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Gotta Dig Deep

Graeme “Horse” Nass is happy with where he
stands in life. Enforcer for the Freed Riders, a position which
demands respect from members of his club and outsiders, the role
allows him to hold firm against all comers. It’s rewarding, feeding
his soul in its own way, and he gives it back to the club with
everything inside him. Joining the club had been a watershed moment
in his life, a point in time where his morality and beliefs swung
freefall over a chasm of doubt, but he’s come out the other side of
the crucible stronger.

The only thing missing from his life is a
woman willing to put up with the aggravation that comes with being
in the center of all club business—good and bad. He’s about given
up on that desire, until he meets Glenna. She’s a tiny, feisty
whirlwind of a woman who blows into his life and turns everything
upside down with her humor and biting wit. Pair her smarts with the
stunning beauty of the woman, and what man alive would pass up on a
piece of that?

Horse has taken the bait, hook, line, and
sinker, but the joke’s on her, because what they’re about to go
through will tie her to him just as tightly.

Abbreviation map:


	
FRMC – Freed Riders MC



	
RWMC – Rebel Wayfarers MC



	
IRMC – Iron Riggers MC



	
MDMC – Monster Devils MC
















 Chapter One

Shoulders propped against the wall opposite
the door, Graeme Nass watched the antics of the other men in the
bar with a cultivated tolerance. Most of them were just out for a
good time, and as long as they kept it on the decent side of good,
all would be well. Those were his expectations from years of doing
this job night after night.

All was well, at least until the first glass
bottle sailed over the pool table to slam against the boards not
too far from his head. Way too close for comfort. Fortunately for
the man who’d tossed the missile, the container didn’t shatter, but
the sound of the impact was loud enough to kill nearby
conversations.

“Aww, shit.” One of the offender’s three
companions offered an expression more snarl than smile. “Oops.
Billy needs better aim.” They were all dressed similarly in
blue-collar shirts and jeans, and had gathered around the
bottle-tosser like a pack. The rest of the men snickered at the
comment, concreting their association in Graeme’s mind.

Don’t fuckin’ matter much.

Scooping the bottle up from where it still
spun on the floor, Graeme stalked across the room. As he angled
around the pool table, the players vacated a path for him without
requiring a single word, leaving a wide corridor through their
midst. Ignoring the social aspects that separated the customers
from himself, namely them a group and him alone, he slammed the
bottom of the bottle against the high table surrounded by big men
each with about two decades of age on him. He addressed the
bottle-tosser identified as Billy. “Pretty sure you dropped
something.”

The man opposite where Graeme stood rose
slowly to his feet, towering over the other men still on their
stools. “Who do you think you are?”

Squaring up to the table, Graeme lifted his
chin. “I expect I should introduce myself as the man who’s gonna
toss you out on your collective asses if you don’t respect the
other customers.”

“He’s Dorothy’s boy.” One of the seated men
nudged the standing one with a firm elbow. “Drag your ego down a
notch, dickwad.”

“Dot’s your momma?” Shoulders gradually
relaxing, the posturing man slowly settled back onto his stool. “I
didn’t know she had any kids she claimed. Sure thing, boy. We’ll
keep it down.”

Graeme didn’t miss the fact these men were
more afraid of his mother than of him standing right here in their
faces. Still, he knew he could easily ignore their immature swipes
at him personally, as long as they toed the line of no-violence in
the bar.

Been doin’ that same ignoring thing all my
life.

“Sounds good.” He glanced over his shoulder
and caught the attention of one of the three waitresses working
this busy Saturday night crowd. Lifting a finger, he called her
over, turning back to the men when she gave him a nod. “Dorcas will
take any replacement orders you need, but there ain’t gonna be a
damn thing on the house. You need to keep your own asses in check,
yeah?”

“Yeah, no worries.” The seated man who’d
recognized Graeme offered a short-lived smile. “We’ll keep it
down.”

Resuming his position against the back wall
of the bar, Graeme scanned the crowd, gaze pausing longest on the
end of the bar where his mother held court.

Dorothy Malcomb was beautiful, her smooth
face appearing far younger than the decades she owned. Tall and
olive-skinned, she looked nothing like Graeme, which made it easy
for her to blatantly ignore their familial relationship. She’d
always liked to play at being a worldly woman without baggage, and
a kid—regardless of their age—was definitely considered baggage.
The asshole at the table not knowing Dot had a boy old enough to
work in the same bar she’d owned since before Graeme was born
couldn’t hurt him at all.

Their feeble attempts at cuts were small
potatoes in the grand scheme of things.

He’d heard enough stories from his mother’s
lips to know few things she said was weighted down with the reality
of fact. Lies and half-truths were his reality for a long time. The
one thing she didn’t pretend was having any kind of attachment to
him. Completely and totally reciprocated. That lack of
connection meant that regardless of what she had to say about
whoever his sperm donor might be, he didn’t take anything to
heart.

“Tall, blond, and handsome, he swept me
off my feet for a weekend.”

That was a favorite of hers, and one he’d
easily heard a hundred times.

But it wasn’t the only tale she had to
explain him away.

“Russian sailor, poor guy was stuck in
port for a month. Man needed somewhere to stay. What was I supposed
to do? It was only Christian, after all.”

His least favorite was likely closest to
reality. She only trotted out this particular story when she’d had
entirely too much to drink.

“I never saw his face. Never knew who it
was. Tore up his arms with my nails, trying to get away. Strong and
brutal, he didn’t say anything, just grunted his way through my
body. I lay in a pool of my own blood for half a day before I could
call for help.”

