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Prologue
 
    
 
   The young woman’s glassy eyes seemed to stare vacantly at the ceiling of the car’s trunk lid. No longer were they filled with merriment or joy or the hopeful anticipation of love, motherhood, and a career in the theater. Her eyelids hung down limply, partially covering the lifeless eyes that no longer blinked or registered. Her name was Amy. She had been a vibrant 28-year-old woman until someone decided it was time for her life to end. 
 
   She was the sister of the President of the Wicked Warriors, a motorcycle club that sounded more dangerous than it actually was. Amy’s friend was getting married in a month, and she was helping with the planning and all the other small details that go into a wedding and drive a bride nuts. The bride, Lily, was marrying the Vice President of the WWMC, a man Amy had known for most of her life. 
 
   The perpetrator attempted to burn the vehicle with Amy’s body in it, but failed miserably. Only smoke instead of flames erupted from the car’s interior. Giving up in disgust, the killer left to bring back a can of gasoline for burning the car to a nice crispy finish. But a hunter, who smelled the odd odor of smoldering upholstery and paint, would find the vehicle first and call the police before the murderous maniac could finish the job. 
 
   And so it began. The selfish and repugnant needs of one would start an avalanche of despair in a club struggling to maintain a moral code. Amidst the storm were two people who came together to fight against the tirade of deception that could consume the club.
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
   The day he met Ginger was both the best and worst day of his life. Justin Taylor was the President of the Wicked Warriors and the owner-operator of the auto body shop they ran. He would be starting a paint job on a 2012 Dodge Dart when Ginger’s phone call came in later that morning.
 
   It started out just like any other day.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Big Red got up with some effort from his chair in the reception area and slowly wheeled his oxygen tank on a little red two-wheeler behind him. He handed a folder of Profit and Loss statements back to Lily at the desk.
 
   “I’m going to run down to Betty’s Diner before she stops serving biscuits and gravy,” he said with a little cough, taking his winter jacket from the hook by the front door. “It’s almost 11:00.” The aging patriarch and one of the founders of the Warriors a generation ago looked as battered and scarred by the passing years as his open black leather vest and red bandana. If it weren’t for the ever-present oxygen tubes in his nostrils, he’d looked more like a burly pirate than the CEO of a thriving business.
 
   “Oh, you know she’ll save some for you, Red,” Lily hollered out pleasantly from behind the desk. “You’re her number one customer.”
 
   “And I’m going to drive you there.” Connor swooped in the front door, arriving later than usual today, and leaned over the front desk to kiss his fiancé. “I’ll be right back, Lily.” Connor was quite a bit shorter and scrawnier than Justin and some of the others, but he had the same rugged and confident air about him. His hair was a dark dirty blonde, and it matched the sparse moustache and chin whiskers on his leathery but boyish face.
 
   “Love you, babe. You taste like you’ve smoked a pack of cigarettes already. You shouldn’t smoke so much, especially when you’re running a fever. Are you feeling better now, Connor?”
 
   “Yep! Those three extra hours of sleep seemed to do the trick.”
 
   Then she stood and hollered as they walked out the door, a gust of blustery winter wind sneaking in behind them. “And don’t stay to eat – you’re taking me out for a late lunch when everyone else gets back.” She hoped he heard her.
 
   Justin was Big Red’s son and the alpha dog of the group. He looked up from the vintage Dodge Charger he was taping in preparation for a retro candy-apple red paint job. His mind wandered as his dad and Connor, who had practically lived at his house as a brother when they were kids, slammed the door to the company pickup truck out front.
 
   The WW Motorcycle Club ran the auto body garage out on Route 68 outside of Trinity. Part of the building housed an office, clubhouse, and the “church,” which is what they called their meeting room for the club. 
 
   The Wicked Warriors had been involved in illegal activities back in the 80s and 90s, but when Justin’s father took over as president he steered the club away from criminal mischief. It wasn’t difficult to do, as a dozen deaths from their drug dealing days left only a skeleton crew of living members and a new desire to leave the stench of death, prison, and hell-raising behind them. 
 
   Justin’s father, Big Red, raised two children on his own after their alcoholic mother took off when Amy was only two and Justin four. Big Red didn’t want his children growing up in an atmosphere of dope and crime. They’d lost one parent, and they didn’t need to lose another one to prison. So he used his modest savings from years as a mechanic to open the auto repair shop and give jobs to his club members. 
 
   Eventually, the club had enough money to build a larger building adjacent to the original, installing new equipment and a first-class ventilation system. The original building became their clubhouse, complete with a bar. It gave the members a place to bring their families and hang out with good friends. Every day was a celebration of life for the extended family of the Wicked Warriors.
 
   Big Red wanted a newer and safer environment for his men, and the new building worked out well…but it wasn’t in time to prevent cancer from developing in Big Red’s lungs, caused by the paint fumes and other toxic chemicals.
 
   But cancer wasn’t going to beat him. Big Red continued working despite the fatigue from his chemo treatments, until he collapsed one day in the spraying room. That was the day Justin told him it was time to rest, that he couldn’t beat this thing if he continued to work. It was difficult for Big Red to take orders from his son, but he was coming to grips with the situation and realized that at some point he had to hand the reins over, though he still comes in for a few hours every day to lend his guidance and accumulated business savvy.
 
   That was the same day Big Red gave the gavel of power to his son. The club was unanimous in their vote for Justin to become the new President, although it was a bittersweet moment for them, realizing that Red’s days were numbered. 
 
   Justin made his best friend, Connor, Vice President of the Warriors. They had grown up together, and Connor’s father had also been a part of the club until he was murdered back during the club’s drug days. Connor was only four at the time. After that, Connor became an almost permanent fixture at Justin’s house, which was fine with Big Red. 
 
   The house was filled with children’s laughter, with Connor spending many a night at the Taylor’s home while his mother worked nights. So the three – Justin, Amy, and Connor – grew up together along with their extended family. 
 
   Big Red continued to come to the club each day with his portable oxygen tank. Once in a while he would look in at the goings on in the body shop, but Justin didn’t want him exposed to the fumes, so he usually kept his distance, preferring to let him guide the success of the shop as the Chief Executive Officer. 
 
   Amy, his sister, worked as a secretary for the Rosewood Company, an automotive plant in the town of Trinity. She’d worked there from the time she was fresh out of high school, now going on 10 years, though she still had fading dreams of a career in acting and dancing if she could ever make her way out of this town. She had one son, 12-year-old Aaron, who was born when she was only 16. The father was never in the picture, and Amy would never say who he was. Maybe she didn’t want him around, or maybe she didn’t want the responsibilities of parenthood to hold him back they way it had tied her to a small town life forever.
 
   Aaron looked like a younger version of his Uncle Justin, with a shock of brown hair and big green eyes. He didn’t have his uncle’s bulk and was smaller than the other kids his age, but he was smart and had a lot of the other Taylor genes. Justin had set up a college fund for him when he was 3 years old. 
 
   Lily, Connor’s fiancée, worked answering the phone and keeping the books for Big Red’s Auto Shop. She flung her long blond hair over her right shoulder as she held the phone out for Justin. Lily was a gorgeous girl with bright blue eyes and porcelain skin. Her sweet demeanor was a welcome sight and a stark contrast to the rough and tumble guys who inhabited the auto shop. But they kept on their best behavior around Lily; Connor made sure of that. 
 
   “Justin, you’ve got a call,” Lily said. “It’s the Health Department.”
 
   Shit, Justin thought. Just what I need.
 
   “Hello,” he said into the phone in his best business voice.
 
   “Mr. Taylor?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “This is Ginger Lawrence from the Health Department, and I’ll be coming out in an hour to test your ventilation system. I just wanted to make sure you’re open and will be there today.”
 
   “Yes, I’ll be here,” Justin said with a sigh.
 
   “Okay, I’ll see you in an hour.”
 
   Justin hung up the phone and gave it back to Lily. 
 
   “Everybody, stop what you’re doing. We need to do a clean up before the Health Inspector gets here.”
 
   Everyone groaned. Justin thought his day couldn’t get any worse than a health inspection, but unfortunately he was wrong.
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   A health inspector wasn’t what Ginger Lawrence had aspired to be, but it paid well and she wasn’t one to complain too much. She had wanted a career as a nurse, but found she didn’t have the heart to watch people suffer. She loved the helping part, but after being an aid at a nursing home and watching countless elderly patients waste away from debilitating life-ending illnesses and depression, she decided nursing wasn’t for her. 
 
   She beat herself up over that decision, feeling she was too weak, but a friend reminded her that not everyone is cut out for certain careers and it was nothing to be ashamed of. So she decided to help protect people’s health in another way, by preventing sickness as much as possible through health inspections. This meant she had to test restaurant kitchens, looking for possible food contamination, mice feces, and roach infestations. Not the glamorous career she’d envisioned when she was younger, but it paid the bills.
 
   She also tested the air quality in certain industrial plants and in auto body shops where paint fumes were prevalent. Today she headed to Big Red’s Auto Body Shop, a first for her. She’d never been there as Ricky, a co-worker, normally handled the industrial inspections in this area. She didn’t really trust Ricky. Word was he could be bought off for a price, allowing certain shops and restaurants to remain open if they paid him under the table. Ginger wondered if Big Red’s shop was the same way.  
 
   When Ginger drove up to the shop in her silver Toyota Camry she noticed all the Harley’s parked outside. Now she remembered. This was the home of the Wicked Warriors Motorcycle Club. She’d heard the stories growing up, how the club dealt drugs and sold illegal firearms back in the day, with numerous murders going unsolved. But in more recent times the club had managed to turn its evil ways around. There was no end to the rumors, though, that still swirled through the town streets, and once you have a certain reputation, it’s difficult to shed all the ill-will and bad blood.
 
   Ginger looked over at the original building, which now held the club’s headquarters. There was a huge sign over the door that read Wicked Warriors Motorcycle Club in bright orange letters. A skull and crossbones logo was etched into the sign below their name. Not the best way to run from an illegal past, Ginger thought.
 
   She walked closer to the old building before going into the much newer body shop she had come to inspect. There was some kind of writing on the door that she wanted to get a closer look at. There were a few bikes outside and some rugged laughter inside. Below the skull and crossbones on the main sign it said Sovereign Domain of the Wicked Warriors. And on the door in cursive letters she read:
 
   Beyond this portal
 
   the laws of God and men
 
   do not exist. Only the 
 
   Code of the Warriors 
 
   reigns supreme.
 
   Surrender your souls to us,
 
   All ye who enter here.
 
   Scary dudes…or immature boys playing pirate, she thought. Not sure which.
 
   She turned and headed back to the new and professional looking auto shop, pulling her coat’s hood over her black hair. The cold winter days were about to do her in. Ginger hated the winters in the North, and decided that one day she’d move south to sunny Florida and live in a home with an orange tree in the backyard. 
 
   Ginger was raised an only child, but the stereotype of a spoiled brat didn’t fit her at all. Her parents were responsible and ensured that she understood the value of a dollar and how to be independent. They wanted to bestow these traits onto their daughter in case anything ever happened to them, which was a good thing since they both died in a fiery head-on collision when she was 22. The thought of it still haunted her.
 
   Five years later, Ginger had a good job, a condo, and a five-year-old vehicle that she owned free and clear. She knew her parents would be proud of her level-headedness.
 
   But Ginger was lonely and felt that her life was lacking an important ingredient, like excitement and thrills. She dated many men, and her beautiful dark eyes and hair made her a catch, but every man her friends set her up with was either too boring or only interested in one thing. She longed for the thrill of a man who wasn’t part of the normal day-to-day boredom, predictability, and banality that her life had fallen into. Ginger was the Third Little Pig who had built a stable life on a solid foundation of bricks and mortar, and she wasn’t sure she had what it took to venture into parts unknown. Whether she liked it or not, she was about to find out.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Ginger walked through the front door of Big Red’s and into a bright reception area where Lily sat behind the desk. 
 
   “Hi, I’m Ginger Lawrence from the Health Department.”
 
   “Hello…wait right here, Ms. Lawrence. I’ll get the owner.”
 
   Ginger looked around the front office, which had a professional air about it. The receptionist had a nice glass-topped desk, and the surrounding waiting area was large with nice comfy chairs and a large-screen TV as well as plenty of vending machines for snacks and drinks. She was a little surprised, knowing the reputation of the owners.
 
   Lily pushed the door to the body shop open. “Justin!”
 
   A big man in a white T-shirt and tattooed arms turned towards her. He took a heavy chrome bumper for an old pickup truck off his shoulder and set it gently on the floor with one hand. Lily wiped a smudge of grease from his face with her thumb as he walked through the doorway.
 
   Time stopped for Ginger as she watched him enter the room. He drove his fingers through his thick brown hair, and Ginger could see the ripples of his abs through his white T-shirt. Normally she wasn’t left breathless by good-looking men, but this guy had an animalistic aura about him that tugged at her insides and ignited a flame Ginger had never felt before. His jaw was strong, his eyes were deep but sparkled too much to be brooding, and his arms bulged nicely from real work and not from hours at the gym. He looked like Tarzan walking out of the jungle, part man and part civilized beast. She felt slightly nervous, an odd feeling for her. But with her mundane existence, she rather welcomed the sensation all the same.
 
   The man reached out his hand to shake hers. 
 
   “Hi, my name is Justin Taylor.” His voice was full and rich, dripping with testosterone. “My father owns the place. Is Ricky sick? He usually does the inspection.” Justin let go of her hand very slowly, but Ginger didn’t mind, even though his grip was too firm and made her feel very fragile.
 
   “Hello, I’m Ginger Lawrence, and yes, Ricky is out sick. He has pneumonia and has been in the hospital for a few days, so I’m covering his assignments.”
 
   “Oh…that’s too bad about Ricky. Lily, send a get-well balloon and a six-pack to the hospital for us.” He looked at Ginger. “Jefferson Memorial?”
 
   She nodded. “But I’m not sure you can get a six-pack in there, Mr. Taylor.”
 
   Justin smiled and gave Ginger a wink. “We have our ways.”
 
   “What’s his last name?” Lily asked.
 
   Ginger answered, “Wilkes.”
 
   Justin was intrigued the moment he saw the dark haired beauty. Most women he came in contact with were also beautiful, but with a hard edge – usually muscular, tattooed, trash-talking, hard-drinking, and easy.
 
   That was the only type of women he attracted, it seemed, and while they were good for a lay, he didn’t want to settle for that. He didn’t want a woman who would turn out like the alcoholic, abusive woman who abandoned him at a very early age. Justin could have settled down with any one of a half-dozen girls he grew up with. They all wanted the leader of the club, and it didn’t hurt that he had the good looks and muscles to complete the package.
 
   But Justin had an eye for the more feminine and educated girls that wore heels and business skirts and worked in offices downtown. A sweet girl with a good head on her shoulders is what he pined for, but with his tattoos and biker reputation, most of them ran in the other direction before he could get to know them.
 
   “Let me show you around the shop.”
 
   Lily had taken her place back behind the desk and smiled at Ginger as she walked by, then nodded to Justin, as if to say, “You better get her number.” Justin was way ahead of her.
 
   Ginger took the report form and clipboard out of her satchel. She took her job seriously and wasn’t about to be swayed by the rugged handsomeness of the man before her, although, she admitted to herself, it was difficult not to stare at him. She wondered if he knew that her ravenous eyes were caressing his body, and when she looked away she couldn’t help but fantasize about being swept up like a rag doll by one of his strong, manly arms.
 
   Justin’s mind was wrapped up in the living doll beside him too. It wasn’t often he was left spellbound by a woman’s beauty. Her looks had him salivating, but it wasn’t just what was up her skirt that interested him. Her friendly yet professional manner, the intelligence that shone through her bright eyes, and the strength that was so obvious behind her tender frame all gave him a weak feeling in the pit of his stomach that was unfamiliar too him. Of course, her skirt allowed Justin to drink in her long legs, which didn’t hurt in the least. He tried not to stare at her tiny ass in the tight skirt, but he stole a glance every chance he could get.
 
   He could see the rest of the guys snickering in the corner. Bunch of lame asses, he thought. He loved them, but, damn, he didn’t want them to mess it up for him.
 
   “I can answer any questions you might have,” Justin said as he showed Ginger around the auto body shop.
 
   “Oh, I’ve done auto shops before, but thanks,” Ginger answered. She could have kicked herself as she turned away from his disappointed face. She was so used to being independent and businesslike that she didn’t recognize the moments she should invite someone into her space, especially the gorgeous Justin. She would be inviting him into more than that before too long.
 
   Ginger turned around just as Justin was ready to walk back into the front office.
 
   “Wait, why don’t you show me the shop’s ventilation system.”
 
   Justin smiled and said, “Right this way.”
 
   Ginger made her inspection of the ventilation system and took a reading of the oxygen levels in the painting room. Everything seemed to be in order. She was slightly surprised, not expecting state of the art equipment, but the owners did a good job of keeping the environment healthy for the workers.
 
   When Ginger finished, she let Justin know everything was in working order.
 
   “You’ll be getting a Class-A rating, Mr. Taylor. Your equipment complies with all of my requirements…” And so does you body, she thought. “…and it’s very well-maintained too.”
 
   “Well, thank you, ma’am…uh, Mrs. Lawrence.”
 
   Screw the “Ms.” thing at a time like this, she thought. “It’s Miss Lawrence, but please call me Ginger. You run a clean shop here, Mr. Taylor.”
 
   “Call me Justin.”
 
   She made some notations on her report and then, with her white teeth gleaming behind her full red lips, she said, “Well, Justin, I’d rather eat in your shop than in a lot of the restaurants I’ve inspected.”
 
   They both did a polite laugh, but his little fishing expedition had gotten him the information he was looking for – plus a shoehorn into a lunch date. “So…Ginger, you’re pretty far from your office back in town, and it is lunch time. Why don’t you let me take you to get a bite? Most of the diners around here are inspected by Ricky, so you might get food poisoning if I’m not there to guide you.”
 
   Justin gave her a boyish grin, but Ginger’s jaw dropped from the scandalous accusation.
 
   “Oh – no, Ginger. I’m just kidding around. Ricky’s a great guy, as far as I know. But there are a lot of just plain bad restaurants around here.” 
 
    That seemed to make her feel a little better. Ginger looked at her watch and was surprised it was already noon. “I didn’t realize it was time for lunch already. Time flies…” …when you’re working around a handsome hunk. “I am a little hungry, so sure, I’d love to get lunch,” Ginger said as she put her clipboard back into her work satchel. 
 
   “How about I drive us to the café on the edge of town?”
 
   “Not on your Harley, I hope.”
 
   “No, I wouldn’t do that to you in this weather. We’ll take the SUV.”
 
   The boys gave Justin a smartass salute as he looked for the keys on the rack. “It’s already running and warm for you,” Merlin said with a wink.
 
   “Take care of Dad when he gets back.”
 
   “We always do,” Trick, one of the club members, answered. “Hey, is Connor coming back today? He’s been out all morning.”
 
   “Ask Lily; she should know,” Justin answered as he put on his coat and escorted Ginger to his black SUV.”
 
   “He better be!” Lily said sternly.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   They made small talk on the way. Justin started.
 
   “So, are you from around here?”
 
   “Born and raised in Trinity.”
 
   “Let me guess…Golden Acres, the gated community on the east side of town…?”
 
   Ginger blushed. “Is it that obvious?” Damn, she thought, now he won’t be interested. “But I went to public school.” Stupid! Shut up, Ginger!
 
   Justin smiled. “Well, it’s obvious because you’re a classy and smart lady. I got in two years of community college before trade school…Well that probably just makes you think I’m a bonehead.” Now it was Justin’s turn to blush and shake his head.
 
   “Not at all.” Ginger put her silky fingers with perfectly groomed dark red nails on Justin’s sleeve. “I’m really tired of being around a bunch of pencil necks at work whose idea of adventure is playing fantasy football or throwing snowballs down my blouse. I’d love to hear more about some of the things you’ve done.”
 
   Their eyes met, and all of their trepidations and skepticism evaporated in that moment. From then on, there was an instant and natural rapport that came easily to both of them. Ginger’s smile and sincere words put Justin at ease. He felt like he could be himself without having to put on airs. And she didn’t seem put-off or afraid of him like most business women. She liked his humor and his edginess, something that was missing on most of her recent dating escapades. She craved a little adventure and reckless abandon in her all-too normal and scheduled life.
 
   They laughed and talked like old friends as they ate their lunch at Gabe’s Deli and lingered over coffee, not wanting the experience to end. Ginger knew she should get back to the office, but she’d rather stay and continue her conversation with Justin about how the Wicked Warriors Motorcycle Club evolved into a legitimate social community since its criminal days. She found it captivating how Big Red had turned the club into a positive force for the community and how he and Justin built their business around a family of miscreants and misfits into a new generation of productive families.
 
   Justin was happy to talk about it too. Most women he dated didn’t want to talk or have the intellectual ability to hold down a conversation.
 
   “People are still afraid of us, but the truth is, unless you’re a Warrior, you have nothing to fear from us.” Justin realized that he may have said too much for a girl like Ginger to be comfortable with.
 
   “What do you mean? Why would the members be afraid of the group they belong to?”
 
   Justin knew he had to be careful. “We take a blood oath to have each other’s back. If one Warrior wrongs a brother or anyone in our family, well…we handle it. We better get going.”
 
   It was a refreshing change to actually have a smart discussion with a woman besides his sister. Plus, both of them were enjoying the view. Ginger was captivated by Justin’s emerald green eyes and his three-day growth of manly stubble, and he was mesmerized by her full lips, dimples, and dancing brown eyes that twinkled when she smiled. 
 
   The two were having a wonderful time, something neither one had had for a long time. Unfortunately, their time for “getting to know you” butterflies would be limited as a tragedy was unfolding. It would start with the ring of Justin’s cell phone later this evening.
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   “Hey, Lily, where’s your worthless fiancé?” Trick asked.
 
   “Right here,” Connor answered as he walked through the office door at Big Red’s.
 
   “About time, dick face.”
 
   “Hey, lay off my baby. He had a fever this morning. You feeling better, babe?” Lily asked.
 
   “Yeah. You feeling better, baby?” Trick teased in a phony falsetto.
 
   “Yes, I am,” he said to Lily. “And fuck off, Trick.” 
 
   Big Red walked in from the waiting room where he had been visiting with a few customers, his portable oxygen tank trailing behind him.
 
   “You been ill, Connor?” Big Red asked.
 
   “No, Dad, just a 24 hour bug. I’m ready to get at it.” Although Big Red wasn’t his biological father, the boy asked if he could call him “Dad” when he was 8 years old. Big Red felt honored that Connor would bestow that privilege upon him, so the moniker continued into adulthood. 
 
   “Are you sure?” Red asked Connor. “You can take the rest of the day off if you need to. You’re a hard worker, and you deserve it.”
 
   “Naw, I’d be bored. Besides, I’ve got to keep an eye on these jerks so they don’t try anything with my girl.” The men were in the shop, just beyond the doorway from the reception area.
 
   Lily laughed. “Don’t worry,” she shouted out from her desk, “I can take care of myself…and these boys know better than to mess with me.”
 
   But Trick didn’t see the humor in Connor’s remark. “Who you callin’ a jerk, Mr. big shot, teacher’s pet, asshole?” Trick was a big, scary-looking dude, but he was not very bright. His arms were covered in lewd and gruesome tattoos, and he had a rap sheet as long as his scraggly beard before Justin took him in. He stood chest to chest with Connor, looking down on him, and spoke softly and deliberately. “You sayin’ I’m a jerk, jerkface?”
 
   Connor couldn’t show that he felt a little intimidated by the bigger man. “Fuck off, Trick.”
 
   He pushed Trick away with two hands to the big man’s chest. Trick charged back, grabbing Connor’s shoulders, and they began to scuffle.
 
   At that moment the front door opened, and Justin and Ginger walked in.
 
   “You boys cut the crap!” Big Red hollered, wheezing and breathing with difficulty.
 
   Justin put both of his hands on Ginger’s arms and stooped a bit to look into her concerned brown eyes with a reassuring smile. “Hold on a sec.”
 
   He strode through the doorway into the shop and pushed the two men apart. Connor stopped immediately, but Trick was still trying to get his hands on Connor.
 
   “Connor…” He motioned to the front lobby with his head. “Go talk to Lily.”
 
   “Get out of my way, Justin,” Trick said angrily.
 
   Justin was just an inch shorter than the big biker and grabbed the collar of Trick’s leather jacket, pulling him in, face to face. “Cut the shit, or I’ll knock you into next week, Trick.”
 
   Trick just grinned with his broken smile. “You ain’t never been in a fight in your life, Justin.” He moved his face even closer to his boss and issued a challenge. “You really think you could knock me out?”
 
   Justin never spoke of it, but he had more than a little experience as a street brawler, and he earned a stack of medals for his martial arts skills in high school and junior college. He was strong and trained, but most of all, he was fearless. He tightened his grip on the man’s collar and lifted him off the ground. Then he raised him higher with one hand, pushing Trick’s chest out with his forearm. Trick’s face with right above Justin’s now. “You want to find out if can?”
 
   Trick was silent for a moment; then all the fight went out of him and he shook his head. Justin set him back down on his feet.
 
   “Now go out there and take a red lollipop from the fishbowl on Lily’s desk. Then sit down where everybody can see you, and lick it until it’s gone.”
 
   “But…”
 
   “But nothing. Do it now, or I’ll make you sing I’m a Little Tea Pot while you’re licking.”
 
   The rest of the crew had gathered around to watch the action, and Merlin and some of the others were starting to snicker.
 
   “And anyone who laughs will be right out there with him,” Justin barked. “Now everybody get back to work. We still have to get a clear coat on that Dodge and get the dents out of the front quarter-panel on that El Torino. Let’s go!” The crowd broke up immediately, and they all went back to their stations.
 
   Trick walked into the front with his head down and went to the fishbowl. Connor put his fist out and Trick gave him a fist-bump. “Got any smokes, Connor?”
 
   Connor flicked his flip-top box, and few thin blue cigarettes poked out.
 
   Trick waved them off. “Your junk is going to fall off if you keep smoking those chick sticks, dude.”
 
   “Hey,” Connor protested, “they’re imported from Italy.”
 
   “They don’t even grow tobacco in Italy, man. All they grow there is spaghetti and pepperoni sausage. Hey, Justin – can I have an orange one instead?”
 
   “Sure, Trick.” Justin winked at Ginger and came back out to the lobby.
 
   “This was really nothing, Miss Lawrence,” Lily said to Ginger, “just kids playing. I’m Lily, by the way.”
 
   “Nice to meet you!”
 
   “Sorry, Ginger,” Justin said with a grin and a shake of his head. “These guys like to work hard and play rough. It’s just what happens when you get a lot of alpha dogs on one team.”
 
   “But, good thing for us, we’ve got a good lion-tamer to keep us in line,” Trick said as he unwrapped his Tootsie Pop and sat in the chair closest to the front door, giving it a lick. “Hey – this is pretty good.”
 
   Justin introduced Ginger to Big Red and Connor. 
 
   “I’ve been hearing a lot about the both of you, and Justin’s sister, Amy, too,” Ginger said with a smile.
 
   “Except for the talk about Amy, that had to be a boring lunch,” Big Red laughed.
 
   “Not at all. It was quite interesting, especially about the club’s origins and how you’ve guided it through the years.”
 
   Big Red liked her immediately. It wasn’t just her kind demeanor or that he thought she was trying to say all the right things. Red could spot a bullshitter a mile away, and Ginger wasn’t one. She was genuine, and he could see already how his son’s eyes lit up when he looked at her. Big Red didn’t like to jump to conclusions, but he had an inkling that she might be the one for his son…if the boy didn’t mess it up. 
 
   “Well, I better get back to the office. I’m late already,” Ginger remarked. She said her goodbyes, and Justin walked her to her car.
 
   “I hope I’m not being too forward…” Justin hoped he had been interpreting the signals correctly, and knew he had to take the chance before she got away. “… but would you like to have dinner tonight?”
 
   “How about I cook something at my place?”
 
   Good answer! “Oh, I don’t want to put you out.”
 
   “No, no, I love to cook, but it’s hard to do for one person. This way I can test out a new recipe I’ve been wanting to try. Do you like Italian?”
 
   “Love it!” Justin said quickly and enthusiastically. How could he refuse? “Your place, it is!” Ginger gave him her address and phone number. Their journey was just beginning…and it would be a tumultuous one.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Ginger was excited. She hadn’t felt this stimulated by a man in, well…forever. She thought of Justin, his dark brown hair softly touching the collar of his leather jacket, the bulging abs under his T-shirt, and those stunning green eyes. Ginger shook her head to clear her thoughts. What’s wrong with me? she thought. I’m acting like a schoolgirl. But the excitement pounding in her chest was difficult to beat down. And she rather liked it. 
 
   She chopped and diced the tomatoes, onions, and garlic for her lasagna and the lettuce, cucumbers, and hard-boiled eggs for the salad. Cooking provided comfort for Ginger. Some people grow gardens, others paint or create crafts, but Ginger’s passion was cooking. Her mother taught her how to cook at a young age, and it was something that bonded the two closely together. She felt her mother’s presence whenever she cooked, and that brought her peace. However, this evening she could barely keep her mind on the recipe’s instructions. “I better get this recipe right, or he’ll never be back,” she told herself. 
 
   Before she knew it, time got away from her. Ginger looked at the clock on the stove. She had 15 minutes to get ready before Justin got there. Crap! She tore out of her housecoat and into a low cut blouse and jeans. As she was applying her lipstick she heard a knock at the door.
 
   Ginger stopped and took a moment to collect herself. She took in a long breath and let it out slowly as she looked in the mirror and pressed her lips together. Just be natural, she told herself as she practiced a relaxed smile and tugged at the hem of her blouse. 
 
   “Coming!” she sang sweetly and walked casually to open the door. 
 
   Justin was there holding a bottle of wine. His smile dropped slightly and his eyes grew wide when he saw her. He didn’t have to say a word, as his expression told the story of what he thought of her appearance.
 
   “I hope this is alright. I’m not up to date on wines, but it’s red,” he laughed.
 
   Ginger laughed too. “It’s perfect – just what they recommend to go with lasagna.” She took the wine, and Justin took off his jacket and hung it on the wooden coat rack by the door. He was entering into unfamiliar territory – the home of a beautiful, educated, professional woman. He wasn’t quite sure how to handle it, but he didn’t want to screw it up.
 
   There was a gentle fire crackling in the fireplace, and candlelight set a perfect mood, with a little help from Marvin Gaye in the background.
 
   “Lasagna, you say? Wow. You went to a lot of trouble, Ginger. I would have been fine with hotdogs.” Usually when a woman invited him over, it was sex first, then pizza and beer in bed, and then another round of sex. And there were often screaming children, barking dogs, and kisses that tasted like stale cigarettes and lunchmeat.
 
