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      Houston

      

      For months he’d wanted nothing more than to have Izzy in his arms again. When he’d gotten that chance, he’d fucked it up. Taking her to a frigging park and almost fucking her against a tree? Christ. He’d screwed up royally. And true to form, his princess wasn’t going to let him get away with it.

      He stood there watching Izzy march up the hill after giving him hell in front of the whole club for fucking up what should have been one hell of a sweet reunion. As she disappeared into her cabin, so many questions filtered in and out of his mind.

      Especially one.

      He turned back to Axel. “You gave her a gun?”

      His ex-best friend’s eyes widened. “Dude, that’s the only thing about all of that you have a question about?”

      He shrugged. “Only one I want to share with you. The rest is between Izzy and me.”

      Axel shook his head. “Considering she just erupted in front of the entire club, I don’t think privacy is an issue any more. What the hell happened?”

      He needed a drink. In fact, the only conversation he wanted to have right now would be with Johnnie Walker. A whole fucking bottle if he had anything to say about it. There was a whole bar inside the clubhouse currently calling his name.

      Turning on his heel, Houston headed in that direction.

      Unfortunately, Axel followed. “Seriously man, before I have someone deliver a cell phone to her, I need to know what happened and what frame of mind she’s in. I don’t need her shooting someone tonight. Or making any inappropriate calls.”

      He walked behind the bar and searched through the bottles of liquor until he found the one he wanted and slammed it on the counter. He pulled a glass, twisted off the cap and then changed his mind and brought the bottle straight to his lips.

      At which point he guzzled until his gut protested the never ending fire he was pouring into it.

      “So, she really does have a gun?” he asked, wiping the excess liquid from his lips.

      “She’s not supposed to. I already confiscated one from her. But the ladies around here really like her and I wouldn’t put it past any of them to sneak her another. These bitches are getting out of hand lately.”

      “So the women run the club now?” he asked, taking another swig.

      “Fuck you, man. Give me some of that.” Axel grabbed the Johnnie from him and guzzled an amount that rivaled his.

      For some reason he found that funny and he started to laugh.

      “You really had her up against a tree like she said? Your first opportunity to get in her pants in months and that’s the venue you chose?”

      Houston nodded, laughing even harder now.

      Nothing about this situation with Izzy should have made him laugh, but considering how damned cute she was when she was pissed, not to mention right about his fuck up, he had to laugh or he’d start tearing shit up, Hulk smash style.

      “Must have been one hell of an orgasm to send her on that kind of a rant. What are you going to do about it?”

      His laughter finally died and he tried to think about Axel’s question. “I have no fucking idea. I feel pretty much damned if I do and damned if I don’t.”

      “Welcome to the world of women, son.” They both jerked at the unexpected arrival of JD behind them. “I hear I missed one hell of a party.”

      “Party crasher more like. Izzy made a spectacular entrance and exit.”

      “Do I even want to know? More than I already do that is?” He too grabbed the bottle of Johnnie, only he did it far more civilized by pouring several fingers in a glass instead of taking it straight from the bottle. Apparently their President had his shit together a lot more than they did.

      “Probably not. I fucked up again and now I gotta go fix things.”

      “Not looking like that, you aren’t. When was the last time you slept, son?”

      He shrugged. “Haven’t been able to get Izzy to sit still long enough for that. I see now why she’s been a handful around here.”

      “She’s a feisty one, that’s for sure. Which in my opinion is not a bad trait for an old lady. Although that one does seem to like trouble.”

      Houston blinked and stared at JD, a man who basically amounted to his second father. At least until he’d cut everyone from his life in favor of the Marine Corps. Now JD was back in his life and wasn’t making any sense. Had he just suggested that he make Izzy his old lady? After making him agree to giving her up to the club?

      When he finally got his brain to function again he blurted the first thing he thought. “What did you say?”

      “Boy, you know I’m not into repeating myself. If you didn’t hear it the first time, tough shit.”

