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   Description
 
    
 
   Death. Destruction. Rage.
 
    
 
   Layla moved a thousand miles to escape the brutality and vengeance of the club. Of the man who stole her heart. But she was forged in the club and will never be as free as she believed...
 
    
 
   When her brother is murdered death, brings her right back into the clutches of the M.C. and under the watchful of Cullen "Rage" McFadden, her first love.
 
    
 
   Cullen "Rage" McFadden wants vengeance for her brother's murder more than anything in the world. Anything except Layla. Loving her never brought him anything but pain.  She could be his undoing, but he doesn't care. He has to have her.
 
    
 
   Can she resist the temptation he represents, or will he drag her down into his world one more time?


 
   
  
 




 
   Fire and Steel Members
 
    
 
    
 
   President: Bones - Eric
 
    
 
   Vice President: Rage- Cullen
 
    
 
   Sergeant at Arms: Sean- Beast, RIP
 
    
 
   Interim Sergeant at Arms: Uncle Mick- Mick
 
    
 
   Full Patched Members
 
    
 
   Crow
 
    
 
   Thrash
 
    
 
   Junker
 
    
 
    
 
   Prospects:
 
    
 
   Tommy
 
    
 
   Drew
 
    
 
   Troy
 
    
 
   Mikey
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Pittsburghese used in Rage
 
    
 
   Rage is set in Pittsburgh, Kaylee’s hometown, and the home of the Pittsburghese dialect. It’s a rich dialect created due to the large number of immigrants who found their home in Pittsburgh in the early 20th century.  The mix of accents and languages created some interesting words! Note: Dialogue and personal thoughts will not be in proper English, and will use Pittsburghese
 
    
 
    
 
   Yinz – You guys, or Y’all
 
    
 
   Red up- Clean up
 
    
 
   Slippy- Slippery
 
    
 
   Jag- Jerk
 
    
 
   Nebby - Nosey
 
    
 
   N’at – And that.
 
    
 
   Kaylee is proud to be from Da ‘Burgh!
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   Chapter 1
 
   Layla
 
   I took a deep breath and looked at the hovel I’d once called a palace.  The giant of my childhood reduced to what it really was.  The fortress in my mind demolished.  It was just a big shack with a decent parking lot and a small garage attached to it.  Something ordinary.  Normal.
 
   Home of the Fire and Steel Motorcycle Club.
 
   Seeing it still made me angry.  This was the place where my family fell apart.  The place where I’d lost everything.  The place that had made me who I was.
 
   I wanted to spit on it and walk away, but I had to go in there.  I had to do this for my brother.
 
   I had to see his body.
 
   He had died for the Fire & Steel.  And what was we left with? Some biker’s funeral attended by drunken men and ugly women? 
 
   Welcome to life—and death—in the MC.
 
   No matter how upset I was, anger didn’t ease the ache in my soul, nor could it cast out the misery nesting in my heart.  It couldn’t quiet the mantra echoing through my thoughts, reminding me of the truth.  
 
   He’s gone.
 
   My brother, gone.  Murdered.  Killed in the streets of a broken-down neighborhood just outside of Pittsburgh, just like my father was.  That was life in Braddock.
 
   Oh, Sean.
 
   All because he’d gotten involved in some stupid war with a rival gang.  I didn’t know if they were bikers or just run-of-the-mill thugs, but I didn’t care.  I knew the drill.  At least he wasn’t shanked in a fucking jail cell like my mother for her allegiance to the club.  It was the price we all paid for our association.
 
   Why couldn’t we just be mill and dockworkers like the rest of town? Why did we have to do… this?
 
   I steeled my resolve and pushed forward.  Each step felt heavier than the last until I was across the parking lot and in front of the back door.
 
   Knock.  Knock.
 
   It opened with a big creak to reveal a friendly face.
 
   “Oh, Lala.  You made it!” My Aunt Donna stood there, a sad smile reaching up to her eyes as she looked me over.
 
   Damn, the childhood nickname stung as soon as it came out of her mouth.  I hadn’t heard it in ages.  ‘Lala’ is what Sean called me as soon as he’d learned to talk, when I was still a baby.  It stuck.
 
   We were only twenty-five months apart.  Now we were separated by a lifetime.
 
   I let out a great, big sigh as Donna pulled me in for a hug, her eyes already brimming with tears.  Sean had been like a son to her.  She’d never had any kids of her own.
 
   “I—I’m so sorry, honey.  I know you two were close.  If he could have said goodbye, I know he would’ve.”
 
   If by ‘close,’ she meant that I got two visits and six calls a year? Yeah, sure, we were close.
 
   Okay, we had a good relationship, but it could’ve been better.  Just because we weren’t bosom buddies didn’t mean I didn’t love him, though.  He was my brother and he tried his best.  Whenever he came to visit me, he’d ask me to come home.  I loved him for that.
 
   I just didn’t want to see him die like this.  I had worried for years that he would die.   That I would have to come back just like this.   And here I was.   Standing inside the Club again, I would give anything to have been wrong.   My brother had deserved better.
 
   Donna’s familiar, raspy voice reminded me of the last time I’d been here.  I’d only been fourteen then.  A lot had changed since then.   Not Aunt Donna, though.  She was haggard now, but still the same woman who’d raised us , frizzled orange hair and all.  She dyed it to imitate my own auburn shade—and Sean’s—but she never could get it quite right.   While our mother was getting high, Donna had tucked us in at night and made sure we brushed our teeth.  
 
   I had her to thank for my mouthful of healthy teeth.  I’d been a stubborn kid.
 
   The years hadn’t been kind to her.  Worry lines were etched deeper into her face than they should have been at age sixty, and the toll smoking had taken on her was obvious.  But she was warm and she was friendly, and that was just what I needed now.
 
   I let the stale smell of smoke wafting out from behind her envelop me as she hugged me tight, stroking my hair like she used to when I was a little girl.
 
   “He was a good boy, Lala.  He was.”
 
   I just nodded as she led me through the maze of back rooms.  It wasn’t true.  He wasn’t a good boy.  But they all said that after, didn’t they, that the men who died in violence were good.  It was a lie they said to try to convince themselves of their own innocence more than anyone else.  He’d probably killed - and was killed - in the name of something cruel, selfish, and illegal.
 
   All this death for the MC.
 
   “Aunt Donna, I don’t think I can do this,” I said as we turned down the hall toward a crowd of people.  “I don’t think I can go in there.  I can’t see him.”
 
   She took my head in her hand and kissed my hair.   “You’ll be fine, honey.   You’re a brave girl.”
 
   I didn’t feel brave, but I knew I had to be.  Taking a deep breath, I followed her.  
 
   My throat constricted.  My legs were shaking with every step I took.  It took all my strength just to keep moving.  I didn’t want to look at my brother one last time.  I didn’t want to see his body lying there, devoid of everything that had made him, him.  The cold, lifeless body on display in that coffin would be a stranger.  
 
   I already knew it all.  I had been here before, done this.  
 
   The memories stopped me in my tracks.
 
   To my relief, Donna didn’t say anything.  She just hovered near, smiling absently at the members who passed by.  She let me remember.   So I could go forward again with some dignity.
 
   I didn’t want to see my brother’s corpse.
 
   I wanted to remember Sean as a reckless, goofy boy.  The way he was when we were kids, when he was my strongest protector and my greatest antagonist.
 
   A deep voice broke through my churning thoughts.   “Donna, who the hell is that?” A figure stormed toward us.  He was glaring at me, ready to toss me out on my ass.  “And how the hell did you get access to the back?”
 
   Already lost in a swell of emotions, I nearly threw up when I saw the owner of that voice.  I knew him instantly, and yet I didn’t know him at all.
 
   He was the boy I’d grown up next to, raised together in the club.  The one I’d instantly loved in the way a seven-year-old did once they’d decided they actually did like boys.  This boy had trumped them all for me back then, had dominated my thoughts in the same way I’d want him to dominate my body years and years later.  That kind of crush never really fades.
 
   I’d never really gotten over Cullen McFadden.
 
   And here he was charging at me like I was some kind of intruder.  His intense blue eyes were staring me down, challenging me.  He didn’t recognize me.
 
   That made me angry.  “I’ve been running through this clubhouse ever since I was a little girl,” I snapped.  “I’d better know how to get in.” .  It was easier to face him than the body -  in the next room.  And anger was easier to stomach than grief.    “I don’t need to be chased down and threatened by the likes of you, Cullen McFadden.  Jesus, Joseph, and Mary, the last thing I need is you acting like you can come in and start telling me what to do.”
 
   I don’t know where it came from, but suddenly I was my mother on one of her tirades when my brother and his friend were teenagers—in the moments when she wasn’t drunk or high.  My voice sounded just like hers I wish I could say I was proud of the likeness.
 
   “Lala?” he managed, the surprise obvious.
 
   I hate that stupid nickname.  I crossed my arms and glared.
 
   “Layla.  I go by Layla now.”
 
   Apparently that was the wrong thing to do, because a slow smile crept over his face.  The kind he used to give me when we were kids, when he would patronize me while I prattled on about something he couldn’t have given two shits about.  The kind that drove me crazy.
 
   It was his first smile in days, probably.  
 
   Suddenly, I remembered why I was here.
 
   I swallowed.  Hard.
 
   “I’m glad you came.  Sean would have wanted you here.” Cullen was larger than life, not the scrawny kid I’d known once upon a time.  I realized his true size as he came closer to me, wrapping his arm around my shoulder and pulling me into the crowd.
 
   I breathed in deep.  The leather of his cut a familiar smell brought back so many memories.  Like when he’d held me close for hours the day my dad died, all while wearing the cut, no patches, back when he was just a prospect for the club.  Before that, it was his leather jacket.  I looked at that cut, at a patch on it that read, “Vice President.”
 
   How the hell did that happen?
 
   His touch made me forget about the hesitation, about my body’s insistence not to move.  I let him lead me through the room.  As we went, I glanced over at the faces I didn’t know, or at least didn’t remember while Aunt Donna introduced me to extended family and club family.  It was hard not to get lost in this crowd, but it made it easier not to look over.  At Sean.
 
                 He was in the casket on the dais.   Like when my father was taken.  I remembered his body lying there on the same pedestal, his body pale and lifeless, while my brother and I stood near.  
 
   By then, my mother was already gone.  Uncle Mick had held us both close while Aunt Donna doted on me.  Like she was doing today.
 
   I hadn’t wanted to talk to anyone that day.  I had just cried.
 
   The next day, I left for my other aunt’s, the one on my mother’s side.  Sean stayed in Pittsburg, of course.  He had been seventeen and ready to start in on the “family business,” but not me.  I had been done.
 
   Fifteen years old and completely jaded.  
 
   Being here still made me bitter.
 
   I looked over and saw the Club President standing next to my uncle.  His face was stoic as he looked over the body of another dead kid.  As President, Eric – Bones - was responsible for each and every one of us.  
 
   He had his President’s patch stitched onto his cut, and he looked just how I remembered him.  Same smooth face.  Same bald head.
 
   Old and rough, thin but in good shape, with just the hint of a beer belly.  He was shrewd and far more dangerous that he looked.  A true opponent.  One you didn’t want to cross on pain of death.
 
   To see him consoling my uncle, it was almost too much.
 
   My brother had been his VP.  I could only guess what was running through his mind right then.  Part of my hoped my brother’s death bothered him.  That it made him question this hateful place.  
 
   Walking over to them, I doubted it.
 
   “Lala…” It was all my uncle could say.  Just my name.  He had always been a tough old bird, but he soft and squishy when it came to us, his kids.
 
   Standing next to him, I felt like a little girl again, the child who ran into his arms for a big hugs.  All these years, and he was still the closest thing I had to a father.  He had raised me better than my father could.  
 
   And he’d done the one thing my father probably never would have.  Uncle Mike had let me go.  Let me out of the life.  
 
   “Uncle Mickey,” I said, fighting back tears as I clung to him.  Eric, the Club President was watching me.  I didn’t want to cry in front of him.  I didn’t even have the energy to blame him for what had happened.   
 
   So I looked away.  That was when I noticed the casket.  It was closed.
 
   They only closed the casket when the deceased wasn’t presentable.   
 
   What exactly had they done to him?
 
   As if he read my thoughts, my Uncle hung his head.  “I’m so sorry, little girl.  I should have protected him better.”
 
   “There was nothing you could do,” Bones insisted.  
 
   My Uncle nodded numbly.   It was clear that he was beyond any relief right then.   Bones just nodded at me and then moved away.   I watched the old grunt move through the crowd.  When he pulled Cullen in close, I couldn’t help but watch.   
 
   This was all so familiar.  It was just like when our father died.  Many of the same people.  The same gestures.  Same words.  Same smells…
 
   Here I was again, standing dutifully next to Uncle Mick, trying not to cry.  And failing.
 
   Uncle Mick put his arm around me, just like he had then.  And I let him.
 
   I stood there next to him until it was time for the burial.
 
   The same fear gripped me, holding me down as the pallbearers came into the room to get his casket.  
 
   Uncle Mick and Cullen were at the front.  Before he took ahold of the handle, Cullen looked right at me.
 
   “Lala, come back to the club, after.” After the funeral.  After I put my brother’s body into the earth.  “We need to talk.  The prez wants a word with you.”
 
   I should have refused.  Said, “No.  Fuck you and all you assholes.  You did this.  You killed him.” I should have screamed it from the top of my lungs and punched him in the face.
 
   But I just nodded and bit my lip.  I turned toward the crowd of people exiting the building, finding my aunt and letting her usher me out.  
 
   Numb.  That was all I was.  Anything to be anything else took too much.
 
   How much had I lost already?
 
   How many more people had to die?
 
   And for what?
 
   


 
   
  
 




Cullen
 
   Vengeance.  Justice.
 
   These two words coursed through my blood, one after the other, like consecutive beats of my heart.
 
   Vengeance.  Justice.
 
   I’d know them, feel them, deep in my blood, even if Sean hadn’t been murdered.   Now I intended to embody them, even if it meant my own death.
 
   Vengeance.  Justice.  
 
   Blood, sweat, and broken bones.  
 
   Whoever had killed my brother was going to die.
 
   I gripped the smooth metal handle of the casket and squeezed until my knuckles turned completely white.  I wanted the pain.  Wanted to feel something.
 
   Something other than anger.
 
   Eyes to the ground, I concentrated on my steps.   A fake grass mat marked the path to the grave, preventing us from sinking into the soggy ground.  It was fitting: the grim gray sky, the cloying drizzle, and the dirt like quicksand beneath my feet.  Without the mat, I’d have sunk into the wet earth.  Where I belonged.
 
   Sean deserved that and more.
 
   Father Brennan stood under the canopy meant to keep from getting him wet.  How many of us had he buried over the years?
 
   Layla appeared in the corner of my vision, stiff as she watched us carry her brother’s body to the burial site.  We placed him onto the crank that would lower him into the ground.  She had done this too many times in her life.  We all had.  But there was something about seeing her again that really drilled it home.  She had left, had gotten out.  She shouldn’t have had to come back.  Not for this.
 
   Why the hell did she have to walk back into the club?
 
   She didn’t know it yet, but she’d just sealed her own fate.  Bones would never let her back out again.  Hell, he hadn’t let her run away the first time.  Mick had put his reputation on the line for that, and it almost cost him big.
 
   “We take care of our own,” he’d told me as soon as he saw her, but I saw more than duty in his eyes.  More than ‘family duty.’
 
   He’d looked at Layla and I’d seen his lust.  
 
   Fuck.
 
   Seeing him look at her like that had made me want to rip the old man’s eyes out in a blind rage.    
 
   Rage.  That was what the other guys in the Club called me.  
 
   I couldn’t fix this for her, but I wanted to.  And that made me even angrier.  I looked down and saw that I was shaking.   I was so close to exploding.  Not only because Sean was gone..  Not because we had an impending war brewing.  No, right then, it had nothing to do with the club.
 
   It was because Layla was mine.
 
   At least, she was supposed to be.
 
   But that was years ago, even if I never could shake the memories.   There had been promises made.  The feel of her behind me on the bike.  Beside me while Sean laughed.  In my arms as she let me kiss her neck.  
 
   I’d known what I wanted, even then.  Her.  All of her.  But I’d get shy whenever I had gotten near her.  She’d been a wild girl and a lady.  The girl I didn’t dare just kiss.  
 
   She let me kiss her, her hair and her throat, then turned and kissed me back.  Ever since, I’d never shaken the feeling that she belonged to me.
 
   And then she had turned around and walked away.
 
   She didn’t just leave me, she left Sean too.  He took it with a brave face like he did everything, but I could see the pain behind the mask.  Her leaving had been worse than anything their old man had ever inflicted on either of them.
 
   Sean had been was my best friend.  And now he was dead.
 
   Shot down.  Murdered by assholes who were going to get theirs.  Bones promised me revenge.
 
   It was the only thing that kept me going.  Well, that and my M.C.  brothers.  They needed me.  Now more than ever, especially as we were already starting to fracture.  
 
   There were two factions, pulling us apart at the seams.
 
   But Sean’s death had woken us up.  e were under attack, and Bones was right.  We needed to band together, at least for now and we had to do one thing.
 
   We had to give them hell.
 
   Just a few more steps, then my job was done.  It was one of the last things I’d ever do for Sean.  One of the last things.  I keep my promises.  Even if that meant I did the one thing that I thought I’d never have to do.  The one thing that could ruin the entire club.
 
   I’d protect her.
 
   I looked over at Bones, who, despite carrying her dead brother’s casket, was staring right at Layla.  He had to be at least twenty years older than her, the same age as her father.
 
   I’d defend her from anyone.  Even if that meant I had to go against my own “brothers.” I’d break apart the club to keep my word to Sean.
 
   I set down the casket on the stand and said goodbye to my brother-in-arms.  Layla was there, standing so close to me.  I could feel her.  I wanted to reach out and touch her, bury my face in her dark red hair.  Remind her of exactly who I was.
 
   A promise is a promise, after all.
 
   


 
   
  
 




Chapter 2
 
   Layla
 
   When I was a teen, I used to wish I could be a fly on the wall of the club meetings, just to know what they were talking about.
 
   But now that I was here, right outside the door, watching them talk through glass and hearing just the tail ends of their words, I wished I was anywhere else.
 
   I didn’t want to know what they were saying.  It was probably illegal.  And dangerous.  I just wanted to say my goodbyes and be on my way.
 
   Back to Chicago where I didn’t have a job, a life, or any place to stay, other than my aunt’s crowded apartment.
 
   Yeah, my future sucked.  But it was better than not having one.
 
   I chewed the inside of my lip and waited.  They were yelling, and a part of me wanted to slink out and take off, but that would be stupid.
 
   That would put a target on my back and make life harder for Uncle Mick.
 
   Suddenly the doors opened, and the President in all of his glory stood there, leering at me like I was a piece of meat.
 
   I knew that look.  It made my entire body feel like I was covered in worms.
 
   “It’s been decided.  You’re staying.”
 
   “Excuse me?” The pit of my stomach clenched.
 
   “You heard me, little girl.  You’re in danger.  Here, or in Chicago.  Here we can watch you.  There’s a war going on, honey, and whether you like it or not, you’re involved.”
 
   “I don’t understand.  Why would it reach into Chicago? Wouldn’t I be safer there?”
 
   They handed me a bloodstained note.
 
   “This was found on your brother.”
 
   Everyone you’ve ever loved is going to die, until there are no more of you left.  Wives, daughters, children.  All dead so that we can take over your turf.  We’re coming for you.
 
   It wasn’t the most eloquent note I’d ever seen.  But whoever had killed my brother had made their point.
 
   “Between that, and the fact that these assholes could be anywhere, it’s enough to make us think you’d be safer.  Here.”
 
   Bones tugged on his cut, the leather straightening, reminding me that he wore the President’s patch.  He was in charge.  I watched as he swayed a little, his eyes bloodshot, his nose red, and I wondered how much he had to drink.
 
   I couldn’t accept this.  It wasn’t right.
 
   “I have an entire life in Chicago.  You can’t expect me just to abandon it to live here.  And you can’t stop me.”
 
   I shouldn’t have said that.  Shit.  I might as well of stomped my foot and cried.  I was acting like a spoiled little teenager, and I knew it.  I didn’t care because I was too mad.  Red-hot.
 
   “You aren’t going anywhere.  Your father wouldn’t have it.” 
 
   As soon as Eric said it, the men moved.  They were covering the exits just like that.
 
   “What? You have to be shitting me.  You’re going to fucking keep me captive?”
 
   “You know that wouldn’t happen, Layla.  We wouldn’t make you stay, but we want you to.  We think it’s what’s best,” Uncle Mick said, his shoulders slumped, his eyes vacant.  Totally defeated.  Something told me he’d voted for this measure.
 
   “Your aunt and I worry about you since… well, since your brother was gunned down.  We need you here.  And we need you working with us.  You don’t want to stress her out any more than she already is, do you?”
 
   It was a bullshit excuse.  Donna lived to take care of people in times of crisis.  It was her calling.
 
   “Working with you?”
 
   “You’re smart.  You do books, right? That was your last job.” Like he didn’t know.  He’d been calling me for weeks, trying to get all kinds of help.  I’d been double-checking the club’s accounting for almost a year now.  This must’ve been some kind of tactic.  He didn’t want anyone else to know I was as experienced as I was.
 
   “Just a part-time gig at a Jujitsu place, Uncle Mick.  I’m not, like, great, or anything.” Okay, I was pretty good.  But there was no way I was about to admit that.  I didn’t want this job.  
 
   “Look, you have to stay.  You know it’s the most reasonable thing to do.  So, what else are you doing to do for a job?”
 
   Maybe Uncle Mick was right.  Chicago held nothing for me, and if I wasn’t safe, I needed to lay low.  With the MC to protect me, I at least stood a chance.  Okay, so I wasn’t captive, but I was damn pissed that I didn’t really have a choice.
 
   I resented it.
 
   “Are you suggesting I take a job with you? Working for the club?”
 
   “Yeah, why not do our books?” Bones asked.  I already had experience with them, but it had consequences.
 
   If I was wrong, if something went bad, I could lose my life.
 
   I knew that was the way things went.  I wasn’t stupid.
 
   “You are more than good enough, kid.  Look, we need one.  Curly, well, the COPD finally got him.  We’ve been making do these past few months here at the club, but we really do need you.” He paused, and then gave me his most pathetic stare, the one that had guilted me into accepting college money from him four years ago.  “Please, kid.  Don’t make this harder than it already is.”
 
   I sighed.  I was trapped.  If not actually, then by my sense of responsibility.  But really, I had nothing but more problems.
 
   “Fine, but nothing illegal.” None of that shit I already knew they were involved in.
 
   “All legit.” Uncle Mick held up his hands like he was surrendering to me.  I wouldn’t do it otherwise.
 
   “It’s settled.  She stays.  And she stays with me.” Cullen leaned against the doorframe of the conference room.
 
   “No.  I stay with my Uncle.” There was no way in hell I was going to stay under the same roof as Cullen.  It would be too hard.
 
   “Our house isn’t really fit for guests, Lala.  Aunt Donna’s having it remodeled.” Uncle Mick said.
 
   “And there’s no where else I can go?”
 
   Cullen spoke.  “No, you stay with me.  Where it’s safe.  Here.  There are only two truly secure places for you, Lala.  In the clubhouse, and in my house.” 
 
   I highly doubted this piece of shit shack could keep me safe.
 
   “Look, no one would dare attack it.  No one would so much as come near you if I was in your presence.  You understand?”
 
   “Why you? Why not Eric?” I wanted to know his motivations.
 
   “Prez has way too much shit to deal with to hang around you, but me? I’ve got just enough business in-house that it makes sense.  Besides, when I need to go, the Sergeant-at-Arms can handle you.” He smirked at me.
 
   My uncle had taken back the position of Sergeant-at-Arms now that Sean was gone.
 
   “You bring a bag?” Cullen asked.
 
   “Yeah, it’s in my car.”
 
   “Tommy, bring her car over to my place.  I ain’t drivin’ that cage around.”
 
   “It’s actually a rental from Jimmy’s at the airport.”
 
   “Shit.  All right.  Tommy, go take care of it.” I didn’t know if he could even do that, but I shrugged.
 
   Damn, it had to have been fifty degrees out.  Early spring was no time to be riding on the back of a bike.  I shivered just thinking about it.  Only a few days away from a break in the weather, but we weren't there quite yet.
 
   Cullen must have noticed my hesitance.  “Don’t worry, you can wear a winter riding coat and a face mask under your helmet.  It’ll keep you warm, that’s for sure.”
 
   Before I knew it, he was behind the bar, rifling through until he pulled out a full balaclava and threw it my way.  “Put it on.  It goes under this.”
 
   Ugh, a big, hefty leather jacket.  The kind that women wore in winter and early spring.
 
   And just a smidge too tight.  I could tell as soon as I got the arms on.
 
   “Shit, she looks good in that, huh?” The putz to my left waggled his damn eyebrows at Cullen.
 
   “Shut the fuck up, Troy, or I’ll send you to ride in the cage with Tommy.” The patchless recruit glared at him but kept his mouth shut.
 
   Smart move.
 
   I remembered when he and Sean had patched in.  It seemed like each week one of them had a new black eye or busted face.  They never could keep their damn mouths shut.  Thought they were special because they were legacy.
 
   “Get the fuck out of here, Troy.  I don’t want to see your face, or you’ll regret it.” That snarl was real.  Cullen was capable of true violence.  If I wasn’t aware of that already, I could see it now in his expression.
 
   “What, no nickname?” I asked ’Rage,’ rolling my eyes.
 
   “Hasn’t earned one yet.”
 
   Troy ducked out and ran around the back.
 
   “You don’t change,” I muttered.
 
   “You’d be surprised.”
 
   No, I really wouldn’t.  I didn’t intend on staying here long enough to learn any more than I already knew.
 
   Cullen pulled a half mask over his head, the skull printed on it covering his chin, mouth, and neck.  He glared at me.
 
   “Get your shit and let’s go.”
 
   Ever so charming.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Cullen
 
   I pulled up the bike and glanced over at her, noticing her, really observing her body for the first time.  My mistake.
 
   She was wearing a black pantsuit.  It wasn’t exactly jeans, but at least she had the sense not to wear a dress in the cold April weather.  Even so, she looked fucking hot.
 
   Shit.  She’d just lost her brother.
 
   I tried not to let her body invade my thoughts, but it was hard.  Memories of her—of us—they filled my head just when they should’ve been the last thing on my damn mind.
 
   She was a curse.
 
   No, I was the curse.  Damned to live this life, the life she rejected.
 
   The one she didn’t want.
 
   Anger filled my veins as I looked around me—at my bike, at my damn clubhouse.
 
   She was right to be angry.  To be furious.  To want to get away from all of this.  It killed everyone I’d ever loved.
 
   It threatened everyone I loved.
 
   And it kept us safe.  Safe from extreme poverty.  From all those horrors that other people had to suffer.  The truth was complicated.  Too much for me to deal with at that moment.  
 
   Fuck it.  It doesn’t matter.
 
   I climbed over my bike and sat down, looking at her.  Waiting.
 
   She hesitated.
 
   “You comin’, or what?” I feigned annoyance.  It was the only thing I could do to keep all those fucking things hidden down deep inside.  The grief, the depression, and everything she made me feel on top of that.
 
   Damn, this girl was infuriating.  I watched as she fumbled with the straps of the helmet and put it on.
 
   How long had it been since she rode?
 
   I turned on my bike and revved it up while she hopped on and wrapped her arms around my waist.
 
   Her touch sent sparks of feelings I thought long dead up my spine.  Just her warmth through all those layers of clothing was enough to flood my brain with thoughts of her.  The past, the dreams.  The fantasies.
 
   Fuck.
 
   She shouldn’t have been able to do this to me.  Not after all these years.
 
   I shifted into gear and peeled out of the parking lot, hitting the pavement with her holding on tight.  Riding in Pittsburgh isn’t the same as anywhere else.  The roads are unpredictable.  The constant rain pits them and poverty keeps them that way, letting the small cracks turn into potholes and the potholes turn into craters.
 
   It was something I’d learned to go with, not fight against, or I’d end up with my bike on its side and my ass filled with gravel.
 
   Every one of us learned that lesson the hard way a time or two.  I’d made that mistake more than once.
 
   I rounded Comrie and flew down 2nd.  That steep-ass hill was enough to make any wet behind the ears prospect flounder.  But that was Braddock.  That was Pittsburgh.
 
   I shifted gears and hopped right on Main, cutting off a coal truck in my haste.  Fuck them.  I wanted the hell out of there.  I flew down past the steel mill where my old man used to work, and out of the city.  My place was out of the way, hidden in the brambles and down a series of potted roads just between Braddock and East McKeesport.  
 
   I turned down the side road that would lead me to my house, and when I got there, pulled into the drive.  It wasn’t much, but it was nice.  We restored an old vacant into a bachelor pad that Sean and I crashed in.  Brought women home to.  A place that wasn’t the dingy, smoke- stained walls of the club.  
 
   I hadn’t been there since Beast and I went out on patrol.  The night he died.
 
   “Wow.  You finally got it, huh?”
 
   “Got what?”
 
   “You don’t remember telling me, do you?”
 
   “No.” It was a lie.  
 
   I remembered all the dreams we’d whispered to each other at night, the dreams we’d both shared out on her family’s apartment balcony, looking up at the stars, the three of us snuggled in their sleeping bags.  It was a thousand years ago, but to me, it was yesterday.
 
   It was all there in my mind.
 
   “Well, it looks nice.  Almost exactly like you told me.  Does it have the garden in the back?”
 
   I shrugged and fiddled with my keys until I found the exact one, slipping it into the lock and turning.  Better to just ignore her than let her know that I had one all set up and ready.  Sean had helped me build the raised beds.  We even planted in it each year, hoping that if we started something, maybe she’d like it.
 
   In case she ever came back.
 
   When I opened my door, we were both greeted with a howling kitty.  Sean’s idea.  A little, gray, striped thing he’d brought in out of the rain a few months ago.  
 
   I checked the feeder.  It was still half-full and the gallon waterer still had clean water dispensing from it.
 
   “You’re fine, Killer.”
 
   Sean named him, doted on him, really.  He didn’t keep women around longer than a night, didn’t keep plants besides the garden, but this cat was like family to him.  A poor substitute for what he really wanted: his sister back.
 
   “You have a kitten?” she asked me.
 
   “He keeps the mice away.” I shrugged and walked through the living room, pulling off my leather jacket and throwing it on the chair.
 
   “You need something to eat?” I asked as I opened the fridge for a beer.  I needed a drink.
 
   “No, I got food at the wake.”
 
   “You sure?”
 
   “I’m sure.”
 
   “All right.” I used the counter to pop the top off the beer.  Anger still boiled just below the surface, and even looking at her brought back too many painful memories.
 
   Hell.  She had the same eyes as her brother.
 
   I examined her as she bent down and picked Killer up, snuggling him right into her arms.  That damn kitten rubbed its cheeks against her face, and I swore I could hear it purr from all the way across the room.
 
   Part of me was pissed.  But the other part of me couldn’t help but watch her.
 
   “Room’s upstairs.  You can sleep in Sean’s.” Shit, the look on her face.  “Look, it’s the only other one I got.  It’s that, or the club, but I promise you he slept there too.  We all have.”
 
   “No, it’s fine.  I would rather have my own room than be in the clubhouse.” I detected a shudder.
 
   “You really fucking hate my club, don’t you?” All she’d showed since coming here was disdain.  The club took care of Sean, they took us in when we needed them—hell, they were taking her in now—and all she was doing was shitting all over it.
 
   “The club killed everyone I ever loved.” There was no emotion in her voice.  To her, it was just a fact.  A fact that rang true for both of us.
 
   “The club was the only thing that gave them a decent life.”
 
   She didn’t say anything, just stared at me, blinking.  Those eyes that used to look at me with so much emotion were now vacant.
 
   From somewhere deep down inside, rage overwhelmed me, bubbling to the top.  I wanted to take her in my arms, I wanted to rip all her clothing off her body and show her just how much I missed her.  How much I thought about her.
 
   Instead I swore and downed the rest of my brew, slamming the bottle on the table and walking away.
 
   “I’m out of here.” I needed to catch the breath she kept stealing.
 
   “But what about me? I thought you were supposed to be protecting me.” 
 
   “You’re safe here.  Use your cellphone to call the clubhouse if you need anyone.” I slammed the door and hopped on my bike.
 
   Too many ghosts and demons for me to bear.
 
   


 
   
  
 





 
   Layla
 
   What the hell was I doing here? I ran my fingers through my hair.  This was insane.  Seriously, staying here because I might be in some kind of danger?
 
   I doubted whoever killed my brother even knew who I was.
 
   Still, the look in Uncle Mick’s eyes when he asked me to stay, like I was the last shred of his entire world.  Like I was all that was left of him.  How the hell could I say no to that?
 
   Because I was all that was left of the legacy.
 
   I looked around the house and sighed.  It was clean enough, but it was definitely a bachelor pad.  The lack of décor and the Spartan nature of the place punctuated with a fridge full of pizza boxes and beer made it obvious.  Two dudes lived here with little attention paid to how they lived.  But it was clean, and it wasn’t cluttered.
 
   At least it had a warm bed, as soon as I could figure out which room was mine.  That asshole left without telling me where I was supposed to sleep.  The way he looked at me.  The anger in his eyes, the hurt.
 
   It was almost too much to bear.
 
   It was why I never came home, and if I had to, I stayed as far away from the club as I could.
 
   I knew what was waiting for me.  Cullen.  And he looked on me like I was the last person in the world who should be standing in front of him.   I deserved it for walking out like that.  For taking off without so much as a goodbye.
 
   And I felt like a piece of shit.
 
   I stood up and walked up the stairs, looking down the hall and opening the first door on the left.
 
   I was immediately overwhelmed by the smell of him.  It was like he was there, in the room with me.
 
   Sean.
 
   His body spray, leather, motor oil, and sweat.  
 
   I stumbled into the room and made my way to the bed, sinking into the cool sheets.  As I closed my eyes, I struggled to stay in the present.
 
   “Lala!” It didn’t matter if we were both in our mid-twenties.  As soon as he saw me, we were like kids again.  A rare smile plastered on the tattooed up biker’s face, and he came running toward me.  I met him the same way, hugging him, pulling him in and taking a great big whiff of that smell.  Motor oil, too much body spray, leather, and sweat.  Pure comfort.
 
   It was him.
 
   “Sean, how are you?” I asked, walking back to the table of the restaurant with him, leaning into his outstretched arm.  He was comfortable and soft, and it was like my protector was there again, soothing me.
 
   “Doing pretty good, actually.  How’s school?”
 
   “I just have finals and then I graduate.  And then I just need to find a job.” I tried not to let the worry seep into my voice.  The economy was bad, and showed no sign of getting any better.  Everyone I talked to had the same concern.  Too many accountants, not enough jobs.
 
   “A college grad in the family, huh? Never thought that would happen.  I’m proud of you.” He blushed and ran a hand through his scarlet red hair, then grinned at me.  We both shared those deep red locks.  “You going to move back after this?”
 
   “I, uh, I dunno, Sean.  I mean, I’ve been in Chicago for so long, and I have friends here.” It was a lie.  I had two friends, and they were both leaving after graduation.  I would be alone.
 
   But at least I wouldn’t be anywhere near the club.
 
   “I see.  A nice life, huh? All planned out and away from your brother.”
 
   There it was.  That telltale little bit of resentment.  Sean wouldn’t be Sean without it.
 
   “You could move here.  We could live together, share an apartment.” It was a halfhearted attempt at a conversation we’d had over and over again.  He had the cut.  It was never going to happen.
 
   So he just smiled and ignored it.
 
   “Got a new patch,” he said finally, after a short, awkward silence had passed.
 
   I nodded and pretended to look interested, “Oh yeah? Get a promotion?”
 
   “Sergeant-at-Arms.”
 
   I blinked and tried not to let the tears well up.  That was what Dad was, before he got promoted to Prez and then died.  I knew it was an honor for him to be promoted so high so quickly.  And that it had everything to do with who he was.  What he was.
 
   The son of the last steel-working original.  The hero who took a bullet for his club.
 
   And I knew it was signing his death warrant.  They were the muscle of the club, the ones who put themselves in harm’s way.  The ones who died first.
 
   Yeah.  A great honor, all right.  
 
   “That’s wonderful, Sean.” I tried to fake smile.  “Really rising up in the club.”
 
   “That’s the plan.  I want to be President someday.” Ambition.  It was the coroner’s signature on the death certificate.
 
   “Anyways, Lala, I have something for you.  You know I wanted to be there.  To watch you graduate.  But I have… club business.  So I thought I’d come now.  Give you your presents.”
 
   “Presents?” I perked up.  When we were little, he loved to give me presents.  Anything I wanted.  Especially after our mom died.  And it dulled the pain, even just for a moment.
 
   “Just two little things,” he said, as he pushed across a couple of small jewelry boxes.
 
   “Nothing expensive?” I asked.  I made him promise me when he patched in that he would never buy me anything expensive.  I didn’t want anything with stolen or dirty money.
 
   “Nothing expensive, I promise you.  All my own, too.”
 
   I smiled, and opened the first box presented to me.  Inside was a beautiful cameo necklace.  The kind with a woman’s silhouette in a beautiful white stone.
 
   “Open it.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “It’s a locket.  Open it.”
 
   I did.  One side had a picture of my mother in it, and the other had one of all of us.  A family.  Tears flooded my eyes.  We weren’t always happy, but we were a family.  At least for a little while.
 
   I looked up to see him smiling.
 
   It had the desired effect.
 
   “I’m not much, but I’m still your family, Lala.  And the one gift, it’s for when you finally come to visit me.  I got a new place.  A little house, and I got something there.  Waiting for you.”
 
   Sean.  Always trying to get me home.
 
   “Oh, yeah?”
 
   He slid across the second little present.
 
   And I opened it, the case snapping up.  It was a key, the kind that belonged to an old car or truck.
 
   “What is this?”
 
   “I figure, you graduated, that’s the customary present, right? You need to come get it, though.  I ain’t bringing it up to this damn windy city.  Come get it yourself, and maybe stay a while?”
 
   That was his play.  He wanted me to come home.  This was his way to do it.
 
   “Sure, I’ll come visit, Sean.  Just as soon as I land that job and get enough to come away for the weekend.” It was the best stall I could come up with.  I wanted to come back on my terms.  That way I could escape at the end.
 
   “I could always fly you out, sis.”
 
   “I want to do it on my own, Sean.” I knew if I came on his money, I was never going to leave.
 
   “You always were the stubborn one.”
 
   I laughed and put on the locket.  And I squeezed it when he left.
 
   I don’t know what made me walk through the house.  Maybe a desire to be out of his bedroom? I wasn’t sure, but I wound back up in the kitchen, looking out the back door.
 
   What I saw there took my breath away.  A little garden, seeds planted, small sticks coming out of the ground.  Just like I’d always dreamed about.  Just like he’d always talked about planting for me.
 
   I opened the door and walked out onto the back porch, sinking to my knees as I looked over it, the tears flowing as I clutched my cameo.
 
   Squeezing the last thing he gave me, the metal cutting into my flesh, I didn’t move, just sat on the cold concrete, remembering him.
 
   And that I was alone.  Utterly alone.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 3
 
   Cullen
 
   Just being around her again… It was like my mind was being crushed in a storm.  I rode on autopilot, letting the raging engine rumble through the turmoil inside me.  
 
   Before I knew it I was in front of our - my strip club.  Lala had made me so damn mad, I didn’t even think before walking out.  Just took off.
 
   It felt great, until I realized exactly where I was.
 
   I hesitated before climbing off my bike.  The last thing I needed was to run into Brandy.  Last time we saw one another, the bitch had threatened to “tear my throat out” if she saw me again.  
 
   Ah, fuck it.  I’d needed a break.  Bitch could rot in the hell she’d made for herself.  I’d had nothing to do with that.  I’d gotten sick of her shit, and she’d gotten pissed with me.
 
   It may have had something to do with the fact that my hands were on another stripper.  After Brandy’s constant nagging, it’d been nice to have something friendlier in my lap, a sweeter tongue down my throat.  Hey, I’d never lied to her.  I was never a one-chick kind of guy and she knew it.  That didn’t mean she’d liked what she knew.
 
   I parked my motorcycle against the building, up on the sidewalk and near to the wall.  It was safer that way, and it wasn’t like anyone was going to have it towed.  This was my territory, and Kat’s Cat House was under my protection.  Hell, Fire and Steel were joint partners.  This was the only thing the mob didn’t own on the damn block.
 
   It was the last place I needed to be, but I didn’t give a shit.
 
   It wasn’t anywhere near Layla, or any memories of Beast.
 
   It wasn’t a fancy strip club, not the kind that you’d see in a nice part of town.
 
