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Chapter One

Ashlyn

[September 4]

[Kansas City,
MO]

 


Ash had expected to
die several times before. Usually, there was a lot of screaming and
blood when Ash felt the Reaper’s imaginary hand reaching through
the veil. Today, only the echoes of footsteps and a pallid LED
light cutting through a dusty, echoing chamber a hundred feet or
more beneath the ground signaled their impending fate. Sort of
like we’re walking into our own graves.

Ugh. Don’t say that
out loud. Jenna will start screaming…

As if on cue, her
best friend spoke. “Maybe you should’ve called Joker at the gate.”
Jenna aimed her phone’s sullen light down the carved limestone
tunnel a few feet ahead of their boots.

“Maybe if you hadn’t
already told him the meeting time. We were lucky enough he didn’t
have someone set to grab us at the entrance.” Ash toed a rock out
of her way. The sound echoed. Something skittered to the right,
just beyond the light. Ash prayed it wasn’t a rat. She’d messaged
her husband from the safehouse and immediately shut off her phone.
If Joker saw the text—and she knew he would, since he’d sent about
a billion messages demanding she talk to him—he’d be here. They
just had to stay alive long enough to be found. And make sure
Carlos stayed alive. So, she and Jenna had to be here on time,
alone, hauling a quarter million dollars in cash in a pink leather
Michael Kors tote bag.

And if they couldn’t
achieve the current goal, then the peanuts they’d rolled all over
and nibbled on in the car would help make sure they weren’t the
only fatalities. She still didn’t love the taste of mint gum and
peanut butter, but the pungently fresh breath plus their perfume
would hopefully hide the scent of what they’d done until it was too
late for Ben to object. He’d always been lazy about carrying an
EpiPen. Ash prayed prison hadn’t taught him any better.

“So super lucky.”
Jenna glanced over her shoulder as if having uncomfortable memories
of that Lord of the Rings movie with the mines and the cave troll.
Of course, we are walking right toward the damn troll, and it
knows we’re coming. Hope that creepy-ass rattle was a Crow with a
rifle and some explosives…

We’re probably not
that lucky.

“There’s something
up ahead,” Ash said as much to distract herself as Jenna. Steady
electric light gleamed around a corner. Jenna moved ahead, waving
Ash back while she peeked around the chiseled stone wall. Ash gave
it a second, then looked over Jenna’s shoulder. Heavy construction
equipment, bales of materials, a few dusty storage containers, and
even more rock greeted her. She stepped back, willing to let Jenna
sort out the rest of the details.

“I don’t see any
exits to the surface,” Jenna announced. “They might be behind some
columns?”

“No people?”

“Not out milling
around, anyway. Or waiting for us.” Jenna paused and sighed. “You
don’t think Ben forgot to have us murdered before we got here? I
mean, this isn’t exactly construction. These could be old mining
things people left? But the storage containers look new.”

Ash winced. The idea
of their murder falling off the to-do list didn’t sound as wild as
it should have. Bennett’s always shit with event logistics.
“Well, they had to get the machines down here. Must be an exit
somewhere. Unless they came the way we did.”

Grimacing, Jenna
leaned against the limestone. She switched off the phone’s light
and checked the screen, probably out of habit. Cell towers weren’t
a match for mineshafts. “We’re stalling.”

“Yeah.” Ash shifted
the duffle bag to her other shoulder. “So, walk past? Go in?”

“This seems like
where we’re supposed to be.” Jenna made a face at her phone and
slid it into the pocket of her faux-military jacket. “They could at
least be on time to kill us.”

“Maybe we’ll get
lucky, and Carz broke out and killed them first.”

Jenna’s raised brow
replied for her: We are never that lucky.

“Right. Fuck. Come
on, then.” Ash pushed her hair out of her face and squared her
shoulders, tightening her hold on the duffel bag. She marched into
the light. Jenna followed. They passed three rows of columns and
two sealed, silent containers, their steps louder with each
heartbeat. “Jenna…?” Ash stopped short, spinning hard to the right.
Jenna almost tripped, catching herself on Ash’s arm just as Ivan
Abazi’s shadow moved out of their nightmares and into the path
ahead.

“Wondered if we’d
have to play hide and seek in the tunnels, ladies.” His accent had
thinned, along with his hairline, but the man’s bulk remained as
heavy and lethal as the tons of rock around them. Ash’s gaze caught
on his hands and the red-brown edge along the nail beds of his
right hand. Blood. That’s definitely blood. She’d seen Ivan
and Ben’s hands dirty often enough. She still didn’t recognize his
damn accent, though—and she’d been trying to pinpoint it for ages.
He claimed to be Albanian, but when she’d listened to real
Albanians, something wasn’t quite right with how he pronounced the
vowels. Carz always swore Ivan must’ve oozed his way out of some
forgotten Balkan war crime, and watching his dead-fish eyes, Ash
agreed.

“Don’t all the girls
come running to you anymore, Ivan?” Jenna’s voice didn’t waver.

Ivan laughed—a warm,
hearty sound. As if he were welcoming them into his family dinner
and not a lethal trap laid by a sociopath. “They do.” He waved to
them as if their presence alone were proof. “Now, Mister Fitzgerald
is waiting.” He pointed toward another container several yards past
the next row of columns, with a wide-open door and a light inside.
“Shall I take the bag, Ashlyn?”

“Not yet.” Ash tried
to sound nonchalant. “I want this all official. Unless you’re about
to tell me Carz isn’t waiting with him?”

“Of course. Carlos
is here.” The melted caramel-and-cocaine voice wasn’t Ivan’s. She’d
have known it anywhere, along with the snapped-puppet-string
feeling that turned her head toward its owner. Bennett Fitzgerald
stepped out of the open shipping container, wiping his hands on a
red shop rag. The hideous fluorescent lights couldn’t hide his
gleaming cerulean eyes or the satin glow on his sandy hair. Nor the
tailored cut of his shirt and slacks. You could drop Ben off in
the middle of a desert, and he’d walk out six weeks later, setting
trends for Apocalypse-core aesthetics. Bastard. “Hey, Ash.” His
smile widened as his gaze swept over her. “Good to see you’re not
letting yourself go since the wedding. Then again, you’ve got
another one coming up, right?”

“December.”
Unless I’m dead by then. She turned her lips up at the
corners, thinking of the shy, uncomfortable expression she’d seen
friends wear when they spotted their exes at a bar. Ben greeting
her with a compliment meant he still wanted something. And she
wanted to survive another hour. He knew about her marriage to Joker
and the upcoming Society ceremony—so he probably knew a lot of
other surface-level intel, too. Time to play ball. “You got
buff,” she said to return his compliment. And that’s putting it
mildly. Who gave his addict ass steroids? He’d gone to prison
with a lanky model-type body. He’d clearly spent the last couple of
years concentrating on chest and arm days. Hard to know what his
legs looked like under the trousers he wore. She hoped she wouldn’t
have to find out.

