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            Chapter 1

          

          
            Slade

          

        

      

    

    
      “Must be your lucky day, boy.” The prison guard slaps me on the back and then shoves me through the gate. “You just got a full pardon.”

      I stumble and stare at the guard with disbelief. Then I narrow my eyes. This guard has been a dick since the day I walked into the Auburn State Penitentiary, and today is no different.

      “Is this some sort of sick joke? I start to walk out, and you shoot me in the back?”

      The guard laughs raucously, spittle flying from his mouth. “Now that would make my entire year in this hell hole worth it, but I don’t have friends in high places like you do.” He spits on the floor. “C’mon, your ride’s waitin’ for ya.”

      Ride? Who the hell is here? Until that douche bag guard dragged me out of my cell this morning, I didn’t even know I was being pardoned—and if I didn’t know, how the hell could anyone else know? I don’t have much family, and anyone I do know doesn’t live anywhere near New York.

      I walk out cautiously, my head on a swivel. This has to be some kind of joke, right? My attention keeps snapping back toward the guard. That dickhead is up to something. He has to be. But then my gaze catches on a familiar black truck. And leaning against the driver’s side door is none other than Harland “Hothead” Carter, President of Savage Bloods Motorcycle Club.

      My club.

      “Hothead?” I squint against the bright sunlight to get a better look, hoping my eyes are playing tricks on my mind. “What the fuck are you doing here?”

      “It’s good to see you, too, Slade.” Hothead shakes his head, a faint smile pulling at his lips.

      I stand with my arms crossed, scowling, unsure how I feel about seeing my club president again after all these years. We didn’t exactly part on the best of terms. At least, I’d gone in the pen with some hard feelings. I have no fucking idea how he feels about anything.

      “You still didn’t answer my question,” I say, refusing to move.

      “Get in.” Hothead presses the button on his key fob, and the lights flash on a black, decked out, Dodge Ram F-150, complete with custom plates: HOTHD1. 

      I hesitate. My home—our club—is in the small, armpit town of Hell, Michigan, which means if I climb into that truck with him, I’m stuck in there for a solid ten hours. That will give us time to hash out our shit, and I do have a shit ton of questions about the club. Besides, if I don’t go with him, I’ll have to walk my ass all the way back to Michigan. No way in hell am I doing that.

      After a moment, I walk around the front of the truck, yank open the passenger door, and hoist myself up into the cab. Hothead climbs in behind the wheel and cranks the ignition, the engine roaring to life, the throaty rumble reminding too much of my bike. Damn, I miss riding.

      “How was it on the inside?” Hothead asks as he headed for I-90.

      “Best vacation of my life,” I say with a huff. “What kind of stupid question is that? How the hell do you think it was?”

      Hothead laughs. “Just trying to make conversation. It’s been a while.”

      “No shit.” I rest my arm on the door and angle my body toward my oldest friend. “So, how many dicks did you have to suck to get me pardoned?” I pause a second before adding, “You are responsible for this, aren’t you?”

      He nods. “I had a hand in it, and I didn’t suck any dick.” He shoots me a dirty look.

      I grunt. “Then you must be kissing some serious ass. Last I knew, you didn’t have friends in high enough places to pull off something like this.”

      “A lot’s changed in the last several years.” Hothead slows for traffic, then merges onto the highway, steadily picking up speed. “But you’re still VP, you know.” He slices a look at me. “I made sure no one touched your room at the club. And I have your bike, too.”

      My eyebrows shoot up with surprise. “Bullshit,” I snap. “My bike was sold to pay restitution.”

      “And I bought it.” Hothead grins. “It’s safe and sound at the club. I’ve kept up maintenance on it, and I’ve made sure the prospects keep it clean, too.”

      “Huh.” I tap my hand against my knee. “Thanks.”

      Hothead nods. “It’s the least I could do.”

      “You can say that again,” I mutter.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Nothing.” I shake my head.

      “No. Don’t hold back, Slade. It’s just us now. Speak your mind.”

      I stare out the window, debating if I should take him up on that offer or keep my mouth shut. I turn to face Hothead. “Are you telling me that as my friend, or as my President?”

      “Thought I was both.” He shrugs. “But fine. I’m talking to you as your friend right now.”

      “Well, as my friend, you fucking suck,” I say, letting years of anger seep into my voice. “You couldn’t be bothered to visit at all in the last six years?”

      The muscle in Hothead’s jaw ticks, and he flexes his hands on the wheel, his grip so tight his knuckles blanch. But he doesn’t utter a single word.

      “As club President, you fucking suck. I needed your help,” I say.

      “I did help,” he says through gritted teeth. “The entire club did everything we could to help you.”

      I let out a bitter laugh. “Are you talking about that shitty ass lawyer you hired for me? That little jackass was worthless. He couldn’t tell the difference between his dick and that damn pencil he incessantly chewed on during my trial.” I curl my hand into a fist on my thigh.

      “That lawyer cost a goddamn fortune, and he came very highly recommended.” Hothead glares at me. “I had every fucking brother working ‘round the clock trying to prove your innocence, and then I had them working nonstop to try to get your ass out. All we’ve done is help you.”

      A nagging unease twists in my gut and spreads through my veins. That club and all the brothers are my family, and deep down, I knew they hadn’t left me out to dry, but I’m still bitter at having lost the last few years of my life.

      “You want to help me? Get me a hot shower, alone, without a bunch of horny, angry convicts staring at my dick. An ice cold beer. A large, messy pizza with all the toppings, and some pussy.”