   No, this was a bit of brick painted black, squatting across the tracks like a wad of tar.  
 
   Maybe it was the night.   Maybe it was Layla being back.  Whichever, I looked at what had been our playground.  Beast and me.   Now, I tried to see it like Layla would.   Not that I’d ever be stupid enough to bring her.  
 
   The pink trim hurt my eyes, even in the dark.  Half the neon bulbs were burnt out and the foundation had gone to rot three decades past.  
 
   Whoever’d originally built this shithole into a honeypot had a sour sense of humor.  The Cat House was the kind of place that wouldn’t let you forget you were on the wrong side of them.  Beast and I’d gotten used to the wrong side of things a long while ago though.  It’d been ours.  And now, it was just mine.
 
   “Hey, man.  Been a while,” the bouncer, Monty, greeted me.  “I heard about Beast.  I’m sorry.” Beast.  Fucking Beast.  Why’d I think I could get away from it all here? 
 
   I flinched, then gave him a nod.  A quick duck inside the windowless club, and it was like I was in another world.
 
   More neon lights, a dark atmosphere, and grungy carpets greeted me as I walked through the crowds of people.  It was open twenty-four hours, but it always seemed like it was the middle of the night.
 
   I needed a drink.
 
   “Your usual?” Sandy was working the bar.   “A bourbon and a dance?” she suggested.  “Or two?”
 
   “Yeah, I’ll take the dance, and the drink.” I chuckled.  I needed a break, and something that stung on the way down.  Something that made me numb.
 
   Besides, some T & A couldn’t hurt.
 
   As long as Brandy wasn’t working.
 
   Sandy laughed in my face as she slid me a bourbon.  “Brandy isn’t in, but I’ll send you a new one.  Real pretty.  Been curious about the bikers.”
 
   “Sure.  Why the hell not?”
 
   I had to hand it to her, Sandy was just as gorgeous as the strippers, but she didn’t care to dance.  And she was smarter than most people gave her credit for.  She saw everything.  I’d known her for years, and I respected her.  Any man who so much as touched her would get decked.
 
   First by Sandy herself, then by whoever was on protection duty.  Then by me.
 
   She was like a little sister to me, in a way.
 
   I walked away from the bar and up the stairs to the VIP room.  The room was mine whenever I wanted it, regardless of the time or the place.  It was also two in the afternoon, so it wasn’t like anyone would be up there, anyways.  I sat on the couch with my drink in hand and waited.
 
   I needed a distraction, and hopefully Sandy’s new girl would provide it.  Thinking about Lala had my insides boiling.  I could have fooled myself, said I was pissed at her, but the truth was that I was pissed for her.  I needed to find the fuckers who had killed her brother.  I needed to forget why she had left.  And why she was back.  I needed something to drive out the old memories of promises made and broken.  And I needed to ignore the future beyond avenging the man who had been my club brother and best friend.  Because there was no future.  Not with Layla.  I wanted it, but there was a death to avenge and the President to deal with.  And who knew what Layla wanted.  
 
   The only thing I knew was what I needed to do.
 
   Vengeance, justice—the words echoed in my head with the pounding of my blood.
 
   “Are you ready, big boy?” A young woman walked into the room wearing little more than a pair of panties.  She had long dark hair, a longer waist, and even better legs.  A month ago—hell, a week ago—I would have been ready to go, but as she started to dance I realized something.
 
   She wasn’t what I wanted.
 
   She wouldn’t replace Layla.
 
   Not her eyes, or her smile.  And certainly not the feel of her warm body up against mine.
 
   Fuck.
 
   I couldn’t be here.  I couldn’t do this.
 
   I got up from the leather sofa, pushing  off me.
 
   “What the hell?” The dancer looked absolutely pissed.
 
   “Don’t worry, honey.  You’ll still get your money.  I just got some business to handle.”
 
   I slipped some cash in her hand and pushed through the curtain of the room, moving through the building and out the front doors.  I needed fresh air.  I needed a bike ride.  And I needed to see her again.
 
   Layla.
 
   I’d promised to protect her.  I’d promised to make sure she was safe.  And I was going to do exactly that.
 
   ***
 
   “What the hell are you doing here?” Shit.  That voice.  I turned around in the middle of the parking lot to see Brandy standing there, waiting.  Looking at me with those hard eyes.
 
   I was in a whole mess of trouble.  This was just the bitch I was trying to avoid.
 
   “Not now, Brandy,” I barked and hoped it would be enough to keep the woman at bay.  This was the last thing I needed, and it only compounded my anger.
 
   “What you mean, not now? Motherfucker, I’ll say what I want when I want.” She charged toward me but I turned my back to her, taking a claw right to the neck.
 
   If she hadn’t been a woman, I would have knocked her sweet ass out.
 
   “Asshole! Where the hell you think you’re going?” Her blonde hair whipped as she came at me again.
 
   This time, I couldn’t help it.  I let her hit me a few times, but when she went to claw my face, I had to deflect her.  I grabbed her and knocked her right on her ass, making sure I didn’t hurt her, but the message was clear.  I didn’t fuck women up, but I sure as hell didn’t take their shit, either.
 
   “Fuck, Rage, what the hell?” she asked, ass in a puddle.  She was halfway to tears, but I couldn’t help but laugh.
 
   She got exactly what she deserved.
 
   “Brandy, I don’t have time for your bullshit right now.  Shit’s going down at the club, and I sure as hell don’t need your ass acting all crazy.”
 
   “Why don’t you get your buddy to come and tell me to fuck off again like last week, huh?” What a fucking bitch.  I clenched my fist but held it.  They called me Rage, but Beast and me, we’d had a rule.  No beating up women.  Brandy, though, she was so close – so close – to tasting my fist.
 
   Before she could open her mouth again, I hurled the truth at her.  “Because he’s dead.”
 
   Her face glossed over as she tried to form the right words.  She hated Beast, but she knew she’d fucked up.
 
   “Man, I’m sorry.  I didn’t—”
 
   “Yeah, that’s right.  You didn’t.  What, too high to actually pay attention at work? I know they told you all.  The whole club knows, but you don’t? Bullshit, Brandy.  I’m sick of your junkie shit.  Don’t fucking come around me again, or I’ll more than leave you on your ass.”
 
   Maybe I’d let my temper get the better of me.  Maybe I’d snapped.  But I wasn’t going to hurt her.
 
   She didn’t know it, but I never would.  
 
   As I got on my bike, I laughed.  Hell, it was funny, really.  Brandy might have hated Beast, but it was Beast who’d always been the better man.  “Never hit a woman,” he’d said.  “You hit a man, you beat him.  You hit a woman, you beat yourself.”
 
   Turning away from Brandy, I fired the engine and got the fuck out of there, going where I should have in the first place.  Not back to Layla, no.  I needed space away from all the women in my life.  Instead, I went to my second home.
 
   The clubhouse.
 
   ***
 
   “Where in the hell have you been?” Mick sounded more cranky than angry.  “We’ve been trying to get ahold of you all fucking afternoon.” Glass of bourbon in hand, he reached behind the counter and grabbed the bottle, pouring me one too.
 
   It was much needed.
 
   Crow wasn’t as happy to see me.  “You out getting yours while we sit here and try to come up with a game plan, lover boy?” Ah, there it was, that little bit of anger they all had, brewing beneath the surface.  The blame they all had.
 
   I was called back to the clubhouse.  It wasn’t my fault.  But if I’d been there, if I’d waited another ten minutes, Beast might not have been ambushed, or we might have caught those who did it.
 
   Sean died because I wasn’t there.  We all knew it.
 
   They might not want to blame me, but everyone did.  Even me.
 
   Especially me.
 
   “Got business in the conference room.  You up for that?” Mick asked, his anger turned to sympathy as he got up, patting my shoulder hard.  “Come on, VP, we need you in there before we can start church.”
 
   So I stood up and turned and walked into the conference room.  Bones was already there.
 
   “They’ve claimed their kill.” It was the first words he said to me, his fists clenched.  “Fucking on the internet bragging about that shit.”
 
   I chewed on my lip, my blood roaring to a slow boil.
 
   “Who?” I had to be measured now, or I would fucking lose it.
 
   “Hound’s Breath, that fucking tiny little gang of assholes out of Wilkinsburg.  They killed Beast.”
 
   Hound’s Breath were a worthless gang of high school dropouts.  A bunch of random teens left gangless after a savage turf war and a bust in the area five years earlier.  Must’ve been growing bigger than we thought.  Staying educated about the gangs and clubs around us was the single most important thing we could do for the territory.  Why had we fallen so far behind?
 
   “Bullshit.  Those kids weren’t old enough to do what they did.  I doubt they know how to shoot a fucking gun.” Good ol’ Crow.  He looked at the whole world like they were children, incapable of anything other than small tantrums.  Violence wasn’t something he thought they were capable of.  “Couldn’t have been them.”
 
   “They claimed the kill.  No doubt it was them.” Bones shook his head and looked around the room.
 
   Crow should have known better.  We were kids once, too.
 
   “Shot good enough to take him out with three in the back.  They hid from him.  Cowards.” Mick ground out each word, the rage clear in his eyes.  “We have to take them out.”
 
   Crow still looked doubtful.
 
   “They aren’t just a bunch of kids, and you know it,” Bones spoke now as we all sunk into our seats.  “They’ve got some OG leaders, some coming in from Philly, the survivors of a massive gang war.  The broken pieces.  They might not be as small as we were thinking, either.”
 
   “It makes sense,” I said.  “Those kids have been getting bolder, making moves on surrounding territories.  They’ve been moving in on us for months.  Those leaders—whoever, whatever they are—have taken hold of them.  They aren’t just a bunch of delinquent kids.  They are a real threat.”
 
   “You got any info from Donal O’Grady or his boys?” Crow asked Bones.  Irish Mob would know shit before anyone else.
 
   “Mob don’t know more, or they ain’t talking.  Want to stay out of it.” Bones shrugged.
 
   “If we give Donal a reason to poke his fat nose in, you know he’ll take over.  Make it all about what the mob can get out of it, and leave us wanting our revenge with no results.” I should’ve kept my mouth shut, but it was the truth.  I had friends in the mob—hell, I had family in the mob—but I knew how they operated.
 
   I was starting to comprehend the truth.  Hound’s Breath were beyond what we all thought they were.
 
   And we had underestimated them.
 
   “We have to take them out.  Completely and totally.  Go after their business then go after them.  One by one until the threat is gone and the territory is ours.” Eric laid out the strategy.
 
   First, we were going to go after their suppliers.  Get rid of all their income, all the resources they had coming into the community.  Then we were going to take out their leaders.  Then each and every one of them.
 
   “So that’s it, then? We just swoop in and take them out? With what army? We’re a small club.  We don’t have that kind of power.” Crow was always the skeptic.
 
   “Got River Serpents on the line.  They want the fuckers out of the area too, want to swallow up their drug trade.”
 
   “So we enlist the help of some big-ass biker gang.  What’s to say they won’t do like Donal and take over?” Thrash spoke up.  He always thought everything through.  Asked the hard questions.
 
   “We’ll have to work out the details, but we’ve got to choose between two devils, and I like my odds with Snake.” Eric shrugged.  The leader of the River Serpents was known to be fair, honorable.
 
   Even if he did deal drugs.
 
   “Joe’s a good man.  Won’t double cross us.” Mick closed the subject.  The two of them were old friends, and everyone knew it.  Must’ve been why they were considering River Serpents to begin with.
 
   It was decided.  I slammed my fist into the club’s table, marking an end to the discussion.
 
   “Motherfuckers want a war, they’ll get one.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Layla
 
   I woke up, my eyes filled with gummy sleep from crying.  I wasn’t sure when I’d passed out, or for how long, but it must have been a while.  The sun was down and the street was illuminated with failing street lamps, some dim, some blown out.  It was almost completely dark.
 
   It was also past eight-thirty and my stomach was growling.  I got up and padded down stairs, into the living room and through to the kitchen.  
 
   Killer was mewing at me.
 
   “Did he feed you before he left, Killer? I guess not,” I said as I looked around.  Cullen was nowhere in sight.
 
   “What a dick, huh?” I opened the fridge and started the search for something to eat.  The cat seemed to smirk at my efforts, and it only took me a glance to know why.  The fridge was still bare of all but beer and pizza.  I took my chances with the cabinets and faired better.  “Don’t worry, sweetie.  I won’t let you starve.”
 
   The cat wrapped his body around my legs as I bent down and pulled out a small bag of cat food.  There was a little scoop in it, so I measured some out and put it in his plastic dish on the floor.
 
   “There you go, buddy.  But remember that it was me who fed you.  I could use a friend.” I scratched his back as he ate and then turned back to the fridge, pulling out a pizza box and looking inside.
 
   It was still pretty fresh, maybe a day old.  It had onion on it, but it would do.
 
   I went through the motions, but inside I felt dull.  Empty.  There was a nagging ache that I couldn’t escape.
 
   I was never going to see my brother again.  I was never going to go back to Chicago.  As I half-hearted picked onion bits off my overheated slice of man-food, I stewed over my situation.  Safer here? It was bullshit, keeping me here.  I couldn’t figure why anyone would really go after me at this point.  Still, Mick wanted me to stick around.  There must’ve been some kind of threat.
 
   So here I was.  I felt trapped.  Sure, if I had to stick around, staying with Cullen wasn’t so bad, but it was all about choices.  Or my lack of choices.  The only ‘choice’ could see was whether I would make do or whether I was going to hate my stay.
 
   I’d never been good at sulking, so I resigned myself to making do and began rooting around the kitchen in an effort to find a cookie sheet for my sad slice of pizza.  
 
   The boys didn’t even have a microwave.  What kind of world were they living in?
 
   Probably one where they were rarely home.
 
   After my pizza was cooked, I sat down at the table and leafed through what little was sitting on it.  Notebooks.
 
   Beast’s writing.  I knew it the instant I saw it.
 
   Lists upon lists of things.  Goals, daily and long-term.
 
   Beast had always been a planner, the kind of guy who had a step-by-step method for everything.  Even getting up in the morning.  It was what made him so efficient, he said.
 
   He had it all planned out.  First he would complete “the big job,” then he would come to Chicago.  Get me.  Each thing numbered.  Like it was that easy.  Most of it was in code, things that meant something else.  No way they had a “dog” to walk—that might have meant patrols, because it popped up almost every day.
 
   He was so careful.
 
   Except his list didn’t save him from getting shot.
 
   I pushed it away.  Tears were threatening again.  I didn’t want to keep crying.  I was tired of crying.
 
   All cried out.
 
   Rumbling coming down the driveway.  I perked up as soon as I heard it, but it wasn’t a motorcycle.  No.  It was something else.  A truck?
 
   I got up from my seat and tiptoed to the front of the house, poking my head out of the window.
 
   A little red SUV, the kind that was more for show than anything else, rattled on in the driveway.  A beautiful blonde slid out of the driver’s seat.
 
   The house was so hidden amongst the vacant lots and thickets of overgrown brush that what was once a full block of houses was now completely empty, save this one.  If anyone was coming up here, it had to be intentional.
 
   Audrey Canchola.  The one girl I never wanted to lay eyes on again was in the driveway.  There was a casserole in her arms.  A casserole.
 
   What the actual fuck?
 
   This girl tormented me in high school, always trying to push me, antagonize me.  If it wasn’t about sports or academics, it was about the club.  Or about boys.
 
   She’d set out to flirt with Cullen every chance she got, as soon as she saw I was interested.
 
   When I left, I’d hoped she fell into a hole.
 
   Judging by her perfect body and her well-painted face, I hadn’t gotten my wish at all.  She was even more beautiful than in ninth grade.
 
   She was gorgeous and all grown up, and she was bringing Cullen a casserole.
 
   I answered the door on the first knock.
 
   “Can I help you?” I asked.  It came out strangled.
 
   “Uh, hi.  Is Cullen home?”
 
   “I’m sorry, he’s out on business.  Can I take a message?”
 
   “Yes, I brought him a dish.  I heard about Beast and I didn’t want to intrude, but—wait, Layla?”
 
   I blinked, feeling caught in the headlights.  I’d hoped she was just going to leave it and tell me to have a nice day.  The last thing I wanted right now was to go through any of the hell that I’d gone through in high school.  Audrey was the kind of girl who brought a casserole to snoop, not to be nice.  
 
   “Layla McKenna?”
 
   “Yup, that’s me.” I smiled, as sweetly as I possibly could, trying not to let any irritation show.
 
   “Audrey Canchola, from Woodlawn! We were in the same grade.  I am so sorry to hear about your brother.  I knew him pretty well, being, you know, with the club and all.  Here, this is for you.  I made a green bean casserole, thought you might like it.  Well, I thought Cullen might like it.  I didn’t realize—”
 
   “Thank you so much, we really do appreciate it.” I took the dish from her hands and started to close the door, willing her to go away and leave me in peace.
 
   “He didn’t tell me you were staying with him.” No such luck.  “You here short term, or…?”
 
   “Yeah, I just moved in,” I said, unable to avoid the awkward conversation.
 
   “Just moved in? You’re not visiting?” Ah, there it was, the full-on nosy, judgmental tone in her voice that reminded me exactly why I’d hated her in high school.  This was just gossip fodder to her.
 
   “No, the club wants me here.  Cullen wants me here, so I’m here.” I tried to smile, but it came out sad.  “It was what Sean would’ve wanted.”
 
   “Rage never told me.  Eric never said—I mean, I figured—”
 
   “Do you two talk often?” I asked.
 
   “Rage, or Bones? I guess you could say that.  We’re dating.”
 
   Who? I was so confused.
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “I mean, off and on.  I’m a club girl, you know? Guess I’m dating a few guys.  But Bones, he’s special.  Right now we’re off, but I used to date Cullen, too.  Still do, on occasion.”
 
   “He’d never told me about you.  I didn’t know that you used to date.” I got my feet under me just in time to look up and see his motorcycle rumbling down the driveway.  “You want to stay and talk to him? I’m sure he’ll be glad to see you.”
 
   “Yes.  I’m sure he will.” She adjusted herself right in front of me and smiled.  “It’s a shame about your brother.  I’ve seen him around the club.  Got to be a big, strapping young man, if you know what I mean.”
 
   Ew.
 
   “On second thought, it might be best if you leave.  But thanks for visiting.” It was a damn lie, but I wasn’t going to give her the satisfaction of telling her the truth.
 
   I slammed the door in her face and leaned against it, still listening.
 
   “What in the hell are you doing here?” He didn’t sound pleased to see her.
 
   “I thought I would surprise you with a casserole.”
 
   A casserole.  I really couldn’t get over that.  Audrey Canchola with a casserole in her grasping hands.  I actually wondered for a moment who had made it for her but Cullen’s response was a hell of a lot more interesting than figuring out what Audrey would do for an excuse to flirt.
 
   “I told you not to come back, Audrey,” he was saying.  “The last time was the last time.” He sounded tired, angry, like he had repeated himself more than once.  
 
   “But you always say that, baby.” I shuddered as I heard her voice trill on that last word.
 
   “Yeah, well, I mean it.  God, do all you women have to be in my shit today?”
 
   The way his voice cracked got my attention.  I tiptoed to the window and peeked out.  I watched Audrey reach for him and I swore he was about to fight her.  He tensed up, his jaw hardening.  Must’ve been enough, because she stopped.
 
   “No you don’t.  You never do.  Besides, you need comfort now more than ever, and I know she can’t give it to you.”
 
   “Quit being nebby, and don’t bring Layla into this.”
 
   “She’ll never love you, Rage.  Not like I can.  I remember how lost you were.  The hurt little puppy dog you turned into after she left.  But she isn’t back here for you.  She doesn’t want you.  I do.  Remember that.  She won’t do the things I do.”
 
   “That was a long time ago.”
 
   “I don’t know why you have her in your home.”
 
    “It’s her home, too.  Her brother left her his half.”
 
   “Are you together?”
 
   “That’s not your business.  Go fuck Bones.  Isn’t that what you’re doing now?”
 
   “She broke your heart once.  She’ll do it again.”
 
   “I told you that wasn’t up for discussion.”
 
   Did he still want me?
 
   I could almost hear her pout.  She hadn’t matured at all since high school.  “Neither is what me and Bones are doin’, Cul.” 
 
   Can’t say I was exactly shocked.
 
   “Just leave.  Go.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 4
 
   Cullen
 
   “I’m not in the mood to talk about it, Layla.” I said it before I even entered the house.  The last thing I wanted to do was talk to her about Audrey or Brandy or any of the women trying to use me to pull themselves up into the club.
 
   “Got it.” 
 
   I doubted she wanted to talk, anyway, but I was too fucking pissed with Audrey to push at that door.
 
   “We need to talk about something a little more serious.” I broached the subject carefully, trying to choose my words.  I was good at negotiating with other gangs.  This would be no different.  Layla was just as tough as any of their leaders.  Always had been.  It was something Sean had been proud of.
 
   “What about?”
 
   “Your involvement with the club, and exactly how it is going to look.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “You’re here now, and to be honest, you’re going to be here for a long while.  Even if you don’t want to be.  I know it isn’t what you want, but it’s the way it is.” It was what was best, and she knew it.
 
   It was as sympathetic as I could pretend to be.  I wanted her here, wanted her close so that I could watch over her.  And because I’d realized that I wanted something from her that I wasn’t ready to define.
 
   Beyond making sure she was safe, I didn’t want to talk about it.
 
   She nodded.  Finally, something she couldn’t argue about.
 
   “I know.  So what do they want?”
 
   “They want you to come work for them.  It’ll give you some money in your pocket.”
 
   “We already talked about this, remember? I won’t do anything illegal.”
 
   “I know, Lala.  Mick insisted you never be involved in that shit.  They want you working for their legit club books and their garage accounts.  Everything is all legal.  I swear, Layla.  I wouldn’t let them if they weren’t going to.”
 
   “Why? Why do you care?” She stared at me, those icy green eyes looking right through me as she spoke.
 
   Looking into her eyes, I knew why I cared.  Why I’d never stopped loving her.  She had been back less than twenty-four hours and she had already turned my world upside down.  I hadn’t seen her in years, and as soon as I looked at her, everything came flooding back.  
 
   She had been my first, the only girl I’d ever loved.  Maybe the only one I ever could love.
 
   But I couldn’t tell her that.  I wasn’t that much of a pussy.  I’d let myself fall for her before and she’d stomped on my heart.  Ripped it out and run it over on her way to Chicago.
 
   “Because I made a promise to your brother that I would protect you.  I keep my promises.” I ground out the last sentence.  I meant it to hurt.
 
   I kept my promises.  She didn’t.
 
   She’d walked away without a thought about what she’d promised me.
 
   “I see.  Well, fine.  I’ll take the job.  And I’ll be allowed out of the house?” she asked.
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “When?”
 
   “Do you want out right now?” I asked.
 
   “I think I do.  I spent most of the afternoon sleeping.”
 
   “Then come with me,” I said, standing.  Hell, I didn’t want to be trapped here, either.  It was like a tomb of all of Sean’s things.  His entire life fit in one 10x12 space.  I’d have given anything to have a little distance.
 
   “Where?”
 
   “Does it matter?” I asked.  I knew the answer before she said it.  But I let her, anyways.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Good.  Grab a helmet and let’s go.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Layla
 
   I reached around Cullen’s body and held myself tight to him, inhaling his scent as it mingled with the night air.  It was a beautiful mixture, and it brought me all the way back to the two of us on his very first bike—a small, foreign model meant to help build his balance while he learned to ride.
 
   It was like we were back in high school, me riding on his bike, holding him close to me while we both tried not to feel guilty about the feelings we shared.
 
   Except those days were gone, and now we were just two people brought together by grief.
 
   I clung tighter to him as he rounded the corner and burst through the Squirrel Hill Tunnel, weaving between the two double lanes of traffic, playing with danger.
 
   If it was anyone else, I would have yelled at them, but I knew Cullen too well.  To yell at him would mean that he would go faster, pass tighter, and put us even more at risk, so I kept my mouth shut and I hoped we would make it out safely.
 
   Finally he shot out of the other side of the tube into the night and gunned it, and we were going even faster than before.
 
   When we rounded that one last turn, it was worth it.
 
   The Steel City burst before us in all its brilliance, the blue and silver lights leaping out at my eyes as I took in the skyline.  It was at night that it stood out the best, the lights of the homes and skyscrapers bouncing off the three rivers’ reflection, making it dance.
 
   The confluence was so beautiful to behold, the yellow bridges crossing each of them.
 
   It put Chicago to shame.
 
   This was my home, I remembered suddenly, all the emotion of the view rising up into my chest.  These rivers.  This view.  These people.
 
   They belonged to me, and I to them.
 
   This was why my brother wanted me to come home.  This was why I fought so hard never to look back into my past.
 
   Because as soon as I realized where I was, who I was, I knew it would be impossible to leave again.
 
   Staring at the city now, I wondered how I’d ever walked out in the first place.  How I could have ever walked away from all this.
 
   From Cullen.
 
   I hugged him tighter and leaned into him.  I still wanted him.  All these years later and he was still the one who had the most sway over me.  The one I gave a shit about.
 
   I should’ve listened, should’ve come home as soon as college let out, but I was too fucking stupid.  Too stubborn.  Maybe if I had come home Sean would still be here, looking out for me.  Maybe he wouldn’t’ve take off that night and hung out at home with his sis.  I’d never know, and I had to live with that.
 
   Cullen signaled and took off down an exit, following the winding path down a sharp hill and over a bridge, the winding and twisting of the Pennsylvania road providing an excellent obstacle tour course for the bike.  I’d forgotten what it was like to ride on the back of a motorcycle holding a man as he took those curves and potholes.
 
   I knew I was squeezing him too tightly, but I couldn't help it.  Some of my very first experiences on a motorcycle were with Cullen.  I tried to forget about that now, though, and focus on nothing but the ride.
 
   Gradually, all my pain and suffering and grief ebbed away.  It was just for the moment.  I knew that.  But it was a temporary reprieve.  All I was left with was the ride in the view of the city as we made our way down the South Side slopes to the flats.
 
   Cullen pulled into a private parking lot and killed the engine.
 
   “Where are we?" I asked.  I didn't want his bike to get towed.
 
   “Don’t worry, Lala.  It’s owned by a buddy of mind.  I can park anytime I want.”
 
   “Buddy, or club contact?”
 
   “Do you really want to know?”
 
   I didn’t.  But I waited anyway.
 
   “The mob.”
 
   Shit.  I knew they were involved with them.  Hell, I was sure that they were at the funeral.  But the last thing I needed to think about was the Irish Mob.
 
   The inner workings of the club were never something I ever cared to be a part of.  I knew that when you became part of that inner circle, there was no turning back.  Every dirty detail was a part of your life, something you could never walk away from.  If I knew, I would never sleep again.  And I wouldn’t be able to live with myself.
 
   I honestly didn’t understand how they could live like that.  Lying and scheming.  Killing.  Involved with the mob.
 
   I shook my head and tried to block it from my mind.  I was forever intertwined with the club, and there was nothing that I could do to escape it.
 
   Might as well learn my limits and get comfortable.
 
   I quickened my pace to catch up with him, following Cullen as he walked down the narrow streets.
 
   Once a place of industry, this former blue-collar neighborhood had since been revitalized, and filled with college kids and urban professionals.
 
   I didn’t understand why we were there.
 
   “Where are we going?”
 
   “I have a friend who owns a nice little bar.  Figured if I was going to take you out, I’d take you to someplace that you would deem ‘appropriate.’ ”
 
   I nodded.  He sure had a lot of contacts.
 
   We rounded the corner and almost ran smack into a group of giggly college girls who parted while looking Cullen up and down.
 
   I felt the urge to glare or say something snarky, but I bit back my jealousy.  He wasn’t mine.  I’d lost that chance a long time ago.  A chance that I told myself I didn’t want.
 
   But the anger and jealousy were bringing up the bile in my throat.
 
   “Ladies.” He grinned and looked them over before turning his gaze to me.  He grabbed ahold of my hand and pulled me forward.
 
   “Don’t want you to get lost in the groups,” he said, his breath heavy in my ear as he kept me close.  “Place is filled with college kids, these days.”
 
   I let him use the excuse.  The feel of his touch against my skin was enough to quiet any jealousy.  He was there with me.  Touching me.  His eyes on me.
 
   I didn’t need to work to get his attention.  I already had it.
 
   He tugged me off to the side and into the open door of a small, packed bar filled with the smell of leather cuts and jackets.  It was a biker bar that looked like it served college kids too, and professionals pretending to be hard.  One of those places that looked like it was trying to be a hole in the wall, but it was clearly a bit too upscale.
 
   “This is your friend’s place?” I asked, looking around.
 
   “Yeah, he’s an investor in the club.  We do some work for him, provide some protection for his place.  Even though it’s a bit out of our way.” He grinned and walked up to the bar, leaning against it.  “Don O’Grady’s cousin.” Irish Mob.  Again.  They were everywhere.
 
   The bartender greeted him.  “What’ll you have, Cullen?”
 
   “Bourbon, neat.  And something for the lady.”
 
   “Miss?” the bartender asked.
 
   Drinking wasn’t usually something that I did.  It reminded me of the way my dad had clung to the bottle.  It was the only thing he’d loved.  I didn’t want Cullen to know that.
 
   “Whiskey sour, please.” It was the one drink I knew I liked.
 
   “A whiskey girl, huh? I wouldn’t expect any less from you.” Cullen’s devilish grin was back.
 
   “Oh?” I asked, looking at him.  Despite the smirk on his face, his eyes were so angry, so sad.  A deep and murky green that swirled like a maelstrom.
 
   “I always knew you would go to college, make something of yourself.  That you were better than all this.  Better than me.”
 
   “Yet here I am without a job, sitting in a bar with you.” I reached for the drink that the bartender poured and swirled it, looking into the glass.
 
   “Where would you rather be?”
 
   “Honestly? I don’t know.  You and I, we have a past that we can’t repeat, Cullen.”
 
   He nodded like he agreed, but even as I said it, I wanted to take it back.  I wanted to repeat that past.
 
   “I don’t know that I can do much about that, Lala.  When I look at you—”
 
   “Fuck.”
 
   “He was proud of you, you know.” Cullen’s voice was low, quiet.  “Sean.”
 
   I should have taken solace in that, but it just made me so damn angry.
 
   “Yeah, well, maybe if I stayed he wouldn’t have wound up dead.” I bit back the tears that were threatening to fall.  I’d spent the whole day crying.  I didn’t want to do it here, now, in front of him.
 
   After we’d both finished our drinks in silence, he looked around.
 
   “Let’s get out of here.” He waved to the bartender on our way out.
 
   “Wait, don’t you have to—“
 
   “Price included in our protection.” He wasn’t smirking now.  He looked angry.  It felt like there was something—guilt, resentment—right there beneath the surface.
 
   The fury was building.
 
   There was a reason they called him Rage.  He was calm and cool until all of a sudden he wasn’t, like a tornado that touches down out of a calm sky.  And I was the only one who could read him.  The only one who could predict the coming storm.
 
   I didn’t ask any questions.  I just followed him back to his bike and hopped on, putting on his helmet as he peeled out of the gravel driveway.
 
   The memory of my brother hung over us like a cloud, reminding us of everything we’d lost.
 
   Of what we could never have.
 
   I didn’t want to sit and talk.  I didn’t want to be around people.  I just wanted to get lost in the ride.
 
   ***
 
   We drove down alongside the Monongahela River until we reached an industrial complex, then we pulled into it and parked so that we could look out over the river.
 
   It was the same river that ran through Braddock and provided the steel mill transportation for its coal.  But here it was used for something else, probably shipping goods from factory to factory.
 
   Hell, even this late there were people in their boats just floating down the river.
 
   The one that reminded me I was home.
 
     “I like to come out her on my rounds sometimes.  There’s so much out there.  It reminds me I’m small.
 
   He pulled the helmet off and let me brace on him to get off the bike.
 
   “It’s my fault, Layla.  My fault he’s dead.  Not yours.  I shouldn’t have gone when Bones called me.  I should’ve made Sean go.  Then it’d be me instead of him.  Or maybe not.  I don’t know.  I’ll never know.”
 
   It was the first time he’d said those words aloud.  I could tell by the pain in his eyes that surfaced as he said them.  He meant it.
 
   But I knew that wasn’t true.
 
   “It’s not your fault.  It’s the fault of whoever killed him.  Not mine.  Not yours.  There was nothing we could do.  We can’t turn back the clocks and change it, Cullen.  We can’t do anything except mourn him.”
 
   “Oh, there’s something we can do.  We can get revenge.”
 
   I knew retribution was part of the cost of living in the club, but I didn’t want to see this turn into a war.  There’d been enough killing, and if it was caused by another group, there was going to be a lot more death when it was all over.
 
   I didn’t look at Sean’s death as something that should be repeated.  Revenge was just an excuse to dominate.
 
   But I couldn’t tell Cullen that.  I knew him too well.  Avenging my brother was the only thing that was keeping him going.  He would find Sean’s killer and dole out justice.  Or what he thought was justice.
 
   But would he survive in the end? And if he did, would he still be Cullen? Or just Rage? I understood that he was both.  Now.  Who would he be when this was over?
 
   “You do what you need to do to bring you peace.  I’ve got to find it my own way.” It was the only thing I could think to say.  I wasn’t expecting was what he did next.
 
   Without a word, he pulled me to him, his arms warm and strong around me.
 
   It was the first real touch I’d felt in a very long time.  People hugged me, but no one embraced me.  Not like that.  I couldn’t breathe.  I didn’t care.
 
   It was just like he used to hold me when we were together.  When we were kids.  Like were drowning and burning at once.  Holding onto each other for dear life.
 
   I did the only thing I could think of.  I clung to him and I let myself feel the fear and the burn and thrill.  I held on for dear life while we stole one another’s breath.
 
   And then I cried.  Right there in the middle of a dimly-lit parking lot against his shoulder while the river raged on.
 
   I thought he would back away, or say something.  Instead, he held me tight, and I felt like he might never let go.  
 
   It was exactly what I needed.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Layla
 
   I reached into the dirt and pulled the little weed out by the roots, shaking off the excess dirt and flinging it into the wheelbarrow behind me.
 
   A week of neglect was a lot of time for a garden, and weeds were popping up between the herbs and seedlings everywhere.  I grabbed them one at a time, concentrating all my energy on what I was doing.
 
   Maybe that was why I didn’t hear Cullen come up behind me.  He’d gone out for the afternoon, and I hadn’t cared where.  Or I told myself I didn’t care where.  It was more that I was so mad, no good could come of talking to him.
 
   I wasn’t angry anymore.  Now I was just tired.  
 
   “I meant to get to that,” Cullen muttered, his eyes watching me work to avoid mine.
 
   “I know you did,” I replied.  “But you’ve been really busy, and I’ve been… here.” I had been mostly crying, or in bed.  Never in my life had time passed so quickly and yet felt so slow.  Between the pain of grief and my quest to do nothing but sleep, I’d lost an entire week.  When I was awake it was miserable, so I opted for passing out.  Until this morning.
 
   This morning, I had gotten up, got myself a cup of coffee and looked out into the garden.  The mess had called me out of my cocoon of misery.  Got me doing something.  
 
   Kept me occupied.  I missed my brother.  I’d lost my freedom.  Didn’t mean I could cry forever.  I needed something to do.
 
   “We plant in it every year.  Sean liked to put in things that grew easily.  Zucchini, carrots, even wanted to put some raspberry bushes towards the back of the property.  A present for you.”
 
   My brother had known I’d love it.  When we were kids, we’d had a garden.  A shitty little thing, dirt poured into old kitty litter buckets, filled with a tomato plant each, and then a couple of herbs that grew well with them.  Donna’s idea.  Our mother...  She’d had other things to do.
 
   Sean had done the same in this garden, potting complimentary herbs with each different type of plant, but he’d gone bigger with the whole idea.  This was an entire big garden bed for me.  The works.  Familiar but better.  He’d wanted it to tempt me to come home.  To stay.
 
   I sighed.  If I’d known what was going to happen, I would’ve said yes.  If it would have saved him, I would’ve been here with him, working on this.  
 
   I blinked and brushed my forehead with the back of my wrist.  Thinking about him would only put me right back down in that funk, and I needed a clear head.  I shook away the thoughts that kept trying to creep in and focused on what I was doing.
 
   It felt good to actually be doing something.
 
   “I should’ve never left.” The words escaped before I realized what I was saying, but they were out.  We were going to talk about it.
 
   “Why did you leave?”
 
   I shrugged.  Explained as honestly as I could.  “It was too much for me, losing my dad.” 
 
   He nodded.  Toed the dirt, still not meeting my eyes.  “It was hard, but we could’ve gotten through it.” 
 
   He was mulling aloud.  
 
   I knew what he were this was going before he said it.  Knowing didn’t take the sting out of it though.
 
   “You didn’t just leave your brother.  You left me.  Why?”
 
   I thought after all these years he’d let it go, but that was stupid.  Cullen was not that kind of man.  He was always the kind to hold a grudge.  To hold onto his anger.  To hide fear and pain and keep it close so he could use it to push himself.  He didn’t forget.
 
   To be fair, I hadn’t either.
 
   I knew exactly why I made the choice to go to Chicago.  I hadn’t lied.  It really did have a lot to do with my father’s death.  But there had been other reasons too…
 
   I looked at him and bit my lip.  He wanted to know.  He needed to know.  He wasn’t going to like it, though.  I told him anyway.  “Because I knew who you were, and I knew you were never going to change, Cullen.”
 
   “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”
 
   I sighed, went back to the weeds.  We had still been in high school.  I was a freshman and he was a senior, but we were basically joined at the hip.  Whenever I wasn’t in class I was all wrapped up in him.  His arms always around me.  His body always touching mine.
 
   We had been shy as kids, but by then? Well, we hadn’t thought were we kids anymore.  And it had blossomed fast.  By that time, things were so intense, we couldn’t stand to let the other go.
 
   One day after school we were in the parking lot.  He’d just gotten his new bike running and he wanted to show it off.  It was an old junker, a piece of shit he’d spent months working on.  He was so proud of it.  He and Sean started bragging a little.
 
   Maybe they pissed Nick Flannigan off, strutting around like peacocks, or maybe Nick was just an ass.   Whatever it was, the jock rolled his eyes when he came out of the school and got on his Asian sports bike.  But before he took off he spat out, “Dumb shits.  That thing is a pile of junk.” 
 
   The guys would have been pissed off enough at that, but Nick didn’t stop.  His eyes raked over me, his lip curling.  “Heh, is this one training to be a club whore like your mom?”
 
   Nick took off before Cullen could grab him, but he didn’t let it stop him.  Next thing I knew Cullen was on his “pile of junk” and racing after Flannigan, speeding through the parking lot to catch up.  
 
   Nick must’ve realized what was up because he gunned it, and the two of them took off down the long drive, taking corners way too fast.
 
   They were neck and neck on the last one, but it was too much speed and the two of them wiped out.  I remember screaming, their bikes sliding away while each of them lay in the road.
 
   Except Cullen stood up, and he walked toward Nick and pulled him up off his ass.  Nick staggered, but Cullen beat him anyways.  His fist flying into his face over and over again.  Blood splattering across the asphalt and cloth and Cullen’s face.
 
   That was the day Cullen earned his nickname.  That was the day he got sponsored.
 
   And that was the day I decided I needed to leave.  It was before my dad died, before any of that happened.  But I knew I had to find a way out of that life, out of that club, and away from Cullen.  
 
   His rage scared me.  It was blind.  Violent.  I had seen it all before, how a stray hit from a man could knock a woman out.  Cullen would grow stronger.  He would become a man.  And I knew I couldn’t live my life afraid to say what I thought, afraid to do what I needed to.
 
   I was afraid of what could have happened.  It all seemed so inevitable then.  So I started making plans to leave.  I didn’t talk about it.  I just did it.  Got ready to go, and went when I could.
 
   Ten years later, here I was.  Back again, kneeling in the dirt.  Looking at Cullen.  Same green eyes.  Same murky moods.  I could see it.  His anger was closer to the surface these days.  But even so, I realized something I couldn’t have known then.  
 
   Now I wasn’t as afraid.  Now I looked at him and his violence didn’t seem so inevitable.  It was real.  It could be terrible.  But now I understood it.  
 
   Maybe it was because I had grown up.  So had he.  It wasn’t just his body, although I would have had to have been blind not to notice that.  The pull of muscle against cloth.  The line of his jaw.  The weight in his eyes.  That is when I realized what it was that struck me about him.  Those beautiful green eyes had become weathered.  
 
   He had done it all.  Seen it all.  He had become a true brother of the MC.  He was a grown man, a boy who had lost his innocence and illusions.  He didn’t want them back.  But he’d lost something he hadn’t meant to along the way.  I wasn’t arrogant.  I just knew him too well not to know what that something was.  
 