“Not much else to do
in prison.”

“I hear some people
read,” Jenna cut in with a tone saltier than the Dead Sea. “Get a
degree or two.”

Ben’s eyes flashed
toward her, and Ash bit back a curse. “Maybe I did some of that
too. Reading. I’ll let Ivan do the math.” He focused on Ash. “You
want to hand over that money now, honey?”

“I do. Once I see
Carz.” Ash sighed, forcing herself to keep looking calm with a hint
of confusion. “You didn’t have to do this the mean way, Ben.” She
added a sulk to her tone. “I could’ve figured out some cash without
you hurting him.”

“But I wanted to
hurt him. He cost me everything. He owed me a few ounces of blood.”
His glacial eyes flicked over Jenna again. Shit. Ash
straightened her posture, toying with her hair as they followed
Ivan to where Ben stood. Anything to draw his attention back to
her.

They approached the
doors, and Ben stepped to the side, revealing Carz halfway to the
back of the container, tied to a chair. His one working eyelid
blinked owlishly at them without much sign of recognition or
struggling against his bonds. He didn’t even try to speak past the
gag in his bloodied mouth. She’d have worried he was a stand-in if
not for his haircut and the tattoo just visible along his right
arm. Ben had blackened both Carz’s eyes, split his lips, and gashed
the right side of his scalp, hiding half his face under a wash of
drying blood. Ash swallowed bile, clenching her right hand until
her nails bit into her skin.

She dropped the bag
to the dusty metal floor and turned to Bennett with wide, pleading
eyes. “What did you do? Ben, what did you give him?” At the edge of
her gaze, Ivan bumped Jenna aside to grab the money. “I trusted
you,” she added, with a softly pleading tone.

“And I trusted you.”
Ben spat. His gorgeous features twisted with rage as his facade
broke. He grabbed Ash’s bare arm, dragging her closer. She wondered
how much peanut oil remained on her skin. “You took the cash and
backed this fuckstick’s play with Suarez!”

“After you almost
killed me!” She reared back instinctively but made herself reach
for his wrist.

“I was high, honey.
I didn’t mean—”

Her hand caught
Ben’s cheek with a slap so loud her heart skipped. She hadn’t
intended to hit him, but fuck, it felt good. If only for a second.
He shook off the slap, gripping Ash’s arm tighter until she
yelped.

“But you did, Ben.
And you’re hurting me. Stop!” She didn’t have to fake the tears
stinging her eyes from the pain, but as she focused on Ben, she
thought of Joker. She pictured his dark brown gaze and how fucking
worried and pissed off he must be right now and let her heart
break. “Please, stop!”

Ben’s grip lightened
just enough. He liked it when she cried. He said she was prettiest
with tears running down her cheeks. “I’m sorry about that. I was so
sorry, Ashy-baby.”

“W-were you?” she
asked in a whisper, shocked by his admission despite herself.

Ben nodded, and the
hand on her arm pulled her closer. She didn’t struggle. She watched
his bright blue eyes, waiting for her chance.

“You should’ve
listened to me.” He said it like a teacher correcting a
particularly slow student. “I know you wanted to, didn’t you? Until
these two got in your head.”

By the entrance,
Ivan knelt on the metal floor. He opened the bag, checking the
cash. Jenna moved back out of the container. Scouting the
surroundings again? Getting ready to run? Ash trusted her best
friend’s instincts and focused on her ex-fiancé. Predicting Ben was
about as easy as tracking a wildfire in a windstorm. But she hadn’t
expected this. Had he spent the last three years convincing himself
she hadn’t done anything to cut his freedom out from under him?

He really put all of
that on Jenna and Carz?

I knew he thought I
was dumb, but seriously? Freaking rude.

Somewhere to the
side, Ivan spoke with Jenna. Ashlyn let the tears escape and roll
down her face. Just what Ben wanted to see, the better to hold his
attention. “You w-wanted me dead. You proved that. I
c-couldn’t—”

“I know. It got
confusing. Not your fault.” Ben touched her hair and bent down to
kiss her forehead. “It’s not your fault, honey.”

Ash leaned back,
surprising him with her lips on his. Ben froze, and Ash’s arms
wrapped around him, urging him closer.

“I missed you, I
missed you…” she whispered, hoping the tears disguised how the
words choked her.

“I know,” Ben
growled, and his tongue slid into Ash’s mouth. She wanted to gag,
shove him off, scream. Anything, anything else but go limp in a
vague imitation of desire or slide her hand up his chest to trace
his skin right above his collar with peanut-dusted fingertips. She
tried remembering what she’d done when this was enjoyable—when she
wanted his touch. “But I’m back now. It’s gonna be okay—” He cut
off as something thumped into the ground outside.

Jenna screamed, and
Ash turned, too. Just in time to flinch from a deafening gunshot.
Ivan toppled over, Jenna… under him?

Blurry movement
outside held her attention a second too long, and Ben’s fist caught
her face. “The fuck did you bitches do?”

Ash stumbled back,
dodging his next blow. “Nothing!” She brought one hand up, covering
her stinging cheek. He caught her dress at the shoulder. The thin
cotton tore as she twisted away from him. This time, he got her by
the throat. “Ben, stop!”

“This stops when I
fucking say.” His eyes narrowed, and the grip on her neck
tightened, then abruptly loosened. She saw his lips move. He
must’ve felt the reaction starting in his mouth. She couldn’t
remember how often she’d reapplied the peanut dust and lipgloss,
but apparently, it had been enough. His eyes were taking on a red
cast as he bore down on her, backing her up against the container’s
cold metal wall. “I’m gonna gut them both while you watch. I’ll
make you lick their fucking blood off my hand so you remember your
goddamn place, Ash.”

“My place? Is
standing over your grave,” she snarled, not caring about the
fingers on her throat.

“You’ll be in it.
You’re mine. You’re mine to break.”

“No.” Her own hand
slid down along her thigh. Ivan hadn’t bothered to pat her down—who
expected a lapdog to bite?—so he’d never found the knife she’d
grabbed from Carz’s stash.

“Yes. Beg me, Ash.
Now. Or you break.”

Ash brought the
knife up while Ben leaned in to better hear her beg and plead. He
didn’t see it until the point bit into his forearm. “Break
yourself.”

