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			Chapter 1

			The last time Ryan “Chaser” Frey had been inside a high school was way back in the hectic blur of his mostly drunken senior year in Georgia, sometime before his last and final suspension, which his aggrieved principal had agreed to call an early graduation as long as he never, ever came back.

			He’d been a little rambunctious back in the day. Back before the Marines kicked his ass and the desert nearly killed him. Twice. Back when he was young and foolish and hadn’t yet figured out that quiet, deadly competence was far more intimidating than a whole lot of noise and bullshit.

			Chaser was a lot scarier these days, something he prided himself on and utilized daily in his role as an enforcer for his beloved Devil’s Keepers Motorcycle Club, and yet here he was anyway. Prowling through the overly shiny corridors of a sad, stuffy high school in Lagrange, Louisiana, on a blisteringly hot fall evening when he’d much rather be halfway into a bottle of whiskey with a stripper on his dick.

			But his kid’s fucking teacher would not stop calling him.

			And Chaser was nothing if not a dedicated and dutiful parent to his surly sixteen-year-old daughter, the lovely pain in the ass Kaylee, who had clearly inherited the Frey family’s genetic disposition toward fucking up her own life as much as possible, whenever possible. If what the obnoxiously chipper and relentless woman had said in all seven of the messages she’d left him over the past twenty-four hours was true and Kaylee was following in her old man’s footsteps—showing up at school wasted and belligerent—Chaser would deal with it.

			
			Just as soon as he dealt with the do-gooder teacher who was up on his jock like a low-rent stripper looking for a big ass tip.

			Chaser didn’t like being told what to do, in general, unless he respected the person giving the orders. He didn’t much like asshole teachers, and he liked even less being called into a parent-teacher meeting like he was a member of the PTA instead of the PTA’s worst nightmare. More than that, Chaser was tired. It had been a long, hot summer full of the club’s usual business and some serious extra bullshit besides, and he’d capped it off by spending the last two weeks up in the club’s North Dakota mother charter. And Chaser certainly felt more than a little reverence for the birthplace of his club, which was also the first place he’d lived as a full patch brother after prospecting there for a year. But the truth was that the original Devil’s Keepers clubhouse was way the fuck out in the middle of nowhere, twenty miles south of anything resembling a town and a good two hours north of the biker mecca of Sturgis in South Dakota. Way out in ranch country, in other words, where there was nothing to do but choke on club politics and wait for winter to come kick your ass when summer was done punching you in the balls.

			Chaser had bounced around a few other club charters as the traveling eyes and ears of North Dakota’s president for a time before he’d settled in Lagrange, where the serious DKMC business went down, thanks to the town’s prime location in the middle of a cartel corridor from the south straight on through to points north. But he was always called back up there every summer to reacquaint himself. And choke a little while he was at it.

			
			Chaser didn’t particularly like choking on anything, whether it was memories or club drama, something he’d had ample time to chew over on his long-ass ride home. He’d rolled into Lagrange all of twenty minutes ago, after the solid twenty-four-hour ride down into southern Louisiana from North Dakota, which he’d done with only a few extra hours for sleep here and there. He was cranky, to put it mildly.

			Luther, president of the mother charter and therefore the national president of the DKMC, and everyone else in North Dakota had wanted him to explain how the Lagrange president’s son, the much disliked but still fully patched-in brother Whale, had disappeared without a trace. He’d last been seen heading out of the clubhouse on one of his increasingly frequent and questionable secretive missions, but he’d never returned. The general assumption was that he’d finally proved himself to be the punk bitch the whole club had known he was from the start. Because only a punk bitch would run away from the DKMC, and Whale had shown signs of heading in that direction ever since he got a pity vote into the club on account of his father. His disappearance just proved it, the brothers muttered to each other.

			But Chaser knew the truth. He’d watched his brother Uptown take Whale out when Whale was about to hurt Uptown’s woman, and Chaser was prepared to defend it as a righteous, necessary shoot. But he didn’t like it. Brothers killing brothers meant war. There was no way around that. Which was why he and the other brothers who had been there that night were doing the right thing in keeping the particulars to themselves. But Chaser hated it.

			
			Digger, the president of the Lagrange charter, might suspect that his own son wouldn’t simply up and disappear in the middle of whatever shady shit the two of them had been busy cooking, but he couldn’t prove it. Instead, he’d disappeared himself. Three months so far without a word. And there was already suspicion throughout the Lagrange charter that Digger was betraying them to their many enemies. Whale had shot his mouth off too many times for it not to register that some shit was going down—the only questions were: how much shit? And with who? The Black Dogs were a rival club up in Little Rock who’d been trying to muscle in on DKMC territory—and their cartel business—for years, and it turned out that Digger and the Black Dogs’ asshole president, Fat Irish, were friendly.

