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    Lyric Ashton 
 
    Humming to myself, I washed my hands in the tepid water at the row of sinks in the “women’s” tent situated near the line of really nice portable bathrooms. Thank goodness those restrooms were close to the reception, because of the couple glasses of crisp champagne I’d indulged in tonight was going right through me. Purple and cream flower arrangements were placed strategically around the open space, and the white fabric walls billowed and moved with a light breeze. Fairy lights and antique looking lanterns had been strung around the ceiling of the tent, and I marveled that Sarah could make even the temporary restrooms of the wedding reception elegant and pretty.   
 
    An older woman with short gray-streaked brown hair stood next to me at the sink, the faint scent of cigarette smoke mixing with her perfume. I was pretty sure I’d met her at the big barbeque the Andersons had hosted last night, but I couldn’t remember who she was. Catching me looking at her, she smiled, the lines in her tanned skin deepening. 
 
    “You’re Lyric, right?” 
 
    Her smile was so friendly that my normal anxiety around strangers vanished. “Yes, I am.” 
 
    “You probably don’t remember me, but my name is Mouse. I’m Beach’s mom—Sarah’s mother-in-law.”  
 
    I remembered meeting her, a born-and-bred biker lady who wore her “Support Your Local Iron Horse MC” t-shirt proudly. Yesterday, she’d had a faded black bandanna tied over her hair and had blended in with the rest of the biker crowd with her bright pink lipstick and larger-than-life persona. Today she wore a lovely blue chiffon dress that flattered her small figure and her makeup was subtle and perfectly done. Her short cap of hair had been carefully styled and she wore a lovely set of pearls that glowed in the soft light. 
 
    “Oh…oh yes, of course. Wow, you look different.” I placed a horrified hand over my mouth when her eyes widened. “I mean, different in a good way. Not that you looked bad before. Oh no, I’m not making this any better, am I?” 
 
    Laughing, Mouse patted my bare shoulder exposed by my silvery bridesmaid dress. “Honey, you’re fine. I imagine I do look different. But, you know, every once in a while, I like to get all gussied up. Reminds me I’m a woman, not just a mom.” 
 
    “Well, you look beautiful.” 
 
    “Aren’t you sweet. Are you having fun?” 
 
    “Yes. I’ve never been to a party like this. Everything is so wonderful.” I dried my hands as I smiled.  
 
    We walked out together, the cool evening air feeling good on my skin. Tiki torches lined the way between the massive main tent where the reception was being held, and the various smaller tents off to the side. It still made me do a double take to see the Anderson’s property transformed for the night from a working ranch to this elegant and lovely party.  
 
    “Shit on toast,” Mouse muttered as we neared the main tent. “I think I left my purse in the lady’s lounge. It’s so dark out, I’m afraid I’ll fall and bust my hip trying to make it back there. Do you think you could be a dear and fetch it for me? It’s sparkly blue with a lily clasp.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Thank you so much. My eyes aren’t what they used to be and I feel like I’m as blind as a bat out here.” 
 
    Glad to be able to help someone, I smiled. “Really, it’s not a problem.” 
 
    “I’ll wait for you inside at the groom’s table.” 
 
    Most of the crowd was partying it up at the reception, and the staging area where everyone had gotten ready was deserted. The torches had been blown out and most of the tents, where all the food and drink prep had taken place, were closed and dark. From here, the roar of hundreds of people having a good time was muted, and the thump of the music blended into the wind whispering through the trees. My dress sparkled in the moonlight, and I felt kind of like I was living in a dream. 
 
    It didn’t take me long to reach the women’s tent, and it was easy to spot Mouse’s purse twinkling on the edge of the couch in the low light of an electric lantern. 
 
    As I ducked back out of the tent, I paused, a familiar male voice catching my ear from somewhere around the other side. 
 
    “I’m glad we could meet. My dad has been waiting for an opportunity to strike back at those thieving spic and nigger bastards. And what they did to Red…to your family…they need to pay. We’re more than happy to offer you any support we can.”  
 
    My heart gave a hard lurch. Shoot, it was Clint. He was the only son of Pastor Middleton, the disgraceful man that now headed my church after my father’s death. Clint was a jerk, mean and spiteful, even though he tried to pretend to be charming around me. Then again, his dad was dating my mom, so maybe he thought he had to be nice to me. The idea of Clint someday being my stepbrother made me shiver. He treated pretty much everyone like they were beneath him, and he had a wicked temper. I can still remember him beating the crud out of one of his father’s followers for scratching the paint on his motorcycle while washing it. 
 
    He also seemed to view himself as my personal jailer. No matter where I went or what I did, either Clint or one of his minions would always be there. It was probably on the orders of his dad, Pastor Middleton; he firmly believed a woman was too dumb to live her life without a man running it. Still, it chafed. My life in the church had always been restricted, but now I couldn’t leave the house without someone shadowing me. The only time I had any peace was when I was tending the orchard or at my grandmother’s home. 
 
    A tiny spark of anger flared to life in me. Clint wasn’t supposed to be here. He’d tried to invite himself as my guest, but thankfully, Mike and Mimi Anderson nixed that idea. They knew I didn’t like him and Mike thought Clint was a slimy, shifty piece of crap. I didn’t disagree with him. Though handsome with his dark hair and blue eyes, there was something about Clint that set me on edge from the moment I met him.  
 
    Moving quietly, I crept around the side of the tent, making sure my shimmering dress was out of sight. A quick glance around the corner showed two men talking, but I glimpsed enough of Clint’s profile to know for sure it was him. He was dressed in his usual dress pants and button-down shirt, his black cowboy hat shading most of his face in the moonlight. I recognized the big silver cross buckle on his belt, the heavy gold nugget ring on his hand, and the way that he stood with his nose in the air. The guy he was talking to was turned away from me, and partially obscured by a stack of folded tables. All I could make out was a hint of dark hair, and that he was taller than Clint. 
 
    The other man murmured in a low voice I had to strain to hear, “Thank you. Not a day goes by that I don’t miss him.” 
 
    “Bunch of fuckin’ shit, what happened with the club. You should be the president, Chief, not that wetback motherfucker. Red always meant for you to take over. Don’t know how you’ve managed to keep from killing them. I’d have snapped and gunned the fuckers down a long time ago.” 
 
    The anger in the strange man’s muffled voice made the hair on the back of my neck stand up. “Patience and planning. Their days are coming to an end, and when they do, I’ll need men like you and Jeb at my side.” 
 
    “Anything you need, Chief. We’ve enjoyed working with you in the past, you always have the best merchandise. But I got a favor I need to ask you. There’s a woman at the party. Long brown hair, one of the bridesmaids.” 
 
    “Your woman?” 
 
    Clint’s laugh was low and unkind. “That homely bitch? Fuck, no.” 
 
    Their voices grew lower, nothing more than a hum, and I tried to listen, but it was impossible to make out what they were saying. The curious part of me wanted to scoot closer, to try and overhear whatever they were talking about, but I didn’t want to risk getting caught. I had no doubt if Clint saw me, he’d try to take me back to the church, and I didn’t want to leave. This party was my one chance to be wild and free before returning to the depressing chains of my life. Moving faster, I practically sprinted to the big white tent. Once I was inside, surrounded by all those people, there was no way Clint could grab me without causing a scene.  
 
    My breath came out in little puffs as I made it through the floral-covered archway leading into the reception, my gaze searching out friendly faces. It didn’t take me long to find Mouse sitting at a table loaded with old bikers, and I quickly handed her the purse. She was sitting close to the entrance and I wanted to be somewhere further away, so after a little bit of small talk I wandered off into the crowd. There had to be close to three hundred people filling the tent and I kept at the edges of the gathering, careful not to make eye contact or draw attention to myself.  
 
    Music pounded into the night, the bass strong enough that I could feel it thumping through the ground from the giant speakers that surrounded the crowded dance floor. No doubt, the wedding reception was the loudest thing for a hundred miles in every direction. In honor of his twin daughters both getting married, Mike Anderson’s normally quiet compound was overrun by wild bikers and their equally wild ladies with a party to end all parties. On the bride’s side was a massive Italian family that was heavily involved in the mafia, and assorted contract killers and assassins that were friends of Mike’s.  
 
    Not your usual family, but Swan and Sarah Anderson aren’t your usual women. They weren’t just beautiful on the outside, though they both looked like Kate Upton, absolutely stunning blondes with the kind of bodies that made men do triple takes, but on the inside as well. Swan and Sarah were smart, funny, kind, and among my best friends. I missed them immensely. They’d both moved away from their father’s home like normal adult women a few years ago, while I’d remained behind on my family’s religious compound, due to circumstances beyond my control. 
 
    Moving among the chairs, I picked an empty table at the back of the room to sit at, hoping to blend in. A circulating server offered me a glass of champagne, and I positioned myself at the table so I could see the main entrance, but was still kind of hidden behind a large floral centerpiece. Peering between the white orchids and purple lilacs, I relaxed when, after fifteen minutes, there was no sign of Clint.  
 
    Laughter rang out nearby and I watched out of the corner of my eye as a group of rowdy strangers did shots. I wanted to openly stare at them, but figured that probably wasn’t a good idea. So instead my gaze darted around the room, landing here and there for a minute or so to observe. And there was so much to look at. We were in a huge white tent in the middle of Hill Country, Texas and it looked like something out of a movie. Little twinkle lights were twined around bundles of lilac branches, the flowers sweet scent blending with the smell of fresh cut grass and clean country air.  
 
    The bridesmaid dress I wore was starting to pinch at the side of my breasts and I tugged at it, busy people watching. 
 
    See, growing up on the isolated religious compound adjacent to the Anderson’s property didn’t give me very many opportunities to see “normal” people. The only time I’ve left the compound was for a funeral for my great-grandfather, so I was always hungry for a glimpse at how everyone in the real world looked and acted. Oh, I’d spent a good chunk of my life growing up with either the Andersons or my friend Indigo’s family, the Yazukis, so it wasn’t like I was totally clueless. Indigo’s family lived on a hippy commune populated by two hundred hippy families that believed in free love.  
 
    My church didn’t believe in free anything.  
 
    Shaking off the dark feelings trying to drag me down, I lifted my heavy hair off my neck and began to expertly twist it up into a bun. It was so long I could literally tie a knot in my hair and be done with it. Despite the cool evening air, inside the tent it was getting steamy, as more and more people filled the large wooden dance floor. The DJ was playing music that made me wiggle in my seat, but the dance floor was crowded and I was short. That meant I’d get squished between backs and chests, and that was no fun.  
 
    A couple, all wrapped up in each other and kissing heavily, bumped into my chair as they stumbled past me with an apology and a smile. 
 
    My cheeks flushed and I didn’t say anything as they quickly made their way outdoors. As they left the tent, my imagination took over, and in my mind’s eye I pictured them finding a quiet place in the darkness to enjoy each other. I wondered what that would be like, to steal kisses with someone you loved. My hormones kicked in and I could all too easily imagine some stranger licking at my lips, his firm grip holding the back of my neck. A flutter of heat went through me and I looked away from the now-empty exit leading out of the tent then turned my attention back to the increasingly raucous crowd. 
 
    Never in my life had I been to a party like this. It blew my mind on every level, and not just because of the lush, perfectly romantic floral arrangements decorating the big white tent. Nor was it how there had to be a thousand balloons filling the arched ceiling with long, silvery ribbons tied to them. No, I was excited because this wedding was like a visual buffet for me, an exotic feast for my starved senses. I haven’t been around this many…different people before. If my life was an ice cream flavor, it wouldn’t even be flavorful enough to call it vanilla.  
 
    I was more like…skim milk-flavored ice cream.  
 
    But this wedding reception…it was a million different flavors of ice cream, each more interesting than the last. 
 
    To my left, one of the young Italian male wedding guests—I think from the bride’s side of the family—laughed as the older and elegant brunette Mimi Anderson, the bride’s mother, pulled a knife out of his jacket pocket, then held it to his throat at the speed of lightning. She then gave him his knife back and a kiss on the cheek while he laughed, and hugged her with obvious affection.  
 
    I loved Mimi like my own mother, in many ways—God forgive me—more than my own mother. Before he passed, my dad was very stern and ruled my life with an iron fist, but he was affectionate in his own way, while my mother seemed to barely tolerate my presence. When I was growing up, my parents went on missions for our church for months, returning only briefly before leaving again. I’d often spend the majority of the time they were away on Mike and Mimi’s compound. Even though it was underground in some crazy bomb shelter, it was filled with all the warmth and love I wasn’t getting at home. I always felt cherished by the Andersons, and Mike’s protectiveness over me never failed to warm my heart.  
 
    Next to Mimi’s family, and a few massive round tables back, the bikers held court with wild abandon. Swan, with her long blonde hair pulled back in an elegant twist, smiled up at her handsome, and a bit scary, Latino husband, Smoke. He wore a black leather vest over his white tuxedo shirt, like all the biker guys did, and the patch on his back said “Iron Horse MC” and below it, “National Master-at-Arms.”  
 
    At first, I’d been startled by the sight of the vests, but relaxed when I realized it wasn’t the bikers that had started visiting my compound. The new pastor, who took over after my father died, was friends with a white power biker group. They came to visit every once in a while, but I avoided them after I learned they believed the white race should rule the world, and everyone else should be their slaves. They’d treated the ethnic families that were part of the church like dirt, and I know that had to be one of the main reasons those families had left the compound over the past few months. 
 
    When I complained about the bikers’ racist behavior, Pastor Middleton said that the church was open to everyone seeking God, but I’d never seen the bikers attend one church meeting. All their prayer was done with Pastor Middleton in private. Without a doubt, something bad was going on behind closed doors, but I had no one I could share my suspicions with. Most of the original church members and their families had fled, leaving me behind with the church members too elderly to travel—like my grandmother—or too poor to seek a new life. For many of us the church was the only world we’d ever known, and we were ill-equipped to seek a life outside of the walls of our compound. 
 
    A sense of helplessness tried to overcome me, and I did what I always do when I’m stressed; I prayed: 
 
    Dear God, please give me the strength to do your will. And if it pleases you, I wouldn’t mind a miracle thrown my way. I know you help those that help themselves, but I’m backed into a corner by the lions, and I pray for your mercy. 
 
    Slowly, peace settled over me, and I let my connection with God soothe me. While my relationship with the Lord wasn’t conventional, it was solid and my faith had withstood many challenges. I might not believe a lot of what my church says—the dumb and vicious rules they made up in the name of God—but I never doubted His existence or love for me. I just think He’s a lot more relaxed and loving than most Christian religions portray Him. People seem so eager to claim that God hated this or that, but I always thought they were wrong. If God was love, and in loving others we loved Him, then the Devil was hate and when we hated, we only made the Devil stronger. 
 
    “Hey girlie, you doing okay over here?” 
 
    My good friend Indigo took a seat in the empty chair next to me. With her long black hair and bombshell body, Indigo drew attention everywhere she went. She was half Japanese, half American, and had full sleeve tattoos on both arms. Growing up, Indigo had been the one to encourage me to step outside of my comfort zone, to help me learn how to be brave, and I loved her for it. 
 
    “Earth to Lyric.” She snapped her fingers in my face, her pouty red lips bowing down. “Are you spacing out on me again?” 
 
    “No, I’m sorry. I just have a lot on my mind.” 
 
    She took a big swig of champagne. “I hear you on that one. What are you doing by yourself over here?” 
 
    “Just watching.” 
 
    Clucking her tongue, she tossed her silky dark hair over her shoulder.  
 
    “Don’t watch, indulge. Live in the moment. You need to experience life a little, darling girl.” She nodded and hefted a half-full bottle of champagne onto the table. “Drink up, my love. This is the good stuff.” 
 
    I smiled and let her top my glass off. “Thanks.” 
 
    “So, you think you’ll get brave enough to actually talk to anyone tonight? You know, since you told me earlier you planned on having your first one-night stand. Gotta say, you have the choice of some prime men out there. Those Russians? Out of this world sex appeal. They’re like a pack of hungry bears. Very up front and in your face with their dominance. And those accents…my lady bits are on fire.” 
 
    Flushing, I placed my hand over her laughing mouth. “Shush.” 
 
    “Fine, fine.” Her almond-shaped eyes gleamed with amusement.  
 
    “What about you? Anyone catch your interest?” 
 
    Indigo’s attention drifted across the room to one of the biker tables. “The girl sitting next to Sarah—the redhead. She’s Beach’s cousin, runs a motorcycle repair shop outside of Austin. She wants to eat my pussy.” 
 
    “Indigo,” I hissed again, embarrassed even though no one was close enough to hear my friend. “We’re at a wedding. Behave.” 
 
    “Darling…” She took a sip of champagne straight from the bottle. “We’re at a biker wedding. Mimi and Mike, along with all the old folks and kids, are gone. Shit’s about to get really fun.” 
 
    My imagination went into overdrive. “What kind of fun?” 
 
    Laughing, Indigo lifted her bottle to me in a mock salute. “The good kind that results in me riding someone’s face like a jockey on a race horse. Yee-haw!” 
 
    “For the love of goodness, Indigo! Keep your voice down.” 
 
    Her long dark hair gleamed in the lights as she shook her head. “Embrace your inner freak, Lyric. You’ve gotten drunk with me enough that I know what a dirty girl you are on the inside. Let her out to play tonight. Find some hot guy and fuck his brains out, but use protection. Got it?” 
 
    “You are unbelievable.” 
 
    “Unbelievably awesome, you mean.” She grinned at me over her shoulder as she headed toward Swan’s table. “Stop hiding, live a little, okay?” 
 
    I sighed, but couldn’t hide my smile. “Fine.” 
 
    “Love ya!” She blew me a kiss as she sauntered off. 
 
    Sipping at my champagne, I squeezed my toes in my sandals and watched the crowd out of the corner of my eye.  
 
    The older people and the kids had all left, and those who remained partied how I imagined Vikings celebrating a successful raid would celebrate. Lots of drinking, roaring, and women. And it wasn’t just bikers. Mimi Anderson’s family, who were big in the Italian mafia scene, were here as well. They weren’t really mixing with the bikers, acting more like panthers lazing to the side, watching with amusement, but still exuding a sense of danger.  
 
    One thing was certain, the Italians were wary of the Russians. Not scared, just…aware. The two groups kept a constant eye on each other from opposite sides of the room. Energy pulsed in the air and the champagne I’d downed made my blood fizz. There was a feeling pressing against my skin, pressure similar to the humid oppression of a storm when thunderheads boil in the distance and faint rumbles vibrate the earth. I’ve never been around so many fundamentally powerful people before, and it was a bit overwhelming. 
 
    I was so engrossed with people watching that I failed to notice a man approaching my table. I swear, a prickle of harsh energy sparked along my skin, and my instincts went on high alert. After spending a lifetime trying to make others happy, I’ve become hyperaware of other’s moods, and the vibe coming off this guy made the hair on my arms stand up. 
 
    A quick glance up revealed a guy in his late forties, a hard life etched into the planes of his face. His skin was tanned, but his eyes were blue and hard beneath a deep brow. Tattoos covered him, but they were poorly done and not attractive. Despite his rough looks, his suit jacket that he tossed over the back of an empty chair was top of the line, and the gold watch he wore looked really expensive. 
 
    “Hey. Name’s Vance. Who’re you?” 
 
    I wondered if I should shake his hand, but my palms were sweaty, so I settled for clenching them tightly together on my lap. “Lyric…Lyric Ashton.” 
 
    “Pretty name for a pretty girl.” 
 
    “Um, thank you.”  
 
    His tone was teasing, but I sensed an underlying tension to his words. “What’s a sweet little girl like you doing hiding over here all by herself?” 
 
    I shrugged, uncomfortable beneath his intent gaze. “Nothing.” 
 
    He leaned forward, capturing me with his gaze, and I could smell the alcohol and cigarettes on his breath. I felt like a bird mesmerized by a snake and leaned back as he narrowed the distance between us. My skin prickled as he invaded my personal space, and my mouth went dry when he placed his hand on the back of my chair, almost touching me.  
 
    I visibly trembled and he smiled. 
 
    “How ’bout you and me go someplace quiet and…talk.” 
 
    “No, thank you.” I drew farther away from him, my internal alarms going off like the clanging of church bells. 
 
    “I insist.” He leaned closer still and my heart thundered. “In fact, I won’t take no for an answer.” 
 
    Thankfully, I was saved from my inability to speak by a strong, tanned hand grasping mine and a velvety deep voice saying, “Come on, sweetheart, you promised me a dance.” 
 
    I most certainly hadn’t promised anyone anything, but I was thankful for the excuse to get away from the older man, the vibe coming off of him making the skin along my back prickle with apprehension. 
 
    Vance flexed his hands, his knuckles audibly cracking. “Go away, Hustler. This ain’t none of your business. We’re talking, so fuck off.” 
 
    Wanting to avoid a scene—the last thing I needed was the attention a fight would attract—I stood so quickly my chair almost toppled over. “I’m sorry, but I did promise him a dance.” 
 
    Vance’s upper lip started to curl in a snarl before he caught himself and gave me a smooth smile. The way he could change moods so quickly made me leery. He was like an actor playing a role, his smile as empty as that of a puppet’s, eyes as glassy as those of a doll. Everything about him screamed fake, and despite his best efforts to mask it, I could feel his rage pouring off of him like a sub-Arctic wind. 
 
    “Come on, darlin’…” A smooth male voice purred behind me, sinful enough to persuade an angel to flirt with evil. “Let’s dance.” 
 
    When I faced him, I had to hold back a gasp—because it was the groomsman who’d been devouring me with his gaze as I’d walked down the aisle in Swan’s wedding. Just the memory of his burning, light hazel-green eyes staring into mine had my heartbeat picking up. I’d been slightly disappointed he’d ignored me after the ceremony, but now, with his body close enough to touch, I grew slightly lightheaded. Little sparkles of sexual awareness raced over my skin and I swear my heart skipped a beat as something powerful, primal, and seductive moved through me. 
 
    What in the world was wrong with me? I was swooning like one of those ladies I liked to read about in naughty historical romances. Thank goodness for the invention of the e-book, because I could read my tawdry novels without being judged as a sinner. As if reading about people falling in love somehow made me tainted. Please.  
 
    Pastor Middleton was big on chastity and virtue, and on clean bloodlines…whatever the heck that meant. 
 
    I didn’t say anything as Hustler led me away from Vance and onto the dance floor. 
 
    He placed one hand on my waist, then used the other to lift my arms around his neck. While he wasn’t as tall as Smoke or Beach, he was perfect for my shorter height. He still towered over me, but it wasn’t like my face was at his belly button.  
 
    I had no idea what music was playing as I wound my fingers together behind his thick neck, the silk of his black hair brushing my skin and making it tingle. A pencil-thin goatee lined his perfectly full lips and my gaze returned to his pretty eyes again and again, a little spark racing through me each time that settled between my legs in a low throb. 
 
    “Thank you for rescuing me, Mister…Hustler, was it?” 
 
    The corner of his sensual mouth turned up. “No mister, just Hustler.” 
 
    I stopped swaying against him, unaware that I’d even been moving, and tilted my head in confusion. “Your name is Hustler?” 
 
    Amusement sparked in his gaze and his big hands rested on my full hips. “Yep.” 
 
    I flushed, remembering Swan telling me about road names. “Oh, yes, I see. It’s your club name, correct?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Hustler…yeah, it suits you. Sexy.” 
 
    Now his lips curved in a smile that made a dimple pop out in his cheek. 
 
    Goodness, he was extremely handsome.  
 
    “Glad you think so, sweetheart.” 
 
    I stumbled when I realized I’d said that aloud, thinking I might have had a little too much alcohol. “I didn’t—” 
 
    The music changed, became a deeper and faster beat, and I found myself pressed fully against Hustler as he grew tense against me. “My real name is Lorenzo.” 
 
    His words held an interesting accent as he said that and I repeated him, rolling my R like he did. “Lorenzo.” 
 
    “Mmm, like it when you say my name like that. You have the sexiest voice I’ve ever heard. Makes me wonder what your throaty moans would sound like if I kissed you.” 
 
    Blushing, I looked down, and became aware that my breasts were pressed to his hard chest, that his thigh was close to brushing between my legs. The cologne he wore reminded me of oranges and spice, a very masculine smell that made a woman wonder if it smelled even better closer to his skin. Everywhere he touched on my body heated and grew sensitive and needy. 
 
    Despite the fact that I grew up in a church which highly discouraged dirty dancing, I’d learned how to do it over the years while visiting my friends on other compounds. I was by no means good at it, but I knew enough that I could move easily with Lorenzo. No—Hustler. My body relaxed into his and he was very, very good at showing me what he wanted, and how he wanted it. There was something thrilling about a man so confident and controlling, at least for me. I know it's probably a result of my upbringing, but I’ve been raised to follow a man’s lead and I found it…comforting. And arousing.  
 
    I felt the distinct bulge of a rather large erection pressed into the softness of my stomach and shivered, that ache back between my legs. The song beat through my blood and the crowd around us was filled with people dancing way closer than we were. In fact, people were making out with drunken abandon as they ground against each other. It was a wild crowd, and normally I’d be freaked out by being in the middle of them, but with Hustler’s strong arms around me I felt safe. He was so big, broad, and even though he wasn’t the tallest man in the room, the hard pressure of his muscled frame against my much softer one had me panting. 
 
    Curious to know if he was feeling the same intense arousal that I was experiencing, I looked up at Hustler through my lashes and internally combusted at the heat in his gaze. 
 
    In a completely seductive purr, he murmured, “Fuck, why’d I have to meet you now? Perfect, so sweet I got a toothache, so hot you make me burn. And the way you melt for me…shit.” 
 
    “Hmmm?” 
 
    His look was almost sad as he cupped my cheek with one rough hand, stroking his thumb over my lower lip. “Soft, like peach skin. Love havin’ you pressed up against me. Makes a man wonder what it would be like to own a sweet beauty like you. Bet you don’t know how irresistible you are, how many men are wishin’ they were in my place. You walk through the room and men can’t help but follow the sway of your round hips and full ass. So, so pretty.” 
 
    The deep timbre of his voice had my nipples stiffening as I soaked up his praise—even if it was dirty praise. I’d had men compliment me before, but nothing this raw, this visceral. A little pang of guilt went through me that I was allowing a man to speak to me like this in public, but the dirty girl who lived in my heart secretly loved it. The alcohol I’d consumed gave me a false confidence, one that kept me in his arms instead of stammering and running away. 
 
    I didn’t know what to say to him, didn’t have his way with words, so I settled for, “Thank you.” 
 
    His face dipped down next to mine, the tip of his nose running over my ear and making me want to straddle his leg and seek some relief from the ache he started inside of me.  
 
    “Look at you, that pretty pink blush. Those freckles…” In one smooth move, he lifted my skirt high enough that he could slide his thigh between mine, only my panties and the thin fabric of his tuxedo pants protecting my heat from his flesh. “Damn, sugar, I can feel how hot you are, how wet.” 
 
    That embarrassed me, pulled me out of my arousal a bit, but Hustler wasn’t letting me put any space between our bodies. He grasped my hips and rocked me up and down his thigh, rubbing me against him in a way that had me seeing stars. His erection thrilled me, proof that he found me attractive, and he let out a groan of his own as I sank my fingers into his hair and pulled lightly. His soft moan had me making an almost matching sound of desire. 
 
    “What do you like, sugar? If I could fulfill any fantasy for you, what would it be?” 
 
    “I don’t know?” My voice squeaked as I lied. 
 
    He cocked his head at me, his brow furrowed. “You don’t know?” 
 
    Ducking my head, I focused on his throat, and the tattoo of what I thought was a raven peeking out of the stiff white collar. “No. I—well, I haven’t had a lot of experience. My boyfriend was very conservative and the other guy I dated, we only had sex once and it was over quick. We’d both had a little too much to drink and the whole affair was rather…not satisfying.”  
 
    Curious, I traced his tattoo with my fingertips and he moaned softly, turning me on even more. “Damn, you have the gentlest hands, softest body. Makes me want to do things to you I have no right doin’. I want to teach you all the dirty things you’re gonna love, but it’s too dangerous.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He licked the side of my neck and I rubbed myself on his leg. “Dangerous, you make me want things I can’t have right now, not with that asshole gunnin’ for me.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” My voice came out all deep and breathy, and I swore I was turned on enough to climax if he kept grinding my clit against his thick thigh. “Someone’s trying to hurt you? What can I do to help?” 
 
    “Such a generous heart.” He examined my face then cupped it gently, his thumb sweeping over the walnut of my cheek.  
 
    The strong thump of his pulse met my fingertip as I traced my way from his throat to his jaw, unable to stop touching him. With the music, the low lights, the crowd of strangers around us, I felt like I was living in a dream where my actions didn’t have consequences. Fascinated by his plush lips, I traced my fingertip over the bow of his mouth, dipping it lightly inside when he parted his lips on a soft snarl. 
 
    I should have realized the risk of teasing a man like Hustler.  
 
    I should have run away from him that instant. 
 
    I should have paid attention to Vance, staring at us with pure loathing in his gaze from the edge of the dance floor as he talked into his phone. 
 
    All of these warning signs should have caught my attention, but I was completely lost in the overwhelming physical attraction this charismatic man stirred to life within me. 
 
    The surface of my skin tingled, and my whole body grew pliant in his grip as his firm hand grasped the back of my neck. The harder he held me, the more I relaxed until I swear we’d melted into one person together. All I could do was stare helplessly up at him as he kept me pinned in place. I’ve always had a thing for manly men, strong men, and something about Hustler called to a part of me that had been sleeping. A deep sensuality I’d had to suppress in the hyper-restrictive norms of my church’s compound. 
 
    With Hustler staring down on me like he was going to eat me alive, I wanted indulge in the lovely, rough fantasies his dark voice promised. I reached up and cupped his cheek, running my thumb along the razor edge line of his goatee. It was surprisingly soft, and I wondered what it would feel like to have that hair brush my face while we kissed.  
 
    I succumbed to Hustler’s gentle urging and titled my face up to his, softening my mouth in anticipation of his touch. 
 
    When the tip of his tongue tasted my skin, I made one of the biggest mistakes of my life as I yielded to him, because a moment later, his arms were wrapped around me, my body exploding into tingles while he lowered his delicious mouth to my own and sealed my fate with a kiss as delicate as a butterfly’s wing. 
 
    While I thought the kiss lasted at least two years, it was probably more like four minutes, but by the time Hustler finally let me breathe, I was light-headed and clinging to him. He’d seduced me with his kiss, left me hot and wanting, my body aching for him. By the feel of his delicious erection pressing into my belly, I wasn’t the only one affected by our kiss. The look of dazed shock on his face was almost comical, and I was gratified to know I wasn’t the only one surprised by the explosion of feelings between us. 
 
    My heart beat double-time in my chest as I stared up at him, hardly able to believe that such a beautiful man had just kissed me. Now, I’ve only kissed five men in my life so I don’t have a lot of experience, but I read a lot of books and watch a lot of movies on the cell phone Sarah gave me. I used the Wi-Fi from Sarah’s parent’s compound next door, and it provided me with a link to the outside world. Hidden in two plastic bags and wrapped in dark brown foam, I stashed it inside a hole in one of the biggest walnut trees in our orchard. It was my safety net, a way of being able to reach out to my friends and communicate with them behind the pastor’s back. And it was my lifeline if I needed to run. Clint had followed me out there one day without my knowing and almost caught me with my phone, no doubt spying on me for his father. I’d managed to scurry down the tree before he arrived, having heard him noisily crashing through the orchard. 
 
    As if I’d summoned him, like a demon with a spell, I caught a glimpse of Clint through gaps in the crowd on the packed dance floor, his head moving like he was scanning the reception, searching for someone. 
 
    Fear that he’d come and drag me away had my heart racing, then Hustler’s hands tightened on me and I suddenly felt safe, and angry. Couldn’t I have two days where I wasn’t under Clint and his father’s constant supervision? Couldn’t I have just forty-eight hours where I wasn’t forced to live under their strict code of how a woman should and shouldn’t behave? For a moment, I worried that something had happened to my grandmother, but it wouldn’t be Clint coming to get me if that was the case.   
 
    I needed this, needed tonight, and I wasn’t going to let him force me to go home. 
 
    Hustler must have noticed my agitation, because he said, “Babe, you okay?” 
 
    My voice shook slightly, despite my efforts to mask my nerves. “Yeah—just think we could go somewhere quieter? I’m not used to being around so many people.”  
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure,” I whispered as I led him off the dance floor to the exit on the opposite side of the tent from Clint, aware of Indigo trying to catch my attention as we moved quickly past her. 
 
    She waved at me to come see her as she perched on some hot Russian guy’s lap, but I just smiled and waved back, then let out a breath of relief as we stepped out into the cool night air. I took a deep breath, relaxing as the breeze blew away the smell of too many perfumes and colognes mixing together in one space. Smelling like anything other than soap was now considered a sin by Pastor Middleton and his flock. When my dad was pastor, women were encouraged to keep their makeup and perfume tasteful, but no one had made anyone wash their face for wearing mascara.   
 
    “Hey, slow down,” Hustler said in an amused voice. 
 
    I came to a sudden stop and blinked, surprised to find us a good distance from the party, on a large, flat outcropping of rock that looked down over the hillside below. We were far enough away that Clint wouldn’t be able to find me, but I worried about the repercussions of my actions. No doubt I’d get in trouble for running out of there, but I couldn’t let him steal me away. Not now, not when I was finally feeling something other than grief and depression. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I turned to Hustler and tried to smile. “Sorry.” 
 
    “You seem tense. Wanna smoke a joint?” 
 
    “Actually, yes. I do.” 
 
    I’ve smoked with both Indigo and Sarah before, but not a lot. Tonight, however, I needed something to give me an escape from my worries. Something to relax me. My body was wound up so tight I felt like I was constantly flinching. He pulled out a joint and lit it, the flame illuminating his sculpted features, calling attention to the shadows beneath his high cheekbones. He really was a stunning man, and I wondered why he wanted to spend time with me. 
 
    I know I’m not the ideal picture of feminine beauty. Growing up with Sarah and Swan, two absolutely stunning blondes with the kind of bodies men drool over, I was more than aware that I was their “dumpy friend.” That’s how one of the boys on Indigo’s compound described me. I was the other one, the girl with the nice personality. Certainly not the kind of woman to attract the interest of a man like this, but I’d take his attention while I could get it. 
 
    Holding his hand in mine, I led him over to a large, smooth boulder that gave a great view of the valley below. We sat on the stone, still warm from the sun that had set hours ago, and quietly passed the joint back and forth. As the drug entered my system, I began to marginally relax bit by bit, shedding my tension like a snake shedding its skin.  
 
    The countryside was so dark out here, and the big white tent glowed like something out of a fairytale. It was so gorgeous, and I took a moment to admire it, to freeze it in my memory to get me through the hard times. I did that a lot, tried to remember the beauty the world could offer when it seemed like I was surrounded by unending ugliness. To remind myself that there was always hope.  
 
    “What are you thinking?” Hustler asked in a low, thick voice, exhaling before offering me another hit. 
 
    I shook my head and he stubbed the joint out before returning his attention to me. 
 
    “The tent, it reminds me of a beautiful dream, an elven ship sailing out into the night on dark waters.” 
 
    He went still, then distracted me by stroking my cheek. 
 
    “You have a lovely way with words.” 
 
    “Um, thanks.” 
 
    “So, you live around here?” 
 
    I seemed to have lost the ability to filter my thoughts and I told him the truth. “Yeah, on a religious compound.” 
 
    He recoiled slightly and my heart sank. “Wow.” 
 