   But this had a very different feel. There was something so hopeful and exciting about their first private moment. They got lost in each other’s eyes, silently standing near the open kitchen in the nicely decorated little apartment. A minute went by without a word, and Justin wanted nothing more than to ravish this black-haired beauty. He wished she would take her eyes off of his so he could slide his hungry eyes down the voluptuous curves of her perfect body. It was hell restraining himself from putting his hands and lips on this magnificent woman. It was hell for Ginger too.
 
   The oven dinged. “Dinner is ready!”
 
   Ginger served the salad with lettuce, grape tomatoes, and black olives and then grated a little fresh Parmesan on top. Then came the main course, served with breadsticks and a ladle of extra sauce – homemade and not from a jar. Justin ate like he was starving, and Ginger loved watching him. At one point he looked up from his plate and said, “I’m sorry…it just tastes so good! It’s not very often that I get home cooking.”
 
   “Don’t be sorry, I’m glad you’re enjoying it. As I said before, I love to cook but it’s difficult to make lasagna for one.” 
 
   “I cook for my dad and me, but I have to admit it’s not that great. I do well to open a can and heat something up on the stove.”
 
   “Maybe I could cook for your dad sometime.”
 
   “He’d love it. Sometimes my sister Amy will fix us a home cooked meal, but she’s busy with her job and son, so it’s not often we get such a treat.”
 
   They talked for a bit then moved to the living room with their wine glasses in tow, sitting beside each other on the couch in front of the fire. Conversation was sparse, as there was only one thing on both of their minds. You could cut the sexual tension with a knife.
 
   It wasn’t long before Justin, who was used to moving fast, slipped closer to Ginger. He put his arm around the top of the couch behind her and then tilted her chin so her eyes met his gaze. He always took command of a situation like this, but he was doing his best to move slowly.
 
   He didn’t want to rush things with Ginger, but he couldn’t help himself. He took hold of her face with both of his hands and helped himself to large helping of her tender lips. He kissed her tenderly at first, and then slipped his ravenous tongue into her eager mouth.
 
   Ginger opened her lips willingly, sparking that flame in her chest to a higher intensity. Normally it wasn’t in her nature to move so swiftly, even though to most women this was scarcely more than holding hands. But for Ginger, kissing and fondling on the first date were far from the norm. She was no prude, but intimacy had to mean something to her. She was used to setting the pace, but she loved the way this powerful man took what he wanted, awakening a part of her she never knew existed.
 
   Justin slowly moved his hand from her face down to the V of her low cut shirt. He rubbed between her breasts, his fingertips testing the limits and silently asking permission for more – a first for Justin. Ginger could feel that flame burning into a bright blaze as she became ever so wet, trembling slightly as she thrust her chest snugly against his hand. Justin dug his tongue deeper into her mouth. He could taste the sweetness of the wine on her tongue and lips. His desire was burning deep as well.
 
   He became hard and erect, pushing himself against her and driving them both more deeply into an unbridled passion. He wanted to feel  the depths of her femininity, exploring the most private and giving part of her with the most shameless and greedy part of himself. But he hesitated. He wasn’t sure if she was ready yet – or if he was.
 
   Ginger was filled with desire, almost feeling weightless from a kind of arousal her body hadn’t felt in a long time. Maybe, she thought, I go slowly with other men because they don’t arouse my instincts and desires. Tonight, however, she wanted more. Tonight there would be no limits; she already knew that she would go as far as this man would take her.
 
   Justin’s fingers traveled more quickly now and with more purpose under the loose fabric of Ginger’s blouse towards her tingling breast. She could feel his huge hand cup her bra as his fingertips lightly brushed the top of her right breast. Then his large firm hand dove skillfully inside her bra, caressing her full breast gently yet completely. She leaned forward with her shoulder, telling him silently to reach behind her and undo her bra strap. A single moment later the job was done. With just the two fingers and thumb of one hand he deftly slid both hooks loose in a single movement and then went to claim the treasure he had uncovered.
 
   Her pleasure spot pulsed with anticipation and desire, and she slowly slid her leg over Justin’s so she could press herself against his muscular thigh. The thrust of her hips against his leg matched the thrust of Justin’s tongue and the gripping of his hand, sending electrical jolts shooting down her limbs and up towards her firm, aching nipples. 
 
   Justin could feel the heat as well, and slid his hand very briefly to the warm damp area of his deepest desire. Ginger moaned her approval of his exploration. His hard love tool was ready for business, and he ached with a craving to have this woman completely, this woman who had mesmerized him so. He leaned back slightly. He gripped the base of her blouse and looked in her eyes as he pulled the flimsy fabric over her head.
 
   She had nodded her consent, but his natural instincts had already told him that this woman was his for the taking now. He snapped the inside-out blouse in the air, returning it to its proper state and laid it respectfully over the back of the sofa as Ginger cast her bra aside recklessly. She pulled Justin’s T-shirt off and looked breathlessly at the large, gorgeous man in front of her. His bare chest and ripped abs were savage and pristine, untouched by scars or tattoos.
 
   She smiled slightly as she thought that this animal, if untamed, could pull her arms and legs off. Then she pulled him close, both of them enjoying the thrill of skin-to-skin full-frontal contact as she pulled him on top of her and fell to her back in a passionate love embrace. 
 
   At that moment Justin’s cell phone buzzed. He’d set it on the coffee table in front of the couch, and it bounced on the wood top as it vibrated. Justin stopped and looked at the annoying device, trying to ignore it. But he was intent on his mission and went back in for another kiss and felt around for the zipper on her pants.
 
   A few seconds later they heard the tone indicating that a message had been recorded. Justin was distracted now, thinking about his father’s poor health. What if something was wrong? Ginger didn’t lose a beat as their hunger for each other grew, and she bravely squeezed his aroused manhood beneath his jeans. It was as hard as steel. The culmination of Justin’s desires was literally at his fingertips, and he put one arm under each of Ginger’s knees. Still clothed from the waist down, he rubbed his aching crotch against hers as she moaned with delight and pulled his head towards her breasts.
 
   Suddenly the insistent phone chirped again. Justin halted his kisses and paused. 
 
   “I hate to stop,” he whispered, “but my dad is in a bad way, and I should check to see if it’s him.”
 
   “Of course, Justin.” Ginger sat up and fixed her hair , taking Justin’s arm in both of hers and pressing her breast against him. He leaned over to pick up his phone. It was Big Red, so he tapped the screen with his finger.
 
   “Hello.”
 
   Big Red’s voice was weak and frantic. “Justin, your sister is missing. Aaron just called, and he can’t find her. Her car’s not at home either. He’s been calling and calling her cell and no answer.” Big Red sounded frightened, and Justin knew he shouldn’t be stressed like this.
 
   “Dad, where are you?”
 
   “I’m at the club with Trick and Merlin. I sent one of the prospects to go and stay with Aaron until I could get a hold of you.”
 
   “Why is he just now calling about her?” Justin looked at his watch. It was 8 p.m. 
 
   “He just got home. He went to a friend’s house for dinner. He already okayed it with Amy last night.”
 
   Justin could tell his old man was getting more upset by the minute.
 
   “Okay, Dad, I’m on my way.” Justin stood up and looked at Ginger.
 
   She heard the conversation and knew something was terribly wrong.
 
   He extended his hand to her and pulled her to her feet as if she had no weight at all. “I’m sorry, but I have to go.” He put one of his hands on each of her arms and then pulled their bodies close for one more brief moment of electricity.
 
   “Of course. Is there anything I can do to help?”
 
   “Not at the moment, but thank you.” He handed her the neatly strewn blouse and slid into his T-shirt as she kicked her bra under the couch. “I had a wonderful time tonight, Ginger.”
 
   She reluctantly put her top back on. “I did too. But now go…find out what’s going on.” She could tell by his worried face that something wasn’t right.
 
   Justin leaned over and gave her a quick kiss goodbye and then walked out the door. Ginger held her fingers to her lips. The flame was now an ember. She was worried. Something didn’t feel right, but she had no idea just how bad things would get.
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   When Justin entered the clubhouse, his dad was surrounded by Lily, Connor, Trick, Merlin, Tank, and two of the prospects. Old ladies and a few other club members sat at the bar or the tables.
 
   “What do you know,” Justin asked. 
 
   “Not any more than I already told you on the phone,” Big Red replied. His face was pale and Justin was worried about both him and Amy.
 
   “What about work? Has anybody called them to see if she made it there today?” 
 
   “I tried, Justin,” Lily answered, “but their offices are closed.”
 
   “We’ve got men out combing the streets looking for her car,” Connor answered.
 
   Justin walked over to him and slapped him on the shoulder. “Thanks brother.”
 
   “I think we better call the cops and let them in on this,” Justin said.
 
   “Don’t you have to wait 24 hours?” Big Red said. “By all means yes, let’s call them, but I thought they wouldn’t do anything for 24 hours.”
 
   “She wouldn’t just up and leave her son. Besides, we need to find out from her boss if she was at work today, and the cops can get a hold of someone faster than we can,” Justin said as he paced the floor.
 
   “I’ll make the call,” Lily said. She could tell Big Red was too emotional to do it, and Justin and Connor needed to talk to the rest of the club about their next plan of action.
 
   “Thanks, babe,” Connor replied. “So what’s the plan? I’ve already got four of our guys combing both the northeast and south parts of town. We can take the west since it’s a larger area if you want.” 
 
   Justin motioned for the group to follow him away from his father. He was upset enough and didn’t want to talk about a search group around him.
 
   “Yeah, that sounds good. We all know what she drives right?” Everyone nodded.
 
   At that moment Lily interrupted. “The police are sending a car down to get some information.”
 
   “Okay, good. Dad has a recent picture of her in his wallet. Lily, did you try the hospitals? I can’t believe I forgot that.” 
 
   “Yes, I did. No word.”
 
   “Thanks, hon. At least that’s good news…I hope. All right, let’s get going. Lily, you’ll stay with Dad, right?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   The night didn’t produce anything much in the way of information about what might have happened to Amy. The police came, obtained the picture of Amy from Big Red, and put out an APB on her plates. After the police left, Lily phoned Connor to tell him she was taking Big Red over to Amy’s house to be with Aaron. Connor said he and Justin would meet them there in a few more hours.
 
   Most of the WWMC members were out on their bikes, despite the cold weather. Connor and Justin took the SUV so they could discuss possible ideas and theories about what might have happened to Amy. 
 
   “She’s got this new boyfriend,” Connor said.
 
   “Really? I didn’t know she was dating anyone.”
 
   “It’s not been long; just a few times. At least that’s what she told Lily. But nobody knows much about him. You don’t think he could have taken her?”
 
   “Fuck, I don’t know what to think.” Justin said as he gripped the steering wheel. “All I know is she would never leave Aaron or keep us hanging like this. Somehow she’s not able to call us. Whether that means she’s lost or hurt, I don’t know.”
 
   Justin didn’t want to allow another scenario to enter his mind. He blocked it out, unwilling to think that anything bad had happened to her. Amy was his little sister. She looked up to him, and he protected her. She was also his confidante. He was close to Connor, like a brother, but not enough to confide in him about certain things. He could tell Amy anything, and she was never judgmental. In fact, she was level headed and wouldn’t sugar coat things just because he was her brother. She told him how it was, and he respected her for it. She also kept him up to date with her life…which made it odd that he didn’t know about this new boyfriend.
 
   They searched everywhere they could think of for several hours, but without any leads it was like looking for a black jellybean in a coal bin at midnight. They were discouraged and exhausted.
 
   “Let’s get back to Amy’s house and see what the police told them,” Justin said making a U-turn in the street.
 
   As they swung into Amy’s driveway, Justin could see several motorcycles parked on the street including Lily’s car. He hoped that meant she was home now. When Justin opened the door to the house, Aaron launched from the couch and into his arms. He knew there had been no good news.
 
   “I’m worried about Mom,” he said. “You have to find her and bring her home.” He squeezed his uncle harder now, and Justin could feel the boy’s desperation.
 
   “It’ll be alright, Aaron. I promise we’ll find her,” Justin said as he ruffled Aaron’s hair.
 
   “That’s what I’ve been telling him,” Big Red replied with a husky whisper.
 
   “Dad, why don’t you go lay down in Amy’s bed. You’re wiped out, and it won’t do her any good if you end up in the hospital.”
 
   “I think I will,” he said as he rose slowly out of the kitchen chair. He pulled his portable oxygen tank behind him.
 
   “Does he have a new tank?” Justin asked Lily.
 
   “Yes, I changed it before we left the club.”
 
   “Good. Okay, what did the police say?”
 
   “Just that they were putting out an All Points Bulletin on Amy’s plates.”
 
   “That’s it?”
 
   Lily nodded, then gestured towards Aaron.
 
   “Hey, buddy, why don’t you hit the sack like Grandpa?” Justin said to the boy.
 
   “I’m not tired,” he answered.
 
   “I think maybe you are,” Justin responded. “I promise we’ll let you know if we hear anything, okay?”
 
   “Okay.” Justin watched as Aaron shuffled off to his bedroom. After he was out of earshot Justin said, “I hate that he has to go through this. Damn it, where is she?”
 
   “We’ll find her, Justin…we will,” Connor said as he put an arm around Lily.
 
   “Send the guys home to get some shut eye, and we’ll start back up in the morning, unless she shows up before then,” Justin told Connor. Connor and Lily left the room, and Justin pulled out his cell phone. 
 
   Just a few hours ago he was having a wonderful time with a new woman he’d just met. Funny how fast things can change. 
 
   *****
 
   Ginger washed the dishes and put them away. She changed out of her clothes, taking a sniff of Justin’s lingering scent on her blouse before she tossed it in the hamper, and put on her dowdy house robe. It may be ugly but it’s comfy, she thought. She sat down with another glass of wine and wondered what was going on with Justin. Whatever had happened, it didn’t sound good. Of course, she couldn’t help but think about him in other ways as well. His touch ignited a fire that was still burning inside her. Ginger closed her eyes and thought about his rough and gentle touch. How his fingertips and soft lips left a lasting impression on her soul. She touched herself briefly, feeling remnants of the tingling that was left unfinished…but she pulled her hand away. It wasn’t the same as being with Justin.
 
   She almost spilled her wine glass as she jolted back to reality from the shrill ring of her phone. She grabbed it and saw it was Justin.
 
   “Justin, what’s going on?”
 
   “Amy is missing. We’ve contacted the police, and the club has been out looking for her.”
 
   “Who was the last person to see her?”
 
   “As far as we know it was her son, Aaron. He saw her this morning before he left for school, and she was getting ready to head for work. We’re not sure if she ever made it there though, but the police are going to check it out when they open in the morning.”
 
   “I know this must be so hard on your father. How is he doing?”
 
   “Not so good; he’s pretty upset. We’re all here at Amy’s house. I sent Dad and Aaron to bed. I’m going to try and get a few hours of sleep on the sofa and then start looking for her again at sun up.”
 
   “I’m sure she’ll be home soon, but I can help with making up flyers if you want.” Ginger wanted to help any way she could. She didn’t know Amy and barely knew Justin, but she would offer her services any way she could. 
 
   “That would be awesome, Ginger, but hopefully she’ll be walking through the door any time.”
 
   “I hope so too.”
 
   “Okay, I’ll let you go and call and update you in the morning. Goodnight, Ginger.”
 
   “Goodnight, Justin.”
 
   Justin punched Amy’s number after hanging up with Ginger. When she didn’t answer the service announced that her voice box was full. Justin hung up. Where the fuck are you?
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Surprisingly, Justin slept for a few hours but awoke with a start. His father was sitting in the recliner looking out the front window. 
 
   “Dad, what are you doing up so early?” Justin asked groggily. 
 
   “I couldn’t sleep. Where is she son? What’s happened to my Amy?”
 
   “I don’t know, Dad, but we’ll find her.”
 
   Justin heard Aaron shuffling around in his room.
 
   “I’ll make a pot of coffee,” Justin said.
 
   He looked at the clock in the kitchen. It read 5:15 am. It wasn’t looking good. She’s been gone almost 24 hours. A fear was settling over Justin. He didn’t want to let it in, but it was invading his being all the same. 
 
   “Dad, Ginger said she could get flyers made up and we can put them around town today.”
 
   “That’s nice of her. She seems like a sweet girl.” Big Red continued to stare out the window. It was like he was waiting for Amy to walk up the sidewalk at any moment. 
 
   Justin could feel the knot in his stomach growing. What the hell happened to her, and who is this boyfriend I didn’t know about? 
 
   “Dad, did you know Amy was seeing anyone?”
 
   Big Red turned away from the window to look at his son. “No.”
 
   “She’s only gone out with him a few times.” Aaron entered the room pulling a t-shirt over his head. “I met him. He seemed nice.”
 
   “Hey, kid, you want some eggs? I’ll fix you some.”
 
   “Naw, I’ll just have some cereal.”
 
   “So what’s this guy’s name?”
 
   “Sam something…ummm Sam Pennington. I think that’s it.”
 
   “Okay, good. We’ll contact him and see if he’s heard from her.”
 
   Justin was trying to appear upbeat for the boy, but it was difficult. His father went back to looking out the window. Justin would have to call Lily and Connor and tell them to bring some of Dad’s oxygen tanks over. He knew Big Red wasn’t about to leave before he knew Amy was safe at home. 
 
   Ginger was also up early. She tossed and turned all night, hoping she’d hear good news about Amy this morning. She sipped her coffee, enjoying the hot liquid as it rolled down her throat. If Amy hadn’t been located, she was going to get a recent picture from Justin and start making the flyers. The faster they got her picture up the better. 
 
   Her phone tinkled as a text message came through. It was Justin.
 
   “Hi, Ginger. No news on Amy. Let me know when you’re up and I’ll bring her pic by.”
 
   Ginger immediately replied. “I’m up, Justin. I’m ready whenever you are.”
 
   “On my way.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Justin arrived at Ginger’s a little past 6 a.m. The sun peeked over the horizon, and the birds were already singing. If it had been any other day, Justin and Ginger would look forward to what might lie ahead for them, but it wasn’t a normal day. Despite the warmer temps and the chirping birds, a grey cloud hung over them. The only bright spot for Justin was seeing Ginger’s smiling face when she opened the door. She gave him a hug. It was spontaneous, not something Ginger thought about doing. He just looked like he needed one.
 
   “It’s good to see you,” Justin said. “You’re like a bright spot in a nightmare.”
 
   “I want to do anything I can to help,” Ginger said as she grabbed her coat. “I’ve already asked my boss, and we can use their Xerox machine to print the flyers. They’re closed today since its Saturday, so we won’t have to deal with anyone.”
 
   “That’s awesome…let’s go.”
 
   Justin explained more about his family and Amy in particular on their way to Ginger’s office. By the time they arrived, Ginger felt like she knew Amy already. She hoped she would get to meet her soon. 
 
   They printed 200 flyers and made their way back to the clubhouse. Justin handed out stacks of flyers to the club members with instructions on where to place them. The objective was to put them in high traffic areas, especially foot traffic, where people could see them easily. 
 
   “Lily, did Amy tell you about some new boyfriend?” Justin asked as he continued to hand out the flyers.
 
   “Well, I wouldn’t call him her boyfriend. They just went out a couple of times, and I don’t think Amy was all that into him. I don’t think they’ve seen each other for a couple of weeks now, although she did say he kept calling her.”
 
   “Do you have his number?”
 
   “What? No. It may be in her cell phone.” Lily bit her lip as she realized Amy’s cell phone hadn’t been found and was likely with her. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “No, it’s okay Lily. I’m just wondering why I didn’t know about him.”
 
   “It was just two dates, and she wasn’t interested in him….I think she just didn’t deem it worthy to tell you about it.”
 
   “Well, let’s get going, everyone,” Justin said to the group.
 
   He looked at Connor and Lily. “Ginger and I are headed over to the police station and to Amy’s workplace. I’ve got to find out if she even made it to work.”
 
   “Okay, man, we’ll keep checking in.”
 
   Connor and Lily headed out on his bike with other club members following suit. Justin and Ginger remained in the SUV so he could hear his cell phone should it ring with information on Amy. 
 
   Justin checked his watch. Amy’s workplace wouldn’t open for another half hour, so he decided to head to the police station first. 
 
   “Do you think this boyfriend or guy she dated has anything to do with her disappearance?”
 
   “I don’t know, but I’m sure as hell going to talk with him.”
 
   Ginger saw a change wash over Justin. The glimmering green glow of innocence and hope flickered out as darkness settled into his eyes and the pensive furrows of his face. Of course she hadn’t known him that long, but she hoped it was something fleeting, as it unsettled her. Ginger was a sweet girl and not use to being around harsh inked bikers.…although yesterday Justin hadn’t seemed that way to her. Yes, he had the tattoos and the worn leather cut, but he seemed so controlled and gentle then.  She still believed in Justin’s good heart, and that let her see the excitement and joy that could be found in this very different lifestyle.
 
   But now she was beginning to see a different side, one that sent off alarm bells in her brain. Like a powder keg one spark away from exploding, there was a slow boil going on beneath the surface of this powerful man, and she was afraid that all hell would break loose if it ever broke through.
 
   Justin looked over at Ginger and gave her a weak smile. “Are you sure you don’t want me to take you home?”
 
   “No,” Ginger said, not sure if she was making the right decision. “I want to help any way I can. Just tell me what to do.” She did want to help because that was in her nature, but that dark look haunted her. It was gone in a flash, but she didn’t know this man. Could there be a sinister part of him she wasn’t aware of yet? She remembered the words on the clubhouse door. What exactly was the code that the Warriors lived by? Was she getting in over her head? Into something she would regret? She thought of the tender moments she had shared with Justin and snapped back to reality as he broke the silence.
 
   “Just you being here by my side is helping more than you know,” Justin said. “You remind me to let my head be in charge over my instincts.”
 
   His gentle smile washed away any fear she felt at the moment. He was back to being the man she first met, although with a heavy load on his mind. Ginger wrote off the incident as one of coping with a stressful situation. Unfortunately, she would find that Justin could lose control and unleash his immense power hastily, especially when he thought someone had hurt one of his own.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The visit to the police station didn’t turn up much of anything new. They also warned Justin to let them handle any questioning. Of course that wasn’t going to stop him. He would question whoever he felt might have information on his missing sister. 
 
   The next stop was Amy’s workplace, which had just opened for business. In the automotive industry, working Saturdays was a must, so Amy usually had a day off during the week. Ginger and Justin walked into the office where a receptionist sat behind a desk. 
 
   “Can I help you?” the young lady asked.
 
   “I’m Justin Taylor, and Amy Taylor is my sister. She’s been missing since yesterday morning, and I need to know if she came into work yesterday.”
 
   “Wait one moment while I get a hold of her boss, Mr. MacGregor.”
 
   Justin and Ginger stepped away from the receptionist’s desk while she made the call. Once she was finished she told them to take the elevator to the 10th floor to Mr. MacGregor’s office. 
 
   MacGregor was waiting at his office door when Justin and Ginger got off the elevator. He was a man in his 30s, not quite six feet tall, with a medium build and eyeglasses. He stuck out his hand for Justin to shake.
 
   “I hope I can be of help.”
 
   “I hope so too,” Justin said as he shook his hand. “Did Amy make it to work yesterday?”
 
   “Actually, she didn’t, but I did receive a text from her. Here…I’ll show it to you.”
 
   Ginger thought it was odd that the man didn’t invite them into his office. Instead, he seemed to be standing guard in the doorway.
 
   Mr. MacGregor took his phone from his suit pocket, punched a few buttons, and then showed Justin the text. It said Running a fever. Won’t be in today.
 
   Maybe she caught the same bug that Connor had, Justin considered. “Is it normal for her to send a text like that?”
 
   “Actually, it’s not. I mean, I do send occasional texts to her regarding business matters, but if she’s sick, she always calls.” 
 
   “What time did the text come in?” Ginger asked.
 
   Justin was glad she asked the question. Normally he would think to ask it, but his mind wasn’t as clear as it usually was. Stress can do that.
 
   MacGregor looked at his phone. “It says 10:15 a.m.”
 
   “That seems late to be calling in sick,” Justin replied.
 
   “That’s another thing that’s out of character for her. She would always call at least half an hour before starting time to let the receptionist or someone know she wasn’t coming in for the day.”
 
   “Thank you, Mr. MacGregor, for taking the time to speak to us,” Ginger said.
 
   “Yes, thank you,” said Justin, handing him his business card from Big Red’s. “If you can think of anything else, please let me know.”
 
   “I certainly will. Amy is a wonderful employee, and we all think highly of her around here.”
 
   Ginger noticed that the man spoke of Amy in the present tense, which was encouraging. Justin made their farewells.
 
   “The police may be coming by to talk to you. Would you mind not telling them we were here? They don’t want me sticking my nose into the investigation, but I can’t sit by and wait.”
 
   “I completely understand. I won’t say a word.”
 
   They thanked MacGregor again and walked back to the elevator.
 
   “What do you think of that text message?” Ginger asked.
 
   “Well, it’s another piece of the puzzle, but it doesn’t sound like Amy.”
 
   “Do you think someone else sent the text?”
 
   Justin didn’t want to think that, but it was looking more and more like foul play…like someone had taken his sister, and then sent the text to keep people from looking for her. But who? Was it someone she knew? Or a stranger? 
 
   Justin knew that it was possible a stranger could have come into the home after Aaron left and made her drive to a secondary location, but the odds of that happening weren’t great. Normally it was someone the victim knew.
 
   Ginger was thinking the same exact thing, but she didn’t want to say it out loud. No reason to upset Justin anymore than he already was, but she knew denying the distinct possibility of foul play could ultimately cost Amy her life. Fortunately it was Justin who came out and said it first.
 
   “I’m starting to wonder if she’s been taken, but who would do that?”
 
   “Justin, I don’t know Amy, but was she seeing anyone?”
 
   “Lily and Aaron said she went out on a few dates with this guy, but that’s all. Lily said Amy wasn’t interested in him but he’d kept calling.”
 
   Justin’s radar went on alert. He’d been trying not to think of the worst where Amy was concerned, but he could no longer push it out of his mind. He also knew by letting the thought of someone hurting his sister into his brain, he was unleashing his inner beast. He didn’t want to do that in front of Ginger. She was a kind soul; he already knew that about her. And despite what was going on in his life, he felt an odd peace with her. He knew she was good for him, but was he good for her? Right now he couldn’t take the time to think it out. He had to find his sister. 
 
   “Lily gave me his name. See if you can bring his address up online.”
 
   Ginger got her phone out and pecked away. “Okay, what’s his name?
 
   “Sam Pennington. I’m not sure of the spelling, but try it different ways and see what comes up.”
 
   “Sam Pennington, 143 Harris Avenue.”
 
   “That’s not far from here. Let’s go pay Sam a visit.”
 
   “Justin, do you think that’s wise? I mean, maybe the police should speak to him first.”
 
   “I know what you’re saying is right, Ginger, but I can’t just wait on them. I have to talk to him now.”
 
   But Justin would have to wait since Sam wasn’t home. He made some calls to his club. They were to have “church” as soon as everyone made it back to the clubhouse.
 
   Lily stopped by Amy’s house and picked up Big Red and Aaron and brought them to the clubhouse that morning. Connor stopped by Red’s house and brought a change of clothes for him and another oxygen tank. Red used the oxygen 24/7, so he went through a lot of tanks. 
 
   Lily made a breakfast of eggs, bacon, and toast for Red and Aaron in the clubhouse kitchen, but neither ate. 
 
   “You guys need to eat, especially you Red. You need to keep up your strength. Do it for Amy.” 
 
   Red didn’t answer, just pushed his plate aside. He stood up and walked out of the kitchen into the clubhouse. 
 
   “Well, at least you eat,” Lily said as she looked at Aaron. He picked up a piece of bacon and chewed on it. She ruffled his hair and walked out of the kitchen. Connor was coming in the clubhouse door carrying one of the oxygen tanks. 
 
   “Hey Red, let me check the gauge on your tank, see if you need a new one.”
 
   The gauge read 50%. “I think you’re okay for a while.”
 
   Red didn’t say a word, just looked out the club window like he had done at Amy’s house.
 
   Connor walked over to Lily and said, “How’s he doing?”
 
   “Not good. He won’t eat or talk. I’m worried about him.”
 
   “Yeah, we all are. How are you holding up?”
 
   “Not good either,” Lily said as her eyes filled with tears. “What’s happened to her, Connor?”
 
   Connor put his arms around her. “I don’t know, babe. I just don’t know.”
 
   Justin and Ginger walked in the door. Lily quickly wiped her eyes with a tissue.
 
   “Is everyone here?” Justin asked.
 
   “Everyone but Merlin,” Connor replied.
 
   “I can’t wait on him. Let’s get started. Lily, would you mind keeping Ginger company until we’re done?”
 
   “Of course. Come with me Ginger. I just put on another pot of coffee. Would you like a cup?” 
 
   “That would be wonderful.”
 
   Justin turned to Ginger and said, “I won’t be long.”
 
   “Take all the time you need.”
 
   Justin smiled and gave her a kiss on the cheek before walking into the meeting room. The rest of the guys filed in, leaving Big Red alone staring out the window. Aaron joined Red and started playing a game on his phone. If it keeps his mind occupied, Ginger thought, it’s a good thing.
 
   Lily led Ginger into the kitchen where they sat at the long counter. Lily poured them both a cup of coffee and offered Ginger cream and sugar. The two made a little small talk, and then Lily asked how she and Justin were getting along. 
 
   “I saw that peck on the cheek,” Lily said smiling.
 
   Ginger blushed. “Oh, we barely know one another, but he seems very sweet. And, of course, good looking.”
 
   “Of course,” Lily laughed then sighed. “Wow, it feels good to laugh.”
 
   Suddenly her eyes filled with tears again. Ginger reached out and held Lily’s hand.
 
   “It’s been so hard to stay strong for everyone, even myself.” Lily began to cry.
 
   “Oh, Lily, I’m so sorry. I know this must be hard for you too, being her best friend.”
 
   “It is, but I don’t want to show my emotions around Big Red or Aaron.”
 
   “You can around me.” Ginger squeezed Lily’s hand.
 
   “Thank you. I didn’t know how much longer I could hold it in.”
 
   Ginger allowed Lily to have a good cry while she gathered some napkins for her to dry her tears. After a few minutes Lily said, “That felt good. I really needed to get that out of my system.”
 
   “I think tears are a woman’s way of relieving stress,” Ginger said, giving Lily a heartfelt smile. 
 
   “I think you’re right,” Lily answered. She stood up and gave Ginger a hug. 
 
   Ginger liked Lily right away. She filled her in on the morning’s activities. Stopping by the police department, the text message on Amy’s boss’s phone, and Sam Pennington. 
 
   “He wasn’t home, but Justin wants to talk to him. I’m sure he’ll try again. Can you tell me more about Amy?”
 
