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Аннотация
Matthias Robichaud is looking for an alliance. The Defiance motorcycle club is a stronghold in the dangerous world that�s become the new norm and he�s driven to prove he�s tough enough to be sworn in as a full member. But when he sees a beautiful, spirited girl abducted by a rival MC, rescuing her jeopardizes all he�s worked for.
Politician�s daughter Jessa Everson knows what�s expected of her�obedience, loyalty and silence�but that doesn�t mean she doesn�t fight when she�s kidnapped by the Lords of Vengeance. Having Matthias save her is like gaining an avenging angel in leather and tattoos. But Defiance is known for brutal justice, and she may have just traded one bad situation for another.
Matthias�s urge to protect is too strong to ignore, no matter how much trouble Jessa brings to Defiance�s gates. There�s no room in the post-Chaos world for weakness so if Matthias and Jessa have any chance of surviving, they�ll need to put their full strength behind the MC�and hope that the MC will do the same for them.
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Dedication
For the bad boys who love the good girls.

I�ve got a tombstone hand and a graveyard mind
I�m just twenty-two and I don�t mind dying.
�George Thorogood and the Destroyers, �Who Do You Love?�

In some ways twenty minutes of combat is more life than you could scrape together in a lifetime of doing something else. Combat isn�t where you might die�though that does happen�it�s where you find out whether you get to keep on living. Don�t underestimate the power of that revelation. Don�t underestimate the things young men will wager in order to play that game one more time.
�Sebastian Junger, War


Chapter One

Got a tombstone hand and a graveyard mind
Mathias
You ever think about what you�d put on your tombstone? I signed to Bish as George Thorogood and the Destroyers sang in the background from the portable CD player.
He answered without blinking an eye. �You think we�d have tombstones?�
It�s a hypothetical conversation, Bish.
�Fine. All right...how about, �Yea though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death I will fear no evil because I�m the evilest motherfucker in the valley.��
Not bad.
�Your turn.�
Sniper. Tattoo artist. Superstitious bastard.
�I�d date you,� Bish offered.
It�s a tombstone, not a dating profile, man. Besides, you�re not my type.
�Don�t sell me short. You never know when we�ll be the last two left on earth.�
Fine, but you�ll carry the babies.
Bish laughed. He didn�t often, but, hell, it was a good sound. �I�d keep the same thing for my dating profile but I�d add big feet.�
I laughed silently. Definitely a good addition for any grave.
�Nothing more needs to be said. Except the fact that we don�t need tombstones yet. And fuck dating.�
Bish and I�d turned twenty within a month of each other, Aries and Pisces, respectively, and I felt much older, but how the hell did older feel? What was twenty supposed to feel like?
�I�m thinking most twenty-year-olds haven�t killed as many people as we have,� Bish said thoughtfully, because I�d been talking without realizing it, my hands signing a hundred miles an hour. I swear, half the time Bish read my mind instead of my hands, which isn�t that odd considering I could pretty much do the same to him.
Not like we did it for sport.
�No?� Bish asked, caught the look on my face and said, �No. Right. Definitely not.�
Fucking psycho.
�Do I have to remind you again that burning the bones was your special psychotic touch?�
They always did it on Supernatural. Keeps the bad luck away.
Bish nodded. Whether he believed my superstitions or not, he went along with it, because we�d lived like brothers since we were eight years old. �We haven�t killed anyone in a month.�
That�s a good thing, Bish.
He furrowed his brow like he was trying to decide if I was making a joke. People sometimes thought Bish was born without a conscience. I know they�re wrong, or else I wouldn�t be alive, because I�ve annoyed the piss out of the man more times than I could count. Just say, right, Bish.
�Right, Bish.�
I closed my eyes and went back to absorbing as much sun as I could.
�Mathias?�
Yes?
�You know I�m lying, right?�
Right.
�Just checking.�
Based on shit like that, most people wouldn�t realize that Bish was as much my keeper as I was his.
The rocks under my back were warm. I was nearly dry from our last jump in the lake that was freezing cold but not as murky as it should be. Ever since the Chaos happened, the world as we knew it was pretty fucked. The sun was still out for its bimonthly showing, already twenty minutes over its two-hour allotment for this part of the country. The satellite that punched a hole in the atmosphere was strong�supposedly developed by scientists who�d feared this happening but hell, we wouldn�t know for sure�and I figured that maybe constant use and the fact that three years had gone by since the Chaos hit was clearing the atmosphere of unwanted debris that made it seem like night was the only flavor in town.
Bish and I had run off and joined the military at sixteen after we�d lost everything in the Chaos. Bish�d never had a lot of tolerance for cowards and, in this brave new world, there was no room for them. Bish and I took action, sometimes more than we should�ve. So far, it had only helped us.
I rested my arms over my head, trying not to appear as restless as I felt. All day, I�d been fighting off a hinky feeling, but I hadn�t said anything. I didn�t want to ruin my day�our day�in the goddamned sun.
So far, it hadn�t. Our clothes were spread out around us, our weapons near�Bish�s rifle was actually hanging off his neck to the side��So I don�t get tan lines,� he�d explained�and our van was parked in the trees, close by but camouflaged.
Once the atmosphere swallowed the sun again, the chill would hit quickly, and the darkness would shadow everything here. We were nearly three hours from Defiance�three hours post-Chaos was really an hour trip pre-Chaos, but the state of the roads and the dearth of lights and gasoline didn�t make for easy road trips anymore.
But right now, the heat bit into my skin and I wasn�t moving until the last of it disappeared. Then the skin on my back prickled as heat and premonition mixed, and I opened my eyes, fully expecting to see a rise of white smoke in the distance.
�Something you want to tell me?� Bish asked as I continued to stare into the distance.
I dreamed about that fucking copperhead again, I told him.
�At least I know what�s been fucking you up today,� Bish murmured, more to himself than to me. �And that dream�s not a bad one.�
Bish was right. I�d dreamed I�d killed that same damned snake only two times before last night. Once, the night before Bish showed up on my porch; the second, the night before we were ambushed with our team nearly a year ago...and again last night.
According to my father�s superstitions, killing a snake in your dream means victory. Triumph. Not an everyday kind of victory, but a triumph. Something that changes the course of your life forever.
Something that changes you.
�Why didn�t you say anything earlier?� Bish asked, even though he knew why. What he meant was, �Why the hell didn�t you warn me?�
Maybe it�s nothing, I told him, even as the scream cut the air sharper than a knife�s blade, shattering the peace with its terror. When I looked at him in the rapidly fading light, I knew he�d dreamed of that damned snake too.
I was on my feet, wet shorts dragged on, weapon in hand as I threaded my way through the trees as the sun began to fade. Bish would follow after he dressed and covered our tracks.
This was d�j� vu. Not the screams, but the scent of danger. Me, running through brush and ducking down to see what was happening.
For just a brief second, there was a young boy in front of me, hiding in the bushes, lying flat. When I looked up, I saw a giant of a man coming toward me in the dark. The boy and I locked eyes and then we locked hands. And then we ran.
My blood racing, I blinked that scene away, because I wasn�t running away this time, because I wasn�t six anymore. But the scene in front of me wasn�t any less intense.
The past months had been about establishing Caspar as Defiance�s leader, defending our territory, training and planning like hell to hold our own against Keller�s mafia. Keller was elusive at best, always with bodyguards, and he kept his biggest weakness, his family, hidden and protected.
And now I was staring at Victor, Keller�s youngest son, who was taking a meeting with the second in command of the Lords of Vengeance in spitting distance.
The LoV was a one-percenter MC, a vicious gang of assholes both before and after the Chaos. They were a misogynistic bunch and Defiance had taken in several women who�d escaped from them and sought refuge. Which meant suddenly we had more mouths to feed. At least production of the tubes had started again full force after Lance was killed, which brought in good money to the MC and the town by extension.
It also meant that smoothing things over with Keller was most important�they were our main source of gas and food, although Defiance did have its own underground gardens and water sources.
It was a complicated relationship, fueled by need and hate. Then again, the best relationships often were.
Rumor was that Keller was in the human-trafficking business and the LoV seemed to be their newest and most productive supplier, because it looked like I�d stumbled onto a sale. In between Keller�s men and the LoV were a man and a woman. I could smell the fear emanating from them from where I hid, crouched low.
Adrenaline flooded through me to the point where I was in danger of acting without thinking. I always moved too fast. Without Bish at my side, I forced myself to stand down, to observe, find my opening.
I couldn�t go back to grab Bish, because the LoV would disappear with the pretty girl.
She was so fucking painfully pretty, pale with long wavy hair, skin like a Botticelli painting my mother used to have hanging in her room. Her hair was loose blond waves down her back�she looked slightly familiar, like she was a movie star. Unattainable.
And then she kicked the man holding her squarely in the balls. That shit made me fall in love.
It was like a kick to my own gut, and for a second, I couldn�t breathe. My throat closed, my body shuddered. It felt like getting struck by lightning and my first reaction was to walk out there and grab her.
But this was one of those What would Bish do? moments. I knew how to rescue, but didn�t want to start a war between Defiance and LoV. We had enough trouble with the mafia and, right now, we needed them.
Trafficking was unfortunately easier than ever. A lot of women and guys went willingly, lured by the hope that Europe was in far better shape than the U.S. True or not, I guess they�d find out when they got there. But it was pretty apparent that this girl wasn�t willing. Her hands weren�t tied, but she was a little shaky. They might�ve drugged her to keep her in line, or maybe it was simply fear.
I knew shit like this happened, but knowing and seeing it were two different things. I went taut, like a bow ready to snap and fire.
Bish�s light touch on my shoulder was the only thing that stopped me. I could get a few good shots and Bish could take out the rest, but we wouldn�t do that unless we needed to.
Bish knelt next to me, assessed the situation.
Losing sun in maybe ten, I signed.
For Victor to show for a meeting in person, these two had to be pretty important. Defiance had its ear to the ground, and we�d heard nothing.
Maybe Caspar has, Bish signed back to me, and that was true. The guy didn�t have to tell us everything. Maybe just seeing this transaction would give us some much-needed leverage. That is, if I was willing to sit through the transaction and just watch, which seemed less and less likely, based on the girl�s posture.
Most women I saw with the LoV were one of two types�as lethal as the MC�s men or scared to fucking death.
This one was scared.
�Sex trade.� Bish confirmed what I�d been thinking. �Not getting involved.�
Now that was different from what I�d been thinking. He was right�this wasn�t a war we needed. Defiance was tasked with keeping our own safe, and although Bish and I hadn�t been officially patched into the MC, we were as good as, standing behind Caspar and helping to train Defiance�s Enforcers. It was simply up to us now whether we were in this for the long haul, or if we were going rogue.
You can�t change the world, Caspar always said.
But Caspar had changed his world. So maybe that was a false proverb of some sort, passed down through the generations by men who hadn�t been bold enough.
I�m going in.
Bish gave me a WTF look. �Feeling suicidal today, are we?�
Better way to go than fighting?
�Nope.�
While fighting would be satisfying, we had to be smarter. Especially when it was us against upwards of twelve heavily armed men. But before we could do anything, the girl�d stepped in front of the man she was being sold with, like she could stop the trade�and bullets�with her body alone. When she spoke, her voice shot through me like an AK�s round. �I�m not going anywhere with you. Neither is he.�
Victor smiled. �Honey, you�re going to be on your knees, sucking my dick and anyone else�s dick I need you to. Time to put you in your place.�
Then he turned to the LoV and said, �I�ve got your money�for her.�
�What about him?� The LoV pointed to the guy.
Victor shook his head, never taking his eyes from the girl. �I don�t need a guy. Put a bullet through him in front of me and I�ll pay you for the girl.�
This was fucked.
Even after Victor told her what would happen to her, she stayed in front of the man, ready to save him.
�You�ve got me. Just let him go,� she told Victor.
I waited for the man she was trying to save to step in front of her, to be a man. Instead, he told Victor, �I�ll make sure you get paid your money if you let me go.�
Let me go. Nothing about her. At that moment, the blonde�s life changed forever. It was as visible as the sun had been minutes before.
We had a much better shot of winning this in the dark.
�Charlie, what are you doing?� she asked, turned to stare at him, but the man named Charlie ignored her, telling Victor, �Take her. I�ll pay.�
Her face told the whole story, like this was the first betrayal she�d ever experienced, and if it was: first, good for her to have gone this long without one; and second, what a hell of a lesson.
She�s important.
�Not anymore.�
The money exchange came through for the guy. As the LoV grabbed her, she turned and looked in disbelief at the man who�d sold her out, the betrayal etched clearly in her face.
We�d grown used to seeing a lot of people being treated like shit. Didn�t mean we liked it, and maybe it wasn�t any worse than it had been before. It�s just that no one bothered to couch it anymore. And you couldn�t fight the whole world, but you could pick your battles.
Lightning flashed, illuminating the beautiful girl�s face. Storm�s coming.
�From all directions,� Bish agreed.

Chapter Two

What�s your price for flight?
Jessa
In that moment, I changed. Something inside me snapped, the crack deafening inside my own head. The sound like water rushing inside my ears was next. I saw their mouths moving but the hands on me were grabbing, burning me like they were fire.
I fought like I never had. Like I�d never had to. And I was all alone, but honestly, I�d rather die than stay with any of them. Including my husband.
Especially my husband. I reached out and tore my nails down his cheeks, deep gouges that drew blood and made him scream like a girl. I heard the other men around me laugh. When I turned to the man trying to buy me and kicked him in the balls�since that had obviously been effective when I�d done it earlier�they all stopped laughing.
But I didn�t stop. I didn�t think I ever could, and that�s what I always feared. It�s why I�d never let myself lose control before, because I was sure I�d never come back from it.
The anger and shame and fear from the past two weeks�the past years�flew out of me before I could think to control it. I knew I�d be hurt, but I didn�t care. I punched and kicked and bit and screamed.
And at that moment, I wasn�t sure if I was fighting to stay alive or fighting in the hopes they�d kill me and I wouldn�t have to be sold to any of these disgusting men. And it didn�t matter, because I had to change something. I�d stayed passive, like Charlie wanted me to, not arguing, listening to the leather-clad gang as they bossed us around and leered at me.
I got hit in the head�I don�t know if it was on purpose or if I was caught in the cross fire, but then I realized Charlie was still trying to stop me. His hand gripped my wrist and he yanked me close, hissed, �You�re a crazy whore, Jessa. Know your place.�
For the first time in my nineteen years, I finally did.
I kicked him while simultaneously throwing a sharp elbow into his stomach. He let me go�he was soft. Always had been. And when I moved back I walked into someone. I whirled around, fist flying.
And then it was stopped like I�d hit a brick wall. A man I didn�t recognize held my fist securely in his hand, inches from his throat. Something in his expression, in those deep obsidian eyes, told me he approved.
He stood so still, my tattooed angel. He was tall, wore only shorts and he was watching me like I was a wounded, unpredictable animal.
Over the past couple of weeks, I�d certainly become one. I was sure he was armed, but he didn�t pull any weapons, just let go of my hand and steered me toward the clearing even as he elbowed one of the LoV in the throat.
I listened to him, moved aside while I could and watched the violent brawl. Dusk had fallen but I was still hot from the fight. I kept my eye on the dark-eyed man and realized he wasn�t fighting alone. The other man was tall and blond and I watched the scene unfold in front of me. I almost felt like I was floating out of my body and maybe I�d been hit harder than I thought.
A man landed at my feet. I blinked and saw there was a knife sticking out of his throat. I recognized him as Ocho, the LoV who�d been guarding me all week. I also recognized the knife he�d used daily to threaten me with.
Poetic justice for sure, coupled with the men who were like avenging angels, if avenging angels wore tattoos and leather.
Who�s to say they don�t?
I didn�t know what would happen when this was over, but I had no place to run. I�d be as vulnerable in the dark as I�d be with anyone.
I bent down and took the knife out of Ocho�s neck. And I waited.
Take the long way home
Mathias
Bish hadn�t stopped moving, wouldn�t until he�d cleared the scene. He was still in the zone. I wouldn�t touch him and trying to call him off at this point was worthless. Besides, the men he�d killed deserved to die and it was better there was no one left to identify us from Keller�s or the LoV. Blowback would come, but it would take a while. I surveyed the carnage for a long moment. There were only two survivors out of the original twelve we�d gone up against.
It�d taken every last bit of restraint I had�and trust me, I didn�t have much�to not strangle the man who�d sold her out without so much as a glance in her direction. Her nails had raked his cheeks deep enough to draw blood. He stared up at me and said, �I can pay.�
You will, I told him. He didn�t understand my signing but that didn�t matter�I knocked him out and signed for Bish to Tie, gag and not kill him.
Bish was glazed but he got the message. This wasn�t to say we wouldn�t take care of him later, but for now, the son of the president of what was left of the United States wasn�t someone we could murder and walk away from.
The fact that we�d killed Victor would bring enough of a shit storm our way. When Bish finished, we�d find out how she and Charlie ended up with the LoV in the first place.
The fact that the president�s son had been taken by MCs told me how fucked up our world had become since the Chaos. I half expected to see Secret Service come out of the trees, but Bish and I both knew from our time in the military that nothing was the same, that post-Chaos security was nothing more than thugs with guns.
Civility was long gone.
I turned to see the girl Charlie had called Jessa in the same place I�d left her, against the backdrop of dying trees, outlined in the dusk. I held up my hands to show her I wasn�t armed and then took a few steps toward her. Surprisingly, she took a few steps in my direction too. She got close enough for me to almost touch her, and then pain seared through my biceps. I�d had worse injuries, but this was unexpected and I howled silently, angry that I�d let her get the best of me.
�Can�t let your guard down just because she�s a woman,� Bish would tell me later, and goddammit, I hated it when he was right. In a flash, I had the knife she�d used on me in my hand�the knife I�d stabbed an LoV with, no less.
I didn�t waste time worrying about it. Instead, I turned the knife�s blade in her direction and let it fly.
She opened her mouth to yell when I threw the knife, but she was too scared to move. She�d also closed her eyes and, after a long moment, she opened them and stared at me. And then she followed my gaze as it traveled from her face to the dead snake on the ground next to her feet.
By the time she�d started to look back at me, I had her in my arms.
And she was fighting again, tooth and nail, the way she�d been earlier. I couldn�t talk her down, but my hands weren�t anyplace threatening as I subdued her and carried her away from the madness, since Bish was in the gasoline phase of his massacre. She�d be traumatized for life by his plan to make all these men hard to identify. The smell of burning bodies wasn�t something you forgot the scent of, ever.
She had a lot to learn, but I wouldn�t want to be in a fight with her when she did.
�Let me go�put me down.�
When we got close enough to the van, I did just that, kept her back to Bish and the fire and waited to see what she�d do.
She starting coughing almost immediately and I pointed to myself, then the van, then back to me. She stared at me, like she was waiting for me to talk. She�d be waiting forever and we just didn�t have that kind of time.
I pointed again and moved my hand in the move-it-along, fast-rolling motion and she didn�t do a thing. I don�t think she even blinked or breathed. I put my hands up and took a step closer to her, then extended my hands out to her. I rarely fought completely bare-handed, but this time things had happened too fast to grab my gloves to ward off the damage. My knuckles were bruised, my hands had blood on them and she was half frozen, half ready to run. I never took my eyes from hers. It was oddly silent. I knew she was fucking terrified of everyone and everything at that moment and I sure as shit couldn�t blame her.
Finally, she reached her hands out and put them in mine. I jerked my head to indicate that we were going into the van and she panicked again. But I took her by the wrists before she could slide away and my thumbs rubbed the vertical scars there.
They were deep. It had been a serious suicide attempt. I stared at her and Bish came up from behind her and said, �We�re not going to hurt you. I�m sure the LoV didn�t promise that.�
�They didn�t,� she agreed, her voice a raw tremble. �Who are you?�
�The guys who saved you.�
I tugged her along persistently. She was so damned pale and shaky and I let go of her only long enough to scoop her up into my arms. I stared at Bish and he knew what I wanted to ask. Instead, he told her, �There�s a doctor where we�re taking you.�
�They didn�t rape me,� she bit out. �But they would�ve.�
That last part was more question than anything and I nodded before settling her into the backseat behind us. Bish went back to the scene and I shut the door behind him and turned on a battery-powered fan to get the air moving.
�What�s going on?� she asked me.
Where to start? I grabbed a bottle of water and handed it to her, letting her break the seal so she wouldn�t think I was trying to drug her. She drank greedily and then said, �You don�t talk.�
I nodded.
�Can you hear at all or are you reading lips?�
I held up a finger to indicate the first and she looked at my throat like she was expecting to see a scar. Didn�t know if I was pulling her chain and I liked that she was suspicious.
At that moment, the back doors of the van opened and Bish dragged Charlie into the back of the van, already tied, gagged and unconscious, put him in a partition in the back where Jessa wouldn�t see him.
But she knew we hadn�t killed him. I wondered if she was grateful or angry.
She kept looking back toward where Bish had put Charlie.
�He�s alive,� Bish told her. �We didn�t hurt him. Much.�
�I wouldn�t care if you did.� She was so tightly wound, didn�t know if she was out of the frying pan and into the fire or not.
I told her, We won�t do what they threatened you with.
Bish took a moment before he translated, probably because he thought a constant state of fear was the best weapon. Fuck, Bish would�ve gone far in the pre-Chaos military or CIA. I didn�t even know if the latter existed to protect anymore or if spies were only out for themselves.
Kian would know. The new head of the Kill Devils was former CIA�he�d been kicked out pre-Chaos. But he was tight-mouthed. And although he and Caspar were on good terms, trusting another MC wasn�t the best idea.
Finally, Bish told her she�d be safe with us�she�d kept her eyes on mine the whole time she was waiting for Bish to translate. But even after he did, she wouldn�t relax, because she�d seen what we could do.
I�d seen what she could do too, and I should�ve handcuffed her to the door. But Bish and I were faster, so I let her sit there, her legs curled up to her chest, as Bish got into the passenger�s side and I drove away from the scene of the crime.
�What a fucking mess,� Bish muttered.
Yeah, and it�s going to get traced back to Defiance soon enough, I signed. Because even though there weren�t witnesses left�or anyone who�d seen us at the lake�Keller and the LoV knew we were in the area and that Defiance was more than capable of that level of violence.
Granted, Bish and I could save the club the problems this was going to bring them because we didn�t wear the Defiance cuts yet. It wouldn�t blow back on the MC. That was the only thing we had going for us at the moment. Whether we retained that advantage remained to be seen.
Since we hadn�t done this on behalf of Defiance, it meant that Caspar could easily hand us right over to Keller or the LoV to escape the inevitable retribution.
�He won�t do that,� Bish said. I�d been thinking out loud again, my hand flying as the other gripped the wheel.
Never know what someone will do to save their entire livelihood and the people who need him, I answered back. There wasn�t any anger in what I said�hell, Caspar�s MC fed and housed a lot of people, and to put that in jeopardy for two random hotheads who hadn�t bothered to agree to wear the club�s cuts yet...
Bish�s question to Jessa ripped me away from my worries.
�Why are you so important?� he asked her bluntly. But he knew�we both knew. The president�s son wasn�t easy to forget. Charlie Taylor had always been in the news�he dated movie stars and ran with a wild crowd. He was also being groomed for a life in politics and before the Chaos, any trouble he�d gotten into had been easily smoothed over, thanks to his family�s position and money. Since the Chaos, I hadn�t heard shit about him.
Jessa shrugged at Bish�s question but the fact that she was with the president�s son meant something.
Maybe she�s just a hanger-on, I signed. Maybe he picked her up before he got kidnapped. Then again, she was too pissed at him to have just met him. That kind of anger only comes after someone you�ve known for a long time betrays you.
�Love it when you argue with yourself,� Bish drawled, then signed to me, She�s the vice president�s daughter, when Jessa remained silent.
Shit. I didn�t glance back at her, clutched the wheel more firmly as the rain pounded the van. I didn�t know how Bish figured that one out, but it made sense. But how had the LoV gotten to them in their underground bunkers in D.C.? No matter how bad things were, the fact was they were supposed to be in bunkers, and more heavily guarded by military forces than anyone else. And not by just any military�Bish and I would never have been considered to go there.
Maybe we should just keep driving. Can�t lay this shit on Defiance�s doorstep, can we?
�Not sure we have another choice that�s as good.�
We had choices. You always did. It was just a matter of picking the best one in the moment.
In that moment, I chose the road that led to Defiance.

Chapter Three

I�ll take you down the only road I�ve ever been down
Jessa
I looked around the black van with the tinted windows and the heavy-duty-looking doors and knew it was bulletproof. I�d ridden in enough caravans to know. But those caravans had never driven this fast, gliding in the dark with a sleekness I hadn�t known was possible in such a large vehicle.
Of course, I had no idea where we were going, but since these two had killed all the men back there, they were in more trouble than I was.
Maybe.
I glanced over into the back, but I couldn�t see Charlie. Any guilt I might�ve had was quickly overcome when I thought of how he�d been so willing to throw me away. Six months of marriage reduced to a price.
He was going to sell you.
I couldn�t repeat it to myself enough, because I still had trouble believing it was true, and I was there to see it happen. But it had, unless I woke up tomorrow in my bed in the bunker, where the women tried to pretend that this was the real world, that everything was normal, that politics were still important. That the U.S.A. still had laws that people adhered to.
I knew too much and I�d keep my mouth shut and keep playing the victim, because I was one. And maybe, maybe, they�d turn us back over to Washington and play heroes.
I really didn�t want that to happen but I didn�t know what exactly to hope for�to ask for�at this point. So instead, I hugged my knees to my chest and I stared out the front window and I asked the simplest question I could. �Who are you?�
�I�m Bishop. He�s Mathias.�
Mathias, the dark-haired angel. I rolled his name around in my mind and kept my gaze forward. Thankfully, neither man turned back to look at me, but Mathias did make limited eye contact through the rearview mirror. I didn�t know if that was because he didn�t trust me not to turn around and free Charlie, but he didn�t have to worry. There was no way I�d help Charlie.
It was dark inside the back of the van, and that made me ultimately embrace it, letting it cover me like a warm blanket.
Charlie hadn�t moved at all. That didn�t mean he wasn�t awake and I wondered what he�d say if I answered all the questions Mathias and Bishop asked.
He�d have you arrested. Which was better than him trying to sell me.
My belly was a tight knot, especially as I realized how close I�d been to being sold... �Who would that man have sold me to?� I blurted out before I could stop myself.
Bishop and Mathias kept their eyes straight ahead, but Mathias put a hand up and signed and, after a beat, Bishop translated. Keller typically sells the women he gets to the Albanian mafia. In Albania. Because you�re important...
�I�m going to be sick. Please pull over.�
They didn�t�not right away�and I held a hand over my mouth and tried to keep the bile down. These were suspicious men who no doubt thought I was trying to escape. �Please,� I managed and Mathias jerked the van to a stop.
I lunged for the door and Mathias was next to me, holding my hair and rubbing my back, a silent presence far stronger than any words could�ve been.
When I finished getting sick, he handed me a towel and water. He pulled the bottle from my lips when I started gulping. And finally, he handed me a piece of peppermint candy, the kind my grandmother used to keep in a dish on her dining room table. There were always butterscotch candies in there too, but the signature red-and-white candies were my favorites. Grandma always used to sneak them to me, then say, �You and me, Jessa, we�re so alike.�
We were, right down to our names. I thought about what she�d tell me now, how strong she�d had to be growing up and I knew that she was rooting for me. That she�d guide me, if I�d let her.
I�d never believed in that before, but I needed something to believe in out here, in the desolate world where everything I�d once known had changed. And even though I hadn�t liked my life before the Chaos, at least it had been the devil I knew.
Now, there were far too many devils and not enough angels. The man next to me was definitely a mix of both and my cheeks heated as I realized I�d been staring at him, studying him. He gave me a small grin, like he knew, like he was used to women staring at him that way, and I let him help me up off the dirt and back into the van.
Mathias finally unwrapped the candy for me and held it in front of my lips until I took it from him. The peppermint flooded my mouth, a comfort and a practicality for the nausea and the nasty taste in my mouth all at once. When he helped me back to the van, he put me into the passenger�s seat. Bishop was sitting where I�d been.
�Sitting up front makes you less carsick,� Bishop offered, even though we all knew that carsickness hadn�t been the only issue. But the more space I could put between me and Charlie, the better. I kept waiting for Mathias to tie my hands but he didn�t. When I drifted off to sleep, I thought maybe they�d drugged me with the water. The more likely culprit was the slow rock of the van, the radio, my head resting on the seat that was already in a perfect semi-reclined position.
For all I knew, these guys worked for my parents and were bringing me back to them. When I caught myself praying that wasn�t the case, I knew there were a lot of things I needed to figure out, and fast.
I woke, screaming and kicking. It only took a few moments to realize that I wasn�t gagged or in chains, the way I�d spent most of the past two weeks, at the LoV�s mercy.
Mathias was the first one to come into focus. He was signing to Bishop�s voice. You�re all right, Jessa. Take a breath.
I did. And I realized I was holding Mathias�s hand, his palm warm in mine. Holding it like we were lovers, like he was my lifeline, my fingers curled through his. I stared at our hands, fisted together, and I wondered if I�d ever understand any of this.
It�s a crazy time for everyone.
Bishop�s voice, Mathias�s free hand signing. I stared into Mathias�s dark eyes and I saw more understanding there than I ever had. �My grandmother would�ve reconsidered her stance on men for you.�
Bishop laughed�it had been a long time since I�d heard a real laugh�and he translated as Mathias signed, Grandmothers aren�t really my type, but I�m guessing there�s a compliment in there somewhere.
�Definitely.� I was flirting with the violent angel in leather. Flirting. After I�d thrown up in front of him. After everything, I still felt the taut butterfly nerves in my belly. And despite everything, I liked it.
He looked like the other bikers, thanks to his tattoos, and there was a leather jacket on the seat next to me, although it didn�t have the name of any biker club on the back of his jacket. Granted, he drove a van and not a bike, but he had that air about him. Less vengeful and outwardly cruel, but he hadn�t shied away from violence.
Neither had I. What was happening to me? Were two weeks enough to turn me from a pampered girl into a fighter, or had she always been there, waiting for the right time?
My grandmother liked to say that necessity was the mother of invention. Until this moment, I�d never truly understood what that meant.
Finally, Mathias clicked on the radio and slid a CD in and �Enter Sandman� came on, loud, pounding music surrounding us.
It was a song about exit lights and never-never land that was terrifying and poetic all at once. I realized how much I�d missed music, having been without it for the past weeks. I absorbed the beat as I watched Mathias�s long fingers play along the wheel, tapping and strumming like he was creating the music. Like he was singing with his hands. He wore several heavy-looking silver rings on each hand. I couldn�t make out all the designs but there was the obligatory skull and his long fingers, doing inappropriate, mesmerizing things to my nervous system.

Chapter Four

You�re a mystery, always runnin� wild
Mathias
The storm came on faster than I�d anticipated�you�d think I�d have taken shit like storms coming up out of nowhere into consideration, and normally it wouldn�t matter. Bish and I would park, hunker down and wait it out. But we had the president�s son and the VP�s daughter and we couldn�t take chances with either of them, even if I was ready to throw Charlie out of the van to fend for himself.
I didn�t slow down. The van charged through the rain and hail and the only concession I made was to put on the headlights I rarely used. Bish was sitting up between the seats watching the road with me, my right hand, my second pair of eyes. Jessa was tense as fuck.
She�d held it together really well, but that shit wouldn�t last long. She�d started to get quiet, which meant she was thinking too much. Men were dangerous when they got quiet, but quiet women could be the kiss of death, like a bomb with no way to detonate, Bish used to say and I�d argue back that there were ways. It�s just that each one was different. Each woman came with her own set of rules.
�I don�t like rules,� Bish would reply. Now, all he said was, �You okay?� to Jessa, and only because I�d signed it to her first.
She gave a small nod, said, �I�m not used to this,� in a tight voice.
How anyone could�ve been so sheltered during what seemed like a mix of the apocalypse and the second coming of Christ, I had no idea. None. But her eyes were wide and it was like she�d never seen weather like this.
I switched on the radio again�I�d turned it down when the weather got nasty and now the Metallica CD that drove Bish crazy (and was practically embedded in there) came on full blast. She jumped for a second, but it gave her something else to concentrate on besides the way the van hydroplaned, thanks to the wind-and-water combo.
�Is this...normal?�
�Where have you been living?� Bish asked bluntly. I glared at him in the rearview and he shrugged.
�Underground. In a bunker,� she admitted. �I wasn�t allowed out much at all. These past couple of weeks have been eye opening.�
I tried to digest that. Couldn�t imagine not knowing what the Chaos had been all about, but Jessa was from an entirely different world. Even though she�d held my hand and teased me about her grandmother, she was scared, maybe as much as she�d been with the LoV.
She�d seen what I was capable of. I rarely showed my hand so early to any woman. Most of the time, they only sensed what I could do when necessary.
Everyone wanted to be protected. Admitting it seemed to be the hard part for most people, which was something I never understood. There wasn�t any shame in wanting to feel safe. On the other hand, if I felt safe for too long, I got antsy. I needed the violence and danger the way others needed air and I�d certainly gotten more than my fair share in the past hour.
We�re close, I signed and Bish translated. Then I signed only to Bish, I�ll stay with her and Bish signed back, And I�ll do the dirty work with Caspar.
Caspar was the president of the MC, and he wasn�t going to be happy about the visitors we were bringing inside. If it wasn�t storming, we�d have been explaining it to him at the gates. So actually, I�d never been more grateful for a storm in my life, since it would buy us more time. If we were lucky, evidence of the burned bodies would be washed away. Bish had rolled the cars and the bikes into the lake, and with the added wind, they might sink or get pushed farther downstream. Eventually, the LoV and mafia would miss their people, but for now, we�d made it here, barely beating the start of the worst of the hail.
Now, I pulled the van through the gate using the remote code. The guards had already taken cover underground, watching us through the camera feed. Once I got to the warehouse, where I�d park, Bish got out and opened the doors for me to drive through, and I saw how hard it was for him to hold them back against the wind. I pulled in quickly and he shut the doors behind him with a loud bang. The wind buffeted the reinforced metal and Jessa hugged herself.
The warehouse was massive. The main floor was a giant maze of rooms off the large open parking garage where the cars and bikes were worked on as well as stored during storms. There was also a basement, which led to offshoots of the tubing systems. Charlie would be locked in here with us, but several soundproofed, windowless rooms over from where I�d stay with Jessa in the garage.
The other half of the garage was for the tubing, where the giant cranes and other machines were stored. Defiance had started building their heavy equipment from salvaged spare parts of construction equipment partially destroyed from the Chaos, because they were a necessity for their tubing business. When the tubes were done, Caspar would send teams out, in separate trucks. The tubes were assembled once on-site, because they were afraid they�d be ambushed if anyone saw them along the way. People would kill for the generators alone.
The warehouse had held up well enough after the initial Chaos, Caspar told us, and had since been further fortified. But being underground was always safer, which is where the rest of Defiance was, since the compound was on lockdown.
There was a trapdoor, but bringing an outsider down into the tubes wasn�t done, not even if they were in need of medical attention. The tubes were Defiance�s last and greatest defense and letting a stranger see what exactly we had down there would be a mistake of epic proportions.
Rules were in place for a reason. Letting our guard down could harm Defiance, and that was one rule I understood.
I�d send Bish down to let Caspar know what the hell happened at the lake, but Jessa and I would have to ride out the storm here, unless something happened. Like the warehouse collapsing. In which case, I guess going underground wouldn�t matter since we�d be dead.
But for now, I was the one to distract Jessa from...everything. Including and especially the fact that Charlie was still tied up and drugged, that Bish was currently taking him out of the van and carrying him to a room where he could be tied more securely, and locked in.
Thankfully, she was too engrossed in looking at the rows of motorcycles, and the music was loud enough to mask the sounds of the van doors opening and closing.
Even though she wasn�t jumping at every sound now, she was more tense than when we were driving. Grudgingly, I pulled out the alphasmart device I hated, but Bish kept charged for situations like this.
I typed in, It�s all right. We�re prepared for this, and I showed it to her.
�Okay,� she managed. �I just don�t like storms.�
Are you ready to talk about what happened out there?
She countered with, �I want to know where I am. Defiance? Is that another gang?� I typed MC and then pointed to all the Harleys lined up around the warehouse floor. �What�s the difference between an MC and a gang?�
These days, sometimes the line was thin, but there was a difference. For one thing...motorcycles.
That got a slight smile out of her. And then she said, �The Lords are an MC too, right?�
I nodded. They�re not like Defiance.
�I want to believe you.� She glanced around. �I have to admit, I was expecting to be tied up the second we got here. Not that I�m giving you any ideas.�
I gave her a grin, mainly because I was picturing her in a far different tied-up position than she was thinking about. It must�ve shown on my face because half a second later, she blushed and gave me a shy look. �God, you�re a flirt.�
I shrugged. I really wasn�t. I just couldn�t remember ever being this blown away by any woman, the way I�d been from the first moment I�d laid eyes on her.
Bish would tell me it was because I didn�t get laid enough. He went to Kat�s�the local brothel�a lot. I couldn�t. Even though the women there were happy and willing, it was too fucking sad to me. So I got a few blowjobs from the local Defiance women during parties, but as long as I got to fight, I didn�t need a lot of sex.
But now, my blood was goddamned pumping. Jessa was too close and smelled too damned good, somehow, even through the smell of fear and blood and dirt.
�Can I...get out? Stretch my legs?� she asked and when I nodded, she did just that. While she wandered around, I set up the air mattress in the van�kept the back door half opened, because sometimes small spaces were more comforting. The motorcycle I normally stored back there was being restored by Rebel, so there was a lot more room than normal.
I caught Bish heading back my way out of the corner of my eye. He took a look at the mattress and back at me with an eyebrow cocked.
What? I figured she might want to sleep, or maybe talk more. And then I can get her to answer my questions.
Not going to answer without some major coaxing, Bish signed discreetly and raised his eyebrows. I�m guessing you�re up for coaxing.
I shot him the finger and he smiled as he signed, Yeah, thought so.
Defiance had gone through hell and had crawled out. But no one was left unscathed. Charlie secured?
�Of course.�
What if Caspar tells us to go?
�We go,� Bish spoke now, his voice low.
And her?
�Could take her if she wants to go. Could leave her with Tru.� Bish glanced toward the door that led to the tubes. �You all right staying with her for now?�
More than okay, and Bish knew it, only kept probing to see me squirm. Asshole.
�Always said you�d fall for someone in a goddamned split second.�
Shut the fuck up.
Bish smiled and then went serious. �Got your back.�
You never have to say it.
�Sometimes, I want to.�

Chapter Five

In your wildest dreams
Jessa
It was a warehouse, with high ceilings and reinforced metal and small windows that were shuttered against the storm. When the music that had been playing came to a stop, I heard hail hit the metal and it sounded like bullets. I cringed the first twenty times or so and then my senses got used to the dull pings.
At some point, Bishop had disappeared, but Mathias was here with me. I can�t say I wasn�t happy about that. I knew there must be some kind of underground bunker, like we�d had in D.C., and the thought of all the people I�d have to meet frightened me. At that point, I was ready to pray that the storm continued indefinitely, if it meant I�d just stay here with Mathias.
I rubbed my bare arms and shivered. The warehouse was heated, but the ceilings were so high, it was hard for it to stay very warm. It didn�t help that my feet were bare.
It didn�t help that I knew Mathias was watching me�watching me in the way a man watches a woman he wants. Finally, I turned toward him.
I was sure he was armed, but in the blur of the fighting, I hadn�t seen him pull a weapon. And he hadn�t pulled one on me after I�d stabbed him. He hadn�t, at any point I�d seen, taken time to dress, or even look at the wound. I couldn�t see anything through the jacket though, and I thought better of reminding him what I�d done.
I looked down just then and realized I was covered in dirt and blood and dust. Self-consciously, I touched my hair, which must�ve been the rat�s nest it felt like. It had been forever since I�d had a proper shower, which is probably why that man had studied me so hard today before agreeing to buy me.
Maybe I should be grateful I looked like hell. That hesitation allowed Mathias and Bishop time to save me.
I stared at my hands, the blood caked under my nails, and then Mathias�s hand was in front of mine. I looked up and he was right there�I hadn�t heard him move or seen him, but he was holding out his hand to take mine.
I stuck my palm against his and he gave no indication of his feelings, instead gave a light tug and I was following him across the large floor, weaving through motorcycles until we got into a large bathroom area. There was an empty four-stall community shower in here.
�Is there water?� I asked, and he turned it on in the closest stall, put my hand under the cold water, pointed to the hot and shook his head. When I told him, �I don�t care,� he turned, grabbed a few towels and placed them on a bench outside the shower. And then he took off his shorts and disappeared...into the next shower.
I didn�t look but I heard the water turn on. There was a five-foot wall between the two, and the showers faced in opposite directions. It took everything I had not to blatantly stare at him, and after the experiences with men I�d had recently, you�d think I�d want nothing to do with any of them. But my body felt differently about Mathias, and the sensation was nerve-racking, to say the least.
�Idiot,� I told myself as I stripped my dirty clothes off and turned the shower on. He hadn�t been kidding about no hot water, and I stood under spray that was so cold it burned and I didn�t care. I rinsed and scrubbed the LoV and Charlie and the entire past weeks off me, rinsed my entire damned life away as fast as I could. I forced myself to rinse the shampoo fully from my hair. My teeth were literally chattering by that point.
I turned the water off. Mathias�s shower was still running. I wrapped a towel around me and dried off my arms and legs, wrapped my hair and rubbed some of the water out of it. And then I finally got the courage to look over at Mathias. There wasn�t a curtain. His back was to me, and he stood with his face under the spray. His shoulders were wide, his back muscled, narrowing to a cut waist�and he was heavily tattooed. The soap ran down the ridges in rivulets, between his ass cheeks, down his muscled thighs and calves.
He wasn�t shivering. I�d stopped too, and now my cheeks were heated. I wasn�t sure if I should be offended or not that he appeared not to have tried to look at me. Which was ridiculous after all I�d been through.
Then again, Charlie and I had barely consummated our marriage.
Mathias was signing something, with his back still to me. Of course, I had no real idea of what he was saying but he obviously knew I was looking and that was the point.
I turned away and noted he�d left me sweatpants and a sweatshirt. I put both on hurriedly, ducking out of his sight when I heard the shower shut off. I was back at the van, sitting inside, my bare feet tucked up under me when he strode out with a towel around his waist, rubbing his hair dry with a second one.
He was completely comfortable with his nudity. I could see why. I wouldn�t have minded if he stayed naked, and my cheeks flushed again for feeling that way.
Where was this coming from? Before today, I might not have fit into my other world, but I�d never have thought that being in this one would make me feel so free. Not after what happened with the Lords of Vengeance. But that, like my time in the bunker, my time with my family and Charlie, seemed like a lifetime ago, and I was ready to live in the here and now, where I was safe.
Besides, Mathias was going to think I was an idiot if I sat here, silently staring at him for much longer.
�I�m sorry.� I pointed to his arm and he shrugged. He�d wrapped a big piece of cloth he�d torn from his T-shirt around it. It was black, so I couldn�t see the blood but I knew I�d hit my mark. I picked up the first-aid kit that had been on the seat next to me. �Will you let me clean it? It�s the least I can do.�
He nodded. But he didn�t move closer to me. He let me move nearer to him and I wondered if they even made gentlemen anymore these days. The world around me had sunk into such a barbaric level that to even see a man who actually still respected women�or did a good job of pretending�was a rare thing.
I pushed my hair behind my ears and dug into the box, grabbing the gauze and peroxide and triple antibiotic cream.
When I looked up at him, he shook his head. �You�re trying to tell me I don�t have to do this.�
He nodded.
�Yes, I do. It�s the least I can do, after you saved me. Twice.�
He pondered that for a second, then typed, And to think, at one point, you hadn�t even known if you�d wanted to live.
As I read, he reached out to brush my scars lightly with his thumbs. He wasn�t ignoring them, choosing instead to acknowledge my pain. Whether or not he understood it didn�t matter. He accepted it as a part of me.
�I don�t...I can�t talk about it. Not yet, okay?� But I wanted to, felt like letting it all spill out.
He didn�t push, simply mouthed, Okay.
�I�ll bet people tell you things all the time�secret things�because they think it�s safe. That you�re safe.�
What do you think?
�That you�re the most dangerous person I�ve ever met. That anyone who thinks you�re safe is stupid.�
You don�t seem to mind.
�I never realized that dangerous might be exactly what I�ve been missing.�
And that scares you, that you might like it.
�Maybe. And maybe there�s such a thing as too much safety.� I paused. �I will tell you why I tried to kill myself.�
You think that will drive me away?
�Fair warning.�
Let�s just say I don�t scare easily.
�I don�t think I do either. Not anymore.� With that, I untied the cloth from his arm. And then I stared for a long moment, then blinked and looked harder.
I�d stabbed him right in the middle of a snake tattoo, a tattoo along his biceps tat seemed to undulate with the muscles of his arm. The snake looked exactly like the one he�d killed today. When I touched the tattoo, he jumped a little and I swore, for just a second, the snake was alive. Which was ridiculous. �How...�
He shrugged. Typed, I knew.
�That you�d meet me?�
Something like that. Signs were all there.
�You really believe in signs.�
I�m waiting for you to tell me you don�t.
I stared between the tattoo and his hands. He was threading a needle, and then he motioned for me to clean the wound and pat it.
When I did so, he hissed�silent, but I knew it was a hiss of pain�while I irrigated the wound. And then, as I watched, he stitched himself up, tied it off and showed me where to cut the thread. The thin black line was perfectly done and I cleaned it once more and then repacked the box while he got rid of the bloody trash.
He stopped me, though, pulled out two pills�showing me they were aspirin and an icepack he had to punch to fill�and he placed it on my head. I gulped down the pills with the water he gave me. I hadn�t realized the pain I was in from that asshole.
He was signing. I guessed it was so ingrained in him that he�d always sign first, no matter if someone couldn�t understand. But his eyes were so expressive that I knew what he was saying. �You�re angry Charlie hit me.�
He nodded.
�He never did before. I just can�t believe he�d sell me out to save himself.�
Mathias grabbed the alphasmart and typed, Sorry you had to find out this way. You�re better off.
�I think so too.� I let my gaze drift over his mostly naked body again. There were tattoos all the way down his arm, covering the backs of his hands, along with the heavy silver rings. I saw more ink on his neck and wondered if he was completely covered.
I�d spent weeks with heavily tattooed men and thought I�d have nightmares anytime I was in the presence of anyone like them. Instead, I was fighting an urge to take off my clothes.
�What�s happening to me?�
Mathias smiled, like he knew but wouldn�t share. I hadn�t taken any drugs in hours and I actually felt more clearheaded than I ever had. And when a giant blast of thunder shook the warehouse�and the ground underneath my bare feet�I jumped and Mathias ushered me into the van. He�d set up a bed back there, and he motioned between me and him and the doors. Then he signed something.
He was asking me if it was okay to close the doors, to close us both in here together. I nodded and he did so, which immediately made me feel more secure. If nothing else, it blocked out the sounds of the storm a little, and he helped that along with music he blasted.
It was Bad Company�s �Feel Like Makin� Love.� He joined me in the back and I said, �A little obvious?� and he smiled, that wickedly dirty smile that made my stomach all fluttery. I was like...a girl. A silly schoolgirl who didn�t have to worry about anything, who could let the big, strong man take care of her. And I loved it.
I moved into his arms, onto his lap. All he did was watch me carefully, his dark eyes lazy-lidded and telling me everything I needed to know. I felt like nothing could touch me here with him and he was communicating that to me silently, but somehow more strongly than I�d ever thought possible. I�d never thought that not being able to communicate to someone would actually bring me closer to them. But that�s exactly what was happening.

Chapter Six

It just may be a lunatic you�re lookin� for
Mathias
Jessa was trembling a little. I didn�t want to freak her out so I waited her out, but I couldn�t do anything about my cock pressing against her belly. Not when she sat in my lap.
Finally, she dropped her arms to her sides and took my hands in hers. She brought them up between us and leaned back so she could look at them. Her scars showed when she did that and she made no attempt to hide them. I think even if I hadn�t already felt them, she wouldn�t have had a problem letting me see them. But she was busy studying my hands, turning them over, running her fingers down mine.
They were just hands, big and strong and calloused, but for me, they were everything�the way I talked, the way I communicated, by sign or by touch. They sometimes took the brunt of my fights, which was inevitable. Because they were also deadly hands, and she knew that now, but she didn�t know everything.
They were weapons that could create a charmed tattoo or strum a guitar or take over a woman�s body and give her enough voice for the both of us. And even though she didn�t understand anything I signed yet, it didn�t matter. She definitely understood my hands.
The music pounded and I reached out to lock the van doors from the inside. I�d become oddly protective of someone I was pretty sure was just using me to prove to herself that she was most definitely still alive.
I didn�t need the reassurance, but she was in my lap, half sure but still trembling. And when I slid my hands up under her shirt and against the bare skin of her back, she arched against me. Ground herself against my cock and her eyes widened, like she didn�t recognize herself or her response.
I wasn�t playing around. Music thumped above the beat of the wind and hail. Everything rolled and the van shook the way I planned to shake her. But first, I grabbed the alphasmart and typed, You don�t have to sleep with me for protection.
Maybe it was too soon for her to believe me, but sooner or later, she�d make her decisions and we�d know one way or the other. But she nodded and brought her lips down on mine. That sweet lick of her tongue in my mouth, hesitant but willing, made it even better. Her hands shook a little as they slid into my hair, holding me there, keeping my mouth on hers. It was the sweetest thing I�d had in a while and I didn�t want it to end.
How anyone could be so sweet in all this shit amazed the fuck out of me.
She pulled back. �Don�t treat me like glass.�
The words went straight to my dick. I pushed the alphasmart out of the way as I laid her down on the mattress, because we didn�t need talk for this. I could use my mouth and my hands for other, more important things, and I set about doing just that.
Hey now, all you sinners
Jessa
When he lay me down, I reached up and ran my fingertips over his arms and chest, like I could feel the outlines of the tattoos. My body sparked as my hands connected with his skin and he remained patiently hovering above me as I traced the muscles in his arms. Finally, I nodded and tugged him and he put his weight on me and pulled my sweats down. I wound my legs around him, let his cock touch my sex as we kissed.
I was �Yellow� and �Hypnotize� and �Wanted Dead or Alive��none of them seeming the most romantic songs, but at that moment they were, and I knew that I�d never be able to listen to them again without thinking of Mathias, of his hands on me, parting my legs, making me come. Making me understand what all the songs about sex were talking about when they praised it endlessly, dissected it, discussed it, flaunted it.
This deserved to be praised, dissected, flaunted, shouted from the rooftops.
Coming into this moment, I�d wanted to understand him more than I�d ever wanted to understand anyone in my life, and in some small way, I already did. The beat he�d put on was inside of him, inside of me�drawing me out, making me forget and remember. Rolling around in the back of his van, we might�ve been at the lake on a summer�s day or at a lover�s lane at midnight, but all of it long before the Chaos, when things were normal.
But if it hadn�t been for the Chaos, I knew I never would�ve been here, in Defiance, in this van, this warehouse, this kind of trouble. And that was the most comforting thing the Chaos had ever given me. And in the back of his van, on clean sheets with music blasting and a storm rolling through�and rolling through me as well�I gave everything to Mathias. He�d seen me at my worst, or maybe it was my best, and he didn�t seem bothered or threatened. He didn�t seem anything but turned on and his mouth on my body was like nothing I�d ever thought or experienced. There was a tingle to his touch, as if he was full of magic and he was transferring it to my body, sharing it with me.
I�d been through hell, so the fact that I was wanted�no, needed�surprised me. After thinking about what almost happened out there, a part of me should want to crawl under a rock and hide, never wanting to be touched again.
But no, I shook that off because this was my liberation. My body and no one got to tell me who to give it up to, except me.
I wasn�t going to sleep with Mathias because he�d saved me. I would screw him because it had turned me on that he did save me, that he�d stepped directly in the middle of all that brute force and simply took charge.
Even now I shivered, thinking about his hands, hands that could take a life easily and were instead now bringing me to life.
He grinned and I gasped as he played with my nipples. Rolled them between his fingers and thumbs, flicked the end with his nail until I gasped with pleasure and pain. And he smiled, an all-knowing oh yeah, there�s more where that came from smile that made me wetter than before. And he knew, and that made it even more intoxicating.
I hadn�t been a virgin when I�d met Charlie, but my experience up to that point had been fumbling boarding-school boys. I�d thought Charlie was a real man and although I hadn�t agreed with his politics, after the Chaos hit, everyone�s politics seemed to switch to staying alive.
I thought about Charlie and his lies, how we�d whispered our plans to one another, how I�d trusted him with the secrets I knew. How he�d completely betrayed me. Now, with Mathias�s body on mine, I wanted to erase every memory of Charlie�s hands or mouth or cock from me. I wanted new memories. And I�d never have expected them to be like this.
I could tell him, �I never do this,� but what was the point? This wasn�t D.C. circa pre-Chaos and I was no longer a good little politician�s daughter. I was a kidnap victim, a betrayed wife. And I was about to bed a biker with tattoos covering his skin and hands that played me like an instrument.
He�d made it clear I didn�t have to do anything in order to stay in Defiance and be kept safe. Whether I believed him or not wasn�t something I was ready to ponder. Maybe I wanted to offset some of the responsibility anyway. Maybe that made it easier to strip naked and offer myself to Mathias.
Not that kissing him was any hardship. He looked good, smelled good, like soap and the earth combined. He was all male too, with big, rough hands that were clean and squared nails�capable hands. He could change a tire, make love to me...he could kill for me with those hands too, and he had.
I�d never even dreamed about being with a man like this, and what was happening was no dream.
Oh, but I am bad company
Mathias
She was thinking too hard, and I needed to stop that shit. I slid a finger inside of her while my thumb circled her clit and she stiffened, like she was going to come right there. And dammit all, I wanted that. Didn�t know when the hell I�d gotten all possessive of her, or why, but it was here and I was damned certain she wasn�t going to think about anyone but me right now.
I twisted my fingers, rubbed my thumb against the tight bundle of nerves and watched her break apart in front of me. She clutched my arms as she lost control, her orgasm making her moan loudly. And she looked surprised too, and, no, it couldn�t be her first orgasm.
As she contracted around my finger, I sucked hard on the side of her neck, the primal urge to mark her too fierce to ignore. I wasn�t a biker, didn�t grow up in an MC but I finally understood why these men got so damned twisted up over their women. It had taken me all of four hours and I was fucking lost.
I could ignore everything else, all the warning bells, because the storm might not ever let up. And if there was one thing I did right, it was living for that moment, that second, because you never knew what the hell would happen next.
I�d claim her and make sure she could only see me whenever she came. I bent down and put her legs over my shoulders. She shook her head, tried to prop herself on her elbows, like she wanted to stop me, but that was more from embarrassment.
No one�s ever licked you, pretty lady?
She couldn�t understand my hand, but she knew my meaning because her blush deepened as she said, �I�ve never...�
Then you�re missing out, Jessa, I signed before I buried my face between her legs and tasted her. I wanted to erase the entire day, the entire time she�d been kidnapped and, most of all, I wanted to erase whatever the hell made her scar herself the way she had. I took her until she came again, until I knew I had to be inside of her. She spread her legs for me again and I entered her. I went too fast at first and she cried out. I cursed silently and slowed down and her eyes turned liquid again.
She wasn�t a virgin, I didn�t think, but she hadn�t had sex in a long time, and good sex? Probably never.
I whispered silently against her neck, all the promises that I couldn�t embarrass myself with. She might�ve thought I was just kissing her neck but she�d never know that I�d fallen in the space of an afternoon. That I might never be the goddamned same if she left. That I�d always have the damned scar on my biceps to remind me.
The Chaos was nothing if not intense. I�d been born intense so me in a post-Chaos world was intensity times infinity. It brought out all my natural instincts in a ferocious sort of way, and I�d been careful to bite that back, not show my hand. Mainly because I�d never found anyone to show it to.
And now you�ve found the vice president of the United States� daughter.
Hell, no one said life was easy, but fate did have a damned good sense of humor.
My parents had met because the fates aligned. Same for their parents and their parents before that. Everything love is fate, Mama used to say, and judging by the way Dad fell apart after she died, they�d been two halves that made a whole.
I was probably the most unromantic guy on the planet. I�d rather plan ambushes post-sex than chat or cuddle or shit like that, but Mama always worried that this love shit would hit me hard. I�d figured that once the Chaos hit, all bets were off.
Suddenly, Jessa�s legs wrapped tight around my waist, locking me to her. Locking me inside. Music swam in my head, mixing with her moans, making me crazy. I flipped to my back, taking her along for the ride, and letting her take control.
She looked a little shocked and then she smiled and purred. And then she started to rock, smiling and purring and murmuring my name.
I wanted it louder. I drove my hips up, pushing into her, filling her harder and faster until I felt her release and contract around my cock.
I wasn�t going to last, no matter how badly I wanted to. A silent howl escaped my lips, but in my mind, it was a fucking through-the-roof, vibrating echo. It ran through me into her and we were connected in ways that far exceeded sex.

Chapter Seven

Chose a gun and threw away the sun
Bish
I went down into the tubes, holding my breath until I reached the bottom. I used to do that when we�d been stationed on the subs for a while and, no, I don�t fucking know why I do it. Probably the same reason Mathias holds his breath when he passes a cemetery�another superstition we knew was foolish but weren�t sure wasn�t true.
It was easier to just hold your breath.
I knew Caspar was with Tru because storms were the best time for the men and their women to catch up and man, I hated interrupting them. Tru hated the tubes, less now than several months ago but still, she was claustrophobic and Caspar usually had to try several interesting and exceedingly private methods of calming her down.
Lucky for me, Caspar was walking the halls, barefoot and looking pretty well relaxed, despite the weather. I was tense as anything but damned good at not showing it and I wished I could trade places with Mathias right now. Then again, the damned guy hadn�t gotten laid in a while and he�d suddenly gone head over heels for Princess Jessa.
Which could, of course, be the biggest mistake for both our lives, because let�s face it, we were intertwined as hell.
�Get caught at the lake?� Caspar asked me, motioning for me to walk with him. We ended up in his kitchen, where he closed the door behind me, obviously knowing I�d been hunting him down. Subtlety wasn�t my strong suit.
�Little trouble at the lake,� I clarified, and launched into what happened. Tru came to listen at some point and I could see that Caspar was torn between letting her stay and telling her to go into the other room. Habits were ingrained in him not to let women hear the problems in Defiance. I thought it was a good plan, but the majority of the women disagreed heartily with me.
Tru wasn�t going anywhere. Granted, she already knew the problems Defiance had with Keller�s mafia crew and they�d started long before Mathias and I arrived. To say that Keller wasn�t happy with Defiance was an understatement. From what I�d learned, the relationship had always been semi-contentious but Lance, the former Defiance president, had mostly managed to smooth things over. Usually using Caspar�s blunt force. Then Roan, Lance�s son, had cut deals with Keller regarding the production of the tubes, and Keller expected that deal to be honored, despite the fact that Lance and Roan were dead.
When Caspar talked about it, I didn�t bother telling him that we were sorry. Caspar knew we were. �Woulda done the same damned thing,� he added.
�I wouldn�t�ve, if I�d been alone,� I told him, and both Caspar and Tru eyed me. I shrugged unapologetically. �This shit is exactly why we don�t save people.�
�You saved me,� Tru pointed out.
�No choice. Caspar would�ve killed us.�
�If he wasn�t around, you�d have handed me to the cops?� Tru asked me.
�I�m supposed to say no, right?� I asked, could picture Mathias signing, Say no, Bish, like my conscience and so I repeated, �No, Bish,� with a grin.
�Even when you two aren�t together, you�re together,� she said with a grin of her own , then sobered. �This is serious, Cas.�
Caspar nodded. �Need some time to think on this.�
�I hear you. Gonna go rest up for a while. Mathias is keeping her company and the president�s son�s all tied up,� I said and ignored Caspar�s groan, getting out of there calling, �Don�t shoot the messenger.�
Yeah, I might�ve seemed casual, but I was all tied up inside. I knew what Caspar was going to want from Mathias, and I also knew how far Mathias had fallen in that single moment of seeing Jessa. Saving her only cemented his feelings.

Chapter Eight

Fool them all but baby I can tell
Jessa
Mathias mouthed things as he made love to me, and I caught some of the words like pretty and gorgeous and want to fuck you and I could feel him talking against my neck. I didn�t know what he was saying but it didn�t matter, not when his hands lingered on my body like he had all the time in the world.
What do you want? he�d asked me earlier, and I�d told him, �To do whatever I want to until the storm ends. No consequences or guilt.�
Sounds like a plan, he�d mouthed.
Now, in the aftermath, I was shy, and all I could think to ask was, �Was it hard growing up and not being able to talk?�
He shook his head, mouthed, Dad, then put a finger over his lips.
�Your dad couldn�t speak either?� I asked and he nodded. �Is it hard for you to communicate with everyone here?�
He studied me for a long moment before answering and I wondered if I�d offended him. Are you finding it hard?
�No,� I told him. �Not hard at all.� As if to prove it, I ran my hands over his shoulders, pressed my lips to his neck and then fluttered over his throat like I was worshipping it. He bared his throat, granting me the access I wanted. And I wanted.
I was out of my element and yet, I somehow felt like I�d landed in the right place. The world might�ve turned dark and cold for a lot of people, but for me, it had always been that way. And finally, I�d found a light in Defiance, and more importantly, with Mathias.
I should be wondering what happened now, what happened next, but I remained in the safety of Mathias�s arms and shoved away everything else but the feel of his body against mine. I was relaxed and buzzed at the same time, and he was playing the beat of the music along my bare back and shoulders. Half massage, half caress, and I hoped the songs never stopped. The heavy bass tore through me, opened me up and broke me. Putting myself back together was up to me.
During the darkness, with the lights flickering overhead and inside the double safety of the van and the music, I felt like we were living in an entirely different world. I never wanted to leave this bubble, because when I did, there would be lots of questions and even more decisions to make. Wherever we were, there had to be a president and I�d have explaining to do.
The fact that Mathias stayed here with me while the rest of Defiance was hunkered down somewhere told me that. The fact that Charlie was in the next room made things even stranger, but my blood boiled with anger just thinking about him, so I forced myself not to. I wouldn�t worry this time away. I�d enjoy it, the way I had the past several hours.
Here, I wasn�t the vice president�s daughter. I was just Jessa and nothing else mattered until the earth stopped rumbling. Still, it didn�t stop me from blurting out, �I never do this.�
Mathias slid a glance my way and bit back a smile. Typed, Pre�or post-Chaos?
�Both,� I insisted. I wanted to ask if he did this all the time, slept with random women after only knowing them for a little while, but I didn�t really want to know the answer. I was pretty sure he didn�t go around finding women to rescue, though, so at least I held a top-of-the-line position there.
Still, this could be a one-night stand. I had to prepare myself for whatever came next, including these men trying to barter me for money. At least I knew why I was naked with Mathias. I slept with him because I almost died and I�d wanted to live. Because a man I thought I loved betrayed me, while a total stranger killed for me. Literally killed for me.
You know why you did it, right? Mathias typed.
�Because you�re hot?� I teased and I swore I saw the hint of blush on the tattooed biker�s face.
He shook his head and mouthed something to himself�I could�ve sworn it was, I walked right into that one, before he typed, You found out you get to keep living.
He let me digest that for a long moment and then explained, For a lot of people who weren�t in your position, they think it�s about not dying. But when you really think about it, you found out today that you get to keep on living instead. And that�s a whole other ball game.
I thought about that. For the past weeks, it had been about not dying, and that simple reversal, the concept of getting to keep on living, was amazing and liberating. And a justification as to why I felt renewed.
But would those feelings stay past this moment? Already, Mathias had started to root around for his clothes, which meant that Defiance would start stirring soon enough. The sounds of the storm had abated�I could only tell because he�d put on slower music.
Before he could pull his shirt on, I caught his arm and ignored the ugly scars on my own wrist, the way I always did. I traced the tattoo on his forearm and realized there were scars under the ink that you couldn�t see. But under my fingers, I felt the ridge and I looked up at him with what must�ve been a question on my face.
On purpose, he mouthed, but he signed too, which must be an ingrained habit. I was personally fascinated by it. And by his mouth too, which meant lip-reading certainly wasn�t a chore.
�Why?�
It�s a custom where I�m from. A good-luck charm.
�You did that?�
My friend did this one.
�But you tattoo.�
He nodded and I pointed to myself. He raised a brow and I said, �I�m sure.�
He nodded in agreement but really, he was simply humoring me. Neither of us knew how long I�d be there. And I was sure he�d get in some kind of trouble for getting close to me.
You look sad, he mouthed. Why?
�The storm�s my saving grace right now.�
Most people don�t think that way about a storm that lasts nearly twenty-four hours.
�When it�s over, then things will change. This�� I pointed between us, ��will change. And I might have to go back home and I never want to go back there, to the way things were.� I paused to take a breath. �I bet you can�t understand that.�
Don�t bet against me.
�I�m sure your friends here will have all kinds of questions for me.�
He didn�t deny that, simply said, I�ve got one for you too.
�Okay. That�s fair.�
He studied me for a few seconds, then mouthed, Who are you, Jessa?
In the past, it would�ve been so simple to answer that. I was the daughter of one of the most powerful men in the world. But I�d been fighting everything my whole life because that�s not only who I was. That�s who�what�I was supposed to be, and nothing more. Marrying Charlie to make our empire stronger during this time of political uncertainty was something that should�ve strengthened me. Instead, I was painfully aware of how much of a mistake I�d made.
�I don�t know,� I told him, my voice strangled with tears. �I really don�t know.�
Nothing wrong with that, as long as you�re willing to find out.
Was I? Did I have a choice?
Everyone has a choice.
I hadn�t realized I�d spoken out loud. �You really believe that?�
He nodded, then his hand was combing through my hair, pushing it off my shoulder, then rubbing my bare skin. My breasts were exposed�I�d never been this exposed and comforted at the same time.
If Mathias believed I had a choice, maybe it was time for me to start believing it too. This was the first day on a new path.
Tonight is our last stand
Mathias
Jessa was looking at my tattoo again and she was rubbing one of her wrists as she did so. Whether it was consciously or not, it didn�t matter. We both had scars, but the reasons for hers had to be different.
�Mine had nothing to do with a charm,� she said to me now. �Then again, I don�t believe in charms anyway. If I believed in charms, I�d have to believe in curses too.�
What do you believe in?
�I think you have to create your own destiny. Sometimes it�s hard, because you can�t always control what�s happening in your life.�
So you�re logical.
�The look on your face tells me you think that�s a dirty word.�
You need to live a little.
�Live a little?� She motioned around her and I nodded, because if you couldn�t free yourself now, you never had a shot. When I told her that, she rubbed her scars again and nodded, like she was considering it.
When I was younger, my mama used to tell me these stories�they were true stories, and they were always about fate and faith and finding your path.
�Did you?�
I�m still looking for my line in the sand. And even if I find it, who knows if there�s a time I�d need to cross it.
�I grew up with logic. That was what my parents expected of me.�
So you don�t believe in fate either?
�I don�t think so.�
I think you�re lying to yourself.
She blinked at me and said, �It wouldn�t be the first time.�
Killing me softly
Jessa
There were dozens of tapes in several containers in the back. There were a lot of cassette tapes of groups, but also a lot of handmade tapes.
Mixed tapes, he called them. They were a big thing back in the �80s, before CDs and shit. You liked someone, you made them a tape. You broke up with someone, you made a tape with sad songs.
�I did that on my iPod.� I marveled at how much work must�ve gone into the tapes. With iTunes, it was really easy to create playlists but with this, someone had obviously selected each tape, sat there while it played and listened.
This is better.
�I agree.� I hadn�t realized how much I�d missed my music until right then, how centered whatever he�d played had made me. When Mathias first put the music on in the van, it had calmed me. For weeks, my life had been silent, void of comfort, and there had been just rough conversation and fear. �I had some of these songs on my iPod.�
Bullshit.
�What? A girl can�t like M�tley Cr�e?�
Not a girl like you.
�I�m hoping that�s some kind of compliment.�
It is.
�But honestly, I love their stuff. Especially their first album.� I used to search through iTunes to find songs I liked, lyrics that spoke to me.
Mathias put on �Home Sweet Home� and the opening piano notes gave me goose bumps. Because my home had never been that, but here, in this cold warehouse in the middle of a storm, I felt more at home than I ever had in my life. And because I didn�t know what that meant, I tried to bury any feeling.
My dad made these for my mom, he explained. He used to say that he�d courted her hard, and that she played hard to get, but in the end, she couldn�t resist.
�He chased her? She must�ve loved that. Every girl wants that.�
They do?
I stared into his dark eyes and almost lost myself again. �Yeah, they do,� I said softly and the corner of his lip quirked up a little as he typed, I�ll keep that in mind.
�So what finally made her give in?� I asked.
She was pretty reluctant. A good girl who was being chased by a wild bayou guy. In the end, she gave up a lot for him. She was a really talented artist�oils and some sculpture�and she was being courted by a lot of people in the art scene. They wanted her to study in Europe, and to live there, actually.
�Did she stop painting?�
Never. She sold a lot of art, but she didn�t do the art scene. A gallery show here and there, which added to her mystery because she didn�t show up in person. But Dad was always confident she�d be happiest in the bayou.
�So he made her these.�
Yeah. I was only able to save some of them. He made her a lot of tapes when they were dating and that�s the music Bish and I grew up on. Then he put them all together for her on her phone. But I liked the idea of a tape. I liked that you could hand someone something. It took time to make them.
I traced the plastic cassette cover, noting that the handwriting had faded a bit. �I can see that this took time.�
Every song has to mean something. Some you like, some she likes...
�It�s so different than a playlist. I know my parents didn�t make this.� I held out the tape to him. �Can we play this?�
He popped it in. He said it was the first one his father had ever made for his mom and as I sat and listened to the words, I pictured a courtship I�d never see. But I understood a lot more about Mathias, and his sentimentality. And I knew I could love him for it.
I also knew that, before this, I�d been fooling myself thinking I knew anything about love.
The music surrounded me, warm and comfortable in some ways, out of control in so many more. With Charlie, I�d been looking for escape. I�d thought Charlie understood me when really, he�d just been playing me.
Any other favorites in here?
I looked through the boxes, pointing out some of our other shared favorites. Who would�ve thought that a biker boy from the bayou and a Washington princess would have the same taste in anything.
Not only in music, but in each other, I reminded myself, thinking how I wore his scent on me like a warm sweater. He was lying there, staring up at the ceiling of the van, which had those fluorescent stars stuck to it, mimicking the nighttime sky I hadn�t seen a trace of since the Chaos. He looked deep in thought and I liked that he felt comfortable enough around me to do so.
There wasn�t any pretense with Mathias. That also made me feel less like I was on slippery ground. I�d gotten a foothold into this world�a small one, but one nonetheless.
I glanced around and spotted a guitar propped up next to me. I�d had a similar one when I�d been in boarding school and without thinking, I picked it up and my hands fit around it like they were meant to be there. I began to strum idly. It had been years since I�d done this, but as soon as my palm wound around the neck of the guitar, years of notes and chords came back to me. The warehouse echoed with the music and the storm mixed together, comforting me.
I was lost in the sounds, and when I finally looked up, Mathias was watching me with an odd look in his eyes and a half smile tugging his lips.
�Sorry. I should�ve asked,� I said sheepishly. He motioned that it was fine. And then he pointed to the guitar and motioned for me to play more. �Any special requests?�
He signed with one hand as he approached the van and dug into a box behind me. He pulled out a CD and showed me the cover and then pointed to the song. �Bringin� on the Heartbreak.�
�I�ve never heard it before. Can you play it for me?�
He rolled his eyes, like he couldn�t believe I�d never heard a Def Leppard song, but he popped in a tape and let it blast through the speakers. As it did, I visualized the chords in my mind, pictured my fingers playing along the strings.
When the song finished, I began to strum along, and he nodded, typed, You have an ear for music.
I did. But in my family, music wasn�t done. It was fine to play the piano at formal dinners, on request, but beyond that...
Mathias took my chin in his hand and focused me. Then he signed and I said, �I�ll bet you�re telling me to stop thinking so much, right?�
He nodded, leaned in and brushed his lips against mine. I shivered, murmured, �That�s one way.�
He huffed a silent laugh, then moved along my neck, kissing and sucking until he was sitting behind me. He slid an arm behind mine, winding one hand around the guitar neck, the other on my waist. I wound my hand around his, my fingers on top. His cock pressed against me; his breath was warm on the back of my neck and suddenly, being cold wasn�t an issue. It didn�t help that I knew what his body looked like.
Communication was definitely not an issue. Not when I strummed and my fingers danced on his and we were playing. And he was playing me. I was his instrument and he was learning what made me sing.
Leave this one alone
Mathias
Nearly twenty-six hours after we�d first pulled in, the storm began to abate in earnest. Only then did Bish come up from underground. As Jessa remained in the van, listening to music. I met him closer to the room where Charlie was locked away. I�d checked on him fifteen minutes ago. He�s still out. I left him some water.
Bish nodded. �Caspar knows.�
And?
Bish shrugged, which meant Caspar hadn�t elaborated on anything. At least one storm had passed�it�d been wicked enough this time.
My imagination or are the storms getting worse?
�Not your imagination.� Bish glanced over at the windows, habit still after all these years. We�d look out, expecting to see light of some kind and were always met with blackness. Even when Defiance shone the artificial lights, you couldn�t see shit.
But hell, at least we had artificial lights, right? When I said that to Bish, he countered with, �Most people would say that isn�t enough.�
Most people will bitch about anything. Dad used to say it was out of fear and they bitch when something stays the same and when something�s different. I don�t think people know what they want at all, but the Chaos changed a lot of people�s perspectives. Because hell, how can you know what�s going on in the rest of the world when you can�t even make it to the next town.
So really, the Chaos kept everyone in their own little bubble. Hell, air travel was rare as hell and equally as dangerous, so even the Air Force had their hands tied as to what the fuck the rest of the world was dealing with when the storms first happened. It�s not like you could pull up fucking Google Earth.
Bish theorized that the PTB wanted it that way. It was a great way to keep people separate and scared, still thinking that the man held all the power.
You did not just call the president �the man.�
�What�s wrong with that?�
You gonna give me the peace sign and ask for flower power next?
�No, but I might join a commune and sleep with as many people as possible.�
And that�s different from your pre-Chaos life how?
Bish grunted a reply that was a cross between a curse and a laugh and I wondered how long before Bish was asking Jessa or Charlie whether or not his theories were correct.
All I knew was what Mississippi and Louisiana and a few places in between looked like now. And you couldn�t really give a shit about anything happening more than ten miles from you when you couldn�t know. It was all about survival, and that meant dealing with what was right in front of you.
I did a lot of things post-Chaos�it�s not that I was particularly proud of them. They just are. And if the lights ever come back on and all of this becomes a part of history, I can only imagine what people will think. Hell, I know what some people think now, those who can�t understand how Bish and I could do what we do. We�d talk about that sometimes, how we�d explain to our kids what we did if and when the world unfucked itself. Hell, it happened to us and we still couldn�t believe it. I�d never have imagined sitting back and opening the front door of my house and finding absolutely fucking nothing. Zero to sixty in the opposite direction. So to tell someone who hadn�t lived through it to imagine it, to realize your phone doesn�t work, you can�t get on the internet and the roads are gone... And even if you could find a road, you still wouldn�t know where you to get gas or food.
I�d tell them, Imagine that and tell me what you�d do.
Because I�d already answered it for myself, and for everyone else: you�d either survive, or you�d die. It�s that simple. There�s no more in between.
In the beginning, things sucked for most people. Bish and I were in mourning for our family but hell, we knew how to survive. It was amazing to watch how many people lost their fucking minds when they couldn�t get on the internet or watch TV.
The Chaos hadn�t so much changed me as it brought out my natural instincts at a much earlier age. Or at least let me run with them and not get arrested.
I�d been using a rifle since I was old enough to hold and handle one properly. Where I grew up, that started early. The military took my already-honed skills and used them to their advantage. It was three squares and a rack before but post-Chaos it was more like a rifle and good fucking luck. We were tasked with keeping order, keeping gangs like Defiance and the mafias from encroaching on U.S. laws.
Led families to some hastily set-up refugee camps. Tried to get more able-bodied guys to join the military instead of running wild.
�And then we became those guys who wanted to run wild,� Bish added. �And look at us now.�
With that, Bish went out of the warehouse to assess how bad it was outside and I told Jessa, Caspar�s going to want to meet you. He�s the president of the MC.
�What�s he like?�
I�ll be here with you.
�That bad, huh?� She said it with a smile, but she was nervous. I couldn�t blame her for wanting to pretend this wouldn�t happen. �Is it okay if I wash up?�
I motioned for her to follow, led her back into the warehouse bathroom, because I couldn�t let her wander the warehouse alone. I wasn�t supposed to let her out of my sight, for security reasons, but after bedding her, I�d be damned if I�d ever want to let her out of my sight.
She splashed water on her face, then patted it dry. I handed her a cup of coffee Bish had brought up and she drank it quickly. And then she went over to the big sink with other cups lined up next to it. She washed it out and dried it, placed the dish towel on the side of the sink.
Or she�d tried to, but it slid off the counter and onto the floor in a ball.
Company�s coming. An old Cajun superstition too ingrained in me to ever forget. It was innocuous�or it should�ve been. But anyone who showed up in Defiance mere hours post-storm I�d bet meant trouble.
I stopped. The storm was over and the air held that deadly quiet I hated. People were slowly starting to come up from the tubes, happy to be freed. But I stood out in the chill of the night and I stared into the darkness.
Something�s coming.
Not something�someone.
�Mathias?� Jessa gripped my arm as motorcycles rumbled the earth. There was no alarm sounded, but Defiance moved as though their lives depended on it. Women and children went back underground. Bikes roared out toward the gates to meet the intruders head-on.
Bish waited at the door of the warehouse and when he signed, They�re coming through the back gates, I knew there wasn�t time to waste.
I tugged Jessa and she followed easily. I led her back into the van and into the old trunk we kept in the van to hide guns, which was where we�d put Charlie earlier.
She backed away, shaking her head, but I caught her. Held her. Stroked her cheek, rubbed her back and stared into her eyes, trying to get her to believe me that she needed to fucking hide�all the while, prepared to shove her in with a gag in her mouth if she didn�t cooperate.
Because Keller was on his way here. And while it was too damned soon for him to miss his son, finding Jessa here would ruin everything.
Finally, she lay down in the trunk and let me close the lid. I swore I heard a soft sob when she heard the click of the lock and I clenched my teeth together and debated letting her out. But that was only for a second, because I knew the dangers inherent in that.
I stuffed the key in my pocket and joined Bish at the warehouse doors.
�Too soon for them to know anything,� Bish murmured as Keller�s truck came to a stop in front of the warehouse. The doors were still open, and now Caspar was up from the tubes and striding head on toward Keller.
We advanced behind Caspar, who had Rebel and Hammer flanking his sides. Bish�s eyes had gone stony, which was always scary and I knew we�d both have a hard time keeping ourselves in check.
But we would, if for no other reason than not to give ourselves away to Keller. Not yet.
Keller got out of the truck and marched toward Caspar. I�d only seen him once before, and as usual, he was trailed by bodyguards from his own compound as well as members of the LoV.
�LoV�s not welcome on my property,� Caspar told him. �Get them the fuck outside of the gates.�
Keller stared at him, nostrils flared for a second before making a motion with his hand. Slowly, grudgingly, the LoV retreated to just outside the gates, but still within listening distance.
�I mean, outside the main gates,� Caspar growled.
�That�s as far as they go,� Keller told him, and before Caspar could say anything more, he continued, �You think over my proposal?�
�No,� Caspar said bluntly.
�My son Victor was coming to visit you.�
�Been underground. Haven�t been taking many visitors.�
�We lost three supply trucks in this storm.�
Caspar shrugged. �How�s that my issue?�
�You know exactly why, Caspar. I couldn�t fit them into the tubes I have and they were full of enough goddamned supplies to keep a compound like this running for a month. You could grow your own food and pretend that�s going to be enough, but we both know you�re fooling yourself. You�re running this place into the ground. No one�s going to stand behind you. It doesn�t matter who your father was.�
�Don�t care much for lectures.�
Keller took a step forward. Caspar stayed where he was, an almost amused smile on his face, while Reb moved forward. Keller eyed him, then brought his gaze back to Caspar. �Don�t push me.�
�We�ll keep the deal we�ve always had. Tubes for food and gas for your enterprises. Not the LoV. We�re not your personal bitch.�
�That deal is over. Lance and Roan promised a cut.�
�Lance and Roan are dead. Keep that in mind.�
And with those rumbled words, a war was truly born. I thought about Jessa, close enough to hear this, and I wondered if trusting her was the worst thing I could do.
It didn�t matter. I already did.
The upshot was, Keller wanted the tubes for free�wanted them for his LoV bodyguards too. Normally, this all worked on trade but Keller wanted too much...and they wanted Defiance to either pay or cut them in on the tube business. Lance and Roan had been prepared to allow this for a onetime payout, which was not only stupid, but incredibly shortsighted as well.
�Cut ties with the LoV and you�ve got a deal,� Caspar told Keller, knowing full well Keller would refuse, because the LoV was his main supplier of girls for the trafficking business.
Keller shook his head at Caspar, almost sadly, but Caspar just smiled and said, �Then we�re done here. Take that trash with you when you go.�
Keller�s face hardened. �You�re making a huge mistake, Caspar.�
Caspar took a step toward him and growled, �Don�t ever tell me what I�m doin�, Keller. That�s a mistake you�ll only make once.�
Keller wisely backed away, as did his men, but it didn�t mean that we�d won. Still, until Keller realized that Victor was gone, along with his spoils, it�d be business as usual. The LoV would try to fuck with us as often as possible, Keller would short Defiance food and gas, the way he�d been for months.
I assumed that the main twelve of Defiance, the men who made the bylaws, who sat at the table, all knew what Bish and I had done. But the only one who came over to me was Caspar. He motioned for Bish to walk away too and I caught Bish�s eye, letting him know it was all right.
I knew it would come to this. Part of me wanted to walk away and let Jessa out of the trunk. The other part knew I needed to hear whatever the fuck the leader of Defiance would tell me.
What now?
�You tell me, Mathias. I�m supposed to risk Defiance for an outsider?�
You mean three outsiders. �Cause I don�t count that asshole Charlie�you can do whatever the fuck you want to him.
�Don�t go there,� Caspar warned.
I�ll take her out of here. Take the burden off you.
�Can�t let you do that now. She�s a bargaining chip.�
My hands fisted at his words, the old anger rushing up fast and furious. Caspar glanced between my fists and my face and jutted his chin, acknowledging that it would be a hell of a fight between us.
�So now I know how you feel,� was all he said.
That matters to you?
Instead of answering directly, he told me, �Find out everything you can about what she knows. For all our sakes. Find a reason for me not to turn her over to Keller to save the rest of this club.�
With that, he walked away, but his words echoed in my ears, burned hotter than the brand I�d endured to pledge my loyalty to him.
For a second, I was back in a different time and place, hearing different words...but the meaning behind them was exactly the same.
Find me a reason to let him stay with your family, sir. Because if he won�t admit to anything, there�s nothing I can do to help him.
I shook that off, went to the van and unlocked the trunk. I helped her out and she looked shaken, but she still gripped my hand and said, �Thank you.�

Chapter Nine

I was up before the dawn
Jessa
It had been hard to believe that only a day and a half had passed since Mathias and Bishop grabbed me, but the visit from those men who�d kidnapped me, who wanted to buy and sell me, brought it all back in vivid detail. Shaken, I�d waited for the inevitable. Because everything had changed again, and the issue of who I was exactly was brought into sharper focus.
I was easily used, as was Charlie. And I was painfully aware of that fact.
Mathias looked as shaken as I felt when he helped me out of the old trunk. I grabbed him and he stiffened with surprise, like he knew I�d caught wind of some unnamed moment of weakness. But then his arms wound around me, and he buried his face in my hair and I wanted to run with him, to a place where I wasn�t the vice president�s daughter and wanted by some very bad men.
He pulled away and grabbed for the alphasmart. Not worried about Keller or those assholes. It�s just...something else. Signs.
�Will you tell me?�
He shook his head, but there was a hesitance there. I was going to push, but a couple caught my eye. A man with hair so blond it was almost white, and icy blue eyes that cut through me from across the room. A scar bisected his cheek, deforming his mouth and eye slightly. I wanted to hide my face from him, but I didn�t. After a moment, he looked to the blonde woman at his side and his entire countenance changed. Still fierce�protective�but the look on his face when he looked at her...
What was it like to finally have someone who understood you?
I looked back up to Mathias and realized I already had that answer. All I could say to him was, �I believe in signs.�
He looked pained and pleased at the same time. I wanted to tell him more, but then Bishop came toward the van. I�m not sure from where, but he definitely moved like a ghost. I caught sight of him only when he was right next to me. I was sitting in the back of the opened van facing outward, my legs tucked under me when I caught sight of him leaning against the side of the van.
He didn�t say anything�not to me, anyway. Just gave a hand signal to Mathias and the understanding passed easily between them with that barest of communication. And then Mathias signed to him and Bishop signed back, presumably because they were either talking about me, things that concerned me�or things that didn�t concern me at all, reminding me how much of a stranger I was here.
I tried not to concentrate on that painful reality when I heard, �Hey, Jessa, my name�s Tru.� I looked up to see the lithe blonde who�d been with Casper coming across the warehouse floor. She wore jeans and a tank top and she carried a sweatshirt, but I noticed that the warehouse had begun to heat up now that the storm had passed. �I�m Caspar�s old lady. You haven�t met him yet, but he�s the president of Defiance.�
�Nice to meet you,� I said, like we were at some kind of formal tea and not in the middle of hell. Politeness was born and bred into me, no matter how much I�d pretended to be�and enjoyed being�a wild child with Mathias.
Tru smiled. �Are you hungry? I�m having some food brought over to my house. If you want to follow me, we could talk a little.�
I glanced around but saw no sign of Mathias.
�It�s okay. The men need to talk. You�re safe�with me and inside this compound.� She spoke firmly and I really had no choice but to follow her. It was that nearly pitch-black out�darkness like that seemed to follow whenever the storms subsided, and with only low lights surrounding us, I�d lost all sense of time. It could be midnight or middle of the afternoon and for the first time I realized it really didn�t matter.
Before I got far, Mathias was next to me, handing me an old Walkman and a couple of tapes. He didn�t give me a chance to say anything before disappearing into the warehouse again, but I held on to what he�d given me as surely as if they were my lifeline.
Tru simply watched the exchange silently, and then we continued walking. I stayed close to her as she wound through the lit paths of the compound. We passed groups of people and they called out to her and looked at me curiously and I wondered how much people knew. �How big is this place?�
She waited until we were inside the small house to reply, �We�ve got about a hundred and fifty people here now.�
�And they�re all MC members?�
�The men officially are. The women and children live on the compound because of the Chaos. Before Chaos, that wouldn�t happen. The compound was like the men�s sacred meeting place.� She managed to say it with both an air of reverence and partially like she knew she was humoring the men. �We�re locked down pretty tightly.�
�That�s good.� I took a seat at the table that had two trays of covered food on it and Tru sat across from me. She uncovered plates of burgers and fries and pushed one at me.
�This is from the local diner that�s right here on the compound. Best burger around.� She bit into it and closed her eyes like she was savoring it. I did the same and immediately understood. This food was delicious, and I hadn�t expected that outside of my protected world. Not when people were always picketing the areas where they thought our bunkers were, because they barely had any food, and it appeared that none of it was good.
We ate in silence, and then Tru pushed her plate away and studied me. �Do you want to talk about what happened out there?�
�Not really.�
She gave a sympathetic nod, but even though she was my age, it seemed like she was playing the authority card. �Look, I came back here six months ago. I was marched here by a rival gang and I wasn�t exactly given a warm welcome back into the fold. I stayed here for a while until Caspar could figure out what to do with me.�
�What did he decide?�
�He made me his.� There was a spark in her eyes when she said it. I rubbed my neck without realizing it, running my fingers over the bite mark hidden beneath the collar of my sweatshirt. I wondered if Mathias had made me his with that mark or if there was more to it than that.
Tru gave me a smile that let me know she�d figured out what had happened between me and Mathias. There didn�t appear to be any judgment on that end, but maybe she was just being nice. Or trying to get information from me.
Instead of spending time deciding what I was going to tell the people of Defiance, I�d spent time rolling around with Mathias. And while I didn�t regret a single moment of it, I chewed my bottom lip before saying, �Is that the way it is around here?�
�Mostly, yes,� Tru said. �The guys around here like to protect us. I suspect you know what that�s like.�
�Smothered,� I mumbled and she laughed.
�Yes, at times. I guess there can be worse things.�
I�d seen them firsthand, but I didn�t feel like talking about it. �Mathias said Defiance isn�t like the Lords.�
Her face clouded. �The only thing we have in common is that we�re both motorcycle clubs. The LoV have no honor. They�ve been around a long time, but the Chaos made them worse. To them, women are chattel.�
�Sounds like you�ve got firsthand experience with them.�
�I know you do.�
So we were here already. �They didn�t hurt me. I realize why now. They were going to sell me to Keller. I had to be in one piece.� I stared down at my hands and thought about Mathias, and then I looked Tru in the eyes. �What are you guys planning on doing with me?�
�Keeping you safe until you decide what you want to do.�
�So if I wanted to go back home...�
�Do you?�
�I don�t want to go anywhere. Not right now.�
�Fair enough.�
I hadn�t mentioned Charlie and she didn�t bring him up either, so I moved on to another topic. �So this motorcycle club...is Mathias a part of it?�
�He�s been here for six months. He�s fought for Defiance. He�s more like an honorary member at this point, because he hasn�t decided if he wants completely in yet. Same goes for Bishop,� Tru said.
I stored that information away as a knock on the door interrupted us. Tru called, �It�s open,� and a blonde, blue-eyed, all-American-looking woman with a tentative smile came inside.
�Hey, doll!� Tru bounced up and went over to the woman for a hug. �Aimee, this is Jessa.�
Aimee said hi and let Tru tug her to the table. �How are you doing, Jessa? I�m sure this is a bit of culture shock for you.�
I eyed Tru. I guessed word of who I was had gotten out.
�Sorry�I know because I work in the infirmary. We were informed that you take priority,� Aimee explained to me before Tru could say anything. �I should�ve let Tru tell you.�
�That�s okay. I�m just...a little paranoid,� I said honestly.
�Understandable.� Aimee had a gentle way about her. �Listen, when you�re feeling a little more settled, I�d like to bring you to the infirmary to have a checkup. Unless you�d feel more comfortable having the doctor come here.�
�I feel okay. I think,� I said. �I don�t really like doctors much.�
Aimee smiled, like it wasn�t the first time she heard that, and said to Tru, �Well, she fits in here.�
�Jessa, we�d all feel better knowing you�re okay,� Tru persisted.
�The LoV didn�t touch me. Not like that,� I said quickly. �But okay. Maybe later.�
�Good. We�ll hold you to it,� Tru said.
�Okay, so since Aimee already knows...can you tell me what being the daughter of the VP�s like? Because it sounds exciting, even though it doesn�t sound like my thing.�
There was genuine curiosity, and I had enough about her return to Defiance as well, so I figured a question answered is a question asked. �It wasn�t mine either,� I said ruefully. �I wore expensive dresses, met high-level people, ate the best food, was exposed to the best education and still...�
And still, I could trace the scars on the insides of my wrists with my thumbs as we sat there talking. Something was wrong with me. Fucked in the head, I�d heard Charlie say the other day, and he�d obviously always felt that way.
But it was different here. I couldn�t have explained it easily, but I tried. I thought about that glimpse of Caspar and Tru together, and decided that if the leader of Defiance could look on his woman so openly and lovingly, that it must carry through to the rest of the club.
�It�s a balance,� Aimee said quietly. �They want to protect us. And I�m not saying we don�t need protection�we do. But so do they. It�s a matter of how we do it.�
�Just like politics�it�s the woman behind the man,� I said.
Tru nodded. �And there�s nothing wrong with that, especially if it keeps Defiance from looking weak. We can�t change the rest of the world, but if we�re happy here, who cares what the world thinks? So...you and Mathias.�
�I guess word gets out fast.� I shifted uncomfortably. I�d never had girlfriends or girl talk. My parents preferred to keep our circle tight, and so my main sources of socialization were large parties�where I didn�t have time to get to know anyone�and Charlie and his family. �He�s very secretive.�
Tru glanced up at me with a wry smile. �They all are, hon. Comes with the territory.�

Chapter Ten

Our claim to fame
Mathias
After Tru took Jessa to the guesthouse, Bish and I grabbed something to eat. I was due to fight tonight and the field was an hour away. Caspar had told Bish that he wanted us to proceed normally, to not give away anything by being absent.
It wasn�t as big of a risk for us to leave the compound�Keller knew that taking us wouldn�t get him anywhere with Defiance. But I didn�t like leaving Jessa behind, knowing that Caspar looked at her like she was risking his club�s safety.
�You going to pull your head out of your ass long enough to fight?� Bish asked, but there was a smile on his face.
My ass is just fine, thanks.
�Thanks for the PSA.� Bish raised a hand to get Shelby�s attention. She was one of the waitresses here, but she also helped run the business. The women in Defiance no longer had to hide their strengths, and while it was cool to see, it definitely made the older generation�and some of ours�nervous as hell.
Caspar had started training all the women in self-defense too, whether they wanted to or not. �We all gotta be able to protect ourselves, our kids, our home,� he�d told us at the last meeting.
But women still didn�t hold court at church. There were some rules that would take years to move aside, and doing so could put Defiance at risk with the other MCs. Better to keep the women as our secret weapon, I thought, and Tru agreed with that.
�Next thing you know, women�ll be fighting in the ring,� Bish said.
I thought you liked strong women?
�Something to be said for being overpowered in the bedroom. Don�t like it when it�s only about the fight,� Bish clarified and shot me the finger when I signed, Got anyone special in mind?
Our food came, platters of burgers and fries, a couple of glasses of milk, and we ate in silence, probably thinking about our respective bedrooms.
Finally, Bish said, �You like her.�
Yeah. But we both know it�s beyond that.
Bish believed in signs the way I did, maybe even more so. �I know.�
Is that a problem?
�Not for me. But there�s a lot to figure out here, Mathias. Like what we�re doing.�
We�d been avoiding that topic, because neither of us really knew what we wanted to do. We knew who we were�I played wild to Bish�s peace�but I didn�t believe in hiding who I was. I was wild, although Bish was more violent. We balanced one another out. We�d been best friends since we were eight. Brothers. And that wouldn�t change.
But now we had a group, a brotherhood. The military one had been temporary, but Defiance was a better bet. A soft place to land�as soft as it got these days.
And still, we couldn�t settle in.
We knew Defiance put new bylaws in place for becoming a member of the MC when Caspar took control and abiding by them was better for us. Because even though we�d stayed on to help Caspar take his rightful place at the helm, we didn�t like staying in one place, although hell, we liked it here. Especially now that Caspar was in control and the older generation was still chaffing under his reign. Although there was serious business to attend to, there were more parties too.
�Food�s good. Lots of weapons. Lots of women to fuck,� Bish would say. Sometimes, I�d point out that he was spending a lot of time with one woman in particular, and he wouldn�t answer me at all.
And that always meant he was confused about something. And when something confused him that deeply, he wouldn�t discuss it with me until he figured it out for himself.
We liked Defiance well enough, maybe more than we�d thought. I�d pushed Bish to come here so we could get the fuck out of the military.
But once you were in, you were in, and the only way out was painful.
Some said there was never a real way out of an MC, except for death. Neither of us really liked following rules much, but Caspar was a good leader, from what we�d seen so far. Fair. Loyal. Brave as fuck.
I don�t want to talk about it now.
�Yeah, me neither.� Bish glanced at the clock on the wall. �Ready to head out?�
Think I should tell Jessa?
�That you�re going to fight? No.�
I never took Bish�s words lightly. I didn�t this time either. But I still went to check on her anyway. I knocked and got no response, so I let myself in to the guesthouse and heard her.
She was singing. Headphones on, her back to me and I�d bet her eyes were closed. She was that lost in the music, in her song. I listened as her voice filled the room, the notes rising and I swear to fuck they flooded my system, a shattering, beauty of a string of notes.
Song...soulful. Pained. And she was hiding what she could do. How could hiding that big a part of yourself affect your life or be any good for anyone? Hiding yourself away, you could easily lose who you were forever.
If she�d ever really known who she was to start with.
I backed out of the room, out the door and went with Bish to the fight.
* * *
Jessa
After Tru left, I�d grabbed the tapes and the Walkman and tested my voice. I�d barely been able to contain it in the van but I had, only because the guys would�ve thought me the oddest thing ever, singing after nearly being sold like chattel. Or maybe they would�ve thought it normal. I�d almost begun to sing when Mathias and I were playing the guitar, but I�d held back. I wasn�t even sure I could sing anymore.
But now, alone, with the music in my ears, my throat unclenched enough and I began to whisper-sing the lyrics, like I was testing my voice, my will...my resolve, my strength.
It was all there. Thanks to Mathias�s gift, I knew I could shut out everything around me and concentrate on how it felt to sing. I didn�t have to hear myself�I could just listen to the music.
I could simply fall in love. The signs were all there.

Chapter Eleven

Headstrong, I�ll take on anyone
Mathias
We left Defiance for the open field where the illegal fight ring would gather. We didn�t have to wait for nighttime�because what the hell was the difference�but old habits persisted. I blasted the usual Metallica and Bish let it go this time. I played it before a fight so I could relax and get my head in the game. And since I could still smell Jessa on me, that wasn�t going to be easy.
We fought outside the Defiance compound because the arenas were bigger and the money better. Defiance fights were fun, but fights in the surrounding towns...those were blood sport. Underground rings tied to crime syndicates and gangs�the MCs were the outsiders there but there were plenty of AWOL military around looking to pull down some serious cash.
We let Caspar know our comings and goings out of respect. Plus, Keller�s guys were sniffing around the compound and we didn�t want to leave unless Caspar had his whole force here. Once we were gone, there were low-grade CB frequencies we made use of to check in with Defiance, but that was only good if we were in the van.
Now, we parked away from the other cars and bikes. Once we got close to the field, we walked side by side with the crowds of maybe a hundred men heading out toward the open field where more had already gathered. Much like illegal rodeos and the like, these were up fast, paid cash on sight and disappeared without a trace when the law came around.
These days, the law was too chickenshit to come around, but the danger and the money made the risk substantially higher than before. We hadn�t been well known when we were enlisted because we traveled a lot. Now, we�d hung around the area long enough to garner interest.
�I don�t like that,� Bish told me now and I had to agree. Better to be a ghost in this world than well known, but I supposed that our being known was inevitable once we�d showed up at the Defiance gates.
The fact that people knew us meant more money, more problems.
We had rules�we never fought on the same night. Tonight was my turn and I had a lot of anger to bleed off, which is why Bish spent the ride here trying to talk me out of fighting.
I knew he was right, that it was never good to fight when you were angry, but I refused to listen. Being stubborn as fuck was a skill I cultivated long and hard and Bish knew it. I wasn�t sure why he still bothered to fight it, except for the fact that that�s what brothers and best friends did.
�Look who�s here�double trouble,� Randy drawled.
�Got nothing more original?� Bish asked the man who ran these events in the field. He had tables set up where men would check in and, later, where they�d get paid. There were food trucks but no alcohol allowed here, because the fighting got rough enough without adding that to the mix. And there were no women, because all this testosterone and women wasn�t a great mix. Thankfully, Randy saw it that way, even though I�m sure there were many who disagreed with him.
�Don�t go insulting the man who pays you,� Randy told him.
What�s the word?
Randy leaned in after Bish translated my question. �Keller�s out for blood�so�s the LoV. Word is, both have missing men.�
�What happened?� Bish asked and Randy shrugged, said, �Fuck if I know. But if they haven�t been seen or heard from in two days, betting they�re not living.�
Well, that was a fact. I signed in and Bish continued our walk over toward the spotlighted ring where I�d be fighting for the next several hours. We wouldn�t talk about what Randy said until we were in the safety of the van. But the whole thing still made me uneasy. No one had made us�if they had, Keller and the LoV didn�t have the patience for a drawn-out vengeance.
No, they didn�t know who�d taken out their men but it�s not like there were a lot of guys in the area who could do that.
LoV, Bish signed discreetly and I glanced into the ring. Sometimes, fate had a funny way of reminding you what was to come. So I�d fight the LoV guy in the ring, and I�d win, and then we�d get out of here before anyone questioned us.
Because, as we moved along in the crowd, we heard murmurings of various other guys being questioned by both Keller and the LoV. We�d known it was only a matter of time before someone grabbed me and Bish, but we hadn�t had to talk about it to know what story we�d use.
�Where were you two yesterday morning?� the second in command of the LoV asked roughly when we got within a foot of the ring. He was too damned close to me and I slammed my hands out to push him back. He stumbled and came toward me. I bared my teeth and Bish growled and that stopped him.
�We don�t answer to you,� Bish said calmly. �We answer to Caspar.�
Now move the fuck out of my way so I can beat the shit out of your boy, I signed, Bish translated and the LoV fisted his hands by his sides. His kind was used to getting answers�the fact that we wouldn�t give them would show that we didn�t lie about things. In the most ironic way possible, it would help our future credibility.
I climbed into the low ring that was nothing more than a couple of mats and ropes to keep others from joining in the fight too easily. Men tended to get riled up during these events.
The guy across from me was probably my age, but he was missing a couple of teeth and he was bigger. I wanted to be anywhere but here.
I wanted to be with Jessa.
The fight started as a blur of a thump of gloves, a whistle and audience yells. After I got punched in the face, narrowly avoided an elbow to the throat, I got my head out of my ass and my thoughts off Jessa and on the man in front of me. Which meant he was fucked.
These were blood fights, which meant the more bloodshed, the higher the amount of money we got.
Blood dripped from a cut above my eye. I brushed it away impatiently and charged my competitor with my head down like a bull, knocking him flat on his back. I kept punching, mainly because the LoV�s face flashed in front of my eyes and I thought about how good it would be to erase all those assholes completely.
Bish pulled me off�it was the only reason I didn�t resist. These weren�t fights to the death and I�d come close with this one. It was why, more often than not, I ended up with a ton of cash in my pocket. I was breathing hard, more from the adrenaline coursing through me than anything, and when I looked around, the crowds were a blur.
�You did it, Mathias. You�re good,� Bish said to me quietly. It took me a good five minutes to come down, to calm down, but when I did, the world returned to its normal, clear balance.
The fights were happening in earnest around us, with five smaller rings surrounding the large one I�d fought in. There were cheers and boos, and the smell of the fight was unmistakable.
We were just getting ready to head out and collect our money when Randy approached us.
�Hey, Bish, we�ve got an opening,� Randy told him, and pointed to one of the empty outer rings.
Bish froze. It was only for a split second, but I didn�t miss it. The guy he�d be fighting was a big Indian, and he looked a hell of a lot like Bish�s father.
Too many memories.
No. If I could sign loudly, that would�ve counted.
�I want to,� Bish told me.
Then roll the dice.
Bish glared at me, then took them out of his pocket. We did this sometimes, the casting of lots. It signified that nothing was random and that the lots, the dice, whatever the tell might be, reveal the true will of the universe.
The dice came back with a three. My birth month.
�Bastard,� Bish grunted, but I knew he was grateful. I looked at the big Indian and wondered if life just continued to repeat itself until you learned something. But what else was there for me to learn? I had no regrets that I�d killed Bish�s dad when I was twelve. I�d done it so my dad wouldn�t have to, but most importantly, so Bish wouldn�t have to.
Most of all, I did it to save my best friend. My brother. Because he would�ve done it�there was enough rage in his eyes that day that I knew it would happen.
Which is one reason why I fight now. I fight for redemption�redemption for my anger, redemption for everything. Even though I�m not sure I believe in Heaven, I do believe in souls, and mine has a black mark. A black mark for a damned good reason, but I�ve played judge, jury and executioner for someone.
Sometimes, I felt like I was put here to avenge. Look, I was named after the apostle who took Judas the traitor�s place�and that Mathias beat out a guy named Justus, so I find that really telling.
So when they say I have no conscience, they�re right. Not when it comes to killing someone who deserves it.
Someone like Bish�s dad. I fight because he fought his whole life. Because, even though he lived with us, for all intents and purposes, he had to go home to his father at times, so CPS and SS and the rest wouldn�t go postal on him or my family.
My family hadn�t cared about that, but Bish had. And every time he went back there, he�d fought for his life. So that�s also why I fight now. So he doesn�t have to ever again, unless he wants to.
I took the Indian down easily and Bish and I called it a night. I let him drive home.
�You only let me when you�re worried about me,� Bish pointed out.
Am I wrong?
Bish shrugged. �M�okay now.�
I let him pick the music�this time, it was Cypress Hill�s �Rise Up,� and I knew it was one of his favorites because it was released right before the Chaos. It fit my mood, serving to mellow me out despite the driving beat, because I was slightly punch-drunk and sleepy from the night before, and I found myself talking nonsense to Bish, because I could. Talking about Jessa and the night before and then I signed, What if this is only her trying to live out some fantasy?
�What, like girls gone wild, Chaos style?�
Stranger things have happened. She�s like...American royalty, for Christ�s sake.
�And she slept with you willingly.�
I feel like...
I couldn�t finish. But with Bish, I didn�t have to.
�Like she can fix everything for you,� Bish said quietly. He wasn�t making fun of me. �That�s cool, Mathias. The way it should be.�
No woman would ever come between us�we were too close for that. You like her?
�I�ll like her just fine if she makes you happy.� Bish paused. �But you�re worried.�
Too many unknowns.
�Sometimes, that�s the best way to live life.�

Chapter Twelve

Young Americans
Jessa
Tru told me I could stay in the guesthouse we�d hung out in. She said she�d stayed there when she first came back to Defiance, and that it seemed to be a place of good luck. The guesthouse was clean and had lots of candles. And I could see out the windows, thanks to the generator�s lights around the compound.
I�d played the Bad Company tape of Mathias�s�the one that had played during the storm�what seemed like a million times over, waiting for him to come find me. Tru had assured me he would.
Several hours later, he did, sometime after 3 a.m., coming into the guesthouse behind Bishop. Bishop had a neutral expression on his face and Mathias looked like he�d gone ten rounds with the LoV, but he was smiling a little.
�What happened?� I asked. Mathias signed, and as I watched him, Bish translated.
I fought.
�Who?�
No one you know, he assured me.
�Were you jumped?�
No. Fought on purpose. He stopped signing, sank into one of the kitchen chairs with a slight groan. I pulled up a chair across from him and the first thing I did was take his wrists gently in my hands and looked at them. And he let me. His knuckles were red and swollen and his right hand was worse than his left, but they were both pretty bad, and I brought each one to my mouth and kissed them, without thinking.
When I met his eyes, I nearly melted. I�d been hoping that last night hadn�t been a one-off, a storm-induced moment of madness. The look on his face told me everything I needed to know.
�I never believed in fate, not until last night,� I told him.
He signed with one hand and Bishop translated, I always did. Guess we even each other out, and then Bishop said, �He�s gotta ice his hands.�
I let them go and Mathias put them on his thighs. Bishop laid the ice bags on them and looked to me to balance them there. Mathias hissed in discomfort but he kept his hands under the towels of ice.
His face bore some cuts and bruises, but I think his hands had taken the brunt of the fight. It was obvious they�d been gloved, but it was also obvious how hard he�d hit.
�Why was he alone?� I asked Bishop.
�Because two against one in the ring doesn�t work.�
The ring? �This was on purpose?�
Mathias nodded.
�Did you win?� I asked and he raised a brow and gave me that cocky what the hell do you think? look. �Why do you fight?�
He looked up at Bish, who told me, �Because he likes it. Because we like it. Because we get paid.�
�You like getting hurt?�
Mathias slid a hand out from mine and Bishop translated as he signed, Stress release,
�Sex is easier,� I told Mathias and both men snorted.
�Not if you�re doing it right,� Bishop said at the same time Mathias�s hands flew. Then they were quiet. Bishop carefully put Steri-Strip bandages on the cut above Mathias�s eye. He put another couple on his lip and antibiotic cream on a few other cuts. �Shirt off.�
Mathias glanced between me and Bishop and then pulled his hand from the ice and stripped his T-shirt off and tossed it onto a free chair. I gasped involuntarily, because even after fighting all those men the other day, Mathias�s body hadn�t born these bruises.
He mouthed, For show.
�You�re not hurt?�
He shrugged. I�ve had much worse.
�In the military?� I asked, and when he nodded, I continued, �Tru said you haven�t decided it you�re joining this MC or not.�
We�ve been invited to become part of this MC, Bishop said in time with Mathias�s hands. We�ve been here four months�trying to decide if we�re staying for good.
�That�s what you�d have to do if you became part of Defiance�stay for good?�
Mathias nodded, his hands telling the rest of the story. About how he and Bishop came into town and helped Caspar out. How the MC lifestyle suited them, especially with their military background.
We like it here, Bishop translated. But it doesn�t feel like home.
There was a pause, then Bishop added, �Not yet,� and he was saying it to Mathias, not translating.
I had a feeling there wasn�t much these two didn�t agree on (intrinsically) but this was one of them. But they both agreed that they didn�t know if they could stay in one place for a long time, and that�s what Defiance would require them to do.
I must�ve paled or looked sick, because Mathias moved closer to me and Bishop got me water to drink.
�Sorry. I�m a little run-down,� I lied, refusing to admit that the thought of Mathias leaving filled me with dread, and not simply because he�d saved me. Because I was sure that what they�d done by saving me was going to force some kind of decision... If Defiance was going to stand behind me, Mathias and Bishop would no doubt have to agree to become a part of the MC. It seemed only logical.
Talk to me, Jessa.
�I guess I don�t understand it here at all. I guess I don�t understand a lot of things,� I said, and maybe I was having a little bit of a pity party, but I really felt out of it. �I feel like the entire world has been doing things I�ve never done.�
Now you have a chance to do them, Mathias offered.
�It just seems like an odd time,� I said lamely. I couldn�t bring myself to look at Mathias so instead I glanced at Bishop. I�d noted earlier that he was tall, blond and lanky, but now I noticed that his features were sharp and aquiline. There was no denying he was handsome but there was an edge to him, one that was slightly more sinister than mere bad boy.
His eyes were a deep blue, ringed with black. And, like Mathias, he was quiet, but more so, even though he could speak. I felt like, even if he wanted to make noise, he wouldn�t. Every movement was deliberately measured and he was careful around me. He was almost as protective as Mathias.
He was protective of Mathias too, but in an entirely different way. Watching them together, they were, at times, two opposite sides of the coin and entirely the same person all at once. They could finish each other�s sentences, but they didn�t have to talk�or sign�to communicate.
Mathias did talk a lot with him, though. And most of the time, Bishop wasn�t looking at him but he knew what Mathias was saying anyway.
�How long have you been friends?� I asked both of them.
Mathias signed as Bishop said, We were eight when we met.
No wonder there was such a bond between them. �I, ah...�
�She wants to talk about you,� Bishop told Mathias, who signed and Bishop translated. �You can ask about me. He knows what I wouldn�t say.�
The level of trust between these two guys was incredible. I felt as though I�d become as close to Bishop as I was to Mathias. It was imperative. It was exactly what I�d wanted, too.
Put your hurt on me, if you dare
Mathias
Jessa didn�t understand what made me tick. Or maybe she didn�t really want to know as much as she wanted me not to tick that way, and that was frustrating enough. Understandable, but frustrating.
Because everyone always thinks they know better. People are all about twenty-twenty hindsight and second-guessing everyone else�s shit instead of worrying about their own shit. That�s what makes them so easy to sneak up on.
Me, I worried about my own shit. And Bish�s, of course, because he was like the other half of me, my brother from another mother, like our neighbors from the bayou used to say, back when Bish and I lived in the bayou parish and life was normal.
Or something like it. But that was way before the Chaos.
As I rolled through all that in my mind, my frustration no doubt obvious, Jessa was watching me intently.
You okay? I signed and Bish asked her.
�I want to be able to talk to you.�
Sweetheart, last night you definitely talked.
She kept a steady gaze on me and when Bish didn�t interpret that she said, �You just said something sarcastic about last night.�
I cocked a brow, wondered how the hell she�d read me when I�d spent a lifetime perfecting the poker face.
�Does it bother you that you can�t speak?�
Not as much as it bothers everyone else. I shrugged. Always been this way. Always gonna be this way. My cross to bear.
�Do you ever not just accept things?�
All the time, honey. I�m no saint. Quicker you learn that, the better.
�I knew that the second I met you.� She paused. �I thought this would be weird for me�this translating thing, but it�s not. Is it weird for you?�
She motioned between me and Bish who answered, �No,� at the same time as I signed it.
It wasn�t, not even with Bish revealing my deepest feelings to Jessa through him. He�d know them anyway. My words have always come out of Bish�s mouth. It�s natural for me.
�I think you like it like that. You can keep people at arm�s length.�
I think you don�t know shit about me.
�I think you�re wrong,� Bish told me and I ignored him.
Jessa continued, �At least I know you�re capable of getting close to someone.�
�She�s talking about me,� Bish said.
I know that.
�He says he knew that,� Bish told her.
�I knew that,� she told me, and I realized how much she did know. And that suddenly scared me more than anything had since the goddamned Chaos.
Carry on
Jessa
Mathias got up then, pointing that he was going to shower.
�Oh no, you don�t get to just walk away from me,� I told him.
He signed and Bishop translated. Yeah, I can. And I am.
I followed Mathias into the bathroom, vaguely aware that Bishop was following along, and found Mathias already stripped down. I paused to stare at him and he smirked and stepped into the shower. �You can�t expect me to make decisions about what I want to do when you�re insinuating you�ll always keep me at arm�s length.�
You�re moving fast.
�Just like you did the other night, right? You told me that when things were right, you just knew. Why the change now? Or was that all bullshit?�
If it was, I wouldn�t be here, he pointed out. Thing is, you don�t know what the hell you want either. So what�s all of this? Are you playing house, Jessa? Playing pretend, like you wanted to the other night? Because that shit�s only going to work for so long.
�I don�t want pretend. I want this to be real.�
Why?
�Because if it�s not real, then it means you�re not real. Then it means this, between us, isn�t real. And in the real world, everyone would tell me that this was some kind of ridiculous fantasy.�
Can�t think of anything more real than this world. Then he tugged me, fully clothed, into the shower. He hitched me close to his body, kissing me under the warm spray as he tugged down my sweatpants. My T-shirt was molded over my breasts and he leaned in and bit me on the other side of the neck.
Marking me.
Claiming me.
I thought about what Tru said and I shivered. I don�t care what she said�Mathias was just as possessive as the bikers she�d talked about.
Bishop called out, �I�m guessing you don�t need me for this part, although I�d have no problem watching.�
Mathias shot him a sign I had no problem interpreting and the door to the bathroom closed, giving us privacy.
I swallowed hard and asked, �You said you liked things rough. Does that mean...sex?�
He nodded. He�d been pretty gentle the other night but there were hints of roughness there. He hadn�t held me down or anything but because of the circumstances, it had been right. Now, he had my body craving something more. I was angry�at him and at myself�and there were still things I didn�t understand. And I needed him to mark my body and make me understand them.
�Please,� was all I said, hoping I could somehow convey all of that into a single word. Since he was a man of few, he seemed to appreciate the brevity. Mouthed, okay, and I asked, �So what are you waiting for?�
He looked me up and down, like he was wondering if I could handle it.
�You�re different after you fight. You need different things,� I said and he nodded. �You�re worried I can�t handle it. But just because I�ve been sheltered doesn�t mean I�m not tough. I just haven�t had a chance to prove it.�
He signed something then, mouthed it too, and I didn�t catch it, but I had a feeling it was along the lines of, You�re about to get that chance.
He picked me up then and pushed me against the wall, held my hands up above my head and watched the water pour over my T-shirt, until my nipples stood out like I�d won a wet T-shirt contest. Then he leaned forward and sucked on them, through the wet cotton, hard enough for a jolt of unexpected pleasure to shoot through me. I swear, I almost came from those hard sucks. And he knew it too.
This was a discovery for me, but it was still Mathias, still coming back to him. I knew he�d protect me, and knowing that fanned my desire. �Keep going. I�m all in.�
He knew it too, because he flirted, even as he commanded my body to respond, with his mouth...his hands...
Yes, I could take it. I deserved nothing else.
He turned me then, so we faced the floor-to-ceiling mirror across from the shower. My back was to his chest and I almost couldn�t look, because it was all so hot and explicit, but I forced myself to.
When I did, Mathias stripped my clothes off. Naked, with Mathias�s hands playing with my nipples, I fought the urge to cover myself, because he was in charge.
That�s what he told me. Mouthed, I�m in charge here. You�re okay with that.
A statement, not a question, but I was more than okay with it. I didn�t hesitate to nod, and was rewarded with a hand sliding down between my legs. I gasped with pleasure as his fingers found me and my eyes closed. But his other hand went to my chin, gave it a little shake.
When I opened my eyes, he motioned for me to keep them open.
I did. I watched him walk around in front of me and kneel, watched it all happen in the mirror as he put his head between my legs. It was almost like an out of body experience. He stroked me with his tongue, hard and fast, and I watched him lick my cleft. When I came, because it didn�t take long, I grabbed his hair tightly and I broke his rule, tearing my gaze from the mirror so I could look down at him.
He�d been watching me the whole time. He pushed back and I grabbed for the wall as my legs threatened to give out. But he was up, carrying me to the bed, telling me without words that I�d broken the rules, and that I was to be punished.
He tied me to the bed. I was on my belly, arms stretched overhead, more excited than I could remember. Having just been tied by the LoV, this erased any and all bad memories associated with that, especially because his fingers were easing me open, teasing out another orgasm.
He slapped my ass roughly�three then four times�and then he ran a hand over my ass cheeks before he entered me. When he was fully inside of me, he grabbed my hips and pulled them up. And then he took me. That was the only way I could describe it, a thorough and complete claiming, his thighs slapping the backs of mine, my body helpless against his thrusts.
All I could do was surrender to him. So that�s exactly what I did.
Fight the good fight
Mathias
An hour or so later, when I was as fully satiated as Jessa was, I untied her. I�d gotten a lot of my demons out today, with the fight and with Jessa. She knew it wasn�t all gentle sex with me. And she seemed more than okay with that.
Now, she rubbed a hand along the snake tattoo and she asked, �Tell me more about the signs.�
I stared at the ceiling, wondering if I even wanted to go there. It was useless to try to keep her at arm�s length now. I�d let her so far in, farther than any woman had even been, that there was no going back now.
I grabbed the alphasmart and I started to type. It�s about when I first met Bish.
�You had a sign about that?�
I had the same exact sign I had with you.
Her mouth dropped and yeah, that was the reaction I�d expected. And then she said, �How did you meet him?�
It wasn�t pretty.
�I think you wanted to tell me, back at the warehouse this morning,� she said.
She was right. I motioned for her to read as I typed the story as fast as I could, as if speed could somehow make it all better, even as I flashed back to a night many years earlier in the bayou.
Screams. Unholy screams. It was maybe nine in the evening and I�d been on the porch, waiting for my father to come in from work. I stood, my entire body tingling, and I heard rustling in the tall grass.
Something was coming. Someone. And then there he was, a boy my age. Taller. Thinner. And beaten to fucking hell. He jumped on the porch and seemed to realize he was trapped.
I didn�t hear anyone coming after him, but I sensed it.
There was an old trunk my mom kept out on the porch�it was too big for the house but we used it at night to rest our drinks or feet on. Now, I lifted the lid and pointed.
Panic flooded Bish�s face�his cheeks smeared with dirt and tears�and that might�ve been the very last time I�d ever seen him cry. Not that he lacked emotion. But I guess everything was easier to handle once you had someone on your side.
I didn�t know he was claustrophobic at the time. Maybe it was better I hadn�t known. I locked him in the trunk and shoved the key inside the hollow windowsill, in a hole that couldn�t be seen unless you were as low as I was to the ground. And the angry Indian was well over six feet�taller than my dad, because I judged that by the way he cleared the porch roof without ducking.
The Indian bowed forward so he didn�t slam his forehead against the doorjamb. �I followed that little bastard up here.�
I shrugged. He came after me then, his hand raised to hit me, but I didn�t flinch. I thought about how bruised the boy in the trunk had been and figured I could take just this one for him.
But then he stopped. I don�t know why. And then he stared at me like he could see right through me�to this day, I believe he could but Bish told me I gave him too much credit. But at that time, I just kept thinking about what Dad said, to put up a shield to protect you from your enemies. How I had the evil eye amulet in my pocket.
He cursed, stormed across the porch, intent on opening the trunk and then the trunk and that�s when I heard the shotgun echo in the front yard. The big Indian froze and I knew Dad was sending him a message...
I swear I could feel the boy in the trunk praying. The big Indian finally left, shaking a fist at me. He�d been as silent as I was�worse though, because for all his strength and size, he never made a sound coming or going.
When I let Bish out, he was shaking, but the tears had stopped. I handed him the amulet�he still has it to this day�but I also tattooed it on him, just in case, about five years later. I grabbed the salt and, with Bish there, I made the sign of the cross on the ground with salt. I was already signing with one hand, like Bish could understand me.
He did.
�And then what happened?� Jessa asked.
After that, Bish stayed for dinner. And overnight. And for breakfast. And he basically never left, not for very long anyway.
That�s when I finally stopped typing and looked up at Jessa. She had tears in her eyes but she said fiercely, �You�re a good man, Mathias. You were born that way. So was Bishop.�
I kissed her, letting my mouth linger on hers for a second with a kiss that was more of a thank-you than anything. But the passion flared between us the way it had from the start.

Chapter Thirteen

So we cheated and we lied and we tested
Jessa
The next morning, Bishop brought me and Mathias breakfast. The first thing Mathias did when Bishop entered was to sign something, but Bishop was already staring at me when he said, �You think I can�t tell that she knows? Look how she�s looking at me.�
I blinked and realized I must�ve been wearing my heart on my sleeve for both of them, but Bishop didn�t sound angry, merely resigned. And then the subject was dropped and that was it. I knew, probably part of a very small group who did. And the three of us ate together, with candles instead of generator-powered lights.
�Defiance conserves as much as they can,� Bishop explained. �They�ve got a system worked out.�
Rain pattered the roof, but it was a regular rain and nothing like the storm from the other day. But it was still damp and cold and I was grateful for the heavy sweatshirt and jeans Tru had left. There were other clothes for me as well, and as I�d gone through them this morning I�d wondered how long I�d be staying here. But I didn�t want reality to continue rearing its ugly head and ruining things for me. Not when I had good food, good coffee...and not when I�d woken up next to Mathias.
There was a quick, decisive knock at the door and then Caspar was opening it without waiting. He walked across the room in his heavy black boots and asked, �You okay?�
It took me a second to realize he was asking me. I was taken aback, because even though I knew he was nothing like the head of the Lords, it still surprised me. I managed to nod, afraid I couldn�t find my voice. Plus, he looked scary, and even though it was in that movie-star bad-boy way�especially with the scar on his cheek and the icy blue eyes�I knew that he was as lethal as the men I sat with. And I also knew he had the authority in Defiance to turn me over to Keller or the LoV or my parents.
Mathias squeezed my thigh under the table as if he knew what I�d been thinking, then signed to Caspar who said, �Understandable.�
I guess Caspar understood sign language because Bishop didn�t translate. I didn�t ask what Mathias had said about me, because the look in his eyes was warm when he did so.
Mathias signed again and Caspar nodded, then said to me, �I�m going to talk to Charlie now. It would help if you�d listen in when I do, let me know if he�s telling the truth or lying. He won�t know you�re there, unless you want him to see you.�
Charlie was always in the back of my mind. I wasn�t worried about him, but rather, I was worried about what would happen if Defiance cut him loose. I was worried that the Secret Service would break the gates down to save him and destroy the only place I wanted to be. �I�ll listen, but I don�t know if I want to talk to him myself.�
I�ll stay with you, whether or not you decide to talk to him. Mathias�s words, Bishop�s voice. Mathias�s hand was still on my thigh and I reached out to hold it when I said, �Okay. But what are you going to do with him...I mean...?�
�Know what you mean, Jessa,� was all Caspar said, and motioned for me to follow him. I did, with Mathias and Bishop at my sides, until we walked back into the old warehouse.
It was bustling now, not quiet like the other night. But being here still gave me the same sense of peace.
Caspar left the door to the room where Charlie was being held partially open and Mathias and I stood behind it. I wasn�t ready to see Charlie again and the way my body reacted�a giant shiver�just on hearing his voice told me I�d done the right thing.
You�re okay, Mathias mouthed to me, just as Charlie bit out, �Where�s Jessa?�
�I�m askin� the questions.�
�And who are you?�
�Name�s Caspar. I�m president of the Defiance MC.�
�Good for you. I�m the next president of the United States,� Charlie shot back. �Maybe now you can unchain me and we can talk.�
�Talkin� now.�
I stared at Mathias, who in turn stared at the door like he had X-ray vision. If he�d gone in there, there would�ve been more fists than conversation.
�Did you not hear who I am?� Charlie demanded.
�Know who you are. Also know you were selling Jessa to Keller�s mafia.�
�They drugged me. I didn�t know what I was saying,� Charlie protested. �Where is Jessa? What did you all do with her?�
There was a long pause on Caspar�s end and Charlie spoke again. �Dammit, tell me if she�s okay.�
�Tell me what�ll happen if we get word for your father to come get you?�
�What do you think? I�ll tell them I was kidnapped. First by the Lords of Vengeance, and then by you. You need to contact my father. If it�s money you want, he�ll pay.�
�I want to know why you�re in bed with Keller and the LoV.�
�Jessa and I were kidnapped by that gang.� Charlie�s voice held just the right amount of anguish. �Look, please, is Jessa okay? I�ve been worried.�
�She�s fine.�
�I want to see her with my own eyes. That�s the only way I�ll believe it.�
�You�re not callin� the shots. And I�m not callin� your father,� Caspar said.
�Then what?� Charlie asked. �You can�t just keep me here.�
�Kinda can. Kinda will.� Caspar was so wholly unimpressed with Charlie. That rarely happened. In fact, this might actually be the first time someone didn�t get taken in by his charisma or be so scared of his pedigree that they�d agree to anything.
But that hadn�t happened with the LoV. Which was odd, because no one from that motorcycle club seemed as sure of themselves as Caspar was. Which meant Charlie hadn�t been trying to escape.
Which meant...
�Did you tell the LoV to call your father too?� Caspar asked.
�Of course.�
�How�d Keller get involved?�
�I don�t know.�
A strange sensation began in my belly. At first, it was a small pit and then it grew until my entire body trembled. I looked up at Mathias and mouthed, He knew. He planned the whole kidnapping.
Mathias turned to gaze at me sharply. His mouth opened a little and then he nodded in agreement.
�Why?�
Mathias mouthed back, Ask him.
But Caspar was a step ahead of me, asking Charlie, �You really think paying the LoV to kidnap you would work? Hell, politicians and the mob�ve been in each other�s pockets for years.�
�My family will take you down�with Keller�s help. I saw everything,� Charlie shot back. I could only imagine his face when he realized what he�d said...and how that made him a liability to everyone. Including himself. �Where�s Jessa? I want to see her.�
�Not sure she wants to see you,� was all Caspar said before he left the room and shut the door behind him.
Insane in the brain
Mathias
Caspar hadn�t needed Jessa to know that Charlie was lying, but he�d wanted her to see it for herself. It was an effective plan, and it rattled her badly. But hey, better to rip off the bandage quickly. The other choice was to let her continue to think that, up until Charlie�d tried to sell her, he hadn�t been in on the whole damned thing.
I hadn�t believed that for a second.
Caspar wisely didn�t question Jessa at all, but rather told her, �We can talk about it later. Mathias and Bishop, walk her back, okay? I�ve got some other shit to take care of.�
Jessa had nodded woodenly and Bish and I walked with her back to the guesthouse. She walked slowly, like she had the weight of the world on her shoulders. It was only once we were back inside the guesthouse that she asked, �Why is Keller so important?�
He controls a lot of shit. Food. Gas. Bish translated for me, then added, �Basically, he�s got us over a barrel.�
�But he�s gotten along with Defiance up till now?�
�It�s complicated. Has to do with the former leaders and the businesses Defiance is in. But the old leader�his son promised Keller a bigger cut in return for Defiance�s protection techniques. Caspar didn�t want that. Keller�s pissed,� Bish explained.
�Could he cut off Defiance�s food and gasoline?� she asked and I nodded. �And I brought this on a lot faster than it might�ve been.�
You brought on nothing. The fierceness of my feelings came through with Bish�s words. You�re not taking the blame for a feud that�s been brewing forever.
I could tell she didn�t believe me though, not fully. There wasn�t much I could do to change her mind as of yet.
* * *
Two hours later I was back with Caspar, signing, I want to tell Keller.
�Figured you might.� Caspar rubbed his hands together as he watched me carefully. I�d left Jessa sleeping, with Rebel watching the house, and I�d called for a meeting with Caspar. �You think it�s better that way.�
So do you.
�Tellin� me how I feel now?�
I nodded and behind me, Bish sighed and muttered, �Dangerous ground, brother.�
No other way to live.
�And after you go tellin� what you both did to his men�and the LoV�s men�what�re you plannin� next?� Caspar asked.
I�ll take the consequences. It�s not Defiance�s fault. It�s mine.
�Shit, Mathias, you�re not in this alone,� Bish told me.
I know that. But Keller�s getting suspicious. We�re their next stop. Might as well take advantage of it.
�You think I�m selling you out, fuck that,� Caspar told me. �But you�re right�there�s no reason to keep hiding the inevitable.�
I had no doubt that Caspar had been planning for this�he knew how my mind worked.
�So we invite them in,� Caspar continued and I nodded.
Keller doesn�t know Charlie survived. And he never has to, unless we need him to.
It was Caspar�s turn to nod. �I guess we�re due for a fight. I�ll invite the Kill Devils too. Kian�s in town anyway.�
Whether Caspar called Kian in for backup specifically for Keller or if it was a coincidence entirely that he was already there, we wouldn�t know. But hell, the more people on our side when the shit went down, the better.
I shook Caspar�s hand. He looked at me like he wanted to say something else, but he didn�t.
I knew what it was�he�d stopped asking me and Bish about joining the MC a while ago. We were still here, and that bothered the older generation, but not as much as the fact that Caspar had taken over Defiance. If we allowed ourselves to be initiated in, that would go a long way in proving to that generation, and to the rest of Defiance, that we were behind them as a whole and that we weren�t just Caspar�s rogue team.
Bish and I walked out the back of the clubhouse and headed over to the small clearing that overlooked what used to be Lance�s house. There was a small spotlight over there, since it backed up to the diner also, and we stopped and sat on the grass for a while.
I was going over the upcoming fight in my head already, even though it was days away. I�d do it constantly until the minute the fight actually happened.
�There�s another fight tomorrow over in Cumberland,� Bish said finally. �Good practice.�
We both knew I didn�t need the practice as much as I needed to blow off steam. I also needed the money and so I nodded. Set it up.
�I will.� He paused and then told me, �Comes down to this�if you want to keep Jessa safe, we�re better off staying in Defiance and getting initiated into the MC.�
I stared at him for a long moment. He was right, I knew that, but I also knew he hated being backed into a corner as much as I did. I was the one who pushed you to come here.
�It was a good choice, Mathias. I know how you feel about staying in one place though.�
I didn�t want any more attachments. I had to give that shit up because of the Chaos and I never wanted that level of attachment again.
�What the fuck am I?�
That�s different.
�How?�
Because you�re me.
Bish stared at me and smiled. It was true, somehow. We were connected, like twins born to different mothers. He knew me better than he knew himself and vice versa. When he got hurt, I could feel it. Just like I could feel his attraction to Luna.
Just like he could feel mine for Jessa.

Chapter Fourteen

Try and test that, you�re bound to get served
Jessa
The storms were starting again and the Defiance compound was getting that strangely deserted feel. I looked out the window of the guesthouse and rubbed my arms as the wind picked up through the half-opened window. Even though it was cold outside, I liked the feeling of knowing there was still an outside. That�s what three years of living underground did for someone.
I�d been here for four days, so I hadn�t expected to feel like I was a part of this club. But I�d wanted to feel a part of something, and that familiar ache hurt less than I�d expected it to. Probably because, around Mathias, I didn�t feel like an outsider.
I shut the window and locked it, moved to the center of the house, where the bed was, protected by strong walls and no windows, and prepared to wait out the storm alone.
I was wrapped up in a blanket, reading by candlelight�Tru had left me several romance novels and they reminded me of home, but in a good way. I used to find them in the back of my mother�s closet. She�d only put out the books that people deemed important, but they�d never looked as well used, or well loved, as her paperbacks.
There was a brief knock and Mathias was inside before I could call out, �Come in.� He was soaked, stood dripping on the floor.
�I thought maybe you were fighting again,� I said lamely.
Not tonight, he mouthed and signed simultaneously. His pinkie was still bandaged and I saw the thin white bandages still above his left brow.
Bishop came in behind him. Mathias signed and Bishop translated. I figured you might not want to be alone.
�I didn�t.�
�I�m not staying long. But I brought food,� Bishop added, holding up a box covered in plastic to protect it from the rain. He and Mathias stripped down to their underwear so their clothes could dry and we ate on the bed, listening to the storm.
I didn�t mind having Bishop around at all. He was a part of Mathias and I liked how close they were. They made me feel comfortable at a time when nothing else was. And Bishop didn�t seem to judge the fact that Mathias and I had formed a quick and solid bond.
Time moved slowly post-Chaos. There wasn�t an awful lot to do anymore, nowhere to rush, no cell phones or Twitter to take up all our time. It was like someone came in and shut a switch and for a while, it was like living in a zombie state. It was so quiet�for some, too quiet, I noticed�but I actually didn�t mind it. Except for the noise in my head, it would�ve been perfect.
At least that�s what I told myself. Now, I realized how much I�d missed having people around. How much I�d missed that for most of my life, having grown up in the quiet of properness.
Sure, there were scandals and parties, especially on Charlie�s end, but wealth and privilege bought a lot of silence. I didn�t get in trouble a lot, because who my father was going to become was drilled into me. And then, after my first suicide attempt, I was homeschooled, which solved a lot of potential publicity problems for them.
The last time I�d tried to kill myself had been the most serious. One minute, I was recovering from slashing my wrists and the next, I was being considered for Charlie�s wife. It meant I�d have to be groomed. It meant that the medicine the doctors gave me would be too heavy for me to fight anything.
�At some point, we�re going to pull this all together,� my father told me during the most serious sit-down we�d had to date. �You�re not only securing your own future, but ours as well. There�s no more elections�the president and I will stay in office indefinitely, and you and Charlie will be groomed to be the next in line. But you�re going to have to do things differently, Jessa.�
�Things we sent you to school for,� my mother had chimed in. Indeed, I�d gone to very prestigious boarding schools, I�d been Debbed, presented to formal society. I�d learned to dance, to know the right forks and spoons to use. I�d known the art of conversation from a very young age. And still, something in me rebelled. But when I�d come home to find Charlie waiting for me, looking more handsome than I�d remembered, and more welcoming too, something changed. I wanted to please him. Maybe because the world had gone so insane and this was something I could control.
And now...look where I was. Why was another story, one I�d hold on to for as long as I could. If I didn�t keep that leverage, where would I end up? I didn�t want to keep it from Mathias, but his loyalty was to Defiance as much as it was to me. I could only hope that when I told him, he�d understand.
�I know it sounds crazy, but where we were, there were still formal dinners happening. It didn�t matter that most of the world was in complete turmoil. The government had to get back to functioning as normally as possible. People counted on that. Looked up to us,� I said, like I was repeating some kind of campaign memo.
If Charlie doesn�t go back, what will happen?
I stared at Mathias�s mouth, wanting to ignore the question. �His father�s sick. Charlie was due to take office from my father in less than two years, if everything went according to plan, and then my father would take over the presidency.�
He didn�t push to ask about the plan and that was good, because I wouldn�t tell him. �Do you regret anything you�ve done since the Chaos?� I asked instead.
Both men watched me calmly. Finally, Mathias signed and Bishop looked at him before translating. There�s no time for regrets now. Only a time for living as much and as hard as you can.
�I saw how it was through military channels, although I�m sure I was shielded from the worst of it.� D.C. had also known that the meteors were preparing to strike the earth. I was already in the underground bunker, and had been for a week, once the Chaos hit.
So the government knew this was about to happen? Mathias asked through Bishop, and I nodded.
�I guess they figured why scare everyone. Nothing we could�ve done,� I said.
Never had to battle with no bulletproof vest
Mathias
Except die with our family.
Bish didn�t translate that last part.
�I hated knowing,� she told us, her voice desperate like she knew she�d be judged for what her family and the people around her did. �Waiting was the worst, I thought, until the storms started. What did you do, right after the storms?�
I didn�t want to talk about it. I�d survived it. Sometimes I dreamed about it, or what happened next, once I was in the military. But Bish answered her.
�Ran wild,� he said. �There were riots. It was fucking nuts.�
�Were you scared?�
Bish translated my signs. Wasn�t time to be.
She drew her knees up to her chest. �Did people try to hurt you?�
All the time. We killed a lot of people along the way.
�When you were in the military?�
Bish flicked a glance my way before answering, �No.�
My fingers had moved although I hadn�t wanted them to. I watched her face, waiting to see any kind of disgust or fear but there was none. Just more questions, the most inevitable one being, �Why?�
There were too many ways to answer that, too many reasons. Fear. Survival. Because we didn�t know the delicate balance between fear and survival.
I wasn�t sure we knew that still, so I just said, Because we had to.
That, I knew for sure.
There was a lot of blood on our consciences, some on our souls, and none of it would wash off. As Bish would always say, We didn�t want it to anyway.
�Do you like it?�
No.
�Yes.�
She looked between us, maybe realizing that our true answer lay somewhere in between. �Have you changed?�
Some would say we�ve gotten worse.
�What would you say?�
I stared at her and shook my head.
�I didn�t think so. We all do things when we�re unsure or scared or threatened. I don�t think you can judge right or wrong emotions. That�s what they taught me at the hospital�feelings are never right or wrong, they simply are.� She paused. �My father used to say I was born in the wrong era, that I would�ve been the kid who ran to the Haight for peace and love.� She smiled, like that discussion between her and her father had good memories and then she quickly sobered. �Things were better when I was young. There was time for me to grow out of things. When I didn�t...�
She looked sad and lost and yeah, I knew how that felt post-Chaos. But not with my parents, so I felt even worse for her.
�Our mom was an artist,� Bish said, and I looked down at the tattoos that covered my arms and hands and thought about her and Dad teaching me what they jokingly referred to as the old ways. They might�ve had a light tone talking about it, but I knew that they took it as seriously as I still did.
�Just like you,� she said to me and pointed to my tattoos and yeah, that felt nice. But I knew she�d ask next where my parents were and I didn�t want to talk about that.
Bish knew too, which is why he changed the subject. �Do you know how the rest of the world did? Because we were privy to some things when we were in the military, but it was nearly impossible to get a clear picture.�
Not like we could turn on the TV, I added. Our news was spotty, mainly passed along between law enforcement and distilled locally, or culled from CBs and ham radios. Add to that lots of rumor and speculation and that was how most news traveled these days
�We don�t know much, but parts of Europe are okay�better than the Midwest or here, even. Everyone got hit with storms. It just depended on how well you were prepared. And it looks like this place was a doomsday prepper�s best friend for life.�
Caspar�s grandfather and his friend based the tubes on the subs they spent time on in their Navy days. Disaster preppers before it was cool. They were built for shit like this. This is how they�ve survived massive storms for years unscathed. Now, we�ve got a good start on this fucking apocalypse.
�At least there are no zombies,� she said, and then smiled. �I can already tell that this place is as good as the D.C. bunkers. And the Camp David ones.�
Is that where you were?
�For the past year, yes. I only went with Charlie on a goodwill trip�my first one. That�s where those men took me.� She swallowed hard and tried to get me to believe her. Whatever the real story, I did believe that the LoV had dragged her on a hell of a trip from D.C. to here. Made it so she and Charlie couldn�t�ve been found easily.
But the LoV and Keller would be headed this way soon. It�d be the first place I�d look.
�What are you going to do if they come here?� she asked me.
Tell them they can�t have you.
She blinked at me like I was a fucking lunatic. �You�ll tell them I�m here?�
I held up my hands, shrugged and smiled.
�He plays dumb well. But he�s right�lying�s worse,� Bish told her. �We can�t hide you forever.�
�I�ll stay underground forever if that�s what it takes,� she whispered.
That�s no way to live. Bish translated for me. Defiance has taken you in. You want to go back to your family, you can do that and let them protect you.
�I don�t want that.� She hugged her arms around herself tight and I forced myself not to tell her that I didn�t want it either.

Chapter Fifteen

No one�s gonna drag you up to get into the light where you belong
Jessa
The next morning, Bishop and I sat cross-legged on the bed, our knees touching. Intimate for sure, but if I wanted intimacy with Mathias, I�d have the same with Bishop.
Mathias was training some of the Defiance members. There seemed to be a major shift on the compound over the past twenty-four hours, with drills happening left and right.
�This is all because of me, isn�t it?� I�d asked Bishop when he�d first come in to give me a sign language lesson.
�It�s because of Keller,� Bishop had told me. On one of my first nights in the guesthouse, he�d slipped me an America Sign Language cheat sheet, and although I�d been trying to memorize, I knew it would be better if I could actually use the signs. And I didn�t want to screw up in front of Mathias�it was too important to mess up his language.
For an hour, I mirrored Bishop�s signs, trying to get the same speed and accuracy he had. That was, of course, impossible, but I made some good headway with simple words that required only a single sign. And I used the cheat sheet. A lot.
�I feel like I�m running out of time,� I told Bishop, and he shook his head and made me sign it before he�d acknowledge anything I�d said. And that took forever, a painfully slow process.
Then he made me translate his signing. �A lot of people think we should turn you over to Keller and save ourselves. And a lot of people don�t think that�s the right thing to do.�
�Caspar?�
�Caspar needs to make all the hard decisions.�
�And you�re both getting a lot of shit because you brought me here,� I said, and Bishop let that go without signing. �You saved my life.�
�It was his idea,� Bishop said, and then he gave that sly smile and signed something. It took me many long minutes and a lot of his repeating the signs to decipher that he�d said, Mathias is good at saving lives.
�Does he do that a lot? Save people?� I asked. Bishop wouldn�t answer me until I�d signed all of that, which I did.
Bishop nodded, encouraged me to move along, my signing painfully slow. He showed me some shortcuts, more military signs than anything, he�d added, and I watched how fast his hands moved.
Mathias follows signs, he signed.
Saved. Yours. Too, I finally managed to shorthand, my hands starting to feel slightly less clumsy.
I know he told you, he signed back.
Will he be mad if he finds out you�re helping me?
He knows.
I took that for what it was. Because whether or not Mathias was angry about it didn�t bother me. I was kicking down his doors. I didn�t come this far, risk this much, only to let Mathias slip away from me. �Who are you saving?� I asked.
He shifted, an almost imperceptible movement that told me there most definitely was someone. �I plead the Fifth�.
�Then tell me this...whoever she is, does she need saving�
�Doesn�t everyone?�
* * *
A couple of hours later, I was lying under the heat lamps in one of the cabins on the compound, in between Mathias and Bishop. I�d mentioned that I missed the sun last week, and since it wouldn�t make an appearance for at least another week, Mathias escorted me to the lamps.
They were as close to the real thing as you could get these days, and with my eyes closed, I could pretend that the heat on my skin was from the real thing and not an artificial light.
A shadow fell across me and I blinked and opened my eyes to see Caspar standing above me.
�Charlie�s asking for you,� Caspar told me. I sat up and tugged at the bottom of my tank top�it was all I wore, along with my underwear, and I�d pulled the tank up under my breasts. I�d lost some inhibitions, but still.
Mathias was signing and I�m pretty sure, judging by his expression and the few signs I caught, he wasn�t happy about Charlie�s request. Bishop propped on his elbows and watched the scene without comment.
Caspar wouldn�t make me talk to Charlie, but I�d put this off too long. �I�ll go see him. It�s probably best if I went in there alone.�
I turned to Mathias and gave him a nod that I hope said, I�ll be all right. He glanced at Caspar then back at me and signed something. Caspar said, �I�ll meet you there.�
�You�ll need pants. And maybe a chastity belt�, Bishop drawled as Mathias shot him the finger and I stifled a laugh as we got up and walked through the compound back to the guesthouse.
�Thanks for that�I hated missing the sun last week,� I said. I hadn�t realized we�d been lying there for almost two hours.
I pulled on pants and a sweatshirt and came back outside to walk between Mathias and Bishop until we met up with Caspar. At that point, Bishop fell back to let Caspar walk beside me. It was a military precision kind of move and suddenly I felt captured.
Maybe Mathias felt my tension, because he took my hand in his, and that was definitely not a military move. He gave my hand a squeeze as we headed into the warehouse.
It was quiet on the compound�most of the bikes were gone�as the MC members had taken advantage of the sunlight earlier and went on long rides. My skin was pleasantly tight from the sun. I�d been using sun lamps at my parents� compound almost daily and I knew Defiance had some, but I hadn�t thought to ask for them. I hadn�t realized how badly I�d needed the sunlight until the heat hit my skin.
I shivered now as we approached the door to where Charlie was being held. I was burned, because the lamps were stronger than what I was used to, but that wasn�t the only reason for my sudden chill. I�d never realized how cold Charlie left me, because neither of our families ever showed much emotion. Stiff upper lip and all that. I thought that�s the way it was, the way it had to be.
But the man walking beside me made me hot as fire, and I knew how wrong I�d been about everything from my old life. And that�s exactly how I partitioned it�old life, new life. And I wasn�t willing to give up anything from this new life, no matter how much Charlie threatened me.
�I�ll be okay,� I told Mathias and slid my hand from his. But I didn�t know if anything from this point on would be, and part of that was my own fault.
I�d wanted to tell Mathias about the marriage a million times. But in my mind, my heart, I�d renounced it, and Charlie, the second he�d betrayed me.
I�d divorced him in my mind, cut him out.
I hadn�t thought about how not telling Mathias or Defiance might be perceived. Or maybe I was lying. I knew I�d be looked at with suspicion and I didn�t want that. Not when, for the first time, I�d actually been accepted for who I was.
I forced myself to walk inside the inner room and found Charlie sitting on the floor, his back against the cement wall. He glanced up when he heard the door open and immediately shot to his feet. The chain around his ankle allowed him to reach halfway across the room and I�d remained close to the door.
�Where have you been?� he asked, his voice holding the right amount of concern, since the door was still halfway open. I knew if I shut it, I�d get the real Charlie again, the one who�d been hiding, even from me until he�d had a choice to save himself or save me.
�You were worried?�
�Of course, Jessa. I didn�t know what happened to you.�
�But you knew what was about to happen to me�until I was saved by men who don�t believe in selling women.�
�You�ve been playing biker slut,� he sneered and just like that, his mask was off. I was surprised by the information and must�ve looked surprised because he muttered, �Stupid woman, don�t you think I have my sources everywhere? Don�t you know who I am?�
�My husband,� I said sarcastically, but my insides were cold. Who was telling him things? Was there some kind of insider spy Charlie had here, and what did that mean for Defiance? Had Charlie�s father�or my parents�been contacted?
�Right, your husband,� he echoed back, just as sarcastically and I remembered that the door was open. �Did you tell your biker that? For better or for worse, right, darling?�
�I only had the worse with you,� I managed with a whisper, the words nearly stuck in my throat as I thought about how fooled I�d been. How my parents had convinced me that Charlie had always loved me, and that I�d always loved him. Really, there had never been love between us, just convenience.
�You were good eye candy, but since the Chaos, it�s not like anyone can just turn on the TV and see us anymore. I�d do just as well on my own.�
�So will I.� I reached behind me for the knob, needing to leave. Charlie�s body was lurching forward against the weight of his chain and I feared he�d rip it out of the wall if I stayed much longer.
�You think I�m not going to tell them, Jessa?� He spit the words out in a violent whisper.
I didn�t say anything right away. Instead, I took that moment to really concentrate on what he looked like. Besides wearing different clothing�Defiance must�ve given him clean stuff�he still looked the same. I don�t know why I�d expected otherwise. His cheek was bruised but other than that, they hadn�t treated him badly. Sure, he was shackled, but he was fed, he had a place to sleep, a toilet and he was better off than many people were post-Chaos.
He didn�t have his freedom, but I wasn�t sure any of us did anymore. Maybe we never had. �I don�t know why you haven�t told them everything,� I said finally.
His dark blue eyes settled on mine. I�d once thought them beautiful, like the sky on a warm summer day, but now I thought they looked like cheap denim as he told me, �Because I thought we could still get out of this together.�
�You can�t be serious. You think I�m actually going to help you?�
�What choice do you have? You can�t stay here with these bikers and expect they�re going to treat you any differently than the Lords would�ve.�
�They already have.�
�Because I�m here. Because they need me for leverage. As soon as they kill me�or send me back home, when Dad pays the money�they�ll have no real use for you.�
For a lone second, my faith in Defiance faltered, and Charlie saw it. Used it, enough to push the small crack of nag into more of a gaping hole. �You�re too trusting.�
�I trusted you and look where it got me,� I spat back, my mind reeling as I wondered how I could�ve let Defiance�and Mathias�get to me so easily. No one was that good, not without an ulterior motive. When had I forgotten that? I�d been born into that.
�I�m sorry. The Lords fucked it up, Jessa. I�d never meant to hurt you. You�ve got to believe me.�
A part of me wanted to, for no other reason than his betrayal had been so stunningly deep and painful, and I couldn�t wrap my mind around how or why he�d do that to someone he�d pledged to love, honor and spend the rest of his life with. The smarter part knew exactly why he�d done so, but I wouldn�t bring it up, because Mathias and Caspar and Bishop were listening, and whatever they�d heard was already humiliating and damming enough.
�Jessa, please, we can work this out together. Just tell them you want to stay with me. We�ll call Dad and your parents,� Charlie said calmly, that firm command returning to his voice.
�I can�t,� I told him, and that was the God�s honest truth. There were so many things that could apply to, and at the moment, I meant all of them�I couldn�t stay with Charlie, couldn�t let Defiance call home.
I couldn�t believe what Charlie said about Defiance, about me being disposable, but a small part of me did. And when I walked out and shut the door behind me, I wanted to just walk past the guys waiting for me, wanted to crawl into bed by myself and not deal with any of this.
Of course, Mathias wasn�t going to let that happen. He stood in front of me, put his hands on my shoulders to hold me in place in that gentle but unbreakable grip he had. �Mathias, please...I just want to...�
You believe him. Bishop�s words behind me and even though Mathias hadn�t signed, I knew they were coming from him.
Mathias�s expression was calm, but maybe that was all an act. I�d seen what he was capable of when he was angry, and I�d lied to him. �What if I do?�
Mathias considered that for a long moment and took his hands off my shoulders. My skin was hot where he touched me, like he�d branded me somehow, and as I watched, he stared down at the fleur-de-lis tattoo on his arm, rubbed it with the tips of two fingers before mouthing, Then you�d be wrong.
�Can you understand why I might think differently?� I asked and he nodded, a controlled, jaw-clenched one and I noted his hands had curled into fists. And the way he looked at me...it wasn�t anything I ever wanted to see pointed in my direction again. I wanted to take back everything I�d said and tell him everything.
Instead, I swallowed hard. Because at least he got my concerns that I was only as valuable as my secrets. And I was prepared to protect myself with the one I had left for as long as I could. �What are you planning to do with Charlie?�
He countered with, What are you planning to do with him?
Nothing, Mathias. Nothing at all, was what I wanted to say, because that was the truth...but my God, I needed to make sure I didn�t drag Mathias in any further than he was. �He�s my husband.�
Mathias gave what amounted to a silent snort and rolled his eyes in disgust. He signed something too, without mouthing it�and without Bishop translating right away�and I couldn�t begin to parse what it meant. I probably wasn�t supposed to, given the fact that Mathias glared when Bishop finally said, He�s a fucking worthless piece of trash, and sounded like he meant it as much as Mathias did.
And then Bishop added, �Fuck, Jessa, remember what he did to you.�
And then it was more of Bishop�s voice, Mathias�s words. Mathias�s anger. You�re smarter than this. Why�s he got you all turned around? I know it�s not because you love him.
�You don�t know anything about me and who I love.�
Mathias tugged me close then, the fierce anger showing through clearly. You�d damn well better believe I know a hell of a lot about you and who you love. Who turns you the fuck on, so much that you come hard enough to pass out? Tell me he�s ever done that to you and I�ll let you go. Tell me he�s ever made you feel halfway like the way you feel when you�re with me.
�You�re crazy,� I told him, rather than admit he was right. He held me tighter against him, his erection pressing against me, and it was on the tip of my tongue to tell him that he was treating me exactly the way the LoV had. But I couldn�t�because it was nothing like that. Because if I lost Mathias, it would kill me.
But what if I was wrong about him, the way I�d been wrong about everything? When I voiced that to him, he told me, You haven�t been wrong about everything. Not about me. And not about what brought you here in the first place.
He didn�t press further; instead, let go of me. It was my turn to reach out for him, to pull him close, to comfort myself by pressing my cheek against his chest. He responded by picking me up and I closed my eyes and let him carry me, pretended to be helpless, because he allowed me to be vulnerable without fear.
I didn�t open my eyes until he put me down. I don�t know where I expected to be, but it certainly wasn�t in front of Caspar and Tru in the clubhouse. I didn�t know if I was being put in front of a firing squad, if Mathias had no choice but to bring me here, but it didn�t matter.
Caspar looked serious�and scary. Tru was sitting next to him quietly, deep in thought. I shifted in place as they sat watching me.
�Charlie said he�s got sources in here,� Caspar started, his gaze locked on me, and I got it then. They thought maybe I was his source, somehow, and we�d been putting on some kind of act in the warehouse. But to what end?
�It�s not me,� I said firmly.
Mathias signed and Caspar nodded. �He says you�ve been with him most of the time.�
�And then there are the guards you�ve posted when he�s not,� I pointed out and Caspar stared at me and said, �Figured you needed protection, no?�
�Do you believe what Charlie says about his sources?� Tru asked me.
�He�s always had connections everywhere. I�m not sure how he�d make one here unless someone�s in with the LoV.�
At my words, Caspar slammed his fists down on the table, hard enough to shake it and me. I froze, and Tru came over to my side, put a reassuring hand on my shoulder. It was then I saw that Caspar wasn�t angry at me, but rather at the idea that a member of Defiance was betraying his MC. I just didn�t know how or why he wouldn�t expect that, but I didn�t dare give voice to that question.
Mathias stood behind me, but he didn�t make a move to comfort me. I thought about all the lies swirling around me�all of them mine�and I didn�t see any good way out of this.