    “Yeah, wow.” I closed my eyes, my shoulders slumping in defeat.  
 
    He rubbed the back of his neck, suddenly stiff and awkward. “Uh-sorry about all the swearing and stuff. I didn’t mean to offend you. Maybe we should head back to the party.” 
 
    “No, no, please. You didn’t offend me and I enjoy spending time with you.” 
 
    Still uncomfortable, he shifted on the rock. “I don’t think I’m exactly the kind of guy your church would want you hangin’ out with.” 
 
    “I don’t care what they think. They’re a bunch of hypocrites anyway. They talk about living by the Bible and the word of God, but only when it suits their needs. They pick and choose which scripture they want to follow, and ignore anything that doesn’t benefit them. Ever hear about the gospel of prosperity?” 
 
    “’Fraid not. I’m not really a religious man.” 
 
    “Yeah, well the gospel of prosperity isn’t really religious either, it’s an excuse to allow greed to flourish in their hearts. Some people say that God wants you to have lots of money, that there’s nothing wrong with taking as much as you can, always wanting more and more, because God wants it to be that way. And the only way to be in God’s good graces is to then give a bunch of that money to the church. Pastor Middleton says that if you don’t tithe as much as you can to the church, you’re robbing God of his money, but it’s Pastor Middleton that lives in a brand-new mansion on the hill, not God.” 
 
    “That’s fucked up.” 
 
    Agitated, I stood up and he followed suit. “It is. It sucks, I hate it, and I cannot wait to get out of there. But for right now I’m stuck.” 
 
    “You want out, I’ll get you out right this minute.” 
 
    I had to blink back tears, my tender heart stroked to life by his words. “I can’t. My grandmother is dying, and I have to stay until she’s gone. It won’t be long, a month at the most. My mother is…not interested in caring for my grandmother and the new church members don’t give one crap about her. I have help from two older ladies that live with us, but they’re only two people and they’re in their late sixties themselves. If I leave, they’ll have no one to help them. Taking care of an invalid is a very physical task and I couldn’t leave the burden of my grandmother’s care on them alone.” 
 
    “That’s fucked up. We’ll take your grandmother, too.” 
 
    I laughed, and cuddled into his firm body as he drew me against him. Right away I felt better, back in the shelter of his arms. “Smoke made me the same offer, but I have to decline. I hate what my church has become. God forgive me, I know I shouldn’t hold hatred in my heart, but I do. I hate the duplicity. I hate the liars. I hate the underlying sense of malevolence that seems to grow stronger with every passing second. My friends are all gone, chased off by the new pastor and his parishioners. Those that remained are firmly under the new pastor’s thumb, or are so scared of him they don’t dare defy him. I look around me and I don’t recognize people I thought I knew. Do you know what it’s like to suddenly find yourself surrounded by strangers who were once your friends? People you considered family?” 
 
    He blinked slowly, then nodded. “I do understand. I know what it feels like to have people you thought you knew turn on you, to walk into a room and everyone suddenly stops talking. I know what it feels like to have eyes staring me in the back of the head, but when I turn around, no one is there.” 
 
    My breath came out in a harsh gasp, “Exactly. And there’s this sense of…something coming. Something big, something bad.” 
 
    “And no matter what you do…” his voice had turned into a guttural growl, “…you can’t seem to find a way to stop it.” 
 
    “But you have to keep trying.” 
 
    He sagged into me, like the weight of the world was crushing him down. “Yeah, you have to keep trying.” 
 
    For one brief second, he let me help carry the weight of his exhaustion, before once again drawing himself up, his gaze sharpening on me. “But you need to know when to cut your losses, Angel.” 
 
    “Angel?”  
 
    “You’re as beautiful as one. All that gorgeous honey-brown hair, those big doe eyes and freckles, an adorable fucking Angel.”  
 
    “I don’t think you’re supposed to use the f-bomb to describe an angel.” 
 
    The side of his mouth quirked up. “Yeah, probably not.” 
 
    Above us, the almost-full moon beamed down and I studied his handsome face as my eyes fully adjusted to the dark. The soft goatee framed his sensual lips, and he reminded me of what the classic vision of the devil looked like. Square jaw, elegant but strong cheekbones, and the sparkle of sin and trouble in his eyes. He was enchanting, and I was having a hard time fighting the urge to kiss him again. 
 
    Closing the distance between us, he muttered, “I shouldn’t be doin’ this with you. Should stay away, but I can’t help myself around you.” 
 
    With those confusing words, his lips caressed mine and we both sighed at the sensation of our bodies coming together. His warmth flowed through me, and the affection I was feeling from him suffused my body with a delicious, heartfelt need. My nipples hardened to points, and Hustler groaned against my lips as I sucked on his tongue. He made me wanted to be bold, be naughty, and I snaked my hands around his neck and rubbed my breasts against him. The tips ached and I needed something to sooth them. 
 
    “Look at you,” he whispered, “all rubbing up against me like a dirty girl. Are you wet for me?” 
 
    Even in the dark, I couldn’t admit it out loud, and I gasped when Hustler bit the side of my neck hard enough to sting.  
 
    “Are you wet for me?” 
 
    “Yes, oh yes. And my nipples hurt. They’re so sensitive they ache. Can you do something to make it better?” 
 
    He rested his forehead against mine, his chest moving with his rapid breaths. “Hottest fucking thing I’ve ever heard. Your sweet little voice, all husky with need. Can’t wait to hear you scream my name. But this ain’t the time or place, so I’m going to need you to be quiet before you make me shoot in my pants. Now be a good girl and let Daddy make you come.” 
 
    I giggled, more than a little shocked and turned on. “Daddy?” 
 
    “Mmmm, like it when you call me that. You can call me that, or Sir when you want an orgasm.” 
 
    “Like a Daddy Dom?” 
 
    His head jerked back and his hands tightened on my butt. “You know what that is?” 
 
    “Yeah. I…um, read a lot. Sarah got me a cell phone loaded with steamy erotic romance e-books that I keep hidden in the orchard and—” 
 
    “Wait, back up, you have to hide a cell phone?” 
 
    “The new pastor that runs the compound believes we need to live in isolation for our spiritual health. I think it’s just because that way he gets to control all incoming and outgoing information about the outside world.” 
 
    “That’s crazy. Seriously, you need to get out of there.” 
 
    I sighed and tried to wiggle out of his arms, but he held me tight. “I can’t. Honestly, my grandmother is nearing the end. The nurses say it’ll be maybe a few days, maybe a few weeks, but no longer than a month. I can hold on for that long. But the moment my grandmother passes, I’m gone. I have my bags packed and hidden away, ready to go.” 
 
    “You need someone to come get you, promise you’ll call me.” 
 
    I smiled, but shook my head. “Thank you for the offer, but Swan and Sarah might gut you if I went to you instead of them. They’ve been waiting forever for me to leave. We…we had plans, but I guess those have changed now that they’re married. I feel bad for bothering them with my drama.” 
 
    Hustler cupped my face in his rough hands, the smell of his cologne stronger at his wrists. “Don’t. Sarah and Swan love you, which means you’re part of the Iron Horse MC, and we will always have your back. I’ll always have your back.” 
 
    I rubbed my cheek against the fine fabric of his shirt, relishing the heat of his body beneath. Being so short myself, I enjoyed the fact that Hustler wasn’t super tall and that I could kiss him without hurting my neck. And he seemed to be the perfect height for holding me. Trailing my fingers down his neck to his chest, I admired his fit body with obvious appreciation.  
 
    “Thank you. Maybe…maybe when I get out into the real world, we could go out on a date?” 
 
    His hands went from pulling me close to pushing me away. “No, that wouldn’t be a good idea.” 
 
    Stung, I stumbled back a step, almost falling in the dark before I gracelessly righted myself and tried to save my dignity. “Oh, right, of course.” 
 
    He reached out to me, but I ducked his hands. “Not because I don’t want to, but because it’s not safe.” 
 
    “Right, fine. That’s fine. No worries, it’s totally okay.” 
 
    I was babbling and walking away from him so fast I was almost running. God, how embarrassing. I’d totally put myself out there and been shot down. My pride lay in tatters as I scrambled down the hill, ignoring him cursing behind me as he followed. He moved surprisingly quick for a muscular guy, but I had endurance from spending my summers working in the orchards and fields.  
 
    Plus, I’d grown up in these hills, so I had no problem navigating them in the dark. 
 
    Hustler, on the other hand, had issues with the terrain and when he let out a pained grunt, I froze. 
 
    “Hustler, are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, just scraped my leg on a rock.” 
 
    Guilt hit me that he’d hurt himself chasing me. “Oh no. I’m so sorry. Let me see it.” 
 
    “It’s just a scrape, baby. I’m okay.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve heard men say that before. We need to get you cleaned up, regardless of how big the scrape is. Do you have a first aid kit? Or know where we can get one? I bet they have one back at the tent, let’s go. I wish I had a flashlight, but this dress barely allowed me to wear panties. No pockets.” 
 
    My mouth just continued to run as I reached for him, finding his shadowy hand and helping him to his feet. I couldn’t see well enough to know how injured he was, but I could tell his leg smarted by the way he stood. I’ve gouged my shin more than once climbing these rocks as a kid, and knew it hurt like crazy. My legs weren’t smooth, they were scarred up from a life spent outdoors. Swan and I had explored every inch of this terrain, sometimes going for long horseback rides and camping at different parts of her dad’s land as we got older.  
 
    Hustler cupped my face. “I’ll let you take care of me if it’ll make you happy, but I’m okay.” 
 
    “Sure, you are.” I tugged his hand. “Come on, let’s go back to the party.” 
 
    “My RV is closer.” 
 
    “You have an RV?” 
 
    “Nah, but my kid brother is a rock star and he lent me his for the wedding. He’s tight with Smoke and Beach, but he couldn’t make it due to his tour schedule.” 
 
    I blinked at him. “A rock star?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll tell you about him later. Come on.” 
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    Lorenzo “Hustler” Ricci 
 
    Lyric’s wide hazel eyes looked up at me as we neared the portable lights set up around the makeshift RV camp in the middle of Mike’s compound. It was packed with high-end buses, RVs, tents, and tons of motorcycles. Just the sight of all those bikes made my gut clench as I wondered what the fuck I was doing. If I was a better man, I’d let her put a bandage on me, then send her on her way. In the short time I’d known her, I could tell she’s what my dad would call a good woman, salt of the earth. A treasure for any man to possess and own. 
 
    And man, did I want to possess and own her sweet round ass. 
 
    I know it sounds crude, but I’m just being honest when I say I’ve had more women suck my dick than I can count. I was nineteen when I began as a pledge to the Iron Horse MC. I had to do a lot of bullshit to earn my vest. And I do mean bullshit, lots of washing and detailing bikes, doing boring watch duties, counting shit for inventory…the shit jobs no one wanted. But, there were always club girls ready to drain my hard cock, and I had taken advantage of what was offered.  
 
    Sex was a whole different thing. I’m very choosy about who I fucked. They had to be relationship material. Unfortunately, I tended to be attracted to crazy women who needed someone to rescue them. My mom accused me of having “white knight” syndrome with insane chicks. I can’t help it, I see a woman that needs someone to heal her and I want to do it. I knew from therapy it’s a result of growing up and watching my mom get the shit beaten out of her by my birth father. Yeah, even bikers need to get their shit straightened out by a professional now and again. 
 
    Seeing your ex-girlfriend’s brain blown out of her head will do that. 
 
    Terrible memories tried to enter my head, but I shoved them back easier than usual. The bright ray of sunshine at my side helped me more than she knew. Just having her near me made me focus on the here and now, not the past, and cleared some of the poison clouding my mind. I’d grown used to people eyeing me with fear and suspicion, wondering if I’m the traitor known as Chief. It’s dumb as fuck that people would even consider that, but someone was trying to frame me for shit that wasn’t my fault, yet somehow always appeared to be. 
 
    Beach, my club’s president, and Sledge, my club’s vice-prez, knew I was being set up—there was just fuck-all they could do about it. We had a rat, someone deep within the ranks of the MC, and they seemed determined to tear it apart from the inside out. Smoke, our master-at-arms, knew I’d never kill his sister-in-law, Veronica. Yeah, we had a short and wild relationship, but it went down in flames the moment I found out she spiked my drink with GHB so I’d do a threesome with her and Smoke. Later she said she’d been off her meds, or something was wrong with her meds, but that was just a bullshit excuse. She’d always wanted Smoke and she’d used me to get him.  
 
    Bitch had betrayed me on every level and I was done with her ass. 
 
    But that didn’t mean I wanted her dead. 
 
    My groan of frustration drew Lyric’s attention and she said in her melodic, so-fucking-sexy-it-should-be-illegal voice, “Are you in pain?”  
 
    “No, Angel, I’m okay.” Her open concern touched me and I drank in her kindness. “We’re almost there. That one’s our destination.” 
 
    The big RV was top-of-the-line, and my little brother used it as his backup for traveling on tour, so it kind of had to be. The kid spent months on the road, and he needed something comfortable. Even better, it came with its own security and a huge master suite along with a guest bedroom, and was totally pimped out inside. 
 
    Sledge, our VP, was bunking with me tonight and I wondered if he’d bring back company with him.  
 
    I brought us to a stop just beyond the circle of spotlights coming from my RV. “One sec.” 
 
    I sent Sledge a quick text to either come home alone, or find some place to stay for the night. He texted me back right away, being a smartass about my obvious and visible abstinence these past six months. Sledge was a simple man, but he had a few rules in life and one of them was a man was only really happy when he’s fucking. I didn’t say he wasn’t an asshole, but he was right. I’ve been tense as fuck, needing the release of a good scene, and I wondered if the adorable girl at my side would be into it. 
 
    Sarah had asked me to watch out for Lyric, to keep an eye on her and make sure she was having fun. They said she was shy around big guys, and to give her space. So, I spent the first part of the night watching her, slowly growing to appreciate her innocent beauty. She was shy; I’d seen her turn down a dozen horny bikers and mafia hitmen with a blush, but she was also very…serene. I couldn’t think of how to explain it, but she seemed very centered somehow. More real than everyone else around her. 
 
    I’d also noticed Vance checking her out, and I didn’t like that shit one bit. I suspected him as one of the people behind the club’s problems, but I couldn’t prove it. Even without proof, I knew he was not the kind of man that should be anywhere near Lyric. Her whole body drew in on itself around him, and a protective feeling that would have made my Aztec warrior ancestors proud roared through me. Before I could think of the ramifications of my actions, I was across the room, taking Lyric away from that evil fuck.  
 
    On impulse, I slipped Lyric’s delicate hand into my own and blinked at the flash of sparks and heat between our skin. I know she felt it as well, because her full lips parted on a gasp. So pretty, I wanted to slip my cock between those lips and have her suck me while I instructed her. She was like a butterfly soaring through the air during a war, something too delicate to survive on its own without protection. I know it’s sexist as fuck, but women like her needed a strong man in their life to watch over them. Someone to protect their delicate hearts that they wore on their sleeve. 
 
    We began to walk and she kept darting these little secretive smiles at me, making me grin back despite the annoying pain in my leg. 
 
    Two big men in dark pants and black T-shirts melted out of the shadows around the bus, their rugged faces carefully blank and polite. They were part of the security detail watching over the RVs. Not that anything would happen to them here. We had men stationed all around the area keeping watch, and I’m sure Mike Anderson had the placed rigged with cameras and bombs or some crazy shit. Mike was a good man, but also scary as fuck. 
 
    Dyno, a skinny, rangy guy in his late twenties with curly brown hair, nodded at me, his gaze darting to Lyric and back. “Evening, Hustler.” 
 
    Lyric stared at the men with wide eyes and became still, almost silent, as she observed them. I had to remember that she was innocent, sheltered, and needed me to protect her. The determination to ease her discomfort had me pulling her closer to my side, enjoying the way she clung to my hand.  
 
    “I racked my leg on a rock and scraped it pretty good.”  
 
    Guilt streaked over Lyric’s sweet face, her every emotion playing out in her expressive eyes for the world to see. I could read her like a book, and it was refreshing to find someone so open and honest in a world full of liars. All the more reason I should stay away from her, but damned if I could deny myself this one stolen night with her. My world was going to shit, but her soft presence brought me a much-needed peace. Being around her was a balm to my soul, and I craved her touch. 
 
    The men both gave her a quick glance, and I could see their appreciation as they drank her in. I couldn’t blame them. She was rounded curves poured into a liquid silver dress, and her hair fell in golden-brown wavy curls all the way to her ass that was made for grabbing. And she was such an interesting mix of virtue and naughtiness, of a good girl dying to be dirty. Just the kind of woman that tied my dick in a knot. As I took in her cute-as-shit freckles, she blushed beneath my gaze.  
 
    “That’s a big gash,” Nibbles, a brother from the LA Iron Horse MC chapter said as he gazed at Lyric with open appreciation. “You need a hand patching that up? We could all go inside and take care of that together.” 
 
    Fucker thought Lyric was the kind of woman that would be passed around, that she was a club slut willing to party hard with anyone in a cut, and it pissed me off. “No, keep your asses out here.” 
 
    Lyric, oblivious to the byplay between us, was crouched down at my side, staring in horror at my leg as she lifted the torn fabric. “Oh, my sweet goodness!” 
 
    Unable to stop myself, I drank in the sight of her deep, deep cleavage as she gently tugged at my shredded pants. “Angel, it’s okay, really. I’ve had road rash way worse than this and kept riding for another hundred miles. I’m fine.” 
 
    Her lovely hazel eyes were filled with tears as she looked up at me, and I felt like a dick for finding her hot when she cried. “You’re bleeding. I need to fix you.” 
 
    Nibbles stared at her tits as he rubbed his chin. “You sure you don’t need help, Hustler?” 
 
    All the warmth I felt fled as cold anger replaced it. “Watch your-fuckin’-self.”  
 
    Dyno, who I considered a friend, gave his partner a hard look. “Nibbles, go make sure the other side of the bus is secure before Hustler puts a bullet in you.” 
 
    I could tell Nibbles didn’t want to go, but he grunted, then walked around the side of the RV. Dyno shook his head and gave me an apologetic smile. “Sorry about that. Normally I wouldn’t have him with me, but my partner is home with his wife. They just had a baby so I’m stuck with Nibbles. He didn’t mean any disrespect, just—” his eyes flicked to Lyric, still examining my leg, then back to me, “—you know how it is.” 
 
    “Deal with it—or I will.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    I shook my anger off as we made our way inside, and it was like being suddenly transported into a different world. Instead of being surrounded by miles and miles of wildness in butt-fuck-nowhere Texas, we were suddenly in a luxurious, if small, apartment. The low, golden lighting illuminated the glossy cherry wood cabinets, along with highlighting the comfortable furniture and state-of-the-art everything. The air was perfectly cool and it was so quiet I could hear Lyric’s soft breaths. 
 
    Standing in the entrance to the living room area, Lyric turned around slowly, awe lighting her face in a way that made me laugh. “Holy sprinkled toast, this place is amazing!” 
 
    I limped over to the sink and dug around for the first aid kit beneath it before hefting it out and putting it on the small cream fold-out dining table. The interior of the bus was lush, done in shades of tan and gold, warm and inviting. Lyric looked like a diamond set amongst the gold, her silver dress sparkling with her every move.  
 
    When Sarah and Swan had planned the wedding, they’d asked me for input on shit. Being that Smoke and Beach were among my best friends, I spent a lot of time at their place. Plus, I was one of the girl’s unofficial bodyguards. Myself and two of the club’s top enforcers switched around what we jokingly called “bitch-sitting services.” I loved Sarah and Swan like they were my bratty little sisters, but man, those girls were a nightmare to try and keep safe. Strong, independent, they had a tendency to do what they wanted, when they wanted, without fear. Which was fine, admirable even; but when you’re in charge of keeping their asses alive, their independent nature could drive a man crazy. 
 
    I vaguely remembered watching over/hanging out with them one lazy Sunday at Smoke and Swan’s place. They’d been deep in chick-land planning for the wedding, with about a thousand magazines and pictures from the Internet printed out and spread around the kitchen. They’d asked my opinion on bridesmaid dresses, and I pretended to give a shit as I watched a football game and chowed down on chicken wings and nachos with Smoke.  
 
    Now, I was mighty pleased with the way the dress they picked fit Lyric’s generous curves. 
 
    She had a little pooch of a belly, and wide hips with a generous ass. Her whole body was lush, ultra-feminine, and her big tits were fucking works of art. I got a good view of her breasts when she pushed me onto the wide, deep sofa that ran along the wall of the bus, the oversized throw pillows cushioning my fall. Kneeling between my legs, she presented such a pretty picture of sweet submission. I’m a sexual dominant, but my tastes were a little on the exotic side. I’m a Daddy Dom, a Master who enjoys loving, nurturing, and disciplining my submissive. While I was into a good spanking and other types of kink, I was more sensual than brutal.  
 
    I had a moment of hesitation when she began to gently pluck at my pants, pulling the wet fabric from my leg. The pain cleared my lust and I thought about the danger I might be putting her in. Then again, that wasn’t likely. She was well protected out here in the middle of nowhere, and while her church sounded like a shithole, at least she’d be safe there. The last woman I’d dated was dead, killed by some mysterious fucking enemy named Chief, who seemed bent on destroying me and the Iron Horse MC.  
 
    Painful memories tried to assault me, but once again Lyric brought me out of the darkness and into the light. 
 
    “The scratch goes up your thigh.” I grunted as Lyric began to tear my pants more, then paused. “Um…are you, uh, decent beneath?” 
 
    “Am I decent?” 
 
    “You know…um, are you…uh, wearing underwear?” 
 
    “Yeah, but I’m not decent.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Look at me.” I waited until she turned those big, trusting eyes of hers my way. “I’m wearing boxers, but I’m not decent. In fact, I’m really fuckin’ indecent. My dick is hard as a fucking post.” 
 
    She bit her lower lip and looked up at me through her lashes. “It is?” 
 
    “Hell yes, it is. You’re on your knees in front of me, your soft hands on me, your sweet voice in my ears. No way I wouldn’t be hard. You’re gorgeous, Angel.” 
 
    She fussed with my leg, getting blood on her fingers. “No, Indigo, Swan and Sarah—they’re beautiful. I’m plain, but it’s okay. I know who I am and I’m fine with it.” 
 
    “You’re not plain. You’re exquisite.” 
 
    She grew stiff in my arms. “Thank you, but I beg to disagree.” 
 
    Unable to resist, I kissed the frown from her lush lips, drinking her down, loving the taste of her on my tongue. Her hips pressed into me and a low, guttural moan vibrated through her. I loved how she responded to me, how eager she was for my touch. It stoked my need to make it even better for her, to drive her crazy with pleasure. 
 
    Examining her face as I pulled back, I smiled. “Yep. Daddy thinks you’re beautiful.” 
 
    Her lovely eyes clouded and she looked away. “So, just to make sure we’re on the same page, you’re not into, like, stuff.” 
 
    “Like stuff?” 
 
    “It’s not like—you know, all incest-y and stuff.” 
 
    “No, no. Not all incest-y and stuff.” Fuck, she was adorable. “I like to take care of women, make their lives better, help them grow into their potential. I enjoy nurturing a woman, caring and providing for her. It gets me off to see my woman content, happy, and thriving. I want to be my woman’s protector, in all things, for her to trust me and know I’ll take care of her in every way she needs. I like to help a woman blossom into her full potential.” 
 
    “Blossom? That’s awfully poetic for a biker.” 
 
    “If I tell you something, you have to swear not to speak of it to anyone, ever. Including Swan and Sarah. They wouldn’t be able to resist teasing me for what I’m about to tell you. Can I trust you to keep what I’m about to say between us?” 
 
    The soft skin of her hand sent sparks over my arm as she gripped it lightly and gave me a solemn nod. “Of course. You can share your burden with me. I’ll take the weight.” 
 
    “That’s good to know, but this is more embarrassing for me than anything else.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but grin at her earnest expression. “My mom tortured us by making us listen to her romance novels in the car while she was driving. She loves audiobooks and would torment me and my brother by making us listen to chicks talking about ‘dewy petals’ and crap like that. As a result, unfortunately, I’ve been tainted by those cheesy 1990s romance novels. You know the kind, the ones with Highlander pirates who are actually long-lost princes kidnapping slutty virgins and all that shit.” 
 
    Bless her, she tried not to laugh, but when she went to speak she snorted, then busted out in clear laughter that rang through the air like silvery chimes.  
 
    “Slutty virgins?” She laughed so hard tears streamed down her cheeks and I picked her up, tucking her quaking body against mine. “You’re right, I’ll never tell anyone. I’ve met your friends, they would never let you live it down. Plus, I know Swan and Sarah. They live for this kind of stuff. God, I can just imagine how they’d torment you. Sarah would probably buy you a gazillion romance novels and have them sent to the clubhouse.” 
 
    “Swan would figure out how to hack my phone and change my ringtone to a snippet from some sex scene in an audiobook.” 
 
    The peal of her laughter was contagious and I snuggled her into me, chuckling as she slowly regained control of herself. “I have to say, I’m glad for once my mom is a total prude in every way, shape, and form. I don’t think I’ve ever even heard her speak about sex in my presence other than to tell me to not even think about it.” 
 
    Strangely enough, I wasn’t in a hurry to fuck Lyric. I was enjoying talking with her too much. She was interesting, different, and my mind wanted to figure out how she saw the world. I know it sounds arrogant when I say I’m a quick thinker and I’m good at figuring out what makes people tick. Lyric was so unlike anyone I’d ever met, and I wanted to know more. 
 
    “So, you grew up on a religious commune?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Instant stiffness entered her body and I mentally switched gears. “Was it a sex commune? Sarah said there was one of those around here.” 
 
    Giggling, she melted into me. “No, that’s where Indigo grew up.” 
 
    “Really? The Asian chick with the tattoos? She’s so…formidable.” 
 
    “Very. She’s a private investigator, at least that’s what she tells the world. She’s really a ninja.” 
 
    “A ninja.” I tried to picture the black-haired bombshell kicking someone’s ass. “Huh.” 
 
    Nuzzling her nose against my neck, she murmured, “Sorry, I grew up in the boring Christian commune. I’ve only kissed a couple guys, had one serious boyfriend, and a brief fling with the guy I lost my virginity to.” 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with that. You live your life the way that’s right for you. I’m not here to judge. To be honest, I get off on the thought of being the first to teach you things.” 
 
    “So, you only like women that are inexperienced?” 
 
    “No, no. Not at all. Shit, how do I explain this. There’s good and bad about every relationship, pros and cons that both have merit. It all depends on the woman, and how attracted I am to her.” I smoothed her hair back 
 
    “And you’re attracted to me?” 
 
    I gave her total honesty when I said, “Angel, I’ve never wanted anyone more than you. You’re fuckin’ dangerous.” 
 
    “Dangerous?” 
 
    “Yeah. You make me forget my world, my duties, my life. I lose myself in you and I got men hunting me, waiting for me to slip up. The moment I let my guard down, they strike, so I have to be aware of my surroundings at all times. But right here, right now, I’m as good as blind because the only thing I see is you. So yeah, you’re dangerous.” 
 
    “Hustler, that’s terrible. What’s going on? Why aren’t Smoke and Beach helping you? I thought your MC was all about having each other’s backs?” 
 
    “Club business, can’t talk about it.” 
 
    Cute as a wet kitten, she glared at me. “I hate it when Swan and Sarah say that! Good gravy train, it makes me mad.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but start laughing again, as her unusual cuss phrases rolled off her sweet lips. 
 
    “Daddy wants some sugar, give him a kiss.” 
 
    I didn’t miss her thighs clenching or the sharp breath that she sucked in through her nose. “Okay, Daddy.” 
 
    Fucking hell, my dick throbbed so hard I was almost afraid to move. Lyric closed the distance between us and brushed her lips over mine. A soft sigh left her mouth and I breathed it in, tasting her, bringing her body into mine. Our mouths brushed again and heat clenched my gut and my cock twitched, trying to get to the untried little pussy creaming for me. I had no doubt if I were to touch her between her legs, she’d be wet and soft for me. 
 
    When she pulled away, she licked her lips and placed her hands on my chest. “Wow, you can kiss.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “You must have had a lot of practice.” She sighed. “Am I terrible? I haven’t had as much time to refine my technique.” 
 
    Her gaze narrowed in anger as I chuckled, but I kissed her freckled little nose. “Just go with it, Angel. Don’t overthink it. Your body knows what it wants, trust it to lead the way. If something turns you on, great; if it doesn’t, that’s fine as well. Does it turn you on when I tell you what to do?” 
 
    “Yes. It makes me feel…good knowing that I’m doing what you want. What turns you on. That I don’t have to guess what to do to make you happy. I like making you happy, Hustler. It makes me feel good.” I kissed her again, long and soft, giving her affection and comfort. It wasn’t too long until she was purring for me, her hands grasping my shoulders and pulling me closer. The lush surface of her ass wiggled against my cock as she squirmed. “Teach me, show me everything you can.” 
 
    “You sure want to play with Daddy? We can be just Hustler and Lyric, no pressure.” 
 
    I waited, hoping like fuck she’d say yes and not sprint out of the bus as fast as her legs would take her. I could see the struggle, her indecision, guilt and desire swirling together into a heady mix. Her nipples poked at the fabric of her dress, hard as bullets, and a warm flush covered her chest as she shifted on her heels. I reached out and cupped her cheek. 
 
    “Angel, we don’t have to do anything you don’t want. Hell, I’ll be happy just to spend some time with you tonight and listen to that sexy-ass voice of yours.” 
 
    “You think I have a sexy voice?” 
 
    God, she was starved for positive attention, affection. It told me a lot about her life at home and I wished I could get her to come back to Austin with me. But even if she did, I’d have to let her go before anyone could realize she meant anything to me. I hated my life at moments like this. 
 
    “Yeah, I do.” My voice went raspy as I leaned forward and whispered into her ear, “And I can’t wait to hear you moan my name as I eat that tender little pussy of yours.” 
 
    Her gasp was music to my ears. So sensitive to my words and my touch. Testing out her reaction, I gently licked and sucked on her earlobe. Her response was immediate and she tilted her head, giving me better access to her body. This close, I could smell the faint remains of some perfume that perfectly complemented her natural scent. Clean, fresh, an oasis from the pollution of the world. Her skin was so soft beneath my lips and I was reminded of her age. 
 
    Call me a dirty fuck, but I liked that she was younger than me. It made me feel in control, in charge, two things I’d been desperately lacking in my life this past year. The need to dominate Lyric grew as I began to softly bite her neck; each time my teeth made contact, she’d shiver. Leaning into my hold fully, she positively melted against me as I sucked on the sensitive lobe of her ear. 
 
    “Tell me what you want. Whatever fantasy you have, whatever you need, I’ll give it to you.” 
 
    “I…I…” 
 
    Grabbing her gently by the chin, I looked her straight in the eyes and let my inner beast out to play. “Tell me what you want, Angel. Now. Daddy’s not a patient man.” 
 
    Her hips rubbed up against me, her movements fluid and greedy. “I want you to keep talking dirty to me. No one has ever done that before.” 
 
    I raked my teeth along her earlobe, then kissed behind it. “What else.” 
 
    “I want to come from oral sex. I’ve never had that either.” 
 
    “You got it, baby. Anything else my girl wants?” 
 
    I knew it was going to be something good, because she had to work herself up to whispering, “Daddy, would you please spank me? But a good-girl spanking, not a bad-girl one.” 
 
    Oh fuck, this was wrong, so wrong…but her husky voice and slightly taboo words drove me beyond crazy. “Yeah, Angel, I’ll spank you until you cream all over my fingers.” 
 
    She swayed forward, her breasts pillowing against my erection, her head resting on my lower abs. “Yes, please. That sounds wonderful.” 
 
    My cock throbbed. “Such a good, sweet girl. Stand up.” 
 
    She did as I commanded and I leaned forward, then ran my finger along the dip of her waist. “Pull your dress up, then turn around.” 
 
    Her movements were deliciously slow and uncertain, but I enjoyed the rush of energy between us as she did what she was told, following my instructions perfectly. The sight of her sweet, silky, white panties stretched over the large globes of her creamy ass had me twitching with need. I gently brushed my fingers over each cheek, then leaned in and began to kiss along the edge of her panties. Each press of my lips lingered as I woke her skin up, sensitized her. I bet innocent little Lyric had never been with a man like me before. I was going to own her tonight, to brand myself into her memory, to take her as many times and ways as I could. Tomorrow, with all its problems, would be here soon enough, and I felt like we were living on borrowed time. That nothing this good could last forever. 
 
    Lyric trembled beneath my touch and the light, musky scent of her arousal reached me as I began to lick and kiss closer to her pussy. I wanted her eager for me, willing to do anything for an orgasm. I wanted her begging for me to spank her, pleading with me to spread her open with my dick.  
 
    “Take your panties off.” 
 
    Now fully nude, she fidgeted, almost putting her hands behind her back before clasping them around her waist. The shy manner of her stance turned me right the fuck on, and I groaned as I licked between her ass cheeks. She squealed and tried to pull away, but I grabbed both her wrists and held them behind her back.  
 
    “Hustler!” 
 
    “You know what a safe word is?” 
 
    Her thrashing quieted down. “Yes.” 
 
    “What’s yours.” 
 
    “Care Bear Stare.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and shook my head, then leaned my forehead against her ass. “Care Bear Stare. Are you for fuckin’ real?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She sounded miffed, and I kissed her butt cheek in apology. “Right. If anything isn’t for you, just safe word, and we’ll stop and talk about it. Otherwise, I’m going to push you a little bit, try things out with you, but I’m not going to let you know what we’re doing next. I’ll make it good for you, I promise.” 
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    Lyric 
 
    His lips brushed my bottom and a bolt of pure, hot lust went straight to my pussy. The desire in his voice, the firmness of his touch, the way he seduced me with his words, all aroused me beyond anything I’d ever felt. He was pure, undiluted sex and I couldn’t believe he was caressing me. It was hard to focus on anything other than how he was making me feel. I’d been sad, frustrated, and overwhelmed for a long time. I needed someone to worship me, someone to take control. Most of all I needed someone to take me over, to overwhelm me and allow me to let go completely. 
 
    The idea of being able to trust Hustler was an aphrodisiac in itself, and I was already close to coming. 
 
    “I want you up and kneeling, facing the back of the couch with your hands on the windows.” 
 
    I hesitated, eyeing the glass. “Will anyone see me?” 
 
    “Nah, these windows are specially tinted. Besides, I wouldn’t share you with anyone for all the money in the world. You’re my Angel. Now kneel.” 
 
    I did as he asked, gasping slightly when he grasped my thigh and pulled my legs apart, making me slam my hands against the glass for balance with a loud thump.  
 
    Standing behind me, he started to move and I turned to look, but he gently gripped the back of my neck. “Eyes forward.” 
 
    Miffed, I did as he asked, then realized I could see our reflection in the window, faint, but there. His form was hazy as he stripped off his clothes, but I could still see that he had tattoos all over, and that his body was wide and solid with muscle. The men of my church are all well-built—we do too much physical activity maintaining the compound for anyone to be overweight—but Hustler was unlike any man I’d ever seen in person. He was the kind of guy I drooled over on the cover of my romance novels. 
 
    His big, rough hands smoothed over my shoulder, taking his time and playing with my hair. While some days I hated it, right now I loved how entranced Hustler seemed with my hair. He made a happy, growling noise that had me smiling as he basically petted me. 
 
    “You have fuckin’ beautiful hair, Angel. I want to wrap it around my fist and jerk off.” I almost turned around, but once again he kept me looking away from him. “Stay there.” 
 