      “Anyone ever tell you you’re insane, old man? Or is this what old age does to you? Either way you should make up your mind.”

      “Like you did? You’re the idiot who agreed to give her up.”

      “To save her life. Wait. What the hell? Those were your demands, not mine, and you forced them on me.”

      JD smirked, his eyes rolling a bit. “It’s what the club needed at the time. Things change. Get over it. Now you need to shut up and listen because shit is about to change on us again. We need your head in the game so whatever is happening between you two is going to have to wait. Frank Mazzeo is on the move and my sources seem to think something big is about to happen.”

      Fuck. He didn’t like the sound of that. What was Izzy’s father up to now? They needed some time to set up an operation.

      “Like what?” Axel asked. “Is he coming after her?”

      JD shook his head. “No, that’s the weird part. He should have heard by now that she’s here. The high rollers who were in the joint last night had to have informed him of Izzy’s presence.”

      Houston’s jaw hardened. “You set her up?”

      JD’s gaze turned hard and his mouth formed a grim line. “Careful, boy. Don’t start making accusations when you don’t have all the facts. I didn’t know she was going to be there last night. That shit’s on her. If it turns out that her rebellious streak works in our favor then who am I to complain?”

      He was beginning to feel a little like JD was talking in circles because nothing was making sense. “Okay, so if Frank isn’t coming after her, where is he going and how does it connect him to the missing girl?”

      “Looks like he’s headed to Vegas for some big title fight and I’m not one hundred percent sure yet. But when Izzy came to us and spilled everything she knew about her father’s organization, it got me thinking. Particularly her words that Frank would only ever let us believe what he wanted us to believe. It’s clear we’ve been underestimating him the whole time.”

      Houston nodded. He’d been thinking along this line as well. His meager time with Frank’s organization had been nothing but a repeated attempt at breaking through a stone wall. Many intriguing tidbits about their different potential operations were conveniently dropped in his lap in one way or another, but when he tried to dig into it nothing ever panned out.

      “You think he’s playing us? Purposely misleading us with Izzy?”Axel questioned, the ice in his tone obvious.

      JD shrugged. “It makes about as much sense as anything else at the moment. We’ve basically been running around in circles with our fucking dicks swinging in the wind.”

      “So what do you think he’s doing? And how do those girls we found figure into this?” Houston was ready for JD to get to the point.

      “Marco is definitely running a trafficking operation.”

      Houston’s blood pressure skyrocketed at JD’s mention of Izzy’s fiancé and the memory of all that the bastard had done to her.

      JD continued, “I’ve heard from my sources that house we hit was only one of many. And somehow I doubt human trafficking is the only job he has in operation out of Seattle. We’ve got enough on that front to end him once we catch up with him. Frank has to meet up with him sometime and should lead us straight to him. But it’s Mazzeo’s connection to all of this that is always unclear.”

      “He fucking gave Izzy to that bastard.” His blood boiled at the idea of Marco getting away the night of her rescue. If there was even a chance he could catch up with him, he had to take it.

      “I still believe she was simply payment for services rendered because Frank is heartless like that, but thanks to some information Izzy was able to share about her father’s financial holdings, Tel has been picking up some interesting information on all of that as he follows the money trail. I mean let’s face it, his skills with a computer are beyond fucking genius. That boy is wasted on us, that’s for sure, but I’m damn glad he’s on our side anyway.”

      This was true. He’d seen a little of Intel’s skills first hand and he’d been struck with how talented the man was.

      “So what are you saying? It was all a ploy?”

      “I’m not convinced Frank or Marco give a shit about her one way or another. Otherwise why is she still here without a fight? Frank has to know we have her. That fucker has spies everywhere and he likes to keep tabs on us since we’ve been known to interfere in his shit before.”

      All of this information was beginning to make his head hurt. So much had happened in the decade of his absence.

      The club making enemies with the top west coast mob boss still blew him away. If he’d been asked about this connection months ago, he would have incorrectly guessed they were in bed together, not at each other’s throats.