Chapter Sixteen

You spin me
Mathias
Jessa followed Tru out of the clubhouse, looking back over her shoulder at me before she exited. Her look begged me to understand why she�d hidden the fact that Charlie was her husband�her fucking husband, for Christ�s sake�but it didn�t do anything to stop my feelings. It just made me want to wrap my hands around Charlie�s neck for the way he�d treated his wife.
�You all right?� Bish asked quietly.
I didn�t think so. But I played like I was just goddamned fine, because Caspar had called the voting members into the room for an early church, which was code for their meetings. Like confession, what went on inside this room stayed in this room.
When the men were seated, Caspar briefly filled them all in and for a long while, no one said a word. The tension thickened with every passing second and finally Rebel said, �What if someone�s in bed with Keller? That�s way fucking worse than the LoV.�
�Doesn�t make sense why Keller�s hanging with the LoV to begin with,� Hammer said, and he was right, because the LoV had nothing much to offer Keller except women�and violence. It wasn�t enough to keep them indispensable to Keller�s mafia. They knew Keller would drop them in a second if Defiance suddenly agreed to split profits.
�None of this shit matters. Matters that we�ve got a traitor here with us, and I figured we were done with that shit.� Caspar�s voice was a knife through the bullshit and all eyes turned to him. �Anyone hear any rumblings? Doesn�t matter how small the complaints.�
�Old gen is still pretty pissed,� Rebel pointed out.
��Course you�d blame the originals,� grumbled one of said originals, nicknamed Goose.
�Got somethin� to say, old man?� Rebel�s voice was dangerously low and his eyes glittered in a way I�d never seen before. He�d been pretty even-tempered, but the not-so-silent war between the old and new generations of Defiance was wearing on everyone.
Bish glanced at me. I knew what he was thinking�do we really want to be part of this shit?
But hell, we�d created some of it. And if we wanted to help Jessa, we had to figure out the best way to do so.
�She�s married to the guy and she didn�t tell anyone. That�s pretty fucking convenient, right?� Goose snapped.
�He�s got a point,� Rebel said. �She had to know that�d make a difference.�
�Or else she�s scared,� Hammer said slowly. �Anyone else starting to notice how fucking scared these women are? Forget Jessa. I�m talking about a lot of women within Defiance. They�re worried about what�s happening out there. Worried that the violence of this club�s going to be taken out on them.�
�It was always that way, Hammer,� Caspar said quietly.
�That�s bullshit and you know it,� Hammer told him. �It was never fucking like this.�
Bish was next to me, leaning against the wall. He banged his fist lightly against it, and the entire room filled with tension, the way it had since Aimee was attacked. We didn�t have a place at the table, which meant no vote, and the only reason we were here was because of what we�d done for Jessa.
Hammer met Bish�s eyes. �You and Mathias came to town and you helped us. And now, we don�t know what your plans are.�
�That�s fair,� Bish conceded. �But we don�t know our plans either. After what Tru and Aimee went through, there�s no way we could�ve let Jessa get sold. Didn�t matter who she was. Only matters that we stick to our code.�
I watched Rebel stare Bish down while he spoke, or try to. Bish turned his gaze to Rebel, because he�d felt it too, and I had to admit it was close, but Reb looked away first. I think, if she was working with Charlie, she wouldn�t be fucking me.
Caspar seemed to agree and Bish translated for the rest of the group.
Rebel said, �We�re trusting a woman who�s grown up in politics?�
We�re trusting my gut.
�Tru�s too,� Caspar pointed out.
I glanced at Bish. We both knew Jessa was holding back something else. This shit could blow up in our faces.
So complicated
Jessa
�I guess I can understand why you didn�t say anything about being married to Charlie,� Tru started.
I�d realized there wasn�t a hell of a lot of difference between the MC and politics in general. �I didn�t want it to be true,� I told her. �God, I couldn�t believe how stupid I�d been, what he�d done to me. I wanted my past erased, and the best way to do that was to pretend it didn�t exist.�
�The past always comes up to bite you, Jessa. I learned that the hard way.� Tru smiled ruefully as we walked the footpaths toward the guesthouse.
�Hey!�
Tru turned to find Aimee coming up behind us. I braced, like she was going to question me too, and then I remembered that no one would be talking about it until after the men left the clubhouse. So I relaxed slightly, more so when Aimee said, �I think I actually got sunburned today.�
�Me too,� I said, and we started walking again. For the first time, I really took notice of Defiance�s setup. Normally, I was too distracted by Mathias to do so, but this was as organized as the place I�d been kept, maybe more so. The air of military was strong here, and I asked Tru and Aimee about it, because I knew both of them had grown up here.
�You know MCs originated because of military men,� Aimee said, and no, I hadn�t.
�And then a lot of them began to take in the shitbags who had no discipline,� Tru added. �Not to say military men can�t be dicks but there�s a certain bearing. A lot of responsibility comes with brotherhood. Defiance stays true to that tradition.�
�How long have you had the bunkers here?� I asked, and both women looked at me oddly. �Oh, come on, I lived underground for three years. I know you all didn�t disappear to a cabin in the storm. Besides, Mathias and Bishop told me a little.�
Tru relaxed a little then. �It�s more like a system of tubes.�
�Right. I heard the LoV talking about them as well,� I told them.
�I�m sure they�re not happy we don�t sell them any,� Aimee said.
�Definitely not happy,� I agreed.
�Caspar�s grandfather invented the system during his Navy days, took the shape from the subs he was on during his tours,� Tru explained.
That made so much sense. �This had to take years.�
�They made the best of their PTSD way before it was a thing. They were paranoid bastards and this was less about weather and more about attacks and war, but it worked out well for our generation.� Tru wrapped her arms around her body, like she was giving herself a hug, or maybe protecting herself. �I�m still a little claustrophobic, because of what happened during the Chaos.�
�I found it hard to stay underground too,� I admitted. �I used to spend a lot of time sleeping, because it was obviously the only time I could forget where I was. Everything seemed so...small. And dark. No matter how well they lit the bunkers, it always felt dark.�
�I�d rather be outside in the dark any day of the week,� Tru agreed. �But the system saved Defiance.�
�So Caspar�s family has been in charge of Defiance from the start then?� I asked.
�It�s complicated,� Tru said, and I noticed that Aimee had gone uncomfortably quiet. We�d gotten to the guesthouse, and under the outside light, I noticed that she looked pale.
�Aimee, are you okay?� I asked.
�I�ve got to get to the clinic,� she said absently, and she turned and left with a slight wave.
�Did I say something wrong?� I asked.
Tru shook her head. �She�s going through some things. That�s what happens. She�s good and then she remembers.�
�What happened to her?�
�The men who used to be in charge of this club hurt her.� Tru�s voice shook. The anger flushed her face and she took a breath before continuing. �She�s going to be okay. She�s studying with the doctors. She�s got someone in her life who loves her. And all of Defiance is behind her.�
�But she�s never going to be the same.� At the sound of another woman�s voice, Tru jerked her head toward the dark-haired, tattoo-sleeved woman who had walked up silently. I thought about leaving, but things happened so fast I didn�t dare move.
�Those are the first words you say to me after four months?� Tru was on her feet and in the woman�s face quickly.
The woman put her hands on her hips and said quietly, �I prefer not to live in never-never land, where you�ve decided the MC is going to be perfect since you�re back.�
�Bullshit, Luna. You know we�re the ones who can force change. I�m willing to do whatever it takes. And you took advantage of it, unless the men let you work on the bikes in secret before Lance died.�
�Just because we can work alongside the men doesn�t ease what Aimee went through. She�s not a human sacrifice, Tru. But she did lose everything. And she�s putting up a great front, but I�ll bet you anything that she�s dying inside. No one�s that strong.�
�So why are you avoiding her then?� Tru demanded.
�Because I don�t know how to make things better. I don�t think they can be. And it kills me, because I never ran. I stayed and now I wish I hadn�t.�
�Does Rebel feel the same way?� Tru asked.
�I don�t talk to him about this.�
�Right. You don�t talk to anyone. Please, come visit Aimee with me. She misses you. You�re like two hundred feet from her and it�s as if you�re on a different planet,� Tru said.
�I�m not ready.� With those words, Luna turned and left. Tru took a couple of steps to go after her, then stopped and hung her head as a small sob escaped her throat.
I didn�t know what else to do, so I put a hand on Tru�s shoulder and was surprised when Tru turned into me and hugged me. I stroked her hair like my mom used to do when I was little, back when I thought she could make everything better.
Knowing no one actually could was probably one of the worst parts of growing up.
Finally, Tru pulled back. �Thanks, Jessa. Do you think you can get to the bottom of this?�
�Of what?�
Tru gave a small smile. �Bishop might be stealthy, but when a guy loves a girl, they tend to lose all common sense.�

Chapter Seventeen

You should know that I�m not afraid
Jessa
After Tru left, I paced for a while and tried to explain about Charlie to Mathias a million times and ways in my head.
So when Mathias and Bishop came in, I should�ve been prepared. But I went silent, just waiting to see what Mathias would say to me.
Bishop spoke instead, and he wasn�t translating. �Might want to get ready,� he said and handed me a pair of jeans and a black top. I guessed it was either something of Tru�s or Aimee�s, and it looked tight and sexy and like nothing I normally wore.
I had closets full of conservative outfits at home. Even when I�d been away at boarding school, playing guitar, I�d done so in my sensible clothes.
I never wanted to be sensible again. But I certainly didn�t think, after what had happened, that I�d be going anywhere. I held the silky black material and the denim, heard Bishop drop shoes too...and still, I didn�t make a move.
�Do you understand why I didn�t say anything about being married to Charlie?� I asked Bishop finally.
�I�m not the one who matters.�
�You are, though. You�re such an important part of it,� I told him.
�I wouldn�t be here if I didn�t get it. Grief and fear make people do strange things.�
I wondered if he was talking about Luna as much as he was talking about me. �I don�t think he wants to see me.�
�Then you�ll have to want to see him more,� Bishop said. �Tru and Aimee had me drop this stuff off. They�ll be here to get you in a few minutes.�
�Wait, where are they taking me?�
�The place you want to be,� was all he said.
* * *
An hour later, Tru and Aimee laughed their way into the guesthouse. They�d already started drinking�Tru carried a bottle with her�and I noted that Hammer was outside, waiting for them.
�I knew those clothes would look great on you,� Tru said.
�Where are we going?� I asked.
�Out. It�s time to have some fun and make merry. For tomorrow, we may die,� Aimee said, and I was surprised to see her smiling when she�d said that.
�I just can�t think about going out and having fun now.� Beyond what had happened with me today, there was still Keller, and the LoV, to think about. Not to mention storms.
�How can you not?� Tru asked.
I hadn�t considered that.
�Bad things are going to happen whether or not we have fun. We can�t stop it, so why not enjoy the fuck out of ourselves, as Cas would say,� Tru continued.
�Because I never have,� I said simply.
�Then it�s about time you do. Let�s go have some fun.� Tru stopped. �What�s the worst that could happen? Can you die from having too much fun?�
�Maybe,� I whispered.
�But what a way to go,� Tru said as she hooked her arm in mine and we followed Aimee out the door.
The bar the MC owned was on Defiance�s compound, but allowed civilians�like me, I supposed�on certain nights. It was crowded by the time Tru and Aimee walked me inside. I felt conspicuous in my tight jeans and tank top after shrugging off a borrowed leather jacket.
I felt eyes on me, and realized a lot of the men�and the women�were staring at me, and not in a good way.
�Does everyone know?� I asked and Tru nodded. Any trust I�d earned with Defiance was gone, but it didn�t bother me half as much as the ground I�d lost with Mathias.
�They won�t give you much shit because you�re with Tru,� Aimee told me.
�Come on. We came here to have fun. Forget about all of it and have some fun.�
I followed Aimee and Tru onto the dance floor and we put our hands up and shook our hips and we laughed and shimmied like we didn�t have a care in the world, and I guessed that�s how they handled things. Maybe it was the reason they could.
And then I looked over and I saw Mathias. He was dancing too, on a table, with several women.
Whether or not he was doing it purposely to get my attention or my jealousy didn�t matter. The fact was, the women had their hands on him. And he was mine. I�d never felt such a primal roar of possession in my life.
�Oh, is that your man?� Aimee asked innocently.
�You guys knew he�d be here.�
Tru blinked innocently. �I had no idea. But what I do know is, if you want him, you�re going to have to go get him.�
�You don�t think I betrayed him, or Defiance, do you?� I asked suddenly.
Tru tilted her head. �I think you�re scared, and I know that fear makes you do things you wouldn�t do otherwise.�
I thought that was her way of saying yes, but I could take her statement a couple of ways. Still, she motioned toward Mathias and I didn�t think she�d guide me in that direction if she didn�t trust me.
Did I trust myself? I�d wavered, just slightly, but still wavered just the same when Charlie talked about Defiance using me. I hadn�t wanted to acknowledge that fear, tucked into the back of my mind.
Maybe it was time to acknowledge everything, starting with the fact that I only wanted Mathias dancing with me. And in my borrowed boots that made me feel sexy and like I could kick some serious ass, I sauntered over to the table and put my hands on my hips.
He looked down and watched me carefully. And one of the women put her arms around his waist and moved against him, ignoring me purposefully. I moved to stand on a chair and then the table just as purposefully, easing past the second woman.
She didn�t put up much of a fight, but the other one wouldn�t go down easily. Instead of dealing with her directly, I put my body against Mathias, fitting it to his because I knew we fit together so well. And I bit his neck, and then licked the reddened skin.
He turned and gave me a hot, lazy smile. The woman gave me a little push on my shoulder and said, �Go find your husband.�
�I don�t want my husband. I want him.� I stared at Mathias and only him as I spoke, and then tugged my hand through his hair and pulled his face down to mine. I kissed him hard, and I swear I heard some wolf whistles, but that might not�ve been for us.
Playing. With. Fire. He mouthed that carefully, and I knew it was a warning�a big one�but I didn�t care. I wanted the fire. And I knew what I had to do to prove it.
I jumped down from the table, looking back at him over my shoulder for a second before I pushed through the crowds and up to the raised platform where the live band was just starting to set up. The jukebox was playing for now, and I went over to the man with the guitar and I told him what I needed to do.
�Yeah, that�s cool,� he told me.
A few minutes later, I stood in front of the mike as the opening bars of the all-too-familiar song rang out. My heart pounded, the rush of blood to my ears overpowering everything else.
You can�t screw this up�it�s too important, I told myself.
I searched the crowd and found Mathias, my eyes settling on his dark ones. I wouldn�t screw it up. And when the opening bars of the music played behind me, I swallowed and I sang, for the first time in years, in a public place.
It wasn�t a fast, catchy song, but it seemed to be something most were familiar with.
If anybody...should ever write...my life story...
When I sang the refrain to �Best Thing that Ever Happened to Me,� Mathias moved away from the women who�d been surrounding me. It was so damned obvious to the entire bar who I was singing to, making a fool out of myself for. But I didn�t care. I only cared about letting Mathias know that I�d inexplicably fallen in love with him, that the signs had all been there.
My body moved to the music as I sang and I watched him, itching to jump down and join him. And he knew it. He was teasing me. It was like I was on the other end of a string, pulled taut between us. A tightrope between my past and my future.
But the tug was all mine.
Afterward, there was applause, but that didn�t matter. What did was that Mathias was in front of me, holding out a hand to me, motioning for me to jump. I didn�t hesitate, knew that he�d catch me, and judging by his smile, I�d passed the first part of his test.
He held me and balanced a bottle of beer as he carried me through the bar and into a back hallway that was dark and dotted by other couples here and there. He placed me down, my back to the wall, set the beer down next to my feet. It was quiet and he stood in front of me, put a hand under my chin and forced me to meet his eyes. I did, with a great deal of trepidation. I didn�t exactly find warmth there, but he wasn�t icy either.
He was protecting himself. Because of me. Because I�d hurt him. And here I�d thought it was definitely going to be the other way around. �I�m sorry, Mathias. I should�ve said something to everyone, but most especially, to you.�
He shrugged, the Why didn�t you? coming through loud and clear.
�I didn�t want that to be real. I wanted this to be real,� I whispered to Mathias, pointing between us.
It was, Mathias mouthed, and at the word was, my stomach dropped.
�You�re so angry with me.�
I am.
I saw the truth of that in his eyes. �I�m sorry. But I think it�s obvious who I want to be with.�
Finally, he signed, and I swore I understood what he said.
Show me how obvious.
But I didn�t have time to ask if I was right, because he proved it. He pushed me up against a blank slab of wall, moved my arms up over my head, catching my wrists in a single hand while his free hand brushed my bare tummy. I shivered as the music pounded overhead. A single bulb flickered a little as the floor bounced under the weight of the people dancing on the other side of the wall. We weren�t the only ones in the hallway�but hidden by Mathias�s body, I pretended we were. It didn�t matter�the only thing that did was him touching me. It was what I wanted�he�d become a drug and I couldn�t get enough.
Having fun?
I moaned in response as his fingers found my sex, the pad of his forefinger running along my clit. He chuckled silently, his eyes dark with intent. He held my hands firmly behind my back, playing with me as we rocked together in the middle of the hallway and I didn�t dare look around, because I was pretty sure everyone was as close to having sex as we were.
I wasn�t supposed to care. I was only supposed to concentrate on him, and I�ll be damned if that was all I could do.
�Mathias!� I yelled his name out into the music, and he heard and maybe everyone else did too, but in the rush of my orgasm, nothing mattered but the giant throb of pleasure in my womb. I sagged against him and still, he held my hands in place behind my back, kept me solidly upright while he kissed me through the aftershocks. His eyes glowed when I told him, �I want to return the favor.�
In the semi-privacy of that hallway corner, I knelt between his legs. I knew it was foolish to feel protected by the dark, but I was. Somehow, this was right, because all I cared about was pleasing Mathias at this moment.
Defiance women take care of their men. That�s why our men take such good care of us.
Now I understood the infinite and unbreakable attraction most women�no matter their age or education or status�had for bad boys.
There was nothing better than a bad boy between your legs. It made everything else you put up with worth it.
I took his cock in my mouth, as deep as I could. I wasn�t skilled by any means, but it had never meant more to me to get this right than now.
I could feel his moans. A gentle hand threaded through my hair and gripped it hard when I hit the right spots, egging me on. And when he was about to come, he tried to pull me away but I refused. I swallowed him, wanting to taste him. And when I pulled back and looked up at him, his eyes were shut and he�d leaned his head against the wall.
God, I liked being able to make him that relaxed.
I zipped his pants, then got off my knee, grabbing the bottle he�d put on the floor earlier and taking a big sip. And then I leaned into him and told him, �By the way, I did that for you, not for Defiance.�
He gave a small, pleased smile, like he�d thought so, but still had needed to hear it.

Chapter Eighteen

I�m the only one
Tru
Tru danced with Aimee for a while after Jessa disappeared with Mathias.
�You trust her,� Aimee said as they walked home, and it was a statement, not a question.
�I think we have a lot in common,� she said.
Hammer was behind them, a few feet, because this was their time. After what happened to Aimee, they were supposed to walk in pairs, and women weren�t supposed to walk without a guy with them. Tru knew it seemed like a step backwards, but she also knew it was necessary.
Cas had started all the women in training shortly after that�learning self-defense, boxing and how to use weapons. No one outside of Defiance was supposed to know about it. Training them was the smart thing to do, but if word got out that Defiance was doing so, other MCs would start to think they were weak.
It was still a man�s world, or so everyone thought. But the women, they knew the truth. She did, most of all.
�I trust her too,� Aimee said. �She�s scared. I can�t imagine what coming into Defiance is like to an outsider like her.�
�She�s handling herself pretty well.� They stopped at Tru�s door and hugged good-night. Tru watched Hammer walk next to Aimee, and wondered if things between them would ever be the way they�d been before Aimee�s attack.
When she asked Cas that, he shook his head no. �Never be the same, but that doesn�t mean you can�t be better.�
He always knew how to make her feel better. �I missed you tonight.�
�Yeah. Wanted to spend time with you. But I had shit to do.�
He meant, things to think about, because that�s what he�d spent the night doing. He was alone, in the semi-darkness of the new place he�d built for them. He�d also built them a new place underground�a new place to make new memories, he�d said. But She still liked a lot of the old ones too.
�Do you want to talk about it?�
He tugged her close and she ended up sitting in his lap. He was half reclined and he played with her hair, taking it down from the ponytail she�d worn. �Mathias and Bish brought in a hell of a lot of trouble.�
�So did I,� Tru reminded him.
�Don�t need remindin�.� Caspar shook his head. �Shit with Keller was comin� down the pipe anyway. We�ll make it look like we�ve got an advantage. Pretend we knew shit and use it to help Defiance.�
�Let Keller or the LoV think they have a leak inside their organization.�
He smiled at her and her stomach flipped, especially when he said, �Sexy when you talk strategy, pretty baby.�
She knew why he was worried. Defiance was a young crew�even though Caspar had grown up in the MC and was, by rights, born to lead it, the majority of his MC were under twenty-four. That was great for partying and for being up for general wildness, but sometimes, it made them unable to understand that there was, in fact, a strategy to all of this.
The Chaos made things better in some ways on that front and worse on others. She knew that Defiance was about to be put to a pretty big test, coming up against the more experienced LoVs, and by extension, Keller�s crew.
�Is it harder than you thought?� she asked. He remained silent and she continued to probe. �I know you�re not supposed to admit things like that to anybody, Cas. But I�m not just anybody. I�m the only one you can admit things to. So please, use me.�
She heard the gentle plead in her voice and that must�ve moved Caspar, because he turned to her, his icy blue eyes boring into hers.
Come on, Cas. Trust me. Let me be here for you.
�It could be fuckin� anyone,� he said finally, his voice barely a rasped whisper.
�No. Maybe the old generation,� I started but he shook his head and repeated, �Anyone.�
Her stomach clenched at the thought of the men who�d stood there and let themselves be branded to prove they were on Caspar�s side before everything had gone down with Lance. She couldn�t believe it could be one of those men. �It�s not me.�
�Anyone but you, baby.�
�I hate it that you�re hurting.�
�Shouldn�t ask things you don�t really want to know. I tell you that all the damned time, but you still push, woman.�
�If you hurt, then I hurt.�
�Don�t want you hurtin�.� Caspar was angry now. �Dammit, Tru, you gotta stop pushin�. You�re not ready to handle this.�
�I don�t want you handling it alone.�
�How I�ve always been.�
�But you�re not alone anymore.� She wondered if he was doubting everyone now, including her. How could he not? She was certainly was going to gaze with suspicion on everyone in Defiance from now on, until they could resolve this.
�This is what it�s like, babe. Not trustin� anyone for your own safety. Want you to trust me. Need you to. But I want to protect you from this shit. Want you innocent.�
She slid her hands over his shoulders and straddled his lap. �I know. And I love you for it. For so many other reasons, but especially for that.�
He gave her a small smile and sat up so they faced each other. Then he wrapped his hands around her waist, then dropped them to cup her ass, and this was where she�d wanted the evening to end up from the second she�d gone out.
From the second she�d known she�d fallen in love with Cas, all those years ago. �Whatever happens, we�ll survive it.�
She could�ve been talking about Defiance or the two of them, or everything, but it didn�t matter. What did is that they both believed it.
That motherfucker�s always spiked with pain
Mathias
Of course, Bish had worked out a plan with Tru and Aimee to bring Jessa to me in the bar. I could hold a grudge forever, but the fact was, I was the one she was fucking�and I meant that in the most romantic way possible because you didn�t truly feel for a woman if you couldn�t take her to bed, down and dirty.
Dancing with those other women tonight had done nothing but show me how strong my feelings for Jessa were.
I held her close as we walked home, Bish a few steps behind us. She hadn�t had much to drink but she was still in that high from the orgasm state of mind.
I�d expected to climb right into bed with her and continue to ride that wave, but Rebel was waiting for us at the guesthouse.
�Caspar needs to see you,� he said to me, then motioned to Jessa. �I�ll wait with her till you get back.�
�Thanks,� Bish told him and Jessa drew her brows together in a slight frown. I wanted to tell her not to worry, but hell, that would be useless. But that�s the way it was around here�ups and downs were worse than roller coasters, and riding it out was what we did best.
We were only with Caspar for ten minutes, because it looked like we�d interrupted his time with Tru. As we walked through the compound, I ruminated on the fact that local law enforcement were just now hearing chatter of Charlie�s and Jessa�s disappearance�finally, even though they�d been gone from D.C. for well over two weeks by now.
Had to be because Charlie was checking in the whole time they were with the LoVs, I signed. I�d suspected that from the first, but I was still waiting for Jessa to spill everything she knew. That was going to take time.
�We could have him call in,� Bish said.
And tell them what?
�That he ran away from home.�
Either way, we kidnapped the son of the president.
Bish didn�t seem concerned. Hell, neither was I. The guy brought this on himself when he got into bed with the LoV. Whatever happened to him now, he more than deserved it.
I only wondered what Jessa�s parents would say if they knew.
�Who�s to say they don�t?� Bish asked.
Think she�s considered that?
�She�s a smart girl.�
Too smart. She was definitely still hiding something and I couldn�t blame her for that. I�d hide something too if I could, because in this world, knowledge was your only form of power.
But sooner or later, that knowledge would become her enemy. I didn�t know if it would be in her best interest to share it with me, but the more I knew, the better I could protect her.
She knew it too. Sometimes, I�d catch her wringing her hands together, staring into space, no doubt contemplating what she knew and how it would affect her and Defiance both.
�Gotta figure out her knowledge. What she�s got on Charlie that would make him try to get rid of her,� Bish said, giving voice to what I�d been thinking since I�d first laid eyes on Jessa.
It�s going to get ugly.
�Everything about this world is ugly.� Bish shrugged like that didn�t make a difference, but we both knew it did, and that�s the real reason we kept running. We kept hoping to find something beyond the ugly, and although it was out there�in fits and starts�it was never more than a taunting glimmer. And that actually made it more depressing than anything, which was why moving around at least gave us the semblance that something could possibly still change for the better.
We�d watched Defiance grow in front of our eyes. Caspar gave us some of the credit but really, he was the man behind it.
Jessa wasn�t ugly; she was a light for me, but I wasn�t stupid enough to believe that counting on someone to love was the answer. Not like that.
�You think she�s not for real.�
How could she be?
�Sometimes people are just what they seem.� Bish pointed between us.
That�s rare.
�That�s what makes it worth it.�

Chapter Nineteen

Time is like a clock in my heart
Jessa
At some point last night, Mathias had been in bed with me. I knew it, because he�d left my borrowed leather jacket draped on the pillow next to me, with a note on it that said, Noon.
I�d slept until nearly eleven-thirty and woke slightly hungover. He must�ve anticipated that too, because there was juice and aspirin and a light breakfast waiting for me as well.
�He�s preparing me for something,� I muttered. I might be naive, but I wasn�t stupid. Still, I ate and showered and put on jeans and boots and dragged the heavy jacket on and at noon, I heard the roar of a motorcycle at my front door.
For a second, I hesitated, waiting for it to drive right through the guesthouse. When it didn�t, I opened the door to find Mathias balanced casually against a big black bike. He crooked a finger at me.
�I�ve never ridden,� I admitted as I hugged the jacket tightly around me and he gave me a look that translated to, So?
He ran his hand over the seat of the big black bike, patted the section behind where he�d sit and then he got on. I glanced at the helmet he�d offered and realized that real life was so much scarier, well beyond wearing a helmet on a motorcycle.
I did accept the glasses though, slid them on and got on behind him and instinctively slid my hands around his waist as I hooked my feet up. Suddenly, the bike revved, rumbling between my legs. I held on tight as we took off on what might actually be the world�s biggest vibrator.
The bumpy roads made things worse�or better, depending on your perspective, but now, mine was better. One hundred percent better because my body vibrated and my pulse raced.
I was free.
The wind blew through my hair, which was loose and tangled, the heavy leather hugged my body and Mathias guided the bike along the dark, winding road without a headlight. He wore special glasses�I�d heard the Secret Service men refer to them as NVs�and I knew he could see in the dark. Beyond the sound the bike made, we were invisible.
I�d never realized there was so much safety in darkness.
The bike charged along the road like it was looking for a fight and found it in the pebbled, potholed surfaces we jerked along during those long afternoon hours. Bishop followed us in the van, for safety, I�d figured, but Mathias didn�t seem concerned with anything but owning the road.
My eyes were protected from the wind by the dark glasses that made it seem like we were driving blind. I let my body lean into the curves and relax.
Finally, we stopped, pulled off-road and into a clearing where there was a fire pit. Bishop lit the fire and I had a feeling we�d gone in a lot of circles, and that we weren�t that far from Defiance at all. And I felt comfort in that.
Mathias put a blanket down and I kept the jacket on, because it was colder today than normal. Then he and Bishop sat and Mathias signed while Bishop told me why they�d been called away to meet with Caspar last night.
The news knows, was the gist of it. Which meant... �Charlie must have been checking in at home the entire time I thought we were kidnapped,� I said quietly. I didn�t want to look at either man. They knew I was holding something back, but how to tell them was a different story altogether. Surprises like this one would knock me down, wear me out eventually. Maybe they were meant to.
�What happens now? Is it still okay for me to be here?� I asked tentatively, hating the tug of nerves in my stomach, the slight swoop of fear that I was out in the middle of nowhere with two guys who were, in fact, trained killers.
Depends. Do you want to go back?
�No.� My word echoed in the stillness.
But they�ll be looking for you now. I think you�re right that they weren�t before.
But these men had risked everything for me. The rest of the club understood, but they were uneasy with the level of danger I brought to them.
If this was the old world, the paparazzi would�ve found me in days. Now, in order for the mafia to get a message to my family, beyond showing up to the bunker, they�d have to get lucky with getting patched through. Just because you had the means to call to D.C. didn�t mean those calls always got through. Plus, the fact that I was in Defiance wasn�t known. Everyone had been warned not to leak that fact for their sakes more than mine.
�I know. And I�m sure Caspar�s not happy about that. What�s he going to do? I don�t know if you guys are up for going up against the Secret Service.�
Mathias laughed. It was silent, but after only knowing him a couple of days and being around him pretty much constantly, I was beginning to discern his moods. But his smile, rare and grudging, like he didn�t want to give that part of him away, was a tell-all.
Sharing his bed so openly, so freely�that wasn�t anything I was used to. But here it wasn�t looked upon as odd or bad. Granted, there were people who weren�t entirely happy that I might bring more trouble to Defiance.
�That doesn�t exactly scare us. Or Defiance,� Bishop said.
�You�re planning on fighting the Secret Service?�
Mathias shrugged and Bishop asked, �Is that a problem for you?�
They obviously didn�t think so. Acted like it would be so easy.
You�re worrying, Bishop said but I knew the thought came from Mathias, so I asked him, �Shouldn�t I be?�
Mathias shook his head no.
�You should always bet on us,� Bishop told me, glanced at Mathias, whose hands flew. What about your parents?
�What about them?�
That good a relationship, huh?
Mathias�s hands, Bishop�s words. I stayed focused on Mathias�s face. �They arranged that marriage. Set it up so I fell for Charles. They told me he was perfect.�
Did you really love him?
I stared at Mathias and wondered if I could keep lying to myself. �I thought I was.� But after lying in your arms for a few nights...
Mathias gave me that lazy grin again, the mind-reading one, and I blushed. �Stop,� I murmured, but his grin got wider.
�Sex makes the world go round,� Bishop said, and Mathias shot him a look but it was obvious how comfortable the two of them were together. And somehow, I didn�t feel like a third wheel, or exposed to Bishop.
�My father was vice president because I was born a girl,� I explained. �He and Charlie�s dad grew up together as best friends. This election was planned. But because my dad had a daughter, his best friend took the presidency because he had a son to leave his political legacy to.�
My life had been planned for me from long before I was born. I�d been expected to fit the mold.
�What would you do to stay here, Jessa?� Bishop asked me, not Mathias, but I looked at Mathias when I said, �I�d kill to stay away from them.�
Don�t go chasing waterfalls
Mathias
There was a hell of a big difference between staying away from them and staying here with me. But pushing that point now was worthless.
Until they came for her, she could pretend she belonged here. Playing house with me, playing bad girl. I signed that furtively, only for Bish�s eyes, and he signed back, You ever stop to think she was really pretending to be a good girl?
Yeah, I liked thinking that a whole lot better than the alternative.
�You seem like you were always in charge of your own destiny,� she said. �Maybe the Chaos was a good thing. Otherwise, where would I be?�
Good or bad? Just is, I told her.
�I�m glad I escaped. I�ll do anything I have to not to go back.�
She meant it. Then I�ll make sure you don�t have to go back.
�I believe you. I never believed anybody before, but I believe you, Mathias.�
Good.
She signed Good right back to me, her sign fast and smooth and sure. She�d been practicing signs with Bish�that much I knew�and I was pretty sure Tru was helping her as well.
Bish thought Tru had asked Jessa to find out information about him and Luna. I wasn�t surprised Tru had. I knew she was worried about Luna. Rumor was that Luna had been in love with Rebel forever and he seemed not to notice that, although they were close.
Bish didn�t seem to care if he was overstepping on Rebel and Luna�s relationship. He slammed in, invited or not, made his presence known and he stayed. Luna was actively avoiding everyone but Bish and Rebel. Tru tried, but Bish told her to give it time.
I�d taken that advice last night about giving her time, when I�d decided to wait to tell Jessa about her family knowing she was missing. I did it mainly because she�d been sleeping so peacefully, but I knew I couldn�t put it off much longer. I had another fight tonight, but we had the whole day and I figured it was time to get her on the bike.
She�d asked about it, watched other women climbing on the backs of the hogs and racing through the compound, headed for a ride through town. But she was still scared of it.
Time to get back on the bike.
�You�re fighting again tonight, aren�t you?�
I glanced at her and nodded, waited for more questions, or anger, but none came. Just a look of sadness crossing her face.
Get closer
Jessa
After I rode on the back of the bike for another hour or so, my legs were like jelly, and I was more relaxed than I thought I�d be, what with news of an impending Secret Service invasion.
I wondered if they�d let Charlie call home. �He has codes, you know.�
Both Mathias and Bish looked at me with questions. I�d just gotten off the back of the bike and was about to go inside the guesthouse when I blurted that out. �If you let him call his father,� I clarified. �He�ll use a code, so what he tells his father in front of you won�t really be what he means.�
Do you have that same code? Mathias signed.
I was able to honestly answer No.
He nodded. Mouthed, Gotta run.
�I want to go with you.�
He stared at me, as if the request was entirely unexpected. While he weighed his answer, I studied him, wishing we were alone so I could run my hands over his shoulders, trace his lips and cheekbones with a finger. I could do it here and no one would blink an eye, but I didn�t want him to think I was influencing him.
Finally, he signed as he mouthed, Too distracting.
It was partially a compliment, but partially not, because he knew he�d have to protect me.
Don�t be scared.
But I was�I was scared of everything and I hated that.
When I get back, I�m going to fix that.
I believed him.