    His hand left me and I wondered what he was doing, right up to the point he leaned back on the couch with his face between my legs. The soft flutter of his tongue against my sex had me keening softly, a sound he echoed with a guttural moan. I loved how vocal he was with his pleasure, letting me know that he was as aroused as I was.  
 
    Pulling back just a little, he said, “Be a good girl and ride Daddy’s face. He wants you to cum in his mouth.” 
 
    I sagged onto my forearms as he pretty much attacked my aching sex with his generous lips, my toes curling when he grasped my hips and forced me to basically smother him. His teeth bit me, soft at first, then harder, until he took my clit in his teeth and squeezed. The edge of pain sent me hurtling right into a bright, intense, and totally amazing orgasm that had me crying out his name. While I drifted down, he continued to lick at me, easing me down in the most wonderful way. 
 
    When he rolled me over to my back and then snagged a condom from his wallet, I didn’t protest. My eyes were almost closed and my limbs were loose, relaxed, and I was floating, yet aware of everything. The feeling of the leather beneath my sweat-slicked body, the soft throw pillow behind my head, the tickle of his leg hair against my thighs as he knelt between my legs. 
 
    “Lyric, look at me.” 
 
    I opened my eyes, then opened them wider as I took in the glory of Hustler’s nude body. He was amazingly built, but not too ripped. His thighs were thick, like tree trunks, tanned and solid. Yum. I found the tattoo of his name arched over his belly button to be incredibly sexy. Almost as sexy as his pierced dick. Sitting up, I reached for his shaft and grasped him firmly by the base of his super-thick erection. There, between his balls and his shaft, were a series of three silver rings. They were in a row, following the line of his erection to where his sac started. Fascinated, I stroked my fingers over the rings, loving the way his body responded to me. 
 
    “Holy shit, that feels good,” Hustler groaned.  
 
    “You’re pierced.” 
 
    “For our mutual pleasure.” 
 
    He said it in a cheesy way that had me smiling as I leaned closer. “Did it hurt?” 
 
    “Yeah, but you’ll find out soon why it was worth it. Now be a good girl and suck Daddy’s dick. You've got me so hard my cock fuckin' aches.” 
 
    I stroked his length, loving how hot and hard he was. My ex-boyfriend’s penis had been slenderer than Hustler’s, and I wondered what it would feel like to have the substantially larger and experienced man inside of me. Looking up at Hustler through my lashes, I gave him a hungry look as I took the flared, deep red crest of his erection between my lips. Softly, gently, I nibbled at the head and gave him little licks. 
 
    “That’s it, Angel. Kiss Daddy nice.” 
 
    I took his words literally and kissed my way down his cock until I was at his balls. I gave those three rings a kiss, then gently touched the tight and wrinkled surface of his sac. His big thighs twitched and I did it again, rewarded this time with a growl. 
 
    His voice came out in a strained, guttural growl. “Put your tongue on my nuts. Now.” 
 
    Licking my lips, I went to move, but Hustler must have been impatient. He gripped my hair hard enough to give me a little pain, then moved my head down to his full balls. I licked him then, allowing him to direct me with his grip, giving myself over to him. The thought that I was acting like his eager little sex slave only made me hotter, more wanton. I’d been afraid to get dirty with my ex-boyfriend, to give into my kinky desires. He was a lights-off missionary kind of guy, so this was the first time I’d ever gotten a chance to really be myself in bed. 
 
    The feeling was addictive, empowering, and even though Hustler was the one using my mouth, I was the one in control of his pleasure. 
 
    “You ready to let me into that tiny pussy?” 
 
    Nodding eagerly, or as much as I could with him holding my hair tight, I whispered against his dick, “Please, Lorenzo, fuck me.” 
 
    His cock jerked and I watched pre-cum leak out of the tip. “Like it when you say my name like that, all turned on and needy. You feelin’ empty?” 
 
    I groaned as he circled my nipple with his finger. “Yes.” 
 
    “Then lay back and spread those legs for me, Angel.” 
 
    My back hit the couch and I hesitated a moment, a flush heating me as I grabbed behind my knees and parted my legs. The position exposed all of me, and despite my desire for Hustler, I felt a little awkward. That is, until he began to rub my clit with his thumb. 
 
    “Such a pretty little cunt. So pink and tight. I’m going to fuck you until your pussy is rose red.” His finger gently pressed into my wet opening, but not enough to give me anything to clench down on. “Gonna put my cock right here.” 
 
    “Do it already!” I practically yelled.  
 
    He froze, then something seemed to come alive in his gaze. Something dark and commanding. His body seemed to grow larger as he tore the condom open, then rolled it down his length. “Say please.” 
 
    “Please,” I groaned. “Please fuck me.” 
 
    I’ve never needed a man as badly I did at that moment. Not even my dirtiest books had made my body throb for release like this, an ache that was painful. He fell on top of me, his shaft pressing against my entrance.  
 
    “Fuck, you’re hot, wet.” 
 
    I threw my arms around his neck and wrapped as much of my legs around his waist as I could. He was so broad and heavily muscled. All that strength felt glorious over me as he pressed my body into the couch. I don’t know if he was naturally smooth or what, but his back felt like satin beneath my fingers, and I realized his arms and armpits had no hair either. My thoughts about his manscaping shattered into a million pieces as he breached my entrance with the head of his cock. 
 
    Glorious. 
 
    “Eyes on me,” he demanded. “I want to watch your gorgeous face while I fuck you.” 
 
    I returned my gaze to his and smiled at him. Once again, his mercurial mood shifted and the harshness in his gaze faded a bit, replaced by something just as powerful—but gentle. When he smiled back, he eased inside of me and we both moaned. Thick, he was so thick, it was almost painful, and I squirmed beneath him, both wanting to get away and come closer. He held himself over me in an almost push-up position and his chest flexed. The sight of such hard, raw muscle over me had me leaning up and placing soft kisses on every inch of his silky-smooth skin. The only hair he had on his torso was a happy trail leading down to his lovely cock and trimmed pubic hair.  
 
    The memory of his naked body, combined with his building thrusts, had me rocking my hips into his, our tempo perfect. It was like we’d done this a million times together as we moved in perfect rhythm. His lips met mine in a demanding, but tender kiss, our tongues stroking each other as our thrusts slowed further.  
 
    “I’m so fuckin’ close to cumming,” he murmured against my mouth. “Your pussy is fucking amazing, Angel.” 
 
    I smiled and arched my back as he reached between us and began to quickly rub my clit. And by quickly, I mean faster than I thought it was possible for a man to do. I climaxed after what had to be only a few seconds, my cries filling the bus as waves of pleasure crashed through me. 
 
    “Fuck, yeah,” Hustler muttered as he slung one of my legs over his shoulder, opening me further. “Give all that sweetness to Daddy. I can feel your cum dripping down my balls. Fuck.” 
 
    Relaxed, and feeling unbelievably good, I flung my arms over my head and smiled. “I love your dick, Daddy.” 
 
    His movements stopped and he shook on top of me, a full-body vibration that made me shiver in turn. “Fuck, stay still.” 
 
    I didn’t want to stay still; I wanted to watch Hustler come.  
 
    Squeezing down with my inner muscles, I almost laughed at the shocked, yet pained, expression on Hustler’s handsome face. “Damn it, Lyric. You’re going to make me lose it.” 
 
    I squeezed him rhythmically with my pussy, loving the way he hissed and swore, but didn’t pull out. A harsh red graced the pronounced curve of his cheekbones, and his kiss-swollen lips were parted as he panted. From his broad shoulders to his thick calves, he was straining for control, straining to resist me. Shifting so my legs were on either side of his hips, my feet on the couch, I began to rub myself up and down his shaft while squeezing. 
 
    He gave me a wild look. “You want it that bad?” 
 
    “Please, Lorenzo, give it to me.” 
 
    “Then it’s yours,” he purred, as he gripped my hips and began to plunge into me. 
 
    Closing my eyes, I enjoyed the rush of sensations his hard dick was pulling from me. He was so engorged I felt like I was being pleasured by a man made of stone, and I reached out blindly, touching every inch of him that I could. A bolt of sadness that this would be my only chance to be with Hustler tried to take over my pleasure, but Hustler was having none of it. 
 
    “Want your cunt to suck my cum out, Angel,” he growled. “Want that pussy to gush for Daddy.” 
 
    Goodness, every time he said “Daddy,” it was like drinking down a shot of pure lust. My body responded to his instructions and when Hustler stiffened and yelled, “Fuck yes, I’m cummin’,” I went over the edge with him. His cock jerked inside of me as my inner walls rippled with each contraction of my climax, our bodies pressed tight together, our mouths fused. My heart beat so loud it was all I could hear, and when he collapsed and rolled us to our side, I was still struggling to catch my breath. 
 
    “Unbelievable,” Hustler groaned. “Never felt anything like that. Damn, little girl, you’ve got me all tied up in knots, thinkin’ things I shouldn’t be thinkin’.” 
 
    My mouth refused to work, but my body was all too eager to cuddle up next to him. I threw my arm over his chest, then sighed as he pulled me over so I was lying on top of him, my head over his heart. The steady thrum relaxed me further, and I sprawled out over him like a cat enjoying the sunshine. He lifted the heavy mass of my hair over my shoulder, then began to rub my back. 
 
    “Fantastic,” I moaned. “You have wonderful hands.” 
 
    “Just relax, Angel, and let me do this for you.” 
 
    I moved my head enough to kiss his chest. “Thank you.” 
 
    “You don’t have to thank me for this. Touching you is…it’s one of the best things I’ve ever experienced. You’re dangerous, addictive. I don’t wanna give you up.” 
 
    “Then don’t,” I replied in a tired murmur. 
 
    He made some noise that I couldn’t interpret and began to massage my head.  
 
    After a while, when I was so close to sleep I couldn’t be sure if it was a dream or not, I heard him whisper, “Goodnight, my sweet Angel.” 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
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    Lyric 
 
    A pounding noise, accompanied by a shout, woke me up with a start. Heavily muscled arms wrapped around me, while a pair of big male hands cradled me close. Tattoos adorned his wrists, beautiful flames full of color and fire. Against the curve of my buttocks, his hard dick pressed into me as he pulled me closer and muttered, “Fuck off.” 
 
    Hustler. I was in Hustler’s RV, my pussy sore from being fucked so hard—and so well, my body still boneless from the pleasure. We’d moved to the bedroom at some point and I was wrapped up in hard man and soft sheets. For one brief moment, I got to bask in the feeling of being held in his arms, safe from the world, then reality intruded. Another loud series of bangs on the side of the RV had Hustler growling behind me. 
 
    “I’m gonna fuckin’ kill whoever that is. Be right back.” 
 
    He cast me a distracted look as he grabbed a pair of jeans and shoved them on. “Get dressed.” 
 
    “Um…” I glanced down at my silver dress. “Can I borrow a T-shirt?” 
 
    “Sure.” He dug around in his duffle bag before tossing me a black shirt. “I’ll be right back. Wait here.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    To my shock, he pulled a handgun out from a drawer near the bed and flicked the safety off. Thanks to Mike Anderson, I knew more than a little bit about guns. He’s a weapons dealer and he had included me in the survival lessons he gave Swan. I could take guns apart and put them back together faster than most guys in the military, but I would never fire one at another human being. Target practice was fun, but the thought of killing someone went against everything I believed in. 
 
    The dark glare on Hustler’s face alarmed me and a sliver of fear pierced my bubble of willful ignorance. From what I knew of the Iron Horse MC, they’re a brutal bunch, their lives saturated in testosterone and violence. Some of the stories Swan and Sarah had told me made my toes curl, but I never thought of Hustler as being dangerous before this moment.  
 
    I blurted out, “I should get going.” 
 
    The banging came again and Hustler, still looking pissed, shouted, “Hold the fuck on. I’ll be there in a minute.” 
 
    When he turned back to me, I was trying to shimmy into my dress without untangling it first. I got a strap wrapped around my foot and almost fell while hopping around and trying to get everything fixed. The warm scent of Hustler’s body filled my senses as he caught me, then sat back on the bed with me on his lap. 
 
    Without saying anything, he helped me get my dress back on, then stood me between his spread thighs and slipped his shirt over my head.  
 
    As it came to rest, I glanced down at the white script on the front that said “Support Your Local Iron Horse MC” printed around an almost tribal-looking horse’s head logo. 
 
    His hands came to rest on my hips and I nervously bit my lip, then said, “Thanks for the shirt.” 
 
    “Love to see it on you.” He searched my face, then slid his hands up to my waist. “Stay with me. I may have to handle some shit, but I want to hang out with you some more before I have to head back to Austin.” 
 
    “I have to go home later today after the farewell lunch.” 
 
    He grabbed his phone and glanced at it. “It’s eight a.m. Let me get rid of whoever the fuck is at the door, and I’ll spend the rest of the day worshiping you.” 
 
    “Worshiping me?” 
 
    To my surprise, he flipped me over onto my back, hiked up the skirt of my dress around my hips, and proceeded to aggressively lick my pussy. After I got over the shock, pleasure slammed into me as Hustler moaned against my quickly-warming sex. He used his thumbs to hold my vaginal lips open, then fluttered his tongue over my now-hard bud. My belly clenched and even my lungs froze at the intensity of the arousal he was building within me. Without thought, I arched my back off the bed and pushed my pussy into his eager mouth. 
 
    I shouted as I came long and hard, my eyes rolling back in my head. “Hustler!” 
 
    The banging at the front door resumed and Hustler grabbed his gun in one hand, wiping my wetness from his face with a positively feral look. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    My whole body tensed, from my toes to the top of my scalp, as I heard a familiar voice yell, “I know she’s back there, you dirty bastard. Open this door right this minute. I told you to keep an eye on her, not put your dick in her! Let me in so I can cut your balls off!” 
 
    Oh no, it was Swan.  
 
    Hissing, Hustler snarled in the direction of the doorway. “Fucking shit. Swan needs to shut her fuckin’ mouth. No one can know we were fuckin’.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Giving me a look I couldn’t comprehend, he said in a pained voice, “If anyone finds out I fucked you, it would be dangerous for you.” 
 
    “Dangerous for me?” 
 
    “Yeah. Like the ending-up-dead kind of dangerous.” 
 
    My cheeks stung like I’d been slapped, and my heartbeat sped up. “But…why?” 
 
    “Hustler,” Swan yelled again. “Open the fucking door or I’m gonna kick it down, and that would really really piss your brother off.” 
 
    “Son of a bitch, look, as far as the rest of the world knows, you got wasted and crashed out on the couch.” 
 
    “I…I…” My mouth dried out as he gave me an impatient look. “Okay.” 
 
    “Good—” 
 
    “Wait! I puke when I’m drunk, so you’ll have to tell them that you held my hair back or something. It’s not like I party much. The most I usually do is smoke a joint with Indigo when she’s in town. Last time I got drunk I ended up throwing up for hours, until my stomach hurt like I’d been in a car accident.” I made a sour face and rubbed my belly. “So, if I got that drunk last night, you’d be dealing with a partially passed-out, puking woman. I have no tolerance.” 
 
    He took a step closer to me. “It’s strange for me to meet someone as innocent as you, Lyric. In my world, people are hardened, their personalities sharpened into weapons. Your soul is like silk rubbing over me, soothing away the pain.” 
 
    More pounding came from the door, but we both ignored it. 
 
    “I don’t want you to think I’m naïve or ignorant, I’ve educated myself and I’m aware of the outside world. I just haven’t experienced it yet. You have to understand, I’m dying to do everything the world has to offer. I thirst for the chance to spread my wings. But I’m also afraid of the world outside my cage.” 
 
    “Sounds like you’re in jail.” 
 
    “Feels like it.” 
 
    He dug around in his wallet, then pulled out a card and handed it to me. “Hide that somewhere on you. It has my personal number on it. You’ve got a phone, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What’s your number?” 
 
    I rattled it off to him 
 
    “Call me. Even if I don’t answer, leave me a message. You need anything—anything—you call me or text me. I’ll be up here as quick as I can, or I’ll send help. You want to leave this place? I’ll come pick you up in a limo.” 
 
    I took the slip of paper from him and took a shaky breath, my whole body yearning for his kiss. “Okay.”  
 
    A man’s voice boomed through the side of the bus. “Hustler, open the fucking door.” 
 
    “Beach,” Hustler muttered. “Gotta open the door for my prez. He tends to take it personal when people ignore him. Trust me when I say you don’t want that.” 
 
    He left me then, and I tried to put myself to rights as much as I could while my hand shook.  
 
    After slipping his card into the front of my dress, my hand rested on the door handle and I took a deep breath to gather my courage. I hated lying, but Hustler had seemed so sincere about me being in danger that I believed him. Which meant I had to try to convince my best friends I hadn’t just experienced the most amazing, confusing, and life-changing night, with a man who was no doubt a criminal, a sinner in the truest sense of the word. But he was so much more than that, and I felt a bond with him I knew was real. Too bad neither of us were free to pursue a relationship, but for vastly different reasons.  
 
    I tried to hold my head high as I practically slunk out of Hustler’s room. Swan was at the entrance to the RV, her blonde hair shining in the sunlight pouring in through the open doorway. With her hair back in a ponytail, and no makeup, she was still impossibly beautiful. Behind her, the dark shadow of her scarred husband, Smoke, loomed at her back, massive and foreboding. His gaze was locked on Hustler, and his expression was an odd mixture of exasperated, amused, and pissed.  
 
    Hustler, looking sexy in a very relaxed and casual state, closed his eyes and then rubbed his forehead. “Keep your voice down. She’s fine, I promise.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving for my honeymoon until I talk to her.” 
 
    “Me neither.” Another feminine voice, almost exactly like Swan’s, yelled out. 
 
    Crud, Sarah was here as well. 
 
    Hustler glanced over at me and his face softened. “Hey.” 
 
    Giving him a shy smile, knowing my cheeks were an unflattering shade of red, I licked my lips, then replied, “Hey.” 
 
    Shoving Hustler out of the way, Swan moved up the steps with a limp. She’d broken her leg a year ago and it was taking a while to heal. But she didn’t let it slow her down, and when she plowed into me and gave me a big hug, I almost fell over. While I’m just a breath over five feet tall, Swan is all long limbs and muscle. I braced myself and hugged her back, the smell of her fresh perfume surrounding us. 
 
    “I had to see you before we left on our honeymoon. Why are you in Hustler’s RV?” 
 
    “I drank too much last night. Hustler was nice enough to let me crash here so I didn’t have to deal with Mike and Mimi seeing me wasted.” Suspicion flared to life in her gaze and I quickly added, “He was super nice, held back my hair while I puked and everything.” 
 
    She softened a bit, then nodded. “Hustler’s cool like that. He took care of me when I had the flu and Smoke was out of town on a run.” 
 
    “Hey, bitch.” Sarah’s familiar voice came from my right. “We’ve been looking everywhere for you. Luckily Vance remembered seeing you leave with Hustler.” 
 
    Sarah appeared on my other side, her short blonde hair held back with a stylish teal headband and wearing a cute blue and green sundress. A former Playmate, Sarah was as bold and outgoing as Swan was a quiet introvert. Her energy poured off of her, clean and powerful as a raging river, and I couldn’t help but return her smile. 
 
    “Yeah, I drank too much.” 
 
    “Considering you’re plastered after two glasses of wine, I’m not surprised.” 
 
    “Hustler took care of her,” Swan added.  
 
    Wanting the attention off of me—it was a lot harder to lie to Sarah than Swan—I brought up a subject I knew would distract Sarah. “So where are you going on your honeymoon? Did Beach tell you yet or is it still a big secret?” 
 
    Her pale eyes flared to life and she jumped up and down, her balance in her heels impressive. “Smoke and Beach are taking us on a yacht on a private Mediterranean cruise! At first, we were going to be there for three weeks, but we switched it to two. We can’t be away from our daughter for that long.” 
 
    I grinned at my friend, swallowing back a tiny burning ember of envy over her amazing life. “Kayla is adorable.” 
 
    “She is, but she’s too young to travel. She hasn’t had all her immunizations yet and we don’t want to take any chances. So, she’ll be staying first with Beach’s mom for a week, then with Mimi and Dad. They worship her so she’ll be fine. Even Beach, as crazy overprotective as he is, can’t think of a safer place in the world than my dad’s compound. We’re going to be kind of isolated—like the satellite to use our phones is sometimes iffy—but I can’t wait. No drama, no people shooting at us, no—” 
 
    “People shooting at you?” I jerked back. “I thought you said that part of your life is over, that you’re safe now?” 
 
    The twins exchanged a glance and had a whole silent conversation before turning their attention back to me. 
 
    “Of course we are,” Sarah replied in a low voice as she gave me a big, practiced smile that made her pale blue eyes sparkle. “What I’m trying to say is we’re going to have total safety and privacy. You know what that means? We can have sex anywhere we want. Beach has an honest-to-goodness list of places he wants to fuck me.” 
 
    Giving her sister a snarky smirk, Swan said, “Does he want to fuck on the beach?” 
 
    “Ha ha, butthole. I don’t believe for a second Smoke isn’t going to try and grind some sand into your crack. I overheard your husband talking about it with my husband.” 
 
    An unexpected giggle burst out of Swan, giving me a glimpse of the carefree girl she used to be. A wave of nostalgia moved through me, and I yearned for the simpler days. Our biggest worry used to be getting busted sneaking out of Indigo’s house to go party with her friends on the commune. Now I was wondering how my church had been desecrated and turned into a white power cult. 
 
    Swan made a gagging sound, snapping me out of my worries. “Just let Smoke know where you’re going to be so I don’t have to stumble onto you and Beach making the beast with two backs.” 
 
    We all giggled, and some of the tension inside of me eased as my friends studied me. 
 
    “So,” I fiddled with the edge of Hustler’s T-shirt. “Guess you guys should be heading out for your honeymoon. Have a great time, and thank you again for including me in your big day. I had a lovely time.” 
 
    “Why are you acting weird?” 
 
    The men’s voices came from the other end of the RV, but I couldn’t make out what they were saying. 
 
    “I’m not acting weird, I’m fine.” 
 
    “Yep,” Sarah said in a firm voice. “Weird.” 
 
    “She’s got beard burn on her chin,” Swan said in a low voice to her sister. 
 
    “Bet that’s not the only place she’s got beard burn.” Sarah grinned as she said it, but I could feel her sudden tension. “Funny, ’cause I thought she was sick all night.” 
 
    “Yeah, funny,” Swan countered in a stern voice and I swallowed hard. 
 
    My arm was grabbed, and before I knew it I was back in the bedroom with its torn-apart bed. 
 
    “Hustler!” Swan squealed as she gently shook me. “All the eligible guys you could bang and it had to be Hustler? I mean, I was totally onboard for you getting laid, but why did it have to be him?” 
 
    My stomach sank to my toes and I stared at her. “What’s wrong with Hustler? You say his name like it’s a curse.”  
 
    “Personally, I love the guy, but he is no bueno in the relationship department. He’s a man whore.” 
 
    “Hey now,” Sarah cut in, “he is not a man whore. He’s a good guy and he’s your husband’s best friend. Just because you saw him getting a BJ in the parking lot of the clubhouse doesn’t make him a bad person. I’d remind you that Smoke was no angel himself before he hooked up with you.” 
 
    My stomach clenched at the thought of some faceless woman doing that to Hustler in such a public setting.  
 
    “Don’t remind me,” Swan growled. 
 
    “My point is that just because someone had an active sex life, it doesn’t make them morally corrupt.” 
 
    Not liking the direction of this conversation, I curled in on myself a little bit and tried one more half-hearted lie. “We didn’t do anything.” 
 
    “Liar, liar, pants on fire,” Sarah sang. “You totally got it on with him. I know the look of a well-fucked woman when I see one. And I noticed the way Hustler stared at you. He never looks at anyone like that.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “All goo-goo eyes. He couldn’t stop looking at you. And you were the same darn way. Both of you mooning over each other like a couple kids in junior high.” 
 
    Knowing I was busted, I sighed in defeat. “Fine, we were intimate, but it was a onetime thing. And he told me no one could know. That it was dangerous if anyone found out that I spent the night with him. That someone was targeting women in his life, that it wasn’t safe. Is that true or is he feeding me a load of donkey droppings?” 
 
    The twins exchanged a long look, then Sarah said, “It’s club business. We can’t discuss it.” 
 
    Gritting my teeth, I prayed for patience. “For the love of all things holy, if you say that to me one more time I’m going to…I don’t know, but it’ll be bad. Everything is ‘club business’ with you two. I swear if I asked what you had for lunch, you’d tell me it was ‘club business.’” 
 
    Giggling, Sarah grabbed me in a hug. “I’m sorry, and I don’t mean to laugh, but it’s funny because I know exactly how you feel.” 
 
    “Me, too.” Swan went to sit down on the bed, then glanced at it with a curled lip. “That’s where Hustler had sex. Yuck.” 
 
    “Hey!” I whisper-yelled, all too aware of how close the men were to us. “I had sex there, too. It wasn’t yucky, it was amazing.” 
 
    “How many times did you come?” Sarah asked without a hint of embarrassment, like it was totally her business. 
 
    “Jeez, my sex life is private, thank you very much.” 
 
    Sarah shook her head in mock disappointment. “So he sucks in bed. I’m so sorry, honey.” 
 
    “He doesn’t suck! He’s amazing, and kinky, and…and I’ve never felt anything like it.” 
 
    Grumbling, Swan crossed her arms, “Did not need to know that. Yuck.” 
 
    “It wasn’t yucky.” 
 
    “Ignore her.” Sarah grasped my arm and turned me to face her, her expression unexpectedly serious. “I’m glad he fucked you well, and I’m super-glad you had a chance to play, but don’t get attached to Hustler. I know how easily you let people into your heart.” 
 
    Lying, I said, “I’m not attached.” 
 
    “Really?” Swan replied in a voice so sarcastic, it cut through the air like a knife. 
 
    “Look, I know this is hard for you to believe, but I’ve got a lot of stress in my life right now, and Hustler helped me forget—just for a little bit—how much I wish I could leave the church.”  
 
    “How’s your grandmother doing?” Swan asked in a careful, cool voice. 
 
    “The same. Maybe five or ten minutes of lucidity every few hours, then she slips back into a fog. We’re basically doing at-home hospice care with her now. Giving her drugs for her pain and helping her relax.”  
 
    “When she’s aware, tell her you want to leave.” Swan gave me pleading eyes. “I know your grandma, she’d want you to go—and so would your grandpa, if he was around. I don’t like you being there anymore. That ass-fuck Pastor Middleton has been giving my dad nothing but grief, and I can see how your life is wearing you down. I don’t like it and it’s starting to give me the creeps. Please, honey, for me, please consider never going back. We’ll give you whatever you need, help set you up with a new identity, school, anything. You’ll never have to work if you don’t want to.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be a burden on you.” 
 
    “Sometimes I really hate your parents,” Sarah said in a dark voice. “They did a number on you. How many times do I have to tell you, Lyric, you’re a treasure. We love you, we consider you our little sister from another mister, and you need to realize that it’s okay to take help when you need it. And I know I can speak for my sister when I say we can’t wait for you to bust out of that place. And we’ll be super pissed if you don’t call us first.” 
 
    “I know, I know. It’s just… I’ve been taught through word and action to only rely on myself. That I’m the only one I can depend on.” 
 
    “You can depend on us.” 
 
    “I believe you, and I love you for it.” 
 
    “Group hug,” Sarah declared, and I found myself once again wrapped in my friends’ arms, drinking up their love and affection. 
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    Lyric 
 
    Ten days later 
 
      
 
    Even though my eyelids were drooping with exhaustion, I managed to sneak away and come to my tree. Situated at the back of the eighteen-acre orchard, the massive walnut tree was one of the first ones my grandparents planted when they started the church close to forty years ago. It was a big, old tree with thick branches and tons of leaves, majestic in its own way. And it was perfect for climbing if you knew where to look. High up in those branches, far away from the worries of the world, I found solace in the gentle greenery of the leaves. The world was both shadowy and bright up there, quiet except for the occasional noise in the distance and the sigh of the wind. 
 
    It was my secret refuge, and I needed a moment to hide from my life. With careful planning, I’d managed to slip out from underneath the vigilant eyes of Pastor Middleton’s followers. Ever since the wedding, they’d been watching me closely and it had gone from beyond annoying to downright creepy. Losing my unwanted escort wasn’t easy, but I’d managed to do it and I walked as fast as I could through the rows of trees, past peaches, then plums, then cherry trees, and finally to the section of the orchard devoted to the walnut trees.  
 
    Scanning the familiar land, I didn’t see anyone nearby, so I began to climb my tree, grabbing knots and thick branches, pulling myself up with a quiet grunt. 
 
    The risk of being punished for disappearing was worth it, and my heart took flight with anticipation after I fished my phone out of its hiding spot. After I powered it up, I saw nine messages from Hustler. We’d started texting each other and talking the day he left for Austin. At first, it was just brief check-ins, but with every day that passed, we messaged each other more and more. He liked to talk to me, and while it might be slightly flirty, our conversations had more of a friendship vibe. For sure he never acknowledged the fact that we’d had erotic, mind-blowing, life-changing sex. Or that he wanted a repeat performance. At first it hurt my feelings, but I had to remind myself he was trying to keep me safe. 
 
    Too bad while he was trying to fend off the lions I was already locked in the tiger’s cage. 
 
    The pretty manicure I’d gotten for Sarah’s and Swan’s wedding was long gone, leaving behind nothing but short, uneven nails that I absently chewed on. 
 
    I spent most of my time inside, afraid to wander the grounds of a place I’d once called home. Almost all the families were gone now, leaving behind Pastor Middleton and his people. Though they called themselves a church, their Christianity was very selective, and very racist. They made fun of everyone that wasn’t white, and I had to hide my tears of rage and disgust around them. It was better if I just blended into the background; that way they didn’t really see me. 
 
    The memory of Pastor Middleton standing at the pulpit of my church flashed through me, and I rubbed my sore heart. Seeing him spewing his hate in the same space where my grandfather had preached about God’s endless love offended me on every level. Unfortunately, I was helpless to stop him and the only form of protest that I had was to avoid going to his sermons at all costs. The mood in the room would grow so hateful, so full of rage, that I couldn’t take it.  
 
    Hustler sent me a picture with one of his texts, smiling into the camera while he held up an antique solid jade dildo. He ran a pawn store in Austin, and some of the stuff people sold him were downright crazy. When he was at work, I always got at least a dozen photos of things he wanted to show me, or ask my opinion on. I liked that he valued my input and learned all kinds of cool facts from him.  
 
    Shaking myself to gather my wandering thoughts, I quickly read the rest of his texts, then answered them in order. No, I didn’t like cigars. Yes, I did like pipe smoke. If I could paint a room any color, what would it be? Did I like leather? How about leather slapping my ass in the form of a flogger? 
 
    For a moment, I hesitated to answer the last question, then typed in yes and pressed send. A tingle of hot, nervous pleasure detonated in my belly, burning away the negative feelings eating at me. As I waited for his reply, hoping he was able to answer, more of those wild sparks lit in my system until I felt alive for the first time in days. Lust, desire—they were powerful emotions and what I felt for Hustler was strong enough to free me from my sadness. 
 
    When he didn’t answer, my excitement dimmed, and I slowly wrapped my phone back up and put it in the tree, feeling so very alone.  
 
    Stroking the rough bark of the trunk, I rested my head against it and swallowed hard. I prayed for strength, prayed for my ancestors in heaven, and prayed for my grandmother. I prayed until the world had gone dark, and I knew I’d been gone too long, but I couldn’t stop pleading for God to help me. I’d cried so much my face felt stiff with the salt of my tears. 
 
    By the time I made it home, all the lights were on in my house and I felt a sinking feeling in my stomach. 
 
    Of course my absence had been noted. 
 
    One of Pastor Middleton’s men spotted me standing on the edge of the yard, and let out a yell that I was here. A moment later a tall, slightly portly man in his late fifties with salt-and-pepper hair strode out onto the back porch as if he owned the place. Like his son Clint, he was handsome and charismatic, but he was also evil. He claimed to be a prophet for God, but he was as crazy as he was charming. The way he preached, the devotion he demanded from his members, it was downright creepy. 
 
    The sight of him defiling my grandmother’s home with his presence offended me. I wanted to scream at him to get the heck off her property, but he was the new pastor, so he controlled everything. Originally Marty, a kind and wise man who’d been friends with my parents, had been the new pastor. He’d stepped up and helped me through my father’s death, while my mother fell apart. Marty and his wife were perfect to lead the church, but they’d up and disappeared about a week before Pastor Middleton had arrived, at my mother’s invitation. Oh, they’d left a note saying they were going on a pilgrimage and wouldn’t be back for a while, but it wasn’t like them to flake out like that. 
 
    Late at night, when I was struggling to sleep, my mind liked to whisper that maybe Pastor Middleton had something to do with their disappearance.  
 
    The bright lights from the porch caught the silver in his hair and the white in his smile as he approached me. 
 
    “Lyric.” The false concern in his voice rankled me. “Where have you been? We were so worried.” 
 
    My mother moved to his side, her expression cold and stern. Not that I should be surprised. Our relationship had been strained at best over the last ten years, and after my father’s passing, it was as if she couldn’t even pretend to like me anymore. When I was younger, I tried everything I could to win her affection, was the perfect daughter in every way, but it was never enough. As I searched her face for some sign of warmth, I wondered what I did to make her dislike me so much. 
 
    Hoping for some kind of reaction, I said, “Hello, Mother, it’s good to see you. I’ve missed you.” 
 
    “Hello, Lyric.” 
 
    Like I was a stranger to her. 
 
    “Where were you?” Pastor Middleton repeated, his lips tight beneath his thick mustache. “Stop dawdling and answer me.” 
 
    Since birth, I’ve been taught to be submissive to the male elders of the church, to let them lead and follow them without argument. Any back talk and I was likely to get my butt beaten with a belt when I was younger, and slaps across the face as I got older. When I’d come home from class at the small school on our property with a black eye one day from my teacher, my parents had done nothing. They sided with my teacher and said I shouldn’t have questioned him in front of the entire class about being wrong about a historical fact. Oh, I had been burning mad about that, the injustice of it eating at me, but I was only a kid so I took my punishment and learned the heartbreaking lesson that my parents wouldn’t stand up for me. 
 
    So far, Pastor Middleton hadn’t laid a hand on me, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t feel the potential for violence in him. Danger oozed from his pores like thick tar, the scent of madness on his breath. Dressed in a nice suit, he was the picture of genteel grace, but he terrified me. 
 
    My voice shook slightly as I said, “I was praying in the orchard.” 
 
    “Praying?” 
 
    “Y-yes.” 
 
    The corner of his mouth twitched, and I felt like he was laughing at me—and not in a good way. 
 
    “Well, I’ve been praying, too,” he said, while his eyes took on that manic sparkle that scared me, “and God sent me a message.” 
 
    I tensed, my spine stiffening and the bitter taste of fear filling my mouth. Nothing good seemed to ever come from these alleged messages from God, and I had a feeling it wasn’t the good Lord whispering into Pastor Middleton’s ear. If you believed in the existence of good, then you must also believe in the existence of evil, and I swore the devil had a hand on that man’s shoulder. Pastor Middleton was a liar, a manipulator, a thief, and a racist. And when I say he was a liar, I mean with a capital L. If not telling the truth would benefit him in any way, he’d say anything to get what he wanted. And if people argued with him, he’d go with the ultimate defense that God told him to do/say such and such.  
 
    I dreaded whatever terrible act he was going to justify in God’s name as I said, “And what was his message?” 
 
