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      Texas’ voice ripped me from my trance. “So, what the fuck is our plan?”

      Puck groaned. “Probably to stay cooped up here forever.”

      Stone glared at him. “We aren’t going to stay here forever, asshat.”

      “Well,” Diego said as he turned to face our fearless leader, “then what the hell are we going to do?”

      Stone looked over at me. “You got any input that’s going to be of use?”

      I shrugged. “I mean, they’re right. We can’t stay cooped up here. We’re growing in numbers every single day and this warehouse is starting to fill out a bit too much.”

      Frost crossed his arms over his chest. “Not to mention, some of our women are filling out a bit too much.”

      Stone growled. “You leave Hayley to me.”

      I scoffed. “We’ve left this crew to you and look at where it’s got us.”

      Yeah, I said it, and sure, maybe it was out of line. But I didn’t regret it. Even as everyone turned toward me and balked. Even as Stone tried to pierce my heart with the daggers shooting from behind his stoic eyes. I didn’t care, though.

      The only thing I cared about was getting out of this bullshit alive.

      “I know we can’t stay here forever,” Stone said flatly, “but it’s easier to keep everyone safe this way, especially our women and children. We’re all in one place, which means—”

      “We’re sitting targets,” Frost murmured.

      “Would you guys shut the hell up?” Stone hissed.

      Texas snickered. “You either want our input or you want us to shut up. You don’t get to have it both ways.”

      Shock rolled over the faces of everyone in church, including my own. Texas always had Stone’s back. That was how their relationship worked. But to listen to Texas position himself on the other side of the argument told me that things had gone to hell and back more than we all realized. For the first time since Stone’s reign over this club, he stood alone in his arguments and his position.

      And as much as I wanted to stand with him, I couldn’t. “Frost is right. We’re all sitting ducks just waiting for someone to take us all out. We need a plan, and we need a future plan. Not a right-now plan.”

      Stone shook his head. “Right now is all we’ve got.”

      Frost walked up to my side. “Not if we continue being on the defense and don’t step up to play offense.”

      I thumbed toward him. “What he said.”

      Texas placed his hand on Stone’s shoulder. “They’re right. We have to take a stand and we have to create future plans to get out of here. We need something that puts us one step ahead instead of three steps behind. Otherwise, this is just the slow way the cartel wins.”

      Stone shrugged off his best friend’s touch. “Fuck you.”

      Texas sighed. “Maybe not today. Though, try me tomorrow?”

      Stone’s face fell and the guys all looked around the room. We waited for Stone to lose his shit. To haul off and slug Texas right in the jawline. However, the second Texas busted out that cheeky little grin of his, Stone snickered.

      “You’re a fucking asshole, you know that?” he asked.

      Texas forced a smile. “I’m a fucking asshole that’s always on your side, even if you don’t see it. But our guys are right. We have to stop defending and we have to start attacking.”

      Stone raked his hands through his hair. “I know that, as president, I shouldn’t be asking this question…but how the fuck are we going to take down an entire god damn cartel?”

      Everyone fell silent at his question. We had been in the trenches for so long fighting for our right to exist while pushing out an influence in our territory that was destructive and dangerous that we couldn't see past the smoke we had kicked up with our deflective fucking bombs. It was a nightmare; every time we turned around, the cartel had a way to get to us. A way to hurt us.

      A way to mangle us more than we had already been mangled.

      I watched as my guys—my brothers—struggled for an answer. I watched them rack their brains, trying to come up with ideas while hopelessness crossed their faces. It killed me seeing them like that. Seeing my family struggling just to come up with answers to an impossible fucking question.

      “Well,” Stone said as he locked his hands behind his head, “consider this a thinking cap sort of time. We’ll remain in lockdown here in the warehouse until we can figure out our next moves. But you guys are right. We need a forward plan of action that puts us back on top, and we can’t risk moving until we have it.”

      Stone dismissed church, but everyone stood there for a second. We didn’t know what the hell to do. We didn’t know how the hell to come together to beat an entity that had at least twelve times the amount of people that we did at their disposal. It felt like we were an island off the coast of some fucking country, yet we were responsible for protecting the entire country while we watched fucking bomber plans headed in our direction.

      I tried not to give up hope altogether as Stone came up to me.

      “Can we talk?” he asked.

      I pulled myself back out of the recesses of my mind. “Yeah, yeah. Sure.”

      He held his hand out, leading me into the kitchen, and I went with him. It felt like my body had been commanded to move by some other entity. As if someone else in my head were calling the shots. Everything felt so… fuzzy. Everything felt as if it moved at lightning speed while my body felt as if it trudged through mud.

      And after all of the guys cleared out, Stone licked his lips. “How’s Chloe doing since you got her back here?”

      I shook my head softly. “She’s pretty banged out. She’s got a fractured rib, possibly two. Her bruises will certainly get worse before they get better. She had a finger that got dislocated somehow, and now it just needs to rest.”

      “Can we trust her? Is she someone we can keep close?”

      That was when Frost stuck his head in. “As someone who makes it a habit of listening in all the time, Lexi is Chloe’s best friend. We can trust her.”

      Stone glanced over at him. “She’s willing to vouch for her friend?”

      Frost nodded his head as he came into the kitchen. “They aren’t just friends; they practically grew up together. Chloe has been helping to raise my daughter. She’s family at this point. We can absolutely trust her. Plus, she’s got skills we could use.”

      I furrowed my brow. “Skills?”

      Frost grinned. “She’s a hacker. A techy. You know, like you.”

      Stone’s eyes ignited with hope. “That, we can most definitely use.”

      “So, you’re trusting her?” Frost asked.

      I shrugged. “I trust her. At least, until she gives me a reason not to.”

      Stone nodded. “I’m in that same boat. She’s good until she isn’t. We can’t afford to turn down working talent right now, anyway. You think she’d be up for a few small jobs?”

      I didn’t know why that made me bristle as much as it did, but I kept it at bay. I stuffed down the knee-jerk reaction that bubbled in my gut and watched while Frost and Stone went back and forth about this girl. I stood there, staring at the metallic backsplash of the kitchen while they talked as if I didn’t fucking exist.

      And when they finally called my name, it wasn’t for the reason I expected.

      “West,” Stone said.

      I turned my attention to him. “Yep, I’m on it. Whatever it is, you know I’m up for the task.”

      Stone grinned. “Good, because you’re officially in charge of taking care of and watching over Chloe.”

      I blinked. “Wait, what?”

      Frost chuckled as he patted my back. “All of us are busy with our own women and children. So, you get to take the watch on Chloe. Make sure she gets the rest she needs in order to heal, otherwise Lexi might just kill you over it.”

      I clicked my tongue. “Thanks.”

      Stone came to stand in front of me. “We need you on this, all right? You up for it?”

      I shook the cobwebs from my head. “I’ve got it under control. Don’t you worry about that.”

      It wasn’t as if I had been thinking about leaving Chloe defenseless against the cartel. I wasn’t that kind of person. But I knew what was stirring in my gut. I knew what my stomach did every time I was around her. I saw the way she looked at me whenever I was in the same room as her, and I wasn’t sure if I could do it.

      I wasn’t sure if I could fail at this kind of a task again and survive it.

      “She’s not Tiffany,” Stone murmured.

      Just hearing her name stirred anger within my chest. “I know that.”

      Frost paused. “Who’s Tiffany?”

      “No one,” Stone and I said in unison.

      Frost held his hands up in mock surrender. “I’m going to go and deliver the news to Chloe. She’ll want to know what’s happening.”

      I nodded. “Good idea.”

      Stone nodded along with me. “Yep. Sounds good.”

      And after Frost left, I leveled my president with a gaze. “You don’t ever say her name ever again. Understood?”

      He sighed. “Yeah, I get it. Sorry, I’m an idiot.”

      Yeah, you really fucking are sometimes, Stone.
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      I ran my fingers along the charm on my necklace as I sat in the hot bath I had drawn for myself. I leaned back, settling my head against a pillow that Lexi had demanded Frost obtain for me. I smiled softly as my fingers lazily traced the engraved outline of a lily on the charm of my necklace.

      “It’s gonna be okay,” I whispered to myself.

      I tried to process as much as I could, but the truth of the matter was that I had been cooped up with this crew for three days and I already wanted to kill all of them. Lexi and Frost incessantly checked on me. Notch and Ruby filled in the gaps, wanting to check on my health. West brought me food just about every hour on the hour, as if I were four hundred fucking pounds and looking to gain more weight.

      And while I enjoyed their kindness, I wasn’t used to so many people in my personal space.

      Jesus, that shin bruise is rough.

      Every time I wanted to look in the mirror, I stopped myself. It was one of the reasons why I had filled the tub with so many damn bubbles. I didn’t even want the water acting as a mirror to show me how bad the bruises on my face had gotten. Every time Nattybug looked at me, she recoiled for a split second before coming to give me a hug. Every time Frost laid eyes on me, pity flooded his orbs. Every time West looked in my general direction, he looked like he simultaneously wanted to whisk me away while also murdering the asshats who had done all of this to me.

      I sank deeper into the tub until my chin touched the tops of the bubbles.

      “It’s going to be all right,” I whispered.

      The more I thought about the position I was in, the more I played with the charm. Well, it wasn’t really a charm but it looked like a charm to everyone else. It really was a thumb drive. A small USB drive concealed to look like a delicate charm that housed all of the information I had on my real family. My birth family. The ones who had given me up. It was the only thing I had to connect me to them, and I never took it off. Not even to shower.

      Hence why the damned thing was waterproofed as well.

      Every time I moved, the pain in my rib left me breathless. Every time I shifted, the aching of my bones settled deeper into my marrow. I hated being around this many men at once. I hated the heavy footfalls at all hours of the night. The booming voices up and down the hallway as they shouted at one another as if they didn’t know how to simply walk up to someone and be a normal fucking human being when having a conversation.

      And every time I walked into the living room to find a handful of them relaxing on the couches and the chairs, my mind ripped me back to that moment.

      That fateful moment my senior year of high school that changed everything about the way I lived my life.

      “Come on, just one more drink,” Brad coaxed.

      He tilted my glass up to my lips and I opened my throat to chug.

      “Chug! Chug! Chug! Chug! Yeah, Chlo! Chuggy Chlo! Chuggy Chlo! Chuggy Chlo!”

      I tipped the entire glass back before slamming it onto the table. The guys cheered and whooped with their fists in the air as I wiped at the dribbles of beer wafting down my chin. Never in a million years did I think I’d ever find a group of friends as reliable and as wonderful as them. They didn’t judge me for being abandoned by my family. They didn’t judge me for my hand-me-down clothes. They didn’t tease me for wearing the same outfit twice in a row because my foster mother got drunk and forgot to do the laundry…again.

      At least, until my legs started feeling funny.

      “Brad, what was in that—that drink?” I asked.

      I stumbled and he caught me before Reva lifted me up by my arm. “Let’s get her upstairs. I think she’s had too much to drink.”

      I heard Brad’s voice, but it sounded far away. “My bed is bigger. She’ll have more room there.”

      I shook my head softly. “My—oom.”

      “What did she say?” DeShawn asked.

      And the next thing I knew, someone slid my fucking pants off.

      “No, stop it,” I hissed.

      I ripped myself away from the memory and found myself shivering in the hot tub. Even as steam wafted through the crowds of bubbles, that chill rushed through my bones. Every time I walked by a group of men that stared me down, I wondered when it would happen again. I wondered if they’d pounce and pump me full of drug-laced beer before tossing me onto one of their beds.

      I blinked back tears as I bit through the pain and forced myself out of the bath.

      “Time to get dried off,” I grunted.

      I kept reminding myself that I wasn’t in high school any longer. That I wasn’t in that situation. That these men weren’t here to harm me, but to help me. To take me in and keep me safe while they sorted out whatever the fuck was going on. If anything, they offered me protection, not drugging me up and attempting to take something that wasn’t theirs.

      Thank fuck for Veronica that night.

      Because without her help fighting off those so-called “friends” of mine, I would’ve been a fucking goner.

      And as I steadied myself on my soaking wet feet, I reached for the towel hanging on a hook on the wall.

      “Knock, knock.”

      West’s voice filtered through the bathroom door and I hurt myself trying to cover up as quickly as I could. I winced and hissed with pain, which caused him to jiggle the doorknob.

      “Would you cut it out? I’m fine,” I said flatly.

      “I heard you hiss. Are you sure you're okay?” he asked.

      I rolled my eyes. “I hiss all the time. Yes, I’m fine. What do you want?”

      He paused, and it made me feel bad. He had been so kind to me ever since we had arrived at this place. He kept a watchful eye over me and seemed to never be more than a few steps away in case I needed something. Sure, Lexi and Frost checked on me all the time. But so did he, even though he didn’t know me.

      I appreciated it.

      Just…not when he tried to come into my personal space without permission.

      “So, uh, how are you doing?” West asked.

      I held the towel tightly around my sore body. “I’m fine.”

      He snickered. “You’re really not.”

      “What do you mean, I’m not?”

      “I can hear it in your voice. It’s clouded, like you’re about to cry.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I’m a bit claustrophobic being cooped up in this place all the damned time. Living with several men. Washing the same sets of clothes over and over again because they never quite feel clean.”

      “You know we have a washer and dryer, right?”

      “You know I’m short and can’t get shit out of the dryer with a fractured rib, right?”

      “I mean, I’ve offered to help, but you won’t take it. I’m not going to force my actions onto you.”

      His words actually brought me comfort. “And I thank you for that. I just…”

      I walked over to the door and leaned my shoulder against it.

      “I’m just used to living on my own and having my own space. I don’t have that here. I don’t really have time to retreat because I’ve got many people checking up on me for very valid reasons. I just feel…”

      “Overwhelmed?”

      I sighed, leaning my head against the door. “Yeah, that’s one way to put it.”

      He chuckled. “I’ll admit, it’s very cramped here, especially with everyone’s families cooping up here as well. But we’re just trying to make sure we can keep everyone safe. That whatever targets the cartel might hone in on, we’ve got watchful eyes over them so they can’t take anyone out.”

      I nodded softly. “When do you think I’ll be able to head back home?”

      It took him a while to respond. “I’m honestly not sure.”

      I swallowed the knot working its way up my throat. “You think someone from the cartel would really come after me? Again?”

      “Well, according to Diego, the cartel is ruthless. Anyone that is associated with who they consider their enemy is also their enemy. We just don’t want to take the chance that something could happen after we save you. Especially now that they know you are close with Lexi and Frost.”

      I snickered. “So weird hearing him called that.”

      He chuckled, and the sound relaxed me. “It’s a nickname he earned, and for good reason.”

      “So, does that mean ‘West’ is a nickname for you as well?”

      And when he didn’t answer my question, I took the hint.

      “Is there anything I can get for you?” he asked.

      I closed my eyes. “A hefty dose of courage so I’m not so damn scared all the time.”

      “Why do I get the impression that you’ve dealt with scary people before?”

      I shrugged. “I mean, yeah, sure. But I usually have one—or a dozen—firewalls in between me and them. They don’t usually ever figure out who the hell I am.”

      “Sounds like you have a talent.”

      My voice grew curt. “I have tactics to survive. There’s a difference.”

      West drew in a deep breath. “Well, if you trust me, I think I know something that’ll help how upset you sound.”

      I pressed my back to the door. “I’m not upset.”

      “Says the woman who doesn’t know whether to cry or scream.”

      I chewed on the inside of my cheek. “What’s the thing that you think will help?”

      “It’s a surprise.”

      “I don’t do surprises from men I don’t trust.”

      He rapped his fingers against the door. “I planned on busting us out of here for a little bit to get some fresh air. That is, if you think you can stand to be on the back of a bike.”

      I couldn't get that bathroom door open quickly enough. “Give me fifteen minutes to get into some clothes and I’ll meet you out front. Deal?”

      And as his eyes slithered down my body, a flush radiated down my spine.

      “Deal,” he said.

      Before quickly turning on the balls of his feet and striding for my bedroom door.
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      She was beautiful. As my eyes lingered upon her curves, I ignored her bruises and took in the sheer electric sensations that her perfection offered for me. My cock twitched. My hands balled up into fists to keep from physically reaching for her. Seeing her wrapped up in nothing but a towel, dripping wet from her bath, stirred something within me that I didn’t have a right to entertain. Her dirty blonde hair shimmered in the lighting of the bathroom while her oceanic blue eyes stared me down. Her curves tugged at the sides of the bath towel, threatening to burst open the second Chloe decided to move.

      I didn’t want to make her uncomfortable, so I quickly turned on my feet and left.

      But the idea of having her pressed against me for a bike ride stiffened my dick against the zipper of my jeans.

      “Come on, get it together,” I growled.

      I didn’t like hearing her upset. I wanted to cheer her up in any way possible. Ever since we saved her from the cartel, I had wished for their blood to spill. I wanted to slaughter them. I wanted to string them up by their big toes, slit their throats, and watch them gurgle out protests of mercy while I bled them like a stuffed fucking pig. My protective instincts kicked into high gear every time my eyes wafted over her bruises or every time I watched her grab her side in pain as she tried to stand. Or move. Or generally exist.

      I didn’t try to deny the fact that I was attracted to her.

      But I’d never act on it.

      Hell, I hadn’t been with anyone since my ex, Tiffany, and that was so many years ago that it almost felt like a completely different lifetime. I had been a different person in a different phase in my life. I was rebellious, attempting to prove myself. I thought I was unstoppable. I thought no one could touch me.

      They touched Tiffany, though.

      And I’d never forgiven myself for it since.

      I don’t deserve Chloe when I couldn't save Tiffany.

      “Hey! West!”

      Frost’s voice caught my attention and I turned to face him. “Yep?”

      He pointed toward Chloe’s bedroom door. “Were you just checking up on her? She okay?”

      I nodded. “She’s fine. Still hurting. She was in the bathroom, so I gave her space.”

      “Good. Hopefully she took that bath Lexi recommended. Maybe that’ll help her soreness a bit.”

      Doubtful. “Yeah, I just told her through the door that if she needed anything, don’t hesitate to let me know.”

      Frost sighed. “You think she’s only fractured that rib? Because she looks like she’s in a lot more pain than that.”

      I chuckled. “Clearly, you’ve never fractured a rib.”

      “I broke my thumb. Does that count?”

      I barked with laughter as I wrapped my arm around his neck. “No, it really doesn’t. Fracturing a rib is a whole different ball game. That shit moves every time you fucking breathe.”

      I walked him away from her bedroom in the hopes that we could scoot by everyone and out a side exit on the other side of the warehouse. Chloe needed a moment to breathe away from the recycled air and the chaos of the crowd, and to be honest, I needed that time as well. Being around all of these fucking people day in and day out was getting bothersome. I missed my own bed. My own place. My own apartment that overlooked the city. Most of the guys in the crew thought my place was too upscale for someone like me, which didn’t make a bit of fucking sense, but whatever. I liked the view, I liked the open floor plan, and I loved the fact that I could park my bike in an underground garage so that no one could fucking touch it.

      I missed home more than I cared to admit.

      “Well,” Frost said as he snaked from beneath my arm, “just keep me updated. Lexi and I have our hands full with Natty right now because she’s pretty confused, but it isn’t as if we’ve abandoned Chloe. We’re just as worried about her.”

      “Trust me,” I said as I patted his back, “she doesn’t think you guys have abandoned her. She gets that you have a kid to chase after.”

      “Take care of her, okay?”

      I nodded. “You have my word.”

      After Frost made his way down the hallway, he turned the corner into the living room and I found myself alone. I looked around before jogging back down the hallway, and the second Chloe slipped out of her bedroom, I took her hand. I led her down through the corridors, weaving in and out of back hallways that practically dead ended into nothingness.

      And when we found ourselves at the side exit, I paused to make sure no one was outside smoking or whatever.

      “What now?” Chloe asked with a whisper.

      I cracked the door open and peeked outside. “Follow me.”

      With her hand still in mine, I resisted the urge to lace our fingers together. I tried to keep a slow pace, what with Chloe already panting for air due to her rib. I eased the door closed behind us with a soft thud, hoping and praying that no one had heard us. Then, we made a mad dash toward the stash of bikes in the shade of the trees off in the distance.

      “I’ve got a spare helmet,” I said as I quickly dug it out of the back compartment, “here.”

      She took it from me, still panting for air. “Thank you for this. Seriously.”

      I slid my helmet on and turned on the Bluetooth speaker. “Here, hold steady.”

      I reached into the helmet and pressed the button before I heard a beeping sound in my ear. That meant our headsets were connected in case she needed to speak with me. I talked her through how to get onto the back of the bike. I threw my leg over and offered my hand, which she took without a second thought. And after I helped her onto the back of it, she wiggled her way down into the seat until her hips sat against my back.

      “Now what?” she asked.

      Her voice came alive in my ear and I resisted the urge to smile until it hurt. “Wrap your arms around me anywhere you’re comfortable. Get a good grip so you don’t slip. We’ll take it slow so you can get a feel for things first.”

      I knew I was risking everything doing this for her: a reprimand from Stone. A possible sighting from the cartel. But I wasn’t an idiot. I knew how to keep my eyes peeled for those fuckers while on a short bike ride. Chloe’s arms snaking around my waist pulled me out of my mind. I had a tendency to do that. I get lost in my own thoughts. But feeling her warmth wrapped around me ripped me back to a reality that I didn’t hate.

      Easy does it; you’re already getting out of control.

      “There, now what?” she asked.

      I kicked up the kickstand and walked the bike toward the gravel road. “Just hang on until I get a safe enough distance away to turn over the engine.”

      “Can you fucking believe it?” Stone hissed.

      “Shit,” I whispered. “Hold on.”

      I quickly walked the bike into the deep, dark shadows of the overhanging trees as Stone and Texas came out the front exit.

      “Actually, I can,” Texas said as he pulled out a lighter.

      Stone pulled out a pack of cigarettes. “She’ll kill me if she knows I’m smoking again, so don’t say a damn word.”

      “About what?” Texas asked with a grin.

      I watched as Stone chain-smoked three fucking cigarettes. The two of them were bitching about our current circumstances. About how the cartel always seemed to know shit we needed to know, yet we still couldn’t get our hands on the information. I’d never seen Stone so worked up before or Texas so nonchalant about everything. It made me wonder if we’d ever get out of this situation. If we’d ever go home.

      But the second they made their way back inside, I moved as quickly as I could out of the shadows before cresting the hill of the gravel road.

      “Wow, that was close,” Chloe whispered.

      Beads of sweat dripped down my face as the gravel road dead-ended into the dirt road. “All right, you ready?”

      She sighed with relief. “Jesus fucking Christ, yes.”

      I cranked up the engine and the vibrations between my legs sent me on a head high unlike anything I had ever experienced before. Every day, before this bullshit kicked off, I went on a drive up the Pacific Coast Highway to my favorite coffee shop. I’d sit there with my laptop and piddle around, hacking into people’s phones that were connected to the coffee shop’s Wi-Fi just to keep my skills groomed and up to date. It seemed like those days were an entire lifetime ago, but here I was, about to take this beautiful woman up the coast with me before we dipped into that little coffee shop that hadn’t seen me in damn near…

      I stopped counting the time after three months. It made me angry to count the time after three months.

      “You okay back there?” I asked.

      Chloe strengthened her grip around me. “I’m perfect. You can go faster if you’d like.”

      A grin spread across my face. “Your wish is my command, Miss Chloe.”

      I cranked it up a notch and went the speed limit the second we got onto the highway. We had to pull off on a couple of exits just so I could hop onto the stretch of highway I actually wanted to travel. And the second that salted wind wafted up my nostrils beneath the creases of my helmet, I felt at home once more.

      I felt at peace as Chloe scooted her body closer to my own.

      “Wow, it’s beautiful up here,” she said softly.

      With the cliff line to our left and the ocean sloshing against the bare, abandoned beaches that the cliffs protected, I wanted nothing more than to pull over and go skinny-dipping in the ocean. It didn’t matter that the water was ice cold. I missed the salted water against my skin. I missed the peaceful bliss of floating over the crests of the small waves that donned the shoreline.

      “I miss it here,” I murmured.

      “Me, too,” Chloe whispered.

      She leaned her helmeted head against my back and allowed her hands to wander. She twisted her fingers into the excess of my white t-shirt, and for the smallest of moments it lifted from my skin. Every time she moved her hands, her skin caressed my own. Every time she shifted, I imagined her clothed pussy heated against my leather jacket.

      My cock twitched with a need I hadn’t satisfied in a very long time.

      And it took all of the energy I had to keep my attention on the road.

      “You up for some coffee?” I asked.

      “Does coffee come with food?” she shot back.

      I smiled. “It sure does. Hold on.”

      I merged over three lanes before taking the next right. A few minutes after that, I pulled into the parking lot of the coffee shop that I missed more than my own fucking home. I parked and helped her off the bike, trying to ignore the frustration that wafted through my body every time she hissed in pain. I wanted to take it away from her. I wanted to shoulder her burdens so she didn’t have to deal with them. After all, this wasn’t her fight; it was ours.

      And she shouldn't have had to pay such a price for it.

      “What do we do with these?” she asked as she slid her helmet off.

      I tucked mine beneath my arm. “Just take it inside. That’s what I always do.”

      We were pretty silent as we stood in line. The manager behind the counter flashed me her big smile when she saw me walk in and a couple of the regular employees even came over to hug me. They greeted us warmly and immediately got started on my regular order: an iced black coffee with a hint of sweet cream and two of their BLT sandwiches with a side of fruit.

      And it wasn’t until Chloe spoke up that I turned my attention to her. “Didn’t take you for an iced coffee kind of guy.”

      I grinned. “It’s hot as balls outside. You really think I want to drink something hot on top of it?”

      “So,” she said as she nudged me playfully, “what’s good here?”

      I shrugged. “Everything. You can’t possibly go wrong.”

      “And he knows,” the manager said as he dished up my drink, “because he’s tried everything.”

      Chloe’s eyes searched the menu. “Then, I’ll have a caramel macchiato and one of your strawberry chicken salads.”

