes flick from him to the girl. His disgust grew as he took in the situation. A young girl living in a moldy travel trailer with a middle-aged man gave him the situation without asking.

"Yes," she whispered, leaning against his back. "Please, go. I can't lose the job."

"He's got you working the streets? Taking people's money?"

"It's okay. I don't—"

"Is he paying you?"

She pulled on the back of his vest. His anger grew as the man in front of him panted, blocking his way.

"Sydney, does he pay you?"

"I-I get to sleep—"

"Son of a bitch," he muttered.

"Please, just leave," whispered Sydney.

Ignoring her request, he stepped forward, forcing the man away from the doorway of the trailer. He stepped down into the yard holding the pistol on the man. He'd dealt with fuckers his whole life who used brute size for intimidation. They were the worst fighters.

Overweight, the man couldn't even hold a pry bar without breaking out in a sweat. Not wanting to shoot the pistol in the city and have cops surround the house within minutes, he slid the weapon under his belt.

"Sydney?" said Jett. "Throw some of your things together in a bag. We're going on a little ride."

"You're not taking her." The man stepped forward raising the bar.

"Try and stop me." Jett stepped forward.

The man swung. He ducked, keeping his eye on the man's arm.

Sydney's boss raised the three-foot-long piece of heavy metal over his head as if to stab Jett. That's all the movement he needed. Jett lunged, catching the man's wrist in his hand and taking him down to the ground. The element of surprise on his side, he removed the knife from his boot and sliced the man's throat before he could utter a sound and alert the neighbors.

Wide, desperate eyes stared back at him. Jett pushed off the man and stood over his body, knowing any effort from the man to haul his fat ass off the ground would have him spurting blood at a rate he wouldn't make it five feet. His time on earth leaked out of him. He wouldn't make it fifteen minutes.

"Oh, my God," said Sydney behind him. "What have you—"

"Quiet." He turned, swinging his gaze in an arc over the trailer at the neighbors surrounding the backyard. All the houses were single story, and the fence kept their windows out of view. His activity tonight remained free of nosy eyes.

"Get your things." He squatted and wiped his knife off in the grass. "Be ready to ride in two minutes."

She stepped back into the trailer, struggling to close the door as if hiding inside would stop him. He stood and grabbed the aluminum door. Maybe she was in shock or two young to realize the situation. She couldn't stay here.

The cops would eventually find a dead man in the yard. It wasn't safe for her to be around.

Her mouth opened and closed looking past him to the man out on the ground. "H-he's going to die."

"Sydney," he said firmly.

She snapped her gaze to him and stiffened. If being scared of him got her moving, he'd take it. "Pack. Now. Unless you have plans to spend the next seven years in prison for murder."

She turned away and started picking up clothes and holding them in her arms. Satisfied that she worked toward getting out of here, he looked over at the man and pulled out his cell phone.

He put a call into his brother.

"Yeah?" answered Olin.

"Are you still at the clubhouse?" he asked.

"Yeah."

"I need your house tonight." He glanced into the trailer and made sure Sydney stayed on task. "Call Chief. Tell him I walked into some trouble tonight but all's good. I'll see him in the morning." 

"Are you okay?"

"Fine. It's the other guy who isn't." He lowered his voice. "I'm bringing someone back with me."

"Need help?"

Amusement hit him. Only Olin would skim over the details and assume a woman was involved. The middle son, two years younger than Jett, Olin enjoyed living on his own, off Brikken property, but never turned down time with the opposite sex.

Though, Sydney was a girl, not even twenty-one yet. He couldn't leave her here to take the fall for the murder of the man who seemed to have some control over her.

He inhaled deeply, finding Sydney staring at him with the same duffle bag she'd ran with through the night, and her vulnerability hit him. She'd swindled Brikken members out of their money without any fear. Lived in the backyard of the man who dared put a woman-child on the street to do his dirty work. 

She'd gone out dressed like a fucking whore to hide her age. Someone had forced her into the life she led, and he suspected the man fighting for his last minute of consciousness was the one to blame.

He wasn't sorry for slicing the man's throat. The night hadn't gone as he planned but he couldn't leave her here to take the blame. "I'm going to need you and a few others once I get her back to the house. Clean up."

"Can you wait that long?"

"Yeah, nobody is around," he said. "I'm riding out now."

He disconnected the call and slid the phone into his pocket. "Ready?"

"I'm not going with you." She trembled. "I won't say anything. I swear, I won't."

"Swear all you want." He lifted his chin. "Did you leave anything in the trailer? Any mail or a notebook or anything with your name on it?"

She shook her head.

Her fingerprints would be all over the place and her DNA on the couch. He stepped forward, opened her duffle, and removed a shirt. Retracing all the places he'd touched, he wiped down the door, stepped inside, and scrubbed the fridge unit and counter. He wouldn't worry about her prints. If the cops tracked her down, she could tell them she'd rented the place from the owner months ago.

But, he couldn't be linked to the place or the murder. With a prison sentence under his belt, he'd be thrown back in a cell without a chance of escaping the charge.