   For better or worse, what he regretted losing was me.  He was mad about that.  And he had made it clear he still resented my leaving.  Didn’t he know I regretted it too?
 
   I shivered and looked away.  We were still so attracted to each other, I could feel the pull of my body towards his.  And even now I just wanted him to put his arms around me.
 
   We were so close.  I could reach out and touch him.  Hell, I could kiss him.  But that wouldn’t fix everything that had happened.  I was willing to bet his kisses were still incredible, but life didn’t work like that.
 
   “You are who you are, Cullen McFadden.  And that serves the club well.  But that isn’t who I am.  That isn’t what I want.  And when you beat up that kid that day in high school, I knew you were dangerous.”
 
   His eyes flashed, like he remembered that moment all too well.  He should.  It got him expelled and he’d started working full time at the garage, and with the club.
 
   “What was I supposed to do? Just let him insult you? Insult my mother?”
 
   “No but –”
 
   “Oh come off it.  Your entire fucking family dealt in death, Lala.  It wasn’t like you didn’t know what we were.  What we have to be.”
 
   That was the problem.  I hadn’t known.  My parents had shielded me from as much as possible, Aunt Donna always whisking me away when things got rough.  Where my brother was readied to take up the cut, I was taught that bad things happened and protected from them.  I’d never really seen what my brother and Cullen were learning so well.  That life in the MC could be brutal.  That you had to look it in the eye and be ready to fight – really fight – or the life would take everything from you.
 
   I’d made sense of some of it over the years, looking back.  But that didn’t mean I liked it any better.
 
   Cullen resented that, too.  
 
   Leaning down into my face, he ground out, “You act like you’re above it all.  Like the club is beneath you.  But you need it as much as I do - hell, you need it more.  And whether you like it or not,  defined you.  Still does! If you didn’t have it to hate, you’d have nothing.  You act like you have it all together, like your life was perfect after you left, but you don’t have anything to go home to, do you? No job, no real family.”
 
   I flinched.  Somewhere in the middle of it all, his fingers had tangled into my hair, half to hold, half to control.  
 
   “Face it.  This is your home.  We are your home.”
 
   The words stung with the harsh truth, his face inches from mine.  So close I could smell his breath.  Maybe it was the cold truth he was snarling.  Or maybe it was his nearness.  Suddenly I felt dizzy.  His hold of my hair would make it so easy to sway towards him.  
 
   But I couldn’t forget.  He was still the same boy who beat a kid so badly he had to be hospitalized.  He looked like a man.  His eyes were old.  But somewhere in there, he was still that angry boy, so ready for a fight.
 
   So full of rage…
 
   This time, when I shivered, it was sobering.  Didn’t he see it? I didn’t belong here anymore.  It was too dangerous to even be around him.
 
   In spite of the warmth of him, in spite of his grip on my hair, I looked him in the eyes and pushed him away.  “Just get the hell out of here.” I ground out each word, my voice low, as threatening as I could make it.
 
   Cullen let me go.  He stood back up and spit into the dirt.
 
   “I don’t need your shit anyways, Lala.  But you’ll change your mind.  You’ll see.  You have just as much of the club running in your veins as I do.”
 
   I knew in that moment he was right.  I was a part of the club, and a part of him.
 
   I couldn’t fight either off forever, but I could try.
 
   I told myself that I wanted nothing to do with Rage and his world, but I was already trapped in it all.
 
   And there was nothing I could do.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 5
 
   Layla
 
   “We need you in the club today.” That was all my uncle said on the phone, but it was enough to know that it wasn’t a request.
 
   It was an order.  
 
   Two weeks in the house was enough.  I knew that, but I wasn’t ready.  Not yet.
 
   It didn’t matter, though, because I had no choice.
 
   So I got dressed and rooted around until I found the keys to the truck in the driveway.  It was my brother’s.  It was what he drove to Chicago in to visit me.
 
   He called it a rusty old cage, but not a bad one.  “It isn’t a pussy ride,” he had said.
 
   I knew my brother well enough to know that he was proud.  He’d restored it himself, had it painted.  This old, sixties model Chevy was like a last piece of him, still here for me.
 
   It even smelled like him.
 
   I tried not to let the emotion overwhelm me, but living in his house, driving his vehicle, it wasn’t the easiest thing to come back to Pittsburgh and do.  I reached up and grabbed my locket, turning it in my hand.
 
   I felt like I was paying the price for leaving in the first place.
 
   I rumbled down the road in the truck until I reached the clubhouse.  It was already alive with activity.  Bikes parked outside, along with cars.  Not even nine in the morning and it was buzzing.
 
   I was a little surprised.
 
   As I slid from the truck, I asked a nearby prospect, “What’s going on?” 
 
   The guy stared at me for a moment, then said, “We meet here before we open the shop every day.  Talk a little bit of business.  Get the schedule sorted.” 
 
   “When did this start? The guys didn’t used to do this.” Hell, shit was a mess back then.  I was surprised they were even able to keep the garage going, especially when the rest of the town had so little money coming in.
 
   “VP made some demands when he came into office.  Straightened the place up, from what I’ve been told.  But that’s all I know.  Shit.  I’m not supposed to tell anyone anything.” He looked scared.
 
   “Don’t worry about it.  I’m family.  Besides, I don’t even know your name to rat on you.” I remembered the way my brother looked when he was a prospect.  He was strong and tough.  Definitely not scared.  Not even of Bones.
 
   I wasn’t sure this new prospect was going to last.  I’d seen boys like him before.  The first sign of gunfire, and he’d be out of there.  At least it’d be coming sooner rather than later.
 
   Nothing like getting your chest tattooed just to have it blacked out at the first sign of a fight.
 
   I’d seen that, too.  First time, I was ten years old.  Guy left the club just as my brother and I were coming in.  All battered and bruised.  Black ink all on his chest.
 
   It wasn’t pretty, but it was better than the alternative, my father said.
 
   “What’s the broad doing here?” Some young prospect without a patch spoke up, but he was quickly silenced.
 
   “You better bite back those words before I shove them right down your throat.” Uncle Mickey stood up and puffed out his chest.  It was a fearful sight.  The old man turning into what he was in his prime.  Just for a moment, a second.  I would never, ever challenge a man like that.
 
   There was a reason he used to be their main enforcer.  He’d had it all, once upon a time.  It was almost enough to make me want to turn around and run.
 
   “I didn’t realize she was one of yours, man.” It was a young guy, the one from the day of the funeral.  Was he too stupid to realize who I was? Probably not much older than me.  Another prospect, and one that stepped in the shit.
 
   “She is not one of mine.  She is my niece.  Get the fuck out of here, Troy.  And you better not come around until I’ve fucking cooled down.” Uncle Mick was seething.  He meant every single word he’d said.  
 
   All it did was remind me of the brutality that this club used to get exactly what it wanted.  At any cost.  Still, Troy lit out of there and my uncle gave me a sad look.
 
   “I’m sorry, hun.  I don’t think he knew who you were.”
 
   “It’s okay, Uncle Mickey.  Really.  I’m not as fragile as you think.”
 
   “So, you’re here for your first day of work?” 
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Good.  ‘Bout time you got the hell out of that house and into the real world, Lala.  You can’t just sit there all day and night.”
 
   I’d only been a week, but I just blinked.  He was right.  I had to do something.  I had to earn my keep, and I had to find a way to contribute.  Sure, I didn’t want to stay, but it was my best option.
 
   “You said it would all be above board?”
 
   “Yes.  You’ll just be doing the garage’s books.  Taxes, inventory, all of those things.  I promise.  Nothing to do with the other business.  Some of the official finances, but no knowledge of anything else.”
 
   The fact that there was “anything else” was almost too much for me.
 
   “What do I do?”
 
   I turned to see DeMarcus Wallace standing there, staring at me.
 
   Cullen said, “Thrash, this is—”
 
   DeMarcus laughed.  “Sean’s sister, I know.  Remember the little twerp from when she used to run around here, crying about every little thing.”
 
    He smiled as he said it, his eyes bright and his arms out for a hug.
 
   “It’s great to see you, kid.  I’m just sorry it’s under these circumstances.” 
 
   I embraced him and then looked him over.  I was feeling a little playful so I said, “You sure grew up good.”
 
   “Says the smokin’ hottie.  Damn, girl.”
 
   That handsome man was just barely on the edge of adulthood the last time I saw him, and while I may have caught a glimpse of him at the funeral, I certainly didn’t recognize him.   He’d gone from a wirey, awkward youth to the able-bodied man before me.  An undeniably attractive one.  
 
   His dreads were beautiful.  Strong and tight, they seemed to beg my fingers to stroke them.  Tattoos and brands laced across the dark skin of his arms in a tapestry of warm flesh and silent promise. All together, he was dizzying to be near.
 
   ‘Uncle’ Mikey noticed.
 
   “Come on, Layla.  Stop ogling the boys and get to work!” he barked, laughing.
 
   I grinned sheepishly and nodded at Uncle Mick.  I’d get to work, but there I couldn’t promise anyone I wouldn’t marvel at the men before me when they were hot as hell.  
 
   I knew it was going to get me into a heap of trouble.  I wasn’t sure I cared.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Cullen
 
   I  walked up just in time to see her eyeing Thrash like a hot mess.  Great.  Just what I wanted to.  For her to come back and go for someone else.
 
   I was pissed, but I tried not to show it.  There wasn’t anything I could do about it.  
 
   Thrash was one of us, even if he wasn’t white.  Hell, we weren't that kinda club.  We didn’t discriminate, as long as someone in their line came from Ireland.  We were a club born out of old connections to the mob and an old immigrant history.  Bloodlines were muddy and rich in America; and Thrash belonged by blood.  
 
   Besides, he had just as much of a right to Layla as anyone else, and we’d all been friends since childhood.
 
   But that didn’t mean I didn’t want to smash his face in just for looking at her.
 
   I glared at them both.
 
   “What the hell are you looking at?” I asked Thrash when his eyes finally met mine.  I was pissed off all the time lately.  How would they know this was different?
 
   “Your ugly face.” It was the standard retort between us, and it made me laugh, but not because it was funny.  Thrash noticed and caught my eye.  Words weren’t needed.  He knew something was bugging me.  And that it wasn’t really him.
 
   “You’re a little late, aren’t you?” Layla snipped at me, unimpressed.
 
   “What? No, I was just over at the shop getting a few things.  I have a list of duties for you, but Mick can walk you over and give you a rundown.  Everyone else, you have either shift work or patrols.  Tonight we meet to discuss the current situation of our club.  Five fifteen, got it? Not five-thirty or six.  Five-fifteen.  Well, everyone except for Mick and Troy.  They’ll be doing patrol then.
 
   “What business?” she asked, looking me over.  She really was concerned.
 
   “None of yours.” Mick spoke up in his sweet way, trying to make it sound like she didn’t want to know.  Maybe because she didn’t.
 
   Tonight we were going to discuss exactly how to get back at these little punks who’d started this war.
 
   “Anyways, as I was saying—”
 
   But no one was looking at me anymore.
 
   Everyone had turned their heads to look past me.  
 
   I heard the high heels before I saw her.  Hell, I could smell her before I saw her.  I didn’t even have to turn around, I knew it was Brandy.  
 
   “Cul, I—hicc—don’t understand how you could—hicc—do this to me.” I closed my eyes and took a deep breath in before I turned around.  Brandy, high and drunk, was waltzing in here, hiccupping and making demands.  She was in my clubhouse while we were trying to discuss business in the open bar.
 
   It wasn’t the first time she’d done this, but it sure as hell would be her last.
 
   “Brandy, I told you not to come around here no more.  Get the fuck out.  You want me to put your ass out on the ground again?”
 
   “You wouldn’t do that.  I’m a lady.  You won’t hurt me.  Not with all your boys watching.  Oh, and a girl.  Who’s that girl?” She burst out laughing suddenly.  “Why are you letting a girl in here when you’re meeting? That ain’t fair, Cullen.  I never got to come in here.” She would’ve rambled on, but I cut her off.
 
   “It’s none of your damn business.  Now get the fuck out.  I’m warning you.” I was at a low growl.  It was a warning cry, but I swore to God I would back it up if I had to.
 
   “You don’t gotta be mean.  I just want to talk.”
 
   “That’s it.” I’d had enough of her bullshit.  I picked her ass up like a sack of potatoes and started hauling her out.
 
   That was when she raked her claws down my back, so I gave her ass a smack.  Hard.
 
   I didn’t hit women, but when they deserved it, they sure as hell got a spank.
 
   She seemed to be caught between laughing and chewing me out.
 
   Since she wasn’t making a lot of sense, I spoke over her.  Made my point.  “Knock your shit off, Brandy.  I warned you.” With a heave I threw her right out of the club and onto the pavement, where she landed on her ass.  Hard.
 
   “Owww, Cully,” she whined.  “That hurt.” 
 
   I fucking hated when she called me that.
 
   “Get the fuck out of here.  Now.  I don’t want to see you again.  You keep it up and I’ll get you fired from the Cat House.  I swear.”
 
   She pouted at me, but I slammed the door and turned around.
 
   All the boys were leering, shouting, or clapping.  But not Layla.
 
   She was staring at me, disgust blazing in her eyes.


 
   
  
 




 
   Layla
 
   “So, what exactly do I do?” I asked my uncle as he showed me around my new work space.  I’d gone to school to be an accountant, but each organization had their own system.  The garage’s dingy little office and half-legal accounts weren’t what I had had in mind.  
 
   “It really isn’t that hard.  You put the invoices into the software, you process payments as they come in, and if Donna gets backed up on calls in the lobby, she’ll buzz you and you’ll cover for her.” He walked over, through the books and piles of paper, and turned on a little machine that sat on a big, steel desk.
 
   “This isn’t the hardest job ever, and I’m sure you’ve had better.  But it’s something.  Something to get your mind off…” He trailed off.  I knew what he meant.
 
   Something to get my mind off Sean.
 
   “You can’t wallow forever.” There it was again.  That insinuation that I was wallowing.  I was grieving for my brother and for the relationship I never got to have with him.  The relationship that this very club had destroyed.  Grief took time.  Went through stages.  Isn’t that what they said? Stages of grief? Something about refusing to believe it, then guilt.  Or was it anger?
 
   I certainly felt anger now as Mick’s words stoked it in my chest.  Like little embers that were just starting to fade.
 
   They rose up now, a burning flame through my belly and along my tongue.
 
   “It’s only been a few days,” I snapped.
 
   “Two weeks, Layla.  It’s been two weeks.  If you work, if you put your mind on something else, it’ll go faster.  Besides, you’re gonna stay? You need a job.”
 
   He showed me the computer and opened up the software.  I’d already been trained on it at school, so it wasn’t difficult to deal with.  I was set up in a matter of minutes and Uncle Mick was out of my hair, leaving me alone with the smell of grease and motor oil.
 
   I got to work immediately, starting with the largest stack of invoices and working my way through them.
 
   I was almost halfway through the first pile when Cullen burst into my office, not saying a word to me.  Which was just as well, because I was pissed at him, too.  The way he’d handled that woman was barbaric.
 
   I tried to ignore him but he was rooting noisily through the paperwork.  It was like trying to ignore an ornery dog.  Left to his own devices, he was going to really make a mess of my office.
 
   That seemed to be exactly what he intended too.  “You’ve moved everything around, and I don’t fucking know where you put it,” he said, messing up my freshly arranged pile.  He sighed.  I sighed back.  He was really starting to piss me off.
 
   “Why in the hell don’t you just ask me, instead of wrecking my entire setup?” I finally asked when I couldn’t stand it anymore.
 
   “I need the damn invoice for this bitch of a client.  She doesn’t like the work I did on her car.  Wants me to show her exactly what I did and go back through each piece, but she doesn’t have her fucking copy of the invoice.” Cullen worked as a mechanic for the Club garage.  They all did.  It was a good job, decent pay, and a good cover story for the club.
 
   “Let me know what you’re looking for.  Maybe I could help—”
 
   “I’ll do it myself.” He looked into my eyes, leveling a direct challenge.
 
   I wasn’t about to let it drop.  I was just like my father, and my brother, in that way.  
 
   “You assume you know how to run things better than anyone else.  You throw some women out on their ass and boss everyone around like you own the place.  When did you become such an ass?” 
 
   He growled.  “I’m in charge now, Lala.  That means I have to take responsibility.  I have to be the boss.  I call the shots.  I make the decisions.  I’m second in command, and I have to remind everyone of that.  Even you.”
 
   He was so close to me as he said those words, his breath hot on my face.  The two of us were ready to throw down in that hot little room.  
 
   “Well,” I managed, shaking but defiant.  “This is my office now.” They were good words, but I don’t think either of us really heard them.
 
   I shouldn’t have been surprised when he reached down and pulled me into him.  Or when he swooped down and met my lips with his.
 
   But I was.
 
   I pushed against him, resisting his touch, but I didn’t break the kiss.  I wanted it.  I craved it.  Hell, I’d been asking for it and more for years, and being away hadn’t changed that.  I knew what starting this up again would do to me, but I couldn’t stand it.  My tongue ached to taste him.   I needed to feel him against me.  
 
   All those years of want, all those years that I thought about him.  Tried not to think about him.  Tried to forget him.  None of that mattered now, not in that moment.  What mattered was the touch of his lips against mine.  His strong, calloused hands wrapped around my back, holding me against his body.  The firmness of his grip, his body...
 
   Suddenly, I bucked, rearing back but not quite away.  Fuck.  This wasn’t happening! This couldn’t be happening.  He was walking death, the embodiment of danger, and I needed to stay clear of him.
 
   But it was Cullen.  I’d loved him once.  Maybe I’d never stopped.  I didn’t know.
 
   To my shock, he push me away completely.  “No,” he said, putting his hands up as he looked me over.
 
   “No?” I sputtered, confused.
 
   “This can’t happen.  Not now.  Not yet.”
 
   “What do you mean?” I was confused.  Angry.  Who was he to come in here, stomp around, and then kiss me? And then tell me no.  What the hell?
 
   “Just… not now, Layla.  Not now.” He looked around the papers for a split second and then grabbed one, turning to head out of the office.  I didn’t want him to leave me on my own, completely confused, so I thought of anything I could say to hold him there with me.
 
   “Why?” I shouted after him.
 
   “Because I have a killer to find,” he yelled back.  And just like that, he was gone.
 
   I wasn’t sure if I wanted to even be with him.  I mean, hell, he was the Vice President of the MCthat caused the death of my father.  Of my brother.
 
   But I wanted to know exactly why he didn’t want me.  “Not yet.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Cullen
 
   Five o’clock didn’t come soon enough.  
 
   After I argued with Mrs.  O’Leary, I sent her on her way with nothing but an extra bill for work that we’d done and she’d refused to pay for.  It was annoying, but we had gone through this drill before.  In a few days she’d come back and apologize.  Then she’d pay.  She’d even leave a little tip.
 
   I wasn’t too worried.  It was just irritating.
 
   I had a full roster of cars to work on, but that didn’t keep me from thinking about that kiss.  Layla was confusing as hell right now.  She would complicate everything if I gave into my want for her now.  She’d cloud my judgment.  
 
   But really, that was what I liked about her.  From those gorgeous blue eyes to the way her lip quirked when she was pissed at me.  She made it hard to think clearly, made me want her instead.  She came around and I had to kiss her.  Needed to feel the warmth of her skin against my palms.  To touch and taste her.  Bend her body back and remind her why she was mine.
 
   It was so much better than I’d remembered.
 
   And it was worth it, even if it couldn’t happen.
 
   I swore as I lost hold of the bolt I was tightening up and smacked my knuckles against it.  It wasn’t the first time I’d bruised them thinking about her, and it probably wouldn’t be the last.
 
   Fuck, I needed a drink, a lay, a smoke. I needed to hurry up and kill the motherfucker who’d killed her brother.  Instead I put away my tools and slammed the garage door, the last one out.
 
   Time was ticking away, but I wasn’t late.  I knew that I would probably be one of the last in, but that was by design.
 
   I had to look like I was cleaning up around us, corralling the boys.
 
   I had to be in total control.  I had to be in charge.  They called me Rage for a reason—they had named me for my weakness.  Most of the time I was cold, calculating, my logic and reason prevailing.  But there were times when my emotions got the best of me, and when they did, it was brutal.  I wasn’t afraid to do what was necessary.  Hell, I even liked it.  Letting it all out.  The rush of it.  When I raged, nothing could stop me.  No one could beat me.
 
   Now I needed to steer that fury against the man who’d killed my friend.  I intended to string him up and carve Sean’s name into the son of a bitch’s flesh.  Maybe the fucker’s screams would drive the ache out of my chest.  Maybe then Sean would rest in peace.
 
   I pushed through the clubhouse doors and walked down the hall to the bar area, then back down another hall until I was at the door of the club room.  I slipped in and took my place next to Bones at a wooden table.  The table had the names of all the members carved into it.  Bones was looking through his phone.  Only the Prez could have one on him.
 
   When he was done, he looked around the table and nodded.  “Everyone is here.  On time.  Great.” The only person who was missing was Mick.  
 
   As for the rest? The prospects didn’t get to come into the room.  Not unless something directly affected their lives.  Those were the rules.  They didn’t get a say until they got patched in.  If they got patched in.
 
   “I got word from a couple of guys over at the River Serpents MC that they’re interested in taking over some of Hound’s Breath’s territory, just like we talked about.  Looking at the suppliers to soak them up.”
 
   Thrash was the first to speak, leaning his arms right on the table and staring down Bones.  “We don’t deal in drugs.” 
 
   The two of them weren’t the closest, and Thrash wasn’t afraid to challenge him, but he always did it fairly.
 
   Bones nodded.  “No, we don’t.  And we won’t be dealing in the future either.  That’s one of the core tenants of the club.  We’ll just be… helping.  No contact with the merchandise.  But there’s some money to made as muscle.  The River Serpent’s handle the dirt, we’ll provide the protection.  Just like usual.”
 
   Thrash nodded, satisfied.  
 
    
 
   “This is going to be pretty dangerous,” Bones added, “but we need to keep from being reckless.  If we do this, and we have the extra forces from the River Serpents, we can handle the upstarts.  That’s what we want: a total, slow, systematic takeover of those motherfuckers.”
 
   “What about their OG leaders?” I asked cautiously, the oldest and most ruthless leaders would be the real threat.  
 
   “They have a long reach, that’s for sure.  But with the added support, I don’t think they’ll be able to justify backing up their little upstart here.” It was like Bones to think of everything.  The plan was seamless.
 
   “I still don’t like the idea of killing all those damn kids,” Crow said.  “But an eye for an eye.” If he had any real reservations, they didn’t keep him from nodding his consent.
 
   “It looks like we have enough to take a vote.” Bones looked us over.
 
   “All in favor, say aye.”
 
   One of our brothers had been slaughtered in cold blood.  He didn’t have to ask us twice.  There were ayes all around.
 
   “Good.  We need to be united.  This is the start of something we can’t come back from.  This isn’t about getting one person, about killing just one man for Sean.  Sean was our sergeant-at-arms.  He was the son of the last President.  He was important.  They pissed on our entire organization.  No.  This is about the systematic destruction of that entire faction.  We won’t stop until they are completely wiped from the city.  Understood?”
 
   I nodded.  I understood.  I wanted the destruction as badly as Bones did.  I needed it.
 
   “Our first run with the River Serpents is tomorrow morning.  We’ll be working labor on their timber crew.” It was a shit job, but it was just a cover.  Still, it was worth it for the advantage we would get, and for the final result.
 
   For the release it would bring.
 
   The reach of this particular gang was still an issue.  What if they sent in reinforcements?
 
   I didn’t let it worry me.  Bones would have thought of that too.
 
   How bad could it get?
 
   


 
   
  
 





 
   Layla
 
   I sighed as I pulled the door to the shop closed behind me and sifted through my keys to lock up.  The night was already dark and the chill of the air crept up around me like a ghost, reminding me of how alone I really was.  This was all so new to me, this entire life.  Even though I’d lived it before, it felt alien now.
 
   The heavy wad of keys was surreal.  It was like I was living in a world that wasn’t even mine.  A house, a job, neither of which I had earned.  I got it all through the club.  Gift with a cost.  Loyalty.  
 
   It was all so clinical, it sent chills down my spine.  Loyalty for a gift? What kind of loyalty was that? What kind of gift?
 
   A voice suddenly broke my thoughts, startling me.  “What are you doing here so late?” It was Cullen.
 
   I forced myself to look him in the eye as I explained, “I was putting a system in place.” I fumbled a bit with the keys.  That kiss had happened hours ago, and here I was, as shaky and shy as a girl with a crush.  I fought to regain control of the situation.  “You know, I might have been handed this job, but I do intend to take it seriously.  I’ve set up an entire filing system with my time today.  It should be a lot easier to find incoming and outgoing invoices from now on.”
 
   I had a college degree in accounting.  The least I could do was put it to good use.  It wasn’t like I was just some temporary employee.  If I was going to be held captive with the club, I was at least going to do what I wanted and do my job right.  Hard work.  It mattered.
 
   I didn’t tell him that I’d found some things written in my brother’s hand.  I was just work things, but I had taken them for myself.  His fingerprint was on one of those little pieces of paper, the motor oil leaving a little impression that could never be made again.  I wanted it for myself.  Another memory.  
 
   Cullen was looking out over the lot.  “Makes sense, but you don’t need to work that hard.” Whatever his real thoughts were, he was keeping them to himself.
 
   “I want to.  Work this hard.” I insisted, blushing as his attention shifted back to me.  “It helps.” It was more effective than bashing someone’s skull in anyhow.  
 
   Cullen just shrugged and changed the subject.  “How are you getting home?” 
 
   “I figured I’d take the bus and then walk.  Sean's truck is in the shop.”
 
   “I know, I saw Thrash take it in.  What’s wrong with it?”
 
   “When I parked it, I had a hard time getting into neutral.” It was a stick shift.  There was probably something wrong with the differential.
 
   “Can you drive a motorcycle?” We both knew I could ride, but I was surprised to realize that he didn’t know whether I could handle one on my own.  I had thought he knew everything about me.
 
   “Yeah,” I replied.   “Donna’s old man taught me, but it’s been a while.  She said the daughter of an MC President had to learn.” 
 
   “Tomorrow, take Sean’s bike.  It’s in the garage.  I’ll take you home tonight.”
 
   I hesitated.  That meant that I had to put my arms around him again, and that was something I wasn’t sure I wanted to do.  I didn’t think I could handle the consequences of his touch.  Not again, not for him just to push me away.
 
   “I’d rather take the bus.”
 
   “In Braddock? That isn’t safe, and you know it.  You walk to the bus stop and get mugged, and it’ll be on me.  Besides, my house is quite a hike from the bus stop down there in Turtlecreek.”
 
   “I can walk.  I don’t think anyone will bother me.”
 
   “You’d be surprised.  Those assholes who killed your brother are still out there, and I won’t take any chances.  Come on, you know it’s the safest option.”
 
   I knew at that point that it was hopeless to fight, unless I wanted the entire MC pissed at me if something were to happen.
 
   “Fine.  I’ll ride with you.” My pulsed raced at the thought of holding him close again.  The idea that I’d be touching him, my body up against his.  I hoped he would mistake my shaking hands for shivers.  Better cold than ridiculous.
 
   “Don’t sound so excited,” he said as I followed him over to his bike.  Was that a smile I heard in his tone?
 
   “You staying in tonight?” Part of me hoped he was.
 
   “What? No.  I have rounds.  Going out with Thrash.  Gotta keep an eye on our territory.  Oh, and tomorrow, you’re going to be a little short-staffed.  A few of us got really good paying gigs with Homestead Timber Removal.  You may need to postpone a couple of jobs until Wednesday.”
 
   “Got it.” I hesitated.  “Cullen?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Do you want me here?” I asked.  A crazy question, out of the blue, but we were always either arguing or talking about Sean.  That kiss had been amazing, but I wondered if there was anything else left.   Did he actually want me here?
 
   “Yeah,” he said.  “Yeah, I do.” 
 
   Warmth flooded my entire body.
 
   He handed me a helmet and I crawled on the back of the bike behind him, straddling that seat as I put my arms around his muscled torso.  Sitting behind him was a pleasure.  He smelled so good.  Like home, but with a twist.  Leather and motor oil and the salty sweet scent of sweat long-dried.  I couldn’t help but gravitate to it.  Almost every memory I had was surrounded by these smells.
 
   Even the memory of this morning, when he’d thrown that poor girl out on her ass.  I winced as he revved the motor up.  She was drunk and high, but she didn’t deserve that.  And she didn’t deserve the way they all laughed at her, either.
 
   It just reminded me of exactly who these men were.
 
   They weren’t just my family.  They weren’t just men who got together to ride bikes.
 
   They were the MC.
 
   They were rebels, animals, men who had no sense of chivalry or respect.  In my eyes they behaved more like wolves than men.  Or was it true? Was that what men were like when they were honest with themselves? I didn’t want to believe it.  I wanted to believe they were better than that.  That Cullen was better.  
 
   I could tell from the look in all of their eyes that they cared about one thing, and one thing only.
 
   They were out for blood.  
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 6
 
   Cullen
 
   “Did we really have to ride all this damn way in a cage?” Troy grumbled, as I pulled into the makeshift parking lot of the job site.
 
   I smacked him right in the back of the head.  I was tired of listening to his shit.  
 
   This wasn’t anywhere near my idea of a good time, either, but it was what it was.  The plan.  
 
   No bikes.  That was the rule.  
 
   So we followed Bones in a truck, just the six of us, wearing jeans and flannel instead of our normal leather cuts.  It was odd, uncomfortable.  Like I’d been weakened somehow.  I had worn that cut every day since I became a prospect.  Without it, I felt vulnerable.  
 
   But it was worth it if it meant that we were going to find the ones who’d killed Sean.
 
   I’d tough it out.
 
   Troy was harder to put up with.  He kept grumbling as we parked.
 
   “Shut the fuck up and get out of the car,” I growled.  We have shit to do, and you’re the only prospect we trust.  Feel lucky, you dumb son of a bitch.” He was pissing me the fuck off.  It wasn’t enough that I’d had to try to sleep while Layla slept in her room all night, just a few feet away from me.   Now I had to put up with a recruit’s shit.  
 
   “How long is this goin’ to take, anyways?” Thrash asked as we hopped out of the car.
 
   “All day,” Bones snapped impatiently, climbing down from an SUV.  The damned thing was a block of metal.  When Troy made a face at him, his lip curled.  “We’re working a job, you morons.  What did you think that meant? 
 
   I almost laughed at the kid’s horror.  Almost.
 
   We’d gotten the details this morning, but the guys were either too tired or too pissed at the prospect of working with someone they barely knew.  We were all working on Mick’s word alone, and tensions were high.  But hell, some of them were more pissed about riding in a cage all day.
 
   “Shit.” I walked over toward what I assumed was the crew boss, calling over my shoulder, “Just get this shit done and let’s go.  This is part of the deal.”
 
   By the time we were done, we were sweaty, tired, and angry.  Mechanics’ work hard, but it wasn’t physically exhausting the same way that cutting and moving timber was.  At the end of our shift, our joints ached and our muscles burned with the sharp poison of a different sort of breakdown.  We felt like we’d been in a huge fight, and we all needed recovery.
 
   “Boss’ll see you in the construction trailer,” the foreman let us know at the end of our shift.
 
   I wiped the sweat from my head, following him and Bones to the construction office.
 
   “I still don’t understand why you agreed to have us work.” I didn’t want to betray my opinions to the other men, but with Bones alone, I could finally say what I’d been thinking.  Hell, what the entire MC was thinking.
 
   “We owe the River Serpents for this.  We’re helpin’ them, but they want to see that we’re loyal.  And by working for them, we look like nothing more than other crew members.  Just in case any feds happen to be sniffing around.”
 
   The feds.  When Sean died I thought they’d be around, but they hadn’t so much as sent a love note.  I snorted.  “Makes sense.”
 
   Didn’t mean I had to like it.  I just had to accept it.
 
   “How’s it feel to actually do a day’s hard work?” Joe Redbow, better known as Snake, said with a grin.  A cigarette dangled from his fingers dribbling ash into a tray as he looked us over.  
 
   He was a hard looking man, in his late fifties with tanned skin that made him look older than Bones.  He’d been in the game a long time.  Injun Joe, they called him.  Like in of one of those old Westerns But not to his face or he’d break theirs.
 
   Bones chuckled.  “I told you we’re capable.”
 
   Old Joe laughed.  “That’s the truth.  So! Take a seat.” It wasn’t a question.  River Serpents was a big-ass organization, which meant that they were the muscle in this part of town.  Normally we co-existed with them and kept out of their way.  They carved out a path for us, we acted as a buffer from the mob, and both parties left each other’s territories alone.
 
   But now we were asking them for help.  We were admitting that they were the superior force.  And if there was one thing I knew about Snake, it was that he liked to watch the men around him submit.  
 
   Bones and I sunk into the steel and fabric chairs in front of the big steel desk, waiting for Snake to speak.
 
   He sat back and got to it.  “You know I’m looking for suppliers.  You know I want Hound’s Breath out of the picture.  But what exactly is your angle? I heard rumors, but I want to hear it straight from your mouth.” Those dark eyes looked directly at Bones.
 
   “They killed one of ours.” I should’ve kept my mouth shut, but it slipped out.
 
   Bones glared at me, but the damage was already done.
 
   Snake’s eyes were inscrutable, watching us for a long moment.  Then he leaned forward and ground out his cigarette.  He folded his hands together carefully.  Those hands were huge.  Capable and dangerous.  And a warning in a way.  Snake was not a man to mess with.
 
   “Are you sure?” Snake asked Bones, eyeing me.
 
   “Took credit for the kill,” our President said.  His voice was rough.  Hard.  He was asserting his leadership.  He had to now.  It wasn’t something up for discussion.
 
   Snake didn’t like being spoken to that way, but he said nothing about it.  In a way, his silence made me more uneasy than if he’d wanted a fight.  Instead, he stuck to business, unfazed by Bones.
 
   “Why ask me? You know this will work very well for my club, but what do you need me for?”
 
   “It benefits us both,” Bones admitted.  “I know you want a bigger slice of the drug trade.  I want them out.  They need to pay.”
 
   Snake nodded.
 
   “Why drugs? Thought you were straight up,” I asked.
 
   “I will collect it only to keep it out of my territory.”
 
   “Then why you want to buy up the suppliers?”
 
   “Hound’s Breath is bringing that shit into my neighborhood.  Sure, the stuff will come in in any way it can.  If it isn’t them, some other bunch of punks will bring ‘em in.  But if I got a way to redirect it? Why not? I can buy them off, send them over to McKeesport and Duquesne.  We all win.”
 
   I was skeptical.  “You sure that’s the only reason?”
 
   “You callin’ me a liar?” He was so still, but I swore I saw the vein on his neck start to throb.  
 
   “No.  Just curious.” 
 
   “Good.  I promised my ol’ lady I wouldn’t kill anyone today, but you know the old saying: it’s better to ask for forgiveness.”
 
   He was a smart man.  A man I respected.   But I didn’t want to be on his bad side.  The man was dangerous.   At the same time, I wasn’t going to bow down for him.  There was a fine line between respect and submission.   I was the MC’s Vice President now.  I had to show Snake the kind of man I was.
 
   “I want Hound’s Breath to hurt,” Bones said.  “You want them out of the neighborhood.  We work together, we both get what we want.” 
 
   “I agree,” Snake nodded.  
 
   He was the kind of man who acted on instinct.  And acted quickly.
 
   Entering into a deal with him was almost as dangerous as going to war.
 
   We meant business.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Layla
 
   “Fuck.” I dropped my keys and sighed.  It was too damn much right now.  Work sucked.  I’d gotten pulled in to do secretarial duties, which included explaining to angry customers that we were short-staffed.  But I couldn’t tell them why.  It resulted in a lot of being yelled at and a lot of apologizing, two things I really fucking hated.
 
   Hell, I barely knew why I was short-staffed, except that I knew it wasn’t good.  Revenge never was.
 
   I must’ve looked like hell, because one of the mechanics walked over to me while I was locking up the office.
 
   “You all right? Looks like you could use a drink.”
 
   I smiled tightly at him, neither welcoming nor dismissing him.  “Nothing a nice, warm bath and a good book can’t fix.  I don’t have any wine, but that’d be nice too.”
 
   He was a handsome kid, probably a year or two older than me, but not much more.   His muscular body and devilishly green eyes reminded me of Cullen..
 
   “Well, how about that drink first and maybe your book later? On me.  Well, on the club.” He grinned.  “Wanna head into the club house, or head over to Kat’s?”
 
   “You a prospect?”
 
   “Yeah, though I heard I might be getting patched in this month.  Drew.” He held out his hand and I took it.  He had a strong grip and a nice smile.
 
   A drink sounded good right about now.  “Just the clubhouse.”
 
   Normally I would’ve gone straight home, especially without Cullen or my uncle around, but  ‘Drew’ seemed harmless.
 
   Well, as harmless as any of these club guys were.
 
   “All right.  Just one or two.  I need to get home in one piece, Drew.”
 
   “Sounds like a plan.” Drew nodded.
 
   After a drink I felt pretty relaxed, but after two I felt positively divine.  It’d been forever since I’d had anything that made me feel that good.  That numb.
 
   “I’m sorry about your brother.  I mean, we all are.  He was a good guy.”
 
   “Was he? Was he really?” I asked.
 
   “Yeah, he was.  He was a hard-ass, don’t get me wrong.  He was tough on us, but he wasn’t cruel.   Made sense.  He wanted to make sure we could handle the life.  Respected that.  He was fair, too.”
 
   I nodded.  I hated this life.  Everything it was.  Everything it stood for.  But it made me feel good to know that Sean was trying to put some integrity back into it.
 
   That he was still my brother, through and through.
 
   “Thank you.  That’s good to know.  I mean, I could ask anyone and they would blow sunshine up my ass, tell me he was this paragon.  But you’re honest.  I can take honest.”
 
   My eyes lingered on his, but he wasn’t looking back into mine.  He was looking at my lips.
 
   And then suddenly he was on them.  On me.  He grabbed me, this prospect who I thought was different.  The way he kissed me, the way he pulled me into him, it was anything but different.  It was the same old shit.  More about greed than desire, and I was just the newest object of.
 
   Exactly what I should’ve expected.
 
   I pushed away from him, but he held me tight.
 
   When I didn’t let up, he scowled at me.  “What’s wrong? I thought this was what you wanted?”
 
   I punched the side of his head as hard as I could, stunning him so that I could get away.  He didn’t seem deterred by that, and decided that pinning me down was a good idea.  It wasn’t.
 
   His words made me cringe.  “You know you want it, baby.”
 
   No.  Actually I didn’t.  Not from him.
 
   Feeling sick, I did what a girl has to when the boys won’t listen.  I took a risk and kicked him right in the nuts.   He let go of me, staggering before getting his footing.  He was pissed and I was drunk enough that I had to hold onto the table.  I was scared shitless and angry, ready to fight but just sober enough to try running instead.  As soon as I stepped back, though, Cullen was there.
 
   I didn’t know when he had come in.  , It was all so quick.  But I knew two things.
 
   He was there now and he was pissed.
 
   He went right at the prospect.  “You stupid motherfucker.  You’re gonna pay for that.” Before any of us knew what was happening he was punching the kid in the face, over and over.  
 
   The prospect tried to duck and dodge but he was no match for Cullen.  Before I blinked, Cullen had reached over, grabbed the kid, and slammed him down on the ground with his entire bodyweight behind it.
 
   “Wait, man, it isn’t—” It didn’t matter.  The kid’s protests fell on deaf ears.   
 
   Drew tried desperately to fight back.  But he was outmatched in every sense of the word.  There was no way that he could get his feet under him, and if Cullen kept going, there was going to be nothing more than a lifeless body on that floor.  It was like he had become someone else entirely.  Like he really was Rage.
 
   “Cullen, stop!” I screamed, but he just kept beating the kid, slamming his fist into his face over and over again.  His expression was eerily calm, like he did this  every day.  Beat people lifeless.
 
   “Help!” I screamed for help, and finally a few men sprung to life.  They moved quickly, pulling him off Drew.  The kid was out cold.  There was blood everywhere.
 
   “Dude, it isn’t worth it.  We don’t kill our own.” Crow grabbed Cullen’s shoulder and looked him in the eyes, bringing him back from that dark place.  The dark place that scared even me.
 
   Drew was still breathing.  No one was dead.
 
   I silently thanked them.
 
   “Get off me.  I’m fine.  I’m good.” Cullen seemed to have regained his composure as he tugged down on his cut and looked around.  “I said I’m fine,” he barked before grabbing me.
 
   “What the hell are you—” I didn’t have a chance to finish my sentence.  I was in the air before I could protest.
 