      “Hot or iced?”

      Chloe snickered. “Hot. Iced coffee is weird.”

      I shrugged. “More for me, then. Where would you like to sit?”

      It didn’t shock me one bit when Chloe retrieved her drink and made her way to the back of the shop. We headed toward the only table cloaked in some semblance of darkness and it made me chuckle. She struck me as someone who basically lived their life like a mole rat. I knew that because I was the same way. The lights in my apartment almost never got turned on and when they did, I always found a reason to quickly turn them off.

      And as we sat across the table from one another, I found that the conversation rolled effortlessly between us.

      “So, how do you know Lexi?” I asked.

      She took a long pull from her caffeine. “Her and I got close in college. We were freshman dorm roomies, and it sort of spiraled after that.”

      “I never went to college. I graduated high school and went right into being an asshole.”

      She snickered. “You aren’t an asshole. You’re just guarded. I get that.”

      I tilted my head. “And why would you understand a thing like that?”

      She shrugged. “Not everyone has a wonderful life. I’m sure you know that.”

      “Does Lexi bring you comfort during those times?”

      Her eyes darted away from mine. “She’s been a good influence on my life, yes.”

      I wanted to ask her about it. I wanted to poke and prod until I knew everything there was to know about her. But I resisted the urge. The manager on shift brought our food over and I thanked him with a nod of my head, but I wanted to stay silent and give Chloe time to process whatever ran through her mind.

      And when her gaze came back to my stare, she cleared her throat. “How did you get involved with the club? If you don’t mind me asking.”

      “I don’t mind at all,” I said as I picked up one of my sandwiches.

      I took a hefty bite out of it and swallowed it down before I started in on my story.

      “I was actually a member of another club when I found them. They were called the Road Reapers, and they’re based out of Los Angeles. My best friend was the president at the time, but he was killed by a rival gang in the area that we always had beef with.”

      “I’m so sorry,” he said.

      I took another bite of my sandwich. “It is what it is. I know what I signed up for when I chose this lifestyle. But after his death, the club just… changed. Their morals changed. Their goals changed. And when I didn’t like how the club was turning out, I spoke up about it.”

      “Let me guess. They didn’t like that.”

      I shook my head. “Nope. Not one damn bit. I didn’t like the fact that they started treating their women like hell. I didn’t like the fact that they started dabbling in shit like drugs. They essentially turned themselves into the gang that had killed my best friend, and I wanted no part in it. So, I left and came to San Diego. Just… packed up my shit overnight and left without even so much as a goodbye.”

      “They let you just leave?”

      I shrugged my shoulders. “There was some tension after they realized that I wasn’t coming back. But I think they knew I wasn’t going to be an enemy to them. I just didn’t agree with what they were doing.”

      “Did you come here specifically for the crew?”

      I reached for my iced drink. “No, actually. I just came looking for a fresh start. I met Stone in this coffee shop actually. He was bitching on his cell phone to someone about rigging compound cameras and I offered some advice.”

      “Oh, I’m sure he loved that.”

      I chuckled. “Stone’s rough around the edges, but when he figured out that I was a nomad with technical skills to help solve his problem, he brought me in to help with the job. I meshed with the club well. Told them about my past a bit. And before I knew it, they were initiating me as a prospect.”

      She smiled, and it lit up her beautiful blue eyes. “Hell of a story.”

      “Hell of a life.”

      I held her gaze for a while, and I could’ve sworn her smile grew bigger on her face. But the second my phone rang from the inside breast pocket of my leather jacket, I knew we were fucked.

      “One guess as to who that is,” Chloe said, nodding to my chest.

      I rolled my eyes as I pulled out my phone and found that Stone was calling.

      “Yeah?” I asked as I picked up the phone.

      “Where the fuck are you?” he growled.

      “Busted,” I mouthed to Chloe.

      She cupped her hand over her mouth, trying not to laugh out loud.

      “Let me rephrase that,” Stone said curtly, “get your ass back home or stay gone.”

      And when he hung up the phone, I stood to my feet and uttered the words that demolished any sort of time I may have had with the mysterious best friend of my best friend’s lover.

      “Time to clean up and ship out.”
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      The second West answered his phone, I heard Stone’s muffled, clipped voice. We were in deep shit for leaving, so we wolfed down the rest of our food and chugged our drinks before we headed out. Clinging to him on the ride back to the suped-up warehouse stirred things inside of me that I refused to entertain. The last thing I needed was to further complicate things in an already complicated position.

      But when Stone started laying into West the second we walked through the front door, I felt a protective wave wash over me.

      “Are you fucking insane!?” Stone bellowed.

      The man stormed down the hallway just as I got the front door closed behind us. West stepped in front of me, and it gave me pause because no man had ever done that before. No man had ever thrown himself in front of me in order to keep me away from harm or danger.

      If anything, the men in my life were the ones that caused the danger in the first place.

      “Stone, I can explain,” West said.

      The man went from bellowing to growling. “Save it because I don’t give a shit. You had a direct order from me for the safety of everyone in this damn place, and you chose to ignore it because of your own selfish whims. What the fuck do you have to say for yourself?”

      I stepped out from behind him. “It’s my fault, actually.”

      West shook his head. “She’s got nothing to do with it.”

      But I stepped in front of West and looked up into the angry man’s face. “I felt cooped up and claustrophobic around all of these people that I don’t know. My anxiety ratcheted up and West heard it in my voice from behind a closed door. He tried to talk me out of leaving because I was determined to do it. Just to get out and get fresh air that isn’t recycled through these vents all the fucking time.”

      Stone glared down at me. “Do you know the kind of danger you put everyone in?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t care. I don’t know you guys, I don’t care about you guys, and while I’m thankful for the protection, I’m never going to put your well-being over my own. I almost had a panic attack while taking a bath. I could’ve drowned. I was leaving anyway, so West tried to stop me. I refused. So, he said he was coming with me if he couldn’t stop me. That’s all that happened. So if you’ve got anger for anyone, it’s for me. So, have at it.”

      I flopped my arms out before they came back down to my sides, inviting Stone to yell at me. But all he did was volley his eyes between me and West. We all stood there, practically holding our breath as the man cracked his neck. And as Stone rolled his shoulders back, the anger that had washed over his face—as well as his voice—quickly disappeared.

      “At least you weren’t completely disobeying orders,” Stone said to the man perched behind me.

      Then, Stone’s attention dropped to me. “We are willingly giving you protection because of what happened. But that protection comes with rules. You don’t want to play ball? We don’t give you a bat. Understood?”

      I nodded. “Read you loud and clear, bossman.”

      “No one leaves this compound without discussing it with me first.”

      I shrugged. “Sorry.”

      “Are you, though?”

      I scoffed. “You know nothing about me. You don’t even know why throngs and crowds of men make me so uncomfortable. So, yeah, I’m sorry. But I’m also not going to grovel at your feet. You either accept my apology, or you toss me out on my ass. The choice is yours. But yeah, I’ll listen to your rules for now until I feel that I’m safe enough to go home. Then, I’m going home whether you like it or not.”

      Someone whistled lowly down the hallway, but I stood my ground. This man wouldn’t bully me around. I didn’t even know who the hell he was! I outstared him, though. I kept gazing into his eyes until he pulled his own away and looked at West towering over my shoulder.

      “If you leave again? You tell me. Understood?”

      West cleared his throat. “Yep. Got it.”

      “Good. Now, get the hell out of my sight.”

      West led me around the angry man and we passed by a couple of people whose names I couldn’t recall. We didn’t stop moving until we got to my bedroom, and the two of us slipped inside before he closed the door behind him.

      And even though we were confined to my bedroom, he didn’t make me nervous.

      “You didn’t have to take the blame for that,” he said as he turned to face me.

      I snickered. “You’re welcome.”

      “Thank you,” he said, “seriously. But you still didn’t have to do it. I had the situation under control.”

      “He looked like he was about to break your jaw, West. I knew he wouldn't swing on me, though.”

      “Not in a million years, he wouldn’t.”

      That brought me a bit of comfort. “Would he have actually slugged you, though?”

      He grinned. “Not unless he wanted to be laid out on the floor.”

      I giggled, the sound tugging a smile across his face.

      He has a nice smile.

      “So,” West said as he walked over to a chair in the corner and sat down, “I didn’t get to hear much about your life since we were so rudely interrupted by Stone’s phone call. Care to finish up our conversation?”

      I laughed as I went and laid down in bed. “What do you want to know?”

      He peeked over at me. “What’s with all the shit you brought to the warehouse with you? Do you need that many outfit changes or something?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Of course, you’d think it's clothes. But it’s actually different computer parts and drives.”

      “Something for work?”

      I didn’t want to talk about my work, especially with a crew of gray-area misfits. I mean, hell, I hadn’t even told Lexi the truth about my job. She thought I fucking hacked for security companies in order to find vulnerabilities in their systems, for crying out loud!

      And I was pretty sure this crew wouldn’t take kindly to the fact that I was a contractor for the FBI. Specifically for an agent  who caught me hacking their federal system when I was in high school.

      “Something like that, yeah,” I said mindlessly.

      West groaned as he stretched his legs out. “What kind of RAM do you run on your set-up for work?”

      His one question opened up a slew of other ones that started a geekfest extravaganza of tech talk that I hadn’t had with someone in fucking years. I turned onto my good side and propped myself up, ignoring the dull ache of my entire body while West and I geeked out about computer parts and talked about the setups we had built ourselves. It was nice to talk to someone else about stuff I was passionate about, and the more we talked, the closer West scooted his chair toward the bed.

      Until he was close enough that his body heat reached out for me.

      “Have you ever been caught hacking anyone’s systems?” he asked.

      Dodge the question. “Not really.”

      “Not really? What does that mean?”

      I groaned. “I mean, I almost got caught this one time. I was bored in class and decided to hack my professor’s laptop. I ended up scrolling through his porn stash at the time, but what I didn’t realize was that the mirror image up on the projector screen was a live broadcast.”

      His eyes widened. “Holy fucking shit. You showed his porn to your entire class!?”

      I held up my finger. “I almost did. I caught what was happening and figured that those wouldn't roll over well. I mean, he was the only tolerable science teacher in the entire fucking school. I wasn’t about to get that man fired when he practically floated me through the class on extra credit assignments.”

      He barked with laughter. “So, how did he almost catch you?”

      I smiled. “He looked down at his computer and saw me exiting out of the folder.”

      “And the class didn’t see the folder on the projector screen?”

      I shook my head. “His PowerPoint presentation was running, so it wasn’t displaying background files being opened.”

      He leaned a bit closer into me. “You’re a hell of a woman, you know that?”

      His eyes dropped to my lips, and I knew where things were headed. I knew what he wanted. I knew what was rushing through his head. And while panic gripped my heart, I had to force myself to move away. I had to force myself to flop onto my back in order to get away from his arresting presence.

      And the oaky, floral notes of his aftershave.

      “I should get some rest,” I said as a yawn peeled from between my lips. “I feel like I just ran a fucking marathon.”

      West stood to his feet and reached for the comforter at the foot of the bed. “Pain will do that to you. Do you need one of your pain pills?”

      I shook my head as my eyes closed. “I’m good for now but thank you.”

      He pulled the blanket over my body. “Can I get you anything before you rest?”

      “No, but thanks for asking.”

      He backtracked toward the door. “You get some good rest.”

      I yawned again. “You, too, when you go to bed.”

      He chuckled. “It’s three in the afternoon. I won’t be asleep anytime soon.”

      “Ugh, it feels like midnight.”

      He turned off my bedroom light. “Goodnight, Chloe.”

      “Mmmm, night, West.”

      And as he closed my bedroom door behind him, I wondered how the hell I was going to stay here with everyone when I had upcoming meetings with Agent Chad Baker of the fucking FBI.

      What a shitshow from hell.
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      As I laid there in bed, thoughts of Chloe rushed through my mind. I closed my eyes and turned over onto my side, hoping to put my worry for her out of the way so I could get some rest. The exhaustion of staying in a place that wasn’t home had been taking its toll lately on most of the men, and while I kept my mouth shut about it most of the time, I missed my bed. My bathroom. My living room. My fucking pristine, stainless steel kitchen.

      Chloe would appreciate my place.

      I groaned as I closed my eyes and forced myself to relax. I drew in deep breaths through my nose, relying on meditative skills Tiff had once taught me. I felt my body being weighted to the mattress. My muscles sank against my bones as my eyes stayed closed instead of popping right open, and after rhythmically breathing my existence away, I found myself succumbing to the darkness.

      Only for my mind to torture me further.

      “Where is she!?” I roared.

      The gangbanger tied up on the floor smiled as blood dripped down his chin. I cocked my hand back and cracked it against his cheek, watching red-tainted spit fly across the damn room. I shivered with anger. The metallic scent of blood filled my nostrils, and I craved that man’s heart in my hand.

      “I’m only going to ask you one more time,” I growled as I fisted his hair and ripped his head back, “where is the girl you took?”

      “Shit,” I hissed.

      I bolted upright in bed with a cold sweat slithering down the nape of my neck. I wiped it off and shook it out over the floor, grimacing at the feeling of my damp pillow when I laid back down. I exchanged it for another one, only to find that the pillow I had grabbed was much too flat.

      And as I laid there staring at the ceiling, my stomach growled.

      “Of. Fucking. Course,” I murmured.

      I knew I wouldn’t be able to fall asleep hungry, so I threw the covers off me. I rummaged around for a pair of sweatpants that I pulled on, feeling them practically hanging off my damn hips. I eased my creaking joints out the door and padded toward the haven of food. I wanted a steak sandwich. And pickles. Oh, and chips.

      My stomach growled louder as I found myself standing in front of the fridge.

      “Shut up, I’m getting there,” I said flatly.

      As I pulled out everything I’d need in order to throw down food at two in the fucking morning, a sound caught my ear. A doorknob off to my left jiggled and as I turned my head in its general direction, I noticed that someone was fiddling with the front door.

      The hairs on the nape of my neck stood on end as I watched a shadowy figure crack the door open.

      “Oops. Not there,” the voice whispered.

      I narrowed my eyes as I tucked myself into a corner. The first thought that raced through my mind was to head back to my room and get my gun. I cursed myself for not having it on me. I was pretty sure the guys slept with theirs underneath their damn pillow. But the panic didn’t last long.

      Because once the figure turned into the kitchen, they slid their hoodie off their head.

      And I realized it was Chloe.

      “Can’t sleep?” I asked.

      “Holy fuck!” she exclaimed.

      She rushed to flip on the light and I stood there, grinning at her. The pale skin of her face quickly flushed beet red before her eyes darted to the ingredients I had sprawled out on the kitchen counter. She licked her lips and I knew exactly why she had gotten up.

      Guess great minds think alike.

      “What the hell are you doing, scaring me like that?” she asked breathlessly.

      I chuckled. “Can’t sleep?”

      She shook her head softly and sighed. “No, not really. Then, I got hungry, but then I also couldn’t find the kitchen, and it’s just been a mess.”

      I nodded toward the table. “Sit, I’ll make you a steak sandwich.”

      The thankfulness that crossed her face was refreshing, considering the fact that most of the people I had been cooped up with were about as thankful as a thumbtack. She flopped into her chair and pulled the hoodie back over her head, then pulled the drawstrings until just her nose peeked out. I snickered as I maneuvered myself toward the stove. It didn’t take long to throw the sandwiches together, and by the time I sat down with our drinks, we had a spread of all sorts of things to eat on the table.

      Pickles and chips. Fruit and chocolate dipping sauce. A couple of scrambled eggs just because they sounded good. We even had some pepperocinis and banana peppers to put on our sandwiches.

      “To food,” I said as I held up my sandwich.

      Chloe giggled. “To falling asleep on a full stomach.”

      “Here fucking here,” I murmured.

      But I didn’t even get to take a bite before someone actually crashed through the front door.

      “Help! Somebody help me!”

      Asher’s roaring voice bombarded my ears and I leapt out of my seat. Chloe got the first glimpse of what happened, and the sheer panic that crossed her face was enough for me. I picked up my water and took a gulp before rounding into the hallway, and as Asher held the door open, I watched as a couple of his men stumbled through the opening.

      And one of them had been shot in the gut.

      “Nooooooootch!” I roared.

      “Bring him over here,” Chloe said as she stacked plates on the countertop.

      I helped her move everything before Asher heaved his man onto the table, who spilled blood at a rate that frightened even me. Chloe yelled for Notch, probably because I had, and after I got the man comfortable, I went in search of both him and Ruby.

      Because we needed all hands on deck.

      “What the hell happened?” Chloe asked.

      Asher shook his head. “They just came out of fucking nowhere. Just a regular nightly patrol, and—”

      “What the hell!?” Stone exclaimed.

      “I found Notch and Ruby!” I roared as I tugged them both down the hallway.

      “Lexi!” Ruby shouted.

      And like lightning, Lexi darted around the corner. “I’m here. What’s going—oh, shit. We need a suture kit.”

      “Shit,” Notch hissed. “Ruby, get the—”

      “Already on it, you guys,” she said breathlessly.

      Lexi pointed at her. “And get the—”

      “Jesus, I’ve got it!” Ruby yelped.

      Stone’s eyes widened as he watched blood drip onto the kitchen floor. “Asher. What the hell happened?”

      Asher’s face paled as he swallowed hard. “We were just on our nightly patrol and the fucking SUV came out of nowhere.”

      “How many men?” Stone demanded.

      Asher’s eyes met his. “I have no doubt in my mind that we were tailed. My men kept telling me that something didn’t feel right, and we tried to double back on them. But they still got the jump on us.”

      I walked over to him and placed my hand on his shoulder. “Asher, look at me.”

      His watery gaze slowly turned in my direction. “Yeah?”

      I nodded softly. “Where were you headed? It’s pretty late for an evening patrol.”

      And that was when Asher sighed. “In the middle of our patrol, I got a message from Clancy. He wanted us to meet him at the compound where he and his boys are staying. We were en route when we were ambushed.”

      Stone growled. “Fucking cartel. I’ll slaughter every single one of them.”

      Asher shook his head. “The cartel is the only thing that makes sense. We don’t have enemies here. Hell, you guys are the only connections we have in this area right now.”

      I squeezed his shoulder. “Well, I’m sure you and your men are welcome at the warehouse anytime you need to be here. Right?”

      Stone nodded without hesitation. “Always. If you need protection or a place to lay low, we still have an entire back row of rooms that aren’t occupied.”

      Asher paused. “You guys are already stuffed in here like sardines. Are you sure—”

      I chuckled. “This damn place is over fifteen-thousand square feet. We’ve got plenty of space.”

      “Ash-er,” the man on the table said breathlessly.

      He darted from my side and crouched down beside his man. “Joker, hey buddy. I’m right here. What do you need?”

      Joker’s eyes filled with fear. “Tell her—tell her that I—”

      Asher shook his head. “You aren’t dying, so there’s nothing to tell. Keep your focus on me and let them work, all right? Now, squeeze my hand. There we go. Don’t stop squeezing, okay?”

      I looked over at Chloe, who stood off in the corner, her entire body shivering in the shadows from the scene unfolding in front of her. I walked over and stood in front of her, blocking her view as I crossed my arms over my chest. I watched Notch and Ruby work at lightning speed, numbing the man up and pulling the bullet from his gut. There were some pretty rough things they had to do in order to get the man stable, but once they had him sewn up, everything seemed to calm down a bit.

      And as Asher and Stone helped the man down the hallway toward the back of the warehouse, Chloe’s trembling touch appeared on my lower back.

      “I need to go lay down,” she whispered.

      I turned and gazed down at the top of her head. “Come with me, then. We can eat our food in bed if you’re still hungry.”

      She grimaced. “No food. Just—just sleep.”

      And without another word spoken, I led her back to her room.

      Because I knew I’d never get back to sleep without knowing she was safe and sound in her bedroom before I went back to my own.
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      I’d been in several shitty situations before over the course of my lifetime, but I’d never witnessed anything like that. A man almost died in front of me, and my best friend was able to keep her cool while I had been rendered completely and utterly useless. I meandered through the hallways that West guided me down until we stood next to my bed. I folded my arms over my chest and crawled beneath the covers, wanting nothing more than to sleep this nightmare away. Lexi, Ruby, and Notch all knew what to do while I had stood there, completely devoid of purpose. And while I had been rendered speechless at the way my best friend of all time leapt into action without a second thought, it didn’t stop me from feeling like I didn’t belong.

      Like I was totally out of my element in a place like this.

      “You all right?” West asked.

      He pulled a chair up to the side of my bed as I laid there, staring at the wall over his shoulder. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

      He tilted his head. “You sure about that?”

      I turned onto my other side, my back facing him. “I said I’m fine, West. Just take it for what it’s worth.”

      “Okay,” he murmured.

      I didn’t want him seeing me like this. I didn’t want him seeing me scared, weak, and purposeless. I hated looking weak. I hated making people feel like they were obligated to take care of me, or make me feel better. It made me feel indebted to people, and I couldn't stand that feeling.

      But he didn’t let up. “Chloe, that situation back there—”

      I groaned. “Jesus Christ, already, Lexi is my best fucking friend. You think I haven’t seen a gunshot wound before?”

      “Since it’s not your profession, no.”

      I scoffed. “Well, get used to the fact that you’re not the end-all-be-all when it comes to knowledge regarding my life.”

      A subtle knock came at the door before it cracked open. “Chloe?”

      Lexi’s voice relaxed me a bit and I quickly turned over. “Hey, are you okay?”

      She slipped inside and closed the door behind her. “I wanted to come check on you, actually. You looked a bit spooked there for a while.”

      West’s eyes burrowed a hole into the profile of my face, but I didn’t let it bother me. “I was just taking it all in. You know how I am.”

      She came and perched on the edge of my bed. “Yes, I do know how you are, which is why I wanted to come check on you.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I’m fine, Lexi, you know this.”

      She darted her eyes over toward West. “Could you give us a minute or two?”

      West’s gaze never peeled its way off my face. “Yeah, sure. I’ll be just outside.”

      And after he closed the bedroom door behind him, I let the tears fall. “Is he going to be okay, Lexi?”

      She threw her arms around me and laid down in bed beside me. “He’ll be hurting for a while, but yes, he’s going to live.”

      I sighed with relief. “Thank fuck, because that was so much damn blood.”

      She giggled. “It actually wasn’t as much as it looked like. Blood has a different viscosity than water, so it always looks like more than it is.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know how you do it.”

      “Well, now you know how I feel about you and your profession. I still don’t understand how you interpret all those numbers and symbols for a living, much less how they somehow have holes in them. That still doesn’t make sense to me.”

      That got me to smile, even as the tears continued to fall. “You know, when Asher came bursting through that front door, all I could think about was my inability to protect Natty.”

      “That wasn’t your fault. I would have never expected you t—”

      I shrugged as I flopped onto my back. “It doesn’t even matter. I should’ve been able to protect her. You trusted me to protect her. And then she was taken, and it was all my fault because I couldn't bat those men away. I couldn't get a grip on them and—”

      She took my hand, threading our fingers together. “It was never your fault, Chloe. I need you to hear me when I say that. I was the one that got into the altercation with those idiots in the first place, and when we stood up to them? It made all of us a target. It put everyone I cared about in danger, and I never should’ve done it in the first place.”

      My face wrinkled as tears flooded my cheeks. “What are we gonna do, Lexi? When do we get our lives back?”

      She pulled me into her arms and we cried together. Our shoulders shook with our sobs as I pulled the covers over our head like we always did back at home. I cried until I couldn’t cry any longer. Until my body was so weak and useless that all I could do was curl close against my best friend’s body.

      And after her tears dried as well, Lexi changed the subject. “So, a little birdie told me that you and West took a joyride earlier.”

      I groaned. “Jesus, really? Everyone knows about that?”

      She cackled with laughter. “Everyone heard Stone yelling about it, so yes. Everyone knows.”

      I tossed my arm over my eyes. “Great.”

      “How was it? Was that your first time on the back of a bike?”

      I smiled softly at the memory. “It was, actually. I was nervous at first, but West went slow in the beginning and slowly picked up the speed as I grew more comfortable. It was really nice. He took me up and down the Pacific Coast Highway before we stopped at one of his favorite coffee shops.”

      Lexi smiled brightly. “You so have a type.”

      “I do not.”

      “You really do. West is, from top to bottom, the exact guy I’d put you with if I were given a choice.”

      “Whatever,” I murmured.

      She scooted closer. “Do you like him?”

      I turned to face her. “What?”

      “Oh, come on, this is me you’re talking to,” she said coyly. “Do you think West is hot?”

      “I think most of these guys are hot. Have you seen them in leather jackets?”

      “I mean, yeah. But do you think West is hotter?”

      I rolled my eyes. “You’re terrible at this.”

      She slid her leg between my own. “Do you find yourself wanting to talk with him more than the other guys?”

      I paused. “Yeah, I guess.”

      “Do you smile whenever he’s around?”

      I cheesed way too big to answer that question any other way. “Of course, I do.”

      Lexi gazed into my eyes. “He makes you feel safe, doesn’t he?”

      I sighed. “Yeah, he really does.”

      She nudged me. “You like him, girl. Just admit it.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Okay, okay, West is a sexy hunk of man meat. There. You happy?”

      She clapped her hands as I tossed the covers off our heads. “I knew it! I knew you had the hots for him. I was telling Dean these past couple of nights that I could’ve sworn I saw you staring at him the other day. I knew it!”

      “I’m never going to hear the end of this,” I whispered to myself.

      “Hey,” she said as she rolled over onto her back, “we’re going to be on lockdown here for a while. I can just feel it. So, why not have a bit of fun with it? Why not indulge in some stress relief before we have to go back to our regular lives?”

      “I knew that’s where you were going with this, and I’m not sleeping with him. That would complicate things.”

      Her jaw dropped open and I knew I had royally fucked up. “Complicate what!?”

      I pointed to the door. “Out.”