    “That you need a man to watch over you, to rule you and keep you from making poor decisions.” His judging, yet condescending look made me want to rip his eyebrows off.  
 
    “What? I don’t understand.” 
 
    “I heard about your indiscretions with that filthy spic biker.” 
 
    My mother’s upper lip curled in disgust. “Debasing yourself with him like a common whore.” 
 
    My lips were numb and my mouth dry as I whispered, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Liar. We know all about you letting that foul animal put his mouth all over you at the wedding reception.” 
 
    My stomach clenched and I prayed that Pastor Middleton hadn’t found out that I’d spent the night with Hustler. When I’d come home the next day, I’d been yelled at for disappearing, but Mike and Mimi had covered for me, saying I was sleeping at their house. And no one ever mentioned Clint being there. I certainly hadn’t said anything because I didn’t want him to know I’d purposely avoided him, but at the same time I wondered why he was hiding his visit. 
 
    “Harlot,” Pastor Middleton snarled and got into my personal space, making my skin itch with his nearness. “Women are weak, stupid, and need someone to watch over them. God gave Eve to Adam because He knew she was created a sinner. Without a man’s strong hand, a woman will quickly fall to ruin. God told me you need a keeper, and that Clint would make a good husband for you.” 
 
    “Clint? You want me to marry Clint? Never!” 
 
    Spittle flew from his lips as he yelled, “You will marry him, and you will behave, or I promise you that you will regret it!” 
 
    “No, I won’t.” 
 
    “You will do what you are told.” My mother glared at me, her face pulled tight with anger. 
 
    Taking an unsteady step backward, I had to hold my hands out to keep my balance. “You’re insane.” 
 
    His lips thinned and a mean look came into his eyes, one I was only too familiar with. The real Pastor Middleton was about to make himself known. The man’s face tightened, a vein popping out in his forehead as he closed the distance between us. A shriek caught in my throat as he grabbed my arms hard enough to hurt, his fingers sinking into my biceps as I tried to pull away.  
 
    The scent of mint on his breath didn’t mask the lingering odor of cigarettes as he yelled in my face, “You are going to marry him, or so fucking help me, I will bring the wrath of God down on you.” 
 
    “Pastor Middleton…” An old woman’s voice called out from the porch. “We didn’t know you were coming to visit.” 
 
    I looked up to the porch and saw Tess and June, my roomies. The two women were in their late sixties and dear friends. When my grandmother had gotten sick, Tess—a registered nurse—moved in with us to help care for my grandmother. June came to stay in my grandmother’s big rambling farmhouse a few months ago, after her children had left the compound. They’d begged her to go with them, but she was adamant that this was her home, and she wasn’t letting anyone chase her out. 
 
    That had lasted for all of two weeks before she sought sanctuary at my grandmother’s. 
 
    They’d helped found the church together back in Corpus Christi, and June had helped plan the layout of our compound. She was a trained architect, one who’d left the real world and all of its heartache behind. When I’d googled her name one day, I was surprised by the size of the buildings she’d designed. There were blogs dedicated to her work, and she had fans all over the world. Yet she stayed here on the compound, a happy recluse. 
 
    June, her thick silver hair twisted back in a tight bun, glared at Pastor Middleton. Dressed in a long black skirt and white blouse, she cut an imposing figure. Everything about her screamed class and power as she used her formidable presence to break the tension in the air.  
 
    “If you’ll excuse us, Lyric’s grandmother is asking for her. She’s fading fast, so we don’t have a lot of time now when she’s aware of her surroundings.” 
 
    Pastor Middleton froze, then slowly released me from his grip. 
 
    I darted away before he could change his mind, clumsy in my fear. 
 
    June met my gaze as I raced past her, and the worry etched into her kind features added to my growing need to run. 
 
    Maybe I should do what I’d been avoiding; tell my grandmother the truth, and ask for her permission to leave. 
 
    Guilt pounded into me, but my fear was stronger. 
 
    I did not want to end up married to Clint against my will. 
 
    To be forced to accept him into my bed. 
 
    To bear his children and subject them to this life. 
 
    The walls were a blur as I charged up the stairs leading to my grandmother’s room. It would have been easier to care for her on the ground floor, but she loved the view from her window. It showed the sprawled-out community, set back from the other houses with a good acre of land on all sides. At night, the lights from the homes below glowed like candles. Little points of light and love in all the darkness.  
 
    By glory, did I need some light in my life right now. 
 
    I had enough sense to pause and gather myself before I barged into her room, not wanting her to see me upset. Like me, my grandmother was sensitive, but she hid it behind a shield of indifference. Where I struggled to keep people out of my heart, she’d mastered the art of emotional isolation for her own protection.  
 
    Then my grandfather had died and she’d changed. She said God had spoken to her, and told her she needed to open her heart. That denying her gifts and cutting herself off from the world was a sin. I’d had two really good years with her before her mind began to slip. Little things at first…then her whole life was gone for scary-long periods of time. 
 
    The thought of forgetting everyone I loved terrified me. 
 
    She rarely knew what year it was, that my father was dead, or sometimes even who I was. It hurt me when she confused me with people from her past. Most often, she called me Melody—some woman she knew from a long time ago. Whoever this woman was, my grandmother was very fond of her.  
 
    Opening the door to her room, I was happy to see her cloudy hazel eyes, so like my own, were sharp and focused on me. Her body seemed so tiny and wizened in the big bed, hardly the formidable woman from my youth. My grandmother had always been tough on me, but not in an unkind way. She was rough on me the same way Mike was rough on Sarah and Swan. They wanted us to be strong, independent women and they did whatever they viewed as necessary to make that happen. 
 
    While Mike trained his girls like special-ops forces, my grandmother strengthened my soul with her faith and love. She wasn’t a huggy, cuddly grandmother, but she was fair and she was kind in her own way. When I was younger, I’d bemoaned the fact that I couldn’t have Barbie dolls because their clothes were improper and my dad forbade it. My grandmother helped me get around this by sewing tiny doll dresses that were a replica of my clothes. She’d even braided Barbie’s hair into an approved hairstyle, and somehow removed the painted-on makeup. 
 
    My dad and grandfather had given her grief, but she stuck to her guns and was adamant that every girl needed dolls. 
 
    Tears filled my eyes as I made my way to her side. 
 
    “Hi, Grandma.” 
 
    “Melody?” 
 
    “No, it’s me, Lyric.” 
 
    “Lyric? My goodness.” She smiled, her bent and knotted hand wobbling as she lifted it to cup my cheek. “You’re all grown up.” 
 
    “Yes, Grandmother.” 
 
    “How old are you?” 
 
    “I’m twenty, almost twenty-one.” 
 
    She slowly shook her head, her eyes sad. “I should have known that. I’m sorry I forgot.” 
 
    “No, it’s okay.” I took her hand in my own, wanting to collapse into tears, but managing to hold them back.  
 
    “Darling? What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I’m okay.” 
 
    “Do not lie to me, little girl. I can see something is bothering you terribly. There’s a darkness on your soul that wasn’t there before. Now I know this sickness is slowly taking me from this world, bit by bit, but I’ll do my best to ease your burden. Please, Lyric, what has you so distraught?”   
 
    “I…I need to tell you something.” 
 
    I gave her a brief rundown on what was going on, and she became so distressed I feared for her weak heart.  
 
    Her wrinkles deepened as she frowned, her gnarled hands restless as she plucked at the sheets. “Oh, Lyric, I am so sorry I’ve failed to keep you safe.” 
 
    “No, none of this is your fault. I shouldn’t have said anything, I—”  
 
    “Hush, child. I’m afraid my time on this earth isn’t going to be much longer. We’re all bound by God’s plan, and I can feel it in my soul that my time to return to his arms will be soon. I may not be able to protect you, but I know who can. Go to the Andersons.” 
 
    “But I can’t leave you behind.” 
 
    “You can, and you will. Why in the world would I want you to sit around and watch this mortal shell return to the earth at the risk of your own life? You’re my greatest blessing, and it hurts my heart to know you’re so unhappy. Please, my love, go. I can’t bear the thought of you being forced into a loveless marriage.”  
 
    My heart raced as she began to tremble, then shake. This had been happening more and more often lately, and I knew it was a mild seizure. Holding her hands in my own, I whispered soothing things to her, favorite prayers and passages from the Bible, until her jerking subsided. As usual, her gaze was cloudy and unfocused as she slowly returned to consciousness.  
 
    When she blinked at me in confusion, I knew her brief moment of lucidity was gone.  
 
    When she finally focused on me, she smiled. “Melody, what are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be with your mother, making Sunday dinner for the church?” 
 
    “Grandma, it’s me, Lyric.” Tears filled my voice and I swallowed hard.  
 
    “Lyric?” 
 
    “Yes, your granddaughter.” 
 
    “I have a granddaughter?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She patted my hand. “How old are you, dear?” 
 
    I closed my eyes, sadness overwhelming me as I whispered, “Twenty.” 
 
    “Twenty?” She blinded a few times, her gaze dimming. “You lived longer than your mother. Died at nineteen. Prettiest voice in the world. Sang like an angel.” 
 
    “No,” I said gently. “Mom is still alive and she is tone-deaf.” 
 
    Tilting her head to the side, she frowned. “No, Melody died during childbirth.” 
 
    “Who is Melody?” 
 
    Her faded, cataract-clouded eyes filled with tears. “Your father loved his Melody more than anything on this earth. Followed her when she fled the church, but returned as the prodigal son after he lost her. Evelyn was more than happy to claim you and your father; she’d always had her eye on him, and you needed a mother.” 
 
    I was torn, part of me thinking this was the rambling of her broken mind, but a small part of me thought it made sense.  
 
    “Evelyn isn’t my mother?” 
 
    Her lids began to fall and her hand rested in mine. “I’m tired.” 
 
    “Grandmother, please, is Evelyn my mother?” 
 
    “Mother of the heart, not the womb.” 
 
    She drifted off as I sat there, stunned, trying to make sense of the last hour of my life. Pastor Middleton was going to force me to get married to his odious son, the woman I’d always thought of as my mother might actually be my stepmother, and my birth mother was probably dead. A sick feeling filled me as I knelt next to my grandmother’s bed and sobbed. 
 
    A gentle hand stroked my head a moment before June said, “There, there. Take it easy, sweetheart. You’re crying so hard you’re going to hurt yourself.” 
 
    I let June help me off the floor and out of the room, her gray eyes kind and filled with worry as she scanned my face. “Are you all right? I saw Pastor Middleton manhandling you. What was he screaming about?” 
 
    “He’s going to force me to marry Clint. But that doesn’t matter. June, who is my birth mother?” 
 
    She startled, her face going pale and her gaze looking away from me as she licked her lips. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Grandmother said some woman named Melody is my birth mother. Is that true?” 
 
    Closing her eyes, she whispered, “I swore I wouldn’t tell you.” 
 
    “June! Who is my mother?” 
 
    “I can’t tell you. I swore a sacred vow before God. We all did.” 
 
    “I have a right to know!” 
 
    She placed both her hands on my shoulders, looking down at me with an intense expression. “Lyric, please, I can’t tell you, but I know someone who can. Mike Anderson.” 
 
    I clutched my chest. “He…he knows who my birth mother is?” 
 
    She gave a solemn nod. “He does. Tell him he has our blessings to share what he knows with you.” 
 
    A sharp pain ricocheted through my chest. “But…he knew and he kept it from me?” 
 
    “I’ll let him explain his reasons for his silence, but please try to forgive us for our deceit. I promise you, we never wanted to hurt you. We all thought we were doing the right thing, that we were protecting you.” 
 
    I let her lead me into my room, my whole body shaking as I tried to process the shock rolling through me. “What am I going to do?” 
 
    Her chin wobbled, but she kept her lips firm. “This place is no longer safe for you, Lyric. You need to leave and go someplace away from Pastor Middleton and his insane greed.” 
 
    “I can’t leave my grandmother.” 
 
    “Sweetheart, we both know she’s not long for this world. Tess and I will take care of her and make sure her final days are comfortable. I know she wouldn’t want you to stay in a horrible situation like this.” 
 
    I couldn’t think, my mind racing, yet not actually working, and I rubbed my face briskly with both hands. “What should I do?”  
 
    “We’ll figure out a way to cause a distraction, then you need to run. I’d let you use my car, but you’d have to take the main road out of the compound and they’d follow you. Your best bet is to walk. You know this land like the back of your hand and you know where the traps and cameras are on Mike Anderson’s property. Years ago, when your grandparents bought this land from him, he scared the heck out of me. At the time, he didn’t live on the property, and I was secretly glad. There’s something dark about him…” She gave herself a quick shake. “I never thought I’d be thanking the good Lord for putting a man like Mike into our lives, but once again His plan is grander than mine. A man like that will be able to help you.” She kissed my forehead. “Pack, quick as you can, like a bunny. Hop to it.” 
 
    I’d prepared for this moment, so I kind of went on autopilot as I grabbed my belongings. Soon I had my backpack and a duffle bag ready to go. As I did a slow circle in the center of my small room, a mournful cry left me, knowing this might be the last time I’d see my home. As I took in the framed pictures of my family, the stuffed animals I’d had since I was a baby sitting on a chair in the corner, and the pink and gray quilt my grandmother had made me spread out on the bed, I hurt deep inside. Even in my daydreams of leaving, I always envisioned myself coming back. But with Pastor Middleton in power, determined to force me into a marriage I didn’t want, I didn’t see that happening. 
 
    Hurt slashed through my stomach like a knife as I looked at a picture of my father and me in the orchard, his normally stern face split with a smile. I was around five or six in the picture, and he was holding me up so I could pick a plum. This was one of my favorite photos of us, but now I wondered how he could have hid the truth from me, why he’d want to keep me from knowing about my birth mother. Was she a horrible person? Was there something wrong with her? Was there something wrong with me? 
 
    For a long moment, I stood in the center of my room, held in place by chains of doubt, sadness, and pain. 
 
    “Oh, Dad,” I whispered, “why did you have to go? Why did you have to leave me behind? I need you. I need you to tell me the truth, I need to know why you lied to me, I need you here to protect me.” 
 
    For a moment, I swear I felt his arms around me, and my eyes and throat burned as a sob caught in my chest. 
 
    Gathering my strength, I took a deep breath and scrubbed my cheeks. As much as I wanted to just curl up in a ball and cry, I couldn’t. I had to be strong, I had to save myself. While God might not send down a flaming chariot to carry me to the promised land, He had given my grandmother the strength to give me permission to go. The strength to tell me a truth I needed to know, no matter how painful. I couldn’t waste this opportunity. 
 
    I wanted to take everything, but had kept it to what I knew I could carry. I’ve been on my fair share of Mike’s hard-core hiking treks, and had the muscles to prove it. Like June said, the Lord worked in mysterious ways. I’d cursed Mike some days, when my body ached and he demanded one more mile. Now I was happy as heck I had the endurance to run to the safety of his home. Once I crossed onto his property, no one could hurt me. 
 
    But right now, I was sick with doubt and fear.  
 
    I gave my bedroom one last look and tried to breathe past the pain in my chest. 
 
    Homesickness threatened to rob me of my resolve, but I forced myself to take that first difficult step on what would no doubt be a long journey. 
 
    I eased my door open and found all the lights in the house turned out. 
 
    My sense of time was warped by adrenaline as I eased into the kitchen, wondering how long I’d been packing, and if the sun would be rising soon.  
 
    June was waiting for me by the door, a small brown leather purse in her hand. 
 
    She handed it to me with a wavering smile. “Here, these belong to you. They’ve been passed down in your father’s family, grandmother to oldest granddaughter, for three generations. I don’t know if your grandmother ever told you, but she came from a very, very wealthy family. Old money, the kind that made their fortune back in the 1920s. These belong to you now. I don’t know much about jewelry, but I do know that’s the good stuff. Ask Mike to help you find a reputable jeweler and you should be able to sell it for enough money to live on for the rest of your life.” 
 
    I clutched the bag, then quickly shoved it into the bottom of my backpack. “Thank you.” 
 
    A car pulled up out front, and we both froze. 
 
    June sucked in a quick breath, then pushed me to the back door. “Go, now. Run to the Andersons. I love you, we all love you. May God shelter you in the palm of His hand and guide your heart.” 
 
    A sob caught in my throat and I managed to hold back the sound, keeping quiet as I slipped into the field behind my grandmother’s house. Large trees stood in the distance and I moved at a steady pace across the yard. Part of me wanted to run, to sprint to the trees, but it would tire my body out and make my trip longer. No, I had to put one foot in front of the other and carefully move through the night. 
 
    It was cloudy, and the woods were almost pitch-black as I felt my way through them. My imagination kept wanting to see shadows as monsters, and I was having a hard time keeping my cool. Finally, I reached the other side of the patch of trees and found the wooden fence that ran the length of our property. In the distance, I imagined I could see the red covered bridge that separated the Anderson’s compound from my own. It spanned a pretty deep creek, and Mike had honest-to-goodness spikes that would sprout up from the bridge decking and shred the tires of any vehicle trying to cross without his authorization. 
 
    Mr. Anderson didn’t mess around when it came to home safety. 
 
    I knew he’d receive an alert the second I made it to the bridge. He had cameras and all kinds of sensors all over it, and I felt the first tingles of excitement that I was about to finally, finally be free.  
 
    That happiness died a quick death as I heard the sound of an engine, and men’s raised voices, echoing in the still night air.  
 
    Breaking into a jog, I began to panic as the bridge seemed to get further and further away, not closer. My lungs began to burn and my feet ached as I picked up speed. The distinct sound of an ATV motor joined the voices and I knew I was in trouble. Stupid, stupid me—I forgot about the ATVs. A car wouldn’t get to me soon enough; I had a good lead, but an ATV could catch me in no time.  
 
    My breath came out in wheezing gasps as I ran like the devil himself was chasing me. The bridge finally came into sight, motion detecting floodlights illuminating the entrance as I sprinted inside. Leaning against the wall, I gasped, willing my lungs to work, to give me oxygen. Black spots danced around my eyes and I fought a surge of nausea. 
 
    “Lyric?” Mimi’s voice came from a hidden speaker. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “N-no,” I wheezed. “Chasing me.” 
 
    Mike’s voice came on next. “Run—keep going. The old tree, you know what to do.” 
 
    I wanted to cry; in fact, a few tears escaped, but I forced myself to move. Long ago, Mike had shown me a fake tree that was actually a hiding place. It wasn’t big, but it was safe. Steel lined, with a fingerprint entry, it was like a small bomb shelter. Swan and I had fun playing in it when we were younger, calling it our clubhouse. Now I pulled in wheezing gasps of air, my lungs and legs burning as I ran through the bridge, my footsteps echoing like a herd of elephants crossing the wood planks. 
 
    For one horrible moment, I forgot where the tree was, my panic rendering me dumb to the world around me. 
 
    The sound of cars came closer and lights flashed through the small thatch of trees about a hundred feet from the bridge, momentarily illuminating my legs. I waited for the cry to go out that I’d been found, but when the car kept turning, my paralysis broke. Uncaring of making any noise, I crashed through some bushes, finally spotting the fake tree hidden among the real. In the dark, finding the release lever became a terrible game, and my hands were shaking so hard that by the time I did get it, my sweaty fingers slipped over the latch twice. 
 
    A man’s voice yelled out, “Don’t cross the bridge, they got spike strips.” 
 
    The hidden door on the tree swung open and I dove inside, the cool darkness stuffy and slightly musty. Closing the door behind me, I huddled in the small circular space, the metal walls cold against my back, my duffle bag clutched to my chest. The shelter had seemed much bigger when I was eight years old, and now it felt constraining, like a coffin or a tomb. Vaguely I could hear raised voices outside. No doubt Mike was talking with whoever had come after me via his cameras and hidden speakers. It was irrational, but I kept fearing that at any moment Pastor Middleton would wrench the door to my hidden space open and drag me back to the compound. 
 
    I have no idea how long I remained hidden there, crouching like a scared rabbit in its hole, before the door swung open, momentarily blinding me. The sun was just starting to rise, and in the bright light, I saw the most loving pair of deep brown eyes staring down at me. Mimi Anderson was in her late fifties, and a stunningly beautiful woman. With long black hair and high cheekbones, she could have been a model if she hadn’t decided instead to become an assassin for the Italian mob run by her father. 
 
    “Lyric,” she breathed out in a rush as she pulled me into her arms, clutching me to her as I sobbed. “It’s okay, baby, it’s all right. I’ve got you.” 
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    Lorenzo “Hustler” Ricci 
 
      
 
    As I leaned over the pool table in the Iron Horse MC clubhouse, I kept my eye on the eight ball, lining up my shot while Sledge, our vice president, studied me. A big, bald, Hispanic man covered in tattoos, Sledge was a bad-ass motherfucker. With massive muscles and a broad, low forehead, he had the look of a dumb thug, but the fucker was wicked smart. Despite never having gone to college, he was one of the main reasons our club made so much money, and he was the mastermind behind most of our financial dealings. 
 
    Yeah, we sold guns, drugs, and pussy—but we also sold stocks, bonds, and real estate. Our legit cash holdings were large enough to keep the Feds off our backs, and Sledge had a network of political connections that went all the way to the top. I wouldn’t be surprised if he had the President of the fucking United States on his speed dial. Yet, despite all his connections, all his power, we still couldn’t figure out who the fuck was setting me up.  
 
    Downstairs, a typical party raged, full of brothers having a good time with the club sluts. A year ago, I’d have been down there with them, getting drunk and getting a blowjob. A year ago, I’d have been welcomed among them, my loyalty to the club unquestionable. Now…now half the club looked at me like I might be Chief, the mysterious motherfucker that was bent on destroying our MC. He’d almost succeeded, almost had us wiped off the face of the earth by a bunch of angry and powerful mafias, but our Beach, Smoke, and the Anderson twins had somehow managed to pull our asses out of the fire. 
 
    I still have no idea how they did it, but I do know they paid a price. Smoke and his old lady Swan had been kidnapped and tortured by Chief, only getting away because she’s a total fucking badass. While Smoke was seriously injured, she’d managed to free both herself and him, then slaughter a house full of hardcore bikers. Yeah, she might look like a blonde bimbo, but Swan and Sarah were both stone-cold killers, trained by their psycho arms dealer dad to eliminate any threat. Unfortunately, Chief was long gone by the time help arrived, and now he was a fucking ghost, impossible to find but still causing trouble. 
 
    It was a bunch of small shit, but shit that added up. Our prostitutes beaten up, our drugs being cut with shit that made people end up in the hospital, our smuggling routes suddenly crawling with cops. It seemed like no matter what he did, that fucker was one step ahead of us. And he seemed to have a special hatred for me. 
 
    In the past six months, someone tried to burn down my house, torch my pawn shop, and totaled my bike. They also fucked with any woman I’d been with, tried to harass my family, and made it look like I was the one behind a lot of this bullshit. If Beach and Sledge hadn’t been so sure of my loyalty, I’d have taken a bullet between the eyes a long time ago. As it was, I’d lost the trust of a lot of my brothers through no fucking fault of my own, and I hated the side-eyes I was getting any time I entered a room. 
 
    “I’m thinkin’ about moving Marley out of the pawn shop,” Sledge said as he rolled his pool stick between his hands. 
 
    My pawn shop, which used to be fucking untouchable, was now being raided once a month by the police, with bullshit warrants. We used to use the large warehouse attached to the high-end pawn shop to store some of our more questionable products, but we’d had to move to a new location, thanks to the constant raids. That shop was my baby and it fucking pissed me off that someone was trying to destroy my business. Years ago, Beach took over Iron Horse from a right bastard named Red and his crew. They were into all kinds of shit—bad shit—and they were dragging the MC down with them.  
 
    After Beach discovered Red was involved in the slave trade, real-honest-to-fucking-God slavery, he’d staged a coup and taken over. The pawn shop was part of the MC’s holdings and I’d been assigned to run it, turning the shop from a dirty shithole into a high-end business. We dealt in luxury items and antiques—no bullshit gold-plated chains in my store—and had a reputation as the place to go when you wanted something nice. We employed club family members there, or people loyal to the club. Marley, Sarah’s personal assistant and best friend, had worked for me for the past six months at the store and I thought she liked it. A bubbly, pretty single mom, she was dependable and knew the store. 
 
    “I thought she was happy there. Is someone fucking with her? Giving her shit? Does she not like her hours?” 
 
    He met my gaze, his dark eyes hard. “Working for you is turning out to be a dangerous job, amigo.” 
 
    I couldn’t argue with him on that one. “Shit-fuck, I like her, damn it. I don’t want her to go.” 
 
    “You like her?” Sledge asked in a low, dangerous tone. 
 
    It was a well-known secret that Sledge had a thing for the pretty little brunette, but had yet to make his move. “Yeah, I like her as a friend. She’s a hard worker, is never late, and the customers love her. Plus, she knows Swan’s inventory system inside and out and we’ve cut down on our stock losses substantially since she took over doing inventory. That’s it.” 
 
    His shoulders relaxed a little and he nodded. “I get you…but the thing is, my mom wants her to work for my cousins’ construction business.” 
 
    I didn’t even try and hide my chuckle before I took a sip of my beer. “Right, your mami wants her working for the family. Let me take a wild guess, you’re going to have her working as your personal assistant or some shit.” 
 
    He gave me an unexpectedly happy smile. “Oh yeah. But she won’t know that until she arrives at work. See, she has the wrong impression of me, of who I am now. When we first met I wasn’t ready for her, too caught up in the club bullshit. Took me a while to really see her for who she was, who she could be with me.” 
 
    “She’s a good woman,” I agreed while taking my next shot, the ball falling neatly into the pocket before I picked up my beer again. “Better be kind to her.” 
 
    He nodded, smirking when I missed. “What about you, amigo? You got your eye on anyone?” 
 
    I thought about the lengthy texts I’d exchanged with Lyric, how much I enjoyed imagining her reading them. Fuck, I was head over heels for the girl, and it was tearing me apart not to have her with me. If my affection wasn’t a death sentence for her, if I didn’t have Chief starting rumors about my ass and making my men doubt me, I’d have her with me right now. I could practically feely her full, soft cheeks as I cupped her face. Jesus, her skin was softer than any woman I’d ever touched, and I craved the peace her presence brought me. Shit, I wanted to cuddle her almost as much as I wanted to fuck her.  
 
    Not that she’d complain. Lyric was an affectionate little thing, and it was a pleasure to have her curled up in my arms. My thoughts were broken by Sledge clearing his throat. “No. I don’t have anyone.” 
 
    “Huh. What about that sexy little thing from the wedding? The brunette with the giant tits and gorgeous eyes? We share that RV, amigo. I found you two cuddled up together, dead to the world when I came back to grab something. Got a nice look at her ass before I left.” 
 
    I slammed my pool stick down on the table, the leather cut around my shoulders suddenly feeling tight. “You can’t tell anyone.” 
 
    “Chill out, brother. Relax. I haven’t said shit to anyone. Figure if you and the little church mouse want to get it on, that’s your business.” He studied me. “You’ve got feelings for her. Or is she just another piece of tail to you?” 
 
    The effort it took not to go kick his ass was monumental, but Sledge was the national VP, and he hadn’t attained that position by being the kind of guy you took your fists to. Plus, he was one of my ride-or-die brothers, a man who’d had my back since I moved to Austin, my blood. It was fucked up, but I couldn’t take a chance with Lyric’s life and trust him. I had to maintain the charade she meant nothing to me with everyone. 
 
    “She’s nothing special. You know how it is. One mouth sucking your dick is the same as any other. Lyric means nothing to me other than an easy piece of ass. I mean, can you really see me with a woman like that? She’s not my type.” 
 
    Barking out a laugh, he shook his head, then took a sip of his bottled water. “You’re full of shit. You get a fuckin’ sparkle in your eyes when you talk about her. A blush in your cheeks that makes them all rosy.” 
 
    “Fuck you,” I muttered. “Shit is too complicated in my life for a woman. And a woman like Lyric deserves so much better than me. She’s a good girl, the real deal, soft and sweet even though she has a bit of a temper. And she’s smart and kind and so compassionate the world is gonna eat her alive. Her life should be nothing but peace, joy, and happiness. That’s never going to happen with me at her side.” 
 
    Slade was silent for a long time, then shook his head. “Shit, brother. Your life is fucked.” 
 
    “Yeah, it is.” 
 
    “Maybe you should take a vacation.” 
 
    “Fuck you.” 
 
    “No, I’m serious. You need to get away from everything for a little bit, stay out of sight and just chill. You’re wound so tight you’re no good to me, and I hate to see you drawin’ away from everyone.” 
 
    “You think I want this fuckin’ tension between me and my brothers? Some of them think I’m the goddamned traitor.” 
 
    “I know. But you’re not, and we both know it. Just go, don’t tell anyone other than Beach where you are. Take a couple weeks, let’s see what happens and how things work out. If you come back and shit starts up again, we’ll have a better idea of who to keep an eye on.” 
 
    Shit, what he said made sense. “What about the pawn shop?” 
 
    “I’ll have Vance run it. Didn’t he used to work there, back when Red owned the place?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah. He was just a teenager, and was the junior manager or some shit.” 
 
    “Right, right. He’s managed it for us in the past and you’ve had no complaints, right?” 
 
    “Right.”  
 
    I didn’t add that I suspected Vance had skimmed off the top of the cash deposit, or helped himself to some of the inventory whenever he worked at the shop.  
 
    “Then he’ll take care of that. I’ve got your house, and in a few days Beach and Smoke’ll be back from their honeymoon.” He crossed his thick arms over his chest. “It ain’t like you’re broke and you can’t afford to take some time off. You make a fuckin’ killing off that pawn shop, and I for one appreciate the bump in pay it gives all of us. So go someplace exotic, someplace isolated, and just relax. Fuck knows I wish I was on a beach right now with a hot bitch in a bikini instead of playin’ pool with your ugly ass.” 
 
    Some of the tension melted from me and I shook my head. “Let me think about it.” 
 
    “Don’t think—just go. You got your wallet, I know you got your saddlebags in your room. Just get on your bike and ride. When is the last time you took an honest-to-God vacation by yourself? Bet it’s been at least five years. You’re due for a mental health tune-up.” 
 
    An odd sense of relief filled me as I considered it. “Maybe I am.” 
 
    Slinging his arm over my shoulders, Sledge steered me to the door. “You only had that one beer, right?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Then go get your shit. Be free, ride it out.” 
 
    The open road called to me in a way I hadn’t felt in years. “I think I just might do that.” 
 
    “Don’t think, do.” 
 
    By the time I made it to my room, my body was humming with anticipation. I had no idea where I was going, or what I was gonna do, and the thought exhilarated me. Grabbing my saddlebags, I glanced around my room at the clubhouse one last time. I would miss this place, my home away from home. It would be odd being alone after spending all of my adult life surrounded by an extended biker family. 
 
    Maybe I’d go visit my mom, or my brother. I couldn’t remember if he was home, or on the road, but I knew I was always welcome. Then again, it might be better if I just went off on my own and took some time to just be alone. A man needed that every now and then, quiet time to just be.  
 
      
 
    Hours later, my eyes were gritty from lack of sleep as I pulled over on the side of the road and turned off my bike, answering a call from Beach. 
 
    “Hey, prez, how’s the honeymoon?” 
 
    “Hey, Hustler, it’s Sarah.” 
 
    Her voice sounded weird, and low-pitched, like she was trying to hide the conversation. “What’s up? You okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine, but Lyric’s not.” 
 
    Suddenly wide-awake despite my lack of sleep, I swung my kickstand down, then got off my bike, stretching my legs. “What happened?” 
 
    “Well, she finally left that cult. I guess some bad shit went down, but she refuses to tell my dad what. I think she knows if she confirmed they harmed her in any way, my dad would go over there and slaughter people. She probably doesn’t want those deaths on her conscience.” 
 
    “If they hurt her, I’ll go over there myself and slit their throats.” 
 
    “I was hoping you would say that,” she said in a bright voice, “because that’s not all. Swan got the call from my dad first, Beach and I were otherwise occupied, and she sent Vance to get Lyric since we’re out in the middle of the Mediterranean.” 
 
    “Vance? She sent Vance to get her? Why the fuck did she send him?” 
 
    “Seems Vance has been asking about Lyric, that she made quite an impression on him at the wedding.” 
 
    “Are you fucking kidding me? She barely talked to him.” 
 
    “I have no idea. All I know is, Swan called Vance, and he jumped on the chance to be the one to pick Lyric up.” 
 
    “Why the hell would she call Vance, of all people?” 
 
    “You know she has some hero complex with him. Thinks he saved her life. Whatever. The guy’s a sexist dick, and he is the last kind of man Lyric needs in her life. I don’t want her first introduction to the outside world to be on the back of that asshole’s bike.” 
 
    “No fucking way.” 
 
    “Exactly. Think you can beat him out to her? He left Austin about twenty minutes ago.” 
 
    “One sec.” I checked my GPS and grinned. “I’m about an hour away from your folk’s place.” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “Yeah. I decided to go on a vacation. Just got on my bike and followed the road west. Thought I might keep ridin’ till I hit the Pacific.” 
 
    “Go get her. Help her get adjusted to the real world before you bring her to Austin. I selfishly want to see her right away, but she needs to be eased into society. Culture shock may be a real thing for her. Can you imagine growing up out where my dad lives—and never leaving? She’s never been to a movie theater, a fast-food restaurant, or on a bus. She’s never been to a concert, or seen the ocean. All of those things will be brand-new, and maybe overwhelming for her.” She took a deep breath. “Just, be careful with her. I love her, and I’m so happy she’s finally free. Go help her be free, but keep her safe, okay? I’m trusting you with my sister from another mister.” 
 
    I took a deep breath, my eyes trained on the horizon. “You have nothing to worry about.” 
 
    “Hmmm, maybe I don’t. Give her a big squishy hug for me and tell her I’ll see her soon. And charge anything and everything she wants on the clubhouse card. I’ll cover it—no limit.” 
 
    “I’ve got her covered.” 
 
    “Look, I’ve got to go. Swan is coming over to talk about Lyric, and she doesn’t know I’ve called you. Later!” 
 
    After she hung up, I leaned over and braced my hands on my knees, centering myself as I stared down at where the pavement met the gravel on the side of this empty country road.  
 
    Slowly stretching, I watched the sun rise over the horizon and marveled at the beauty. Burning hot crimson laced with feathers of golden clouds. Hot pink on the edges before fading to purple. I’d never seen such a beautiful sunrise before and I could only hope it was a sign that the end of the long night I’d been stuck living in was finally over.  
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    Lyric 
 
    I was waiting for Mike and Mimi in the kitchen the next morning, hoping to lure them out of their beds with fresh homemade cinnamon rolls. After five hours of restless sleep in Swan’s old bedroom, I gave up staring at the ceiling and decided it was time for some answers. Last night…or was it early this morning…Mike and Mimi had taken me home and put me to bed. I’m pretty sure Mimi had slipped something into the hot chocolate she’d made for me, ’cause soon after drinking it, I could barely keep my eyes open.  
 
    Taking off the cow-print oven gloves, I slid them back into the drawer, then pulled out a big blue bowl for the icing. Even though Mike and Mimi lived underground in a crazy bomb shelter, the home was completely luxurious. The false skylights looked like the real thing, and there were even windows staring out into the yard three stories above us. The ultra-high definition screens were so clear that my mind was easily fooled into believing the false sunlight was real. The only thing missing was being able to actually open those fictitious windows and let some fresh air in. 
 