   He lifted me up and put me over his shoulder like a caveman.  Just like he had that woman the other day.
 
   “Put me down!” I shouted, outraged and a little scared.
 
   “She is mine.  I claim her.  This is my ol’ lady.  No one else will touch her, do you understand?” He growled out each and every word as he said them, shouting across the bar.  I couldn’t see the looks on anyone else’s faces, but I knew the look on mine.  I was absolutely furious.  We weren’t anything, and I certainly wasn’t his “ol’ lady.”
 
   I punched him everywhere I could reach, his back, his backside, all of him.  “Let me go!”
 
   No one seemed to be interested in my struggles.  I could tell from the chuckles and the hoots that they were all enjoying this.  Cullen turned and started walking through the bar, back through the hallway to the nest of extra rooms that served as makeshift bedrooms for prospects, club members who had no place else to go and others who were too drunk to go home.
 
   “Put me down! What the hell?”
 
   As soon as he put me down, I decked him.  
 
   I cocked my arm back and let it fly, right across the face.  I expected it to hurt him.  To shock him.
 
   He just smiled at me, his eyes saying, “Is that all you have to give?”
 
   It was.  I shook my hand out from the pain.  “Dammit.” Furious didn’t even begin to cover it.
 
   “You really need to work on your hands before you go around punching people.  Toughen them up.  Then it won’t hurt so bad.”
 
   “You misogynist prick.  I swear to God.” I reared up, ready to strike him again, but he dodged the blow this time and pulled me into him.
 
   He scent was intoxicating, my anger stirring up the alcohol in my blood.  I was dizzy and common sense didn’t mean much right then.
 
   Maybe that was why I thought it was a good idea to kiss him.  I shouldn’t have.  I should’ve known better.  I should’ve stopped myself.  But I couldn’t.  I wound myself around him as he kissed me back.  It was just like the old days.  Old lady, indeed.
 
   I swore I could hear the beginnings of a chuckle in his throat.
 
   That brought me back to reality.
 
   I reared back and tried to glare at him.  Not an easy thing to do while drunk and so close.  “What the hell?” I asked, glaring at him.
 
   “Clock me, then kiss me.  No wonder you’re still single, Lala.”
 
   “You asshole!” I wiped my mouth, trying to hide the stupid grin that was twitching at the corners of my lips.  “I could’ve handled it.” 
 
   “No, you couldn’t have.” He was just as stubborn as me, and I knew it.
 
   “You are so fucking backwards.  Picking me up like I’m a sack of potatoes? Is that what you think of me?”
 
   “You think I ‘claimed’ you just for myself? I didn’t have a choice.”
 
   “Oh, yes you did.”
 
   “No, Lala.  That’s the reality of the club.  Men would’ve kept coming after you, kept trying to do what Drew did.  They don’t care about a woman’s rights.”
 
   “Sick fucks.”
 
   “Not in that way.  We don’t hurt you all, but if you come in here, drink with us, flirt with us, that makes you game.  You consented to our little world.  Every girl knows that.  Every prospect knows that.  Here, you can’t stay untouchable forever without an ol’ man, and you know it.  What I did was make you unattainable for every man in that bar.  You’re mine.  They can’t have you.  But if you tell me no, I won’t have you, either.” 
 
   I stopped to listen to that.  Concentrated on looking him, really seeing him.
 
   He meant it.  I hated hearing it.  This wasn’t the world I wanted to live in.  But he was right.  This was how it was.  
 
   “I don’t do that rape shit,” he went on.  “It’s for losers who can’t get pussy on their own.”
 
   I hadn’t thought he would.
 
   Still, if he was telling the truth, he really did do me a favor.
 
   He seemed to be uncomfortable.  It made him keep talking.  “What, you want a man like Thrash to claim you, instead? You waiting for him to come along and do it for me? Is that who you want? Just say the words, and I’ll release you and you can go running to him.”
 
   “W-what?” I didn’t know what he was talking about.  “DeMarcus? No, he’s just—he’s a friend.” Yeah, he was hot, but we weren’t like that.  At least it hadn’t occurred to me.
 
   I looked so confused, Cullen let up about it, but that didn’t stop him from talking.  “No one in this club is your friend.  Not really.  You haven’t earned anyone’s trust yet.”
 
   “Not yours?” I asked, looking into his eyes.  He was still holding me, his arms tight around the small of my back.
 
   “Especially not mine.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “You’re… You’re not committed.  You’ve got no loyalty to us.”
 
   “Then why claim me?”
 
   “I promised your brother I’d protect you.  Keep you safe.” He was breathing so heavily I could feel his chest moving up and down with each and every breath.  I could smell him.  It was distracting.  
 
   “Even from you?” I asked, looking into his eyes.
 
   “That’s the one thing I can’t promise.”
 
   Before I knew it, I’d lost myself in his arms.  With each breath, I sucked in his scent.  His greedy eyes were on me as he swooped down, his breath hot on my skin as he captured my lips.
 
   It was the kiss of a man—angry, passionate.  Devastated.
 
   It felt like drowning.  All of those emotions pouring into me.  I gripped him hard, held on tight.  My nails dragged into his skin as I returned that kiss.  It was everything he said he didn’t want.  It was wrong.  But I wanted it.  And he didn’t push me away.
 
   He was my protector.  The one I’d walked away from.  
 
   My sin.
 
   “Cullen, don’t,” I breathed, just barely.  This would ruin everything.  We were finally learning how to exist around one another.  I only wanted to punch him half a dozen times, instead of a full dozen.  There was something to that, something left that was still pure.  That I hadn’t messed up.  That I didn’t want to lose.
 
   “You don’t get it, Cullen.  At all.”
 
   “Don’t get what?” he said, his anger seething through him as he pushed me against the wall.  He was so mad I could feel that heat radiating off of him, the mercurial passion seeping from his body.
 
   “I’m alone.  Utterly.  I have no one.  Sean was the last person I had in the world.” For all the good I did him.  I should have begged him to come with me.  Should have demanded it.
 
   Should have stayed.
 
   “You aren’t the only person that’s alone, sweetheart.  You think you’re special? Look around.  None of us have anything.  Hell, half of us didn’t have a fucking prayer without the damn club, Layla.” He was dangerous.  The look in his eyes told me I should have backed off.  I should’ve known better.
 
   But I didn’t.  I needed to say it.
 
   “Oh, bullshit, Cullen.  You know it’s all bullshit.  Nothing but a big game that only benefits whoever is in power at the moment.  Not you, not my uncle, but the Prez.  He wins.  He gets the big scores.  He make the calls that suit him, gets to shove away all the money and then rides off into the sunset.”
 
   For moment those brows just drew together, a storm brewing.  Finally, he asked, “How many pirate captains you ever heard of retiring?” 
 
   It wasn’t a bad question, but, “What?” 
 
   “That’s what we are.  Pirates.  Making our own way.  Taking what we need.  But how many have you ever heard of that get to sail away into the sunset?”
 
   “I… I dunno.”
 
   “Almost none.  It’s the same with the club, Lala.  We don’t get to ride into the sunset with our women at our back.  Not really.  Every man in there.  They ride until they are too old and broken to continue, or they die.”
 
   “But—”
 
   He was beyond listening.  Beyond all hope.  He threw me against the wall again and pressed his body against mine.  I had to take him as he was or let him go.
 
   Any protests I might have had faded when I slipped my hand down his pants and felt him.  His cock was hard and throbbing.  With my fingers around the thick of it, I realized I couldn’t completely close my fist.  It amazing how much he wanted me.  I released him, sliding my fingers along the thick length of him as I did.  Taunting him.
 
   Hand free, I secured both around the back of his neck and licked my lips, nice and slow.  I wasn’t that sweet little girl he used to know.  I was a woman with my own baggage.  My own danger.  My own desire.
 
   “Layla,” he groaned into my ear.  “Please.”
 
   He was deliberate in his use of the words.  Layla.  Not Lala.
 
   No, I wasn’t that girl anymore.  He saw me.
 
   He was supposed to be my biggest protector, but right now it was a close tie which of us was the predator.  Was it him? Was it me? Or was it the crowd of men out there? The ones I had to be “claimed” from? 
 
   It didn’t matter.  To me, Cullen was the most dangerous person in the world.
 
   Not the men who killed my brother.  Not the men who killed my father.  Not the President.
 
   Cullen.  Because he was the one I wanted.
 
   He slipped his hands up my shirt, cupping my breasts.  His strength was present in every move he took.
 
   My body betrayed me, the heat of my own arousal spreading beneath my skin, overwhelming me and pulling me down into the under-toe that was Cullen.  I was caught up in him, my fingers threading through the hair at his nape.
 
   He made me so damn crazy.  Throwing caution to the wind, I pulled him closer and deepened the kiss.  All of these forbidden kisses that just kept happening again and again.  It was like I couldn’t avoid them.  They took ahold of me and shook me to my core.  I felt like we were meant to be here.  Like this.  Like we had always been.
 
   So when he pulled away from me, I was shocked.
 
   “We can’t do this, Layla.”
 
   “Do - what?”
 
   “This push-and-pull shit.  I can’t handle it.  You’re too much like a fucking drug.  Either I’ve got you and you’re mine, or we’re nothing.”
 
   I sputtered, “I thought you didn’t trust me.”
 
   He shook his head, trying to clear it.  “I don’t.  But that doesn’t mean I don’t want you.  Look, I got business in the morning.  Got another important ride.  I need you off my fucking mind.”
 
   “I –” That stung.  “So don’t think about me.”
 
   “It’s not that easy.”
 
   I wasn’t ready to give in to him, not yet.  I needed to fight it—fight him—or I was going to fold.  I was afraid I would become just another one of the MC girls, hovering in the sidelines.  I couldn’t be that.  Not with Cullen.  
 
   “I’ll have Mick or Donna take me home,” I said quietly.  “You stay at the club.  You’re right.  You need a clear mind, and I need to get the fuck out of here before this place strangles me.” Before it swallowed me whole.  I could feel the pull of it, the pull of the entire world sucking me in.
 
   I knew if I stayed much longer I wasn’t going to be able to resist him, or the hell that called my name.
 
   Fuck.  I was already lost to it.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 7
 
   Cullen
 
   I gripped the handlebars of the bike as they vibrated in my hands, a feeling that coursed through my entire body as the tires ground the pavement and the wind whipped all around us.
 
   Altogether, we formed a wing of men and rumbling metal.
 
   Snake led the pack with Bones and then me just behind him.  When we rode like this, one after another, we had to be careful.  We watched every single move the others made and kept our focus on the task at hand.  If we didn’t, we could do more than just kill ourselves—we could wipe out every other man around us and few of the steel cages too.  That was why the most experienced rode in front.
 
   For this group, that was old Snake.  I didn’t dare call him anything but Snake, and certainly not his given name—that was a right reserved for his closest club associates.
 
   And we weren’t them.  Our alliance was starting, but it was tentative, and there was no way I was going to jeopardize it.  That was why Bones brought me and Thrash along.  We didn’t use, we didn’t act foolish, and we were all about our business.  Something that he couldn’t guarantee in the others.
 
   I eyed Snake as he rode, no helmet, just his hard, leathered skin and his cut to protect him.  Realized I wouldn’t mind becoming a leader like him one day.  Bones was quick, meticulous, admirable for his ability to formulate a plan.  But I had grown beyond what he could teach me.  
 
   To me, Snake embodied that perfect balance of leadership.  Aged whisky.  
 
   I got why his men followed him.  He was tough, confident.  He had to be in his sixties, but he still rode like a man in his prime, taking the corners hard and with ease.
 
   Bones, in comparison, was nothing like Snake.  He was weaker on the bike, but still a formidable man.  We didn’t always agree, we didn’t always get along, but he was the Prez now and he’d earned it.  There was nothing we could do to change that.  Still, when paired with Snake, it was clear who the alpha really was.
 
   Not even Bones dared question him.
 
   We knew our job.  Funnel drugs to a part of town that wouldn’t affect the Serpents’ territory, a territory Snake could control and earn off.
 
   Sure, drugs would leak in, but they did that from everywhere.  At least if you had your hand in the pot, you knew exactly where it was coming from.  Snake brought one of his dealers with him.
 
   It made sense, and it was good business.
 
   The dealer rode just behind us.  He was skilled with a bike, even though he wasn’t in an MC.  He rode close, but like he’d been doing it for a long time.
 
   Snake trusted him, said he was good for it.  He wasn’t a Fed anyway.  Could’ve been worse.
 
   On the Pennsylvania highway, the biggest worry we had weren’t the cops coming to hound our shit.  A lot of them were weekend warriors.  No, what we worried about was the fucking road itself.
 
   It was more potholes than pavement.  We had to watch every fucking bump and crater.  After that you had to keep your group away from the soccer moms.  The kind in their vans with no awareness of what was going on around them.  Potholes and oblivious drivers, they could bring death quicker than any shootout or turf war.  Not to mention the fucking old people everywhere, driving like the max speed of their cars was thirty-five.
 
   But when I hit a stretch I knew was going to be empty, that was when it felt good to just let loose.  I relished those moments.  They were the ones that kept me coming back to the countryside.  Whether it was to feel the wind against my skin and just look out over the empty fields, or on a ride like today, for business.  It reminded me of what I was doing in this brotherhood.  The freedom of the open road.
 
   I tried to keep my mind on that, on what was happening right that moment.  About the mission.  Instead, my thoughts kept leaping back to Layla.  To that kiss.  The way she’d touched me, the way she’d looked at me.  Her face was in my mind, reminding me of her at each and every junction, each and every curve.  My hands were hot on the handles of the bike, remembering the feel of her.  It wasn’t something I wanted to have happen.  Hell, it was the last thing I needed, but it was there.  She was there.  In my mind.
 
   Flooding my thoughts.  I crushed them down.  I had to focus.  
 
   As we entered the town, I took a good look around.  The place wasn’t close to any interstate, and it wasn’t a large, booming center.  There was one grocery store, one discount store, and two gas stations.  It was small, unassuming, and completely run down.  Once it had served as a capitol of industry.  Now it was just an old oil town that had seen much better days..
 
   I was surprised to realized that wouldn’t have minded growing up in a place like this.  Nothing bad really happened in places like this.  Yeah, there was crime, but where anyone doing dirt was so quiet that no one had to know about it if they didn’t want to.
 
   If they weren’t coming to seek them out the way I was.
 
   We turned off of Route Eight and down a little side street, making our way to a plaza that must’ve been constructed forty or fifty years ago.  On one end was the only grocery store, and on the other was a shitty little diner.  It wasn’t much more than a tiny window space and a few chairs.  The sort of place that all the old men went into in the morning to get their cheap breakfast and their coffee, sitting and gossiping like biddies.
 
   Braddock didn’t have any of those kinds of places left.  Not anymore.  That sort of thing had long since gone.
 
   This place was run down, but it wasn’t that bad.  Hell, a kid could grow up here to be something other than a slinger or a banger here.  Maybe find some peace…
 
   We parked and turned off our bikes.
 
   “This the place?” I asked Snake.
 
   “This is it.  Marty said he’d meet us inside.  If he likes the look of us, he’ll show us the stash.”
 
   Just like that.  Dude was dumb enough to get himself killed.  If he caved that quickly to us, what would he do if the DEA or the FBI came along snooping?
 
   I shook my head.
 
   This next part, though, was the most dangerous of all.  Men like this, like Snake and Marty, they made snap decisions before they even got to know you.  Just from looking someone in the eye, they decided if you were trustworthy or not.  Sometimes it was a good indicator, but sometimes it got people killed.
 
   Especially if the Prez didn’t like what he saw.  No questions asked.
 
   I spat on the ground and straightened out my jacket and my cut, and then ran my hand through my hair.
 
   It was good enough.  I wasn’t trying to win any damn beauty pageants.  We had a supplier to win over, one way or the other.
 
   Shit wasn’t going to be fun, or easy.
 
   Fuck.
 
   “Howdy.” Marty was a tall, abnormally skinny man.  Looked like he might’ve been sampling his own product a bit too long.  Those were always the most volatile men, the ones who blurred the line between business and pleasure until they couldn’t see a way out of either.
 
   It left me unsettled, but I followed Snake and Bones.  They sat across from him.  I grabbed a chair and pulled it up.  
 
   Thrash and the others kept watch.  Not much in this town.  Couldn’t see no one there to come get us, but it was better safe than sorry.
 
   And if there was one thing we’d learned after Sean, it was that we needed to stay alert.   Let your guard down for a second, someone would put a bullet in it.
 
   “Shit, nice day we’re having.” Marty eyed Snake.
 
   “Easy ridin’, that’s for damn sure.” Snake wasn’t the kind of man who made small talk.  He just took command of situations.  Didn’t need to win them over with conversation.
 
   “Yer interested in business.  Why?”
 
   “I’m sick of this shit getting in my district.  If I could control the trade, it’d be a better deal for me, and it would be a hell of a lot safer than if you keep selling to your current clients.  I imagine if you keep working with them, you’ll lose out one way or another.”
 
   They were talking out in the open, but doing it smart.  Not using any kind of words that could incriminate them in anything.  Hell, for all anyone knew, they could be talking about stone, gravel, kids bikes.  It didn’t matter.  It was vague enough that no one listening could raise an eyebrow.
 
   He knew who Snake was talking about.  “Knew shit was going to start blowing my way with them.  Motherfuckers are as sketchy as hell.  Won’t lie, I’m eager to get something a bit more steady and a bit more profitable, if you know what I mean.”
 
   “Yeah, I do.  I can guarantee that.  My guys, they need a good supply.  Steady.”
 
   “So why aren’t they here?”
 
   “I act as a middle man, of sorts.  Keep it out of my district, funnel it to the right place, and keep both of us from getting any kind of notice.” Now Snake was hushed, his eyes hard as he sized Marty up.
 
   Marty was doing the same.  I just listened.
 
   “I can get down with that.  As long as I get paid and you get it where it needs to go, I don’t give a shit about who buys.”
 
   Marty was sharp, real sharp.  Maybe he was just skinny and not tweaking.  I didn’t know for sure.  What I did know was that he was the kind of man who would make the deals that were best for him, even if it meant turning on a former business partner.
 
   It made me nervous.
 
   Still, that shouldn’t have mattered to me.  I wasn’t going to be the one dealing.  I wasn’t even going to be the one muling.  I was just the muscle in these talks.
 
   Extra insurance.
 
   So I did my best to look like the kind of man who could back Snake up.
 
   “Shit, you wanna come see what I got to sell?” The approval.  It was a good sign.  I let out a low breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding.
 
   “Was wondering when you’d say that,” Snake said, smiling for the first time.  Apparently they’d assessed each other and felt they could do business.
 
   It was some kind of progress.
 
   We paid the bill and tipped a hell of a lot more than that waitress had probably ever seen.  Standing up, we exited one by one until we were back on our bikes, following this man in his cage.
 
   He led us through a maze of roads until they broke away from the small town and dissolved into open farms and forest, patches of each alternating.
 
   We turned onto a dirt road and gave Marty space, following him down it.  If a rider had never ridden on dirt before, it could be a challenge.  The shifting ground isn’t like paved, even with potholes.  You’re at the mercy of the road, riding with it instead of against it, steering into the bumps, grooves, and gravel, and giving the bike what it wants instead of fighting it for control.
 
   We weren’t two miles down the road when the baby of the group, one of the men Snake brought, wiped out.  It was a quick slide on his bike and he skid right in the ditch, bike first.  We all stopped slowly, waiting.
 
   When he crawled out and gave us the thumbs up, there were chuckles.  A few of the men at the back hopped off their bikes and went to help him right his.  Hopefully it would drive, or they’d have to send someone up to get it.
 
   I eyed Thrash as I hopped off my bike and he smirked.  He didn’t need to say the words.  We were both thinking it.  That biker was a total dumbass.
 
   Yeah, that was how we coped when someone took a bite of pavement or dirt.  We mocked them.  Because if it happened to them for being dumbasses, it certainly couldn’t happen to us.  We were smarter, stronger, more adept.  We were invulnerable.
 
   It may not have been the truth, but it felt a hell of a lot better than worrying if we could be next.  If we were going to be the ones to kill ourselves on a bike.
 
   It was part of the experience.
 
   We watched them for a second and then moved on.  We had business to conduct, and we didn’t have time to piss away.
 
   We pulled into the driveway,  and up to the set of trailers.  Three of Marty’s men were situated on the property, hidden behind a large line of trees.
 
   It had the perfect amount of privacy to keep prying eyes out, but it was secure enough and easy enough to get to that they could perform the work they needed.
 
   Meth was one hell of a drug.  Addictive as hell with disastrous consequences, but for those willing to cook it up, it could mean one hell of a profit, too.
 
   Our MC didn’t deal in drugs—at least, not really.  Just this.  Removing supply from Hound’s Breath was our goal.  It was part of the strategy.  Cut their cash flow and then take them for everything they had.
 
   “Let’s talk numbers.” Marty lit up a cigarette on his porch, grabbing a seat on a couch that was clearly meant for the living room, but had long since been abandoned to the elements.
 
   The place was a big, doublewide trailer with a custom-built roof and porch.  But here, ‘custom’ didn’t mean quality.  This shithole was about as safe as a meth lab, if not worse, and I worried it was going to cave in under our weight.
 
   Still, I didn’t want to fuck around and piss him off, so when Marty offered us a mocking wave of welcome, I sat on the step.  I preferred to look up at all of them as they lounged on the porch.  It gave me a better view of their faces.  And they were less likely to pay attention to me.  A couple of Marty’s buddies were already outside smoking or tweaking, and he looked at home with all of this.
 
   “Shit, numbers? How much you running to Hound’s Breath now?”
 
   “Honestly? Not that much, maybe fifteen pounds a month.” Fifteen pounds was a shitload, but it certainly wasn’t enough to sell to the entire territory the Hound’s Breath claimed to cover.
 
   “Crystal?”
 
   “And tab.  They sold both.  How much are your guys prepared to take on?”
 
   The River Serpents’ dealer spoke up.  “At least double that, at first.  If it proves to be good shit, we can certainly see upping the order a good bit.  You got means to increase that load?”
 
   Marty nodded.  “Got one lab working full-time.  The other ain’t doing much now, but we can fire them both up, if that’s what you need.”
 
   It was like a damn complex.  How many more trailers did he have on it? How had the feds not come to find this place? I mean, fuck, he was telling us his entire operation.  I’d be freaking the fuck out.  No, no way he was sampling his own shit.  He’d’ve been caught by now.
 
   All of this… It was too damn open.  
 
   Marty was going on still.  “- Plus anything more we got.  We ain’t prepared to share.  But we can make it work.”
 
   Fuck.  What were we all getting into?
 
   The guy on the left, spoke up.  “Yinz want a beer? I got the ol’ lady and her girls in there reddin’ up the place, but if yinz want one, I can holler for ‘em.” 
 
   Bones nodded.  “I’ll take a beer.”
 
   We all nodded or raised our hands, as well.
 
   “Cindy, get your pretty little ass out here with them girls and bring these boys a beer, you got that?” The burly fellow didn’t move, didn’t go get them, just yelled into the trailer as he said it, grunting and waiting for his old lady to holler back.
 
   I leaned against the railing and looked around.  Other than being a damn drug lab, it was a pretty nice property.  Open, rural, beautiful.  Nothing at all like the city.
 
   Nothing like Braddock, where the potholes and the concrete threatened to strangle you at every turn.  Yeah, a man could breathe out here.
 
   “Shit, we’re coming.” A woman popped out then, a couple of beers in her hand, the ladies behind her trailing out.
 
   One of them looked directly at me and smiled, her two front teeth stained yellow from a damn meth pipe, but even so she was still pretty enough.
 
   And was willing enough.  Her body language as she handed me the beer made it clear she’d be happy to do just about anything I wanted.  
 
   “Here you go, hun.” She grinned, then sat down next to me.  “You’re a pretty one.  Ain’t all burly and hairy like I’d thought yinz would be.  Most of them guys around here are like that.  Ain’t so handsome to look at.” She drawled some of her words a bit, like they had flavor she had to pull out of them.  Coming on real strong.
 
   I took a sip of beer but kept my eyes fixed forward.  I felt nothing, no surge of blood, no interest.  Nothing at all.  If anything, her nearness reminded me of where I would rather be.  In Layla’s arms, my nose against her warm skin.  
 
   Back in the day, Layla used to shiver when I kissed her.  For a while I’d though it was my lips, until her body had taught me that it was the contrast of cool breath and hot tongue that drove her wild.  Flushed her cheeks.  Raised that light sweat along her breasts and throat.  Moistening her…
 
   A woman’s hand touched my shoulder and I nearly jumped out of my skin.
 
   Shit! I flinched away from the woman beside me.  Several of the men smirked at us, but I didn’t care.  I glanced at Snake and grimaced, then to Bones.  
 
   Bones was too wrapped up in his own shit to give a damn about mine.
 
   “What about me?” the old goat asked, laughing as he eyed the pretty piece up.  “Ain’t I perdy?” He had an ol’ lady at home and two on the side, but that didn’t matter.  Bones was content to get some wherever he could, even if that someone was a tweaking junkie.
 
   The girl’s lips spread wide, baring an eager grin.  She wanted someone to play with.  She'd found one.  “Oh, hun, you know you are, but I wanted to give this pup some attention first.  You game for a little ride?” 
 
   When Marty nodded, she giggled and then grabbed Bone’s hand, pulling him inside of the trailer.
 
   I went back to my beer.
 
   We all knew what was going to happen next.  Just had to wait till he was done.  Back to Braddock, where shit made sense, and all of this faded away.
 
   Banging one of the girls during a deal? Sometimes I swore Bones was too fucking dumb to be President of the MC.  But I shook that thought off quickly and tried to push it aside.  It wasn’t smart to question the Prez.  It was dangerous to even think shit like that.
 
   That was how people got killed.
 
   The last person who questioned him—hell, I couldn’t even remember who it was, but it wasn’t good.  It never ended well.  Few broken teeth, a blacked out tat, or worse.
 
   I wasn’t going to go down that road.  I’d seen the consequences of it, and it was enough to scare even me.
 
   “So, you wanna see the stash, check it, make sure it is what you are looking for?” Marty asked, looking at Snake.
 
   “Yeah, me and Tiger’ll go have a look.  The rest of yinz stay here.”
 
   Snake had better things to do than put up with Bones.  But his MC, we had to sit around and wait.  Stay close, find something to do.  We were like a pack of restless wolves.
 
   A few of the others, mostly recruits itching for some action, followed the girls inside.  
 
   Thrash had drifted over to the edge of the porch, getting as far away as he could.  God only knew what the man was thinking, staring out across the field at the tree-line.
 
   I was the only one who didn’t have anything to do.  My blood was hot, thinking about a woman who was far away, and letting my mind drift didn’t offer me any relief.
 
   Slinging back the last of my drink, I held my hand out for another.  Spat in the dirt, and tried to get comfortable.  I was bored and there was something about having to listen to our President get his that made me want to ride away.  Made me want to stop sitting around and go do something for myself.  Anything but sit here, waiting around like some kind of lackey.
 
   But what I wanted wasn’t inside that broke-down trailer.  
 
   It wasn’t just Layla either.  It was more.  Something I couldn’t put my finger on.  A half formed idea, hanging off my need for Layla.   It bobbed around like a children’s balloon, funny and frustrating, just out of reach.
 
   What did I want? Revenge.  Yes, revenge.  But what else? Layla… 
 
   If I wanted just her, I could have had her the other night.  Her heat had risen for me like it always did, ready just for me.  I didn’t just want to fuck her though.  I wanted all of her.  I wanted to trust her, damn it, and I knew better.  She had a good heart, but she wouldn’t stay.  She wanted to leave this place, and I knew she would the moment she could.  
 
   I belonged to the MC.  It was in my blood.  It was in hers too, but she would run from it.  She was too smart, too independent.  She’d been born to leave us behind.  To me behind.  
 
   I was starting to think the pain would be worth it.  But I’d have cut off my right arm to keep her.  If keeping her could have made her happy…
 
   Drunk and acting the fool, Bones howled from inside the trailer.  All of us still on the porch winced.  
 
   So much for a serene retreat.
 
   


 
   
  
 





 
   Layla
 
   There was a violent pounding in my head.  I was tangled in the sheets, still half caught in a dream that didn’t matter.  Squirming in the covers let the cool air slip in, chilling my legs and waking me up.  That’s when he pounded on the door again, and I jumped up, my heart racing as the door shook on its hinges.
 
   “What the hell?” I called.
 
   “Let me in, Lala.  I need to see you.”
 
   It was Cullen.  His voice held a mixture of anger and fear and something else that caught my breath.
 
   I didn’t think twice.  I didn’t want to.  I just padded over to the door and I opened it, looking at that tousled man in the eyes.   He leaned against the jam and stared down at me.  I could tell by the looseness in his limbs that he had probably been drinking.  That wasn’t a bad thing.  The way his eyes slid over my body made my tongue heavy.  Made me want to run it over the palm of his hand, along his fingers.
 
   I had put on one of my brother’s overlarge t-shirts to sleep in.  I didn’t like to sleep in clothing at all, but I figured since I was in a place that wasn’t home, a shirt couldn’t hurt.
 
   At least I was wearing something.
 
   “Layla, do you know how hot you look in that? Where the hell did you get my shirt?” 
 
   “I thought it was -” My mouth clamped shut.  Well, I’d thought it was Sean’s shirt anyhow.  
 
   A grin spread across his face then, so sudden.  When he laughed, his eyes lit up like sparklers, glistening in the shadows.  The sound was rough and male, and it came so easily for me then.  It broke down any walls that I had left.  
 
   “Fuck, I’ve missed you, Lala,” he said.  As the humor waned, the intensity in his eyes grew.  
 
   God! Those eyes… 
 
   I shivered.
 
   “You cold?” he asked, his voice roughened by his need.
 
   I shook my head and took a step back from the door.  But only one step.  We were anchored, he and I.  Chained together by the desire to see what new secrets our bodies could discover.  And as I looked back up at him, we both knew that I wasn’t going to shut him out.  Not tonight.  Not anymore.
 
   Cullen had never been the sort to overthink an open invitation.  He had been careful when we were kids, but once I’d let him close, he hadn’t hesitated.  He’d always known what he wanted.  
 
   Tonight was no different.  Without a word, he closed the gap between us and pulled me into him.  I shut out the worries and the practical fears.  Shut everything out but him.  He kissed my neck and slipped his hands inside my shirt.  As I gripped him closer, grinding myself against his thigh.   his slid those thick fingers over my hips and dragged me closer.  
 
   A soft moan escaped our lips, and he pulled away, breathing hard.  
 
   He was so fucking hot, his skin burning against my body.  He pulled me from the room, scooping me up and shoving the door open with his shoulder.
 
   One last worry danced through my head as he set me down.  Could we do this without any consequences? that little voice inside me wondered.  
 
   I shook it away.
 
   Fuck, ‘consequences’ were already happening, anyways.  Might as well get what I wanted out of it.
 
   Might as well get what I wanted.  What I needed.
 
   I growled as he kissed me again, our mouths devouring one another with the passion that we had been trying so desperately to hold back, trying and failing.  This time, I didn’t care.  I let him feel all of me.  My passion, my want, my need.  I let him take it and give back his own.
 
   It was better than I ever thought it could be.
 
   “Fuck,” I moaned into his mouth as we broke apart.  “Fuck.”
 
   “Baby girl, you have no idea what fucking is,” he ground out, promise in his eyes.  “Not yet..” Excitement thrilled through me.  
 
   It had been a long time since we were last together.  A lifetime.  I wanted to explore all the ways he had grown, changed.  
 
   Did he still bite to keep from releasing too soon? Those hands were stronger now, bigger.  They had pinned me so easily at the clubhouse that day.  What would it feel like to strain against them? To truly use all my strength to take even as he took? 
 
   I wanted know everything.  Feel everything.
 
   Grabbing his collar, I tugged him forward.
 
   His room was spartan.  Nothing to distract us.  Nothing to trip over.  
 
   The big, king-sized bed beckoned us and I went gladly.  This was where he slept, and as he laid me down in it, I breathed the smell of him from the soft sheets.
 
   Suddenly, I felt light.  Almost shy.  
 
   I took a deep breath and looked up at him, my eyes wide with delight and fear as he crawled over me, tracing kisses up my body.  Those hands roamed under my shirt, pressing as they travelled, as if he was making sure I was real.
 
   “Damn, Layla.  You have no idea how often I have fantasized about this.  You.  The one who got away.” He pulled off his cut and his shirt and threw them on the floor in his haste, bending down again and kissing my throat.  His tongue licked and I bucked, so eager.  
 
   I was hungry for him, grasping every inch of that hard body in my hands until he caught them, drew them over my head and pinned me down.  Breathless and aching for him, I waited for him.  
 
   “We are going to go slow and enjoy ourselves.  I want the full experience.  Everything I’ve missed.  … If I only get this once, I want it to last,” he whispered into my ear as he slipped his hand up my thigh, tracing his fingers across my juicy center.  Gently, lightly.  
 
   I was soaking wet and my pussy was pounding with need, but he didn’t care.  He ghosted over it, affording me the sensation of touch without any of the satisfaction.
 
   Fuuuuck.
 
   I was gasping for air, mouthing and arching my back.
 
   He was tormenting me.  There was nothing I could do to stop it.  
 
   My blood was singing inside me.  Out in the world, in the MC, he was the boss.  He controlled the bike.  He was the one the men listened to without questioning.  I knew it in my bones that he would be President of the club one day.  If he survived.
 
   The thought was sobering and I buried my hand in his hair to shut it out.  Out there, the world had its way.  But here, in this bed, our bed, I had just a much power.  I was just as determined.  And I knew what I wanted.
 
   I wanted him to make me beg for it.  And I was going to make him work for it.
 
   Arching my back, I pressed my aching pussy against the length of him.  He was still trapped in his pants, so thick and long it was impossible not to feel though the denim.  I paused, made my aching pussy still against his throbbing cock.  It was trapped.  Dying to be let out.
 
   He had buried his face against my throat, biting the arch of my shoulder.  That tongue had been wandering and I could feel the cool air against the moisture.  Feel the way it contrasted with the heat of his breath.  
 
   He was so focused on not losing control that it was easy to slip a wrist free of his grip.  Utterly unafraid, I let my fingers trace over the bulge of his cock.  I gripped the button and pulled it free, letting my knuckles brush over the tight muscles of his stomach.  It was damp and I growled in satisfaction.
 
   The damn nearly burst.
 
   He snarled, suddenly grabbing me by my hair, his eyes wild.  I couldn’t push him much further or the tension would break.  I wanted to laugh in delight, but I couldn’t breathe.
 
   Exhilarated, I savored the smile that spread over my features.  It had been years since I had felt so free.  So powerful.  So willing to trust.
 
   This was my man.  My man.  Powerful.  Strong.  Willing.  And ready.  
 
   It was time to give back the power.  I knew without asking that it would be a pleasure to do so.
 
   Relaxing, I whispered into his ear, “Fuck me, Cullen.” I purred, my tongue clicking lightly in the back of my throat.  “Please fuck me.”
 
   “Fuck,” he growled, his grip on my wrist suddenly heavy.
 
   He loomed over me, a beautiful specimen of a man.  Strong and tall.  A glorious threat.  He’d let me have mine.  Now I wanted nothing more than to be his..
 
   One more time.  I was going to be his.
 
   He backed away from me, this time with purpose, playing the game against me.
 
   His lip curled, half wicked boy, half powerful man, and he told me, “You are going to cum when I tell you to cum, Lala.  You are going to shake and writhe for me, and you are going to do it over and over tonight.” His tone made it clear that he was going to enjoy this as much as I would, “And when you are done, you’re gonna beg me for more.” 
 
   ***
 
   He left my shirt on as he pulled it up, just a little, just enough to expose my pussy to the air.  He wanted to see me shiver, and I bit my lip lightly with a groan, letting the cool air do its work.
 
   “Spread your legs, Layla.  I want to see you.”
 
   I did as I was told.  
 
   I spread my legs for him, as those bright green eyes looked me over, claiming every inch of me for himself.  They lingered on the soft pearl of flesh between my nether-lips and bared his teeth into a grin.  
 
   Slowly, he bent down, watching me watch him, and then he kissed me.  Right there.  Right on that little nub.  The wet, firm heat of his tongue sent shocks through me.
 
   A breathless, heavy groan escaped my lips, the begging of an animal.  Real and shameless.  But he wanted to hear me say it.
 
   “Who’s going to beg?” he said, hardening his voice to control it.
 
   “Me,” I gasped.  
 
   “Please, Cul.  Please.  Kiss me again.” I gasped the words, shuddering around the last three.
 
   “Only when you give me everything I want, Lala.”
 
   “I promise.  I promise.” I tried to rise.  I was ready to obey, but he pushed me back down again.  Bit lightly on the flesh of my thigh.  
 
   “When I say so.” 
 
   I was reduced to whimpering, but he bent down again and kissed me, flicking his tongue over my clit as he did so, letting me feel exactly what I wanted.
 
   It shook me, rocked me so hard.  I could feel each and every one of his breaths as he hesitated.  
 
   “Please.” I managed.  I didn’t want him to stop.  I wanted more.  I needed him.  More of him.  All of him.  
 
   Abandoning words, I licked the air, my eyelids heavy as I looked down into those determined eyes.   I cooed, writhing for more.
 
   Satisfied, he dove in.
 
   That hot, wet mouth came down on me, licking and caressing me as he snaked a finger into my pussy, my juices coating him as he started stroking me in a come-hither motion.
 
   Damn, it felt so fucking good.
 
   “Oh! Ughhhh!” I cried out.  
 
   My groans became little moans as he increased the pace, licking and thrusting into me until my whole body was trembling.  Until I was grinding against him for more.
 
   His fingers weren’t enough.  I needed his cock inside me.  The walls of my pussy clenched tight, telling him what I was too breathless to say.  
 
   “Fuck me, Cullen,” I begged.  “Fuck me.  Please!”
 
   Those eyes told me he was going to.  
 
   But not yet.
 
   He was right.  I was going to cum.  And then beg for it again and again.
 
   I didn’t need his voice to push me over the edge, but he knew me too well.  As I was ready to cascade, he moaned into my pussy.
 
   And my body erupted.  All the walls I’d built over the years crashed down in the orgasm.  Wave after wave of pleasure slamming into me.
 
   It felt so damn good that I screamed - literally screamed his name.
 
   And he held on for the ride, licking and stroking me inside until I couldn’t take it any more.  Until it was too much.  I cried out silently, then aloud, as the pleasure tumbled through my body, shuddering through my arms and arching my back.  
 
   “Cullen!” I gasped, my nails clumsy with spent desire.
 
   “Get up,” he said.
 
   I groaned.  I felt so loose.
 
   He had the power now, but where I had taunted him with mine, he didn’t need games or words or sadism to command.  His focus and strength were that of a man who would become great.  
 
   Without a word, he pulled me up to straddle his thigh and I let him, gladly obedient.  
 
   But then, he did something I wasn’t expecting.
 
   He kissed me.  Gently.  Restraining himself.  
 
   The sudden change shocked me.  
 
   Still throbbing from his touch, I came again, the juice slicking the taunt muscles of his leg, as I bit my lip.  I clung to him, my tongue desperate for his.  He had to calm me down, silently reminding me to savor it.  
 
   It was so hard.  I could taste myself on him.  I kissed him and licked him and let his tongue invade my mouth until his scent and mine were mingled and completely confused.  It felt so fucking good, I almost had another orgasm without even being touched.
 
   All this, just from a kiss.  Well, kisses.  
 
   Kisses.  I laughed throatily.  Cullen was a man with many talents.
 
   “Beg me to make you cum again, Layla,” he half commanded, half pled.  His voice a whisper, rippling through my veins.  “Beg me.”
 
   “Please, Cullen,” I managed, my voice raw.  “Please make me cum again.”
 
   He grinned, proud of what he had done.  Kissing my neck, he reached under my shirt, pulling it off and over my head and leaving me completely bare before him.  
 
   “You are so damn hot.” He bent down and kissed my breast, sucking the round and then the nipple.  Running that very skilled tongue over the sensitive flesh.  He was making me absolutely insane.  I’d just cum, yet I was on fire for him again.  I wanted more.  Wanted more of him.
 
   Fuck.  More.  I needed more.
 
   “Please, Cul.  Baby, I can’t.  I need you.  Please.” I bucked at the air, my want driving me over the edge.  I was wanton for him.  My desire couldn’t be tamed anymore.  I needed him.  I wouldn’t survive if I didn’t have his cock inside of me.
 
   “Tell me you need me.  Tell me exactly what you need,” he demanded as he looked down over me.  He knew what I needed.  Now he was being cruel.  Now he was making me pay for leaving him.
 
   I deserved it.
 
