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  CHAPTER 1 — LOGAN


  My alarm blares in my ear and I shudder awake in cold sweat. I swat the stupid, noisy thing away and hear a distinct crack of plastic as it smashes against the wall. Fuck. I don't have time to deal with this. I rouse myself and throw a shirt on. I've slept in my jeans. My mind feels foggy, but I still remember what I have to do today. Get the boys ready to become men.


  I jump on my hog and prime it. After a couple of hard kicks, it springs to life and growls outside my shit apartment. The warmth of the engine is already penetrating my cold denim, and the sound of the motor rubs the sleep from my senses.


  The ride to the bar is a blur. My mind is too distracted to stay sharp and pay attention to the meandering and idiotic cars all over the road. The morning sun is still catching on the ridges of the desert outside the city. I scoff as a driver tries to cut me off, and I throw the engine into overdrive. As I speed past him, I leave a trail of smoke down the road behind me.


  At last, I find the bar the crew calls home. The air is tacky with strange humidity, and it leaves a metallic taste on my tongue. I resist the urge to suck down my spit.


  The men's bikes are all here. Each sports a unique color and band across the fuel tank. I smirk as I spot Driver's and Tank's bikes. They've left room at the front of the pack for the president, Surge. I guess it isn't for him, but me, as acting president... I slide my bike into the space and kick the stand down, before shutting it off.


  Inside, the men have gathered around the ragged pool table and Tank's talking to them about something. I only catch the tail end of it as I walk in, but it sounds like he's trying to get them psyched up for their initiation.


  I frown. If I want them feeling anything, it's fear and anxiety. That's what will keep them alive, and without a doubt, from spouting off bullshit. The worst members in California were cock-sure loudmouths, not nervous rookies. Still, I can't have them cowering either...


  Tank finishes, "... Don't sweat it, Surge will be ready to hear from us as soon as it's all done." I sidle up next to him and he nods to me. I can feel the men's eyes move from Tank to me, indifferent and a bit excited after Tank's little talk. I spread my hands out on the torn velvet and eye each one of them. Rifle is a bit absentminded, but he isn't being an asshole. For once.


  "Listen up," I growl a little louder than necessary, but fuck it. They all seem to perk up a little, but grow a bit leery and defensive. "Tank's words are fine and stuff, but not what I want from you." Tank lowers his head, but I just shake mine. "I can't have a bunch of hot shots out there — I need men. Surge might not have realized that, but I won't let him come back to our club with the same group of boys he left it with; loitering around like it's recess in kindergarten."


  I pause for a moment and shake my head. I can't help but smile a little as I go on. "I don't know what he sees in you all, especially some of you, but we're a crew and we're gonna act like it. We aren't dicking around anymore, and this isn't chess club. Since you all showed up today, I'm sure you remember that I talked to you guys about a new crew initiation, and I'm gonna follow through with that promise."


  The small group of men murmur and a thrill passes over them. Rifle even manages to crack a smile, which is surprising, if a bit unnerving. He looks like a pit bull ready to pounce on a piece of meat.


  "Some of you might think it's bullshit that I'm even talking to you like this, and believe me..." I shoot them a glare. "If it were up to me, I wouldn't be saying shit." I step away from the table and move toward the entrance of the bar again. "Let's get fuckin' moving then."


  The men start to stand, making their wooden stools and chairs scrape against the wood, while their muscled backs make their leather vests creak. I admire my crew of boys, who I know will make fine men.


  After we climb onto our bikes, the machines roar and scream into life. Like a pack of hyenas growling and snarling. Rifle and Tank pull out from their parking spaces before me, and the Arizona sun bathes them in rich fiery light. My mind turns to Cassie, and my mood sours a bit. Being reminded that the crew doesn't know about her, and worse yet, probably doesn't want to know about her.


  Especially since she's the one who put Surge in the hospital and inadvertently made me acting President.


  . . .


  I guide the men to an abandoned warehouse I had scoped out a couple of weeks ago. I knew that if I needed a place to lay low away from the club or my apartment, this would be the place. The last thing I thought I'd use it for was gathering the men together to strengthen our crew's bond. It's funny how things don't seem to ever go according to plan.


  The warehouse is just on the outskirts of town, and it's everything I needed it to be: isolated, dilapidated, and most of all, threatening to collapse at any minute. No crack den here, even the shade is blistering hot.


  After pulling my bike into the shadow of the building, I shut it down and lower it to its kickstand. The men ride in one-by-one behind me, and follow my lead. The large broken windows of the warehouse make it look like it has a mouth full of sharp fangs, and the broken down machines that litter the dusty floor look familiar but are too old to put a purpose to. I walk up to an empty barrel that is standing in the center of the blown open warehouse, and a bit of sunlight falls on the men's faces from the cracked roof. Thick gobs of dust and dirt hang in the air, suspended by spider webs.


  "Come here," I order the men. They gather around me, murmuring and complaining about the heat.


  "Christ, Bomb, what are we doing here?" Six-Shooter says, piping up. He steps forward and I shush him. Tank silently folds his arms across his chest and stands behind the group of men, watching. Ever stoic and formidable. Rifle sneers and slips in between Driver and me. He peers down into the empty husk.


  "A barrel? I hope you're not expecting us to piss in that," Rifle says. "Smells like someone's already done their business." I shoot him an annoyed but fierce glare. He clamps his mouth shut and nods to me.


  "All right, everyone got their two cents in?" I ask. I pull out my pocket knife, and flip it open with a flick of my wrist. The sun casts a beam of light across the blade and it catches on all the men's faces. As it flits from one face to another, I look to each and every one of them. "This will be the first part of my initiation. You won't be crew members who happen to get blitzed at the same bar share a love for bikes and all the joys that come with that." I breathe. "You'll be blood brothers, that's what'll keep our family strong. Our crew."


  "Blood?" Driver says, a bit of anxiety creeping into his voice. I can't help but let out a loud laugh. I remember being as sheepish as him. Maybe more so, if I dare think about it. After his face contorts, I nod and try to calm him by continuing.


  "Blood," I repeat. "We'll all exchange it. Drop for drop. Your throttle hand will be the one. I want you to think of your brothers every time you twist your bike. The dull pain will be a reminder of our bond that'll last." I hold up the blade and examine it for any abrasions that would mar the surface. "I'll go first."


  With an aggressive drag of the blade, I slice open my right hand, flaying an old scar that stretches from my index finger to the bottom of my hand. After the blood starts flowing, I hold out my hand and let it dribble into the barrel. A soft patter falls on the trashed newspapers at the bottom, staining them with dull crimson. "Now you all have to do it before my hand stops bleeding."


  I extend the knife. To my surprise, Tank steps forward and takes it from me without a word.


  He pushes the blade against his palm and cuts it open, before extending his hand out and letting it drain as well. Each man takes his turn, with none but a couple hesitating. With five hands extended over the barrel, the newspaper at the bottom is nearly black with red hue, the previously clean knife goes to Driver's hands. His fingers shake as he takes a hold of it.


  Driver and Rifle are the only ones left, and Rifle's arms are firmly crossed. He glares at us, but I can't tell if it's out of annoyance or something else.


  After Driver hesitates, Rifle yells, "Stop being a pussy." Before Driver can react, Rifle tears the knife from his hand and reaches out and grasps Driver's wrist. Driver winces as Rifle drags the knife across Driver's hand, and lets the blood spill from it. I don't even know what to say and I remain speechless as Rifle turns the sharpened edge to his own hand.


  All our members have their hands extended over the barrel: Six-Shooter, Driver, Tank, Petrol, Rifle, Sword, and myself. The flow has ebbed from mine and Tank's hands, and time is running short. "Now shake each other's hands."


  With each firm grip of another's hand, my palm aches a throbbing pain. It feels etched in my mind, a familiar calling to when I was in California and I shook Surge's bloodied hand. It's just like that night in California, with the breeze coming off the ocean. Despite what people might think, a blood bond can't be built over night, but it can be built over about two days.


  As each man finishes shaking the others' hands, I hike back to my motorcycle. I hunch over the saddlebags and peer inside, hoping I brought enough. I snatch up some gauze and bandage wrap and toss it to each man. Tank stares at me, clearly bewildered.


  With a deep exhale, I explain. "I want you all to feel a throbbing pain, not bleed out before we can get back to the bar," I chuckle. "Besides, it looks like Sword is gonna pass out."


  Sword waves my joke away and shakes his head. "If anything is gonna make me hurl, it's the smell of this shit-encrusted place you brought us to." His red mustache clamps over his lips each time he opens his mouth. I swear he looks like a gold-miner in this light.


  Petrol laughs, and I think it's the first time I've actually heard him laugh. It's infectious, but I bite my lip as he reels over and pounds on his knees. After he stands back up, he wipes a tear from his eye and grins. "I can't believe you made us do this shit, Bomb, but I gotta respect it."


  "What did Surge have you all do?" I never even thought about it. I know he followed all the 'rituals' back in California when we were with the Los Devils, but he hadn't tuned me in on any changes since leaving that club.


  "Nothing," Tank answers. "He didn't have us do anything."


  "Strange," I remark. I shake my head but don't say anything more about it. "Let's head back to the bar, and I'll tell you what's next."


  CHAPTER 2 — CASSIE


  "You're a fucking asshole!" Sara screams at the top of her lungs, jerking me out of my sleep. I can't even understand what the fuck she's going on about, but I'm up and out of my bed in a flash. Well, to be honest, I'm on the floor and wrapped in my sheets like they're a noose, but it all feels the same to me. As I move to get up, Sara yells again and I freeze so I don't alert her that I'm listening.


  Mark answers, but he sounds weak. "I told you, I was nervous, I didn't want the tattoo."


  I roll my eyes and tug at my bed sheets. Of course that's what they're arguing about. I climb to my feet and groan as I catch my reflection. Sara sighs with a roar and stomps around the apartment, and I can hear her talking under her breath — through my closed door. This isn't the first time I've heard her like this.


  "You said things would be different! This isn't different, it's the same shit!" she says. A thrill rises up my back and creeps along my scalp. Something different. I bite my lip and remember the night he came over. That biker, Logan. It was like a dream¸ and not the romantic comedy kind either. Just the sexy kind.


  Mark must have said something, because Sara is talking again. Her voice is shrill. "I don't care. Just fucking get out of here." She throws something at him and it thumps. He says something under his breath and she shrieks back. "What? What the hell did you call me?"


  The front door creaks open. "I said you're a bitch!" The front door slams. She fumes louder and stomps around. Judging by the sound of dishes clattering and possibly breaking, she's in the kitchen. I have to save my dishes and probably my roommate. I slip on a semblance of clothes and step out into the hallway, pretending that I didn't hear anything. I pass into the kitchen.


  Breaking the seal on the fridge, I peer into it and lean over. "What's up?" I try to act cool, but she knows that I heard everything.


  "Mark's an asshole," she says, bitterly. I want to talk to her about the biker guy, but I can't now. I look up at her and her eyes are glazed over. I figure it's probably better this to not mention Logan right now anyway.


  "Yeah, I could tell," I say. "Are you going to stay broken up now? For real?"


  She sniffs a bit, and smiles, reading my expression. "Yeah, I think so."


  "You better." I say. I clasp her hands in mine and grin from ear to ear. "Cause we're gonna go out tonight, and get you drunnnnk."


  Her eyes light up, "Oh my God really? You never want to drink, Cassie."


  I try to pretend that I'm not blushing by pulling a jug of milk from the fridge. She continues, "What's gotten into you?"


  My face burns even more and I shake my head. "Nothing! I just feel like being a little... naughty." I add, "I think." To punctuate my realization, I unscrew the cap from the milk and take a long drag. It sloshes in the jug as I set it back against the counter, and she sticks her tongue out.


  "I hope being naughty doesn't mean being disgusting," she jokes. I laugh, which only makes her burst into laughter, too. For the rest of the morning, we plan out the evening's events and prepare breakfast together. By the time I'm finished making her an omelet, she seems to have completely forgotten about Mark. Good. He is an asshole. A boring asshole.