He meant to scream.
She could see the surprise in his face when the breath wouldn’t go
into his lungs. He stumbled, falling to his knees, then to the
floor, coughing. Outside, more shouting. Gunshots. But they seemed
very, very far away.

“EpiPen!” Ash
screamed into the melee. If someone was here fighting Ben’s people,
it had to be the Crows, and someone would’ve gotten the
message. She knelt by Ben, watching him struggle to breathe.

I should comfort
him, shouldn’t I? That’s what good people do.

Good people don’t
poison other people. Not even if they’re selling teenagers to
pimps. Not even if they blackmail and lie and hurt everyone around
them. Not even if they hurt their own little sisters. Not even if
they’re rapists. But her hand wouldn’t move to Ben’s shoulder. She
didn’t lean in over him. She didn’t want to tell him he’d be
okay.

I’m a fucking
monster. And you made me this way. The knife clattered to the
floor, falling from her slack hold. She wondered if she should pick
it up and put it through his chest instead, but someone was
approaching them. Hard to tell through her tears and his grease
paint, but the gait and the size looked right… “Joker! I—I need
that EpiPen!” And a whole new brain.

“Hey to you too,
sweetheart.” The growly voice did more to relax her airways than a
fleet of EpiPens would have. “Here.” He pulled off his helmet as he
stared down at Ben, who lay choking and twitching on the floor.
Joker stopped out of reach, the bright orange EpiPen half-hidden in
his white-knuckled fist. “He worth saving?”

“You need the
information he’s got.” She held out her hand for the pen. “I didn’t
just put up with his tongue in my mouth to let him die. Come on!”
Not to mention that I will be bleaching his touch off my skin
for the next seventeen years.

Maybe I need new
skin, too.

Joker brushed Ash’s
hand away and got down beside her. His eyes met hers, his gaze
steady and terrifyingly intense. “You never have to touch him
again, Ash. Never.” He waited for her nod, then jabbed the needle
into Ben himself. “Your ass should’ve died in prison, Fitzgerald.
It woulda gone a hell of a lot easier for you.” He didn’t bother
pulling the needle out before he zip-tied Ben’s wrists.

Ash sprang to her
feet and ran for Carlos. Other soldiers had materialized at some
point—wearing the same gray and black combat gear, their tread just
as silent as Joker’s. She recognized Case in the distance, holding
onto Jenna, the combat gear haphazardly pulled on over his road
leathers. One of the strangers got down to check Ben’s pulse, and
another pair followed Ash to Carz. “What’d he give you?” she
demanded, shaking her unconscious best friend’s heavy, tattooed
arm. His skin felt so clammy she almost screamed. “Carlos!” Ash
tapped his cheeks, ignoring the oversized ghosts materializing
around them. “Carz!” Her voice broke, and she shoved someone’s
latex-gloved hand away. “Don’t you do this strong silent bullshit.
Stay awake! Háblame. Please. Please, Carz! What’d he
do—”

“Tranq… ’sall…” Carz
slurred, his busted lips turning up at one side. “Duele…
brazos…”

“Hospital.”
That’s Jenna’s voice. Ash looked up, finding Jenna and Case
hovering—well, Jenna hovering while Case tried to keep her upright.
“We have to—”

“We’re getting
there.” Case tightened his grip on Jenna’s waist. “It’s a hike to
get the fuck out of here off the radar.”

“Ivan said he had
guys?” Jenna looked around as if suddenly suspicious of the cavalry
who’d rescued them.

“Baby.” Joker’s
quiet voice pulled Ash’s attention up again. “Let the medics handle
Reyes. They’ll take care of him.” He took her hand off Carz’s wrist
and helped her to her unsteady feet while the medics moved in to
maneuver Carz onto a stretcher. Ashlyn shivered, laying her head
against Joker’s Kevlar vest and wishing she could hear his
heartbeat.

Case grinned at
Jenna. “Told you we’d get here.”

“But how?” Jenna
glanced at Ash as if she had any answers.

Ash shrugged and
turned her own wary gaze up to her husband’s carved-granite
features. If he grits his teeth any harder, I’m going to have to
ask about dental insurance… The thought rattled against the
current reality so hard she almost smiled.

“You left the
messages,” Case said. “So we started checking all the
entrances.”

Jenna stared at Case
like he’d answered in Latin. “The EpiPens? Where’d those—”

“I did text Joker,”
Ash admitted, meeting Jenna’s disbelieving gaze. “Just not a whole
conversation.”

“Once we knew the
entrance you had to be using, finding the rats’ nests in the
vicinity got easier.” Joker draped a black jacket across Ashlyn’s
bare shoulders, his hot, calloused hands lingering on her arms. Ash
touched his right hand with her left and closed her eyes. He’s
real, she reminded her flighty, too-light brain. Ben didn’t
strangle me. Joker’s right here. She inhaled, catching the
barest hint of his scent—leather, tobacco, and a sweet note she’d
last noticed… When the club was having “fireworks” that clearly
got used on that meth house outside Coulston.

Oh, fucking hell.
It’s explosives, isn’t it?

“That wasn’t rats in
the tunnel, was it?” Jenna asked, looking exhausted.

“It… might have
been?” Case laughed.

She elbowed him.
“You followed us here.”

“Not intentionally.
Some of that was our teams scrambling to catch up.”

“We didn’t plan on
his little scavenger hunt intro,” Joker grumbled, his grip on her
shoulders tightening, then instantly releasing.

Jenna stared around,
probably taking in the two stretchers being dragged off with Ben
and Carz and any other movements. Ash didn’t bother. She had to
keep herself anchored, or the panic, dissociation, and
god-knew-what would start in her skull, and she’d wake up three
months in the future, crying in a psych ward. What if Ben escaped
the Crows tonight? What if he didn’t?

What if he dies
without telling anyone where those fucking files are stashed?

“How do we get out
of here?” Jenna asked before Ash could think of anything to
say.

“We’re taking Ben
and Reyes. You and Ash have to go back for the car,” Case answered.
“Ben already made sure the security cameras over there don’t
work.”

“So we walk off like
none of this happened? Like Ivan isn’t…” Jenna turned, but Case
caught her shoulder and kept her facing him. Joker didn’t shield
Ash—she tilted her head to see past Case and studied the
black-yellow, crimson-gray ruin where half of Ivan’s skull
should’ve been and the impressive splatter around it.

“We’ll walk you back
to the fence, gorgeous. And meet you on the other side of the guard
shacks. A brother’s gonna take the car from there. I got a cage
waiting. We’ll take you straight to the hospital—tell them you got
mugged.”

“No. No hospital.”
Jenna shuddered, and Ash nodded in fervent agreement.