      Hothead flings his head back and laughs, and I crack a smile. Hothead and I have been friends since grade school—we’ve been to hell and back together—and even though I probably sound like a chick for even thinking it… I missed the hell out of my friend.

      “Lucky for you, we’re headed back to the club, and you can get all three of those things there.” Hothead’s smile is fleeting, but the gesture eases some of my simmering anger and resentment.

      The thought of taking out my pent-up sexual frustrations on a clubwhore doesn’t exactly excite me, but after so many years behind bars without the warmth and pleasure of a woman… I need some relief, and my hand just isn’t doing it for me anymore.

      “Tell me how you pulled off this pardon. What the hell is going on?” I ask, settling into the seat for the long ride.

      “That’s a long-ass story. I’ve already called for Church tomorrow morning. I’ll fill you in then.”

      I sigh, annoyed I have to wait that long to find out what’s going on, but I know the club rules, and I can’t break them. I’m damn lucky Hothead didn’t sucker punch me for telling him he fucking sucked. As President, he demands—and has earned—the brothers’ respect. Especially mine.

      “So, I’m still VP, huh?”

      “You know you are.” He speeds up and changes lanes. “Don’t get me wrong. The rest of the officers have really picked up the slack, but I’m glad to have you back.”

      I want to ask him how the brothers are doing, if everyone is still alive and kicking, but I don’t. If the club lost anyone, Hothead would tell me that. He’s not cruel enough to make me wait to get that kind of information.

      “Any new ole’ ladies join the club?” I ask instead.

      “Nope.” Hothead relaxes in his seat. “With you gone and all the other shit…” He drags his hand through his hair.

      “What other shit?” That uneasy feeling is back, and I carefully study Hothead, but as usual, he’s impossible to read.

      “Tomorrow, Slade.” He glances at me before turning his attention back to the road. “Can’t you just enjoy your first night of freedom?”

      I shrug one shoulder. We fall silent, and I’m lost in my own thoughts. If not even a single brother has attempted to claim an ole’ lady in the past six years, then shit must be real bad. Does that have something to do with my sudden pardon? Question after question tumble around in my mind, and the longer I stew on them, the angrier I get.

      After several hours, I say, “Can we stop? I need to piss.”

      Wordlessly, Hothead flicks on his turn signal and gets off at the next rest area. As soon as he parks, I’m out of the truck, stretching my legs and back. Being cooped up in that truck is almost as bad as being locked in a cell twenty-three hours a day. I tilt my head back and breathe in the fresh air.

      “C’mon.” Hothead slaps me on the back. “Food’s on me.”

      “Damn right it is.” I stride after him.

      I go to the bathroom, and when I come back, Hothead is sitting at table, a heaping try of food in front of him. He nods for me to sit, and I do. He nudges the tray toward me. “Help yourself,” he says.

      I snatch a bacon cheeseburger, unwrap it, and take a large bite. I groan at how good it tastes. I polish off three more before grabbing a handful of fries and tossing them into my mouth. The entire time, Hothead is silent, watching me through narrowed eyes. I drink half the large soda in a few greedy gulps.

      “Was the show to your liking?” I lean back and cross my arms.

      “Always such a shit talker.” Hothead leans forward and folds his arms on the table. “Cassie’s in trouble.”

      And just like that, all the food I ate turns to lead in my stomach, and the bitter tang of bile rises up the back of my throat. I rub my hands over my face, unsure how to respond. Cassie is a rather touchy subject between me and Hothead, and I’ve learned that not talking about her saves me a hell of a lot of problems—and broken bones.

      Doesn’t mean I don’t think about her every fucking day, though. My memories of her are the only thing that got me through the last six years. Not that I’ll ever admit that to Hothead. He’s not very receptive to the idea of me—or any other brother—getting too close to his baby sister. The very first thing Hothead did when he became President of Savage Bloods was to declare Cassie off-limits.

      “What kind of trouble?” I finally ask.

      “I shouldn’t be sharing this outside of Church, but it’s only fair you know what you’re coming home to.” Hothead glances around as if he’s worried someone might be watching us. He’s always been a paranoid motherfucker.

      I remain silent.

      “We’ve expanded our business a little, and we’ve been unofficially helping certain government officials.”

      My eyebrows shoot up, and I give him an incredulous look. A lot of the brothers are former military, but one of our primary rules is never to get involved in politics. And we sure as fuck don’t sell our services to dirty politicians. I open my mouth to remind Hothead of this, but he holds his hand up, cutting me off.

      “I know what you’re thinking, but an opportunity presented itself, and we couldn’t say no.” He pins me with a glare that warns me not to say what’s on my mind. Probably a good thing because I’m positive he won’t like what I have to say. “Long story short, things got messy, and now the asshole we were after is on the loose and hellbent on revenge. He’s targeted Cassie.”

      White hot rage pours through my veins, and I clench my jaw so hard I fear I might crack a few teeth. “Let me guess. She’s being as stubborn as ever and refuses to let you protect her.”

      Despite both of her brothers being in the life, she’s never wanted any part of it. She refuses to even step foot in the club let alone take advantage of any of the benefits we offer. Such as protection from dickwads who want to hurt us by going after those we care about the most.

      “She doesn’t know,” Hothead admits, once again shocking me into silence. “As soon as I found out, I called in every favor I had to get you out. We both know how she’s going to react if I try to tell her what to do.”