  My mind wanders to Logan and my heart beats a little faster. I really haven't felt this way about a man before, I don't think. I can't remember any heart-pounding thoughts of my previous lovers or boyfriends. Is it bad? Should I be worried about crushing on a guy so hard? It can't be healthy... can it?


  Sara waves to me as she heads out the door, and I have to shake myself back to reality. "See you tonight!" I call after she's gone, but I know she can't hear me. I was too lost in my own thoughts. How am I supposed to cope if my mind is going to be constantly drifting? I guess I can be a good wing woman tonight... if nothing else.


  It'll be fun.


  . . .


  Sara and I leave our messy apartment and head into the heart of downtown, and I'm actually excited. The sun set hours ago and the glare of the street lights is strong off the moist asphalt. The stale air only smells like a brief memory of the light rain that passed through earlier. My hands are shaking with anticipation, and I can tell that Sara really needs this kind of release tonight.


  The crowd flowing on the sidewalk is like a river, the mass of people moving back and forth between the nestled bars in a way that you can't help but get caught in the stream and get carried in. Even if there is a five dollar cover charge.


  Inside one of the cheaper bars, I drag Sara up to the counter and get the attention of the bartender. It isn't hard, he quickly shoves away from the register and glides up to us, his eyebrow cocked. He's sporting fashionable stubble with some longish hair and his voice is crystal smooth.


  "What can I get you ladies?" he asks. I lean over the bar and meet his eyes, and I get the feeling that he isn't just being nice, that maybe he's a bit more interested in my body than my drink order. The colored lights from the dance floor bounce off the walls, and the pounding bass of the music makes it hard to hear.


  "We'll take two shots of whiskey," I say, leaning closer over the bar, planting a knee on a stool. I elbow Sara in the ribs to get her attention. "Right?"


  She nods enthusiastically and grins. The bartender's eyes move from me to her, and his eyes light up. Good, I didn't want to deal with him tonight anyway. This is for Sara, not me.


  "Coming right up," he says. He fishes two shot glasses from a cooler and pulls down some whiskey from one of the shelves behind him. After pouring the amber liquid into each glass, he pushes them toward us and waits patiently. "On the house."


  I thank him and pick up both glasses. I shove one into Sara's hands, and we down both our drinks.


  Sara leans over the bar this time, "Another," she says, biting her lip and dragging her eyes up and down the bartender's body. The bartender scoops up the shot glasses and tosses them into the sink, before fishing out two fresh glasses and pouring new drinks. He pushes them toward us and we down them again. I hand him a ten and Sara and I walk to the dance floor, just as the liquor slams into my stomach.


  A blur and frenzy of lights engulf our senses. Dizzy and bleary-eyed, the only thing that feels clear are my thoughts. But even they drift in and out of clarity. Wavering between thoughts of Logan and the guys pawing me on the floor. I let them, but only with some hesitation. I've never been clubbing before, unless you count the trashy house parties the fraternities would throw on campus. Even that feels like a lifetime ago.


  The music bleeds from the speakers and swirls around us. Sara catches the attention of a jock-looking guy, and they dance together. His hands wander around her body as she grinds, and I find myself wrapped around one of the guy's friends. It's a rush. My face burning and sweat tickling my back under my bra. His eyes are dark and enthusiastic, maybe too enthusiastic. As the song starts to blend into the next, I push him away and head back toward the bar to get a drink.


  "Another round?" the bartender asks. He finishes another order and sets it on the tray for the waitress. I nod and hold up my fingers.


  "Two."


  "Where's your friend?" he asks.


  I shake my head and gesture behind me without turning. I bite my lip and try to talk without slurring my words. I'm surprised at how weak I am at holding liquor. "She'll show up."


  The bartender pushes the drinks to me and winks, and I shrug it off. I move back through the throng of sweat and dancing, and find Sara. I down my drink and take her wrist, pulling her arm back and placing the sloshing and dripping drink into her hand. She downs it without a thought and then shoves the glass back into my hand. Her attention is too caught up on the hispanic dude she's with, and I can't argue with that. She looks blitzed, but at least she's not whining about Mark.


  I drop the glasses back at the bar and move into the crowd again. The bass kicks in and I lose myself to the music, but start to get anxious. Something doesn't feel right, but I can't tell what. Maybe the last shot was the one past my limit. I clutch my stomach and move out of the crowd, bracing myself on the edge of a stool. The group of people near me move away, and I'm grateful for the space. My eye twitches and I shake my head furiously. Not now, I didn't come out tonight to stress out about nothing.


  There's a commotion at the front of the bar. I turn my head against my elbow and try to see what's happening. The bouncer is stepping backwards into the bar, and it looks like he's scared. A group of thugs are storming past him, and he shouts over his shoulder to the bartender.


  "Michael, call the police!" he yells.


  One of the thugs moves past the bouncer and reaches the bar in two large steps. He slams his hand on the counter and shouts over the noise. "Don't even think about it, Michael."


  The noise has caught the attention of most of the bar now, and the music has gone quiet. The men at the entrance of the bar look extremely pleased with themselves. One of them turns and shuts the front door, closing out the relatively cool summer air. It's too dark to make the men out, but there is something familiar...


  The large man that threatened the bartender orders a round of drinks and calls back to the gang. "Bomb, whattdya want? It's on the house." He shoots a look at the bartender. "Right?"


  "Yes,... of course." Michael no longer looks like an example of manliness.


  The name he called out... 'Bomb'... Logan? I stand up, but immediately regret it when the world swirls around my vision, like I'm in a shaken snow globe. I also don't know if I want him to see me when I'm like this. I'm kind of a wreck. I scurry from the bar stool and hide back in the crowd of people that were dancing. Sara is dumbstruck, but looks too drunk to really understand what's going on.


  "Cassie!" she screeches when she sees me. I shush her and try to push my hand over her mouth. She only shoves me away and slurs my name again, "I was wondering where you went!" I forgot how loud she gets when she's wasted. A couple of the people in the group separate from us and leave a gap, which is the last thing I wanted them to do. Sara hangs on my arm and feels like a pile of bricks. Her fingers dig into my shoulder.


  "Stop, get a hold of yourself," I try to reason, but even my adrenaline from seeing Logan doesn't change the fact I'm drunk too. My words feel sticky in my mouth, and I try to shake it off. What am I doing? Hiding from him? Better question, what are they doing here? Are they looking for me? Will they recognize me from the car accident? My terror isn't helping, and I'm starting to think that maybe I just don't want Logan to see me in a panic. He's never seen me quite like that before.


  Forget him though, what about his gang? I'm delirious and too parched to think straight, and before I can even grab Sara's hand and duck into the back room, one of the bikers is approaching us.


  He's grizzled with red stubble and a red mustache. He grins with a bit of a smugness, and cocks his head. "Don't I know you?" he says.


  I shake my head and dig my nails into Sara's arm. "No, I don't think so." I try to look away, but he dives back into my field of view.


  "No... you look really familiar," he says. He turns back toward the group and waves his hand. "Bomb, come here a minute."


  Not Bomb. Not Logan. I shake my head and drag Sara away with me. Before Logan can turn around to respond to his comrade's call, I slip out of the crowd and into the back room of the bar. Sara doesn't resist, but her lethargy isn't making it easy. I hear the man's voice call out after me, "Hey!"


  My heart races and I feel the alcohol turn sour in my stomach. Not here, not here. I search for a way out, and find the fire exit. I run up to it and Sara calls after me. "What are you doing?"


  "Help me get this," I beg. Despite the emergency exit sign, a large table is blocking the exit, and I can feel the men coming up behind us. "Hurry!" I want to scream.


  "I don't even know what's going on," she says. I shake my head and manage to knock the table over, and it makes an enormous noise. The gang in the front room start moving toward the back as I shove the door open. It screeches against the threshold and the fire alarm starts blaring. I squeeze Sara's wrist and pull her out of the bar, before turning and trying to close the door again. It doesn't budge.


  My head is spinning, and I'm not in any condition to run from anyone. I stare up and down the darkened alley and try to determine which direction we came from. "Come on!" I urge Sara.


  "Stop!" She rips her arm from me and rubs her wrist. "What the fuck is going on Cassie?"


  "Come on!" I repeat. "I don't have time to explain, but those guys are bad news! Jesus Christ."


  Her eyes widen and I swear she gets three drinks more sober. "Why didn't you say so?"


  I don't have to coerce her anymore, thank God. We run down the alley toward the street. As we spill out onto the sidewalk, I hear noises coming from the emergency exit door to our backs. I look over my shoulder and see two men stumble out and turn their heads toward us. "Shit!"


  Sara and I turn down the street toward the capitol. "There!" I point at the lone cab parked on side of the road. "Don't do this to me..." I murmur. Sara's heels clack against the concrete right behind me, and our breathing has gone rough.


  The men who slipped out of the door behind us spill into the street alongside us, and they shout down the road. It only makes me more frenzied. Sara and I skid to a stop and slam into the back door of the cab, which rouses the driver. I can't tell if he was sleeping or reading, and I can't be bothered to care. He gives me a wicked scowl over his shoulder, but I barely even register it.


  "Help! Let us in!" I slam on the window. I probably look like a drunk lunatic, but I don't have any other ideas. He frowns and shakes his head, before gesturing up to his roof. The light is off. I nod frantically. "I know! That's why I'm screaming!"


  He gazes past me and must see the men in dark leather quickly approaching. He unlocks the doors in that instant. I yank on the handle and feel like I'm going to tear the door free from the car. Sara spills in after me and the cabbie screeches onto the road, just as the bikers collapse next to the parking meter. One of them grabs his phone and lifts it, and the other plants his hands on his hips and kicks the ground. I collapse from fear and exhaustion.


  Before I can fall asleep from the shock, the cabbie rouses me. "Man, I don't know what the fuck you did, but those guys looked pissed."


  Sara actually laughs. "Yeah, careful who you give your number to around here," she gives me a wink and then gives the driver directions to our house. I silently thank her and slide down the seat.


  Fuck my seatbelt, I need another drink.


  CHAPTER 3 — LOGAN


  "What the fuck was that?" I demand after Driver and Sword come back into the bar. A bunch of the college students and drunks have already left, or managed to slip out after the fire alarm surprised all of us. Sword looks beat, but Driver has flames in his eyes.


  "Sorry, boss," Sword says, panting. "They got away in a cab." He holds up his phone and shows me a blurry picture of the cab racing off with a woman's pale face in the rear window. I grimace, and snatch the phone from his hands. He clamps his mouth shut and rolls his eyes. "Gonna follow up, huh?"


  "No."


  I turn away to stew in my anger and Driver speaks up, stopping me.


  "That woman, she looked familiar..." Driver says, trailing off.


  I bite my tongue. I know she looked familiar. She was Cassie. I shake my head for his benefit and exhale. "Don't they all?"


  He narrows his eyes on me and opens his mouth to say something, but Sword grabs his shoulder and drags him down to his level. He pats Driver's chest and shoots me a grin. "The boy is raring for some pleasure, I'm sure."


  "Yeah," I reply, without a follow up. I turn away from them and scan the crowd, feeling like I might see her again. I don't. Thank God.


  I can't chastise them too much, because I did say we were going to scare some people tonight, but I didn't mean her, obviously. But they couldn't have known. Still makes them damn stupid. If they hadn't dashed out after those two, we might not have had five slip out afterward. It doesn't really matter, but I can't help be a little pissed about it. I need them to listen to me, and listen to each other.


  "Look, we're done here anyway, these bar hoppers will have a story to tell about us. Next one." I gesture for the men to follow me, and they start to spill out the front door. I shoot a glance at the bartender. "Don't call the cops," I remind him.


  Outside, the men and I are tasting the cool breeze wafting through the city. The smell of street hot dogs and tamales remind me of California. Some of the other people on the sidewalk squeeze against the building to avoid us, while others cross the street. The sound of boots and stretching leather feel loud compared to everything else.