			But Digger wasn’t around to explain himself. He wasn’t answering any questions, or texts, or phone calls.

			Most brothers in the Lagrange charter didn’t really know that Digger had gone AWOL because they assumed he was in contact with the other club officers—who were letting them think that. Luther probably wondered why he hadn’t heard from Dig in a while, but asking Chaser about it risked making him look weak and out of touch. The same way Chaser mentioning that their president had been radio silent for so long would make the whole Lagrange charter look weak. And weak shit invited an aggressive response, so no one was likely to announce it if they didn’t have to. Still, Luther was pretty damn clear that he did not want any dark, unpleasant grumbling in any of the DKMC charters. Especially not in Lagrange, where internal club problems could too easily bleed out into club-wide losses.

			
			And there’d been nothing but grumbling out of Louisiana for a while now.

			Now this load of bullshit was Chaser’s problem, which did not make him happy. He was about solutions, not speculation, and it pissed him off that he didn’t have one for the Whale and Digger issues. He needed a shower, some pussy, and whole lot of whiskey to make a dent in his bad mood.

			What he did not need was the interference of one of Lagrange’s few concerned citizens in his life, especially not a teacher with a bug up her ass who’d sounded a little too much like some kind of crusader in her endless fucking voicemail messages. Chaser’s experience with crusaders was that they spent a lot of time messing with shit they didn’t understand and ignoring the parts that didn’t suit their narrow versions of things. Take his old man, who’d regularly beat the living crap out of anyone unlucky enough to live under his roof but had been full of friendly, smiling concern every day in the pharmacy. No one had locked Harry Frey up. They’d never even given him a stiff talking-to, no matter how many bruises and black eyes his nearest and dearest had sported over the years.

			As far as Chaser knew, he was the only one who’d ever suggested to his dear old dad that the man rethink his hostility—a conversation that had gotten his ass on the regular, right up until Chaser finally got bigger than the old man and, one fine evening that he held forever in his heart, returned the favor. No one in the little Georgia town where he’d grown up—population: nine thousand hypocrites and a whole lot of not-so-closeted drunks—had ever taken Chaser’s back or given him a helping hand while Harry kept him, his mother, and his two sisters cowed and bloody. But they’d all sure been awfully worried about Chaser’s teenage indiscretions and all up in the potential ramifications for his eternal soul. Assholes.

			
			He was working himself up into a black-ass mood—not really much of a stretch for him, if he was honest—by the time he made it to the right classroom. He stopped in the doorway, scowling at the bleak sea of puny little desks connected to their chairs, which he remembered as instruments of pure torture. He was a big guy. He’d shot up to six feet three inches when he was fourteen. He’d started filling in the following year and finally knocked down his asshole father a few months before his seventeenth birthday. By the time he was eighteen, cramming himself into one of those seats had been a joke.

			Not a joke he’d thought was all that funny, so he’d found alternate ways to amuse himself in high school, to the chagrin of the authority figures tasked with keeping him on the straight and narrow.

			At the far end of the stuffy classroom, which the windows left open to the September evening did nothing to cool, sat a more reasonably sized teacher’s desk. It was placed directly in front of a chalkboard filled with the kind of overly neat, precise, and cramped writing that made Chaser’s teeth clench. It reminded him of all the ball-busting teachers he’d had back in the day, some of them more vicious than the Marine Corps drill sergeants who had whipped his punk ass into shape.

			But the woman sitting at that desk, between stacks of books as she frowned down at a pile of papers, did not look like steely, grandmotherly Mrs. Patterson, who’d had the unenviable task of drilling American history into Chaser’s hard head. This woman was much younger, first of all. Much, much younger. Not yet thirty, if he had to guess. She had a slight, slender build that would look good on a man’s bike, wrapped tight around his back. Her hair was a dark color that glinted red in the overhead lights, and there was something about the intensity of her focus on her work that made Chaser want to see what it would be like to have her pay that kind of attention to him. Or, more accurately, to his cock.

			
			Predictably, that greedy little bastard perked right up at the thought. Chaser leaned against the doorframe, crossed his arms, and waited.

			She had earphones in, whatever she was listening to loud enough that he could hear a tinny suggestion of a guitar lick. The music explained why she hadn’t heard him coming down the hall, his boots loud as fuck against all that industrial flooring.

			It took a minute. Maybe a couple. But then she glanced up.

			And freaked.

			She threw herself back in her chair, so hard it skidded across the floor with a loud screech. She made a gasping sound, one hand slapping into her own chest as she scrambled to her feet and all but flattened herself against the chalkboard behind her. She yanked her earphones out in the next second, her gaze clapped to his down the length of the room.