      The two of us fell apart in laughter while Lexi shot out questions I refused to answer. I playfully shoved her out the door before I closed it, and then I flipped the lock for good measure. Lexi slammed her palms against the door. She threatened me with… something. I honestly didn’t remember. All I knew was that I had gone from endlessly crying to endlessly happy in the span of a few minutes because my best friend was single-handedly the most amazing person on the planet.

      But the moment faded into the background when my cell phone lit up on my bedside table.

      That can only be one person at this time of the night.

      I moved away from the door and snatched up my phone. The agent’s name scrolling across my screen with the little icon for a text message stared back at me. I closed my eyes and drew in a deep breath, readying myself for things to get ultimately more complicated.

      Then, I opened the message and beheld its insane contents.

      Agent Baker: Tomorrow. Two PM. The restaurant. I’ll bring what you need.

      Fuck.
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      As I laid my ass down in bed again, I flopped back against my pillow. A groan left my lips as my body sunk into the mattress, and all I wanted was to get a good night’s sleep. I had to be at my best if I was going to protect Chloe at all times, and I simply couldn’t do that if I was exhausted.

      And yet, as I laid there staring at the ceiling, the only thing that popped up into my mind was her.

      “It’s been a while,” I whispered.

      I tucked my hands behind my head and smiled. It had been a very long time since I’d been even remotely attracted to a woman. Sure, I had hookups here and there. I mean, a man had needs, you know? But nothing that ventured outside of a one-night stand. Hell, most of the women I slept with were gone before fucking midnight, treated to a paid taxi ride via my own fucking wallet.

      Yet, with Chloe, all I wanted was to talk with her.

      Did I want to sleep with her? Of. Fucking. Course. Her curves were something to be marveled and worshipped, and damn it I wanted to wrap my hand into her dirty blonde locks and pull while spanking that jiggly ass of hers. But I wanted to know her, too. I wanted to hold her at night and kiss the back of her head while she slept. I wanted to dote on her and get her the medication she needed to stay pain-free through her recovery. I wanted nothing but the best for her, and there had only been one woman in my entire life that had ever made me feel that way.

      And as my eyes fluttered closed, the memory of that woman haunted me in the dark recesses of my mind.

      “West!” Tiff shrieked.

      Her echoing voice wafted down the hallway as me and the guys crept closer. A resounding crack followed by her sobs made me want to count the fingers I’d cut off the man that had just hit her. Anger robbed me of my conscious mind. I pressed onward despite the protests from my president, holding my gun up to the man that hovered over Tiffany as I rounded the corner.

      “Let her go,” I growled.

      And without warning, the man pulled out a gun.

      “No! Tiff!” I roared.

      “Tiff!” I exclaimed.

      I shot up like a bat out of hell and wiped at the sweat permeating my brow. I reached for my cell phone and drew in a few deep breaths as my heart rate slowly climbed out of the clouds. The light of my phone screen practically blinded me, but the time completely mocked me.

      “Six A.M. Fantastic,” I grumbled.

      A whole two and a half hours of sleep.

      I flopped back down into bed and quickly rolled over. My pillow was soaked, which meant it was laundry day for me. I tumbled all the way over to the other side of the bed and face-planted into the one clean pillow I had left. I nuzzled against it, wiping away the sweat before I slithered beneath the covers. Maybe I didn’t need a pillow to sleep. Maybe I could just wrap up in the blanket, slip into that effortless darkness, and sleep for one fucking second without a god damn nightmare plaguing me.

      However, the second I saw Tiff’s lifeless eyes staring back at me, I ripped my own open.

      “Nope,” I grunted as I sat up, “time to get the day started.”

      I dragged ass into the bathroom and stripped myself down. A hot ass shower battered against my skin, sending my beads of sweat swirling down the drain. I hung my head and let the water fall down my skin. I allowed it to wash away my sins, hoping that it might also cleanse me of my unworthiness.

      People die whenever they’re around me.

      And as if my brain hadn’t tortured me enough, images of things that hadn’t even happened yet filtered to the forefront. Images of Chloe on the back of my bike, holding on tight while she laughed as we drove the Pacific Coast Highway. Images of her wrapping her arms around my neck and holding me close while peppering my cheeks with kisses.

      Images of her being gunned down in the middle of the road by the cartel while I stood there, chained to the ground, unable to get to her.

      “Fuck!” I roared.

      I slammed my hand down against the showerhead control and it cut the water off. I stormed out, ripping a towel from the hook on the wall as I tousled my hair and dried my arms. Not even being awake kept me from my thoughts. From my memories. From my fears. And as I raised my head, I looked at myself in the foggy mirror.

      “She’s much better off without you,” I whispered.

      I felt worthless. Useless. Like I could no longer do what I was put on this planet to do. I wrapped the towel around my hips and dredged out into the room in the hopes that Stone would leave us alone for the day. All I wanted was to stuff my face, caffeinate myself, and watch movies all damn day. I needed a rest day. A day where lives weren’t expected to stay alive simply because I existed.

      However, a knock came at my door just as I perched on the edge of my bed.

      “Whatever it is, no,” I called out.

      My door cracked open. “Church in ten.”

      I looked up at Stone. “No.”

      He blinked as he stared at me. “Feel better?”

      I sighed. “No, I don’t.”

      He nodded softly. “Church in twenty, then. I’ll tell the guys.”

      I snickered. “Yeah, thanks.”

      I raked my hands through my hair as I swallowed hard. Another day, another threat, another chance to die. I shook my head as I forced myself back to my feet. It took all I had just to get dressed instead of indulging in the anger, the frustration, and the sorrow that grabbed hold of the marrow of my bones. It felt like my body had been filled with lead. As I dragged myself out into the living room, I found the rest of the guys gathered and waiting.

      “All right,” Stone said as he nodded toward me, “now that we’re all here, we need to talk about what happened last night.”

      Asher stood and it looked like he didn’t get a lick of sleep. “We have confirmed that Joker was gunned down by a van full of cartel syndicate workers. They’re tracking us down during our patrols, probably in a bid to intimidate us.”

      Puck shook his head. “We can’t let that happen. We can’t just allow them to force us to coop up like this.”

      I shrugged. “We can’t keep getting shot at either.”

      Stone pointed at me. “We need a plan before we go doing anything. If we’re going to do this, it has to be smooth and it has to take everyone into consideration because that’s what it’s going to take. Everyone working together.”

      I clicked my tongue. “Or we could storm them with all of the firepower we’ve got and blow them to hell.”

      Even Texas nodded his head at my comment and a sea of heads followed. All of us were done waiting around. We were done having to share our space with people we wanted to get away from. Not that I didn’t love my brothers or the Celtic Riders for that matter. But I missed my bed. My towels. My bathroom. The rest of my fucking clothes, for crying out loud. Stone had been all talk and no action ever since we had ended up in this fucking place.

      And I was fed up with it.

      “We need to strike,” I said.

      Texas pointed at me. “We’ve needed to strike for a while.”

      Puck nodded. “We all know the risks. We understood them when we all became prospects. And while I understand that we’re trying to protect our families, this isn’t even working at this point. We’ve got three or four people down, we’ve got pregnant women in the line of fire. Enough’s enough.”

      Stone’s face wrinkled with annoyance. “I get that everyone is getting cabin fever, but we can’t get hasty with this.”

      I folded my arms across my chest. “Do you want to keep Hayley safe, Stone?”

      The entire room fell silent as he turned to face me. “You better watch your next set of words, West.”

      “Do you want Frost’s daughter safe?”

      Stone growled. “Get to the point.”

      “Once you answer my questions.”

      His eyes darted around the room before he nodded. “Of course, I fucking want us all to be okay. Why do you think I’ve made the decisions that I have?”

      I held out my arms. “Then, we need to get out of here. We need to get back home. We either need to end this or come up with some sort of truce, because I’m telling you, Stone, this is going to do us all in. They’re trying to wait us out; you know they are.”

      Texas sighed. “He’s right. They’re trying to wait for us to get so cooped up that we turn on one another and divide ourselves. I think we’re closer to that point than we want to admit.”

      Diego stepped up to the forefront. “And if intel is what you want before we retaliate, you know I’ve always got your back, Stone. But I’m with them. This has gone on long enough. Even if we don’t retaliate and finish this, they need to understand that they can’t go around gunning us down without consequences.”

      Stone locked eyes with the man. “All right. Since you know so much about the cartel, what can you tell us?”

      Diego cleared his throat. “I can tell you that Carlos Banderas is a very paranoid man. There’s a reason why very few people in his organization have ever seen his face. He’ll question everything. So, let’s give him something to question.”

      I grinned. “Like which one of us is gonna be the lucky asshole to kill him.”

      Stone turned his attention to me. “West, take Diego and do your thing. Recon as best as you can, but no one steps a foot outside of this warehouse to recon out there until we’ve got a plan of action. Understood?”

      My smile grew wild. “About fucking time. Give me until this afternoon and I’ll have everything we need. Diego?”

      “Yep?”

      “All I need you to do is bring me food and water. When I open that laptop, I’m lost.”

      He chuckled. “I think we could all do with some breakfast and some coffee. I’ll get started on something Mama used to make me as a kid. Anyone up for helping?”

      Stone raised his hand. “I could use a distraction.”

      Asher sighed as he parted the crowd. “Same.”

      And with that, church was dismissed. I practically sprinted down the hallway to get back to my bedroom.

      “Here we go, you son of a bitch,” I murmured.

      I leaned against the headboard of the bed and used pillows to prop up my laptop. My fingers flew a thousand miles a second, digging up everything from traffic camera footage so we could see exactly what happened with the shooting last night all the way down to tracking the cartel’s footsteps. I knew Stone hated taking risks like the ones I specialized in because he did everything he could to keep us off the Fed's radars. But desperate times called for desperate measures.

      I was so lost in thought that I didn’t even realize someone had brought me food until I looked up and saw the plate sitting on the bed.

      “Oh, hell yeah,” I murmured.

      As I set my laptop to the side and reached for the massive plate of food, I thought about Chloe. My mind wandered to her and whether or not she was still sleeping. Had she slept well? Did she suffer from nightmares, too? Had she gotten back to sleep at all after witnessing what she had last night? I shoveled food into my face, trying to push her out of my mind. The last thing I needed was a distraction while I dug up everything I could on the organization trying to eradicate us. And after I chugged back my lukewarm black coffee, I cracked my knuckles and got back to work.

      But nothing could have prepared me for the treasure trove of information I stumbled upon after hacking into Carlos Banderas’ personal email.

      “Holy shit,” I whispered.

      I scrolled through email after email that laid out not only a plan to figure out where the hell we were, but to blow it sky-high once they found it. I found maps of areas they had charted corner to corner, and all of the red X’s on the map put them closer than I wanted them to be. My jaw hit the floor as I picked up my laptop. I rushed out the door and down the hallway to the media room where I had to plug in my laptop just to print shit off.

      Then, one by one, I printed off everything I had found.

      Before someone backtracked me and locked me out of the account for good.
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      I slept on and off all morning. Every time my eyes opened, I was no closer to figuring out how the hell to sneak out of this place. Everyone seemed to be everywhere, with the women constantly knocking on my door and asking me if I needed anything all the way down to the guys running up and down the hallways as if the damned place were on fire. I chewed on the inside of my cheek as I paced around in the bathroom. I clasped my hands behind my back as I kept an eye on my cell phone, watching the minutes tick upward quicker than I would have liked. And once lunchtime hit, I knew I had to act.

      Either that or suffer the consequences that came with not showing up to the meeting.

      “Come on, you can do this,” I murmured to myself.

      A raucous set of footsteps rushed by my bedroom and part of me wanted to look out into the hallway. But I didn’t want to destroy the pattern I had already established. Everyone knew that I had been in my room all morning, and if no one saw me then they’d probably keep assuming I was in there. The thought made me grin. I rushed over to my suitcase and dug around for the most unassuming set of clothes I had brought with me. I pulled out a pair of skinny jeans and a baggy purple shirt that practically fell off one of my shoulders. I searched around for my heather gray hoodie and pulled it over my head, then gathered my things. I still had no idea what the fuck I was going to do about transportation. But I knew we weren’t too far off from the highway.

      And if I could get to the highway, then I could call a taxi company to come pick me up.

      “All right,” I whispered as I cracked my bedroom door open, “let’s make this quick.”

      I recalled the side exit that West had ushered me to the first time we snuck out, and I set my sights on that side hallway. I looked both ways before easing my bedroom door closed behind me, but I quickly heard a set of footsteps.

      So, I darted into a closet and held my breath.

      “Shit, shit, shit, shit,” West hissed.

      I furrowed my brow at his hushed voice while his footsteps quickly passed me by. Was everything okay? Had something else happened? I shook my head as I slid out of the closet. I couldn't focus on him at that moment. All of my focus had to be on getting to this god damn meeting, otherwise I’d be arrested and thrown into prison for shit I was still trying to pay off with my services.

      Just tell someone about it. I’m sure they’ll understand.

      I almost barked with laughter at the hope that filled the voice in my head. I knew that was a non-starter. A place where I didn’t need to tread. I was cooped up with a fucking biker gang capable of taking people out without a second thought, and my own conscious was trying to convince me that it was okay to tell them that I was a federal informant? For all I knew, they’d turn on me with that information. They’d kick me to the curb or worse, and Lexi would get caught up in all of it in the process.

      Especially since Lexi didn’t even know I was an informant for the FBI.

      “Fucking hell,” I whispered.

      I finally turned the corner and saw the side exit door. Relief cascaded through my muscles as I made a break for it. The door grew closer and the smile grew against my cheeks. I reached for the doorknob, ready to slam myself out and book it through the trees in order to reach the highway that much quicker.

      Except as soon as I pushed out into the world, West’s voice wafted from somewhere.

      “I’m telling you, Diego, I hacked their email system. I told you that all I needed was one email address. What did you think I was doing with it?”

      I threw myself into a bush as footsteps started in my general direction.

      “I didn’t expect you to just… hack your way in there,” Diego grumbled, “they can easily back trace you, West. That was reckless, and you need to cover up your tracks well.”

      West snickered. “Do you even know who you’re talking to? I don’t do anything without covering my tracks. Besides, even if they did try to trace us…”

      The two of them made their way inside and took their conversation with them. But I crouched there, rooted in shock. West had hacked the cartel’s email account?! That…! Actually, wasn’t too bad. It would’ve been one of the first things I would have attempted to do as well.

      I wanted to know what I had found, but I couldn't waste the utter silence that greeted me. The wind kicked up, rustling the trees and the tall grass around us, which silenced my footsteps as I pried myself from the prickly bush. I picked at the spikes that embedded themselves into my jeans and my hoodie. I walked around to the front of the warehouse, sticking to the shadows the trees cast as I made my way toward the shadowed area where all of their bikes were.

      Until, that is, my name was called.

      “Chloe? Is that you?”

      Lexi’s voice sounded against the shell of my ear and I had two options: one, I could make a break for it and hoped that she didn’t follow; or two, I could turn around and acknowledge her all the while hoping to convince her to leave me alone. The former left me with the risk that she’d go tell someone I had just run away, but the latter risked her finding out what I was doing in the first place.

      “Chloe? What's wrong?” Lexi asked as she approached me from behind.

      I turned around and put on my best smile. “Girl, you really know how to scare a woman.”

      She studied my face. “You good? What are you doing out here?”

      I motioned to her. “I could ask you the same thing.”

      She tilted her head. “Just wanting to get some fresh air.”

      I sighed. “Is it bad that I just wanted to take a walk through the woods? Just to feel not so…?”

      Her face filled with sympathy. “So surrounded?”

      I snickered. “Yeah, that.”

      She placed her hands on my shoulders. “I know that last night was hard. I mean, I’ve been struggling with it and it’s not like it’s anything new to me.”

      “Girl, you were a fucking rockstar. I was so proud of you last night.”

      Her smile beamed its way across her face. “Well, I’m simply proud of you for not shrieking and freaking the fuck out. That’s what most people do.”

      “Yeah, isn’t that insane?”

      She squeezed my shoulders. “But you’re my best friend, Chloe, and I know you’re not out here for fresh air. So, what are you doing, and what can I do to help?”

      I shook my head softly. “It’s better if you don’t—”

      Her hands slid down to mine and she took them softly within hers. “Chloe, just spit it out. Let me help. Whatever it is, you’re not alone in it.”

      “You have no idea what you’re asking of me.”

      “Try me, beautiful.”

      So, I drew in a deep breath. “Back in high school, before we met, I got into some trouble.”

      “Uh huh?”

      “And in order to sidestep the consequences people wanted to rain down on my head for what I did, there were other entities in play that decided I could be of use to them.”

      She furrowed her brow. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      Just spit it out. “Lexi, I’m a technological informant for the FBI, and I’ve got a meeting with my handler that I can’t put off. Otherwise, he’s got every right to throw me in jail.”

      Her hands released mine. “You’re a what?”

      I shook my head as I backed away from her. “Please, Lexi. Please, don’t tell anyone. I have to make this two o’clock meeting. It’s just to help them out with a case we were working on well before all of this happened. I’m begging you not to tell anyone.”

      She blinked. “You’re… an informant for the FBI?”

      I pressed my finger to my lips. “Please, just let me go do this.”

      I turned my back to her once more and made my way for the tree line. I had to get out of here before anyone else stepped out that front door. But before I could even get deeper into the shadows, Lexi’s strong grasp wrapped around my forearm.

      “One question,” she said, rooting me to my spot.

      I sighed. “No, I’m not informing on the crew if that’s what you’re about to ask. I’m not that stupid.”

      She clicked her tongue. “Then, take these.”

      She slid something cold and metallic into the palm of my hand, and when I turned around, a set of keys sat against my skin.

      “They go to the van parked over there,” Lexi said as she pointed with her finger.

      “Wait, how do you have—”

      She turned me toward the van. “Just stop asking questions and go if it’s that important. I’ll help cover for you.”

      I craned my neck over my shoulder. “I love you, girl.”

      She nodded. “Love you, too. Now, go.”

      I bolted for the van and climbed behind the wheel of the car. Another gust of wind kicked up and I prayed it was enough to conceal the cranking of the van’s engine. I eased down the gravel pathway until I hit the dirt one. The second I found myself staring at the highway, I flipped on my right-hand blinker.

      And I didn’t stop driving until I pulled up to the diner Agent Baker couldn’t get enough of in his life.

      “I was wondering when you’d get here,” he said as I sat down in front of him.

      I checked my cell phone. “It’s ten minutes ‘til. I’m not late.”

      He shrugged. “If you’re not early—”

      “Actually, I am early. Ten minutes early. So, what do you need?”

      He leveled his eyes with me. “I think you’ve got a bit more respect in your bones that you can afford me than your tone represents.”

      I wanted to strangle the man with my bare hands every time I had to sit down with him. “My apologies, Agent Baker.”

      He grinned. “Wonderful. Now, I need you to use the laptop I’ve brought you to—”

      I held out my hand. “Just give it to me and let me do my job.”

      His face fell. “What we need from you is traffic camera footage we can’t quite get our hands on right now. Of course, it’s not admissible in court, but if we can find...”

      As he rambled on, telling me how to do my damn job, his eyes wandered around the parts of my body he could see. I hated this man with all of my might. Not only did he constantly remind me of the shitty person I had once been, but he always had a way of explaining my job to me as if I hadn’t hacked the Pentagon’s system and gotten my hands on sensitive documents that I then sent to a burner server simply because I could. It sent them into a blind panic for weeks. It took them fucking weeks to track my ass down into my hidey-hole basement.

      Idiots.

      “So,” Agent Baker said as he handed me the laptop, “you think you can do that without releasing anything out into the world? Or do I have to keep you on a tighter leash?”

      I’d rather be in jail. “I think you know I’m good, Agent Baker.”

      And as I took the laptop from him, I prayed to God on high that this was an easy mission. That I could get him the information he sought so I could get out of there and get back to the warehouse.

      Because if this man figured out what the hell I had gotten myself into, Hell would unleash itself into our lives.

      In the form of an FBI agent that couldn’t keep his fucking eyes to his god damn self.
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      “Stone!” I roared.

      I carried the stack of papers beneath my arm as I rushed to Stone and Hayley’s room.

      “Stone! Stone! We have to move, and quickly. The cartel is trying—”

      “What the fuck!?” Hayley shrieked.

      The second I threw the man’s bedroom door open, all I saw was his pasty white ass perched in the air. A pair of feet dangled beyond his shoulders and I quickly whipped around as the two of them scrambled to get beneath the covers.

      “What the actual fuck, West?” Stone growled.

      I sighed. “Sorry, but this is very, very important.”

      “Go, sweetheart,” Hayley whispered.

      I heard the wet smacking of kisses before clothes were snatched up. A hand on my back shoved me out into the hallway and I caught myself against the wall before I whipped around. I’d never seen Stone so upset before. As he pinned me with a glare, I simply took the stack of papers beneath my arm and handed it to him.

      “Diego found Carlos Banderas’ email in some archived shit he had, so I hacked his account.”

      Stone’s anger immediately washed away. “You got into that man’s email? Let me see those.”

      He snatched them from me and flipped through the pages before his eyes widened. I didn’t even have to say anything else. I knew he was putting two-and-two together, just like I had. He slowly looked back up at me and I nodded my head, as if to confirm what was on the page.

      Like it wasn’t there in fucking black and white.

      “Do we know who’s on the ‘sending’ end of these emails? Who the fuck is he conversing with?” Stone asked.

      “In some other emails, he mentions a ‘lieutenant.’ I have a feeling that’s who we’re dealing with on the sending end.”

      Stone nodded mindlessly. “We got a name for this lieutenant?”

      I shook my head. “No, but we do have an email for him. That’s the next one I’m hacking, but I knew this information couldn’t wait.”

      His eyes studied the maps. “Shit. They’re closer than we figured. Do they know where we are?”

      “Not as of right now. At least, it doesn’t seem that way. But they’re looking and digging, and they’re combing areas in what looks like two-mile-by-two-mile radiuses. They’re going to eventually find us.”

      “Fuck!” Stone exclaimed.

      “You know that means we all have to find somewhere else to go. We have to move, and quickly.”

      He slammed the papers back against my chest. “Call church. Now.”

      With a piercing whistle and my fist banging on every single bedroom door, they guys were pulled out of their little honeymoon suites and dragged into the living room. It must’ve been sex hour and I hadn’t gotten the memo because Stone hadn’t been the only man attempting to get it in. I didn’t care, though. We had to figure out what the fuck we were going to do about all of this.

      And as Stone filled the guys in on what we knew, I taped the printed maps up on the wall so everyone could see them.

      “You’re fucking kidding me,” Texas said flatly.

      Stone shook his head. “I honestly wish I were. The issue is that if we sit here any longer, they will find us. Their patrols will find this warehouse and it’ll be game fucking over. We have to move.”

      Asher raked his hands through his hair. “Where the hell are we going to even go?”

      Puck shook his head. “Doesn’t matter. We just can’t stay here, and that’s the important thing.”

      I stepped back up to the forefront. “We need a place that has never been associated with us. We need a place that is so unassuming and so far out there that the cartel wouldn’t even consider coming for us there, much less trying to trace us there. That jog anyone’s mind on any sort of place?”

      And the silence that came after my question made the situation feel hopeless.

      “Well,” I said as I cleared my throat, “I, for one, would like to stay somewhere populated. If we’re around lots of witnesses, there’s less of a chance of them retaliating.”

      Texas shrugged. “Or there’s more collateral damage when they do.”

      Frost agreed with me, though. “Actually, he’s right. The cartel comes heavy for us when we’re isolated, but they’re all talk when we’re in crowded spaces. And you know the more shit they kick up, the further up someone else’s radar they get pushed. It’s not like they’re completely off the grid or some shit. The FBI and all sorts of other lettered organizations know they exist.”

      Stone’s blank stare came to life. “Comic-Con.”

      Frost paused. “The hell do you know about Comic-Con?”

      Stone shot him a look. “Hayley was talking about it earlier. San Diego’s Comic-Con is happening next week. Maybe we could get a hotel near the convention center before all of the rooms sell out.”

      Frost snickered. “You think they’re not already sold out? It’s less than a week before the convention.”

      And that was when it hit me. “Actually, I think I can fix that.”

      Texas’ eyes arrested me. “Explain.”

      I drew in a curt breath. “I have some old friends out in L.A. that might be able to fix our hotel situation. They’ve got a bit of… sway when it comes to these kinds of things. Let me place a few phone calls and see what I can dig up.”

      Stone nodded. “Get on it.”

      I headed straight out the front door and pulled out my cell phone, but as I did, I looked toward my left and noticed something… off.

      Where’s our van?

      I slid my cell phone back into my pocket and walked over to the shaded patch of dead grass where the van should have been, but instead I found it empty. Barren. Panic gripped my heart as my eyes cased the ground, noticing the freshly-bent grass that led straight to the gravel pathway.

      And for some reason, I just knew what had happened.

      Chloe’s gone.

      I forgot all about the phone call and rushed over to my bike. I dug out the keys to the ignition from the back compartment and didn’t even bother putting on my helmet. If Stone figured out that Chloe had simply left with our fucking van, he’d be pissed. And not only would he be pissed, but I was pretty sure he’d kick her to the fucking curb for breaking the rules and ditching me in the process.

      So, I walked my bike beyond the crest of the gravel pathway before I struck up the engine and tore out of there like a forest fire raging through a dry valley.

      It didn’t take me long to catch up with her, either. I mean, a big-ass white van careening down the highway didn’t exactly scream “incognito.” She kept slamming on the brakes so fucking hard that she left tire tracks everywhere she went. Once I got the van in sight, I weaved in and out of traffic, trying to catch up before she took an exit that had nothing on it except a rundown gas station and a diner.

      And when she pulled into the parking lot of the diner, I wondered what in the absolute hell was so important that she’d risk her safety—as well as ours—just to eat a greasy burger.