The name Nass didn’t even tie him to his
mother. She’d pulled the moniker from her paternal grandmother’s
maiden name, slapping it on his birth certificate and using it to
set him up in a way certain to be isolating. Every school function,
Dot would float in, dripping with platitudes and sweetness,
introducing herself with emphasis on her last name and then
flipping her wrist to indicate Graeme with an “I’m with him,” not
even personally claiming the child she’d birthed.

He’d grown accustomed to her lack of
maternal instincts, but that slow recognition had not been without
wounds.

Her chin lifted as she swiped around the bar
with a calculating gaze, eyes pausing when they encountered Graeme
where he stood at the back wall. Coldly assessing him, she blinked
slowly, then with a tiny eye roll, dismissed him to spin on her
stool and laugh loudly at something one of the men said.

“Why am I still here?” A waitress pausing in
front of Graeme was an indicator he’d spoken aloud. Might as
well go with it. “No, seriously. Why am I still here? Not like
she gives a shit, right?” That earned him a side-eye and quick
retreat from the waitress. “But seriously, why?”

Rolling his shoulders against the wall, he
pressed harder against the ungiving surface, forcing his muscles
into stress-relieving stretches.

That night, the seed was planted.

***

Rolling out of bed the next morning, he
settled his ass on the edge of the mattress. Both hands scrubbed
his face as he worked the sleep sand out of the corners of his eyes
before blinking blearily around the basement bedroom.

Nothing had changed. It was the same small
space it had been since his bed had been moved here and out of the
nursery at the ripe old age of two.

Not that he remembered those days, or
anything about the second-floor office next to his mother’s bedroom
serving as an unwanted nursery, but pictures in his dead
grandmother’s photo book didn’t lie.

I’ve truly got nothing to keep me here.

The fact that was his first cogent
thought upon waking was probably important, but Graeme shook his
head and pushed off the bed.

Dressing without urgency, he turned back,
straightened the covers and glanced around the room a final time as
he stamped into his boots. Nothing in the space even said it was
inhabited, much less presenting anything of his personality. It
could be a rent-by-the-hour bed. Sure, there’d been a time when
he’d had posters and pictures on the walls, but age and
indifference had stripped them away.

Padding up narrow, steep stairs to emerge in
the shared kitchen, Graeme went directly to the coffeemaker,
thumbing the switch to turn the already prepared device on. He
perused the space with the same flat pique as he had his bedroom.
Few things here said anyone lived in the house, much less a
twenty-three-year-old man and his couldn’t-give-a-shit mother. The
sturdy coffee mugs were a matching set, not screaming male presence
but also not effeminate in any way. A calendar hung on a space next
to the cabinets, the picture a bucolic and serene scene, also
gender neutral. And a month behind.

If I left today, there’d be nothing to say I
was ever here.

For some reason that wasn’t an alarming
thought. Instead, the idea there’d be nothing of him left behind
was comforting.

She doesn’t wanna claim me while I live
here? She shouldn’t get to keep anything after I leave.

The certainty in his thoughts was a
surprise.

Once his second cup of coffee was poured and
doctored, he pushed through the back door and claimed a chair at
the patio table. Half-baked ideas about what he could do floated
through his head, but nothing as defined as a full-formed plan
yet.

He had money saved, years of birthday and
holiday presents from extended family amounting to a few thousand
dollars tucked into a sock underneath his mattress. Half of his pay
from the bar went to rent and household expenses, but he mostly
banked the rest into a healthy savings account. The biggest barrier
he could come up with was that he didn’t have a vehicle. There’d
been no reason to bear the purchase cost—never mind maintenance and
upkeep—when the bar sat just a couple of blocks away, but he did
have a license with motorcycle endorsement. He grinned at the idea,
because he’d never been on a bike in his life but having a distant
cousin who worked at the local motor vehicles registration had
played in his favor.

Slowly sipping the coffee, Graeme decided
his first purchase would be a phone, and the second should be some
sort of transportation. He’d need to ensure he had enough
accessible money to fund this escape, which meant a daytime trip to
the bank for cash. That would be the one place he’d have to be
careful to avoid recognition, because there was a cousin who worked
there too. Hell, might as well clean out the account. It wasn’t
like he’d be coming back anytime soon.

And exactly why the hell do I need to hide
what I’m planning?

His mother likely would give just as many
shits about him leaving as him staying—which was to say none at
all.

This was beginning to feel more like a fully
baked plan than anything he’d had before.

***

“So much? You sure? It doesn’t look like
it’s even road ready.” Graeme leaned backwards and rested his
shoulders against the side of the car parked just behind him. “It’s
got four different brands of tires, and there’s oil dripping out
the tailpipe.” He grimaced and waggled his head side to side.
“Doubt it should be that dear.”

“Shows what you know about used cars, boy.”
The rotund gentleman standing next to Graeme laughed, fingers
rubbing between gaping buttons across his belly. Gray and matted
tufts of hair protruded through each, ruffled in turn by the edges
of dirty nails. He looked like he worked on the cars himself. “Dear
doesn’t cover the half of it with this beaut.” Mr. Embry, owner of
Embry’s Cars, slapped a palm against the roof and Graeme winced as
the springs groaned in protest.

“You don’t have anything for less?” Folding
his arms across his chest, he scanned the small business for a
final time before turning away. “That’s too bad. Thanks for your
time.”

“I got a bike. About half the price of the
cheapest car on the lot.”

“What?” Graeme whirled and stared, waiting
impatiently as the man coughed roughly and spat. “You do?” He
hadn’t noticed anything as they’d walked around the front rows of
cars.