			Not an unheard-of reaction to laying eyes on him, Chaser could admit, though a little surprising from a teacher who’d summoned him here. But then, he was a scary dude, by trade and inclination. This was part of the deal and he certainly couldn’t claim he hated it.

			
			“The next time you call a man seven times in twenty-four hours, maybe rustle up a better welcome when he shows up,” he drawled without moving from the doorway. He tried to remember the name she’d left. Something girlie and prissy at once. It clicked then. Ms. Lara Ashburn, she’d said, then repeated, like he might have screeched his bike to a halt by the side of I-49 and whipped out a fucking pencil to write it down. “As ordered.”

			“I beg your pardon?” Her voice was still thin with what sounded like genuine panic. And he should feel bad about that. He really should.

			He didn’t.

			The women Chaser spent time with tended to veer more toward the biker chick side of things, and were usually merrily, noticeably slutty to boot, which saved a lot of time. Tiny tank tops to show off big tits—real or augmented, he liked them both ways. Skintight jeans, a lot of studded leather, and big hair as a recognizable invitation. Ms. Lara Ashburn, on the other hand, was a tiny little thing. All fine bones and slender limbs, she looked like she might break in two with the kind of rough handling Chaser preferred to share with the women who routinely begged for his attention. But she was dressed in one of those skirts that made her look like an hourglass and some frilly, girlie blouse thing up top, and the delicate sleekness of the whole package—astonishing, really, in a biker town like Lagrange, Louisiana, that catered entirely to the club and its horny members—made him want to test that theory.

			“You called me about my kid,” he told her, maybe a little more ferociously than necessary, to see if it got to her. It did. He saw a tiny tremor work over her whole tight little body. “Seven times.”

			
			Then he watched, fascinated, as this little-bitty thing pushed away from the chalkboard and stood up tall. Not that “tall” for her translated into any inches. He figured she’d come up to the middle of his chest. Which meant that if he picked her up he could fuck her standing like she weighed no more than a football.

			He might have smirked a little at that. The fiercely strict Mrs. Patterson had certainly never inspired any fantasies. Unlike this new generation version of a history teacher. He wanted to taste Ms. Lara Ashburn everywhere. Get his hands beneath that absurdly feminine skirt and see how wet she was. Get his hands in her hair to see if it was as silky as it looked. And he definitely wanted to make her come. Preferably all over him. Face, hands, cock—Chaser wasn’t too picky.

			It helped that in addition to being so little, she was pretty. A perfect little nose in an oval of a face and sweet blue eyes that looked way too classy for a man like him. His favorite kind of dessert, in other words.

			And now she was sizing him up in a cool way that made him wonder what had startled her in the first place. Because most people got more intimidated the longer they stared at a man rocking a DKMC cut, to say nothing of all his tattoos or his big, powerful frame. He wasn’t the kind of guy who wore off. But she looked like she thought she was tough, standing there in those prissy clothes of hers that should have been melting off her in the Louisiana late summer heat. Holding his gaze like she thought she could hold her own.

			Obviously, that made him hard as hell. He was a simple man, really. Fuck it or fight it. That creed had pretty much guided him every step of the way so far.

			
			“You’re Mr. Frey.” Her voice was cool and matter-of-fact and should really not have made his cock even harder. “Kaylee’s father.”

			“Call me Chaser,” he corrected her.

			Her brows rose and her dainty mouth firmed as if his name offended her, which did nothing but intrigue him. Most folks were a little more careful around a man of his size. Particularly a man wearing a biker cut. Why wasn’t she?

			“Please come in,” she said in that fucking classic teacher voice, filled with quiet impatience and that obnoxious certainty that her time was what was important here—as if he’d been playing grab ass out in the hall and she’d had to wait for him instead of the other way around. “Are we expecting Mrs. Frey?”

			Chaser noticed she didn’t call him by his name.

			He ambled into the classroom, aware that an amble on him looked more than a little threatening to the casual observer. Chaser looked like what he was and he knew it. A biker to his core and in his heart besides, loyal to his club and everything that entailed, even in troubled times like now, with a past crammed full of the U.S. Marine Corps and an asshole of a father who’d taught him how to fight dirty when he was still in preschool. He was exactly who he was and he’d never wanted to be anything different. Sometimes he reined all his darkness in a little. He wasn’t like some of his brothers, all shit-eating grins and convenient charm like VP Roscoe or pretty boy Uptown, carefully calculated to disarm. But he could ball up and look a little less grim when he felt like it.

			
			Today he didn’t bother.

			“If you mean the junkie whore who gave birth to my daughter, kidnapped her, and then abandoned her in a fucking flophouse in Kansas,” he said conversationally as he moved through the classroom, “then no, she’s not coming, because she knows better than to let me see her face again. And she wasn’t Mrs. Frey, either. My dick might be dumb, but I’m not that stupid.”