      Yeah, been there done that. For being so small, she’s feisty as hell, and she can terrify even the most-hardened man. Hell, she’s made me tuck tail and run a few times.

      “So, where do I come into all of this?” I have a feeling I’m really not going to like his answer.

      “Short of kidnapping her and holding her hostage until we catch this fucker and dispose of him, you’re the only one who can convince her to take our help.”

      I stare at him. Is he fucking serious? I bark out a laugh. “In case you forget, Cassie and I didn’t exactly part on good terms. She hates me more than she hates the club.”

      “Which is why you need to throw some of that charm at her.”

      I roll my eyes. “You’ve got a better chance at meeting God in a whorehouse.” I stand, grab the tray from the table, and dump the trash into the nearest bin. Then, I stride out of the rest area, not bothering to wait for Hothead to follow.

      After what I did to Cassie, there’s no way in hell she’ll listen to a damn thing I have to say. And she sure as fuck isn’t going to let me play bodyguard. Not that I can tell Hothead any of that, because then I’ll have to tell him why—and that’s a secret I’ll take to my grave.
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      I stand at the back door of my small house and look at the fenced in yard. When Ryan and I were searching for places to rent in Hell, we’d looked at several apartments, but then my brother recommended this place. I immediately fell in love with it. Ryan hadn’t. But I’d refused to give it up, and so, I’d bought the place myself, without his help.

      The house is absolutely perfect. With two bedrooms and a rather large kitchen, which is good because I love to cook, the little bungalow is the perfect size for me. Ultimately, the backyard is what sold me, though. The moment I saw it, I imagined a child running around out there. The image had been so vivid; I’d even heard the laughter.

      Shortly after I signed the papers and started talking about our future, Ryan dropped the bomb that he didn’t want kids. Then, six months later, he told me he’d had a vasectomy a year prior. That was the day my entire world shattered.

      Five years of my life. Wasted. No marriage proposal on the horizon, definitely no kids. And I refuse to stay in a relationship that isn’t going anywhere. I’m not getting any younger, and I’m not going to let some man steal all of my dreams and my best years. So, I did the only thing I could—I broke up with him and kicked him out of my house.

      That was three weeks ago.

      My emotions are still all over the place. Sometimes, at night, when I’m all alone in this house, I miss him so much it physically hurt. Too many nights I cry myself to sleep, or just cry until I give myself a headache, and then I pop some pills and pass out. My wine collection has dwindled considerably, too. As much as everything still hurts, the urge to call him and beg him to come back, to agree to live without marriage or kids, is getting less and less with each passing day. But some days are worse than others. Today is one of the worse days.

      The doorbell chimes, startling me from my thoughts. I’m not expecting company tonight, but I’ll be lying if I say I’m not secretly hoping Ryan is here. He hasn’t once bothered to call or come over or even talk to me since I ended the relationship.

      “Coming!” I go to the door and swing it open. “Oh, hey, Becca. What’re you doing here?” I stop and do a double take. “Why are you so dressed up?” She’s wearing a tight red dress and matching red stilettos. Her makeup is on point, and she looks fantastic.

      “You’ve been crying again.” Becca walks inside, her heels clicking against the tile floor.

      “Um, no.” I wipe my cheeks and am happy to see my hands come away dry. I haven’t been sleeping worth crap, though, so I’m sure my eyes are red and puffy. “You didn’t answer my question.” I close the door.

      “I’m here to take you out.” Becca grins.

      “Oh no.” I shake my head.

      Becca’s been trying to get me to go out clubbing since the day I broke up with Ryan, and I keep refusing. I’m not ready to meet anyone new. Not yet. It’s still too soon.

      “I’m really not in the mood,” I say.

      “You’ve been saying that for weeks now. It’s time to stop crying over Ryan and get your ass back up on the horse.”

      I roll my eyes. “I’m not dressed to go out. Besides, it’s a Tuesday night. You really think anyone decent is going to be out tonight? I highly doubt it.”

      Becca sighs with frustration. “Listen, you need to get out of this house. I need a wing woman. And we need to celebrate.”

      “Celebrate what?” I flop down on the couch and tuck my knees to my chest. As soon as I got home from work, I put on a pair of sweatpants and one of Ryan’s T-shirts that he’d left behind. My hair’s in a messy bun on top of my head, and I have no makeup on. I’m in no position—physically or emotionally—to go out.

      “I got the job!” Becca squeals.

      I jump off the couch and give my friend a hug. “Oh my god! That’s amazing, Becca. Congratulations!”

      Becca laughs. “I’m so excited. There’s no way I can stay home tonight.” She pouts and bats her eyelashes in that over exaggerated way she always does. “Please?”

      I hate when Becca does that. She makes saying no impossible. The fact we’ve been friends since high school doesn’t help, either. With a reluctant sigh, I nod. “All right fine. I’ll go out with you tonight, but promise me we won’t stay long.”

      “Deal!” Becca shrieks with excitement. “Hurry up and get dressed.”

      I take about half an hour to get ready, and as I study my reflection in the mirror, I smile. Maybe going out tonight is exactly what I need. Just getting dressed up makes me feel better than I have in days. I leave the bathroom and meet Becca back in the living room.

      Becca whistles. “Damn girl, you’re a hottie.”

      I laugh. I opted for my frayed denim skirt and my low-cut black top with sleeves that tie on my shoulders. A pair of black sandals complete my outfit. My clothes are nowhere near as sexy as Becca’s tight, red dress, but at least I’m comfortable.