Chapter Twenty

Never lose, never choose to
Mathias
Technically, it was Bish�s turn to fight that night, but the money was too good to pass up. I waited until Bish�s fight was over�and he�d won�before I jumped in the ring with a guy who seemed to have fifty pounds on me.
In the end, it didn�t matter. I had a rage surfacing inside, brought on by the thought of someone taking Jessa away. I fought like the guy in front of me was the one threatening to do so and, in the end, I left him unconscious on the mat and walked away with blood on my hands.
Like I told Jessa, it would always be there. But tonight, I had an important reason to fight and break the rules Bish and I had set down once again.
I had a list of music in my pocket.
Jessa played a lot of the same songs I�d given her over and over. I did the same thing, especially when it was a song I loved, like �Enter Sandman,� no matter how crazy it drove Bish.
She said she�d had a lot of favorites on her iPod, and every time she mentioned a song she missed, I�d write it down. I had a pretty good-sized list that I kept in my pocket, had looked at it a million times, even though I�d practically memorized it. Some chick choices on there, to be sure, but hell, she was a chick. And if this was what made her happy, who was I to question it?
�These�ll cost you,� Randy told me now. He had the CDs laid out in front of me. Pain in the ass to have to buy the entire thing for a single song, but the days of iTunes was gone. We were back to pirating and bootlegging. �I�ve also got some Dead here, if you�re interested.�
I turned Ripple over, pretending to be undecided, when really, I�d collect as many of those as I could. My favorite�Bish�s too�and I wondered if Jessa would like the Dead.
�Look, I�ll give it to you for half if you buy this other shit.� Randy pointed to the pile of CDs he�d amassed, at my request, and I nodded and pulled out a good chunk of the cash I�d made last night. He counted it, shoved my purchases into a bag and I rejoined Bish in the van.
�I guess you�re a romantic fucker after all,� Bish said casually after I�d driven a while.
I guess I�ve finally got a reason to be.
I slid a glance over to Bish, but he just smiled and remained silent. Even let me put on Metallica and play �Sandman� over and over until we reached Defiance.
Love is what I got
Jessa
Mathias looked worse than he had last time, but he was moving easily enough and he smiled. He did look tired though as he went past me with a quick squeeze of my shoulder and I heard the shower turn on.
Bishop wasn�t here, and that was odd in and of itself, but I waited until the shower turned off before going in to check on Mathias.
He was toweling off his hair and he�d already pulled on a clean pair of jeans. I didn�t say anything, just walked up and put my hands on his bare chest. He shuddered a little under my touch. His eyes were on my face, but mine were on his body.
Ready? he mouthed, motioned toward the door. Self-defense.
�You�re hurt. You need sleep and rest.�
He gave a silent snort, then guided me out of the bathroom, where he typed, Made a promise. Plan on keeping it.
I didn�t argue, just followed him to the outside, through the compound in the dark. He wound his fingers through mine, his grip tight and reassuring as he kept his pace quick. I shivered, even though we�d only been outside for ten minutes.
He�d never broached bringing me into the tunnel system, and I knew better than to ask. I knew it was possibly safer�and warmer�but the idea of the maze, coupled with my fear of being lost underground, was too much to overcome. And I felt as though I�d overcome a lot already.
We were in the gym, the area where the mats padded the floor and the walls. He pointed to my shoes and jacket and I took both off.
He was going to teach me to fight.
You�re already good. I�ll make you better.
I wanted to tell him that I didn�t need to learn, that I wanted him around to protect me. But in order for me to be able to help him, I had to help myself.
After he showed me a few basic moves, I punched my palm out the way he�d shown me�arm extended, palm flat�and I stopped under his nose. He nodded, put my palm to his nose and mimicked how I should push up, hard. And he told me that I needed to use that move against anyone who I thought could be a threat�because most likely, they would be.
His eyes were darker than normal when he mouthed that. Once we�d progressed past the smaller moves, he circled me, a small smile on his face, a totally nonthreatening one, and a rush of heat went though me as I watched him. He moved so fluidly, so silently, it was like watching a panther prepare to strike. He was too distracting and when he pounced, I wasn�t ready to defend myself. But I also didn�t want to, not when his big body covered mine, rolled me solidly under him.
His eyes glittered with amusement as he mouthed, You didn�t fight.
I put my hands on his shoulders, slid one behind his neck, the other into his hair. �You�re too pretty to fight.�
That made him laugh silently, but his cheeks also flushed slightly, the way they�d done when I caught him off guard with any kind of compliment. But he knew I meant it, mouthed, That�s the surprise. No one expects pretty to fight.
I knew it was important to learn, but at that moment, it was more important to kiss him, to revel in the fact that the world had stopped and there was no more rushing around, no place we had to be.
In that moment, I knew for certain that I�d fallen in love with this man, and that no matter what else happened, I�d always have that.
The mat was soft under me and Mathias�s hands were rough on my skin. Contradictions of the cool air on my skin, coupled with Mathias�s warm mouth as he kissed his way down my body, uncovering me slowly. Driving me crazy, until I wanted to rip my own clothes off. And he knew it, which is why he went deliberately slow.
My songs know what you did in the dark
Mathias
There was a connection between fighting and fucking that was inevitable, and indescribable unless you�d done both as hard as you goddamned could. I�d known that for what felt like forever, but tonight, Jessa learned it too.
Because of that, I was her goddamned slave for the rest of that night, and probably would be for many, many nights beyond that, if the fates continued to align.
But I was never one to tempt the fates.
Much.
Ah, fuck.
�What�s wrong?� she asked.
I�d brought the alphasmart along, since Bish wasn�t here and there was only so much lip-reading she could do as of now. She was learning fast, though.
I put my finger on the first key and hesitated. But I wasn�t going to live my life not telling someone close to me exactly what I was thinking, exactly what I was all about. I took a lot of lives, I typed.
�Do you feel guilty?�
If they deserved it, am I supposed to feel guilty?
�No.�
Do you feel guilty about stabbing me?
�No.� I stared at her until she started to laugh a little. �It was the right thing to do, Mathias. You�re the one teaching me to protect myself.�
And then she reached out to trace the healing wound with her finger. �It�s going to scar.�
They always do.
�So you�ll always remember me.�
There are easier ways to make me always remember you.
She laughed a little, a joyous sound. One I wanted to hear more.
You�re beautiful, I told her.
�You�re handsome, Mathias. So incredibly handsome.� She ran a hand along my face as she spoke. She was using her hands to drive home her point, much in the same way I did. I didn�t need words all the time and I liked that she�d realized that.
Then she put her hands on my face, along my jawline, and she pulled me in for a kiss. It was soft and sweet�a tease. And then she pulled me in again for a deeper kiss, tentative and exploring, and I let her do her thing for a moment. And then I took over.
We rolled along the mat and I ended up covering her body with mine. Pinned underneath me, she shivered, but I knew the look on her face, and it was anything but fear. I bent to capture a nipple in my mouth and caress the other with my thumb. She jumped under me, pushed her pelvis up, grinding against me. And she looked surprised, like her body was betraying her. Hell, that was the only good kind of betrayal there was.

Chapter Twenty-One

Good times, bad times
Jessa
It was that time of night�early morning, actually�when it was so late and you were so tired, that everything seemed surreal. If I stayed up any longer, pushed past that point, the dreamlike quality would disappear, replaced by reality.
Still, I liked Defiance�s reality a lot better than my old one.
We�d made it to the diner, worn out from sex and everything else, and Bishop was already there. We were the only ones there so far, in a booth in the back and we were served quickly by a sleepy young girl who looked between me and the two men and smiled.
I could only guess what she was thinking.
But then I signed my food order to Bishop, who looked like a proud papa.
�You�re a good student,� he whispered behind his hand, then put a finger to his lips and pointed at me.
Mathias signed, I�m not deaf, asshole, but he didn�t seem angry that Bishop offered to teach me.
�You said your father couldn�t speak either. What did the doctors say was wrong?�
Nothing.
�Obviously, something was wrong.�
Not medically. As I settled in, watching Mathias�s hands and listening to Bishop�s voice, I tried to picture a young Mathias running wild in the bayou. Actually, it wasn�t all that hard. My parents knew I wouldn�t be able to speak before I was born. Our mama, she took me to a gypsy woman who lived in our parish. She had the sight, told Mama that I�d be born like my dad, because of the curse.
�Curse?�
That�s why I can�t speak.
I wanted to ask whether he really, truly believed that, but I didn�t. He knew, because he said, My grandpapa started it. He broke a gypsy woman�s heart and she cursed him and all the men in his line who followed him. Said that it would make him think hard before he told another woman he loved her so easily...figured you couldn�t lie with your hands or your face as easily as you could fool someone with your voice.
I couldn�t believe there wasn�t a simpler explanation.
Babe, I�ve been to docs. Ain�t nothing wrong with my vocal cords, my anatomy or my brain. Not one medical professional�s been able to explain it, but I didn�t need them to. The day the gypsy cursed my grandpapa was the last time he�d ever been able to speak. Was supposed to stop him from telling lies so freely.
�Did it work?�
He laughed. So did Bishop, and they continued, Probably not. I come from a long line of men who like telling tall tales.
�I�m finding all of this very hard to believe.�
That gypsy woman disappeared. Some of her family felt bad for us, tried to lift the curse, but that can only be done by the one who cast it.
�I�d hate her.�
Why?
�Because she left you disabled,� I blurted out.
He pushed me back against the booth�s seat and pinned me to the cold fabric, an elbow on one side of my shoulders while he signed. Bishop�s voice in my ear. Feel disabled to you, babe?
And then Mathias kissed me, right there in the diner. Over and over until the wash of an unexpected climax left me shuddering in his arms. In my post-orgasmic haze, I heard Bishop translate�If you really think I�m disabled, then you�re the one with the problem�right before I heard the door slam.
* * *
I lay there for a long while, staring at the ceiling of the diner, my cheeks burning. Bishop had stayed with me, and I didn�t know if Mathias had told him to or not.
But when the bells on the diner door began to ring, I knew I needed to get out of there before it filled up with customers. I got up and walked out without looking back. Bishop fell into step with me about five minutes later.
�People fight, Jessa.�
�Not where I come from. Not like that.�
�And if I�m remembering correctly, you don�t want to go back there.�
Damn him.
�Sex isn�t anything to be ashamed of. He was just reminding you that there�s nothing he can�t do for you. Around here, that�s important�gotta show your woman you�re capable of giving her everything she needs,� Bishop told me. �Actually, that�s the way it should be for every guy, whether they�re in an MC or not.�
�I didn�t mean what I said.�
�You did,� he corrected. �But you�re not him. And it�s important to him that you don�t see him as disabled, or a freak. He�s heard it enough, but not from someone who loves him.�
I stared at Bishop. He was right, on all counts, and I guessed my feelings were probably obvious from the moon. I only cared if they were obvious to the one man I�d just wounded deeply.
Bishop pointed to a spot where a couple of chairs were laid out and we sat there, in the morning cool, with the floodlights from the night before still shining. And then he told me, �He�s special, Jessa. Not saying that because he�s my friend. I�m saying it because it�s true. He�s too special to be fucked over by a politician�s daughter.�
Anger rose in me and I sputtered, �I have nothing to do with my father�s politics, or Charlie for that matter.�
�Bullshit.�
I threw my hands up in the air.
�He�s cursed, Jessa. That�s what he told you and you won�t take it seriously. But his father was cursed, and so was his grandpapa. And you can choose not to believe it but I have doctor reports that show there�s nothing wrong with his throat.�
I blinked.
�So until you embrace that shit, this won�t work. You�ve got to believe in something, Jessa. So you either believe in Mathias or you don�t. But if you don�t, you need to leave him the fuck alone. He�s not only your feel-good toy.�
�You think I don�t know that? I�ve never had this, with anyone. I never would again. He�s too special to lose. I was just angry that someone took away his voice. It�s not fair.�
�Nothing�s fair. And you know as well as I do that his voice is stronger than most who can speak.�
I processed that. �Will he forgive me?�
�I�m guessing yes, but you�ll have to do some groveling.�
We sat in silence as I pondered that. And then I asked him something I couldn�t have if Mathias had been there. �He never wants to talk about what happened when the Chaos first hit. What happened to him? To both of you?�
�You really want to know?� Bishop�s deceptively lazy lion�s eyes flickered over me.
�Yes. He never makes a big deal about it. Says it�s nothing.�
�Maybe that�s what he�s got to tell himself to survive.� Bishop was letting me in, telling me inside information on Mathias�and Mathias might never know I had the info. But Bishop was giving me a way to understand his best friend and my lover better, even though Mathias was angry with me.
He stared up at the dark sky for a long while, and I feared he�d changed his mind, but then he said, �He lost his family.�
I found it curious that Bishop said his family instead of our family, but I didn�t comment and he continued. �Mom died a year before the Chaos and Dad�well, look, he was great but after Mom died, he wasn�t the same. We lost him when we lost her. And so we were already on our own when it hit. We�d been mourning him and her and so, when the bayou rose up and washed the house away, Mathias looked at it like it was the right thing to happen. Like it was a circle-of-life kind of thing. He grew up believing that.�
�Do you?�
�I�m more of an eye-for-an-eye kind of man. So�s Mathias, when it comes right down to it. But I�ll take on his burdens, because he took on mine, never blinked and never looked back.�
I wanted to know more, but I didn�t push it. Men had their secrets�so did best friends, and their bond was stronger than most. I wanted a friend like that.
Bishop gave me a hard look. �You�ve got one. You�ve got two, if you�re the real deal.�
I wondered if Mathias was also very suspicious of me. I supposed they didn�t get that far in life by being naive. I�d been naive and look where it had gotten me.
Right into Mathias�s bed. �I need to learn signing faster. I need to communicate with him better.�
�You already do communicate, Jessa. It�ll take a long time to get fluent, but the more you do it...�
�Thank you.�
He nodded. �Keep using your signs as much as you can. Trying to recognize them without actually doing them yourself�s too hard.�
�I feel like I might never be able to communicate with him.�
�Honey, whatever you did is getting through just fine.�
Well sure, but that was sex. And what did sex have to do with anything? It hadn�t done anything for me before. Sex had been sex and love had been love and as odd as it sounded, there hadn�t been a connection between the two. At least not in my world. Then again, in my world, love was more rare than sex, and I�d mistaken love for something it hadn�t been.
And maybe that�s the problem in your world.
I knew that now, but only because I knew what love was. I knew it every time I looked at Mathias, but I wasn�t sure how to tell him.
Then again, maybe he already knew.
Man in the box
Mathias
Bish found me working out in the warehouse. The basement was set up like a training gym, with all sorts of equipment, and plenty of punching bags.
And I was punching the hell out of one of them, punching and kicking until sweat and anger nearly blinded me. And I fucking hated that Jessa had made me this way.
�Not the first time you heard someone call you that.�
�Of course, he was right. It was actually pretty damned delicate, all things considered. Most of the time it was stupid or retard or dumb mute. And I�d shrug it off, because it never really mattered.
It mattered now. It mattered a whole hell of a lot.
�I don�t think she meant it.�
I paused. Now you�re sticking up for her.
�Yes.�
Fuck off, Bish.
But he wouldn�t. Because that�s how it went with us. �You think she�s going to screw us.�
Maybe not intentionally, but we both know this is a really bad idea.
�Not like we haven�t made the best of those before.�
He was on my side. Always was, no matter how defensive I got. He�d always diffuse me. She�s bringing hell to our doorstep.
�And we helped her right along. You don�t have to be scared to feel, M.�
I punched the bag viciously. That was the bad thing about being so close to Bish. I couldn�t hide a damned thing. Bish came behind the bag to hold it steady and we fell into familiar patterns. �Caspar said he�s thinking of putting you up against Keller�s top guy.�
That was a big fucking deal. First, because we weren�t official Defiance yet, and also because losing to Keller�s man would screw Defiance badly. Keller might have it out for the MC, but the fights were a whole separate thing, and the betting�and the money won and lost�were not to be fucked with.
�You won�t lose.�
I punched four times hard and fast, no stopping. My arms burned, my eyes stung. And then I turned and walked toward the showers, not stripping until I was already under the cold water. Sometimes, there�d be a tinge of warmth but not today. I needed the cold to put out the burn.
�You get sensitive about the ASL stuff.�
I bit back a smart answer, because Bish was right. And Tru and some of the other guys in Defiance were learning it through Bish. He had some charts and he was the one who actually taught them. They probably figured I didn�t teach them because it upset me. Really, it was because I had zero patience for teaching anyone anything.
Yeah, Bish and I, we had everyone fooled.
But there was something about Jessa that let me know I couldn�t fool her for long.

Chapter Twenty-Two

Pain and glory
Jessa
I showered and slept, and then Bishop came to check on me. When he knocked on the door, I admit I was hoping for it to be Mathias, but I knew it wouldn�t be.
�Can you take me to see him?�
He nodded.
�He�ll be angry about that, right?�
Bishop laughed. �You think that scares me? Come on.�
We ended up at the tattoo shop on the far end of the compound. It was open to the public on some days, but the sign on the door now said Private. Bishop motioned for me to go inside, and I guessed I was on my own after that. Because, with my hand on the door, I looked back and he was walking away with purpose in his long strides.
I�d heard him and Mathias mentioning Luna. I wondered if Bishop spent a lot of his free time with her. She�d been so angry that I couldn�t see why anyone would want to. But Bishop had a calming effect on people, it seemed.
Mathias had just the opposite effect on me, and my stomach was a bundle of nerves as I walked through the door and the bells above it jangled, not giving me the quiet entrance I�d hoped for.
Mathias didn�t look up though. His back was to me, and he was tattooing Rebel using sticks and ink in a manner that looked barbaric and prone to infection. Instead of interrupting further, I took the empty seat that allowed me to watch the process.
Neither man spoke. Rebel�s head was down, so I couldn�t see his face, but I winced for him when the sticks drove into his flesh. Mathias wiped away the excess ink mixed with blood, and I�d never considered that before, how the ink and blood would actually mix beneath your skin.
There was something spiritual about that, the bonding that occurred. I�d never look at tattooing the same way again. After an hour, the outline of a cross was apparent�a Celtic cross, one Mathias had inked by hand. He hadn�t been following any kind of pattern, except the one he saw in his mind.
My mother was an artist.
So was he. And he was speaking through his art.
When he finished, he handed Rebel a sugary soda. He put a hand on the back of his neck, indicating for him to stay there, and Rebel nodded and said, �Thanks, man,� in a sleepy voice.
Mathias turned then, didn�t seem surprised in the least to see me, but he didn�t make any attempts at conversation. Instead, he went over to another table and picked up a small knife. As I watched, he cut one of his tattoos, the fleur-de-lis, with a knife and pressed what looked like herbs into it. The herbs mixed with his blood, Mathias hissed, closed his eyes, his mouth moving�a silent prayer or maybe a chant�but he was definitely concentrating on what he was doing. I knew ritual when I saw it.
Politicians had their tricks�a superstitious bunch�but Mathias�s seemed to transcend that. This wasn�t about a moment of luck. Not when the peace passed over his face.
He opened his eyes and mouthed slowly in time with the signs that I attempted to mirror.
Have to...stand for...something.
I smiled at the sentiment, and the fact that he�d wanted me to learn signs. Then he turned from me and helped Rebel up off the table. He handed him a piece of paper and Rebel nodded and said, �I�ll check in with you tomorrow.�
Rebel gave me a small nod as he left. Once we were alone, I told Mathias, �I want a tattoo.�
After I said it, I realized I�d forgotten about the apology I owed him, because I�d been mesmerized by the entire tattoo process, but he motioned for me to come over. He took my sweatshirt off and appraised my body, touching my bare shoulders, my upper back. And then he tugged the tank top up a little to assess my lower back. Pulled down my jeans a little to look at my hip.
I was blushing as he appraised my body and he gave me a lazy smile when he saw that and made a motion with his hands to indicate small.
Start small. Easier to go bigger later.
�What would you do if I gave you free rein?�
He smiled, like he�d been thinking about that. I knew he had, and I knew where he�d put it, since he loved to run his hands over the bare skin of my back after we made love. He�d been drawing on me with his fingers, planning the space since I�d first been with him, and now, he bent over the paper and quickly sketched something.
But he wouldn�t let me see it, and I didn�t care. Instead, I pulled my tank top off and lay on a towel on the table, my back bared to him, ready to let him mark me again.
This is how we do it, baby
Mathias
I put on fresh gloves as I mentally prepped for this tattoo. Jessa shivered for a second as I brushed her skin with the alcohol wipes. I rarely took these precautions with me or Bish, but I didn�t know how Jessa�s skin would react. I didn�t want to mar it, so much so that I almost backed off and told her I couldn�t do it. But I still believed so firmly in the protective aspects of a charmed tattoo and that�s what kept me moving ahead.
I picked up the sticks with their needlelike ends and I dipped them in the inkwell. Black ink for the outline and then maybe I�d do some color.
�I want it big, Mathias.�
Bet you say that to all the guys, I mouthed jokingly before I could stop myself and she burst out laughing. I didn�t think she was that good at reading lips but apparently she had a natural talent.
�Yeah, but you�re the biggest,� she said in a husky, teasing voice. �And wipe that look off your face. I�m the only naked one here, and that�s for the tattoo.�
I motioned for her to put her head down and to stay still. Part of me wanted to use the gun, because it wouldn�t hurt as much, but doing a tattoo with these sticks meant more than I was able to explain.
At the first break of the skin, I heard her exhale, but she remained still, and she didn�t tell me to stop. Carefully, I worked through the small design of the Celtic knot, something that would look pretty and that would protect her. I put a touch of color�a little splash of blue that made it look like a watercolor painting and some yellow.
It took about an hour and a half and when I was done, I wiped the area with antibiotic ointment and then put a bandage over it. And a blanket over her, because she�d started to shiver.
�Now I understand the soda, and why you made Rebel rest,� she murmured.
Post-tattoo, there was a sudden loss of adrenaline. Most people didn�t realize there was an adrenaline rush during the tattoo process. Anything your body wasn�t sure how to interpret as pain can become pleasure�and getting inked was right along that pleasure/pain continuum�so post-tattoo there was always a giant crash. It was just like a post-orgasm drowsiness.
I let her sleep while I cleaned up. When she woke, I helped her sit up.
�I came here to apologize to you,� she said finally.
I�d figured. I grabbed the alphasmart and typed, Letting me tattoo you...that said everything.
She�d put all her trust in me, and hell, that was better than words could ever be. What she�d said to me had been said in honesty. But now, she seemed to understand why I�d reacted so badly, and I�m sure she�d had a nice long talk with Bish.
Sometimes, it was better that I didn�t know.
You know you got it if it makes you feel good
Jessa
I wouldn�t be able to see the finished product until Mathias took off the bandages. When I finally felt well enough to sit up, I noted he�d locked the shop and put the Closed sign in the window.
The compound really was a mini town, and although I kept comparing Defiance and D.C., it was becoming easier to see why. Tonight, I�d found out that Defiance had Kat�s house, thanks to Bishop who�d pointed it out along the way as he�d walked me here. D.C. still had call girls kept in a private safe house. The similarities between the MC and the political world were numerous enough to make me comfortable here...and enough to make my head spin.
I heard my mother�s voice in my head.
�This isn�t about your happiness, although I�d think you�d be happy to be able to help out your family. To keep the pride. When your father got elected, we all did. The least I could do was appreciate all the hard work.�
Once back inside the guesthouse, I kept the jacket on, my body still pleasantly sleepy from the tattoo. �If my mom could see me now, wrapped in your leather jacket and nothing else, my hair down in the way she didn�t like it, wearing nothing else, she�d ask, �What kind of future can you expect to have acting like that?�� I murmured.
I like seeing you like this.
D.C.�that world, for all its faults, was all I knew. I couldn�t live between two worlds. I�d have to completely sever all ties to my family and to Charlie. Because they�d never be convinced I wanted to be here.
If Charlie�s dad died in office, my dad was next in line. And with my father as one of the most powerful men in the world, I doubted my family would give up looking for me, and not because I was their child, but because of what I knew.
As much as things change, they stay the same.
We all put our pants on one leg at a time.
All of that was a politician�s grab bag of phrases to make them seem like everyone else. Even though they thought they weren�t.
Turns out, they were.
The only thing my old life didn�t have was Mathias.
Mathias, who took my wrists in his hands and turned them slowly, so the scars faced him. He looked at me and mouthed, Why? as he stroked my scarred wrists with his thumbs.
He hadn�t avoided them when we�d had sex. If anything, he seemed to pay more attention to them and I�d never realized how much of an aphrodisiac my pulse points there were. For me, my scars were always the elephant in the room, but Mathias stroked and kissed them.
I turned the question right back on him. �Why?�
He typed, Because you�re here. You made it. You found out you get to live, and look what you�ve done since then. Because scars are beautiful. They mean you�ve lived hard. That means you can love hard.
He was born to have his heart broken. So was I.
I don�t want to love, he typed.
�I don�t believe in it, so we�re even. Or at least we were, until we met.�
Everybody�s got to fight to be free
Mathias
She kissed me then, her hands wrapped tenderly around the back of my neck. The kiss told me everything I needed to know.
Jessa wasn�t suicidal now. Most likely, she wouldn�t be again.
�Can you hide them for me? I mean, you and I know they�re there. You�ll always be able to feel them. But having you cover them up is right.�
I traced the deep cuts with my forefingers. Covering scars was an art form. But I�d honor them, and I�d make sure no one made Jessa feel badly about them ever again. When I was through with them, she�d have charmed tattoos. Only after I nodded, told her that I�d cover them, if that�s what she wanted, did she answer my original question.
�I was sixteen,� she started, the story she�d said she�d tell me at some point. The one she hadn�t fully been able to on our first night together. �I didn�t know what else to do to get their attention. My father was running for office. I was expected to go on the road with them and be tutored on the tour bus. I was expected to be perfect every minute of every day for as long as the campaign lasted. There were reporters who�d travel with us. There wasn�t any privacy, and that�s how my parents liked to live. When the reporters and the cameras went away, they honestly seemed not to know what to do with themselves.�
I stroked her palm, ran a finger down her lifeline. I wasn�t psychic, but I knew the basics of palm and tea reading. It was about broken lines and split lines and long lines...and her lifeline was long and winding.
Living a life in the public eye would�ve broken her. What do you want to do? If the Chaos hadn�t happened and you had your choice, what would you do?
�I never really thought about it. Since I couldn�t have it, that only seemed like a waste of time. Something that would make me more sad.�
But now you can.
�Tell me yours.�
I would�ve been happy on the bayou with my family close. Would raise a family of my own with my traditions. I like things simple.
�You also like to blow things up.�
Yeah well, I would�ve joined the military, with or without the Chaos. It hasn�t stopped me from doing a damned thing. Not since I�d floated out of the bayou, holding on and then running for my life, with Bish at my side.
I wondered if I�d be doing the same thing with her.

Chapter Twenty-Three

So wild and free, so far from me
Bishop
Luna was where she always was these days, in a corner of the shop, working on a bike. I didn�t know whose it was�but it was custom and he knew she�d started building it from the ground up the day after Aimee had been attacked.
She was alone now, because Caspar was running drills, which gave me the time off. Sometimes Mathias and I participated but lately, since we hadn�t asked to officially join the club, Caspar had stopped pushing.
Luna had a half sleeve of tattoos on her arm. Inside the shop was warm and she only wore a tank top, her long hair wrapped and held in place with a bandanna. Her face was bare of makeup, her cheek smudged with grease and she looked more beautiful to him than ever.
�You shouldn�t be here, Bishop,� Luna told me finally, without looking up.
�I�m always someplace I shouldn�t be.� I leaned against the door frame and gazed at her. She stood then and marched over to me, blocking my way in with her body. �Lettin� me in?�
�No.�
Over my head
Luna
After she told him no, Bishop simply smiled easily and shrugged his way past her while managing to leave her in place. She huffed, looked over her shoulder at him and finally shut the door. �You can�t stay.�
In response, he planted himself on her couch and started to put his feet up on the small table, until she shot him a look. He turned and put his feet up on the couch instead.
�Incorrigible.�
�And you like that, right, Luna?�
�I don�t know what I like.� But she was lying and the insistent throb between her legs taunted her. It would be easy enough to give herself over to Bishop and God knew she�d had enough dreams about it.
�You can�t hide him forever.�
�You don�t know anything about it.�
But his gaze told her differently. She wouldn�t say anything more, wouldn�t risk a man�s reputation, not someone who�d been her best friend through thick and thin, someone who hadn�t run off like Tru. She�d been closer to Rebel than she�d even been with Aimee, and she was really close to Aimee. Or had been, until Aimee had been hurt.
�You wear that guilt so plain on your face, babe. Wipe that shit off. Not a good look,� Bishop admonished her.
�Fuck you.� That made him smile. �You�re a sick man,� she told him and that made him smile more. �You can�t save everyone, Bishop,� she said finally, pushed past him and slammed the door so she could get the final word.
�But I can try,� she heard him call through the closed door.

Chapter Twenty-Four

I never said I was a victim of circumstance
Mathias
We�d lost what was left of our childhood because of the Chaos. Most days, we hadn�t felt like we were adults, but we�d been forced to act like we were anyway. Now, when we got tired of the adult shit, Bish and I would run wild. Didn�t matter where we were or what our responsibilities were, for an hour or two, we�d steal gas for our bikes and whatever drink we could find.
Bish could drink more and not show it better than anyone I knew. Had a wooden leg for sure, I told him as we passed the bottle back and forth on the hill that had once overlooked Lance�s house.
Caspar had the house taken down when Trix left and Roan died. No one had heard from Silas but we knew Caspar would let him back in.
�You�re set to fight,� Bish told me.
I took another drink.
�She�s seen you fight.�
Not what I�m worried about.
Kian was here, in the compound with several other Kill Devils. They were here for the fight, but also to discuss the situation with Jessa. Keller was close. Kian said Keller was staying at the motel up the road.
�You knew it�d come to this.�
I had. But I hadn�t counted on my feelings for Jessa getting in the way of every goddamned rational thought. Just stay close to her while I�m fighting.
�Won�t let her out of my sight.�
Love, hate, sex and pain
Jessa
�He�s fighting here?�
Bishop nodded. �You don�t have to go if you don�t want to.�
�Before he didn�t want me there.�
�That was before.�
I studied his face, looking for the catch, the reason, but he had a poker face. I pulled boots on and followed him across the now-crowded compound. I knew Defiance held fights, but they were different than the fights Mathias and Bishop attended off the compound. Those were illegal, anything-goes fights, and from what little I knew, the fights Defiance hosted had rules and refs.
The off-compound fights were mainly about money and then reputation. The fights held here, at the MC, were all about reputation. �He represents Defiance when he fights here.�
�Yes.�
I didn�t say anything else, just surveyed the scene. There were other MCs there�I saw the different symbols on the bikes and I was grateful to be next to Bishop. Rebel fell into step next to me and I let them weave me through the thick groups of people already inside the tent.
It was warm in the tent where the ring was set up, thanks to all the bodies. We went right up to the raised ring and I saw Mathias was already in there, along with his opponent.
Mathias. His hands, those beautiful hands with the long fingers and squared nails�his hands were such a big part of him and they were taped. The man in the ring with him wasn�t tall but he was brutishly wide. Tattooed with stars and teardrops.
�Russian prison tattoos,� Bishop told me in my ear. �All of them tell a story.�
�What do his say?�
�That he�s a really bad motherfucker.�
I didn�t take my eyes off Mathias, like something bad would happen if I looked away for a single second. Like I was his good-luck charm, and for that moment, I wanted nothing more than to be so.
I fisted my hands when he fisted his. �Why does he fight like this?�
�For me.�
�That doesn�t make...� But it did make sense before I could get the word out. I�d met them. I�d known Bishop was the more violent of the two, although Mathias was the most aggressive. He burned nervous energy like crazy. And in order to keep himself calm, which, in turn, kept Bishop calm, Mathias had to burn off his energy.
In the ring, the electricity was a pop and sizzle in the air. The air was crisp outside but inside the tent the humidity hung over us like a heavy rain cloud ready to burst. People crowded me�or tried to, anyway�but Bishop was my wall.
Tru came up next to me then, with Caspar on her other side. I�d seen Mathias fight for my life, so I wasn�t sure why I was so nervous now.
That was about your life. This is about his.
Tru patted my shoulder, then squeezed reassuringly. I couldn�t tear my eyes from Mathias. He didn�t even glance my way and I guessed that was better because otherwise, I might�ve run into the ring and thrown myself on him.
And then the air changed and it was as if everything and everyone got sucked out of my line of sight. I had tunnel vision, focused on the brother of a leering LoV biker named Ocho who�d put a hand on my breast and said, �You�ll be mine� every day for the two weeks I�d been captured. What was he doing here?
I�ll never be yours. �Never.�
That word echoed and landed squarely at the LoV biker�s feet, because the man had stepped in front of me, blocking my view of Mathias. Next to me, Bishop growled, because those actions were a dare. An explosion that would happen if anyone from his crew tried to touch me again.
The LoV biker leered, but moved away. I looked up at Mathias and then my eye caught on something, a man watching me from the other side of the ring. He looked familiar, and it took me a few seconds to understand who he was.
I hadn�t seen Keller when he�d come to the compound, but he looked enough like his son for me to finally get it. Last time, Caspar hadn�t let the LoV close and now, they�d been invited in, along with the man threatening to destroy Defiance. Threatening to destroy me.
For a long moment, I couldn�t breathe, but Bishop�s hand was strong on my shoulder. I glanced up at him. He was watching Keller steadily, that look of almost amusement on his face that actually made me think that a psychotic rage was running through his veins. When he glanced and caught my eyes, I saw I�d been correct. I never wanted to see that look in his eyes directed at me, and thankfully, it wasn�t. But it was still because of me.
They�d known this fight would bring Keller out to the compound�Caspar, Mathias, Bishop. They�d wanted him to know where I was. This was a taunt of, Try to get her if you want her but we promise you that backing off�s the best option.
Defiance was going to fight for me, and tonight Mathias represented Defiance.
Because of that, I drew my strength from them and pretended I was part of this plan all along. I put my head against Bishop�s arm and in turn, he wound it around me, drew me in and the rabid dog inside of him was calmed for the moment.
I did it because that�s what Mathias would�ve done. And in that moment, I knew I could have a place in Mathias�s life. That there was room.
As if reading my mind, Bishop said, �Mathias deserves to be happy.�
�So do you,� I told him.
This right here�s as high as it gets
Mathias
Keller figured shit out pretty quickly, but man, the look on his face when he�d seen Jessa had been worth it.
On fight night inside the MCs, there were no weapons allowed, other than fists. The MCs had been checked at the gates, their cars and bikes and weapons secured. These events were rarer and rarer these days, because few MCs could trust the others not to break these rules. But tonight, Caspar had only allowed in two LoVs and a handful of Keller�s bodyguards with him.
I don�t know what Keller thought about the invite�if he figured Caspar was giving in. But the message had been sent that giving in wasn�t an option, and I reiterated that by beating the shit out of Keller�s man in the ring. The smell of blood and sweat overpowered everything else and I honestly didn�t remember much beyond the sounds of gloved fists hitting flesh.
Another time, another place, another fight for my life. For a span of time in my early teens, I�d fought for my life every single day, and I�d won. Back then, I�d fought for me as much as for Bish. Tonight, I�d added Jessa to the mix, and when I left the former Russian prisoner half-dead on the ring floor, Caspar came over and patted me on the back.
Keller pointed at me and mouthed, You�re dead. But he was wrong. I�d never been more fucking alive.

