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PROLOGUE

 

THE NIGHT HE WALKED 

 

IN

 

AMARA

 

The bar wasn't supposed to be open.

 

I'd already flipped the sign, already counted the drawer, already 

 

poured myself the one drink a night I allowed — a finger of rye, no ice, 

 

a  small  and  private  ritual  I'd  started  when  I  opened  Second  Shot and 

 

maintained the way other women maintained prayer. Quiet. Consistent. 

 

Mine.

 

But the door opened anyway.
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I  didn't  look  up  immediately.  Late  stragglers  were  part  of  the 

 

business. I'd learned to read them by sound — the shuffle of someone 

 

who'd  had  too  much  already,  the  careful  step  of someone who hadn't 

 

had  enough,  the  confident  boot-strike  of  someone  who  knew  exactly 

 

what they wanted and planned to get it. This was the third kind. Heavy. 

 

Deliberate. Each footfall landing like a period at the end of a sentence.

 

I looked up.

 

He  was  tall  in  the  way  that  filled  doorframes  without  trying. 

 

Dark hair, cut close on the sides, longer on top and not styled so much 

 

as  left  to  its  own  authority.  A  jaw  that  looked  like  it  had  been  in 

 

arguments  and  won  most  of  them.  He  wore  a  plain  black T-shirt and 

 

dark  jeans,  no  cut,  no  colors — nothing that announced what he was. 

 

But  you  didn't  need  the  announcement.  Some  men  just  carry  their 

 

history  on  the  outside,  written  in  the  set  of  their  shoulders  and  the 

 

stillness of their eyes.

 

His eyes were the color of weathered iron. Gray and unreadable 

 

and very, very calm.
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He sat at the bar. Third stool from the left, which happened to 

 

be  the  one  with  the  best  sightline  to  both  exits.  I  noticed  that  he 

 

noticed that.

 

"We're closed," I said.

 

"Sign wasn't locked."

 

"The sign was flipped."

 

"You're still here."

 

I looked at him. He looked back. Not the way men usually look 

 

at a woman behind a bar — assessing, measuring, already halfway into a 

 

comment they thought was clever. He just looked. Patient. Like he had 

 

all night and hadn't decided yet whether to spend it here.

 

"What do you want?" I asked.

 

"Whatever you're having."

 

I  looked  down  at  my  rye.  Looked  back  up  at  him.  Poured  a 

 

second  glass  without  deciding  to.  Set  it  in  front  of  him.  He  wrapped 

 

one hand around it — big hands, scarred across the knuckles, the kind 

 

of hands that had done work you didn't ask about — and lifted it once 

 

in something that wasn't quite a toast. Then he drank.

 

He didn't wince. Good rye will separate the room.
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We  didn't  talk  after  that.  He  sat.  I  wiped  down  the  bar.  The 

 

ceiling  fan  turned  slow  overhead.  Outside,  the  Arizona  night  pressed 

 

warm and dark against the windows, and the only sound was the distant 

 

highway  and  the  low  hum  of  the  cooler behind me. I'm not a woman 

 

who fills silence out of nerves. I've learned the hard way that silence is 

 

just honesty waiting for courage. So I let it sit.

 

After maybe ten minutes, he set the glass down. Put a twenty on 

 

the bar — too much for one pour, but he didn't wait for change.

 

He stood. Straightened to his full height. And for just a second, 

 

he  looked  at  me the way you look at something you've been searching 

 

for a long time and just found in the last place you expected.

 

Then he walked out.

 

I  stood  there  with  his  glass  in my hand and the twenty on the 

 

bar and something strange moving through my chest — not attraction, 

 

not  exactly.  More  like  recognition.  The  feeling  you  get  when  a  song 

 

comes on and you can't name it but you know every word.

 

I told myself it was nothing. I was good at that.

 

I rinsed both glasses. Locked the door this time. Turned off the 

 

lights in the order I always turned them off — bar first, kitchen second, 

 

4

MC BIKER SECOND CHANCE ROMANCE: BETRAYED BY HIS PATCH AND HER 

BROKEN HEART

 

sign  last.  A  ritual.  Proof  that  I  was  still  in  control  of  the small things 

 

even when the big ones felt uncertain.

 

Outside, the parking lot was empty.

 

I  was  halfway  to  my  car  when  I  heard  it  —  a  phone buzzing. 

 

Not  mine.  His.  He  was  standing  at  the  edge  of  the  lot,  back  to  me, 

 

shoulders  tight.  He'd  pulled  the  phone  out,  looked  at  the  screen,  and 

 

gone very still.

 

I  couldn't  see  the  message. I was too far. But the screen lit his 

 

face  for  just  a  moment  in  the  dark,  and  something  in  his  expression 

 

shifted — not fear. Not guilt. Something more complicated than either.