      Something new occurred to him then. “You leaked her location. And when that needed corroboration, you made sure she was seen by giving her a job in a place just public enough you knew the word would eventually get back to Frank. You were testing him.” The realization of how the club had used both of them in all this hit him hard in the gut.

      It was one thing to understand the danger he was walking into when he volunteered for a covert operation. But getting used as a pawn without his knowledge? That shit did not fly.

      “We’re fucking out of here. This is exactly the kind of bullshit I expected from this club. So much for⁠—”

      JD grabbed him by the collar and pulled him close. Axel moved in too and came to a stand still beside his President in a clear show of solidarity against Houston.

      “You still think you’re the only one who suffered ten years ago, you little prick?” JD’s face contorted into a livid mask of anger. “I don’t know what kind of guilt show you’ve been carrying, but I promise you it pales in comparison to the one I’ve had to endure. On top of that, I was left with a club to put back together again. Sure we could have let it die, but if you think there was a Wrath member unaffected by your mother’s death, you would be wrong. So it became my responsibility to make sure they all recovered. Her ghost haunted every single one of us until we excised all the bad shit from this club. That took years!”

      JD loosened his grip and took a step back.

      “Don’t get me wrong. That doesn’t make any of us saints—far from it. But we pulled through and we did it as a club. We ain’t perfect, but every one of us is here because we’re damn proud of what Wrath has become. We still fight, drink, cuss and fuck, but we fight for those who need it. Just like you did. The only difference was you had the government giving you permission.”

      “Fuck permission,” Axel grit out.

      “Exactly.” JD nodded. “We ain’t ever going to ask for it. Sometimes people need justice more than they need rules to follow. That means they get what they need outside the law and that’s what we fucking do. So get on board already because like it or not, you are one of us. Forever.”

      Houston stood stunned by JD’s tirade. He’d already gotten the gist of what the club had become, but he’d not one hundred percent considered what it took to get them there.

      “I need to talk to Izzy.” It was all he could say at the moment. There were too many questions he needed to ask himself before he could come up with a half way decent response.

      First, though, he had to make sure things were right between them.

      JD shook his head and Axel stomped out of the room under a shit storm of cursing that was probably heard through the entire building.

      Unwilling to stand there and be judged by his President, or anyone else, Houston headed for the door. First he would talk to Izzy, then he would figure out what to say to his club once and for all.

      “Houston,” JD called.

      He paused at the threshold without turning back.

      “Whatever you decide. We ride at sunset and Izzy is going with us. She’s wants to see this to the end.”

      That got his attention and he turned back, about to wring every necessary detail from the old man, when both of their phones went off with an alarm.

      He dug for his cell in his pocket, entered his code to unlock the screen and read the short message.

      

      Code 1: Izzy

      

      As the blood drained from his face, Axel and at least six other club members charged through the door.

      “We gotta go,” Axel bit out as he passed. No one stopped, but a few of them did grab some of the extra weapons they kept on the walls in this room.

      Houston didn’t need anything extra. He had his pistol at his hip and a knife tucked into the pocket of his boot. More importantly, he had his hands and with the fear and rage coursing through him, he doubted he’d need anything else. Whatever intruder had come for Izzy was about to die.
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      Houston

      

      Houston led the run up to the cabin, completely forgoing his normal caution.

      Blood rushed in his ears and his heart beat so fast and hard he couldn’t take a decent breath. Not with the pain of fear crushing his chest.

      If anyone so much as touched a hair on her head, his plans for their bloody torture would not only pan out, it wouldn’t be enough.

      When he spied several of the MC members approaching from the sides and at least two headed towards the back side of the cabins, he realized that at least someone had a prevailing clear head.

      Most likely JD since he heard Axel’s boots pounding furiously into the dirt and hard on his heels.

      As the red haze of rage and fear continued to seep into his mind, he pushed his body harder.

      I’m coming, Izzy. They are taking you over my dead body. I swear it.

      He took the steps up to her cabin three at a time and the moment his boot hit the porch, the front door flung open and Izzy rushed through it.