   “I need you,” I whispered.  I was shaking, afraid he would stop to punish me.  “I need your cock.  I need you inside of me.  Please, Cullen,” I breathed.  “Please don’t make me wait.” I pawed at his chest and bit my lip, trying to hold on to my emotions, but they were spilling over.  The walls were all broken now, and there was nothing I could do to stop them.
 
   “That’s my girl.  You need me.  You want me? You get me, Layla.  You.” He spread my legs with his hands and then reached into me again, parting my nether-lips.
 
   When he entered me, nothing else mattered.
 
   That thick cock filled every inch of me and then some, and I immediately breathed a sigh of relief as he filled me up.  That was what I needed.  That was the only thing that was going to make me feel better.  And he was the only one who could give it to me the way I wanted.
 
   It felt right.  We were puzzle pieces that fit together.
 
   He stayed there just for a moment, letting my body adjust to him before he started to thrust.  He pulled out of me slowly at first and that ache returned, the one that I couldn’t control.  It wanted him in me, pushing at me, pounding me harder.  But he intended to break me down at his own pace.
 
   The tempo of his thrusts steadily increased until he had complete control.  I cried out again and again as he pinned down my shoulders and took over, pistoning inside me as hard as possible.
 
   I’d never felt so fulfilled in all my life.
 
   I growled and screamed liked a wild animal as I writhed underneath him, pushing my hips to meet his, bucking into him.  Each thrust I tried to match, to bring as much force possible.  But it still wasn’t enough.  I wanted more.  I wanted all of him.  I couldn’t be satisfied by anything else..
 
   “Cum for me, Lala.  Cum on my cock.  I want that little pussy to squeeze me until it can’t get any tighter.” He hissed the words as he delved into me, now grabbing my hips for even better support.  He slammed into me and made my hips slam into him, taking control of my body and his.  Letting me submit completely to the raw, savage pleasure.
 
   “Beg me.  Beg me,” I said, over and over again.  He was going to beg me just like I’d begged him.
 
   “Fuck.  Cum for me, Layla.  Please.  I need you to cum.  I need to feel it.  I want to feel you from the inside.” He was begging or demanding.  I wasn’t sure which.  I didn’t care.  With a shriek, I came, my body spasming around his cock so suddenly and so strong that he threw his head back and joined me.
 
   Without realizing what I was doing, I arched upright, grabbing him by his hair and devouring him, sucking him in deeper.  .  He came with me, groaning and thrusting deep into me one final time, as deep as he could go.  There was pain blurring with the pleasure, and then my body relaxed, finally satisfied.
 
   I fell against him, my lips at his throat.  Even spent, his arms were strong, holding us steady as he slid us amidst the sheets.  He kept himself inside me as we both recovered, clinging to one another, holding one another.
 
   When it was all over, he held me.  His warm body against mine.  The two of us not talking as we accepted what happened.  What had passed between us.
 
   I told him I just needed him once to get him out of my system, but I was lying.  Holding the palm of his hand to my face, I knew now that was never leaving.  Not if I had a choice.  If I didn’t have more of him, I wasn’t going to be able to go on.
 
   It was like trying a drug.  As a teen, I had thought once would be enough, that I could move on.  But once would never be enough.  I should have known that.  Now, I was hooked again.  I’d had another shot of Cullen, and that was all it took.
 
   I was a junkie for his touch.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 8
 
   Cullen
 
   I wanted her again.  Wanted to touch her.  Wanted to feel her.  Wanted her up against me, begging me for more.
 
   I gave my bike a once-over in the club parking lot, but let my gaze drifted across the alley to the shop.  She was in there.  Working.  Doing exactly what we told her to.
 
   Our job was to keep her safe.  Keep her protected.  Keep her close.
 
   She was too close.  I needed her again.  
 
   She was coming with me on this ride.  Riders and their ol’ ladies would be at the lodge out west of here, partying it up.  I kept telling myself that it was the perfect opportunity to get more involved with Snake’s gang and to build closer ties.  The truth was that it was the perfect place to lose myself after yesterday.  And I was willing to do just about anything to convince Layla to lose herself with me.
 
   It had been a week since we’d started sleeping together.  After all these years, she had amazed me.  She had always been serious, careful even.  Until she wasn’t.  
 
   When Layla knew what she wanted, she was the equal of any man.  
 
   Now that she was grown… 
 
   Shit, she’d always been different for me.  A girl I could understand.  
 
   Now she knew who she was, and it showed.  In the way she carried herself.  In the set of her shoulders and her confident but quiet stride.
 
   Some women strutted around like they owned the world but it was just an act for them.  Like Brandy.  She was always acting tough, but the drugs gave her away, showed that she was insecure.  Afraid to look weak.  Always screaming she didn’t need anybody when she really needed the help.
 
   Brandy’s bitching made her weak.
 
   Layla’s strength was real.  I had never doubted that I’d face any challenge, that I’d die fighting.  I’d never been a coward.  But with Layla, I felt even stronger.  Quicker.  More focused.  
 
   For years, I’d been willing to die for the Fire and Steel.
 
   I’d been living, but now I had a reason to live.  For Layla.  For the MC.  For myself.  Now I knew what it really meant to be free.  To truly rebel.  Because for the first time in my life I was afraid to lose something.  I was afraid to lose her.
 
   But I wasn’t going to let it stop me.  Losing her once had nearly broken me, but I was going to love her anyway.  I was going to avenge her brother.  My friend.  
 
   That was what it was to be brave.  To feel fear but not let it stop you.  To dare anyway.  To risk the pain because it was more important to truly live.  
 
   I looked down at my VP patch.  I knew what it stood for.  Hell, I knew what it all was for.  We wouldn’t have survived in this neighborhood if it wasn’t for the Warriors.  We wouldn’t have made it out of here alive.  It was a hell that we were born into, and the Fire and Steel had been our salvation.
 
   I was almost finished looking over my bike when I saw them.  A piece of shit car on giant wheels complete with spinners as it came up the road.  The kid—couldn’t have been more than fifteen years old—in the passenger side lobbed something at our clubhouse, and then they sped off.  Fuck.  It went off in a loud blast, exploding against the far side wall of our building, busting the mortar like a wound out into the parking lot.  
 
   Either a nail bomb or a grenade.  I wasn’t sure which.
 
   I flatted out on the ground, debris crackling around me against the asphalt.  When the shower of brick died away, I ran into the clubhouse to assess the damage.  But not before I spotted two more cars loaded with men headed our way.
 
    “Shit!” “What the hell?” a prospect hollered.
 
   I slapped him on the back to steady him and sent him to help is buddies.  They’d been sitting nearest to the crumbling wall.  
 
   “We are under attack,” I shouted over the chaos.  “Hound’s Breath.  Here!” Instantly, I had everyone’s attention.  “Get the guns! Be smart about this.” They knew what I meant.  We had a plan in place.
 
   The recruits hurried in with the guns: shotguns, hand pieces, a bazooka.  Bones took the AK-47.
 
   As tires screeched in the parking lot, we snatched up what suited us, then took up positions.  A few of the men ran out to claim the best positions in the lot.  Bones was directing another group to their windows.
 
   The Hounds were a long and lanky bunch, most of them just kids.  But the guns in their hands were very real.  Their arms weren’t automatics, but they gotten ahold of some pretty damn powerful shit.  
 
   I had a Browning down the back of my belt and loaded a shotgun.  My job in Bones plan suited me.  
 
   Get to the damn garage.  Make sure Layla was safe.  
 
   I had to make sure she was okay.  I had to get to her.
 
   I weaved through the series of obstacles, using our bikes as a barricade.  It was an easy maneuver.  These assholes were too busy focusing on the men shooting at them to notice me.  A few shot after me, recognizing that I might be setting up to cut them off.  But they couldn’t get the rest to help them.  These were a bunch of kids, all hot blood and no organization.   They were shooting without really aiming, hitting around their targets instead of at them.  That was what happened when you put guns into the hands of children.  You got piss-poor marksmanship.
 
   Whatever idiot had set this mess up, I was grateful to them..  It helped me reach get across the lot in one piece.  
 
   I dove into the garage through a bay and walked around, my gun ready in my hand as I checked each corner.  Kept my breathing steady.  Kept focused.
 
   Layla was smart.  She’d known we were sparring with the Hounds.  Her family was MC.  She knew what was coming.  I had to believe that she had hidden after the explosion.
 
   But they don’t call it shell shock for nothing.  Layla was no idiot, but she had never lived the life.
 
   When I kicked in that door I saw a lone Hound, knife out, rushing toward her, a hungry look in his eyes.  He didn’t just mean to steal her then.
 
   I acted quickly, did it smart.  I grabbed the little shit from behind and disarmed him, forcing him into a headlock until he was out cold.  Not dead.
 
   Good.
 
   I caught Layla’s eye as I lowered the kid to the floor.  She couldn’t hide her relief.  Reminded me of what I could do when I lost it.  I knew she didn’t like that side of me.  
 
   It was a problem we were going to have to figure out later.  
 
   Right now, though, letting the kid live made talking her out of her shock easier.  
 
   Sean and I had prepared a few of the recruits for fights, so I knew what to look for.  Layla was trembling and pale, but her eyes were steady.  That was important.  Clear vision meant that she was adapting to the situation.  
 
   “Layla.  Layla.” My touch seemed to calm her.  I repeated myself to make sure she understood me.  “Layla.  Get down.   I’m going to cover the bay.” She gripped my arm, as if to make me stay, but I shook her off.  “I gotta watch the bay or they can get in, Layla.” 
 
   That seemed to get through.  
 
   “I need you to stay quiet until the cops come.  Then you get the fuck out of here, you got me? Go home and wait for me.  Text me when you get there.” I wanted to pull her into my arms, to check her over.  That motherfucker.  I spit on him, then look at her.  
 
   She had heard me but she still was frozen there, staring at me.  As if her brain was trying to catch up.
 
   “Hide!” I yelled, shaking her into motion.
 
   “Okay!” she yelped.
 
   As she fumbled around through the scattered paperwork and overturned furniture, a loud wailing started up, not far in the distance.  
 
   Sirens.  Finally.  Took those motherfuckers long enough.  
 
   The cops were part of the plan.  We paid some of them for this kind of protection, but they never fucking came when we needed them to scare off little shits like this.
 
   It seemed like Bones had really pulled out all the stops this time, though.
 
   By the time I emerged from the garage most of the Hounds had run.  My men were standing around, holstering their guns.
 
   No one had been shot that I could see.  No one hurt.
 
   “You get any of those bastards?” I asked Thrash.
 
   “Winged quite a few of them.  Enough to send them running.”
 
   “But you didn’t kill any?”
 
   He shrugged.  “Didn’t have to.” So he’d noticed their shitty aim, too.
 
   “Good.  That’ll make the questions easier to answer.  Anyone hurt?”
 
   “Here!” Mick called out and my blood went cold.  What the fuck was the old geezer doing out there? Layla was going to kill me if I let her Uncle take a bullet.
 
   .  
 
   I expected to find him bleeding.  Instead, he was holding one of the prospects.  The kid was dead.  
 
   Troy.
 
   “Fuck,” I said, looking him over.  Clean shot, right in the goddamn head.
 
   Lucky-ass shot.
 
   “Shit.  Shit!” I kicked over an empty barrel and ran my hands through my hair, then pulled the kid off of Mick so that he could get up.  
 
   “I tried to catch him,” Mick was saying.  
 
   I just shook my head.  
 
   The old geezer wasn’t strong enough anymore to carry a child, much less young man.
 
   I expected to find him bleeding.  Instead, he was holding one of the prospects.  The kid was dead.  
 
   Troy.
 
   “Fuck,” I said, looking him over.  Clean shot, right in the goddamn head.
 
   Lucky-ass shot.
 
   “Shit.  Shit!” I kicked over an empty barrel and ran my hands through my hair, then pulled the kid off of Mick so that he could get up.  
 
   “I tried to catch him,” Mick was saying.  
 
   I just shook my head.  
 
   The old geezer wasn’t strong enough anymore to carry a child, much less young man.
 
   “Anyone else?” I asked.  No answers.
 
   “What the hell happened?” Ah, the motherfucking chief was here.
 
   “What happened was you assholes took your fucking time getting over here and one of our men got killed.  Fucking gangs are running this place, George, and you can’t even keep it under control.” I was livid.  Spewing my venom at him.
 
   “Fuck.” George radioed the crew.
 
   “Call it in as a drive-by, George.  Don’t tell them shit.  We were just out here getting ready for a run.  Nothing more just a drive-by.” Bones stepped in, doing exactly what he was supposed to.
 
   George was Mick’s cousin.  The man was securely in our pockets, and Bones knew just how to handle him.
 
   “All right.  You fire back?”
 
   “We did, but just out of self-defense,” he said.
 
   “Kill anyone?” George knew exactly what to ask to make it all go away.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then it sounds like anyone else who got shot may have gotten a dose of friendly fire, right? Because you all didn’t fire back.” Contrary to the smell of sulfur still the air.
 
   “Yeah, sounds about right.”
 
   “You going to take care of this?” I asked him, looking him in the eyes.  It was difficult because the dust was still wafting up from the aftereffects of whatever kind of crude bomb the gang used.
 
   “Yeah, we’ll take care of this.  Keep Caputo out of it.  Motherfucker would have a field day.”
 
   “Fucking cops.” I snorted, but George narrowed his eyes at me.  It was then that I realized Troy’s blood was still on my hands, the sticky liquid drying hard, pulling at my skin.
 
   “Still, have to get someone to come examine your boy.”
 
   Fuck.  The last thing I wanted was another funeral.
 
   “You got any reason for me to search the place?” That asshole was still passed out in the office.  Fuck.
 
   “No.  And no, we don’t know who it was.  Just some gang,” I was quick to say, but I shot a look to Bones.
 
   “All right, well, I’ll send for backup.”
 
   We were able to get that motherfucker in the basement of the garage before anyone else arrived, and they scooped up Troy before we could protest, carting him off to examine him.  If it was anything like Sean, he’d be released just in time for the funeral.  Another one dead at the hands of these motherfuckers.
 
   “What the hell happened?” I asked, looking at Bones.
 
   “They must’ve gotten wind of the dry up of supply.  Figured it was us, thought they’d pay us a little visit.”
 
   “Oh, I’ll pay them a visit, all right.” Mick sucked in a breath, but I cut him off.
 
   “We have to be smart about this shit.  We have to do it right.  Right now, we have this motherfucker.  Let’s send a little message to his friends, right?”
 
   We waited for him.  He was responsive, so just a few more minutes and he should have been awake.  Almost felt bad for what he was about to endure.  Almost.
 
   This motherfucker could’ve been the one who killed Sean.  He’d almost gotten to Layla.  He was going to pay for his sins, and the sins of his brothers.  We wouldn’t kill him, just send him home as the messenger.  One with our initials carved into his skin.
 
   ***
 
   “What do you know, you stupid motherfucker?”
 
   “N-Nothing, I swear.” He was tied to a chair in the basement while we questioned him.  The lights bounced off the workbench filled with knives, daggers, switchblades and clubs.  We kept them there to intimidate, but also because it was practical.  It was shared storage, and it seemed to work.  Old blood was the only color in the place, the streams of it heading towards the floor drain where it ultimately dried.
 
   “Oh yeah, that’s why you were about to kill a woman, you piece of shit?” I was on edge, the rage ready to take over.  Layla.  She could’ve been killed.  It was too much to think about.
 
   “I wasn’t going to kill her, honest.  Just wanted to scare her.”
 
   “Yeah, and I’m going to let you walk out of here completely unscathed.” I punched him right in the face, hard.  Not enough to knock him out, but enough that he’d feel it.  That was for Layla.  My Layla.
 
   He spit out a tooth.
 
   “You stupid motherfuck—” He didn’t get through the word.  Bones was there with another hit.
 
   And then he held up the knife to his throat.
 
   “You are going to tell us everything we want to know, or we are going to drain you right here and let the dogs eat what’s left of you.  You got that?” There was something in Bones’ eyes, something wild.  Like he really meant it.  Hell, I meant it.
 
   “I don’t know anything.  Just that we were to come and send a message.  You don’t fuck with our suppliers, we don’t fuck with you.” The kid spit out a tooth and grinned, a small trickle of laughter turning into an eruption.
 
   “You’re the ones who started this war,” I growled, but Bones held me up.
 
   “You have no suppliers.  You have no life.  You have nothing.  I’m going to slit your throat like you’re a pig brought to the slaughter.” Bones was in a rage, his eyes wild and his body shaking.
 
   I pulled him away.  “Fuck are you doin’, man?”
 
   “Teaching his ass a lesson.”
 
   “We need him to go back to his people.” I considered my next words carefully.  “Alive and beaten.  Need him to take a message back to his rat’s nest.”
 
   “You dumbasses have no idea what you’ve gotten yourself into.  You’ve started a war that begins with the kill you made, and ends with your total destruction,” I said just as Bones started carving.  Right into the fucker’s face.
 
   He was screaming so loud, so hard, and for nothing.  When Bones was done with him he’d passed out from the pain.  But I didn’t blink.  He’d live.  Scarred and ugly as hell, but he’d live.
 
   “Drop him off out on the edge of their shitty patch of territory,” I ordered.
 
   Bones grinned.  He was like a madman.  The prez who reveled in blood and destruction.  Who wanted to hurt his victims himself.
 
   It was unnerving to most, but I knew him.  I knew what he was about.
 
   F&S MC was clearly carved into his flesh.  There would be no mistaking it.  It was a message from us.
 
   One that said, “Bring it the fuck on.”
 
   We were done playing games.  Things had escalated, and the war was about to begin.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Layla
 
   I sat on the couch and looked at my phone.  I’d texted Cullen at least four hours ago, and still nothing.  Not one damn word to let me know what was going on.  I cursed at the phone and threw it across the room, watching it crash and then got up and grabbed it, pulling it back into my lap again.  This shit was the life of any woman in the MC.
 
   This shit was exactly why I wanted nothing to do with the MC.  Nothing to do with him.  It was volatile and it was dangerous and there was nothing I could do to control any of it.  For all I knew, a second wave of those people had come back and finished them all off.
 
   I wanted to dial my aunt, wanted to call anyone and ask them exactly what was going on, but I knew what I would get back if I did.  A lot of vague answers, and no explanations.  What was worse, I would risk pissing Cullen off.
 
   The only thing I could do was wait.  Wait for him to get home and tell me whatever it was he wanted to tell me.
 
   It was the life my mom had led.  The one that had driven her crazy.  And now it was mine.
 
   But I had no out.  Nothing.  I couldn’t leave.  I was trapped.  I wouldn’t resort to drugs like she did.  That was no escape.
 
   What was even more terrifying was that all I wanted was to hold him.  Touch him.  Feel his skin against mine and hear him tell me everything was going to be okay.
 
   The low rumble of his bike let me know he was home, and I immediately perked up and looked out the window.  No helmet.
 
   Shit, he looked pissed as hell.  And what was that all over him?
 
   Fuck.
 
   Blood.
 
   I’d never actually seen any of this shit go down before.  Sure, my dad must’ve been involved in spats like this, but I was too young, and my mother—then my brother—would usher me up to my room.  Hide me up there until everyone was all cleaned up and it had all gone away.
 
   I lived the life in silence and secrecy, never understanding the real cost of MC life.  Never seeing it firsthand.
 
   Now I had.
 
   “What happened?” I asked as I rushed toward him.  He didn’t push me back.  Instead he pulled me into him, his bloodstained clothing already dry.
 
   None of it his.  I was thankful for that, at least, but I checked him over just the same.
 
   “I don’t want to talk about it,” he said in such a way that I knew I shouldn’t press him for an answer.  So I nodded and then pulled him toward the bathroom.
 
   “You need to get cleaned up.” My brain went into overdrive as I detached my horror from the reality.  Clean him.  Take care of him.  Make it better.  Those were all things I could do.
 
   “Not without you.” He pulled me into it and turned on the shower, stripping off his clothing.
 
   “What do you want me to do with those?”
 
   “Burn them.” He didn’t smile.  That was no joke, and I was sure that if I didn’t do what he asked, there would be consequences later.  Or that there would be consequences, either way.
 
   He stepped into the shower and then looked at me.  “Strip, or I’ll pull you in here with all of your clothes on.”
 
   I looked at him.  He’d said one time.  One time was never going to be enough for me, and apparently not for him, either, but I didn’t question it.  I just took off piece after piece of clothing, all the while looking into his eyes.
 
   He was still coated in blood, but it was running off of him in streams as the water streamed down his body.  I stepped into the shower, bare before him.  I grabbed handfuls of water and used it to wash him off, watching the blood cascade down his body.
 
   It was dirty, it was bloody, but it was so nice to be in there with him.  Touching him.  Feeling him.  Each moment compounded by our touch.
 
   It wasn’t romantic, but it was intimate, and I had a feeling I was seeing a part of him that he never showed anyone else.  He looked… tired.  Worn.  Like he was hanging on by a thread.
 
   Slowly, so slowly, I soaped up my hands and used them to wash him, the last little bit of that dark red blood streaming off him and down the drain.
 
   So I pulled him into me and I held him close, my face pressed up against his now-clean chest as he wrapped his arms around my body.
 
   Neither one of us said anything.  We let the water hit our bodies and wash over us.  It was like time stopped while he stood there, holding on tight to me, at least momentarily.  Until he looked into my eyes and pushed my hair back away from my face.
 
   He bent down and kissed me like he could kiss away all the pain, all the fear, all the hard emotions boiling below the surface.  We didn’t say anything.  We didn’t need to.  
 
   He was silent, he was warm, and he wanted me.  I could tell by the way his cock felt against my belly, hard and ready for me.
 
   Cullen was a strong man.  He picked me up in one swift movement and leveraged me up against that simple shower wall, pressing me into it as he slid his cock into me.  It was hot and throbbing and it was perfect for me.  Filling me up like I needed.
 
   I clung to his neck as he thrust into me, over and over again.  The water showered down on us while he pressed into me, reminding me of where we were and why we were there.
 
   It was a somber kind of fuck, the kind you needed once in a while, the kind that reminded you that you were alive.
 
   And he was fucking me.  Not a club whore, not any of his old girlfriends.  Me.
 
   I was the one he ran to when shit got rough.
 
   I kissed him deeply as he finished with a grunt.  It wasn’t romantic, but it was consoling, and it was something that the both of us needed.
 
   So when he carried me out of the shower and into the bedroom I didn’t question it.
 
   I just let him hold me under the covers while the two of us dried off.
 
   After a while the sun flitted down under the horizon and I turned and looked at him.  Looked into those sad, green eyes.
 
   “What now?” I asked, biting my lip as I tried not to flinch.  Tried not to look away.  It was so intense, looking at him.  He was so intense.
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   It was the first time I’d ever heard anyone in the club utter those words, and to be honest, it absolutely terrified me.  The one thing those men always had was a plan.
 
   “I just know that for the first time in my life, I have something going for me.  Something good.  And I am not going to let it fall away.  I want you, Layla.  And I don’t care if the timing is wrong.  We don’t always get a lot of time.  We have to make the best of it the only way we can.” 
 
   He kissed me again, his arms firm around me while I felt him rising against my flesh.
 
   This time, I had a feeling it was going to be a lot more fun.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 9
 
   Cullen
 
   My bike rumbled with Layla behind me, clinging on to me for dear life.  We were almost there, but it had been hours on the bike.
 
   I’d offered to let her ride in a cage, Sean’s or mine, whichever she wanted.  Hell, I’d offered to let her ride his bike, but all she wanted to do was hold on to me.
 
   And I wasn’t going to say no to that.  I wanted her close to me.  I wanted her around me all the time.  And I wanted to be sure I could keep an eye on her.
 
   It was a weakness and I knew it, but I wasn’t going to do anything to stop it.  I was helpless where Layla was concerned.  She was my first and last thought, and she was everything to me.  I didn’t want her involved in this life—the one she’d run away from, once upon a time.  The further away from it I could keep her, the better.  And that meant staying away from her.
 
   It took me a long time to realize how much she meant to me, but now that I had her, I wasn’t going to let her go.  I could feel her face against my back, and a part of me hoped she could feel my heartbeat.  Hear the way it raced when she was touching me.
 
   It was silly, small, insignificant.  But I wanted it.  Wanted her to know the way she made me feel.
 
   I was a day late to the lodge, and riding in a small skeleton crew were me, Mick, Thrash, and a couple of prospects whose names escaped me.
 
   I couldn’t remember their damn names to save my life.  And I didn’t really care.
 
   We tore down that last road to the highway retreat.  I’d been there once before, but it was years ago.  Sean and I had torn up the place, along with a bunch of young bucks in the other two allied MCs.
 
   Those days had been easier, lighter.  That was back when we held power of the region.  Since then we’d dwindled to next to nothing, a smaller club even smaller and less powerful than ever before.
 
   Snake’s group was the powerful one now.  Maybe it always had been, but my perspective had changed over the years.
 
   We hadn’t been invited back in since I was a prospect.  This was the first time in half a decade that they’d asked us to attend.
 
   We were to go with a full accompaniment, but after what had happened back at the shop, Bones felt it was necessary to leave some behind to watch over it, and I agreed.  We were vulnerable now.  The small fire had been put out with very little damage done, but it had still been done.  And we had to watch our backs as much as possible, even if that meant leaving our prez at home to deal with the mess back there.
 
   That meant that I was in charge, and these men, the ones around me, were under my direct orders.  I assumed responsibility, which meant I was going to be the one to blame if anything went wrong tonight.
 
   I was the one whose neck was on the line, and it seemed like everyone preferred it that way.
 
   Everyone but me.
 
   The lodge was in sight now.  I pulled up to it, parking my bike in the long row with the others, making sure there was enough space, but that it was snug.  There was no mistaking what this was.
 
   A true biker bar.
 
   “How you feeling, babe?” I asked my woman, whispering it into her ear.
 
   “Honestly? My ass is numb.  Damn.” Always the lady.
 
   I chuckled as the other guys got off their bikes and sized us up.  Only one of the prospects, Derek, had brought a woman with him, but there would be plenty of club women there for guys looking for a lay.
 
   “Damn, this ride gets rougher every time I do it,” Layla’s uncle complained as he hopped off his old man bike, the trike made for men of his size and stature.  He could still ride, but the COPD made these long trips take quite a toll, and I could see the way it wore on him.
 
   Layla could see it too, her brow furled in concern, but she knew the code.  You couldn’t point out a man’s weakness, and even though they may be aging, a veteran biker still deserved the respect afforded to him by his station.
 
   “You just need a nice cold beer, man,” I said as I waited for my crew.  It was a small group, but we were formidable, and we were not going to let the challenge facing us stop us.
 
   “Rage, you made it,” Snake said, grabbing my hand and pulling me into a one-armed hug.  “Brought the old-timer, I see.  We’ll have a lot of catching up to do, Slash.” That was Mick’s nickname, the one that everyone used, but I still thought of him as Uncle Mick.  He wasn’t my uncle, he was Sean’s, but he’d chased us around the neighborhood, making sure we kept in line.
 
   And it was how Layla thought of him, too.
 
   “Yeah, brought Thrash, too.” Thrash stood tall as he shook the guy’s hand.
 
   “Damn, heard about you.  You took on six guys at once, they say.  Knocked them all out?”
 
   “Nah, man.  It wasn’t like that.  There were eight, and I only put two in the hospital after that the rest pussied out.”
 
   The two of them chuckled and I knew they were going to get along just fine, so I pulled Layla into me.
 
   “And this?”
 
   “Lala.  My niece.  And Rage’s ol’ lady.”
 
   “Heard about Beast.  Man, I am sorry.  Losing a brother is never easy.” Snake was probably the most sincere I’d ever seen him, the anger of it held at bay in his eyes.  “We are workin’ them over real good.  Won’t be much left of ‘em when we are all done with them.” 
 
   Snake turned and regarded my girl.  “Heard you’re pretty good with the numbers from Slash.  I’m looking forward to talking about that, but later.” He raised his eyebrows a couple of times.
 
   I eyed him, but I knew he was just kidding around with her.
 
   It served us all, really, to get that group out of Wilkinsburg.  Meant that we could all stretch our legs a little, extend our territory and make sure that we controlled what was getting in and how.
 
   “Welcome, guys,” he said as he opened the door to the lodge and let us all in.  “Bonfire going on out back and plenty of beer and pussy to go around.  Find what you like, make sure it ain’t claimed, and have yourself a good time.”
 
   I clutched Layla a little tighter.  She sure as hell was claimed, and there wasn’t any way I was going to let her out of my sight until I absolutely had to.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Layla
 
   Overwhelming.  That was the best possible way to describe it.  The smell of cigar smoke, pot, and diesel was so thick it filled my lungs, and as I walked into the room, the wood floor creaked beneath me.  It was the kind of scent that was part new and part ingrained, probably soaked up by the wood I was standing on.  Bikers and their women were everywhere, sitting on bar stools, at the pool table, against the jukebox.  It was the kind of scene you expect to see in a cliché movie, not in real life.  Except it was all there, laid out in front of me.
 
   Men everywhere, in the corners, against the bar, hanging out outside.  You could hear their voices.  Feel the base of them in your chest as they laughed, talked, argued.
 
   Everything was charged.  Like a fight could break out any moment, and that would be the end.
 
   But that was what happened when there were independent clubs coming together to discuss alliances.  It wasn’t like those charters, the one with a single ruling body.  No, each club had to delegate people to be in charge, and each club had to show submission to each other in some way.
 
   Except for Snake.
 
   I’d never seen him, only heard about him when I was a kid and he was in his prime.  Just like Uncle Mick, and my father.  They were from a rougher generation.  The kind that solved their arguments with their fists instead of guns.  
 
   Because beating people to death with your bare hands was considered much more masculine.  I snorted and fought the urge to roll my eyes at him.
 
   I could see why everyone looked to him as a leader.  He’d lived this long, which was a feat most men hadn’t gotten to.  
 
   Men like Sean and my father.
 
   He was smart too.  I saw the way he eyed the room.  I saw how he read people.  I bet he knew things that no one else did, just from watching everyone interact.
 
   But that also made him so much more dangerous.
 
   Was getting involved with him really worth it?
 
   I looked over at Cullen, who had his arms wrapped firmly around my sides.  He was still so angry.  So full of hate.  Like it was a permanent state of being for him.
 
   I guess that was why they called him Rage.
 
   But he wasn’t emotional, at least not in a way that let it affect his decisions.  I could see that when he interacted with the club.  He was angry, but he was slow and methodical.
 
   And he watched people, just like Snake.
 
   The two of them were alike in a lot of ways, and to be honest, that was scary.
 
   What exactly had I gotten myself into?
 
   “Bunch of ol’ ladies hanging out by the jukebox,” Snake said as we all took a seat at a table.  “Might want to go and get yourself acquainted.  Don’t want to be seen with the Hog Whores.  Won’t paint you in a good light,” He pointed to them, and looked at me.  I thought of Audrey.
 
   He was telling me to go so he could talk to Cullen.
 
   “Sounds like a good idea.  You know any of them over there?’
 
   “Yeah, my ol’ lady,” he chuckled.  “Tell Red I sent ya.  She’ll welcome you real proper.”
 
   


 
   
  
 





 
   Cullen
 
   I leaned back against the wooden chair and looked over at my girl.  She was nervous.  I could tell by the way she walked toward them, but after a moment she straightened up and turned back, looking at me for a moment before moving forward and introducing herself.
 
   There she was.  My girl.  Confident and tough as she interacted with those girls.
 
   “She’ll be all right.  Lala is like royalty around here.  Her brother, her father, we respected them both.  Hell, we respect you too.” Snake flicked his cigarette off an ashtray and then put it back in his mouth, sucking until that cherry lit bright orange.
 
   “What about Bones?” I asked, curious as I flagged down the waitress.  I needed a beer.
 
   “Well, let’s just say you’re here for a reason instead.  Wasn’t his choice.”
 
   “So, what’s the deal with Hound’s Breath?” I asked, my voice low.
 
   “Motherfuckers aren’t just dealing in meth.  They have the heroin trade locked up too.  I got a guy over in Turtlecreek who wants it though.”
 
   “You got a lot of guys in the drug business.”
 
   “It pays to know people.  I want it out of my neighborhood, or as out of it as I can get it.  And I hate those little shits.  They run around, vandalizing, selling drugs, acting like they’re big boys, but really, they’re still pissin’ in diapers.”
 
   “Tell that to Troy.  Prospect we have to put under tomorrow.”
 
   “Heard about that, sorry.  It’s a damn tragedy.  But it’s also the life.” Snake didn’t sound like the kind of guy who gave a shit about prospects, so him saying that went a long way.  He was working at this alliance.  Wanted it as much as we did.
 
   The question was why.  
 
   I nodded, grabbing a beer from the waitress who brought two down.
 
   “Just bring a pitcher next time, darlin’.” Snake said as he looked her over.
 
   “Careful.  Ol’ Red’ll claw your eyes out.” I’d heard about her from Mick and Donna.  Woman was a damn hellcat.
 
   “Maybe, or maybe she’d like a piece too.” He winked at me and then chuckled, the type of laugh that only a man past his fifties could get away with.
 
   He’d seen some shit, and I knew it.
 
   “So, you want to go after the heroin dealer?”
 
   “I do.”
 
   “Why are you so eager to help us?” The buzz of the crowds made our conversation practically private, hell, I could barely hear it.
 
   “Like I said, I hate those little shits.  But you also have an in all this.  The Irish mob handles the heroin trade.”
 
   “But not Bones.” I was trying to figure out his angle.
 
   “I won’t say nothin’ against your prez, but you all might want to look at the bigger picture.  You have no resources, you don’t deal in much crime, so you got no money.  What do yinz think you’re going to accomplish? Yeah, you keep Braddock safe, but you need a bigger alliance, you need people like us.”
 
   “So we can do your dirty work?” I wasn’t hostile and he wasn’t angry, I was just stating facts.
 
   “When we need it done.  You make good muscle.”
 
   “And Bones, he sees this as being a good thing?” Clearly the two of them had been talking, and I wanted to know his take.
 
   “Enough to give it a try.” Snake blew out a big stream of smoke right toward me, pushing the last little bit out and away.  I tried not to cringe.
 
   I hated smoke being blown in my face.  I’d beaten the shit out of men for less.
 
   But Snake wasn’t any man.
 
   “We help you get revenge for your brother-in-arms, you help us.  We don’t want to absorb you, we just want access to your talents, and your loyalty.  Think you can sign on for that?” He was politicking, wanted to make sure I was going to support this little merger, or us becoming a subsidiary, whatever he was thinking about.
 
   “I think I can get on board.  What kind of help you thinking of providing, other than taking out the suppliers?” I was intrigued.  He was coming to me with this, not Bones.
 
   I was there, representing the club, but he didn’t send out his VP to negotiate.  He did it himself.
 
   Something Snake was not known for.
 
   “We’ll work out the details later.  Right now, I just wanted to feel you out, see where you stood.”
 
   “I’m standing on the side that does the most for us and is the least likely to screw me over.” It was the truth, and I wasn’t going to sugar coat it.  Snake didn’t want that, and at his age, he knew how to cut right through the bullshit.
 
   “Looks like your woman is makin’ some friends.” He pointed over toward her, cigarette still in his hand.
 
   Oh, she was making friends, all right.  The small group of women had decided they were going to dance to the music.  But there was nothing innocent about it.
 
   Two of them, neither one Snake’s ol’ lady, were up on my girl, sandwiching her while she swayed with the music, her hands running through her hair.
 
   It was hot, sensual, and a bit naughty, but nothing truly X-rated.  Not yet.  I watched, my dick getting hard right there in my seat as they rubbed up against each other, grinding and dancing to the music.
 
   It wasn’t until I realized that every other man was watching the same display that my blood boiled.  The women she was dancing with were no threat, not really, just enough to give me a twinge of jealousy, and heighten my arousal, but these men.
 
   They were staring at my woman.
 
   I could feel my anger rising, so I looked at Snake and said, “Excuse me, I have a lady to go take out back.  That little display got me remembering just what a hot piece of ass she is.”
 
   I had no plans to take her.  I just needed to get her back there and calm both of us down.  I couldn’t lose myself to her.  Not here.  Not now.  I needed a clear head.  I needed to focus.
 
   It had been a mistake to bring her at all.
 
   He just chuckled and knocked back another beer.
 
   I threaded my way through the tables and the crowd until I was up on them, parting the women, and grabbing her from behind, pulling her into me.
 
   My cock ground into her ass as I whispered into her ear, “You.  Me.  Backroom.  Now.”
 
   It wasn’t a request.  It wasn’t a demand.  I was teetering on the edge of rage, and I needed her to bring me to the other side of it.  One way or another.
 
   I grabbed her hand and pulled her through those women, who looked awfully disappointed that their playmate abandoned them, and past the crowd of people until I found the maze of doors.
 
   There would be several back rooms that were unoccupied, but if I remembered correctly, there were enough that we could find somewhere.  I didn’t give a fuck if it was a broom closet.  I needed to bury my cock in her, to remind her that she was mine.
 
   As soon as I found an empty room, I threw her into it.  
 
   She must’ve been able to tell that I was dangerously close to the edge, because she was treating me like a wild bull.
 
   “I won’t share you, Layla.  Not with any woman, not with any man.  You got that?”
 
   “We weren’t doing anything but dancing, Cullen.”
 
   “And showing off to all those fucking men.  Men who are going to be lusting after you until we leave tomorrow night.  What the fuck do you think they think of me? That I can’t control my woman?”
 
   “Control me?” 
 
   I’d never really tried before.  “Fuck, Layla, you know what I mean.”
 
   Appearances.  “It was all ol’ ladies, Cull.  Not those damn club girls.  We were just having a good time.” She wrapped her arm around my neck, the other traveling to my pants where she found my hard cock waiting.  “Besides, it certainly seems like you liked it.”
 
   I did.  And that was what made me so damn dangerous.
 
   I liked it too much.
 
   “You are the only one I want, Cullen McFadden.  I would never, ever, jeopardize that.”
 
   Then why did she have such a mischievous grin on her face?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Layla
 
   If I was going to be in this world, I was going to immerse myself in it.  Lose myself to it.   That was my only choice.
 
   Either that, or languish away wishing I’d been given the chance to escape.  That wasn’t happening, so I needed to accept it.
 
   And that meant becoming the girl I was inside.  The one I tried so desperately to keep hidden.
 
   The girl Cullen brought out in me.
 
   “What, you expect me to come here and play the church mouse?” I asked as I slid my hand down the front of his jeans and took hold of that big, throbbing cock.
 
   “No, Lala.  I just expect you to be you.”
 
   I didn’t know who the hell I was anymore.  What I was.  All I knew was that I wanted him.  I wanted to be with him every day.  I wanted to feel him inside of me.  Feel him against me.
 
   I wanted him more than I could explain.
 
   “Not now.  Not here,” he said, a flash of something in his eyes that I just couldn’t make out.
 
   “Why not?” I asked, playing with him one more time.  He was so fucking hard.
 
   “We are here for a reason, Layla, or did you forget that?” he hissed at me.  “I need to be able to see straight, and goddamn it, when you’re around I can’t do that.  Grinding up against those women.  Do you have any idea what you do to me?”
 
   I pulled my hand out of his pants and shook my head.
 
   No, I didn’t forget that.  My entire life, whether I wanted it to or not, revolved around that.
 
   It was all about getting revenge for my brother.  No matter the cost.
 
   “As much as I want to bend you over that desk right now and fuck you until you scream, I need to keep a level head.  Need to show these guys I am one of them.  That I want the same things they want.”
 
   “Do you?” I asked pensively.  This was the first time he’d shown me any indication that he was different than them.  Not when we were kids, and certainly not now.  It made me wonder.  
 
   How much did he really want this life?
 
   “Of course I am.  Of course, baby girl.  But sometimes, sometimes I think we should be doing things differently.” He stopped, looked at me and shook his head.  “That isn’t the point.  The point is we are on a run and shit is about to go down.  I need to keep an eye on everything and I need you helping.  Your fine ass just makes that so fucking hard.” 
 
   He pulled me toward him again, but this time I pushed him away.
 
   “You’re right.  You do need a clear head, so I’m going to do the best that I can to make sure that it stays as cloud free as possible.” I smiled and looked at him, shifting on my legs so that my hips wiggled.  Just a little bit.  I wanted to taunt him, tease him.  “You get this ass after this run.  After you’ve been a good boy.  After we both come back safe.  You got it?”
 
   “You know I hate being a good boy.  But I’ll be behave.  For now.” Cullen grabbed me and pulled me toward him for one last passionate kiss.  It was going to be hard to resist him for that long.  I wasn’t sure either one of us could do that.
 
   “This club shit.  You still hate it?” he asked, taking a seat on one of the bunks and rubbing his hands through his hair.
 
   I had to think about this.  It was one thing to accept Cullen for who he was, but another to accept the club.  I took a deep breath and let it all out.
 