 

He  turned  slightly  as  he  typed  back.  Not  enough  to  see  me. 

 

Enough  for  me  to  see  the  screen  for  just  a  half  second  as  the  light 

 

changed angle.

 

Two words.

 

It's her.

 

Then he pocketed the phone, walked to his bike, and was gone 

 

before I processed what I'd read.

 

I stood in the empty parking lot for a long time after that.

 

I told myself it meant nothing.
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I was so good at lying to myself back then. 
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CHAPTER ONE

 

THE RUIN BEFORE HIM

 

AMARA

 

Let me tell you what I know about starting over.

 

It doesn't feel like a beginning. It feels like a fire — slow at first, 

 

then  total,  and  when  the  smoke  clears  you're  standing  in  the  ash  of 

 

everything  you  thought  your  life  was  going  to  be,  and  you  have  two 

 

choices. You can sit down in it. Or you can start moving.

 

I  chose  moving.  I've  always  chosen  moving.  It's  the  only 

 

inheritance  I  got  from  a  mother  who  worked  double shifts and never 

 

once complained about a single one of them.

 

My name is Amara Brooks. I'm thirty-two years old. I own a bar 

 

in  Saguaro  Flats,  Arizona  —  population  four  thousand  on  a  good 

 

census year, the kind of town where everyone knows your car and half 

 

of  them  know  your  business  whether  you  tell  them  or  not.  I  moved 

 

here  eighteen  months  ago  from  Phoenix,  where I had a life I thought 

 

was solid: a fiancé named Derek who wore good suits and said the right 

 

things, a best friend named Chloe who I'd known since sophomore year 
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of  college,  and  an  apartment  with  a  balcony  that  caught  the  sunset 

 

perfectly every evening in late October.

 

I don't have any of that anymore.

 

What I have instead is Second Shot.

 

It's  not  much  to  look  at  from  the  outside  —  a  converted  gas 

 

station on the edge of the main road, painted a deep charcoal gray with 

 

warm amber lighting in the windows that makes it glow like a lantern at 

 

night.  I  did  the  conversion  myself,  or  near  enough.  Hired  two  guys 

 

from  town  for  the  heavy  construction,  handled everything else on my 

 

own.  The  bar  top  is  reclaimed  pine,  sanded  smooth  as  glass.  The 

 

barstools  are  mismatched  on  purpose  —  I  found  them  at  three 

 

different estate sales and refinished every single one by hand in my back 

 

parking  lot  on  a  Saturday  afternoon,  music  on,  sun  on  my  shoulders, 

 

and for the first time in months I felt something that wasn't grief.

 

That was the day I knew Second Shot was going to work.

 

I'd  spent  six  years  building  my  life  around  Derek.  That's  the 

 

part  that's  hardest  to  admit  —  not  that  he  cheated,  not  even  that  he 

 

cheated  with  Chloe,  but  that  I'd  made  myself  so  small  inside  that 

 

relationship  without  realizing  it.  I'd  stopped  taking  freelance  design 
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work  I  loved  because  he  said  it  stressed him out when I was busy. I'd 

 

stopped  seeing  certain  friends  because  he  found  them  grating.  I'd 

 

arranged my whole existence around his preferences and called it love.

 

It wasn't love. It was disappearing.

 

I  found  them  on  a  Wednesday.  I'd  come  home  early  from  a 

 

work event because I had a headache, and I remember thinking — as I 

 

put my key in the lock — how nice it was going to be to see Derek, to 

 

have  him  make  me  tea  the  way  he  did  when  I  didn't  feel  well.  I  held 

 

onto that thought all the way up the elevator.

 

I don't need to describe what I found. You already know.

 

What I will tell you is that I didn't cry. Not right away. I stood in 

 

the  doorway  of  my  own  bedroom  and  looked  at  the  two  people who 

 

had  been  the  closest  humans  in  my world, and something in me went 

 

very quiet and very cold and very clear. I said three words — "Get out, 

 

both"  —  then I walked to the kitchen, made myself tea, and sat at the 

 

counter while they gathered their things.

 

I cried later. A lot. For weeks.

 

But in that moment, I was ice.

 

9

MC BIKER SECOND CHANCE ROMANCE: BETRAYED BY HIS PATCH AND HER 

BROKEN HEART

 

I think that was the moment Second Shot was born, actually. In 

 

that  cold  kitchen,  with  a  mug  in  both  hands  and  my  whole  life 

 

dismantling itself in the next room, I started making a list in my head of 

 

everything  I'd  given  up,  everything  I'd  always  wanted,  everything  that 

 

had  been  mine  before  I  handed  it  over.  Somewhere on that list was a 

 

bar.  I'd  always  romanticized  them  —  the  community  of  them,  the 

 

theater  of  them,  the  idea  of  a  place  where  people  came  to  mark  the 

 

moments  of  their  lives  and  you  got  to  witness  it  all  from  behind  the 

 

wood.