   Lily hesitated, but then proceeded to tell Ginger about her and Amy’s relationship. They’d been friends since high school. Although she knew Connor and Justin through Amy, Lily and Connor hadn’t started dating until a year ago. 
 
   “Why did it take so long for you two lovebirds to finally get together?”
 
   “Well, I was married for about four years. It didn’t work out, and we didn’t have kids, so it was an amicable parting.”
 
   “Was Connor married before?”
 
   “No,” Lily said. “He says he was waiting on me. Honestly I never thought about dating Connor. He really wasn’t my type. But he was just so crazy about me – he really loved me a lot, and now, well, I can’t live without him.”
 
   Ginger had wondered how this odd pairing came together. Lily was beautiful with her clear blue eyes and silky blonde hair that seemed like a slow-motion shampoo commercial as she brushed it back over her left shoulder now. Ginger gave a concerned squint as she saw three scratches on Lily’s neck.
 
   “Connor likes it rough,” Lily said with a nervous blush as she adjusted her collar and covered the marks with her long golden locks.
 
    Ginger gave a polite smile. Connor just didn’t seem to be a match for this blonde beauty. He was very average looking and a little scruffy like a stereotypical biker thug. Not that a plain looking guy couldn’t get a gorgeous girl like Lily if he had the charm and personality, but they seemed so opposite. Connor never seemed to smile, yet Lily was always in a good humor. Connor seemed very possessive as well, always by Lily’s side with his hand on her. Oh, well…maybe that’s Lily’s cup of tea. He must treat her right, she thought. 
 
   “So how did you two end up together?”
 
   “He basically wore me down.” Lily laughed. “He kept hounding me to go out with him after the divorce. I really didn’t want to. I mean, I just wanted to be alone with no man in my life, but eventually I gave in. And he’s been very good to me.” She got a soulful distant look and nodded her head just a little. “He’ll do anything for me. Anything.”
 
   Ginger shook off all of her misgivings about the two. Lily really did seem to be in love with Connor. Lily looked down at her engagement ring and twirled it around her finger.
 
   “Amy was helping me with the wedding, but only because I begged her to.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Ginger thought that to be strange. This was her best friend who was marrying a man who was like a brother to her. Why wouldn’t she want to help?
 
   “Well, she was actually trying to talk me out of marrying Connor.”
 
   That threw Ginger for a loop. “Why would she do that?”
 
   “She just didn’t think we belonged together. I would try and ask her why, but she’d never give me a cohesive answer. Everything was very vague, like she didn’t want to tell me something.”
 
   “That is odd.” Ginger thought it more than odd, though. What did Amy know about Connor that she didn’t want to tell her best friend? Maybe he was hitting on Amy or other girls behind Lily’s back?
 
   Aaron walked into the kitchen, and the girls changed the subject. 
 
   “Could we order a pizza?” Aaron asked. 
 
   “I knew you’d get hungry sooner or later,” Lily said. “Sure, I’ll make the call.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Justin filled the WWMC in on what he learned that morning regarding Amy’s disappearance, including the text message received by her boss, Mr. MacGregor. He also told them about Sam Pennington, the man Amy dated a few times, but who was still calling despite her desire not to see him anymore.
 
   “This whole thing with the Pennington dude is bothering me,” Justin remarked as he rotated the gavel around in his hand. “I don’t know anything about the guy except what Lily has told me, and she didn’t know much either. Only that he kept pestering Amy to go out even though she’d already told him to get lost. Could he have snapped and taken her?”
 
   “I don’t want to think that, but it’s starting to look like someone has taken her,” Connor replied. “I think we need to look at all possibilities right now because time is getting away from us.”
 
   “I agree,” Trigger chimed in. Trigger was one of the old school club members. He was 53 with a shock of grey hair and a mustache to match. He wasn’t tall, but he was solid. He could take on any young guy in the club and knock the shit out of him. They all knew it and gave him the respect he deserved. But he could also fly off the cuff at a moment’s notice, so his moniker suited him well.
 
   “I say we pay Mr. Pennington a visit and find out what he knows about Amy’s disappearance,” Connor said.
 
   “I already stopped there this morning. He’s not home.”
 
   “Do we know where he works or any other particulars?” Trigger asked.
 
   “No, we don’t,” Justin answered. “I’m trying to lay somewhat low. The police have already told me to let them handle it.”
 
   “That’s bullshit,” spouted Trig. “They don’t have the manpower for a full-on search. What do they expect? For us to just sit on our balls?”
 
   “They can fuck that all to hell,” raged Trick as he twisted in his seat towards Justin. Trick was big, but light on his feet. He was young and stubborn, ready to blow at a moment’s notice. He and Trigger made quite the duo. Fortunately for Justin, the rest of the WWMC were level headed. While they didn’t take guff from any one, they also didn’t go off half cocked either. Normally Merlin, the voice of reason could always talk them down, but he was late to the meeting.
 
   “Listen,” Trick said, brushing his black hair out of his eyes. “I say we pay Pennington a visit and if he isn’t home we just let ourselves in. What if he’s holding Amy in there?”
 
   Justin winced. Now it was out there. They’d all been thinking it, but no one until now had come out and said it. The churning in his stomach escalated, allowing the full-blown knowledge of the gravity of the situation to sink in. As much as he didn’t want to, he had to let it in and consume him. The fact was, he might never see his sister again.
 
   The meeting room door opened and Merlin walked in. “Sorry I’m late. I distributed some of the flyers on the outskirts of town.” 
 
   Merlin sat down in one of the empty chairs. He was tall and lanky, in his mid forties with salt and pepper hair. He was the anchor of the club, providing reason where none could be found.
 
   “We’re discussing our next move,” Justin explained. “The guy Amy was seeing didn’t like taking No for an answer. He should be next on our list, but he wasn’t at home earlier.”
 
   “Like I was telling the group, I think it’s time we pay him another visit and if he isn’t home, go in anyway. Amy could be in there,” Trick insisted.
 
    “Well that sounds like a sound plan,” Merlin scoffed sarcastically. “So how much use are you going to be to Amy locked in the county jail for breaking and entering?”
 
   Trick leaned back in his chair. “So you got a better plan?”
 
   “I don’t think we should all go. A bunch of burly bikers on his doorstep won’t loosen his lips.”
 
   “It might show him we mean business,” Trigger added.
 
   “Yeah, but we don’t know this guy from Adam. Better to walk softly and scope him out first. We come in guns a blazing he’ll shut down tighter than a virgin on prom night.”
 
   “Fine,” Trigger said. “Let’s do it your way first.”
 
   “I agree with Merlin.” Justin told the group. “We need to use our brains, not our emotions on this. We don’t want to do anything that could jeopardize Amy’s life.”
 
   Trick and Trigger nodded. They knew what Merlin and Justin said made sense. It was just hard for them to sit back when one of their own might be in harm’s way.
 
   “I’ll take care of Sam Pennington. The rest of you continue the search.” With that Justin adjourned the meeting. 
 
   The group filed out of the meeting room. Five pizza boxes sat on one of the tables in the clubhouse. The guys gobbled down a few slices before heading out on their bikes. Aaron sat at a table with Lily and Ginger slowly eating his pepperoni and cheese. 
 
   “Hey, buddy, how’s it going?” Justin said as he sat down at the table. 
 
   “Okay, I guess.”
 
   Ginger’s heart hurt for the boy. She knew what it was like to lose a parent. When she got the news that her parents were both killed in an auto accident, her world spun out of control. She was orphaned at a young age by a cruel twist of fate. Since she was an only child she had no one to share her grief with. Ginger’s extended family lived half way across the country, and they were basically strangers to her. Her friends helped all they could, but they didn’t understand the pain and misery she was feeling by losing the closest two people in the world to her.
 
   How much worse it must be for Aaron. At least Ginger knew what happened to her parents. The uncertainty of this situation was torture. She was glad Aaron had a strong support system. But she also worried about Big Red. He wasn’t eating or talking. She doubted if he was sleeping much either. The caring side of Ginger, the part that wanted to help make things better for people, felt so useless. She wasn’t sure how to help, but anything Justin needed, she would be there to provide it if she could.
 
   “Aaron, when you get finished eating, why don’t you check out a new game on my computer?”
 
   “You don’t like me messing with your computer.”
 
   “Not my work computer, but I bought a laptop last week, and it’s just for fun.”
 
   “Cool…okay.”
 
   Justin got up from the table and motioned Ginger and Lily to follow him. Aaron continued chewing on his pizza slice.
 
   “Lily, if you don’t mind, take care of Aaron and Red for me. And have the prospects do the work in the auto shop.”
 
   “No problem. That computer game should keep Aaron busy and I’ll try and get Big Red to eat something.” 
 
   “Thanks, hon,” Justin said giving her a quick hug.
 
   He turned to Ginger and said, “Would you mind coming with me out to Pennington’s place again?”
 
   “Whatever I can do to help,” Ginger said sliding into her jacket. 
 
   Justin couldn’t help himself. He took her head gently in his hands and kissed her lips softly. Ginger was surprised, especially since he was kissing her in front of several club members. But it felt right. She didn’t understand the warm feeling in her chest, as she’d never felt it before meeting Justin. Was this how true love felt? How could it happen this soon? Maybe it was intuition or the merging of two souls that always knew they should be together. Or maybe it was just pure animalistic lust for this perfect specimen of masculinity…
 
    
 
   A jumble of thoughts ran through Ginger’s head as they walked out the door. She hoped her instinct was right and that she’d finally met a bona fide match. However, her intuition was about to be put to the test.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   When Justin and Ginger pulled into Sam Pennington’s driveway, they noticed a vehicle that wasn’t there before.  
 
   “Well, it looks like somebody’s home,” Justin said as he pulled into the driveway.
 
   “Hopefully it’s his vehicle and we can get some answers,” Ginger replied as she opened the door to get out of the SUV.
 
   The house was located in the older part of town, where most of the homes were inhabited by people of low means. However, the outside of Sam Pennington’s home wasn’t in disarray like those surrounding his. It was well kept with a curved sidewalk leading to the front porch. Hanging plants surrounded the white rails of the wide porch. Vines stranded down from the decorative painted clay pots. The porch itself was surrounded by green shrubs and ornamental grasses. Someone painstakingly took care of the landscaping.
 
   They could hear banging as they approached the front door. Justin knocked hard on the door so he could be heard over what sounded like hammering. The noise stopped and a few seconds later the door opened.
 
   “Can I help you?”
 
   “Are you Sam Pennington?” Justin inquired.
 
   “Yes, I am. What can I do for you?”
 
   Sam Pennington was shorter than Justin had imagined. Actually Justin wasn’t sure what he would look like. He had brown hair and what looked like the beginning stages of a receding hairline. His pock-marked face revealed a person who fought acne scars, likely from puberty. He wore an old black t-shirt and pants that were streaked with white paint and brown sawdust. Justin towered over him like Hercules over a scrawny child.
 
   “Do you know Amy Taylor?”
 
   “Why, yes, I do. Is there anything wrong?”
 
   Justin thought it strange Sam would automatically jump to that conclusion.
 
   “She’s gone missing--since yesterday morning. No one’s seen her. I’m her brother, Justin, and this is my friend, Ginger. We heard you’d been dating her?”
 
   “Only a couple of times. Here, come in,” Sam said as he backed into the living room of his home to allow Justin and Ginger to enter. 
 
   “I’m sorry for the mess,” Sam said as he moved tarps and paint cans out of the way. “I’ve been doing a bit of renovating. This is an old home, and it needed some updating.”
 
   Ginger and Justin stood just inside the door. “So when was the last time you talked to Amy?”
 
   “Gosh, it’s been a few weeks, I believe. You say she went missing yesterday?”
 
   “Yes,” Justin answered. “Her son was the last person to see her before he headed off to school.”
 
   “Well, if I hear from her I’ll be sure to let you know.”
 
   Justin felt the guy was trying to usher them back out the door already. What was he hiding? Justin wasn’t about to let the guy take the lead.
 
   “So, you say you’re remodeling the place?” Justin stepped into the living room and headed towards the back of the house. Ginger stood in the same spot, not sure whether to follow Justin or not. Sam hurried after Justin.
 
   “I wouldn’t go in there. You might get sawdust all over you,” Sam said to Justin’s back.
 
   But Justin wasn’t deterred. He walked into the kitchen, which was entirely gutted. Justin looked around the room and noticed a hammer lying on the sub floor amid the tattered remains of what was once plasterboard. There was something red on the handle. Justin leaned over and picked the hammer up by the opposite end. The red liquid, now partly dry, appeared to be blood.
 
   Before Sam knew it, Justin grabbed him by the shirt collar and threw him against the doorframe as easily as one might flick a mosquito from his arm. Sam yelled out as his head made contact with the wood frame, and Ginger ran towards the two.
 
   “What did you do to my sister?” Justin’s face was a mere two inches from Sam’s. 
 
   “I didn’t do anything,” Sam pleaded.
 
   “Justin, stop!” Ginger yelled as she grabbed Justin’s arm in an effort to pull him away. “This isn’t your sovereign domain! The laws of God and men apply here.” Ginger tried to get him to remember the signage on his own clubhouse door. But she might as well have been pulling on a boulder. He didn’t budge. She could only hope that the good man inside had heard the message.
 
   “Then why does that hammer have blood on the handle?” Justin continued to yell inches from Sam’s face, pulling his collar even tighter. 
 
   “It’s my blood!” Sam exclaimed. Justin loosened his grip just enough for Sam to wrest himself away from his grasp. 
 
   “I cut my arm while working on the house – see? Sam held out his arm and rolled up the sleeve to show a large bandage. A piece of plaster hit my arm while I was pounding it from the walls. The blood ran down my arm onto the hammer’s handle. I just didn’t have a chance to wipe it off yet.”
 
   Justin looked at Sam unbelievingly. “Why did you keep calling my sister when she didn’t want to go out with you?” 
 
   “I only called twice more after our last date. Please,” Sam said to Ginger. “I don’t know what you think I’ve done, but I didn’t hurt Amy. I don’t know where she is.”
 
   Justin grabbed Sam by the collar again. “Don’t you talk to her – you talk to me, got it?”
 
   “Justin…please,” Ginger pleaded. “Let’s just get out of here. I really don’t think he knows where she is.”
 
   “Why don’t you go talk to her boss!” Sam exclaimed. “That’s who she was seeing when we were dating.”
 
   Justin and Ginger stood looking at him. “What did you just say?”
 
   “Her boss, MacGregor. I think that’s his name. She told me she was seeing a guy named Patrick MacGregor. She didn’t tell me it was her boss, but I did some digging around and found out it was.”
 
   “Why were you digging around?” Justin was closing in on Sam again, who backed up a couple of feet.
 
   “It was stupid, I know. I just wanted to see who she left me for.”
 
   “I thought you only had two dates,” Ginger said becoming more curious by the moment.
 
   “Well, yes we did.”
 
   “Why are you so interested in her life after only two dates?” Ginger asked.
 
   Sam shook his head. “You’re confusing me! Listen, I just fell for her the first time I saw her…I don’t know what’s happened to her, I really don’t. It’s her boss you need to talk to.”
 
   Ginger turned to Justin and said, “I really don’t think he knows. Let’s get out of here.”
 
   Justin knew she was right. “Alright fine. But don’t be making any quick trips out of town. My club will be watching you.”
 
   Sam nodded his head. Justin and Ginger turned and walked out the front door. When they got in the SUV Justin said, “Something about that guy isn’t right.”
 
   “I agree, but I don’t think he was lying about Amy. He’s odd for sure, but I don’t think he’s the type to take her against her will.”
 
   “What about the weird stuff he was saying? Like they were in some kind of relationship after two dates.”
 
   “I think it’s all in his head, Justin. What bothers me more is what he said about MacGregor. Why didn’t he tell us he and Amy were dating when we talked to him?”
 
   “Yeah, I know. That is strange.”
 
   “Unless you can’t date co-workers. Maybe they were keeping it under wraps because of their jobs.”
 
   “Possibly,” Justin said rubbing his temples. “This is all making my head hurt.”
 
   “Let’s stop by my place,” Ginger suggested. “I’ll make us some tea, and you can take some aspirin.”
 
   “Sounds like a good idea. I need to decompress.”
 
   Ginger’s reasoning for going back to her condo was twofold. She wanted Justin to calm down, but she was also shaken by his outburst. On the one hand, she understood. He’s on the edge regarding his sister’s whereabouts, plus his father is ill and the stress could end up killing him. But on the other hand, the violent outburst made her think twice. Maybe this is how he normally reacts when things go awry. Ginger didn’t want to think that of him though.
 
   Her heart and head were locked in opposite sides of an argument. Intuition and logic battled it out as she went back and forth in her mind over what just happened at Sam’s house. She decided that stopping by her condo and allowing them both to unwind would better help her evaluate the situation. For some reason, she had no fear that Justin would turn his anger towards her.
 
   Ginger filled the teakettle with water and set it on the stove to boil. Justin took off his jacket and slumped onto the couch. Ginger brought him two aspirins and a glass of water.
 
   “Thanks, babe,” he said and downed the pills.
 
   He continued to rub his head, and Ginger sat and told him to put his head in her lap and she would massage his temples. He closed his eyes, and she thought how boyish he looked with a strand of his brown hair hanging against his forehead. 
 
   “That feels wonderful,” he whispered.
 
   “You just need to relax, Justin. I know it’s hard, but you need to.”
 
   “I know. I’m sorry you saw me blow my cool, I really am. That guy just creeped me out, and then when I saw that blood – well I just lost it.”
 
   “He creeped me out too,” Ginger replied as she continued to massage his temples. 
 
   Suddenly he opened his eyes and looked deeply into Ginger’s. He brought his hand up behind her head and pulled it gently toward him. He kissed her softly and then eagerly. Ginger loved the feeling of his firm but tender lips on hers. She immediately felt a burning in her chest, that longing she felt the night before to have this man take her. Their kisses became more fervent. The back of Justin’s hand snuck up to the collar of Ginger’s shirt and proceeded to delve deeply to fondle a breast through her bra. Ginger moaned inwardly as his touch lit a fire that was desperate to burn brightly.
 
   She knew it was too soon, but Ginger couldn’t help how this man made her feel. At the moment, neither one thought of Amy, Big Red, Sam Pennington, or Aaron. It was just the two of them alone on an island giving themselves to each other. And then the teapot started to whistle and they were brought back to harsh reality.
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Lily sat down at the table with Big Red. He didn’t acknowledge her, but kept staring out the window towards the road. 
 
   “Red, you have to eat something. I know you don’t want to, but you have to. We’re all worried about you, and that’s taking our focus off Amy.”
 
   Lily knew she was delivering a guilt trip on Red, but she couldn’t help it. Sometimes extreme methods are needed in order to get the result you want. 
 
   Red turned and looked at Lily. “Don’t focus on me. Just find Amy.”
 
   “We are trying, Red, but the focus keeps shifting to you since you’re not taking care of yourself. You need to keep up your strength, especially during these chemo treatments. Let me fix you a sandwich.”
 
   Red let out a sigh and said, “Okay – fix me a ham and cheese sandwich.”
 
   “How about a big glass of sweet tea to go along with it.”
 
   “That’s fine, Lily.” As Lily stood up to walk to the kitchen Red said, “Thanks for busting my balls, girl.”
 
   Lily smiled and said, “Anytime.”
 
   Connor walked into the clubhouse and met Lily in the kitchen as she made Red’s sandwich. 
 
   “I finally got Red to let me make him a sandwich,” Lily said as she smeared mayo on the top bun. 
 
   “Oh, that’s good. He needs to keep his strength up. Where’s Aaron?”
 
   “He’s in the office playing a game on the laptop. It’s keeping his attention, which is good.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Where have you been?”
 
   “I went and talked to some of Amy’s neighbors to see if they saw anything suspicious the other morning.”
 
   “That’s a good idea,” Lily said as she poured Red’s iced tea into a tall glass. “Did you find out anything?”
 
   “No. Everyone leaves for work early, and the only woman that was around said she was sick in bed that morning.”
 
   “Crap.” Lily sat the pitcher of tea down as tears streamed down her face. 
 
   Connor walked over and put his arms around her. 
 
   “I hate that Amy and I argued during our last conversation,” Lily said wiping the tears from her face. “I just wanted her to be my maid of honor, and she was backing out. I shouldn’t have been so mad at her, but I was under so much pressure trying to get things organized. Now it seems so petty.”
 
   “Don’t beat yourself up over this,” Connor said holding her tight. “Nothing is your fault.”
 
   “Okay, well I need to get this sandwich and tea out to Red before he changes his mind about eating.” Lily wiped her face with a hand towel and grabbed the tray with Red’s lunch. Connor grabbed her by the arm and said, “I will always protect you--you know that, right?”
 
   “Of course I do.” 
 
   He watched her as she walked out of the kitchen with the tray of food. Yes, Connor would do anything to protect Lily. 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   After drinking their tea and waiting for the aspirin to take effect, Justin’s headache released its grasp. He wanted to know more about Ginger, and she explained how her extended family lived far away and she really didn’t know any of them. Justin felt bad for Ginger. He not only had his father and sister, but also the WWMC, which was just like a family. He didn’t know how she had made it this far without that kind of support.
 
   He could see how strong she was, not only because she was forced to be when her parents were killed, but also from what they instilled in her during her growing up years. Her independence stemmed from that. He hoped someday he could encourage his own children to be just as ambitious and independent as Ginger. 
 
   Ginger was also learning more about Justin as well. His tight knit motorcycle club along with the love and devotion he demonstrated towards his father, sister, and nephew was something Ginger longed for in her own life. Yet she sensed there was a dark side that would sooner or later consume her. It would either steal her soul or chase her away. But she would continue to play with fire because she was not ready to leave Justin behind. Somehow, he felt like part of her now.
 
   Yes, she was strong and self-sufficient, but that only carried her so far. Everyone needed someone to lean on during dark times, and Ginger had been through a few. None as bad as when her parents died in that awful car accident, but when her beloved 15 year old cat died or when a friend betrayed her, she could have used a support system to see her through those dark days: a support system and the love of a good man. It always seemed to slip through her fingers, until now. She was determined to hang on.
 
   As much as Ginger wanted to open herself up to love, she was also afraid – afraid of being burned like so many times in the past. But she was drawn to this man with the dark brown hair, which he slicked back with his hands only to have stubborn wisps hang down. It was this charm against the backdrop of a gruff and tuff biker aficionado that pulled Ginger into his orbit. She hoped with everything in her being that he was the one for her and that this wasn’t another disaster waiting to happen.
 
   Once the headache completely dissipated, he decided another visit to Amy’s boss was in order. After what happened at Sam Pennington’s home, Ginger decided she should accompany him to ensure he kept his cool.
 
   “No rough stuff this time, Justin,” she said with a commanding look. He just looked away.
 
   When they entered the lobby the receptionist recognized them. 
 
   “If you’re here to see Mr. MacGregor, I’m afraid he’s out for a meeting.”
 
   “Can we wait for him?” Ginger asked.
 
   “Yes. He shouldn’t be much longer. There’s a small waiting area right outside his office if you’d like to wait there.”
 
   “That would be great.”
 
   When Justin and Ginger exited the elevator on the 10th floor, they noticed Macgregor’s office door was open.
 
   “He never let us through the door last time,” Ginger said. “I wonder what he was hiding.” She headed towards the several chairs in the waiting area, but she had aroused Justin’s curiosity and he walked into the office instead.
 
   “Justin, what are you doing?” 
 
   “I’m going to look around…see what else he’s hiding.”
 
   Ginger got up and stood in the doorway. “I really don’t think we should do that. He could come off the elevator at any moment.”
 
   “You keep a look out then.”
 
   “Well, it won’t be much of a warning since the elevator is right here,” Ginger whispered.
 
   “Why are you whispering?”
 
   “Hell if I know! Alright, we might as well go down together.” With that Ginger stepped into the office and looked around.
 
   It was definitely a man’s office with dark paneling, leather furniture, and a cherry wood desk. It was high-end stuff, which meant MacGregor likely made a lot more money than they would ever see in a lifetime.
 
   Ginger noticed several photo frames on the desk. Two of them were of a teenaged boy and girl. Both had dark brown hair, likely brother and sister. They were wearing leis and appeared as if they’d just gotten off a plane at the Oahu airport. The other picture was of MacGregor and a striking woman who looked much like the children in the other photographs. So he had a wife. This was getting more interesting by the minute. 
 
   “Did you see these pictures?” Ginger said as she pointed to the one of MacGregor and the woman. 
 
   “Is that his wife?” Justin picked up the photo for a closer look. 
 
   “Sure looks like it. You wouldn’t have a picture of your divorced wife on your desk.”
 
   “What are you doing in here?”
 
   Ginger jumped and Justin turned around slowly with a steely look in his eye. 
 
   MacGregor stood in the doorway of his office with a briefcase in hand. “The receptionist told me you were up here, but I thought you’d be in the waiting area, not snooping around my office.” MacGregor walked into his office and grabbed the framed photo out of Justin’s hand.
 
   “Well, maybe you can tell me about the fact that you were screwing my sister. You seem to have omitted that vital piece of information,” Justin said as he moved closer to MacGregor. 
 
   Ginger had seen this move before so she broke in between them.
 
   “Mr. MacGregor, we’ve heard that you were seeing Amy. Is this true?”
 
   MacGregor looked down at Ginger then up at Justin. He walked over to his office chair and sat down. He motioned towards the photos on his desk and said, “As you can see, I’m married with children.”
 
   “Yes, we saw that,” Ginger replied.
 
   “Well, as in many marriages, mine is in name only. My children are almost grown. One is heading off to college this September and the boy will be in three years. We decided to stay together until they are both out of the house. Of course, this makes for a dreary existence. When Amy came here to work I never thought that way about her, but as my marriage crumbled she became my rock, someone I could talk to in confidence about my situation. We started out as good friends and then it became more.” MacGregor massaged his forehead and then looked up at them.
 
   “I’m devastated by her disappearance, but I didn’t feel I could let on. I mean, I’m her employer. I had to display a certain distance to the situation, for my children’s sake.”
 
   “But you could have told us. We wouldn’t have told anyone, but now, hearing it like we did through the grapevine, it makes you look suspicious,” Ginger said. Justin looked at her with even more respect than he had before. She was taking charge and at the same time keeping his temper in check. 
 
   “Yes, I know it must look bad, but believe me when I tell you, I would never hurt Amy. I love her. If there is anything I can do to help find her I will do it, but please, for my children’s sake, I don’t want our affair to come out.”
 
   Justin didn’t like MacGregor. It seemed he was more interested in his own fate than Amy’s. While he said he loved her, Justin wasn’t buying it. More like using her. He could no longer get his rocks off with his own wife, so he turned to his secretary. Justin had a jaded way of looking at some people, and MacGregor fit that mold. 
 
   Justin leaned over the desk and faced MacGregor. “I don’t care about you or your children, MacGregor. All I care about is getting my sister back unharmed.” 
 
   “Of…of course you do,” MacGregor stammered. “I want to help in any way I can.”
 
   “As long as your kids don’t find out you’ve been screwing the secretary, right?”
 
   “Justin!” Ginger exclaimed. 
 
   “Okay, fine. If it comes out it won’t be from me. But you be sure and tell the cops, or I will,” Justin said as he turned to walk out the door.
 
   Ginger gave MacGregor a reproachful look and walked out behind Justin. When they got out of earshot Justin stopped and turned to Ginger and said, “I don’t trust him.”
 
   “I’m not sure I do either. There’s something slimy about him, but I’m not sure he’s involved in Amy’s disappearance.”
 
   As they reached the elevators Justin said, “I’m keeping him on my radar. I’ll send a couple of prospects to keep an eye on him and Pennington.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   When Justin and Ginger walked into the clubhouse they were happy to see that Red had eaten two sandwiches and even a slice of warmed-up pizza. Lily was making a huge pot of chili in the kitchen for the guys when they got back from posting flyers. Ginger excused herself to help Lily. Aaron finally tore himself away from the computer game and joined Red at the table. Other club members and old ladies filed in as the day wore on.
 
   Red felt better since he’d eaten something and was beginning to feel that good news was on the way. He was sure someone would recognize Amy from the flyers. Maybe she hit her head and lost her memory and was in a hospital recuperating. It was the thought Red hung onto. It had to be the case. He couldn’t lose his only girl. 
 
   As the rest of the club members filed in and everyone served themselves up a steaming bowl of chili, the atmosphere was more lighthearted than it had been the last few days. Like Red, the club hoped the flyers would stroke someone’s memory. They were doing something, and that felt good – like they would be rewarded with a good result.
 
   Maybe someone saw something and would go to the police or to the club with information. The flyer’s listed both the police department number and the club’s number. Many people who did business with the auto body shop were also helping by delivering the news of Amy’s disappearance through social media.
 
   A few laughs were heard around the clubhouse. It was fine with Justin, and he was glad to hear it. The more buoyant atmosphere gave him hope. Unfortunately, that hope would be dashed in a few hours.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The hunter smelled the acrid odor as he trampled through the brush to his usual spot in the state forest. He normally came in the morning, but he had errands to take care of first. He knew morning and dusk were the best times to hunt, but he figured he’d come out anyway, relishing the smell of the outdoors and the quiet essence of the wild. He usually hunted deer, but that was out of season. Today he was hunting rabbit, but he wasn’t having much luck. 
 
   The wind had picked up, and an annoying scent cascaded down the holler towards him. It smelled like something burnt or burning. Likely some idiot left a fire burning, he thought.
 
   However, it’d been a wet spring and even attempting to light a fire in these conditions would likely prove futile. And this didn’t smell like wet wood and leaves. There was something not right about it.
 
   The hunter decided he should investigate despite the unlikely threat of a forest fire. Something propelled him forward. He didn’t know why, only that he should find out where the unnatural odor was emanating from. 
 
   He crested the top of the holler and immediately saw a vehicle parked not twenty yards away. The burning odor was stronger now than in the valley below. He didn’t notice anyone around the car, so he started to walk closer to it. Once he walked a few yards he could see a sliver of smoke wafting out the passenger side window. The window was rolled half way down. 
 
   As he walked closer to the vehicle, coming up from behind it, he noticed another smell. This one much worse than the burnt odor. Now the hunter’s instincts were on high alert. This wasn’t just an abandoned vehicle. It was too new. Someone was trying to hide it. He didn’t want to look inside the vehicle, afraid of what he might see, but curiosity got the better of him. To his relief all he saw was the remains of someone attempting to start a fire in the back seat. All it achieved was burning a hole in the fabric. But the smell coming from the trunk was different from the burning odor.
 
   The hunter quickly retreated from the vehicle and back down into the holler the way he’d come. He grabbed his cell phone out of his back pocket, but instantly knew he wouldn’t get a signal this deep in the holler. He headed back to his truck at the road. Once there he jumped in, locked the doors, and tried his phone again. This time he got a signal. He punched in 911. 
 