   “Yeah.  I do.  I’m always going to be pissed at the club, always going to be suspicious.  It’s what keeps me alert.  But I can’t deny the truth, Cullen.  Fire and Steel is an essential part of my blood.  They are me.  I’m not going to walk away from them, I can’t.  Not now.” No matter how much I wanted to do just that, I always ended up right back here.
 
   Because of you.  Because I love you.  I didn’t say it, but it was the truth, and that scared me more than anything else in the world.
 
   “Because you’re being forced to be here.” It was an afterthought.  Something he said that I shook off.
 
   “Even if I wasn’t.  I need the club, I guess.  I don’t have a job in Chicago, don’t have much of anything, really.  Just my aunt, and I’m pretty sure she is tired of me.” I gave him a weak smile, hoping he couldn’t see right through me to the truth.
 
   Cullen was all I had.   I loved him.
 
   Both things made me uneasy.
 
   “It doesn’t matter, Layla.  You have me.  Now, come on.  Let’s go join the festivities.  Besides, I’m pretty sure Snake wanted to talk with you.  Something about the way you run numbers?”
 
   ***
 
   “You.” Snake pointed at me, a cigarette in his mouth as he looked me up and down.  “You’re beautiful, but are you really as good at running numbers as your uncle says you are?”
 
   Uncle Mick wheezed and then leaned in toward Snake.  “She’s better than I say she is.”
 
   I swallowed.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “We need someone to do the math for us.  Been trying to figure out how much we can offer and still come back with a good profit.  You know? Don’t want to offer too much, or too little.”
 
   I nodded.  I’d been helping out with the books for the club over the phone with my uncle, and he thought I was a genius.  But could I really pull this off?
 
   “Give me everything you have.  How much supply do you need, how much do you think they have? What are they paying now?”
 
   “We don’t got that.” Snake said, squinting.  “At least, not here with us.”
 
   “What were you even going to negotiate with, then?”
 
   “To be honest, we were planning on having you do it.  Your uncle told me you were good with numbers last week.”
 
   “I am, but I need some rough estimates if I am going to come up with a proposal that they’ll even go for.”
 
   “Ain’t here,” he repeated.
 
   “Can you get it?” I asked.
 
   “Yeah, we can get it.” Snake smiled.  “You really gonna come through for us, kid?”
 
   “Yeah, I am.  Get me something to work with and bring me some coffee.  This might take a while.”
 
   I settled into the chair, my hope for a romantic end to my evening dashed.  There wasn’t any time for that.
 
   “Get me a coffee from somewhere other than this place.  Gas station, specialty shop, I don’t care.  If you want me to do this, you better keep me caffeinated.” I glanced around the room, my eyes settling on Cullen.
 
   His jaw was clenched, his fists shoved into the pockets of his jeans as he watched me.
 
   “How long this going to take?” Snake asked.
 
   “To be honest? Might take all night.” I tried not to look irritated.  “Could’ve saved us a lot of trouble and faxed all this over to me.”
 
   “No.  No faxes.  No technology.  Need you to do it where I can watch you.  I don’t take chances like that.” He was tense, and I immediately realized my mistake.
 
   From what I knew of Snake he was a paranoid one, and to his credit, it was probably what kept him alive.  I just nodded.
 
   “All right, that’s fine.  But if you want me to do these numbers, you better bring me along to explain them.”
 
   “What? No.  No—” Cullen shook his head.
 
   “Yeah, I like that.  Strike likes pretty things.  Shinies, he calls them.  He’ll see you and it’ll instantly put him in a good mood.  You’re a shiny thing with a purpose, though.” Snake snubbed out his cigarette and picked up his glass of bourbon.  “She comes.”
 
   “No.  Absolutely not.” Cullen glared at the two of us.  “It’s too dangerous.  Tell ‘em, Mick.”
 
   “She’s an adult, Rage.  Let her make up her own mind.”
 
   I knew my uncle wanted me as entrenched into the club as I could get, knew that was his goal.  But I didn’t say shit about it.
 
   I belonged to the club, and it belonged to me.  I knew it.  I hated it.  I hated the way the club made me feel.
 
   But it was the closest thing to a family I had.
 
   “Like I said, I need coffee.  Oh, and put something good on the juke.  I’m thinking a nice seventies rock and roll playlist.” I cracked my knuckles and waited for the information I needed.
 
   I had to admit, it felt pretty damn good being useful.  It was the first time I’d felt that way in weeks.  Even if it sent Cullen off into a blind rage.  Just so long as he didn’t start shit with Snake and the rest of these bikers.  We were on their turf.
 
   And the last thing we needed was his hot head getting in the way.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 10
 
   Layla
 
   I loved the way I felt on the back of his bike.  Like I was flying down the highway with nothing to save me should I fall.  And part of me, a little part of me, wanted just that.  To fall, to fly.  But the rest of me was sane, and it knew the consequences.  So I held on tight, excited by the very dangerous line I was walking.
 
   I guessed that was why so many men rode these things, from middle-aged weekend warriors to the kind who rode twenty-four-seven.  Rain or shine, or even in snow.  Men like Cullen, who made riding on the edge a permanent part of their life.
 
   It was addictive, like any other drug that left me wildly spinning.  Except this one was addictive because it gave some semblance of control.  I could make the decisions, I could determine my speed.  I was the creator of my own destiny.
 
   Most of us, we had no control before we could drive.  Nothing we did was because we wanted to.  It was because we had to.  Because we were forced to.
 
   All our choices, from where we could afford to live, to where we could eat, it was limited.  But when we were on the back of a bike, we were just the opposite.
 
   Free.
 
   I knew why Cullen and Sean chose this life, but I also knew it was going to be their death.  Eventually.
 
   Sean’s just came a whole lot sooner than I ever thought it would.
 
   I clutched Cullen tighter, feeling him against me, the cold wrapping around us in the form of wind as I pressed my cheek to his back.
 
   I was going to do this.  I was going to immerse myself in his world.  I needed to.  I needed the closure, the understanding.  I needed to become part of the monster that scared me for so long.
 
   My ass was numb under the rumble of the motorcycle, the vibration shaking my entire core.  It had been a couple of hours now, and I was really starting to feel it.  I wanted to off of there and stretch my legs, hell, I wanted to get off and run.  What was I thinking, agreeing to talk to freaking heroin suppliers? It was crazy.
 
   But it was the only thing I could think to do to help the club.
 
   We had to be getting close now, so I tried to remember what Cullen told me.
 
   Don’t talk unless someone asks you a question.  Don’t flirt, but be polite.  Don’t give away too much about your skills, but show you are confident.
 
   It was a trap, and I was the bait.  A toy.  
 
   I was there to turn the supplier’s head and I knew it.  Hell, I was the one who agreed to it.  I ran the numbers, more capable than even Snake’s accountant (who had no degree, and learned how to do figures in the back of a bar).  
 
   It was a way in.  I wanted to know exactly what was going on at all times.  If Cullen wouldn’t tell me, I would find out for myself.  I was always the more stubborn one.  Even Sean knew that.  No one could keep me from getting what I wanted.
 
   I found a way.
 
   This MC shit.  I hated it.  Yeah, I was in now, but that didn’t mean I was okay with the shit that went on.  After that last “incident” at the garage I was even more scared.
 
   This shit turned my stomach, but my options were limited.  Stay, turn a blind eye, and hope for the best, or stick my fucking nose in it and try to manipulate whatever outcome I could.
 
   I was as good at manipulation as I was stubborn.  It was what got me through college, what got me through life.  
 
   I needed to know exactly what kind of danger we were facing.  Who the monster was that killed my brother, and what we planned to do about it.
 
   We were all monsters, in the end.  I wasn’t going to deny that.
 
   Right now, the biggest monster I was facing was Snake.  He was smart, accomplished, and a true gangster.  Not the playboy types I saw on TV, but the real thing.  I knew he was more dangerous than any other man in this life simply because of his age.  No one gets to live to be in their sixties in a club like his, not unless he was faster than everyone else, and crueler.   
 
   That you are afraid of if you are smart, and if you are a genius, you stay the hell away from.
 
   Guess I was just smart.
 
   I didn’t want to disappoint him.  Uncle Mick told me as much.  So when we hopped off our bikes and started walking toward the broken down warehouse, I straightened my shoulders and kept my cool.
 
   He wanted me there to run the numbers.  Tempt the men.  I was a fancy parlor trick and I knew it.
 
   Men liked to see animals in cages, see them do tricks.  Make no mistake, that was what I was, who I was, and exactly what I was capable of.
 
   It wasn’t pretty, but it was the truth.  I respected the truth.
 
   “Remember what we talked about.” Cullen looked into my eyes, trying to get my full attention.  “You stay.  Stay near me.  Don’t—”
 
   “Talk unless I am asked.  I got it.”
 
   He frowned.  I’d already broken that rule.  I wouldn’t do it with anyone else, but for him… Well, I was never going to do exactly what he wanted.
 
   “Remember.  Stay focused.” He shifted, wrapping his arm around me.
 
   Bones should’ve been here.  Not just Cullen.  It felt like we were more vulnerable without our prez, but he was back dealing with funeral arrangements.
 
   This shit was real.  Two funerals in a month, and none of them from natural causes.  This was the shit I was getting into.
 
   Part of me wanted to turn tail and run all the way back to Chicago, beg Aunt Megan to let me back in, and hide in my broom closet of a room for the next ten years.
 
   Maybe then it would be safe to come out.
 
   “Yo, looking for Strike.” Snake pounded on the rusted metal of the garage bay door.
 
   It had to have been an old warehouse.  Something like that.  Because the sign on the door said “O’Grady Fruit and Vegetable Delivery.” The last few letters were faded, rust on the edges of the sign that barely hung on.
 
   The door opened, three men on the other side, their eyes squinting as they looked out into the morning sun.
 
   It was just past dawn, but it was gorgeous as the sun glittered over the dew that had been spread over the landscape.  Falling on the pieces of metal in the lawn, the grass, and even a small sheen of it on the broken, cracked pavement.
 
   Those three men looked us over.
 
   “I see you brought one of your whores.  What, thought you could trade?” The biggest guy chuckled as his eyes landed on me.
 
   I bit back an insult of my own about his big potbelly, but Cullen was the one who spoke first.
 
   “Watch it.  This is our accountant.  Her talent is worth more than your muscle.” He glared, but Snake backed him up.
 
   “Don’t fuck around with our numbers girl, got it?” He looked them over.  “Where’s Strike?”
 
   “Hey, Clown, go get Strike.  Got us some visitors.” The big guy spit into a pile of metal dust and then looked up at me, his eyes blazing.
 
   It sent chills down my spine, but Cullen just pulled me closer to him.
 
   “Morning, gentlemen,” a voice boomed, bouncing off of the metal walls.  It sounded like an older man, so when I looked up, I was surprised to see a guy barely in his thirties looking down at us.
 
   He was a handsome man, thin and lithe, Irish, with his hair slicked back, a handsome pair of jeans, and an expensive—and tight—black shirt over his body.
 
   He was well-muscled, and you could tell he’d earned his name.
 
   “Strike.” Snake reached out and shook his hand, as businessmen do.  “See you got a new group of goons.”
 
   “Been a while, huh? Yeah, these clowns come in handy, though.”  Strike acknowledged all of them, and then stopped and looked at me.  “I heard about your brother.  I’m sorry.  My father attended his funeral, but I was unable to make it.”
 
   I was confused.  They clearly had some knowledge of each other, but I didn’t have the slightest idea who he was.
 
   “Hear you got a proposition for me, Joseph?” he asked Snake, crossing his arms.
 
   “I do.  You’ve got supply.  I’ve been getting into the game, slowly, through some of my extended family.  I need a greater volume.  Want to cut out the competition.  You supply the competition.  See where I am going with this?” He continued, “Fire and Steel are friends of ours and we respect the Serpents, but this is business, you understand, I hope.”
 
   “I do.  But I have a good relationship with them.  They pay.  They pay on time.  I haven’t had to worry about any kind of shit warring, and I don’t know that I am inclined to change that.”
 
   It was part of the bargaining process.  I could tell that.  He was interested, he looked it.
 
   Men were always interested when there was more money to be earned.
 
   “What about a higher supply to my people? More cash in your pockets, steady stock I have a bigger territory.”
 
   “I think I could get more supply.  But why not sell to you both?”
 
   “I’ll pay for the exclusivity.” He was serious.  He wanted this trade.  Not because he gave a shit about the other gang, but because he cared that much about profit.
 
   “What kind of numbers are we talking?” Strike asked.
 
   “Well, it depends on your supply, but we ran up the numbers with a fraction of what we are hoping to get.  Lala?”
 
   I nodded, and reached into my bag, pulling out a spreadsheet.
 
   We didn’t know for sure how much they were supplying to Hound’s Breath, but we gave it a rough estimate, and I ran the numbers after I knew what Snake was looking to pay.
 
   “You did this?” Strike looked right at me, and I nodded.  “It’s good.  How long did it take you to run these numbers?”
 
   “Last night.”
 
   “That’s fast.” His smile was slow and deliberate.
 
   “If you are willing to sell to us at your current rate, we would be willing, and more than able, to pay a 5% exclusivity fee.  But if you give us that plus another half of that, you’ll end up handsomely flush,” I explained.  It was all laid out.  Snake had the cash, he had the investments, and he was looking to spend.
 
   “Jesus, this is what you think we give them? We give them about half of that supply.”
 
   “Well, that’s the supply I need.  For starters.” I felt bold.
 
   We’d overestimated the cost just a little bit, and we knew it, but they didn’t know we knew it.
 
   It was a much better profit than they were already making, and I could tell by the look in Strike’s eyes that he was happy.  More money, more product pushed.  A good deal.
 
   Snake also knew that for the quality of heroin, and the quantity, it was a good price.  A little less than he was already paying for a worse cut of the shit.
 
   “This shit, it’s pretty damn pure.  It needs to be cut-“ Strike started.  The deal was almost set.  He was looking into my eyes, not Snake’s.  Searching me.
 
   When I started talking, he started noticing me, and Snake was right.
 
   He did like a curvy woman.  So I smiled at him and batted my pretty little eyelashes.  Flirting with no words.
 
   I could almost feel the heat coming off Cullen.  He knew what had to happen, but he didn’t like it.
 
   “Tell you what.   I like the numbers, but let’s forget the 5% fee on the first three shipments and I’ll just make use of your accountant.”
 
   I swallowed.
 
   This was not part of the deal.
 
   “What kind of use?” Snake asked.  He was seriously considering.
 
   “Nothing lewd, I assure you.  I need a good accountant.  And these are easy numbers, but they are profitable.  I’ve got another warehouse, but it actually runs a legitimate business.  A delivery service.  You let me use her, let me pay her, and have her help me shift funds and hide some of my money, and I’ll do you that deal.”
 
   Snake was considering it, but it wasn’t his decision.  I looked back at Cullen, incredulous.  Fuck.  This was not what we had meant to happen at all.  How was I even going to get out from under this deal? There was no way.
 
   I was a pawn, but I thought I was just bait.  Was this what Snake had planned all along?
 
   “No,” Cullen finally said.  “She’s far too important to do that.”
 
   “10K.  Payment.  For her.  Her fee.  What do you say, Lala?” He stretched my name out into the two syllables.
 
   “Layla.” I said, and then I did something I shouldn’t have.  I nodded.  “It sounds like a good deal.  Especially if it smooths over Snake and Rage’s part of the bargain.”
 
   I bit the inside of my cheek and tried to keep from screaming.
 
   I knew what I was getting into, and it wasn’t going to be pretty.  Or easy.
 
   “Fine.  Then we send two prospects with her.  They guard her when she is here.  You got it? And when she is done with the job, she is done.  You understand? She is not your permanent employee.”
 
   “We only need her for a month or two.  To do a forensic investigation, and then hide any shit she finds that sticks out.” Strike nodded, clearly happy with the agreement.  “Besides, you know I’m good for it.  My dad would personally kill me if anything happened to his friend’s daughter.” 
 
   Who was his father?
 
   “One month.  No more,” Snake added, taking control of the situation.
 
   “I do believe, Joseph, that we have us a deal.” The two men shook hands on it, and I closed my eyes, realized what I’d just done.
 
   I’d just sold myself into slavery.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Cullen
 
   “What the fuck did you do?” I hissed as soon as we were off the bike and back at the clubhouse.
 
   But I knew exactly what she’d done.  She had taken a dangerous situation and made it a thousand times worse.
 
   “I had no c—”
 
   “Of course you did.  All you had to do was say no, and we would’ve agreed.”
 
   “Would Snake have agreed? I don’t fucking think so.” She looked at me, her eyes steely.  “There was no choice.”
 
   “We have so much shit going on, Lala.  A fucking war with the Hounds, an alliance with Snake’s MC, and now we add in one of the most powerful, deadly heroin suppliers in all of the fucking mid-Atlantic? Jesus fucking Christ.” I ran my hand through my hair and looked her over.
 
   She was right.  She didn’t have a choice.  Snake saw it as a deal, a chance to get exactly what he wanted at a reasonable price.  Hell.  It was a really fucking good price.
 
   I knew what he was doing, and why he was doing it.  But fuck.  It was going to get us into shit I didn’t want to even dip a toe into.
 
   Just like this whole damn war.
 
   I was ultimately responsible for it.  Bones was the one in charge, but I was there.  I was the acting leader, and I’d just stood there.  I let it happen.
 
   Snake and Strike called all the shots.
 
   And I fucking let them.
 
   I turned away from her and punched the concrete wall of the clubhouse.  It hurt like hell, but it felt good at the same time.  Then I screamed at it, a guttural growl that betrayed all my emotion.
 
   “I can’t fucking have you in this shit.  It’s too damn dangerous, Lala.”
 
   “I’m not a fucking child.  I can handle myself.  I’m in this club too, Cullen.  I was born into it, and like my brother, I’ll probably die in it.  I have to do my duty.”
 
   “Since when did you give a shit about duty?” She didn’t give a shit about the club three weeks ago.  Hell, she hated its guts.  Why would it be any different now?
 
   “Since I’ve been with you.  I’m not going to sit by and watch as you risk your life when I can just as easily do the job.” Her mouth formed in a little “o,” like was shocked that actually came out of mouth.  The kind of look that made me want to grab her and kiss her.
 
   But I needed to fight her.
 
   “I don’t give a shit about putting myself in harm’s way, not when it could mean you’re here and you’re safe, Layla.” That was all I cared about.  “You’re not in the club.  You don’t get to make the decisions, no matter how tethered you feel to it.  You’re a fucking woman.  You think you can protect yourself, really?”
 
   Shit.  That stung.  I knew the look on her face.  This wasn’t going to end well for me.
 
   “Fuck you.  You act like you’re so big and tough, but you can’t just fucking tell me what to do all the time.  I’m sick of your shit.”
 
   “I’m just trying to protect you, Layla.  Don’t be such a baby.  This is stupid.” It was, she was being absolutely ridiculous.  
 
   “Can you even promise that? With no job, I’d be living in a shittier neighborhood than this one, barely scraping by.  Here, I have a roof over my head, a family.  I didn’t want to be here, but it was where I was meant to be.” She was so close.  I could smell her scent mixed with cigar smoke, wind, and the smell of the bonfire from last night.  It was sweet, smoky, and intoxicating.
 
   I grabbed her and pulled her into me.  She kissed me, pulling me close, her teeth scraping against mine as she dug her nails into my back.  I relished it, the pain and the pleasure.  Her anger flooded into her want for me, mixing until I couldn’t tell the two.  When we came up for air, we were both ready to call a temporary truce.
 
   “Come on, let’s get a quick shower.  Want to see water running over that body instead of listening to you run your mouth.” I smiled the most charming smile I could muster and pulled her into me, kissing her hard.
 
   She accepted my plea for a cease-fire, my kiss quieting her protests.  There wasn’t anything left to talk about; there wasn’t anything I could do, and I knew it.  It was the only way I could think to stop the subject without looking like a total fool.  I pulled her into the clubhouse, and back to the bathrooms for the boarders.
 
   There was a set of two bathrooms, each with a shower big enough for two.
 
   “You can’t just block out the consequences of what is happening around us with sex, Cullen.” But when she looked up at me I could see sex in her eyes too, and I knew she wanted it.
 
   She wanted the release that only I could give her, the kind of touch she only wanted from me.  I was going to make her forget everything that happened—everything but me, my presence, my touch.
 
   I needed that for her, and for me.
 
   “You’re right, but I don’t care.” I grabbed her and pulled her into a kiss that she couldn’t deny.  As soon as my mouth swooped down onto her she was lost, caught up in my kiss as I pulled her clothing off, piece by piece, and walked her into that bathroom, closing the door behind us.
 
   “Turn on the water,” I commanded.  I was in charge, of this MC until Bones was around again, and of my own world.
 
   But no matter how hard I tried, I wasn’t in charge of her.
 
   “Why do you always want me in the shower?”
 
   Because when I was with her, in the water, with it pounding on us, I could pretend that it was all there was in the world.
 
   All the rest of it, the death, the destruction, it all fell away when her naked body was in front of me, demanding that I wash her, touch her.  Her body demanded that I fuck her.
 
   It was part of what made me want her, and part of what made me crave her.  Hell, she quieted the voices in my head.  She was the only one who could--the only one who ever could.
 
   I picked her up and carried her into that shower, my erection full against her bottom the moment she wrapped her legs around my waist.
 
   Fuck.  No matter what I did, I couldn’t deny how attracted I was to her.  She made my cock rock hard most of the time, and it took all my willpower to push it away.
 
   I couldn’t help it.  That fucking body, those curves made me want her luscious, gorgeous body.   I wanted all of her, all the time.
 
   And I wanted it.  Wanted her.
 
   “You’re dirty, and you need to be washed,” I told her, as I put the both of us under that shower head, moaning as the hot water hit us, the road grime and the smell of the lodge washing away.  
 
   “Oh, I think you are more dirty than any shower can wash away,” she said to me as she kissed my neck.  I could feel her breasts hard against my chest, rubbing just slightly as she maneuvered up my neck to my chin and then my lips.
 
   I was throbbing hard and I wanted her.  I’d take her fast and hard first, then slow and sweet.   So I pressed her against the shower wall and I fucked her.
 
    I entered her, hard, with no mercy, and she moaned as I pumped myself into her over and over.  
 
   The first time was fast.  It was over almost as soon as it started.  But this was only just the beginning.
 
   When I was done and she was cumming on my cock still inside of her, I looked into her eyes.  “Now let’s get you cleaned up so that I can have you nice and slow.”
 
   I let her down and grabbed the soap.  “I want you clean so that the only thing I taste is you.  All of you.”
 
   “You always do this to me.  I can’t, I can’t say no to you, no matter how hard I try.”
 
   “It’s a part of my evil plot to always get my way.” I said.
 
   “Well, you can keep trying, but it isn’t going to work.”
 
   It already had.  
 
   I wrapped her up in a towel and walked her back toward my room in the clubhouse.  I kept it there, for me, even though I never slept there.  It was a point of pride.  I was the Vice President, and I got a room.  No prospect or wayward member could do anything about it no matter how many had to bunk up together.
 
   “Get your cute little ass in my room so I can hurry up and get a taste of you.” I was hungry for her.  It didn’t matter that we just fucked, I wanted her again.  My cock was already hard, thick and pounding with want, even as I walked bare assed toward my room.
 
   Luckily no one saw us and I was able to sweep her into my room in just a few large steps.  It had me grinning like a wolf.
 
   “Fuck.  You have any idea how hot you are with that shitty ass towel wrapped around you?” It was clean, but it was barely more than a rag, frayed at the edges as it wrapped around her curvy body.  The place where it met just barely touched, so that each time she moved I caught a little peek of her well-trimmed pussy.
 
   “Lay on my bed, baby girl.  Let me have just a taste of you.” I knew a taste wasn’t going to be enough, but if I could convince her that it was all I wanted, she might give in.
 
   She was smarter than that, though.
 
   “I dunno, Cullen.  Do you think you’ve earned it?” She wanted to play cat and mouse, but I didn’t have time for that shit.  I wanted her, and I wanted her now.
 
   So I grabbed her and threw her down onto the bed and grinned, making my way toward her.  “If you won’t give it to me, I’ll just have to take it,” I growled.  
 
   “Fuck, you think you can just bulldoze me and I’ll give in?” The war was back on and she knew it, but not the kind she could win.
 
    I kissed her instead of answering her, and she moaned into my lips, her protests dying down.
 
   “You better make it damn good, Cull.” It was all I needed to hear.
 
   I slipped two fingers inside of her.  She was wet as fuck, and she wanted me.  I could feel how hot she was for me, and I pumped my fingers in and out of her, making her moan.
 
   Fuck.  She felt good.  I wanted to bury my cock inside of her again and give her exactly what we both needed, but I needed to slow down.
 
   I needed to cherish this time with her.
 
   “This pussy is mine, and mine alone,” I said as I filled her with another finger.  “It’s mine.”
 
   My pinky was right against her ass, covered in her juices, and perched right up against that little hole.  “So is your ass.  My pussy.  My ass.”
 
   She nodded, looking at me, and for the first time, I did something she wasn’t expecting.
 
   I slid my pinky into her asshole, and made her moan louder than I’d ever heard before.  
 
   Anyone who was in the club would know exactly what was going on.  But I didn’t care.  Hell, it turned me the fuck on.  
 
   Let them know that I was claiming my woman.  That she was mine.  All.  Mine.
 
   So I started working my fingers in both of her holes, pumping slowly at first until she was used to it, then I bent down and started licking the fuck out of her clit, lapping at it while I worked her over.
 
   Fuck, she looked like a little wildcat, her fists balled up on my comforter as she screamed and moaned, her panting ragged and shallow in between.
 
   It was fucking hot, watching her like that.
 
   So I kept going, until she was at the very edge of her orgasm, her body shaking, her eyes moving quickly under her lids.
 
   It was so damn cute, I couldn’t help but moan into her as I watched it, the little bit of vibration from my voice sending her over the edge.
 
   She bucked into my face, moaning as she shook, her body wild as her cries turned into mewling.  It was then that she said those words that drove me crazy.
 
   “Fuck me, Cullen.  Please.  I need you.  Fuck me.”
 
   When I pulled up from her she was bucking at the air, her little pussy still so full of wanting that she was trying to fuck nothing, as if I would magically appear there inside of her.
 
   I grabbed her and pulled her up, laying down so that she could crawl over me.
 
   “If you want me to fuck you so bad, then get on and ride me, Lala.” I grinned at her, and she did just that.
 
   “No fair.” She crawled on me and grabbed my hot cock with her hand, pumping it a couple of times before positioning herself over me.
 
   “Oh yes.  Totally fair,” I moaned as her hot pussy came down on my cock.
 
   Fuck.  It was so tight, every time.  It was like she was perfectly molded to me, the right width and depth.  Enough to make me want her over and over again.
 
   Most women, well, I used them when I needed them, but I didn’t crave them.
 
   I craved her fucking pussy every damn time.
 
   Fuck.
 
   I grabbed her hips and shoved her down on me, then let her pull up, repeating the process until we were going at a good pace.  She was hot above me, sweating and moaning in that small little room, her body jerking as she arched her back and let me do the work.  She was so busy feeling that she didn’t realize she was going so damn fast.  A couple of times she had to reach down to my chest just to get her balance, but I loved watching her like that.  Lost in the sex we were having, her hair all wild and crazy, still wet from the shower, and dripping down on us both.
 
   She was gorgeous.  Like a dream.  One I couldn’t deny.
 
   She put me in a trance when she was like that, and I let her, until I found myself almost there.  My body trembled as I grabbed her and pulled her onto me over and over again, harder until I erupted inside her.  I couldn’t contain the snarl that unfurled from my throat as we both came together this time.  Her pleasure and mine met at the moment of orgasm.
 
   It felt so fucking good.
 
   She collapsed on me, and we laid like that, for how long, I don’t know.
 
   We would’ve laid like that longer if the damn MC would’ve left us alone.  Instead we were interrupted by a hard knock.
 
   “If you’re done fucking, we need you both in the conference room.  Now,” Bones barked, and he didn’t sound happy.
 
   At least I got that out of it, because I knew he was going to ream out both our asses.
 
   ***
 
   We walked into the conference room, both of us dressed, she wore a pair of pants from her duffel, and one of my shirts from my room, and me in jeans, a tee, and my cut.
 
   Her hair was still wet, and her lips still puffy as hell from kissing her.
 
   And I had to say, I felt like the fucking cock of the walk.
 
   “Shit, you two done trying to get a noise violation on us?” Thrash looked a little jealous but lighthearted.  
 
   “Highly doubt they give a shit,” I said, taking a seat and pulling her down onto my lap.
 
   I wanted her close.
 
   “I see while I was here taking care of shit, you got us in with the biggest heroin suppliers on the fuckin’ East Coast.” Bones glared hard at me, his face unreadable.
 
   Here it comes.  So I looked into his eyes and said, “You were the one who told me bringing her was a good idea.”
 
   “You’re right, and it was.  We might not be into drugs, but this opens some new damn doors for us, doesn’t it? With Snake and Strike.  Good work.”
 
   I wasn’t expecting that.  Not from the Bones I’d come to know.  What happened to his “No drugs, no bullshit,” policy? 
 
   “What?!” I asked, trying to figure out exactly what was going on.  “We’re fucking working with the mob’s exiled son.  You’re happy?”
 
   That motherfucker just smiled.
 
   “The mob we work for, remember?”
 
   “Look, it wasn’t like you had much of a choice,” Mick said, explaining to the group as much as he was saying it to me.  And he was right.  Layla made that choice up for me.
 
   “That was all Layla’s doing.  And yours.” I pointed my finger at Mick.  “You were the one who had to stick your fat face in it and get her involved in the first place.”
 
   “Regardless, she is involved, and that’s why she is allowed at the table.  This once,” Bones said.
 
   But I didn’t want to be congratulated for this shit.  It fell on me.  It was my bad decision.  My problem.
 
   Why the fuck were all these assholes celebrating?
 
   “We got a man we got to put into the ground, and a bunch of assholes taking fucking pot shots at us every time we turn our backs, and you are glad I got us involved with major fucking drug dealers?” I asked again.  “You are happy that Layla, the girl you swore to protect, is going into their den, like a fucking chicken walking into a fox hole?” I couldn’t believe this shit.
 
   Bones’ smile evaporated.  “Look, you impatient fuck, we have a fucking war we are trying to wage.  Part of it starts at suppliers.  The other part ends at guns.  If we are going to exterminate those motherfuckers, we have to get in with a better gun supplier than we got.  Which we can do, through Strike.  Besides, he’s one of us, a stupid Irish bastard, and like you said, we already work for his father.  When you have to protect large quantities of uncut heroine, you have to have access to some premium shit.  We’re small time, but if we wanna grow, we need these connections.”
 
   “Fine.  I get it, Bones.” He wanted more, ever the ambitious little fucker.  I should’ve been onto his game.
 
   It was almost like he planned this shit, the way he was grinning, his fucking eyes all lit up.  He was going to have access to smack, guns, all that shit.
 
   But he couldn’t have planned it, could he?
 
   I looked at him, for the first time in ages.  Really looked at him.
 
   He was thin, but the kind of thin that men in their fifties are, with a little damn pot belly that stuck out just enough to know he wasn’t the man he used to be.  His eyes were lined with wrinkles, from riding in the harsh wind and the sun, and his shit-eating grin was all too clear.
 
   Motherfucker.  I ran my hand through my hair as I considered all the possibilities.  He was scheming.  Had been scheming.  It was like for the first time in a long time I saw who he really was.  What he really was.
 
   What the fuck was he really up to?
 
   “We need this shit.  You got it, Rage?”
 
   Oh, I got it.  “Yes, boss.  I got it.”
 
   “Good, now take our little bookkeeper home.  She’s got a job in Wheeling tomorrow.  We got our shit to do and she has hers.”
 
   I nodded.
 
   I needed to know more about what he was really up to, and I wasn’t going to get to the bottom of it by showing any of my suspicions.  Something wasn’t right about this, and Bones acted like it was all part of his plan.  Or like it was an unexpected surprise.  He was too confident.  And that worried me.
 
   I had to be slick, not let my emotions get the best of me.  I had to know exactly where his head was.  He liked me—hell, he trusted me, as much as you could trust anyone—but it wasn’t enough.  I needed to start digging around in his shit, and I needed to do it smart.
 
   It was going to take time.


 
   
  
 





 
   Chapter 11
 
   Layla
 
   “I’ve concluded that this shit is a total mess.” I looked out over the small group of men in the room, trying not to let their scowls intimidate me.
 
   It was me, my two “body guards,” Strike, and his main assistant, Hale.
 
   I’d spent just under a week going through all their files, their tax returns, every little piece of information they ever provided, and it was clear.
 
   “Aren’t you too important to be here, doing this?”
 
   “Normally I would be, but the last asshole who did the books fucked them up.  So now I want you to explain it all to me.  Daily briefings.  My fucking neck depends on it.”
 
   It was obvious they were embezzling and laundering money from their business.  Hell, I could see it right away, and I was no legal accountant.
 
   I relayed everything I saw to the four of them, laying out the discrepancies, showing all the places where they could get caught up.
 
   For thieves and mass suppliers, they were acting pretty foolhardy.
 
   “You have to be shitting me.” Strike pushed his hand through his silky black hair and then looked up into my eyes.
 
   The lust was still there, but there was something else, now.  A bit of respect.
 
   “I assure you, Mr.  O’Grady, I am not shitting you.” I said it stiffly, formally, like I never swore.  Like I was the paragon of innocence.  I wanted to appear that way.  Untouchable.
 
   After all, if anyone touched me, Cullen would live up to his name and there would be a second war on the club’s hands.
 
   One they could not win.
 
   Better I stay clearly unavailable.
 
   “Fuck this shit.” Strike leaned over and smacked Vince on the head.  “You send me Gary, and this is the motherfucking shit he does? You don’t fucking hire your halfwit brother, you idiot.” 
 
   He was a big man, Vince, and he was pissed, but he wasn’t going to fight back.  No, that wasn’t in him.  He was muscle, but he was afraid of Strike.  No flashes of rebellion in his eyes.
 
   “Motherfucker,” Strike mumbled, looking over unhappily at the numbers.
 
   “Can we fix it?” he asked.  Somehow I knew it wasn’t a request.  It was more of a demand.
 
   “You’ve gotten along this well without needing to fix it, and my guess is that you have enough people paid off that it wouldn’t raise red flags.  Besides, at a cursory glance, these looked just fine.  It wasn’t until I knew what I was looking for that I found any mismanagement of funds.  That’s what you want.  So there is some good news.  But you need a new accountant.  Someone good.  I’m an expert, but I’m going to need help.  We need someone you can fully trust, full-time.  Someone I can train.”
 
   I eyed him.  Even if I hadn’t known, it was obvious that they were the Irish mob.  Organized fucking crime.  Didn’t they have people for this?
 
   “Don’t you have connections that could do a better job than me?” I asked.  I wanted to smack these two numbskulls, but I needed their help if I was going to fix this mess.  And I’d noticed over the years that sometimes a well-placed suggestion got me further than demands.  
 
   Strike told me, “My father cut me off a few years ago.  Gave me this ‘project’ and told me I had to handle it all myself.  Wanted to see how I would do on my own before he let me back in.  I work with what I have.”
 
   “Why would your family cast you out?” It was out before I could cover my mouth.  Shit.  I knew he was exiled, but I wasn’t sure exactly what that meant.
 
   Strike looked sour.  “It was my own project.  I thought it was a promotion.  I was a fucking idiot.”
 
   Somehow, I suspected that whatever Strike had done, he had sincerely earned his punishment, temporary though it may be.  And he was lucky.  Exile was better than what most of them got.
 
   Vince spoke up then.  “His help only extends so far, so it is a lot of us young guys trying to impress the bosses.  Trying to show that we can handle it.  Our laundering, and our heroin trade will get us back into the club, and big.  If we do this right, we’ll take over an empire.”
 
   “Yeah, but if we do this wrong, we’re dead.” The look on Strike’s face was grim.  “We want to avoid a nasty problem, send off a percentage of our profit from the heroin trade to them.  Is that delineated anywhere?”
 
   “Not in any of the official documents, your previous accountant did a good job of hiding that.   It is honestly the only money that looks well-laundered.  If you would’ve kept those documents from me, I never would’ve figured it out.  The rest? It was easy to see, easy to find.  Not very good management, Strike.”
 
   He just nodded.  “I think, boys, it is best if I speak to lovely Layla alone now.”
 
   He motioned for everyone to leave, but my prospect guards stayed stone still.
 
   “It’s okay, he isn’t going to hurt me with you right there,” I said.  They looked at each other, then me, and then slowly moved toward the door.
 
   It wasn’t the meeting that Strike wanted to have, and I knew it.
 
   “So, you are telling me, if the government felt the need to audit us, like, tomorrow, they would find everything.” Shit, I’d said the wrong thing.  His eyes were blazing with irritation, the vein in his throat throbbing.  For a moment I wished I made my bodyguards stay.  
 
   I was honestly scared.
 
   “Honestly? Yes.  Even if I hide it all now, there is a good chance that if they go deep enough, they’ll find other stuff.  This is, well, it was poorly done.  I’m damn good, I can fix your problems.”
 
   Strike looked pale.  It was clear that his father was providing some protection, even though he claimed it was all Strike’s project, but did he have that much protection?
 
   “The good news is that I can get most of these records shored up and looking legitimate, at least easily able to fool cursory glances.  With that and your connections, it should be fine.”
 
   His blood was boiling.  “I ought to have that ass and his brother boiled alive.”
 
   I could tell by the look in his eyes that he meant it.  He was a killer, the kind that felt no remorse for what he did.  That saw it as a necessity.  That saw people as animals ready for the slaughter.
 
   I saw it in my father’s eyes when I was just a teen, and I witnessed it in those handsome young eyes now.
 
   Strike was the kind of man I feared the most, because they were charming.  That is, until they didn’t get exactly what they wanted.
 
   “So you can fix the books? You can make all this shit look good?” He cursed, thickening both the Pittsburgh accent and the trace of his Irish ancestry.  , 
 
   “I can fix what’s been done, but you have to ensure that you trust who you hire after me.  And you have to trust me.” This was the uncomfortable part.  I could point out the obvious discrepancies and be on my way, or I could alter the books.
 
   I’d already seen their books.  I was already in their shit.  Why? Because they trusted me to do this.  All based on a connection I had with Fire and Steel.   I wasn’t in the Irish Mob, and I wasn’t anyone they knew, so why were they trusting me with all of this?
 
   For all they knew I could run right to the Feds tomorrow.
 
   “Your father was legendary.  Good Catholic man, always there for what any Irish boy needed.  Besides, you know what happens if you cross me, don’t you?”
 
   “I have a pretty good idea.” I’d heard stories about what my own club did, let alone someone like the Irish mob.
 
   I wasn’t afraid, but I sure as hell wasn’t going to cross any of them.
 
   I knew better than that.
 
   And he knew it.  I had no one else.  I had no way to cross any of them, so there was no way in hell I was even going to try.
 
   “So, what do I need?” He asked, looking me right in the eyes.
 
   “You need to hire someone.  She needs to be smart, young, someone who you trust to do these books with me.  Someone who doesn’t have ambition to get ahead, or a way to climb the ranks of the family.”
 
   “She, huh? What you are saying is that I should be bringing a woman into the business?”
 
   I looked up at the handsome son of the mob boss, and smiled.  That was exactly what I was saying.  It was a good plan.  Perfect.
 
   “You’re absolutely insane, do you know that?” Strike ran a hand through his thick raven hair and then grinned, the type of smile that made me think he was the unstable one.
 
   “How so?”
 
   “You fucking got out of this life,” he said.  “I know you left after your dad died.”
 
   “My family was never in the mob.” I called it what it was.  The mob.  The Irish Mob was a well-known organization in the Northeast, and anywhere we settled, they were there.
 
   “No, but pretty damn close, and you know it.  We do shit like this all the time, trading jobs, helping each other out.  The shit your MC gets into, it is small time, normally, but dealing with drug suppliers and getting involved in a turf war? Come on, you know that it is dangerous as hell.”
 
   “What do you know of my life?”
 
   “More than you know.  I asked around about you.  Fallen princess with a dead brother and a hot head for a man.” He was uncomfortably close to me as he said that, his breath close enough to feel, but I remained stone-faced.  “No to mention your ‘rage’ problem.”
 
   “You know, then, that men of power are not something I could ever fear.  Why did you force Fire and Steel to meet you in the first place? Why didn’t you just agree to their terms?”
 
   “I worked with them a few times, but that was almost ten years ago, when I was just a kid, and a run around for my dad.  I wanted to see who I was working with now.  Besides, Hound’s Breath are good customers, or were, and I didn’t want to just drop them because not all of them could claim the same heritage.  Or old connections.”
 