      “Fuck!”

      He heard Axel swear behind him as his girl ran into his arms, blood running down her face and a knot the size of a golf ball swelling at her temple.

      But it was the man who grabbed at her arm as Houston wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close that made him lose it.

      “Take your hand off of her before I rip it from your arm and shove it down your throat.”

      Adrenaline pumped through his system as the desire to kill this fucker flashed through him, making the heat of his rage burn red fucking hot.

      “And then when he’s done doing that, I’m going to peel the skin from your body and feed your carcass to the bears,” Axel interjected.

      For once he didn’t bristle at his friend’s presence as four of his club brothers moved in and grabbed the two men who’d emerged from the cabin, their hands raised.

      He temporarily banked his disappointment at their surrender to inspect Izzy injuries.

      “Dude. It’s not what you think.” One of the men whined, fueling the violence near to bursting from his body.

      “My father,” she whispered, her voice cracking as he brushed the hair gently from the side of her face so he could see the gash on the side of her head that obviously needed stitches.

      The leash he barely held on his temper threatened to snap as he swiped at the blood near her eyes and forced himself to take in the fear he saw in her gaze.

      “Izzy.” Seeing her like this tore at something dark inside him he fought to keep leashed at all times.

      “Jesus, we need to get her to the hospital.” Axel moved in next to him, while the rest of the club crowded onto the tiny front porch with them.

      “Immediately,” Houston bit through gritted teeth. They would have to deal with the intruders, but first he needed his girl taken care of. They’d fucked up again, but he swore an oath to himself it was for the last time. He’d make sure of that.

      The club might have good intentions when it came to this mission, but the danger to Izzy was too great. Unacceptable even.

      “Houston?”

      The ragged sound of his name on her lips nearly broke him. “I got you. I told you I wasn’t leaving you again and I meant it. No matter how mad you get, I’ll be right here where I belong. But right now, baby, you need some stitches and likely have a concussion. We need to take care of that.”

      He lifted her in his arms, ignoring her resistance. She needed to understand that he had to do this. Everything about him demanded it.

      “Wait. You need to know. This was my father. He knows where I am. We have to get out of here now before he tries again and it’s too late. If he gets to me before we can find that girl, I think we’ll miss our opportunity.”

      “Babe, I know exactly who’s responsible for all of this. And believe me, I’m already making plans for your safety.”

      Another shadow crossed the porch and blocked the light from the scene. He turned slightly and his gaze zeroed in on JD as he came closer.

      “We know,” JD announced. “Not exactly as planned, but close enough. Now it’s our turn.”

      “What about them? You want me to deal with it?” Axel asked.

      Before JD could answer, another of their club brothers stepped forward.

      “Allow me. I’ll make sure whatever information you need is retrieved and then all the loose ends taken care of.”

      Houston stared openly at the club member everyone called Squatch. Short for Sasquatch. If the man didn’t actually resemble a Big Foot creature, it might have been silly to have such a nickname. But as it was, the dude had to be at least seven feet tall with more hair on his head and his face than any creature known to man.

      “Houston?” JD looked to him as if it was his decision to decide how to proceed. He wanted to bloody them himself, but he had a more pressing issue with Izzy. And judging by the strength of her fingers digging into his biceps, she would not be okay with any of his ideas on what to do to them.

      He tipped his head in agreement and turned back to Izzy. Time to get her patched up and then he’d make sure his woman got what she deserved.

      A spot in his arms where safety wasn’t a question, but a right.
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      Izzy

      
      I had barely enough time to shower and crawl under the covers before someone started pounding on Houston’s door.

      Exhaustion had set in sometime while the doctor stitched up my head and gave me something for the pain, all while urging me to return to him if my symptoms changed in any way. Now I wanted nothing more than some peaceful quiet and sleep.

      I contemplated ignoring the intrusion, but after several minutes and on a heavy sigh I shoved back the blankets and stomped to the door. Whoever it was wasn’t going away. No one around here ever did. Every last one of them were as persistent as a blood sucking mosquito on a hot summer night.