“Said I did, didn’t I?” Lifting an arm, the
man pointed towards the back fence. “Needs some work, but what
doesn’t these days?” He began walking, a stiff-legged shuffle as
accommodating of his belly as any heavily pregnant woman’s. “Come
on, then,” he tossed over his shoulder, the tease in his words
dragging Graeme behind him. “I’ll show you what I got.”

Along the back fence, tucked in behind the
rust-tortured remains of a van camper was a motorcycle. The bones
of the bike rivaled any of the best rides the bikers who came to
the bar had. At least, to Graeme’s untrained eyes it looked like
it, mostly hidden under the patchy paint and salt scum. He found he
didn’t hate the idea of a bike.

I could ride across the country on a bike,
once I fixed it up. Follow the wind wherever.

It might mean his departure was delayed, but
it wasn’t like he had a timeline that was dependent on anything
other than him closing a door. And how cool would he look on the
bike? Fucking cool, that’s how I’d look. Fucking cool.
Graeme didn’t say anything along those lines. It wouldn’t do to tip
his hand early during this round of negotiations. Instead, he
pinned a scowl on his face worthy of his mother’s worst day as he
walked past the bike, pretending not to notice it at first.

“Whoa.” He angled back, taking a couple of
steps in reverse. “This thing? How much?” If the car had been the
cheapest the man had at eight bills, then he’d be asking four for
the bike. Well within Graeme’s budget, even if he had to rebuild
much of it.

I’m handy enough. Plus it’s not like I don’t
have resources.

He had a suspicion that pretty much any of
the bikers he’d become friendly with at the bar would be itching to
get their hands on the bike too. The trick would be to ask for help
without putting himself into debt with them.

“It’s a classic.” The man hawked and spat
again, the phlegm splattering wetly against a nearby car tire.
“Won’t see one of these on the road in a thousand miles of
riding.”

“No shit. It’s in such shape you wouldn’t
recognize it if you saw one.” Graeme looked at the man from
underneath his eyebrows. “Half of half still wouldn’t be fair. Be a
favor if I took it off your hands. Junk man would make you pay to
haul it away.”

“Now you’re being just unkind.” A tiny lilt
at the end of the final word meant the man saw the gambit for what
it was and had joined in the hunt from the other side of the fence.
“Four bills is a steal, and you know it.” Staring at Graeme,
he let his lips twitch a tiny bit, pulling a relaxation of Graeme’s
expression from him. The man’s eyes widened suddenly, and he stood
straighter, then tipped his head down and glared down at the bike
with a heavy sigh. The man’s tone had changed when he said, “Jesus
hell. You’re Dot’s boy, right?”

“Does it matter?” There went his hope of
escaping without his mother finding out.

“Isn’t right, what she did.” Humor gone, his
features were hard, lips pressed thin. No longer pretending to be
the jovial businessman, it was a glimpse into his true nature.
“What she’s still doing. Tell you what, boy—” He shook his head.
“Graeme, that is. Shit.” He straightened, the gaps in his shirt
front disappearing as he pulled in his belly, transforming himself
even more. He no longer looked like a laconic snake oil salesman,
but a man Graeme might have a beer with as they told tales. “Tell
you what I’ll do. Could be you’re right about the junk value here.
You take this off my hands, I’ll pitch in a couple hundred for
parts. I got a shed back of here you can use to work on the bike
and connections for what it’ll need to get the rot off it. Days
you’re here, if you answer the phone, I’ll think about a little
wage, maybe.”

“What?” Coughing through a breath stuck in
his chest, he stared at the older man. “You’ll do what?”

“Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth,
Graeme.” There was something ponderous about the man having
transferred from calling him boy, to his given name. “I can’t help
you work on it, don’t got the knees to do ground work anymore, but
I’ll do whatever else I can.”

“I’ll take it, Mr. Embry.” Shoving aside any
embarrassment at the generosity, Graeme held out his hand, not
hiding a wince when the man’s grip bore down on him. “With
thanks.”

“Medric, son. Call me Medric.”

***

Four months later, with days-worth of elbow
grease invested in the rebuild and a deepening friendship developed
over late nights and copious amounts of beer with not only Medric
but a half a dozen bikers—Graeme stood next to the bike as he
pushed the ignition button. The rumble of the engine was loud and
loping, the rattle of the exhaust stout enough to thud through his
chest.

“Sounds good.” Medric punched an elbow into
Graeme’s ribs. “Sounds real good.”

He rocked the throttle just enough to hear
the pipes ring a little louder. “Does sound good. Hard to believe
we finally finished her.”

“Her?” Shepherd Kelmer, also known as
Junkyard, stepped up on Graeme’s other side. He was one of the
bikers who’d spent an abundance of spare time helping Graeme. “Give
her a name yet?”

“Not yet.” Graeme smoothed a hand across the
tank, fingers trailing along the edges of hand-painted flames.
“Figure she’ll tell me what she wants to be called.”

The shed—downplayed by the label Medric had
given it, in truth it was more like a full-service shop—wasn’t
overflowing with bodies, but every man in here was someone Graeme
had grown to know and trust. To the left of where he stood was
Junkyard’s bike, oil plug in a pan sitting underneath the engine,
mid oil change. To the right was a small truck, hood up, waiting
for Cage Knightly to finish fixing his wife’s grocery getter. Cage
claimed to have prospected for two different clubs, never making
the jump to membership. According to him, it was the unfortunate
first name that doomed him. Graeme was pretty sure it had more to
do with his fuckery and less with his name. He might not be in a
club, but Graeme had soaked up all the stories the men had been
willing to share. Brotherhood wasn’t backstabbing and being shifty;
it was developing an understanding of needs and loyalty. Cage
didn’t have the last, for sure.