He grabbed her arm, making sure she didn't disturb anything on her way out and walked her outside and past her dead boss. Spotting the backdoor of the house, he pulled her with him up the two steps and found the door unlocked.

Her boss had something he wanted. While he grasped the door handle with the edge of his T-shirt, he asked, "Where's he keep the money?" 

"I don't know." She dragged her feet. "Please, I don't want to be a part of this."

"Too late. Don't touch anything." He pulled her through the house following the light coming from the front room.

For a man who dealt with stealing money from others, he lived a depressing life. A box television sat on the floor, and the two recliners came right out of the seventies.

Jett walked over to the tin T.V. stand and picked up the stack of cash. The guy hadn't even had time to put Sydney's work for the night away in a safe place. He shoved the wad of bills in his back pocket.

Taking the afghan off the back of the chair, he walked over to the front door, towing Sydney behind him. He used the blanket to keep his fingerprints off the handle and then tossed it to the side.

"We're going to walk out, turn right, and stroll down the block holding hands. My Harley is parked at the AM/PM. Don't throw a fit or I'll toss you back with your boss." He stepped out and shut the door with his elbow.

They walked to his motorcycle in silence, giving him time to think. At any time, he could've dumped Sydney. Young and scared, she'd probably disappear into another section of Tacoma where she could make money to survive. He held on to her hand, forcing her to keep up with his longer stride. But the unhidden face, perfection underneath the makeup, appealed to him. 

He had two younger sisters. One five years old and another one only an infant. He'd want someone taking care of them if they ever found themselves in trouble.

Tomorrow, he'd find out her story, test her on how quiet she would be about what went down tonight, and then help her be on her way.
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Chapter Four
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The men's voices on the other side of the door discussed the murder of Victor Clark. Sydney paced inside the bedroom Jett escorted her to in a house outside of Tacoma. He'd ordered her to sleep as if he expected her to listen and obey. Needing to figure out how to get away from him, she'd given him a fake yawn.

Then, the men showed up. Six of them. All riding motorcycles.

Far as she could tell, his house was only two or three miles outside of Tacoma. Nowhere near the Brikken clubhouse but far enough from any neighboring houses she couldn't even run next door for help.

Jett's voice came through the door. "I cleaned up as I left but I've changed my mind on leaving the body. We need to get rid of him and sweep the trailer again. I can't be positive that something wasn't left behind and I want the girl's prints and DNA gone. I don't want her being pulled into the crime and pointing fingers at Brikken."

The others answered him, but the low murmur of voices made no sense. She tiptoed over to the window and checked the lock. The metal tab lifted easily, and she pushed it back down. She could escape.

Looking around the room, she sat on the bed. Now all she needed was a safe time to leave.

Her stomach gurgled. The noise seemed louder than normal.

She'd gotten herself in a lot of dangerous situations before. Going to the social worker and telling her the truth about abusive foster parents always put her in a risky position. If no one believed her, the situation only became more volatile. If the state of Washington removed her, there was always a chance that they'd split up her and Kylie. She'd thought the worst thing to happen to her was making the decision to run away from foster care so Kylie could live in a good environment.

She'd been wrong. Being taken by a killer topped the list.

How could she have gotten mixed up in a murder?

Her stomach rolled, and she covered her mouth. She hadn't liked Victor, but she hadn't wanted him dead.

She squeezed her eyes shut, seeing the blood surrounding him. None of it looked real. The blood wasn't even red, it was just dark. Dark as if he'd pissed himself—which he'd done before when she'd found him passed out drunk.

Opening her eyes, she looked at the closed door. She had to get out of here. Tomorrow was Sunday. She needed to see Kylie.

After her visitation, she could figure out what she needed to do to make sure the Mathew's never found out she was without a home and an income. Her eyes burned, and she rubbed her face, unable to believe tonight happened. Going to the Brikken clubhouse was supposed to be an easy con. 

The bikers she'd met the first time she'd hit them up were easy going and game for giving their money to her again.

Jett wasn't like the others. He was dangerous and a killer.

A knock came. She jumped from the bed and stood. The door was locked. Jett told her it was okay to shut herself in, and she hadn't hesitated.

"Sydney?" said Jett.

She walked to the door. "Yes?"

"I'm leaving for a few hours."

Adrenaline surged inside of her. She swallowed, forcing her voice to sound sleepy. "Okay."

"There will be a prospect in the house. If you need something, he can help you. His name is Banter."

And, just as quickly, disappointment zapped all her strength. "Mm-hm. 'kay."

One man would be easier to escape from than six unless the guy was like Jett. She stood beside the door for several minutes. Finally, the rumble of the motorcycles started. She'd need to take the chance that Banter wouldn't catch her.

Without knowing what he looked like, she could only hope he was a big guy or better yet, old. She could run fast. Being quicker than Banter could save her life.

She gathered her duffle bag and stood in front of the window. All the bikers sat on their motorcycles, facing away from the house. Sparked into action, she flipped the lock and opened the window using the noise of the engines as cover. Tears of elation filled her eyes when the glass slid noiselessly in the track.

As soon as the bikers rode out of view, she tossed her bag to the
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