      For about 2.4 seconds I contemplated who I would find on the other side, but my gut knew. While Axel liked to be all in my business on an almost daily basis, the rapid staccato of my heart beat told me it was Houston who wasn’t going to let this go.

      He’d gone to take care of ‘club business’ and for once I hadn’t cared what that meant. Not that my mind hadn’t already contemplated the scenarios of what they’d done with the men who’d attempted to kidnap me.

      The pounding grew louder.

      “I’m coming. Hold your horses!”

      “Open the door, Izzy.” Houston’s low growled demand went straight to my heart. As I knew it would despite everything that had happened in the last twenty-four hours.

      What was it about him that I couldn’t seem to let go?

      I unlocked the deadbolt, yanked open the door and remembered instantly every reason why.

      Gorgeous.

      Intense.

      In charge.

      Bad ass.

      He might have a bit of white knight complex that made him massively over protective, but he’d been there when I needed him the most and that counted for everything.

      “Why are you pounding on your own door? Don’t you have a key?” I blinked at the sound of my own voice. Breathless, goddammit.

      “I didn’t want to just barge in. We both need rest, but we still need to talk.” I lost some of my intensity at the gruff and tired sound of his voice.

      Despite everything I ached to reach out to him and pull him into my arms. It was then I finally noticed the dark circles under his eyes and the rumpled look of his shirt under his vest. We had both missed out on rest last night, but he looked even worse for the wear. How long exactly had it been since he’d had a good night’s sleep?

      I stepped back in silent permission for him to enter. I was still mad, but dammit he looked even more miserable than I felt.

      If that made me a sucker, then I would just have to live with that.

      “What’s going on between you and Axel?”

      That question came from so far out of left field it caught me completely off guard. It also pulled me back to a place I didn’t want to be anymore.

      So much for sympathy.

      “Seriously? That’s what you want to talk about right now? Screw you. Not sure you deserve an answer at this point, but there is nothing at all going on between me and Axel. Although if there was it would be none of your business.”

      He stepped forward, forcing me to step back until my butt bumped the back of the couch. “Everything about you is my business. I thought you’d learned that by now.”

      I honestly didn’t know whether I was going to scream or break down and cry. The events of the last twenty-four hours had done a number on me and exhaustion had already set in after my shower. I couldn’t respond like an adult right now. I just couldn’t.

      “You don’t own me, Houston.” The words were harsh, but my voice was not. The urge to fight with him had fled. “The club does. Just like they do you.”

      “Don’t say that.” He cupped my chin and forced me to meet his gaze. “Don’t even think it.”

      I blinked back tears. “Why not? It’s true. Although whatever they think they own is probably just on borrowed time. It’s probably just a matter of time before Frank finds a way to get me. Or worse—Marco.”

      I didn’t know why I was letting the worst of my thoughts get to me. I guess because I’d repeatedly learned over the last couple of months that there was no such thing as a white knight. There was cruelty and then there was leverage. I’d been subject to both.

      “I don’t ever want to hear your former fiancé’s name on your beautiful lips again, is that understood?”

      I should have argued. Hell, a few hours ago I would have probably spat in his face for attempting to tell me what to do. Now, it didn’t matter. The resignation was getting the best of me.

      I took a deep breath and focused on my breathing like Patty had taught me in times of panic or regression. While I couldn’t control every aspect of my life, I could control my headspace.

      I also thought about those nights in Seattle with the man currently staring down at me. Those moments in time were like a snapshot of happiness that I used as my safe haven when I needed it.

      “Izzy?”

      I clenched my fists at my side open and closed as I slowed my breathing and attempted to count to ten. So maybe I had some trouble keeping my emotions in check, but that didn’t mean I didn’t have a right to them. And he’d hurt me more than I thought possible this morning.

      “Izzy!” He grabbed my shoulder. “Are you listening to me?”

      “Give me a
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