Right now, Cage was propped up along the
back wall of the shed, elbow on the bench, lifting a bottle to his
lips.

“Cage, you hear this sweet song?” Graeme
grinned as he received a casual wave in response. “Seriously, man,
you hear this?”

“What I hear—” Cage upended the bottle,
draining it in a few swallows, “—is a pretty lady calling for her
turn on the road.” He struck a pose, empty bottle positioned as a
microphone. “Give the lady what she wants,” he sang, his high
falsetto grating. “And she’ll give it back to you.” His eyes lit
up. “Damn, that ain’t half bad. I should write that down. Life
advice from the experienced and walking wounded.”

“Didn’t suck.” Graeme shot a glance at
Medric as he fastened his helmet. “Open the doors for me? I’m going
to take her around a block or two, make sure she likes me well
enough.”

A second benefit to having these men around
him for the past months was that when Junkyard learned Graeme
hadn’t actually ridden a motorcycle, he’d arranged for a working
bike to be dropped off. They’d spent part of a day in a nearby
parking lot, and then had hit the road. The hours riding gave
Graeme confidence that he wouldn’t embarrass himself in front of
his friends. Hopefully. He’d heard tons of stories of the
most graceless moments each man had experienced. Fortunately, most
of them involved a much larger audience than was present today.

Leg over the bike, he looked around the room
again and over the rumble of the bike called, “You guys coming to
the bar tonight?” Every head nodded and he grinned. “All right.
Stick around, I’ll be back in a minute.”

Paddle-footing the bike through the opening,
he steered towards the side entrance of the lot and then into the
street. For the next several minutes, he played back and forth on
the small roadway, working his way up and down the gears before he
finally gave himself permission to round the corner and put the
bike on an approach of the nearby main highway.

No cops in sight, Graeme pounded his way up
the shifter to top gear and smoothly rolled the throttle, delighted
when the bike leapt underneath him. Wind tears streaming from the
corners of his eyes, he cursed his lack of foresight in leaving his
shades behind. Speed slowing from the mid three-digits he’d
reached, Graeme leaned the bike into the curve of the next offramp.
Two left turns and he was back on the freeway, returning to the
shop at a more moderate speed.

He’d just heeled the kickstand down when he
blurted, “Freedom,” to his friends clustered around him. “That’s
her name.”

“And ain’t a damn thing wrong with that
name, brother.” Junkyard’s hand landed on Graeme’s shoulder,
fingers digging deep. “I take it your virgin ride went well?”

“She’s a dream.” He stood up off the bike
and pocketed the keys. “Hurts my heart to leave her here, but I
gotta get to work. Thank you.” Shoving a hand towards Medric, he
was surprised when the old man pulled him into a hug instead.

“You’re a good man, Graeme Nass.” Medric’s
fist thudded against his spine, driving the breath from Graeme’s
lungs so he couldn’t respond, but the man didn’t seem to need it as
he stepped back and turned away. “It’ll be the town’s loss when you
leave.”

“Which isn’t tonight.” He chuckled, hoping
to lighten the mood because the faces surrounding him were dark as
thunderstorms. “What is tonight, is me working the bar because
Freedom’s gonna need regular feeding, so any extra money’s good.
But tomorrow? Tomorrow she earns that name.”

“We’ll be there,” Cage answered for all of
them. Graeme nodded and gave the bike a final pat on the tank.

That night at the bar, the back tables near
Graeme’s normal observation spot slowly filled. More than a dozen
men had trickled in over the course of a couple of hours and
greeted him before finding a seat and ordering a drink. The low
buzz of conversation was constant, and they frequently pulled him
in with questions and comments, laughter rattling around the room
as tales were recounted. It occurred to Graeme that they were here
to say goodbye. To him.

My friends.

At her place at the bar, Dorothy kept
glancing at the full tables, then towards Graeme. She finally
crooked a finger his direction even as she turned to face her
drink. Graeme slapped Junkyard’s shoulder on his way past and
paused to shake another man’s hand when it was thrust out at him.
When he finally made it to where Dorothy sat, anger was evident in
every line of her body.

“Who are those men? It’s a weeknight, don’t
they have families and homes?” She lifted her drink and drained it,
tapping the bottom of the glass against the bar top as if it were a
shot glass. “Why are they here?”

“To drink?” Puzzled at her questions, he
studied Dorothy’s face in the mirror of the barback. “You’re right,
we’ve got good trade for a weeknight. I’m not going to look a gift
horse in the mouth.”

“Gift horse.” Her shoulders moved
restlessly, caught between a shrug and a shiver. “Not something you
would have knowledge of.”

“Kids are a gift, Dotty.”

Graeme spun at the words spoken by a
well-known voice. Medric stood at his shoulder, feet planted
wide.

Head moving ponderously back and forth, the
old man continued, “He is a gift horse, and you didn’t do right by
him. Wasn’t Alek’s fault he shipped out before he knew. Wasn’t his
fault he didn’t come home, either. Wasn’t your fault what happened
to you. You got the shit end of a deal, and then you were lost
inside your own grieving when you found out you had horror heaped
on top. But that’s not the worst of it, is it, Dot? Worst is that
you had terrible things happen to you, and then have
steadily taken it out on the boy. Pound after pound of flesh, drawn
from your own child. Woman, you and I both know that isn’t right.”
The edge of Medric’s fist settled on top of Graeme’s shoulder,
pressing down. “Time to say your goodbyes, Graeme.”