Chapter Twenty-Five

This is my last resort
Jessa
�You knew.�
Mathias stared up at me from his seat in the small tent that housed medical attention for the fighters where I�d be quickly ushered post-fight, totally unconcerned as Bishop put ice on his hands. Shrugged.
�Am I supposed to not worry that the men who tried to sell me are here?�
�Actually, they�re dead, Jessa. These are different men.�
�They�re all the same to me,� I ground out. I was shaking. Watching Mathias fight was one thing, but doing so with the men who knew who I was, who now knew exactly where I was, was a different story. I�d been able to tamp down my fear and anger in the tent because I�d had no choice, because I owed that to Mathias and Bishop, and even to Defiance. But now, the anger rushed forward, an unstoppable force. �You both sold me out.�
You said you wanted to stay here. Bishop translated for Mathias. You have to trust us.
Maybe I didn�t belong in this world at all. I didn�t understand it. It made me uncomfortable. Maybe my parents had been right to shelter me�they�d known I couldn�t handle it.
But you handled the LoV...
It must�ve been desperation. Or dumb luck. Or my illness, as my mother referred to it, coming out.
You did it because you had to. This...this was people putting themselves out there to fight and kill for sport. For fun. For money.
Do you think everyone�s independently wealthy? Mathias mouthed.
I blinked at him. �I think you like fighting.�
He nodded, nonplussed, and my breath caught in my throat. I�d actually begun to think that this was my safe place. That Mathias was the safest place of all.
You can accept it or not, but this is my life. Probably would�ve been, Chaos or not. And a part of you really likes it. It turns you on. And because of that, you�re scared of how you feel. Scared of how far you�ve come, and how real it is. I think I�m just who you�ve been looking for your entire life, but if you want to play the scared virgin, maybe you do belong back where you came from. No one can protect you all the time. You have to protect yourself.
Mathias was signing, his eyes dark. Bishop�s words seemed to fly from his fingers and I didn�t take my eyes off him.
What had I expected�a different answer? A promise that he�d stop? We were in the middle of hell and I realized I missed my cotton sheets, for God�s sake. I�d lived in luxury my entire life and I�d thought I�d hated it. Thought I was rebelling because in my soul, I�d known I was in the wrong place when I was actually a foolish little girl who belonged there.
And when I told them both that last part, Bishop answered, �Or you�re just scared. Sometimes, when you finally get what you want, that happens. But you got your chance and now you�ve got to decide if you�ve got the balls to handle it.�
�I don�t,� I told him with a tremble in my voice. I got up to leave. Bishop put out a hand to stop me, but Mathias shook his head and I spun away from them, not sure where I was headed. Not at first, but then it became clearer where I needed to go.
I threaded through the crowds still wandering the compound, my head down, my heart pounding that maybe I�d run into Keller or the LoV. But I couldn�t care at that moment, because I needed to go to the person who�d started the whole thing.
Charlie was chained to the wall but it was his turn to look self-satisfied, the way I�d been when I�d first visited him with Mathias to back me up.
�Where�s your biker?�
A flutter in my stomach betrayed me and I almost turned and walked out. But I didn�t, because he added, �Let�s go back home together.�
It was exactly what I�d wanted to hear. But there were still things that needed to be resolved.
�Jessa, I was terrified. I knew that Keller wouldn�t hurt you. It was the best way to keep you safe until my father could get us the money. I thought you�d understand that.�
�How would I?� But had I misread the situation? I thought about the kidnapping and why Charlie and I started out from D.C. in the first place.
�I didn�t tell the LoV anything. Keller was going to get me to the right people. God, Jessa, it killed me to do that, but you said you�d do anything to stop what was happening. I was trying to save your goddamned life. I know it didn�t come off the way I�d planned it.�
I wanted desperately to believe him and maybe a little part of me did. But as I watched him, that voice inside my head, the one that was never scared, informed me, He�s playing you.
And because he was the consummate politician, I would never know the truth. But I knew mine. �So what now? How are we going to stop what�s happening at home?�
�We�ll have to run from here. Unless you can convince your biker to ask for ransom. My father will pay.�
And we�d just go home. Nothing would change. Defiance would be easily and effectively wiped off the map with my decision, and I hated that I had that kind of power.
�If we ran, Jessa, we�d be running and hiding forever, and we�d be vulnerable in every single town we stopped in. I realize now I was wrong to put you in this kind of danger. If we go home, I�ll take care of it and you can lean on me, the way you always have.�
I walked out and slammed the door before the sob tore from my throat. That had been a mistake. Had everything?
I looked up then and saw Mathias standing there. He�d heard everything. Whether he�d followed me because he didn�t trust me or because he wanted to comfort me, it didn�t matter. He took me by the arm and led me into the dark and across the compound. For a while, we walked and I breathed in the cool air. Mathias didn�t change his unhurried pace or his light hold on me, but he was steering me. I didn�t care which way�I let him guide me.
�End of the line?� I asked, but I hadn�t meant it as a joke.
Is it? he mouthed. You�re the one who walked away.
And he�d come after me. He didn�t seem angry, but maybe all these men were good actors. All I knew was that I could never hide my emotions. I could barely shield them, and in the case of Mathias, I�d failed miserably.
�I didn�t tell Charlie anything.�
What was there to tell?
�About us.�
But he knew.
�I could�ve said more. Told him I was with you.�
Are you?
�I thought I was until...�
Until you got scared.
�I hate being scared.� The words were a fierce bite out of my mouth, and they made him smile.
Your fight�s back. He paused. If you want to go back with him, no one�s stopping you.
�Just the chain on his ankle.�
We�ll send you both back, if that�s what you want. But I don�t want you here, with me, pretending you want me when all you really want is a place to hide.
�There�s more to it than that.�

Chapter Twenty-Six

Never break the chain
Mathias
Of course there was more goddamned to it. But before I discussed that with her, I left her in Rebel�s care and headed back to Charlie.
I�d fought more than once tonight. I�d have no problem taking on someone else. And when I kicked the door open and Charlie saw me, he backed up a few steps.
He�d been expecting Jessa to come back. And he�d sorely underestimated her. I rubbed my sore hands together as Bish came into the room behind me.
�What are you going to do with me? Because anything you do to me, Jessa will end up hating you for it,� Charlie told me. �She�s delicate.� He pointed to his head. �She had a couple of breakdowns. That suicide attempt wasn�t out of the blue. She�s fucking nuts. I can take care of her a lot better than you can.�
�Bullshit,� Bish said, startling me. But I�d signed the word unconsciously and now, he continued to translate for me to Charlie. How were you protecting her by selling her?
�I did the best thing for her. Keller would treat her like a princess.�
Did the guy really believe that? Shit like that doesn�t happen in the real world.
Charlie smiled. �All part of the plan.�
Yeah, I know the plan. Jessa told me everything.
�No way she�d do that. She�s been in love with me since she was a little girl.�
But you couldn�t make her come, I told him. Never underestimate how far something like that goes. I opened up her eyes to a whole new world.
�Low class.�
�Since when is good sex low class?� Bish demanded. �Shit, I�d never want to be president if they�ve got you in chastity.�
Why take her on in the first place? I asked Charlie.
�I was nice to her because I had to be, for both our families. A united front. I could keep her in line. I did keep her in line, until she decided to spy and stick her nose where it didn�t belong.�
Charlie looked so goddamned smug. It was hard to remember, at times, that he was Caspar�s age. But Caspar appeared so much older. This guy was a spoiled kid who�d never grown up, and he had so much power behind him.
�No one�s come for you yet,� Bish said. �Ever consider that they�re happy you�re gone, that you�re a liability?�
Charlie�s face got red, like he was mad we suggested it. Mad it might actually be true. �Give them time.�
Give �em all the time they need. But Keller and the LoV aren�t helping you anymore. They know you used them and that you�d planned to put all the blame on them. They�ll also know that the LoV was up next for execution.
I left then, because it was time for Jessa to tell me everything. Keller and the LoV were here. They knew Jessa and Charlie were here, and Caspar had let them in and then escorted them out.
Keller wanted to negotiate. Before that happened, Defiance deserved to know the whole story. So did I.
I found her sitting on the bed, doing that hand-wringing thing again. Rebel waited outside with Bish and I had the alphasmart, because this would be too much for lip-reading. Even though I expected her to do most of the talking, I�d have to do most of the convincing.
�What did he tell you?�
He said you�d had a couple of nervous breakdowns.
She rubbed one wrist unconsciously, but didn�t look down at it. �He�s right.�
Want to talk about it?
She stuck her bare wrists out toward me. �Isn�t this telling enough?�
No, that�s actually the easy way out.
�The attempt or telling you about it?�
Both.
She stared at me, offended. �I never said I was strong, Mathias.�
You don�t have to. You are strong. Why don�t you know that?
�Because my whole life, I had people telling me I was too weak.�
And you believed them?
�Obviously.� She paused. �The first time I tried to get away from my family was when I was sixteen. I ran away from the bus and the campaigning and tried to get to Europe. I got as far as the airport before the bodyguards caught up with me.�
And if they hadn�t stopped you...
�I wanted to disappear. And I told my parents and the doctors that. I wasn�t allowed to choose my own classes or my friends or my clothes. Everything was carefully orchestrated to get me to the next level, and the hospitalizations were kept quiet. The press thought I was homeschooled the second time I went to the hospital. This was right after the campaign started and they just had the doctors drug me up with happy pills, put me in long sleeves. Of course, there were always rumors, but the Chaos brought an end to most of the paparazzi.�
I watched her carefully. What was wrong?
�I was a teenage girl who wanted to do her own thing, not play family politics. Therefore, I must be crazy.� She held her body tight, so tense she looked like she�d break if I tried to touch her. I didn�t, continued to play the part of the bodyguard and not the boyfriend�a fucking ridiculous term when we�d nearly seen the end of the world�and she kept staring up at the darkness like that would give her all the answers.
You already have them.
I�d signed without thinking about it, and the movement of my hands caught her attention. She blinked in my direction and then she gave the briefest of smiles, lighting me up before it disappeared and her tight-lipped look was back.
I went over to her, wondering if she�d understood what I�d told her. It seemed like it, like she was trying to hide shit from me still. And that was never a good idea.
She tensed slightly, because she knew I was going to get her to talk. Part of her wanted to, but she�d want to be forced to tell me. I didn�t know if that�s the role I wanted to take, because it could come back to haunt both of us. But if she wanted to survive�and she�d already proven that a thousand times over�she�d have to share her burden.
�I don�t want to make you an accomplice to this.�
You think I�m not? She�d turned to see me mouth the words. I brushed a tear from her eye. You think I�m worried about a fight? About being targeted?
�Maybe you�re not, but am I not allowed to be worried for you?�
Yeah, I guess she was. And I�m not going to lie, it felt good. But it didn�t change what needed to happen. Let it go, Jessa.
She sighed, almost inaudibly, but it caught on a sob she tried to swallow down with a soft hiccup. I pressed my palm against the back of her neck, cupping it, massaging the tense muscles until she surrendered to the touch and hung her head. I didn�t stop for a long while, until she pulled away reluctantly, turned and caught my hand in hers.
�It�s bad, Mathias,� she said urgently, her voice a pained whisper. �The things I know...I should be dead for knowing them.�
Then why didn�t Charlie have you killed? Because that would�ve been simpler than selling her and coming up with the elaborate kidnapping scheme.
And then I knew. You were in on the kidnapping.
She nodded, the briefest of gestures, like acknowledging to me was physically painful. I let go of her hand, tried to anyway, but she gripped mine tightly, like she needed that contact to make me understand. �Mathias, you have to believe me. What you rescued me from, that was all real. Charlie betrayed me. What I found out...I thought he was as upset about it as I was. That�s what he told me. He said that we�d disappear, that the LoV would help us disappear, and then we could find a way to let the world know about what was going on. We�d get across country to the bunker in California, tell the senators who were housed there. And if not, he said we�d get out of the country, that some world leader would help us. That they�d listen to us, because of who we were.�
I didn�t know what she was talking about. Her words stumbled, her cheeks flamed red with anger and shame and I wanted like hell to believe her.
�Charlie�s dad...he was planning on having internment camps set up. Ordering executions. He called it natural order. Starting over. Razing the bad and keeping the good.�
And when was this going to happen?
She paused for a second, touched the corner of her mouth nervously with her tongue. �It�s already started.�
Over my head
Jessa
When I�d discovered the plans, completely by accident a month earlier, I hadn�t believed what I�d been hearing. I�d stumbled into the war room�as the tiny, closed space was called�and I�d been watching the cameras, eager for a glimpse at the outside world I hadn�t been allowed to see for myself in more than a year. When I�d heard Charlie�s dad and other members of the cabinet coming, I�d hidden, because I didn�t want to get in trouble or embarrass Charlie any further. Already there had been talk that his marrying me was a grave mistake, that I wasn�t the kind of woman prepared for the politics of the brave new world.
Looking back, I wasn�t sure if this had all been a setup from the start, if Charlie already knew I liked going in there. If he�d left the door unlocked purposely to set me up.
And if Charlie was in on that plan, was anyone else? My parents?
�I hadn�t been allowed outside at all for a year, because they�d been doing their eradication of problem areas for that long. No one else was supposed to know. We were on total lockdown and told it was because it was too dangerous. It was dangerous because the people our fathers were trying to kill were rebelling.�
Mathias was staring at me, his dark eyes full of the understanding I�d craved. He believed me. His hand gripped mine again, a solid caress. His arm went around my back to pull me close. It was only minutes later I realized it had been to stop me from collapsing, because the revelation I�d spilled had me shaking.
�I wish you didn�t have to know that.�
Can�t unknow it.
�That�s why I�m in so much trouble.� I knew he�d tell Bishop�he had to. They were nearly the same person, and then Bishop would have to run too.
We�ve got to tell Caspar and the others.
�No.� I pushed away from him violently and he let me. �I won�t do that. Bad enough that Charlie�s dad knows he�s being held here.�
We�re already a target for what you�re telling me Charlie�s father is doing. Defiance deserves to be prepared.
God, I hadn�t thought of it that way. Maybe I�d been selfish holding this back, refusing to let Defiance prepare to defend itself against an onslaught. But there was no way to prepare, not for what I�d seen.
Jessa. Come here.
He was signing and I knew those signs, knew my name. Even if I didn�t, he got a certain look in his eyes when he wanted me to come to him�they darkened, his pupils taking over�and he seemed so steady and sure.
I did what he wanted, went back to him, laced my fingers into his�both hands�and we stood facing each other. Finally, he let go of one hand so he could sign to me, fast at first, and then slowly, until I understood.
You told me. It�s going to be all right.
�I was part of my own kidnapping. I brought this on myself.�
You thought you were going for help.
I had. It wasn�t until the LoV tied me up that I realized how badly I�d miscalculated everything. �My father said government needed to use the Chaos to their own advantage. That Charlie�s father approved, but he couldn�t be the one issuing the orders. That they had the chance to create a better place. And that they had the means to do so.�
If they had the means, then they could�ve made things easier during the past three years.
�Yes, they could�ve. The satellite they use is doing the bare minimum. Purposely.�
Survival of the fittest, Mathias mouthed as he signed. That�s what the old head of this MC used to call it.
�I told you that politics had a lot in common with MCs.� Being right was of small comfort though.
Think the president wants him back badly enough to leave Defiance alone?
�I think the second they get him back, they�ll try to destroy you.�
And that�s why he can�t go back.
I�d grown up in a world of politics, where rules were meant to be broken and everyone has a price. This time, the price was too high. I shuddered, not so much because I felt sorry for him, but because of how the world had changed for the worst. Charlie�s dad�s vision had disgusted me enough to leave my bubble and go with Charlie to seek help. But Charlie had never planned on going against his father�s wishes at all. He wanted to destroy the people he deemed subversive and dangerous to the very nature of government. What he�d wanted to destroy was me, because I threatened those plans.
�There�s no way the U.S. can hope to survive in any meaningful way unless it neutralizes its enemies. And our very worst enemies are those who seek to destroy us from within.� My father�s words, echoed by Charlie�s father.
�I won�t go back there. No matter what happens. You have to let me run, Mathias. It�s what�s best for Defiance.�
Not without me.
�You�d go with me?�
He nodded, like he was surprised I�d even ask. �But...�
He put a finger on my lips to stop me, signed as he mouthed, Me and Bish.
They were a package deal. Now I was part of that package. �I�ll be running forever. I can�t ask you to do that.�
Running is what Bish and I do best.
�But you want to settle here.�
He shrugged and I could see the struggle going on inside of him.
Putting down roots these days isn�t smart.
�But Defiance survived.�
He nodded as he contemplated that, then said, So will we.

Chapter Twenty-Seven

I got the boys to make the noise
Mathias
�Keepin� her here, it�s fucking crazy.�
Caspar was always blunt as hell. Normally, I appreciated it because it was close to the way I operated. Now, having to be told the truth I knew from the start wasn�t appreciated.
Bish put a hand on my shoulder, a reminder that talking to myself out loud was a mistake. Caspar could read my hands. We were mere hours post-fight. Keller had left the compound willingly. Easily, and maybe too much so. But we�d thrown down the gauntlet and the next move was his.
Defiance was ready for a fight, but I had an eerie feeling that fighting the way Defiance knew how to wouldn�t be enough this time.
It was Bish who said, �If we let her go with Charlie, we�ll still be in the same boat.�
Rebel added, �Unless we give them back and take no money.�
Charlie will never agree to say we saved them. Makes him look bad.
Caspar stared at me. �I never said anything about giving Charlie back.�
�Shit,� Bish muttered.
So you expect Jessa to go home and keep her mouth shut about that?
Caspar said, �Yeah, I do.�
What about Keller?
�If we don�t move fast, he�ll get to the VP before us, tell him she�s alive,� Caspar reasoned. �If we don�t give her to her family, we give her to Keller.�
You�ve got to be kidding me with that shit. I flung Bish�s hand off my shoulder as I spoke.
�Not.� Caspar�s eyes were pure ice. �Want you and Bish here. You�re family. You saved Jessa and I get why you did it. But now we�ve gotta figure out what�s best for Defiance.�
�And if we give her to her parents, Keller�ll still be pissed,� Bish said.
�Not if he gets the reward,� Caspar offered. �Everyone wins.�
I don�t.
Caspar stared at me steadily. �She told Tru she�s not sure about staying here. Not sure about anything.�
She doesn�t know what she wants.
�Do you?� Caspar shot back.
I know I can�t let her go back, for her own good. Whether she wants to be with me or not is entirely up to her.
Behind me, Bish sighed, but I had to speak the truth. He said, �We�ll leave Defiance with her, if that helps.�
Which it wouldn�t, because of Keller. If we released Charlie, it would mean death for Defiance. We�d have to run. It was all or nothing with the war on Keller.
Giving in to Keller now is only a Band-Aid, I told Caspar. You think he�s not going to try this bullshit again?
Caspar considered that, then said, �It�s not the perfect solution, but you�re asking me to risk Defiance for a woman who might not be loyal to us. And for two men who haven�t made up their minds about the MC either.�
That was a blow, one we deserved. I couldn�t argue. You didn�t come into Defiance to save someone else. We�d given a lot to Caspar and we�d never been disloyal. Because of that, we were still standing here in one piece.
Bish ran a hand through his hair and stared at Caspar. �Agreeing now wouldn�t mean a damned thing.�
�Which is why I didn�t bother asking.�
For a long moment, the weight of what we�d learned tonight settled over us.
There was this one guy Bish and I met in the military who swore the Chaos was God�s way of punishing us for our sins�specifically, reality TV and the internet. I never bothered arguing with him, because when someone believed something that strongly, I think you should let them.
That�s not to say that the Chaos didn�t completely suck. I think the worst part of it is the not knowing. Not knowing exactly what was happening in the rest of the world; not knowing when the next storm would hit. Even if the sun came out, would that stabilize the environment enough?
And now, we�d learned that the satellite most likely could�ve come out more often, that the government had been working against the people who were only trying to survive. The people who trusted them.
Of course, conspiracy theories to that effect had abounded, especially in the MC world.
�Lot of guys around here gonna realize how right they were.� Caspar�s words held an anger to them he wouldn�t show to the majority of Defiance. But to me and Bish, there was no reason to hide it. Rebel and Hammer were there too and they both sat quietly, with Rebel shaking his head and Hammer looking disgusted.
�It�s not like we weren�t prepared for anything,� Rebel said finally. �But the rest of the world isn�t. And fuck me, no one should have that much power that they can select whole groups of people to live and die.�
Hammer got up and stared out the window. The stress of the past months, coupled with what had happened to Aimee, had really begun to show. He�d been short-tempered, with everyone but her. It seemed like the better she got, the more he fell apart.
Bish clapped him on the shoulder and Hammer�s tension seemed to ease a little. He asked, �How are we going to let the others know?�
�Don�t know if we should. Not sure what the hell it would change. Gonna cause panic we don�t need. Like Reb said, we�re prepared for anything.�
The thought of being forced underground for the majority of the time though... What if they find a way to fuck with the tubes?
Caspar stared at me for a long second, and then he smiled. How I�d missed it was beyond me, and I could only blame the fact that he�d kept me and Bish busy enough that we would, but it was clear as fucking day now.
He�d been building another compound somewhere. He�d been disappearing for weeks at a time for years now. Rumors were that he�d been out fighting or whoring or on jobs for Lance, and Lance had let him go. Which meant... Did Lance know?
�He did. Agreed with it. Might be the only thing we ever agreed on.�
�So we�ve got an out,� Bish said.
Reb smiled and shook a finger at Caspar. �Tricky fucking bastard�glad you�re on my side.�
Caspar smiled�Reb was probably the only one who could call Caspar a bastard and get away with it in one piece.
�There�s a lot more to this than uprooting the entire compound,� Hammer pointed out and Caspar acknowledged that with a nod.
�What do you think we should do then?� Caspar asked. It wasn�t a challenge�not really. But in some ways, it was a way to force Hammer to step up.
And he did. �Defiance has never run. We stay and we fight.�
�We don�t know what we�re fighting,� Reb pointed out. �Could be bombs. Or lack of sun.�
�Or it could be an army of men sent to take us out,� Hammer said evenly. �Maybe we should find out before we think about cutting and running.�
Caspar was silent for a long moment, an icy look settling over his face. Then he held his hand out to Hammer and said, �Welcome back,� when Hammer shook it. Then he said, �Got a source on some of this. I�ll confirm when I can.�
* * *
�Think it�s Kian?� Bish asked me later over take-out burgers on the hill overlooking the compound. His rifle was slung carelessly behind him, the burger loaded with everything he could possibly fit on it and still bite into it.
I chewed my own burger for a few minutes before shaking my head. Caspar would�ve said it if it was.
�Don�t know about that. Icy bastard still plays it close to the vest.�
It wasn�t a defamation�Caspar had to, for his own survival and security. Being president of an MC was a lot of moving chess pieces on the board�and he knew he was the most important piece of all. He always needed to be in play, always looking over his shoulder.

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Watching the world wake up from history
Jessa
I knew the next twenty-four hours would make my head spin. I paced inside the guesthouse, wondering when and how I�d run. Wondering how easy it would be for Keller to come for me.
Wondering how close the Secret Service might be to Defiance. If they were even coming.
A knock on the door made me jump. I went to it, uneasy, prepared not to open it until a familiar voice called in.
It was Tru. I let her in and she closed the door quickly behind her.
�Everything�s okay. The guys are just meeting.�
�What about Keller?�
�He�s not on the compound anymore. He left almost immediately.�
So Mathias had told the truth about that. I let out a sigh of relief. �I still can�t believe he was let in here.�
�It�s a calculated risk.�
�I don�t understand your world, Tru. I�m not you.�
Tru nodded, like she�d known she�d be walking into this. �This world is so different, Jessa. I�m not telling you anything you don�t know. But I think you�re grasping so hard for the old ways that you don�t see that these new ways aren�t so different. But it�s easy to run and hide and rebel when you�ve got a place to land.� Tru paused. �The thing is, you do have a place. It�s here, with us. Maybe we can�t change the world, but we can stick together. Do what�s right. Try to have a life.�
�Mathias doesn�t even know if he wants to stay here,� I blurted out, but it was obvious that I hadn�t told her anything she hadn�t already known.
�Everyone has to make their own choices,� Tru said. �We don�t keep people against their will, unless they�re a threat to the club. And I don�t think you are.�
Tru had grown up in the MC. She told me she�d run for years, and she�d come back for one single reason�the man she couldn�t get out of her mind.
She�d given up the outside for love. �And we�re not all that different inside Defiance than out.�
But for the outside world, Defiance was putting on a show. The fact that women actually did things here was a trade secret. And women still didn�t have a vote on major MC issues. When I pointed that out, she was quick to say, �That couldn�t work.�
�For our protection, right?� I asked semi-sarcastically.
�It�s more the guys� hang-ups than yours. Women around here respect that.�
�Some women.�
Tru was watching me carefully. �Don�t, Jessa.�
�Don�t what?�
�Sit there and judge us. I can�t imagine you had that much of a say in your family, or with Charlie, right?�
I wanted to say it was different, except at that moment I could neither explain nor discern how. �You�ve been good to me. I don�t want to judge. I want to understand.�
�Sometimes, things can�t be explained or understood up here.� She tapped the side of her head. �Sometimes things just need to be felt.� Her hand moved to cover her heart. �I feel Defiance. And Caspar. And that makes everything else, including the despair of the Chaos, fall away.�
�You�re all prepared to go to war for me.�
She gave me a small smile. �You just made the inevitable happen sooner. You can�t make a decision about staying here�or about Mathias�out of guilt.�

Chapter Twenty-Nine

I drew a line for you
Jessa
I�d been singing when Mathias finally came to see me again, the next afternoon. I�d refused Tru and Amiee�s offer to go to the diner�or anywhere else�because I didn�t want to bear the weight of Defiance�s disapproval yet again. I didn�t want to hear anyone tell me that I should�ve spilled my secrets earlier. Now, I�d let everything out, and my leverage was gone.
I was strangely okay with that. Maybe I always would�ve been here.
I finished the song before I took the headphones off. Mathias had stood, watching me, his eyes in a faraway place. Bishop was with him, but the man was doing his usual fading into the background while he translated, which meant Mathias was about to have a serious conversation with me. I focused only on Mathias and asked him, �Is everything okay?�
He shrugged as he sat down across from me on the bed, mirroring my cross-legged seated position. Then he reached for my hands and I let him. And then he turned my wrists over to expose the scars I�d never hidden and he studied them, the way he had when he�d been preparing to tattoo me.
�Pre-Chaos, I�d have been taken right to the plastic surgeon,� I said dryly. �Since there are no more newspapers, there�s no worry they�ll be spotted.�
He tilted his head and mouthed something and I didn�t need to understand all of it. He wanted to know about my suicide attempt. In the past, I would�ve done anything to avoid going back to that dark place, but now, I wanted it off my chest. The past was an anchor and talking about it was the key to freeing myself.
�I tried to kill myself more than once, but this one, the one that left these scars, that was the most serious,� I admitted bluntly, relieved not to have to couch the words. �I was trapped. The doctors didn�t understand. They kept saying, �You feel trapped,� but that�s something so different. I was trapped, really and truly. There was no way out of my world. And I wanted out so badly. I�d grown up in that fishbowl. There was no escape. I couldn�t do anything, because there was always someone willing to take a picture of it and sell it. Even my own classmates. The ones who pretended to be my friends.�
I gulped a deep breath. �The Chaos took all that away, but it took away any chance of freedom I had. And Charlie pretended he understood, after I cut my wrists. He was so nice to me.�
He�s a politician�they�re never nice, Jessa. You knew that. Lied to yourself because it was easier.
�Fuck you, Mathias,� I said, mainly because he was so damned right. �He seemed different. He was concerned when I told him what our fathers were doing and now suddenly, I find out he�s no different than the rest of them? Well that�s bullshit�he told me he�d go with me and we�d find someone to listen to us, someone to make it better.�
Mathias shook his head, looked at me like I was the most naive person he knew. You know this world�s different. There�s no more hiding. No more couching. You do what needs to be done.
�You agree with him?�
I agree with doing what it takes to survive. Just like you�re doing.
�I want to do more than survive. But that might be all there is in this world now.�
Bullshit. You don�t believe that. I know you don�t.
�I don�t know what to believe. I�ve tried, Mathias. I tried to do what they wanted but it didn�t work.�
So what do you want? What do you want to be?
I stared into his obsidian eyes�endless, they seemed. �Whoever I�m supposed to be. Whoever I want to be.�
There�s a big difference between living and living free. You finally realize that.
�Yes.�
Mathias smiled and I always wanted to be the one who made him smile. It didn�t happen often but when it did, it was real. And it made me alive inside, for maybe the first time ever. It�s not me, Jessa. It�s the freedom.
�That�s not true.�
You�ll see that it is.
He was using my own freedom to push me away and maybe I should listen. Take my freedom, throw off every ball and chain I�ve ever had.
But the man in front of me was my wings. And I finally had something�someone�worth fighting for. Mathias only saw Jessa the good girl. He had no idea what he was up against.
Mathias was right�I�d never lived for me. But that didn�t mean I didn�t want him for him.
As odd as it sounded, post-Chaos, I had opportunities I wouldn�t have before. The world was open to me. But my parents, and Charlie�s and the Secret Service, they were all specters in the background. They would come for me at some point.
And if they didn�t? Would that make me feel better or worse?
I refused to think about them again. They�d been in the way of my decisions for the last time. But I had to be able to do things for myself. And not because Mathias wouldn�t take care of me, but because he would. I knew that. But I needed to know I was with him because I wanted to be, not because I was scared.
I�d always been on the outside. Here, I could be free. And that�s exactly what Mathias was worried about, that I loved the freedom, not him.
Why couldn�t he understand that I loved both? When I told him all of this, he typed, You�ve never been free, Jessa. Never been on your own. I think you need that.
�I probably would�ve if I hadn�t met the one guy who gave me more freedom than I�d ever had, all while staying right by my side.�
Mathias�s cheeks flushed. I want to believe that.
�Then believe it.�
I want you to be happy. If that means finding yourself...or finding someone else, you deserve it, Jessa. I�d never want to be the one to hold you back, ever.
�We�ve barely started. I�m not letting this end now.�
A short story�s no less epic.
�I�m not letting you push me away. I know you won�t even teach me signs because me learning would mean you�d have to let me in. You couldn�t keep things from me.�
I�d hit it on the nose. His expression didn�t change but that�s how I knew. He put up a wall whenever he didn�t want to talk, went into soldier mode.
�Fine. If that�s the way you want to play it, then fuck you. We don�t need to communicate at all.�
Let me go
Mathias
Jessa turned away from me then, and since I�d gotten what I�d wanted, I walked away. I looked back at her once, because I couldn�t help myself, but she hadn�t.
Fucked that up good.
�On purpose,� Bish agreed, and I shot him the finger. He�d walked out ahead of me, maybe hoping I�d change my mind. �If you don�t want her, you don�t want her, right? S�cool. But if you do, you�ve got some serious romancing to do.�
I�ve got something else in mind.
�Better not be what I think it is.�
I didn�t bother answering him.

Chapter Thirty

Wild horses...couldn�t drag me away
Jessa
Two days later, Mathias still hadn�t reconsidered his decision to let me go, but I was going to fight fire with fire. I was writing out a list of songs that I wanted to include on a tape for him. My plan was to talk Bishop into letting me use Mathias�s recorder one day, but for now, I needed the perfect mix of songs.
Tru and Aimee had refused to let me stay inside the guesthouse crying, and I didn�t fight them too hard on it. Because I had to prove to myself�and to Mathias�that he�d been wrong. And so I�d gone out to the bar with them, under the protection of Hammer and Rebel, and I�d sung. But I was always singing to him.
Defiance was on lockdown, because we were still waiting to hear from Keller. I�d heard rumors that the supply trucks were due to pull in tomorrow, and everyone was unsure if that would truly happen.
I pushed that out of my mind now, because I couldn�t control that. I was sitting outside, in the main part of the compound, near the tattoo shop, listening to some of Mathias�s tapes now, because he hadn�t asked for them back. Over the past week, he would come and borrow some of the tapes back and leave me new ones, always at night, when I was asleep, so he didn�t have to talk to me. But I always knew when he was there. I�d hold my breath, hoping he�d wake me up, but he never did.
I started writing down some lyrics, trying to make this tape perfect. A blend of my feelings and my freedom, and how I saw him as both those things. I was so into the music I was listening to that I didn�t see the men approaching until I was surrounded. I would�ve noticed sooner if the sun had been out, but it was dark, and even the lights in the compound didn�t give off enough light to create shadows.
Mathias wasn�t in the tattoo shop�Tru was working there today�but he was close, across the compound meeting with some Defiance members, and I�d felt safe here. Until right now.
I�d never seen the two men who were suddenly in front of me. I�d only been here for two weeks, and for about half that time, the storms were terrible enough to keep most of Defiance locked underground. And I still hadn�t been allowed in the tubes. I can�t say that bothered me, because I�d spent enough time underground to last me a lifetime.
I didn�t want to look up at the two Defiance members, didn�t want to add to the sense of panic that raced through me. I squeezed the pen hard and willed Mathias to somehow know this was happening. I prayed for another one of his signs.
�Hey. You�re the new bitch,� one of them said finally when I refused to look up, and I bristled at the tone. It was said like bitch was their everyday language, what they always called women, and that was far more in tune with what I�d expected from an MC.
I glanced up and past them, but no one seemed to be noticing this was happening. I didn�t want to make a scene, because their patches said they were Defiance members...but something wasn�t right.
�Hey, talkin� to you.� The second man snapped his fingers in my face.
I looked up at him. �What?�
�Bitch�s got a mouth on her,� the first guy said. �There�s a reward out for you. We want to collect.�
Since Mathias had rescued me, I�d been carrying a knife with me all the time. No matter how much Mathias had taught me about self-defense, he couldn�t convince me that a knife wasn�t better. I slid my hand in my pocket and gripped the handle. �I think you�re mistaken.�
The second one snorted. �She talks fancy. You know she�s not from around here.�
�She also doesn�t know the rules,� the first said.
�I�m with Mathias,� I told them firmly.
�Mathias isn�t Defiance. That means you�re fair game. And if you don�t know what that means, I�ll tell ya. Means you�re fair game to be passed around, and we�re taking some passing before we collect our reward.�
�Don�t you touch her.� Luna, the angry girl with the tattoos, and her beautifully furious face, was standing behind me.
�You�re not anyone�s girl either, Lu. Know your place.�
�She thinks she�s Rebel�s,� the second said to the first and they both laughed.
I hated them. If this was the type of man Defiance cultivated, I didn�t think I could handle them.
Or could I?
I jumped up�they weren�t expecting it�and I had the knife to the second guy�s carotid, like Mathias taught me. �Keep talking. It won�t take much for you to bleed out.�
Luna smirked. �Guess we don�t need a man after all. Because she just made you her bitch.� And then... �He mentioned a reward.�
Luna was talking to Mathias and I didn�t dare turn around. I was scared to hurt the man I was threatening, but also too scared to take my eyes off him.
I shouldn�t have worried. Mathias had the one I�d been threatening by the hair.
�You can�t touch me, mute�you�re not Defiance.�
Mathias mouthed clearly, Fuck. The. Consequences. And then he jerked the man up and away from me. They were circling each other and Mathias actually motioned the second guy to come at him too. A fight to the death, two against one.
�Get Bishop,� I told Luna.
�Mathias can handle this.�
�That�s the problem. Please, Luna.�
A part of her didn�t care about the rules of Defiance any longer, but a part of her still loved the MC, wanted it better. I could see that war waging in her eyes. But finally, she nodded and ran off.
When Bishop came minutes later, at a dead run, Caspar was on his heels. I begged Bishop, �Don�t let him.�
�He�s defending your honor,� Bishop told me.
�But he�s not Defiance.�
Caspar brushed past me and the fighting stopped. Mathias took his hands off the first man�s throat and looked up.
�One of you talkin� about reward money?�
Both shook their heads.
�Got two witnesses.�
�Because we�re listening to gash now, right, Caspar?�
�Questioning my leadership? You know your choices.�
The men blinked.
�Leave with your Defiance tattoo burned off or cut off. That�s what I�d do normally, but since you�re threatening a guest in my MC...�
�Lance�s gotta be rolling in his grave,� the second guy shouted.
Caspar looked at Mathias and nodded. Mathias jumped back in and the fight went from zero to brutal in seconds.
I couldn�t watch. I turned away and Luna caught me, a hand rubbing my hair, like a mom would do to a child. Any mom except mine, and that brought tears to my eyes again.
�This is what they do,� Luna told me. �This is what they do for you.�
I heard her words, interspersed with some howls from the men and the sounds of fists hitting flesh. I felt Bishop�s tension, palpable as the vibrations under my feet from the three big men fighting. I didn�t say anything, not until Luna said, �It�s done,� and then I broke away from her.
For a second, she glanced at me, and then at Bishop. I swore she was going to say something to him�something akin to loving him�because the look on her face was one I recognized. Tru wore the same expression when she looked at Caspar. But Luna said nothing, walked away, and Bishop stared after her.
I thought I�d walk away from what had happened behind me then, not turn around and just walk. But instead, I found myself turning, looking for Mathias, because he�d become my lifeline. My rock.
I realized, for the first time, that I might actually become his too. Maybe I was already close, because why else would he beat two men to death for me?
He stood there, bruised and bloodied, but definitely better off than the two men on the ground. Caspar was talking to Hammer and Rebel and I walked past them and stopped in front of him. I was shaken, yes, but not as badly as I thought I�d be.
I took his hands in mine. �We have to go ice them.�
He nodded warily, like he was waiting for whatever else I had to say. I figured I might as well get it over with. �Are you going to kill anytime someone threatens me?�
Yes. Because you�re mine.
�Yours? Like you own me?�
Like you don�t own me too? he asked and I stopped short, because that wasn�t something I�d considered. Well?
�I do.�
And you would�ve killed for me?
His hand went to the knife in my pocket.
�Yes.�
How�s that different? I don�t want you to have blood on your hands because of me, but I�d understand if you did what had to be done.
All I could do was hug him and realize we�d both always have blood on our hands. And that there wasn�t anything wrong with that.
I was wrong. You don�t need freedom. You need me. You�re mine. From the second I saw you, the second I took you in my van.
�Either Mathias has been in Defiance for too long or he was born with that possessive streak. Which means he was meant to be here,� I heard Tru tell Caspar, and I remembered her discussing how possessive Defiance men could be.
Mathias heard what she�d said too, nodding in acknowledgment and mouthed while signing, I won�t be wrong again, so you lost your chance to back out.
I�ll belong to him, I thought to myself. That knowledge bore into my heart, but instead of splintering it, it burrowed in and refused to come out. �Good,� I told him. �Good.�
No backing down for either of us.
It wouldn�t be easy. Tru had told me the initiation process was brutal.
Then again, so was Mathias.
Mama, just killed a man
Mathias
After I told her she was mine, I knew what I had to do. I�d known from the start, so nothing had changed. But this would just make it harder on her and I cursed myself that I hadn�t been strong enough to stay away, to resist taking her to bed again.
She was lying half underneath me now, her hands stroking my back, my arms, tracing the tattoos. I rolled off her completely and pulled her close, so we were side by side, heads on the pillows. I grabbed the alphasmart and began to type, and she said, �Make sure you sign too.�
Because she�d been practicing, with Bish. I didn�t mean to scare you.
She�d been watching my hands, not the alphasmart, and then she glanced up at me. �I need to get used to the violence. It�s a necessary part of life now.�
It was, especially for me, and it had been for a long time. I never told you the rest of the story, what happened with Bish and his father.
She�d assumed that everything had been fine, that we�d lived happily ever after. But now, I typed how Bish had to go home a couple of times a week so he didn�t get reported as missing. How he�d come back beaten. How my parents tried to get him to report it to child protective services.
�He wouldn�t do it,� she whispered.
He refused. Said he could take it.
�Find me a reason to let him stay with your family, sir. Because if he won�t admit to anything, there�s nothing I can do to help him.� The woman from CPS looked so damned sad when she said it, like she�d seen this before.
Like she�d known how it would end. I had too. I�d known from the second I�d had the dream, the second I�d found Bish hiding, what I�d need to do.
I told Jessa all of this, and her eyes widened as she watched my hands and the alphasmart. She knew where this was headed, but I needed to tell her anyway.
I found out later that Dad had been watching over Bish since he�d turned five. He couldn�t interfere much, mainly because Bish refused to say his father was hurting him. But he gave Bish money and food and clothes...and he�d given Bish our address. That�s how Bish knew to come to me that night when he was eight�Dad told him,� if you think your father�s really going to go too far, you come to me.�
�Thank goodness for your father,� she said.
The worst night was when we were twelve and I found Bish passed out in the Bayou a mile from our house. For four years, after that first night Bish had come to us, I watched him get beaten harder and harder. He took it, and he�d come back and say it was no big deal. That it was worth it to be able to live with me and my family most of the time. It was his punishment, his father told him, for trying to give up his heritage.
�But he wasn�t trying to do that,� Jessa said, like she was pleading the case to some invisible judge who could stop the inevitable.
One night, Bish barely made it back to us. We took him to the hospital and my parents begged him to tell the police what really happened, that he hadn�t been hit by a car. That his father had nearly beaten him to death with his bare hands. But not me. I never asked him to do that. I understood why he couldn�t, and that�s why I was the only one who could.
Jessa went still.
I went to the house and I broke in. I tore up the place�vandalized it. Spray-painted it, ruined the cars out front while one of the neighbors watched�another Indian man who was older than Bish�s dad. I kept waiting for him to stop me, to ruin my plan and call the police before Bish�s dad came home, but he never did. And then I found Bish�s father�s gun and I made sure it was right where he could reach it, and then I waited for him to come home from work.
He walked in and saw me, and he grabbed his gun and started shooting. I grabbed my throwing knives, the ones I�d taken from my dad, and I was about to throw one when Bish�s dad went down.
�The neighbor,� she said, and I nodded.
I waited for the police to come. I told them that he�d caught me vandalizing his car and that he�d tried to kill me. The police questioned the neighbor and he backed up my story. He told the police that Bish�s father came at me, shooting directly at me and that he�d saved me, because he didn�t think the crime fit what Bish�s father planned on punishing me with. The neighbor wasn�t charged, but I did time in juvie for vandalism and reckless endangerment.
She understood everything now, why I believed in signs, would live and die for them. Because Bish was an important person in my life, and he�d been preparation for another one. For her.
Her eyes shone with tears, for all of us. I finished out the story.
Once the police figured out that Bish and my parents knew nothing about it, they tried to place Bish in foster homes, but he kept running away back to my house and my parents. Finally, child protective services gave up.
Bish visited me in juvie as often as I could have visitors. For three years, I lived and breathed that place and finally, I was released.
�And then, the Chaos.�
I nodded. My mom died while I was away. When I came home, Dad wasn�t the same anymore. But Bish was there for me.
�I would fight for you, Mathias. I know Bish would. I know he does. But I need you to know that I�d do the same for you. For both of you.�
You already have.