      I took a left while she took a right and I eased my way through a fast-food line. I kept my eyes squarely on the van as she stumbled out and made a mad dash for the diner’s door. The second she was inside, I parked my bike in the fast food parking lot. I rushed down the small, grassy knoll and kept myself concealed with the concrete pillars that decorated the outside of the rundown restaurant.

      Then, after a few minutes of trying to settle my gut, I made my way inside.

      “Welcome to Deena’s Diner! What can I—”

      I pressed my finger to my lips, silencing the cheery woman at the front counter. My eyes scanned the place, trying to get a location on Chloe as I brushed past the woman. I felt her staring me down with an inquisitive stare, and as I crept down the small hallway, I managed to find what I was looking for without even turning the corner.

      Because right there, in the reflection of the window in front of me, was Chloe.

      Sitting with a suited man in a booth who I knew—simply from the way he sat—was a fucking federal agent.
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      I typed away as quickly as I possibly could while using the bullet-pointed list of requirements that Agent Tightwad had typed up for me in some bullshit document. I hated it when he did that. I hated it when he treated me like I had no fucking clue what I was doing. I was so focused on pulling up that footage just so I could get out of there that I didn’t notice anything else going on around me.

      Like, the fact that Chad stared me down from head to toe.

      “Any reason why you couldn't meet up with me at the office?” he asked.

      I furrowed my brow. “You’re the one that said meet you here. Doesn’t sound like a ‘me’ issue.”

      “Yeah, because we pinged your cell phone and noticed you were scores away from your apartment.”

      I slowly looked at him from beyond the outer edge of the laptop screen. “Did you have any particular reason to do that outside of being curious?”

      He shrugged. “You know the rules regarding your informant contract. You know we can ping you at any time if we feel you’re in danger or somehow a threat to others around you.”

      “So, which did you believe it was? Was I in danger to you? Or was I somehow a threat?”

      He grinned. “So, why are you staying in the middle of nowhere?”

      “I was on a retreat,” I said flatly.

      “Uh huh. What kind of retreat? Maybe my girlfriend would enjoy it.”

      I quickly changed the subject. “I’m almost done with the searches you’ve asked for. Five more minutes, at the most.”

      He reclined back in his chair. “You know, you’ve helped us a hell of a lot on this case. No matter what we do, we can’t seem to track these assholes down. They keep siphoning money electronically out of people’s bank accounts into an offshore account, but we can’t back trace anything. There’s never any…”

      Blah, blah, blah, blah, blah. He sounded like Charlie Brown’s teacher after a hot ass minute. Cybercrime was always what they came to me for, and it was always the same fucking story: some asshat with a little bit of coding knowledge was fucking them over because the FBI was old-school and didn’t feel the need to come into the twenty-first century with how they did anything. So, they came to me half of the time.

      “We’re even researching some hotels that have gotten hit lately as well,” Agent Baker said.

      I snickered. “Hotels holding onto cash now, too?”

      “No, but they do hold onto credit card information.”

      That made me want to find the bastards even more. “Well, here’s all of the traffic camera footage. I even took the liberty of editing it down so you could look at the snippets your suspects are in.”

      I turned the laptop around and shoved it toward him, but he didn’t take his eyes off me. I hated it when he did that. I hated it when he looked at me like I was nothing but a disposable entity he might be able to sink his dick in. But it was much better than rotting away in a federal prison for the rest of my life.

      “So?” I asked.

      His gaze finally dropped to the laptop. “Good work, Chlo.”

      “Chloe.”

      “Whatever.”

      He pulled his vibrating cell phone out of his breast coat pocket. “That’s my boss, so I need to get out of here. I’ll have more information for you in a week or so. Stay by your phone.”

      I shook my head. “My retreat is going t—”

      He closed the laptop and answered his cell. “Hey there, bossman. What can I do ya for?”

      And after he tossed me a wink, he brushed by me as if I were nothing but dirt on the bottom of his shiny black shoe.

      I sat there for a few minutes and simply stared at the wall. I didn’t want to move. I didn’t want to speak. All I wanted was to envision a life where I wasn’t cooped up and I wasn’t having my strings pulled by a horn-dog FBI agent. I needed to take a look at the contract I had signed with them. I’d been informing them for years, and that had to count for something, right? They’d gotten plenty of free work out of me; there had to be something in my contract that stipulated how long this needed to go on for before I had earned my life back.

      Earned my freedom back.

      “So,” West said as he plopped down in front of me, “how’s Mr. FBI Agent?”

      His voice shocked me out of my trance and my stomach hit the floor. “West? Wh-wh-what—”

      He leaned forward, his gaze never wavering. “What in the absolute fuck are you doing here with a man like that, Chloe? And I swear, if you’re not fucking honest with me, I’ll make sure the club leaves you behind. Got that?”

      My guard immediately went up. “Great, another group of people I’m disposable to. Nice to know where you stand.”

      “It’s not my fault you're in cahoots with some fucking FBI agent. Are you feeding him information on us?”

      My eyes widened. “What the hell kind of person do you think I am?”

      “Well, I thought you were the kind of person who would listen since multiple lives are at stake, yet here we are with you proving me wrong. So, answer my questions or I’ll make damn sure you’re not welcome back at that warehouse.”

      I folded my arms over my chest. “I needed some air.”

      “With a federal agent?”

      I chewed on the inside of my cheek. “I can’t talk about it.”

      “You can, and you will.”

      “No, West, I seriously can’t.”

      He shrugged as he stood. “Nice knowing you, rat.”

      I reached my hand out and snatched up his forearm as I quickly stood to my feet. “I am many things, West, but I’m no rat. What I do with Agent Baker extends well beyond your feeble understanding of my life and how I’ve lived it up until this point, because believe it or not, you and that crew of yours aren’t the end-all-be-all of my life. I had shit going on before you came into my world. Before your life and Frost’s life fucked up my life and Natty’s life and Lexi’s life. But don’t you dare come in here slinging around accusations when you’re pissed that the girl you want to get your dick wet with won’t listen to your measly commands.”

      My eyes fluttered up to his gaze and the anger that filled me forced adrenaline through my veins.

      “So, just this once, I’m going to give you what you want. But don’t you ever come for me the way you just did. You have no right, whether you’re protecting me or not, so don’t get it twisted. You hold no importance in my life at all, got that?”

      He wrenched away from my grip. “You gonna start talking or what?”

      I drew in a deep breath. “I’m helping the FBI with a corporate fraud case as well as a cybercrime bank heist case. End of story.”

      “And how can I trust that you’re telling me the truth?”

      I shrugged. “Sounds like a personal problem to me. Maybe you can try hacking my email, see if you find anything there.”

      And after pinning him with one more glare, I snatched my things up and made my way to the front door.

      Because I sure as hell didn’t need to deal with his accusations on top of everything else.

      “You think this is safe for Lexi and Natty?” West called out after me.

      I paused before I slowly turned around. “You want to talk? We can take it to the van. But you won’t shout my personal shit over the airwaves without me shouting yours. Got it?”

      He stalked toward me. “That a threat?”

      I craned my neck back to keep his gaze in view. “No more of a threat than what you just threw down.”

      He grabbed my arm and dragged me out of the diner. “We need to talk, and you need to tell me everything.”

      I allowed him to drag me out until we were outside, but then I ripped away from him. I made a mad dash for the van and heard him hot on my heels. I tried to open the door and get behind the wheel. If I could just crank up the engine, I could get away from him. Just drive away and be done with all of the bullshit. I had ways of falling off the grid. I had ways of covering my tracks so no one, not even the FBI, could find me. But West grabbed my hoodie and pulled me back before pressing me against the side of the van.

      “Do you think this is a game!?” he roared.

      I shoved him away. “Touch me again without my permission, and I’ll kill you without a second thought.”

      Then, after glaring him down with daggers shooting from my eyes, I climbed behind the wheel of the van and slammed the door.

      Before his voice barreled through the metal door. “Get back to the clubhouse or everyone comes after you. Got that?”

      I cranked the engine. “Loud and fucking clear, asshole.”
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      “God damn it!” I roared.

      I slammed my fist against the van door as she cranked the engine. I strode for my bike and hopped onto it as quickly as possible, not wanting to let that woman out of my fucking sight. She was infuriating, and probably the greatest risk to the club at the moment. And for some reason, I wanted to keep her damn secret.

      “Fucking women,” I murmured.

      I fell in line right behind her with my full tank of gas and settled on one truth: that I’d follow her wherever she went. I hoped she didn’t get any smart ideas, but if she did she’d figure out sooner rather than later that our van couldn't outrun a bastard on a bike. I stayed in her blind spot as well. I didn’t want her clocking me and maneuvering around me in any way. I didn’t want her to have eyes on me in case she got smart and tried to take off, because if I needed to, I’d take those damn tires out with the gun on my hip.

      “Don’t do anything stupid, Chloe,” I whispered.

      Thankfully, we cruised all the way back to the clubhouse. She didn’t divert or take a different way. In fact, she took the most efficient way, and that gave me a bit of hope. Maybe she finally understood the severity of this situation.

      But the second she charged out of the van and slammed the door behind her, I knew that wasn’t exactly the case.

      “I don’t even want to BE here anymore!” she screamed.

      I rushed up to her and grasped her upper arm in my grip. “Keep your damn voice down. For all I know, you’ve been followed back because you’re an idiot.”

      She yanked away from me. “Let me go. Don’t you ever fucking touch me without my permission, you brute. You aren’t in charge of me. This isn’t my group of friends or family. This is Lexi’s place with Dean. Not mine. And I don’t have to stay here if I don’t fucking want to. I’m packing up my shit and getting the hell out of here. You all are crazy as fuck. I’m leaving. Today.”

      She glared at me before she stormed through the front door as Stone called out my name. Great. Just fucking grand. That meant he recognized the fact that I had been gone. Not only did I have a target that wanted to flee the first chance she got, but I had a president breathing down the back of my damn neck.

      “Well,” I called out as she strode down the hallway, “if you want to take the fucking cartel on by yourself, then by all means have fun!”

      Chloe flipped me off before she turned the corner to make her way to her room and I watched as Stone poked his head out of the living room.

      “Where the hell have you been?” he glowered. “I’ve been calling for you forever.”

      I chewed on the inside of my cheek. I didn’t know what the hell possessed me to lie for the damn woman, but I decided it was the best decision for all of us. “Chloe got spooked and tried to run again. I swear, she’s jumpier than a damn bean. I left because I went to follow her and drag her ass back so that she doesn’t compromise all of us in the process of trying to go home. She doesn’t like it here.”

      Stone scoffed. “I don’t give a shit what she does and doesn’t like. She doesn’t get to put all of us in jeopardy simply because of the company she keeps. That’s a personal problem on her part, so solve it.”

      “I’m trying,” I murmured to myself.

      “And one other thing,” Chloe hissed as she came back down the hallway.

      But before I could interject to tell her that someone else had jumped into the conversation, Stone turned the corner and stepped into the hallway.

      Separating me and her.

      “Look,” Stone said as his voice hardened, “I charged West with keeping you alive. Keeping you safe. If you don’t want to keep your brains inside your fucking skull, that’s a personal problem. But as long as you’re under this roof, you’ll do whatever it takes to keep all of us safe. Women, children, and pregnancies. Got it?”

      Fear passed behind Chloe’s eyes. “I don’t know who the hell you people are or why you’ve suddenly become so obsessed with me—”

      “Make no mistake,” Stone glowered as he hovered over her, coating her in his shadow, “we aren’t obsessed with you. We’re trying to make sure no roads lead from the cartel to us, and right now you’re on that road. If you don’t like it, pack your shit and take your chances. But if I ever catch wind that you’re talking with the cartel, = the feds, or with anyone that poses a threat to us while we’re vulnerable? I’ll kill you myself.

      “Stone!” Texas barked.

      And that was when Chloe unleashed. “I’m packing my things. You all are crazy as hell.”

      “Chloe, wait!” I roared.

      I shoved past Stone, not giving a damn that I had almost knocked him off his feet. They’d all lost their damn minds, and I’d be lucky if I could convince Chloe to stay around after what he had just said. I heard Texas chastising the man as I rounded the corner. Chloe strode into her room and tried slamming the door closed.

      But I slid my steel-toed boot in at the last second and stopped it from shutting.

      “Get the hell away from me!” she shrieked.

      I shook my head. “You need to take a breath and calm down before we talk.”

      She ripped the door open. “Me? Calm down? The man that leads you guys just threatened to kill me! I’m not calming down for shit! I’m packing my stuff and booking it out of this fucking place. This has never been home for me, anyway.”

      “We’re just trying to keep you safe. Quit being so damn—”

      “What?” she asked as her eyes watered. “Difficult? Emotional? Curt? Crass? All of the things men don’t like women being because it makes us complicated? Did you ever stop to think that all you’re doing is holding me prisoner? I’m not your fucking prisoner. I’m not your inmate. And I won’t stay here when I’ve had my life threatened.”

      “Your life will be threatened out there, too. Except we won’t be here to help you.”

      She pulled a bag out from beneath her bag. “Either help me or get out of my way.”

      I slipped into her room and closed the door, then I quietly flipped the lock. We needed a barrier away from the guys that were already running hot in the first place. I knew people were gathering to figure out what the hell was going on. Bootsteps paced back and forth, up and down the hallway. Probably trying to find some sort of tidbit to report back to the homicidal president of our club.

      So, I grabbed Chloe and tugged her into the bathroom.

      “Oh, for fuck’s—let me go!” she shrieked.

      I tossed her into the bathroom and slammed the door closed behind me. “Breathe.”

      Her chest panted with anger. “Get the hell out of my way.”

      I shook my head. “Not until you fucking breathe, Chloe. We’re all running hot right now, you especially. I get that you don’t like being controlled. Neither do I. But right now, the cartel has us under their thumb and we’re all being controlled until we find a way out of this. Your problems aren’t unique. Everyone here is in your exact situation right now. The only difference is that we’ve come to terms with it.”

      She folded her arms across her chest. “So, I’m supposed to roll over and play dead because that’s what everyone else did.”

      “Does it look like that’s what we’re doing? Because the last thing I remembered, you weren’t even capable of fighting them off when they took you last time. How are you going to protect yourself out there if you couldn’t do it last time?”

      A tear dripped down her cheek. “That’s a low fucking blow, West.”

      I took a step toward her. “And it’s the truth. You’ve got to face the truth, Chloe. Just for a little bit. Think rationally for five minutes, and you’ll realize why I’m right.”

      She chewed on her lower lip. “I don’t want to be here anymore.”

      I took a chance and gripped her upper arms softly, our bodies only inches apart. “Neither do I. Neither does anyone else here. But right now? We’re trying to protect lives. We’re trying to keep families safe. We’re trying to push the cartel out of our territory so that the people of our hometown don’t get hooked on drugs they don’t need. That’s what we’re trying to do. We aren’t here to torture you. That’s a narrow-minded way of thinking about this situation.”

      “So, yet again, nothing in my life is about me. Got it.”

      I gripped her tighter and brought her closer to my face. “Are you always this stubborn? Because I get why you’re single if you’re always this stubborn.”

      Her eyes fell to my lips. “Maybe if men weren’t such assholes, I wouldn't be so damn stubborn.”

      I swallowed hard. “Maybe if you listened for once instead of thinking you know everything, men wouldn’t have to be such assholes when trying to get something through your thick skull.”

      Her eyes fluttered up to mine. “Fuck you.”

      “Don’t mind if you do,” I said breathlessly.

      And as I crashed my lips to hers, her curves melted against my muscles.

      Allowing me the full scope of her warmth as my hands fell away from her arms and cloaked her back.
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      I hated that I wanted to kiss him. I hated that I wanted to feel him against me. People argued off in the distance, but the second his mouth encompassed mine, I no longer cared. I moaned down the back of his throat. I wiggled my arms out until I had the capability of wrapping them around his neck. I pulled myself closer, wanting to feel his etched muscles against my softness as he backed me up.

      And it wasn’t until I fell against a wall that his hands dropped to my hips.

      “Chloe,” he growled, “I have to stop.”

      My forehead touched down against his. “Why?”

      He drew in a broken breath. “Because if I don’t stop now, I won’t stop until I get what I want.”

      “Which is?”

      His eyes searched my own. “You.”

      I slid my hands through his hair and gripped tightly. I pulled his lips back to my own before I jumped up, wrapping my legs around his waist. I wanted him more than I could stand. I wanted him to fill me up and take me on a ride I’d never forget for the rest of my life. Ever since I’d clung to him while on the back of his bike, I couldn't get rid of the image of my body pressed against his. I couldn’t get rid of the feeling of his body between my thighs.

      And as we stumbled around, stripping each other of our clothes, he picked me back up and placed me against the wall.

      Before his thickened girth slid between my pussy lips.

      “Jesus Christ, you’re so fucking wet,” he grunted.

      My nails raked down his back. “Fill me up, West. Make me forget. Please.”

      He pulled back and his tip caught against my swollen entrance. He eased his way in, giving me time to shiver and move however I needed. Good God, he was thick. It felt like I was being spread for the first time and I whimpered into the crook of his neck. It had been forever since I’d been entertained by a man. Since I had been filled and stuffed full before falling over the edge. I kissed across his bare shoulder. I felt our hips seat themselves together before I picked up my head. And as it fell back against the wall, he slowly withdrew himself.

      Before slamming back into my body.

      “Oh, fu—”

      He clapped his hand over my mouth and pounded against me. Thrust after thrust, where he swiveled his hips and allowed his tightly wound curls to tickle my clit. My legs jumped. He pinned me to the wall with his rock-hard body. And as my eyes widened, they rolled back as he caressed every wonderful, beautiful, pebbled, sensitive part of me.

      “Oh, shit. Oh, shit. Oh, shit,” I mumbled against his palm.

      “That’s it. Squeeze that dick,” he growled.

      I lost myself in the feeling of him. In the electricity that rushed its way through my veins. I wanted to stay like that forever. I wanted to stay against him while he pleasured me until the end of time. My entire body quaked as my orgasm threatened to choke the life out of me. My fingernails raked down his arms, rumbling along his muscles while the sounds of wet skin slapping wet skin filled the spaces between us. I lost control of my sounds. I whimpered and moaned. Groaned and grunted. My legs jumped with a need for release and my toes curled into his lower back, pulling him even closer as the last inch of him slid inside of me.

      “Holy fuck,” West choked out.

      And the second the rest of his cock slid in, I unleashed.

      “Oh, yeah. Just like that,” I squeaked.

      My entire body locked out as I unraveled against him. He pressed into me, sinking his dick as far as he could go while my walls collapsed around him. My body milked him for all he had. My eyes rolled back so hard that my head started to hurt. And as stars burst behind my eyelids, I waited for his cock to explode.

      But all he did was move me away from the wall before he walked us into the shower.
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      Watching her unravel against me, naked and free of her burdens, was intoxicating. I committed every part of her to memory: every sound, every sight, and every scent. Her juices dripped down my shaft. Her walls massaged me closer to my precipice. But I wasn’t nearly done with her.

      And the second her body went limp against my own, I gathered her against me.

      “I gotcha,” I whispered.

      The footsteps had long since stopped outside, but I wasn’t ready to join the throng of people just yet. I knew they’d have questions, but I wanted to be of sound mind and body before I answered them. Chloe would be in a hell of a lot of trouble if I didn’t do something drastic to smooth things over.

      And I knew just what the two of us needed.

      “There we go,” I grumbled.

      I walked us into the shower and pressed her against the cool tile wall. Her eyes fluttered open, but only briefly before they fell back closed. I turned on the water until it was as hot as both of us could stand, and as the steam wrapped around our bodies, I sank us to the floor.

      Before I perched her in my lap with my dick still stuffing her to the brim.

      “West,” Chloe whispered.

      She kissed my cheek so tenderly that it made my heart skip a beat. “Yes, beautiful?”

      She swiveled her hips softly. “Show me just how you like it.”

      Her words alone made me groan as my hands dropped to her hips. I swiveled them and bounced them, feeling her curves jiggle against my body. She felt like a body pillow that I never wanted to release. She cloaked me in softness, heat, and a comfort I’d never once felt before. Not even with her.

      Not even with Tiffany.

      “Oh, Chloe,” I groaned.

      She sucked a patch of skin on my neck between her teeth. “There it is.”

      She kept fucking me just right and my legs shivered. “That’s right. Don’t stop.”

      She picked up the pace a bit. “I want you to come for me.”

      “Yes.”

      “I want you to fill me to the brim.”

      “Yes,” I growled.

      “I want you to cry out my name so loud that I have to kiss you in order to mute your sounds.”

      Something inside of me snapped with those words. I gripped her hair and tugged her off to the side, placing her back against the shower floor. I tossed her legs over my hips, my cock finding its way back home, and as I folded her in half I pounded against her. I watched her eyes roll back. Water dripped from around my body and created luscious trails that my tongue wanted to trace. I dipped down and captured her puckered peak between my teeth, teasing her and sucking on it before tugging at it softly.

      “Oh, West,” she whimpered. “Don’t ever stop.”

      Her juices dripped down her ass crack, soaking my balls every time they slapped against her luxurious cheeks. That tight coil in the pit of my gut tightened, and the more she slicked herself for me, the more powerful I felt. I reared back onto my haunches and pulled her closer. I slid the pad of my thumb between her swollen pussy lips and quickly found her sensitive nub.

      And as I caressed it, she unleashed for a second time.

      “Oh, fuck,” she groaned.

      Her back arched so deeply that I thought it might snap. The second her walls collapsed around my cock, I lost it. My balls pulled up and my muscles tightened. My jaw unhinged in silent pleasure as wave after wave crashed over me. Her muted sounds as she gurgled on the water sloshing against us was too much to bear, and as her legs quivered her body finally gave way as well.

      “West,” she choked out, “fucking hell, you’re so amazing.”

      I swallowed hard as my cock filled her with thread after thread of glorious release. “Not as amazing… as you.”

      The world tilted on its axis as I dropped back down onto my hands. Her legs slid off my shoulders, freeing her body to twist and contort as she came on my dick. My face fell to the crook of her neck. I peppered her with kisses before I sank beside her, tracing my fingertips against her soft skin.

      And as we laid there, allowing the hot water to wash away the evidence of our sins, she turned to face me.

      “Hey there,” she said with a soft smile.

      A smile that made me smile in return. “Hey there, beautiful.”
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      Everything was a blur after I saw him smile. It lit up his features in a way I’d never seen before, and I committed the entire scene to memory. I remembered him turning off the shower. Scooping me into his arms. I briefly remembered the feeling of a towel against my skin. And when I came to the next morning, something strong and tight wrapped around my waist.

      “Mmmm, morning,” he murmured.

      I giggled and turned myself around in his arms before kissing the tip of his nose. The sleepy smile that crossed his face before his snores started back up made me want to grab his cheeks and kiss him even deeper. But I wasn’t a fan of morning breath. Especially his.

      “Ugh,” I whispered as I turned back around.

      Hey, not everything can be romantic, right?

      The second my phone vibrated on the bedside table, though, I quickly snatched it up. The sound caused West to turn over, releasing my waist in favor of getting comfortable, and I took the liberty of checking the message. I mean, I knew who it was. It wasn’t Lexi because if she needed me, she’d just come knock on my door. Plus, she was much too preoccupied with her new family. Not that I was complaining or anything. It did make things a bit lonely, though.

      Well, whenever West wasn’t railing me.

      The memory made me smile before I checked my text messages, and my perfect little sexual bubble burst.

      
        
        Agent Baker: We need to talk. Call in fifteen.

      

      

      “Shit,” I whispered.

      Well, at least he wasn’t asking me to go anywhere, which was a plus. I peeked over my shoulder at a snoring West before I attempted to ease myself out of bed. I rummaged around for a long t-shirt before settling on wearing his, and as I scooped it up from the bathroom floor my phone buzzed.

      Chad was calling.

      Of course, he wouldn't wait the entire fifteen minutes.

      “I thought you said fifteen,” I whispered before I pulled the shirt over my head.

      “Meeting got out later than usual. And you know I don’t operate on your schedule.”

      I scoffed before I closed the bathroom door. “I wasn’t the one who set the schedule, Chad.”

      “You mean, Agent Baker.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Whatever. Look, I’m glad you’re calling, because we really need t—”

      “Still at that retreat, I see.”

      I froze. “What?”

      “Your GPS still says you’re out in the middle of nowhere. Sure you don’t have an address change you want to update with us?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Just because I’m getting away from it all for a little while doesn’t mean I need a damn address change.”

      “So, if I come out there to find you, I’m going to find a luxurious retreat you’ve been on for two and a half weeks now?”

      God, it felt so much longer than that. But I chose to ignore his goading. I knew he was trying to get me for something. Anything. The man had always treated me like shit. But I knew that if he figured out where I was, who I was with, and who I had suddenly become involved with, he’d use it against me.

      He’d ruin my life with it, and he’d try to get me to ruin everyone else’s as well.

      “Anyway,” he said, bursting the silence, “I have more information on this case you did some work for us on. Can you meet me at—”

      I closed my eyes. “I can’t work on the case any longer. Something has come up.”

      He paused. “You know that isn’t how this works.”

      I shook my head. “I’m sorry. It’s a personal issue and it has to be dealt with, but I can’t work at least for the next month or so.”

      He snickered. “Nice joke.”

      “I’m not joking, Agent Baker. I’ve got an emergency in my life that can’t wait. I have to deal with it. I understand our agreement and why I entered into it, but it can’t take precedence over my family.”

      “You don’t have family, Chloe.”

      I blinked. “I’ve got Lexi and her daughter. They’re my family.”

      “And I’m sure they’ll be just fine without you for an hour when you meet me—”

      I cut him off again. “I can’t, Agent Baker. I’m sorry.”

      “You listen here, Chloe. There are protocols you need to jump through. Things you need to abide by. You signed a contract, and you know what’s going to happen if you break it.”

      “I know it puts you guys in a bind, but all I’m asking for is a month. That’s it. After that, we go right back to the agreement until the contract fulfills itself.”

      He chuckled. “Or maybe you really don’t care about being arrested and tossed into prison. Maybe you wouldn’t care about being ripped away from… oh, what’s his name? The guy you were arguing with in the parking lot with the leather cut?”