			He expected uptight Ms. Lara Ashburn to get flustered. To flush with outrage or insult at his crude language or whatever the fuck got up the asses of women like this and made them scowl at him like his very existence appalled them. He saw them clustered outside of church, grabbing their daughters close when he rode by, like he was Satan on a Harley and might scoop up their little angels as he passed. They were totally blind to the reality that it was their own sweet little girls who snuck out of the house and made a beeline for the Devil’s Keepers clubhouse and all the rough and dirty biker cock they could handle. Regularly.

			But Lara Ashburn did not flutter. She didn’t blush. She only watched him approach like it was no big thing, the DKMC’s foremost enforcer rolling up on her. Like she had no idea—or didn’t care—that for many people, he was a death sentence.

			“I’ll make a note,” was all she said. She nodded toward one of those shitty combination desks. “Why don’t you take a seat?”

			“Is Kaylee dead by the side of a road?” He knew perfectly well she was fine. His smart, cute, manipulative as fuck daughter had texted him back rather than answer his call when he’d arrived in town—but he’d deal with her later. Right now it was time to go a few rounds with her deeply concerned, surprisingly hot teacher.

			
			Chaser ignored the student desks and circled the big one instead, propping himself on a corner and stretching his legs out in front of him, effectively hemming Lara in between him and the chalkboard. He expected her to leap away from him and make a break for the side he’d left open, but once again, she surprised him. Her gaze got cooler, and she folded her arms beneath her tits, but that was all. She didn’t give an inch.

			He kept going. “Is she in the hospital? Was she involved in an altercation and carted off to the police station?”

			“Not to my knowledge, no. She seemed fine in fifth period, if a bit chastened today.”

			“But you thought, what the hell, seven fucking phone calls? Are you insane, woman?”

			“I prefer Ms. Ashburn, actually.”

			“The last time someone called me seven times in a row, it was because shit was going down and lives were at risk.”

			“That sounds suitably dramatic.” She nodded toward his cut. “No doubt that goes hand in hand with your, ah, costume. Maybe this provides a bit of an explanation as to why Kaylee thinks it’s appropriate to show up to school while intoxicated. To say nothing of where she found alcohol to consume in the first place, or why her default response to anything is one of deep disrespect.”

			“This isn’t Halloween,” Chaser said mildly enough, though he could feel his temper kicking in, dark and mean. Which didn’t bode well for anyone, especially not a fragile little creature like this woman. “I’m not wearing a costume, babe. And maybe, if you want my kid to respect you, you should try reining in the disrespect yourself. She’s not big on hypocrites.” He kept his expression grim and trained on the teacher, who should have looked a lot more concerned than she did. “Neither am I.”

			
			Lara only held his gaze coolly. “And this wasn’t the first time she turned up drunk. Something you were informed of previously, yet did nothing to curb.”

			Chaser shrugged. He vaguely remembered some bullshit message awhile back that he’d ignored. The way he’d ignored the first six this woman had left him yesterday and today. It was apparently the seventh that had irritated him enough to show up. “She’s in high school. Kids do shit.”

			“She’s sixteen years old.”

			“When I was sixteen I was stealing cars from the high school parking lot and taking cheerleaders on joyrides.” Chaser kept his voice even. If forbidding. “The cars came back in one piece, the cheerleaders, not so much. From my perspective, Kaylee’s doing fine.”

			“Here’s what will happen if I report this, the way I’m supposed to,” Lara said, her expression unreadable, which…poked at him. A lot. It was a little too much like a challenge. “Your daughter will get expelled, because drunkenness on school grounds will count as a third offense after an incident in gym class with a boy she didn’t like—”

			“If you mean that punk bitch who put his hands on her, you’re lucky she handled it. Because if I had, he’d have lost a few fingers.”

			
			“—and the first episode of drunkenness, which she claimed was migraine medication making her loopy, but I doubt anyone was taken in by this claim. Maybe you’re unaware that the principal has instituted a ‘three strikes and you’re out’ policy here at Lagrange High.”

			“The principal? You mean that little douche Thierry Maitland?”

			“That a member of the community finds Mr. Maitland a douche is something I can certainly bring up at the next school board meeting if you wish,” Lara said testily. As if—and it took Chaser a moment to place the unfamiliar expression on her face—she found him little more than annoying. Not scary. But irritating. Like a bug. “But that won’t help your daughter’s situation one way or the other. Which is why I called you in today.” She tilted her head slightly to one side with more of that same impatience. “What is Kaylee’s home life like? Does she have an adequate support system?” Another nod at his cut, which was starting to feel like an attack. A very, very unwise attack. “Is it possible that with all your activities, her cries for help might be going unheard?”