   “You gotten shit since you dropped them?” I asked, trying to find a way to know more.  Any information could be useful.
 
   He eyed me for a moment, trying to decide if he could trust me, finally he said, “Haven’t heard from them.  Not one call.  Not from them, not from their parent organization.”
 
   “Parent organization?”
 
   “Princess, you have a lot to learn about this world.  Anyways, I’ve already said enough.  You’ll get your girl, and I’ll get my books looking the way they should.  Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got some brothers to deal with.”
 
   I didn’t want to know what he meant about that, I just watched him walk out of my office, letting my two “bodyguards” back in.
 
   “Come on, Lala.  We gotta get you back to the club or Rage will be pissed.”
 
   Strike and Rage.  They were so similar in so many ways; it made me wonder about Cullen.
 
   Was I really as safe with him as I thought I was, or were they simply mirrors of each other?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Cullen
 
   “Motherfucking piece of shit,” I swore as I looked at the stripped caliper bolt.  Whoever worked on this piece of shit car before me ruined it.  And I was sick and fucking tired of working to get it off, I was going to have to replace the entire fucking thing.
 
   So much for saving Mrs.  Sullivan some money.  Now I was going to have to call her and listen to her bitch, but what did she expect for going to some big company to do her brakes last time? All because they were on sale.  I threw my wrench on the ground and cursed out loud, my ire rising as I heard a chuckle coming from under the car in the bay next to me.
 
   Fucking Mick.
 
   “What’s so funny?” I asked, kicking his crawler, not hard, not even enough to be dangerous.  I wasn’t a fucking idiot.  I knew this shit was mostly safe, but I wasn’t going to risk him dropping the fucking muffler he was working on directly on his head.
 
   “Isn’t it obvious, Cullen? You’re in looooooove,” Mick taunted me.  “And it’s making you act like a jealous idiot.”
 
   “This has nothing to do with—”
 
   “Oh, yes it does.  We’ve dealt with shit like stripped caliper bolts dozens of times this week.  You’re pissed she’s over there with that motherfucking mobster.” Mick shook his wrench at me, looking like a fucking idiot on his crawler, lying on the ground head popped out from under a car.
 
   “It isn’t like it’s the Italian mafia, Mick.”
 
   “No, it’s worse.  It’s our own people.” 
 
   “I just want to get all this shit done and over with.  Fuck up the Hounds and finish our deal with the fucking Irish, and then get back to business as usual.”
 
   “I don’t think that is possible.  Nothing will be usual now.  Especially without him.”
 
   Sean.  He was my brother-in-arms, and Mick was right.   It didn’t help that we had to bury another one of our own.  A prospect, but he was set to be patched in.  And he was fucking dead.
 
   It reminded us all of why we were fighting, and now we had to escalate shit, but just as we were trying, Hound’s Breath up and fucking disappeared.  Not another fucking word about them, where they might be.  Mob claimed not to know anything, Snake swore he didn’t know shit.  Our revenge was on hold until we got wind of them.  It was like they up and left their entire territory.  Nothing.  No one else had moved into it, not yet, waiting to see if it was some kind of trap, but it wouldn’t be long before they did.
 
   Each day that went by without a tip had me on edge.
 
   It was all too dangerous, and I’d put Layla right in the middle of all this shit.  That was on me, but there was nothing I could do to stop it.  And very little I could do to protect her.
 
   All I had was the anger boiling inside of me and the desperation to find that son of a bitch.  Whoever the fuck killed Sean.
 
   I can’t even see a future, not without getting vengeance.  Not even with Layla.  Not until she was safe.
 
   Not until I got this shit taken care of.
 
   


 
   
  
 





 
   Chapter 12
 
   Layla
 
   My office was quiet.  A tiny little room off the back of the club.  I liked that it was out of the way.  Never had to worry about if someone was going to come and throw a fucking grenade.  
 
   Strike had made sure the warehouse was out of the way.  Unknown.  It was shit work, illegal in every way, but it had a kind of safety that the MC couldn’t provide.
 
   It was easy to get used to working with a man like Liam “Strike” O’Grady; he was direct with what he wanted, he never asked me to do irrelevant things, and he was decent to me.  I wasn’t stupid enough to forget his cruelty though.  Men like him were born into a type of violence that even an MC couldn’t match.  It was deep, ingrained in them from watching their fathers do business.  
 
   I didn’t mistake his professionalism for kindness either.  I knew what would happen if I fucked up.  Knew I wouldn’t like it, let alone live through it.  Yeah, they were high stakes, but the boss seemed to be happy so far.
 
   “Hey, Lala.  I got you a present.” Strike was pleased by how I handled the books.  Every day, it seemed like, he was in there, asking me exactly what I was doing, and looking over the figures.  He was smart.  His aptitude in math and accounting was natural, probably from a life of laundering and embezzling, but I didn’t care.  He understood exactly what I was doing, and he could see the difference.  When I asked him why he wasn’t doing this work, he laughed and said, “with what time?”
 
   It was true.  Even during those short half hour sessions men were always in and out of the office.  I doubted that I got him for more than ten minutes total when all was said and done.  So here he was, at our normal appointment time with a smile on his face, the devious kind of smirk that had me on edge.
 
   “Present?” I repeated.
 
   “Remember that thing you asked for?”
 
   He must’ve hired someone.  I had about two weeks left with this group, and if I was going to train someone, I needed to be able to do it soon.
 
   He kept telling me that he was looking for just the “right” candidate and that they were still doing interviews, reminding me to be patient.
 
   He never once got irritated though, never once gave me that look he gave his men.  The one that warned them to shut up “or else”.
 
   “I certainly do.”
 
   “Well, I found her.  The girl for you.” He opened the door, and next to him, a small, meek looking, mouse of a woman with an upturned nose looked right back at me.
 
   “One of the boys had a cousin in community college.  Accounting.  What do you know? It took a little bit of… motivation… but I got her on board.”
 
   Did she actually just roll her eyes? She did! She may have looked like a mouse of a woman, but I was starting to doubt she was anything but.
 
   “Anyway: Katie Ann, our humble savior, Layla.  Layla, this here is your new replacement.”
 
   “Pleased to meet you,” she said, her voice light as she extended a hand toward me.
 
   I gave it a strong shake, and then Strike backed out of the doorway.
 
   “I’ll leave you ladies to it.”
 
   “Do you know what we do here?” I asked somewhat skeptical that she actually understood what was about to happen.
 
   “I do.  My father once worked for the family, and my cousins work for them now.”
 
   I didn’t even ask what “worked for” meant in her case, because, like my situation, I already knew.  She’d lost her dad to the same kind of life.  Different, of course, more money.  But it was all the same.  
 
   “Liam—I mean, Strike says you are a part of Fire and Steel?”
 
   “Kind of.  My dad was the President a lifetime ago.  My brother was Sergeant-at-Arms.”
 
   Was.  I could tell by the look in her eyes that she knew exactly what I meant.
 
   The reality of our similar circumstances passed between us without words.  We didn’t need them.  We both knew the consequences of a life that we didn’t ask for.
 
   A life we could never leave.  No matter how hard we tried.
 
   I looked down at the pile of documents on my desk.  Most of it was on paper, receipts, invoices, but some of it was scribbled notes and old POs.  It was a mess.
 
   “Associates degree?” I asked.
 
   “Yeah, they promised me if I took this job they’d pay for the full thing.  Got into State, just gotta get the funds.”
 
   “Thought they took care of kids and widows?”
 
   “Depends on the situation.”
 
   Shit.  That didn’t sound good.
 
   “Anyway, it’s good that you have some experience.  Training a newbie is hard as hell.  You’ve done bookkeeping before?”
 
   “My uncle has a butcher shop.  I work there on the weekends for him, balancing the books and double checking everything he’s done.”
 
   “Good.  Good,” I said, sifting through everything.
 
   “I’m going through and making sure that each of the invoices match the amount in the computer.  I ensure that checks are checks and cash is cash.  Anything that can be altered easily, I look to exploit it.  Things made out to cash, invoices that are the original copy, not the carbon copy.  That’s how we hide some of the money, but other amounts I put in the loss column.  It makes it easy, being a local produce distributor and all.  ”
 
   “Like, look at this,” I pulled out a receipt and the losses log.  “This truck load of cabbage was ten thousand dollars, but only half full.  So when they got it from the national distributor, in this case, a shell company that his father owns with his uncle.  They looked through for spoilage.  That ‘missing half’ we called it spoilage, called that loss.”
 
   “But it was never there.” Katie Ann was catching on.
 
   “No, it wasn’t, not really.  But how would they know that? It’s spoiled.  Gotta throw it away.”
 
   “And the money that you paid to them for half a truck of cabbage?”
 
   “It was money accounted for from the drug trade paid to his father’s company in the form of goods”.  Initial distribution to us was ‘all sales final’.  Can’t get our money back, so it’s just a loss.”
 
   “Yeah, but how do you get money into the company to give to Donal?” She was genuinely curious, and picking up the process fast.  She wanted to know how they got the money to Strike’s dad.  Donal O’Grady.
 
   “We distributed the full shipment we received locally, half to restaurants with legitimate receipts, half of that was in cash, wholesale to the customer, cash.  Hand written receipts, self reported, not even given to the customer.  It makes it easy to doctor and makes dirty money look legit.” I shrugged.
 
   “You do this a lot?”
 
   “Anywhere there is a cash transaction and an area where there is a high rate of turnover or loss, there is an easy place to exploit.”
 
   “But won’t it raise suspicion?”
 
   “Only if it happens constantly, or it is large amounts.  Half a truck of cabbage goes bad? It happens sometimes.  Half a truck of cabbage goes bad once a week? Something fishy.  Smaller amounts are easier.  Add a hundred dollars here or there to a stack of receipts for cash, who would know?”
 
   Looking back, I realized I’d specialized in accounting because I knew I was going to end up back with the club.
 
   I mean, hell, it seemed inevitable.
 
   This entire life was planned out for me, and I’d never even stood a chance in getting away from it.
 
   And now, now I was working with the mob to hide money.
 
   There was no coming back from this.
 
   


 
   
  
 





 
   Cullen
 
   I shut off my bike and dismounted, looking around the small hub of operations.  Normally I had one of the prospects ride Layla back and forth in a cage.  I didn’t trust her riding with anyone but me.  I wanted her safe.  It was all that mattered to me.
 
   It was why I hated that she came into this nest of fucking dragons.
 
   I was sick of waiting.  Sick of playing with the damn mob and acting like they were innocent.
 
   I knew they were the ones keeping me from going after Sean’s killers.  There was no way they just let Hound’s Breath walk off without a trace.  They were supplying them for some time now, so why would they just let them walk away?
 
   Deal with Snake and Bones, or not.  They knew something.
 
   I could feel it in my gut.
 
   I opened the door to the small shop that managed most of the local distribution.  They were a front, sure, but they also ran a company, and they ran it well.
 
   The best front is a good business.
 
   “You, I need to talk to you.” I opened the door into what I thought was Strike’s office, but he was here, sitting next to my woman as she bent close to him.  Talking to him.
 
   It was enough to make my blood boil.  I turned to storm out, but a young woman was right behind me, a small tray of coffee in her hand.
 
   “Rage, welcome.  I’ll just step out so that you can talk to your girl.” Strike stood and straightened his shirt.  Everyone else who was in the room got up and filed out.  Everyone except Layla.
 
   “I ain’t here for her, Strike, and you know it.  I’ve been pussy footing around you for far too long.  I want answers, and I want them now.  What did you do with Hound’s Breath? Hide them?” I was intense as I stepped into the space, tired of waiting and ready to use intimidation.
 
   “Lala, out.  Go wait with your little friend.” I pointed to the girl who was standing directly behind me.  
 
   “Oh no, this concerns me-,” Layla started, but I raised my hand.
 
   I didn’t want to hear it.  I needed to keep her as far out of this shit as possible.  Except she kept sticking her fucking nose in it.
 
   “She’s right.  It does concern her, Rage.  She can stay.” 
 
   Fuck this shit.  He was asserting his dominance and I knew it.  Motherfucking asshole.  I couldn’t do anything, so I just turned around to think when I ran into another body.  A woman was standing behind me.
 
   “You.  Out,” I said to the girl behind me.   I swear I saw that bitch roll her eyes before she turned and stomped off.  It would’ve made me chuckle under normal circumstances, but right now, I just wanted to bash some heads in.
 
   My patience was wearing thin, and my ability to reason and logic was clouded.  I needed a plan of attack.
 
   “You know, Cullen,” Strike said as he used my real name, “I’m pretty disappointed.”
 
   I knew from the look in his eyes that he meant what he said.
 
   “I don’t give a shit what you think right now, Liam.  I’m sick of this shit.  I know you know something about them, and you’re telling Bones nothing.”
 
   “Wasn’t part of our deal.  Besides, I don’t know nothin’.” Strike shrugged.  “Ain’t my fault your boss can’t track down a bunch of street thugs.  Must be too busy sampling the merchandise.”
 
   I balled my fists and tried to get control of my temper.  He was partially correct.  This wasn’t like me, and it was too bold.  Brash.  I had a lot of anger, but it was always justified.  I was right, and I knew it.  They knew something, no matter how small it was.
 
   “I like you, I think you’ll be of good use to the family.  So I am not going to beat you bloody for this transgression, especially in front of your girl.  She’s a real diamond in a shit pile, by the way, but that’s another matter.  I don’t know shit about those sorry fucks.  To be honest, I’m glad of the deal with Snake.  Those assholes were trying to cheat us every chance they got.  Didn’t know who they were working with.” Strike looked me over, then added, “but I got a name of someone who might know something.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “It’s going to cost you.”
 
   “Name.”
 
   “You aren’t even going to ask me what?” Strike all but sneered as he said the words.  
 
   “I don’t give a shit, I’ll do it.”  I was being stupid, foolish, but I didn’t give a shit.  I wanted blood.  Yearned for it.
 
   “You aren’t that stupid.  Come now.”
 
   “What’s the cost?”
 
   “A favor.”
 
   A favor?”
 
   “I call you, I ask for your help, no matter what it is, killing someone, taking the fall, you do it.”
 
   I paused, he was right.  I needed to think about this rationally.
 
   “No-“ Layla spoke up, but I wasn’t going to hear it.
 
   “Nothing that will get me thrown in jail, but other than that, I accept.”
 
   He smiled, “I thought you would put that little stipulation in.  See? You aren’t as stupid as you’re trying to be.  Wise up a little, Sean’s life isn’t worth yours.  You really want this woman to be left with nothing?”
 
   Up until this point that was not what I thought.  What I felt.  Sean’s life was worth mine, no matter what they thought, no matter what they said.  Until I realized just how much that meant to Layla, who was standing next to me, keeping the tears trapped up in her eyes so that they wouldn’t spill out everywhere.
 
   I sighed.
 
   “Look, all I need is a lead.  I’ll do your favor.”
 
   “Willem McCartney.  He was the one who supplied them directly.  Works in the loading bay, but he took some time off.  I hear he was fucking one of their sisters or something.  He might know where they’re hiding.”
 
   “Got it.”
 
   “But he isn’t going to be easy to persuade.  You’ll need me along to put pressure on him.”
 
   “You.  You want to come?” I was a little shocked.  That was the last thing I expected from the son of the prominent mob boss.
 
   “You agreed to do me a favor if I did one for you.  Gotta make sure it is a good deal.  I’m a crook, but I ain’t no cheat.” He grinned.  “Besides, been a while since I cracked some skulls, too much of this business shit, not enough muscle building.”
 
   I turned and looked at Layla, who was none too pleased, but rather than saying anything she just gave me an icy stare.
 
   “So, it’s decided? The two of you are going to go into this together? What about me?” Her nostrils flared.
 
   “You need to stay safe.  This is doling out justice, Layla.  We have to do it.”
 
   I had a feeling she wasn’t buying it.
 
   But that was where we differed, and I wasn’t going to back down now.
 
   I had to have blood.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Layla
 
   I don’t want to do this anymore.  It was too much, too soon.  I should’ve stayed in Chicago.  I should’ve refused to attend the funeral.
 
   It was a spiral of shit that I couldn’t possibly climb out of, and now Cullen was doing something foolish.  He was always barging into shit and making decisions without even thinking it through.  He never consulted Bones, he didn’t even fucking call them and tell him what he was doing before he left.  It was going to have consequences.  Going against the MC and siding with the fucking Irish Mob.
 
   How stupid could he be?
 
   I knew I had to do something on my own to stop this shit storm from getting too big and too dangerous.
 
   Maybe that was why I was at the house, rooting around in Sean’s drawers.  I don’t know what I was trying to find, my sanity maybe? I just wanted something, something of his to remind me of what we were fighting for.
 
   That’s when I saw it.  A little note tucked into the corner of the drawer.  A little note.
 
   Lala,
 
   Don’t come home.  It’s not safe.  Bones.
 
   Sean
 
   Bones.  What did this mean? I wasn’t sure, but I needed to focus on Cullen and his plans for HB.  
 
   What if Cullen was walking into a trap of Strike’s own devising? What if they were both walking into a trap?
 
   I couldn’t go to the MC.  I didn’t trust them.  Not all of them, anyways.  Besides, I wouldn’t betray Cullen to people I barely trusted.   There was something about the way Bones looked at me, the way he dealt with this whole thing that had me doubting him.  No, only a couple of them could help him now.
 
   I could trust my uncle and DeMarcus.  And that was it.
 
   That was all I had.  But it would have to be enough.  I needed to get to them.  Needed to get their help.
 
   


 
   
  
 





 
   Chapter 13
 
   Cullen
 
   “And you’re sure this is where he lives?” This was probably stupid as fuck, going into this back alley with Strike and following him up to a little piece of shit shack barely holding on to its bricks.
 
   “It’s his ma’s place and he’s been stayin’ here.  Unless he’s with one of his women, it’s where he’ll be.”
 
   I knocked hard on the door.  It was the front door of an alley house, so it was about as stable as you’d expect it, weeds growing up around the North Braddock home, threatening to strangle the house  take over.
 
   “What?” The voice of an old woman yelled, her years of smoking clearly chipping away at any softness, leaving behind a rough rumble instead.
 
   “Mrs.  McCartney? It’s me, Liam O’Brien.  I just wanted to check on you, ma’am.  See how you are doing.” I watched as the facade of politeness washed over Strike, changing him entirely.  No more was he the mob boss, but he was a sweet boy, the kind you imagined offering to wash your dishes after dinner.
 
   He was damn good.
 
   “Willem said if you came around I was to turn you down, said you wanted trouble.  But I don’t want no trouble with yer Pa.  Whatever yinz boys is doin’, that’s on you.  Not me.”
 
   “Wise woman,” he complimented her.
 
   “Me and my friend here, we need to speak to your boy.  He’s been missin’ a lot of work, and I’m afraid he’ll lose his job at the distribution center if I can’t get ahold of him.”
 
   That money must’ve been all she was getting, at least besides her welfare checks, because when she opened the door, finally, I could see the look of desperation in her eyes.
 
   “You’d let him keep his job? He said he was fired.”
 
   “No such thing.  I’m sure it is all just a big misunderstanding, Mrs.  McCartney.  That’s what I am here about.  So if you could just—”
 
   “He’s down at Patty’s pub, over in Wilkinsburg.  Probably playin’ pool with them boys he likes to gamble with.”
 
   “Thank you, ma’am.” I swear, if he had a hat, he would’ve tipped it.
 
   “And they just tell you what they want to know?” I asked.
 
   “If they don’t, they know someone will be around later, and they won’t be so nice.” He said, grinning.
 
   We each hopped on our bikes and took off for Wilkinsburg, eager to find what we were looking for.  The night sky lit up the landscape as we drove through the streets, running stop signs, and blowing through red lights if no one was around.  It was the perk of being on a fast motorcycle in an abandoned part of the city.  Cops were too busy dealing with real problems to care about us running up and down the streets.
 
   Plus, Strike was that little bit of extra insurance.
 
   When we finally pulled up to Patty’s I looked around.  “Are you sure you want to do this here?” I asked, switching off my bike.
 
   He knew the area better than I did, and I didn’t want to be stupid.
 
   I was foolish sometimes, but I wasn’t dumb enough to start shit on someone else’s turf without backup.
 
   “Yeah, I’m sure.  You need answers.  I want to know why one of my own is stepping out on me.  Win-win.” Strike was serious, and in that moment, I realized he wasn’t trying to screw me.  He was genuine.  Plus, he had a whole lot more to deal with if he was trying to fuck me over.  Like he said, his pops and my MC were close enough that bad blood would result in a pissed off father, and he was already exiled from the family.
 
   Shit.  The first few drops of rain hit my leather cut, plopping and then rolling down.  It was a good thing we parked under the awning, or I really would be pissed.  If we needed to make a quick getaway we’d have no choice but to tear up the streets in a storm.
 
   Fuck.
 
   “So you aren’t just helping me for a favor?”
 
   “Is that what you expected?’
 
   “No.” I wasn’t dumb.  Usually when a guy like him did something it was for his own means.  He could’ve been helping to get sway with the club, sure, but it seemed more realistic that he would want access to Willem for his own needs.
 
   “What did he do?”
 
   “You mean besides skipping out on me and leaving me with no loader for two weeks and counting? Motherfucker stole from the safe.”
 
   Shit.
 
   “What do you plan to do when you get him?”
 
   “You’ll get your information, then you’ll leave the rest to me.  That’s the deal.” Strike’s hard jaw told me that it was all I wanted to know.
 
   Whatever, it was his business.  I was here to get what I came for.
 
   But I couldn’t help but ask, “Why bring just me?”
 
   “What makes you think that?” He looked over to one side, and then the other.  It was then that I noticed the two vans parked on either side of the building.
 
   This was much, much bigger than I realized.  I was here.  Without my brothers.   Brothers that I didn’t even know if I trusted.  Fuck.  What if they thought this was the ultimate betrayal?
 
   There was going to be hell to pay if it turned out I was wrong.  It was too late to change my mind now, so I followed him into the club and past the bouncer.  How many of the guys here were on his payroll? On his father’s payroll?
 
   Layla might know.
 
   A couple of them signaled toward the back and that is where we went, through the small cloud of smoke and around to the billiard room.
 
   A couple of guys were leaning against the wall, a few of them smoking while one in particularly, a scrawny rat of a man, bent over the table and aimed his stick.
 
   “You’ll be wantin’ to put that down,” Strike said as he walked toward the man.
 
   “Willem,” I said, asking more than telling.
 
   “What? Do you want?” Willem looked to Strike and then to me.
 
   “You know exactly what I want.  But first, tell the man what he wants to know.  Where are the boys from HB?”
 
   “I don’t kn—”
 
   “The truth, Willem, or I’ll let him have you before I take a turn.” Strike had him by the throat and up against the wall in an instant.
 
   As soon as he reacted, his friends stood up and I recognized one of them from the attack at our clubhouse.
 
   One of the assholes that got away.
 
   I completely forgot about the target and launched myself right at the kid, landing a blow to his right ear before hauling him up by his collar.
 
   Now his men and Strike’s were both crowded around us.  They were clearly outnumbered by our guys, and yet, that didn’t make me feel any safer.
 
   “Where the fuck is your crew?” I demanded, pulling my knife out of my pocket and unsheathing it with the push of a button.  It went against his throat, the sting of it just bringing the smallest stream of blood.
 
   “I don—”
 
   “Don’t fuck with me,” I roared, the rage was so close to erupting, so close to taking over.  I didn’t know if I could control it, so I let it fuel my desire for truth.
 
   “They’re hiding at a safe house over in East McKeesport.  At least until someone can come and get then.  You all ain’t that puny little club they was talkin’ about.  We got played, man.  We never knew—”
 
   “If they’re in a safe house, then why the fuck are you out?”
 
   “Gotta get my affairs in order.  Got baby mamas and shit to take care of.  Ain’t like I knew this was going to happen.” His pale complexion looked almost green against the lamplight and I swore he was going to throw up.
 
   He was holding shit back.
 
   “The fuck you talking about, you didn’t know?”
 
   “Claimin’ that kill, man.  We got word it would be good for us.  Ain’t been nothin’ but a death sentence.”
 
   “You sayin’ you didn’t do it?”
 
   “Hell.  No.  We ain’t even been into your territory that way before the attack.  Couldn’t let it stand, you taking out our distributors.  Then we found out you was with the mob.  Yinz don’t fuck around.”
 
   “No.  We don’t.  So, say I believe you, say you didn’t murder my best friend.  Who the fuck did?”
 
   “Hell if I know.  Dude just contacted us, some guy who said he was with the mob.  Said it was part of a plan to get more territory and he wanted us to take it over.”
 
   “Guy? What guy? I ain’t never heard about none of this.” Strike still had Willem by the neck, but he was now directing his attention to the rat I had ahold of.
 
   “I dunno, some tall guy, had a tat of a Skull and a snake on his left arm.  Real fucking ugly, too.”
 
   Ice went through my veins.  “What else?” I asked shoving him against the wall, his head hitting, hard.
 
   “I dunno! Some white prick, black hair, tall, skinny with a pot belly.”
 
   And a tat just like Bones had.
 
   Shit.
 
   Fuck.
 
   Shit.
 
   This was not what I’d planned for.
 
   “Fuck,” Strike said, then he looked at me.  “You got your information, now go.  I don’t want you to be complicit in what happens next.”
 
   I had a feeling that I wouldn’t see Willem or this kid again.
 
   “You may not have killed Sean, but you killed Troy.  You’re all going the fuck down.”
 
   I turned and walked out of there, my rage building as I tried to figure out what I was going to do next.
 
   I needed to gather the people closest to me, the ones I trusted, and I needed to make a move on Bones before he knew that his secret was out.  I didn’t know if he killed Sean, or if he just wanted HB to take the fall, but I knew one thing.  That motherfucker was going to pay.
 
   It had to happen quickly.  Only then could I take care of Hound’s Breath once and for all.  
 
   ***
 
   “What in the hell do you think you’re doing? Trying to get yourself killed?” A tall, dark silhouette leaned against a pillar, his face and body hidden to all but me.
 
   I knew his voice.  I’d know it anywhere.  
 
   “Thrash.”
 
   “You think you’re something special, invincible? That you’re girl isn’t going to mourn you when those bastards kill you? Hasn’t she been through enough?”
 
   “I walked out of there, didn’t I? Not a fucking scratch on me.”
 
   “That don’t mean shit and you know it.  What are you doing, Cullen?”
 
   “Strike and me had this handled.”
 
   “The mob? You’re workin’ with the mob?”
 
   “We work with them all the time, don’t we?”
 
   “Not this way and you know it.  It’s one thing to provide muscle on a run, or to help out their territory with patrols, but another entirely to be running with their crew, you feel me?”
 
   “Shit’s about to go down, Thrash.  You don’t get it.”
 
   “So make me get it.  Make me understand why I gotta come all the way down here to East Fucking McKeesport and pull your ass out of a bar, we ain’t got one back home? Sure as hell got a titty bar you can go and waste your time in.”
 
   “Quit fucking around.  You wanna know what’s going on, or don’t you?” I knew I could trust him.  Thrash and me, we fought sometimes, but more like brothers than like enemies.  He was dickishly handsome, smart, and fucking annoying because he knew it.
 
   “My place.  We’ll talk.” I hopped on my bike and fired her up, not saying another word as I sped out of there, gravel kicking up all around us.
 
   Layla sent him after me, I wasn’t surprised.  I wanted her with people she could trust, and he was one of only a few of them.
 
   How deep was Bones in this shit? How many people knew about his involvement?
 
   Hell, what exactly was his involvement?
 
   I ground my teeth and accelerated, not even bothering with the lanes, weaving in and out between cars.  I got a couple of fingers pointed in my direction, but I didn’t give a shit.  I needed to get my shit together, and I needed to do it now.
 
   When we were finally back at the house I saw Mick’s old trike there, parked in my driveway.  I pulled up next to it and waited for Thrash.
 
   “Fuck, you tryin’ to lose me? I know where you live, remember?” Thrash shook his head.  “So what’s the plan? How do we find those Hounds?”
 
   “Ain’t the priority.  We got a problem, man.”
 
   I stormed into the house, slamming the door against the wall as it opened.
 
   “Mick, Lala, get your asses in the living room, now.  We got shit to discuss.  Thrash, grab me a fucking beer.”
 
   I grabbed a chair from the kitchen and set it down, waiting for them to come in from the back porch.  Mick liked to go out there and have a smoke while he talked to his niece, never once stopping, in spite of the COPD that threatened his lungs.
 
   I loved the man like he was my father, but what a fucking dumbass.
 
   “Sit down.  Shit’s got real.”
 
   “What is it?” Layla looked worried, almost like she’d been crying.  Probably scared of what she thought was going down tonight.  She had no idea.
 
   “Ain’t the Hounds who killed your brother, Lala.  At least, that’s what they say.”
 
   “How do you know it’s the truth?” Mick said.  “Might just want to save their asses.”
 
   “I thought about that too, but the guy knew he was dying no matter what.  No way he was walking away from that bar after Strike was done with him.”
 
   “Who’d he say did it?”
 
   “Bones.”
 
   “What? Bunch of bullshit,” Thrash started, but Mick held up his hand.
 
   “What do you mean, Bones?”
 
   “Said some guy came to them, asked them to take the hit.  He was hanging out, listening to his boss and this dude, this skinny older dude with a pot belly and a skull tattoo that had a snake.”
 
   “He might’ve seen him at the fight.”
 
   “It still doesn’t prove he killed him,” Thrash argued, fighting the obvious conclusion.
 
   “No, but he didn’t want us to know who did.  And this kid, he was pissin’ himself.  I don’t think he was lying.”
 
   “Sean was sniffing around, told me, but I never let on.  Thought someone in the club might’ve betrayed your father all those years ago.  It was just ‘too convenient’.” Mick turned to Layla, and started talking.  “I thought it was bullshit.  Told him to drop it, not to snoop around.  Questions like that, no matter what way they get answered, they end up coming to bite you in the ass.”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me?” Layla asked.
 
   “Or me,” I added.
 
   “It was over a year ago.  He said he’d drop it.  That he hadn’t really done much snooping.  I never heard about it again.  Thought it was just a drunken idea, you know? The kind of scheme he’d hatch after a few too many beers and a lack of women around.” Mick shrugged.  “When he died, I’d forgotten all about it, it was such a small conversation.  I didn’t- I wanted to stay blissful unaware, I think.”
 
   “We all did.” Thrash spoke up and I knew instantly that he was right.
 
   Shit had been pointing to betrayal in the club for a long time.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Layla
 
   I couldn’t believe this.  What was happening? I shook my head, my fingers trembling as I realized what this meant.
 
   Bones may have killed my whole family, and he was running the damn club.
 
   Cullen must’ve noticed, because he reached for me and pulled me directly onto his lap, his arms wrapped around my waist.
 
   His warmth was a welcome distraction, one that I leaned into instead of shying away from.  His touch was just the thing I needed, and I let him envelop me in his arms hold me to him.
 
   “Baby girl, you need to calm down.  We’ll get this taken care of.” He looked up at me, but I wasn’t so sure.
 
   “How are we even going to do that?” I asked.
 
   “I mean, Jesus fucking Christ, Cullen.  Someone killed my father, someone killed my mother, and someone killed my brother.  Now you tell me that it might have been someone under our own roof?”
 
   Bones.
 
   “Yes.  That is exactly what I am saying.  But I am going to make sure nothing happens to you, babe.”
 
   “You say that, you tell me all that shit, but it doesn’t change the fact that everyone I love is gone and there is nothing I can do about it.  Hell, even just being in this town is putting me at risk.”
 
   Yet, they convinced me to stay here, telling me it was the safest place for me.
 
   Cullen flinched, then turned back toward the men.  I knew he was going to come back to it though, knew I couldn’t get out of it that easily.
 
   “Factions been building for a while, don’t tell me yinz haven’t noticed.  Look at this whole damn ordeal with the fucking suppliers.  Got people who agreed and people who didn’t.” Thrash filled in all the blanks I had with that statement.  
 
   This shit had been going on, and they all just let it.  No one questioned Sean’s death.  No one thought there could be rot on the inside.
 
   “Gotta make some calls.” Uncle Mick stood and turned toward us.  “I’m going home, makin’ my calls.  Don’t worry now, Lala.  If I have to, I’ll send Aunt Donna over.”
 
   “No, I’ll be fine.” I waved him off.  I just needed a good fuck and a stiff drink.
 
   “Rage, don’t do anything stupid.  Just wait until I get some contacts together.”
 
   “Do anything stupid?” I asked.
 
   “Ain’t it clear, baby girl?” Thrash said, sarcastically.  I blushed.  “We gotta take back our club and kick that piece of shit out.  Even just lying about who killed Sean goes against everything we stand for.” 
 
   “Thrash, which prospects do you think will be of use?” Cullen asked, ignoring the exchange.
 
   “At least Twigs.  Maybe Bull.  Crow will support us, if you’re looking for members too.”
 
   “Get at them, see if we can round them up.”
 
   “We’re in the middle of the war, and you’re going to start another?”
 
   “Ain’t like we got a choice.” And with that Thrash got up and left the house too, not far behind my uncle.
 
   “You’ll have to cut your deal short with Strike.  Only had a week left anyways.  He knows it’s coming.  Gotta keep you safe.”
 
   Keep me safe? That was the last thing I felt.  All this shit going on around me, and I fucking walked into it.
 
   Cullen grabbed ahold of my chin and looked me in the eyes.  “You hear me, baby girl?”
 
   “I hear you.  I’ll talk to Strike tomorrow, let him know.”
 
   “No, I’ll call him tonight.  Right after I’m done fucking the hell out of you.  You got some tension that I need to relieve.”
 
   I kissed him.  His passion was obvious, but no matter how compelling his touch, it couldn’t erase the worries swirling through my head.  Bones wanted me to stay.  He insisted on it.
 
   Was I just a lamb being led to the slaughter?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 14
 
   Layla
 
   “You need to get it all out, Lala.  If you don’t, you’ll put us all in danger.” He pulled me close to him and kissed my neck, holding me tight in his lap.  “I’m not kiddin’, baby girl.  You are one fine-ass woman, but your stress is going to get me killed.  I need to fuck it out of you.”
 
   “This might be the last chance we get.” Shit was about to go down, and I knew that.  It was dangerous as hell.
 
   “Baby girl, don’t think like that.  Not for one moment.  I’ll take care of everything, you’ll see.  Now you take off that pretty little dress you’re wearing.  I want to see all of you, and as gorgeous as it is, it’s getting in my way.”
 
   So I slipped the dress off my shoulders and then unzipped it, but his hands where there, pushing it down my body this time.  Whenever I revealed myself to him I felt bold.  Beautiful.  Like my body was perfect the exact way it was.
 
   “Fuck, Lala.  You are so damn hot.  A part of me wishes you never came back, so you’d be safe.  But I’d be lying if I said it was all of me.  I’m fucking lucky as hell you even looked at me twice.” He stood there examining me, taking me in.  I knew exactly what he meant, because I felt the same way when he kissed me.  “I want you, baby girl, make no doubt about that.  I’d kill anyone who got in my way.”
 
   He was perfect, even if he was dark, even if he had his demons.
 
   “So sexy, Layla,” he murmured, kissing down my skin.  “So, very beautiful.”
 
   I released my bra’s clip and slowly pulled my bra off, revealing my breasts as they tumbled out of the cups, a small bounce before his eyes.  It was a silly thing to do, and I blushed, but at the same time he made me feel so amazing, and so alive.
 
   In all this danger and chaos I needed to feel this way.  I needed his body.  Without him, I was nothing.
 
   My curvy body usually left me feeling self-conscious, but not with him there, watching me.  He gave me a new-found confidence that I didn’t know I had from the very first kiss.
 
   “Are you really going to be able to protect me?” The words slipped out of my mouth before I realized I was saying them.  I was scared, truly scared, and I didn’t like to show it.  His world was dangerous and more foreign to me than I realized.  I still felt like I didn’t belong, and I was afraid of the consequences of this revelation.  I knew the ultimate sacrifice too well.  
 
   “I’ll die trying, Lala.” He hesitated as he moved toward me, wrapping his arms around me and pulling me into him.  He kissed my throat and then my shoulder.
 
   “I’m not Lala anymore, Cullen.  Haven’t been that girl in a very long time.”
 
   “You’re my girl.  Mine.  That’s all that matters.”
 
   “I am.” I leaned forward and kissed him, all my passion taking hold of me, pushing me, pushing that kiss.  There was nothing that could stop me.  I wanted him.  All of him.  And I wanted him to know exactly how I felt about him.
 
   Cullen picked me up and slung me over his shoulder, his arms around my legs as I reached down and smacked his ass.  I didn’t expect to be whisked up the stairs like a sack of potatoes, but he was up into his room so quickly that I barely had a chance to protest.
 
   He set me down and looked me in the eyes.  “Lay down on that bed and let me taste you, Layla.”
 
   “And what if I say no?” There was no way I was going to do that, but I was just playing with him at this point.  Trying to tease him any way I could.
 
   “I want all of you, and I want it now.”
 
   I crawled out on his bed, wearing nothing but my panties as I waited for him to come to me.  Propping myself up on my elbows I smiled.
 
   “What are you doing?” I asked as he stood there, just watching me.
 
   “Looking over what’s mine.”
 
   “Well, I’d like to do the same, so why don’t you undress?”
 
   He pulled his cut and shirt off quickly, leaving him in his pants, his rippling chest muscles reminding me of exactly how strong he was.  He grinned as he watched my appreciation for his body.
 
   “You like what you see?”
 
   “I think you know that I do.”
 
   But I could tell from the way he spread my thighs and growled out my name that it was something he wanted to hear.  So I took a breath and looked up at him as he looked over me.  “I want you to enjoy me.”
 
   “There is nothing I want more than to look at your body.”
 
   He spread my legs apart and crawled up me looking at me as I lay under him.
 
   “You are the most beautiful thing I have ever seen.  I mean it, Layla.  I’ve wanted you my entire life.  I looked for you in every bar, every fucking strip club, knowing I’d never find you.  I can’t tell you how much it means to me that you’ve walked back into my life.”
 
   And in that moment, I felt it.
 
   “Are you going to let me see the rest of you?” I asked, just a wee bit impatient.
 
   He was muscular and solid, and so very strong.  It was hard not to pull him down to me, to force him to claim me.
 
   “I want you so badly.  Please, take off your clothes.  Touch me.” I was begging him.  Begging for his touch.  I needed it.  “Cullen, please.”
 
   I reached for him, but he pulled back and smiled at me.  He lifted himself off of me and stood tall, looking right in my eyes as he pulled off his pants and his underwear in one swift movement.  Those thick muscular thighs flexed a little as he stayed still, letting me drink it all in.
 
   His beautiful body was all mine, even if just for the moment.  Cullen was muscular and handsome, perfectly tanned, but totally inviting.  He was everything that I wanted.
 
   He was every bit the in charge man he claimed to be.
 
   “Are you trying to torment me?” I was only half joking as I got up on my knees and crawled toward him.  I needed him so badly.
 
   “I’d say you deserve it, the way you walked out on me all those years ago.”
 
   “You could’ve come for me, Cullen.  I wouldn’t have been able to say no to you.  I never could.”
 
   “You have no idea how hard I tried to keep it together, Lala.  I almost did, several times, at least at first.  But I wanted to protect you, wanted to keep you away from all this.  The way you treated me, it was a fucking crime.” He growled out the last words as he pulled me into him.  “You’re mine now, baby girl.  If I have to do everything within my power to make her stay, I will.”
 
   I wrapped my arms around him and pulled him to me, kissing him deeply as he declared his intentions.
 
   “This might be the last chance we get, Cullen.  Fuck me, fuck me with the rage you have deep down and inside.” I was so bold, it wasn’t like me at all, but then again, when I was around him, I was hardly myself.  Since I’d moved back it was like I was an entirely different person.  “I know that’s how you got your name.  It isn’t just from the way you behave.  It’s from that demon you keep buried, the one you almost never let out.  Almost.  I want the pleasure of it.  The pleasure only you can give me.”
 
   I arched my back into him, moaning as he did it.  It’d been too long, and all of that want, all of that yearning, spilled over as I gripped his shoulders and dug in with my nails.
 
   He was so big and strong inside of me, pressing against the walls of my pussy as he filled me, shoving his cock into me mercilessly.
 
   Cullen thrust slowly, once, then twice, driving me crazy as he prolonged my agony, but I could tell by the look in his face that he knew exactly what he was doing.  That it was all part of his plan.  
 
   When he finally gave in and started pounding into my pussy, he drove me to a place of ecstasy almost immediately.  But I held on.  I wanted to feel his length inside of me, touching me, delving into me.  It was all because I needed to feel him, feel like he wanted me.
 