    That was the reason Mimi insisted on doing the cooking in the kitchen above the living quarters. They had an aboveground ranch built over the bunker house and they used it as a guest house. She said she hated having a living room that stunk like dinner. I liked the smell of cooking filling a home, it made me feel content, but I understood her reasoning. While I was a little nervous about being aboveground, I knew no one was getting near Mike’s property without him being aware the second they came near his property.  
 
    A shiver raced down my spine, and the whisk I was using to beat together the powdered sugar and condensed milk rattled against the rim of the bowl. 
 
    Right now, if I hadn’t run, I have a feeling I’d find myself being married off to Clint like they used to do in the Bible, back when women were considered possessions and not human beings. 
 
    The hiss of the pressurized door leading to the belowground floors alerted me to Mike’s and Mimi’s presence before they appeared at the top of the stairs. 
 
    Mike was in many ways the quintessential cowboy, despite having grown up in the city. Something about him reminded me of the actor Clint Eastwood, and his dark gaze could make you feel like he was reading your soul. Mimi, on the other hand, was open and affectionate with those she loved. At the sight of me standing at the counter, her face softened and she opened her arms. 
 
    “Good morning, sweetheart.” 
 
    Abandoning the frosting, I eagerly fell into her embrace, letting her hug me close. Wrapping my arms around her, I returned her affection, closing my eyes and resting my head on her shoulder. Mike came up beside us and gave me a gentle pat on the back, his version of a hug.  
 
    “Morning, sunshine.”  
 
    That was his nickname for me; sunshine. Said I was his little ray of light, spreading joy everywhere I went. It always made me feel good when he called me that, and I released Mimi to give him a quick hug. 
 
    “Morning. I made cinnamon rolls.” 
 
    Patting his still-trim stomach, he gave me a small smile. “Gonna make me fat.” 
 
    Mimi poked him gently in the belly as she walked past him to the coffee maker. “Getting a little soft in your old age.” 
 
    “I’m only ten months older than you,” Mike muttered with a good-natured glare. 
 
    I watched them interact with each other as I finished making the icing, waiting until Mimi had her morning cup of coffee and was sitting at the large pine dinner table. She smoothed her silver-streaked hair back over her shoulder and watched me closely. I tried to appear normal, whatever that was, but I had a feeling she could see through my cheery smile. 
 
    “Lyric, come sit down.” 
 
    I took the chair next to hers, folding my hands on my lap. When I was growing up I was taught that fidgeting was unseemly, and after having my hands whacked with a ruler a few dozen times, I’d learned to stay still even when I was super nervous. Like right now.  
 
    “Tell us again what happened last night,” Mike growled out. 
 
    Swallowing hard, I gave them a story about having a fight with my mom. See, I know Mike and Mimi, and I know their sense of justice and revenge tends to be on the bloody side. As much as I hated Pastor Middleton, if I told Mike and Mimi what really happened, they would freak out and probably kill him and his followers. The thought of their lives being lost on my account was unbearable, so I sugarcoated the situation. 
 
    I could tell they didn’t believe me, but thankfully, neither of them pushed hard. 
 
    “Regardless of what happened,” Mimi said in a soothing voice, “the important thing is that you’re out.” 
 
    Mike’s gaze was shrewd as he studied me and I once again fought the urge to fidget. “We called Swan and Sarah like you asked. They’re still on their honeymoon, but they’re sending one of the club members to get you and bring you to Austin like you wanted.” 
 
    I let out a sigh of relief. “Thank you. Do you know who it is?” 
 
    My heart beat harder, hoping it was Hustler, but Mike shook his head. “No, but I’m sure whoever it is will take care of you. Swan would never send someone she didn’t trust.” 
 
    “I wish you’d stay with us,” Mimi added. “Or let us send you somewhere other than a biker clubhouse.” 
 
    I smiled and reached out, placing my hand over hers. “I appreciate that you want to take care of me, but I’ve lived my whole life with someone else making the decisions for me. This is what I want.” 
 
    I wondered if Hustler even knew I’d left the compound, or that I was on the way to Austin. My cell phone was still in the tree at the orchard, and there was no way in heck I was going back for it. I wondered if Hustler would be happy to see me, or if he’d be annoyed. Goodness, I was a mess about that man, but I had other things to worry about right now. 
 
    “We understand.” Mimi gave my hand a squeeze. “And I can’t tell you how happy I am to see you finally on your own and away from those people.” 
 
    A sour taste filled my mouth at the thought of my mother. “Mike, I have something to ask you. It’s about my mom—my real mom.” 
 
    The glance they exchanged confirmed my worst fears. I’d been secretly hoping that all that stuff about Melody had been delusional ramblings from my grandmother. As contentious as our relationship was right now, I truly loved the woman I knew as my mother. The thought that she’d been lying to me all these years—that everyone had—was hard to stomach. 
 
    “I don’t know a lot,” Mike finally said as he rubbed his tanned chin. “Around that time, shit was going downhill with Billie. She refused to live on the compound with me, didn’t want to leave Las Vegas and the life she had there. Before we got married, she assured me that our plans for the future were perfectly in synch, but when it came time to move down here permanently, she balked.” 
 
    I darted a glance at Mimi, wondering how she felt about Mike talking about his ex-wife. Her face was smooth, but I knew her well enough to see the tension lines around her eyes deepen. And the vibe coming off of her was not happy. I couldn’t blame her. Mike’s late ex, Sarah and Swan’s mother, was a drug addict who’d pretty much ruined her daughters’ lives through her own selfish actions. She’d died last year of an overdose, and even after all she’d done to harm my best friend, I still prayed that her soul found peace.  
 
    “What I do know is that your father and Melody were childhood sweethearts. Before your church moved here, they were situated down by Corpus Christi, where your grandma’s people are from.” 
 
    I nodded. The one and only time I’d been off the compound’s land had been to attend the funeral of my great-grandfather in Corpus Christi. I’d only been six at the time, but I vividly remember what little I was allowed to see of the real world. And I remember the Gulf of Mexico and how it had moved me to see an awe-inspiring example of God’s power.  
 
    “I never met her myself, but I did see a picture of her once. You look a lot like her. Cut from the same cloth with your hair and freckles.” 
 
    Reaching up, I traced my finger over my cheek, touching the link between myself and the woman who’d given birth to me. “My grandmother said she died. What happened?” 
 
    “Melody hated being isolated out here. She begged your father to leave, to take her on a mission somewhere with people. Much like you, she was a friendly, compassionate woman who belonged out in the world, spreading her joy, not stuck here. They moved off the compound and sometime after you were born…” He took both my hands in his own, his palms rough with callouses, but gentle with me. “Sometime after you were born, she was killed in a robbery. Just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. Your dad was devastated, and knew he couldn’t raise you on his own, so he came back to the compound so his family could help raise you.” 
 
    “And he married Mom…I mean, Evelyn?” 
 
    Mimi ran her thumb along the edge of her coffee cup. “Evelyn always had a thing for your father, but he was in love with her best friend so she never acted on it. I don’t know the exact details, but eventually your dad fell in love with Evelyn and they agreed that she would raise you as her own daughter.” 
 
    “They were never going to tell me about my birth mother?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Mimi pressed her lips together. “We’ve never been close with your parents, so most of what I know is secondhand.” 
 
    That was an understatement. My dad thought Mike and Mimi were sinners of the worse kind, killers with their souls blackened by their evil deeds. It was no secret that Mike was an arms dealer, and that before he left the military, he was in special-ops with an impressive kill record. And Mimi was a freaking assassin for the mafia before she hung up her knife to be a mom to her two stepdaughters. 
 
    If it wasn’t for the fact that Mike controlled the water rights for the entire compound, I might have never been able to see Swan and stay with them. 
 
    A series of three beeps sounded through the house and Mike pulled out his phone, glancing at the screen with a frown. “Looks like your ride is here. Are you sure you don’t want to stay for a little while?” 
 
    Yes, part of me did want to stay and hide at Mike and Mimi’s house, but I knew that wasn’t a good idea. One day would become two, then three, and my fear of the outside world would keep me here forever. I felt like I was two different people at once living in the same body. One Lyric, the strong one, couldn’t wait to get out there and experience everything the world had to offer. The other Lyric, the scared one, wanted to hide here in the bunker forever like a frightened bunny. 
 
    I couldn’t let fear win, not when I was so close to true freedom. “No. If I don’t go now, I might never leave.” 
 
    Another set of chimes rang out and Mike stood up, his face hard. “Wait here. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Mimi and I exchanged a glance and she rolled her eyes as Mike walked out of the kitchen, heading for the front door. “I apologize in advance if he finds your escort unworthy and kills them.” 
 
    My laugh came out shaky as I realized this was it, I was really leaving. “That would kind of put a damper on things.” 
 
    Standing up, Mimi went over to the small alcove on the other side of the kitchen that contained a small desk and a computer. “We have a gift for you.” 
 
    “Oh—no, you don’t—” 
 
    “Hush,” she said, as she took a large manila envelope out of one of the desk drawers. “I’ve been wanting to give this to you for a long time.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “A new life.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Smiling, she handed me the envelope. “Inside you’ll find a driver’s license, birth certificate, social security card, and everything you need to get established. There’s also records of you attending high school with grades good enough to get into any college if that’s what you want to do, along with a bank account and a credit history that you’ll need for getting your own place. There’s a credit card with a twenty-thousand-dollar limit on it in your name. Use it for whatever you need with our blessings.” 
 
    “I can’t take this, it’s too much. And it’s not honest pretending to be someone I’m not.” 
 
    “You can and you will. Lyric, you don’t even have a GED, sweetheart. I know you went to school at your church and got a good education, but they’re not accredited by the state. You’ve been driving since you were fourteen, but you don’t have a license, and with no credit history, you’re going to have a problem making any major purchases.” She glanced over my shoulder as the sound of male voices came from the front. “Don’t worry about the money, we have more than enough. The world you’re about to enter is very different from the one you grew up in, and we want to make sure you’re taken care of.” 
 
    Heavy boots hitting the wooden floor of the hallway had me looking to see who was coming to pick me up, and at the sight of Hustler’s smiling face, I let out a squeal that could probably be heard for miles. “Hustler!” 
 
    I leaped from my chair and ran across the room, throwing myself into his arms as he picked me up and spun me around. “Hey, Angel.” 
 
    To my delight he held me close for a long moment, letting me cuddle into him and breathe in his scent. He smelled like the wind, sunshine, and man, along with a hint of some spicy cologne. The soft cotton of his white T-shirt felt smooth against my face as I laid my cheek against his chest and closed my eyes, absorbing his strength. 
 
    Giving him a tight squeeze, I said, “You’re taking me to Austin?” 
 
    Setting me on my feet, but keeping me in his arms, he smiled down at me. His dark hair was shorter than I remembered, and he had some scruff around his goatee, but he was so handsome he took my breath away. The sparkle in his greenish-brown eyes set my heart racing and his hands squeezed my hips as he studied my face.  
 
    “Yeah, I’m taking you to Austin. That all right with you?” 
 
    “Yes,” I answered, happiness bubbling up inside of me. “Yes, that’s very all right with me.” 
 
    “Lyric,” Mimi asked in a careful voice. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” I slipped my hand into Hustler’s. “I—uh, met Hustler at Swan’s wedding. He was one of Smoke’s groomsmen.” 
 
    “I know who he is,” Mike muttered with a disgruntled look. “Trouble.” 
 
    “Mike,” Mimi said in an exasperated voice. 
 
    “What? He is.” 
 
    Hustler rubbed his thumb along the back of my hand. “That may be true, but I promise you, Lyric is safe with me.” 
 
    Mimi tapped her red-painted fingernails on the counter. “If you harm one hair on her head, I’ll be coming for you and I’ll castrate you myself.” 
 
    Embarrassed by their overprotective behavior, I said, “Mimi! Seriously?” 
 
    To my surprise, Hustler merely laughed. “I wouldn’t expect anything different. You ready to hit the road, short stuff?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He scanned me quickly. “You got something to put on besides that Little House on the Prairie dress?” 
 
    I let go of his hand and took a step back, suddenly aware of how weird I must look to him. This morning when I’d gotten dressed, I wore what I usually wore, what I’d been forced to wear for as long as I could remember. A plain long-sleeved dress that reached my ankles, hiking boots, and my hair pulled back into a tight braid. It hadn’t occurred to me to wear anything else.  
 
    Looking at the ground, I shook my head. “No, I’m sorry, I don’t.” 
 
    “No sad eyes.” His voice gentle, he tipped my head up so I had to meet his eyes. “You look beautiful. You wear whatever you want, Angel. It’s just gonna be hard for you to ride on the back of my bike in a skirt.” 
 
    “I have some clothes that you can put on,” Mimi said in an odd voice. 
 
    I looked over at her and found her watching Hustler closely, her gaze ticking between his body and mine. 
 
    Giving me a gentle push in Mimi’s direction, Hustler said, “Go with Mimi. I got a few things to talk with Mike about.” 
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    Lorenzo “Hustler” Ricci 
 
    I took a seat at the table as Lyric vanished from my sight, moving down the stairs to the living quarters of the Anderson’s bunker. Swan and Sarah had taken me on a tour before the wedding, and I had to say, I was impressed. Mike had built himself a place that would keep his family safe through just about any disaster, and I wondered if maybe I should start looking into building one.  
 
    “What the fuck are you doing here?” Mike growled. “I thought Vance was coming to get Lyric.” 
 
    “Change of plans.” 
 
    “That’s funny, ’cause I just got a text from Vance letting me know he’s gonna be here in two hours.” 
 
    “I didn’t say he was included in that change of plans.” 
 
    “Don’t bullshit me, slick. I love that little girl and if you think I’m gonna let her leave with you without being sure of her safety, you’re fucking high.” 
 
    “Sarah called me, asked me to come get Lyric. She doesn’t like Vance, doesn’t want him being the one to bring Lyric to Austin. Says he’s a sexist, misogynistic dick who’ll fuck with her head.” 
 
    “That true?” 
 
    Not wanting to talk bad about my brother, even if I didn’t particularly like the guy, I shrugged. “If you’re asking me if Vance is a feminist, no. He has certain views on a woman’s place, and it’s barefoot and pregnant in the kitchen. I have a feeling Lyric’s had enough of those kinds of guys in her life.” 
 
    “Ain’t that the fucking truth,” Mike muttered.  
 
    I knew Mike could very well stop me from leaving with Lyric, and now that I’d held her in my arms again, been surrounded by her sweetness, I wasn’t going to let that happen. “Sarah called me because she knows I care about Lyric.” 
 
    Taking a seat across from me, Mike studied me with an intensity that made me want to shift in my seat. “You two text each other an awful lot.” 
 
    “What? How the fuck do you know that?” 
 
    “Please. You really think I’d have Sarah give Lyric a cell phone and not monitor it? Not to the point of invading her privacy, but when she starts getting messages from a strange number, I look into it.” His nostrils flared as he let out a long sigh. “Look, Lyric’s innocent. Sees the world through rose-colored glasses and believes the best in everyone she meets. I consider her my daughter, and her safety and happiness are as important to me as Sarah’s and Swan’s. But unlike my girls, Lyric is completely trusting by nature. I keep an eye on her to keep her safe from those who’d take advantage of that innocence. She’s the kind of woman who needs someone to watch out for her. Someone who doesn’t have that fuckin’ bastard Chief on his ass.” 
 
    Grimacing, Hustler rubbed the back of his neck. “I fuckin’ know that. All I’m doin’ is bringin’ her to Swan and Sarah.” 
 
    “Bullshit. I may be old, but I’m not blind. I saw the way her eyes lit up when she saw you, and I saw the look on your face when she was in your arms. You have no right messing around with her, bringing her into your shit.” 
 
    All of what Mike said was true, but that didn’t mean I liked anyone telling me what to do. “Like I said, you got nothing to worry about.” 
 
    Mike opened his mouth to argue again, but a series of chimes rang through the house and he checked his phone, then frowned. “Motherfucker. We got company. Get out there and pull your bike behind the house. I don’t want them seein’ it. Quick.” 
 
    “Who is it?” 
 
    “Looks like Pastor Middleton and Lyric’s mom, Evelyn, along with some of his men. It’s better if they don’t know either of you are here.” 
 
    I wanted to ask more questions, but his dark expression had me moving out the front door instead. 
 
    After stashing my bike behind the house, I listened to the sound of a car pulling up out front. Deciding I wanted a look at these people myself, I eased around the side of the big two-story ranch, keeping behind a large trellis covered in blooming honeysuckle. Big fat bumblebees dipped in and out of the flowers, but I paid them no mind as I crouched down and looked through the gaps in the leaves. 
 
    The first thing I noticed was the fact that Pastor Middleton drove a Jag, and not just any Jag. No, that silver beauty was top-of-the-line, and cost at least a couple hundred grand. The second thing I noticed was his escort. Three big men piled out of a brand new red truck, all of ’em wearing black pants and white buttoned-up shirts with visible gun holsters on their hips. They had the air of men who were used to violence, and I wondered why the fuck a preacher in the middle of nowhere needed armed guards. 
 
    Moving around to the side of his Jag, Pastor Middleton opened the door and a tall, elegant blonde woman in her late forties, maybe early fifties, got out. She wore a pale green cotton dress the same style as the one I’d seen Lyric wearing earlier, covering her from wrist to ankles with a row of buttons going up to her throat. I had a brief impression of wide blue eyes before she turned away from me. While her clothing was pristine, I absently noted that her long braid, also similar to the style Lyric wore, was off center and poorly done. 
 
    I couldn’t see Mike, but his authoritative voice rang out over the yard, above the sound of chickens clucking in a nearby coop. “Pastor, Evelyn, what can I do for you?” 
 
    “Lyric is missing, and we were wondering if you happen to know where she is.” 
 
    Middleton’s three men spread out behind him, not saying anything but doing their best to appear menacing. 
 
    “She’s missing?” 
 
    Pastor Middleton’s smile hardened. “She had a disagreement with her mother last night and disappeared. We can’t find her and we’re worried.” 
 
    “Nope, haven’t seen her.” 
 
    Pastor Middleton obviously waited for Mike to say something more, and when he didn’t the smile fell from his face. “Well, that’s odd ’cause her tracks led to your property before they disappeared.” 
 
    “Don’t know what you’re talkin’ about.” 
 
    From my vantage point I could see behind their backs, and I stiffened when Pastor Middleton elbowed Evelyn hard enough to make her flinch. 
 
    She spoke up, her voice strangely chilly and monotone. “Mike, we know she’s here. I just want to talk to my daughter. I’m worried about her and her grandmother misses her.” 
 
    “Like I said, I haven’t seen her. Tell me, Evelyn, why did she run away? Must have been some kind of fight for her to actually leave. You’ve done some atrocious shit to that girl and she’s never taken off before.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Evelyn said, as she shifted uncomfortably, her hands twining together behind her back. 
 
    “Yeah, must’a slipped your mind all the times you locked her away in that ‘prayer room’ of yours, or all the times you beat her, or all the times you tried to crush that beautiful girl’s spirit.” 
 
    “I never—” 
 
    “Don’t give me that bullshit,” Mike snapped. “You and I both know what you’ve done. You can lie to yourself about it, but don’t fuckin’ try lyin’ to me. You resented her, resented that she looked like Melody, resented the fact that every time you saw her you were reminded that you were your husband’s second choice.” 
 
    “David loved me!” she snapped, her body rigid, as I tried to figure out what the fuck they were talking about. 
 
    “Sure he did, but not as much as he loved her.” 
 
    “You—” 
 
    Evelyn started to take a step toward Mike, but Pastor Middleton hauled her back, whispering something in her ear that calmed her down.  
 
    The front door of the house swung open and Mimi stepped out onto the porch, moving a single step in front of her husband and into my line of sight. Even though I could only see her profile, a shiver raced down my spine at the open anger and hatred on her face. For a brief moment, I wondered if I was about to see Lady Death—Mimi’s nickname from when she was an assassin—slaughter Lyric’s mother. 
 
    “Get off my land.” 
 
    Evelyn, now clinging to Pastor Middleton, sputtered out, “I want to see my daughter.” 
 
    “She’s not here.” 
 
    “Liar!” 
 
    Silver flashed in Mimi’s hand, and a moment later, a large knife was imbedded in the side of Pastor Middleton’s car, inches from where Evelyn stood.  
 
    “What the fuck!” Pastor Middleton yelled as his men began to pull their guns. 
 
    I was two seconds away from reaching for my own piece and gunning the motherfuckers down, but Mike had it covered. 
 
    His voice held absolutely no emotion as he said, “Drop your fucking guns, right the fuck now, or I swear to God I’ll kill every motherfucking one of you. Starting with the good pastor right here.” 
 
    “Drop your guns,” Middleton shouted, his face red and filled with rage as he looked over his shoulder at his men. 
 
    They did as he said, their expressions less than happy as their pieces hit the grass bordering the driveway.  
 
    “Now get the fuck out of here,” Mike growled. “And if you ever, ever come onto my property again, I’m going to make sure you’re the one who’s missing. Am I clear?” 
 
    “You’ll regret this,” Pastor Middleton spat out as he shoved Evelyn into his car. 
 
    The other men followed suit and as they sped away down the road, I wondered what the fuck had just happened. 
 
    I waited until they were out of sight, then moved out from behind the honeysuckle. 
 
    “Someone want to tell me what the fuck that was all about?” 
 
    Neither Mimi or Mike seemed surprised to see me, and Mike grimaced as he put his gun back into the holster hidden beneath his flannel shirt. “I’m not exactly sure, but something is going on over there that I don’t fuckin’ like one bit.” 
 
    Shaking my head, I joined them in the cool shadows of the porch, leaning against the railing as Mimi ran a soothing hand over her husband’s back.  
 
    “They said something about Lyric’s grandma; is she still alive? I thought Lyric wouldn’t leave until the old lady passed?” 
 
    Mimi sighed. “We’re not sure exactly what happened. Lyric gave us a story about a disagreement, but that’s just what it was—a story. That girl can’t lie to save her life, but she’s hiding something. Probably afraid if we knew the truth, we’d shut her church down.” 
 
    “You can do that?” 
 
    Mike nodded. “Her grandmother owns the land, but we own and supply the water. Cut the water off and they’d have to leave. When I bought this land, before I sold any of it off, I made sure that was part of the contract.” 
 
    I whistled. “Nice.” 
 
    Looking down at her phone, Mimi said, “Lyric’s coming. I’d rather she not know her mother was here making a scene. She has enough to deal with right now.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    A second later Lyric came out the front door wearing a pair of black leggings and a long silky sky-blue shirt over a white tank top. The fabric molded to her curvy little body and I took in the swell of her hips and large breasts, the way her waist dipped in before flaring out to her rounded ass. Her long hair was still back in a braid, and her big, gorgeous eyes gazed up at me with complete trust and happiness. Something in my heart cracked wide open as she watched me and it took everything I had not to sweep her into my arms and kiss her senseless. 
 
    Part of me wanted to ride off into the sunset with her, to take her with me and never come back, but I couldn’t. Not only would I never leave my MC family behind, I couldn’t rob Lyric of her chance at a real life. Having witnessed firsthand the kind of people she grew up with, I was more determined than ever that she find her own happiness. She needed to be out on her own, to decide what she wanted, and it wasn’t me. I was an old, damaged, beat-to-shit biker while she was…everything beautiful in the world. 
 
    Mike cleared his throat. “You ready to head out, sunshine?” 
 
    Tearing her gaze from mine, Lyric beamed at him, but I could see the tension rising in her small frame. “As ready as I’ll ever be.” 
 
    Hugging her close, Mimi and Mike said their goodbyes. When they were finally done, Lyric slung her backpack over her shoulder and took a deep breath. She slipped her small hand into my own and gave it a squeeze. “Let’s go.” 
 
    I led her around to the back of the house where my motorcycle was, and she let out a small squeal. “Oh, it’s so pretty! I love the design you have painted on it.” 
 
    Laughing, I rubbed my knuckles down her cheek, unable to stop myself from touching her. “Thanks. One of my brothers, Hulk, does detail work.” 
 
    “How many brothers do you have?” 
 
    “By blood? Just one. By spirit, hundreds. I consider the members of my MC my brothers and I’m blessed to have them in my life. We’re like one big family. You’ll see.” 
 
    “Do you think they’ll like me?” 
 
    Fuck, yeah, they would, and the idea bothered me. If I was planning on staying away from Lyric, one of them would no doubt swoop in and try to win her heart. While some guys liked their women wild and dangerous, others would look at this adorable little armful and want her for their own. The thought drove a knife in my belly and I growled out, “Yeah, they’ll like you.” 
 
    “Oh, okay.”  
 
    When she turned away with a wounded expression, I found myself pulling her into my arms before I could stop myself. “They’ll like you too much. I’ll have to fuckin’ beat them off with a stick.” 
 
    She wrapped her arms around my waist, her head resting against my chest. “I doubt that, but the thought is nice.” 
 
    “You doubt it? Woman, have you looked at yourself? You’re gorgeous.” 
 
    She shook her head against me, her hold tightening. “No. Swan and Sarah are beautiful, I’m just…cute.” 
 
    “Nothin’ wrong with being cute. I happen to find you adorable.” 
 
    She made a rude noise. “Yeah, that’s what every girl wants to hear. That she’s adorable, like a puppy.” 
 
    I wanted to tell her that I was entranced by her, that she’d taken over my mind and heart in a way I’d never felt before, but now wasn’t the time or the place. 
 
    Reluctantly, I let her go. “You ever ridden on a motorcycle before?” 
 
    “No.” She bit her full pink lower lip, then released it with a sigh. “I haven’t done much of anything. Hustler…I’m—I’m scared.” 
 
    “Of what?” 
 
    “Everything.” 
 
    Cupping her small face in my hands, I stroked my thumbs over her freckled cheeks. “I promise you, while I’m with you, you have nothing to be scared about. I promise. Okay?” 
 
    “Okay.” 
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    Lyric 
 
    I clung to Hustler’s broad back, my hearing muffled by the solid black helmet I was wearing, but the wind rushing past us still made a faint sound. We were hurtling down the freeway, cars zipping past us as we rode into the setting sun. After stopping once earlier for gas, we’d been driving and talking through the enclosed headset in the helmets, his smooth voice explaining different things as we drove past. With my arms wrapped around him, his body between my legs and his voice in my ear, I felt safe enough to enjoy the ride. 
 
    He was so patient with me and my millions of questions, explaining things that must be common and ordinary to him, but were exotic and strange to me. I mean, I knew about the outside world, I’ve watched plenty of movies, seen the news, and all of that. But actually seeing it first hand, smelling it, tasting it, was a whole different experience. Speaking of tasting, my stomach was rumbling. 
 
    “Hey, can we stop for something to eat?” 
 
    Hustler’s voice purred back in my ear. “Yeah. I know a place not too far from here.” 
 
    A few minutes later we drove down the busy two-lane street of some town, the crush of humanity doing weird things to my head. It was like I was having trouble processing everything, like there was just too much happening for me to absorb. We rolled into the crowded gravel parking lot of Tom’s Taco Shack, a small, weathered wooden building surrounded by mature trees with a large picnic area out front. Most of the tables were taken, and a bolt of apprehension raced through me at the thought of being around so many strangers. 
 
    I reluctantly slid off the back of Hustler’s bike, my thighs protesting the long ride. 
 
    Hustler helped me take my helmet off, and as soon as I did, the sounds came rushing in. Traffic, beeping horns, engines revving, people talking and laughing. A million different sounds that bombarded me as I attempted to straighten out my braid. Delicious smells of roasting meat and spices filled the air, and I was more than aware of the people watching us. They were probably looking at Hustler—he was a good-looking man—and wondering what a quiet little church mouse like me was doing with him. 
 
    Stretching out, Hustler’s shirt rode up, exposing a nice slice of his tanned, muscled stomach, making his big biceps bunch beneath his T-shirt.  
 
    During one of our rest stops he’d put on his leather cut—that’s what he’d called it, a cut, not a vest—and I ran my eyes over the various patches covering it. It had his name, the word “Enforcer” and a bunch of symbols I had no idea about. On the back, a stylized horse’s head with a flaming mane stood out among all the black leather, along with the words “Iron Horse MC” at the top, and “Austin Texas” at the bottom. The vest was held together in the front by a series of three loose chains that draped nicely over his flat stomach. 
 
    Watching me gingerly stretch out, he smiled. “You okay?” 
 
    “Yeah. Just a little stiff.” 
 
    “I’ll give you a rubdown when we get to our hotel.” My mind instantly went to all kinds of dirty massages, and it must have showed in my face because the grin he gave me was heated. “Grab a table and I’ll order us some food. You like tacos?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    He left me at the bike, swaggering off in the direction of the line extending out from the small building. Looking out over the crowd, my heart rate picked up and anxiety made my palms sweaty. So many strangers, and it felt like they were all looking at me. Judging me and finding me lacking. Like they could somehow sense I wasn’t like everyone else, that I didn’t belong here. 
 
    Keeping my gaze on the ground, I quickly shuffled over to the nearest empty table. The wood was smooth and worn, and there were names carved into the surface here and there. I hesitated, unsure if I wanted to sit with my back to the crowd, or facing them. In all reality, no one was really paying me any mind, but I chose to sit with my back to the trees instead of the people. My anxiety continued to build and doubts began to pick at me, like little needles jabbing my skin. If I couldn’t even handle sitting in public, in a lovely outdoor setting, how was I going to handle being around a bunch of bikers? 
 
    Then again, all the bikers I’d met at the wedding had been super nice to me, in their own rough way.  
 
    I looked down at my unpainted nails and picked at my thumb, imaging I could feel the weight of a dozen stares on me. My thoughts turned to my grandmother, to Tess and June, and then to my mom. Tears burned at the back of my lids and I swallowed hard, trying to keep them from falling. So much had happened and I struggled to get ahold of myself. 
 
    The bench creaked next to me and I looked up, startled, as Hustler sat down. 
 
    Smiling, he placed a tray full of food onto the table, but when he looked over at me, his expression fell. 
 
    “Lyric? What’s wrong, baby?” 
 
    Blinking rapidly, I laced my fingers together and looked away. “Nothing. I’m okay.” 
 
    “Did someone say something to upset you? I need to kick someone’s ass?” He said the last part in a loud, angry voice that silenced some tables near us. 
 
    Laying my hand on his arm, I urged him to sit next to me. “No, no. I’m just thinking about home.” 
 
    He pulled me into his arms, uncaring of the people watching us. “Shhh, everything is going to be okay.” 
 
    “No, it’s not.” 
 
    His deep chuckle relaxed me as he rubbed his hand up and down my back. “Yeah, it is.” 
 
    I gently pushed out of his arms and looked up at him. “Everything is so messed up.” 
 
    He opened a bottle of iced tea, the condensation gleaming on the glass surface. “Tell me what’s on your mind and we’ll see what we can do to make it better.” 
 
    “I wish you could make it better.” 
 
    “Eat and talk, Angel.” 
 
    With a huff, I did as he ordered, a tiny sense of relief coursing through me as I unburdened myself. I didn’t mention anything about being forced to marry Clint, but I did tell him about finding out that Evelyn wasn’t my birth mother. He kept mostly silent, only asking a question or two here and there as I unloaded on him. 
 
    “And you just found this all out?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I wiped my mouth with my napkin, surprised to see I’d managed to wolf down two big steak tacos while talking.  
 
    “Shit…that’s fucked up.” 
 
    “It is, but it explains so much. No wonder she could never love me, I wasn’t really her daughter.” 
 
    My voice cracked on those last words and Hustler sighed, then took both of my hands in his own. “Listen to me, your mom being a bitch is entirely on her, not you. Understand.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “And it’s her loss if she didn’t recognize how amazing you are. Lyric, you’re one of the most beautiful women I’ve ever met, inside and out.” He laid his big hand on my upper chest, above the swell of my breasts, but his touch wasn’t sexual. “This heart beating beneath my hand is so full of love. I’ve never met anyone as giving as you are, as sweet and kind. Don’t ever think that you’re unworthy of being loved.” 
 
    I placed my hand over his, stroking my fingers over the smattering of hair covering the back of his hand. “Okay.” 
 
    “Okay.” He searched my face, then leaned forward as if he was going to kiss me, only stopping at the last moment. “You full?” 
 
    “Stuffed.” 
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
    The hotel that we checked into was twelve stories high, and so big we had to drive around it to be close to the elevator leading to our rooms. I marveled at all the different cars in the parking lot, all the license plates from all over the country. And the bright red flowering bushes surrounding the building were like nothing I’d ever seen, their vibrant colors searing into my eyes. Hustler parked his bike up front, near the doors, and by the time we went inside it was fully dark. The interior of the hotel was strangely quiet, and after the constant noise of the outdoors, a welcome relief. When we entered the room, I took in the two queen-sized beds and was disappointed. In my fantasies, we’d be sharing a bed tonight, not sleeping in separate ones. 
 
    Yes, I knew Hustler said he couldn’t be with me, and yes, I knew his very legitimate reasons why, but damned if the sight of those two separate beds didn’t sting. 
 
    Hustler seemed oblivious to my disappointment as he tossed his saddlebags onto the bed with a sigh. “You want the shower first? I imagine you want to scrub some of this road dirt off.” 
 
    “Oh, sure. I’ll…um, do that.” 
 
    I waited, hoping maybe he’d suggest we shower together, but he was busy on his phone so I went into the brightly lit bathroom with a sigh. 
 
    The counter was a pretty brown and green marble, and there was a hairdryer attached to the wall. As I sat my backpack on the counter, I took a moment to inspect all the little travel-sized bottles of various soaps, uncapping them all and smelling their contents. After winding my hair up into a bun at the top of my head, I quickly washed, grateful the wax job Sarah had given me before the wedding was still holding up two weeks later. Women at my church didn’t shave, or at least I don’t think they did. We never really talked about that kind of stuff; at least the older women didn’t.  
 
    For us kids, well, while some of us planned on living pious lives, the rest of us were normal teenagers with normal urges. We played with kids from other compounds, and we had the same curiosity and hormonal explosions as anyone else. Behind closed doors, we whispered about sex, and I knew more than one of my friends didn’t wait for marriage to have sex. A pang went through my heart as I thought about all the people that had moved away from the church, then paused. 
 
    Wait; I’d moved away as well, I could see them again. 
 
    Stepping out of the shower, I dried myself quickly and smiled. I could see my friends. Sure, I didn’t know where most of them were now—once they left the church, they were excommunicated and might as well be dead because that’s how we were told to treat them. That once they were out of the church they were dead in the eyes of God. 
 
    My breath caught. Crap, I was excommunicated. Pastor Middleton made it a rule that anyone who left the church couldn’t come back without divine intercession…whatever that meant. So far no one that left had tried to come back. 
 
    Exhaustion tugged at me as I scrubbed my teeth, my muscles aching from the ride. 
 
    Silently thanking Mimi, I slipped on a cute pale-yellow shorts and T-shirt combo with tiny daisies embroidered around the hem. The shorts were a little long, and the shirt a little tight across my breasts, but it would do. For sure, it was better than my long, frumpy nightgowns from home. 
 
    In fact, I felt…pretty…when I looked in the mirror. Tired, but not too bad. While I’d never be a centerfold, I had to admit in these clothes I didn’t look as chunky as I usually did in my shapeless dresses. On impulse, I took my hair out of the braid I’d automatically put it in and let it flow around me. When I was little I always wore my hair down, but once I hit puberty I had to braid it back like every girl on the compound. Loose, it felt to my hips and I sighed as I ran my hands through it. Really, it was too long at this point. When your braid could fall in the toilet at night, you learn the inconveniences of really long hair quick. 
 
    Maybe I could cut it. Not a lot, but maybe just to my waist so it was more manageable. For the first time in my life, I was free to make any decision for myself I wanted. 
 