      My blood went cold. “What did you just say?”

      “You women are all the same. So quick to save yourselves until you get dicked down by some guy. You backing out wouldn’t have anything to do with him, now, would it? Miss ‘I’m All About Family’?”

      My voice grew unsteady. “Leave him out of this.”

      “Ah! West. That’s right. Sorry, had to find my file on the man.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “This has nothing to do with him. Like I said, it’s about family. I have a family emergency that you can’t keep me from. Even that is in my contract.”

      “With proof, yes. You bring me proof that there’s some family emergency, and of course you can have your time off. But even still, you’d have to meet with me, so you might as well get some work done while we meet up.”

      His laughter made me sick to my stomach. I wanted to reach through the phone and claw his fucking eyes out. Bile worked its way up the back of my throat and it took everything I had not to turn around and vomit in the sink.

      Because I knew if West heard me gagging like that, he’d be out of bed and at my side in a heartbeat.

      “This has nothing to do with him,” I said as calmly as possible.

      But Agent Baker simply snickered. “Whether you like it or not, I’m not the idiot you think I am. You think I don’t keep tabs on my informants? I know what you’re up to. I know who you’re fucking. I know where you are and who you’re with at all times. And if I don’t know currently? I’ll know soon. I don’t ever stop my surveillance. I don’t ever allow my informants to have slack they don’t deserve. And until you prove to me that you can be trusted, you’ll never be let out of your contract. You show no remorse for what you did—”

      “For what I did almost seven years ago,” I hissed.

      “Sounds like a personal problem, doesn’t it?”

      I wiped at the hot, angry tears threatening to spill down my face. “What the hell do you want from me, you sick fuck?”

      He chuckled. “You give me the information I want on who you’re with as well as this case, or I’ll make sure West and whatever crew he’s part of gets wrapped up in all of this shit. I’ll take them all down, and it’ll be all your fault, Miss Chloe.”

      I sank to my knees. “Please, leave them out of this. They didn’t do anything wrong.”

      “Then, we can start by meeting up for lunch. One o’clock. The restaurant. And come alone this time, would you? The last thing I want to do is put a bullet in some hefty motorcycle rider because he thinks he’s above the law.”

      I gagged before I swallowed it back down. “Fine. I’ll see you then.”

      “Wonderful. That wasn’t so hard now, was it?”

      He hung up the phone and I pulled myself up from the floor. I turned on the water flow of the sink as high as it could go before I threw up stomach bile into the porcelain crater. My body shook. Sweat broke out on my brow. And as I perched on the edge of the bathroom counter, my head spun with so many things.

      I have to find a way out of this once I’m done with this case.

      I just didn’t know how the hell I was going to ditch West again in order to meet up with the man.
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      The second she slid out of bed, my ears perked up. She thought she was slick, but she wasn’t as slick as she figured. It shocked me when she only went into the bathroom instead of slipping out into the hallway or something. But it was then that I realized that I didn’t make it back to my room.

      So, I perched myself on my elbows and strained my ears to listen.

      I couldn't hear much of what she was saying, but I knew she was on the phone with someone. And the second her voice mounted, I heard the panic-laced tears fill her voice. I silently slid out of bed and rummaged around for clothes. But when I realized that my clothes were in the bathroom she had locked herself in, I tugged the sheet off the bed and wrapped it around my waist.

      Then, I sat on the edge of the bed facing the bathroom and waited.

      I mean, where the hell was she going to go? She didn’t have anywhere to go without coming out of that bathroom first. There weren’t any windows she could climb out of. No duct work to crawl through that she’d fit in. I hated the way she sounded. I wanted to charge in there, take her into my arms, and tell her that everything was going to be okay.

      Because I had a feeling that FBI agent had her on the phone.

      “Fine, I’ll see you then,” she said curtly.

      Yep, definitely the FBI agent.

      And the second she cracked the bathroom door open, I cleared my throat. “Don’t panic, it’s okay. I knew you were on the phone with him.”

      She didn’t open the door all the way. “West?”

      “Were you expecting someone else?”

      She didn’t open the door any further. “I’m sorry that I woke you up.”

      “You didn’t. I was ready to get up. Now, you want to come out here and talk to me? Or am I going to have to follow you again when you bolt to go meet up with this guy?”

      She allowed the door to slowly swing open as her reddened eyes came into view. “He knows who you are.”

      I blinked. “Come again?”

      She wiped at her mouth for some reason. “He knows who you are. He saw us arguing in the parking lot. He saw your leather cut.”

      Shit. “What else did he say?”

      I tried to stay as calm as possible. I kept myself seated so she didn’t feel so intimidated by my size. I patted the bed next to me, hoping she’d come sit down. But instead, she leaned against the doorframe and raked her hand through her hair.

      “Is that… my shirt?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “Sorry.”

      My eyes slid down her body. “Don’t ever be sorry. It looks better on you than it ever did on me.”

      She smiled softly at that. “Thanks.”

      I shrugged. “No thanks needed for the truth.”

      Her bloodshot eyes held mine. “So, I’m going to start talking and I don’t want you to interrupt. If you interrupt, I’ll lose my nerve.”

      I nodded, but I didn’t speak. She drew in a deep breath before she filled me in on everything.

      And I was so damn proud of her for finally opening up to someone who wanted to protect her that I almost cried myself.

      “When I was in high school, I got in trouble for hacking the Pentagon’s more secure files.”

      I blinked. “Wait, you did what?”

      She sighed as she came to sit beside me. “Remember that debacle in the media where they figured out they were hacked because someone changed the home screen to—”

      “Fuck the government and their secrets? Yeah, I remember that. That was you?”

      She hung her head and picked at the beds of her nails. “Yeah, that was me. I even got into their email systems and ended up transferring some random emails to an outside server. At least, I thought they were random. Apparently, they contained some pretty serious information on overseas troop movements, and the full force of our legal system came down onto my head when I was only sixteen.”

      I whistled lowly. “Hell of a way to introduce yourself to them.”

      She lifted her head and closed her eyes. “So, after tracking me down and realizing I was just some kid in a basement, we struck a deal: I work for them helping with cyber crime for the next eight years, and they wouldn’t bring charges against me. But that also meant living a tight-laced life. No crossing into the gray area. Always updating them on my movements. Giving them unfettered access to my computer and phone and shit like that whenever they suspect something is wrong.”

      I placed my hand on her knee. “I’m really sorry, Chloe.”

      She scoffed. “Don’t apologize yet because you don’t owe me one. That man saw us arguing, West. He’s got a file on you, supposedly. He knew your name. I’m sure he’s researching the emblem on your leather jacket. This entire crew is teetering on the brink of trouble because of me, yet no one will let me leave.”

      I squeezed her knee. “So, that’s why you’re trying to leave all the time.”

      She sighed heavily. “Yeah, that’s why. I mean, Lexi and Natty are under this roof. I don’t want to compromise them.”

      “Does she know what’s going on?”

      “I mean, she knows now. She’s the one who caught me leaving the first time to go meet up with Agent Baker. She’s the one who gave me the keys to the van. But she didn’t know up until that point. I keep this part of my life under wraps for a reason. It’s not pretty, and it’s not something I care to relive, and it’s not a problem I want others wrapped up in. This Agent Baker? He’s ruthless. He’s a disgusting, misogynistic asshole that sees me as no better than the dirt on the bottom of his shoe. And anyone who gets wrapped up with him will absolutely suffer the same fate I currently am.”

      I was upset at the predicament we had all been put in, but I couldn’t blame her for it. Like she had once said, everyone had lives before all this shit happened, and those lives didn’t get to be put on hold just because some cartel wanted us dead.

      “Well,” I said as I pushed myself to my feet, “sounds like the club needs to help you get out of this.”

      Chloe shook her head. “West, no. That wasn’t the point of—”

      I turned to face her. “This club always knows how to skirt around the law. We dwell in the gray area. We succeed in it. It’s our passion. Our specialty. And every contract has a loophole. I can have—”

      She leapt to her feet. “That doesn’t change the fact that I still have to meet this man at one o’clock today.”

      I blinked. “Oh.”

      “Yeah. I’m still informing for him. I’m still helping him. I still have a contract to fulfill. And at noon, I have to be out of here so I can go meet him. How the hell am I going to do that with Stone and everyone else breathing down my neck?”

      “The only way they’ll allow that is if I go with you. Maybe I can convince Agent Baker to lay off the club or something.”

      And to my shock, she actually relented. “Look, you obviously know your skills better than I do. But all I know is that if I miss this meeting, he’s coming after me. He tracks the signal on my cell phone and everything.”

      “Wait, he knows where we are?”

      She swallowed hard. “I’m so sorry. I never thought I’d ever be caught up in something like this. I never thought that this part of my life would ever put anyone else in danger. I’m so sorry, West.”

      “Shh, shh, shh, shh, shh,” I said softly as I wrapped her up in my arms, “it’s okay. I’m going to come with you, I’ll keep an eye on things, and I’ll see what I can work out with the agent. It’s okay. We’ll get you out of this.”

      “I just want to live my life. Is that so much to ask?”

      She sobbed against my chest and I wanted to strangle the man. I’d never wanted a fed dead more in my entire fucking life. I scooped her into my arms and we crawled back into bed, fading in and out of sleep until around eleven that morning.

      Then, we got ready for our afternoon adventure.

      “Where the hell are you two going?” Stone asked as we approached the front door.

      I ripped it open. “Stone, do you trust me?”

      I craned my eyes over my shoulder and watched him nod. “You, sure. Her, not so much.”

      “Then, trust me that we’re doing something important.”

      Stone crossed his arms over his chest. “And if I demand an answer as to where you guys are going?”

      And that was when Chloe got creative. “You want to hear all about my heavy flow periods and how I don’t have feminine products here that work because the pain is—”

      Stone waved his hands in the air. “Go, go, go. Good, God. So damn dramatic around here.”

      I had a smile on my face all the way to the restaurant. Chloe had thought very well on her feet, and seeing Stone flustered like that despite the fact that he and Hayley were expecting tickled my funny bone. Damn, some men were so fucking sensitive when it came to feminine issues. I didn’t see a problem with them at all. So fucking what? That was how their bodies worked.

      But once we pulled into the parking lot of the practically-deserted diner, I parked my bike as close as I could to the darkened alleyway beside it.

      “He’s over there,” Chloe said as she pointed.

      I watched as the suited man got out of the car. He stared us down as he stalked toward us, his hand already approaching his weapon.

      “Don’t talk to him until I do,” she whispered as she slid off the back of the bike.

      But that idiot made the mistake of drawing his gun. “You want to tell me what the fuck you’re doing bringing someone like him in during a—”

      “West, no!” she exclaimed.

      I grabbed the man’s wrist and twisted down before sliding the gun out of his hand. I disarmed it and ejected the magazine, then cocked it so that the extra bullet that had already been chambered hit the ground. I wrapped my fist up in his suit tie and dragged him into the alleyway, slamming him against the wall so hard that he lost his breath.

      “West, what the hell are you doing?” Chloe hissed.

      I didn’t care, though. He’d drawn a gun on us, and he wasn’t about to get away with it.

      “No cameras, so no evidence,” I growled.

      The FBI agent gasped for air. “You’ll never get away with this.”

      “No,” I said as I pinned him to the wall with my forearm against his throat, “what you won’t get away with is exploiting one of your informants and harassing her because you think her life is yours to control. She has a contract to inform for you, but we’re going to have our own lawyers take a look over it. Want to know why?”

      Chloe stayed silent as the FBI agent glared at me. “Why, you fucking meathead?”

      I snarled. “Because one of my best friends was part of one of those contracts before. I know how they go. I know what their deal is. And I know damned good and well that your tracking of Chloe via her GPS and you wanting to search her technology anytime you want is a violation of that contract. We’re going to peg you for it, and when we do, we won’t stop until your job is ours.”

      Fear flooded his eyes. “You wouldn’t dare.”

      “I wouldn’t?” I asked as I pressed my knee between his legs, threatening to pop his balls like they were water balloons. “Why don’t you keep pushing her. Keep tracking her. Keep controlling her life from a distance and see what happens.”

      “No!” Chloe exclaimed.

      I cocked my fist back and punched the guy across his jaw. He crumpled to the ground like a little bitch and I slammed my steel-toed boot into his ribcage. Chloe grabbed my arm, pulling me away as the man spat blood onto the cracked, stained concrete of the alleyway.

      And when he looked up at me, the fear in his eyes was almost intoxicating.

      “Come after Chloe and see what happens. I dare you,” I growled. “Unless, of course, you want to make Chloe’s contract disappear altogether.”

      “What?” she asked breathlessly.

      I held up my finger to her, silencing her in her tracks. “You want to save your own ass? Save your own career from ruin when we expose what you’ve been doing to her? Lose her contract. Lose her number. Don’t you ever fucking call her again. And if you want her help on a job? You can contract out her services hourly. How’s that sound for fair?”

      The agent nodded quickly. “I’ll do it. I’ll make it disappear. Just, please, would you stop?”

      I grabbed his hair and tilted his face toward mine. “You’ve got three hours to text her visible proof that her contract is done. You don’t get us that proof? We serve you with papers by the end of the day.”

      I slammed his head down into the concrete and listened to him groan as Chloe gasped. I turned and faced her, studying her shocked, wide eyes before they lowered to the agent struggling on the ground to get up. She teetered on her feet a bit and I gripped her upper arms, steadying her as her gaze fluttered back up to mine.

      “It’s—it’s done?” she asked softly.

      I peeked down at the agent who still hadn’t gotten up. “I guess we’ll see in a couple of hours. Won’t we, Feddy?”

      The agent spat more blood onto the ground. “Two hours, yes. It’ll be done in two hours, I promise.”

      “Good,” I glowered.

      And as I took Chloe’s hand, tugging her toward my bike, the squealing of tires caught my attention.

      Before a black van pulled up, tossed the two of us inside, and sped off before the pathetic excuse for an FBI agent could even pick up his fucking head to see what the hell had just happened.
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      No no no.

      Not again.

      “West!” I shrieked.

      The van tumbled us around as I tried to reach out for him. The van skidded around corners, which threw us into the cold, hard metal walls of the encasement. My body slammed against his own, causing him to gasp for air before we tumbled back toward the other side.

      And when I cried softly, all I wanted was for West to take me into his arms.

      He grunted as we got tossed around. “Chloe, come here. I’ve got—fuck!”

      I couldn't help the sobs that bubbled up the back of my throat. “Weh-heh-heeeest! What is happeniiiiing?”

      Fear unlike anything I had ever experienced rushed its way through my veins. I wanted to strangle the men who had just tossed us into the back of this damned van. And to top it all off, no one had seen what had happened. That was why Agent Baker liked that diner so much. No one could pull up surveillance and look at anything that took place.

      We’re fucked.

      “God damn it,” West growled.

      My mind flashed back to the moment my car was surrounded. I heard Natty’s screams in the back of my head while my own echoed throughout the small van we had been tossed into. Every time I smacked against the wall, I felt the pain of those men’s punches as I tried to distract them so Natty could get away. Every time West reached out for me, I remembered how I squeezed the hands of my precious little niece, before I shoved her out of the car and told her to run.

      And god damn it, my ribs hurt so fucking much.

      “Ah!” I shrieked.

      The van came to a grinding halt and I tumbled until my back hit the door. The second the doors got thrown open, the searing hot sunlight coursed its way through my eyes. I couldn't see anything. All I felt were pairs of hands on me that weren’t West’s. And as I reached out for him, I heard him growling and trying to fight people off.

      “Chloe! Where are you!?”

      “West!” I exclaimed.

      Someone punched me across the face, rendering me speechless as the pain blindsided me. The world swirled around me, blurring into a mass of noise and a cacophony of colors as we got dragged into a darkened building. Just as quickly as the sun had appeared, it disappeared behind a heavy door that slammed shut. And as West continued to try and fight off the men that had abducted us, I stopped struggling.

      It was no use. I knew I wasn’t strong enough.

      Hell, I hadn’t even been strong enough to protect Natty when it all happened.

      I was tossed into a room before zip ties bound my wrists behind my back. I expected them to bind my ankles as well, but instead they wrestled West to the ground beside me and bound his wrists so tight that I saw them cutting into his skin. I leaned my head back against the musty, damp concrete wall. I closed my eyes and tried to stomach the pain so that I didn’t throw up on myself.

      And as something rolled across the ground, someone perched in front of us.

      Before a spotlight shone down onto our faces.

      “Good God,” I groaned.

      “Turn that off,” West grumbled.

      “Not until you tell us what your club’s next move is,” the man said with a thick accent.

      “We aren’t telling you shit,” I hissed.

      West chuckled. “You might as well kill me because I’ll never roll over on my family.”

      “Yeah?” the man asked as he stood to his feet. “Well, maybe this’ll loosen your lips up a bit.”

      “No! Stop!” I shrieked.

      The second I watched that man cock his hand back, he slapped it across West’s face. His head turned off to the side as blood fell from his nose before someone stepped on his ankle. He roared out in pain, like a lion being gutted, and it was all I could do to keep from spilling everything I knew right then and there.

      “No! Please! Stop it! You’re hurting him!” I exclaimed as my voice grew hoarse.

      “Then, talk,” the man glowered.

      West looked over at me with pain rushing behind his eyes and he simply shook his head. The look in his eyes pleaded with me not to say anything. He practically begged me to keep my mouth shut. And I cared about the man so much that I was willing to endure watching him get beat all to hell just to protect the only people he considered family.

      So, I drew in a deep breath and prepared myself for the worst.

      “Go to hell,” I hissed.

      “As you wish,” the man murmured.

      Punch after punch landed against West’s body and I sobbed. I hung my head in shame because I couldn't watch as West gurgled on his own fucking blood. I tried to block out the sounds. I tried my best to stay strong. I tried to dig down deep into the mire of my soul where my own darkness lay.

      But the second he choked out my name, I couldn't stand it any longer.

      “Stop it!” I bellowed.

      Someone threaded their hand into my hair and tilted my head back.

      “Please, just stop hurting him,” I said breathlessly.

      The man tilted his head off to the side. “He means something to you, doesn’t he?”

      West gagged and vomited on himself before he spoke. “You leave her alone. Your issue is with me.”

      And that was when a disgusting smile crossed the accented man’s face. “Take her into the other room. I have plans for them.”

      “No!” West roared.

      The man holding onto my hair dragged me out of the room as I stumbled around on my legs. I watched over my shoulder as another guy clocked West in his gut, causing him to gasp for air. I reached out for him with my foot. I tried anything I possibly could to get closer to him. But, as the man dragged me out of the room—away from West as he clamored to try and get to me—he tossed me into a corner.

      Before cracking his knuckles as a wry chuckle fell from his lips.

      “Let’s have a bit of fun, shall we?” the man asked.
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      I had no idea how long the beating lasted. I had no idea how many punches had been landed or even how much blood I had lost. All I knew was that Chloe was no longer in sight, and the sheer fear that gripped my heart threatened to swallow me whole.

      “You want your woman safe?” a man hissed as my head got jerked back. “Then, start talking.”

      I knew my nose was broken, that much was for certain. I also knew that I’d be covered in bruises from head to toe if I made it out of this shit alive. I stared at the man snarling at me through my one good eye that hadn’t swollen shut yet, and all I could muster was a mouth full of spit before I peppered his face with it.

      And the kick to my gut that ensued left me breathless.

      “Dear God,” I choked out.

      “Really let her have it in there!” one of the guys called out.

      “No,” I tried to yell.

      But it simply came out as a breathless plea.

      “West!” Chloe yelped.

      The sound of skin against skin enraged me. Chloe’s sobs echoed off the walls, taunting me and mocking me as I sat there, completely helpless to save her. Another punch landed against my jaw, and I swear to hell on high if I took any other shots, my jaw would shatter.

      “Please, stop,” Chloe begged through her tears.

      “Leave him be. Let’s go check on his bitch,” one of the guys murmured.

      Yes, leave me alone so I can break out of these restraints and kill every last one of you fuckers.

      They shoved me over onto my side before they went into the room that housed Chloe. Her sobs blurred together, becoming an endless backdrop of hopelessness and sheer panic as I struggled to contract my muscles enough to sit back up. We had to get out of this. No one was coming for us. No one knew what had happened or where we were, and they had no way of tracking us down otherwise. The only relief I had was the fact that I still felt my gun in its holster on my hip. They’d been so damn focused on plucking us off the street that they had ignored the first rule of abduction.

      Always frisk the captive for weapons.

      “West!” Chloe shrieked.

      I grunted as I sat up. I leaned against the wall as I twisted my wrists, trying to find the leverage I needed to bust the zip tie from around my skin. But the more I moved, the deeper the plastic cut into my wrists. And if I wasn’t careful, I’d nick one of my major arteries and bleed out right there on the concrete floor.

      “I have to get to her,” I whispered to myself.

      “Tiffany! Nooooo!” I bellowed.

      I charged into the room, landing bullets and piercing temples as Tiff’s lifeless body fell to the floor. Blood red dripped over my vision as I unloaded both of my weapons into the men that surrounded her before ejecting both of the magazines. I slammed the guns against my hips, loading them with yet another magazine full of bullets. And every time someone stepped into my purview, they went down just like their fucking friends.

      “Tiff! Talk to me!” I exclaimed.

      When my guns clicked on empty, I dropped them and dove for her body. Blood poured from every orifice, and her gorgeous brown eyes stared back at me without their light.

      “Tiff, please. Talk to me,” I whispered.

      I patted her cheek. I shook her body. I picked her up into my arms and buried my face into the crook of her neck. She was still warm. So, she had to be alive, right?

      “West,” someone murmured.

      Someone tugged at me and I shrugged them off. “We have to wake her up. Tiffany, talk to me.”

      “West, we have to get out of here,” someone else said as they tried to take my hand.

      “Get the fuck off me!” I croaked.

      “I have to save her,” I growled to myself.

      I lunged my aching body forward until I had enough momentum to perch onto my knees. I picked up one leg that felt as if it had practically been broken and I heaved myself upright. I kept my grumbles to myself. I swallowed down groans of pain as I stood on both of my wobbling legs. The metal of my gun cheered me on, reminding me that I had the upper hand the instant I broke free from my bonds.

      And as I closed my eyes, I leaned my entire body forward and slammed my wrists against my ass.

      “Come on,” I whispered, “you’ve got this.”

      It took a few tries, but once I finally hit it in the right spot the force of the bang against my ass broke the zip tie free. I mean, who the hell used zip ties anymore, anyway? They were so old school, and for good reason. If you wanted to keep someone bound, you handcuffed them, because outside of picking the damn lock there wasn’t a fucking thing they could do about it.

      Whereas plastic broke like porcelain if you found its weak point of tension.

      “Thank fuck,” I muttered.

      The plastic fell to the ground and I drew in a deep breath. But a resounding crack before Chloe’s crying started back up pulled me from my trance. Even with the blood dripping down into my palms, the cuts weren’t deep enough to warrant anything emergent. So, I pulled my gun from its holster and checked to make sure the magazine was full.

      “One bullet for each of you. Fucking grand,” I hissed.

      “Hey. You. Go check on the asshole in there. See if he’s ready to talk,” someone commanded.

      Chloe groaned and gagged in pain as a grin crossed my face.

      Yes, come check on me. I dare you to.

      And the second that man stepped into the room, a shocked look crossed his face.

      Before I raised my gun and put a bullet right between that motherfucker’s eyes.
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      “Are you sure you don’t want to talk, pretty lady?” the man with the thick accent asked.

      I panted for air as blood trickled down my chin. “Over my dead fucking body.”

      He snapped his fingers. “Again.”

      My eyes widened. “No, no, no. West!!!”

      One of the men wrapped their hand around my neck, cutting off my ability to cry out for him. And when a fist connected with my jaw, I yelped in pain. They shoved me over onto my side, allowing the blood from my lip to drip onto the floor. As I tried catching my breath, someone gripped my hair tightly.

      Before pulling me upright once more.

      “Are you sure?” the man asked.

      I caught my breath before I responded. “I’d rather die than tell you anything.”

      The man grinned. “Even if we go after your family? Maybe bring them here for a little one-on-one?”

      I scoffed. “Joke’s on you. I don’t have any family.”

      He leaned back in his chair, spreading his legs wide. “So, Lexi and Natasha mean nothing to you? I’m sure that’ll break their hearts to know.”

      I snarled. “They’re both safe in a place where you’ll never find them. I hope all of you burn in hell. West! West, please!”

      Someone cracked the back of their hand against my temple out of nowhere and it swirled my vision. My head fell against the wall and I closed my eyes as another blow to the outside of my thigh took place. I curled up in pain, sobbing into my knees while my ribs cried out for mercy. I hadn’t even healed fully from the last beating I had taken.

      My God, they’re actually going to kill me.

      “Maybe if you don’t care about their life, you’ll care about your own,” the man hissed.

      I picked my head up and sighed. “Now, that threat is pointless. I don’t know what kind of information you want, but I don’t have any. I have no life worth living. I have no point except to be used by others. You kill me? You’ll just be doing me—and this world—a favor at this point.”

      I hated how truthful the words felt. All my life, I’d been used for other people’s amusement. Other people’s needs. Other people’s whims. I mean, I loved Lexi with all my soul, but I knew the reason why she kept me so close was to help out with Natty. And don’t get me wrong, I loved my niece. I loved hanging out with her and spending time with her. But I couldn't remember the last time that I wasn’t the one to drag Lexi out of the house for a girl’s night.

      Hell, I couldn't remember the last time anyone had done anything with me without me having to initiate it first.

      “Where is the clubhouse?” the man asked as he rolled his chair closer.

      I sighed. “Everywhere and nowhere.”