   Two rings and then, “911, what is your emergency?”
 
   “I’m out on route 29 in the Paint Creek State Park Forestry, and I found an abandoned vehicle.”
 
   “Sir, you should call the sheriff’s department regarding an abandoned vehicle.”
 
   “No, wait. I think there’s a dead body inside it.”
 
   The operator wrote down the hunter’s directions and instructed him to stay put until a deputy found him. The hunter looked at his watch. It read 2:15 p.m. At approximately 2:25 two sheriff’s vehicles rolled up behind his truck. The hunter got out and told the deputies what he found. The deputies and the hunter started down the same trek into the forestry towards the abandoned vehicle. Once there, the deputies popped the trunk lid. The odor the hunter smelled an hour before now punched the air and their nostrils. 
 
   The dead girl lay on her back looking straight up. Her skin had a grayish cast which made her glassy eyes stand out even more.
 
    “Good God,” the hunter said staring into the trunk.
 
   “Sir, we need you to stand back,” one deputy said to the hunter, motioning him to move away from the vehicle. 
 
   The hunter hung his head and took several steps away from the car. One of the deputies grabbed his radio to call it in. He also gave dispatch the license plate number. The plate number came back with the owner’s name: Amy Taylor. 
 
   At approximately 4:00 p.m. the forensics team was on the scene gathering evidence. The girl had several knife wounds to her chest and one slash across the neck that ultimately killed her. Someone wanted her dead, but whom? And why?
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The killer felt he had no choice in the matter of whether to allow Amy Taylor to live or die. She was creating a problem in his life, one that could ultimately shatter it, and he couldn’t have that. He tried to reason with her – he even begged her, but it was falling on deaf ears. Why couldn’t she just be quiet, he thought. If she would only listen to reason and not blow things out of proportion or make it difficult for him none of this would have occurred.
 
   But she didn’t. Amy was headstrong, and it was eventually her downfall. Even in those last moments he tried in vain to stop her from causing anymore harm to his life, but she wouldn’t listen. It was a split-second decision, not something thought out or premeditated, or at least he didn’t think so until later. Perhaps he had entertained the thought of killing her in the darkest recesses of his mind, but only when his rage surfaced did it come to fruition. 
 
   The knife was one of convenience. If it hadn’t been there, he likely would have used another way to kill her. But it was. He grabbed the long knife as it sat on the counter and plunged it deep into her chest and then back out again. Amy fell backwards and clutched at the wound.
 
   She didn’t speak, but her eyes said volumes. Why? they screamed.
 
   But surely she must know why, he thought. Those pleading eyes should have stopped him…should have thrown him back into the reality of the situation, but his own rage devoured him – even propelled him to continue. He had a choice, but now it was too late. He had to finish it. 
 
   She was running now, towards the door. He spun her around and plunged the knife into her chest again. A loud scream of pain emitted from her lips. He had to keep her quiet. The next slash was across her throat, which ended a second scream in mid-stream. She crumpled to the floor holding her neck. He heard the gasps and gurgling as he backed away. The blood poured from the gash on her neck. He ran to the linen closet and grabbed a stack of towels to sop up the blood. He then took several large garbage bags and stuffed her into them. He couldn’t carry a dead woman out the front door, but a large garbage bag wouldn’t look too suspicious. First he had to clean himself up. He took a shower and washed his clothes, making sure to use a spot remover on his bloody pants and shirt. He was surprised to see how well it worked. While waiting for his clothes to dry he cleaned the blood from the hardwood floors. He looked for bleach but couldn’t find any. He knew the police would discover this was the kill spot, but he couldn’t worry about that now. First things first.
 
   He loaded her into the trunk of her car and headed to the Paint Creek State Park Forestry. He’d hunted there as a boy and remembered some of the less traveled areas. Of course, that was years ago and what he thought would be secluded was quite open today. Most of the Forestry was well hunted now so he wouldn’t find much seclusion, but he didn’t know that.
 
   He pulled the car off the beaten path down a dirt road. When that road ended he took it another two miles until he could no longer drive between the trees. He hadn’t time to consider bringing a flammable material with him to torch the car. He tried to set the seat on fire by ripping a hole in it and lighting the padding. It actually took off at first, but the damp conditions hindered any gusto the fire contained. It continued to smolder, leaving an acrid odor. The killer didn’t worry too much about it. He thought he’d have time to come back with the right supplies to set fire to the vehicle and destroy any evidence he may have left behind. Just in case, he wiped down the entire car. 
 
   He opened the lid and tore open the garbage bag for one last look to ensure she was dead. Her transparent, unseeing  eyes stared up at him accusingly. He shut the lid. He had a long walk back, and he wanted to give the house one more look through. He caught a bus at the edge of town after walking eight miles out of the Forestry. After sneaking back into Amy’s home he looked for any items that might be out of place. He didn’t see anything and turned to walk out the door.
 
   Suddenly a photo caught his eye. It was of Amy and her son, Aaron. Tears clouded his vision. There was no taking it back now. What was done was done. He looked at the photo and said, “See what you made me do.” The killer walked out the door. Time for the fallout to begin.
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   When the police arrived at the WWMC clubhouse everyone knew it was bad news. The police don’t show up to hand out good news. Red sat at his table, and Justin motioned for the police to come over to his table. Everyone gathered around to hear the news. 
 
   The police explained that a hunter found an abandoned vehicle in the Paint Creek State Forestry. The car’s license plate came back as owned by Amy Taylor. Upon further investigation a body was found in the trunk. From the picture on the flyers, the police were able to identify it as Amy’s.
 
   Screams of horror and disbelief filled the clubhouse as Red yelled out in anguish. Aaron began to sob, and Lily took him in her arms. Justin just sat there, with his hollow eyes staring at nothing and all the strength drained from his body. He walked over to Red to console him, trying to stay strong and keep his own tears from flowing down his cheeks.
 
   Ginger followed Justin, worried about both him and Red. The rest of the members were stunned. They had hoped there was a chance she’d come out of this alive, but that hope had been dashed. 
 
   The police gave their condolences to the family and promised to find out who did this. Forensics was working on the vehicle and gained entry into her home to look for evidence as well. 
 
   “I want to see her,” Red choked out between sobs.
 
   “Dad,” Justin said in an effort to sway him against it.
 
   “No! I want to see my girl one last time.”
 
   The police explained that an autopsy was under way and that the family could see her after it was completed. Red nodded his head and wiped the tears from his face. 
 
   After the police left, only whispers and sobs could be heard in the devastated clubhouse. Justin tried to console his father, but he only wanted to be left alone. “I’m staying here tonight at the clubhouse,” he said as he walked to the office, which contained a roll out cot. Justin knew better than to argue with his dad. Big Red needed to be alone right now, and Justin had to give him his space. 
 
   Justin walked over to Aaron who was still crying in Lily’s embrace. 
 
   “Buddy, I’m so sorry,” Justin said putting a hand on Aaron’s back. “We’ll find out who did this.” 
 
   “Why don’t you come home with me and Connor tonight?” Lily persuaded Aaron as she wiped the tears from his face. He nodded in approval. “Okay, go get your jacket.”
 
   After Aaron walked away, tears sprung into Lily’s eyes as she hugged Justin. Both were trying to be strong, especially in front of Aaron. When they pulled apart Lily said, “He needs a motherly influence right now. I’ll take care of him.”
 
   “Thank you, Lily. You don’t know how much I appreciate this.”
 
   “I know you need to look after Big Red right now, so I’ll look after Aaron.” At that moment Connor walked up. He gave Justin a hug of condolence. “We’ll both look after Aaron, don’t you worry about him.”
 
   “Thanks, bud…you’re always here for me.”
 
   “Always,” Connor replied.
 
   Ginger stood behind Justin still stunned by what just occurred. She really thought Amy would come home alive. Was her intuition off? Or had it all been false hope? It’s a human condition to hope for the best but prepare for the worst. She hadn’t prepared herself for the second part. 
 
   As Lily and Connor led Aaron away, Ginger said, “Would you like to come back to my place? I don’t think you should be alone.”
 
   “I would very much like to be with you right now,” Justin answered. His eyes were so sad it broke her heart. He looked in on his Dad who was already lying on the cot. He doubted he was asleep though. A few of the WWMC said they would stay the night at the clubhouse in case Red needed anything. Justin thanked them and headed out the door with Ginger. 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The ride back to Ginger’s condo was silent except for a few quiet sobs from Justin. Ginger drove as Justin was in no shape to be behind the wheel. After entering the condo Justin slumped onto the couch. 
 
   “I can’t believe I’ll never see or talk to Amy again.” A torrent of tears streamed down his face. Ginger ran over, sat next to him on the couch, and held his head in her lap as he finally gave in to the anguish. His body shook in her arms as she tried to soothe him by running her hand through his thick hair. They remained like this for several minutes until his sobs quieted and he raised his head from her lap. Justin wiped away the tears from his face with his sleeve. Ginger got up and brought back a box of tissues of both of them. 
 
   Once they had collected themselves Ginger offered Justin a drink. She thought it might help both of their nerves, and Justin accepted it. She fixed them both a Jack Daniels and coke, heavy on the JD. They sipped their drinks and sat quietly in the dimly lit condo. Finally Justin spoke.
 
   “I can’t believe this has happened. I keep thinking any moment I’ll wake up and find out it was all a nightmare, but I never do.” Justin felt defeated, like all the energy had been drained out of him and all that was left was a shell. All he could feel was grief, and it was torture. There’s something about grief that poisons the soul and he thought, if it could take him down this hard, what would it do to his father?
 
   Justin didn’t want to feel the sorrow any longer. He wanted to feel something else, even if it was for a short time, anything to give him release. He leaned over to kiss Ginger. She understood he needed to feel close to someone right at this moment and even if she didn’t know it at the time, she did as well. 
 
   The kisses were soft at first and then more fervent. His tongue eagerly entered her mouth, and she opened wide allowing him to take total control. The sensations pulsing through her body were like electric jolts spreading from her chest down her legs. The wetness poured from her as she opened her legs, allowing him to wedge between them. He searched for the bottom of her shirt and pulled it over her head. Justin leaned up just enough to pull off his own. 
 
   He leaned back down cupping one breast under her bra as he took her mouth once more. Ginger arched her back, letting her chest heave forward, welcoming his fondling touch. He reached around and undid the bra, flinging it to the floor. He then consumed one breast with his mouth while flicking the nipple of the other. The sensations floating in her chest and vagina were carrying off from this atmosphere of despair to a land of pleasure. She didn’t feel guilty. They needed this to release the stress and more importantly, to feel alive.
 
   Ginger reached down and unbuckled Justin’s belt, released the snap on his jeans, and lowered the zipper. She reached down for a handful of Justin before she undid her own pants. Justin leaned back and pulled Ginger’s jeans and panties down to her knees. He stood up and pulled his own off jeans. Ginger stood to do the same, using one foot to hold the pants down as she removed the other foot, then shaking the other pant leg down and kicking the jeans away.
 
   Ginger looked at the large erection that was pointing at her. She wanted to feel it inside her…she felt she would scream if she didn’t have it now. Their minds and desires were in perfect synchronicity now, and Justin reached for the thighs of the most beautiful woman he had ever seem. He lifted her to his chest. No hands were necessary as he lowered her eagerly awaiting body, throbbing and wet, onto his long rigid spike. It filled her vagina completely, and she moaned and dug her nails into his neck and back as he plunged it deep, in and out, deeper and deeper.
 
   Justin moved slowly and masterfully as Ginger’s body begged for more speed. But Justin was in control, and she soon slowed to his pace. She understood now that this would not be a short sprint to a climax, but a true lovemaking session, unlike anything she had experienced before with ordinary men, and she surrendered herself completely to his lead.
 
   Ginger licked Justin’s ear and whispered for him to take her to her bedroom, and Justin complied, walking, still intertwined, the short distance. She reached back and threw back the covers as Justin laid her down and drove himself more deeply than she had ever been penetrated. She shrieked, and Justin pulled back as they found a new and slightly more brisk rhythm, with her heels behind his buttocks.
 
   It was as if the mechanics of thrusting and pumping body parts disappeared, and there was only a single union of love and ecstasy that had transported them to a realm where their souls intertwined. He pushed and groaned feeling her warmth as they explored more positions and more wonders of each other’s bodies…wonders that did not and could not exist except when they were together. 
 
   Her climax was growing with each thrust as she climbed the stairway to heaven, step by step, ready to plunge into an ocean of pleasure. Ginger dug her fingernails into Justin’s back, screaming and quivering as she dove into a sea of bliss. The amazing man kept going, faster now, and Ginger felt her body rolling into another orgasm, and another. He felt her walls as they shuddered around his magic wand, until he finally succumbed to his own exploding release that washed over his body in tumultuous shakes and shivers. 
 
   They lay together, spent and covered with the glow of sweat and utter satisfaction. He held her close, their breathing flowing in a single rhythm. There was no need even to look at each other right now; they were one being, totally in tune and in touch. In fact, Justin was afraid that he would lose himself forever, falling eternally, if he dared to gaze into Ginger’s perfect eyes at this sacred moment. 
 
   Justin felt a deep kinship with Ginger. She had seen him at his most vulnerable, in anger and in grief, and it didn’t scare her away. The women of his past wouldn’t want to deal with the drama, but Ginger was different, and he knew it right away. 
 
   Ginger wanted their first time to be rose petals on the bed and a bottle of champagne chilling in a bucket. But life doesn’t always hand you roses, and she knew that all too well. Still, she wouldn’t trade this magical once-in-a-lifetime moment for anything, and she would cherish it forever, no matter what might lie ahead. It wasn’t the romantic backdrop she had hoped for, but the act drew them so much closer. It was what they both needed at the time, a closeness that pushed out all the darkness surrounding them, if only for a few precious minutes. 
 
   Whether they knew it or not, they had been joined as one. Their souls were woven together in an unbreakable bond. The heavens had answered Ginger’s prayer for a soul mate. Of course, she didn’t know that yet. She played with the idea that this was just a moment of fantasy that she needed just this once – but something deep inside her heart and mind told her it might be more. No doubt, she would question the devotion of this man – this unstoppable force of nature – in the upcoming months. After all, she had a high bar when it came to choosing the right man. And, like the old song says, when an irresistible force meets and immovable object, something’s gotta give. Friction was inevitable.
 
   Justin would have his own challenges to face too, including his father’s impending death and finding his sister’s killer – all this while attempting to cement his future with Ginger. It’s not easy for two strong, independent people to become one cooperative team…but they were beyond the point of no-return now, and neither of them could live a day without the other any longer. It would be a difficult road for both of them. But love conquers all…or, at least, that is the hope we all cling to.
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   Justin was able to persuade his father to wait until the funeral to see Amy. The family was told she had died of a knife wound to the throat, but the police didn’t want to be any more specific than that. Better to keep some information under wraps during a murder investigation. 
 
   Lily was allowed to look through Amy’s closet for a dress in which to bury her friend. The forensics team remained inside the home gathering evidence, but a policeman escorted her inside so she could choose the appropriate attire along with a few jewelry items that were special to Amy. Lily was instructed to either get a high neck dress or shirt or a scarf to hide Amy’s neck wound. She chose a silk scarf for her friend.
 
   It was difficult for Lily to rummage through Amy’s possessions, especially remembering the last time they were together and the hurtful things that were said. She wished she could take it all back, but nothing could erase it now. There would be no making up, no watching each other’s kids during date night, or family vacations together.
 
   Lily heaved a sigh as she gathered the items together. Before she could take them, forensics would look through the items ensuring there was no blood on the surface. Once cleared, Lily took the dress, scarf, and jewelry to the funeral home. The viewing was that night with the funeral tomorrow. She prayed Big Red could make it through. In just a few days it appeared he’d shrunk in size. Lily knew another funeral wasn’t far off in their future.
 
   Big Red was a mess from the moment he entered the funeral home. Justin and Connor wanted to roll him up to his beloved daughter’s casket in a wheelchair, but Red would have none it. They compromised, and the two you men walked up with the grief-stricken father, one on each side of him, holding on tightly. Red even picked up a suit and tie for the occasion at the thrift store, and it was the first time anyone there could remember seeing him dressed up.
 
   They were still two steps from the casket when Red broke down. Loud, pained wails came up from his soul, and the tears flowed.
 
   “My little girl!” he cried out and went down on his knees, his two hands on the edge of the casket and his face bowed before it. His boys knelt beside him, unable to hold back their own tears, and soon there was not a dry eye left in the funeral chapel.
 
   After a few silent prayers and tearful visitation, Justin and Connor turned Red around for the walk back to his seat. They hadn’t anticipated his threatening outburst for the person who had taken his daughter from him…but not a single person blamed him for his honest desire for justice.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The day of the funeral was sunny and bright, unlike the mood of the people walking through the cemetery to the lone casket sitting under the green canopy. A minister said a few words and leaned over to give Big Red some words of encouragement. The club members, friends, and family walked past the casket to touch its surface as a goodbye gesture to Amy.
 
   Big Red slumped in the chair provided by the funeral service. He slowly emerged from it, placing a hand on the casket and murmuring, “I’m so sorry, my baby girl. It’s all my fault. I wasn’t there when you needed me.”
 
   Justin couldn’t make out what his father said, but he guided him away from the casket and back to the SUV. They all headed back to the clubhouse where the WWMC family had prepared a hearty meal. Justin got Big Red a plate of food, but he only looked at it. Aaron at least was eating, and he was glad of that. 
 
   After everyone finished, Justin walked to the front of the room and asked for everyone’s attention. He thanked everyone for their efforts during the time of Amy’s disappearance and the love and support they all gave them during this tragedy. As he looked towards Big Red, Justin told the crowd that they would continue to need that love and support until justice was rendered for Amy. The club members vowed to help. Someway, somehow, Amy’s murderer would be brought to justice, if not by the police then by the WWMC.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Justin decided to have Aaron move in with him and Big Red. As soon as the police were finished with Amy’s home, Justin would sell the place. Police discovered so much blood on the kitchen floor and cabinets, despite the killer’s cleaning job. When they sprayed the Luminol and turned on the ultraviolet light, the place lit up like a movie screen, revealing the true horror and extreme loss of blood that Amy had suffered. No way would Justin allow Aaron to remain in the same home his mother was killed in. He and Ginger would remove Aaron’s personal items when the police released the home. 
 
   The days after the funeral were dark ones. Big Red could barely function, and Aaron just wanted to be left alone. Justin did all he could to help them, but he was suffering too. He spent his nights at Ginger’s condo, the only place he could find solace and some type of normalcy. The only emotion besides grief he could allow in was the love growing between him and Ginger. They say there is a time for everything, and Justin felt Ginger had come into his life right when he needed her most. He couldn’t imagine going through this without her.
 
   If Ginger had met Justin during a different time or setting, she may not have fallen for the tattooed biker. Justin could come off very alpha to women, and for some that was okay. But Ginger had been on her own for many years. While she was willing to help those in need, she wasn’t a pushover either. No man was going to tell her what to do and when to do it. She’d made her own decisions far too long for that to happen.
 
   She’d seen the tough Justin, but because of the timing of their meeting, during Amy’s disappearance and ultimately her death, Ginger had also seen the vulnerable side as well. If she had never seen this part of him, Ginger may have never fallen in love. Justin wasn’t the type to allow people to see him in what he thought were weak moments. But the situation with Amy was beyond anything he had ever lived through. Or so he thought.
 
   A week after the funeral, Justin called for a church meeting. His grief by now had transferred to anger. He couldn’t sit around and wait for the police to do something. He called everyday to find out information, and what they told him was close to nothing. Either they were holding back or they really didn’t have any suspects. Hell, he didn’t even know if they were interviewing anyone. He told the police about MacGregor and Sam Pennington. They said they would look into it, but who really knew. It was time for the WWMC to take over.
 
   “First things first,” Justin said, gaveling the meeting to order. “Today we’re initiating one of our prospects into the club as a full member. Cincinnati Joe, come on up here.”
 
   Joe was 38 years old, average height, with a round waistline and long mutton chop sideburns. He stood up and walked to the front. The initiation was a public ceremony, so his family was there, and Ginger was also allowed to sit in and watch. She took a seat along the wall near the front.
 
   “Joe has been a loyal and dedicated prospect for a year now. He has an artist’s eye in the body shop, and he has worked tirelessly to help us find my sister’s killer. Joe…” Justin motioned for the man to come closer.
 
   The two dozen or more members in attendance arose from their chairs. Justin began.
 
   “Joe, as a Wicked Warrior you must pledge your loyalty and your life to the members of this club and their families forever. Do you agree to live by the Warrior Code: You will risk or give up your life to help any other member in need, or their family, and the group will do the same for your and your family. You will never bring harm to a member or his family, and if you do you will have the same harm brought upon you by the group. There can be no mercy and no exceptions. Do you swear to uphold this oath and live by this code?”
 
   “Yes, Sir, I do.”
 
   Joe almost teared up as both men extended their palms and one of the members that Ginger hadn’t seen before, a small man, walked towards them and flipped open a switch blade pocket knife. He poured whiskey onto a handkerchief, sterilized the blade, and made a small slit in both men’s palms. Ginger watched with interest as Justin and Joe put their palms together.
 
   “With this bloody handshake and the oath you have taken you are, from this day forward, a brother-in-arms and a full member of the Wicked Warriors Motorcycle Club.” Justin presented him with a large patch for the back of his jacket in the skull and crossbones and red wings on the sides, with “Wicked” Written above it and “Warriors” below.
 
   The men gathered in a circle around him, each slitting his palm and sharing a bloody handshake with their new brother.
 
   “Okay – time for friends and family to go now. This is a members-only meeting.”
 
   Ginger was struck by how seriously everybody took the proceedings, just like binding wedding vows as they welcomed a new member to their family. She considered giving Justin a kiss on the cheek on her way out, but the time didn’t seem to be appropriate. She and the other non-members left the building.
 
   “As you all know, the police haven’t made an arrest in Amy’s murder,” Justin told the club. “Fuck, I don’t know if they’re even doing anything to find the person. I know forensics finished with her house so I can put it up for sale, but that’s it.”
 
   “Maybe we should have our own interview with MacGregor and Pennington,’ Trick said. “I bet we could get them to squeal.”
 
   “I don’t want to go off half cocked,” Justin said leaning back in his chair. “I’m fucking angry, and it would be easy to go in guns blazing…but I really want to be smart about this.”
 
   “So how do you want to handle this?” Connor asked. 
 
   “We’ve been watching both of them for the last week, right? Anything suspicious?”
 
   “Pennington is a weird fucker,” Merlin admitted. “But honestly I don’t think it’s him. He goes to work during the day and then works on his house at night. Yesterday Trick and I decided to look around the house while he was at work. The kitchen is gutted, but the living room he’s remodeled. It still looks like a shit hole, though.”
 
   “Yeah, he’s definitely no interior designer,” Trick agreed. “And I don’t think he’s a murderer either. Just fucking loco.”
 
   “So what about MacGregor?” Justin asked, growing impatient with the answers he was getting.
 
   “Trigger and I have been watching him along with some of the prospects,” Connor said motioning his head towards Trigger. “He seems twitchy to me. I’d like to get into his office, see if there’s anything on his computer that may indicate what his relationship was like with Amy.”
 
   “Do you think he’d have anything at his house?” Merlin asked.
 
   “No…if he’s trying to keep this from his kids why put anything incriminating in the house where they could run across it?” Connor told the group. 
 
   “Good point,” Justin agreed. “So how do we get in the office? They’ve got cameras everywhere, and the building is high security.”
 
   “How about we hack into his computer?” Connor asked. Connor was known for his technological skills, not just with the computerized equipment used in the auto body shop, but also for hacking. He’d spent six months in jail when he was a teenager for hacking into the local bank system and siphoning off money. He wouldn’t have gotten caught either, but being a teenager he was sloppy and left a trail for investigators to find him. Since then he’d put his knowledge of computers to more legal endeavors. He became an IT consultant right out of high school and made good money for five years. But he hated the job and eventually came back to the club and the auto shop, talking them into upgrading to computerized equipment that he could run himself. But now he was offering to hack into MacGregor’s computer in an effort to find incriminating evidence. 
 
   “Wouldn’t the cops have gotten his computer by now? Hell, he probably wiped out the hard drive,” Trick said with disgust.
 
   “You can never wipe everything from a hard drive,” Connor replied. “And the police may have taken his personal computer, which probably doesn’t have anything on it anyway. But they may have more trouble getting the work computer since it’s not his personal property. The police would have to get a warrant, and a company as big as Spectrum Inc. would likely put up a fight with their expensive lawyers because of their own proprietary data they have on it. This is a place with secretive automotive designs, and I doubt they want some two bit town officers combing through their computer files.”
 
   “Well, that also means it’s going to be harder to hack into, right?” Trigger asked. “Hell, I don’t know a computer from a trash can, but from what I’m hearing it’s not going to be easy.”
 
   “Oh, but you underestimate me, Trig.” Connor smiled. “I still have some tricks up my sleeve.”
 
   “Okay,” Justin said. “I want to keep surveillance on both the fuckers, at least for a few more days. Connor, you get to work on the hacking shit. But do not get caught. I don’t want you going to jail for this.”
 
   “It would be worth it to find Amy’s killer.”
 
   Justin reached over and grabbed Connor by the shoulder. “I love you for that man, but you’ve got a wedding coming up and the rest of your life to live. I couldn’t stand it if you sacrificed yourself…not even to find Amy’s killer.”
 
   “I’ll be careful, I promise.”
 
   Justin adjourned the church meeting. If the police couldn’t find Amy’s killer, the Wicked Warriors would. Justin was glad to have such a dedicated club to help him through this time. Aaron had gone back to school, which took his mind off his mother, at least for part of the day. Lily was particularly helpful as well, especially with Aaron. Lily watched Aaron grow up so he felt close to her, especially now in his mother’s absence. Ginger would have helped with Aaron too, but he didn’t know her as well as he knew Lily, so it was natural for him to want to be with her. 
 
   Ginger helped Justin with Big Red, who was failing rapidly since the funeral. He was so weak he could no longer bathe or feed himself. Ginger would feed him, comb his hair, and read to him. Hospice came a few times a day. They would bathe him, adjust his pain medication, and take his vitals. Justin was grateful for Ginger’s care for his dying father, as it was too hard for him to witness the decline for hours everyday. Ginger took a two-week vacation to sit with his father while Justin kept the auto shop going and performed club business. His love for her swelled. He knew it should be him taking care of his father, but the fact that Ginger took over in a place she knew he couldn’t handle emotionally, meant so much to him. 
 
   It was in Ginger’s nature to take over and fill the need Justin couldn’t bear to process. She’d never had the chance to take care of her parents, as they were taken from her all too quickly. So she had no qualms in helping Justin with Big Red. While she relieved Justin of the duty, the role as caregiver also benefited her as well. There was a peacefulness she felt when combing Red’s hair. Much of it had been lost from the chemo treatments, but there were still some unruly gray strands left, and she remembered how he would get his comb out every five minutes to tame them. He wouldn’t say much, just look at her with soft eyes. Sometimes he would call her Amy, and that was all right. 
 
   The portable oxygen tank was replaced with a stationary unit that looked like a window air conditioner that sat next to the hospital bed in Red’s bedroom. It forced more oxygen into his nostrils than the portable one. He’d only eat for Ginger, never for the hospice nurse. She didn’t know if he thought she was Amy when she was feeding him, but it didn’t matter as long as he would sip his soup or applesauce. He mainly slept, which was also good. The morphine kept him pain free for the most part and for that everyone was grateful.
 
   As the end drew near, Justin and Ginger stayed at the the house full time, and Aaron stayed with Lily and Connor. One night Red was restless. He normally didn’t have much breath and wasn’t talking above a whisper, but this night he bellowed for Justin.
 
   Ginger looked in on Red not five minutes before, and he was sleeping restfully. Justin and Ginger were sitting together on the couch watching a crime show on television when they heard him yelling. Both jumped up and ran to the bedroom. Red was trying to sit up, but his weak nature prohibited it. Justin ran to his father’s side and tried to calm him.
 
   “Dad! What’s wrong? Are you in pain?”
 
   “I’ve got to talk to you Justin. I’ve got to tell you before it’s too late…before I die!”
 
   “Dad, calm down please. I’m right here; you can tell me anything.”
 
   Ginger stepped back to allow father and son a private conversation. She quietly left the room and headed back to the living room. She sat on the couch, unaware of her wringing hands.
 
   Red had found his voice. Maybe it was the adrenaline running through his body as it started to shut down or perhaps the urgency he felt at getting his confession out before his heart stopped. Either way, nothing was stopping Big Red from telling his story to Justin.
 
   “It’s my fault son…it’s my fault Amy was murdered.” Red took in gasps of air, determined to keep talking.
 
   “Dad, that’s crazy. You had nothing to do with Amy’s death.”
 
   Red shook his head and said in a raspy voice, “She’s paying for my sins, Justin. She’s paying for something I did that I never accounted for.”
 
   Justin was confused and afraid for his father. This wasn’t like him. Maybe the closer death came the more incoherent he was becoming. He wasn’t sure, but he didn’t like seeing him get so excited. Still, Red was determined to get it out.
 
   Red grabbed the fabric of Justin’s shirt and said, “I killed your mother.”
 
   Justin felt like someone slapped him. What the hell was his father saying? 
 
   “She was a drunk and a whore and always leaving then coming back to us. I noticed bruises on you and your sister from the times I’d be away for club business, but she’d always explain it away that you two were wrestling or some shit like that.”
 
   He coughed for about 10 seconds, barely having the strength to do so, and then continued.
 
   “One night, I came home after being away for three days. It was early evening but you and Amy were already in bed, which I thought was strange. I checked on you and your sister, and saw more bruising, this time on your back. It was summer and hot without air conditioning so you weren’t wearing a pajama top. I knew she had done it.”
 
   Red started wheezing. 
 
   “Dad, please calm down.”
 
   “No!” Red raised his voice. Ginger heard him yell and debated on whether to go back to the bedroom. But she decided Justin would yell if he needed her.
 
   “I went to your sister’s room, afraid of what I might find. That bitch of a mother had cut off all her beautiful hair. When I looked closer I could see cigarette burns all over her scalp.”
 
   Justin winced. A bad memory was trying to take form. He pushed it back down into the vault his mind had built for it.
 
   “I was furious. I came in through the back that day so when I walked into the living room I found your mother passed out drunk on the sofa. The ashtray sitting on the coffee table was filled with butts. I grabbed her by the back of her head and yanked her up to my face. I cursed her, asked her why she would do that to her own children. She said she was bored and it was something to do. I couldn’t contain the hate and rage I felt for her in that moment so I put my hands around her neck and squeezed. She fought, but she was no match for me. It took several minutes to kill her, and I relished every moment of it. But now my sweet Amy has paid for my sins. I had to tell you Justin…before I left this earth, I had to tell you.”
 