    Elation filled me and I had to share my revelation with Hustler and burst out of the bathroom, startling him. 
 
    “I can cut my hair!” I shouted. “No one can stop me!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “At my church women weren’t allowed to cut their hair other than a trim, and we had to wear it back in a braid. But now I can cut it!” 
 
    Slowly, ever so slowly, he set his phone down on the dresser and ran his eyes up my body. 
 
    I could feel his gaze like a caress, whispering over me like velvet stroking my skin.  
 
    “Baby, you can do whatever you want. But I gotta say, your hair is gorgeous. Looks so soft, like a cloud, but it’s your hair and your decision. Whatever you decide to do, you’ll look beautiful.” 
 
    Flushing, I resisted the urge to duck my head so my hair would hide my face. “Thank you.” 
 
    My heart beat harder as I took a step closer to him, closing the distance between us. 
 
    He’d taken off his cut at some point, and his T-shirt hugged his body. When I looked into his eyes I found them dark with hunger, his desire for me pouring off of him in invisible waves. Moving without real thought, I took another step closer, less than two feet of space separating us now. Neither of us spoke, and electricity burst through me as my craving for this man roared to life.  
 
    “We shouldn’t be doing this,” he growled, his voice tortured. 
 
    “We’re not doing anything,” I replied, and took a bold step closer. 
 
    If he took a deep breath, his body would touch my breasts, brush against my stiff and aching nipples. “I can’t endanger you.” 
 
    His head lowered and now our mouths hovered mere inches apart.  
 
    “I want you.” 
 
    “Lyric, this can’t happen.” 
 
    “Yes, it can.” 
 
    “I can’t give you what you need. Once we reach Austin, we can only be friends. That’s it.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “Do you? Do you really? I don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    “Lorenzo…” I used his real name to make sure I had his attention. “I’m not a child, I’m a woman. You’re not taking advantage of me, I’m going into this with my eyes wide open. If tonight’s all we’re going to have, then let’s make it count.” 
 
    The groan that tore from his throat sent darts of pleasure running straight to my clit, so intense it was almost painful. I could smell him, the wild scent of him, the subtle spice of his sun-warmed skin. Cinnamon filled my senses as I breathed in his exhalation from the gum he favored. I wanted to lick that taste from his mouth, suck it off his tongue. Our previous time together kept replaying through my mind, and I wanted the pleasure I knew he could give me. The orgasms while I was filled with his beautiful, pierced dick. 
 
    “Angel, please…” 
 
    “Daddy, please, my—my pussy feels so empty,” I whispered back, my voice trembling with a mixture of need and aroused embarrassment at how bold I was being. 
 
    He jerked as if I’d slapped him, then slid his hand into my hair, fisting it and using his grip to press my body into his. “Such a naughty girl.” 
 
    The slight pain from his grip lit me up inside, and my knees went weak. “I am.” 
 
    To my surprise, he tossed me back on the bed, then moved between my legs. When he spread my thighs, I winced. My muscles were tight and the movement made them ache. 
 
    Rolling off of me, Hustler grunted. “Shit, I’m doing this all wrong.” 
 
    “No!” I shouted and sat up, pulling him back on top of me. “You’re not going anywhere until you put your penis inside of me.” 
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    Lorenzo “Hustler” Ricci 
 
    Now certainly wasn’t the time to laugh, but I couldn’t help the chuckle that burst out of me as Lyric tried to manhandle me. 
 
    “Relax. We’ll get to that, eventually. What I meant is, I’m not putting your needs first. That’s unacceptable. Nothing but death could tear me from your body.” 
 
    “Oh.” She relaxed, then rubbed lightly against me. “That’s okay, then. But really, you don’t have to fuss over me.” 
 
    I kissed the tip of her nose. “Like you said, if we just have tonight I want to make it count. I want to treat you like you deserve, Angel, spoil you in every way possible. I’m gonna fuck you so good I’m gonna ruin you for every other man. ’Cause you’ve ruined me for every other woman.” 
 
    “Hustler…” A pink flush swept up her cheeks and her wide-eyed gaze was so sincere it made my heart hurt. “You already have. You’re all I’ve been thinking about.” 
 
    “So sweet,” I rubbed my cheek against hers, then nuzzled my face against the curve of her neck. “Now get naked so Daddy can make you feel good.” 
 
    Her body shivered beneath mine and the throb in my cock got stronger.  
 
    Smoothing her hair back, I grinned. “Just relax and let me enjoy you.” 
 
    The way she curled into my touch, like a kitten seeking a good petting, had me pulling her into my arms for a cuddle. She was starved for affection, it practically radiated from her, and I was dying to be the one who provided for her. Protected her, took care of this gentle creature. It was like I’d been searching for her without knowing it. Right now, with Lyric’s lush body pressed against me, her soft cushion of her full breasts pressed to my chest, I was her slave. 
 
    “Tell me what you want,” I encouraged her. “I’ll give you whatever you ask for. I promise.” 
 
    Oh man, that blush, the one that started at her chest and rushed up to her forehead. I loved that pink on her skin, the way it made her freckles stand out even more. Add to that her big doe eyes and I found myself lucky enough to be holding my dream girl in my arms. She was everything I’d ever wanted, all wrapped up in one desirable little package. 
 
    “I want you to tell me what to do,” she whispered. “I need you to take control.” 
 
    My balls drew up tight at the yearning in her voice. “Why?” 
 
    “The only time I’ve felt safe, and free, was when you became my world.” 
 
    “Fuck,” I breathed out, a sharp pain stabbing me in the chest. “Tell me more, I want to know what you crave, what you think about when you touch yourself.” 
 
    She shrugged, and gave me an embarrassed smile. “So—um, this is hard to explain. I like it when you become everything and I’m free to just exist. My mind goes to this place that is soft and immense, filled with sensation but blissfully empty. Allowing me to just…drift.” 
 
    “Subspace, baby. You take to it like a duck to water.” 
 
    “Do you think I’m a submissive?” 
 
    “I think you’re perfect, but yeah, I think you would enjoy being my submissive.” 
 
    “Does that make you my Master?” 
 
    “No, baby, that makes me your slave.” 
 
    A smile teased the curve of her pink lips, and I felt even deeper for her with each passing second. “I hardly think so. You’re extremely demanding, Hustler.” 
 
    “Lorenzo.” 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “When we’re in bed together like this, alone, call me Lorenzo.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because with you, I’m someone else. A man I’d almost forgotten about, someone I remember being before my life went to shit. I’ve been immersed in darkness, surrounded by it for so long I kinda lost my way there for a while.” Dark memories pressed at me, making me want to push Lyric away, but I fought my demons and held on. “When I hold you, I have hope and peace. Something I haven’t had in a long time. That makes you priceless to me, makes me your slave.” 
 
    Her soft brown brows, thicker than I was used to seeing on a woman but still beautiful, scrunched down. “I don’t want anyone to be my slave.” 
 
    “So sweet.” I repeated as I kissed her forehead, then swept my lips down her round cheek. “At any point you don’t like something, you just tell me to stop, no safe word needed. You have all the power in the world to stop anything at any time. There will be no hard feelings, I swear. I want to take care of you, pleasure you, make your world nothing but bliss. I want to control you, guide you, and corrupt every inch of your soft little body. But only with your permission. We clear?” 
 
    “As crystal,” she said in that lovely, breathy voice of hers. 
 
    “I appreciate, from the bottom of my heart, how honest you’re being with me, how much you’re putting yourself out there for me. It’s been a long time since I’ve been in the presence of a good woman. Thought I had it a couple times, but their sweet was superficial, hiding the bitter beneath. You’re pure honey, melting slowly on my tongue.” 
 
    Relaxing even more, she began to twine her legs with mine and rub her foot along the back of my leg. “You’re very poetic for a tattooed hooligan.” 
 
    “Hooligan?” 
 
    “Yep,” she leaned up and boldly pressed her lips to mine. “Honey, you need a shower.” 
 
    Chuckling, I pushed up off her. “I do. Come on, woman, keep me company while I wash up.” 
 
    I grabbed her hand and dragged her behind me, pretending I didn’t hear her whimper. We made it to the decent-sized hotel bathroom, the brown and pale green-streaked marble sink gleaming softly beneath the lights. The mirror was still foggy in spots from Lyric’s shower, and the scent of the soap she used hung heavy in the air. She leaned against the sink, her gaze locked on my hands as I stripped my clothes off, then tossed them in the corner.  
 
    I turned on the shower, waiting for it to warm while Lyric devoured me with her gaze. I don’t think she was even aware of it, but she was pressing her thighs together. Shimmying back and forth, no doubt squeezing her ripe little clit. She got turned on so easily, and I loved it, wanted to see just how much pleasure I could wring from her untried body. 
 
    After I stepped beneath the spray I didn’t waste any time, wanting to get my hands on her as soon as possible. I scrubbed myself down, washing away the grit of the road from my skin. The whole time Lyric watched me with open fascination. Her hand kept creeping toward her pussy, then shying away. Like she wanted to touch herself, but couldn’t quite find the courage to do it on her own. She needed someone to take the choice away.  
 
    “Stroke that pretty cunt for me, Angel,” I said over the roar of the shower.  
 
    She startled, a guilty look suffusing her face as she clutched at her shirt. “Um…” 
 
    “Not um. Um is not an answer. Say yes, Daddy, and show me your clit. I want to watch you finger that pink pussy. Love how your labia turns a light raspberry color when you’re really aroused. So fuckin’ hot.” 
 
    I grabbed the soap and began to stroke my hard dick, the gliding friction almost stealing my breath as Lyric obeyed me. Her surrender was as sweet as her big tits, a bright taste on my tongue. I was going to make this so good for her, going to own that lush body, own her. My usual controlled, measured response seemed to evaporate around her, leaving my baser desires in charge. The raw, animal ones that demanded I fuck her until I was her world. 
 
    Moving my hand along my shaft, I rinsed myself as Lyric slipped her fingers between her puffy outer labia, and played with the slick folds inside.  
 
    “Take two of your fingers and slide them up inside of you, get them nice and wet.” She did as I demanded, her gasp of pleasure echoing above the falling water. “Yeah, Angel, that’s it. Nice and deep. Coat them with your cum. Now pull them out and rub your clit, lightly.” 
 
    Her legs shuddered when her fingertips made connection with her clit and I grinned with satisfaction. She was going to cum, for me. She was going to break apart into a beautiful orgasm because of my commands. It was a heady, intense feeling that seemed to light my entire body up. I practically vibrated with energy and the craving to bury myself in her was growing by the second. She’d be so hot, so wet…so primed to climax. Her orgasm would massage my dick, trying to suck my seed out as I fucked her. 
 
    The volume of her cries increased as she neared her peak, but before she could get there I had her up on the counter, the smooth curve of the countertop exposing her pussy to me. Her little clit visibly pulsed and I couldn’t help but smile like a bastard as she whimpered and moaned. Teasing her slit with the head of my cock, I nearly lost my load at the feeling of her bare labia against the sensitive underside of my dick. And the way she ground up into me, mindlessly seeking her release, tempted me to just sink myself into her. 
 
    Bare. 
 
    Shit, I never went bare, ever. 
 
    Both of us stilled as her churning hips caught the head of my cock against her entrance. 
 
    I burned with the need to push into her, to feel the promise of her cunt parting for me. Moving up just the slightest bit, I hissed at the unreal sensation of skin-to-skin contact with her pussy. I’d fucked my high school girlfriend bare, and that’s it. But those teenage memories had nothing on the steaming hot clamp of Lyric’s body. 
 
    “Oh, yes, please,” she moaned. 
 
    Cursing myself for being a bastard, I growled, “I’m clean, are you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Protected?” 
 
    “Mimi gives me a birth control shot every three months.” 
 
    Closing my eyes, I sank just a little bit deeper. “You want this?” 
 
    Using her arms as leverage, she arched and pushed herself onto me, slowly impaling me in her perfect cunt. My head rolled back on my neck like I was drunk, as destructive pleasure ripped through me. Everything…fuck, I could feel every ridge and ripple inside of her pussy, and the way her muscles fluttered around my shaft drove me mad. I slowly pulled back, and stared down at the sight of my bare dick leaving her grasping pussy, sticky with her cream. The push back in was just as good, maybe better, because Lyric rolled her hips into me and moaned. 
 
    “You feel amazing,” she whispered, her eyes closed and her face flushed. “How can you feel so good?” 
 
    Arrogant pride radiated through me as I angled my hips to stroke her just right, smiling bigger as she cried out, then gripped my forearms.  
 
    Rocking into her, I grasped the back of her neck. “Look at me.” 
 
    As she opened her eyes, I was so fucking turned on by the hunger burning through her. I could practically taste her desire, her need, and I wanted to give her everything. While I rode her willing body, I whispered to her how beautiful she was, how lucky I was to have her as my sweet girl, how much I loved fucking her. The more I talked, the hotter she got, until I was fucking a beautiful, writhing girl who chased her orgasm with abandon. 
 
    “That’s it, my sweet baby,” I purred. “I want you to cum on my dick. Understood? I want you to make Daddy’s cock all slick with your juice so he can fuck you hard.” 
 
    Lifting one of her legs to my shoulder, I opened her up and began to pound into her, gritting my teeth as she detonated beneath me. Her pussy snapped shut on my dick, clutching me so hard I had to use my strength to pull out. Her high-pitched scream made me worry someone might call the police, but the way she sobbed my name had my balls drawing up tight. My mind went blank, no room for anything but the primal need to empty myself into her. I pulled her close, pressing our bodies together as much as I could, dominating her. 
 
    She went limp beneath me, her moans soft and delicious as I savored those final few strokes that would send me over the edge. Already that burn was building and the pressure in my nuts was getting tight and painful. I was gonna cum, and it was going to be a massive load, I could feel it already. 
 
    “Daddy,” Lyric panted, “I want your cum.” 
 
    My eyelids fell shut and I groaned into her neck as I rutted atop her, all finesse gone and replaced by raw need. With a final stroke, my body seized up tight and I groaned in a mixture of pleasure and pain as I filled Lyric’s willing young body with hot spurts. Shivers raced down my spine as she stroked me, petting me and easing me down from my orgasm as I collapsed atop her. My heart was hammering, and I slowly pulled out, then turned on the sink and quickly washed both of us. 
 
    I easily lifted her limp form from the vanity and held her close. Moving quickly across the hotel bedroom, I lifted the sheets with one hand, then slid her into bed. Her giggles made me smile and I had to force myself to go about my nightly routine as I turned off the lights. After making sure the room was secure, I added an extra security measure to the door that would make it impossible for anyone to open, and then I slid into bed. There was a gun beneath the mattress already on my side, and I set my phone next to the bed before finally curving into Lyric’s warm body. 
 
    “Hustler?”  
 
    Spooning her, I arranged the pillows so she had something softer than my bicep to rest her head on. “Yeah, Angel?” 
 
    “When we get to Austin, we can only be friends, right?” 
 
    My happiness vanished, replaced with anger and pain. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Do you think we could take our time getting there? Like, I don’t know, take the long route?” 
 
    “I’m not sure how smart that would be. Every second I’m with you makes it even harder to give you up.” 
 
    “I’m not ready for this to end between us yet,” she whispered. 
 
    “Baby, I told you we can’t be—” 
 
    Her slender fingers rested on my lips, silencing me. “I know, trust me, I know. I just want another day with you. Please. Can we do that?” 
 
    Swan and Sarah might be pissed, but right at this moment, savoring Lyric in my arms was so fuckin’ perfect I couldn’t imagine not having it tomorrow. “Yeah, we can do that.” 
 
    Turning in my arms, she pressed her lips to mine. “Thank you.” 
 
    “No, Angel. Thank you. Thank you for bringing light to my darkness.” 
 
    “Thank you for helping me be strong. I was so scared at first when we were on the highway, there were so many cars around your motorcycle, but having my arms wrapped around you helped. I knew I was safe on the back of your motorcycle, that you’d never let anything happen to me. And when I acted like a weirdo at the gas station and stared at everything and everyone, you made it okay. You even took the time to explain to me how soda dispensers worked. And the slushie machines. You even showed me how to use a gas pump, and a credit card. You take such good care of me, Lorenzo.” 
 
    My heart shattered and I kissed her, hard, as I fell irrevocably in love with Lyric. 
 
    That made what happened the next morning all the worse. 
 
    It started with a phone call that set a brutal chain of events into motion, events I would regret for the rest of my life. 
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    Lyric 
 
    Have you ever been woken up by someone gently kissing your neck? Soft, slow kisses with lots of tongue? If you haven’t, I would highly recommend it. Full, gentle lips caressed the sensitive skin along the column of my throat, sending tingles racing through me with electric sparks. My mind drifted up from sleep, the rasp of a man’s scruff lighting my flesh on fire. Cool sheets felt delicious against my naked flesh as I rubbed my legs against his hairy calves. The warmth of his body pressing into mine pulled me awake, and when I opened my eyes, the first thing I saw was Hustler smiling down at me. 
 
    A sleepy-eyed, smiling, aroused Hustler.  
 
    His hard cock pressed into my belly, and he kept flexing his hips in little jerky, involuntary motions. I could feel the wetness on the tip of his cock, and I reached between us, rubbing my thumb over the deep purple head of his erection. He had a beautiful dick, dark and perfect, with neatly trimmed pubic hair. The triple piercing along his shaft highlighted how thick his erection was, and I paused to play with the rings. 
 
    “Mmm, baby likes her toy,” he chuckled.  
 
    Laughing, I rubbed my nose against his. “Yes, she does.” 
 
    He hugged me tight, and whispered, “Morning, Lyric.” 
 
    “Morning, Lorenzo,” I whispered back.  
 
    Rubbing his hand over my back, he slid his hand down the curve of my waist to my hip, then squeezed. “What do you want to do today, Angel?” 
 
    “Stay in bed with you.” 
 
    “Tempting, but I was thinkin’ we need to get you some clothes before we hit Austin. I may not know much about women, but I do know that you want to fit in, not stand out. While you look fucking hot in leggings, you’re probably gonna want more than one outfit. We’ll find some clothes that show off that thick, curvy ass of yours.” I tried to look away, embarrassed, but he made me look him in the eye again. “Uh-uh, you got no reason to blush. You’re beautiful. So pretty it makes my heart ache. You may not believe me now, but someday you’ll see what I see when I look at you. You’ll know your own worth. Now what would you like to do today?” 
 
    Feeling a little grumpy, and uncomfortable with his praise, I said, “What I want to do is not be super-serious today.” 
 
    Slowly his hand moved over my ass, the callouses scratching my skin as he tightened his grip. “We can do that.” 
 
    “And I’d like to go shopping with you. Mimi taught me how to dress, but she has her own style. I want to wear clothes that I want. The kind of clothes I’ve seen in movies, and magazines. I want to look attractive. Like a woman. I want to finally be able to dress myself.” 
 
    “You’re in control,” he murmured. “I’m just here to look pretty.” 
 
    An unexpected giggle burst out of me, and I both loved and hated how quickly he could snap me out of an angry mood. “Stop making it so hard to be irritated with you!” 
 
    Pressing his erection into me, he began to slowly, gently, kiss the side of my neck again. The movement of his lips over the nerves in my neck lit me on fire, drawing a choked gasp from me.  
 
    “Babe, not gonna apologize for that.” 
 
    I flipped him over onto his back, something he allowed because there was no way in heck I could turn his strong body against his will. Moving to straddle him, I peered down into his rapidly darkening eyes, realizing that I was completely naked. Heck, I’d been wrapped around him all night as we slept. Waking up from a bad dream, in his arms, had been the best feeling ever. The relief of being with him instantly slayed my nightmares and I’d clung to him all night. I don’t think he minded, because Hustler slept like a dead man with me wrapped up in his arms. 
 
    He actually smiled in his sleep, and cuddled me. 
 
    But he wasn’t in a cuddling mood now. 
 
    Bracing his hands on my hips, he swept me up his body until he cradled my breasts, hefting their weight with a groan. “Best fuckin’ tits I’ve ever seen. And so, so soft. Except for these pretty nipples of yours.” 
 
    His thumbs swept over the super-sensitive tips of my breasts, and I shuddered slightly. He’d been rough with them the night before, and they still felt tender. Heck, all of me was feeling a little used and abused, but my pussy was still getting very wet and the proof of my arousal slid onto his solid abs. 
 
    Sitting up a little bit, he scooted back so he was leaning against the padded headboard of the bed, his eyes closing as he ran the tip of his tongue over my nipple. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” I breathed. “Please.” 
 
    He already had me conditioned to beg, to know if I did it sweetly enough he’d give me what I wanted.  
 
    Sliding his cock so it slipped between my labia, he teased me with the piercing. 
 
    With a low growl, he began to work my clit with the head of his erection. “So wet for me.” 
 
    “Always,” I whispered. “I can’t get enough of you. Please, I need you inside of me.” 
 
    With a lecherous grin he leaned back, then laced his hands behind his head, looking totally relaxed. “Ride me. Grab my dick and hold it tight, then fill your pretty pussy up with me. But go slow. I don’t want you hurting yourself.” 
 
    I did as he commanded, getting off on how in control he appeared as he watched me. There was a certain authority that surrounded him, no matter the situation. It turned me on something fierce to be under his care, his control. Rubbing my hands over his big chest, then down to his stomach, I quickly reached the throbbing length of him. Despite his calm expression, his breath hitched, then held as I began to caress his length while squatting over him. 
 
    “Goddamn, that’s a beautiful cunt.” His biceps flexed, and so did his hips. “Can’t wait to feel those delicate lips spreading for me.” 
 
    I moaned aloud as the thick, mushroom-shaped head of his erection pressed into me. There was a slight sting of pain, but it was quickly washed away as Hustler reached out and began to play with my clit. I started to ride him faster, but he slapped my breasts, startling me into stopping. 
 
    “I said slow and easy. I won’t have you hurting yourself. That’s my pussy now, and I take care of things that belong to me. Now I’m going to get you off, but I can see I’m going to have to take control. You’re too young, too undisciplined.” 
 
    “Hey…” I tried to roll away, but ended up somehow on my back, with his shaft pushing into me.  
 
    “Shush,” he said, in a whisper so seductive I think I had a pre-orgasm shock, my insides clenching down on him, attempting to pull him deeper inside of me. “And take me.” 
 
    My wail had an almost feline sound to it as he sat up more, so his lower abs pressed against my clit. “Lorenzo!” 
 
    “Mmm, I can feel you starting to pulse around me, to get hot and soft. Drives me crazy when you’re wet like this. Makes it feel like I’m fucking perfect silk.” 
 
    Collapsing onto the bed, I ground my pussy against him, the feeling of my clit being rubbed just right, combined with his length sliding in and out of me, was so good. I held him close as we moved together, the roll of his hips like dancing. When I say that man had moves, I mean he had moves. Undulating thrusts of his powerful body that had me seeing stars, followed by deep thrusts that rubbed me inside just right. 
 
    “I can feel it getting closer,” he whispered against my neck, his body tensing. “You’re going to milk my cum out of me like a good girl, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, Daddy.” 
 
    This earned me a growl and he grabbed my ass with both hands, then held me still as he began to move faster. “Where do you want my cum?” 
 
    Feeling oh-so-deliciously naughty, and slightly filthy, I moaned, “Inside of me.” 
 
    “Want me to fill you up with my cum?” 
 
    “Yes, yes. Please, yes. I want it, Daddy.” 
 
    He snarled a few curse words, then sealed his mouth over mine, moving faster and making my pussy throb with the need for release. Kissing me harder, he started to smack my ass as he took me, and that pain blossomed through me. My toes curled and my whole body tensed as I hovered on the edge of release. Twining my legs around his, I began to cum, hard. He let out a pained groan and bucked against me, his head thrown back as he shuddered. 
 
    “Yeah, get your cream all over my cock,” he said in a voice so deep it vibrated through me. “Fuck, yeah.” 
 
    I was languid with pleasure as he slammed me down all the way, my body flushed with endorphins and accepting every inch of him. The pulse of his release was so strong I could feel it, and my poor oversensitive pussy clenched helplessly around him. Each time he twitched, I squeezed and rubbed my clit against his pelvis. After a few minutes of this, Hustler finally pulled out, and a rush of fluid followed. 
 
    “You made a mess,” I panted. 
 
    “I think you drained me dry,” he groaned, but his smile was wide. “Let’s get cleaned up, then we’ll head out.” 
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    Lorenzo “Hustler” Ricci 
 
    “Wait,” Lyric said, as we were getting ready to leave. “I don’t have cash for buying stuff. I mean, I have a credit card from Mike and Mimi, but I don’t want to take their money. But I do have these.” She pulled what looked like an old leather purse out of her backpack, her long hair flowing forward and obscuring her face in shiny brown waves. “June gave them to be before I left, said they belonged to my grandmother’s family.” 
 
    When she opened the purse and dumped the contents on the bed, I just about had a heart attack. See, I’ve been in the loan and pawn industry for years now, and I take my job seriously. Part of that job is learning the jewelry trade, and right away I recognized some of the old boxes scattered about the bed. Tiffany, Cartier, and old-school Bulgari. Some of the boxes were worn with time, while others were in pristine condition. 
 
    “Where did you get these?” 
 
    Her dark brows lowered as she frowned at me. “I inherited them from my grandmother. June gave them to me and told me to sell them so I had some starting-out money.” 
 
    I swore my fingers trembled a little as I picked up a black Cartier necklace box and examined it. For all I knew, cheap costume jewelry could be stored inside, but I had a feeling that wasn’t the case. Opening the lid, I stared at the three-tier diamond choker, then gently took it out and examined the hallmarks on it. The necklace sparkled like fire in my hands and I blew out a soft breath. 
 
    “Tell me again how you got this?” 
 
    Lyric repeated her story, adding that the jewelry had been passed down for three generations, then sat down on the bed next to the boxes, curling her legs beneath her. “Do you think it’s worth much?” 
 
    I stared at her, then realized she was being sincere. Damn, she had no idea what she had, and why would she? I doubt they taught the kids at her church much about worldly goods and money out there in cult-land.  
 
    “I can’t give you an accurate price without having my equipment to really check out the diamonds, but if I were to give you an educated guess, I’d say this necklace alone is worth around $80K.” 
 
    She gaped at me, her jaw hanging open and her eyes as wide as an owl’s. “Eighty thousand dollars?” 
 
    “Yeah. Let’s see what else you have.” 
 
    After going through the boxes, I sat down next to Lyric and took her hand in mine ’cause she looked a little shell-shocked. “All told, I’d say you’ve got close to a million dollars in jewelry right here. Maybe more—hell, probably more.” 
 
    “I don’t…that can’t be right.” 
 
    “Angel, I’ve been in the jewelry business for close to a decade now, and I’ve seen all kinds of pieces come into my pawn shop. The majority of what you have here are from the early 1900s, a few pieces from maybe the 1940s and 50s. You said they came to you from your grandma’s family?” 
 
    “Yes.” She picked up an emerald ring with a stone as big as my pinky nail.  
 
    “Well, someone had great taste. Back when these pieces were made, they were the best of the best. They still are. Do you know anything about your grandma’s family?” 
 
    “Not really. My grandmother didn’t talk about them. She disapproved of their lifestyle, said they worshiped money instead of God and their greed had brought evil into the family. I do know that she had a sister and brother who passed away some years ago, but that she was pretty much the last Hoovatter other than some cousins I met at my great-grandfather’s funeral a long time ago. I also know her family ran a shipping business out of Corpus Christi and that’s about it.” She placed the ring back into its box after briefly trying it on. “Do you think you can help me sell this stuff?” 
 
    I made a mental note to check into Lyric’s family as I began to put the boxes back into the leather bag. “Lyric, this is your family’s legacy. I think you should hold onto it for at least a little bit and think about keeping most of it. Someday you may want to pass some of these pieces down to your own children.” 
 
    “But I’m going to need money to live off of.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that right now. I’ve got you covered for whatever you want.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    I placed my scarred and tanned fingers over her lips. “No buts. I don’t want to sound like an arrogant dick, but I’ve got money. Plenty of it and even if you bought an entire store’s worth of clothes, it wouldn’t make a dent in my bank account.” 
 
    She grabbed my hand and gently pulled it away from her mouth. “I don’t want to take advantage of your kindness.” 
 
    Her big, sincere eyes gazing up into mine made something in my chest tighten. “You’re not. I’m offering because buying you things, making you happy, makes me feel good. I like making you happy.” 
 
    “I don’t need you to buy me things to make me happy.” 
 
    “I know that, and I believe you, but the thought of you wearing clothes I provided for you, feeling good about yourself because of something I did…I guess it appeals to my inner caveman. You know, me-hunt-for-my-woman type shit. Except instead of dressing you in woolly mammoth skins I’m taking you to the best place I know for women’s stuff.” 
 
    That got the smile I wanted out of her and she wrapped her arms around me in a hug. “Okay, caveman.” 
 
      
 
    Later that day, I watched with amusement as the sales associates at the Neiman Marcus outside of Fort Worth treated Lyric like a queen. When I’d shown the personal shopper that had been assigned to my girl my black credit card, and told her to get Lyric a new wardrobe, she’d practically creamed her panties. I’d taken the personal shopper aside and explained that Lyric grew up in a very sheltered household, and that she’d need someone to be patient with her and explain everything. The personal shopper hadn’t even blinked. I’m sure they got a lot weirder requests, and she had treated Lyric with kid gloves. 
 
    Knowing my girl was in good hands, I wandered away from the entrance of the private fitting room they had Lyric stashed away in, and took out my phone. 
 
    There were a bunch of messages from Sarah asking about Lyric, as well as a couple from Beach and Smoke, also warning me to take care of her. Sledge sent me a message letting me know shit had been quiet since I left and I answered a bunch of business emails while I waited. After checking in on Lyric—she gave me a desperate look as the ladies were explaining the different cuts of women’s jeans—I went back out and called a contact of mine.  
 
    “Hustler,” Morrey said, with obvious happiness in his old, weathered voice. “Good to hear from you, my boy.” 
 
    “Hey, Morrey. I got some research I need you to do for me.” 
 
    A retired lawyer down in San Antonio, Morrey was something of an amateur historian. Lyric had said her grandma’s people came from Corpus Christi, and I knew Morrey had studied the genealogy of the area. He collected old family Bibles, the kind with generations of names written into the front. Whenever my shop got one of those Bibles to sell—which sadly happened more often than you’d think—I’d call Morrey first.  
 
    “What’cha got for me?” 
 
    “Not much. I need to know if you’ve ever heard of the Hoovatter family in Corpus Christi.” 
 
    His deep, raspy laugh was broken by a cough. “My boy, you must live under a rock. At one time, the Hoovatters were Corpus Christi. They ran the biggest shipping empire in the area from ’bout the 1880s up to the 1940s. The family lost a bunch of their men in World War II and it changed the Hoovatters. Their best and brightest had died overseas and left behind a generation of widows and no real leaders. There was infighting over how to run the company, and they ended up tearing the company, and each other, apart in their greed. Sad affair.” 
 
    “You know what happened to them?”  
 
    “Last I’d heard, the family had all but vanished. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “I have a friend who might be a direct descendant.” 
 
    “Doubtful.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “The family has died almost entirely out. Only a few of ’em had kids, and most of those kids died young. In fact, only one original daughter remains. She’s gotta be close to a hundred now, if she’s even still alive. The last remaining direct heir, and a complete recluse. Found God or some shit. Once she goes, there will be a lot of fighting among the remaining distant cousins for her slice of the pie.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “The Hoovatter fortune. Have you been drinking? You’re usually quicker than this.” 
 
    “Yeah, sorry. Long nights. How can there be a fortune? You just said they destroyed the company.” 
 
    “They did, but that wasn’t their only source of wealth. Some of the family had diversified their money, invested in land in the ever-expanding west, or put their cash into railroads and upcoming businesses. Each of the kids had a very large trust fund, and a team of top-of-the-line investors to manage it. I’d reck’n the good Sister Hoovatter is worth a couple hundred million.” 
 
    My legs felt loose. “Sweet mother.” 
 
    “Yep. But, like I said, she’s pretty much disappeared off the face of the earth. Wherever she went to ground, she hid herself well.” 
 
    “What…what if she had direct descendants? Like a daughter-in-law and a granddaughter.” 
 
    “Well, I’m no longer a lawyer, so I suppose I’m free to speculate. I’d say the granddaughter would stand to inherit, but the daughter-in-law or a trustee would probably be in charge of the trust until the granddaughter came of age.” 
 
    “I see. And how old is ‘of age’?” 
 
    “Depends on the will, but usually anywhere from eighteen to twenty-five.” 
 
    Things began to fall into place. “So Ly—the fictional granddaughter—would be worth millions, but she may not even know it.” 
 
    “In theory, yes, but like I said, I’m speculating on a will I’ve never seen, from a person I’ve never met.” 
 
    “Right. Look, I’ve gotta go. Thanks again.” 
 
    “I’ll take a look around, ask some of the old farts I know if anyone remembers anything.” 
 
    “Be subtle.” 
 
    “Of course, I’ll be subtle, I’m not an idiot and I’m very good at reading people. If you happened to know a fictitious granddaughter, I’d advise you to keep her safe. You may be a criminal, but you’re an honorable man. I know you’ll do the right thing by her. In theory, of course. But I wouldn’t say anything to her about a fictional inheritance that might not even exist. Let me talk to some of the old folks I know down there and see if I can’t get one of them to tell me more. They may not remember what day it is, or year, but their memories of their youth are usually crystal clear.” 
 
    “Thanks again, Morrey.” 
 
    “Thank you. This is the most fun I’ve had in years.” 
 
    I winced as he hung up and rubbed my aching eyes. What the fuck did I do now? My phone buzzed, but I powered it down, shoving it in my back pocket as I walked back through racks of women’s clothes to the fitting room. When I knocked at the door, it swung open to reveal a frazzled-looking Lyric and two equally frazzled sales associates. 
 
    “Hustler…” She let out a relieved smile when I pulled her into a hug, but her voice was high-pitched with tension as she said, “Is it time to go?” 
 
    This was not the look of a happy woman, and I glared at the two sales associates. “Out.” 
 
    One gave Lyric a pat on the shoulder as she passed and I had to resist the urge to smack her hand away. My girl was softly shaking against me, and I held her close. She gripped me tighter, and I ran my hand down her hair, barely noticing she wore a pale cinnamon-colored dress that was silky beneath my fingers.  
 
    “What’s wrong? Did those bitches say something to you?” 
 
    “No, no, nothing like that. I just…well, I got overwhelmed. And you weren’t there when I checked and I think I freaked out a little. I felt all alone, and scared when I realized I had no idea what to do without you.” 
 
    Feeling like an enormous asshole, I winced. “I’m sorry, Angel. I didn’t even think about how you would react if I wasn’t there. I thought you’d know I just stepped away for a minute and I’d be right back. I would never abandon you.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she whimpered. “I’ll get better, I promise. I’m sorry I’m such a weak mess.” 
 
    “Hey, hey, hey…” Crouching down a bit so I could look her in the eyes, I said, “You’re one of the strongest women I’ve ever met.” 
 
    “I’m not, though. I only feel strong when I’m around you. The feeling that hit me when I saw you weren’t there…I don’t like it.” 
 
    Even though I knew it was a lie, I couldn’t stop myself from saying, “Then I won’t leave your side. Problem solved.” 
 
    “You’ll get tired of me, get tired of having to explain every damn thing to me like I’m a moron. I know you will.” 
 