      I grab my purse. “Let’s go before I change my mind.” I playfully shove Becca out the door.

      We arrive at The Savage Cat, the only night club in Hell, Michigan, and the line to get in is around the block. Lucky for us, I have a fast pass straight to the front of line. The popular dance club is owned by the Savage Bloods Motorcycle Club, of which my brother is the very proud President. I can’t stand that stupid club, or the lifestyle, and I go out of my way to avoid everything involving the Savage Bloods. Unfortunately, when you live in a tiny armpit of a town, you don’t have many choices for entertainment.

      Becca, however, is fascinated with the Savage Bloods and will do everything she can to hang out with them. She won’t openly admit it to me, but I know she’s hooked up with several of the brothers. She swears she’s never so much as thought about my brother in that way, but I’m not sure I believe that.

      At a little after ten, the place is already packed, as usual. I push way through the crowd and toward the dance floor. That is why we came here after all. Ryan hates to dance, and even though I always tell him he doesn’t have to get on the dance floor with me, he still refuses to take me anywhere that involves the activity. Memories like those make me grateful that I had the courage to leave him. I really need to learn to hold onto the bad memories and stop dwelling on all the great ones. Dealing with the hurt when I’m angry is so much easier.

      The music is so loud it rattles the chairs and tables, and the floor is sticky from spilled beer. But I don’t care. Being out with my best friend, cutting lose, not caring about anything or anyone is freeing. I can’t remember the last time I just had fun like this.

      Becca grabs my arm and leans forward. “That guy.” Becca points to someone behind me.

      I turn to see who Becca is pointing at, and I freeze. Leaning against the bar is a man. A very sexy, very muscular, very dangerous looking man. Dark, shoulder length hair. Icy blue eyes. Jeans with a bulging crotch. Black T-shirt that stretches deliciously across his shoulders and chest. My heart races at the sight of him, but more so because he’s staring right at me.

      But then I notice he’s also wearing a goddman kutte covered with the Savage Bloods insignia. Because of course he’s part of the club. A beer bottle is pinched between his fingers, and he’s standing there like he owns this place. Cocky arrogance radiates off him, and he clearly owns that. He’s 100 percent pure male. Pure trouble. And one million percent not my type of guy.

      Yet, I can’t seem to stop staring at him. He’s everything Ryan isn’t, and that excites me in a way I don’t like. I don’t look away, and neither does he. There’s something familiar about him, though, and I narrow my eyes, studying him. Do I know him? That wouldn’t be so far-fetched considering I’ve met everyone in the Savage Bloods at least once before. Still, something nags at the back of my mind.

      “He’s staring at you,” Becca shouts over the music, jerking me from my thoughts. “You should go talk to him.”

      “No.” I shake my head.

      Turning away from his heated stare, I focus on dancing with Becca, but I can feel his gaze on me, feel the way he’s undressing me with his eyes, devouring me.

      Maybe Becca’s right. Maybe I need to take the plunge and go talk to him. Doing so will certainly get my mind off Ryan. But damn… I’m not sure I can handle a guy like that. He’s so hard and rough and a tad scary. Not to mention, he’s part of the club, and I swore never to get involved with that life. Just because I’m nursing a broken heart doesn’t mean I need to go catch a raging case of the stupids.

      And that man could make any woman stupid.

      I fan my face with my hand, and Becca makes a hand signal that she needs a drink. I nod and follow Becca off the dance floor and toward the bar. Thankfully, when we get there, the uber hot but totally off-limits biker guy is gone. I sigh with relief, prop my arms on the bar, and lean forward, my hips still swaying to the music.

      “What can I get for ya?” the bartender shouts over the music.

      “One glass of water and a martini with no olives,” I order, shouting just as loudly.

      “Hey!” Becca touches my shoulder and then leans close to my ear. “I’m gonna go use the bathroom. Meet you back here.”

      I nod.

      The bartender returns and sets the drinks in front of me. “Ten fifty.”

      I pull out my credit card and handed it to him. “Start a tab.”

      Becca’s only drinking water tonight because she’s driving—a declaration she made on the drive here because she thinks I need to get shit-faced drunk and do something I’ll regret in the morning. Then again, that’s how Becca deals with problems. I, on the other hand, prefer to handle things with a tad more emotional maturity. So, I don’t plan to drink too much. I never do when I go out.

      But still, as the bartender takes the card from my hand, my stomach clenches. Ryan hated when I would start a bar tab. He said it was stupid and not financially responsible. Not that I need to worry about what he thinks anymore, but without him living in the same house with me, my finances are a little tighter than they were last month. A few drinks won’t hurt, though. I push the concerns from my mind and sway my hips to the hypnotic beat.

      It’s not every day my best friend lands a dream job. Plus, I’m leaving in two days to go spend several weeks at Whispering Creek, my parents’ cabin resort in the Upper Peninsula. I’ll be cut off from Becca and everyone else for close to a month. If that isn’t reason enough to go a little crazy tonight, then what is?

      Seriously, what the hell is taking Becca so long?

      I grab the drinks and turn around, intent on meeting Becca near the bathrooms so we can easily spot each other in this crowd. Instead, I slam face first into a wall of hard muscle. Both of the drinks spill, coating my hands, but a majority ends up on the person I ran into.

      “Damn it.” I lift my head, and my heart stops.

      The man who’d been staring at me now stands in front of me.

      My face burns with embarrassment. “Uh, yeah, I-I’m sorry.”