  We hit the next six bars without issue, barely taking any lip from the bouncers and bartenders. I almost feel like it's too easy, but then I remember where we are. Basically, everything here must be easy prey in comparison to what I'm used to. The drinks we snatch from people and the bars satisfy the men, but my mind is still thirsty to see Cassie. I never give this much of a shit normally. It was the look in her eyes... panic and fear. For the first time in my life, I felt a pang of something snap inside my chest when I saw her like that. I don't want her to experience that again.


  I look at Sword and Driver, who had chased her down the road and into a cab. They're laughing about something, but I feel wronged. I can't be this defensive about a woman I hardly know — especially with my crew needing me on their side. I scoff and take another drag of my beer, before Rifle sits down next to me.


  "The rookies bothering you? I thought you— " he says.


  "Shut up, Rifle, you don't know shit," I bite back. He holds up his hands, almost mockingly, then takes a drink of his beer before settling down. This last bar is pretty barren, as it's nearly closing time. The bartender and bouncer have pretended that we aren't there, which is somewhat annoying too. Almost feels like we're invisible. I try not to think about it.


  He rolls his glass between his hands and takes another long draw from it. He sighs heavily and turns back to me, but keeps his voice low. "This ain't California, Bomb. Things don't work here like they did there."


  I'm quiet, but mostly stunned. A rash of rage surges through me, and I want to knock him off his stool and onto the floor. I steady my hand and clutch my jeans. He's right though, I just don't want to admit it. He stands up and finishes his drink, and sets the glass down on the bar with a clink, before walking away from me.


  What the fuck? I'm never like this. I don't have time to deal with this shit, I need to get my head in the game, or else.


  I expected more resistance. I thought the bartenders would spit in our faces, the bouncers would pull out knives. That cops would show up and drag a couple of us to jail. Nothing though. I chuckle and stare at the dregs of my drink. I'm almost bored, really.


  Worse yet, the men aren't engaged. I glance around at the other bikers, some joking and knocking beer onto the floor of the bar. The bartender throws his hands up in disgust, but doesn't say a word. I needed them to band together, but it's been nothing more than a recess for a bunch of kids. God, I feel old all of a sudden.


  I pull out Sword's phone and flip it open. The picture of Cassie is still on the screen, and even with the blurriness and night glare, I can tell she's messed up over it. I have to set that right too, God dammit.


  Do I? I swirl the last sip in my glass and watch the foam evaporate. I could just forget about her. What is she anyway? Just another woman. There are tons all around the city. Yeah, that's right.


  Tank knocks me out of my thoughts with a hard slam on my back. I rock forward and catch myself on the bar, and I look over my shoulder at him.


  "What's up, Bomb?"


  I grin and shake my head. "I'm thinking there isn't enough beer here."


  "Should we hit another?"


  "Nah, we've had enough tonight. Let's get the boys back to the club and hash it out there." I stand up and slide past Tank's massive body. I feel his eyes follow me and I leave the bar, stepping out into the night air. It's late, and I'm barely buzzed. I need more than that to finish off tonight, that's for sure.


  I find our bikes stashed in an alleyway near the first bar we hit up, and kick start mine to life. After twisting the engine a couple of times, I guide the bike toward the street. Tank and Sword and the others show up as I slide out of the alley and onto the road. One of them shouts something at me, but I can't hear it.


  A couple of minutes later, I'm on the highway. With the streetlights strobing my exposed shoulders, I weave between the slow cars on the road. Like usual, it feels like they're parked. Just large red, green and black cones for me to move around.


  Roaring engines behind me heat my back and burn my ears. I pulse the brake and the men catch up faster than I anticipated. Riding in formation, Tank moves to my right and the others follow suit in their positions. A glance over my shoulder reveals that tonight might have been more successful than I thought. The men are stony eyed and stoic. No mindless weaving and joking. For once, we actually look like a real club.


  Surge would be proud, I'm sure.


  . . .


  As we pull our bikes alongside the clubhouse, the night is still pitch black. The men and I stumble inside. After they spread out to their respective chairs and dark corners, I jerk them to attention with a roar.


  "Listen up!" I yell. Petrol looks stunned. I choke back a laugh as I avert my eyes and scan the rest of the group. "You men were in fine formation tonight."


  Rifle scoffs, but I don't even need to glance at him to tell he's fucking with me. I continue, "To finish your group-initiation, I need you all to get your guns and trade them with each other. We'll need the protection in the next two days, as I expect our name will get around."


  Petrol and Sword blink and look at each other. I frown just as Tank leans over and whispers in my ear. "They don't have guns."


  I stare back at him in shock. "What do you mean they don't have guns?" I say loud enough for them all to hear.


  Petrol grins uneasily and speaks up. "We never thought we needed them."


  "Jesus," I say. "If you guys want to be in a real outlaw club, you need some fucking guns." I close my eyes and relax, cooling my temper. "Then how about this? You all go get a gun if you don't have one." I look at Rifle. "I expect you have a gun, at least."


  He nods, "Surge insisted."


  "I wish he did the same for all of you. Go get guns, and exchange them. You'll be entrusting your life in your brothers' hands everyday out there, and what better way than with your own weapon?" I rub my sore hand and smile. "Meet back here tomorrow night with a weapon. I don't care how you get it. Just don't get arrested."


  With that, I conclude the night's events. Petrol disappears in the back, while the other men and I get ready to leave out the front door. I grab Tank by the arm and stop him. "What's Petrol doing?"


  "He lives here. It's his bar."


  No one had told me. I release him and go out the door to climb on my bike. It really doesn't matter anyway, but it is surprising. As the men pull away from the bar, the roar of their motorcycles echoes behind them. I'm left lingering, the last one behind at the curbside.


  As I start my bike, I find my resolve for the problem with Cassie. The image from Sword's phone haunts me. I have to settle things. At least make a clean break. The idea of leaving her with that last impression makes my stomach churn. The fact I can care so much doesn't make me feel better.


  . . .


  My exhaustion forces me to reach Cassie's by muscle memory and instinct. It helps that the area is so familiar, but only in a vague sense. I didn't grow up in Arizona, but the streets and houses near Cassie's remind me of my own childhood.


  Christ, am I really getting nostalgic?


  I pull my bike up onto the sidewalk in front of her apartment and shut it off, before kicking the stand down and throwing my leg off it. My hand grazes the rough railing as I ascend the steps. I want to blame the impending hangover for why I can hear my heartbeat in my ears, but it's a flimsy excuse at best. At her front door, I try to peer through the peephole, never understanding why I bother.


  I knock on the door three times, hard enough to wake the neighbors. A dog barks down the corridor, and someone curses at it to shut up. The sun threatens to crack the horizon and spill light over the reddish desert that expands beyond the city limits.


  Light appears behind the peephole. It moves away and Cassie calls out through the door, her voice unmistakable. "Go away."


  I furrow my brow and lean on the door with my arm. "We need to talk."


  The handle doesn't twitch and she replies through the door. "No. We don't."


  I pound on the side of the door and grunt. "Cassie, seriously." My fist throbs from the wound I've definitely reopened on my hand. God dammit.


  She doesn't answer, but the light hasn't reappeared in the peephole, so she hasn't moved either. I'm sure she's watching me. I look into the peephole and try to meet her eyes, and as soon as I try, she ducks back. I wait a few more moments, trying to remain calm. I can't have my crew finding out about her and threatening her, and it's so God damn frustrating that I'm in this position.


  The lock clicks and she pulls the door open. I step inside quickly and she shuts it behind me. Her arms are crossed, but I can't bring myself to meet her level of anger. Something about her blue eyes look clouded over, like a storm is raging in them. I try to relax, but I can't. Who is she to have the power to make me this uptight?


  "What is it?"


  I sigh and shake my head. "I wanted to talk about tonight."


  "Oh, where do we start? How about... why the fuck were you storming a bar?"


  I glare at her, shocked. "You're not serious." She shakes her head and shrugs.


  "I was with my crew, that's kind of what we do."


  Cassie turns away from me and folds her arms. She says something under her breath, then repeats it louder. "You're fucking with me, right?"


  "What did you think I was?"


  "Just a guy. A regular guy."


  Now I'm getting angry. The audacity of this woman. "What kind of denial is that? I should be the one pissed off. You're saying you think I'm just some white trash townie?"


  She unfolds her arms and races up to me, her eyes looking up into mine. Her chin is nearly touching on my chest, but I don't move a muscle. Her eyes twitch back and forth as if she's trying to read me. "What's that supposed to mean?"


  I shake my head. "There's no way you didn't know I was in an outlaw crew."


  She doesn't move. "Why did your guys chase us? I thought I was going to get killed."


  "That's why I'm here. They weren't going to kill you," I say. I take a brief step back and create some distance between us. A hint of a smile crosses her face, like she beat me at some contest. "They must've recognized you from the car accident."


  "Jesus, and you're telling me they weren't going to hurt me?" She frowns and her hand goes to her eye, as if she's trying to hide it from me. "Christ, Logan, what did you get me into?"


  "Me?" I stare at her, seeing if she's going to continue. When she doesn't, "What did you get me into? I'm lying to my crew about you, and I think they might be getting suspicious."


  "Suspicious? Of what?"


  "That I know who hit our president."


  "President? Is that a joke?"


  I fume, I don't have time for her sarcasm, or to explain. "I only came to tell you no one is coming after you."


  She turns away again and walks over to the couch. Her back is still to me, and a brief glow of the sunrise surrounds her. "That's it?"


  I open my mouth to reply, but no words come. I want to say that it isn't, but I can't. I can't admit that. I shut my mouth and grab the door handle, wrenching it open. I feel her gaze turn to me as I step outside and shut the door. Fuck this.


  I descend the stairs quickly, and find my bike on the sidewalk where I left it. Sweat beads on my face and it's not from the heat. At least I don't have to deal with her anymore. Good riddance.


  Fuck her anyway.


  CHAPTER 4 — CASSIE


  I'm driving my car again and the lanes all around me are empty. The night is black and grim, with only the pale yellow streetlights lighting the road up like polka dots. Just as I cruise through an intersection, a biker slams against my windshield with a deafening crack, spiral white lines spread across the glass. Without even thinking, I slam the brakes and skid to a stop, all while the taste of bile builds up in my throat and I salivate because I feel like puking. As my car finally stops moving, I cover my eyes and shake my head. What the fuck did I just do?


  . . .


  I wake up in a gasp for air. I barely slept a wink since crawling into bed after Logan left. I wonder if Sara heard us. I'm covered in cold sweat and I clutch my hands to stop them from shaking. After looking out the window, I realize the foggy dream I had was just that — a dream. Thank God I didn't hit another biker. Jesus... what ever happened to the one I did hit? Is he alive even? Shit. I don't even know.


  If I had told the police what I really knew, would that have changed anything? I can't think about this right now, it's only making my stomach twist like a snake.


  My head aches. I pinch my temples and squeeze my eyes shut in an attempt to stave off the throbbing pain. A bottle of painkillers on my bed stand was a good decoration idea, and I wouldn't have thought of it without Sara. I down two pills and chug the standing water from the glass nearby, and wipe my mouth.


  The apartment is silent, so I guess Sara isn't awake yet. I stand and get dressed, my pounding headache making me almost forget I actually do work today. Becky put me on the schedule even though it makes me go two weeks without a single day off.


  I choke down oatmeal for breakfast to try and keep my headache from returning. After I finish flushing the last bits into the sink, Sara steps out into the dining room. She startles me.


  "Jesus. Sara, want to say something? I almost had a heart attack." I grab my chest mockingly, and sigh in relief. She smiles weakly and sits down at the dinner table. "You okay?"


  "My head is just pounding, is all," she says. She rubs her temples and sighs heavily. "What are you doing today?"


  I groan and look out the window. "Work. And I'm late again."


  "Becky'll kill you this time."


  "I know." I dart through the house and gather up my things, barely taking the time to stop and brush my hair. I prop the front door open as I drag my fingers through my hair a couple of times to try and undo the tangled mess. Sara wishes me luck as I slip outside. I know I'm gonna need it.