“What? Who’s Alek?” The air was electric,
sparking off the fine hairs of his arms. “What are you talking
about?” Another hand touched his back, firm pressure spreading
across his spine, and he whirled, shocked to see the men—his
friends—crowded around. “What’s going on?”

“Medric is speaking out of his ass, as
usual.” Dorothy rattled her dangling bracelets against the bar.
“Refill, Donny. Chop chop.” The bartender was at the other end of
the bar and gave her a nod, but kept wiping and straightening
bottles where he was instead of moving to answer her demand. “Well
then, if the owner can’t get a drink, I guess the bar is closed.
Everyone has to leave.”

“What the hell, Dorothy?” Graeme moved in a
full circle, not surprised to find that outside of the wide ring of
men surrounding them, every eye was on this encounter. “Bar’s half
full and last call isn’t for another three hours. We’re not
closing.”

“We are if I say we are.” Hooking her heels
over the rungs of the stool, she pushed up, arms braced against the
edge of the bar so she was towering over the men gathered nearby.
“Bar’s closing. No last call, just tally up your tabs and go.”
Flopping back to the seat, she looked everywhere except at Graeme.
“I don’t control much, but I do have hold of this damn bar.”

“Who is Alek?” He made the demand a second
time, thinking back over what Medric had said, coming to his own
conclusions. “He meant something to you, didn’t he? Boyfriend?
Lover? What happened to him?”

“Aleksandr Solkolov. Local boy who joined
the Navy. Alek was killed in a turret explosion. He was my best
friend.” Medric tipped his head towards Dorothy, and Graeme saw how
her shoulders had curled in, making her look small. “They were
engaged.”

“Is he my—” He couldn’t finish the sentence,
clamping his lips together.

Medric shook his head. “No. No, he was
not.”

He’d always known there’d been a thread of
truth to all of Dorothy’s stories, woven in between the lies.

Tall, blond, and handsome. A Russian boy. A
sailor.

Never saw his face. Lay in a pool of my own
blood.

He could pick his lineage out of that mix,
and the realization chilled his blood. Knowing shouldn’t matter,
not in the grand scheme of things. He’d always accepted the start
of him was something she had suffered through, just like she had
his whole life. With that much hurt at her doorstep, of course she
would reject him. Poison in her veins.

“I remind you of the worst possible things.
I get it, Dorothy.” Pain snaked up his arms and he lowered his head
to look at fists clenched tight, knuckles white and bloodless,
nails pressing pale moon crescents into the flesh of his palms. “I
get it, and I won’t do this to you anymore.” He snorted. “Gift
horse, right.” When he looked up, he was surprised to see most of
the bar vacated, the cluster of men surrounding him and his mother
the last in the building. “I’m leaving. Medric has my phone number,
if you decide you want to get in touch.”

Donny hit a button on the register and the
ding of the drawer opening was loud in the quiet room. He lifted
the change tray and dug at the larger bills underneath, coming up
with a handful. Dorothy took the offering, head down as she
straightened the money, putting everything into order. Then she
lifted her arm and without looking at him, thrust it towards
Graeme. “Be safe.”

Numb, he accepted the cash and shoved it
into his front pocket. So many thoughts and words battered at his
brain, shouts teetering on the tip of his tongue, a confusing
tangle of demands and questions. In the end all he said was “You
too.”

The men murmured and shuffled so they stood
between him and the door. It was like walking a gauntlet of
affection instead of combatants, and by the time he’d been caught
and released by each of them, he was fighting back tears. Then he
was through the door and outside, only to be pulled up short by the
sight of his motorcycle parked ten feet away. There were two bags
already strapped to the rack over the back fender. Graeme turned
and Medric was there, grin on his face, hands held out to the
sides.

“You don’t own very much, boy.” Medric
pointed to Junkyard, who had exited right behind him. “And this
boy’s got untapped skills at B and E.”

Rolling his eyes, Graeme shoved a hand
towards him, clasping tightly as he muttered, “Thank you.”

“Got any ideas where you’re headed?”
Junkyard dropped his hand and ran it over the grip, fingers
flicking the clutch lever a couple of times. “A direction?”

“Not here, that’s the only sure thing. I’m
just going to aim west, see where I wash up.”

Junkyard pointed to the side and Graeme
noticed another bike already kitted out, just like his. “Mind a
little company along the way?”

“Sounds like a plan, man.”

Shoulders shoved back, Graeme surveyed the
front of the bar one last time, then dropped his gaze to the face
of his unexpected champion. “Medric, what you said in there—”

“Nothing that shouldn’t have been said long
ago. I just hope you understand your own worth, Graeme, because
what Dot’s done isn’t reflective of who you are. That’s all on
her.” He cleared his throat. “I understand every biker worth his
salt has a nickname. A road name. I think what was said inside that
building tonight carried with it all kinds of truths. One of which
is children are a gift, no matter how they come to being. But Gift
Horse is a bit of a mouthful.” Medric shrugged, then a bright grin
took over his face. “Horse, however, suits you in a lot of ways.
Junkyard and Horse, riding off into the sunset.”

Graeme stifled a chuckle. “How did you come
to that conclusion? Never mind, don’t answer that.” He wrapped his
arms around the older man’s shoulders, holding tightly as he
whispered, “Saved my life, Medric. Thank you.”