      Some of the liquid splashed up onto his face, too. God, how mortifying! I turn, set the cups on the bar, and grab a handful of napkins, which I then proceed to drop when I spin back around. Real smooth.

      He shrugs out of his kutte, then strips off his wet shirt, using it to dry his face. The sight of his chest and abs makes my throat go dry. I know I’m staring, but I can’t help myself. Hell, every woman in this place is staring just as intently as I am. As I watch him rub the shirt across his chin, down his throat, and across his pecs, I can feel the lust pooling between my thighs, and I squeeze my legs together to ease the ache in my clit.

      Images of being in his arms—naked, sweaty, and in the midst of doing things that will get us banned from Heaven forever—dance through my mind.

      This man is gorgeous. Perfection. A true gift from God.

      He’s very clearly a bad boy, too, which only adds to his sex appeal.

      And he’s nothing like Ryan.

      I haven’t thought about another man like this in years, not since… My eyes widen, and my heart beats against my ribcage. No. Please, God, no.

      And then he speaks. “Enjoy the show?” His deep voice rubs against every nerve ending in my body, and my stomach clenches.

      “Hello, Steven.” My voice is cold and sharp.

      He blinks in confusion, and then I can see reality hitting him as hard as it hit me a second ago. I cross my arms and glare at him. His jaw drops, but he doesn’t speak.

      “I see you finally figured out how to stage a successful prison break.” I frown.

      His lips curl into that much too familiar smile, and my traitorous body reacts in ways I don’t want it to. Then, he laughs, the sound just as deep and masculine and sexy as I remembered.

      “Good to see you again, Cassandra.” He reaches around me to toss his wet shirt onto the bar, then he slips back into his kutte.

      The sight of him wearing that reminds me of every single reason why I hate him. Why I swore off the club and everyone involved—including my own brother. He’s the sole reason I got involved with Ryan in the first place, because Ryan’s safe. Practical. Stable. Dependable.

      “It’s Cassie now,” I say.

      He raises a brow. “Cassie, huh? I like it.”

      “I don’t give a shit.” I shake my head. “Does my brother know you’re here?”

      “He’s the reason I’m here. Full pardon. Courtesy of Hothead.”

      “His name is Harland,” I snap and narrow my eyes, rage boiling in my veins. Honestly, grown ass men running around calling each other by code names or nicknames or whatever the hell they are is so dumb.

      How dare my brother help Steven get out of prison and not warn me? Then again, Harland has no idea what happened between me and Steven all those years ago, and if I have my way, he never will. No one will. Not even Becca knows.

      I take a deep breath, refusing to let Steven get to me anymore than he already has. “Guess that’s one less person on my Christmas list.” I shrug. “Anyway, sorry you invaded my personal space and got all wet.” I smile sweetly and incline my head toward his shirtless chest.

      He simply stares at me with those eyes that had mesmerized me so much as a teen. They’re so blue, staring at me with an undeniable carnal knowledge. I shiver at the memory of just how much knowledge he has of me and my body.

      Unable to face him any longer, I crouch down and pick up the napkins I dropped.

      “Here, I got those.” He lowers himself to my eye level.

      “Isn’t this beneath you?” I grab a handful of napkins and stand. “Don’t you have groupies back at the club to do this kind of stuff for you?” I slap the napkins onto the bar.

      “You mean the club cats?” He smirks, and I have the sudden urge to slap that look off his face.

      “No, I mean the group of strays that follow you guys around in the hopes you’ll toss them a scrap of dick every now and then.” I once again cross my arms, daring him to deny the truth.

      The club can dress it up anyway they want, but there’s no denying what the club cats are—whores who do the brothers’ bidding and spread their legs with the hope of securing a marriage proposal someday. And I know this because Becca talked to my brother about becoming a club cat. He flat out refused her. Though, to this day, he’s never said why.

      Steven doesn’t respond, which only enrages me more. I drop my arms to my sides. “Next time you see my brother, tell him to go fuck himself. Courtesy of his baby sister.”

      I shoulder past Steven, more than ready to find Becca and go home. But Steven grabs my arm, and I freeze.
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      When I left the club to come here, I never thought I’d run into the one woman who so easily unravels me. But here she is, glaring at me with all the fire and fury I remember. Her gaze darts from my face down to my hand and back. I don’t release her, though. I can’t. The feel of her smooth skin beneath my palm reminds me of everything I lost when I made the decision to join the Savage Bloods. I don’t regret my choice, but the guilt of how much that choice hurt Cassie eats away at me.

      “Let go of me,” she says through clenched teeth. Then, she forcefully yanks her arm from my hold.

      That small act of defiance shouldn’t make my cock stiffen and jerk behind my zipper, but it does. And now, all I can think about is jerking her back to me and bending her over the bar. I widen my stance to ease the ache my sudden erection causes, but I know I’m a goner. Nothing is going to take this edge off. Well, nothing except burying myself balls deep inside of Cassie, but that isn’t ever going to happen again.

      I flex my fingers. Without taking my eyes off her, I reach around and toss the napkins on the bar, causing my body to brush against hers. She sucks in a breath and stands perfectly still. I wait a beat to see what she’ll do, but she remains in place. She never did give in, even when her brothers and I used to tease the shit out of her as kids. I’ve always admired that about her.

      “You should go clean yourself up.” I nod at her hands and arms, which are becoming sticky from the liquor. “I’ll buy you another drink.”