  . . .


  As I walk into the dog groomers, I'm trying to brace myself for Becky to swoop down and bite my head off. She's lurking in the back room. I avoid her gaze, but still can feel it dig into the side of my face. I don't want to deal with her, but what other choice do I have? A migraine coming on isn't helping things, and I want to lock myself in the back room.


  I pop some more painkillers and swallow some coffee while Becky rants and raves, her words passing through me like water through a strainer. There's a towel in my locker, and I briefly imagine that it's just long enough to tie it around my neck


  Back at the front of the salon, Lizbeth shoots me a worried glance. I only realize now that the two of us have never hung out outside of work, and I don't even know why. She seems nice enough. A customer distracts her from pitying me and I watch Lizbeth deal with her. She is always saying that Becky should treat me better, like I don't know I'm in this weird, abusive, one-sided relationship with my boss. I never hear about Lizbeth's run-ins with Becky, but I guess I'm too tardy to see them.


  The customer guides her stupid dog back behind the counter and I snap the leash from her hands. She says something, but my headache drowns it out. I don't even bother to nod or acknowledge her. I've seen this one before: her dumb lanky legs and unreasonably long blonde hair. She has the body of a starving marathon runner, and none of the muscle of one. My flippant attitude doesn't even appear to register, which I'm both relieved and disappointed by.


  Her dachshund doesn't look much better. He shivers as I set him in the warm bath, like I'm threatening to hurt him. I groan and think about how ridiculous I must've looked to Logan last night, running down the alley and into a cab. I can't believe he even bothered to show up at my place, probably wanting to double check I didn't die of fright. So embarrassing. Just thinking about it makes my jaw burn from clenching it.


  A hand taps me on the shoulder and I turn to see Lizbeth. She gives me a quick smile before leaning in to my ear. "There's some kind of biker here... I think he wants to see you."


  I perk up and follow her eyes to the front of the shop. Is it Logan? The grungy biker standing just inside the entrance is looking up at the advertisements and pictures like he's walked into a theme park. His gray ponytail and hairy arms are all I need to see for a sigh of disappointment leave my lips. Just some biker, indeed. His eyes flit from the posters to me, but then back away again, like I had caught him doing something wrong. He doesn't look familiar, not like any of the bikers I saw at the bar last night. Lizbeth is still hovering over me. "Do you know him?" she asks.


  I shake my head and turn back to the dog. His wide eyes stare up at me with helplessness, like he doesn't want the biker to see him either. I whisper to Lizbeth. "No. I don't."


  She sighs and stands up straight again. I hear her walk back to the front desk and greet the biker, but the rest fades away into the background. My head is on fire. I stare at the filmy and rainbow-colored water the dog is submerged in, and briefly imagine dunking my head in it. I'm sure the dog would freak out, maybe bite me. That'd be great. A dog bite from a tiny toy dog. I glance toward the front again and don't see the biker. He must've left. At least, that's what I think until I spot him sitting with his arms crossed, just behind the waist high wall that separates the baths from the waiting area. He's staring at me, and I feel a cold shiver rise up my back, like there's bug caught under my shirt. I shake my head wildly and try to focus my attention on the dog, but my heart is racing now. What's going on? What does he want with me, anyway?


  Ugh. More shit I have to deal with. I stick my tongue out without a thought and sigh at the dog, hoping he'll understand. His big eyes meet mine again, and I wish that Logan was here with me. At least he could tell the guy to fuck off.


  Too bad I pretty much told Logan to fuck off last night. I don't even know why I did, I just felt so... cheated. An outlaw? But... didn't I already know that? He appeared at the scene of a car crash, messed around with the victim, then threatened me. Granted, it was a sexy kind of threat, but still. I'm a fool if I thought he was just like me.


  But he never told me he was an outlaw. Maybe that's it. It felt like he kept it from me. I rinse the dog off, drawing water from the basin and pouring it over his frail body. Why should he have told me?


  Because... because. That's all I can muster. The dog shakes his fur off and splatters water all over the place, including my apron. I pick him up and give him a quick brushing, before taking him into the back where he'll get a little snooze in before his owner returns. His coat looks and feels especially luxurious today and I'm actually kind of proud.


  Becky catches my wrist after I set him in his kennel. I stare down at her grip then look up at her face. "What is it?"


  "Who is that grungy biker out there?"


  "I'm not in the mood today, Becky."


  "You're not in the mood? You need to tell him to leave, he's scaring away our clients."


  "Why?" I snap my hand from her grasp. "I don't even know him, you do it."


  "I don't believe you. He's the kind of guy you probably hang around with." She pauses and then there's a glimmer in her eyes. "I'll call the cops."


  "Go for it. I don't know him."


  The cops, yeah right. I doubt that. I bite my tongue from saying more, and I go into the front room again. Lizbeth has another customer ready with another dog. The biker is still there, and his gaze won't fall off of me this time. Even when I give him my meanest glare, he doesn't break eye contact. I feel ill.


  . . .


  Lizbeth and I are talking just as closing time looms. As she knocks the till open to deposit it, the biker leaves. His footsteps are loud on the tile, and even outside the front door I can hear him pounding across the parking lot. Becky pulls me aside and fumes in my face, her breath raw. "If he's here tomorrow, your job is finished."


  "What?" I ask, my voice a little loud. I lower my voice and take a step back. "I thought you were going to call the police."


  "I'll call them on you if I have to. Bringing grungy bikers to our shop."


  I push away from the front counter and go into the kennels, making sure the dogs that haven't been picked up yet are ready to go. Then, I dip into the break room to gather my things. Becky passes me in the hall and I lift a finger to quiet her and keep her from rambling on again.


  "I've watered the dogs. I'm going home, I don't have to listen to you berate me all day." My face is hot and my hands are shaking, but I grip my purse's straps tighter to keep my anger under control. I save myself from saying something I might regret, like: 'You're so fucking out of control. I don't know what your problem is.' I turn and walk out of the building before I can bite the hand that feeds me.


  I climb into my car and turn the key. As the radio fizzles into life, I spot a dark figure through my rear windshield. I pull out of the parking lot and onto the road, turning away from the intersection our store is located at.


  The motorcyclist's grim shadow follows me onto the road, and my heart pounds. What can I do?


  I try to speed up a little and get in front of another car, but it's useless. Every time I manage to get some distance, he closes it by jumping onto the curb. I try to breathe and concentrate. I can't take him back to my apartment. Is he going to kill me? Is Logan behind this shit? Why? Because I snubbed him?


  No, it couldn't have been him. This guy is too... old. All the guys in Logan's crew looked young, much younger than this guy. It doesn't mean I want to be caught in my apartment complex with him, especially with the sun setting. That isn't exactly my idea of a romantic evening. I swallow hard and try to think of what I can do.


  I wish Becky had called the cops now. That gives me an idea. I get off the road that'll take me to the interstate and head into downtown. I'll swing by the police station and hope to shake the guy from my tail. But I don't know how much more I could do than that. Thinking about stepping into the station makes my hands sweat. I didn't even think about it at the time, but Logan made me a liar the moment he left the accident that day. I withheld information from the police and now I have a sketchy biker following me through the city. Shit, shit, shit.


  I switch lanes and turn onto a street that'll skirt the station. I keep checking my mirrors to watch the biker, almost scared that my anxiety is going to make my nightmare from last night come true. A police cruiser pulls out from the station parking and passes in front of me, going down the opposite lane. The biker doesn't seem phased by his presence, and I know that I have to take my bluff a step further. Without flipping my turn-signal, I swerve into the station's parking lot and slam the car into park. The biker starts to follow me, but once he realizes where I've parked, he flips a U-turn and rides back onto the main road. My eyes feel strained as I stare at the reflection of his bike in my side mirror. His motorcycle roars like an agitated beast who just had its prey escape its claws. He disappears from view.


  I collapse away from the steering wheel and breathe a sigh of relief. My fingers are like rocks and my arms ache from gripping the wheel so tight. As I regain my composure, I stare out my window at the station and consider walking in and spilling my guts about everything.


  That won't work. They won't even believe me. What would I say? 'Oh, yeah, that accident I was involved in last week? I know the biker is in a gang and one of them threatened me to not say anything. And now I have another gang following me.' What good will that do? I've seen enough detective prime-time TV to know I'll just get in trouble. And if I don't... Logan will.


  I haven't even told Sara what happened, how can I tell the cops? It's almost like I have it bottled up inside me and the lie is just building pressure. I'm gonna burst if I don't do something. If it isn't the guilt and fear, it'll be that old-ass biker who'll get me. Shaking my head, I turn my car back on and pull out of the station. The rest of my drive home is a mess, with me jumping at any glimmer of light or shadow in my mirrors.


  I really wish Logan could help me.


  . . .


  Back at home, I feel like a wreck. I throw my purse down on the table near the front door. I draw the blinds over the sliding door onto the porch and collapse on to the couch. The weak springs push back against me before giving up and letting me just relax. I can hear Sara in the other room, talking to someone. I can't even be bothered to think about getting up to check who it is. My stomach growls and protests, and I shush it, remembering I forgot to buy food.


  "Ugh, why can't I just eat through a tube or something?" I complain loudly. I'm hoping Sara will hear me and come investigate, just so I don't have to move. A small glimmer of orange light sneaks through the blinds, and occasionally the tree's limbs move outside and make it flash. I keep thinking it's the old biker, somehow up on the second story of the apartment, peering through the blinds. The thought makes my stomach cramp, so I throw myself to my feet and wander into the kitchen.


  As I'm raiding the refrigerator, Sara pops her head into the cold light. "Cassie?"


  "Yes?" I murmur as I pull out a left over sandwich. I think it's mine.


  "What's going on?"


  I shake my head and walk past her to the couch. I turn on the TV and look at my sandwich before finally replying, "Nothing."


  "It's almost sunset, was Becky keeping you again?"


  I open my mouth to tell her everything. Even Logan coming over last night and the whole ordeal I've been hiding. But something inside doesn't let me. I don't know what it is, but for a long, strange second, I wish I could find whatever that hitch is and strangle it. Maybe I don't want her to think I was lying to her, or for her to worry. Why would I care if she worried?


  "Yeah, she's just being a real pain in the ass," I say. But what about walking out? Do I even have a job there anymore? If I explain that I left, will Sara freak out about rent? I'm already behind most of the time... she'd probably have me kicked out in a hot minute. I have no where else to go. "She wants me to go in early tomorrow." I pick up my sandwich and take a bite. It's a little off, but I'll manage. It's still food, at least. I wander over to the couch and sit down again.


  "You've been acting really weird lately," she says. She turns on her heel and peels the freezer door open. After scooping out a carton of ice cream, she clangs two spoons out of the drawer and joins me on the couch. She offers me a spoon and nods. "If you want to talk, I am your roommate."


  I take the spoon from her. "What's gotten into you? You're... never this..." I try to search for the words so I won't offend her. I want to say 'nice' but that isn't quite right. She watches me intently, but not in a judgmental kind of way. "Understanding," I finish. Maybe I'm the crazy one... I am always eating her food after all. I'm the one always complaining about her loud sex and everything.


  "You kept your cool last night with those bikers, I was really impressed," she says. She takes a bite of ice cream. "I don't even know how." She doesn't elaborate.


  "I was scared shitless," I admit, somewhat embarrassed. I feel my cheeks flush and she cracks a smile. She takes another spoonful of ice cream and downs it with a click against her teeth.


  "You had me fooled," she says. I take another bite of my sandwich. The light peeks through the window and I stare hard at the porch, long enough that Sara eventually follows my gaze. There's nothing there, but I can't help it. She clears her throat and sets her spoon down. "Wanna watch something?" She picks up the remote and starts going through the channels.


  "Yes, anything to make this day go by a little faster," I say. She chuckles and I feel my nervousness fading. It is nice to have a friend who cares, even if she has no idea what I've done or gotten myself into. I'm starting to wish I hadn't pushed Logan away. I almost miss him.