    “Are you kidding? I get to watch you experience things for the first time, to help you explore the world. Through your eyes, everything is new, an adventure, and being with you is the rush of a lifetime. It’s selfish as fuck, but I love knowing you need me that much. Knowing that you trust me, sweetheart, it goes straight to my cock.” 
 
    I grabbed her hand and pressed it against my aching erection, the rush of blood filling it so quick it hurt. “Feel what you do to me?” 
 
    Her eyes darkened and went slumberous. “I do.” 
 
    Moving back just a little bit, I took in the pretty silk dress that hugged her body. 
 
    “You look gorgeous in that dress.” 
 
    Her grip on my shaft tightened, and I bucked my hips as pleasure tightened my balls. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Shame I’m gonna have to destroy it.” 
 
    Before she could question me, I began to tear the delicate clothing from her until she stood there in the tattered remains of the dress. Beneath, she had a black lace bra and panty set on, her big tits close to spilling out of the top. Using the scraps of her dress, I began to tie her hands together. 
 
    “Hustler! What are you doing? That dress cost a lot of money. Anyone could come in at any moment!” 
 
    With a sigh, I jerked the door open and made eye contact with our personal shopper waiting for us. “My woman is going to try some outfits on for me. We don’t want to be disturbed. Oh, and while she’s modeling for me, I want you to go to the shoe department and get her seven pairs of heels, two pairs of boots, and a bunch of comfortable shoes, along with some hiking boots. Nothing she’ll break her neck in and nothing too slutty. Also, grab some makeup for her and a bunch of lingerie.” 
 
    Giving me a shiny, professional smile, she nodded. “Of course.” 
 
    Closing the door behind her, I made my way back to the private dressing room, past the small runway and the circular mirror at the end. 
 
    I paused, then looked into the mirror with a smile. 
 
    When I got back to the dressing room, Lyric was still standing there, nervous and aroused. Moving slowly, I stripped off my vest and shirt, then began to work on my jeans. Instead of taking them off, I just rolled them down a little and tugged my cock out. Lyric let out a greedy moan at the sight of my dick and I palmed it. 
 
    “You want this?” 
 
    “Yes, Daddy.” 
 
    My stomach clenched. “On your knees.” 
 
    She sank before me, surprisingly graceful as she knelt. Looking up at me, she licked her pink lips, a blush burning her cheeks. I ran my thumb over her lower lip, then slipped it inside and allowed her to suck on it. “Yeah, that’s it. Take me in that sweet mouth.” 
 
    Moving my thumb in and out, I stroked it against her tongue, the anticipation of having my dick there driving me crazy. 
 
    I wrapped my fist in her hair and made a handle out of the long strands. “Come with me.” 
 
    Maneuvering her into the mirrored private dressing room, I steered her to the dais at the end of the runway. 
 
    Positioning her so her thighs were spread, I smiled at the sight of her staring into the mirror and blushing.  
 
    “You look so hot,” I murmured while stroking her, wanting her to be just a little uncomfortable, not a lot. “So pretty getting ready to swallow my dick.” 
 
    I shifted so she could watch while I slid between her lips. With her hands bound in front of her, she had to spread her legs wide for balance, the black lace of her panties tightening against her swollen labia. A wet spot in the crotch was clearly visible and I couldn’t resist the need to see more. 
 
    “Don’t lose my dick, but I want you to take your panties off.” 
 
    She struggled to do as I told her, the added difficulty of doing it with her hands loosely tied only adding to my desire. When her panties were finally off, and she still had the sensitive head of my shaft in her hot little mouth, she made a small noise of triumph. Leaning forward, she tilted her butt and devoted herself to sucking my dick. I’d never had a woman so eager to do this for me before, and the sight of her wet pussy in the mirror had me cupping the back of her head and urging her on. 
 
    Wet noises came from below and I groaned as she licked my balls, then rubbed her cheek against my rock-solid shaft. Her gaze was still on the mirror where she watched herself giving me head. It must have turned her on, because her hips were thrusting against the air in time to her sucks. The more I pushed her down on my dick, the wilder she got, until she was gagging and moaning around the swollen head of my prick. 
 
    The feeling was too much, and I pulled her off with a gasp. 
 
    “Show me that pretty pussy. On your hands and knees, baby.” 
 
    “Yes, Daddy.” 
 
    Fuck, that sweet voice she used killed me. Once she was down on all fours, I moved her so her bound hands were stretched out in front, and her head resting on the floor. With her hips propped up high in the air, she was beautifully open for me and her cunt was begging for my dick. Her hands clenched as I ran my erection over the wet lips of her labia, taking some time to work her clit with my piercings. She started to thrust back into me, chasing my dick with her hips. I let her play for a little bit before groaning as I held still and let her push back. 
 
    As I filled her, I gripped her hips, forcing her to go slow as she took me. She was a small girl, with a tight cunt, and I had a feeling I’d have to ease her open every time we fucked. I watched her hands grip into fists, her knuckles turning white as she thrust back into my strokes, making us both groan. Running my hand down her spine, I flicked open her bra and leaned over, bracing myself above her with one hand, and playing with her stiff nipple with the other. Her cries and moans increased in volume until she began to tighten around me.  
 
    Despite my best efforts, she once again milked the orgasm out of me, her pussy sucking and pulling at me until I had no choice but to cum inside of her. Covering her with my body, I held her bound hands down as I pounded out my climax into her sweet heat. Groaning low in my throat, I slowly slid out, then kissed my way down her back to her rounded ass cheeks. She sighed and shivered beneath my mouth, and I smiled against her skin as I rested my head on her plump ass. 
 
    We had a few minutes of peace before Lyric stiffened, then said, “Oh no, everyone heard us! They totally know what we were doing. I can’t go out there, I’m so embarrassed.” 
 
    Chuckling, I sat up, then grabbed my underwear to clean myself up, then Lyric. “Don’t be. I’ve spent enough money today that they won’t care what the fuck I do.” 
 
    “That’s another thing,” she complained as I loosened the impromptu restraints from her wrists. “Everything is so expensive! We could buy enough fabric to make a hundred dresses for the cost of that red dress you just destroyed.” 
 
    I was reminded that Lyric might be in a position someday to buy this store a thousand times over, and I stopped her rant with a kiss. “I don’t care about money. I care about making you happy.” 
 
      
 
    We decided to skip eating out, and instead ordered room service. We ate on the bed, sharing stories about what it was like growing up. She was funny, bright, and I hated how quickly time was going. Tomorrow we’d have to get out on the road again, and I was feeling less and less sure about my plans to leave Lyric alone once she was in Austin. If she was an heiress, Clint and his father would stop at nothing to bring her back home. I didn’t have a doubt in my mind they knew who she was and if hundreds of millions of dollars were really on the line…well, people would go to great extremes to secure that kind of wealth. But I couldn’t help but wonder what had changed to have them make their move now. From what Lyric said, Pastor Middleton had been living at the church and shacking up with her mom for over a year. 
 
    What made them jump the gun and scare Lyric off? 
 
    Rubbing my leg with her toe, she asked, “What are you thinking about?” 
 
    “How much I wished I could just take you home with me.” 
 
    “Well, why don’t you?” 
 
    My heart raced as I took in the sincerity on her face, and fuck, I was tempted. “Because until we find and kill Chief—” 
 
    “Chief? That’s his name?” 
 
    “Yeah, why?” 
 
    “Because at the wedding I heard Clint, Pastor Middleton’s son, talking to someone he called Chief.” 
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    Lyric 
 
    Shock blanked Hustler’s face for a moment, before a terrifying anger filled his eyes and he snarled, “Are you fucking shitting me?” 
 
    My reaction was instant, and visceral. I tried to make myself as small as possible, to curl into a ball, but he wouldn’t let me. His hands tightened on my arms until they hurt, his fingers closing over the same spot where Pastor Middleton had grabbed me hard enough to leave bruises. I closed my eyes tight, terrified by the violence pouring from him.  
 
    “Answer me!” he yelled, loud enough that my ears rang. 
 
    “I didn’t see the man, but I heard them talking. They were just discussing mutual friends, so I didn’t think much of it. I was afraid Clint was there to try and take me back, so I didn’t stick around long.” I took a shaky breath, my voice high with fear. “Get off me, right now. I don’t want you touching me anymore. You’re hurting me. Stop.” 
 
    I was proud of myself for summoning the courage to say those words. In the past, when I’d been disciplined by members of the church, they’d often used their size against me. I was small, petite even though I was curvy, and it didn’t take much to subdue me when I was a child. I’d promised myself I’d never endure that again, and it broke my heart that Hustler was treating me like this.  
 
    He blinked once, twice, and the rage bled from his eyes, leaving behind shame and remorse. Looking at his hands holding my arms, he suddenly released me as if I was on fire. His roar was one of rage, and some aching emotion I couldn’t name. I scrambled off the bed, then grabbed my clothes as quickly as I could. 
 
    “Angel,” he said softly and took a step in my direction. 
 
    “Stop right there,” I snarled. “You don’t get to come any closer to me. You’ve—you’ve lost the right to touch me.” 
 
    “No, please, I’m sorry I freaked out—you don’t understand how important this is. The sooner we figure out who he is, the quicker we can start saving lives.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You heard this guy talk, right? The one called Chief?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Did he sound familiar? What do you remember?” 
 
    Frowning, I tried to recall the evening, the feeling of the night, the sensation of my heart pounding as I hid and listened to them.  
 
    “They were talking about a mutual friend who’d passed, a man named Red.” I frowned, looking away from Hustler and staring at the ceiling as I struggled to recall that night. “And something being taken from Chief, but I can’t really remember what. I didn’t really pay attention.” 
 
    Hustler’s voice grew rough as he said, “Can you remember anything about the other guy’s voice? You recognize it at all? Would you know it if you heard it again?” 
 
    “Maybe, why?” 
 
    Instead of answering my question, he said, “I gotta make some calls.” 
 
    “Hustler?” 
 
    He totally ignored me and grabbed his phone, then went into the bathroom and shut the door, then turned on the shower for good measure.  
 
    Staring at the now-closed door, I rubbed my arms and looked down at them, red marks from his fingers still showing on my flesh. The sight of those marks triggered something in me and I suddenly didn’t want to be here anymore. Tears burned my eyes and I stared at the closed bathroom door, the impulse to leave, to run, growing stronger by the second. I felt betrayed by Hustler, and the memory of how furious he’d been galvanized me into action. 
 
    I grabbed my backpack and dug out a clean set of clothes. Gray leggings this time, with a loose pink T-shirt. It must have been one of Swan’s T-shirts, because it hung down to almost my knees, more a short dress than a shirt. Staring into the mirror above the dresser, I grimly pulled my hair into a braid, then glared at it. I was so tired of having to deal with all of this. 
 
    My eyes scanned the dresser and I found Hustler’s sheathed knife sitting next to his saddlebag. Grabbing the blade, I pulled it out and tested the sharpness. Most people would think that having grown up on a commune, I’d have no idea how to use a knife, and that the church would forbid us weapons. They didn’t realize we hunted for our meat, and every kid at my church knew how to field dress a dozen different animals. I also had a surrogate mother who could throw knives better than any professional I’d ever seen. She made it beautiful, like an art form. Something ancient warriors would have practiced. I’d never been able to make myself train with Mike and Swan, but I could chill out with Mimi.  
 
    The exercises she led us through, they were like tai chi with knives.  
 
    Thinking of Mimi made me feel brave, strong. She believed in me, believed I was strong enough to lead my own life. She made sure I knew I could do whatever I wanted. And right now, I wanted to do something outrageous. Something that would give me the freedom I craved. A way to shed my old skin and reveal the true me beneath.  
 
    I grabbed my braid and held it in my fist. Once, a long time ago, I’d read that they could make a wig for someone with cancer out of ten inches of hair. So that’s what I cut off. It took a bit of sawing, but I worked fast and before I knew it, I was standing there holding my hair. I set it gently on top of the dresser, stroking my hand down the length of the severed braid. I hoped my donation would make someone happy, make them feel good about themselves again. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I looked into the mirror and ran my fingers through the remains of my braid. My hair, which used to fall all the way to my bottom, now stopped in the middle of my back, just above where my bra strap would sit. I shook my head, loving the feeling of how light my head was without the weight of all that hair. Fluffing my fingers through it, I smiled, feeling that I looked at once older and younger. More modern, and less like I stepped out of the pages of a historical novel. 
 
    I looked like the kind of girl who could have a bright future, the kind of girl that could become part of the world. 
 
    Sliding the knife back into the sheath, I set it back on the counter and tapped the hilt. I really, really wished, with all my heart, that Hustler hadn’t freaked out on me like that. The trust I’d automatically given him was gone, and I didn’t know if he could ever earn it back. A small part of me was afraid of him now, and I hated that he made me feel that way. Tears of frustration threatened to fall, but I dashed them away and finished getting dressed and packed my bag. I was ready to get to Austin as quickly as possible, without Hustler. I now knew how to use a credit card, and thanks to Mimi, I had a valid ID and could buy anything I needed.  
 
    Hustler was still in the bathroom, so I slipped out the door after leaving him a note, telling him I was fine and on my way to Austin. 
 
    Once I made it to the elevator, I felt a sigh of relief fill me. We were on the top floor, and it seemed like we stopped at every single floor on the way down. To make things worse, on one of the floors we had to wait for what had to be a good three minutes for someone to go grab their purse. By the time we made it to the lobby, the elevator was full and I was squished in the back, behind a family’s luggage. I was already regretting my hasty decision to leave. Just the press of people in the small space with me was oppressive, and I felt so very alone. When the elevator doors slid open to the lobby, I was contemplating staying on the elevator and just going back up. 
 
    Rushing off by myself was a little impulsive, and possibly dangerous. I might have felt brave, but I was still so woefully ignorant of my environment. Keeping my gaze on the floor, I left the elevator and began to cross the lobby to a small sitting area off the main floor. I could call a taxi. Maybe. 
 
    I came to an abrupt halt as a strong hand gripped my arm. Before I could react, Hustler had me inside the elevator again, this time going up. 
 
    Sweat gleamed on his face, and I had a feeling he sprinted down those stairs to beat me to the lobby. 
 
    “Where the fuck do you think you’re going?” he snarled. “And what the hell did you do to your hair?” 
 
    Lifting my chin, I yelled back, “I cut it, because it’s my hair and I can do that. I’m donating it to a children’s cancer campaign that makes wigs for kids.” He reached for me, his expression softening, but I ducked out of his grasp. “I’m going to Austin, by myself. I don’t want to be around you anymore.” 
 
    “Well that’s too fuckin’ bad,” Hustler growled as he stepped closer, all up in my space, “because you’re stuck with me now.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You know who Chief is.” 
 
    “No, I don’t.” 
 
    “Yes, you do. Somewhere locked inside that pretty head of yours, you know him. We’re hopin’ that if you hear him, you’ll remember. Or something will surface in your memories about the conversation, some small detail you forgot about.” His nostrils flared. “Until that happens, I’m gonna be on you like bees on a honeypot.” 
 
    “No, you’re not. I don’t want you anywhere near me. I don’t like you anymore.” 
 
    “Baby,” he purred, his entire demeanor shifting, his gaze calculating. “You don’t mean that.” 
 
    “Don’t try to sweet-talk me like I’m a moron. It demeans us both,” I snapped. “Your behavior was unacceptable.” 
 
    The doors to our floor slid open and I marched out, only to find myself yanked back into the elevator. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Shhhh,” Hustler whispered. “Listen.” 
 
    I could hear men’s voices from somewhere down the long, curved hallway leading to our room. 
 
    A guy growled, “We sure they’re in there?” 
 
    “Yeah. My contact says the Hustler just called and said they were here. We go in, grab her, and shoot that border-monkey motherfucker in the head.” 
 
    My heart slammed against my ribs, and I whispered, “That’s Clint.” 
 
    Another man with a thick French accent spoke up, and Hustler tensed. “No, we take him. My president would be very, very interested in all the things Hustler can tell us. And Chief wants some alone time with him.” 
 
    “I don’t give a fuck what you do with him, but the girl comes with me.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    “Come on, let’s get this shit over with,” another guy muttered. 
 
    Moving quickly, Hustler pushed the Close Door button as male voices echoed down the hall. The doors slowly, ever so slowly, slid shut and I remained frozen the whole time. The look on Hustler’s face was not a good one, and when the elevator began to move, he let out a sigh of relief. 
 
    “Oh no, oh no, please, God, no… Clint’s here, he’s here! He found me. How did he find me?” 
 
    “Motherfucker.” Closing his eyes, Hustler rubbed his goatee with a rough hand. “I don’t fuckin’ know how they found us. I only told a few people where we were, and none of ’em would’a betrayed me. I recognized one of those voices. Froggie used to be with Iron Horse before Beach became president. Got chased outta the club for human trafficking. Runs with a rival club now, the El Diablos.” 
 
    “But how did they find us?” 
 
    “I have no idea, and I’ll worry about that shit later. Right now, my goal is getting you safe, which means we gotta move quick. Once we get outside, you do everything I tell you. No questions. Understood?” 
 
    “But what about your stuff?” 
 
    He nodded to his saddlebags. “I keep everything important in there, and bring it with me everywhere when I’m travelin’. Brought ’em with me just in case you managed to leave before I hit the lobby and I had to take off after you.” 
 
    That reminded me of his earlier asshole behavior, and the reasons I left in the first place. “Fine, but we’re not friends. We’re not anything.” 
 
    “Wrong.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Wrong. You’re mine.” 
 
    “I am certainly not yours.” 
 
    He pulled me close, then gave me a kiss that set me on fire. “Too late. I’ve made the statement, Beach and Sledge will spread the word, along with the Anderson sisters, and soon everyone’ll know you’re mine.” 
 
    “But why?” 
 
    “Because I can’t let you go, Lyric. No one is going to protect you as good as me, no one would be willing to take a bullet for you more than me. I’d rather die knowing I kept you safe than live without you.” 
 
    “But you hurt me.” 
 
    He flinched like he was the one who’d been struck. “I know, and I’m so sorry about that. I swear, I’ll make it up to you.” 
 
    Our conversation stopped as we cut through the lobby, and my skin was crawling with fear by the time we made it out the front doors. The parking lot appeared empty, other than a family a couple rows down, filling their minivan with luggage. Hustler grabbed my hand in his and moved us quickly to his bike. He swiftly checked it over, then let out a sigh of relief. 
 
    “Looks like they didn’t mess with it. Probably thought we were sitting ducks. Lazy fuckers.” 
 
    After jerking my helmet into place, I practically leaped onto the seat behind him and wrapped my arms tight as he turned his motorcycle on. We swiftly pulled out of the parking lot, and my heart was racing as Hustler expertly cut into traffic. I clung to his back, trying to get my body to relax. This was crazy, all of it, but I felt so weirdly alive. Like all the adrenaline rushes had forced me awake.  
 
    “You okay back there?” Hustler’s voice came through the helmet’s speakers. 
 
    “Considering I’m running from Clint, and some bikers that call themselves devils, on the back of a motorcycle of a man I don’t like, I’m fine.” 
 
    “Salty.” The amusement in his voice rankled me. “You like me.” 
 
    “I most certainly do not! You scared me, Hustler, and that’s unacceptable.” 
 
    “Baby, I know I did, but you have to try and see where I was comin’ from. For years—fuckin’ years—Chief has been trying to destroy everyone and everything I hold dear, but the man’s a ghost. I’ve busted my ass looking for one tiny break, anything that’ll help us stop him and have come up empty.” He revved the bike faster and I clung to his back as we passed a slow-moving vehicle. “Then, outta nowhere, you give me the first real, solid lead I’ve had in months. I overreacted, I know, and I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Sorry doesn’t make it better.” I sounded petulant to even myself. 
 
    He ignored me. “When we get to Austin, you’re staying with me.” 
 
    “The heck I am!” 
 
    “It’s the safest place for you.” 
 
    “I’m going to stay with Swan. Are you trying to tell me Smoke’s house isn’t safe? Swan’s told me about it, it’s practically a fortress.” 
 
    “It is, but do you really want to bring trouble to their doorstep?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Clint, El Diablo, Chief—they all want to find you for some reason and they’ll keep trying to find a weak point, some way to grab you. I have no doubt Clint’ll show up around there sooner than later. You know why he wants you so bad?” 
 
    “I…” I almost told Hustler how Pastor Middleton tried to force me to marry Clint, but swallowed it back. No doubt Hustler would tell Mike, and then Mike and Mimi would go on a killing spree. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Well, you need to think about it. What do they have to lose by you leaving? What do they have to gain by making you stay?” 
 
    “I have no idea.” 
 
    “Until we figure that out, I want you at my place.” 
 
    “Isn’t that going to mess with your whole ‘we can only be friends’ idea?” 
 
    He laughed. “Baby, that ship set sail a long time ago. I was crazy if I ever thought I could let you go, that I’d be able to resist you. I’d have done it, would have tried my best, but we both know that in the end, I would have found a way to make you mine.” 
 
    “But you hardly know me.” 
 
    “I know the important stuff. I know your heart, your soul, and I know we’re meant to be together.” 
 
    I recalled Swan talking about his reputation as a cad. “I bet you say that to all your women.” 
 
    “Nope. Never said it to anyone—never felt this way for anyone.” His mic cut out for a second before he said, “I got some calls to make. We should be at the clubhouse in an hour, so just hang tight.” 
 
    As we drove through the increasing traffic, I took in the sights of four lane roads jammed with people, of the stares we were getting as we rode past on Hustler’s gleaming motorcycle. Night had fallen, and I was amazed at how dull the sky above us was. I could hardly see any stars, the night hidden by the glow of streetlights. The noise was still intense, but considering how loud Hustler’s chopper was, I’d gotten used to it. 
 
    We drove out of the city, and the homes and businesses became more spread out. Vast expanses of open land, broken up by hills and trees, reminded me of home, and my heart ached. I wondered how my grandmother was doing, if Tess and June were okay, if my mom missed me. For a second, I wondered if maybe Clint was trying to find me because something had happened, but quickly dismissed the idea.  
 
    The motorcycle slowed as we approached a pair of huge galvanized steel gates guarded by two men. They raised their hands as Hustler approached, the patches on their black leather vests gleaming in the bright security lights. Each man was older, in maybe his forties or fifties, but they were big and intimidating. Their eyes held no light or warmth as they examined me, and became only marginally friendlier as they took in Hustler. 
 
    After waving us through, we drove down a tree-lined paved road that ended in front of a massive three-story building. There were motorcycles and people everywhere, along with a bonfire roaring off to the side. My eyes were probably bulging from their sockets as I stared at everyone, but mainly the scantily-clad women. Never in my life had I seen so much skin. And I don’t just mean short skirts or low-cut tops. Some of these girls were entirely topless, with sparkling pasties over their nipples or nothing at all. And they were beautiful, in a rough and wild way. Lots of hair, lots of big perky breasts, and lots of mile-long legs. They were so pretty, and more than one lit up at the sight of Hustler’s bike pulling up into a spot near the front of the building. 
 
    After he parked and helped me off, he started talking right away to a handsome Asian man who’d strolled up to us, asking where Sledge was.  
 
    I remained right by the bike, afraid to move and draw attention to myself. People were wasted all around us, and I couldn’t help but feel totally out of place. A group of women wearing leather vests was staring at me and pointing, clearly talking about me. When I looked away from them, I found a bunch of guys examining me with unfriendly expressions. Then I realized it wasn’t me the guys were glaring at, but Hustler.  
 
    Confused, I watched as Hustler and the Asian man spoke in hushed tones. They seemed to have completely forgotten me, so I awkwardly stood in place and took my helmet off, wondering how crazy my hair looked. I’d braided it again to keep it from being blown into knots by the wind, and I toyed with the much shorter end, slightly surprised to find a hunk of my hair gone. My heart sank as I realized I’d left my braid back in the hotel room, and I wondered what happened to it, if someone had just thrown it away. 
 
    Hustler grabbed my hand. “Come on.” 
 
    His expression was pissed, and I hesitated, digging in my heels slightly. “Where are we going?” 
 
    He didn’t answer me, pulling my arm and pretty much forcing me to follow along behind him, or get dragged like a child. 
 
    When we went through the double front doors of the clubhouse, I stumbled into Hustler’s back at the sight of pure debauchery. 
 
    People were having sex, like, for-real sex, right out in the open!  
 
    And it wasn’t pretty. 
 
    While there were a ton of really handsome men, there were also a lot of older, sloppy, greasy-looking guys grinding away on top of various women half their age. To my right, a guy who could have given Santa Claus a run for his money in the belly department was pounding away at a faceless woman bent over a table. Ahead of us and to the left, three guys were getting blowjobs while they chatted and drank beer. And somewhere behind me, a guy was making really weird grunting noises. I didn’t dare turn around to see what he was doing. 
 
    “Holy moly,” I whispered. 
 
    I must have been loud enough to hear because Hustler frowned down at me. “Sorry, should’a warned you.” 
 
    A woman wearing a small blue spandex dress with a riot of dark curls sauntered up to us, her hungry gaze focused on Hustler. “Hey, handsome, long time no see.” 
 
    “Darla,” Hustler said in a curt voice. “Ain’t got time for your shit tonight.” 
 
    “But Sir,” she said in a pouty little girl voice that made me want to barf, “I’ve been naughty.” 
 
    “Go. The fuck. Away,” Hustler growled. 
 
    Her gaze darted over to me, and I felt sick with jealousy and hot with embarrassment as she smirked. “Don’t be so mean. You know I’ve got no problem sharing your dick, Sir. Any way you want.” 
 
    I tried to pull away from Hustler, disgusted by this whole display, but he wouldn’t let my hand go. “You see this woman? This is Lyric, my woman. Only mouth that’s gonna be on my cock is hers. Only cunt I’m gonna cum in is hers. Spread the fuckin’ word, bitch. Anyone messes with her and they’ll regret it.” 
 
    Darla had paled, and I worried she was going to fall over in her heels. “Okay, Hustler.”  
 
    We made our way through the crowd and I leaned up to growl into Hustler’s ear, “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Staking my territory,” he said as he glanced down at me, his face unreadable. 
 
    We made our way up a set of stairs, guarded by more cold-eyed men with guns. When we reached the landing, a woman’s voice called out, “Lyric!” 
 
    I turned to find Marley, Sarah’s personal assistant and good friend, flying down the hallway toward me. Unlike the women downstairs, she was reassuringly normal-looking. With her long light brown hair back in a ponytail, dressed in jean shorts and a tank top with cute gray sandals, she beamed at me as she closed the distance between us. 
 
    Grabbing me up in a big hug, she jumped up and down with excitement. “I’m so happy to see you!” 
 
    Grateful for a familiar face, I returned her hug. “I’m so happy to see you, too.” 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re really here.” She pulled back, then her eyes went wide. “Oh my God, you cut your hair!” 
 
    Feeling self-conscious, I fiddled with the shorter braid. “Yeah.” 
 
    “I love it. You look adorable.” 
 
    Sledge, a big, bald Hispanic man covered in tattoos, strolled up behind Marley, his hungry gaze fixed on her before turning his attention to me. “Hey, honey. Welcome home.” 
 
    I’d hung out with the Iron Horse vice president before the wedding, and despite his size, he was a really nice guy. “Hi, Sledge.” 
 
    Marley grabbed my hand. “Swan and Sarah should be home sometime tomorrow. In the meantime, we’ll get you set up at my house.” 
 
    “She’s staying with me,” Hustler said in a firm voice. 
 
    Marley’s eyes got big. “What?” 
 
    “She’s staying with me.” 
 
    “No, she’s not. She’s staying with me. We already have a room set up for her and—” 
 
    “Marley,” Hustler’s tone was gentle, but no-nonsense. “She’s staying with me.” 
 
    “Lyric…” Sledge said in his rumbly voice. “Where do you want to stay, sweetheart?” 
 
    Hustler growled at the “sweetheart,” but I ignored him. “I’m going to stay with Hustler, at least for a few days, until things get cleared up and the danger passes.” 
 
    Marley frowned. “Until what gets cleared up? What danger?” 
 
    “Club business,” Sledge said. 
 
    Her cheeks got red and I could practically feel the anger sparking off Marley as she turned to face Sledge. “No, no, you do not get to pull that ‘club business’ card with me. Not about Lyric.” 
 
    Hustler leaned down and whispered in my ear, “The less she knows, the safer she’ll be. Tell her you want to stay with me so she won’t cause a fuss.” 
 
    “Marley,” I drew her attention away from a silent Sledge, “it’s okay. I want to stay with Hustler. We…uh, we’ve…ummm…been intimate.” 
 
    “He’s been intimate with a lot of women. Honey, he’s a player.” A note of sorrow entered her voice and she glanced over at Sledge, then back to me. “They all are.” 
 
    That hurt, but Hustler said, “You ever see a woman wear my patch?” 
 
    She blinked at him, her mouth slightly open. “No.” 
 
    “You seen me with anyone in the past six months?” 
 
    Her brows drew down as she frowned in thought. “No.” 
 
    “Then quit bein so fuckin’ quick to judge. I like you, Marley, but you like to label people, put ’em into little boxes inside of your head. Once you decide how someone is, that’s it. Even if they change, even if they bust their balls to try and make you see ’em for who they really are, it’s impossible. You’re so set on seein’ me as a player that you ignore reality. I’ll admit, I’ve had fun, I’ve been a bastard, and I’ve been a selfish prick, but that isn’t who I am anymore. I’ve grown up, realized what’s important, what’s worth fighting for.” He looked down at me and I swear my heart fluttered. “A good woman is one of those things. You find a good woman, you hold onto her with both hands, do whatever you have to do to tie her to you. You make her life so beautiful that she can’t imagine living without you in it. You sure as hell don’t let her go once you’ve found her. Life is too short, too precious to waste.” 
 
    With that, he leaned down and gathered me into his arms, lifting me off my feet before he brushed his lips over mine, the rough scratch of his goatee a delicious counterpart to his lips. I wrapped my arms behind his neck and buried my fingers in his hair, slanting my mouth against his while he took my breath away. I loved feeling him against me like this, suffused with the pleasure of his touch, his scent, everything about him.  
 
    Yes, he could be a jerk, and yes, we had a lot to talk about, but he was right. Life was too short, and I believed that God brought Hustler into my world when I needed him most. I had no idea what tomorrow would bring, but right now, as I lost myself in Hustler, I prayed I wasn’t making the biggest mistake of my life in trusting him. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    Chief 
 
      
 
    He moved silently down the stairs, seething after watching Hustler shove his tongue down Lyric’s throat. After two days on the road chasing after Hustler, his body was exhausted, but his anger kept him going strong. Fucking Hustler, always taking what didn’t belong to him. First, he took the pawn shop that should have been Chief’s, then he stole Veronica, and now he’d taken Lyric. The multi-million-dollar whore. 
 
    It was late as he wandered through the clubhouse, but there were still some people milling about. They all greeted him as a friend, a trusted member of the club. Fucking fools. Oh, he’d played his role well, always staying in the background, never making a fuss. Hell, he’d managed to swallow his rage when they’d killed his uncle Red. And they’d done it while he’d been deployed, the cowardly bastards. If he’d been home, Beach never would have been able to pull his coup off and he’d be the one wearing the president patch on his vest.  
 
    But they’d stolen it from him, all of them, and they would pay. 
 
    Making his way to his rooms on the officer’s floors, he quickly scanned the inside for any listening devices and chuckled to himself. Those stupid fucks; he had this whole place bugged, and they had no idea. They thought they were so smart, that they were untouchable, but he was slowly chipping away at the center of the MC, planting seeds of doubt, destroying it from the inside out. It helped that Smoke trusted him with doing bug sweeps, and had put him in charge of handling the phones.  
 
    But he had to be careful. When he finally killed Beach and those loyal to him, Chief had to make it look just right so he could easily slip into the role of president. And he had to make sure he had the perfect target to take the blame.  
 
    Hustler. 
 
    Only the lucky bastard managed to keep slipping out of his traps by the skin of his teeth. 
 
    A text came through on his phone from Clint.  
 
    Got your message. We’ll hang tight and wait for your word. 
 
    Clint was an idiot, but a useful one. 
 
    After all, Clint had provided the key to finally taking down the Iron Horse MC and returning it to its former glory.  
 
    Tugging off his boots, he laid back in his bed and lit a cigarette, taking a long draw before slowly blowing the smoke out, his thoughts turning back to Lyric. 
 
    Who’d have thought she was the missing piece that he was looking for, that she would be the final nail in Hustler’s coffin. Rumors were already flying around that Hustler was laying claim to her, and Chief wondered if Hustler knew the truth; that the little church mouse was the sole heir to the Hoovatter fortune and would someday be worth more than $245 million.  
 
    Clint had laid it all out, telling Chief about how they’d broken into the old lady’s safe a few weeks ago and found her will, along with some interesting information. When Lyric turned twenty-one in a month she’d gain access to her trust fund, worth more than he could believe. Clint planned on marrying Lyric, then killing her off after a few years and keeping the money. Only she’d ran off before he had a chance.  
 
    Stupid fuck had just blabbed the information, trusting Chief with it. Just because the good Pastor Jeb Middleton had been a member of Iron Horse, back when Red ran things, didn’t mean Chief felt any loyalty to the man. Instead of sticking around and helping Red fight, Jeb “Rodeo” Middleton had run off and started a white supremacist cult. But good old Jeb was all too eager to get back at the men who’d chased him out of town, and when he heard that Mike Anderson’s daughter was marrying into the MC, he’d been happy to call Chief, suggesting revenge. At first, Jeb wanted to slaughter everyone at the wedding, to gun them down at the reception, but Chief quickly talked him out of it. He had no desire to rule an MC where eighty percent of the members were dead.  
 
    Not to mention the wrath it would bring down on them from every MC friendly with Iron Horse.  
 
    No, he’d lost most of his manpower and money during that clusterfuck last year with the shipment he’d stolen. Fuck, he’d set it up perfectly, had planned out every possible scenario and they all ended with Beach and all of the officers of Iron Horse dead. He would have found the shipment and been a hero, would have avenged his fallen president and saved everyone. Unfortunately, he’d underestimated Sarah and Swan Anderson, something he’d never do again. 
 
    He hated those bitches, hated them with every beat of his heart, and he couldn’t fucking wait to break them.  
 
    What better way to start than with their best friend from childhood? Sweet, innocent, adorable little Lyric. So shy, so trusting, so naïve. She should have been putty in his hand, but once again, fucking Hustler seemed to have some kind of sixth sense on how to fuck him over. It should have been Chief she went home with after the wedding reception, but that bastard snuck her out before he could stop them. He’d even tried to interrupt them in their RV, but those stupid fucking bodyguards had kept him away from the trailer.  
 
    Then he’d had another chance to win her over, to get her to marry him and give him the money he needed, but once again, Hustler had blocked him by getting to her first. 
 
    Even then he hadn’t given up, had kept his ears open and found out where Hustler was staying.  
 
    Clint should have broken into their room, the El Diablos should have taken Hustler, and Clint should have kidnapped Lyric. Chief would have then swooped in and saved the day, rescuing Lyric from Clint, killing the stupid fuck, and becoming the hero. He would then have seduced Lyric, made her love him, then married her and got the fortune for himself. Money was power, and with $245 million at his disposal, taking over Iron Horse would have been a breeze.  
 
    Stubbing out his cigarette, he growled in anger. But no, somehow that fucker Hustler had escaped. 
 
    Lacing his hands behind his head, Chief stared into the darkness and began to plan. This wasn’t the first, second, or even hundredth setback he’d faced, and it wouldn’t be the last. A lesser man might have given up by now, but he was obsessed with his revenge. It was all he ever thought about and the center of his world. There had to be a way to turn this situation to his favor, he just had to think. 
 