      “I don’t want another drink,” she says, her tone as defiant as her expression.

      I raise a single brow and wait for her to change her mind—she’s notorious for that—but she doesn’t. Instead, she once again shoulders past me, shooting me a scathing look as she does. No way am I letting her out of my sight that easily. I turn to follow her, my gaze sweeping the crowded club.

      Slacker and Heathen are standing across the club, watching me with amused grins. Heathen raises his bottle in my direction as if to wish me good luck. I ignore him and continue to follow Cassie. I know better than to go after Hothead’s sister—he was very clear that she’s off-limits—but if I’m out of the slammer with the purpose of protecting her, then I need to get her to trust me, right?

      “I don’t need an escort, Steven. I know where the bathroom is,” she snaps.

      I chuckle, which earns me yet another angry glare.

      Cassie rounds the corner, her steps hard and purposeful as she heads down the hallway where the bathrooms are located. When she reaches the women’s room door, she abruptly stops and stares at the couple on the small, two-person couch who are lip locked pretty tightly. She mutters a curse under her breath.

      I lean over her shoulder, my mouth poised near her ear. “Looks like your friend made other plans for the night.”

      She visibly suppresses a shudder. “Yeah, I guess so.” She sighs, then pushes open the bathroom door and disappears inside.

      I lean against the wall outside the bathroom and wait.

      When she emerges a few moments later, she gives me another dirty look and shakes her head. “Don’t you have a cat to go play with?”

      I let out a surprised laugh and fall into step beside her as she marches back toward the bar. “I’m sure there are plenty of cats I can stroke tonight, but I much prefer to play with one who hasn’t been declawed.” I wiggle my eyebrows so she knows I’m talking about her.

      “Good luck finding one of those around here,” she tosses over her shoulder before leaning across the bar and flagging the bartender.

      Blitz, the manager of The Savage Cat comes over, nods at me, then grins at Cassie. “Back for more already?” He winks at her, and I see red.

      “Yeah, well, big and stupid here”—she hooks her thumb in my direction—“has no concept of personal space and spilled my last one.”

      Blitz’s eyes widen, and his gaze darts from me to her. I simply shrug, enjoying Cassie’s spunk way too much. If anyone else spoke to me or about me like this, and I’d have put them in their place already. But Cassandra Carter is not the type of woman you tame. Not unless you want to lose your manhood in the process.

      “I’ll take a bottle of Bud Light, please,” she says. “And put this one on Slade’s tab, will ya?” She turns her big brown eyes in my direction, bats her long, dark lashes, and smiles sweetly.

      That alone is enough to shred what little self-control I’m clinging to, but hearing her use my road name… I bite back a groan. For as long as I’ve known Cassie, I’ve always been Steven to her, so for her to call me Slade—even though I know she’s being snarky—sends a shiver down my spine.

      I have no idea what her current situation is, or what she’s been doing the past several years, or why Hothead declared her off-limits, but I’m going to find out. And then I’m going to make Cassie my ole’ lady. And I’ll enjoy every sweet second of the fight I know she’ll put up.

      Blitz sets a bottle of beer on the bar in front of Cassie, then extends a bottle to me, too. I take it and nod with thanks. He once again glances from me to Cassie, grins in a way that clearly says, “you’re a stupid motherfucker,” and then walks away to help other customers.

      What can I say? I’ve always loved a good challenge.

      Cassie spins around and props her back against the bar, then she digs her cell phone from her cleavage. I damn near choke on my beer and wipe my mouth with the back of my hand. Her head is down, gaze trained on her phone, but I don’t miss the satisfied smile that graces her plump lips.

      “Texting your boyfriend to come save you from the big bad scary biker?” I ask.

      Her head snaps up, and her brown eyes blaze with anger. “I know you’ve been locked up for a long time, but it’s not the 1950s anymore. I don’t need a man to save me.”

      “So, no boyfriend then, huh?” I bring my beer bottle to my lips and take a long pull.

      She holds my gaze, and I can see the myriad of retorts building inside of her head. I can’t wait to see what she says next.

      “No, no boyfriend,” she says.

      I narrow my eyes. Not exactly the response I’m expecting, but I’m thrilled to learn she’s single.

      “What about you? I’m sure your boyfriend is really upset that you’ve been pardoned.” She drains half her beer in one long gulp, her gaze never wavering from mine. She lowers the bottle and runs her tongue along her bottom lip. Then, she pats my chest and pouts. “Just how many guys made you their bitch, Slade?”

      I snarl, yet I can’t seem to find any anger at the way she’s provoking me. I love every fucking second of it. I’m not sure what that says about me, and I really don’t give a shit. I came here to enjoy my first night of freedom, and that’s exactly what I plan to do.

      “You know damn well I don’t swing that way, Cassie.” I lean closer, our mouths a breath’s width apart. She holds her breath but doesn’t so much as flinch. “Or do I need to drag this sexy little ass into the bathroom and remind you of that?” I reach around and let my palm graze the bare flesh just below her ass cheek.

      She smacks my hand away, and I laugh. “You’re not funny, Steven.” She takes a step away and once again pays attention to her phone.

      “What’re you doing?” I ask, trying to get a look at her screen, but she hides it from me.

      “Calling an Uber.”

      “No way in hell are you getting into some stranger’s car.” I pluck her phone from her grasp and hold it behind my back. “I’ll take you home.”

      “On your death rocket? No thanks.” She shakes her head and holds her hand out, palm up. “Give me back my phone.”