After that, their actual leave-taking was
uneventful and once on the highway, Horse glanced over his shoulder
to see a broad grin on Junkyard’s face. Lifting his left hand, he
pumped his fist twice, the movement echoed immediately by Junkyard
as they both rolled their throttle just a little farther.

He might not have any idea where they were
going.

But they’d get there fast.


Chapter Two

Horse

“This doesn’t suck.”

Horse laughed at Junkyard’s summary of their
morning. They’d been on the road nearly eight months, and the same
couldn’t be said for every day that had passed. Trekking through
fifteen or sixteen states, they’d encountered a wide variety of
weather, people, and prejudice. Graceful exits weren’t always
possible, and after one physically vigorous encounter, Horse had
ridden several hundred miles with a broken bone in his hand as it
healed, slowly.

Which meant he agreed with Junkyard’s
summary of their morning. “No, it sure doesn’t. I’m likin’ the
piney woods and lakes, but without the massive mosquitos of
Minnesota.”

“Now”—he drawled out the word—"we were told
we’d just come during the wrong season up there.” Junkyard laughed
and unwrapped a bandanna from around his handlebars and used it to
wipe his face. “Only problem was the dude couldn’t tell us a season
they didn’t have nasty tastin’ bugs.”

They’d fallen into an easy routine over the
miles and months. They’d ease into a town and pick up on the local
vibe. If it was welcoming, they’d find a hostel if available or a
campground if not, then scope out the entertainment. It was amazing
how many small towns had biker-friendly bars, and even more amazing
that some of those locations were invisibly tagged as available to
only a certain group. He and Junkyard had been tossed out of more
than one bar when the local club decided they might be a threat.
Their adventures made certain that both Junkyard and Horse had
developed a sixth sense about that particular vibe.

Sitting on their bikes backed up to the
front of a bar here in Northeast Texas was giving them both a good
feeling. The campground owner had pointed out a spot that was
perfect for bikes, with a flat pad for parking and trees to pitch
their tents underneath. They’d done that, and then the man had
aimed them at this bar situated on a small highway running next to
a shallow river. In the time Horse and Junkyard had sat here, there
had been four separate groups of bikers roll up, each with a
different patch on the back. Even more important, each group had
acknowledged him and Junkyard with a wave, a word, or chin
lift.

“You ready to brave the masses?” Junkyard
yawned. “I’m hungry for something to eat before we have to make our
way back to the campground. The gates close at ten, so we’ll need
to be back on the road by nine or so and I’m starvling.” He gave a
piteous whine. “Starvling, I tell you. My stomach is poorly.
So hungry.”

“Okay…fine, we’ll take care of your belly.
I’m good to go, brother.” They were close enough to be blood, at
least in Horse’s mind. Working side by side on various cash jobs,
then sleeping within arm’s reach of each other for so many nights
meant they’d shared thousands of conversations. He knew Junkyard,
inside and out, and believed Junkyard felt the same. Nothing
sexual, even if he didn’t give a shit if anyone swung that way, but
a secure knowledge that no matter what went down, Junkyard had his
back. “Beer and a burger sound pretty damn great right now.”

Pushing through the door unleashed the full
volume of music and conversation, and unlike many an inhospitable
bar they’d been inside, neither level lowered. A few heads swung
their way, but each of the ones who did turn to look wore welcoming
expressions.

Two stools were open near the end of the bar
and Horse took one, leaving the other for Junkyard.

Rubbing his palms together, Junkyard
grinned. “I could get used to this shit.”

“We’ll see if the beers are cold and the
burgers edible before we make any long-term plans, yeah?” Horse
chuckled as he plucked a menu from behind a coaster holder. “The
work mentioned by the campground guy sounded promising,
though.”

They’d done a variety of jobs as they moved
through the eastern and middle states. Construction was the most
frequent, and both had developed skills in that area, which made it
easier to get a day gig. Nearly everyone needed someone to run the
wheelbarrow or pitch bundles of shingles up onto a roof. All they
had to be was courteous, responsive, dependable, and strong.
Mostly strong.

“Can I get ya?” The bartender was a blonde
woman with a ready smile, who never stopped moving. While waiting
for their response, she was rinsing glasses, then gathering trash
and used dishes from a position just down the bar, constantly in
motion. “Beer or mixed?”

“Two beers of whatever’s on tap. Just none
of that light shit, yeah?” Horse gave her a grin she returned,
nodding. “We’ll order food too.”

“Know what you want yet? I can put that in
while I’m pullin’ the beer.” She restocked the coaster holder in
front of him, then pulled a bottle from the cooler behind her and
opened it, tossing the cap into the trash. “I’m a multitasker.”

“I see that.” He looked at the menu. “Burger
and fries for me.” Nudging Junkyard with an elbow, he broke the
man’s stare at the bartender. “Junkyard, what are you hungry for
tonight?”

“Uh.” Junkyard’s mouth hung open for a
moment, then closed with a snap. “Uh, yeah. Yeah. Same. Beer,
burger, fries—can’t go wrong.”

Horse’s glance traveled between the
bartender and Junkyard, watching as she licked across her bottom
lip and Junkyard’s tongue followed the same pass across his own.
Then she nodded and stepped back.

“Coming right up.”

He elbowed Junkyard again, harder, aiming at
his ribs this time. “Stop it.”

“Ow. Shit, man, you stop it. What’d I do to
deserve that?”

“Don’t drool over the waitress. She’s likely
got a half a dozen protectors in this bar tonight, and the last
thing I want is to pack up my tent in the dark to get back on the
road because you offended the locals.” He sighed. “Again.” Shaking
his head, he scrubbed a palm across his jaw. “Seriously, man. Reel
it in, yeah? I just want a beer and food.”