“You sure, baby?”
Joker murmured, leaning down, a crease between his brows. He was
looking right at the marks on her face.

Ash winced and
pulled her hair forward. “No hospital.”

“Did I…? Was it me?”
Jenna asked, thankfully diverting attention. “The shot. Ivan—”

“One of them,” Joker
said, ignoring a look from Case. “But not the one that took off the
back of his head. Hard telling which bullet killed him. You got him
right in the chest.”

“I should’ve shot
him in the dick too.”

“He ain’t moving. Go
on and empty the clip if you need to.”

“Joker,” Case
hissed.

Jenna let out a long
breath. “I trust you guys. If you say he’s dead, he’s dead.”

“I’ll put another
two in his head before we dump him.” Case kissed her hair.

“Thank you. And for,
uh, this. Whole thing.”

“She says ‘thanks.’
She trusts us. She doesn’t argue.” Case’s hand swept over Jenna’s
forehead. “You hit anything when you fell, babe? Your skull doing
okay?”

“It’s the shock.
Enjoy it while it lasts.” Jenna grabbed his hand and held on.

Ash looked up at
Joker, searching his dark eyes for any hope of forgiveness. “She’s
right. Thank you.”

“Don’t.” Joker shook
his head and pulled her in for a tentative hug. “We can deal with
that when this shitshow’s cleared. Let’s get you to the car,
sweetheart.”

Ash understood a
dismissal when she heard it. She tried to look as functional and
calm as possible for the walk back to the rental car and handed him
back his jacket at the fence line. “We have backup outfits. And
makeup. We’ll be fine before the security guards see us.” She
sounded so convinced and almost didn’t tear up as Case and Joker
walked back into the darkness.

The world narrowed
down to thirty seconds at a time. Get to the car. Get cleaned off.
Cover up what can’t be cleaned. Look calm. Drive the car.

Ash navigated them
out, smiling at the guard, her torn dress hidden under a jacket
from the back seat emergency clothes stash, and split lip
momentarily camouflaged by makeup and liquid bandage. Jenna hid
behind sunglasses and a hoodie. They exchanged calm, careful words
on the way, but Ash couldn’t seem to follow the conversation
between one exchange and the next. She knew she offered to get
Jenna to the hospital just in case, but Jenna refused.

And then they were
waiting at the appointed spot Joker had programmed into her burner
phone at some point along the walk from the construction zone. An
Escalade rolled up, and an unfamiliar biker got out, followed by
Case and Joker. Ash did the only thing she could think of—she ran
straight to Joker and hugged him.

“Where’s Carz?” she
asked, still pressed to his broad chest. She felt him wince, and
the unyielding tension in his muscles told a different story from
the arms circling her in a welcoming embrace.

“Private clinic.
They owe the KC crew some favors.” Joker kissed her forehead and
tightened his hold. “We gotta get going. Tree wants a debriefing at
the clubhouse. He’s on a call with the Lobos right now.”

“Shouldn’t you be
there too?” Ash asked.

“KC prez is, and
it’s more his concern than mine.” Joker pulled Ash closer. “This
needs a discussion before you’re facing Dad and Dragon.”

Case caught Jenna by
the shoulder. “And don’t even think about calling an Uber. Or
running out into traffic right now.” Jenna glanced up, meeting his
too-calm gray eyes. “I don’t hit women, but if you take off, I
swear to the gods, I’ll tackle your ass. And not in a fun way.”

Joker’s expression
was equally sober, and the hand on Ash’s hip didn’t feel quite as
careful. Like he’d had the same thought as Case. “Let’s go,
baby.”

****

Ashlyn

[Storm Crows KC
Clubhouse, KS.]

 


They never tell
you what to do after the apocalypse. The thought circled
round and round Ashlyn’s brain as Joker guided her out of the
office and into a back room in the KC clubhouse… Dorm?
Barracks? “Guest rooms” seemed like the wrong term, but they
had similar facilities in the back of the Pharaoh County clubhouse.
Must be an Official Thing. Hotel Crowville…

Joker’s gentle touch
on her arm grounded her in the present, keeping the panic at bay.
Until he let go. “Here, baby. Stay put, okay?” He nudged her across
the threshold and into the sparse, dorm-like space.

She glanced from the
one tiny, barred window to her husband. “Um…” She tugged at the hem
of her only remaining garment—one of Joker’s dark gray Storm Crow
t-shirts—which thankfully hung over her thighs. Running out into
the clubhouse’s crowded main room in nothing but an oversized wet
t-shirt hadn’t been fun the first time. A repeat performance would
probably be worse. Maybe. She stared at the barred window.
“Sure. Okay.” Joker didn’t give her a chance to change her mind—he
was gone by the time she turned around. Like a ghost. She hadn’t
even heard the door shut.

Out of curiosity,
she turned the handle. It wasn’t locked. But “stay put” means
“stay out of the way.” Better listen. She thumped her head
against the doorframe. Stuck in an outlaw clubhouse. And I just
tricked my ex-fiancé into their custody and revealed one of my best
friends is a Lobos cartel leader. Probably torched my
marriage in the process.

Another day in
paradise. Well done, Self.

Ash flopped onto the
bed and put her hands over her eyes as she mentally ran down the
situation. Again. Thanks to Case, Jenna was safely out of the
shower instead of shivering into an emotionally devastated prune.
Ash prayed the pair could work things out—Jen deserved to be happy,
and Case deserved someone who’d love him, not just for his patch or
his abs. Ash didn’t have that much hope for her own future. Which
was why she had to mop up her eyes when someone eventually knocked
at the battered door. Had she been moping for fifteen minutes? An
hour? She didn’t want to look at her phone and find out.

I hope it’s a
firing squad. Get this shit over with. Ash got to her feet and
peeked outside. A tall, curvy woman stood in the hall, smiling.

“Oh, honey,” the
stranger said like she’d just found a long-lost friend stumbling
around a dive bar’s back alley. “You must be Trouble? I’m
Tasha.”

“Um. Hi? I, er,
forgot they said someone was coming.” But Tree did say that,
she reminded herself. After I barged into the meeting. About the
time he realized I was wearing nothing but a t-shirt. She’d be
mortified about being almost naked in front of her father-in-law
whenever her brain found space for that. As long as I don’t
think too hard about how much of me he saw in Ben’s blackmail
videos first. That thought rattled her so hard she barely
noticed the stranger’s expression falter into one of concern.

“I’m Dusty’s wife.”
The explanation drew another blank stare from Ash.

Meaning the
president of the KC Crows charter? The hell do I do with this?