      “No.”

      “Steven,” she growls. “I swear to God…”

      Shit, she’s adorable when she’s angry. And a little terrifying, but I’ll never admit that to her. “What’re you gonna do, Cassie?”

      I know I’m taunting her, but I can’t stop myself. I want to see just how far I can push her, how far she’ll go before she snaps and clocks me across the jaw—which I probably deserve after all I’ve done to her.

      “For starters, I’ll scream. I’ll make the biggest scene ever, and then I’ll demand someone call my brother.” She takes a step closer, defiance burning brightly behind her eyes. “And then when he shows up—and he will because I’m his baby sister—I’ll tell him you broke his “hands-off” rule. What do you think is gonna happen then, Slade?” She sneers my name, crosses her arms, and grins with satisfaction.

      “Do it,” I say, calling her bluff as I slam my half-empty beer bottle on the bar. “I dare you.”

      Her chest rises and falls with her ragged breaths, and she holds my gaze like a fucking champ. Never once blinking or backing down. God, this woman. I don’t know if I want to fuck her or throttle her in that moment.

      I can tell her mind is racing as she weighs her options. If she does get her brother here, I will be fucked, and not in the way I want. But it’s a risk I’m willing to take if it means going head-to-head with her like this. The animosity she throws at me is the best kind of foreplay, and I’m eager to get to the main attraction.

      “That’s what I thought,” I say with a smug smile.

      Her eyes narrow, and she opens her mouth. Before she can utter a sound, though, I press my mouth to hers. The bitter taste of beer lingers on her lips, but they’re even softer than the last time I tasted them.

      She stands still, her eyes wide and her lips pressed together, refusing me access. I nip at her bottom lip, but she still doesn’t give an inch. I begin to pull away when she leans into me, parting her lips and granting me permission. I groan at the way her tongue rolls over mine, massaging, teasing, begging for more.

      Fucking Christ. I want this woman more than my next breath, and I’ll do whatever she allows me to do. I grab her hips and yank her to me, loving the way she gasps with surprise. Her lithe body fits perfectly against mine, every curve contours to my hands as if she were made just for me. Her breasts press against my chest, the flimsy top she’s wearing does nothing to hide how hard her nipples are.

      I drag my hand up and around the side of her body until I find her nipple and can flick my thumb over the hard nub. She gasps and arches into me, wrapping her arms around my neck.

      “You’re so warm,” I mutter against her lips.

      Everything about prison is so cold and hard, and she’s a stark contrast to that. She’s warm and soft and inviting. And damn if I’m not going to accept her invitation. Kissing along her jaw, she tilts her head, giving me greater access. Permission. Her pulse races, punching against my lips and tongue as I tease her neck with kisses.

      And then she stiffens a second before shoving me away. Her lips are red and plump from my kiss, and her face is flushed a delicious shade of pink. My hands itch to touch her again. My body throbs with the need to have her against me.

      Frustration and need war inside of me as I lick the taste of her from my lips, desperate for more, but no matter how badly my body aches for her, for release, I’ll never force myself on a woman.

      “Did I do something wrong?” I ask, brow raised. I know damn well I didn’t. The way she responded to me just now… She wants me as much as I want her. Yet, something is holding her back.

      “You just broke my brother’s hands-off rule.” Her fleeting grin quickly turns furious. “If you know what’s good for you, Steven, you’ll leave me alone.” She spins on her heel and marches away.

      I’m too stunned to follow her, so I simply watch as she disappears into the crowd. Soon, I lose sight of her, and everything in me wants to go after her, but she’s right. I broke my President’s rule, and there will be consequences for that.

      “Shit.” I rake my fingers through my hair and turn to the bar to order another beer.

      Blitz is already standing there, arms crossed, a shit-eating grin plastered across his face. “You’re either really stupid, or you’ve got a death wish.”

      “Why can’t I be both? I’ve always been an over-achiever.”

      Shaking his head, Blitz grabs a fresh beer and hands it to me. I take the bottle, tip it toward him in salute, and then slam the cold liquid in one long swig.

      I am so incredibly fucked.
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      I’m not one to beaver-damn anyone, especially not my best friend, but I cannot stay here a second longer. So, reluctantly, I push my way through the crowd and back toward the bathrooms. Becca is exactly where she’d been last time I saw her—on the couch making out with some guy. At least he isn’t wearing a Savage Bloods kutte. Maybe Becca will finally move past this obsession she has with that stupid club.

      “Becca,” I snap, arms crossed.

      She jerks back from the guy’s mouth and glances up at me with a Chesire-cat-like grin. “Oh, hey, Cassie. I, um, got distracted.”

      “Yeah, I can see that.” I laugh, wanting her to know I’m not mad or in any way judging her. Considering I just kissed the shit out of the one guy I’ve always loved—even to this day, despite all he’s done to hurt me—I’m in no position to pass judgment on anyone for any reason.

      My mouth is still tingling from his kiss, the taste of him lingering on my lips. I take a deep breath and shove all thoughts of Steven from my mind. No matter how I still feel about that man, I can’t and won’t let him back into my life.

      “Hey.” Becca stands and tilts her head. “You okay? Did something happen?”

      I shift on my feet. I want to confide in her, to tell her about everything that just happened, but I’m not sure I have the emotional strength to talk about it right now. So, instead, I shake my head.

      “Tonight’s not turning out like I hoped. Can we go? Please?” I give her a pleading look.