  CHAPTER 5 — LOGAN


  It happens today. The drug deal is going to be out in the middle of the desert. I've already collected everyone together at the bar, and I'm ready. Are the men? I scan over my small crew and try to pick them apart. Some of them look a bit nervous, but not in a way that makes me worry. Rifle is late, but I don't expect much from him anymore. I feel like I'm being thrown down a highway at full speed. It's almost funny, because that's when I feel like I'm at my best. My mind is sharp and ready to act at the first sign of trouble.


  Fucking Cassie. I can't believe she would be so thick-headed. Like she didn't know I was a biker, in a biker gang. Didn't she call me an outlaw outright when we first met? Does she just think that regular guys, honest and upstanding citizens, steal wallets and IDs, mess with crime scenes, and shit? I should be pissed, but I'm more upset than that. Tank is eyeing me suspiciously. I haven't spoken since I walked into the bar, but I'm getting ready to.


  "You look like shit, Prez," Tank jokes. I shake my head and crack a weak smile.


  "I didn't sleep because I was worried one of you assholes was gonna be late," I reply. I shoot a look at Rifle, but he doesn't seem bothered by it. If anything, that's a good thing. The less aggressive he is with me, the better things will be around here. I guess he's finally calming down — maybe he's nervous. Like he's human.


  The truth is I couldn't sleep because of Cassie. Any other woman I would have told to fuck off and I would have walked out of their life. What's the point of stressing about it? I'll meet more. Hell, I'll meet hundreds more, and sleep with them all too, right? I snort and realize I'm grinning like an idiot to no one at the bar, and Sword cocks his head at me.


  "All right," I say, slamming my hands down on the pool table. The lacquer is peeling off the trim, and there are dark gashes present from someone digging their knife into the wood underneath. "You all made it, good. I guess you all have what it takes to do this run then. Now," I lean down and reach under the bar and pull up two bags of cash. "This is our stash, we're trading it to the smugglers today. Since some of you don't know how this goes, let me educate you." I narrow my gaze on a couple of them, Sword and Petrol mostly, who don't look as engaged as they should be. "I don't want any twitchy moves out there. Tank and I will ride with the money in our bikes, and we'll hold standard formation."


  I hike up my pants and pull my pistol from my jeans. I slam it on the table to punctuate my speech. "I'm sure you all brought guns today, like I told you."


  The other men murmur in agreement and all produce their own pistols, revolvers and snub-nosed guns. I examine them, taking each one in my hands and checking the cleanliness and condition one after the other. After circling the group, I end up back at the front of the table with my gun still resting in its place. "Now trade."


  Each of the men look at each other, as if they had already decided who would get what. They hand the guns off with firm grips and decent gun discipline. I don't ask where they got them, because I frankly don't care.


  I shoot a look at Tank, who hasn't traded his gun. He clears his throat, and I understand without a word. I hand him off my gun, and we trade arms as the last duo. Each man holsters his gun, and I nod approvingly. "Good. Remember, you're brothers in here and out there, so you need to trust each other. Sometimes the hardest part of being a family is trust." I swallow hard on the last couple of words. I lay my hands out on the velvet and feel my right palm throb from the cut. Cassie isn't an issue anymore, I'm not involved with her, so they don't even need to know about it. Besides, it's not like Surge died, right? I don't need to worry them about something so trivial.


  I check the wall clock. It's nearly time to head out.


  "All right boys, saddle up. Let's make Surge proud."


  . . .


  Dust and sand kick up into my face as the riders and I turn off the paved road and onto a barely beaten trail. Sage brush and red-speckled rock are scattered around us, and the spare amount of life seems to grow thicker on the landscape the longer we ride. Our motorcycles howl and roar off the distant rock and bounce back to our ears, the pleasing echo filling my heart with pride. I know it fills the other men's souls too, because Driver won't get a stupid grin off his face. Tank is as stoic as ever, but that's just determination. I can respect that.


  The coordinates the smugglers gave us are pretty far out from the city, but that's good. The farther the better, and the safer we are. It'll be an hour or two ride out, depending how many scars we all want from the rocks and gravel getting kicked up by our tires. I don't have to worry at least, as I'm near the head of the pack.


  My worn leather saddle bags rattle against the metal frame of my bike. The money is heavy, and I can feel it shift around with each twitch of my wrist. It isn't heavy enough to throw me off balance, but it is noticeable. I didn't bother counting it again. I simply took Surge's word for it: it's about 500 grand.


  That should be more than enough to get us a good chunk of marijuana to sell on the street. The trades were easy and painless in California, most of the time. I don't know how things are expected to go down out here, but I feel ready for anything.


  I nod to Tank, who follows me as I turn down another path. This time, leading further from the road and between two large red crags. There, in the deeply reddened shadow, is where the deal will go down. I don't like it, because the crags provide a lot of cover, and with cover come hiding places. I would have loved to show up early to scope the place out, but we didn't get the coordinates until it was just time to leave. Planned, of course. They don't want to take any risks either.


  Half the time I wonder why they don't just kill us and let our bodies rot out in the middle of no where, but I suppose that's expensive. What's the point in killing your clients, after all? They're running a business.


  We're not. We're running more than a business. We're trying to begin a legacy. I'm sure if Surge was there at the bar when we were riding out, that's what he would have said. I didn't even think about it until now, as we ride up to the looming spires. At least the shade will be a relief from the ruthless sunlight.


  The almost shiny and smooth rock that lines the walls of the canyon makes our motorcycles sound even louder than before. The previously gentle pinging off the rock is deafening and forces each of us to kick into higher gears just to try and quell the beasts. At the end of the canyon, there's a man with two guards standing with him. Dressed in all black, they're impossible to miss. An unremarkable brown van is parked behind them, just against the back wall. A dead end.


  About a hundred yards away, I brake to a sudden stop. The men slide up behind me, their bikes skidding along the dusty canyon floor. I shut my bike off, and the rest of my men follow suit. It doesn't hit me that they're all following my every move until just now. I never led any expeditions or trades when I was a rookie in Cali. I'm used to being in Driver's shoes. The greenest of the group.


  I look to Driver, and he starts to raise his hand to wave. I shoot him a mean glare and stop him without a word. What the fuck? Maybe I wasn't like Driver. I move to the back of my bike, making sure my movements are slow and methodical. Who knows if they have snipers or anyone watching up in the canyon, ready to kill any of us at the first sign of trouble. I unbuckle my saddle bags from the bike and hoist them to my shoulder. The money is heavy, and I only have half of it. Tank follows suit, and we start to make our way toward the man and his guards.


  Coming closer now, I can see that the man is wearing sunglasses. His black suit is immaculate, but there is a small hint of a tattoo peeking out along his wrist. He holds a pistol in his hand, I can't tell what model. The two guards standing near him are wielding rifles. They make our guns look like peashooters. But to be honest, I never wanted my men to have to draw their guns in a firefight. They're just for the confidence that they can bring a bunch of weaker men.


  I stop directly in front of the three men and throw the saddle bag down on the ground. A small plume of dust kicks up and coils around it before disappearing. Tank throws his down too, and we both take a step back. I try to get a look at the man's eyes behind his sunglasses, but it's useless.


  I break the silence, "I'm sure I don't have to say this, but we're the Ruin Outlaws." The man lowers his sunglasses with the tip of his gun and looks at me. I can't tell if his look is supposed to be threatening or smug.


  "Good, glad to see you made it here first. I was worried."


  "First?" My mind races. What the fuck does he mean, first? I look to Tank, who has no answers for me. "You're trying to pull double here?"


  "Not at all," he hesitates and reads the front of my vest. "Bomb. We were expecting Surge."


  Rifle opens his mouth to talk and I beat him to it. "He ain't here," I say. I thought I told them to let me handle the talking. "Is that a problem?"


  "Not at all," the man repeats. He pushes his sunglasses back up and snaps his fingers. The two burly men open the back of the van and reveal what are essentially bales of weed wrapped in plastic. I eye the goods suspiciously and mentally count the stacks.


  "That isn't enough. We brought you 500 grand, that's easily only 250 grand worth."


  "I disagree," says the man in black. I clench a fist and resist pounding it into my thigh.


  "We'll barely break even with that. Where is the rest? Surge isn't an idiot."


  "The other 'gang' requested we hold a little auction."


  "What other gang?" I ask. Rifle steps forward and I go to yank him back along the line with us. His collar just slips out of reach before I can grab it. I scowl, "Rifle! What are you doing?"


  He cooly walks up to the man in black and shakes his hand. "Nice to see you again, Mr. Martinez," says Rifle. He shoots me a dark look and stands behind the drug dealer. "What other gang, Bomb? Who do you think? The Skeletons."


  "You did this? I fucking told Surge you were bad news, but he wouldn't listen to me. God Dammit. You're the one fucking this all up?" I can feel my face turning red, the heat of the desert feeling cold against my skin. Mr. Martinez's guards step forward and threaten to raise their guns, and I back off.


  My vision goes narrow. I can only see the weed and Rifle, and I want to kill one of them. I can only feel the tension rising behind my back, and the men are starting to murmur and fidget with their pants and holsters. I want to tell them to back off, that they can't pull their guns. It'll be a bloodbath. Especially when I'm already so close to pulling my own gun on Rifle.


  Just as the air grows thick with sweat, a familiar sound of howling motorcycles reverberates throughout the canyon. The Skeletons must be here to deal.


  "Then why even bring us out here? Rifle?" He gazes at me, but seems to look through me more than anything. "Are you trying to fuck us all over?"


  "One of the members of the Skeletons came to me, Bomb, and they don't have a club with a bunch of children," Rifle says. "Including one that hides things from his supposed brothers."


  I try and not respond to his call about what I can assume is Cassie. "A child would be the one jumping ship because he doesn't like getting his ass beat."


  Mr. Martinez raises his hand and shakes his head. "Boys, please. I'm trying to run a business here, not a clubhouse. I don't give a fuck whatever your disputes or quarrels are, I'm just here to make money."


  "You're here to rip us off!" I shout at him. My cool has been lost, and he shoots daggers back at me. Is Rifle threatening Cassie? To hell with all of them. His guards raise their guns and point them square at my chest. I don't even care. I shake my head and reach behind my back for my gun. Before I can grab it, hard hands squeeze my wrists and push my hands away. Tank's hands.


  "Stop, Logan," Tank hisses. "Jesus, what's wrong with you?"


  The Skeletons ride up just in time, probably saving my life. Their fifteen crew members roll in past our bikes and cackle as they slide to a stop. Each of them throws themselves off their bikes and shuts their engines down. The canyon is quiet again, but the air is still thick with sweat and fury. My ears burn with rage. They look so god damn pleased with themselves too, the bunch of assholes. Old and young, they just don't have any uniformity to their ranks. One gives me an especially nasty look, and I gaze at his name that's stitched on his cut: Rattlesnake.


  The leader of the Skeletons, Zero, walks up to Mr. Martinez and shakes his hand. Zero is a monster of a human. Bigger than Tank and more gnarly looking too, with a shining bald head and piercings covering almost every inch of his face. Everyone is shaking the dealer's hand, it makes me look like a damn fool for being so cautious. It looks like the only reason I needed to be was because Rifle was doing shit behind my back.


  "What are these pricks still doing here?" Zero says. He spits on the ground.


  "We're simply performing an auction, Mr. Zero, I'm sure you can understand that," Mr. Martinez says. He hasn't lost his cool once this whole time. Rifle is standing with a smug look nearby. Zero shakes his head, "Whatever." He clicks his tongue and looks to one of the other members of his crew.


  The other guy digs a vest out of one of his bags and throws it over to Zero, who catches it. Without missing a beat, he hands it over to Rifle, who tears his Ruin Outlaws vest off and dons the Skeleton crew cut immediately.


  "Looks good on you. Much better than that rag you were wearing before," Zero says.


  Rifle gazes at it, holding it out the flared bottom in front of him. He nods and looks at Zero again. He avoids my gaze. The discarded vest is laying in the dirt, disgraced and disrespected.