   Red leaned back, exhausted. Justin’s mind was racing. His dad always told him she’d run away, but in the back of his mind he knew, even as a child…he knew it wasn’t true. 
 
   “What did you do with her body?” Justin wasn’t sure why he felt compelled to ask…it just came out.
 
   Red looked at his son with tear-rimmed eyes. “I took her to the Forestry and buried her.”
 
   The same place where Amy was found, Justin thought. No wonder his Dad was blaming himself for Amy’s death. 
 
   At that point Red started to wheeze, and his breath became shallower. Justin saw Ginger’s shadow in the doorway. “What can I do?” She asked.
 
   “Let’s give him a little more morphine. See if that calms him down,” Justin said as he looked upon his father. Ginger squeezed tiny drops of morphine into Red’s mouth. In a few minutes his breathing quieted and he went to sleep. Justin remained sitting by the hospital bed and held his father’s hand. 
 
   “Do you want me to stay?” Ginger asked, not wanting to intrude on this emotional moment.
 
   “Yes,” Justin said still staring at his father. “I have to tell you something.”
 
   He turned to Ginger and told her what Red told him about his mother’s death. Ginger was shocked. Red didn’t seem to have a wicked bone in his body, but who knows how anyone would react when they see their children beaten and abused. She was not passing judgment, that’s for sure. She could see the pain in Justin’s eyes, however. Not only had he lost his sister only weeks prior, but his Dad was dying and he’d just learned an awful truth about him. How much more could he take?
 
   As the hours of the night stretched on, both sat in silence. They were alone in their thoughts, trying to make sense out of what seemed absurd. Ginger hadn’t known Red long, but in that short time he became quite special to her. The man she knew now couldn’t be the man he was when he killed his wife. And however much she tried to push it away, a little nag festered in her mind. Was it possible that Justin could have that same inability to control his rage? She’d seen his anger bloom when they were with Pennington. Ginger was able to control it somewhat when they interrogated MacGregor. But she couldn’t be with him all the time. There was also the fact that a young Justin may have been aware of his father’s deed and buried it deep in his subconscious. It takes several minutes to strangle someone, and there could have been a struggle that awakened him. She was not about to push the idea onto Justin, at least not yet. This moment of reflection belonged to him and his father.
 
   As daylight approached, Red’s breathing became shallow. They knew he was slipping away and hoped his last minutes would be peaceful. They got their wish. Red let out one long last breath and never took another. Justin held his father’s hand and wept while Ginger stood behind him, her arms around his shaking body. It was time for another funeral.
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   The funeral procession was lead by the WWMC on their motorcycles. Red himself had been a part of many motorcycle funeral processions over the years for other chapters as well as his own. Sometimes he knew the club member and sometimes not. It was a show of respect to be a part of the funeral procession of a fellow club member. Red’s procession was five miles long of motorcycles, not including the vehicles taking up the rear. 
 
   Red was buried next to Amy, her plot still fresh. It seemed like déjà vu to Justin and the others in the club who attended Amy’s funeral. They headed once again to the clubhouse after the burial, but this time there would be no dinner. Justin had cancelled it. It was time to get down to business and find Amy’s murderer.
 
   He called a church meeting to find out any new information on Pennington and MacGregor. 
 
   “How’s the computer hacking going?” Justin asked Connor.
 
   “Unfortunately it’s tougher than I thought it would be. I’m a little out of practice too, so it’s taking a bit longer.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it, Connor. I don’t want you to get caught. We’ll find another way.”
 
   “I may have to. Word is the police are finally getting a warrant for his work computer.”
 
   “Well, let’s hope they don’t botch it up and can find something useful on it,” Trick said.
 
   “Not much going on with Pennington either,” Merlin reported. “Keeps working on his house. We peeked in the windows the other day, and he’s about done with the kitchen.”
 
   “Thanks for the report, home and garden network,” Connor said. The boys chuckled and then quietly hushed when they saw Justin wasn’t smiling. 
 
   Justin told the group to stop the surveillance on the two men for now. It wasn’t providing any new intel, and he didn’t want to take up anymore of his men’s time. He adjourned the meeting, grabbed Ginger and Aaron, and left. 
 
   That night at Ginger’s, she made him and Aaron a nice dinner of pot roast, carrots, and potatoes. Despite attending another funeral so close to his mother’s, Aaron ate with a passion that was good to see. Ginger talked Justin into having him and Aaron move in with her for a while until they could decide what to do with Red’s house. Ginger owned a large condo with two bedrooms and baths, so there was plenty of room for everyone.
 
   Aaron was exhausted after a long day and some sleepless nights. He fell into a deep sleep in the guest room.
 
   That night in bed, Justin and Ginger made love. It was still a special experience for them every time, even though tonight it was slow, sweet, and short. Justin looked deeply into Ginger’s eyes just as he was about to climax. His love for her was so strong and even more so now. As they lay together, their bodies tingling in the afterglow of the love-making, he told her how he felt. 
 
   “I’ve felt this way for a long time now, but was too afraid to say it,” Justin said as he turned on his side and looked into Ginger’s eyes. “But if these last months have taught me anything it’s that life is short. So I’m just going to come out and say it. I love you…in fact I think I loved you from the moment I laid eyes on you. I just love you more now.”
 
   A tear escaped Ginger’s eye and slid down her cheek. Justin reached over and wiped it away with his fingertips. 
 
   “I love you too, Justin Taylor. There are times you mystify me, even scare me, but there’s no doubt I love you with all my heart.”
 
   They kissed, a long and lingering kiss. When Justin pulled back he said, “I know I’ve scared you a few times, but just know that I would never hurt you or anyone I loved. And I will always protect you and Aaron. And I think you already know that when you’re with me, I will never get out of control. A single word from you tames my raging spirit every time.”
 
   Ginger did know it, but she was glad to hear it from Justin. She still had reservations, but those would be put on the back burner for now. She was going to relish this moment with Justin. She finally found the man of her dreams; it was what she’d been hoping for, ever since she lost her parents. She just hoped it wasn’t just a dream.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The next week was work as usual at Big Red’s Auto Body Shop. The club seemed to come out of their doldrums by the end of the week, although Justin remained subdued. On Friday he asked Connor to take a ride with him. The two took off on their Harleys, and Justin led them to the cemetery. They walked over to Big Red and Amy’s graves. The graves had no markers yet. Justin was supposed to go down to the monument shop to pick one out, but hadn’t gotten around to it. He could only handle so much of this at a time. 
 
   Justin walked over to the stone bench placed near the graves and sat down. Connor joined him. 
 
   “I have to tell you something Dad told me before he died,” Justin said as he leaned down and put his hands on his knees.
 
   “Okay,” Connor said as he lit up one of his peculiar cigarettes. They were skinny and blue and came from Italy. Some people mistook them for some kind of weird joint. He got them from the cigarette and cigar place in town, which special ordered them for him. “What did he say?”
 
   Justin didn’t know how to broach the subject gently, so he just came out with it.
 
   “Dad said my Mom didn’t run away like he told us. He said he killed her.”
 
   Connor took a long toke on his cigarette. “Yeah.”
 
   Justin was shocked. “Aren’t you surprised? I was expecting more than just ‘yeah.’ He said he strangled her then took her to the Forestry and buried her there.”
 
   “So that’s where he took her,” Connor said as smoke puffed out of his mouth with each word.
 
   Justin straightened up and looked at Connor. “What the fuck are you talking about?”
 
   “I saw it.”
 
   “You saw what?”
 
   “I saw Red kill your Mother.”
 
   “What?!”
 
   “I came over that night. Mom had started drinking too, and I didn’t want to hear her wailing so I came over to see if I could spend the night. It was later but not too late; I can’t quite remember the time anymore. I walked up to the front door, but I could see in that big front window because the drapes were open. I peeked in before knocking to see if you were in there, and I saw it.”
 
   “You saw Red strangling my Mom?” Justin asked incredulously.
 
   “Yep.” Connor took another long drag. “At first I thought they were playing around, but then I saw her scratching at him and gasping. It was crazy.” Connor shook his head at the memory. “I was frozen in place, couldn’t move, and couldn’t tear my eyes away. When he was done I snuck off the porch and into the bushes. I was scared shitless. I was afraid if I left the cover of the bushes he’d be right there. Then I heard the car start up and I watched as he backed out of the driveway and down the road. That’s when I took off for home.”
 
   “That makes sense now. It was months before you wanted to come around when Red was home,” Justin said nodding his head. “But you and Red became close though. You were like his own son.”
 
   “Yeah,” Connor said as he stamped out the butt of his Italian cigarette. “The worse my own mother became in her alcoholic fueled rages, the more I come to believe your Dad did right by you and Amy by getting rid of her. I come to see him more as a hero than a killer. He made life better for you and Amy by doing what he did.”
 
   Justin was trying to come to grips with what his father had told him. Yet, here was Connor making it out as no big deal. Of course he’d had 20 years to deal with it…Justin only had a week to comprehend the news of his father slaying his mother. Maybe with time he would feel as nonchalant about it as Connor. Not that he blamed Big Red; but it was still a shock to him.
 
   At that moment Justin’s cell phone rang. It was Trigger. “Where are you?”
 
   “Connor and I rode out to the cemetery. What’s up?”
 
   “It’s on the news. The police made an arrest in Amy’s murder. It’s MacGregor.”
 
   Justin couldn’t believe it. Finally! He looked over at Connor and told him the news. Connor looked surprised and then relieved.
 
   “We’re on our way back,” Justin told Trigger. The two got on their Harleys and roared off to the clubhouse.
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   The four flat screen televisions inside the clubhouse were all tuned to the news. The police captain had a press conference regarding the arrest of Mr. Patrick MacGregor for the murder of Amy Taylor. Recovered evidence provided a trail to MacGregor, although the police weren’t disclosing the proof at this time. 
 
   Justin and Connor busted into the clubhouse just as the press conference was ending. 
 
   “What did they say?” Justin asked as he put an arm around Ginger. 
 
   Merlin told him as much as they knew. “They’re saying they have evidence, not sure if it’s circumstantial or what.”
 
   “I wonder if it’s something from his work computer,” Trick said as he took a swallow of his beer. “Last we heard they got a warrant for his office.”
 
   “Could be,” Justin agreed. “I’m going down to the police station and see if I can find out more.”
 
   “I want to go with you,” Ginger offered. She didn’t want Justin in the same place as MacGregor, but she knew she couldn’t stop him either. At least she could be a buffer. 
 
   “Where’s Aaron? Does he know about this yet?” Justin asked as he and Ginger headed towards the door.
 
   “He’s in school, but with these kids and their cell phones, he’ll likely know soon,” Merlin replied. 
 
   “I’ll call the school on the way to the police station, and you go pick him up,” Justin said.
 
   “Will do,” Merlin said pulling on his coat. 
 
   Ginger got on the back of Justin’s bike and pulled on her helmet. She loved riding with him, feeling the wind in her face and how his body melded into hers. But as she put her arms around his waist she could tell how tense he was. Ginger hoped this was the beginning of the end of this tragic part of their lives.
 
   Once they arrived, Justin was in a hurry to get inside the police department. Ginger ran to keep up with him. They walked over to the front desk, and Justin asked to speak to the detective in charge of the Amy Taylor case. 
 
   “I’m her brother, and I want to speak to him about the arrest.”
 
   “Hold on one moment,” the man behind the front desk said as he clicked a few numbers on the phone residing on his desk. Once he hung up he said, “Take a seat over there, and Detective Winters will be right out.”
 
   Ginger and Justin sat in the old tattered chairs that lined the wall across from the front desk. Ginger could tell Justin was nervous as he wrung his hands. 
 
   “What do you want to find out?” Ginger asked. “What evidence they have?”
 
   “I’d like to know what pushed them to arrest him. I mean, what did they find out that tipped them in his direction?”
 
   At that moment a man in his forties with black hair and grey at the temples walked out and extended his hand to Justin. 
 
   “Hello, I’m Detective Winters. You are Amy Taylor’s brother?”
 
   “Yes sir, Justin Taylor, and this is Ginger Lawrence. I’d like to talk to you about the case.”
 
   “Sure, let’s go to my office.”
 
   Ginger and Justin followed Detective Winters to a small office in the rear of the police station. His desk was covered with papers and files, and Winters attempted to make some order out of the mess while gesturing to Ginger and Justin to sit down in the two chairs facing his desk.
 
   “I guess you saw the press conference on the news,” Winters said as he sat down in his chair.
 
   “Actually we missed it, but we heard about it. That’s why I wanted to see you. What evidence did you get on MacGregor?”
 
   “I can’t reveal exactly what we have and it is circumstantial evidence, but I can tell you it came from correspondence on his work computer between your sister and MacGregor.”
 
   “You mean something was said between the two that led you to believe he would kill her?” Ginger asked.
 
   “Yes. The emails between him and Amy are very incriminating. Like I said, I can’t tell you what the emails said, only that they led us to his arrest.”
 
   “I wonder why he didn’t get rid of the emails,” Justin wondered out loud.
 
   “Oh, he tried, but he’s not very computer savvy. I guess he thought transferring them to the trash would empty them out of the computer. Right now we have forensics going over his computer hard drive for anymore incriminating evidence.”
 
   “Okay,” Justin said while standing up. “I don’t want to take up anymore of your time. Thank you for finding her killer. Maybe we can find some peace now.” Justin reached out to shake Winters’ hand again.
 
   “We weren’t going to stop until we did. I hope it provides some comfort to your family.”
 
   Justin and Ginger walked out of the police station and headed towards the Harley. 
 
   “Would you mind taking a ride?” Justin asked as he mounted the bike.
 
   “Not at all,” Ginger answered as she slid on her helmet. 
 
   Justin took off for the Paint Creek State Forestry.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Merlin picked up Aaron and brought him back to the clubhouse. He told him about the arrest on the way. When they arrived Lily and some of the other old ladies were preparing batches of lasagna for the evening meal. Aaron walked back to the kitchen to munch on some carrots.
 
   “I guess you heard the news,” Lily said to Aaron as she wiped her hands on the black apron she was wearing. 
 
   “Yeah, Merlin told me on the way here.”
 
   “How do you feel about it?”
 
   “Okay, I guess. I’m glad they got him. I still don’t understand why he killed my Mom.”
 
   Lily walked over and ran her hand over Aaron’s thick hair. “I don’t know either hon, but at least they got him.” Aaron nodded his head and went back to noshing on the carrots.
 
   Connor walked into the kitchen. He motioned Lily to come over. 
 
 
   “Where’s Justin?”
 
   “He and Ginger went to the police station.”
 
   “What for?”
 
   “He wanted to find out what evidence they had on MacGregor.”
 
   “They probably won’t tell him anything.”
 
   “He wanted to see if they would anyway. He might find out something.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess,” Connor said with a frown.
 
   “What’s bugging you?” Lily asked as she pulled off her apron. “I thought you’d be happy they arrested someone.”
 
   “I am,” Connor replied still frowning, his mind a million miles away. 
 
   Lily looked at him strange, and then walked off to check the drinks for the evening meal.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   A few days after Amy was discovered in the Forestry, Justin asked the police where the car with Amy’s body was found. The police gave him the directions after they released the scene, but he never visited. But today he wanted to see it. He asked them not to make it publicly known that the site had been released yet so he and his family could visit the place where Amy was found before it was disturbed by curiosity seekers and hunters. The police agreed.
 
   He knew it wasn’t the last place she was alive, but her body remained there for several days before anyone found her. He felt drawn to the place today, and he hoped Ginger understood.
 
   Ginger did understand. Many times she visited the scene of the accident where her parents died. Some people might think it morbid, but she never did. Yes it was where her parent’s left this earth, but she felt strangely at peace there. Someone erected a small cross with her parent’s names on it right at the spot. Some of her friends thought she did it, but she hadn’t. She supposed it was a friendly person who thought it was a nice gesture, and it was. Possibly Justin might want to do the same for Amy at the Forestry. She didn’t know. All she knew was she would support him in any way possible. 
 
   They exited the roadway and drove on a trail farther back into the wooded area until they could ride no farther. They traveled the rest of the way on foot. Justin had a paper in which he had written down the instructions to the site. They found it without any difficulty. The tire tracks from all the forensic vehicles provided a pointer to the site.
 
   They stood looking around, listening to the sounds of nature. Squirrels yacked and scurried across the leaves. Birds chirped and scampered over the ground looking for seeds or worms. It was peaceful, and for that Justin was grateful.
 
   “Amy always did like the Forestry. She loved to come and camp here with Aaron. I’d help her pitch a tent, and we’d sit around the campfire with Red and some of the other members like Merlin and roast hotdogs and marshmallows and tell bullshit stories.”
 
   “Sounds like fun,” Ginger said as she put her arm around him. 
 
   He pulled her close and said, “It was. Even knowing my Dad buried my Mom out here fills me with some closure. Does that sound strange?”
 
   Ginger shook her head. “No, not at all.”
 
   They walked around the area taking in the serene surroundings. Ginger could tell it was helping him; He seemed more relaxed, more at peace with himself, until something caught his eye.
 
   Over in the distance, approximately 10 yards away, something stood out that didn’t look to belong in the wooded area. Justin walked towards the item that caught his attention. When he got to it he noticed there were several of them scattered about. They were cigarette butts, but not just any type of cigarettes. The butts were blue – he’d seen these cigarettes before. Justin’s heart began to race. 
 
   Ginger walked over to Justin who was stooped down looking at the blue cigarette butts. 
 
   “What is it?” She asked bending over to look at what had Justin so mesmerized.
 
   Justin pulled a handkerchief from the back pocket of his jeans. He scooped the butts into the handkerchief, being careful not to touch them.
 
   “Those are the strangest looking cigarette butts,” Ginger said. “Oh wait, Connor smokes the…” Her words trailed off as comprehension sunk in. Her hand flew to her mouth.
 
   “No!” she gasped. 
 
   Justin stood up holding the handkerchief with the cigarette butts in his hand. 
 
   “Surely someone else smokes this brand besides Connor. And why didn’t the police find them here? Or maybe Connor came out here after the police released it.” Ginger was trying in vain to come up with answers.
 
   Justin looked defeated. He held onto anger for so long that now he only felt tired. The realization spread through his mind like an ocean wave, but he couldn’t muster anger or even grief. All he could feel was a weariness that settled deep into his bones. His legs became weak, but before he could fall Ginger grabbed him around the waist. They stood, holding one another, not speaking for several minutes. Finally their embrace broke and Justin stood up straight. Ginger was his rock. Even with his world collapsing around him, she was there to prop him up. He knew with her by his side he could face anything.
 
   He looked down at her face and kissed her. Then they headed back to the motorcycle arm in arm. Once back to the bike Justin said, “Connor never came up here after the police released the crime scene.”
 
   “How do you know that?” Ginger asked as she put on her helmet.
 
   “Because when I got the directions from the police I asked them not to tell people that the scene had been released or to give directions out to anyone else. I wanted to leave Amy’s resting place in peace and didn’t want curiosity seekers coming up here. Connor wouldn’t come within ten miles of this place if he thought there was a chance that a deputy would come by and catch him snooping around.”
 
   “But why wouldn’t the police find the cigarette butts when they were here analyzing the crime scene. And even more importantly, why would Connor leave them in the first place?”
 
   “I’m not sure why the police didn’t find them, except the butts had blown quite a ways from the crime scene. Maybe they were too focused on the car and didn’t inspect too far away from the area. As far as Connor leaving the butts…I think he thought he’d be coming back out here to finish torching the car and he’d get rid of any evidence then, but the hunter found it before he could. I don’t think he counted on that. I also remember the day Amy went missing it was windy and cold, which would help blow the butts down the holler. There was a light snow the next day too.”
 
   “Yes, I remember that windy day as well. It was the day I met you,” Ginger said with a bittersweet smile.
 
   Justin put his hand on her cheek. “Yes, it was.”
 
   “One more thing, though,” Ginger said. “What about the incriminating evidence they found on MacGregor’s computer?”
 
   “I have a feeling Connor was actually able to hack into Macgregor’s computer after all and plant evidence on his hard drive. I thought it strange when he said he failed. I knew how good he was at hacking into computers, and it should have sent up a red flag, but I guess I was too….” His words trailed off and he just shrugged. 
 
   “I know, baby,” Ginger answered. “Let’s get these cigarette butts to the police station. I don’t want a man to remain locked up if he’s innocent.”
 
   She jumped on the back of Justin’s bike, and they rode down the trail until they hit the main Forestry road headed for the police department.
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   As Justin and Ginger entered the police department, Detective Winters was on the phone at the front desk. When he saw them he motioned them over to him. Once he finished his phone call he turned to them and said, “You’ve probably heard the news by now and are wondering what’s going on.”
 
   “No,” Justin remarked. “We’ve been at the Forestry and then came straight here. I can’t hear my phone on the bike.”
 
   Justin had forgotten to look at his phone once they arrived at the police station, and he couldn’t get a signal out at the Forestry. He looked at it now and noticed 7 messages.
 
   He looked at Detective Winters and asked, “What’s going on?”
 
   “We’ve released MacGregor.”
 
   “Why?” Justin asked already knowing the answer.
 
   “The forensics team went over the hard drive. It seems his work computer was hacked, and the incriminating evidence was deposited onto the hard drive by someone else just days ago.”
 
   “How can they tell?” Ginger asked.
 
   “I don’t know,” Detective Winters sighed. “They have their ways of figuring it out. But it looks like someone planted evidence to make it look like MacGregor murdered your sister.”
 
   Justin thought, so you’re not as good as you use to be Connor.
 
   “I’m sorry, Mr. Taylor. I wish we had better news for you.”
 
   “I have something for you,” Justin said as he pulled out the handkerchief containing the cigarette butts.
 
   “What’s this?” Detective Winters asked as he took possession of the handkerchief and opened it gingerly.
 
   Justin told Detective Winters of his and Ginger’s journey to the crime scene in the Forestry. He explained finding the unusual cigarette butts and that only one person he knew of smoked this particular brand, and that this person was also pretty good when it came to hacking into computers. Also, this person claimed the tobacco shop imported these Italian cigarettes only for him.
 
   “That shouldn’t be too difficult to find out if he’s the only one purchasing them. I’ll send an officer over to the shop right away. I’m going to have these butts analyzed as top priority as well. Hopefully there’s some useful DNA on them. If he was arrested before, his DNA will be in the database.”
 
   Detective Winters thanked Justin and Ginger for bringing the evidence to him. He also advised them against seeing Connor. That was going to be difficult since Justin wanted to get Aaron and Lily far away from him. 
 
   After leaving the station Justin told Ginger, “I’ve got to get Aaron out of Connor‘s house. That shouldn’t be difficult, but Lily’s a different story. I don’t want to leave either of them with a killer.”
 
   Ginger’s blood ran cold. “Maybe I can get Lily to go with me. She’s wanted me to look at some linens for the wedding reception. My God! Poor Lily…she has no idea. Why would he do this, Justin? She was like a sister to him!”
 
   “There was some trouble between them as I remember,” Justin replied. “Lily told me she was upset with Amy for telling her to delay the wedding. I didn’t know what was going on and wasn’t about to get into the middle of a cat fight so I brushed it off.”
 
   “Lily told me the same thing,” Ginger stated. “She was upset that the last conversation they had was a fight over Connor. Do you think this was the reason? That he killed her because she was trying to turn Lily against him?”
 
   “I don’t know what goes on in a twisted mind,” Justin said as his anger increased. “All I know is I need to keep Lily, Aaron and my club safe.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Justin and Ginger arrived at Lily and Connor’s house just as they were finishing dinner. Justin had dropped Ginger by the condo so she could get her car, then she followed him to Lily and Connor’s. Lily was stacking the dishwasher as Aaron brought her the dishes from the kitchen table. Connor had retired to the living room. 
 
   “Aaron, you ready to go?” Justin asked as soon as he and Ginger walked in the door.
 
   “Wow, so soon. Wouldn’t you like to sit and visit a while?” Lily asked. 
 
   Justin looked at Ginger who said, “Well, I wanted to see if you’d like to go look at those linens tonight.”
 
   “Oh, I don’t know Ginger…I’m kind of tired tonight.”
 
   “It’s just that I’m going to be busy the rest of the week, and tonight would work out the best for me,” Ginger replied, attempting to coax her into leaving. 
 
   “Okay…I can go then. I really want your opinion on those linens and the cloth napkins too. Let me get my purse. Justin, Connor’s in the living room if you want to say hello.”
 
   “That’s okay, Lily. Aaron and I need to get going,” Justin said as he put an arm around Aaron’s shoulder to pull him towards the door. At that moment Connor walked into the kitchen.
 
   “Hey, bud. Why you leaving so fast…come in and have a sit with me,” Connor said motioning towards the living room. Justin could see the top of the cigarette pack in his shirt pocket. It was all he could do to keep from ripping his throat out. 
 
   “No, I need to get Aaron home,” Justin said trying to keep his composure. Ginger could tell he was struggling and hoped Lily would hurry. Justin practically pushed Aaron out the door as he grabbed his jacket. “Thanks for taking care of him,” Justin said as he scooted out the door. “Ginger, come here I need to tell you something before you leave.”
 
   Ginger followed him out the door. Justin motioned her over to the car, out of Aaron‘s earshot.
 
   “You know what to do right?” Justin asked her.
 
   “Yes,” Ginger said her heart pounding. 
 
   “I love you baby,” Justin said kissing her mouth gently.
 
   “I love you too.”
 
   At that moment Lily walked out the door and headed for Ginger’s car. “Let’s go,” Ginger said to Lily as Justin and Aaron took off on the bike.
 
    
 
   ******
 
    
 
   Justin and Aaron pulled up at the clubhouse. Justin called the WWMC in for a church meeting, telling them it was urgent. He made the calls prior to visiting Lily and Connor’s home so all of them were waiting when Justin and Aaron arrived. Justin told Aaron to go play pinball in the bar area, which was empty today, while they had their meeting. Aaron shuffled off as Justin threw his leather cut onto the bar. 
 
   “Is this about the police letting that fucker MacGregor go?” Trick asked as he walked up to Justin.
 
   “No,” Justin said. “Well, it’s part of it. I’ll explain in the meeting.”
 
   “You want to start now?” Trick asked. “Everyone’s here but Connor.”
 
   “We’re starting without him,” Justin said as he walked to the meeting room.
 
   Trick shrugged his shoulders and yelled to the group the meeting was starting. 
 
    
 
   Ginger drove Lily to the linen shop so she could show her the different designs. She felt bad for Lily. She was so excited about this upcoming wedding. Ginger didn’t like lying to Lily, but there was no other choice. She had to play this game until it was time for Justin to tell her the truth about Connor. Once they were finished and Lily had picked out her table linens and cloth napkins for the reception they climbed into Ginger’s car.
 
   “Oh, Lily, would you mind if we stopped by the clubhouse on the way to your house? I left my blue sweater there and I’d like to wear it to work tomorrow.”
 
   “Sure, no problem. I’m just glad we had the chance to go pick out my linens. I can’t wait for this wedding to happen.”
 
   Lily was so happy, like any bride to be should be. But Ginger knew that the awful truth yet to be revealed would destroy her.
 
    
 
   Before he could start the meeting Justin received a phone call from Detective Winters. 
 
   “Hold on guys, I’ve got to take this call,” Justin said as he exited the meeting room.
 
   “Justin, I wanted to get back with you as soon as possible on the cigarette butts. I watched myself as the lab analyzed them. Unfortunately there’s no useable DNA on them. Likely washed away by the rain. I’m sorry.”
 
   “Can’t you get him on being the one person in town that smokes these fucking blue Italian cigarettes?”
 
   “I talked to the DA while the lab was performing the analysis on the cigarette butts. I wanted to know if we have enough to warrant an arrest even if we couldn’t get DNA confirmation. He said no. There’s just no way he believes he could convince a jury it was Connor without there being reasonable doubt. We needed that DNA. Also it’s your word the cigarettes came from the crime scene. I’m sorry Justin, but that doesn’t mean we’re stopping. We’ll keep looking for a link.”
 
   “Thanks for letting me know Detective Winters. I appreciate your help and getting back with me so soon.”
 
   After ending the call with Winters, Justin made one more phone call before entering the meeting room.
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   As the meeting came to order, Merlin asked if they should wait for their VP Connor. 
 
   “No,” Justin answered. “We’re here to talk about Connor.”
 
   “What the fuck is going on?” Trigger asked.
 
   Justin explained to the club members what happened earlier that day, visiting the place in the Forestry where Amy was found, discovering the cigarette butts, and speaking with Detective Winters about why they released MacGregor. The club members looked stunned as they too realized that a member had killed one of their own. They knew Connor smoked those damn cigarettes, even bragged how the shop special ordered them just for him. Who else in this town would smoke those idiot blue sticks? 
 
   They took a vote and it was unanimous. At that point, Ginger walked into the clubhouse with Lily. The members looked shocked to see her as they filed out of the meeting room surrounded by an eerie silence.
 
   “Did you have a church meeting without Connor?” Lily asked with surprise on her face.
 
   The club avoided her, not sure what to say. “What’s going on?” She asked looking from one member to the next.
 
   Justin walked out of the meeting room and up to Lily. Ginger went to the bar where Aaron was playing pinball and shut the door.
 
   “I have to tell you something, and I need you to sit down and listen.”
 
   Lily had been around the club long enough to know this was important shit. She sat down at one of the tables.
 
   “You’re scaring me, Justin.”
 
   “I don’t mean to Lily, but this has to happen tonight.”
 
   “What has to happen?” Lily started to shake. 
 
   Justin squatted down beside her chair and took her hand. “Nothing’s going to happen to you, Lily, but Connor…” His voice trailed off as he cast his eyes to the floor.
 
   “What about Connor?” Lily exclaimed with fear in her voice.
 
   Justin looked up at Lily pausing a moment before he spoke. “He killed Amy.”
 
   Lily jerked her hand away from Justin. “What! You’re crazy! There’s no way he’d ever harm Amy.”
 
   “We have proof, Lily.”
 
   “What kind of proof? Did you take it to the police?”
 
   “Yes, I did, but they couldn’t get any DNA off of it.”
 
   “Well, then,” Lily stammered. “How can you have proof without any DNA? What the hell were they testing?”
 
   “I found his cigarettes at the crime scene in the Forestry, Lily, right where Amy’s car was found.”
 
   Lily’s face turned pale. She knew he was the only person in town who smoked those cigarettes. And to find them at the crime scene was too much of a coincidence. 
 
   “He never went there after we found Amy because I told the police not to tell anyone the scene had been released.”
 
   Lily’s world was crumbling around her. She knew what Justin was saying was true, but she didn’t want to believe it. Yet, certain things were starting to make sense. He was very angry with Amy when Lily told him about their conversations and how Amy wanted her to break it off with Connor. But could he actually kill her? Surely she would have known. How could she not? Lily cried, her sobs reverberating throughout the clubhouse. Ginger could hear her back in the office and was glad Aaron was wearing headphones while he played his game.
 