      “Yeah, of course,” she says without hesitation. “Just, um”—she glances over her shoulder at the guy still sitting on the couch—“give me one sec?”

      I nod. “I’ll meet you at the car, okay?”

      She smiles. “I won’t be long. Promise.”

      But I know Becca better than she knows herself. Her “I won’t be long” means she’s going to take half an hour at minimum. I don’t argue with her, though. Right now, I just need to get out of this club and as far away from Slade as possible.

      As the night progresses, the club only gets busier, which makes it easy to sneak out the front door unnoticed as a group of people come in. I do survey the bar area before I leave, though, and I don’t see Slade anywhere. I’m not sure if the emotion swirling around in my chest is relief or disappointment.

      Unlike too many places in this town, The Savage Cat night club’s parking lot is lit up like the Vegas strip. I know that’s all my brother’s doing—he’s a safety nut, which is ironic considering he literally started his own biker gang. Despite all the lights, I still periodically glance over my shoulder as I walk toward Becca’s car.

      I find the doors unlocked, no surprise there, and I climb into the driver’s seat. Even though Becca declared herself the DD tonight, I need to be the one behind the wheel. Seeing Slade again after all these years put my entire world into a tailspin. I honestly thought I’d never see him again. Yet, he’s right there inside that club.

      Narrowing my eyes, I stare at the entrance, willing Becca to come walking out. Or maybe, secretly, I’m hoping Slade will appear in the doorway. That he’ll come looking for me even though I told him to leave me alone. Because after eight long years, I still want the same thing I’ve always wanted—for Steven Graham to want me as much as I want him.

      I shake the ridiculous thoughts away. I’m not some lovestruck naïve teenager anymore. I’m a grown-ass woman who just ended a long term relationship a few weeks ago. Now’s the time to focus on me and what I want from life. To hell with men.

      Seconds later, Becca strides out of the club. She’s looking down at her phone, laughing, not paying any attention to where she’s walking. I cringe, bracing myself for her inevitable face-plant, but she manages to make her way to her car without falling.

      She stops near the driver’s side door and blinks with confusion. I motion for her to get in the passenger seat. She does without question and hooks her seat belt.

      I hold my hand out for her keys, and once she drops them into my palm, I start the car and drive out of the now-full parking lot. Then she turns to me with that look, the one I know all too well. Time for an interrogation.

      “Why are you driving?” she asks. “You’re supposed to be so drunk you don’t know your own name.”

      I roll my eyes. “When have you ever known me to get that drunk?”

      “Exactly!” She throws her hands in the air with frustration. “You need to blow off all that steam building up inside of you.”

      “That guy at the bar,” I say, checking my rearview mirror. “The one you told me to go talk to?”

      “Oh, my God!” She squeals. “You did it, didn’t you? You talked to him?” Her eyes are wide with excitement, like the simple idea of me talking to a guy other than Ryan is the best thing to ever happen to her.

      “Yeah. It was Steven,” I say, slicing a look at her. “You remember him, don’t you? Harland and Caleb’s best friend? Vice President of the Savage Bloods.”

      The more I talk, the farther Becca’s jaw drops. If I don’t shut up soon, she’ll end up licking the floor mats.

      The unmistakable roar of a motorcycle engine sounds loudly behind me, and I once again check the rearview mirror. Sure enough, two bikes are right behind me and gaining speed. The deepest, darkest part of my heart wishes one of the bikers is Slade, chasing me down to tell me he loves me. But, again, I’m not stupid, and I know, even if he is on one of those bikes, he’s not coming for me.

      Chances are, these guys are following me because my brother told them to, and that has anger burning through my veins. Who the hell does Harland think he is? I’m not a child. I don’t need a damn babysitter. I flick on the turn signal and pull off onto the side of the road. The bikes slow just enough to get a good look—probably to make sure I nor the car is injured—and then they speed up and race down the street.

      “What was that all about?” Becca asks, glancing out the windshield then out the back window.

      I have no idea, but no way am I letting Harland get away with having me followed. I’ve been very clear with him that I do not want anything to do with his club or anything it has to offer. Guess it’s time to remind him of that.

      I jerk the car back onto the street. “Feel like making a detour?”

      “Where?” Becca asks, and I can already hear the thrill in her voice.

      “To the club. I need to have a little chat with my big brother.”

      Becca pumps her fist in the air and lets out a whoop. I can’t help but laugh. As much as I don’t want to encourage her obsession with this club, I need my wing woman by my side.

      “This night just got a lot better.” Becca flips down the visor and checks her reflection in the small, lighted mirror. “That guy back at the club. He’s a fireman.” She sighs. “Super fucking hot. Great kisser. But the brush-by was rather disappointing. He needs a hose extension, if you catch my drift.” She flips the visor back up and angles her body toward me. “So, tell me about Steven. What happened?”

      “Nothing,” I say too quickly, and Becca immediately picks up on my lie.

      Thankfully, the Savage Bloods MC club comes into view, and I can prolong her inevitable prying for a little while longer. The club is surrounded by a fourteen-foot, wrought iron gate with an access keypad that looks like it belongs to Fort Knox rather than a small-town motorcycle club compound. The distinct whirr of security cameras moving along the top of the gate draws my attention. A moment later, the gate creaks open, exposing a mile long driveway.

      “My brother is so extra,” I mutter under my breath, but I proceed through the gates and down the driveway.

      At the end is a building, surrounded on all sides by thick trees and shrubbery. A couple
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