Don’t fuck up. Do
not piss her off and make things even worse. Smile. Let her in. Be
fucking perfect.

“Oh! Gosh. I’m an
idiot. Sorry, I haven’t really met him.” Ash emphasized her apology
for this dreadful oversight by standing aside so Tasha could enter
the room. “Today’s gotten a bit, er, out of hand.”

“I’d say that’s an
understatement.” Tasha hefted a ragged Walmart bag as she passed
Ash and dropped it onto the bed. “The boys said you needed some
clothes, but they weren’t helpful on sizes, so I’ve brought some
leggings and tees. I grabbed a couple of mine and a couple of my
daughter’s. Good thing… Do they even feed y’all in Illinois? My
God, you’re tiny. Is the other girl your size, too?”

“She’s, er, taller?”
There were so many words, and the ones in her head were so loud…
Ash followed Tasha’s shapely lead over to the bed.

“Do I even want to
know how they got you all here without clothes?” Tasha’s eyes
locked onto the bruises blossoming on Ash’s left arm. “If I need to
knock Dusty’s head off—”

“No. No, it’s… um.
Extenuating circumstances happened. To our clothes. I mean, we do
have clothes. Somewhere. I just, er, don’t know where they ended
up.”

“Christ, this is
about the shitheads who fucked with Indy’s niece, isn’t it?”

“Um. Y-yes?” She
vaguely remembered Grim had been summoned to KC to look for
someone’s niece. Why not Indy’s?

“Jesus, take the
wheel.” Tasha touched a gold cross necklace at her throat. “It’s
like living in a goddamn HBO show lately. At least you’re in better
shape than those other two.” Her dark eyes flashed toward the KC
Crows’ sanctum, and she shut the bedroom door before Ash could get
to it.

With the muffled
wild rumpus from the other room, Ash realized how loud her
heartbeat was. “O-other two?”

“The ones the psycho
sent to Tree and Dusty? You hear about that?”

“Um.” Ash pushed her
half-dried hair away from her face and avoided meeting Tasha’s
gaze. “What happened to them? It’s been so wild, I d-don’t think
anybody thought to tell me.”

“Tree called a cop
he trusts to get them into some trafficking victim program.”
Tasha’s lips thinned. “Don’t know if that’ll do jack shit, but I
guess it’s better than handing them fifty bucks and a bus
ticket.”

“Maybe.”

The older woman
began laying items out on the wrinkled blue bedspread. Tasha had
thoughtfully brought a pair of pajama pants as well as the leggings
and some shorts.

Ash eyed each item
in turn. The pants would be too long for me, but they’d work for
Jenna… A couple hoodies, socks, and a pack of dollar store
undies completed the emergency supply, and their bright, rubber
ducky patterns even made her smile despite the fact they were too
big. They’d be better than nothing. Ash wasn’t in the mood to go
commando. “Thank you. Seriously.”

Tasha nodded, and
her eyes swept over Ash again, lingering too long on the split lip
and darkening bruises along her arm. “You really tangled with the
bad guys? Figured everybody’d know better than to try it on with
Joker’s ol’ lady already.”

Ash blinked, trying
to estimate how much Tasha knew. “I d-don’t think they realized who
I was when I went in to m-make the drop.” Which was true enough.
Ben only accepted one truth: That Ash belonged to him—not Joker.
Not even herself. And standing in this dizzy, echoing after-world,
Ash wondered if he wasn’t right after all.

He’d taken up so
much of her life since she was fourteen—a million and one of the
memories she’d shoved into figurative boxes and cut off from her
waking hours—that she couldn’t even picture tomorrow morning in a
Post-Ben reality.

“As long as they
learned their fucking lesson.” Tasha sounded so confident in that
verdict that Ash only nodded. “Do you need any witch hazel or
anything? I can go get some. It’ll keep those bruises from getting
too ugly.”

“No. Thank you. The
clothes are more than enough.”

“Are you sure?
Sweetie, between that and your poor lip, you ought to—”

“No, no. H-honestly,
I—” Ash’s voice caught, and the tears got around her calm facade.
“S-sorry,” she choked out, dropping into the chair. “I-it was a
r-really long day.”

“I can imagine.”
Tasha stood back, her brows furrowing. “All right. Tell you what.
Put on these shorts, and I’ll get you a drink.” She pressed a pile
of soft material into Ash’s hand and vanished.

The shorts were a
little wide, but the drawstring helped. With them, the panties, and
a zip-up hoodie, she felt more covered. And yet not. Ash sighed
into the blank screen of her burner phone. I could wear every
piece of clothing between here and Zona Rosa, and still feel naked.
Because they all know. Ash closed her eyes against the sinking
dread. Ben had promised to send his hellish vids to the KC Storm
Crows’ clubhouse and to all of Pharaoh County if Ash and Jenna
didn’t give him the money he needed to recoup the funds he lost in
a Storm Crow raid on one of his hidden caches. Instead, they turned
him over to the Crows. Ash figured he would’ve sent the vids
either way, and some of them had already leaked to the Crows via
blackmail messages left on Jenna’s forgotten tablet. They’re
going to look at me like Mom does…

Stop. The
command came from the tattered remnants of her survival instincts.
Put it all in the box. She pictured a big, weathered steamer
trunk and the giant padlock to go with it.

Tree saw the vids.
Joker saw the vids. God only knows who else saw them. And you
can’t think about that anymore, or you’ll claw your skin
off.

In. The. Box.
The imaginary trunk opened. The fears fit inside. She slid an
invisible lock into place as the very-real door opened again. Ash
put down the socks. No point in sliding around the concrete
right now—hard enough to keep my balance as it is. Tasha
greeted her with a smile, proffering a pair of red plastic
cups.

Ash made herself
smile back. She didn’t want to greet the strange woman, didn’t care
about the rum and coke she held. Ash wanted Joker but knew better
than to ask for him. That was too dangerous. She wanted to call
Jenna. And Carz. But one was doped up on Xanax in the other room,
and Carz… He must be in a hospital somewhere. All that
blood… Her eyes burned. Tasha tutted and sat on the bed beside
Ash.

“Honey, get that
drink down,” Tasha advised, her tone kind. “I don’t know what’s
happened, but you’re safe here.”

“I… I know.” She
winced as another raucous laugh echoed from the main room, and
Tasha patted her shoulder.

“If the clubhouse is
too loud, maybe you can come home with me? Dusty’s gonna be doing
God knows what all night anyway, from the sound of it.”

“I don’t think Joker
would sign off.” Ash took a massive gulp from the red cup. “He said
to stay here.”