  I can't believe this is happening. I should have known that Surge hadn't prepared this crew for this. Everyone was too inexperienced to be doing this. What the fuck can we do now? The Skeletons could easily take the rest of the product and distribute it themselves, leaving us to fend for the scrapes. This isn't what I promised the men, or what I promised myself. I feel a hollowness inside and my mind wanders to Cassie. At least she isn't stuck in the middle of this mess. At least, beyond whatever bluff Rifle called.


  Zero speaks up and turns to one of his men, the one who gave me the evil eye. "Get the stuff already, we're on a time limit here."


  Two of his crew grab their saddle bags and throw them on the ground, adjacent to ours. Their money spills out as they drop the bags, and it looks more appetizing than our lumpy excuses for leather bags.


  Mr. Martinez crosses his arms. "Everyone present? Good. We'll start bidding at 200 grand."


  Zero speaks up immediately, "Come on. We brought 800 grand, just give us the merch."


  Tank lowers his voice and leans closer to me. "He doesn't know what he's looking at... You do." I turn and nod to him, but I don't know what good it'll do us. Mr. Martinez will just get even more money for his pathetic amount of weed.... Or will he?


  "Don't fuck yourself, Zero," I say. His hard eyes turn to me, like I just cursed his mother. "That van barely has more than 250 grand worth of product in it."


  Mr. Martinez's shades keep me from seeing his reaction, but I'm sure it isn't a pretty one. Zero stares at me long and hard, until he turns to the van and examines it. He counts audibly, "Two... Four... He's right."


  "It doesn't matter. Whoever pays more will get all of it."


  "I'm not fucking my crew over something like that, it isn't what we agreed to. This runt," Zero points at Rifle, "told us that you had a deal with the Ruin Outlaws. We said we'd beat it, that's it."


  "So is your bid 800 grand then?"


  Zero hesitates and I shout out my bid. "I'll take it for 225 grand."


  "Bullshit," Zero says and he regains his composure. "300 grand. I'm not letting you losers sneak in on our turf. I don't know why we don't just finish you off right here."


  I ignore him. "350 grand."


  "400 grand."


  I pause and let him think he's won. He turns to his men and opens his arms. "Nailed it, didn't we?"


  Mr. Martinez looks toward me and shakes his head. I'm surprised. Did he expect more from me or something? I feel a pressure from the men behind me, who are no doubt agitated and restless by how everything is turning out. I can't peel my eyes off Rifle. He's avoided my gaze since he switched cuts which only makes me more frustrated. "450 grand."


  Zero stops celebrating with his crew and gawks at me. He waves me away and scoffs. "Pfft, you can waste your money."


  Mr. Martinez nods and orders his men to gather up our money. I dip down and pull out enough stacks to save 50 grand then I throw the extra cash to Tank. Mr. Martinez's thugs gather the saddle bags and throw them in the back of the truck. After gathering up the marijuana, we stuff it into our saddle bags. I hand a saddlebag set to Tank, who takes it off my hands easily.


  The Skeletons stare at us, some of them twitching and hungry for a kill. Zero's kept them at bay. He raises his voice as Mr. Martinez and his men climb back into the van to drive off. "Just so you children know, we don't care if you have the goods or not — you won't be dealing in our town."


  "Who says it's yours?"


  "We do. If we catch any of you throwing that shit around, you're all roadkill." I roll my eyes and Zero shrugs, before adding: "Especially that chick you've been protecting, Bomb."


  I shake my head and walk up to him, my anger overpowering my nerves. I stare up at his burly chest. He reminds me of a bulldog. "Sounds like a threat. Should I be scared?"


  Zero spits across my shoulder and turns away from me. "Come on, Rifle, you're with us now." Rifle pushes past me and the others, who don't even acknowledge him. He starts up his bike at the same time as the Skeletons. After idling for a few moments, Zero and his gang of men twist their wrists and make their bikes roar, until they kick into gear and leave a trail of dust and smoke behind them. The men and I stand there, with our saddlebags full of weed, 50 grand, and knots in our chests.


  I don't know about the other guys, but my knot is full of anger and regret. How did he know about Cassie, and what kind of danger have I put her in?


  Rifle must've known more than I thought and told Zero all about it.


  I'll kill him.


  . . .


  Back at the clubhouse, the men and I unload our score and stack it on the pool table. The weed doesn't smell as strong as I expected, but it looks more tightly wrapped than I'm used to. Tank wipes his forehead and stands back after unloading the last bale and he sighs. Six-Shooter, Petrol, Sword, Driver and I all gather around the table, with me closest to the bales. I can't fucking believe this happened.


  "Fucking Rifle," I say. "Surge is gonna hear about this."


  "Surge can't do shit anymore," Tank reminds me. I fume and look away from him. My eyes are fixed on the stack of marijuana. "If anything, involving him more will just endanger him. You haven't been around here, Bomb. The Skeletons don't give a shit if he's bedridden. The fact he wasn't at the meet up probably saved his life."


  "I don't think they're that dangerous."


  "They are that fucking dangerous," Tank says again. I stare at him, somewhat shocked and kind of pissed he's talking to me like this. Aren't I the president?


  Whatever. I start to say something, but Driver cuts me off. "What about our bar run? It wasn't like we were challenged at all. It was fucking easy rattling the cages." Sword and Petrol take up seats on some bar stools.


  A thought occurs to me and it makes me turn red in anger. "Don't you get it? The Skeletons let us think it was easy. It was part of the trick," I say. I ball a fist and slam it on the pool table, knocking over a pool cue that is resting against the edge.


  I shake my hand and let the pain cascade up through my arm. Fucking useless. "Rifle! How long was he fucking with us? He can't get away with this."


  "We won't let him," Sword says. He speaks up and stands. He slaps my shoulder and squeezes it reassuringly. "We're brothers, ain't we? You don't have to do it alone. Even Rifle is a brother." He holds up his scarred hand.


  "Bullshit," Petrol says. "He fucking tricked us. He oughta be strung by his neck from a bike all the way down the highway for that shit."


  I nod and take a breath. The men are bickering, and after what just happened, it's the last thing we need to be doing. One of our brothers is taken out by an accident, another double-crosses us, and even me, I'm lying to them all.


  "He's right," I say, gesturing to Sword. "He's still a brother, but I still want to kill him." I pause. "But, we can't be fighting each other anymore, God knows we don't have the members to back it up."


  Sword and Petrol cool down a little and relax. At least they're easy enough to tame.


  "What was Zero saying about a chick?" Driver says. He scratches his jaw and thinks back, tilting his head up to the ceiling. I shake my head and try and dismiss it.


  "I have no idea."


  "Was it the chick at the bar the other night?" Sword says. I steel myself to see where he's going with this. Should I even care? I let her go when she pushed me away. As far as she and I are concerned, we don't even know each other anymore. It shouldn't affect me. But it does. My heart races and my chest tightens in anticipation. "You did yell at us for chasing her, maybe one of the Skeletons was in the bar that night?"


  "Maybe," I say, pretending to suddenly remember what he's talking about.


  "Maybe there was one at every bar and that's why we didn't have any trouble. We're just fucking fish bait aren't we?" Driver says.


  I fold my arms across my chest and lean back against a support pillar. "No, we're just stuck outgrowing our fishbowl. We're cramped and drowning in our shitty water. We need to make a break."


  "You want to deal the drugs? Even after what Zero said?" Six-Shooter asks.


  "Yes," I nod aggressively. "I don't give a shit what he threatens. We aren't teenagers. What areas do the Skeletons most frequent?"


  "The east end, the south end and across first street mostly. They wander further north sometimes, it isn't like they're ever challenged. They claim the entire city as their own though," Tank says.


  "Not anymore. Do we already have mules to move the drugs?"


  Tank shakes his head. "Surge didn't like using mules, he just planned on us doing it." I stare at him in shock.


  "That's stupid, endanger our own men? Jesus. We won't do it that way." I point at Sword and Petrol. "I need you two to start scoping out some mules to move this product. Don't be stupid about it, and focus on the north end of town. Don't bring any drugs, just bring the dealers to the warehouse where you were initiated. It'll be safest there."


  Sword nods and Petrols stands up from his stool. They get ready to leave, and I stop them in their tracks with a yell: "Wait a minute, I want to talk about the drug deal." The two men move back away from the door and sit back in their chairs, and I feel everyone's eyes on me. "You all did great work at the run, this isn't our fault." I feel like I'm talking to a bunch of kids, but it feels kind of nice. It's like I'm coaching them. I didn't realize how much my experience mattered before. "No one fucked up, except Rifle, and you're all loyal. If anything..." I start to say, but trail off. I can't stomach admitting my weakness. I want to say, 'if anything I was the one who almost screwed things up,' but I won't. They don't need that shit right now. "Just go."


  Sword and Petrol nod and leap to their feet again. As they pass through the front door, the light streams in and eats away at the shadows, briefly spilling onto the dusky green bales of marijuana. Then the door slams closed and they're gone.


  "What about us?" Driver asks.


  I think for a moment and absentmindedly stroke the plastic covering the marijuana. "Start hauling this down to the warehouse. Don't be stupid about it though, don't wear your cuts, and just play it cool. Wear a helmet if you have to. I don't want the Skeletons or the police catching whiff of it."


  "What about you?"


  "I have some shit I need to take care of."


  Driver smirks and shakes his head. "I hope it doesn't involve a girl."


  I meet his eyes but don't acknowledge what he said. I can't tell if he's trying to be snarky or vindictive. He doesn't seem hostile. I still can't trust myself enough to let the boys know. Admitting it might get back to the Skeletons, which would endanger her even more. Right now... they just might think they know what's up. I'd be surprised if it was any different. Rifle wasn't exactly a top notch member.


  I leave the bar and the men to do their work. After kicking my bike back to life, I try and think of what to do. I want to visit Cassie, but if the Skeletons are tracking me, it'll be worse. Fuck. But if I don't visit her, I can't protect her. That's even considering that she'll stomach seeing me after last time.


  Taking my own advice I gave the others, I strip off my cut and shove it into my saddlebags. I retrieve a blue bandana, a color that isn't on our vests, and hide my mouth. It isn't much, but I look more like a civilian now. I smirk a little. 'A civilian.' That's a riot.


  CHAPTER 6 — CASSIE


  I wake up to one of my many alarms - I can't tell if it's the third or the second one this time. I used to have them all as different songs or tones, just so I could tell how lazy I was being. But it got a little depressing when I constantly hit the third alarm before waking up.


  I jump in the shower and start getting ready for work. I'll have to be especially impressive today if I want to win Becky over again, since I didn't exactly make things easy on her yesterday. Just walking out... good grief. What can I do?


  The sunlight catches my eye as I'm turning around in the shower to let the stream wash my back. I remember why I left work in the first place. That biker was there. He wasn't the biker I wanted, either. Logan... what is he doing right now? I push the thought away as I rinse my hair. As if he'd want to see me after how much of a bitch I was to him.


  In my room, I dress and hear Sara milling about in the kitchen. I kinda wish I didn't have to see her today. Sometimes it would be easier if I could just walk right out the door after eating breakfast. It isn't like she's mean or anything... I just feel on edge. Like I'm doing something wrong. Guilty, even.


  I didn't quit my job, right? I just had a little 'hiccup,' an outburst. Doesn't Becky constantly have 'hiccups' throughout our work days together? The ones where she screams at me over nothing, or the ones where she is way too nice and it almost freaks me out more? Those little 'hiccups.' I'm allowed one, aren't I?


  I meet Sara's gaze in the kitchen as I sneak past her and pull down a bowl and a box of cereal for breakfast. I feel like a kid, with her eating a breakfast burrito she cooked up, and me diving into a bowl of colorful Froot Loops. "Good morning," she says. She's chipper, which is a relief.