      He bent down to get into my face and his breath was damn near a weapon of destruction of its own. “You’ve got one more chance to tell me where the fuck it is before we put a bullet in your little fucktoy out there.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You really overestimate what I know about that club. You want to know how long I’ve known that man out there? Two weeks. I’ve known about this club for two weeks. I don’t know where shit is, or what shit is. Hell, I’m not sure I could even tell you what their emblem looks like on their leather cuts. I don’t. Know. Shit. I was just stolen away and taken there without any regard for what I wanted with my own life. All you did was steal away someone who’s already been stolen.”

      And that time, I braced for the impact of the man’s hand across my face.

      “Pathetic little bitch,” he growled as he stood up. “You’re weak and pathetic. Nothing but a toy for others. I should’ve known you were useless.”

      He snapped his fingers and someone wrapped their hand around my throat. I yelped out in pain before he closed off my ability to speak and my eyes widened. Jesus Christ, they were really going to kill me. This man was going to strangle me to death before tossing my body into a ditch somewhere.

      I’m so sorry, West. I tried my best.

      “Hey. You,” the accented man said, “go check on the asshole in there. See if he’s ready to talk,” someone commanded.

      I gagged in pain as the man’s hand from around my neck released me. I heaved for air and leaned off to the side, trying not to throw up on myself as my nausea stirred. And as the man marched out of the room, the sound of a gunshot quickly followed.

      Before I heard something hard drop to the ground.

      “West! Nooooo!” I shrieked.

      I knew he was dead. I just knew that man had shot and killed him. My sobs filled the room as tears streaked the open wounds against my cheekbones. I cried out for him. I begged him to still be alive. And as gunfire continued to rain down, thuds kept sounding against the concrete floor.

      Before someone softly gripped my chin.

      “Chloe, look at me.”

      West’s voice hit my ears and my eyes snapped up to him. “You’re—you’re alive. West!”

      He placed his finger to his lips. “I’m out of ammo. We have to get out of here. Now.”

      I shook my head. “How did you get out of—”

      “Bend forward and let me get you out of these first.”

      I did as he asked, and soon my hands were free. I rubbed my wrists as he offered me his hand, but it took me a second before I knew I could get up. I slid my palm against his and he pulled me upright, holding me close as I teetered. The world tilted around me before I closed my eyes, and when I opened them I found myself gazing up into my savior’s face.

      “West, you’re hurt,” I whimpered softly.

      He ran his thumb just below a gash on my cheek. “I’m going to kill every single person that laid a hand on you. Everyone who’s ever hurt you. Who’s ever taken advantage of you. I’m so sorry that I got you into this.”

      Tears dripped down my face. “Let’s just get out of here. I want to go back to the clubhouse.”

      I studied his black, swollen eye and his busted nose. It was swollen, and cock-eyed. Most certainly broken. My hand slid down his torso and he flinched at my touch, which told me he had damage to his ribs just like I did. And as I watched blood drip from his lower lip, I sank against his body.

      Before he kissed the top of my head.

      “We need to go. Come with me,” he murmured.

      He took my hand and started out of the room, and I did my best to keep up with him. They had battered my right thigh and it hurt to walk on it, but I also didn’t have a choice. If we were going to get out of this place alive, we had to move, and quickly. But, when we walked into the room where we had both been in the first place, I saw the ground littered with bodies.

      A picture I knew I’d never get out of my head.

      “West?” I asked.

      “We don't have time,” he said as he tugged me closer to the door.

      “West, we don’t have a way to get away.”

      He paused. “We need to find those van keys. Look in their pockets.”

      I blinked. “You want me to search a dead man’s pockets?”

      He furrowed his brow. “You got any better ideas?”

      My gaze dropped to the body at my feet. “I’ll start here.”

      Sliding my hand into the man’s pocket made me want to puke. I’d never seen a dead body before, much less seven of them, and the smell of their metallic blood made my stomach churn. I swallowed the bile down, refusing to give into the weakness that flooded my body every time I panicked. I couldn’t keep living my life like that. I had to grow a backbone. I had to be strong.

      Especially if this was the life I’d lead with West, should he have me.

      “Not over here. You got anything?” he asked.

      I shook my head as I moved to another body. “I’m working on it, but so far, no.”

      We searched every single body and came up empty-handed.

      “Fucking hell,” West growled.

      I shook my head. “Maybe they store the keys on top of the tires of the van.”

      He paused. “You stay here. I’m going outside to check.”

      “Oh, hell no. If you’re leaving, I’m leaving. We do this together or not at all.”

      He whipped around and glared at me. “Now is not the time to fight for control. Stay here. If they’ve got watchmen out there—”

      “Those guys would’ve come in the second they heard gunfire. There’s no one else here but us.”

      His eye twitched. “Stay behind me, all right?”

      I nodded. “Done.”

      We crept toward the door as his words filled my ears. “I was so worried when they dragged you into that room. I thought they were going t—”

      I placed my hand on his back. “I’m right here. I’m still breathing. I’m fine, okay?”

      He sighed as his hand fell to the doorknob of the door they had dragged us through. “I’m so sorry for all of this.”

      I rubbed his back. “Even if they did kill me, so long as you make it back—”

      He spun around and cupped my cheeks. “You have to make it back. There’s no other option.”

      My eyes danced between his. “Why? Why is there no other option?”

      His gaze filled with sorrow. “Because I can’t bear to lose you, that’s why. I can’t go through that pain again, all right?”

      Again? What does he mean by that?

      “Come on, we’re wasting time,” he said as he took my hand.

      Just as quickly as the moment had popped up, it dissipated. He grabbed my hand and eased the door open before we dashed out into the sunlight. Thunder rumbled off in the distance. Dark clouds threatened to head in our direction. And as lightning flashed across the daytime sky, we couldn’t find the black van that had temporarily been our prison.

      “What the fuck?” West hissed.

      “Let’s check around back. Maybe they’ve got it out of sight,” I said.

      With our hands intertwined and our fingers laced, we moved as quickly as we could. We stumbled around to the back of the abandoned building we had been tossed into, but the second we got there we saw nothing but patchy, brown grass.

      “It has to be here. I didn’t hear it drive off,” he said breathlessly.

      My eyes scanned the abandoned buildings around us. “Where are we?”

      West raked his free hand through his hair. “Probably one of the old business districts that got abandoned. There are multitudes of them in California.”

      “Question.”

      “Yeah?”

      I drew in a deep, solid breath for the first time since leaving the clubhouse. “What are the chances that someone drove away with the van to bring more people back here?”

      And as my question settled between us, West started sprinting. “We have to get back inside.”

      I tripped over myself behind him. “Wait, what?”

      He tugged me back toward the front of the building. “If you’re right—if more people are coming—then we have to act like we’re still tied up. It’ll be the only way to get the jump on them.”

      “But we have no idea if that’s the truth. The van could be down one of the alleyways!”

      He ripped the door back open. “Keep quiet and follow my lead. Can you do that?”

      And that was when an engine revved off in the distance. “Yes, I can do that.”

      Worry filled his gaze. “Good. Now, let’s get inside and act like we’re still tied up. You get back into your room and I’ll—”

      “I don’t want to be alone. West, please don’t—”

      He pulled me back into the darkened warehouse as the engine crept closer. “You’re so much stronger than you realize, Chloe.”

      I swallowed hard. “I’m really not.”

      The door closed effortlessly as West cupped my cheeks once more. “You’ve got this, one hundred percent. Get back into your room and act like you’re tied up, because they might know that I’m loose with a gun, but they don’t know you’re loose.”

      “Wh-wh-wh-what—what are you doing t—”

      But he shoved me toward the room. “Go and stop asking fucking questions, you stubborn woman!”

      And as fear unlike anything I had ever experienced gripped my heart, I rushed back into the room. I looked around for anything that could be used as a weapon and found some broken shards of glass. I picked up the biggest one and held it tightly in my dominant hand. I tried jabbing it in the air a few times, making sure I had the best grip possible on it.

      Then, I went back to my corner and sat down with my hands behind my back.

      Hoping and praying that the engine creeping closer to us would simply pass us by.
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      I held my breath as the engine crept closer. I listened as it came around the back of the building and once it passed from my left ear to my right, I relaxed a little bit. Maybe it was just a passenger car that got turned around. Maybe it was some kids joyriding in their parent’s van and dicking off like all teenagers did.

      However, once the van swung around to the front of the building, Chloe whimpered.

      “Don’t show fear,” I called out softly.

      “Easy for you to say,” she mumbled.

      I heard her shifting around and I prayed with all of my might that they came at me. After all, I was the one sitting against the wall that faced the door in the first place. Maybe they’d zone in on me and forget all about the fact that Chloe was in the other room. My eyes darted around, searching for hallways and exits. I laid my eyes on my gun on the floor that I hadn’t snatched up. Fucking hell. Of course, I’d leave it laying out there.

      I scrambled to get to it and I holstered the gun on my hip.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” Chloe hissed.

      I shook my head quickly. “They’re going to know what happened the second they see these bodies. We’re sitting ducks.”

      She peeked her head around the corner as the engine turned off. “Got any bright ideas, then?”

      And that was when the front door burst open. “I think I have a few ideas of my own, yes.”

      I didn’t recognize his voice or his face, but the way he stood and the way his men followed him around like drugged-up puppy dogs told me who had just entered. Chloe rushed to me, gripping my leather jacket from behind and pressing herself to my back. I wrapped my arms back around her. I cloaked her with my body, hoping that I could provide enough shielding to keep her out of harm’s way.

      However, the second she slid something smooth and cold between my jeans and my back, I thanked my lucky fucking stars that I had fallen for a woman so god damn intelligent.

      You found glass. Way to go, Chlo.

      The man with the slicked-back black hair and olive skin donned a suit a size and a half too large for him. He looked like a fucking bank broker or some shit. Like an asshat on Wall Street that had just made his first million. When he smiled, his teeth glistened in the measly amount of light filtering through the shattered windows around us. He didn’t even try to hide the two guns he had on both of his hips.

      And as he stood in front of us, the putrid smell of his aftershave made me wrinkle my nose.

      “What’s your name, son?”

      I shook my head. “Don’t call me ‘son.’”

      He slid off his suit jacket and rolled up his sleeves. “West, correct?”

      I stared him down while he rubbed his hands together.

      “Didn’t your mother ever teach you that it’s impolite to stare?” he asked.

      “What the hell do you want?” I asked.

      He slid his hands into his pockets. “Well, that’s pretty simple, isn’t it? Pretty…obvious?”

      He tried peeking around behind me, but I moved with his gaze while Chloe clung to my leather jacket with both of her hands.

      “I want the Lost Boys to no longer exist, of course,” Carlos said.

      I snickered. “Good luck.”

      He nodded. “Yes, yes. I suppose I need it. You guys have been a thorn in my side for much longer than I had anticipated. So, it seems the only way to stop all of this nonsense is to take you out, one by one.”

      “West,” Chloe whispered.

      “Every. Last. One of you,” Carlos warned as his eyes fell to Chloe’s shadow.

      “Leave her out of this,” I growled, “or you’re going to regret it.”

      He held his arms out. “And here I thought we were having a pleasant conversation.”

      “You’ll never take out the club. We’re much too smart for that.”

      Carlos barked with laughter. “Yes, well, your club has been very difficult to find. But now that I have you, I hope to get the information I seek.”

      “And what information is that?”

      “Don’t hurt him, please,” Chloe said.

      “What the hell are you—get back here,” I grumbled.

      But she slipped in front of me and held her arms out, as if her five-foot-six stature could somehow hide my mounting six-foot-two stature.

      Carlos grinned. “Now, we’re getting somewhere. Hello, beautiful. My name is Carlos Bande—”

      “I know who you are,” Chloe said flatly.

      He clasped his hands in front of his body. “And you must be Chloe. Best friend to Lexi. Auntie to Natasha. Discarded by Dean…or do you call him ‘Frost’ now…once he reunited his family.”

      Chloe stuck to her guns, though. “You won’t get the information from us that you seek. That much has already been proven. So, you can either take us out or take us back. Those are your only two options.”

      The smile that crawled across that man’s face was disgusting. “Wow, you really are a spitfire, aren’t you?”

      And to my shock, Chloe sucked back the biggest wad of snot I’d ever heard, worked it to the front of her mouth, and spat it at the man’s feet.

      Before anger washed over Carlos’ face. “You do know these shoes are new, right?”

      I watched in horror as he removed a handkerchief from his pocket and bent down to wipe off his suede shoes. The mark from Chloe’s spit sat there, glaring like a deer in fucking headlights. While he was distracted, I slowly reached for the shard of glass she had slid against my skin. I knew this man was about to come after her. I knew he was about to double down and pull some bullshit.

      And when Carlos rose back up, he focused his glare on Chloe. “That really isn’t the way a lady should act. Especially one as beautiful as yourself.”

      She scoffed. “Yeah, well, my foster parents weren’t exactly accommodating.”

      His eyes worked their way down her body, inch by inch. “So, no one would miss you. That’s a plus as well. Boys, what do you think? You think she’d be fit for Mr. Nurembacher? Because I think she’s right up his alley. He’s been looking for a new business venture. He might be willing to invest in her.”

      I gripped the glass and softly pulled it out. I kept my movement as small as possible so as to not startle the men who had us one-upped with guns strapped to every part of their body. If they were going to kill us, I’d take a couple of them down with me. But the second Carlos started analyzing Chloe like that, I knew what his plan was.

      He wanted to kill me and sell her into the flesh-buying business.

      “Some men would pay large amounts of money for a woman like you,” Carlos glowered.

      And that was when he turned his attention back to me. “Thank you for bringing such a valuable asset to me. I’ll make sure your death is quick because of it.”

      Then, he turned on the balls of his feet and walked back toward the front door. Leaving us alone in our unrestrained state. He snapped his fingers as he stood in the doorway of the open front door and his men rushed up beside him. He peeked over his shoulder and tossed us a playful wink. The mere fact that he hadn’t tied us up again told me that he had reinforcements for blocks should we have wanted to escape.

      The knot of worry in my stomach grew bigger, infiltrating my chest as my heart rate skyrocketed into the heavens. And the second Carlos closed the door behind him, I swallowed hard.

      Before I whipped around and cupped her cheek with my free hand.

      “We have to get out of here, Chloe, and we have to do it now. Follow my lead, don’t ask questions, and whatever you do… don’t deviate from the plan. It’ll get you killed otherwise.”
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      I shook my head as he cupped my cheek, but the second he did his warmth made me nuzzle against his skin. I was afraid that I’d never feel his touch again. That I’d never have his body seated against mine in pleasurable silence. I cupped the back of his hand, keeping it there for a few more seconds as his words dawned upon my mind.

      And when they did, my gaze found his. “How the hell are we going to get out of here? What’s your plan?”

      He grinned. “Let’s test just how valuable you are to them. Can you fake passing out?”

      I blinked. “I can certainly do my best. You still have that piece of glass?”

      He kissed my forehead. “Get one for yourself and store it away somewhere safe. Somewhere that it won’t hurt you when you collapse. And once you do, I’ll yell for them. All right?”

      “Why didn’t they tie us back up? Is that something I should be worried about?”

      His gaze searched my own. “One step at a time, okay?”

      “So, I should be worried. Got it. Should I do anything else after I pass out?”

      “Act as sick as possible. I’ll handle the rest. Now, go. Get yourself a shard of glass, and then hit the deck.”

      I took a small step away from him. “Are you sure this is going to work? Because I don’t think—”

      He pushed me softly toward the glass on the floor in the room where they’d had me tied up. “It has to work, we don’t have any other choice. No one knows to come looking for us, so we’re on our own. Now, go. I’m serious. Stop asking all those fucking questions and just do what I’m telling you.”

      I swallowed down the other questions I had and scooped up the second-largest shard of glass I could find. I thought about sliding it into the hem of my jeans, but I opted to put it in my sock instead. Less risk for major punctures and if I was on my side after “fainting,” I could get to it easier than something behind my back.

      And after I tucked it away, I nodded toward West before I rolled my eyes into the back of my head.

      Then, I collapsed my legs.

      “Chloe! No!” West exclaimed.

      He rushed to me and scooped me into his arms. “Chloe, wake up. Somebody help me, please!”

      The front door slammed open before heavy footsteps fell quickly toward us.

      “What the fuck are you yelling about?” a man asked.

      West panicked over me. “She’s—she’s out cold. I can’t—Chloe, wake the fuck up!”

      He shook my body softly and I kept my eyes closed and my body as limp as possible. I just prayed to any God that might’ve had mercy on us at that moment that it worked.

      That whatever West’s plan was worked in our favor.

      “Hey!” the man roared next to my ear.

      It took all I had not to flinch before West pulled me close against him. “She needs help. We need to get her to a hospital!”

      A couple of men laughed in the distance while the other one who checked on me scoffed. “Yeah, not happening. Call me when she wakes up.”

      West laid my body on the ground and hissed at the man, standing to his feet. “You want to tell your boss that the woman he’s keeping for high-paying clients passed out on your watch and you didn’t do anything to help her out? How the fuck do you think that’s going to roll over with him? You think he’s going to be happy if she chokes on her own vomit or something and dies?”

      I had no idea what the hell the guard looked like at that moment, but I would’ve given anything to have seen his face. The entire world seemed to fall silent at West’s accusation, and as I laid there—trying to stay in my trance— someone kneeled down to me.

      “I’m going to check her pulse,” the man said.

      I let out all of the breath in my lungs and waited until they cried out for mercy. It forced my pulse up, my heart pounding in my chest. Slowly, I let air in, just as the man’s fingers touched down against my neck.

      And the second he felt my heartbeat raging out of control, he leapt back up. “Her pulse is high, amigos! She needs a doc—what the fuck?!”

      Everything happened so quickly that I almost didn’t register anything. One minute, the man was checking my pulse, and the next minute West growled at him to get off me. A gunshot popped off and the man cried out before a door burst open somewhere, and as I curled up into a ball, I did my best not to scream as I reached for the glass shard against my ankle.

      “And you,” West grumbled, “and you. And you, you, you, and you.”

      Every time he said the word “you”, a gunshot popped off. I managed to open my eyes and saw a pair of lifeless ones looking back at me and I shrieked. I couldn’t help it. I scrambled to my feet and held the shard of glass over my head. It threatened to slice my hand open the harder I gripped it, but I didn’t even care. Heavy footfalls sounded before there were even heavier thuds against the floor. I watched in horror as West reloaded the gun he had gotten from…somewhere.

      It wasn’t until I looked down at the dead man at my feet that I realized his gun holster was empty.

      Take one for yourself. You need it.

      My eyes darted around before I found another body close to me. I dropped the glass and scrambled to the man’s side before I slid both guns out of the holsters on his hips. I grimaced as I checked his pockets, finding two sleeves—magazines?—of ammunition that I assumed went to both of the guns I held in my hand.

      Before West snatched one from my grasp.

      “Come on, we need to gather up all we can before another wave of them comes,” he said quickly.

      He gripped my arm, pulling me up from the floor. I stumbled a bit before I got my feet beneath me, then the two of us got to work. We stripped the dead men of everything they had on them, everything from knives to guns to ammunition to fucking pepper spray.

      “Bingo,” West murmured as he pulled a set of handcuffs off someone.

      “We’re clean over here,” I said, trying to force back my tears.

      “Same here,” West said as he checked all of the guns he had for bullets.

      At least, that was what I thought he was doing.

      “What now?” I asked breathlessly as I stood to my feet.

      He strode over and padded my pockets. Lining my bra. He shoved guns and weapons into every orifice I could stand, loading me down with cold metal that sat against my skin. He shoved magazines for my guns into my back pockets. He showed me quickly how to eject them and shove in a new one. And after he cocked his own guns, he took my hand.

      “We need to get the fuck out of here, that’s what we need to do,” he said curtly.

      With more footsteps falling outside, we started down the first thing we saw, which was a hallway. We came to a set of steps and West put his shoulder into the door, crashing it open before we started up the steps. I tried to stay as silent as possible, but I wasn’t in nearly the kind of shape I needed to be for something like this. I huffed and puffed, and at one point in time, I had to stop and catch my breath.

      “You stay here,” West said, barely panting, “I’m going to go check out some of these rooms. I mean, there’s fucking carpet up here. We have to be somewhere with some sort of connection.”

      I gave him a thumbs up before I straightened my back, locking my fingers behind my head. Men rushed around two floors beneath us and I closed my eyes, allowing myself the smallest moment to process what the fuck was happening. I’d never be the same after this. I’d never sleep easy, rest easy, or go fucking grocery shopping without looking over my damn shoulder. My life, as I knew it, had completely changed.

      And I didn’t know what to do with that information.

      “You need to come with me. Now,” West glowered.

      He took my hand and tugged me down the hallway as if I were some sort of rag doll. But I followed him. It seemed that he’d drag me everywhere so long as it kept me safe, so I assumed this was all part of the plan. We stormed down the hallway while Carlos himself barked orders beneath us. Footsteps came up a set of stairs before the men were only one floor below us, and I had to swallow the bile working its way up the back of my throat.

      However, once West pulled me into a room at the end of the hallway, my jaw dropped.

      “There’s a computer in here?” I asked.

      West walked over and toggled the mouse. “It’s fucking hooked up, too.”

      I cracked my knuckles before I reached for the charm of my necklace. “Don’t mind if I do.”

      “I figured that if we—what are you doing?”

      I uncapped the unassuming charm around my neck and revealed the end of a USB drive. “Give me ten minutes. That’s all I’m going to need, all right?”

      He kissed my temple with a smack. “You’re a fucking miracle on legs. I’ll get you your ten minutes. Just get everything you can off this damned thing.”

      And as he strode out of the room, closing the door behind him, I set one of my cocked guns right beside my hand before I hacked around the password on the screen.

      Just in case I needed to grab it and pop a few shots off into someone barreling through the god damn door.
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      The second I closed the door behind me, I silenced my footsteps. They knew we had gone up, and I used that to my advantage. I couldn't hear the sound of Chloe’s fingers clacking against the keyboard, so I knew they wouldn't be able to hear it below us. So, I rushed as quickly as I could while keeping silent and turned on a couple of lights I found in some of the abandoned office rooms.

      We’re in an abandoned office building. Wonderful.

      Men ran around beneath me while Carlos barked orders in Spanish. I found a couple of desks to rummage through and found some pens that I knew could be used in a pinch for a plethora of things. I stuffed my pockets full with anything I could find that I figured might be useful, and as I made my way back to Chloe, the men came up the other set of stairs.

      I practically lunged for Chloe’s office door and ripped it open.

      “Chloe, we have t—”

      “Fuck you!” she exclaimed.

      She grabbed her gun so god damn quickly that I ended up pivoting back into the hallway. Thankfully, however, she didn’t shoot. I peeked my eyes around the frame of the door and found her eyes wide. Her face pale. Her stance crooked. She was scared out of her fucking mind, but she held that gun with all of the confidence in the world.

      “It’s just me,” I said breathlessly. “You almost done?”

      She groaned as she lowered her weapon. “Almost. Got ninety-eight percent downloaded.”

      “Check every fucking room,” Carlos growled as a door opened in the hallway next to us.

      “Come on, Chlo,” I murmured.

      She ripped the USB drive out of the computer tower. “Got it. Let’s go.”

      She capped the charm on her necklace and I swear to hell on high, I almost told her I loved her right then and there. She scooped her gun off the table and I ushered her out into the hallway, pushing her toward the nearest set of steps. I kept my lips buttoned, providing her a model for just how quiet we needed to be with all of shit.

      And as we made our way down the steps, the men above us ran around like chickens with their heads cut off.

      “Boss! We got a problem in here!”

      “They found the computer,” Chloe whispered.

      I didn’t stop moving until we were on the main floor of the abandoned building. “Let’s go find ourselves a vehicle to hotwire. Come on. There’s a back exit over here.”

      “What is there are—”

      I groaned. “Would you just shut up and come on, please?”

      Believe it or not, we got out of that building without having to pop off one single shot. I shoved my shoulder into the emergency exit door and the alarm sounded, and I winced at how loud it was. Carlos screamed over it, footsteps moving as quickly as they could. And with my head on a swivel, I found a shadow that didn’t quite look like all the others.

      “There, you see it?” I asked as I pointed off to our left.

      “The alleyway? Yeah, I see it,” Chloe said breathlessly.

      “There’s a car. Let’s go.”

      Without question or hesitation, she ran in front of me. We sprinted toward the shadow that was just a bit thicker than the rest of the shadows around us and the two-door car that greeted us made my heart skip a beat. Something with some kick, thank fucking God.

      “Are we really this lucky?” I murmured as I reached for the driver’s side door.

      And when the door opened effortlessly for me, I knew there was a God.

      “Yes,” Chloe hissed.

      We dropped onto the buttery leather seats and I knew whose car this was. It had to be Carlos’ vehicle. It simply had to be. It was much too nice and much too souped up to be the car of someone that worked for him. I ripped out the plate beneath the steering wheel and used one of the pens as leverage to break them away from the main circuit board. I stripped a couple of the wires and twisted them together, and after that it was simply a matter of luck.

      “Come on,” I grumbled as I touched a third wire to the two I had already tied together.

      And after a few clicks, the car came to live.

      “Yes!” Chloe exclaimed. “Holy fucking hell, that was hot, West!”

      I barked with laughter. “Hold onto your tits, Chloe. We’re busting out of this joint.”

      I threw the car into gear and slammed on the gas. We peeled out of the alleyway while shadows rushed around behind the cracked and shattered windows of that fucking abandoned building. I kept checking my mirrors, making sure none of those asshats followed us back to the warehouse. And while I didn’t see anyone, I knew it was only a matter of time before they caught up with us.

      So, I wasted no time in speeding all the way back.

      “God, I never thought I’d be so happy to see this place,” Chloe whispered.

      I skidded to a stop right in front of the door to the warehouse. It burst open and Stone stormed out with Texas and the rest of the guys hot on his heels. They surrounded the blacked-out sports car. Chloe instinctively took my hand as I threw the car into park and cut the engine.

      And the second we stepped out, Stone laid into us.

      “You fucking two have a lot of god damn nerve—”

      The second he saw the injuries on my face, he studied Chloe, who had gotten out right in front of him. His head tilted off to the side before his eyes darkened, and his gaze locked with my own.