“She’s pretty.”

“Yeah, and so were the last dozen women who
got you into trouble.” He gestured around them. “I like this place,
brother. Don’t fuck it up for us just to see if you can get your
dick wet.”

“It ain’t like that, man.” Junkyard’s
protest fell flat between them as Horse glared at him. “Okay, maybe
it is like that. But I didn’t mean anything by it.”

“That’s too bad, because I did.” Two
coasters flicked to the bar in front of them, followed by a pair of
beers, glasses already wet with condensation. “You’re cute, and I
don’t have a ring.” The bartender flicked her blonde hair over her
shoulder. “But if you’re not interested…”

“Oh, he’s interested.” Horse narrowed his
eyes as he stared between the two. “But I for one don’t want to get
thrown out on my ass. At least not before I have my supper.”

Laughing, she thrust out a hand towards
Junkyard. “Laura. Laura McGonnell. Half-owner and bartender of this
choice establishment.” They shook, then she extended her hand to
Horse. “And I get a say who gets thrown out, which means my vote is
it’s not gonna be you two.”

“How the hell does he do this?” Rhetorical
question aside, he gestured towards Junkyard. “His mouth seems
sealed shut, so I’ll do the introductions. Junkyard, meet Laura.
Laura, this asshole is Shepherd Kelmer, aka Junkyard.” He picked up
his beer and took a long sip. “And by the silence surrounding us,
I’m guessing this is going to be a long evening. I’m Graeme Nass.
Not that anyone cares.”

Emptying half his glass down his throat,
Junkyard shook himself like his namesake. “Laura’s a really pretty
name.”

“So is Shepherd.” She winked. “I need to get
to work, but if you stay right here, I’ll come back, and we can
chat.”

Junkyard gave an exaggerated wiggle of his
ass on the stool. “Not goin’ anywhere, pretty Laura. I’ll be
riiiiiight here.”

“Jesus,” Horse muttered, taking another sip
of his beer as he looked around the bar. Predictably, there were
dozens of eyes fixed on them. Not expected were the smiles and
friendly nods sent his way by those same strangers. Maybe Laura
is like Dorothy, where what she says goes. “I’m going to see if
I can get a game of pool going. I’m guessing you’re out?” Junkyard
nodded without looking away from where Laura stood down the bar.
“Okay. Keep my seat then, and I’ll be back when the food shows
up.”

He slid off the stool and made his way past
clumps of men and women clustered around the tall tables, excusing
himself and getting mumbled acceptances as he went. There were two
pool tables near the back of the bar, both in use and as he got
closer, he realized the groups around each table wore vests and
patches. The bikers who’d ridden in as he and Junkyard sat outside
had taken up residence here, evidently.

“Hey.” He offered one of the men a chin
lift. “Can I buy into a game?” Normally all it would take was
putting change along the rail to hold his spot for a game, but
there wasn’t a single coin in sight here, which told him the rules
were different. Now to see how I navigate things. “Just a
friendly game.”

“Blackie.” The man’s call wasn’t loud but
carried well as he stepped backwards to give someone a clearer line
of sight to where Horse stood.

Near the back wall was a stout man with
sun-darkened skin, wrinkles at the corners of his eyes from staring
into the sky, and more wrinkles at the sides of his mouth from
laughing. His long beard covered his throat. Not tall but broad
through the chest and shoulders, the man exuded a sense of power.
Clearly the commander of this mixed group of clubs, he handed off
his pool stick without a sideways glance, just expecting someone
would be there to anticipate his need. They were.

Big dog.

Blackie stopped in front of Horse and made a
slow show of looking him up and down. “Where you from, boy?”

The mannerisms were so like Medric’s Horse
couldn’t kill his smile in response. “East coast—Jersey.” He
shrugged. “Came here by way of the Carolinas, Minnesota, and
Colorado, and all points in between. Just rollin’ through. Thought
I’d see if I could play a friendly game of pool.”

“You see something funny?” All humor had
fled Blackie’s features and Horse stilled. “Something worth
laughing about?”

“No, man. You remind me of a good friend
back in Jersey. Helped me rebuild my ride. Good man, good memories.
Just stirred up pleasant associations for a minute.” Shrugging one
shoulder, he grimaced. “No offense meant.”

“In that case, none taken. And as far as a
game goes, we’re starting a new one as of now. Teams.” Blackie held
out one hand and two pool sticks appeared out of nowhere. “You’re
on mine.”

Grasping the length of wood thrust at him,
Horse frowned. “Teams?”

“Yeah. I’m always lookin’ to build my tribe.
You feel me?” Blackie rubbed blue chalk on both tips, steadying
Horse’s stick as he did so. “So we’ll play a game, see if you
gel.”

“See if I gel with what?”

Sweeping his arms wide, Blackie grinned,
showing those deep creases in his skin were earned honestly. “With
us, brother.”

The next several hours became a blur, game
after friendly game paired with glasses of beer. Laura had brought
his food to him at some point, and he’d glanced at Junkyard to get
a thumbs-up as if he were scoping out the ladies. He’d shaken his
head, then eaten his burger and fries in between playing and
cheering on Blackie’s turn.

By the time the lights brightened in the
bar, Horse realized he might not be three sheets to the wind, but
he wasn’t sober enough to ride off into the darkness.

“Dammit.” He thrust a hand through his hair.
“Shoulda stopped drinkin’ hours ago.” Pointing at Blackie, he faked
an angry look. “It’s all your fault.”