  There's a wilting container of ice cream on the coffee table in the living room. My eye twitches a little at the sight of it, but I try and stay calm. It really doesn't matter. Without a word, I set down my bowl of cereal and move into the living room to grab the carton, gingerly pinching it between my fingers to keep the sticky ice cream from getting all over me. I can't be too upset, she did make me feel better last night. I don't need to be afraid of her.


  Sara doesn't say a word as I throw the carton in the trash and sit back down at the table. I dip my spoon deep into the bowl and let the little loops of cereal drown for a moment, before taking a hearty bite. Sara says something, but I can't hear her over the crunching. I swallow and lean forward. "What?"


  "I said aren't you going to be late for work?"


  "No," I say, eating another bite. "Why?"


  She shifts uncomfortably and looks out the window. I lower my gaze and smile. "Did you invite someone over?"


  Sara blushes and I take that as a yes. "Who is it?"


  "I don't want to say," she says.


  "Okay." A week ago, I would have pried until I died, but today, I don't care. Anything I ask might get twisted and turned to me. The last thing I want to do this morning is accidentally spill my guts about bikers and accidents and stupid decisions to kick them out of my life. I finish up my cereal and dump the rest of the milk in the sink, along with the bowl.


  I grab my purse and shoulder it. I pull open the front door. "See ya later." I idly wave to her and head outside to my car.


  She probably invited Mark over. What else would be new? Maybe she is getting old. Never branching out anymore... That'd be kind of nice, right about now.


  . . .


  Parking my car at work, I suddenly feel really anxious. I don't see any strange old bikers hanging around this time, but who's to say I'm not completely blind? I climb out of my car and head inside.


  Lizbeth frowns when she sees me, but not in an angry way. More like an 'Oh shit you shouldn't be here,' kind of way. I freeze up as I walk past her and feel Becky as she seemingly appears from thin air behind me.


  "What are you doing here?" she says, her voice cutting 'you' hard. "I thought you quit."


  I turn on my heel and try to put on my best smile, but her cold stare makes it a little hard. "No, I don't know where you got that idea."


  "You said you 'didn't have to put up with my shit,' and you left. That sounds like quitting to me."


  I breathe through my teeth. "Oh no, it was a misunderstanding... I was tired."


  "Uh huh," Becky says. "Get in the back and get to work."


  I nod and hurry past her, only shooting a quick glance at Lizbeth to see if I did the right thing. She offers no help, still giving me a pitiful look. I didn't just walk into to a wasps' nest, did I?


  As soon as I step back out from the break room, I know I'm in for it. Becky has five dogs lined up on leads in front of her, and she gives them all to me to take care of. "You'll be handling these rascals today. I need them all washed."


  "Okay, I'll just take one and..."


  "No." Becky stares. "I need all of them washed right now. The client is coming back for them in an hour."


  "An hour?" I gnash my teeth. "That's impossible! It would take that long to wash one dog!"


  Becky snaps her fingers and silences me with a stroke of her hand in the air. "Shut up. They're not washing themselves. And I'm not paying you to complain." She walks away from me, leaving my hand straining against five leads. The dogs all want to escape. They're wound up and restless. I feed the leads into one hand and follow Becky into the back.


  "What is it? I told you to get to work." I force the leashes into her hand and take a step back.


  "Fuck you," I say. My heart is racing, and I cross my arms to hide my quivering hands. "I'm not doing this shit anymore."


  "Oh yeah? You little bitch?" Becky shoots back. She tries to give me the leashes but I ignore her. I open my locker and gather my things. "You can't just walk out of here."


  "I don't give a shit." I can hear the words leave my lips, but they don't feel like mine. For some reason, I feel like Logan is with me, somehow guiding me to do this, forcing me to say what I've always thought. I mean, he doesn't put up with any shit, right? I bet he doesn't pull punches. He doesn't let anyone walk all over him. I lift my chin after grabbing my purse and stare right down at Becky. "I don't give a shit," I repeat.


  I twist on my heel and walk back into the front, leaving Becky stranded with her five wild dogs. She stammers to get something back at me, but the dogs tangle themselves up and one of them collapses as the lead wraps around its leg. It doesn't look hurt, but it slows Becky down.


  Before she can catch up, I'm out the front door. My car door feels heavy under my strained hands and my chest is tight. Despite all that anxiety, I feel free, I feel good. I glance out my window as I start the car and see Becky fuming at the front door of Pet Palace. Her eyes are clearly filled with rage even from this distance. Imagining Logan in my place, I hold my stare on her as I pull out of my parking space.


  As I'm driving home, the adrenaline from quitting starts to wear off and reality starts to set in. What have I done? I needed that job. I was already worried about Sara finding out about my outburst, but now I won't have an apology to fall back on. There is no way Becky would ever let me inside that place again after that whole thing.


  I flex my fingers and ease their soreness. I'm clenching them so tightly on my wheel, I'm nearly leaving imprints. I stroke the worn leather and try to think positive. At least I have my fall back mattress savings... that should work for a while until I find something new. As long as Sara doesn't find out...


  More secrets, more lies. This can't be good for me, can it? I glance in my rearview. At least the strange biker isn't following me this time. Maybe I got out of there just in time...


  Oh God. The idea of him showing up and getting my address from a disgruntled Becky makes me nearly swerve into another lane. That couldn't happen. I'd have to 'go into hiding' or something. Witness protection? I'm not really a witness if I caused the crime in the first place.


  "God dammit!" I scream, slamming my fists on the steering wheel. Dark throbbing pain shoots up my forearms and I grimace. That was stupid. "I need you Logan! Come back to me!"


  . . .


  Cruising through the apartment complex's parking lot, I try and spot Sara's car. Her dusty Oldsmobile isn't anywhere to be seen, so at least I don't have to worry about her for now. I park my car and hike up the stairs to our apartment.


  The front door is cracked open. Did Sara forget to close it? She's not usually that absent-minded... Something feels very wrong.


  My stomach tightens and I feel lightheaded instantly. I should leave, I think. I should turn around and get back in my car. And go where? I have no money on me, and all my cash I need to live on is inside. If they take it... I'm done for.


  As I walk toward the door, I weave my keys between my fingers. I saw the technique in a movie once and it looked like a pretty neat trick for doing some damage.


  With my knuckles clenched around my keys and the pressure threatening to cut my skin, I lean forward and peer through the crack into my apartment. My heart is pounding so hard I feel like it's giving me away. The crack is too small to look through, so I gently push the edge of the door open a couple inches. Maybe I should try getting the jump on whoever is inside, so they can't hide from me or anything. I shove the door the rest of the way, slamming it against the spring on the other side of the wall. As it bounces back, I jump inside and look around, holding up my fist full of keys.


  "Who's there!" I yell out. I can't let them think I'm weak. Not now... not after the hellish day I've had. There's no sign of anyone in the living room or the kitchen. I stomp back toward the hallway leading to our rooms and the bathroom and try to make myself sound huge. Like I'm camping and there's a bear or something. Fuck, if it's the biker from my work, it might as well be a bear.


  I hear someone move around in my room. Shit shit shit shit. I creep forward and get ready to shove open my door, expecting to find the old biker hovering over my overturned mattress and pocketing all my cash. I raise my fist and yell as I push inside the room.


  Logan is standing at the foot of my bed. He stares at me, his eyes going from mine to my raised fist and back to my eyes. His face changes from one of surprise to a slight smirk. I'm frozen stiff, somehow stuck holding my ridiculous pose for him. He raises his hands as if he's surrendering.


  "Logan?" I finally say, lowering my hand and sighing heavily. "Jesus Christ! You scared the shit outta me."


  He drops his hands to his sides and shakes his head. "What were you going to do? Claw me to death?"


  I don't like his casual tone. I still want to be mad at him about the bar, but how can I be? I'm so grateful that he's here... "I thought you were this old fucker who's been showing up at my work."


  His eyebrows raise and he rushes up to me. "Who? What fucker?" His breath is on my skin and I can feel heat radiating off of him. He's so close my toes are nearly touching the ends of his boots. My heart kickstarts again and I feel my breathing grow shallow. I can't even remember what I was thinking about, let alone what he was asking. I look up at him and meet his eyes, and I can feel the same emotion wash through him like a powerful river.


  His hands sweep under me and he kisses me forcefully. I push back against his lips and open my mouth slightly, and his tongue dives inside for a taste. His hands explore me, cradling my breasts and squeezing my ass. It's like heaven, being held in his arms. Protected and lusted after. I cradle his face and his stubble scratches my palms. His lips release mine and he dives past my cheek and breaths down my neck, feverishly kissing my collar and shoulder. Without thinking, my fingers sweep through his hair and I grip him, guiding him to where I want every kiss planted.


  Why is he here? I can't connect the dots. Did he know about the biker? He seemed like he did. I can't think though, his lips are teasing my nipples through my bra and shirt. The next instant he's slackened my jeans and pulled them down. His cock throbs through his open fly and I want to taste it. I want to feel it against my skin. He picks me up by my hips and I instinctively wrap my legs around his back, locking my ankles together. His shirt is moist from his leather vest pressing against it, and his masculine scent is intoxicating.


  My biker grinds his cock against my panties and my throat tightens. He breathes loud and cups my breast with one hand and keeps the other planted against the small of my back. He takes a few steps forward and pushes my shoulders against the wall. I don't even think to challenge him. I just want him, more than ever.


  He pushes my panties aside, not even bothering to take them off. He lowers me onto his cock and locks our hips together. His hands hold my ass up, while I explore his lips with mine. I keep myself balanced with a free hand on his shoulder, and our breathing grows heavy and shallow until it's in sync. I only take my eyes off his in the instances where I want to drink in his body, every hard edge and strong tattoo-covered muscle moving against me. His hips are digging into me. His body's grinding against my clit. It's overwhelming. The electricity flowing between us makes my heart skip a beat, the room feels like it's going dark, and my vision blurs. He grunts and sweat beads on his forehead and arms, and it drips down onto my body, forming long channels of pleasure between us. Like a waterfall dumping into a lake, I take it all.


  Logan groans and I lose myself in his animalistic aggression. He pushes me against the wall and uses the friction of the paint to hold me up against him, and he pounds me until I feel like I'm going to go blind. I moan and clasp my fingers around his neck, and our eyes meet. His eyes are primal and filled with fire. I lose myself in them as we climax together.


  He lowers me down to the floor and I take a few steps before collapsing on the bed. He disappears into the bathroom and I hear the sink turn on and off, but it's all a blur. The afterglow is powerful and intoxicating. I forgot what happened. Why I was home... the vertigo passes.


  Logan returns to my room and zips his pants back up. I'm not looking at him, but I can feel him. He sits on the bed and strokes my back, my skin sweaty with sex. "Cassie..." he whispers. Almost sweetly. "A bombshell."


  "Isn't that what you are?" I ask, turning to my side to face him. His hand drops down across my belly and he looks away. "A bomb?"


  He grunts and looks out the window. I hoist myself up on my elbow. "What are you doing here?"


  His eyes are dark, but he chuckles a little. "Now you're asking?"


  I don't falter. "Did you sic a biker on me to keep track of what I was doing?"


  He seems taken aback as he remembers what I said earlier. "No. Who has been following you?"


  "I didn't think so... he's old. I don't know how old. But too old to be in your gang I think."


  "Old..." he repeats the word as if he's thinking. "And we call ourselves a crew," he says. I blink. "We call ourselves a crew, not a gang."


  "Uh huh." I sigh.


  He stands up and moves toward the window. I only realize now he's watching something. I hear a door open and close outside in the parking lot. "That's why I'm here. Someone threatened that they knew who you were."


  I think I should be scared, but I'm only intrigued. He says it like I'm someone important. "Do I have magical powers and I don't know it?"


  He isn't amused. "Another 'gang' said they knew I was protect— hiding you from my men. That we were connected. I can't have them figuring out more than that, because they can use it against me.


  "Hiding?" This is news to me. I roll over onto my stomach again and watch the side of his face. He still won't look at me.


  "It isn't anything to worry about. Not anymore," he says. He turns and walks past my bed. He doesn't meet my gaze. I sit up quickly and shake my head.