   At that instant Connor walked into the clubhouse. He immediately saw Lily sitting at a table crying. Then he saw Justin looking straight at him. He turned to flee but three club members caught him and wrestled him to the ground. 
 
   “Whatever they’ve told you, Lily, it isn’t true!” Connor yelled.
 
   Lily rose from her chair and walked over to where Connor lay pinned. 
 
   “And just what do you think they’ve told me?” Lily asked as tears streamed down her face.
 
   “I…I don’t know…but from the way you’re crying it has to be bad,” Connor said as he tried to lift his head from the floor to look at Lily.
 
   “Yeah, it’s bad,” Lily said right before she launched herself at him screaming and clawing at his face. Justin ran up and grabbed her around the waist and pulled her away.
 
   “How could you? How could you kill my best friend? Justin’s sister? You monster! I hate you! I hate you!” Lily screamed and then collapsed in Justin’s arms. He motioned Merlin over to take her to the bar with Ginger and Aaron and close the door.
 
   Once they were gone, he turned his attention to Connor.
 
   Trigger, Trick, and other club members pulled Connor from the floor, but kept holding his arms.
 
   Connor looked at Justin and said, “I don’t know what you’re thinking, but it’s wrong. I didn’t do anything to Amy. I loved her.”
 
   “Bring him to the auto body shop,” Justin said to the club members holding Connor. “I don’t want Aaron or the girls to hear any of this.”
 
   They pulled Connor to the new building and dragged a folding chair from the waiting area through the shop and into the carwash area. Trigger tied Connor’s hands behind the chair to prevent him from moving and wrapped the long rope around his torso and legs to hold him tightly to the chair. Justin dragged a chair over and parked it in front of Connor while Trick poured a five-gallon pail of used motor oil around and under Connor’s chair.
 
   “What’s that for?” Connor asked, trembling with fear now.
 
   Justin pulled a blue cigarette from Connor’s shirt pocket, lit it, and then sat down calmly. “That’s so your blood won’t soak into the concrete floor.”
 
   Connor gulped and all the blood drained from is face. Beads of cold sweat emanated from his forehead.
 
   Justin blew smoke in Connor’s face. “This tastes like shit.” He threw the cigarette to the floor and leaned forward, clasping his hands between his knees. “I found your cigarette butts at the crime scene.”
 
   A look of surprise came over Connor’s face. He forgot about smoking near Amy’s car in the Forestry as he thought about how he’d cover up the scene. He was so careful with wiping down the vehicle, even remembering to wipe any prints off the rear view mirror. He walked quite a ways away from the car when he smoked and tossed the butts. He never thought anyone would find them in all the leaves so many yards away from the scene. Hell, he thought the wind that day would deposit them miles away. But it hadn’t.
 
   “How do you know those are mine?” Connor managed to squeak out.
 
   “Because you’ve told all of us for the last three years how the tobacco shop orders these fucking cigs from Italy just for you. Were you lying?” Justin bored holes into Connor with his eyes.
 
   “No…I mean yes! Fuck!” Connor blurted.
 
   “Don’t worry. I sent one of the prospects down to the tobacco shop to make sure only one guy purchases these cigarettes, and they confirmed it.”
 
   Connor felt like a caged animal. It was all Amy’s fault. If only she had backed off, but no, she had to keep pestering Lily about calling off the wedding. Lily was the only good thing in Connor’s life, or that’s what he believed. But actually she was only a possession he could show off. It didn’t matter if it was Amy or Justin or anyone else. Connor would kill anyone who came between him and Lily. 
 
   “Why?” Justin asked in a calm voice. “Why did you do it? If you tell me the truth I might let you live.”
 
   Connor looked from Justin to Merlin and Trigger who stood behind Justin. He’d been around these men long enough to know they meant business. Although the club was legit, it didn’t mean they didn’t live by a biker code. He knew if they voted and it was unanimous, he could die. If Justin was offering him a deal, he’d be stupid not to take it.
 
   “You promise you won’t kill me if I tell the truth?” Connor asked.
 
   Justin leaned back in his chair. “Yes.”
 
   Connor proceeded to tell Justin and the club how Amy was harassing Lily about calling off the wedding. “I couldn’t understand it…why would Amy be doing this?” Connor wondered to the group.
 
   “Lily was getting upset about Amy’s insistence to cancel the wedding, so I decided to take matters into my own hands. I went to her house that morning. I waited until Aaron left for school then I knocked on the door. We got into an argument. I tried to talk to Amy calmly about how her behavior was upsetting Lily but she’d have none of it. She started screaming at me. I can’t even remember what it was she was screaming…only that she became belligerent.”
 
   Justin wanted to bash his head in right then, but he remained sitting in his chair listening.
 
   “She grabbed a knife out of the butcher block of knives sitting on the counter and swung it at me. I tried to calm her down and take the knife from her but she got me a few times with it. I finally wrestled the knife out of her hand, but she went back to the kitchen drawer and drew out another knife. She was so angry and crazy. I fought for my life!”
 
   Justin didn’t know how much more of this trash he could take.
 
   “After she cut me a few times I just lost it and started swinging the knife. Before I knew what was happening she was on the floor motionless. I accidentally cut the artery in her neck, and I knew it was too late. Blood gushed out of the wound on her neck. I panicked and just wrapped her up and put her in the car and drove out to the Forestry. I’m so sorry, Justin. It was an accident, I swear. I never wanted to hurt Amy; she was like a sister to me! But I had to protect myself. I’m sorry I didn’t come to you, but like I said, I was scared and wasn’t thinking.”
 
   Justin stood up from his chair. Connor looked at him pleadingly. Connor had been like a brother to him. They’d grown up together with Connor spending most of his time at the Taylor house. His family, especially Big Red, welcomed him into their home. Justin didn’t understand how Connor could have done this. Maybe weird wiring in his brain or perhaps an evil lurking below the surface that eventually unearthed itself. It didn’t matter. Maybe even watching Big Red kill his mother when he was at such a tender age desensitized him somehow. Connor was dealt his cards in life and he decided to play them a certain way. Now he’d have to pay for that choice.
 
   Justin took the .38 out of his back pocket.
 
   Ginger opened the door from the bar and stepped into the tense clubhouse. Justin made no effort to hide the gun in his hand. Ginger had intended to go outside through the main entrance a few steps away; instead she looked away and went back into the barroom with the others.
 
    “You said if I told the truth I’d live!” Connor pleaded.
 
   “But you didn’t tell the truth,” Justin said in an unusually calm voice.
 
   “Yes, I did. You don’t know…you weren’t there,” Connor blurted as he struggled against the rope holding him fast.
 
   “No, I wasn’t there,” Justin replied. “But I know my sister, and what you claim happened is pure fabrication. Now it’s your turn to squirm and face the certainty of death, the way Amy did as you kept plunging that knife into her.”
 
   Just nearly boiled out of control, but managed to keep his cool. “Maybe you’ve invented this story in order to live with what you did, or maybe you don’t give a shit about anything but yourself, and you came up with it on the fly, thinking it would save your ass. Whatever the case, I know my sister, and she would never pull a knife on you or attempt to harm anyone. In fact, I believe she was trying to help Lily and keep her from harm. Amy could read people, and she had your number. I don’t know what it was she knew, but she believed in it so much she sacrificed losing a good friend like Lily over it. Then she ultimately died to protect Lily from you.”
 
   Connor looked at the floor, then back up at Justin with tears running down his cheeks.
 
   “Please don’t do this, brother.”
 
   Justin cringed at the word coming out of Connor’s mouth.
 
   “Go get one of those extra large garbage bags we use for useless shit,” Justin said to Merlin, who complied right away.
 
   Connor’s face turned completely white now as he struggled against the ropes that bound him to the chair. “No, Justin! Please!”
 
   But his plea fell on deaf ears. Justin took the barrel of the gun and placed it on Connor’s forehead. 
 
   “You can’t do this!” Connor cried. “You have to take a vote.”
 
   “We already did,” Justin said, and he pulled the trigger. A large chunk of Connor’s skull flew to the back wall of the auto shop. Connor slumped in the chair, the ropes holding him upright. Justin placed his gun back into his pocket.
 
   “Bag him up before he bleeds too much. Take an axe and a can of gasoline. You know what to do.” Justin carried out the Warrior’s code without emotion, the way he had seen Red do it one time long ago. “Trigger…Merlin, one of you take the SUV and the other take Connor’s bike. Sell it to the chop shop in Beekersville and bring the money back for Lily. When Detective Winters comes snooping around, just tell him Connor got cold feet before his wedding and headed out of town to parts unknown.” Then he left to collect Ginger, Aaron, and Lily. 
 
   Trick and Cincinnati Joe threw Connor’s body in the back of the pickup truck. They would take it deep into the Forestry where they would burn it to ashes. There wasn’t much blood from the execution, but the men squeegeed up the oily mess and burned it out back. Then they power-washed the floor with solvent and bleach.
 
   Justin went outside and headed for the old building to get Ginger and the others.
 
   “Justin Taylor?”
 
   A woman walked towards him from her car in the parking lot. She wore the hood from her long grey coat on her head to keep out the chilly wind. As she got closer, Justin began to recognize her.
 
   “Katy Morgan?” he asked. “I haven’t seen you since high school. You used to come by the house with Amy all the time.”
 
   “Katy Anselmo now,” she said with a smile. “Do you have a minute?”
 
   Justin nodded and ushered her into the clubhouse out of the wind. Ginger and Lily were there talking, Lily still in tears, and Aaron was still playing in the next room. They made their introductions and sat around a small table. Katy explained that she had been a lifelong friend of Amy’s, and they had recently become close again after a chance meeting at a Happy Hour. They had begun to confide in each other. She extended her condolences, but there was something she needed to tell Justin.
 
   “After Amy and I reconnected a few months ago, and we talked everyday and met for drinks every week. And, well…she explained to me why she didn’t want to be your maid of honor, Lily.”
 
   Everyone became perfectly still and waited for the information that had been vexing them.
 
   Lily stopped crying and sniffling and waited with wide eyes to find out the answer she had been looking for. “What is it, Katy? Why didn’t she want me to marry Connor?”
 
   Katy took a breath. “We went to my place after a few drinks…this was just a few weeks ago…and she started to cry, which was strange for Amy. She had been holding something in for a long time, since high school actually, and finally she was ready to let it out. I came to tell you because I thought it might be important in finding out who…killed her.” Katy looked at her hands folded on the table and held back a tear. She looked at Lily and then at Justin.
 
   “Just tell us, Katy,” Justin encouraged her. “It’s all right.”
 
   “Okay. When she was still 15 years old, the boy who lived in the house with her like a brother…”
 
   “Connor,” Justin said.
 
   “Yes. He…he raped her. He did it like three or four times, and that’s how she got pregnant with Aaron.”
 
   Justin banged his powerful fist on the table and stood up. Ginger took his arm and pulled him back into his seat.
 
   Lily burst into tears again. “I knew it! I mean, I knew it had to be something horrible for her not to want to be in my wedding…but I never thought it would be this horrible.”
 
   Justin put his arm around Lily’s shoulder, and Katy continued.
 
   “Well, eventually she started carrying a pocket knife, and she stabbed him in the leg the next time he tried it and told him she would tell Big Red. And then he stopped. More recently he’s been pestering her to sleep with him again. He’s tried to get her friends to go out with him too, all the while he was engaged to Lily. She told him to lay off or she was going to tell you, Justin. That’s when he threatened to shut her up once and for all. Those were the words he used. She was scared – really scared.”
 
   Lily was balling uncontrollably.
 
   Katy stood up. “I’m sorry, Lily, but I just thought it was important to tell somebody after what happened to her. I know Amy would rather have me tell you than the police. I’m sorry.”
 
   She gave her condolences once again, then turned and left the building, the three stunned people still sitting there.
 
   Ginger finally broke the silence. “Drinks are on me,” she said. “Let’s get Aaron and get out of this place.”
 
   Justin could see some of Connor’s features in Aaron now, and he began to have mixed feelings about killing the boy’s father. But he shook off any doubts, knowing that his nephew would be better off without Connor’s influence.
 
   They found a bar with a nice arcade for Aaron, had a round of stiff drinks, and picked at a plate of greasy French fires.
 
   “Let me take Aaron tonight,” Lily said to her friends. “You two have each other, and I…”
 
   “Sure, Lily. I’ll pick him up early on my way to the body shop in the morning.” Justin gave Aaron a hug and headed out the door with his girl on his arm.
 
   Justin and Ginger didn’t speak about what happened to Connor, but Justin knew that it must be a difficult thing for Ginger to accept.
 
   That night Justin had a dream. Amy and Big Red were walking in a field of daisies, Amy’s favorite flower. They were dancing and laughing. The sky was a brilliant blue, yet stars shone like diamonds in the heavens. Suddenly, Justin awoke with a smile on his face. He knew in his heart Red and Amy were at peace. He had done the right thing.
 
   He looked over at the naked woman lying in his arms, and he kissed her gently.
 
   “Mmmm,” Ginger moaned as she stroked his chest and opened her eyes. “Sure, babe, we can do it again.” She slid her hand down Justin’s rock hard abs, but he grabbed her wrist before she reached her goal. He sat up, taking her with him. They leaned against the headboard, and Ginger pulled the sheet up to their waists.
 
   “Are you okay, Ginger? I mean…”
 
   She put her finger to his lips. “I know what you mean, babe. Hopefully, that was a once-in-a-lifetime thing, and I know the code had to be honored. You’ve proven to me over and over again that you’re a good and honorable man.” She put her hand behind his neck and kissed him.
 
   His eyes welled up and he tilted his head back. “I can’t lose you, baby…I can’t lose you…not now.”
 
   She straddled him, sitting on his hips, and took his face in her hands. “You’re not going to lose me, Justin. Not now and not ever.”
 
   He pulled her close and rubbed his chest against her breasts.
 
   “After all,” she said with an energetic smile, “I’m a biker chick now!”
 
   It wasn’t long before the sound of her own words made her break into playful laughter. A biker chick is the last thing she ever thought she would be.
 
   “Actually, you’re not.” Justin looked into her surprised eyes. He pulled a skull ring from his little finger with tiny diamonds in the eye sockets and held it between him and the girl he couldn’t live without. “Ginger…baby…will you be my old lady?”
 
   Ginger’s jaw dropped, and her heart almost leapt out of her chest. “Yes!”
 
   She held her hand out, but Justin pulled the ring back playfully. “Do you know what it means to be a biker’s old lady?”
 
   “Well…” Ginger thought about it. “…I’d say it means that we sleep together naked every night, spend all of our spare time together, are loyal and supportive to each other, and if we ever get married it’ll be to each other.”
 
   Justin looked impressed and nodded his head. “That pretty much sums it up…but there might be some cooking and cleaning duties for you in there too.”
 
   “And trash duty and fix-it services for you, Mr. President.”
 
   She held her hand out again, and Justin slid the ring onto her right ring finger.
 
   “There,” he said. “Now you’re a biker chick.”
 
   “Ooh,” she said, noticing Justin’s aroused body part popping up in front of her. She stroked it gently and bit her lower lip. “If I’m not mistaken, I’d say that you like me!”
 
   Justin lifted her hips, and she slid down his joy stick.
 
   “No,” he said. “I love you.”
 
   She wrapped her arms around his neck and put her forehead against his. “I love you too, Justin…forever.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
    
 
   Bad Blood
 
   A Wicked Warriors Motorcycle Club 
 
   Mystery Romance Short Bonus Book
 
   by
 
   Camilla Isles
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Copyright 2016 Barker/DeBellis
 
   All rights reserved.
 
   All characters engaging in sexual activities are 18 years of age or older.
 
   Similarities to real people, places or events are purely coincidental. 
 
   This book is for mature audiences only.
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   The smoldering burn of Amy’s murder and the sting of Big Red’s death had left a lingering, open wound in the soul of the Wicked Warriors Motorcycle Club. But two years had passed now, and life was getting back to normal. Sort of.
 
   Ginger and Justin tied the knot one year to the day after they met, when Ginger came to Big Red’s Auto Body Shop to do a health inspection. It was the last day of life as they had known it up to that day for both of them. Everything changed, for better and for worse – love, murder, death, betrayal, retribution. Things would never be the same. 
 
   Aaron, Justin’s nephew from his deceased sister, Amy, was almost 15 years old now. He lived with Ginger and Justin in their newly purchased home. The WWMC still ran the body shop adjacent to the Wicked Warrior’s clubhouse, but business was dwindling. Justin should have let a few of the guys go but just couldn’t do it. Still, less money coming in to the shop meant harder times for everyone. It wasn’t easy for leather-clad bikers with scraggly beards and tattoos to find gainful employment elsewhere, especially with the decades-old reputation of the Warriors still following them from it’s days of drug dealing and gunplay.
 
   Members were looking for more lucrative moneymakers. The illegal world of stolen goods and the cash it brought in was enticing. Even Justin gave it more thought, although it was his own father who had led the Wicked Warriors away from illegal forays that cost the club numerous lives. Yet Justin wondered if maybe he could cash in without putting his members in jeopardy. He figured he was smart enough to be careful now. It was something he’d been considering for a while, but this day would take a different roadmap leading the club into both familiar and unknown territory.
 
   The middle of October in Trinity brings with it the crispness of a fall day. However, the members of the Wicked Warriors weren’t about to ditch their rides for a vehicle anytime soon. That morning, as the thermometer read a chilly 45 degrees, the boys rode into Big Red’s Auto Body Shop decked out in leather. Not only does leather protect the skin during a tumble off the bike, but it also keeps the body warm. However, Trigger, one of the oldest members of the WWMC, complained.
 
   “Damn I hate cold weather!” Trig said as he swung his leg over his Harley. “We need to move the club somewhere warm.”
 
   “Then you’d just complain about the heat,” Trick retorted as he held the clubhouse door open for Trig.
 
   “Got to have something to bitch about,” Trig said as he walked inside the warm bar area of the clubhouse. 
 
   “Yes, Grandpa,” Trick kidded. 
 
   “Shut up, limp dick,” Trig replied as he poured himself a cup of coffee from the freshly made pot. 
 
   Lily walked into the clubhouse from the kitchen area. 
 
   “Good morning, you two,” she said with a smile. “Mighty nippy out there this morning. Did you get cold riding in?”
 
   “Yes, I did,” Trig answered. “I’ve got to get me some of them hand warmers and should put a few under my ass as well.”
 
   “Or you could just drive your car in,” Lily suggested knowing full well the answer.
 
   “You jest, little girl,” Trick said as he sipped from his mug.
 
   “Yes, I do,” Lily said. “You guys want some breakfast?”
 
   “No thanks, darlin’; we ate at Louie’s,” Trig answered.
 
   “Oh, you’re tired of my cooking, eh?” Lily teased.
 
   “Not in the least, hon,” Trig said as he sat down at one of the tables with his steaming cup of coffee. “We just don’t want to wear you out with all the cooking.”
 
   “I really don’t mind, and you know Ginger loves to cook.”
 
   At that moment, Justin and Ginger walked into the clubhouse. 
 
   “Please don’t tell me you rode in on his bike,” Lily said to Ginger.
 
   “No, we drove the SUV,” Ginger said as she pulled off her gloves.
 
   Trick looked at Justin. “Wuss.”
 
   “Hey, I love my Harley as much as you guys, but I also like to keep from freezing my balls off,” Justin replied. ‘Besides, I’ve got a lady to think about.”
 
   “Don’t hide behind Ginger’s skirt. You’re just a punk ass.” Trig swallowed down half a mug of cold beer to chase his coffee. And lit a Camel.
 
   Justin just smiled. He was a behemoth of a man with washboard abs and bulging biceps – and he knew how to use them. He could rip the toughest Warrior to shreds without breaking a sweat, but the guys always enjoyed a good round of insults in the morning.
 
   Trig and Trick clinked their mugs together. “Here’s to the little girly man and his SUV.”
 
   Justin walked over, poured himself a cup of coffee, and then sat down with the guys as the ladies walked back into the kitchen. 
 
   “So how’s things with Aaron?” Trig asked. “You said something before about his grades sliding and him wanting to be alone all the time. Things getting any better?”
 
   “Actually, no,” Justin answered as he leaned back in his chair. “Friday after school he came home with a black eye. I tried to talk to him, asked him what’s going on, who hit him, but he said he fell. I said, ‘bullshit, you fell into someone’s fist’ and he just stormed off into his room. The only person he wants to be around is Lily, so Ginger and I dropped him off on Saturday night. But I can’t expect Lily to parent him; it’s not her problem.”
 
   “Yeah, but she loves the kid,” Trig responded.
 
   “Sure she does, but still, I took on the responsibility to parent him after Amy’s death. But who am I kidding? Hell, I don’t know the first thing about raising a kid.”
 
   “Even the best parents don’t always have the answers.” Trig said as he got up to freshen his cup. “You were thrust into the parenting role by circumstances out of your control. No one expects you to be perfect. You and Ginger will find your way. The kid is going through growing pains. We all did at his age.”
 
   “All the same, I’d like to see what’s going on after he gets out of school. The black eye likely didn’t occur on school property. I figure it happened on his way home, otherwise the school would call if it happened there or if he showed up with it,” Justin said as he stood up from the table. 
 
   “Well, we can take a ride this afternoon…keep an eye on the kid,” Trick said.
 
   “Good, but for now let’s get to work,” Justin said as drained his mug.
 
   In the kitchen, Lily and Ginger sat sipping from their own mugs.
 
    
 
   “How was Aaron the other night, Lily? Were you able to find out anything about the black eye?” Ginger asked with concern.
 
   Ginger was just as new to the parenting world as Justin, and taking on a teenager was no small feat. But Ginger was the loving type, and Aaron knew she was trying her best with him. He did love her, but he’d known Lily since he was a small child. 
 
   “Nope, not a word.” Lily answered as she pushed her long blond hair behind her shoulder. “I tried to force him, but he completely shut down. I didn’t want to prod him too much in case he eventually felt like talking. So we had pizza, watched a movie, and then he played video games on my computer.”
 
   “I wish he’d let us in, but there is only so much we can do with the information we have,” Ginger replied, as concern filled her voice.
 
   Lily reached over and put her hand on Ginger’s arm. “Teenagers go through phases, and it’s probably much worse for Aaron after losing his mother…” her voice trailed off.
 
   Lily still struggled with the fact her fiancé, Connor, had killed Justin’s Sister, Amy, two years ago. In those two years, Lily worked through the horror of that revelation and his subsequent execution at the hands of the WWMC. She didn’t date, preferring to stay close to the club. They were her family and vowed to take care of her. She worked the books and phone for the auto body shop along with cooking large meals for the club with Ginger and a few of the other old ladies. She wasn’t about to leave herself wide open for love to torture her again. Yet, fate might have other plans.
 
   Ginger, who fell in love with Justin during those dark days, now worked part time with the health inspector’s office. While Justin wanted her to quit, she loved her job. She knew eventually, however, she’d want to become a full time mother when the time came. In fact, she and Justin tried to get pregnant the last six months without success. Of course, they both loved the time they put into effort. Their lovemaking was just as passionate as when they first met. However, the emerging problems with Aaron were taking a toll on everyone. Something had to be done.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Ginger left the club to work the afternoon shift at the Health Inspector’s office. That afternoon, Justin, Trigger, and Trick left Merlin in charge of the auto shop while they took off to do some investigating. If a bully roughed up Aaron, Justin wanted to get ahead of the situation. The guys parked their bikes across the street from the city park that Aaron walked through on his way home from school. Justin figured if anything hinky was going on, that would be the place. He wasn’t wrong.
 
   Trig spotted Aaron first as he cut through the park. His head was down and he was carrying his jacket as the afternoon temperature had risen significantly from that morning. His books were inside a backpack that he slung over his shoulder. Everything seemed fine until three older teens came running up behind him. One of them grabbed his backpack and slung Aaron around. In the process, the boy ripped the backpack open, spilling Aaron’s books onto the ground. Aaron stooped down to pick up his books. But before he could, a boy a foot taller than the other two kicked the books, scattering them over the sidewalk.
 
   Justin, Trig, and Trick walked across the street as they watched the action take place. Justin’s red-hot temper, which had been buried for almost two years, was resurfacing with a vengeance. As the guys reached the side of the road, they witnessed the giant kid pull Aaron up by the front of his shirt, yell in his face, and then punch him square in the nose. That’s when Justin ran at them at full speed with Trig and Trick right behind him.
 
   Justin slammed into the kid holding Aaron, and all three tumbled to the ground. Trick and Trig grabbed Aaron and pulled him up. They looked at the other two bullies as if to say ‘don‘t even try.’
 
   “I’d vacate if you know what’s good for you,” Trick announced menacingly to the two teens. They weren’t as dumb as they looked and took off leaving their friend behind.
 
   Justin pulled the giant kid up off the ground, got in his face, and yelled, “What the fuck are you doing?”
 
   The kid brushed off his clothes and replied, “Hey, man, I’m a minor. I could bust you for attacking me.”
 
   “And I could bust your head open, wise ass!” Justin was in no mood to trade barbs and the kid could see it. Several mothers’ who were in the park with their children stopped what they were doing and watched. 
 
   “Okay, man, chill. We were just messing around with Aaron.”
 
   “You call a bloody nose messing around?” It was taking everything Justin had not to pop the kid. “What’s your name? And don’t bullshit me either.”
 
   “Jacob Reynolds,” the boy said as he tried to back away from Justin.
 
   “Well, Jacob Reynolds, I’m keeping my eye on you,” Justin said poking his powerful finger in his chest like a dagger. 
 
   “Fine…whatever,” Jacob said as he walked backward, then turned and ran from the group.
 
   Justin turned to Aaron who was dabbing blood from his nose with Trig’s handkerchief. Justin walked over to look at Aaron’s nose and said, “How bad is it?”
 
   “It’s alright,” Aaron muttered.
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me you were being bullied?”
 
   “It’s nothing, okay? I can handle myself,” Aaron said giving the bloody hanky back to Trig. Trig made a face and took the hanky.
 
   “Okay? Really? It sure didn’t look like it. If you told me I could help, talk to the school or his parents,” Justin replied.
 
   “Just forget it, okay!” Aaron yelled at Justin. “You’re going to make it worse.” 
 
   Aaron grabbed his backpack from Trick who collected his books, and took off. 
 
   “Hey, wait!” Justin yelled, but it was too late. Aaron wasn’t listening.
 
   “Hey, man,” Trig said as he walked over to Justin. “Let’s give the kid some space.”
 
   “I’ve been trying to,Trig, and look where it’s got him. A black eye and a bloody nose in one week.”
 
   “I say we pay Mr. Jacob Reynolds Senior a visit,” Trick said as they walked back to their bikes. 
 
   “Okay, I’ll call Lily and get an address,” Justin said. He wasn’t about to let these kids get their hands on his nephew again. He hoped Mr. Reynolds would help him in this regard, but Justin was in for a rude awakening. 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Lily texted Justin the address of a Jacob Reynolds Senior. She told him there were three other Reynolds listed, but they were all located out of town. This address was closest to the park, and with the same first name, Justin figured this was the right place.
 
   “Can’t believe you were right about his name Trick,” Justin said.
 
   “Yeah, I’ve got special powers,” Trick announced. The boys grunted and mounted their bikes for the ride to the Reynolds home.
 
   As the guys jumped off their bikes after reaching the residence, Trig said to Justin, “How you going to play this?”
 
   “Hell, I don’t know. I’ve never talked to another parent before. Maybe his parents don’t know what he’s doing. He could be a perfect angel at home, though I doubt it. I’ll just play it by ear.”
 
   The three walked onto the porch. Justin turned to Trick and said, “Why don’t you stay with the bikes. Too many of us might look intimidating.”
 
   “Sure,” Trick said as he turned to walk back to the driveway.
 
   Before Justin could knock on the door, he and Trig heard yelling coming from inside the house. Justin and Trig looked at one another, and then Justin reached out and banged on the door. The shouting stopped and a man yelled, “Who the fuck is it?”
 
   Justin looked at Trig then yelled, “Why don’t you come and see who the fuck it is!”
 
   They heard heavy footsteps then the door flew open. A large man stood in the doorway. Justin could see Jacob Jr.’s resemblance in his old man. 
 
   “Yeah, what do you want,” Jacob Sr. said looking at the two men standing on his porch. He looked past them and saw Trick standing next to the three Harley’s in his driveway.
 
   “Your kid has been beating on my nephew, and I want it to stop,” Justin said to the burly man. Behind the man, a woman approached. She was thin with stringy dark brown hair. He could see old bruises on her face. Jacob Sr. noticed Justin looking past his shoulder.
 
   He turned to the woman and said, “Get the fuck back in the kitchen. I can handle this.”
 
   The woman turned around and walked back into the room she had just come from. When the man spun back around, Justin smelled whiskey on his breath. 
 
   “Listen,” Jacob Sr. said, “I don’t know what the hell you think is going on, but my boy is not a bully.”
 
   “I hate to break it to you Mr. Reynolds, but I saw your kid bust my nephew’s nose.”
 
   Reynolds squinted at the two men and said, “I think you’re lying.”
 
   “Why the hell would I lie about it?” Justin’s temper bristled. “You think I don’t have better things to do than to stand on your porch and listen to your bullshit?”
 
   “I don’t know what you do!” Reynolds yelled in a drunken rage. “Get the fuck off my property!”
 
   “I will…when you tell your kid to stop wailing on mine,” Justin yelled as Trig tried to pull him away. 
 
   Justin shrugged off Trig and said, “If your boy doesn’t stop messing with Aaron, I’ll be taking my frustrations out on your face, jackass!”
 
   “Get off my property, or I’ll call the cops,” Jacob Senior announced as he walked onto the porch.
 
   “Go right ahead, and then I can tell them how I witnessed your kid and his cronies using my nephew as a punching bag.”
 
   “Come on,” Trig remarked. “The guy’s drunk, and you two are having a pissing match. Let’s get the hell out of here.”
 
   Justin knew he was right, but it would feel good to flatten the idiot’s face. Instead, he turned around and walked towards Trick and the bikes. 
 
   “And don’t come back!” Mr. Reynolds yelled.
 
   Justin gave him the finger, and the three mounted their bikes and roared down the highway.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   When Aaron arrived home, he went straight to his room. Ginger was fixing dinner in the kitchen when he flew through the house. She yelled to him but he kept going. It was difficult for Ginger to see the boy in such a reclusive state. He was sad, of course, after his mother’s death, but he slowly came around and was his old self again, laughing and playing sports. However, the last two months since he started high school changed him.
 
   Ginger understood peer pressure – and bullies were a real threat to children, especially in high school. The problem was, Aaron wouldn’t talk about it. This was sometimes typical of children and teens who are bullied. They somehow believe it’s their fault, that they are falling short in some way and deserve the hatred bestowed on them by outside forces. They may feel ashamed, and friends might abandon them for fear of becoming the object of the bullying…at least that is what Ginger read on the internet.
 