      “Notch, go get the girls. These two need to be checked out,” Stone commanded.

      I’d never seen Notch move quicker in all his fucking life.

      Utter chaos erupted as they ushered us inside. We both sat down at the kitchen table and Chloe refused to release my hand while they stitched up our wounds and iced our bruises. They gave us a thorough examination, even going so far as to test how badly our ribs and muscles were bruised.

      And after Notch gave both of us the all-clear, Stone pulled up a chair.

      “Start from the beginning and tell me everything that happened,” he said flatly.

      Chloe cleared her throat. “Well, I had to leave to go do something that was sort of in the works before all of this happened, and when I met with—”

      I still wasn’t comfortable telling Stone everything, so I interjected. “She had a project for work. She couldn’t get off the project, so she had to go into town and turn some stuff in so she didn’t lose her job. I followed her to make sure she was okay, and we were jumped by the cartel.”

      Stone’s eyes didn’t waver from Chloe’s face. “How did they take you?”

      Chloe sighed. “We were tossed into the back of a van. At least, I think it was a van. Then, they took us to some abandoned office building somewhere and beat on us for information.”

      His eyes finally panned over to mine. “How did you guys get away?”

      I sighed. “How the hell do we always get away? I killed some of them, took their weapons, and we hotwired a car to get back here.”

      He stood to his feet. “The three of us need to talk more in private. If you guys could follow—”

      I looked over at Chloe and watched as her eyes drooped. The girl was so damned tired that her head started to bob. I walked over to her and scooped her into my arms. She curled instinctively into me, gripping the throat hem of my shirt so hard that I wasn’t sure I’d get her let go.

      “Can we talk tomorrow? The both of us need some rest,” I said.

      Stone blinked. “I know the two of you are lying to me. I’m not sure about what, but I know you’re hiding something. And if you think for one second that your lies are going to help us at all, you’re sorely mistaken. So, heed my warning: if the two of you leave without permission again, both of you will be tossed out onto your asses.”

      “Stone,” Texas said.

      The man held his hand up. “I have to protect the masses. I charged you with protecting her. And if those two missions don’t coincide, it’ll be nothing but a numbers game. Got it?”

      I swallowed down the sheer fury working its way up my throat. “Yeah. Got it.”

      “Good. We’ll talk tomorrow, first thing.”

      I stared him down for a few more seconds before I carried her through the hallway. Everyone’s eyes were on us as I hobbled, trying my best to keep my muscles moving when all they wanted to do was collapse. I took her straight into my room before I kicked the door closed. I used my elbow to throw the lock, then I walked over and laid Chloe gingerly on the side of the bed that I never occupied.

      “What did you mean when you said you couldn’t lose me again?” she asked softly.

      I slid her shoes off and perched on the edge of the bed. “What was that, beautiful?”

      She turned onto her back. “That’s what you said. You said something like, ‘I can’t do this again.’ Or, ‘I can’t lose her again.’ Or, something like that. What did you mean?”

      I knew exactly the moment she was talking about; I simply hoped that she had forgotten all about it. But, now that she had posed the question, after everything she had been through with the club I felt that she deserved at least an honest answer.

      So, I drew in a deep breath. “I used to belong to another crew. You know, before I pledged this one.”

      She pushed herself up a bit, her gaze holding mine. “Was there another woman, too?”

      I nodded slowly. “Tiffany. The first woman I ever really loved. I met her at a bar one night. Supposed to be just a one-night stand. But when I found out that she was the girlfriend of one of the prominent gang leaders in our area, shit sort of hit the fan.”

      “I can only imagine.”

      I took her hand in mine. “He was abusive, her boyfriend at the time. And when I figured that out, all I wanted to do was kill him. All I wanted was to help her get out of that life so that we could have a life of our own. And I tried. I really did. But when her boyfriend found out—”

      A knot crept into my throat and it took a while for me to swallow it down.

      “West, if you don’t—”

      I brought her hand to my lips to kiss. “He killed her, Chloe. I was running down the hallway, taking out men left and right. She was right there, in the kitchen, tied to a chair. The next thing I knew, I rounded the corner and he just… shot her. In the head. Right there, like she meant nothing.”

      “Oh, West,” she whispered as she crawled out from beneath the covers.

      I blinked back tears. “I couldn’t relive that again. I couldn’t lose you the way I lost her. It almost killed me, Chlo. It almost killed me holding her lifeless body while her brain matter seeped out onto the floor.”

      “Come here,” she said softly as she wrapped herself around me, “I gotcha. It’s okay. I’m right here, handsome.”

      My lower lip quivered as I clung tightly to her. “I almost had her, Chlo. And I couldn’t lose you. I can’t lose you. I just can’t. It was all my fault that she died. Completely my fault. And I just—”

      She peppered my face with kisses. “It wasn’t your fault, West. It was never your fault. You’re not the one that put the gun to her head, do you hear me? You’re not the one that killed her. That was his fault, West. Look at me.”

      I forced my watery gaze to hers. “It’s my fault you’re hurt.”

      She looked deeply into my eyes. “You’re not the one that hit me. You’re not the one that beat on me. And you’re never going to lose me because I’m not leaving your side again. Where I go, you go, and vice versa. Got it?”

      And before I could even think about pulling her body against my own, she did it for me.

      Crashing our lips together as I quickly placed her onto her back.
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      Our tongues melded together as he laid me down against the bed. Our bodies tangled themselves up with clothes dropping to the floor in the span of mere heartbeats. His lips slid down my neck, nibbling along my pulse point and puckering my tits as my legs spread for him. His girth fell between my pussy lips, the heat of his body overwhelming me.

      And as he effortlessly slid into my body, my back arched.

      “Fucking hell, West. I love it when you’re this close,” I groaned.

      I wrapped my arms and legs around him as he slowly slid in and out of my body. My walls wet themselves for him, ushering him inside every time he thrusted forward. I gasped against his ear. I nibbled along the shell of it as we scrambled to get to the middle of the bed. He held onto me so tightly that I wasn’t sure where my body ended as he began.

      I wanted to make love to him until I passed out from sheer exhaustion.

      “Oh, Chloe,” he growled.

      “Yes,” I whispered.

      “Fucking hell,” he grumbled.

      I raked my nails down his back. “Oh, fuck. Right there. Right there. Just like that. Don’t do anything else.”

      He steadied his movements, even as his entire body shivered with a need for release. My eyes rolled back as my juices dripped down my ass crack. I’d never felt such electricity jolt me awake in all my life. I’d never wanted to make love to anyone more than him in my entire life.

      “I love you. I love you. Oh, good God. I’m coming. West. Holy fuck. I love you so much.”

      I spit out the words effortlessly and endlessly, and I didn’t care if they got me into trouble. I didn’t care if I lost him over them. Somehow, some way, I had fallen in love with the man, and I wanted to proclaim it out to the rest of the world. I unraveled against him, shaking and trembling while my pussy milked his cock for all it had. And as he bit into the excess of my breasts, he exploded within me.

      Marking me as his own.

      “Jesus Christ,” I said breathlessly.

      He fell off to the side without another word spoken and pulled me close. He hadn’t repeated the words back to me, no, but he sure as hell wrapped me up in his embrace. I slid back toward him until my ass seated itself against his wet dick. I tucked my leg between his, feeling him clamp down onto it before he pulled the covers over us.

      And as my eyes fluttered closed for some much-needed rest, he pressed soft, open-mouthed kisses to my bare shoulder.

      While his fingertips traced mindless circles against my hip.

      I didn’t have a single nightmare that evening, but I did, however, wake up before West. His endless snores pulled me from the darkness, and even though I tried to get back to sleep, I knew I’d never be able to. I shifted around in his grip and watched him roll over. He pulled the covers up to his chin and I rubbed his back, feeling him relax beneath my touch.

      And when I knew he was sound asleep once more, I turned my sights toward my necklace that always hung around my neck.

      “Time to see what’s up,” I whispered.

      I slid out of bed and threw my clothes on, not caring that I smelled like sex and debaucherous deeds. I needed to get to the media room and figure out what in the fuck was on this thumb drive. I had downloaded everything, yeah, but that didn’t mean that I knew what the hell was on it.

      I stayed as quiet as possible so that everyone could sleep. But the second I jammed that USB drive into the laptop sitting at one of the four desks in the media room, I lost myself in the sheer amount of files that popped up for me to devour.

      “Why the hell are they password-protected?” I murmured.

      It took me a while to go through, since I had to unlock just about every damn file with a different password. How the hell did Carlos remember all of these fucking things? I didn’t pay it much mind, though. We had the information, and I knew that if I could get it unlocked that I might be able to win Stone back over to my side.

      Until I unlocked a folder that housed a file entitled “Chad Baker.”

      No fucking way.

      I clicked the file open so quickly that I almost fucking deleted it, and the sheer amount of files that popped up swirled my head. There were emails, and pictures of text messages. Communications back and forth between my handler—well, former handler—and none other than Carlos Banderas himself.

      And when I came across the one damning piece of evidence I needed, I picked up the laptop and rushed back down the hallway.

      “West!” I hissed as I charged through his bedroom door.

      He continued snoring, even as I jumped onto the bed.

      “West. West. Wake up. I need you up. West!”

      He groaned. “What? What is it?”

      I dropped down beside him and patted his shoulder. “Get up. Seriously. Get the fuck up now. I know how to take down Carlos.”

      He shot up like a bat out of hell. “What? What did you find?”

      “Take a look at this shit.”

      I tossed the laptop onto his lap and he had to rub his eyes in order for them to focus. But, once he started clicking through the documents that I had open, his jaw unhinged.

      “Isn’t this your—”

      I nodded quickly. “Yes, it fucking is. Carlos is a god damn informant for the FBI.”

      He held out his arm and I sank against his body. “Let’s see what else is in this shit. Good fucking work, beautiful.”

      The kiss he pressed to my temple told me everything I needed to know. He might not have the balls to say the words yet, but I knew how he felt about me. We spent the morning waking up to the thousands of documents I had downloaded from that computer yesterday. The sheer amount of information in them was staggering, and I understood quickly why Carlos didn’t want to give just anyone access to this information.

      “My God, his payroll is even in here,” West murmured.

      I furrowed my brow. “What are those blue stars next to the names for?”

      West sighed. “If I had to take a guess? Those blue stars mean undercover agents on his payroll.”

      I pointed to the screen. “Look at this. Look at the transactions and how they line up.”

      “That sneaky son of a bitch.”

      I scoffed. “He’s informing for the FBI while also using their own tactics to dance around them.”

      “We have to tell the rest of the club. I need to start waking their asses up.”

      “What do you want me to do?” I asked as I perched on my knees.

      West started throwing some clothes on. “Relax and take a nice, hot shower. Give me an hour to fill the guys in, then come find me.”

      “Got it. And West?”

      “Yep?”

      I sighed as I stepped off the bed. “Just tell them everything.”

      He eyed me carefully. “Are you sure about that?”

      I nodded. “They need to know, especially now that we’ve figured out a very important connection. Tell them, and I’ll help you field the chaos.”

      His eyes danced between mine. “Make it thirty minutes, then. Chaos always comes sooner with these guys.”

      I smiled softly. “Done.”

      Then, I slipped into the bathroom in order to take the quickest shower of my fucking life.
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      I knocked on everyone’s door and told them to get up. That I was calling church. That I had some important information on how to take down Carlos once and for all. The men scrambled out of their rooms, jumping into pants and pulling shirts of their heads. Stone wasn’t amused at all, but at that point I didn’t give a shit what he thought. Chloe and I had done more to advance our plan than he had done in the months we’d been cooped up in the damn warehouse to begin with.

      But I knew none of them would be happy once I started talking.

      “Okay,” I said as I put on pots of coffee for all of us, “this is going to go better if you let me talk all the way through and then we do questions. Because it’s a hell of a lot, all right?”

      Stone scoffed. “Does this explain why you and Chloe keep ditching us at every turn?”

      “Actually, it does,” I said plainly before I put the laptop down on the kitchen table.

      I turned it for all of them to see, but they all just shrugged.

      “What the hell is that?” Texas asked.

      That was when I launched into everything. The files. What Chloe had found. The proof we had that Carlos was informing for the FBI. Their jaws slowly hit the floor while the scent of coffee pulled all of us toward the kitchen countertop. But once I started talking about Chad Baker and Chloe’s connection to him, Frost held up his hand.

      “Wait, wait, wait, wait. Just—just wait a second. You’re telling me that Lexi knew that Chloe was running off to see an FBI agent?”

      I nodded. “Yes.”

      Texas’s eyes narrowed. “The same FBI agent that Carlos is informing for?”

      I nodded again. “Yes.”

      Stone growled. “And you didn’t think to tell us that someone in this fucking warehouse had a connection to the god damn FBI!?”

      They all erupted into a sea of yelling, cursing, and demanding. I watched as Chloe peeked her head around the corner and I quickly shook my head, hoping to save her from the brunt of their anger. She leaned against the doorway, folding her arms over her chest in defiance, just like I figured she would. But it was worth a shot, I suppose.

      So, I turned my attention back to the guys. “Hey! Shut the fuck up!”

      They all went silent as Stone walked right up to my face. “You had no right.”

      I nodded. “You’re right.”

      Stone faltered. “What?”

      I sighed. “You’re right. I should have come to you with the information that I knew when I knew it. But you know that if I would have come to you, you would’ve tossed Chloe out on her ass, and we wouldn't have the information we do now. So, at least own up to your part in why I didn’t tell you in the first place and do better. Just like you tell us to do. All right?”

      His nostrils flared before he turned to face the rest of the guys. “The only way to stop Carlos now is to play his own game.”

      “So,” Chloe said as she pushed off the doorframe, “I suggest we use the information we have to blackmail the son of a bitch.”

      Stone raked his hand down his face. “This isn’t a meeting you should be in.”

      I chuckled. “Trust me, she doesn’t care.”

      Chloe pointed at me. “Bingo. Anyway, while I was sifting through the files this morning—oh, is that coffee? Don’t mind if I do—uh, where was I? Yes, this morning. While I was going through the files this morning, that was the only thing I could think about. We’ve got everything we need to blackmail that son of a bitch into the fucking ground.”

      I watched her reach for a mug out of the cabinet like she wasn’t surrounded by a bunch of angry, testosterone-fueled, gun-strapped men. And I loved how bold and brazen she became when she knew what the fuck she was talking about.

      She poured herself a mug of coffee. “Because you know that if we threaten to tell his entire fucking cartel that he’s informing for the FBI, they’ll slaughter him. We can use that to our advantage.”

      “I can’t believe Lexi knew,” Frost whispered.

      Chloe giggled. “She didn’t know until she caught me sneaking out to go see Agent Baker the first time, so don’t beat yourself up. She was just protecting me. After all, her and I have been family just a liiiiiittle bit longer than you two have.”

      Puck pointed at me. “And if she’s an informant—or if she was informing at once point—the cartel can’t just kill all of us. There would be major consequences for that. For killing another informant.”

      Stone sighed. “Let me give Clancy a call and see what the hell he thinks about all of this.”

      I nodded toward his cell phone. “Put him on speaker, I’d like to hear what he has to say, too.”

      “What, you don’t trust me or something?”

      I shrugged. “Just want to make sure we don’t get wires crossed.”

      The tension was palpable, but I wanted to make sure Stone didn’t pull some shady shit just to gain the upper hand with the guys again. He hated being outbested, but Chloe and I had done it and now we needed to keep the focus where our strength lied, which was with all of this information we had downloaded. Stone sucked air between his teeth as he dialed Clancy, and it didn’t take much explaining to the Irishman for him to bombastically approve of our plan.

      “I tell ya, ye guys are some lucky ones. I can set up a meeting with Banderas. I want that bastard to suffer for the hell he’s rained down on my family. Wait for my message. I’ll let ye know when and where to mee.”

      And less than ten minutes later, Clancy texted Stone with coordinates and a time.

      For seven o’clock that evening.

      “You think this is going to be too obvious?” Frost asked.

      Stone slid his cell phone back into his pocket. “It’s our only chance. West?”

      I nodded. “I’ll get the guns cleaned down and our gear checked over.”

      “Great. Everyone else? Prepare however you need to, then meet outside sharply at six-fifteen. We end this shit tonight.”
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      “West?” Chloe asked.

      I strapped myself into the last of my bulletproof gear before I turned to face her. “Yeah, Chlo?”

      She sighed heavily. “You’re coming back, right?”

      I chuckled as I slid my shirt over my head. “I always come back.”

      “I’m being serious.”

      My gaze found hers once more. “So am I.”

      The worry was prevalent on her face, but there was something else. Not quite fear, and nowhere near regret. It almost looked like…

      Unease.

      “Hey, it’s okay,” I said as I walked over to her.

      I sat beside her on the edge of the bed and wrapped my arm around her shoulders.

      “I promise you, I’m coming back. Okay?”

      She nodded softly. “Okay.”

      I kissed the top of her head. “We’re going to take this meeting, we’re going to be quick about it, and when I come back, we are going to be free to live however we want to.”

      “And how is it that you want to live?”

      She looked up at me, her eyes pleading with me. They begged me to say the words we both knew were rushing around in my head. But, I didn’t want to do that to her. I didn’t want to say those three little words that would change everything, and then end up getting shot in the fucking head like an asshole.

      So, I bit them back and saved them for a more appropriate time. “I’m coming back, Chloe.”

      She swallowed hard. “Okay.”

      I stood to my feet. “Try to keep yourself distracted, and we’ll be home before you know it.”

      And as she mindlessly nodded her head, I almost regretted having to leave her.

      But the guys and I had a war to win.

      “Let’s go,” I said the second I closed the bedroom door behind me.

      Stone nodded. “You think she’s gonna stay put this time?”

      I shot him a look. “You leave that to me, like I leave Hayley to you.”

      His eyebrows rose a bit. “Interesting comparison, seeing as how the relationships are a bit different.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Come on, you pain in the ass.”

      He barked with laughter, but it was business the second we got outside. We piled our asses into the van and headed straight for our destination, which was yet another abandoned warehouse.

      “What happened to the good ol’ days when people met up in restaurants so the shootouts didn’t happen?” Texas asked.

      Frost chuckled. “The bad guys started not caring, so we had to care for them.”

      “Here fucking here,” Stone whispered.

      The ride flew by and before I could even wrap my head around what the hell was about to happen, the van came to a stop. The van doors opened at Texas’ command, and I watched as a crowd of cartel motherfuckers gathered behind him. We all clamored out into the setting sun, touching down on the broken concrete of the parking lot of said abandoned warehouse.

      And that suited asshole parted the crowd like he was god damn Moses.

      “Well, well, well,” he said as he slid his hands into his suit pockets, “nice to see you all. West, good to see you again.”

      I chewed on the inside of my cheek as Stone stepped to the forefront of the group. “Carlos?”

      The man nodded. “You’re lucky that Clancy and I are such good friends.”

      And that was when Clancy and his sons stepped out from the shadows and formed a semi-circle around the backside of Carlos’ crew.

      “I wouldn’t put it that way,” Clancy said.

      Carlos’ men withdrew their guns, which caused us to do the same. But Stone and Carlos both put their hands in the air, commanding everyone to hold their position.

      “So, what is it you want? Have you finally come to surrender?” Carlos asked.

      Stone sighed. “No, actually. We’ve just come to let you know that we know your secret.”

      The man chuckled. “And what secret would that be?”

      “The Baker Secret,” I said.

      Carlos’s stare flickered to mine, but his face didn’t give way. “I’m unsure of what you speak about.”

      Stone chuckled. “We figured you might.”

      Clancy walked up and placed his gun to Carlos’ temple, turning man of his men’s guns toward his own form. “Which is why we’ve brought proof that we know you’re informing for the FBI.”

      “What?” one of his men asked.

      Carlos scoffed. “How stupid do you think I am?”

      I pulled out my phone that I had transferred some of the documents to and I pulled up the email in question. I stretched it out for him to see, and the second he squinted his eyes, his face reddened.

      “That is forged. I don’t know who the hell that’s from, but it isn’t me,” Carlos hissed.

      “Really?” I asked as I pulled the phone back to my own face, “because I swear this is your email. Want me to read it to you? It’s from upper-case-X-lower-case-x-upper-case-B--.”

      “Hey, that’s his email,” someone whispered.

      I grinned. “Want me to read what the email says? I’m sure your men will find it… enlightening.”

      Stone slowly lowered his arm back down to his side. “You’re an informant for an agent by the name of Chad Baker. We have your files. We cracked the passwords. We have everything we need to spread throughout the community so that everyone knows the kind of rat that leads them.”

      His mens guns faltered as the anger grew in the man’s voice. “You have nothing. Nothing, you hear me!? And even if it were true—which it isn’t—the beauty of being an informant is that I can let the FBI know what I want, and in exchange? They let me get away with murder.”

      Stone looked back at me. “You hear that? Informants can get away with murder. Does that apply to our informant?”

      Carlos blinked. “What informant?”

      I nodded. “I’m pretty sure it does, Stone. What do you think, Clancy?”

      The Irishman cocked his gun. “Yep, pretty sure we all play by the same rules sometimes.”

      “Shoot them! Now!” Carlos roared.

      And just like that, guns popped off left and fucking right.
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      West stood and made his way to the door. “Try to keep yourself distracted, and we’ll be home before you know it.”

      He slipped out into the hallway and I scrambled off the bed. If that man thought he was leaving me behind when I knew they’d need proof inside and out of everything that was about to happen, he was sorely mistaken. I heard him striding down the hallway, walking with purpose while I scrambled to get everything I needed.

      And after I checked to make sure my own cell phone was charged enough, I pulled up my camera.

      Before toggling it to “video.”

      “Now, where do you think you’re going?”

      Lexi’s voice sounded the second I stepped out into the hallway. I looked over at her and begged her with my eyes, but she simply folded her arms across her chest. She moved to stand in between me and the hallway that stretched all the way to the front door, and I knew I’d have to be honest with her.

      “Lexi, don’t,” I said.

      She tilted her head off to the side. “Frost figured you might try to go with them.”

      “They need video proof. Someone has to be with them.”

      “Then, go tell them that and let someone else take the video. You aren’t alone anymore. You’ve got a family now. You don’t have to do everything yourself.”

      Her words struck deep, but they also didn’t matter. “If you don’t move, I’ll move you myself. Now, please, I love you, but get the hell out of my way.”

      She took a step toward me. “Do you know what’s going to happen to me if I lose you? What’s going to happen to Natty if you die? Do you really want to risk that for a fucking video that someone else could take?”

      “I love you, Lexi.”

      Her face fell. “What?”

      I swallowed hard. “I love West. I’m in love with West. And I’m not letting him do this alone. I have to go, okay? I’m sorry.”

      I shoved past her, practically knocking her off her feet. Bikes struck up as an engine turned over, and I knew I had to be quick about things. I sprinted toward the living room that housed the one window that looked out toward the front of the property, and as the guys eased away from the warehouse, I saw it.

      I saw that black car hidden in the shade of the trees.

      “Bingo,” I whispered.

      I sprinted for the car and tried to remember what I had seen West do in order to get the engine to start. It took me much longer than I would have enjoyed getting that damned engine to turn over. But once it finally roared to life, I threw it in reverse and tried to catch up with them. The engine was loud. Louder than I wanted it to be. But with the ground they had already gained on me—plus the fact that some of them were on bikes—covered the sound of the revving engine.

      I stayed at least six car lengths behind them, trying to conceal myself as much as possible.

      And when we finally got to the abandoned warehouse, I drove by it so that I didn’t look too conspicuous.

      “Now, to get myself hidden,” I murmured.

      Four blocks up the highway there was a left-hand turn that I took. I had to do some fancy maneuvering to get the car parked in between enough trees so that it was concealed from all angles. Then, I searched through the damned thing. I had been in such a rush that I hadn’t stopped and thought about grabbing myself a weapon. But this was the luxury car of a fucking drug dealer. He had something in this damned thing somewhere.

      And once I popped the trunk, a smile crossed my face.

      “Bingo,” I murmured.

      There were shotguns and semi-automatics. Pistols, and hand grenades. I shoved a couple of grenades into my pockets before sliding the pistol behind my back. I tucked it into my jeans and filled my back pockets with ammunition for it. Then, I grabbed the pump shotgun and checked to make sure it had a couple of rounds in it.

      Before I grabbed a handful of them and started through the woods.

      “Well, well, well,” Carlos’ voice said in the distance, “nice to see you all. West, good to see you again.”

      I silenced myself as much as possible and ducked behind a tree trunk. I set the shotgun down and pulled out my phone, zooming in as much as I could before I pressed record. I picked up the shotgun and crept a bit closer so that the audio didn’t sound so fucking far away.

      And with every second that passed by with me undetected, the smile on my face grew.

      That’s it, keep talking yourself into a fucking hole, asswipe.

      The footage was so clear and so damn good that I almost shat myself. I got everything, and I mean everything, about that transaction. His pseudo-admission about being an informant. His complete admission about using the FBI for his own nefarious desires. Him commanding his men to fire the first shot.

      And the second that first bullet popped off, all hell broke loose.

      “Fall back! Fall back!” Stone roared.

      The last shot on the video was Carlos in pursuit of Stone with a gun thrusted out in front of him. It was a glorious shot before I cut the video altogether, then I stuffed my cell phone into my bra. I pulled one of the grenades out of my pocket and pulled the pin. I tossed it into the middle of the crowd of cartel men gathering to help out their leader. And after ducking behind the tree, I plugged my ears as much as possible.

      Before the bombastic explosion shook the fucking ground we all stood on.

      “What the fuck was that!?” West roared.

      I giggled to myself as I pulled out the second grenade and pulled the pin. I watched as a few men turned their heads in my direction, so the second I chucked it I picked up the shotgun and made a break for it. Bodies went flying. Men started screaming. Carlos was shrieking at the top of his lungs.

      And with every body that dropped, I stopped to make sure it wasn’t West.