			Chaser took a moment. It was that or put his hands on this woman who dared speak to him like this, which he knew was a terrible idea. He’d happily pistol-whip any man who spoke to him this way, no question. A tiny little woman like this, with more mouth than common sense? Hell. He’d end up fucking her against a wall, his second favorite form of anger management. And he suspected this was the sort of pissy, impossible woman who would come screaming his name and then actually call the cops on him. Him. Right here in Lagrange, where the cops were either really good friends with the Devil’s Keepers or really, really committed to staying the hell out of the club’s way.

			
			“Did I fuck you and forget your name, babe?” he asked, in as insulting a drawl as he could manage. “Did you drag me in here so I could tell you it was good for me? If I came, it was great. Better now?”

			It was worth it for the steam he could swear came out of her ears at that, and the sheer murder in her gaze.

			“Over my dead body would I ever—ever—touch you,” she bit out, sounding straight-up furious instead of morally outraged, which was interesting. Like it wasn’t the idea of fucking itself that pissed her off—it was the idea of fucking him.

			Not a response he was used to. Despite himself, Chaser found it fascinating. Her too, if he was honest. Most women weren’t all that interesting. Not like this. They were wet, they wanted him, they cried when he fucked them blind. Most women were interchangeable to him, not puzzles to solve.

			It turned out he had a thing for puzzles.

			“But I know you somehow?” His temper eased a little as he tried to figure out if she had an issue with him personally or bikers in general—and how quickly he could get inside her to find out if all that hate made her come harder. He bet it would. Hate fucking was the good stuff, blistering hot and wrong, guaranteed to take the top of his head off. He really, really wanted to find out what would make this starchy, uptight woman get soft and wet and greedy. Even better, what would make her beg.

			“Mr. Frey,” she was saying, still with murder all over her face despite the smile she tried to aim at him, “I don’t think you understand why I called you in.”

			
			“I understand that as far as I know, I never laid eyes on you before I walked into this school tonight. But I’ll be honest. Pussy is a blur. There’s just so much of it, who can keep track?”

			She only stared back at him like he was an idiot, and not even a particularly insulting idiot. Just a straight-up dumbass. She didn’t give an inch. It was like he really, truly didn’t get to her—which he might have been tempted to believe, however astonishing and unusual that was, if he hadn’t been able to see her pulse going wild in that hollow at the base of her neck. It told him that she wasn’t as cool as she was pretending to be, but she was standing up to him anyway.

			And the truth was, Chaser was hardwired to like that shit. To like it way more than he should. He wasn’t a fan of attitude for attitude’s sake in women. That was usually a whole lot of bravado and a calculated performance, and if there was going to be performing, he liked a stripper to show him a lot of skin, then shake her ass before she got down on her knees to suck him off. But a pretty little civilian thing who wasn’t afraid of him when she should have been cowering beneath her desk? Well, fuck him. She was basically his catnip.

			He kept that to himself for the moment. He had a feeling she wouldn’t appreciate his hard-on as the gift it was.

			“You can’t have a problem with me,” he pointed out gently. Gently for him, anyway. “I got a reputation that precedes me, I grant you, but not generally into high schools. So that leaves the club.” He shook his head slowly. “I don’t want to think that someone who’s supposed to be teaching my kid is dumb enough to flash a grudge against the club around town. Much less in my face. It’s just not smart.”

			
			“I don’t know anything about your club,” she retorted with a tight smile that went nowhere near her eyes. “Aside from any normal person’s reasonable concern about a group of seemingly unemployed adult men who like to hang around aimlessly in a secret clubhouse when they’re not prancing about in public wearing their little sew-on patches like Boy Scout merit badges.”

			And Chaser couldn’t help the laugh that escaped him then. He couldn’t even be as angry as he should have been—because that was straight-up crazy. Was she suicidal? Had she called him in here so he could break her fucking neck for her? Because there were nicer DKMC brothers than him. A lot of them. But there were also much more fucking depraved ones who’d backhand her through a window for a crack like that without a second thought.

			Chaser didn’t hit women. But this particular woman didn’t know that, and the fact she’d risk it pissed him off as much as it intrigued him.

			“You know where you are, right? This is Lagrange, Louisiana. This is a biker town, babe. A Devil’s Keepers town, through and through. You new or just plain stupid?”

			“I moved here a month ago, not that it’s relevant.”

			“Oh, it’s relevant,” Chaser told her, his hands itching to do his talking for him, so they could get to the no talking, all action part and see if she was as mouthy with his cock between her lips. “Because if you’re new, I don’t have to take offense to the shit you just said. Which believe me, you don’t want.”