   Although she herself was never bullied, she knew it could have a devastating effect on a teen. With everything Aaron had been through, Ginger didn’t want him to suffer anymore. But how could she get him to open up? It was like beating your head against a wall.
 
   Ginger continued fixing dinner, hoping Justin would come home from work soon. Before she had time to finish her thought he walked through the door. 
 
   “Oh, I’m so glad you’re here,” the dark haired beauty exclaimed as she walked over to give him a hug and kiss.
 
   “Is Aaron here?” Justin asked.
 
   “Yes,” Ginger answered as she pulled away from Justin and walked over to stir a pot of beans simmering on the stove. “He ran to his room, and I haven’t seen him since.”
 
   “So you don’t know what happened?” Justin asked as he sat down at the kitchen table.
 
   “No…what happened?” Ginger asked as she sat down across from him.
 
   Justin told Ginger about the afternoon’s activities. How he, Trig, and Trick witnessed the bullying and then confronted the father who was too drunk to care.
 
   “The kid learned it from his old man. I saw his wife, and she’s been beaten too.”
 
   “How horrible.” Her heart went out to the woman. Ginger hated seeing or hearing of anyone being abused. Now they knew for sure Aaron was a target. But how could they stop it?
 
   “We need to let the school officials know what’s going on,” Ginger stated as she stood up to check on the evening’s meal. 
 
   “Yeah, but we’ll have to wait until the morning now,” Justin answered.
 
   “No! I don’t want you to get involved!” Aaron emerged from his room and had been listening to their conversation. 
 
   “Aaron, we’re trying to help. How long has this been going on?” Justin asked as he rose from his chair. 
 
   “I don’t want to talk about it.” 
 
   “Aaron, come here and sit down. I need to look at your nose and make sure it’s not broken,” Justin replied.
 
   Aaron sat down and said, “It’s not broke. He didn’t hit me that hard.”
 
   Justin looked at Aaron’s nose anyway. “He hit it hard enough to make it bleed.”
 
   Justin sat down next to Aaron. “Just tell me how long this has been going on…please.”
 
   Aaron looked at the floor and said, “Since the start of school.” He sighed, and then continued. “At first it was just a bunch of talking crap and I wasn’t the only one he bullied. They’d say stuff, hit us on the back of the head, or push us. I figured Jacob would get bored, but he didn’t. He kept getting worse. Now he’s on social media saying stuff about Mom, how she was a cunt and deserved to die.”
 
   Ginger could see the fire growing in Justin’s eyes. 
 
   “Surely your friends came to your defense,” Ginger said.
 
   “Yeah, at first, but then Jacob and his friends would turn on them too and they got scared,” Justin said. “It kept escalating.”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell us or at least tell the teachers?” Justin asked.
 
   “You don’t tattle. It doesn’t matter how bad it gets, you just don’t,” Aaron said as he shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “Please don’t go to the school tomorrow; you’ll only make things worse for me.”
 
   “How can things get any worse, Aaron?” Justin was exasperated. “There’s no way this can continue.”
 
   “Just give me a few days and let me work it out, okay? Please!” Aaron pleaded with his uncle. 
 
   Justin looked at the floor then up at Aaron. “Alright, I’ll give you two days. But if you come home with bruises I’m heading to the school whether you like it or not. This kid’s abuse is not going to continue. You hear me?”
 
   “Yes,” Aaron answered weakly. 
 
   “Okay,” Justin replied as he stood and ruffled Aaron’s hair. “I love you, kid. I just want to keep you safe and happy.”
 
   “I know, but let me handle it,” Aaron said as he stood up.
 
   “Two days,” Justin said raising two fingers. “Now go get washed up for dinner.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   That night Ginger and Justin lay in bed looking at the ceiling after making love. They were both lost in their thoughts yet thinking of the same thing: how to protect Aaron from a bully who had no structure in his own life.
 
   On the one hand, Ginger felt sorry for Jacob living in such tumultuous conditions. No wonder he lashed out. She was sure he was on the receiving end of his father’s wrath along with his mother. But there was no way of knowing for sure. She could call Children’s Services, but without witnessing any suspicious bruising on the child, she doubted they could do much. She hated waiting the two days Justin gave Aaron. Ginger was afraid he would come home in much worse condition than before, or God forbid, sent to the hospital. She shivered from the thought.
 
   Justin felt her tremble and held her closer. He worried as well. He knew he caved to the boy, but he also understood Aaron wanting to settle things on his own if he could. So he was giving him a period in which to do it in. He just hoped he hadn’t opened a can of worms. Unfortunately, Justin would never guess the events yet to unfold.
 
    
 
   The next day both Ginger and Justin worried about Aaron. Ginger was off from work that day and decided to spend it at the auto shop helping Lily with the books and cooking lunch for the club. Cleaning up after lunch, Lily and Ginger talked about the previous day’s events regarding Aaron.
 
   “How do you think he’s going to resolve this thing with the Reynolds boy?” Lily asked as she wiped down the counter in the clubhouse kitchen. 
 
   “I have no idea, Lily,” Ginger said as she put dishes away. “I hope he’ll go to his teacher, but I doubt it. All we can do is trust him, and if nothing is resolved in two days Justin and I will go see the principal.”
 
   “I hate this is happening to him and especially the social media crap,” Lily replied as she sat down. “Sometimes I think if I’d never gone out with Connor or accepted his wedding proposal Amy would be alive and Aaron would still have his mother.” Lily looked at the floor defeated.
 
   Ginger walked over and sat down. “You can’t blame yourself, Lily. None of what happened is your fault. Connor made those choices, not you.”
 
   “I know,” Lily replied. “But sometimes I can’t help but think how ignorant I was not to see the signs.”
 
   “Justin didn’t see the signs and neither did any of the club members, and they knew Connor for a long time.”
 
   “Do you think Connor seeing Big Red strangle Justin and Amy’s mother might have changed something in him?” Lily asked.
 
   “I’m no psychiatrist, but it might have. Seeing something so traumatic as a child and then keeping the secret hidden out of fear…well, it could definitely cause some serious PTSD. Eventually it might cause insensitivity to others. Oh, Lily, I don’t know, but please don’t beat yourself up anymore.”
 
   “I’m trying,” Lily said weakly. “Just when I think I’ve got it licked something grabs and tosses me back in. It’s like Connor still has a hold on me.”
 
   “But he doesn’t…he’s gone. Only you can say, enough! and start living your life again.”
 
   Lily knew Ginger was right, but knowing was one thing. Actually leaving the past behind when it reared its ugly head from time to time was difficult. Lily had to do it though, break those chains if she was to ever have a happy and satisfying life. Right now, she was going to concentrate on helping Aaron get his happy back, and maybe that would help her as well.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The boy walked towards the babbling brook. He’d been brought here by the prospect of receiving something good. He hadn’t had much to look forward to the last few years. Days were bleak, and the older he became the darker things seemed to get. But today he was enticed to the peaceful setting in the forest.
 
   On the weekends, the area filled with hikers, but during the week, the trails were vacant. The boy walked to the edge of the babbling brook taking in the hypnotic sounds of the water rushing over the stones in the creek. He could see tiny fish swimming along, darting in and out under the rocks. He wasn’t used to the tranquility of the forest. It held a peacefulness he hadn’t known for a long time. He breathed in deeply, allowing the fresh air to invigorate his tired mind and body. The boy thought he should come here more often to clear his mind. Perhaps this place would provide the calm center he needed to get through this part of his life. He squatted down and cupped fresh water from the babbling brook into his hand.
 
   He bent over to take a drink just as something hard slammed into the back of his head. He felt an explosion blow through his skull, and the world went white for a few seconds. He tumbled over onto his back, his body lying next to the stream.
 
   His first thought was what the hell. At first, there was no pain, and then it spread quickly from the back of his head around to his face. It felt like his skull was crushed. He tried to talk, to say something, but nothing emerged except unfamiliar noises. He attempted to move, to sit up, to move his legs…anything. Nothing happened. He could only watch as his killer stood above him lifting the rock and bringing it crashing down on his face. 
 
   He heard the bones in his cheek crush. How strange it sounded, and then the pain sprouted up and blossomed across the left side of his face. He saw the rock come crashing down again, this time pulverizing his left eye. The pain was melding together now. He couldn’t tell one pain from the other…it was just one giant pain pounding within his head.
 
   He looked up with the only eye he had left. His killer stood above him. He pleaded with that one eye, but he could tell it was of no use. The killer was determined to end this once and for all. He wished it would happen soon. He just wanted it to be over at this point. He got his wish. Several more blows, and his face, except for the one eye, was obliterated and his skull crushed. 
 
   The killer threw the murder weapon back into the stream from where it had come. The birds chirped quietly, watching the spectacle from their perch in the trees above. They looked on as the killer turned and walked slowly down the path away from the body.
 
    
 
   ***** 
 
    
 
   Justin sent Merlin to pick up Aaron after school. Merlin was the levelheaded member of the club, and Justin knew it was better to have him confront any discourse that may take place. Justin and the rest of the club might break if they witnessed any more bullying by the Reynolds kid, and he didn’t want Ginger exposed to violence. So Merlin was assigned school pick-up duty until there was a resolution.
 
   Justin, Ginger, and Lily worried about Aaron most of the day. They tried to keep busy, but their thoughts kept coming back to the ugly situation. Merlin was supposed to call the moment Aaron was with him. Justin watched the clock like a hawk, waiting for the call. Why wasn’t Merlin calling? The fucker better not let his phone battery run down he thought. When it was 15 minutes past the time Merlin should have called, Ginger walked into the auto shop.
 
   “Have you heard from Merlin?” She asked anxiously.
 
   “No,” Justin answered. “Let’s go to the clubhouse, and I’ll call him from there.”
 
   Lily walked with them over to the clubhouse. She was just as concerned as Justin and Ginger. The three sat down at a table, and Justin punched his phone.
 
   “Merlin, I thought you were supposed to call me,” Justin remarked.
 
   “Yeah, when I had Aaron. I’m still waiting on him. Most of the kids are gone now.”
 
   Justin’s heart froze. “You haven’t seen him?”
 
   Ginger and Lily sat up straight.
 
   “I can head into the school…see what’s going on,” Merlin said as he paced around his bike.
 
   “Yeah, do that. I’m heading that way,” Justin replied getting up from his chair.
 
   “I want to go with you,” Ginger said as she jumped up.
 
   “No, babe,” Justin said as he put on his cut. “You go home in case he shows up there. Lily, you stay here in case he comes to the club.”
 
   “Okay,” Lily answered. “Do you want any of the guys to go out and look for him?”
 
   “Not yet,” Justin answered as he headed to the door. “I’ll wait an hour, and if he doesn’t show up then we’ll start a manhunt. Justin’s mind flashed back to that day two years ago when they began looking for his missing sister, with tragic results. 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   When Justin arrived at the high school, Merlin was talking to the principal and Aaron’s last period teacher. Aaron was at school that day, but skipped his last period. Justin asked about the Reynolds boy, informing the principal of the problems developing between the two boys. The principal looked at the school records, which showed Jacob Reynolds was at school until lunch, and then he too hadn’t returned to class. This piece of information alarmed Justin even more. Merlin and Justin walked out of the school towards their bikes.
 
   “So what do you think happened?” Merlin asked.
 
   “Fuck if I know, but it doesn’t look good,” Justin said as he mounted his bike. “I’ve got to go to that kid’s house again and see if he’s there or if he knows where Aaron is.”
 
   “Okay,” Merlin answered. “Let’s just keep our cool.”
 
   Easier said than done, Justin thought as he roared down the road.
 
   The Reynolds house was quiet this day, unlike the day before with the yelling and cursing. Justin banged on the front door. He and Merlin heard faint footsteps, and then the sheer drape was pulled back on the window next to the door. The front door opened slowly, and Justin recognized the battered woman from the other day. Now he could see old and fresh bruises on her face. She was timid, looking down then up at the two men.
 
   “Yes,” she said weakly. “Can I help you?”
 
   “Yes ma’am,” Justin answered. “Is your boy at home? We need to ask him if he’s seen my nephew Aaron.”
 
   “No, he’s not here,” she said looking at the floor. “He’s at school.”
 
   “Actually, he hasn’t been in school since noon,” Justin replied. “We just met with the principal, and Jacob left at noon.”
 
   Mrs. Bonnie Reynolds looked up at Justin. For Justin, it was like back looking into the eyes of sorrow, grief and despair. She was beaten down, both physically and mentally. Her small frame was no match for the Goliath she lived with. From her vacant eyes, Justin could tell she checked out a long time ago. Justin wondered why she didn’t leave, but where would she go? No money and a man who threatened to find and kill her if she left, he supposed. She didn’t think there was much to argue about as far as if she should stay or go. This was her lot in life. She drew the short straw, and there was no going back. Those eyes haunted Justin. He’d never seen utter hopelessness in a person’s face until now.
 
   “I don’t know where he is,” Bonnie answered wearily. “I can’t keep track of him anymore. Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to have dinner ready before my husband gets home.” 
 
   She started to close the door and Justin caught it before she could close. “Where’s your husband?”
 
   “He works odd jobs around town as a handyman. I don’t know where he’s working today.”
 
   “All right,” Justin said as he let go of the door. “Thank you for your time.”
 
   Bonnie closed the door and Justin looked at Merlin.
 
   “That has got to be the saddest fucking thing I’ve ever seen,” Merlin said as they turned and walked off the porch. “Can’t we do something for her, like kick her husband into next week?”
 
   “Yeah, but right now I’ve got to concentrate on finding Aaron. Where the fuck is he? He knows we’re concerned about what’s been going on with him.”
 
   Before they reached the bikes, Justin’s phone chirped. Justin grabbed it and saw it was Ginger. 
 
   “Lily just called. Aaron’s at the clubhouse. I’m heading there now.”
 
   “Thank God. We’ll meet you there, babe.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   When Justin and Merlin entered the clubhouse, Aaron was sitting at a table with both Lily and Ginger. 
 
   “Where the hell have you been?” Justin asked as he walked to the table.
 
   “Justin, its okay…don’t be so rough,” Ginger admonished.
 
   “Sorry kid, but you had us all worried. We didn’t know what happened to you,” Justin said as he sat down at the table.
 
   “I’m sorry. I won’t do it again,” Aaron said as he shifted in his chair. “I just had to get away and think. Jacob is in my last period class and I didn’t want to see him today, so I skipped and went to the video arcade. I just wanted to take my mind off this crap, and that seemed like the only place I could go to forget about things for a little while.”
 
   “I understand, Aaron, but you had us all worried. Merlin and I talked to your principal, and he said you’d skipped the last period. He also told us Jacob was absent since noon. When I heard that I thought the worst.”
 
   “Really – I didn’t know he wasn’t there,” Aaron said. “I would have gone to class if I’d known that.”
 
   “Well, I think it’s time we get this thing settled. I can’t have you skipping class because of this bully. Besides, I’ve already told your principal about what’s going on.” Justin said. “I was going to wait, give you those two days, but when you didn’t show up I had to do something.”
 
   “I understand,” Aaron said looking at the floor. “I’m sorry I worried you all.”
 
   Ginger leaned over and patted his hand. “We just want to make sure you’re safe and happy, Aaron.”
 
   “That’s right,” Lily agreed. “Let the adults step in and handle this situation so you don’t have to.”
 
   “Okay,” Aaron said. “I’m ready for you to take over.”
 
   “Finally,” Justin said as he leaned back in his chair. “Ginger and I will talk to your principal again tomorrow morning. Why don’t you go do your homework in my office.”
 
   Aaron got up from the table and said, “I’m sorry I had you all worried.”
 
   Everyone in unison told him it was okay, but don’t ever do that again. Aaron shuffled off to the office as Lily, Ginger and Justin looked at one another.
 
   “Well, I guess the next step is seeing what the school can do to stop the bullying. The problem is most of it is occurring off school property,” Justin remarked.
 
   “I’m sure the school has some kind of protocol when it comes to bullying,” Ginger said as she rose from her chair. “If they can’t do anything then the next step is going to the police.”
 
   “I agree,” Lily stated. “It’s not just bullying now; its assault. Since the parents won’t help the situation, you have to take it to the next level.”
 
   “Merlin and I stopped by the Reynolds home again today. The kid and father weren’t there, but we talked to the mother. Man, she was so pathetic--I couldn’t help but feel sorry for her.”
 
   “What do you mean, ‘pathetic’?” Ginger asked.
 
   “That’s really not the right word,” Justin replied. “You could see old and fresh bruises on her face and arms. And the look in her eyes was pitiful. That’s the word I’m looking for, pitiful. Like she had nothing left in her, and she was just a shell.”
 
   “How sad,” Lily said. “I’m sure living with this man has taken every bit of dignity out of her.”
 
   “Why doesn’t she leave?” Justin asked.
 
   “Years of abuse can damage a person’s perception of themselves. At some point, she begins to believe she deserves the abuse. He may threaten to kill her if she leaves him, so fear keeps her rooted. There are women’s shelters, but most are in larger cities. She may have no way of finding out about them or even getting to one,” Ginger explained.
 
   “Wouldn’t she have any friends or family that could help her?” Justin asked.
 
   “Usually the abuser separates her from family and friends,” Lily answered. “The separation keeps the abuser in control. She may have had friends who tried to help her, but she kept denying it out of fear. It’s definitely a sad situation.”
 
   “The club can help her if she wants our help, but right now I’ve got to keep Aaron safe from her son,” Justin said as he rose from his chair.
 
   “I agree…first things first,” Ginger said. “I’ll head home and start dinner.”
 
   “Okay, baby, Aaron and I will be there in about an hour.” Justin kissed Ginger as Lily looked on. Lily was once that much in love, but fate dealt her a cruel blow. She wondered if she’d ever feel that way again. She wasn’t aware of it then, but someone was waiting right around the corner.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The hikers decided to take advantage of the warm temperatures and take a walk through the Paint Creek State Forestry late in the day. The two women left work at 4 p.m. and headed straight to the trail they’d traveled over the previous summer. The leaves wafted their way down along the paths, crunching under their feet. They talked about their day, office gossip, and how to take a martini stain out of a black dress. Giggling as they walked, they were unaware of the horror that was about to confront them up ahead.
 
   The women liked walking the trail beside the babbling brook. It was peaceful listening to the gurgles and splashes the water took as it bounced off the rocks. As they turned in a bend in the path, one of the women made out an object up ahead that didn’t fit the scenery. She pointed it out to the other woman. They continued walking, slowly now, unsure of what they may come across.
 
   As they ventured nearer, they could tell it was a body. Maybe someone tripped, fell and knocked themselves out on one of the many rocks next to the stream. Now the women ran, worried that someone may have injured him or herself and may have been lying in the forest for who knows how long. As they approached, they could tell it was a man by the shape of the body. But when they looked at where his head should be, the only thing resembling a face was the lone eyeball staring into the sky. 
 
   One woman screamed, the sound reverberating through the woods. The other woman grabbed her arm and pulled her back down the path. As they ran through the forest, terror filled their chests. One of the hikers tripped and fell. The other one ran back and pulled her up, and they continued running, afraid that whoever had done the unspeakable horror to the person up the trail may be lurking behind one of these trees.
 
   The women made it to their car, slammed and locked the doors, and sped out of the barren parking lot. They drove to the camp store, went inside, and informed the shopkeeper and other customers of what they found.
 
   Since the women were still distressed, the shopkeeper called the police. Once the police arrived, the women calmed down, but resisted showing the officers the crime scene. Eventually they were persuaded but would only go so far up the trail. The officers made it the rest of the way by following the hiker’s directions. 
 
   The face was unrecognizable from the beating. The officers called in forensics who found a small billfold in the victim’s wallet. A school identification card found inside the wallet read Jacob Reynolds. The boy was 17, never to turn 18. Someone decided his time on earth couldn’t continue.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The next morning Ginger, Justin, and Aaron headed to the WWMC clubhouse prior to taking Aaron to school. They planned to drop him off then visit the principal’s office to talk about the bullying situation. However, Justin needed to pick up some items from the auto shop first. Since it was early they stopped by the clubhouse where Trick, Trig, Merlin, and others in the club congregated for their morning brew.
 
   “How’s it going Aaron? You’re trying to make an old man out of me,” Merlin said slapping the kid on the back.
 
   “Too late,” Aaron said with a grin. 
 
   “Smartass kid,” Merlin replied as he sat down at one of the tables with his cup of coffee. “Just see if I go looking for your ass anymore,” he said with a smile.
 
   “So what’s the plan?” Trig asked.
 
   “We’re talking to the principal after we drop Aaron off,” Ginger answered. “If he can’t do anything then we’ll have to go to the police.”
 
   “Someone just pulled into the parking lot,” Trick said as he stared out the window. “And they don’t look like customers for the auto shop.”
 
   Trick opened the door as the men approached the front entrance. 
 
   “Hello, how can we help you?” Trick asked.
 
   The men were dressed in suits with black overcoats. Both pulled out their detective badges. “Are Justin and Aaron Taylor here?” The man asking the question had dark brown hair and friendly eyes. Justin estimated him to be in his early 30’s. The other detective was older, with white hair and a white goatee. 
 
   “Right here,” Justin called to the men. The men walked over to the table and introduced themselves. 
 
   “I’m Detective Daniel Evans,” he said reaching out his hand to shake Justin’s. “And this is Detective John Mallory.” Mallory shook Justin’s hand as well.
 
   “I knew a Detective Winters,” Justin said as he shook the men’s hands. “Is he still there?”
 
   “No,” Detective Mallory answered, “he retired six months ago.”
 
   “Oh, okay. Well, how can I help you gentlemen?” Justin asked. 
 
   “Do you know a Jacob Reynolds?” Detective Mallory asked. 
 
   At that moment, Lily walked into the clubhouse. She walked over to the table to listen in on the conversation. 
 
   “As a matter of fact we do,” Justin answered. “His boy’s been bullying my nephew here. This is Aaron Taylor.” Aaron stood up to join Justin. “As you can see, he’s healing from a beat down the kid gave him a few days ago.”
 
   The detectives took note of the boy’s bruises. 
 
   “We’re talking about the boy, Mr Taylor. Have you not seen the news this morning?” Detective Evans asked.
 
   “No,” Ginger answered. 
 
   “This is my wife, Ginger Taylor,” Justin said. 
 
   “I did,” Lily interjected. 
 
   Detective Evans turned to the pretty woman with the striking blond hair and angelic face. 
 
   “So you know why we’re here?” He asked.
 
   “Yes, but Aaron is also a victim,” Lily said defiantly. Detective Evans liked her already.
 
   “Will someone tell me what’s going on?” Justin was becoming exasperated. Please don’t lose your temper, Ginger thought. Not in front of these guys. She knew whatever news they had wasn’t good.
 
   “The body of Jacob Reynolds, Jr. was found yesterday evening by some hikers in Paint Creek State Forestry,” Detective Evans stated.
 
   Justin winced at hearing Paint Creek Forestry, where his sister’s body was found.
 
   “Good Lord,” Ginger gasped. “What happened?”
 
   “He was bludgeoned to death,” answered Detective Mallory.
 
   “I’m sorry this happened,” Justin replied, “but what does this have to do with us?”
 
   “Motive,” The man said with steely eyes. “When we told Jacob’s parents about finding their son, the father mentioned that you and your club had a vendetta to settle with the boy.”
 
   “That’s bullshit,” Justin exclaimed. “Our problem was the kid using my nephew as a punching bag.” Justin’s flare was rising and Merlin could tell if he didn’t jump in the WWMC president could make things worse for himself.
 
   “Sirs, if I may,” Merlin interjected. “Justin and some of the boys went to talk to Mr. Reynolds about his boy bullying Aaron to see if there was some way to rectify the situation. Isn’t that right Justin?”
 
   “Yes,” Justin said trying to calm himself down. “We didn’t go as a show of force or anything like that. We simply wanted to talk to the guy and see if he could control his son. Unfortunately, the guy was drunk at the time and there was no talking to him. You must have seen his wife – how battered she was.”
 
   “Yes, we talked to both parents,” Detective Evans stated. “Right now we want to talk to everyone that saw or spoke to Jacob in the last few days. Aaron, did you see Jacob yesterday?”
 
   “No, sir,” Aaron answered. “I try to avoid him.”
 
   “And why is that?” Detective Mallory asked.
 
   “I told you,” Justin interjected. “He bullies my nephew. The kid almost broke his nose the other day.”
 
   “So it’s safe to say that you and Aaron did not have a good relationship with the deceased, correct?” Mallory asked.
 
   “Okay,” Lily interrupted. “Are you saying they’re suspects?”
 
   “No ma’am,” Detective Evans said. “And you are…?”
 
   “My name is Lily Gordon, and I’m a friend of the club. It seems like your questioning is becoming accusatory.”
 
   “We didn’t mean to come across that way, Ms. Gordon,” Detective Evans stated. “We’re simply running a murder investigation to the best of our ability.”
 
   “I can see that, but I don’t want my friends railroaded either, just because they wear leather jackets and ride motorcycles. These guys would give their right arm to help a friend.”
 
   Justin and the club looked at Lily with surprise and admiration. Ginger wasn’t surprised. She knew Lily was a strong woman who didn’t like her friends taken advantage of. 
 
   “We didn’t mean to offend anyone, but we may need to have you and Aaron come down for questioning later on,” Detective Mallory said to Justin. “Would you be willing to give us a DNA sample?”
 
   “I’m not sure,” Justin said. “I may want to consult a lawyer first.”
 
   “That’s fine. Just don’t leave town without telling us,” Mallory said as he and Evans walked towards the door. Evans looked back at Lily and tipped his head. She was watching the good-looking detective and smiled despite not wanting too. He was cute, but this wasn’t the time for distracting thoughts. There were more pressing matters to contend with now.
 
   After the detectives left the building, Trig looked at the group. “What the fuck?”
 
   “Guess you won’t have to worry about Jacob anymore, kid,” Trick said to Aaron.
 
   “Enough,” Justin said. “You guys make some calls. I want a church meeting in an hour.”
 
   The club walked over to the bar to make their calls.
 
   “Who would kill Jacob?” Aaron asked still in shock by the news. “Do they think I did it?”
 
   “No,” Ginger answered. “The detectives’ need all the information they can gather ,and that includes anyone he knew or came in contact with the last few days. You are not a suspect.”
 
   “Ginger’s right,” Lily said. “Don’t worry about that.”
 
   “Time to get you to school,” Ginger said as she rose from her chair.
 
   She kissed Justin goodbye. “I work four hours today.”
 
   “Okay, babe. I’ll see you later.”
 
   “Stay out of trouble.”
 
    
 
   During the church meeting, the members talked about the murder of the Reynolds boy and how it could come back on the club.
 
   “I’m sorry the kid’s dead, but I don’t want the cops thinking we had anything to do with it,” Justin said as he sat at the head of the table.
 
   “Yeah, the timing sucks with us going over to the kid’s house the other day,” Trig snorted. “I’m sure the father is pointing the finger at us.”
 
   “I wouldn’t doubt if he did it himself,” Trick spouted. “The way his wife looked, I’m sure he took some of that anger out on the boy too.”
 
   “Did anyone see the morning news about it?” Justin asked shifting in his chair.
 
   “Yeah, I brought it up on the internet as we were waiting for the church meeting,” Merlin spoke up. “The boy was found on one of the hiking trails near a stream. Said he had blunt force trauma to the head. Hikers found him between 4:00 and 5:00 yesterday afternoon. He was in school until noon, so it happened in the space of those few hours.” 
 
   “Aaron skipped the last class and said he went to the video arcade. The arcade has security cameras, so that should exclude him,” Justin replied. “If the police start asking about club members…we were here at the clubhouse or auto shop. We have each other’s backs, right?”
 
   Everyone agreed, nodding their heads. 
 
   “Okay, I wanted everyone on the same page.”
 
   At that moment, yelling could be heard within the clubhouse. The members jumped from their seats to find out what was going on. As they exited the meeting room into the clubhouse, they saw Mr. Jacob Reynolds, Sr. in the middle of the room yelling to see the WWMC. Lily stood off to the side as the club surrounded him. 
 
   “You killed my boy!” Reynolds screamed to the room. “I’ll have you all put in jail!”
 
   “I think you better calm down, Mr. Reynolds.” Merlin attempted to placate the man, but he was having none of it. 
 
   “You were pissed because he was hurting your boy, and you killed him!”
 
   “I’m calling the police,” Lily whispered to Justin who nodded his head.
 
   “I’m sorry about your boy, but we didn’t have anything to do with it,” Justin said in a calm voice as he walked slowly towards the man. “I can only imagine what you’re going through, but taking it out on us won’t help. Let the police find out who did this.”
 
   “The police are a bunch of dickheads,” Reynolds replied. “Your club and that boy are the only ones that had a beef with him.” Reynolds was weak, likely from booze and being up all night. 
 
   “Here, sit down before you fall down,” Trig said as he pulled up a chair for the man to sit in. He fell into the chair then put his head in his hands. 
 
   “I know I wasn’t the best father, but why would someone kill my boy?” He asked wiping tears from his eyes. He was a wretched sight, and Justin and the club had difficulty finding sympathy for the man who abused his wife so savagely and likely the son he proclaimed to grieve over. The club wasn’t so sure that Reynolds hadn’t killed the boy. 
 
   Merlin brought him a cup of coffee. Maybe it would sober him up some before the police arrived. Reynolds sipped on the coffee and muttered to himself. The club decided to give him a wide berth. 
 
   “What do you make of this?” Merlin asked Justin.
 
   “He’s either trying to shift blame from himself onto us, or he didn’t do it and he wants retribution. Hard to tell with this asshole,” Justin answered. 
 
   After five minutes, a police car showed up along with a car driven by one of the detectives. Detective Evans heard the call on the scanner and decided to investigate the disturbance as well. 
 
   “Detective, I didn’t know this warranted a return visit,” Justin said as he walked up to Evans. 
 
   “I heard it over the scanner and thought I’d make sure everything was all right.”
 
   “Well, Mr. Reynolds decided to come by and give us a piece of his mind. Since he was belligerent Lily thought it best to call the cops and let them take care of him.”
 
   “She’s a smart lady,” Evans said looking around the clubhouse for her. “Is she still here?”
 
   “Yes, detective, I’m here,” Lily said as she came out of the kitchen. 
 
   “Well, I’ll go see how the cops are making out with Mr. Reynolds,” Justin said as he walked away. He could see the gleam in Lily’s eyes when she looked at Evans. He hadn’t seen it since Connor.
 
   “Would you like a cup of coffee Detective?” Lily asked.
 
   “Call me Daniel, and I’d love one,” Evans replied.
 