Tasha’s nose
wrinkled. “Girl, don’t tell me you’re one of those. Taking the
Property patches to heart? I know Joker’s a hard-ass, but—”

“No! Never. It’s…
been a rough few weeks. I don’t want to cause any more problems for
him.”

“But you’re not a
patch bunny. You’re his ol’ lady,” Tasha insisted.

Not sure I’ll
still have that title tomorrow morning. Judging by his expression
when he picked us up.

“If you need
something, say so. Even if that involves getting the hell out of
this testosterone den overnight. That patch means he’s promised to
take care of you. Not just to punch anybody who grabs your
ass.”

Ash nodded,
outwardly accepting Tasha’s logic. “I’ll remember.” If the patch
is still mine.

“Want me to take
those to the other girl?” Tasha gestured to the remaining
clothes.

“She’s asleep. I
think.” Ash took another drink. Thankfully, it was more rum than
coke. “I’ll get her dressed when she comes to. She’s used to being
annoyed at me before she’s awake.”

“All right.” Tasha
considered. “Well, do you want some company, or would you rather go
to sleep too?”

Another laughing
roar and an ominous crash drew Ash’s attention. “Company would be
nice if you don’t need to run off? I doubt Joker’s coming any time
soon.”

“Not likely. The big
boys got a meeting with some local whosit, and they’ll be drinking
it off after. But kinda sounds like half of them already started
the party.” Tasha shook her head, the beads in her braids
clinking.

The Lobos.
They’re meeting the Lobos Sangrientos to clean up Bennett’s
mess. But Ash didn’t clarify. She finished the drink and aimed
a mental prod at her brain. Be who you were last week. Fake it
until you make it, self. Getting her face into a pleasant small
talk expression, she asked: “So, is there a handbook for old
ladies? I’ve been begging Karli to write one back home, but she
keeps acting like I’m joking. I’m not.”

“I fuckin’ wish.”
Tasha grimaced. “I’d like a copy too.”

“Damn.” Whether from
exhaustion or nerves, Ash kept talking. “I’m always fucking up and
stepping on toes. I need a rule book.”

Tasha’s brown eyes
warmed. “I’m sure you’re fine.”

“I’m really, really
not.” See, my ex started a cartel war, and then I walked into a
trap to take him out, and now Joker has to sort out the
mess…

“There might be a
reason for that,” Tasha said slowly.

“Really?”

“Mm. You’re in with
National Charter. That’s, er, a lot to put up with.” Tasha twisted
a heavy silver bangle on her wrist. “Hell, I don’t think I’ve heard
about many of them having ol’ ladies of any stripe these days.
Except you.”

“Blackie’s had
several.”

“That man’s a serial
menace,” Tasha muttered. “Someone needs to glue his pants to his
fuckin’ waist and sew the fly shut. Might help for a minute.”

Ash considered.
“Fluffy’s engaged, but she’d rather eat fire ants than hang out
with the club.”

“Oh, those types
never last.” Tasha waved off the idea and produced a water bottle
from her purse. “Either the guy gives up the club, or she gives up
the marriage.”

That possibility
struck a chord. “Is… that allowed? Getting out, I mean?”

“Of course. There’s
lots of versions—extended medical, personal leave. Getting out all
the way on good terms is tricky, but it’s possible. Or you piss
everyone off enough with half-assing your shit, they boot your
ass.” Tasha’s expression turned pained. “That option gets
ugly.”

“What happens to the
guys who give up the club? Not kicked, just leave.”

“Depends on the
guy,” Tasha answered, her lips thinning. “I’ve been with Dusty for
almost twenty years—Lord, how’d it get that long?—but you’ll see a
lot of scenarios if you can stick it out.”

“I imagine.” Ash
couldn’t help picturing her cousin’s ex-husband, who’d joined the
Heathens MC—the Crows’ now-destroyed rival—after the Crows kicked
his ass into a hospital and out of their club. Owl had been among
the Heathens who’d taken Ash hostage for a disastrous evening—an
act that materially contributed to their abrupt disappearance.

“Some guys come
crawling back, others find another club. A few just find new ways
to get to prison or an overdose. Every once in a while, somebody
goes straight, and it takes.”

Ash let out a long
breath, and her gaze fixed on the far wall—which felt like it was
getting closer by the second. “Any tips on surviving as an old
lady?”

“Well, you’re doing
drops for him, so it sounds like you’re hanging on just fine.”

He didn’t want me
to do that drop. I did it on my own, and he’s raging about it.
She couldn’t say that, so she shifted her angle. “Except how I
think I’m in a throuple, but the third member is like eight hundred
bikers in a trench coat.”

Tasha snickered. “No
escapin’ that situationship, honey. You either live with it or go
crazy.”

“Oh. Well. Lucky me,
I’m already crazy. I got paperwork and everything.” She smiled so
Tasha would see it as another joke.

“Let’s go out there
and get some more drinks, crazy girl.” Tasha clapped her hands and
stood up. “You can hide behind me if you need to. They don’t fuck
with me.”

And Joker’s
probably gone to meet the Lobos. So he won’t care…

“Why not?” Ash
unbent her legs and got slowly to her feet. She felt like she’d
been in a car wreck—she hadn’t taken more than a couple glancing
hits from Ben, but a week of constant, bone-deep tension took a
toll. She wanted to crawl into the bed and sleep for a month. Maybe
forever. She could wake up in a whole new world a hundred years
from now. Or the afterlife. Either felt like a happier choice than
the here and now, with its breaking hearts and horror stories.

But Tasha was
smiling, and the door was open. Outside, someone yelled about their
pool cue, but thankfully, no one sounded ready to shoot any cartel
messengers. Maybe the Lobos talk went okay. Maybe it’s
going to work out…

Maybe I need another
drink before the firing squad shows up.

****

Joker

 


Ride’s over. Time to
get off.

Joker’s boots
thudded onto the parking lot blacktop, anchoring him more than his
Dyna, her vibrations echoing in his legs. He pulled his gloves off,
staring absently at the Harleys lining the front of the clubhouse.
A few more hogs and cages sat scattered around the lot, the
moonlight gleaming off chrome and metal, serene and almost
beautiful. Like any other night at the Storm Crows KC
clubhouse.

Joker eyed the
speedometer. I could take her for another spin. No destination.
No crises. No fires to put out. But he doubted his father—as
the Crows’ National President—would sign off on a random-ass
excursion one hour after their agreement with Martinez, the Kansas
City head of Lobos Sangrientos.

Head? Patron?
Fuck. I’m gonna need to brush up on cartel bullshit… Goddamn drama
queens. Cartels almost always had infinite positions and
titles, many overlapping and all carrying a broad spectrum of
meaning. Maybe you can make flashcards.