   I savored every single bit of it, moaning and working against him.  Creating a deeper sensation, until I’d had enough on that position, and I pushed him off, crawling on top of him so that I could ride him.  I was in control now, mounting him, his cock raging and thick as I slid down it, bucking against him, as he filled me totally and completely.
 
   “You want to be in control?” He asked as he grabbed my hips and held me tight on his cock.  “I don’t think you can handle it, Layla.” He let me up and then slammed me down again, sending shock waves through me.
 
   “I just want to ride you.  I want to feel you this way.” I said as he helped move me, faster and faster my gyrations increasing as I held on tight to his chest and used it for leverage.
 
   Fuck.  He was so good.  I was so good.  We were perfect together.
 
   I moaned and pulled him into me, digging my nails into his chest and raking them down; as he arched his back he buried himself further into me, making me moan in return.  I lost control then; the shaking starting as I tried to stay on, his hands, his grip, was the only thing keeping me from tumbling off in my ecstasy.
 
   “Cum for me, my little Lala,” he moaned, begging.  I was at the edge.
 
   “My name is Layla.” I growled at him, but he just grinned, glad to get a rise out of me.
 
   And he threw me right over that cliff, my pleasure taking hold of me while I orgasmed.  Not letting me go until I was cumming and screaming his name, riding him faster than I’d ever ridden before.  My body was thick with sweat as we pushed it to a higher plane of existence, the pleasure taking over.
 
   He was cumming right along with me, his body jerking and shaking as my pussy undulated with his cock in me.  I could feel him inside of me, feel my own pleasure begging for more.  Until we were both done and all I could do was collapse on him.  It was my chance to say goodbye.  To tell him that I loved him.
 
   I loved him.
 
   “Cullen,” I started, but he held a finger to my lips.  
 
   “I know, baby girl.  I know.” He kissed my neck and then whispered into my ear, “I love you too.”
 
   Whatever happened, I could bear it just to know that he loved me.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Cullen
 
   I woke to the ringing of my cell.  It was buried somewhere in my pants, so I lifted up Layla’s arm and hoped it wouldn’t wake her.  She looked so beautiful, so peaceful, her hair cascading down over her pillow, her eyes closed.  One of the only times I saw her looking at peace.  I turned away from her and after I did a quick search I found my cell buried in my cut pocket instead of my jeans.
 
   Mick’s number flashed on my phone and I answered it, stepping into my bathroom and closing the door.
 
   I wanted to keep her as far from this as possible.
 
   “Yeah?” I wanted to know what he found out.  
 
   Opening the curtain, I looked out and expected to see sunlight, but the pitch black of a moonless night greeted me instead.  What fucking time was it?
 
   “Can’t get no outside help, Rage.  But don’t got no opposition, either.”
 
   “Who you been talking to?”
 
   “Snake.  He knew Bones was up to some shit, could tell by the way he kept ducking out of any obligation.  He won’t support him, but he won’t support us unless Bones brings in something from the outside.  Far as he is considered, this is nothing but a coup.  At least for now.”
 
   I nodded.  “Makes sense.  Hell, I’m just glad he doesn’t want to use it as a chance to kick us in the face.”
 
   “Joe ain’t like that.  Known him for a long time.” Mick’s voice was rough.  “Ain’t in the same club, but we were brought up together.  He’s a tough one, a son of a bitch, but he doesn’t double cross people for no reason.”
 
   “I heard that about him, and I have to admit, I’m still nervous.”
 
   “Don’t be.  If we need him, he’s got our back.”
 
   “What’s the catch?”
 
   “No catch, except good relations at the end.  Doesn’t want to absorb us or anything like that.”
 
   Good.  That was what I needed to hear.
 
   “Any word on Thrash?”
 
   “Yeah.  Meet us at Kat’s.”
 
   The pussy club was the last place I wanted to go, but it was our territory, and it was safe.  Thrash and I were the primary ones who provided protection, so it would make sense for us to be there.
 
   “When?”
 
   “Now.”
 
   I looked at my phone.  It was three o'clock in the fucking morning.  No wonder the sun wasn’t up yet.  Jesus fucking Christ.
 
   “Right.” We had to move on this and we had to move fast.  I hung up the phone without another word.
 
   I needed to get down to the club without waking up Layla.  I snuck through the bedroom, grabbing my clothing and changing in the hall before I made my way down the stairs and out the door.  
 
   I was on my bike just as my bedroom light turned on.
 
   I took off, not bothering to look back.
 
   It was better if she didn’t know what we were about to do until it was too late.  Keep her out of harms way if no one saw it coming.
 
   ***
 
   I pulled up to the club and hoped to hell Brandy wasn’t going to be there.  It was the kind that was open 24/7, and there was always a chance, but damn.  She was the last thing I needed to deal with right now.
 
   I walked through the door and right to Kat.  She owned the club, and was the kind of woman you’d expect to see working in the mayor’s office, not in this nasty little den of vice.
 
   Her long brown hair flowed around her in wisps, her glasses low on her nose.  She was just barely forty, but the kind of down-home beautiful that made a lot of them who came in here do a double take.
 
   “Kat.  Mick?” I asked.
 
   “That’s all I get? No hello? No hug? I haven’t seen you around here.  Brandy scare you away?”
 
   “What? No, been busy.  Got a lot of stuff going on.” I gave her a one armed hug and looked around.
 
   “Stuff.  I get it.  Your boys are up in the VIP loft, lookin’ pretty pissed.  Anything I gotta be worried about?”
 
   “Nah, nothing just a little tiff with a lady.”
 
   “Donna busting Mick’s balls again?”
 
   “Something like that.”
 
   “I’ll send a round of brews up.  Anything else I can do to help?”
 
   “Yeah, keep the strippers out, just until we get a chance to talk, you know?”
 
   “Will do.” She winked at me and gave me a three finger salute, the kind with the ring finger down.  It was her signature move.
 
   “Oh, and keep Brandy away from me if she shows up.  I can’t handle that bitch right now.”
 
   Kat snorted.  “Pussy.”
 
   “You know it.” I wove through the crowd and up the carpeted stairs.  They were nasty, gum and who knows what else ground into them, but I’d looked at them a hundred times.  For some reason they stood out to me, just like every little detail leaped into my eyes.
 
   There was nothing like fear to heighten the senses.
 
   “What you wanna talk about?” Thrash asked as he sat there with Tommy and Drew, Mick leaning against the small bar in the room that had a pole attached to it and the ceiling.  For private dances.
 
   “I-I didn’t know what it meant when I first heard him talking about it, but when Thrash told me what was going on, it just, it clicked.” Tommy stuttered as he looked from Thrash to me, back to Thrash.  Obviously the prospect was nervous.
 
   “What?”
 
   “He, he wants a takeover.”
 
   “I need a little more than that, Tommy.” I was starting to get impatient.
 
   “No, he was talking about expanding, you know, before Sean, well- before he died.  I didn’t know if he meant our protection services or what, but then, when they told me about HB, about how he asked them to take the fall.  Well, I -“
 
   “Get to the point, Tommy.”
 
   “He sounds like he wants to get rid of the whole family.  Said something about with Layla gone.  Thought they were going to send her back to Chicago.”
 
   Layla.  Shit.  I should’ve known.  It wasn’t desire for her body that I saw in his eyes, it was desire for her death.  It’d be the last of a legacy gone, and a chance to turn the chapter on the family dynasty.
 
   Fuck.
 
   What was he so afraid of her finding out? What was he planning? Could Bones really have had something to do with her father’s death?
 
   The only thing I could do was confront him.
 
   “Come on, man.  We gotta get over to the fucking club.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 





 
   Chapter 15
 
   Layla
 
   I petted Killer absentmindedly as he curled up against me.  Ever since I fed him we’d been fast friends, and if I was sleeping in my bed he was right on my legs.  This morning, though, he was curled up against my rump purring loudly.
 
   Three am in the morning and I was all alone.  Seriously? Where the hell was he, and why did he take off, bike screeching out of the damn driveway.  Not even a text.
 
   Fuck.  I didn’t know if I could handle this.  What if some shit happened to him? What if he ended up like Sean?
 
   Where are you?
 
   I finally broke down and texted him.  I needed to know where he was and if he was safe.  It was just like him to think he could shut me out of everything at the last minute to keep me “safe.”
 
    
 
   Don’t worry about it.  I got it taken care of.  -Cullen
 
    
 
   Like hell he did.  I fumed, but there was nothing I could do besides sit on the sofa and wait, patiently petting Killer.
 
    
 
   When you coming home? Can’t sleep without you.  –Me
 
    
 
   Tonight.  Got some work to do tonight, going to crash at the club.  Stay Safe.   -Cullen
 
    
 
   ***
 
   I must’ve dozed off, because a knock at the door woke me, the brisk wrapping on wood rousing me and the cat, who jumped off my lap and let out a lazy mew before trotting off.  I waited for it to subside, but it didn’t and I figured I was going to have to get up and answer it.  It could be Thrash, or someone important.
 
   “I see, leave me to deal with it all alone, huh? I thought we were pals.” I got up and made my way toward the door, opening the curtain to see Audrey standing on the other side, the early morning sunlight streaming onto the porch lighting up the red highlights in her hair.
 
   What the hell did she want?
 
   I opened the door wide to her saccharine sweet smile.  
 
   “Can I help you?”
 
   “Came lookin’ for you, Lala.  Wanna talk.”
 
   “Why?” I asked, not budging from the opening.
 
   “We ain’t always gotten along the best, and since it seems like you’re Cullen’s old lady, I thought it was time I try and move past that.”
 
   She was just club ass, and that was the truth.  There wasn’t much to work out.
 
   “Seriously?”
 
   “We’re both around the club a lot, saw you there just the other day.  I’m tired of avoiding you, avoiding the club.”
 
   I couldn’t lie, if I saw her I usually ducked out of there myself.
 
   “You have a point.”
 
   “Let me in? I brought pie.” she held up the picnic basket that was dangling by her hip.  “Piece of pie and coffee for breakfast, come on, you can’t say no to that.”
 
   Maybe she really was trying.  I stepped back from the door and let her in, trying not to look at her suspiciously.  It was morning, but I had no idea what time.
 
   “Why’d you come by so early?” I asked, reaching up into the cabinet and pulling out a couple of plates and mugs.
 
   “I knew that Cullen would already be over at the garage.  Wanted a chance to talk to you alone.” She pulled out a pie pan, unveiled what looked to be a blueberry pie and cut it into it, pulling out a piece for each of us and placing them on the plate.
 
   It only took me a few minutes to get the coffee going, so I sat down across from her.
 
   “What is this really about, Audrey?”
 
   “I was never with Cullen, not really.  I mean, yeah, we fucked a couple times, but I knew he didn’t want me.  It was just easy to hang on to what I thought was a thing.” She seemed wistful as she said it, not really looking at me, but away, like she was in a memory.
 
   I nodded, numb to this information.  I knew they’d had a thing going on, but that was after I left.  
 
   His life.  His business.
 
   “Club’s done a lot for me,” she added.  “Took me in, you know?’
 
   “I do.  I’m there myself.” I scooped put a piece of pie from my plate and tasted it.  Damn, this pie was really good.  Sweet with just the right amount of tart.  “Wow, Audrey, I didn’t know you could bake.”
 
   “Yeah, Do it for most of the girls back at the club.  I’m kind of a mother hen.  Kind of the club mother, really.  Bones says it’s why he chose me.”
 
   “Chose you?” Bones? Fear pricked at the back of my neck but I ignored it.  Of course she was fucking Bones.  She was club property, and that meant that she wouldn’t say no to any of the men if they asked.
 
   “To be his main lady.  Ain’t his ol’ lady, though.  Not yet.  Gotta do this one last thing for him.”
 
   Bones’ ol’ lady? Bones was the last person in the club I trusted, and I had unknowingly let in a girl who was volatile enough to believe that he would settle down with her.  He already had a woman.  What was happening?
 
   That wasn’t who Bones was.  I knew that soon as I looked at him.
 
   But that wasn’t what concerned me most.
 
   He’d told her that she needed to interact with me.  That she needed to get involved with me.
 
   “What, you mean make up with me? Consider that water under the bridge.  It was a million years ago.” I waved her off, taking another bite of pie.  “Aren’t you going to have some?”
 
   I noticed she wasn’t eating.
 
   “Oh, I will, but the ride over upset my stomach.  In a little bit.” She smiled.
 
    Maybe she was thinking things up, and if I could assure her that it was all fine, she’d leave.  “It’s fine, Audrey, as long as you don’t come after what’s mine.”
 
   “See, that’s the thing, Lala.  It’s all mine, and you’re coming around here messing with it.  Bones don’t like that much.  I don’t want to disappoint him.”
 
   “What? What do you mean disa—” Each word she said after that was a blur, just a jumble of syllables that seemed to slow and then speed up until I was so tired that all I could do was lay my head down on the table and close my eyes.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Cullen
 
   “Fuck.” The clubhouse was empty.  No one except for some club whores and the normal bar flies.  Dried up nomads and a couple of our guys who weren’t involved in executive decision making.
 
   Everyone else was either passed out in a club bunk, or they were at their own homes.
 
   Bones wasn’t there.  I opened the door to his apartment, busting the lock.  Shit.  What, it had to be six, where the fuck was he? He lived at the club whenever he was fighting with his ol’ lady.  Which was all the damn time.
 
   Four in the morning and he wasn’t in his bed, I looked through the whole fucking flat.  He wasn’t even on the shitter.  “It’s clear in here, Mick.”
 
   “Dammit.” Mick wheezed as he leaned against the doorjamb of Bones’ room.
 
   “Get your fucking nebulizer, Mick.  Can’t have you keeling over before we can kick the shit out of that fucking asshole.”
 
   “Gotta find him first.” Mick growled, turning and rumbling down the stairs.
 
   “No shit.  Go home.  Get in bed with your wife, hold her tight.  Let the young guys handle this shit.  And go fucking do your breathing treatments, you old bastard.”
 
   “You’ll be lucky to live as long as me, cocksucker.” Mick flipped me off as he made it to the bottom of the stairs, on the way through the hallway and out the back.
 
   I cocked a short-lived smile.  At least he was gone.  I saw a wadded up bill beside Bones’ desk and picked it up, my mind still on Mick.
 
   And I wouldn’t have to worry about him getting involved in what was going to happen next.  I uncrumpled the balled up piece of paper in my hand.  It was an electrical bill for an address I’d never heard of.  430 Washington Ave, North Versailles.  Shit, Fire and Steel Motors on the name.  
 
   Had to be where Bones was hiding out.
 
   430 Washington Ave.  
 
   I headed down the stairs and out the front to find Thrash sitting on the picnic table with Tommy and Drew standing next to him, smoking cigarettes.
 
   “You packin’?”
 
   “Ain’t I always?”
 
   “Good.  We’ve got to swing by and find Bones.  String him up by his motherfuckin’ balls and get the answers we’ve been lookin’ for.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Layla
 
   “Babe, I think she’s wakin’ up.” 
 
   I heard a hushed voice, but when I tried to open my eyes and get a glimpse at who was speaking all I saw was black.  Felt a cloth on my face too.  Must’ve been a bag over my head, keeping me from seeing anything.
 
   I moaned, the pain of a drug induced headache flooding my senses.
 
   “Are you awake, princess?” I identified Bones’ voice, his irritation evident.
 
   “Water, I need wa-“
 
   “Get her some water.” He barked out an order to who I assumed was Audrey, and I listened to her scurry toward the other end of the room and up the stairs.  Her steps echoed.  We must’ve been in the basement.  How many floors there were, I couldn’t tell, but I listened intently.
 
   “Why are you doing this to me?” I croaked, my throat dry as hell.  I needed that water, but I also wanted to know more.  More.
 
   “I’m just protecting what’s mine.  What I worked so long for.” Bones’ voice was manic, crazed.
 
   “So that’s why you created an entire war between us and that little gang? To protect what was yours?”
 
   “To expand it.  They were a little shit of a gang, could barely work the drugs the mob was giving them.  I didn’t know it was them.  I had no idea.  But it worked out well.  Now we have their support.  Our alliances are stronger than ever.”
 
   “Then why am I here?”
 
   “Oh, I’ve been planning this since the day you got here.  Waiting.  Planning.”
 
   I coughed, unable to control it any longer.
 
   I heard a light body on the steps.
 
   “I brought her a bottle of water, babe.”
 
   Audrey again.
 
   “I thought you wanted to make up with me?” I asked her, trying to do anything to prolong what I knew was going to happen.  I was going to get beaten, or worse.  They didn’t tie women up to chairs just for fun.  At least, not in my world.  
 
   “Oh, hun, I do.” I could hear a little trill in her voice as she pulled the fabric off my head.  “We’re all going to make up.  Aren’t we, Bones?”
 
   “If she chooses, but that’s entirely up to her.” Bones reached out and put his hand in my hair, making me shudder as he petted me.
 
   I blinked.  It was dark in the cellar, the damn moldiness of the expanse strong and earthy against my nose.  I couldn’t tell where we were, but it wasn’t a house, no.  It was much larger and more industrial than that.  It was a warehouse, maybe, or an old factory.  He put the bottle up to my mouth and tipped it back, letting me sip from it.
 
   The smell of machine oil wafted up as I squinted into the only light illuminating the basement, a small naked bulb hanging down from the ceiling.  “My choice? What do you mean?”
 
   “The only thing we are missing is you.  Your brother is out of the way, and your pathetic excuse for a man has been snooping around.  Trying to figure out what happened.  Thought I wouldn’t find out? I have spies all over this damn ’Burgh.  But with you at my side, no one would buy his story, and we’d have a perfect foundation for an empire.”
 
   “Alongside us.  Right, babe?”
 
   “Shut the fuck up, Audrey.” Bones pushed her back and she pouted.  “You know your part in this.  I’ve already told you, do not question it.”
 
   “I want a share of her, too.  You promised.” Her high whine pierced my ears.  “You said we could both have her.”
 
   “What do you think? Will you join us? If not, there are other things we have in store for you.” Bones caressed my face and then made his was down my shoulder to my breast grabbing it, pinching my nipple hard.  I cried out in anguish as his voice turned nasty.  “We’ll have you either way, Lala.  You can count on that.”
 
   They were actually bickering right in front of me, asking me to be their fucking mistress.  I knew that the alternative was going to end in my death, but I didn’t understand how Bones thought he would get away with this.
 
   “You’re fucking crazy,” I spat, glaring at him.  “You really think forcing me to be your… your concubine is going to save you from the consequences of your betrayal?” I actually laughed.
 
   It was the right response, because as soon as I did, I received a hard slap.  I glared at him, a cruel smile all I could muster.
 
   “Do your worst, you fucking piece of shit.  My uncle, my man, and all of your crew are going to come and do so much worse to you.”
 
   Another hard slap.  “You ignorant bitch.  By the time I’m done with you, you’re going to be begging for me to make you one of my whores.”
 
   Audrey whined and looked over at him.  “But I wanna play with her.”
 
   “You’ll get your chance, just like you had your time with her man.  We’re going to fuck her real good, put her in her place.”
 
   Blood trickled down my eyebrow, the sting of it in my eyes and all the way down to my mouth.  He’d gotten me good on the brow, and the blood was flowing.
 
   I didn’t even let out a howl.  I just kept laughing.  “I don’t care.  You think my life matters? You think I matter? This club has been my death sentence ever since I was born, why not let it be at the hands of you?” I spit in his face, my saliva and blood hitting his cheek and rolling down his cheek into the hair of his beard.
 
   “You little shit.” He grabbed me, pulled me, chair and all toward him, and bent down, his lips landing on mine.
 
   It was a hard and disgusting kiss, his teeth scraping against my closed lips as I tried to prevent it from happening.
 
   But his vile tongue breached my lips and invaded my mouth, my biting teeth held off by his hand on my jaw, forcing my mouth open at the joint.
 
   Motherfucker.
 
   I pulled away from him as soon as I got control of my jaw, biting the tip of his tongue as hard as I could.  He flinched right before I could spill any blood.
 
   Damn.  Maybe next time.
 
   “Bitch.  You’re going to pay for that.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 16
 
   Cullen
 
   I rolled up to the warehouse, the morning light bouncing off of the old windows, the broken ones standing out like black holes in a universe full of stars.
 
   It was the place on the invoice, but it looked completely abandoned.  Until I noticed Bones’ hog parked up against a rusted abandoned dumpster.
 
   Shit.
 
   “What you want us to do?’ Thrash was at my side in an instant, off his bike, waiting and watching.
 
   He was the best scout we had, and I was thankful he sided with me.  More so than he’d ever know.
 
   “Keep Tommy and Drew outside so that we can have a lookout and a couple of guards.  I didn’t notice any boys missing from the clubhouse, but who the hell knows? He could have an entire fucking posse in there.”
 
   “Want to scout and see how many?’
 
   “Yeah, cages or bikes could be parked around back.” I was already scanning the area, double-checking for anything I may have missed.
 
   It just pointed to a small abandoned property.  Maybe it was where he went to fuck off alone.  I don’t know.  That motherfucker was absent more than he was around.
 
   It’d become the normal so no one questioned it, and besides, most Presidents only hung around when we had Church, doing most of the work from remote locations.
 
   Men like Snake were the exception, not the rule.
 
   I let Thrash set the pace.  It was possible that they’d heard us pull up, but we cut the engines a while back and walked.  Probably just thought we were normal riders, out on a warm spring day.
 
   I peaked in through a broken window, the light of the early morning streaming in through the east side, giving me enough illumination to see just a couple of men sitting on a couch, fucking around with a set of cards.
 
   Neither one had their cellphones out.  I checked mine.
 
   Signal didn’t fucking work.  Dead-zone.  Made sense.
 
   It was the perfect place to hide, and to plot.  
 
   It was where no one would bother you.
 
   “Man, this fucking sucks.  How long is he going to be down there?” The younger of the two, barely fucking out of diapers, had to be eighteen, but just barely, complained.
 
   “I don’t fucking know.  He promised us some fucking action.  How is this action? We’re just up here playing lookout while he fucks two chicks at the same time.”
 
   “I dunno, that chubby one was out when we carried her down there.  Whatever he’s doing it has to be fucking kinky as hell.  Might be a little fatter than I’m used to, but damn, never fucked a redhead before.”
 
   “Wonder if her pubes are the same color.”
 
   It was like I’d been plunged into ice.  A woman who was curvy, with red hair.
 
   Layla.
 
   “You hear her yell? Sounds like she might be giving as good as she’s getting.  Maybe he’ll let us have sloppy seconds.”
 
   The older of the two chuckled.
 
   My blood was boiling hot and I almost charged them right then and there, but Thrash got my attention first.
 
   He hissed, “Hey, man, over here.  Found an open side door.”
 
   I nodded and shrunk away from the window, crouching through the shadows until I crawled through the door.  We stayed low behind a set of filing cabinets in a small office that had a big picture facing the factory floor blown out.
 
   I could see the back of the one’s head from that angle.  
 
   “You get the old fuck, and I’ll go after the little shit,” I whispered to Thrash, and he nodded back, receiving my message.  
 
   It wasn’t a hard course for either of us, the lack of artificial light meant that there were a lot of shadows we could use, and the two of us knew how to make our steps silent.
 
   It was a perk of being sneaky little shits as kids.
 
   Always getting into trouble, hearing more than we should.
 
   But it was an asset we used in our adulthood.
 
   “Damn, you suck at this game.  Gotta get the cards in the bucket, dumb shit.”
 
   “What? I ain’t never played it.  This is dumb as fuck.” The younger kid rolled his eyes and threw another card toward the bucket on the floor.  You old fu—”
 
   Before I could continue talking we both moved, putting our guns right into their backs.
 
   “Shut the fuck up, and keep quiet, or you’ll both end up dead, you got it?”
 
   “The fu—?”
 
   “You hear him, or you need my .45 to explain it to you?”  Thrash hissed.
 
   They both shook their heads.
 
   “Towards the door.  Now.” I ordered, my breath low as I pushed them toward the entrance.
 
   My men were waiting there, guns ready.
 
   “Tie these motherfuckers up.  Make sure they can’t get out of their binds.  I don’t want to deal with these shits until after it’s all done,” I barked at the prospects and then turned my attention on them.
 
   “Where the fuck is Bones?” I had no idea who these two men were, but I knew if they were here, he was here.  This was his place.  Motherfucker had guys outside the MC working for him.
 
   “Man, fuck you.” The younger of the two spit, but a quick blow to his head had him bleeding from his nose.
 
   “You next?” I looked at the older guy and he shrugged at me.
 
   “Basement.” It was the only word he said, but I nodded.
 
   That might go in his favor later.  
 
   I walked through the place, double-checking for anyone else.  Anyone hiding.  Thrash was right.  Two.  That was all.
 
   Bones had two chicks down there, and who the fuck knew what he was doing to them.  If one was Layla, she might be dead by now.
 
   The anger and rage boiled over in me.
 
   He would be lucky to get out of there alive.  I wasn’t going to question this dumb fuck.  Not if he took my woman.
 
   No.  He was guilty.  I had enough information to know that shit.
 
   I didn’t need to give him a trial—just an execution.
 
   I found the rotted basement door and swung it open, Thrash close behind me.
 
   Two men upstairs, two men coming down.  I hoped it was a close enough match that he just thought we were his motherfuckin’ goons.
 
   “Rage.” I was halfway down the stairs when I heard him yell.
 
   “Bones, the fuck you think you’re doing?” I could see him, behind Layla who was tied to a chair, blood running down her face, a knife to her throat.
 
   “You’ll stay right where you are, or I’ll fucking slit her throat.  I swear.”
 
   “Nah, man.  I came here to talk to you.” I held up both my hands, my gun holstered.
 
   “Bullshit.  What you do with my men?”
 
   “They’re fine.  A little bruised, but only the one.”
 
   “Audrey, take their guns.”
 
   Audrey.  That fucking bitch.  Club whore gone wrong.  She walked over as we both pounded down those rickety stairs, grabbing the guns from our waistbands, and holding them out with each hand like they were contaminated.
 
   “Here you go, baby.  What are we going to do with them?”
 
   “They say they wanna talk, let ‘em talk.” The piss-ant held the knife a little closer.  “What you got to say?”
 
   “I want to know what you’re doing man, come on.  You are the fucking President of the club.  It’s come to this?”
 
   “You don’t understand.  I am the club, you asshole.  I’m the only one fighting to expand it, get our territory up.  You wanna get swallowed up by the mob or another gang? None of you think big.  Not you, not Beast, not Crusher.  You are all the same.  You don’t understand.”
 
   “Understand what?” The motherfucker was high as hell.  I could tell by the way the words came rushing out in a jumble.  Shit.  I knew he was dipping into some shit, but I didn’t realize just how bad it was.
 
   How long had he been lighting up?
 
   “You stupid motherfuckers didn’t even know.  You had no idea.  Not until Sean… but I stopped that shit.  And you brought her.  She’s a fine piece of ass, that’s for sure.  But she ain’t dumb, and I knew she would figure it out sooner or later.” His eyes were wild.  He was so fucking paranoid and I should’ve seen it sooner.  If I’d known… but that had to wait until later.
 
   “Just, just calm down.  We can work this out.” I inched toward him, watching Bones and Audrey, who was too busy looking at Thrash to notice me.  A little bit closer.  Each time he talked.  “Right, Layla? It’s just some big misunderstanding?”
 
   I looked to her, tied in her chair, for some reassurance.  She was a bloody mess, but she was conscious.  “Yes, I think if we all just talk, we can come to an arrangement.”
 
   “What the fuck are you doing?” Bones asked.  I was right next to him now, so I took a step back and he seemed satisfied.  I felt the switchblade in my back pocket.  Bitch hadn’t thought to check our pockets.  Hadn’t patted us down.  Bones was too fucking high to even notice.
 
   “None of you fucking get it.  This.  This is all for the club.  All of it.  Without me, we’d be nothing.  Dead.” He ranted and I inched forward, making up the ground I’d lost.
 
   Close.  I was close enough.
 
   I flicked my knife right up to his throat in an instant.
 
   “Everyone stay where you are, or I’ll kill him.  I swear to fucking God I will.  Drop the knife, Eric.  Drop it.”
 
   The knife clattered onto the dirt floor of the basement in a soft thud, and Layla took in a big breath.
 
   Bones was there in a flash.  He jumped on me, the two of us wrestling for the knife.  He was weaker than me, always had been, but the power of his drug-fueled rage was almost too much to bear.
 
   I slammed him onto the ground, but he had the upper hand in a matter of seconds.
 
   It was a blur, and the next thing I knew was a sharp pain in my side.  Fuck.  I reeled in pain, but he was off of me, the knife imbedded in my side as he took off running.  Thrash ran to me as I yelled, “Get him!”
 
   “You’re more important.  That motherfucker told us everything we know.  He’s dead.  It’s just a matter of time.” Thrash turned toward Layla.  “Layla, you okay?”
 
   “I’m… I’m fine.  Just, take care of him.  Make sure he’s okay.  Then you can untie me.” Layla sounded like she was in a panic, but it was so very far away.
 
   “The bitch?”
 
   “Took off with him when I turned.”
 
   “Untie her.” Each word was like a struggle, sweat crowding my brow as I tried to concentrate.  It hurt like hell, but it was in the gut.  Fuck.  Had to get to the hospital.  Had to get stitched up.  Stomach wounds were the worst.  It took days to die.
 
   I needed to get help for the wound in my gut.
 
   I rushed the words out, determined to say my peace before the pain took me.  “Call George, tell him to handle this shit.  Gotta get to the hospital.  Gotta call a church meet—”
 
   


 
   
  
 





 
   Layla
 
   Thrash had me out of the binds in a matter of moments, but Cullen was fading fast.   Barely conscious and I knew I had to do something, or he would lose too much blood.  I checked him over for a pulse and then looked down his body, assessing the damage.  The knife had gone directly through his leather and his shirt into the left side of his abdomen.  Fuck.
 
   “Gotta get that knife out,” Thrash said as he got out his phone.  
 
   “No.  Leave it in.  It might be slowing the loss of blood.  Give me your shirt.” I scanned his body looking for any more wounds.  Bones only stabbed him once.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Now!” I shouted, practically ripping it off his body before he started helping.  Thrash shucked off his cut and pulled off his shirt, giving me the soft cotton.  I used it as a dressing, wrapping it around the knife and pressing down as hard as I could without disturbing the blade.
 
   He dialed the chief first, and after a quick conversation he hung up, dialing one more number.  The club.  It was a short conversation.
 
   “George is bringing an ambulance.  Robbery gone wrong.  We were at the property looking around when some thugs jumped us.  That’s what we say.”
 
   I was too busy trying to figure out what to do.
 
   “Pl-“ Cullen was still conscious, but just barely.  The words tumbled out of his mouth, but they were garbled and made only half sense.  
 
   I shook my head and put a finger to his lips.  “Stay with us, but try not to talk.” I told him.
 
   Cullen let out a moan of pain, his eyes looking toward me, but I wondered if he even knew where he was.
 
   “Fuck.” It came out of him.  He must’ve been pretty conscious.
 
   “You got everything under control?”
 
   “Yeah, gotta deal with the two assholes up there, and get shit in order.”
 
   I waved him away.  DeMarcus did just that, but I held on to Cullen, determined to stay with him.
 
   I hadn’t had a chance to cry this whole time, and I wasn’t about to start now.  He needed me.  Needed me to hold it in for him.
 
   “You’ll be fine, baby.  I know what I’m doing.  Took a first aid class in Chicago.  Gotta be prepared.” I babbled as I looked down at him, too afraid to let there be silence between us.  I must’ve talked about my entire time in Chicago, but I don’t remember, I was too busy trying to memorize what he looked like.  What he smelled like.  Just in case…
 
   It didn’t take long, just a few minutes before I heard sirens coming our way.  He was still there, looking up at me, but just barely.  If he passed out it would be really dangerous.  He would have lost too much blood.
 
   I was keeping him as stable as I could.
 
   “Ma’am? Ma’am, I need you to let go.” The voices around me brought me back, my mind wandering to all the what-ifs that could happen.  I nodded and then let the man put his hands over the wound before stepping away.
 
   “You did a good job.  Probably saved his life.  Kept the knife in.  Good.  Sir, are you awake?”
 
   Cullen made a moaning noise and nodded.
 
   “Can you tell me your name?”
 
   “Ra-Cullen.”
 
   “Cullen.  Very good, sir.  We are going to move fast, get you to the hospital, okay, Cullen?”
 
   Cullen nodded.
 
   It wasn’t until they got him on the gurney and carted him upstairs that I let the first tears fall.  Collapsing onto my knees they poured out of me, first a light cry and then eventually racking sobs as I sat in his blood.
 
   I couldn’t lose him too.  I’d already lost too much.
 
   Lost everything.
 
   “Hey, baby girl.  You gotta come with me now, gotta drive to the hospital.” Aunt Donna put her arms around me and pulled me up, my body shaking.
 
   “Wh-what happened?” I asked, the shock overwhelming me.
 
   “They are taking Cullen into the hospital.  DeMarcus called Mick and we flew up here in the car.  Mick’s with him, honey.  I’ll drive you up.” She put her hand around my waist and pushed me forward.  “Got the MC here just before the cops showed, those boys are all at the clubhouse, Bones’ guys.  Saw ‘em myself.  Never thought he’d-.”
 
   She looked at my face as we got out into the light, noticing the wounds for the first time.
 
   “Oh hun, you okay?”
 
   “Yeah, just a busted lip and brow.”
 
   Couldn’t even see it in that dirty old basement.  Come on, let’s get you to the hospital to get cleaned up.”
 
   “But, but they’ll know.” I was a little confused, but I knew the stakes.  If the police found out about all of this, it could be bad for us.  Mob, kidnapping, Bones.  We needed to keep this as quiet as possible.
 
   “George is taking care of all that.  Don’t worry, he’ll make it go away.” Aunt Donna hushed me as she held me close.
 
   “Ain’t nothin’ like bein’ turned on by one of your own, baby girl.” She shook her head as she loaded me into the car.  “Ain’t nothin’ like it.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 17
 
   Cullen
 
   It was all a quick moving blur before me, nothing I could really understand.  Nothing that made any sense.  Just a bunch of sights, sounds, nothing I could make out.
 
   All I remembered was the look in Layla’s eyes.
 
   She was scared as hell.
 
   So when I woke up in a soft bed with a halo of lights over me I thought I was dead.
 
   But those eyes, her eyes, were looking at me, the same intense blue shining through into mine.
 
   “You’re awake.” She said it like it was the one thing she wanted in the world.  Like what she’d been waiting for.
 
   “How long?” I asked.  How long had I been out?
 
   “Two days.  Doctors said you were pretty damn lucky.  Been any longer and you might’ve bled out.  He got an artery, but leaving that knife in your gut saved your life.” She looked me over, like she was checking me for any spot they might’ve missed.
 
   “You knew to do that?” I was surprised, but then I remembered something about first aid.  Something about her voice comforting me as I laid there in pain.
 
   “I know a lot of things you don’t realize.” I had no doubt about that, baby girl.
 
   It might take years to know her, really know her, but that was okay.  She was mine and I would take it.
 
   I tried to sit up, but white light flooded my eyes as a stab of pain took over my side.  Fuck.  It hurt like hell.
 
   “Slow down there, Rage,” she said, looking me over.  “You need to just lay down and take it slow.”
 
   “Damn, sonofabitch really got me, didn’t he?”
 
   “Did you miss the part where I told you you’d been out for two days, had major surgery and almost died?”
 
   “Come here.” I patted the side of the bed away from my wound and she walked over, laying down next to me, cuddling into me.
 
   “I thought I was going to lose you,” Layla whispered, her eyes full of tears.
 
   So close to her face, I realized she had a set of stitches on her eyebrow and a big bruise over her lip.
 
   I raised my fingers up and traced over that lip.
 
   “Motherfucker.  I’ll kill him.” She wasn’t the only one afraid of losing someone.
 
   “Cullen, I-I love you.” She let out a big breath.  “I almost didn’t have the chance to say it before, but I need you to know that.”
 
   “Baby girl, I never stopped loving you.  Not really.  I was a fucking idiot, but not no more.” I kissed her softly, her swollen lip trembling as I let the moment overwhelm the both of us.
 
   She was mine.  
 
   “Ahem,” some fancy asshole in a white coat came into the room and looked the two of us over.
 
   “I see you are awake, Mr.  McFadden.” He looked at the machines beeping and giving off numbers.  “Vitals are good.  I have to say, the first night was touch and go, but it looks like you are going to be just fine.”
 
   Layla tried to slide off the bed, but I held her close to me.
 
   “How long you think before I have to get out of this hellhole?” I asked, grinning as I said it.
 
   “Maybe a week, maybe two.  Depends on if it heals clean.”
 
   “Thanks, doc.  I appreciate it.”
 
   “Next time you go into an abandoned building, even if you own it, make sure to have the cops sweep it, huh?”
 
   “Right.” I wasn’t quite sure what he meant, but I nodded and watched him walk out of the room.
 
   “Bones?”
 
   “Gone.  Police are going to want a statement from you.  We were checking out the factory to turn into a set of apartments, you know, looking to go into real estate.  And we were ambushed by a couple of guys.  Didn’t get a good look at them.  It was too fast.  Me, you, DeMarcus.  You got it bad, and they got scared, and took off.  Kids.” She said this to me like it was what really happened.  But I knew better.
 
   “You come up with this?”
 
   “Aunt Donna’s cousin, George.”
 
   “Chief of police cleans it all up.  Makes sense.  I got it.”
 
   “Boys questioned those two assholes, but they didn’t know nothin’.  Told them he was having them audition to be taken on as prospects.”
 
   “Thought as much.  Boys let ‘em go?”
 
   “Yeah, beat the hell out of the younger one, but the older one, Mick and DeMarcus like him.  He seemed genuinely pissed that Bones was full of shit.  Wants to let him hang around.”
 
   “Makes sense.  How you know all this?”
 
   “What, you think I’m going to let them keep anything from me? Look what happened last time.  No.  You want me in this club, you want me with you, you tell me everything or I walk.  Got a permanent offer with Strike.  Promised me I could take it any time.”
 
   She pulled away from me, but I held her tight.
 
   “Oh no you don’t.  You’re mine, baby girl.  You ain’t leavin’ me for the fucking mob.”
 
   “Then you tell me everything.”
 
   “Sure.  Right now, I got something that’s a pressing need.  More than anything else.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   I grabbed her hand and pressed it against my hard as fuck cock.  She was so hot, and so tight up against my body, wound or not, I needed her.
 
   I’d always need her.
 
   


 
   
  
 





 
   Epilogue
 
   Layla
 
   I surveyed the empty motorcycle club bar, Cullen behind the counter, wiping down the newly-waxed bar.  I saw him wince and lightly clutch his side before looking around to see if anyone else noticed.
 
   It’d been two weeks since he came home from the hospital and he was still healing, but the road was long.
 
   “Fuck, this is bullshit, man.” DeMarcus slammed the door as he came in, Tommy right behind him.  “That’ fucking asshole kills two of our members, and those motherfuckers leave our club?”
 
   Steel and Fire lost almost half its membership as soon as the whole thing went down, most of them walking out the day Cullen went into the hospital.
 
   “Dude, let them go.  They weren’t people we trusted anyway, so it saves us from having to worry about kicking them the fuck out.” Cullen leaned against the bar.
 
   Seven members.  That was all that was left of the already tiny club.
 
   “We got a long way to go to get healthy, but at least we don’t have to worry about the club or the garage.”
 
   Both had been transferred into my name after my brother’s death, and I owned it along with Mick.
 
   That was Bones’ goal: take us out one at a time until he controlled everything.
 
   If he couldn’t have me, he was going to kill me.
 
   Now he was on the run, and he knew if he showed his face anywhere in all of Pittsburgh, he’d be a dead man.
 
   The mob, Snake’s MC, they all wanted a piece of him for being a punk-ass pussy.  At least that was what Strike called it.
 
   I looked around at who was left.  This, I could work with.  This was my family.  It might be the MC, the one place I didn’t want to belong, but we could build on this.  It didn’t have to be the same place I grew up.  It could be something even better.
 
   “What you thinking about, Lala?” Cullen asked pouring himself a glass of bourbon.
 
   “Just about how this shit hole needs a good scrubbing before you start bringing in recruits.”
 
   He smirked.
 
   “Don’t you fucking look at me like that, I don’t do floors and I don’t do windows.  My job’s to do the numbers and that’s all.”
 
   I swear to God, he jumped out from behind that bar so fast I forgot about his wound as he scooped me up.
 
   “Anything else you don’t do, baby girl?”
 
   “If there is, I’ll let you know.”
 
   He bent down and kissed me taking my breath and all my sanity along with it.
 
   “It’s a rough ride we got ahead of us.  You sure you’re going to be down for that?”
 
   “Now that I can do.” 
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