			
			She laughed then. And he could tell it was a deliberate thing, not an expression of amusement. Who was this woman? There was having no particular fear of him—which was hot—and then there was asking for a serious problem with the club and poking at a brother like a lunatic. Which was significantly less so.

			“I don’t care if you’re offended, Mr. Frey. My concern is the environment Kaylee lives in. The fact is, she’s started acting out in ways that will affect her entire future if we don’t find a way to nip it in the bud.”

			“Her future is fine. She’s protected no matter what she does. Again, this is a club town, and she’s part of the club. Better than that, she’s mine.” His voice was low and hard. “And I protect what’s mine.”

			Lara scoffed, like he hadn’t just ended the conversation with that little dose of reality. There was a part of him that almost admired it, it was so outside the normal way people treated him. Because most people realized he was death in steel-tipped boots and didn’t encourage him to bring it on any faster.

			But not Ms. Lara Ashburn.

			“I’ve seen the future on offer for girls like Kaylee who drop out of high school because no one bothers to pay attention to them,” she was saying, all fire and fury in that sleek, slender frame. “Is that what you want for her? If she’s lucky, she hooks up with one of your brothers and gets to be an old lady, right? But what does that look like? Babies and club drama if things go well. The bitter knowledge her man could be sleeping with every other woman in town and her father will take his side over hers, no questions asked, no matter what, because that’s the way a brotherhood works. That’s if things go well. If they don’t, he’s in jail or dead and what’s she supposed to do with a tenth-grade education and a bunch of kids to feed?”

			
			Chaser eyed her narrowly then. Because that didn’t sound like a crusader, or not like the ones he’d known, hopped up on their version of Jesus and happy to bludgeon you with it if your take was different. That sounded like someone who had a problem with the club specifically.

			“You don’t need to love the club,” he said quietly. “You don’t even need to like it. But you need to respect it. If you know all the shit you just spouted, then you know the club takes care of its own. And you should also know that there are consequences for the kind of disrespect you’re throwing around tonight. And, babe, hear me.” He shook his head. “I’m usually the consequence. Believe me when I tell you that you don’t want that.”

			“But most of the girls in town don’t end up as old ladies, do they?” Lara asked as if she hadn’t heard him. Her blue eyes were burning and her mouth was a hard line, and Chaser figured they both knew the answer was no, most girls in town were not old ladies. “They end up dancing in that strip club or on their knees in your clubhouse. Tell me, what happens the night you look over from all that pussy you’re so proud of and see your own daughter down on her—”

			“Shut your mouth.” Chaser didn’t yell. He didn’t have to. There was enough force and fury in those three single syllables to take out the wall of the school behind her. He was surprised it still stood. “Are you insane?”

			“I’m a realist who’s seen girls like your daughter before and what happens to them,” she replied. Still without batting an eye. Like he was some toothless old fart, incapable of handling himself and about as threatening as a bedpan. No matter how wild her pulse beat in her throat. “Kaylee is a bright girl. She’s smart and quick. There’s absolutely no reason she should be condemned to spend her life on her knees servicing your biker buddies unless that’s what she wants.”

			
			“I guess that answers the question. You’re out of your fucking mind.”

			“Do you love your daughter, Mr. Frey?”

			His temper was a pulse in his throat, his temples, his cock. He saw red and had to gulp it back down before it took him over. He didn’t know how he did it.

			“My name is Chaser,” he gritted out, blinding rage somehow mixing with all that fury and dropping straight into his cock like a hit of the good shit. He wanted to rip her apart and do it balls deep inside her, until this conversation was nothing but a pale little memory obliterated by all the many ways he could make her come apart. “And if you keep asking me dumbass questions, you better not be surprised if I answer them in ways you’re not gonna like.”

			“I don’t respond well to threats, Mr. Frey,” she snapped back at him, and then she astonished him by angling her tight little body closer to him, rather than away. Like she was straight-up daring him to do something about it. His hands actually twitched, happy to take that challenge. But she was still talking. “Do you want to help Kaylee achieve her potential? Do you want to make sure she has a little more to work with in life than your protection?”

			“My protection is no small thing.” He considered her, his gaze focused and hot like he was considering sinking his teeth into her neck before he taught her exactly what her place was. Hell. He was more than considering it. He was considering how best to do it. “And what you should be worried about is the fact that you don’t have it.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 2

			Lara Ashburn knew perfectly well that it was not smart to taunt a man like this one. Not smart. Not wise. More than that, it was not in the least bit helpful to his poor daughter.

			And she certainly knew better. Knowing better was burned into her blood and her memory through the questionable gift of her Ashburn genes and her own hard, bitter experiences growing up in her shitty family. The fact that she was getting in the face of a DKMC enforcer as if she wasn’t at all afraid of him was very likely going to keep her up at night for the foreseeable future, assuming she survived this little encounter. She suspected many did not.