“Yeah, yeah. I got broad shoulders. Dump it
on me, I can take it. Why should you have passed on the beers,
brother? Got a hot date in the morning you need to be fresh for?”
Blackie scooped up what was left of Horse’s beer and drained it,
tipping his head to the ceiling to release a loud belch that earned
laughter from the men to either side. Closing one eye, he squinted
at Horse with the other. “Something this kind of fellowship is
gonna keep you from?”

“No, man. Just my tent is already up at the
campground, which means I need to ride my ass back outside of
town.” He looked around. “Anyone see Junkyard? He was just at the
bar.”

“Yeah, he was just at the bar a couple hours
ago. When Laura’s shift was over, he left with her. Came over to
check on you.” Grinning widely, Blackie made a hole with one hand
and poked through it with a finger on the other. “Figure about now
he’s sleeping the sleep of the righteous, or at least the well
laid.”

“Oh yeah.” He sighed, the foggy memory
sliding through his mind and out again. “I still need to sober up
and get to the campground.”

“Nah.” Blackie slung an arm around Horse’s
neck, the unevenness in their height pulling Horse down slightly.
“Clubhouse is a block away. You can catch a few Z’s on a cot there.
Dale,” he called over his shoulder and Horse saw a younger man look
their way. He wore a vest labeled Prospect, but Horse had noticed
Blackie treated him with grateful respect all night, even as he
demanded the kid be the runner for their party. “Dale boy, you’re
gonna help Horse here walk his bike back to the lot behind the
house. We’ll keep ’er safe for the man tonight.”

“I can—”

“Dale boy’s happy to help.” Blackie’s tone
left nothing to argue about. “Trust us, brother.”

“Brother.” Pursing his lips, Horse didn’t
try to hide how that word resonated. “Like the sound of that,
man.”

“No doubt. We’ll see how things shake out in
the morning, but that gelling I mentioned earlier is pretty much
undeniable. You might as well have been a Rider all your life, the
way you fit in with us.” Steering Horse to the front door, Blackie
called his men for their departure with a loud “Freed Riders—to
me.”

They burst through the door, men flooding
out in front of Horse and Blackie, but there were men at their back
too. All laughter died away instantly, and Horse tensed, the
heaviness of the atmosphere immediately apparent.

Eight men stood in a line across the parking
lot. They wore a mishmash of clothing, nothing to indicate they
were together other than their shared stance. Hands on waists or
hips, shoulders shoved back, they posed without moving. All of them
stared at Blackie. The arm around Horse’s neck tightened and
Blackie whispered a soft, “Follow our lead, brother,” just before
the support was removed.

“Roscoe. The fuck you doin’ back in little
ole Longview?” Blackie strode between his men who’d exited the bar
first, placing himself directly in front of their group. His
attention was on a man standing at the center of the line facing
them. “Thought you and me finally had ourselves an
understanding.”

“I’m thinkin’ we need to rework that
understanding.” Roscoe gestured to the men on either side of him.
“Boys ’n me decided we needed to expand our territory.”

“There is so much wrong in that statement,
I’m not sure where to start.” Blackie’s head swung side to side,
but Horse noticed he didn’t move it enough to break the stare he
held with Roscoe. “You decide to follow a patch, I done told you we
could have a chat about the FRMC absorbing most of your shitty-ass
RC.” He spat on the gravel, the action obviously calculated to rile
the men, so Horse took note of which ones reacted. “Wouldn’t be
takin’ your raggedy ass on, though. Ain’t nothing changed from a
month ago, when I beat your face in on the edge of town, or from
six months ago when I beat your skanky ass in the front yard of my
house. FRMC don’t need ignorant shitslingers like you.”

“Not sure you get to make that call anymore,
old man.” Roscoe took a step forwards, and another, and then the
line of men began moving. They were like an arrow, with Roscoe on
point. “Gonna have to go down here, find out who’s standin’ at the
end of it all.”

“Oh for fuck’s sake.” Blackie half turned
back to his group. “You hear his brand of bullshit, boys? He’s
thinking we’re gonna have to deal with them, and I guess any
asshole can be right once in a while. As much as I’d rather go back
to the clubhouse and let you all find a sweetbottom to make your
dicks happy, we’re gonna have to fuck them up. Shitfire.”

Without a signal Horse could see or hear,
Blackie had whirled and was running flat out within a single
stride. He wasn’t alone, every man on their side of the parking lot
were moving with him. Within a few breaths, Horse stood alone,
uncertainty keeping his feet planted.

This was not his fight, so he waited and
watched as blows were exchanged, heavy cries and grunts breaking
the sound of flesh hitting flesh. Most of the matches were unevenly
paired, but even with the advantage, he could see no one on
Blackie’s side was actively looking to kill their opponent. This
was clearly intended to be a painful lesson from the Freed Riders
to the upstart idiots attempting a coup.

Until Roscoe pulled out a gun.

Up to that instant it had been a fair
battle, fist-to-fist, no weapons.

Roscoe’s hand came out from the small of his
back with a pistol in his palm, and before he could plan or even
decide what he was doing, Horse was sprinting across the yards to
where the man fought against Blackie. Horse hit Roscoe full force,
knocking him sideways and earning a misthrown fist against his jaw
from Blackie. Didn’t matter, because the asshole was underneath
Horse, flat on his back, gun chucked to the ground only a couple of
feet away.

Horse marked the moment Blackie saw it, his
full body tensing. He stared at the man to watch as a mask of rage
come over Blackie’s features, mottled
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