Hell, your wife can
help you study.

Joker bared his
teeth, turning toward the growling engines and bright white
headlights merging into the lot. He raised his hand, blinking under
the dizzying beams, feeling like he’d been caught in a police
spotlight. Eyes adjusting as some headlights flicked out, Joker
took a deep breath and swung a leg over the Dyna.

Firmly on the
ground, he faced the oncoming Crows like a cavalry charge. You had
to take the big guns when you showed up to a cartel meeting. In
this case, big guns meant two Presidents, two Vice Presidents, and
two Sergeants-At-Arms.

“You get lost?” Tree
asked as soon as the cacophony of motorcycles died down. Beside
Tree, the KC president—Dusty—pulled out a cigarette and stuck it
between his lips before offering the pack around. Only Dragon, the
National Charter’s Sergeant-At-Arms, took him up on it.

“It was only two
minutes,” Joker muttered, ignoring Dragon’s subtle head shake.

“Only?” Tree
dismounted his bike, crossing his heavily muscled arms. “Dragon.
How many guys we lose today?”

Dragon cleared his
throat, pale green eyes darting between the Wronski men. “Two,
Prez.”

“Come on, boys.”
Dusty took his pack of Camels back, motioning to his guys. Rev, the
KC Crows’ VP, cast a sympathetic look at Joker, clapping him on the
shoulder when he passed. Their Sergeant-at-Arms, Rig, kept his head
down, his permanent frown somehow deeper than usual. Didn’t matter
how big or bad—and Rig qualified as one of KC’s biggest and
baddest—when Tree was in a mood, anyone with a half-functional
brain cleared the blast radius.

Joker wasn’t stupid.
But he knew what to expect from Tree’s explosions. His dad didn’t
deserve the satisfaction of an I-told-you-so. Christ knows he’s
had about a million already. This whole fucking week
included.

“Go easy on the
kid,” Dragon said quietly, sweeping his long, reddish mane into a
fresh ponytail. “I know it don’t feel like it, but we did a hell of
a job today.”

“You’re right. It
don’t feel like it,” Tree growled.

Joker hated agreeing
with his dad. But, two Crows lay on ice, four more in the hospital.
Add even more dead and wounded Lobos. They’d come within one
trigger-pull of a full-out war between the Storm Crows and the
Lobos cartel—a fucking bloodbath averted by luck and Bennett
Fitzgerald’s cocky-ass motherfucking ego. Arrogant bastards
always make mistakes.

Especially when they
bet against my wife. Apparently.

The image of
Fitzgerald falling to his knees, clawing at his throat, burned
brightly in Joker’s head. Unfortunately, so did the second before
when Fitzgerald’s fist caught Ashlyn’s cheek, sending her sideways.
But Ash walked away. Fitzgerald won’t.

“You don’t think
Martinez will keep his word?” Joker took a step away from Dragon’s
smoke, waving his hand to clear the air.

“Son, you don’t get
to where I am by thinking anyone’s gonna keep their word,”
Tree said. “But do I think he’s pissed at being played like a
two-dollar fiddle? Fuck yeah.”

“And he ain’t gotta
be all that happy about the other shit,” Dragon added.

Joker agreed but
stayed quiet. The concessions cost the Lobos more than Joker
expected—especially without bullets flying at their leaders’
heads—but considering the alternatives, two businesses for two
lives seemed more than fair. Especially since the Lobos
acted on bad information and thus held one hundred percent of the
blame. The generous terms were as close to an apology as the
cartel’s board of directors was likely to get.

“I ain’t got any
sympathy,” Tree scoffed. He extended his arm toward Dragon, who
pulled a fresh cancer stick from its silver box without missing a
beat. The cigarette passed between their fingers, and Tree’s
lighter flickered to life a second later.

“Sympathy ain’t good
for business,” Dragon said, shrugging.

Tree snorted and
turned his heavy gaze on his Sergeant. “Guess we got some shit to
sort out.”

“A whole fuckin’
manure wagon,” Dragon said in a puff of smoke.

“We’ll handle that
in Church. Right now, I’m goddamn tired. And thirsty.” Tree walked
around Joker, one arm catching his son’s shoulders, hustling him
toward the front door.

Joker wanted to dig
his heels into the pavement. Out here, he was the VP of the
National Charter. In less than thirty-six hours, he assembled an
op, an infiltration team, marched them into a literal trap, and
staged a rescue. And I succeeded. Because I’m fucking
good at being in the shit.

Other side of that
door is a whole new game. One I suck at…

“You good, VP?”
Dragon asked, the toe of his boot catching Joker’s heel.

No. “Just
tired.”

Tree chuckled,
reaching for the door handle. “Get the rest of the paint off your
face, have a few drinks, check in with Trouble, and get some sleep.
You got a long drive tomorrow.”

Joker stopped. “I
need to stay.”

Tree’s smile
vanished. “What for?”

“Some things I need
to do.”

“Like?”

“Touch base with the
asset.” Facing Bennett Fitzgerald seemed easier than going inside
to his wife. He could scream and yell and beat the asswipe straight
to hell. He knew how to handle that. But his wife? He’d pull
the pin on a grenade and shove it into his own pocket before laying
an angry hand on her. Yelling, sure… But right now? After
everything she went through? Like throwing herself at a
sociopath and giving me shit-all clues to follow?

“VP… I don’t think
that’s a good idea.” The argument came from Dragon. “Lot of shit in
that fucker’s skull needs getting out, and I have a feeling your
way of cracking it open might break the yolk.”

“I know how to
control myself,” Joker snarled.

Tree didn’t look
convinced. “Do what you need to do. Then you go home. Got
enough Nationals staying behind with me. Don’t need Dusty thinking
we’re taking over like he can’t do his damn job.”

“Understood.” Joker
nodded.

And then the ride
really did end. The clubhouse’s small main room came alive since
Joker last saw it mid-preparation for war—with payloads,
blueprints, maps, and tech sprawled everywhere. Now, he faced a sea
of leather and denim cuts, with beer and booze laid out where all
their battle prep had been. Music blasted from the speakers, raised
voices shouting insults and compliments with equal enthusiasm.
Whiskey, tobacco, weed, and cheap cologne added an ambiance most
civilians would’ve called a war crime.

He studied the
occupants as he pushed his way toward the bar. Too many people and
not enough space. Familiar faces congregated around a pool table,
taking shots of the liquor and billiard varieties. His best friend
and roommate, Grim, studied the table like a chess master playing
Billy Fischer. Their fellow PhaCo Crow, Ice, appeared to be the
actual opposition. He missed his next shot and lowered his drink so
aggressively that Joker expected him to smash the cup and demand
another.