			And if she’d put together a composite drawing of precisely the sort of man she needed to stay the hell away from forever now that she’d escaped her own grim fate, the one lounging there at the end of her desk like he owned it and her and the whole goddamned school—menace and warning and something darker and more disruptive packed hard into a dangerously attractive package—would have been what she’d come up with. Every inch of him was a serious freaking problem.

			Ryan Frey—whatever the hell name he called himself—was exactly the kind of depraved criminal she’d left California to avoid.

			But she couldn’t seem to stop herself.

			“You’re making this about you,” she informed him as if he hadn’t threatened her and more, as if she didn’t care whether or not he had. “It’s not.”

			“It’s about respect,” Chaser replied in that gravel and velvet voice of his that held more than a hint of Georgia and rubbed all over her like he was buffing her with his own special chamois. She wanted to lean into it. And it was harder—much harder—than it should have been to keep herself from doing it.

			
			Even with that clear sign of danger, she didn’t step away.

			Lara didn’t back up so much as an inch even though Kaylee’s father—a parent like any other parent, she tried to tell herself, no matter that he was wearing a 1%-er patch on his cut that proclaimed his outlaw status loud and clear—made her fingers feel numb and her heart beat six times faster than usual, and that had been when he was all the way across the room. Up close, he was a whole lot worse. Long and tall and muscled everywhere, so roughly gorgeous she had to focus on the end of his nose instead of his actual face or she thought she might actually crumple where she stood.

			Get a grip, Ashburn, she snapped at herself. Let a man like this see fear and he’ll destroy you.

			Though there was a little part of her, deep inside and inching lower and lower in her belly by the second, that suggested the issue here wasn’t fear at all.

			Lara chose to ignore that part. “You want me to respect you, your club, your fancy patches, whatever. I understand that it’s an issue for you.”

			“Yeah, babe. That would be a great start. Because people who don’t respect the Devil’s Keepers don’t do too well in Lagrange. You should ask around about our former mayor.” His hard mouth moved in something far too deadly to be a smile. “You can ask him yourself. He’s not in jail or dead. Yet.”

			
			She risked glaring straight into his noticeably startling eyes then. They were a dark and smoky whiskey color, much like the drinks he no doubt poured down his throat nightly while choosing between the various anonymous women he’d forget before he sobered up. And the shock of meeting that steadily condemning, highly alcoholic stare of his was intense. More than intense. Lara found she had to lock her knees beneath her to keep herself standing straight and tall. Well. As tall as it was possible to feel next to a man this relentlessly huge, all of it solid muscle, and that height of his that made her belly feel hollow.

			“I have an idea,” she said coolly. Deliberately. As if she was made of the same steel her desk was. Or that he was. “How about we respect Kaylee for a change and see how that goes?”

			Chaser’s hundred-proof eyes seemed to flash bright with a kind of terrifying internal lightning that sizzled all over her and through her, too, and no. This really wasn’t smart.

			In fact, it was pretty much the textbook definition of dumb—which was exactly what she’d sworn to herself she’d avoid. Lara had chosen a biker town deliberately, but she’d had a plan. She’d been so sure that she, with her unique perspective, could help the kids here who couldn’t see any life beyond the local club. And she’d promised herself that she’d stay the hell away from the club itself—which shouldn’t have been hard, as she’d had her fill of biker clubs, outlaw or otherwise. It was the kids swept up in the destructive wake of these clubs that interested her.

			She wanted nothing at all to do with bikers like the one before her, a ruthless threat made flesh like he was more wolf than man. The fine hairs on the back of her neck had been prickling since she’d looked up and found him in her doorway. She didn’t need to study his cut to know he was dangerous. It emanated from him like a force field, daring her to keep needling him.

			
			You have to stop poking at him, she snapped at herself.

			Lara knew better than to poke sticks, however sharp, at ruinous men. She’d grown up surrounded on all sides by feral creatures exactly like this one. Bloodthirsty and lethal. The bane of many an existence and proud of it. Crafted into a rough kind of cruelty from his head to his feet, with a dark power that seemed to hum around him, changing the air near him. He didn’t have to do anything to prove how dangerous he was. It was written on him. Literally. It was in the tattoos that she could see on him, one climbing up to grip his throat in case she missed the whole sleeve down his left arm and the others marking his right forearm and bicep beneath the battered old T-shirt and leather cut he wore so proudly, proclaiming his identity and associations to all and sundry.

			Marking him an outlaw at a glance.