 

Eight months later, I had the deed to a converted gas station in 

 

Saguaro Flats.

 

It  took  everything  I had. Every saved dollar, every favor called 

 

in,  every  ounce  of  the  stubbornness  that  Derek  used  to  call 

 

"exhausting"  and  that  I  now  understood  was  just  backbone.  The  first 

 

three  months,  I  lived  on  protein bars and coffee and slept on a cot in 

 

the  stock  room  while  I  finished  the  build-out.  My  hands  were 

 

perpetually  rough.  I  learned  to  set  tile  and  pour  concrete  footers  and 

 

wire low-voltage lighting on YouTube at midnight.

 

I loved every second of it.
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By  the  time  I  opened,  I  had  six  regulars who'd been watching 

 

the  construction  from  the  road  and  showed  up  the  first  night  out  of 

 

curiosity. Within a month I had thirty. Within six months, Second Shot 

 

was  the  place  in  Saguaro  Flats.  Not  just  a  bar — a gathering place. A 

 

third  space  for  people  who  needed  one.  I  hosted  a  widow's  birthday 

 

dinner  on  a Sunday and a high school reunion on a Friday and a quiet 

 

corner  for  the  older  veterans  who  just  needed  somewhere  to  sit  with 

 

their coffee and not be alone.

 

This was my life. Small and real and completely mine.

 

I had rules about men. Simple ones. No regulars — mixing the 

 

personal  with  the  professional  in  a  bar  setting  was  a  nightmare  I'd 

 

watched  play  out  with  other  owners. No bikers — not discrimination, 

 

just  pattern  recognition.  And  no  one  who  looked  at  me  like  I  was 

 

something they wanted to acquire rather than someone they wanted to 

 

know.

 

I  was  proud  of  those  rules.  I  kept  them  without  difficulty  for 

 

eighteen months.

 

Then I got the letter.
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It  came  on  a  Tuesday,  tucked  between  a  liquor  distributor 

 

invoice  and  a  flyer  for  the  county  fair.  Official-looking.  The  seal  of 

 

some  property  assessment  firm  in  Tucson.  I  read it once, then read it 

 

again with my coffee going cold in my hand.

 

It was a notice of interest from something called Meridian Land 

 

Holdings  LLC.  They  were,  they  said,  conducting  assessments  of 

 

commercial  properties  in  the  Saguaro  Flats  corridor  for  a  potential 

 

development  project.  My  property  had  been  flagged  for  assessment. 

 

They were prepared to open discussions about a fair market acquisition.

 

Fair market acquisition.

 

The  language  was  careful  and  corporate  and  completely 

 

bloodless,  and  it  described  in  polished  terms  the  thing  it  was  actually 

 

saying, which was: we want your bar.

 

I read it a third time.

 

Then I crumpled it into a ball, dropped it in the trash can under 

 

the register, and went back to cutting limes.

 

Second Shot wasn't for sale.

 

It  wasn't  for  sale  at  any  price,  to  any  entity,  under  any 

 

circumstances. Some things aren't about money. Some things are about 
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what you built with your own two hands from the wreckage of who you 

 

used to be, and what it means to keep it.

 

I didn't give the letter another thought.

 

I should have.

 




CHAPTER TWO

 

THE ORDER

 

CADE

 

The  Devil's  Reign  clubhouse  smelled  the  same  as  it  always  had  — 

 

motor  oil  and old leather and the particular staleness of a room where 

 

men  had  been  making  bad  decisions  for  thirty  years.  Some  people 

 

would have found that suffocating. I'd always found it honest.

 

At least here, nobody pretended.
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I'd  been  with  the  Reign  since  I  was  twenty-two.  Came  up 

 

through  the  prospects  the  hard  way — two years of hauling, cleaning, 

 

running,  and  taking  whatever  anyone  needed  to  dish  out  without 

 

complaint. My sponsor was a man named Briggs who'd been in the club 

 

since  before  I  was  born  and  who  communicated  almost  entirely  in 

 

silence and the occasional nod of approval that meant more than most 

 

men's  speeches.  I  earned  my  patch  on  a  cold  November  night  in  a 

 

ceremony I still won't describe to anyone. That was eight years ago.

 

Eight years of being exactly what the club needed me to be.

 

Cade  "Riot"  Keller.  Enforcer.  Problem  solver. The man Hatch 

 

called when something needed to stop being a problem and start being 

 

a  memory.  I  was  good at it. Not because I liked violence — that's the 

 

misunderstanding civilians always make about men like me. I was good 

 

at it because I was patient and precise and I didn't let emotion drive the 

 

car.  Fear  is  a  tool.  Anger  is  a  liability.  I'd  learned  that  early  in  rural 

 

Texas,  in  a






































































































































































