      “Come on,” I grumbled, “I gotta get closer than this.”

      Bullets fired off by the dozen and I managed to get close enough to one of Carlos’ goons with my shotgun. I shot him right in the back with a buck shot, dropping him to the ground as beads peppered his spinal cord. I tried not to watch. I tried not to think too hard about the lives we were ruining because of our efforts. This was life or death. Do or die. And god damn it, we’d all make it back to the warehouse.

      “Come on, West,” I murmured as I searched the grounds, “where are you?”

      “Stop!” Stone roared.

      Everyone froze and I saw a man holding Carlos by his tie. A tall, slender man with salt-and-peppered hair held a gun to the man’s temple and I scrambled to get my phone out. I aimed the camera and pressed record, making an entirely separate video just in case the guys needed the encounter on camera.

      And as everyone froze, the man that held Carlos was the first one to speak.

      “Call off yer men,” he said with his thick accent.

      Is he… Irish?

      Carlos held up his hand and all of his men holstered their weapons. But I knew this shit wasn’t over yet. No one retreated, which meant the man had another ace up his sleeve. That much I knew for a fact.

      “Don’t be stupid now,” I whispered to myself.

      “God on High, I wish I could kill ye right now,” the slender man said, “but I kind of like the idea of making ye suffer just a little bit longer.”

      Carlos chuckled. “You really think you can beat me at my own game?”

      The Irishman raised his nose into the air. “The Banderas Cartel is now under my control, understood? The Lost Boys? The Celtic Riders? All of these men whose lives you’ve made a living hell? They’re now going to enforce, if need be.”

      Carlos barked with laughter. “And what makes you think I’m ever going to allow that to happen?”

      I stopped the video because I knew we didn’t need any of it, and I was glad I did. Because the second Carlos questioned the man, the one I’d call “Irish” from now on held his gun out toward his first victim and shot one of the dealers point blank between his eyes.

      “Miguel! No!” Carlos roared.

      Irish pulled the man closer to his face. “That is what will happen if ye don’t comply. And every time ye refuse to comply, someone else in yer circle dies. I’ll pluck them off, one by one, just like ye tried doing with us. Until there’s no one left to torture except you, strung up to your legs and sliced open to bleed like stuffed pig. I will kill you if you step out of line. If you don’t listen to me. The entirety of the Fitzpatrick Mafia will come down on your head. You think we play by your rules, Carlos? I know about your daughter. The one you hide in the Maldives, away from this life.”

      Carlos stumbled over his words. “Th-th-there’s—there’s no way y-you—you're bluffing.”

      Irish jammed the gun into the man’s gut. “Are you sure about that?”

      And when Carlos didn’t respond, I knew we had it won.

      “I will slaughter your entire family just so you have to watch them die,” the man growled, “and when every last one of them is dead, including your daughter, I’ll toss you into a jail cell so that every single day, all you have at your disposal are the memories of their blood spilling on the ground. I run this cartel now, and if you don’t like it? There’s my proposal.”

      He shoved the man to the ground and Carlos just stayed there. He waved his hand in the air, as if he were waving a white flag of defeat, and that was when Clancy turned to the cartel’s goons.

      “You all work for me now. What I say, goes. You guys want to earn a pay raise?”

      The sea of cartel heads nodded.

      “Great,” Irish said, “then clean up this fucking mess and get this asshole out of my sight.”

      So, I figured it was safe enough for me to step out of the shadows.

      “West!” I called out.

      Every single one of those crew members turned their heads in shock as I trotted out of the woods clinging to that shotgun.

      “West! Over here! Come look at this!”

      His eyes widened as he scurried toward me. “What in the fucking hell are you doing out here!? What in the world—what did I say—”

      “Irish!” I exclaimed.

      The man turned to face me and he held his arms out in the air. “Ah! It’s Chloe, right? Very nice to meet you,” he said as he walked up to me, “I don’t believe we’ve met yet. I’m Clancy Fitzpatrick.”

      He offered his hand and I shook it. “Nice to finally meet you. Look what I got on camera.”

      West’s wild eyes kept studying me. “Where the hell did you get the shotgun!?”

      I giggled. “They were in the trunk of Carlos’s car.”

      Stone trotted up to us. “Were you the one chucking the grenades?”

      I smiled at him. “Nice little touch, huh? I mean, they just went flying.”

      Stone smiled at me for the very first time. “You’re resourceful. I like that.”

      “Down, boy,” West said flatly.

      But when Clancy played the video of Carlos admitting that he was an informant for the FBI, everyone stopped.

      “You got that shit on video?” West said breathlessly.

      I handed my shotgun to Stone. “Yep. We’ve got our blackmail.”

      Clancy typed away before he handed me my phone. “I just sent myself that video from yer files. Store my number away. Call me if ye ever need it.”

      “Hey, thanks. I appreciate that a lot,” I said as I tucked my phone away.

      West cupped my cheeks. “You are, without a shadow of a doubt, the most infuriating, most annoying, most insane, most incredible, most amazing woman I’ve ever known.”

      My smile grew so bright that it closed my eyes. “Love you too, West.”

      And the kiss he slammed against my lips left me breathless as our teeth started clattering together.
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      “Hell, yeah!”

      “Wooooo hoo!”

      “Come here, beautiful.”

      “Ah! Dean! What in the—”

      As we all piled through the front door of the warehouse, everyone rejoiced. Stone took Hayley into his arms and kissed her until her knees buckled. Frost picked Lexi up and spun her around before scooping Natty into his arms. The celebration that ensued forced me to blink back tears, and as Chloe leaned against me to seek my warmth and comfort, I scooped her up as if she weighed nothing.

      “I need a shower,” I said as I barreled through the crowd, “and you’re coming with me.”

      She grinned. “And what if I don’t want a shower?”

      I chuckled. “Tough shit.”

      She tucked her head beneath my chin and proudly let me carry her back into my bedroom. I kicked his door closed and locked it for good measure with my elbow, and I didn’t even think about putting her down until we were in the bathroom. While she perched on the countertop near the sink, I stripped myself down for her. Staring at her, licking my lips, and devouring her with my gaze.

      And as her nipples puckered against her bra, I stood there with my chiseled muscles twitching with a need for her softness.

      “Your turn,” I said with a smirk.

      She slid from her perched position and dropped to her feet. I watched while she swiveled her hips and fluffed her hair, making a real show of getting out of her clothes. My cock ached for her. My heart fluttered wildly in my chest as every beautiful, perfect inch of her came into view. When she bent down to slide her jeans to the floor, she jiggled her ass for my viewing pleasure. And the growl that fell from my lips stoked a fire beneath her skin that flushed her entire body from head to toe.

      She barely got naked before I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her close.

      “I love you, Chloe,” I whispered against the shell of her ear.

      She paused at the sound of my words. “You do?”

      I spun her around and placed my forehead against her own. “I really do, and so long as you allow me to be in your life, you’ll always be safe. Understood?”

      She nodded softly. “So, where do we go from here, then? Does that mean we all get to go home?”

      I snickered. “That anxious to get away from me?”

      She shrugged. “Well, I just—”

      I knew something was churning in her head, and I wanted to know what it was. I wanted to know what had this strong, intelligent, bombastic girl so caught up in herself. I gripped her chin. I focused her gaze on my own as I guided us into the shower. And after turning on the water with my free hand, not allowing my gaze to waiver once, I took a shot in the dark.

      “You want to know if we’re going to move in together, don’t you?” I asked.

      As water poured over my shoulders and down my back, Chloe’s eyes cased my body. She pulled away from my grasp and took a few steps back, studying my frame as she drew in a deep breath. Her eyes ignited with fire. Her body, flushed from head to toe, cried out for me to stuff her full. And as she brought her stare back to my own, she simply nodded.

      “Maybe not immediately. But maybe you could come stay with me for a few days? I’m honestly not sure how I’m going to react to being in my apartment after everything that happened. I might not even be able t—”

      Her words got caught in her throat and I lunged for her. I pulled her close, allowing her to cry those scared, frightened tears that she refused to show anyone else. I ran my fingers through her hair. I kissed the top of her head. I gave her the room to feel what she needed to feel while also showing her that she’d never be alone again.

      Not as long as she had me.

      “I have a condo with a great view, and you’re more than welcome to come stay with me,” I murmured.

      She sniffled. “Really? That would really be okay?”

      I threaded my fingers through her hair and tilted her head back to find her reddened eyes. “Of course, it’s okay. You can sleep with me, or I’ve got a couple of guest bedrooms you can occupy. Plus, I even have a view of the ocean, so there’s that.”

      She blinked. “Where the hell do you live?”

      I chuckled. “Some place you wouldn’t expect me to live, that’s where. And you’re welcome there anytime.”

      She sighed. “I fucking love you, you know that?”

      I smiled from ear to ear. “And I love you.”

      I dipped my lips to hers, capturing them in the softest kiss we’d shared thus far in the small time we had known one another. She captivated me. Entranced me. Chloe brought out a side of me that I thought had died the second Tiffany had been slaughtered like a calf around the back of the barn. I blanketed her back with my arms and picked her up against me, listening as she squealed down the back of my throat.

      And when I pinned her with my body to the wet shower wall, I pulled back enough to speak.

      “Once we get showered, we’ll get packed up and we can head to my place.”

      Her eyebrows rose. “That soon, huh?”

      I nodded. “It’s all over. The reason why we were staying out here has been taken care of. Clancy Fitzpatrick is running the cartel, Carlos is out of the picture, and those drugs are no longer a threat to our streets. That’s it. Job well done.”

      She tilted her head. “How do you guys get paid for those kinds of jobs, then?”

      I winked. “I’m sure Stone’s working something out with Clancy as we speak.”

      “Uh huh.”

      I kissed the tip of her nose. “Now, are you going to let me make love to you until you’re begging for mercy? Or are we going to keep talking?”

      She bucked her hips softly against my own. “Fill me up and never let me go, West.”

      “My pleasure,” I growled.

      I brought my hips back and sank effortlessly into her body, feeling her mold to me as I stroked her walls. She bit down into my shoulder, muffling her sounds and clawing her nails down my back while I stuffed her to the brim. I loved how tight she had become around me. I loved the way her body filled the slats of my muscles. And as we made love for the very first time, I knew this was it.

      I knew Chloe was the one I wanted to spend the rest of my days with.

      “Oh, West. Holy fuck.”

      I grunted with every thrust. “So god damn tight for me. Jesus fuck, Chlo.”

      The sounds of wet skin slapping wet skin filled the room while cheers and whistles picked up outside of our bedroom. Chlo clung to me, melding her body with mine as two became one. I pulled her away from the wall and gripped her ass cheeks. I fucked my cock with her body as she gasped, groaned, and sighed so perfectly against the shell of my ear. And as my toes curled into the bottom of the shower, I felt her juices dripping down my balls.

      “I’m gonna come,” she squeaked.

      “Fucking hell, come with me, Chlo. Do it. Explode against me.”

      “I love you. I love you. I love you,” she panted desperately.

      And as my dick exploded inside of her, threads of come poured forth as those same words fell from my lips like a whispered prayer.

      “I love you so fucking much.”

      We sank to the floor of the shower while the water washed away the evidence of our love. I held her close, stroking her skin and allowing her to fall against me as she caught her breath. I closed my eyes and smiled. I relished the relaxation I was finally able to entertain. My brain shut itself down for the first time in damn near a year, and as a party raged just outside our door, someone knocked on it.

      “Auntie Chloe! We’ve got ice cream!”

      I blinked. “Is that Natasha?”

      Chloe giggled breathlessly. “It certainly is. Natty!”

      She yelled so loudly that I winced. “Damn, woman. You got a set of pipes on you.”

      She barked with laughter as the little girl kept yelling at us through the bedroom door. “Hi, Auntie Chloe!”

      “Give me twenty minutes and I’ll be out!”

      I stuck my pinky in my ear and wiggled it around. “Guess we better get dried off, then.”

      She kissed my cheek softly before she stood. “Let me wash my hair really quickly and we’ll go out and party with everyone.”

      I slapped her ass while she stood. “Sounds like a plan to me, gorgeous.”

      “Oh!” she yelped.

      As she looked up at me with those gorgeous, twinkling eyes of hers, I knew I had found her. I knew I had found the only woman for me. The only woman strong enough, intelligent enough, and stubborn enough to deal with my ups and downs. To deal with the life I had carved out for myself.

      I’m going to marry you someday, Chlo.

      And I knew that even Tiffany herself would’ve been happy for me had she been alive to enjoy it with me.
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        Chapter 1

        Bender

      

      

      Bass thundered and lights flashed. Women swiveled their hips while men groped asses they hoped to gain a piece of later that evening. The red and black tones of the nightclub, Heist, had been one of the first concepts my club had come up with.

      And after the Steel Scorpions opened Heist, the rest was history.

      Now, we owned several nightclubs around the Twin Bays area, practically dominating the space. The money we raked in from our high-end clubs--and high-end clientele--was enough to pull us out of the arms’ trading business. It was great for me--I hated trading those fucking guns and constantly having to evade the damn Feds every time we wanted a big-ass payday.

      But, some of the guys in the club didn’t care one way or the other.

      “Hey, Bender!”

      I heard Fangs, our President, calling me. “What!?”

      He crooked his finger and I knew something had gone down. There was a particularly drunk woman next to him, clinging to him as if her life depended on it. I rolled my eyes and pushed off the wall. I filled the dark corners of the club with my eyes and ears, waiting to make sure no bullshit went down in our clubs. I bounced from club to club every night with Goose, our Road Captain, just to make sure we didn’t need to whoop someone’s ass.

      And as I strode toward Fangs, I knew something had popped up.

      “Can you get her laid down somewhere. Her drink’s been spiked.”

      I scooped the slurring, stumbling woman into my arms. “Got it. Need any help?”

      Fangs shook his head. “I got Viper sniffing out who it is. We’ll get ‘em.”

      Viper was our Enforcer. A mountain of a man with muscles the size of Mt. Everest. I thanked my stars every god damn time I looked at him that he was on our side and not part of one of our enemy’s crews.

      And after confirming my understanding with Fangs via a head nod, I took the drooling woman into a back room that we reserved specifically for women who needed to sleep some shit off.

      Which clearly, she needed.

      “There we go,” I grunted as I eased her down onto the cot, “this should keep you warm for the evening.”

      “I hah-uh-pur-se.”

      I nodded. “I’ll go look for your purse, just rest here.”

      A tear leaked down her cheek. “Why-ee?”

      I sighed. “Men are shit, that’s why. It has nothing to do with you.”

      She closed her eyes. “See-ee.”

      I nodded. “Get some sleep. Don’t worry, you’re safe.”

      I tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, then I made sure to lock the door behind me before I closed it shut. We didn’t have to use that room very often, but we had five different beds set up just in case. Most women that stayed back there were simply too drunk to get themselves home, so we made up a space for them to sleep it off. Every once in a while, one of our high-end clientele got too embarrassingly drunk to step out into public, so we gave them the option of sleeping it off as well so the paparazzi didn’t snap pictures of them in their fragile states.

      But, the idea of a man in our club drugging up some helpless woman so he could get laid?

      That was a dick I wanted to shove down the garbage disposal.

      “Any luck?” I asked as I slipped back out into the club.

      Viper nodded, but all he did was point. And when my eyes followed his direction, I saw that Angel, our Sergeant at Arms, already had his claws sunken into the bullshit excuse for a man.

      I waved my hand in the air. “I’ll let him handle it this time. The woman’s back there already asleep. Make sure you check on her before we shut the club down.”

      And when Viper nodded at me again, I went off in search of another dark corner to perch in.

      While my job was to hunt down any nefarious characters that might stumble through our front doors, I also had a nose for picking out journalists. Paparazzi that were undercover and trying to snap pictures of people who paid us a great deal of money to keep them on the down-low for an evening. I hated journalists. I hated the fucking media. They were nothing but a bunch of attention-hungry whoremongers that got their rocks off by making other people miserable for fifteen minutes each night.

      And as my eyes flickered toward the bar, I saw a man in a blazer and faded jeans with his head on a swivel.

      He also had his phone panning around the club.

      “Gotcha,” I murmured.

      I strode across the dance floor, maneuvering around men grinding up on women they hoped to get their dick wet with later on in the evening. I locked my eyes with the man and he scrambled to put his phone away. He knew he’d been caught, and I sure as hell wasn’t allowing him to go without seeing that phone first.

      “So,” I said as I slipped beside him at the bar, “you did read the signs coming in, didn’t you?”

      The man grabbed his drink. “Not sure what you’re talking about.”

      I nodded toward the phone on his hip. “Not many people clip their phones to their belt any longer. Mind if I take a look?”

      He scoffed. “It’s my phone. You don’t get shit.”

      “Well, you’re on private property. My guys and I own this building, and the rest of the buildings we operate out of, and we have rules you automatically agree to abide by the second you walk through those doors. So, you can hand me your phone so I can go through it, or I’ll let my friend Viper handle it from here.”

      He scoffed. “And who is this Viper character you speak of? Maybe he’d like to give me a quote on something I’m researching.”

      “Yes?” Viper asked.

      The man’s shadow cloaked the spindly journalist, and as his deep, resonating voice shook my ribcage, the journalist slowly raked his eyes up the massive human being. Viper stared down at him with those dark, brooding brown eyes. The man was a force to be reckoned with, I’d tell you that.

      That journalist tossed me his phone like it was a damn hot potato he wanted to get rid of. “Fine, fine. Whatever.”

      I snatched it up and swiped across the screen. “Passcode?”

      The man rolled his eyes. “9-1-1-0.”

      I typed it in. “Wow, you’ve got pictures and videos. Anything else I should know about? Because you really don’t want to make me work for it.”

      The journalist licked his lips. “No.”

      I leaned toward him. “You’re lying. Viper?”

      The mountain man snatched the guy’s arm up. “Come with me.”

      “Wait, wait, wait!” the journalist exclaimed. “Th-th-th--there’s interview material, too. In the notes application. You can delete it all, just call off your dog!”

      Viper growled, but I held up my hand as I started to delete things with my other hand. I gave his phone a nice once-over, making sure absolutely everything had been erased from not only his galleries and his notes, but also from the SIM card on his phone.

      “Think twice before you try this stunt again, otherwise I’ll have your job,” I glowered.

      I tossed the journalist his phone back and I’d never seen someone run out of the club as quickly as he had.

      “Good job, Viper,” I said as I held my fist out.

      He fist-bumped me, then headed back into his corner to perch.

      “Office time,” I said breathlessly.

      I slid off the barstool and made my way back down into the hallway. I unlocked the door to the room with the beds with a key strapped to my hip and peeked in on the snoring female. She was out like a light, and probably would be until the morning. Which meant I had a hell of a long night of work ahead of me.

      I always stayed the night in the office when women were sleeping shit off in that room.

      “All right,” I said as I started down the hallway, “let’s get on with it.”

      The second I walked into the office space, Goose and Angel turned around to clap. I took a mocking little bow before we all busted out laughing, then I flopped down into my chair at the computer. I toggled the mouse as a sigh left my lips. I hated nights like this. Nights when, had it not been for us, yet another woman would’ve become yet another statistic.

      “Wait, what the hell is this?” I asked breathlessly.

      I had an email in my inbox from than Tax, our Tech Officer. He had been stationed at Clutch tonight since we were having issues with the new security system that had been installed a month ago. He was in the process of bypassing a few of their own safety protocols to make the application and software work more fluently for what we needed from it, and the title of the email caught my eye.

      S.R. Sighted. Chased Off.

      “Shit,” I hissed as I opened the email.

      Viper’s voice appeared behind me. “Got Reaper on the phone.”

      I didn’t bother turning toward him. “Viper, go check on him at Clutch. The Storm Reapers have paid our club a visit.”

      “On it,” Viper said.

      “You need someone to go with him?” Goose asked.

      I read the email quickly before I swiveled around in the chair. “Why the fuck are these assholes suddenly making moves on our nightclubs? Didn’t they learn their lesson with Heist a month ago?”

      Viper strode out of the office. “I’ll take Fangs with me.”

      “Good idea!” I called after him.

      Angel folded his arms across his chest. “You know damn good and well they’re trying to drive our customers away. They provide a less-than-suitable atmosphere for their strip clubs, and suddenly we’re the issue when we give everything a nice atmosphere to go to.”

      I slid my hand down my face. “I want to laugh about it, but if they keep ramping shit up they’ll throw us into yet another turf war.”

      Angel chuckled. “You think we can’t handle it or something?”

      I shook my head. “It’s not that…”

      I turned back toward the computer screen and read through Reaper’s email one more time. It didn’t seem urgent, which told me that he had probably chased those fuckers off before they could do much damage. But, for all we knew, they were simply casing our joints.

      We have to be on our guard.

      “Oh, my God!” someone shrieked.

      I’d never moved so quickly in all my life. The music had stopped pumping and the lights of the club shut down. The bright, fluorescent lights that were only turned on during office hours in the afternoons illuminated the entire place, causing everyone to shield their eyes. People cursed around us while a couple of other screams came from the upper VIP level of our club.

      And as Angel and myself climbed the stairs two at a time, it didn’t take us long to figure out what the hell had happened.

      “Holy shit,” Angel hissed.

      The body laying right there at the top of the steps dripped blood onto the floor. Women shrieked and started toward the back stairwell emergency exit and burst through the doors, sounding alarms that caused everyone to stampede out of the fucking club. I looked around and found a suede blanket hanging off one of the couches upstairs. I ripped it off the arm of the piece of furniture and tossed it over the man’s body, who had been rumored to be part of the mafia in the first place.

      And while I didn’t care much for the outside proclivities of many of our clients, I knew this was bad.

      “He was in a private fucking room all night,” Angel said flatly. “I guided him up here myself and gave him the key. Hadn’t seen him since.”

      I gestured down to his lifeless body. “Well, obviously he left at least once.”

      He bent down and picked up the blanket. “I don’t see any injuries. No broken bones. He’s just… bleeding a hell of a lot from his eyes, and his ears, and his--.”

      “Shit,” I hissed when I peeked my head into the cracked door of the VIP room. “Angel?”

      He came up beside me. “Yeah?”

      I threw the door open, revealing the dead escort lying on the floor. “Does his lack of injuries look like hers?”

      Angel turned his head away. “They were poisoned. They had to have been.”

      I chewed on the inside of my cheek. “I need to know who the fuck else was in this room and I need it now.”

      “Um, eh--excuse me?” a soft voice asked.

      I whipped around and found a young girl with tears streaking her cheeks leaning against the railing of the second floor. She had her arms wrapped tightly around her and she trembled so violently that I was concerned her legs would bottom out beneath her. I turned to face her, tilting my head and attempting to make myself look as un-intimidating as possible.

      “Angel, I’m going to take her downstairs for some water. You got this up here?”

      He pulled out his cell phone. “Yeah, I got it. You go.”

      I offered my hand to the young woman. “Come. There’s an ice water with your name on it.”

      She quickly took my hand and I guided her down the steps. Her heels were impossibly high, and about halfway down the steps I paused so she could take them off. I offered to carry them for her, but she didn’t pass them on to me. So, we eased our way to the bar as the last of the panicked crowd exited through any door they could find.

      “Can someone turn off those fucking alarms!?” I bellowed.

      And a few seconds later, an eerie sort of quiet washed over the expansive, empty space.

      “Ice water?” I asked as I wrapped myself around behind the bar.

      I dismissed the bartenders with a wave of my hand as the young woman nodded. “Yes, please. With ice to munch on?”

      I grinned. “Ice water with extra ice, coming right up.”

      I made both of us the same drink before I leaned against the counter, hoping she’d open up to me.

      “All you need to do is tell me what you saw. That’s it. No more, and no less. Okay?” I asked.

      She chugged the water back before she started chewing on a piece of ice. “I don’t know. I mean, we had drinks delivered--.”

      “What kind of drinks?”

      She thought for a while on it. “A bottle of…”

      Her eyes scanned the bottles behind me before she started pointing.

      “That red bottle, there. And two of those gold and black bottles.”

      I peeked behind me. “All right, so a gin and two tequila bottles. Any mixers?”

      She shook her head. “Just soda chasers. That’s all they wanted.”

      “Do you know what kind of soda?”

      She nodded. “Dr. Pepper and Sprite. It was all I drank that evening.”

      So, the poison was in the liquor. “Do you know who delivered the bottles?”

      She shook her head. “I didn’t recognize the guy, no.”

      A guy delivered the liquor? We didn’t have any men that worked the VIP bar upstairs.

      I reached out and patted her arm. “You did good, thank you for--.”

      “What the fuck is going on here!?”

      A man and his cronies stormed through the front doors and it startled the young woman so much that she jumped. Ice went everywhere, and she scurried from the barstool and rushed toward a back exit.

      “Wait, wait, wait. Not that doo--!”

      And the second she slammed through it, the alarm started blaring once more.

      “God damn it!” I roared.

      I whipped around to face the men.

      “I take it you’re here to retrieve bodies,” I said.

      One of the men in all-black suits rushed up to me, glaring me down as if he was supposed to mean something to me. “So, it’s true? He’s dead?”

      I nodded. “And one of the women he was with. So, you guys can either start talking, or we can start investigating. Your choice.”

      Just before either of us swung, though, Angel interrupted things. “You guys really need to see this. Come on.”

      We all looked around at one another before we followed Angel up the steps. We passed the bodies and we passed the VIP room where the crime had occurred and we found ourselves standing behind the private bar on the second floor. And right there, behind the bar, collapsed with her eyes wide open, was Lakeisha.

      The bartender that had been scheduled that evening for the private affair.

      “Shit,” I hissed, “get me a blanket.”

      The men in all-black suits turned away. “We need to see his body.”

      I pointed. “He’s the one next to the stairs.”

      And as the men walked away from us, I dipped down and whispered a soft prayer for the lovely woman we had just hired mere weeks before.

      Then, I stood to my feet and drew in a deep breath. “Angel?”

      “Yep?”

      I slowly turned to face him. “Call Fangs. We need church, and we need it now.”
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