			Lara knew what all those patches on his black leather cut meant, and they weren’t Boy Scout troop merit badges. She could see in them that he took pride in the fact that he lived outside the bounds of normal life, that he’d killed for his club, that he was an enforcer—not a position a soft, easygoing man ever reached in a biker club. Not that soft and easygoing men tended to join outlaw organizations in the first place. She saw the names of the dead he mourned, to be distinguished from those he’d delivered into the afterlife himself, and she’d bet that if she asked him about his work over a few beers he’d wax emotional about the former and be cold and uncaring about the latter because in his world, each man made his own bloody end, one hard choice at a time.

			
			Oh yeah. She knew men like him.

			Lara thought of her stone-faced, pitiless monster of an uncle who’d thought nothing of the hundreds of different ways he’d destroyed their family piece by piece—because what was family to a man like Ray Ashburn, proud president of the Brothers of Goliath Motorcycle Club, out in the endless arid wastes east of Palm Desert and west of Blythe, California, on the Arizona border? Family had only ever been secondary to him. A breeding ground for more minions, if anything. Blood was useful for manipulation purposes and claims of obligation when it suited him, but it wasn’t blood that mattered to her uncle. It was the club he wore stamped deep into his skin and breathed like air out there in the red-hot middle of nowhere where his word was the only law that mattered.

			Uncle Ray had raised Lara and her brother, Mikey, after their father had died, another victim to the goddamned club and its endless wars. Their mother had moved on to a civilian, leaving her kids behind to grow up in the life under Ray’s tender supervision. Not because Donna Ashburn had wanted to make that choice, Lara knew—or told herself, anyway. But because Donna had wanted out and no way in hell would Uncle Ray, known as California Ray to everyone with a Harley and a cut and feared by many more than that, hear of his dead brother’s kids being raised soft in some green, pleasant suburb with some dickwad stepdad he couldn’t control.

			Lara couldn’t let herself think too much about Mikey. Not now. It would make her sloppy and emotional to think of her only brother locked up like an animal, or that he’d already served three years on a manslaughter charge. That was another wound she could lay straight at her uncle’s feet. He’d sacrifice anyone and anything for his precious club. He had.

			
			Lara was uniquely positioned to know better than most how little outlaw bikers should be pushed. And how little she, personally, should push them. She had the scars to prove it.

			But she couldn’t seem to help herself.

			Especially when Ryan Frey, who had told her more than once to call him Chaser, stood up from the corner of the desk where he’d been lounging all this time, getting increasingly scarier about respect.

			The part of her that didn’t care who he was or what he did, because at heart bikers were all the same kind of scum, didn’t care. Because it didn’t make a difference. It shouldn’t. He was as big and scary and threatening leaning there against the corner of her desk as he was looming over her.

			But there was a feminine part of her that hummed to life and kicked into high gear as he stood there. If she was brutally honest, it had started when she’d calmed down enough to realize that the biker in the doorway had not been sent by her uncle, but was a part of this strange new life she’d carved out for herself across the country. Far away from Uncle Ray and his notions of family. And more to the point, only a few hours south of the Mississippi jail where Mikey had been transferred to serve out his sentence. This way she could see him on the weekends without having to live in a prison town, which was the only thing she could think of that was worse than a biker town.

			
			Lara hated herself for the fact that she’d noticed the way this man commanded her classroom simply by standing on the outskirts of it, and she loathed herself for her reaction to the low, powerful way he’d moved through the desks with his dark attention sharp and focused. On her. Her wiring was all messed up; she knew that. She’d spent enough time in therapy to understand that she’d imprinted on terrible men at a young age. That in some ways she was doomed to always find that kind of rough and tragic man attractive. She couldn’t help it.

			But like all addicts, she could decide—day by day, minute by minute—not to indulge in the things she knew were going to kill her, sooner or later. She could control herself. Just because she wanted something didn’t mean she needed to indulge that want. She’d accepted that nice sheriff’s invitation to dinner just yesterday and had every intention of going out with him, no matter that he smiled too easily and seemed kind, which didn’t do much for that dark and greedy part of her that she was trying so hard to ignore. Still, she’d keep right on ignoring it, the same way she ignored the urge to chain-smoke cigarettes or pound tequila, because she knew how that ended, too. She could live her life the way she wanted to live it, no longer subject to the whims of a very, very bad man who would ultimately think only of himself, never of her. She was determined to do just that.

			No matter how screaming hot the bad man in question was.

			She let herself notice that Chaser was shockingly attractive for a stone-cold killer and conscience-less outlaw. It was impossible not to notice. He was rangy and solid, built to cause a whole lot of damage, and her entire body shivered with electric delight when he moved closer. It forced her to tip her head back to keep her wary gaze on his. She allowed herself to notice that the dark expression he wore matched his brown hair and unshaven jaw, but that his mouth was far too wide and tempting
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