    Slowly, an idea began to form. He could still have it all, but his plan centered on Lyric. Somehow, he had to separate her from Hustler, make her alone and vulnerable to his charm. Unfortunately, she wasn’t like Veronica. That bitch had been all too easy to manipulate, thanks to her mental illness. All he had to do was start switching out her medication with placebos and she went off the fucking rails, keeping Hustler and Smoke busy dealing with her insanity. Only he’d underestimated her as well. She’d set up a camera in her bathroom and had recorded him switching out her pills. Thank fuck she’d decided to confront him on the spot, rather than waiting and taking the evidence to her brother-in-law Smoke. Stupid bitch; like she expected him to admit he was wrong and turn himself in instead of killing her. 
 
    His dick stirred as he remembered her death, remembered how she’d screamed his name before she died. His balls drew up tight as he imagined over and over again the moment the light went out in her eyes. The fact that she was Smoke’s sister-in-law—and about a dozen different club members’ ex-girlfriend—made the look of betrayal on her face as she ate a bullet all the sweeter. Yeah, none of them suspected him of anything. He was loyal, through and through, after “saving” Smoke’s and Swan’s lives. In reality, he’d been a heartbeat away from saying “fuck it” and killing Smoke. But all too soon, they’d had witnesses around them and he had to step back and let the bastard live. 
 
    Still, fate had dealt him a good hand that day. Swan believed that he’d appeared like a hero and saved them, not showed up too late to kill them like he’d intended. Fucking Hustler had been giving him a hard time, and because of that asshole, he’d had to stay in Austin longer than he wanted. He’d almost had his revenge, and it had been so, so sweet. 
 
    Tugging harder on his cock, he liked to relive the hours he’d spent torturing Smoke, and the fact that he got away with it. 
 
    Clenching his teeth, he jerked himself harder, to the point of pain. Swan, tied up and at his mercy. Swan, her face black and blue, her split lips sucking his cock. Smoke, screaming in agony. 
 
    Sweat poured off his face as his climax ripped through him, leaving him momentarily deaf and dumb. 
 
    When he surfaced again, he wiped his hand against the quilt. If Swan was here right now, his cum would be down her throat, and drool would be coating her chin. His dick stirred again and he sighed, then stretched, his mind switching to thoughts of Lyric. It pissed him off that Hustler had no doubt already fucked her. Hell, she spent the night with that piece of shit at the wedding. Things would have been a lot easier if she’d ended up with him that night. He coulda’ trained her how he wanted, broke her in to his way of fuckin’. 
 
    And he still could 
 
    Picking up his phone, he called Swan. 
 
    It rang a few times before she answered with a groggy, “Hello?” 
 
    “Hey, Swan, it’s Vance,” he said in the gentle tone that worked best for manipulation. “You wanted me to call you when Lyric arrived.” 
 
    “I want to talk to her, put her on the phone.” 
 
    “Can’t. She’s in Hustler’s room. Only saw her for a few minutes before he hauled her off.” 
 
    Her voice went cold and dead, making him smile. “She’s what?” 
 
    “Seems Sarah told Hustler to go pick Lyric up. She didn’t tell you that?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Yeah, she didn’t tell me either. I showed up and your dad was none too pleased to see me. You trusted me with her safety and I failed you. I’m sorry.” 
 
    As I knew she would, right away she began to apologize. “No, I’m sorry. I should have known Sarah would send Hustler. She has this crazy idea they’re soulmates. How was Lyric? She seem okay?” 
 
    Ahh, the opening he’d been waiting for. “She seemed…tense.” 
 
    “Tense how?” 
 
    “She seemed…well, I don’t want to talk shit, but she seemed kinda uncomfortable with Hustler.” 
 
    “Uncomfortable how?” 
 
    “Easy, she just seemed nervous, I guess. I would be, too, if I was her.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Hustler’s marked his territory with her. Tellin’ everyone she’s his woman.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” Swan yelled. “I’ll kill his whoremongering ass.” 
 
    I kept my laughter to myself. “Do you want me to step in? To protect Lyric?” 
 
    She was silent for a long time, and I had to keep myself from speaking and let her think it over. I couldn’t push outright, she’d balk on principle, and figuring out her mind was an impossible task. The chick was slightly retarded; brilliant, but dumb. Easy to guide, easy to fool.  
 
    “No. I’m sure she’s okay.” 
 
    “I don’t want to stir up any trouble, but…well Lyric had some bruises on her that concerned me.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Yeah. I don’t know what happened, I didn’t get a chance to talk to her with Hustler hovering over her, but there were fresh bruises on her upper arms. Kinda looked like someone grabbed her hard. I saw them when she moved her arms around. They appeared painful.” 
 
    “Someone’s dead,” Swan said in a soft voice. “Oh, someone is going to motherfucking die for hurting my girl.” 
 
    Suddenly, Smoke’s voice came down the phone, making Vance grimace. Fucker, he’d been Smoke’s staff sergeant in the Marines, yet Smoke somehow managed to outrank Vance in the civilian world. In his own fucking club. Vance’s family had run this bitch for two generations, this was his club, yet Smoke was the Master-at-Arms for the national chapter while Vance was just an Enforcer.  
 
    “What the fuck is going on?” Smoke growled like a pissed-off junkyard dog, a slight hint of his Hispanic accent leaking through. “Why is my wife talking about killing people?” 
 
    He had a right to be upset. When Swan talked about killing people, she meant it. While Vance knew he wasn’t quite right in the head, Swan took her crazy to a whole ’nother level. She’d killed close to a dozen men that he knew of, and only had a slight limp as a result. When she threatened to kill Hustler, it wasn’t a joke.  
 
    “Lyric arrived with some bruises on her upper arms, like someone grabbed and shook her. I was concerned about how she got them.” 
 
    “She got them,” Smoke said with a tired sigh, “From whatever fuckers she ran from. Mimi said Lyric arrived with finger marks on her arms.” 
 
    Swan said something in the background, then Smoke said, “You got anything else you wanna say to my wife that’s gonna piss her off on the last day of our honeymoon, you cock-blocking asshole?” 
 
    In his mind, Vance relived the time when he’d made Smoke beg for Swan’s life, humbling and debasing himself for her. “Just tryin’ to keep an eye on Lyric for Swan.” 
 
    “We’ll be home tomorrow.” 
 
    With that, he hung up and Vance tossed his phone onto the other side of the bed, then rolled over on his side. Soon enough he’d have to get up and endure another day, but for the first time in a long time, he had hope. All the pieces were in place, the stage was set and a sense of anticipation hung in the air. It was time to knock down the first domino—Hustler—and start a chain of events that would lead to him reclaiming his rightful place as president of the Iron Horse MC.  
 
      
 
    Dear Beloved Reader, 
 
    Dun dun dun dun! Cliffhanger(ish)! Fear not, gentle maidens, Hustler and Lyric will get their HEA, they’re just going to have to go through some shit first. Such is life. Sometimes the most beautiful love stories aren’t ones where everything and everyone is flawless, but rather the tales of two not-so-perfect individuals are fighting for their chance at true love. I’m anticipating part two of their story to be out before Christmas, so sign up for my newsletterand keep your little peepers peeled on my FB page for release announcements. 
 
    Ann 
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Keep reading for a sneak peek from ‘Ivan’s Captive Submissive’, the FREE first book in my ‘Submissive’s Wish’ series which crosses over with my Iron Horse MC series.  
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    Gia Lopez stood in a staging area for the submissive auction with a line of women covered in sheer black robes. Her long, light brown hair was twisted back into an intricate braid that was a work of art, but she desperately wished she’d gotten plastic surgery to take care of her big nose before agreeing to this.  The other women scheduled to be sold off with her were beautiful, each perfect and lovely in their own way.  
 
    She felt like a sparrow surrounded by peacocks. 
 
    While Gia possessed enough self-worth to admit she was cute with her dimples and big brown eyes, she’d never be breathtaking like the auburn haired sex-bomb submissive next to her. Gia had a slender figure from her daily jogging, but with her small breasts she felt like a boy when compared with the curvy submissive.  
 
    Why couldn’t Gia have gone after someone who wasn’t a pinup girl? 
 
    Mistress Alice, a tall, blonde Domme, walked down the line of submissives. They were gathered in what looked like parlor with all the furniture moved out. Elegant watercolors still graced the walls and a tasteful chandelier bathed the room in a low, golden light. The door to the room where the auction would take place was currently closed, but from her orientation earlier, Gia knew that on the other side there was a curtained area to hide them from the audience. Then, the scariest of all, a stage where she would be sold to the highest bidder. 
 
    Mistress Alice paused now and again to point out something she wanted changed with a submissive’s hair or makeup and took a moment to speak with each woman. Up at the front of the line, a few men in brown leather loincloths presented a nice visual treat as they were oiled up by a trio of giggling submissives. 
 
    Mistress Alice stopped before Gia and slowly inspected her from head to toe. When she spotted the gold barbells piercing Gia’s nipples through the sheer cloth of the gown, she smiled. “Lovely touch against your nicely tanned skin. The gold works much better than silver.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mistress Alice.”  Gia curtsied as she’d been trained and Mistress Alice’s gaze warmed.  
 
    The Domme tilted her head and studied Gia’s face. “You’re Mistress Viola and Master Mark’s girl from South Carolina, Gia.” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am. Mistress Viola and Master Mark were my trainers.” 
 
    “Lovely couple. I met them once at a Domme convention in Las Vegas. They told me to keep an eye on you, that you have quite a temper and are very high spirited.” 
 
    Gia flushed and dropped her gaze. “I’m working on that, Mistress Alice.” 
 
     “Well don’t work on it too hard.” She leaned closer and whispered, “Some of us like a subs with fire in their veins. We like the challenge and the constant battle for your submission.” 
 
    Gia started as the other woman gently bit her earlobe before leaning back. “Am I understood?” 
 
    A soft rush of desire went through Gia and she licked her lower lip. “Yes, Mistress.” 
 
    The desire unfurled gently in her belly as she relived her training and how she owed her trainers a debt she could never repay. It had been a unique experience to work with Mistress Viola and Master Mark. Together they’d helped her start her transformation into the kind of submissive she yearned to be. They’d also given her glorious orgasms that swept the world away and left her existing as a being of pure pleasure. Not only did they train her physically, they helped her learn how to love herself just the way she was.  
 
    Mistress Viola was a plump, curvy, delicious armful of woman. By today’s standards she was considered overweight, but back in the 1950’s she would have been the ultimate in female beauty. Gia had yet to see a man who didn’t gravitate to Mistress Viola in a room, no matter how many other women were there. The fact that her husband, the more traditionally handsome Master Mark, loved her beyond reason helped more than anything else to make Gia believe that maybe there was a man out there that could love her just as she was and give her the confidence to become the woman she wanted to be. 
 
    Beautiful, elegant, and loved.  
 
    Well, she wasn’t loved yet, but she would be. She had faith her Master was out there, looking for her. The thought of him being here tonight, maybe waiting for her in the audience, sent an ache of longing through her. The practical part of her mind scoffed at the idea of soul mates and fate, but the romantic side of her nature insisted anything was possible.  
 
    A petite mahogany-skinned woman who reminded Gia of a pixie came up to Mistress Alice and knelt at her feet. “Mistress, Master Martin wishes me to inform you we have fifteen minutes until we begin.” 
 
    Mistress Alice nodded. “Thank you, Tilly.” She smiled at Gia, “Have fun, sweet girl. Whoever gets you is going to have their hands full.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mistress.” Gia bent into a graceful curtsey. 
 
    The pair went farther down the line and Gia tried to slow her breathing. The redhead in front of Gia turned around and gave her a warm and dazzling smile. “First time?” 
 
    “Yes. Is it painfully obvious?” 
 
    “Yep. First timers are pretty easy to spot. You’re the only ones who aren’t excited. My name is Iris.” 
 
    “Gia. Nice to meet you.” Gia smiled and smoothed her hands against the sheer robe. “I take it by your lack of panic attacks you’ve done this before?” 
 
    “Oh, yes. This is my third time.” Iris gave a dreamy smile. “After the first auction, I was bought by a lovely Dominant couple. At the second auction, I met my husband, who is also my Master.” 
 
    Gia tilted her head in confusion. As far as she knew, this auction was for single, uncollared submissives. “If you have a Master, why are you doing this again?” 
 
    The woman laughed and fingered her collar. “Because he wants to win me all over again.” 
 
    Gia couldn’t help a small stab of envy. “That's very romantic.” 
 
    A chime sounded three times, silencing all conversation. All of the submissives turned towards the sound, and the redhead leaned over to whisper into Gia’s ear, “Don’t freak out. Whoever you end up with is going to be one of the best Masters in the world. If you click, great.  If you don’t, then you will, at the very least, come away from the experience as a better submissive. Besides, all of the Masters have your fantasies available to them, and only a Master or Mistress interested in fulfilling your fantasies will bid on you.” 
 
    Gia laced her fingers together, trying to keep her anxiety at bay. She didn’t want to start shaking like a scared puppy. “That’s what worries me.” She lowered her voice and leaned closer to Iris. “I shared a bottle of wine, or two, with my girlfriend before I filled my form out, and I’m afraid the fantasies I submitted are a little more…frank. Let’s just say I was super honest about what my deepest, darkest desires are. Like, embarrassingly honest. When I read what I had already submitted the next morning, I couldn’t look myself in the mirror for the rest of the day without feeling like a pervert.” 
 
    Iris giggled. “Oh, that does sound interesting. Care to share what one of those fantasies were?” 
 
    A stern man’s voice rang out over the crowd. “Ladies, eyes on me.” 
 
    They turned and Gia recognized Master Martin, the man who ran the Submissive’s Wish Charity Auction and owner of this elegant mansion.  Tonight, the distinguished man wore a dashing black tux with an expertly tied red and black bowtie that nicely set off his greying hair. His presence filled the room and all conversation stopped.  
 
    Raising his arms, he smiled. “Welcome to the twenty eighth annual Submissive’s Wish Charity Auction. Some of your faces are well known to me as members, and others are delightful new additions to our evening. Whether new or old, I encourage all of you to make the most of the opportunities presented to you tonight. Allow yourselves to embrace your submission and give yourselves the freedom to enjoy the fantasies your Masters or Mistresses create for you without useless shame or misplaced guilt. For the next week, you will be at your Masters’ or Mistresses’ beck and call. You will find yourself challenged, pushed beyond what you thought you could endure but, in the end, it will all be worth it.” 
 
    A nervous giggle came from a few of the submissives and Master Martin smiled, then his expression turned serious again. “Let me take this opportunity to emphasize once again that your happiness is the most important part of this auction.  If you are purchased by someone that you do not wish to have sexual relations with you are by no means obligated to do so. The only thing the Master or Mistress that win’s you gets is your company. It is up to them to try to seduce you and make you fall under their wicked spell.” 
 
    Barely stifling a wistful sigh, Gia wondered if she was really ready for this. Yes, she’d submitted to Mistress Viola and Master Mark while training, but she’d never managed to achieve subspace. After listening enviously to the way the other submissives talked about it, she really wanted to experience it but, truthfully, didn’t know if she could. She’d tried with a couple of local Doms that she was friendly with back home in Myrtle Beach. While the sex had been great, she’d never even gotten close to achieving that floaty, orgasmic feeling the other submissives described. It made her feel like a failure as a submissive that she couldn’t get into the right headspace for her Dominants. 
 
    Hell, if whoever won her here couldn’t top her, maybe she should consider becoming a Domme. 
 
    Master Martin’s deep voice interrupted her dark thoughts. “You will soon be blindfolded and ear buds will be put into your ears so you cannot hear. We want you to focus on yourself, on your goals, on what you hope to gain from this experience. Not on what is happening around you.” 
 
    Gia shifted nervously and the air around her became charged and crackled with tense energy. 
 
    “Don’t worry about how you’ll walk or move around while blindfolded. You will each be escorted onto stage by an experienced submissive.” He looked up and down the line. “Any questions? No? Such a quiet and trusting group of submissives we have here tonight.” 
 
    Everyone chuckled, then a curvaceous dark skinned Dominatrix towards the back of the line raised her hand. “Master Martin?” 
 
    Master Martin smiled. “Our lovely Mistress Vivienne. What is your question?” 
 
    Mistress Vivienne smiled. “This girl,” she pointed to the petite woman with a riot cute dark curls in front of her, “is worried she may end up with some serial killer.”  
 
    The submissive flushed beet red and seemed to sink in on herself. Gia felt sorry for her, but she’d been wondering about that as well. Of course, this auction had been running for twenty-eight years without incident, and everyone had been highly screened, but all it took was one bad apple to end her life. Great. Now she was nervous and scared. It seemed like her brain would never turn all the way off and let her relax.  
 
    She liked being in control of her life, leaving nothing to chance or fate, but being constantly on her guard was mentally and emotionally draining. She hated not having control over what was happening to her, which was probably why she had such a hard time submitting. It took trust in the unknown to let someone truly inside your mind and heart during a scene and to totally let go. So far, no one had managed to breech the walls around her soul. That was fine, she was in no hurry to get serious…though it would be nice to have someone to cuddle with at night and wake up to in the morning. Someone to share holidays with and someone who would not only satisfy her physically, but also intellectually. She thought about being in some faceless man’s arms as they watched the sunrise over the Atlantic Ocean together and let out a sigh. 
 
    Master Martin cleared his throat and her attention returned to him. “As we have a larger than usual number of visiting submissives for this auction, I will reiterate what our members already know. There is not a single Master or Mistress out in the audience tonight I wouldn’t trust my own submissive with….though I doubt any of them could actually handle Mrs. Martin.” He waited for the polite laughter to die down before continuing. “Every single one of our bidders has gone through extensive background checks and have been members in high standing of their local clubs for a minimum of five years. While nothing in life is ever guaranteed, I take the safety of every man and woman here very seriously. Does that answer your question, darling girl?” 
 
    The blushing woman dipped into an elegant curtsey and said in a lightly accented voice, “Yes, Sir. Thank you, Master Martin.” 
 
    “You are most welcome. Anymore questions?”  
 
    “Sir?” A willowy woman with short blonde hair held her hand up. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Will I have access to my luggage at all times? I’m a diabetic and will need to be able to get to my medication.” 
 
    “Of course. The suitcase we asked you to bring has all of your important identification, including your passports, and medication inside along with a change of clothes. We’ve also included two thousand dollars, cash. If you feel uncomfortable and you’d like to leave you can do so without having to rely on anyone to help you.” An uneasy murmur went through the submissives and he gave them a bemused smile. “We haven’t had a single submissive leave before their time was up, but we like to make sure that you feel as comfortable as possible.” 
 
    “Any other last minute questions?” 
 
    Silence blanketed the room and Gia laced her fingers together again. Her background check had taken six months. By the time it was done, they knew everything about her—from who her best friend had been in elementary school to her preferences in food. She hoped the Dominants had to go through background checks as thorough. This whole experience was so outside her comfort zone that it was quickly turning into something surreal, like a confusing dream where the scenes changed too quickly to really get a grasp on what was happening. 
 
    If it wasn’t for the fact the money raised from her auction would go directly to her charity of choice, she’d be tempted to pretend to be sick and run as far and as fast as she could. Then she’d probably spend the rest of her life kicking herself in the ass for missing the opportunity to serve a true Master, however temporarily. No, she wasn’t going to chicken out. She wasn’t quitter and she certainly wasn’t going to let her fear rule her now. Though the thought of hiding in a bathroom with a fifth of tequila to gain some liquid courage seemed like a great idea. 
 
    She was such a basket case. 
 
    When no one spoke up, Mr. Martin gestured toward the back of the room. “Let me introduce you to the men and women who will help you navigate the stage.” 
 
    Laughter rang from the doorway at the back of the room, and a steady stream of elegantly dressed men and women came to stand before them. A lovely Latina wearing a golden cat mask that matched her elaborate gown stopped before Gia with a friendly smile. Taking a closer look at the gown, Gia was pretty sure she’d seen it on the cover of this month’s edition of Vogue. A diamond collar with a small gold owner’s medallion glittered around her slender neck. 
 
    “Good evening. My name is Harper and I’ll be taking care of you, Gia.” 
 
    Giving the other woman a tentative smile, Gia almost held out her hand in the traditional ‘nice to meet you’ handshake but remembered where she was and who she was with. While shaking hands might be the proper thing to do in the outside world, the BDSM community had its own rules on what was proper. In this case, she didn’t know if Harper was allowed to touch another submissive without her Master’s permission. Gathering herself, she smiled back. 
 
    “Thank you. If I throw up on you or pass out, I apologize in advance.” Gia flushed in embarrassment at how uncouth she sounded compared to this elegant and sophisticated woman.  
 
    Harper giggled and pulled a black blindfold out of her elbow length white silk gloves. “I’ll make sure to aim you in the other direction at all times. Now take a deep breath before you pass out.” Gia did as she was told and took another, which seemed to help clear her head.  
 
    The tall female submissive attending the redhead next to Gia smiled at Harper. “Did you hear? The European delegation is in the audience tonight. Yummy.” 
 
    Gia blinked. “The Europeans?” 
 
    Lifting the blindfold, Harper smiled. “Bend down a bit so I can tie this.” 
 
    The cool cloth slipped loosely over her eyes and the other woman said, “The Europeans are here as part of a…well kind of like a cultural exchange program. They send their top Dommes and Masters over here for training and we send our best Dommes and Masters over there for the same thing. I’ve heard they’re strict, but amazing.” 
 
    “And they are soooo hot,” Iris said with a purr. “I love my Master more than anything in the world, but if I was single I’d be begging any one of them to take me like the willing slut that I am.” 
 
    All three women laughed, then hushed when Master Martin looked their way a raised brow. 
 
    Harper adjusted the blindfold until Gia couldn’t see anything and said in a softer voice, “Okay, the ear buds are going back in. I can tell you from experience, once they’re on, you won’t be able to hear anything. I’m going to hold your hand the whole time so, if you start to get a little anxious, just give me a squeeze. Got it?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am, I mean Harper.” 
 
    The beautiful woman’s laughter was the last thing Gia heard before Harper placed some ear buds in her hand and Gia put them in her ears. A gentle, classical piece of music played from the tiny speakers, but the soothing melody did nothing to calm her nerves. Feeling suddenly very alone and vulnerable, a wave of distress tightened her muscles and she reached out.  Almost instantly, Harper’s hand grasped hers, the smooth satin of Harper’s glove giving Gia something to focus on. No wonder men liked the feeling of a woman wearing gloves. It somehow accentuated how much smaller a woman was, how finely formed.  
 
    Harper squeezed her hand twice and began to lead Gia forward then stopped again. With the ear buds in place, Gia couldn’t have a conversation with the other woman and was left with her own thoughts. Once again, they moved forward, and then stopped. By Gia’s estimate, each time they paused they waited a good five to ten minutes. She should be using this time to think, to compose herself so she presented the best image possible. After all, she only had one chance to make a positive first impression on some of the best Dominants in the world. Unfortunately, her mind refused to stay on one topic for more than a few seconds. 
 
    Her thoughts were chaotic, jumping from concern about her appearance to wondering if she needed a breath mint. A fine tremor went through her hands and she worried that she’d be shaking like a frightened animal on the stage. Mixed in with that was the reoccurring fear that she’d sweat through her deodorant before they made it through the door and that she had some toilet paper stuck to her sheer robe. Opening herself to the potential, very public rejection of nobody bidding on her was so far out of her comfort zone that she didn’t know how to cope with her rising panic. This was like stage fright times a million. 
 
    Someone removed one of the ear buds and Harper whispered, “We’re going up on the stage now to wait. You look beautiful, and I have no doubt there will be a bidding war for you.” She put the ear bud back in and Gia was left alone with her spazztic thoughts and the mellow strains of a violin concerto.  
 
     Harper gave Gia’s hand a tight squeeze and led her slowly up a ramp. The carpet beneath her feet changed to a smooth, cool surface and she realized she was now on the stage. At least her big feet looked cute. As part of her welcome package to the auction she had a full spa treatment consisting of dozens of feminine indulgences she’d never experienced before, including a pedicure that left her with pretty rose pink toenails, and baby soft feet. Spending that kind of money on pampering herself wasn’t in her Ramen noodle budget so she’d enjoyed the experience immensely. Every hair-free inch of her body below the neck had been polished until it gleamed like bronze.  
 
    She almost licked her lips, then remembered the Domme who had expertly done her makeup had threatened to flog her if she messed up her glossy pale red lipstick. Gia was to be perfect, and that meant controlling herself for the pleasure of the crowd as she stood on stage at the auction. Right now though, she was about to pass out from fear despite Harper’s sure grip. They stood still, and the occasional brush of air from someone passing would tingle over Gia’s overly sensitive skin. With her sight and hearing taken away she became hyper aware of any stimulation around her. 
 
    The idea of doing the charity submissive auction had seemed like a dream come true at first. Gia had a low paying job as an architect with long hours and asshole clients. In this economy, she was lucky to have gained legitimate employment with health benefits anywhere after she graduated. True, her work only paid her enough to give her a roof over her head and other basic necessities, but she knew if she busted her ass, she could and would rise through the corporate ranks. Unfortunately, all that work resulted in a miserable lack of a social life and an even more abysmal love life. Yes, she played at her local club, but it was more physical than emotional. She always left feeling that there had to be more to BDSM than what she’d experienced.  
 
    When the Submissive’s Wish Charity Auction came up, she’d jumped at the chance. If a Dominant bought her, the money would go to the charity of Gia’s choice, and she would get ten percent of whatever was bid. Gia planned on using the extra money she made to put a down payment on a house. She was tired of living in an apartment complex where people fought or partied at all hours of the night. The thought of being able to sleep without being awakened by the sound of techno or Fanny's screaming because she caught Joe cheating again was heaven. 
 
    She already knew where she wanted to buy some land with access to the ocean so she could build her dream home someday. The money from the auction could make that happen years ahead of schedule. First, she had to appeal to someone enough to be bid on. When she’d first applied for the Submissive’s Wish Charity Auction they told her some of the submissives offered never got bid on, and she shouldn’t take it personally if it happened to her. She couldn’t imagine how humiliating that would be and prayed someone would find her lean frame, bubble butt and exotic looks appealing enough to make up for her lack of experience.  
 
    Gia stood with her back straight, her shoulders gracefully curved, and one leg slightly in front of the other, turning her body to a subtle angle. Mistress Viola had pointed out how it showed off Gia’s long legs and big, round ass. At the time, Gia wasn't sure if she was offended or flattered, but now she tried to accept her bubble butt as part of the way God made her.  
 
    Taking in a deep breath, she slowly let it out and tried to focus on the positive. She’d beaten incredible odds to make it this far, so there had to be something inside her the Auction Committee found appealing. Hell, she hoped she was attracted to whoever won her. She liked big, strong men and the sight of a pair of broad shoulders and narrow waist always made her heart beat harder. With her luck, she’d be bid on and won for ten bucks by a skinny guy with dandruff. 
 
    A soft, satin glove-covered hand touched Gia’s chin and brought her back to the present with a rush of nerves. Gia let out a soft moan. It must be her turn. The ear buds were removed, and a moment later, the blindfold was taken from her eyes.  
 
    Harper stood in front of her with a warm smile curving her full lips. She looked like a golden goddess while Gia felt like a walking plague victim.  
 
    God, please let at least one person bid on her. 
 
    Just one. 
 
    Leaning forward, Harper whispered, “Breathe.” 
 
    Gia sucked in a deep lungful of air and immediately felt better, less faint. Harper gave her a moment, then gracefully helped Gia walk to the center of the stage. They were in what had to be a ballroom, lit so she couldn’t see anything about the crowd. It was just she and Harper standing in a pool of warm light while an anonymous group of people inspected her from the shadows. 
 
    Harper held Gia’s hand out and cleared her throat. Flushing, Gia remembered to curtsey to the audience. A soft chuckle flowed through the crowd, and she blushed so hot even her ears burned. Obviously, they hadn’t missed her chagrined look.  
 
    A male voice filled the auditorium. 
 
    “Masters and Mistresses, may I present Gia. Joining us from South Carolina, she holds a master’s degree in architecture and is relatively new to the lifestyle. Her charity of choice is a no-kill animal shelter in Myrtle Beach where she has volunteered for the past three years. While she has been trained by the esteemed Mistress Viola and Master Mark on the basics of submission, she has much to learn. I’ve heard she’s a very eager student. We’ve also been warned she has a temper, so it will take a strong Master or Mistress to win her submission.” 
 
    The crowd laughed, and the murmurs through the audience grew louder. Gia flushed hot enough to melt the sun. She’d imagined she’d get up here, the guy would point out that she had nice legs in spite of her chunky butt and she liked to give blowjobs.  
 
    Oh shit, were they going to talk about the sexual fantasies she’d written down for them? She thought they were going to be in the program next to a picture of her or something, not actually talked about while she stood here. Anxiety tightened her muscles and she worried people in the audience could see her hands trembling. 
 
    God, they were going to think she was a weirdo, a pervert, a freak, all those things she secretly felt about herself. No, she wouldn’t give into those negative thoughts. Mistress Viola had spent a great deal of time talking with Gia about her sexual needs. The one thing Mistress emphasized above all else was that Gia should be honest with her partner and herself about what her needs were, and not be ashamed of her natural desires. The mature woman part of her mind agreed, while the prim and proper portion insisted she was a sexual deviant and needed therapy. 
 
    Sure enough, the next words that rolled out of the auctioneer’s mouth made her wince. “Gia is fond of forced seduction and abduction scenarios. She also enjoys relationships where the man is powerful, someone to be feared and respected, but gentle with her…to a point. She craves dominance and has yet to achieve subspace. Well, I’m sure we can help her learn how to fly.” 
 
    More audience laughter, along with a few catcalls. “Her trainers, Mistress Viola and Master Mark from the South Carolina club, The Iron Fist, have said she can be a bit of a brat and will need a firm hand. At her core, Gia is eager to please and wants to be found worthy of your attentions.” 
 
    Harper gave her fingers the barest squeeze and whispered, “Breathe.” 
 
     Gia sucked in an audible breath, and the audience chuckled. She imagined how they were talking about her, commenting on her bony knees, her giraffe neck, her tiny breasts. Here, under the bright lights, all of her insecurities threatened to rise to the surface and overwhelm her. A man to the left commented on her pierced nipples while a woman somewhere ahead of her made a nasty remark about Gia’s small tits. 
 
    This was the single most embarrassing, humiliating, terrible experience of her life. Tears threatened to fill her eyes and she blinked rapidly. No, she was not going to cry, at least, not right now. When no one bid on her, she could let her tears flow.  
 
    “This lovely submissive has agreed to one week serving the winning bidder. Masters and Mistresses, let us start the bidding at one hundred thousand dollars.” 
 
    Gia swallowed hard as the first bid came in. She had no idea how the auctioneer could see who was in the audience, but the bids kept climbing. When the staggering figure of close to four hundred thousand dollars was reached she openly gaped.  
 
    Two men were bidding. One was an American from one of the New England states by his cultured tone. The other had a rough, almost bestial voice with a sharp, growling tenor to it and an accent she couldn’t place. Her few remaining brain cells that weren’t freaking out, tried to focus on the spot the voices were coming from. She could barely see the outline of what might be people sitting in chairs.  
 
    The man with the rough, accented voice roared out, “Four hundred and twenty-five thousand dollars.” 
 
    Silence hung heavy in the air. Even the auctioneer seemed stunned. It took him a moment to respond before he coughed and said, “I have four hundred and twenty-five thousand US dollars. Going once...going twice…sold!” 
 
     Gia stood there in total shock. Four hundred and twenty-five thousand dollars! That was a life-changing amount of money for the rescue shelter. She spent one weekend a month volunteering, so she knew exactly how far they could stretch it—definitely a new building, maybe even enough to purchase the plot of land behind them and turn it into a dog run. They could even add a full-time vet on staff with that kind of money. 
 
    With a gentle tug, Harper brought Gia’s thoughts back to the present in a rush. Harper smiled at her and led her to the edge of the stage. Her time with the winning bidder began right now. For the amount he paid for her, Gia wanted to show him the time of his life, to somehow be worth all the money he’d spent. Hell, she didn’t care if he was eighty years old with liver spots on his balls, she would do her best to rock his world in thanks for his amazingly generous bid. 
 
    The spotlights turned away and she blinked rapidly, trying to adjust her eyesight. They took a few steps and were almost at the main floor when Harper paused.  A moment passed, then a man said something in what she thought was Russian or some type of Slavic language. She looked to Harper, who gave her a slight shake of her head. Great. Harper didn’t understand what was going on either.  
 
    A second man approached and she could see him a bit better. His suit was tan and stood out in the dim lighting of the audience.  
 
    “Your new Master extends his greeting. He is pleased to have won your service. You will wait for him in one of the sitting rooms while he finishes his business here.” 
 
    Gia took a deep breath. Okay, she was really doing this. Soon she was going to make her first impression with a Master, not just any Master, her Master. She needed to do this right, but she really wished she could see what he looked like. 
 
    She held her hand out and the man in the tan suit moved forward. He helped her down from the stage and released her once she reached the bottom. He motioned to her, and she followed him out of the auditorium past men and women whose attention had returned to the stage where the next submissive was being brought out. They went down an elegantly appointed hallway done in red tones until he stopped before a door with the number seven on it. He opened the door and held it for her. 
 
    “Please wait inside. He will be with you soon.” 
 
    She wanted to ask who 'he' was, but silence seemed to be the best option at this point.  
 
    The man in the tan suit left quickly, and she turned to look at the room around her. To her surprise it wasn’t some kinky sex room, but rather a small reading area. A fire crackled in the black marble hearth, and deep burgundy velvet chairs were arranged artfully before it. Books lined the walls, but she didn’t think she could focus enough to read.  
 
    There was a gilt-framed mirror above the fireplace, so she took a moment to check her reflection. A few wisps of her wavy light brown hair had escaped her waist length braid and she quickly smoothed them back into place. Her makeup was intact, and she did a quick check of her breath. Good to go there as well.  
 
    Not knowing what else to do, she knelt in the center of the room and waited for her Master as she’d been taught. 
 
    She’d scarcely settled and arranged her robe about her in what she hoped was a pleasing manner when the door handle turned again. It opened revealing a massive, thoroughly intimidating man with dark hair that was cut so close on the sides it was almost shaved. A scar went down his cheek and bisected his lips before trailing down to his strong chin. He wore an impeccably tailored, black wool suit that highlighted his fit figure. On his wrist gleamed a gold watch that probably cost more than her apartment building.  
 
    She’d been expecting some elegant, sophisticated man who reeked money and class. The man standing before her was plain scary. Despite his obviously high-end apparel he somehow exuded danger. In a way, he reminded her of the proverbial wolf in sheep’s clothing. He was a good five inches taller than she with a body like a prizefighter. No pretty gym muscles here; this man had a barrel chest and massive thighs, not to mention huge arms.  
 
    Gia looked back to his face and forced herself to meet his brilliant blue eyes. To her surprise he had the prettiest eyes she’d ever seen, Caribbean blue with hints of green here and there. They seemed out of place in his rough and imposing features. He had a solid jaw, good cheekbones, and a nose that was a little bit bigger than normal and looked like it had been broken more than once.  
 
    The man reached down and took her hand. As he pulled her to her feet, she had the impression of great strength. The hand holding hers was large with scars across the knuckles. Whoever this man was, he’d been a fighter at one time. The scent of his cologne reached her and she took in a greedy lungful of the air around him. He smelled delicious, like leather and spice. 
 
    “My name is Ivan. I am your new Master’s bodyguard, and I will be taking you to him.”  
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