   Lily poured herself a cup as well and invited the detective to sit at the counter in the kitchen with her. They talked, mainly about how Daniel became a detective in the first place. His father and grandfather were both cops, but Daniel set his sights on something other than walking a beat or policing neighborhoods. He liked mysteries, so detective work was right up his alley. Lily told him how much the club meant to her…they were her family. She didn’t speak of Connor or Amy. It was too personal, and she was just getting to know this man. 
 
   “Would you like to have dinner tonight? I know of a great Italian place over in Jackson city,” Daniel said.
 
   “That sounds nice,” Lily answered.
 
   “I’ll pick you up at seven if that’s okay.”
 
   “Sounds good.” Lily gave him her address, and Daniel thanked her for the coffee. As they walked out of the kitchen, the police had put Reynolds in the back of their police car. They told Detective Evans they were taking him home. Reynolds sat with his head down in the backseat. He looked defeated, but Justin knew his poor wife would likely be on the receiving end of his wrath.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   That evening Lily and Daniel spent their dinner enjoying clams in white sauce and a bottle of Merlot. Lily felt comfortable with Daniel. His easy rapport and gentle voice had a soothing effect on her. His amicable nature made her feel at ease, and his good looks were an added benefit. 
 
   Daniel was entranced with this blond beauty with the large emerald eyes. She was polite, sat up straight, used proper diction, but without any type of affluence or snobbery. She didn’t seem like the type to be a receptionist in a motorcycle club auto shop. She was much too smart to limit herself ,and he wondered why she had.
 
   But she’d already told him how important the club was to her so perhaps that was the reason. It was more critical for her to be around that support system than to have a career. This information was important to his investigation as well. The WWMC wasn’t known to be a “One Percenter” club, at least not for a long time. And if someone like Lily Gordon vouched for them that was also a nod in the right direction for the club. However, he still kept them within his radar as suspects in the Reynolds boy’s murder case. 
 
   During coffee Lily asked, “I know you can’t give me any details, but are you having any luck in the Reynolds case?”
 
   “Right now we’re waiting on various forensic reports,” Daniel said as he took a sip of his coffee. “I put a rush on them, but it depends on how fast the lab can get to them. And there’s quite a line-up of his bullying victims that we have to check out too.”
 
   “I know I’m biased, but I can tell you without a doubt that neither the club nor Aaron had anything to do with this boy’s murder.”
 
   “I can tell you’re loyal to the club.”
 
   “Don’t get me wrong,” Lily said as she placed her napkin on the table. “I am loyal to a degree. If I thought one of them killed that boy, I would come forward. But I can assure you they did not.”
 
   Lily was matter-of-fact, and Daniel knew she meant every word of it. 
 
   “You may already know this about me, but I was friends with Amy Taylor, Justin’s sister. She was found murdered, also up at Paint Creek.”
 
   “I did read over the case. I didn’t realize you were friends with her. The case went unsolved, although they did have someone of interest…a Connor Benet, I believe. He took off and nobody has seen him since.”
 
   “He was my fiancé,” Lily said as she looked down at the table. 
 
   “Oh, I‘m sorry…so you never heard back from him?” Daniel asked.
 
   “No. After he became a suspect he just took off, which to me means he’s guilty.” Lily replied stonily. 
 
   “Yes, normally innocent people don’t run,” Daniel said knowing he was entering into shaky ground. Changing the subject Daniel asked about where she grew up, where her family was from, and how she ended up in Trinity. 
 
   Lily was happy to change the subject. She hadn’t spoken about Connor since that awful night. It felt odd to say his name aloud, and a slight shiver ran down her back when she did. She was glad Daniel was intuitive enough to realize the topic was uncomfortable for her and changed the subject. She liked him more and more.
 
   Daniel, on the other hand, was past like. He was very captivated by the blond beauty. It wasn’t just her looks, but her demeanor as well. Kind yet tough, loyal but honest. She was the entire package. Daniel hoped his investigation wouldn’t turn up anything against her friends, which would probably end this budding relationship before it began.
 
   They lingered for a long while after dinner, sipping coffee and chatting, with a lot of nervous laughter along the way. It was difficult to leave the cozy warmth of the nearby fireplace and the delightful comfort of each other’s eyes and company. That made it feel even colder when they went out into the chilly night air. Daniel left his coat unbuttoned and wrapped Lily under his wing to keep her warm on the short walk to his car.
 
   Away from the lights and prying eyes of others, they stood by his modest but sporty Mazda Miata. Daniel hit the auto-start button on his key to warm up the car, and he looked at Lily. She was almost shivering, so Daniel wrapped her inside of his warm coat and put his arms around her. She welcomed the nearness of a man – of this man. It had been so long since she felt a man’s warmth.
 
   He put his chin on top of her head as she snuggled against his chest, and she noticed for the first time how really big and manly this detective was. His professional clothing his a chiseled chest and strong arms, and he was much taller and stronger than she had realized…much more formidable than Connor. He was not as big as Justin, but he was just the right size for Lily.
 
   “I had a nice night,” she said. “I…just…never expected it to be this nice.”
 
   He put his hand behind her head and pulled her even closer. “I had a great time too, Lily. We should do this…again.”
 
   “Often,” she said. She pulled her head back and looked into his amazing and powerful dark eyes. There was a familiar toughness there, but there was also a goodness there that she wasn’t used to.
 
   Daniel seized the moment, making it forever perfect. She closed her eyes and tilted her head back. They shared their first kiss, and it changed her life. Her tormented soul began to heal, and she felt a tingle of the kind of joy she had completely forgotten about. When she opened her eyes again, it was as if she awoke into a whole new world and a whole new life.
 
   He opened the car door for her, and she got into the nearly warm seat. They barely spoke on the drive home, floating on the silent but powerful energy of the moment they had just shared. Lily hugged Daniel’s arm with both of hers and laid her head on his shoulder.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   That same evening Justin and Ginger talked with Aaron about Jacob’s murder. There was much speculation at school about who may have committed the act, from some serial killer on the loose to one of their own walking the halls. Many of the kids knew him as a bully and weren’t particularly sad at his demise. His friends, the few he had, were strangely silent; perhaps frightened they were on some sort of vigilante hit list. Aaron was happy not to worry about being bullied, but not at the loss of a boy’s life.
 
   “I don’t know who would do that to him. They said at school his head was bashed in so bad it was almost gone,” Aaron said.
 
   “Kids will exaggerate Aaron,” Ginger said as she removed the dishes from the table and placed them in the dishwasher. 
 
   “I know, but still, who would do that?”
 
   “I don’t know, but we have to let the police handle it,” Ginger said to Aaron, but wanting Justin to hear her as well.
 
   “Yeah, the police will take care of it,” Justin said, not reassuringly. Ginger gave him a look. “Why don’t you head to your room and finish your homework, Aaron.”
 
   Aaron got up and left the room. Ginger looked at Justin as she wiped the kitchen counter.
 
   “Please don’t get involved in this,” she said.
 
   “I don’t want to get involved in it, but when detectives come around and start making accusations I don’t have much of a choice,” Justin said as he twisted in his chair.
 
   “I just don’t want you to look for trouble,” Ginger said with concern in her voice. She loved Justin desperately, but she also knew he could fly off in twenty directions without her anchoring him. 
 
   “Come here,” Justin said as he pointed towards his lap for her to sit down.
 
   “Let’s talk in the bedroom to talk about it so Aaron can’t hear us, “ she said with a glint in her eye…and ulterior motives.
 
   Justin sat on the edge of the bed and patted his lap for her to sit.
 
   She sat down, and he held her tight. “I’m not going to do anything stupid, I promise. But I will ask Lily if she found out anything from her date with the detective.”
 
   “Justin! I think she likes the guy. Don’t bug her about him,” Ginger admonished.
 
   “I won’t. I just want to see if he told her anything about the investigation. Maybe she worked her feminine wiles on him,” he said with a grin.
 
   “You’re bad,” Ginger giggled. 
 
   “I know,” Justin said as he kissed her passionately.
 
   Ginger slid off his lap and kneeled on the floor in front of her man. She looked up at him with a naughty smile and reached for his belt buckle.
 
   “You’re bad too, girl.”
 
   Ginger nodded, without ever taking her eyes from his. Justin leaned back on his hands, and cooperated willingly as Ginger pulled his jeans and shorts down around his ankles. There was enough to fill both of her hands, and she took him in her grasp, stroking three of four times, slowly. That was all it took for Justin to be ready for duty.
 
   “That didn’t take long, baby,” she said as she leaned forward and licked around the head of his erection.
 
   “He knows the routine,” Justin said, caressing the back of her head, “and he likes you a lot too.”
 
   Ginger looked in his eyes. “And I’m pretty pleased to have him in my life too.” Then she took him in her mouth, one hand still stroking him gently.
 
   “Babe, do you want some of this for yourself?”
 
   “She’s on her days off, sweetheart. Just lean back and enjoy.”
 
   He did.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The autopsy was performed and the body released to the family within a day. Since the Reynolds had no money to bury their son, the funeral home let it be known to the public they were accepting donations. The boy would be cremated, a cheaper alternative to embalming and purchasing a casket and plot. There would be no burial either. The funeral home donated the urn with the boy’s remains and gave it to the parents. The funeral director would later say the mother appeared like a zombie and the father was drunk. 
 
   The father called the police station every day, usually to rant and rave instead of asking about the investigation. The detectives waited for the forensics report, which gave them very little to go on. The boy was hit numerous times in the head with a blunt object. There was no sign of a struggle, nothing under his fingernails except dirt. So the first blow likely caught him unawares, the detectives deduced. So if he went to Paint Creek with someone he knew, then he wasn’t afraid of them or didn’t have a clue they meant to kill him. Otherwise, someone snuck up on him, which seems unlikely with the crackling of dead leaves on the ground. 
 
   Mallory and Evans discussed the case. If it was someone the kid knew and wasn’t afraid of, and that would likely rule out the WWMC. First of all the boy would not have gone willingly with the members of the WWMC, so there should have been signs of a struggle or rope or cuff marks on his wrists and there weren’t any. Aaron as well wouldn’t have gone willingly to Paint Creek Forestry with Jacob, and if he was forced to and was fighting for his life, then it was self-defense and he would have defense wounds or bruises. Neither Mallory nor Evans felt like Aaron committed the crime. He was a small kid, and it didn’t make sense.
 
   That left Jacob’s few friends and possibly the father. The father was a good guess, especially since it was obvious he beat his wife…so why not the kid too? Maybe he was drunk and got carried away disciplining the boy. Reynolds was also quick to throw blame at the club, perhaps in an effort to deflect interest away from him. 
 
   Jacob’s friends were another avenue the detectives explored. They called the two boys in for questioning. They seemed subdued but both kept to their stories that they were in school all day and went to a McDonalds after school. The school and video footage corroborated their stories, and as a result the friends were ruled out. That brought the detectives back to Reynolds Senior or someone unknown. 
 
   The club stayed out of the mess, preferring to remain on the sidelines, hoping Lily would give them a heads up. She and Daniel continued dating and their relationship grew.
 
   Lily wasn’t prepared to fall in love with a man so quickly. She came out of a traumatic episode with Connor and wasn’t about to give herself freely to any man. But Daniel was different – not needy like Connor had been. He was self-assured yet didn’t take himself too seriously. He had a humorous side, something Connor never possessed. Lily began to realize that Daniel was the complete opposite of Connor. 
 
   “So is this getting serious?” Ginger asked one day during a club fundraiser. The WWMC offered fundraising rides from time to time. This one was for a child in the community who was battling cancer, and the parents needed help with medical bills. Lily and Ginger along with several of the other old ladies cooked supper for the club after the ride. 
 
   “Maybe,” Lily smiled. 
 
   “Oh, Lily, I’m so happy for you!” Ginger squealed. 
 
   “Don’t get too ahead of yourself,” Lily said as she mixed the giant salad. “We’re steady dating and that’s about it.” Lily leaned over and whispered in Ginger’s ear, “We haven’t gone all the way either, but there’s been some heavy duty play action.”
 
   “Wow,” Ginger whispered back. “How do you two not want to rip each other’s clothes off?” Both girls giggled. 
 
   “Well, I think part of it is he’s consumed with the Reynolds case. He really wants to figure out who killed the boy, and I don’t blame him. As bad as Jacob was to Aaron, he didn’t deserve what happened.”
 
   “Well, let’s hope they find out who did it so you two can get to the next level of your relationship,” Ginger said as she chopped tomatoes for the salad.
 
   “It’s strange,” Lily said. “After Connor I never thought I’d want to be in a relationship with a man again, but Daniel is so different. He’s someone I feel I can trust and build a life with.”
 
   “I’m so happy for you, Lily. You deserve all the happiness in the world.” The girls hugged and went about the preparation for the evening meal. Soon the women heard the roar of bikes as they drove into the club and auto body parking lot. The ride was over, and the WWMC had raised almost $10,000 for the family in need. Daniel showed up at the same time as the bikes to join with the club in the evening supper. Justin met him in the club parking lot.
 
   “Hey, Daniel, how’s it going?” Justin said as he reached out to shake his hand.
 
   “Not bad…yourself?”
 
   “Can’t complain,” Justin answered as they walked to the clubhouse. “Are you getting any closer to finding out who killed the Reynolds boy?”
 
   “Unfortunately, we’ve hit a road block,” Daniel said as they walked through the door. “Forensics didn’t come up with anything of importance. The hikers that found the body didn’t see anyone else around and there weren’t any usable footprints, so with no witnesses it’s difficult to pinpoint one person. The kid had enemies because of his bully behavior, but they all have airtight alibis.”
 
   “Do you still think it’s someone he knew?” Justin asked as he pulled up a chair to sit down.
 
   “Yeah, I do,” Daniel answered. “Someone lured him out there…I can’t believe the kid went out to the Forestry on his own because he wanted to commune with nature.”
 
   Justin grunted, “I agree.”
 
   At that second Lily walked up, and gave Daniel a kiss her as he put his arm around her waist. She looked at Justin and said, “How was the ride?”
 
   “It was good, a little chilly, but that never stopped us from riding.” 
 
   “Don’t I know it,” Lily laughed. “The food’s ready whenever you guys are. We set up a buffet line on the bar.” 
 
   “Thanks, Lily. I think I’ll have a beer first. Daniel, you want to join me?”
 
   “Sure, I’m off the clock. Sounds good.”
 
   Justin grabbed a couple of cold ones and sat down with Daniel and Merlin at one of the tables. Laughter filled the clubhouse as people drank and ate. Although Daniel didn’t ride, had no tattoos, and didn’t wear leather, he didn’t feel like an outsider with this crew. They made him feel welcome, but he also knew if he ever hurt Lily emotionally, they’d cut him out in a heartbeat. 
 
   As the evening wore on people sat in group, either talking or playing cards. Lily, Ginger, and the other old ladies finished the cleanup in the kitchen and joined their men. They were laughing at some bullshit story Trig was telling about Justin when he was a kid. That was when Daniel got a phone call. He excused himself from the table and walked outside where he could hear better and have some privacy. What he heard on the other end of the line shocked him to the core.
 
   He walked back into the clubhouse and grabbed his coat. 
 
   “I’ve got to get to the station,” he told the group. 
 
   Lily stood up and said, “Is everything all right?”
 
   “I think our killer just confessed,” Daniel said as he put on his coat.
 
   “Who confessed?” His tablemates said in unison.
 
   “I’m not at liberty to tell at this time,” Daniel said as he and Lily walked towards the door. “When I can, I’ll let you all know what’s going on.”
 
   As he and Lily stopped at the clubhouse door Daniel bent his head down to kiss her. “Let’s hope this ends tonight,” he said looking into her eyes. 
 
   “Yes, I hope so too,” she said. Lily watched as he drove out of the parking lot. Hopefully this was the end of another horrible murder mystery. But the revelation by the killer would stun the entire town of Trinity.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   When Detective Daniel Evans entered the police station, Detective Mallory walked over to meet him. 
 
   “We have her in room one,” Mallory stated. “Forensics took photos and gathered her clothes for evidence. They also performed a gun residue test and scraped her fingernails. And she was read her rights at the scene.”
 
   “She hasn’t asked for a lawyer?” Daniel asked as he took off his coat.
 
   “No, not yet. I want to get this confession recorded as fast as possible before she does,” Mallory said as they walked to interrogation room one.
 
   “Is he still alive?” Daniel asked.
 
   “I checked with the hospital right before you got here. They said he’s in critical but stable condition.”
 
   “Okay, let’s see what she has to say,” Daniel said as he opened the interrogation room door.
 
   Interrogation room one was brightly lit. One lone underwhelming wood table sat next to a wall. Three uncomfortable chairs took up the rest of the space in the tiny room. The perpetrator occupied one chair, and the detectives took the chairs sitting on the opposite side of the table. 
 
   Daniel set a recorder and a sheaf of papers and pen on the table. The woman didn’t look up when they entered, and she continued to stare at the floor as they sat down. 
 
   “Mrs. Reynolds, I’m Detective Evans and you’ve already met Detective Mallory,” Daniel said as he spoke to the small figure sitting opposite him. “As I understand it, you wish to tell us what happened to your son Jacob Reynolds and your husband, Jacob Reynolds, Sr. Is that right?”
 
   “Yes, sir,” the small lady answered. The clothes she wore to the police station were taken for evidence. The station gave her what looked like light blue pajamas or hospital scrubs. The too large clothes hung on her skeletal body. Somebody got her a blanket as she shook in the interrogation room. The police weren’t sure if she trembled from the cold or from stress.
 
   “I’m going to record this, okay?” Daniel confirmed.
 
   “Okay,” she mumbled. 
 
   “Now you’ll have to speak up for the recording.”
 
   The woman nodded her head. and Daniel turned on the tape recorder.
 
   Her first name was Bonnie, and she proceeded to tell the officers how she killed her own son. Bonnie explained that her husband became abusive after two to three years into their marriage and after Jacob Jr. was born. At first it was verbal, but then it slowly became worse. Normally he’d hit her in places like the stomach or back, where no one could see the bruises. In later years, he no longer cared if people saw the bruising on her face, legs, and arms. 
 
   She didn’t leave because there was no place to go, or at least that’s what she thought. No friends or family…he isolated her early in their marriage. He never gave her any money either, afraid she might use it to leave him. So he’d accompany her to the store to buy groceries or other items for the house or clothes for Jacob. She was afraid Senior would someday start hitting their child, but he never did. He took out all his anger on her. She was beat down; waiting for the day he’d go too far and kill her. 
 
   Then six months ago, something changed in her son. She saw how he was becoming just like his father. Her little boy who had clung to her leg when he was two, sung her songs when he was ten, and told her about his first crush when he was 11, was turning into a monster. She said the changeover was fast. One day he was normal, and within two weeks he’d become dark, glum and spiteful. She tried to talk to him, but he reacted the same way his father would, in a rage. Bonnie couldn’t believe it. Surely, her son wasn’t becoming like his father, not after all he’d seen his father do to her over the years. She hoped one day that Jacob Jr. would be her saving grace, that he would grow up to defend her, maybe even take her away from the savagery, once he was an adult. But her hopes faded as she watched him go from a bright and cheerful boy to someone she no longer recognized. 
 
   Was it in his genes to become like his father? Or had he finally given in to his surroundings? He’d grown up in an atmosphere of violence. Was the burden of denying his true nature too much for him and he’d simply given in and embraced it? Bonnie didn’t know. All she knew for sure was she couldn‘t let history repeat itself.
 
   Two weeks before Jacob Jr.’s death, he replicated his father’s behavior towards his mother. He screamed at her, similar to her husband’s ravings. But now he became physical, slapping her across the face and kicking and shoving her to the floor. The day before he was killed, Jacob Jr. put his hands around her neck and squeezed until she passed out. Bonnie said he later told her he wanted to see how long it would take for her to die. She knew that night as she lay in bed what must be done. 
 
   That morning she told Jacob to come home for lunch; she had something special for him. He came home and wasn’t happy when she wouldn’t give him his special gift, an iPhone. She told him she wanted to take a walk with him into the Forestry like they use to do when he was a small boy. They used to escape from Jacob Senior and his alcoholic rants in the sanctuary of Paint Creek. Many a day they would spend there as Jacob ran through the forest playing hide and seek with his mother. She would point out rabbits and birds, even wild turkeys. They had many good memories there. 
 
   Somehow, she talked him into going. Maybe it was not going back to school for the afternoon that enticed him or perhaps he missed the tranquility of the Forestry, and the thought of revisiting it persuaded him to go along with his mother’s plan. Daniel thought we’d never know the answer to that question, although he preferred to believe the kid might have wanted to actually go to a place where good memories remained. 
 
   Bonnie said he seemed calmer while they walked the unoccupied trails. She said they walked in silence for at least 20 minutes. Once they reached the babbling brook, they sat down on a large rock to rest. It was at this point Bonnie said she wasn’t sure if she’d go through with her plan. Jacob seemed like his old self again, very composed as they walked through the familiar trails. But then he turned to her and said, “Where’s my fucking iPhone?”
 
   Of course, there was no iPhone. She couldn’t afford such an expensive gift. She told him she was sorry, but she had lied. He backhanded her across the face and she fell off the rock they were sitting on. That’s when she knew. She had to continue with her plan. She couldn’t allow her son to become like his father and ruin another woman’s life the way her husband had ruined hers. Bonnie knew someday Jacob Sr. would kill her, so she knew the same blood lust was running through her son’s veins as well. She told herself she wasn’t killing her son. No, her son was already gone. Instead, she was killing a monster before he could harm anyone else. 
 
   He’d bent over to drink the clear water from the brook. As he stooped by the stream, Bonnie picked up a large rock that stuck out from the ground near where she landed. The rock was smooth on all sides. Likely, it came from the stream where years and years of rushing water had smoothed its surface. She wondered why it had left its watery home and ended up several feet away. Maybe it was right where it needed to be for her to finish her mission. Strange what you think about during times of stress.
 
   Bonnie felt the heaviness of the large rock in her hands. She knew it wouldn’t take much force to crush a skull, yet she held it high over her head before bringing it down swiftly on the back of Jacob’s head. He let out a grunt and tipped over, lying face up looking at her. His mouth moved and noises emerged. She couldn’t make them out and didn’t have time to. She had to end this quickly, before he could get the upper hand.
 
   She brought the rock up again with both hands and crashed it into the side of Jacob’s face denting his cheekbone. She slammed the rock into his face again and one eye exploded from the collision. He lay helplessly as blood now gushed into the stream, mingled with the water, and headed down the rocks. The one eye looked at his mother, pleading with her to stop this madness. But it was too late. Brain matter oozed out of the back of his skull. There was nothing to do but end it. Bonnie lifted the rock and brought it down another eight times. When she was done, she threw the rock back into the stream where water washed the blood off its surface. Her T-shirt was soaked with her son’s blood. She’d worn a jacket so she pulled it tight across her body and left, never looking back. 
 
   She was in shock for several weeks after, almost oblivious to her husband’s rants. She walked the house like a robot, performing her household duties without much thought. Then two days ago, her husband came home with a gun. It was an illegal purchase. There was no way he could buy a firearm legally. He taunted her with it, putting it up to her head and pulling the trigger. It had no bullets in it, but he said one day it would. 
 
   As he slept on the couch that evening, the gun lay on the end table next to him. She’d never held a gun before so she picked it up. It was heavy, just like the rock she killed her son with.
 
   She pointed the barrel at her husband’s head. He said there were no bullets in the gun. He’d even pointed and pulled the trigger at her several times and nothing happened. Maybe she wanted to see how the gun felt in her hand, or how it felt to have power over her husband, even if it wasn’t real and he was asleep. 
 
   Bonnie cocked the gun as she’d seen done on numerous television shows. It made a loud click, but not enough to wake her drunken husband. If only there was a bullet in the chamber, she thought, it would all be over. She squeezed the trigger, knowing nothing would happen. 
 
   A flash of gunpowder, a deafening noise, and the gun’s recoil startled Bonnie as she fell backward onto the floor. A trickle of blood spilled from the small hole in Jacob Senior’s forehead. As Bonnie stood up the trickle turned into a gush. She reflexively reached for the phone and dialed 911. She told the operator she’d accidentally shot her husband. The paramedics and police came, and now she was here at the station giving her statement. 
 
   Daniel sat back in his chair. The entire statement took over two hours for Bonnie to tell. 
 
   Daniel knew this was a battered spouse case and a good lawyer might even get her off or get a reduced sentence. He felt sorry for the woman. Yes she had killed her son and attempted to kill her husband, although that last one was a bit vague as to whether she actually had criminal intent, or if she knew the gun was loaded or not. But years of mental and physical abuse can lead people down paths and into performing actions they may never had considered if they were thinking clearly. Daniel hoped a good lawyer would come forward to take the case, as he knew she couldn’t afford one. 
 
   Bonnie Reynolds was charged with the murder of her son and the attempted murder of her husband. She was lead away to a jail cell to be arraigned the next morning. She was a pitiful sight, the small lady wearing the too large scrubs. While Daniel was glad to put this murder mystery to rest, he was saddened by the events and truths uncovered that night.
 
   The detective needed someone to share his mixed feelings and bittersweet triumph with. He dialed up his favorite girl.
 
   “Lily…I know it’s a little late, but I just would really like to talk with you for a while; I need you. Maybe we can get a drink…”
 
   “Come to my place, Daniel. I have a bottle and probably a few cold beers. I don’t feel like getting dressed to go out.”
 
   “That would be perfect, honey. You don’t have to get to get dressed at all,” he teased.
 
   “Hurry,” she said. “I need you too. And…I won’t.”
 
   He arrived in record time, and Lily met him at the door in a red baby doll sleeper.
 
   “I hope you don’t mind, Daniel, but I was already dressed for bed.”
 
   He didn’t mind. He took Lily in his arms and kissed her passionately, like he had never kissed her before. With the case resolved and behind him now, he could devote all of his energy to his feeling for her.
 
   “It was the mother, wasn’t it?” Lily eyed at the stunned detective with a knowing look.
 
   “Wuh…how did you know?”
 
   “Who else knew him and was too light to leave footprints in the soft soil?”
 
   “Yes. She saw him…”
 
   “She saw him turning into her husband, and her husband had already made her incapable of rational thought. Would you like a drink?”
 
   “Not really,” he said placing his hands on her bare shoulders. “I just want to be with you.”
 
   Lily took his hand and turned around, his wrist now on her shoulder. “It’s about time.” She led him to her bedroom. “Don’t be hard on that poor woman, now. It’s time for her to get the help and support she needs.”
 
   She put her arms around Daniel’s neck and kissed him one more time, cutting it short while he still wanted more.
 
   “My house, my rules,” she said. She lit a candle on her nightstand and hit a button on a remote, which starting Grover Washington’s Winelight playing softly. “Now take off your clothes and get in bed while I run to the powder room.”
 
   Daniel stood there with a stunned grin for a moment.
 
   “Hey…I was a biker’s old lady. You got a problem with it?”
 
   He shook his head and started unbuttoning his shirt.
 
   Lily was surprised at her own forwardness, but she knew this was the perfect time for both of them to take things to the next level. She went in the adjacent bathroom, undressed, and sprayed on just a touch of perfume.
 
   Daniel was lying on his side, up on one elbow with his hand holding up his head. He was under the covers from the hips down, and her side of the covers was turned down for her. Her savored every moment as he watched her perfect form approach the bed, wearing only a smile. She joined him, side by side, as their bodies got acquainted during the course of a long kiss.
 
   His body was nicely toned, though not cut like a body builder, and Lily loved every inch of it. The warmth, the soft skin covering a strength and toughness she had not felt before. She had been with a few white-collar guys, but they were too tender and considerate for her liking. And she had been with a hoodlum – Connor. He was too rough and selfish. This had the tenderness and the strength – and she would groom him to have just the right amount of roughness.
 
   They explored each other for several wonderful minutes, then she lay on her back, pulling Daniel on top of her. She put her knees beside his hips and looked at him longingly, arching her back and giving him an encouraging thrust with her hips.
 
   “Fuck me,” she whispered, writhing beneath him.
 
   He found the warm, welcoming spot and pushed himself inside. He was gentle and moved with measured strength, and they made sweet love for several minutes.
 
   She bit his ear and moaned a slow, long wail. “Fuck me,” she said, as she thrust her hips hard against his. He hesitated, but followed her lead.
 
   “I won’t break,” she whispered, arching her back and squeezing him inside her as best she could. She pressed her engorged love button against him. “Fuck me hard.”
 
   The tempo picked up, and Lily moaned for more. Then she pushed his chest with both of her hands, locking her ankles around his thighs as she tried to sit up. Daniel understood and pulled her upright as he fell to his back. Still locked in the throes of love, she rode him, bouncing higher with every motion until she screamed in ecstasy, grinding against him and then collapsing on his chest.
 
   Daniel rolled them both over and drove hard to his own climax.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The following morning, Daniel and Lily joined Justin and Ginger at the clubhouse for breakfast. They new those two would be eager to hear the news about Reynolds case too. It was already hitting the news stream.
 
   “How about some bacon and eggs, ladies?” Justin asked nicely.
 
   “Coming right up!” Lily said with a smile.
 
   Lily pulled Ginger into the kitchen while the men discussed the surprising developments at the bar. The smile on Lily’s face told Ginger everything she needed to know.
 
   “So…you and Daniel…?” Ginger asked with real excitement, raising her eyebrows twice.
 
   Lilly nodded, her eyes wide with a kind of exhilaration that Ginger hadn’t seen on Lily’s face in two years. “It was really wonderful, Ginger – this is something I’ve never really felt before.”
 
   “The emotions or the sex?”
“Both! There is no difference anymore, Ginger.”
 
   “Tell me everything!”
 
   She explained how Daniel had called and stopped over, and how she had been the one to take control.
 
   “So, was he slow and gentlemanly? Or rough and inconsiderate?”
 
   “That’s the best part, Ginger! We made slow, deep, passionate love for ten minutes – and then we fucked each other’s brains out for a really long time after that!”
 
   “Yes!” Ginger said enthusiastically. “A gentleman and a bad boy rolled into one. I think we have a Bingo here!”
 
   “Oh,” Lily slapped Ginger’s arm softly, “I must have had three or four Bingos, last night, lady!”
 
   The girls laughed and high-fived each other and then went out to join their heroes.
 
   “Hey – where’s our breakfast, girls?” Justin asked as the smiling ladies walked out from the kitchen.
 
   Ginger and Lily looked at each other and then broke into laughter. “Give us a few more minutes, guys,” Ginger said as they went back to the kitchen.
 
   Justin just shook his head. “Women! Well, we’re going to get you on a bike one of these days, Daniel.”
 
   Daniel smiled and looked wistfully towards the kitchen door. “Well, it can’t be any harder to ride than…I mean…”
 
   Justin chuckled. “I know exactly what you mean, brother.” He gave Daniel a fist bump. “Welcome to the club, man! Welcome to the club.”
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