  "Wait!" He stops at my bedroom door. "What the fuck is with the strong and silent shit? You show up here and have sex with me, then you're just going to leave?"


  He turns to look at me for the first time since he started growing distant and his eyes look pained. Red lines his eyelids. I can't tell if it looks like he was crying or if he's just pissed. It looks the same. He doesn't look weak, but strained. "I can't have you getting hurt. You need to get out of town."


  "How am I going to do that?" I stand up and run up to him, pushing him back into the hallway. "Just get up and leave? You got me into this mess, can't you get me out?"


  He shakes his head and looks a bit bewildered. Then he summons his energy and bites back, "You got yourself into this. I didn't ask for this shit."


  "You're the one 'hiding' me, whatever that means. So now I need to worry about two gangs chasing me all over town?"


  "That's why I need you to leave."


  "With what? How?" He points back into my room.


  "Look under your bed."


  "I know there's money under the mattress, it isn't enough to leave town. Especially since I can't leave Sara screwed over like this."


  "Just look," he repeats. He drops his hand and walks through the apartment, reaching the front door. I can't chase him, I'm practically naked from the waist down. I shout after him and run back into my room, grabbing my jeans and pulling them back on. I hear his motorcycle start up outside, and I curse loudly.


  I race across the apartment and down the stairs, nearly stumbling twice down the concrete steps. As I reach the bottom landing, I watch his motorcycle blaze off from the parking lot, the roar of the engine bouncing off the buildings and windows. I kick the building, probably annoying some neighbor. My foot throbs in response.


  Back upstairs, I close the front door and lock it before heading into my room. I pull up the mattress and find the same sad wad of cash spread out in a thin layer across the box-spring. What the hell was he talking about? 2000 dollars isn't nearly enough to ditch town with.


  I step back and hit the wall next to my bedroom door. I slide down and sit on the carpet, feeling defeated, used, and pushed away. What did he want? Just a quickie? I don't understand.


  Sitting on the carpet, I can see under my bed, or I should be able to. A black duffel bag peeks out from under my bed. I don't recognize it. I fall forward to my hands and knees and retrieve it, pulling it out against the carpet with a scrape.


  I unzip it and find it full of money. My eyes widen and I feel sick. What the hell is this? I spill it out and count it, the stacks neatly labeled with each total amount. Fifty thousand dollars. Did he leave this? Is this what he meant?


  What the fuck is he getting me into? How does this help? Won't this make everything worse? I hear the front door unlock and I quickly throw the money back into the bag and zip it closed. I push it back under the bed and fume. If this is his idea of setting me free, it's a pretty shitty one. Now I have someone's money too?


  I stand up to try and greet Sara like nothing happened. Like I didn't quit my job. Like Logan didn't show up and leave me a bunch of money. Like the sex didn't mean anything.


  It was hot and heavy, only the way two separated lovers can have it. Ugh. God dammit, Logan.


  . . .


  I can't sleep. The money seems to weigh on my mind, despite it being nestled securely underneath me. Sleeping on top of over fifty grand isn't easy, despite what rich people might want you to think. I can't imagine where it came from. Did he steal it from someone? Is it blood money harvested from those diamond mines? Is it being tracked by a bounty hunter that'll kick in my door anytime, with a live film crew?


  I hear a motorcycle roar outside along the road. My ears perk up and I throw my sheets off my sticky body. I want it to be Logan. I need it to be him. I go to my window and push it open, leaning close against the screen and trying to discern the sound. The air is humid and the plastic screen smells stale. Regrettably, I'm not a dog and I can't recognize my master by the sound of his car coming home.


  Awake now, I pull the duffel bag out again. I throw it onto the bed and unzip it, counting the cash once more. Maybe it isn't real money, like it's board game money and he's playing a prank on me. The old biker is part of the prank. Hell, even Becky is in on it. It's all a joke for my birthday.


  My birthday. That's tomorrow. I've never forgotten my birthday before. I've also never been involved with a bunch of outlaws either. Or lied to my roommate. Jesus, Cassie.


  I fume and tuck the money away. I hide the duffel in my closet, not wanting to sleep on top of it. As I'm stashing it away, I feel something hard hit my thigh. I gaze down at the bag and try to think of how hard money really is. I pull it out again and find a revolver, heavy, tucked in the corner. A gun? I swallow hard. My throat is parched.


  I grab a glass by my bed and go into the kitchen to fill it up. As I pass through the hallway, something feels wrong. Off. The wind kicks up and the trees batter the windows. I clutch my eye as it starts to twitch. I can feel movement, but maybe it's just my eye playing tricks on me.


  Someone is in the kitchen. I clutch the glass against my chest and stare hard through the darkness. "Sara?" I ask. There's no reply, but the figure moves closer. It's too big to be Sara. It's too big to be Logan. I open my mouth to scream and a hand darts out and covers my mouth shut. The smell of alcohol and sweat fill my nose. I feel like throwing up. I try to step back and run away, but the man's other hand grabs my wrist and pulls me closer to him. I squirm against his strength, but it's no good. Closer now, I can recognize him. He's the biker who was following me. The water glass is pressed up between us, and I try to free it as it's pressing against my wrist.


  He inhales and smells my hair. "Glad you finally woke up. I can see what Bomb sees in you... you're a fighter," he says. His voice is thick and full of a stinging kind of sarcasm.


  I try to yell out again, but he pushes his hand tighter against my lips and jerks my head back to face him. The glass twirls against his chest, planted between my breasts. I squeeze it harder. This has to work. A wicked smile crosses his face, and I manage to crush the glass between us, producing a loud crack. He pulls away in surprise and I grab a shard and stab it into his arm that's wrapped in my hair. He lets out a strangled yell and lets go of me, and I scream. "Sara! Call the police!" I race away from him while he's still in shock and run into my bedroom.


  I can hear him cursing as he approaches my room. I fish out the revolver and hold it up, weak handed with shaking adrenaline. I've never used a gun before, only seen what they do on TV. I outstretch my arms and point it at my door, and he stumbles against the door jamb. The piece of glass is still jutting out of his arm, with blood caked on it and it dripping onto the carpet. He grunts and tries to move closer to me, but I scream. "Stand back! I'll fucking shoot you!" I stammer. I don't sound threatening, not even to myself. He smiles and grabs my bed with a bloody hand as he moves forward. I don't think I did that much damage to him.


  Sara appears at my door and looks sleepy and bleary-eyed. She rubs her face and looks for me "Cassie, what's going on?"


  I yell at her: "Sara! Fucking call the cops! There's a guy here!"


  She blinks and finally sees what's right in front of her. She recoils in horror and races back to her room. He manages to turn on his feet and he tries to grab at her. "Don't you dare!" I say. He shoots me a stupid look and passes through the doorway. I try to pull the trigger, but my fingers feel frozen and numb. Dammit.


  I stare at the gun. Wasn't there something about safeties? I turn it over in my hand and try to find something labeled conspicuously. I don't have time for this shit. I can hear him rousing Sara, her screams penetrating the walls. I hear a meaty smack of flesh, and a thump. Fuck! I grunt as I race into the hallway and to Sara's room. He's towering over her, and she's collapsed on the floor. The phone is out of her reach. I don't understand why we even have to call the cops, don't our neighbors give a fuck?


  I point the gun at him again, at his back this time. "Stop it! I swear to God if you don't leave right now, I'll kill you."


  He turns from Sara and looks at me. He closes the gap between us until the gun's barrel is pushed against his stomach. He doesn't take his eyes off me, and I feel my arms turning to jelly. A pounding on the front door of the apartment surprises me. He looks past me and I take the moment to fall backward away from him. I start pushing away from Sara's room with my feet, digging each of my heels hard into the carpet.


  The front door bursts open and I hear a voice shout. "I fucking knew it." I look over my shoulder and see Logan, standing in the doorway with a pistol in his hand. His arm is extended toward the burly biker, and not shaking in the slightest. I want to burst into tears just at the sight of him. The old biker throws up his hands.


  "Rattlesnake, you better fucking walk out that door while you can still use your legs," Logan says. His voice is venomous and filled with a dark edge I've never heard before. It's almost terrifying. Logan takes a step to the side, giving Rattlesnake the room he needs to leave. Rattlesnake scowls and stares down at me. "Don't look at her."


  "I don't even need to. You walked right into this shit, Bomb. We know this is the woman who hit Surge, and now we know you're the one protecting her."


  Protecting. That's what Logan almost said earlier.


  "What about it? Are you going to go tattle on me?" Logan says. He narrows his eyes. I don't even know how he can see. It's bright outside the apartment and still dark in here. The light from the apartment's parking lot streams into the room through the blinds in narrow beams. My heart is racing watching them, but I don't move an inch. I'm a stone.


  "You don't have the guts to keep me quiet," Rattlesnake says. He mocks Logan. "Now the Skeletons have you by the balls. What do you think your gang will say when they find out you're just as much of a liar as Surge was?"


  A loud bang echoes through the apartment and pierces my ears. I swear I can hear it in my throat. The acrid smell of gunpowder fills the air, and Rattlesnake collapses to the floor in a heap. I stare dumbfounded at him as blood pools from his body and grows sticky in the carpet. I look at Logan, no he isn't Logan right now, he's different. More ferocious, aggressive, dominating. Almost foreign. I'm looking at who Bomb really is. I can't believe it. I won't.


  He closes the gap between us and grabs me by my wrist. He pulls me up and pushes me toward the front door. I'm speechless and static. Logan disappears from view. I can't take my eyes off Rattlesnake, and everything feels numb and slow. Logan returns with the duffel bag and the gun, and he tosses the useless revolver into the bag and zips it shut. He mutters something under his breath, but I can't understand him. He grabs me by the wrist and takes me outside.


  I follow him down the stairs, stumbling on each step. His bike is downstairs on the sidewalk, running with its high beams staring into a neighbor's blinded window. He empties the duffel into each of his saddlebags. He climbs on the hog and I follow him when he instructs me. Wrapping my arms around his waist is the last thing I feel conscious of doing. He peels off and hauls out of the apartment complex.


  The cold wind on the highway tickles my face but it feels numb. The motorcycle should be deafening, but I already feel deafened. I'm being carried along, like a tiny spider on the wind. I'm no different. Just as frail and fragile. I couldn't even find the safety on a gun.


  I keep wanting to pinch myself and wake up. But it's no use. Nothing is a dream, not anymore. I'm suddenly thrown into all of it. I can't imagine anything else. What I thought was just a minor run in with an outlaw has suddenly turned into something so much more.
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      Standing on the side of the road, the fallen motorcycle bursts into flames. His dark eyes meet mine and he looks like an animal ready to devour me. The worst part? I want him to.


      A woman who’s about to go down a rough road...


      Logan isn't my type. He’s a brazen outlaw, with eyes like midnight and a fighter's hardened body. I can't help but feel uneasy when I'm around him, but with that unease comes a dark throbbing chill up my spine.


      He's definitely not boring, and maybe that's why I can't stop thinking about him. Problem is, he's guarded and distant with me. I can't blame him. I did just put the President of his motorcycle club in the hospital…


      A man on the edge of the law…


      A woman has never challenged my loyalty to my club. Until Cassie. She’s a defiant one, with a fierce attitude and a body made for sin. Somehow, whenever I look in her blue eyes, I feel like I'm going to drown.


      This mess couldn't have happened at a better time. My motorcycle club needs me. With my long time friend in the hospital I need my wits about me. But how can I whip these rookies into shape with Cassie constantly on my mind? Can't I just forget about her? God knows I've done it before with weaker women.


      I can't have a repeat of what happened to my crew in California. Especially if it’s my fault.


      From Amy Isan comes Part One of a sizzling Serial about an outlaw and the woman who dares to tame him…


      

      Approximately 20,000 words, or about 78 pages.

    


    
      Read more at Amy Isan’s site.
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      Watch for more at Amy Isan’s site.
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    You can keep up to date on my next release by signing up for my newsletter: http://bit.ly/18WuvMU !
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