But in the sea of
friendly faces, one couldn’t be found. It’s a good thing. If I
saw her now…

He’d shake her, fuck
her on the pool table, or fall to his knees and hold onto her.
Maybe all of the above. He clenched his teeth, his feet rooted in
place even as Dragon and Tree found their way to the bar ahead.
I should join them. Have a drink. Celebrate. We won.

His dad’s words
echoed in his head. It don’t feel like it.

Joker pivoted on his
heel, ignoring Ice calling his name. Instead of heading to the bar,
he diverted right, hurrying through a corridor into the bathroom.
The mirror reflected a face still tinted in greens, browns, and
blacks around the edges of his jaw and hairline. Grease paint—meant
to disappear against the eternal gloom of KC’s cave system. He
turned the sink’s faucet, waiting for the water to warm.

Too much at
stake. If we were one second slower. Like Hailey. Blood and gore
and… He involuntarily pictured Hailey’s body on gore-streaked
pavement, Ice trying to shake her back to life. He’d gone to school
with her, partied, and ridden beside her. Cared about her. Then
she was gone. Just like that.

Just like Case and
Bullet waking up to an empty hotel room…

Joker clutched rough
paper towels against his face, rubbing violently. Muck and paint
dripped down his jaw into the porcelain basin, circling a rusted
drain. Keep scrubbing. It’ll go away if you keep
scrubbing.

“Nathan?”

Joker’s eyes flashed
back to the mirror. Ice stood at the door, watching. “I’m fine.” He
pulled more towels from the dispenser.

“Yeah. You
look fine.” Ice moved closer. “Brother, nobody needs a drink
more’n you. Let’s go.”

Tossing the
camo-stained wad of paper into the bin, Joker turned off the water.
“Don’t know if I should drink anything.”

“Why the fuck not?
It’s a party. Ash ain’t gonna crumble if you let loose for half an
hour.”

“Sure about that?”
Joker rapped his fist against the sink. “I don’t know what the fuck
I’m supposed to do right now.” He wanted to march into the
barracks, toss Ashlyn over his shoulder, and burn rubber back home.
But how to face her? The thousand-yard stare she’d had since he
found her in the fucking cave…

It’s Xanadu all
over again. He fought back a shudder remembering the private
clinic where the other one-percent recovered from having plastic
injected directly into their skulls (or where their asshole
families shoved them when they got too inconvenient). After flying
to Vegas with Ash’s nice—yet terrifying—grandmother, he found the
woman he’d fallen in love with reduced to a ghostly shell. Those
hazy jade eyes haunted his dreams. Even as her smile returned and
her laughter slowly filled their house in the weeks after.

Ice strode forward
and grabbed Joker’s arm. “Enough. Follow me.” He tugged Joker
along, back into the main room where Mambo—the SCKC
Enforcer—immediately shoved a Corona in his hand. Ice grabbed a
shot off the bar, then raised it in a mocking salute. “News flash,
brother: We’re all makin’ this shit up as we go along.”

“Everyone else seems
to have a goddamn map,” Joker grumbled before drinking.

“Smoke and mirrors.
What’s your gut say? We good here?”

“It can’t fucking
make up its mind.” Joker did the next shot. Eventually, I’ll be
too drunk to care.

“Generally, when you
save the princess from the sewer lizard, there’s a
celebration.”

“But I can’t go back
there.” Joker gestured toward the barracks.

“Then don’t.” Ice
set his shot glass on the bar. His dark-rimmed eyes stared over his
shaggy beard like those of an old movie prophet, burning into
Joker’s brain. “But play it through in your head before you make
the call. Be damn sure you know what you’re doing.”

Joker laughed
bitterly. “Said it yourself. Making this shit up, right?”

Mambo reached for
the newly empty Corona bottle, but Joker waved him off.

“You callin’ it
early, VP?”

“Just tapping the
brakes.”

Ice snorted. “So you
can go back?”

“Soon as I know I
ain’t gonna shake her for ten minutes straight.”

“There are days I
think I’d still shake Hail if she walked in the door,” Ice said in
a strange tone. “Don’t count on that urge fading anytime soon.”

Fuck. Joker
bit the inside of his cheek. There’s the trigger plate.
Navigating around Ice since his wife’s murder was a motherfucking
minefield. Every so often, Joker put his foot where it didn’t
belong, and boom. “Difference is Hail would shake you
back.”

Ice’s lips twitched.
“Don’t sell Trouble short. She’d attempt.”

“True.” He
remembered their first fight with a twinge—Ash squared off against
him the way most people didn’t dare. But he couldn’t help
visualizing the intoxicating aftermath either… Fuck, I miss
making her come. He hadn’t been inside Ash for two long,
miserable weeks that felt like two months. Abstinence did
not improve his outlook on the world.

“Don’t get me wrong,
brother. I get why you’re pissed.” Ice’s shoulders rose. “If my ol’
lady made a suicide run like that, I’d be rattling the fuckin’
windows for weeks.”

Suicide run.
The words scrolled through his head in bright, neon lights. They’d
been more of a whisper, but now it was all he could hear. Ash
should have died. And she’s smart enough to make that
calculation.

“Worse,” Ice
continued, “you know what she went up against. I saw those girls
they dropped off here. That shit’s out of some other fuckin’
galaxy.”

Joker didn’t want to
think about the vacant-eyed pair that Fitzgerald sent over as pawns
in his twisted head games—a blonde and a brunette to replace Ash
and Jenna, who he intended to take from the Crows. “I need another
drink.”

“Words to fuckin’
live by.” Ice laughed and snapped his fingers at the bartender to
get another round. “Let’s do snake bites. Too late to sober up
anyway.”

Joker stared at the
whiskey bottle like it might answer for him. “Fuck the juice. Keep
it simple.” He reached over the bar, snatched the bottle by its
neck, and set it between them. “Fucking pour.”

“Damn, going
full-throttle?” Ice filled his glass first, then Joker’s, and
stopped short. He swung the bottle upright, his pale eyes fixed on
something behind Joker’s right shoulder. Joker followed Ice’s gaze.
Across the room, Dusty’s wife, Tasha, stepped out of the barracks
with an all-too-familiar blonde shadow trailing behind her luscious
curves.

The first time he
saw Ashlyn, he’d thought she was someone’s lost Christmas angel
with her silky gold hair, button nose, giant green eyes, and the
feeling she belonged in some other, cleaner world. Borrowed clothes
and bruises didn’t change a thing,

Oblivious to his
gaze, the two women carried on their conversation, smiling as they
moved through the clubhouse
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