Chapter Thirty-One

Yeah mama, this surely is a dream
Jessa
It was happening. I swear the earth vibrated under my feet and the sky darkened to full night as the rumble of cars and motorcycles filled my ears. I was panicked, my throat closing and the urge to run was strong, but I fought it.
I�d wanted to stay here. It was time for me to stand up for myself and stand behind Mathias. If he was going to fight for me, I�d do the same for him. For both of us.
I stood behind him now, near the warehouse where it had all started, a day after he�d fought for me, a day after he�d told me what he�d done for Bishop. There were other men here too, Caspar and Rebel and Hammer, and of course Bishop, because this was the moment of reckoning, when we�d find how out much damage revealing the fact that I was here had done.
Mathias told me the damage had been done well before that, but I couldn�t help the guilt I felt.
I watched his shoulders�squared�his body ready for whatever happened. I wanted him to reach back and grab my hand, but he didn�t. Instead, Keller got out of his car and the LoVs who�d followed him left their bikes and formed a line in front of us.
There were no supply trucks.
�Caspar, I thought we could come to terms on this,� Keller said after a long moment. �Instead, you parade the men who killed my son in front of me.�
�Twelve men against two seemed more than fair,� Caspar pointed out, and I thought back to that terrible, wonderful day. �Not sure what your terms are. Last we talked, you wanted something I wasn�t willin� to give. That hasn�t changed.�
�What hasn�t changed is that that bitch�s mine,� Keller said with a jerk of his head in my direction.
�No one owns me,� I shot back before I could stop myself. I waited to be told to shut up, because that�s what happened when women spoke in my world. Instead, Tru put a hand on my shoulder and Mathias stared Keller down as he signed.
Bishop translated. Now that we�ve made that clear, there�s nothing left to say.
�Not that easy, mute.�
I stepped up next to Mathias in time to see him smile, and that smile made Keller shift before he could catch himself. Mathias�s smile unnerved a lot of people, because he�d throw it out when that would be the necessarily expected response. And Keller�s response reflected a small, subtle shift in power that made my stomach unclench a little.
Caspar stepped up past us. I was still scared of him, even though I saw how sweet he was to Tru. And seeing him now, I�d been right to be scared. It wasn�t only the scar and the icy eyes, but his whole demeanor. Caspar was the kind of man you knew was trouble, deep down.
Which made Mathias scarier�you didn�t see him coming.
All of the men circled around me, a protective shield, but no one told me not to speak.
LoV sneered, �When women open their mouths, we use �em for one thing only.�
Bishop translated for Mathias. Funny, that�s what we say the LoVs are for.
He grabbed his crotch and smirked. The LoV lunged forward but no one on our side moved at all. I forced myself still, took my cues from the men. Tru�s hand held me steady too.
When the LoV was right in Mathias�s face, I realized it was the same man who�d been guarding me and leering at me for my two weeks in captivity. He�d constantly made lewd jokes, leered and watched me pee. And I�d heard him talking too, about how they should fuck me before Keller got me. How Keller�d never know if they gave me enough time to heal. How Keller was going to use me until I wasn�t fresh anymore and sell me anyway.
�You want to start a war over gash?�
I want to start a war because I like killing LoVs.
Bishop�s voice, Mathias�s hands, but everyone was staring at Mathias. He had a presence and Bishop had a way of speaking when translating for Mathias, letting Mathias�s presence take over. Because when Bishop spoke for himself, there was no mistaking his own presence.
The LoV growled and Mathias bared his teeth, ready to fight. Primed to. But his stance was relaxed�zero emotion�and almost a touch of amusement.
They had no idea how truly dangerous he was. I don�t think I did, not until this very minute. I should�ve been terrified but in reality, it thrilled me.
�You killed my men, then hid the evidence,� Keller said.
�We burned the bodies so the evil didn�t spread,� Bishop corrected.
If we were hiding, why invite you?
�Because you�re a dumb fucking mute.�
Again with Mathias�s amused look. He loved being underestimated.
Before anyone could react�or blink�Mathias had the LoV on his knees, two fingers on the man�s neck, pressing the man�s face close to his dick.
I could make you my bitch right now, Mathias signed and Bishop translated. But I don�t like you enough to let you do that.
The LoV�s eyes went wide and then he dropped back when Mathias let go of him. Mathias remained where he�d been and watched the man on the ground in front of him for a long moment before meeting Keller�s eyes.
Gotta have a better class of watchdog.
�You up for the job?� Something in the way Keller asked chilled me.
You�re not getting her back.
Keller stared at Mathias for another beat, then smiled. �You�re willing to let me cut Defiance off then?�
�Guess you�re not wanting tubes then?� Caspar interjected.
�Threatening me?�
�Yes,� Caspar said. �Push me and I push back harder.�
Ain�t no easy way
Mathias
Caspar told Rebel to get Jessa out of there, and even though she didn�t want to, she complied. Caspar didn�t say a word until he was sure he was out of earshot, and then he asked Keller, �What�re you offering?�
I wasn�t stupid�I knew exactly what he�d been planning, and my show was simply to reiterate I could do the damned job with a hand tied behind my back.
Keller looked at me when he spoke. �It�s either the bitch or you.�
�What would you do with him?� Caspar asked Keller.
�Fight him. He�s gotta earn out the money I would�ve gotten from Charlie. Then he�s free.� Keller made it sound so simple, and talked about me like I wasn�t fucking there. I knew why Caspar did that, but I still hated him for it at that moment. Because I wasn�t Defiance and these decisions were mine.
Again, Bish�s hand on my shoulder grounded me. He knew the thoughts swirling through my head and he�d accept them.
But the answer was the one I�d originally screamed inside my mind when Keller first proposed the trade. I�ll do it. I�ll take on the debt.
Keller smiled and I prepared to go into the depths of hell, not sure if I�d ever see daylight again. But first, there was one more thing I had to take care of. I�ll double your money if you tell the Secret Service that you never saw a girl with Charlie if they come calling.
Keller rubbed his chin. �Why the fuck would I do that?�
Because otherwise, we tell them that you and the LoV kidnapped her. And she�s a pretty compelling witness.
Bish�s voice was so tense as he translated�more out of anger than anything, even though I knew he understood why I was doing this, offering myself upon Keller�s altar.
�It�s a deal. But how do you know I won�t tell them you killed Charlie?� Keller asked.
Because you love your money more than revenge.
* * *
I was packing, because, according to the terms, Keller would leave Jessa�and Defiance�alone, return to business as usual with Defiance and its food and gasoline source if I followed his car back to his compound today.
That was better. I wanted out before Jessa got word of it anyway. But I couldn�t escape Bish that easily. He caught me hurriedly packing things from the van inside my duffel and said, �You�re really going.�
I almost said, I don�t have a choice, but he�d call me on taking the easy way out. So I signed, Yes.
�Let me go instead.�
Keller doesn�t want you�he wants me. I�ll be fine.
Bish stared at me, because I was still lying. �You won�t. This will change you, Mathias.�
And it won�t change you?
�You know it won�t. I was born this way.�
And you know I never believed that.
�You always believed in me. Don�t stop now.�
I started walking and he walked beside me. We didn�t say anything until we saw Keller�s cars waiting on the ridge, and my bike parked behind them. I wondered if Bish had put it there, or if he�d refused and Caspar had made Rebel do it.
I didn�t ask, just said, I do believe in you, Bish.
�You love her, yes?�
Yes.
�And I love you enough to make sure that doesn�t get taken away.�
I believed him, but I got on my bike and rode away from him anyway. It was odd not to be in my van, not to have Bish by my side. Actually, it felt like I was cutting out a rib but I revved the throttle and hit the road as if he�d chase me.
But when I looked in the rearview, he was just standing there, watching me. I kept glancing at him as he got smaller and smaller until I went over the rise and he finally disappeared.
Between each line of pain and glory
Jessa
I waited forever, it seemed, until I�d heard the LoVs� motorcycles drive away and I finally let out a sigh of relief. They�d gone, and I hadn�t heard a single gunshot, not even yelling. I paced until my legs ached, and the second I sat down, my eyes closed.
I opened them with a jerk, a couple of hours later, and I fully expected to find Mathias next to me. But even though I was still alone, I knew he�d been there, because I saw the lone tape, sitting on the table next to me.
I reached for it, saw Mathias�s handwriting. It was brand-new, a mix�one he�d made just for me. And they were all the songs I�d talked about with him, the ones on my favorite playlists, all left behind on the iPod back in D.C. He�d found the songs for me, bought them, because we�d talked about how music was at such a premium and was considered a luxury item these days.
But why hadn�t he waited to give them to me himself?
It was only then that I saw the other tape. I didn�t recognize all the songs, but there was one song on there that chilled me.
I�d told him that I thought the song, �Best Thing that Ever Happened to Me,� was the saddest song ever.
Why�s that?
�Because it sounds like one of them got left behind and all they have are their memories.�
Sounds like they�re damned good memories though.
�No. He couldn�t have...� I said out loud and slammed out of the house.
Rebel followed me, calling my name, but I ignored him and he didn�t try to stop me.
�Where is he? Where�s Mathias?� I demanded when I found Tru. She was with Aimee by the infirmary, and she looked like she might�ve been crying.
�You don�t know,� she said, her voice hoarse.
�Know what?�
Tru pulled me aside, made me sit on the bench next to her. �Keller wanted Mathias.�
�For what?�
�For you. In exchange for you.�
�What are you talking about? Keller wanted to sell me.�
�He�s not selling Mathias. Keller wants him to fight until he wins back every cent Charlie would�ve paid for you.�
I put a hand to my heart, made a fist. �How...how long will that take?�
Tru�s expression shuttered and I knew the amount of money Mathias was expected to win back was so ridiculous that it would never happen. Mathias had sold himself into some kind of slavery. For me. �I didn�t want him to do that.�
�You didn�t have a choice, Jessa. He wouldn�t let you be sold. And if he didn�t do it, Defiance would�ve lost too much. Mathias knew this was the best way to make peace for what he�d done.�
�What he�d done was rescue me, and now Defiance is going to punish him for it?�
�That�s not it, Jessa. But there�s a price for everything. Mathias knew there would be consequences and he told Caspar when he first brought you here that he�d suffer any of them if Cas would let you stay in Defiance.�
�And he did,� I said hollowly. �How could he...�
�For you.�
I sobbed. Tru didn�t try to stop me, but rather, it was her turn to hug me hard and I cried until I felt like I�d used up all my tears. I cried until my anger superseded anything else, until I was ready to do whatever it took to get Mathias back here.
Except there was no way to do that. Tru told me, in no uncertain terms, that Mathias made them promise I wouldn�t do anything foolish. �Where�s Bishop?�
Tru jerked her head and I whirled around. Bishop had come in at some point, silent as a ghost. �You knew!� I yelled at Bishop. �You knew he�d do this.�
Bishop nodded. �So did you.�
I stopped in my tracks. Mathias had told me everything, left me clues, a trail of breadcrumbs to follow the path he�d planned on taking. And I�d ignored the signs. �I thought...he was opening up to me.�
�He was, Jessa. Don�t turn that into something ugly.�
I hugged my arms around myself but couldn�t stop shaking. Not even when Tru wrapped me in a blanket and Aimee came by with some medicine to help me calm down. I didn�t fight it and then I was floating away from reality, which was fine by me. If I couldn�t have Mathias, I didn�t want to come back down to earth.

Chapter Thirty-Two

Sledgehammer
Mathias
In between fights, all I did was play music, as loud as I could. Alone in the small room on Keller�s compound, I wrote letters out of song lyrics to Jessa, letters I�d never send. Maybe because it would hurt her too much, or hurt me too much.
Either way, she knew I was thinking about her. I imagined her sitting in the guesthouse, listening to the music I�d left her, and in that way, we were still connected.
She�d be there for me if I went back. I was fighting for my life here, the way I always had, but there was no guarantee of survival this time.
Then again, there never had been.

Chapter Thirty-Three

Hangman is comin� down from the gallows
Bishop
Several days later, after making sure Jessa was as all right as she could be, I rode my bike into Keller�s compound, my pack tied to the back. I�d come here on a one-way trip and I wasn�t leaving.
Now, I had to convince Keller of that, and before Mathias got wind of me being here. I caught the guy at the front gate, held a gun to his head until Keller�s bullshit head of security came out.
�Tell Keller I just want to talk to him. And I want Keller to be the only one you tell, or your brother dies.�
Threatening someone�s family was the cruelest and best way to get what I wanted. And it worked, because five minutes later, Keller was there, right inside the gates of his own compound. I released the man I�d been holding and Keller said, �I�m trying to decide if you�re brave or just fucking stupid.�
�Go with your first thought,� I told Keller. �I�m here for one reason only. I�m here to take Mathias�s place.�
�I didn�t ask for you.�
�Sometimes you have to lead a horse to water.�
Keller stared at me. �Trying to talk me out of keeping your friend?�
There was no point in beating around the bush. �Yes.�
�You wasted your time coming here. He�s like having our very own fighting circus freak. He doesn�t make a sound. You know what it�s like to watch someone get pummeled and stay silent?� Keller asked and yeah, I knew.
�Mathias is good. We just have different ways.�
�Yeah? And what�s your way?�
�You�ll have to hire me to find out.�
Keller stared at me. �I know about you, Bishop. Your reputation�s grown over the past years. But you�re still not telling me why I should take you instead of your mute friend.�
My style was to leave enough people alive behind, the theory being that witnesses could spread rumors. Apparently, it was working. �Because I�m the better choice.�
Keller was losing patience. �Yeah? Why�s that? Because I can actually hear the words coming out of your mouth?�
�I�ll do more than fight in the ring for you.�
Keller�s brows raised. �You�ll collect for me?�
�I�ll kill for you,� I told him bluntly. �It�s a job most people don�t want.�
�I�m not allowed to use Defiance members for my personal army.�
�Then lucky I�m not a Defiance member.�
He stared at me as I held my breath, ready to kill the man if he said no. Hell, I should kill Keller anyway, but that would fuck things up for Defiance even more.
Finally, Keller said, �Aren�t you worried you won�t sleep at night?�
�It�s always night. And I�ve never slept a full night through in my entire life.�
�You�re not lying.�
�Mathias always says that the truth will set you free.�

Chapter Thirty-Four

I�m still alive
Mathias
I won the fourth fight at Keller�s, the way I�d won the three before it. I knew I�d won, because the ref held my arm up and declared me the winner, but that�s all I remember. But something happened, because I woke up, barely dressed, lying on the ground at Defiance�s gates. A simple note had been pressed into my fisted hand.
Your debt�s been taken over.
As soon as I read it, I knew exactly what Bish had done. I screamed silently, over and over again, until my throat was sore from the cold air and I passed out in the dirt.
I don�t know who found me, but when I woke again, I was in the infirmary, those icy blue eyes and scarred cheek the first thing I was able to focus on. �They fucking drugged me. Bastards wouldn�t give me a chance to say no to Bish taking over.�
�Yeah. Saw the note,� he rasped.
Fucker. Get him out of there.
�You and Bish�d be doing that shit forever.� Caspar stared at me. �He did it for you and Jessa.�
I knew that. I�d have given anything to stay with her, but with Bish gone, it still felt like half my soul had been removed. My head throbbed, my bones ached and I swore that if it was anyone but Caspar in front of me, I would�ve been up, pushing him aside.
�He�s alive, Mathias. Anyone can get through this, he can. He�d want you to have faith in him.�
I did. But without the balance...
I�d never been on my own either, and the irony that I�d accused Jessa of needing time by herself wasn�t lost on me. My insides twisted.
�Jessa doesn�t know you�re here,� Caspar continued. �Figured you might not want to stick around.�
I stared into those eyes, wanting to ask him what he�d do. But it didn�t matter, because this was my decision and no one else�s. Speculation wouldn�t help. Bish wouldn�t forgive me if I screwed this up. I�d have done the same damned thing for him and I�d never have expected him to be my white knight. I�ll go see Jessa.
�So you�re stayin�?�
Yes, but I�m not joining until Bish comes back. Whenever that is.
With that, Caspar handed me a letter. I opened it and found an IOU for Bish. A year of service, signed over to Keller, with Caspar�s approval. A full year and all the debt would be released.
There was no way Bish�d be able to pay that back fighting in the ring. I know what he did.
�So do I. We�ll all be here for him when he gets back.�
Jessa rushed in then. Caspar must�ve gotten word to her by, like, fucking secret smoke signals or something before I could even get out of the damned bed. She flattened me on my back against the cot. She was breathing hard from running across the compound, and her cheeks were flushed. It�d been a week since I�d seen her, and I hadn�t let myself deal with how much I�d missed her. I wound my arms around her tightly and she did the same, her body covering mine. She didn�t ask questions and how she�d figured out what had happened was the biggest one of all, because I was one hundred percent sure Bish hadn�t shared his plan to set me free.
So it went from What would Bish do? to What would Bish want me to do? And I knew without a doubt Bish would want me to kiss her. And I damned well wanted the same thing.
We were behind a curtain�a flimsy curtain�but I didn�t care about that or the fact that my body ached or my heart was torn in two and full of love at the same time. How could loss and gain happen in such a giant way?
�You�re hurt.�
I�m fine.
�I�m not. I�m not fine when you�re hurt, Mathias. You need to understand that.�
I didn�t know how to answer that. I didn�t want to hurt her, so I got it. But I was torn between staying here with her�for her�and going to grab Bish and shake some goddamned sense into him.
But he�d done it for me, for me and Jessa, and not letting him give me that would be the worst thing I could do to him. Bish didn�t give gifts lightly.
One on one
Jessa
Mathias held me and I lay against his bare chest, never wanting to let him go. The infirmary was quiet and I didn�t care who�d hear us�me�because this was natural. Expected as well.
He bore a lot of bruises on his body and I traced them with my fingers and tongue, could tell when he moved under my touches. I knew then that I understood him. That it didn�t matter if I wasn�t fluent in signing yet.
�I kept studying,� I told him finally, signing along with my words. Slowly. But he was patient, even though he was trying hard to hold back his grin.
Yeah?
�Yeah.�
What else did you learn?
I paused and then I signed, I love you. Because for me, it meant more that way than simply saying it.
His eyes said it all. He nodded, took my hand in his and mouthed, I love you, Jessa.
I swallowed hard around the lump in my throat. �You�d better.�
He grinned again and then sobered. No doubt thinking about Bishop, because really, we were a team together, and it felt like he should be here for this. Although I had no doubt Bishop already knew how Mathias and I felt about each other. �Bishop will come back.�
I know.
�I�m worried too. I can�t imagine what you�re feeling. You�ve given up everything for me. And I�ve done nothing for you.�
You�ve done everything for me. You didn�t just bring me back to life�you brought me to life. Calmed me down and revved me up, all at the same time. The best love is one that balances you out, makes you feel complete. Doesn�t try to change you. Bish doesn�t try to change me, but when I�m with him, I�m a better person. When I�m with you, I�m a better man. You make me want to be the best man I can. I want to take you in my arms, keep you safe and protected.
�I want to do the same for you.�
His smile was lazy and dangerous, almost a dare to go ahead and protect him. But I didn�t run from anything anymore, especially not Mathias. �I�ll protect you from everything but me,� I promised, and that was a promise I intended to keep.
I slid my hand down his bare belly, into his shorts, and palmed his cock. He�d already been hard, and as I stroked, his jaw dropped and his hips jutted off the bed.
I�d seen the bruises on his body, but I knew he�d let me run roughshod over him. Still stroking his cock, I began to kiss and lick and bite my way down his body, paying special attention to the snake tattoo and the fleur-de-lis.
I was moaning along his skin and he let me map my way down his body, until I moved my hand to push his shorts down. And that�s when he flipped me and pulled my pants down. Sucked the tattoo he�d given me on my hip and left a bite mark next to it, marking me again. I moaned, that oh-so-sweet pleasure/pain line back again.
His mouth teased my sex, his tongue moving over me fast and hard, and I closed my eyes and told him, �Missed you, Mathias. Touched myself thinking about you. Missed all of this.�
And then I came, calling out Mathias�s name. I wasn�t completely done with the orgasm when his breath huffed against my cheek, his cock throbbing between my legs. He slid inside of me and I called his name out loud again. He grabbed my wrists, pinning them above my head with one of his hands, forced my legs back and spread so I was completely helpless against his thrusts.
�If you took down the curtain, you could earn your eight-ball patch,� I managed.
Plenty of time for that.
�Good,� I told him fiercely. �Good.�
He came then, his body jackknifing, but I swear, he was still hard. He never stopped thrusting, although the rhythm turned lazy, but no less intense. Especially not when he came again a few minutes later, his mouth open in a silent howl.
I�ve said it all
Mathias
She submitted to my hold easily, her hips keeping to my rhythm, because even after I came I couldn�t stop fucking moving. Her hair splayed over the pillows and her lips were swollen from where she�d been biting them. It hadn�t stopped her from crying out, though.
Beautiful. Fucking beautiful, and she was mine. One hundred percent. No one was taking her from me. And I planned on tattooing her again, marking her with my ink, mouth, teeth, cock...
Sinking into her pussy�hot, wet, demanding�was all about coming home. Coming home and staying there. Forever. Because there was no turning back from Jessa. There never was. For the first time, I was so fucking grateful for whatever fate had thrown in my path to get me to this place.
If I hadn�t been cursed, I couldn�t�ve been blessed. And I sure as hell had been blessed.
Beautiful
Jessa
Afterward, I lay in his arms, holding him like I needed to make up for the lost time.
�I made you something.�
He looked at me warily and signed as he mouthed, Not like a sweater or anything, right?
I nudged him playfully. �I don�t even knit.�
I don�t think you�d let something like that stop you.
�You know I�d been practicing signs. The basics. But I didn�t stop and Bishop drew me up more cheat sheets last week. I should�ve realized then what he�d planned.�
That�s what you made me? Cheat sheets?
�No. I�ve got this.� She reached into her pocket and she pulled out a piece of paper. �I didn�t have a lot of the songs, and I didn�t have any tapes... God, this is the worst gift ever, right?�
He took the paper from me. I�d written down all the songs I�d want to put on a tape for him�and some of the lyrics too�and that was my love letter to him.
It�s perfect, he mouthed.
�But there�s no music.�
He put my hand over his head and said, Yeah, there is, Jessa.

Chapter Thirty-Five

All that you need is in your soul
Mathias
It took a solid week before Jessa let me out of her sight for more than ten seconds. I couldn�t blame her, so I waited until she felt comfortable enough to actually go hang out with Tru and Aimee for a while before I headed to see Caspar.
I didn�t know how long Caspar planned on keeping Charlie here, but there were reports that the Secret Service was looking for him. Keller�s crew hadn�t said a word about us having him and neither had the LoV...mainly because they had no fucking idea he was alive. And no one would.
But, true to his word, Keller didn�t implicate us with Jessa, and neither did the LoV. Still, I didn�t trust the LoV enough. Not for very long, anyway, and the thought of Jessa being forced back with her family didn�t sit well with me.
I didn�t tell Caspar what I was doing...not until I had the plan firm in my mind. And only then did I tell him, I�m ready to become Defiance.
�Why now?�
A lot of reasons. Some you know. Some you never will.
Caspar studied me. �Jessa.�
She�s part of it. She deserves our protection. And she wants it.
�And you want it too?�
I do. I want to wait for Bish, but he wouldn�t want that�I know he�d want me to join now. I can�t let his sacrifice go in vain.
Caspar clapped me on the shoulder. �Just be prepared for some pain, brother.�
Goes without saying.
And I scream from the top of my lungs
Jessa
�Jessa, hey, listen. Caspar wants me to take you to see Charlie again.�
The biker in front of me was Lil�jon. After Mathias had left, he�d talked to me for a while, telling me how brave Mathias was when he and Bishop first came to Defiance, how they really brought the club together. How I had a really good man in my corner.
Now, two days after Mathias had returned, Lil�jon seemed happy for me, but Tru and Aimee had gone quiet. They�d been sitting with me outside the infirmary, and now Tru said, �I�ll go with you, if you want.�
�It�s better I do this alone,� I said. Now that Mathias was back, I felt as if I could do anything. Anything except worry him more.
I walked along the darkened path with Lil�jon. �Does Mathias know where I�m going?�
�Caspar said he�d tell him, in case you wanted him here. We can wait,� he said, but I shook my head.
�Let�s just get it over with.�
�That bad, huh?�
�You have no idea.�
When we approached the door, Lil�jon took a key out of his pocket and let me in, saying, �Are you okay in there alone?�
I wasn�t, not at all, but Lil�jon wasn�t who I wanted with me. �Just find Mathias, okay?�
�I will, Jessa,� he promised. I walked in and the door shut behind me.
And the lock clicked.
At first, I thought, of course he�d lock me in because then Charlie couldn�t escape. But Charlie was chained to the wall.
Or at least he had been, at one point. Now, he was behind me, his hand covering my throat, another stuffing a rag in my mouth so I couldn�t scream. I gagged hard and he didn�t let go. He tied my hands behind me, plastic biting into my wrists.
�I�ll bet you want to know what I�m going to do with you?� he asked. �I don�t have long before I need to decide. I�m leaving tonight. I could bring you to Keller�s with me and do our original deal. I think that might be the best thing. Or, I could just send you back home to D.C.�
Both options had me seeing white-hot anger coupled with intense fear, but I couldn�t say anything through the gag.
I didn�t have to, because he continued, �But don�t worry, that going-home part�s not an option. See, I called home, Jessa. I spoke to your father and I told him that you were alive. And do you know what he said? What your mother said?�
I didn�t want to know�not then, not ever�but Charlie wasn�t giving me that option. Instead, he yanked my hair and he held out a tape recorder and he forced my ear down to the speaker so I could listen. And then he pressed the play button.
Charlie�s voice was first. �Yeah, she�s here, with me. I�ve got some help in getting out but I need more. Things got a little rough.�
�I thought you were taking care of her.� My father�s voice, but something in his tone didn�t jive with the �taking care of her� line.
�I tried. Look, I can still bring Jessa home.�
�That�s not what we wanted, Charlie. That wasn�t the agreement.�
�What do you want me to do? Leave her kidnapped by a biker gang?�
�If you pay them enough, will they take care of it?�
�Yes.�
�Fine. We�ll make sure the money gets to you. Enough to free you and enough to take care of the other problem.�
�This isn�t my fault. You shouldn�t have checked her into that hospital after she tried to kill herself.�
�I wouldn�t have if her mother and I would�ve been the ones who found her,� my father said, and then the tape stopped and I stared at Charlie in horror.
�Yeah, Jessa, that�s right. You�re the other problem. We can�t have you running around, spilling what you know.�
Who would I tell? What difference would it make? I wanted to ask, and that was the truth. It�s not like I could go to foreign governments and tell them what the United States was planning, and even so, I didn�t have any proof.
�It�s just bad for business, Jessa. Especially if the lights do come back on.�
�Just leave me here.� I said it through the gag, but even though it was unintelligible, he knew what I wanted�he�d known it all along.
He laughed. �You�d like that, to stay here and be that biker�s slut, but I can�t trust you. I could never trust you. I should�ve gotten rid of you a long time ago, just like your parents asked.�
In the air tonight
Tru
�Hey babe.� Caspar�s arms slid around her waist and Tru ran her hands over his muscled forearms.
She looked over her shoulder and he caught her mouth for a kiss. �Hey. I thought you�d be with Jessa.�
�Why�s that?�
She pulled out of Caspar�s arms, but only so she could face him. �Because she�s with Charlie, on your orders.�
Caspar shook his head slowly and Tru grabbed at him. �Go get her, Cas�please...something�s really wrong.�

Chapter Thirty-Six

Numb
Mathias
Something was very wrong. I froze as my body chilled and I tried to figure out what was happening. My first thoughts ran to Bish and I put my palms against my forehead and tried to concentrate.
Was he hurt? Because I hurt and, fuck, if something had happened to him in Keller�s care...
�He�s gone, he�s gone!�
Lil�jon was shouting that, over and over, and it didn�t fully register where my pain was coming from until I looked up and saw what was happening for myself.
A crowd had formed around the middle of the compound, oddly silent after Lil�jon�s warning. I tried to focus, to push down the panic and anger forming, and I saw the people moving back, moving away from something coming toward them.
Not something. Someone.
Charlie.
He�s gone was Lil�jon�s way of saying, He escaped. And he�d grabbed Jessa.
Caspar was next to me. �You don�t know if she helped him.�
I know she didn�t, I signed as I watched Charlie and Jessa move toward the main gates. He�s got to have someone waiting for him.
�Keller or LoV?�
I hated to say it, but I did. Defiance.
Caspar�s silence was a heavy weight between us. Then he disappeared, leaving me to track Charlie and Jessa. I was hidden behind the heavy scrub that thrived in this weather. Brown, thorned, twisted and heavy, it was both dangerous and yet provided excellent cover. I bent on one knee and pulled my weapon. Wished I had my rifle but there wasn�t time to grab it.
You don�t have to rely on your weapon�you are one. You know the right places to hit.
Bish�s voice, in my ear, the way it always was when we were on the hill, reconning, and he was my spotter. This was one of the most important shots of my life and I�d have to take it alone.
The one thing I wouldn�t do was take it in secret. If I was going to kill Charlie, I�d do it face-to-face, so he�d know. I watched a few seconds longer as he dragged her with a hand around her neck and a gun to her head. He was darting looks left and right. All around him, Defiance members were moving aside, clearing a path.
I couldn�t look anywhere but at Jessa. And once Charlie was firmly in the clearing, I stepped out from the cover. He froze and then pushed the gun harder against her, making her cry out in surprise and pain. I clenched my hand around my gun, then released the grip to the looser one I�d need in order to take my shot.
�Get out of my way,� Charlie snarled. I shook my head as I took a step forward and he took a step back. I kept moving forward, determined while he continued his retreat, holding tight to Jessa as he did.
We were the only ones moving.
�I�ll shoot her if you come closer,� Charlie threatened.
No, you won�t.
�I don�t know what you�re saying, you fucking freak.�
�Mathias says you�re a weak-willed asshole,� Jessa told Charlie, her voice little more than a gasp. �He knows you can�t shoot me.�
�Sure I can, honey. Then I�ll blame Defiance. Either way, you and your boyfriend are screwed,� Charlie said.
I pulled my weapon, ready to take the shot, but Charlie started to fall before I could. That was the start of the confusion, and I saw the look of panic on Jessa�s face as Charlie jerked against her from the force of the shots. As his knees buckled, she pushed him away and I got off a shot to his hand. He still got off his shot, but not where he�d intended, because he�d been trying to kill her.
As it was, blood blossomed against her shirt. He�d hit her, but she was running from him and toward me and more shots fired. But they weren�t mine.
Charlie finally collapsed, facedown on the ground at the same time Jessa threw herself into my arms. I tightened my arms around her, my hand covering where the bullet had hit her. As I felt her blood on my hands, I looked over her shoulder to see Hammer, standing there, weapon now at his side. The look in his eyes was something I never wanted to see again. This hadn�t been so much about Jessa as it was avenging the woman he hadn�t been able to when she�d been hurt.
I stared at him until he caught my gaze and only then did his expression change. He gave a nod in my direction and went to Charlie. I picked Jessa up gingerly and walked her to the infirmary, ignoring the confusion that ensued once everyone started talking again. There were a few hands that touched my shoulder, offers of help, but I kept moving as Jessa trembled in my arms.
Someone must�ve gotten to the doctors faster, because the doc named Fred was waiting for me, along with Aimee. They had a stretcher and I lowered her onto it, but she wouldn�t unwrap her arms from around my neck. We all pushed the stretcher inside that way, and Aimee spoke to Jessa calmly, explaining that the doctor was going to give her something for the pain. That I�d be there when she woke up, and Jessa peered up to look at me.
I will, I mouthed.
She nodded and finally let go, but I held her hand until she fell asleep.
�You can stay,� Fred told me. He�d learned, after trying to kick countless people out of situations like this, that no one around here shied away from blood. He�d cut her shirt off, put a sterile sheet over her and eyed the wound. I knew the bullet hadn�t exited, and I also knew that it was sometimes better to leave it in than risk more injury taking it out.
I hated that she�d have a mark on her, never mind a bullet from Charlie inside of her indefinitely. But I wanted Fred to do what was best for her and I stayed the entire time, until they�d irrigated the wound, determined it was best to leave the bullet in. She had IV lines running with antibiotics and pain meds, and finally, Fred told me she was out of the woods.
�I gave her a good dose of pain meds. She�ll sleep for a while,� Fred told me. �Might want to get comfortable.�
The only comfortable place I had was in her arms, but I refrained from telling Fred that. Instead, I pulled up an old recliner they kept by the bedside, close enough so that I could reach out and grab her hand�or her, if I needed to.
I also kept my weapon out, and a couple of hours later, I woke up blinking and grabbing for my gun when Hammer said, �Just me, Mathias. Do no harm.�
I looked up at the big blond guy standing in the middle of the room with his arms up and muttered, Shit, silently.
�I get it, man. It�s one of the reasons Aimee won�t sleep in the same bed with me yet.�
Ah jeez. I signed, Sorry, and even though Hammer didn�t know many signs, he got the gist of that.
�Yeah, me too.�
Thank you, I signed, pointed to Jessa.
�I know you�d have killed him. But he was still her husband. She might�ve hated you for it at some point, no matter how much she didn�t love him,� Hammer explained. �I didn�t want that for you.�
Aimee doesn�t hate you for not being there. I had to write that on the back of the pad of paper by Jessa�s bedside. Hammer took the paper off the pad and held it, so hard it crumpled a bit in his grip. It was like he wanted to remember those words, or he wanted desperately to believe them and couldn�t yet. He shoved it in his pocket and then nodded in my direction.
�I�m glad she�s all right, man.�
I shook his hand. Mouthed, I owe you, and that he understood.
�Good. Then you�ll have to stick around,� was the last thing he said before he left the room.

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Light comes out of black
Jessa
I woke in a haze, hearing a male voice. For a long moment, I had no idea where I was and panic shot through me. I tried to sit up and hands were on my shoulders. When I felt the mouth against my cheek, I stopped resisting, because I knew it was Mathias. I recognized his mouth moving against me.
He was saying, I love you, the way he�d said it over and over against my cheek after I�d been shot. And I signed it, the way I had as he�d carried me, but just in case he hadn�t seen it then, I made sure he watched me sign it now.
Good, he mouthed.
�Yes, good,� I told him. I was so tired, but I didn�t want to go back to sleep. �What happens now? Because I know they�re nice here, but I�m a little tired of ending up in the infirmary, for any reason.�
I�ll make sure of it, he mouthed.
�You know, you�re going to have to teach me more signs,� I said gently. I didn�t want to rub in the fact that Bishop wasn�t here to translate, but then again, it�s not like it wasn�t on Mathias�s mind constantly.
I know, he mouthed, and then he reached back and picked up a pair of headphones. Rest.
He slid them on and put on music for me, some slower ballads, and I let the music and the touch of Mathias�s hand on mine pull me back under.
Wild boys wander far from glory
Mathias
I�d been so wrapped up in Jessa that I�d forgotten about the fact that someone had helped Charlie grab her in the first place. I sat in the dark room, wondering about Bish and thinking about how that connection I had with him had extended to Jessa today.
�You�d go to Bishop if you could.�
Jessa�s voice, weak but not unkind, reached out to me in the dark. I couldn�t lie so I didn�t bother trying. The fact was, I was here with her, not running off to find Bish, and that meant something too. This was what he�d wanted. And Jessa was who I wanted.
I moved close to her bed and leaned against it. The alphasmart was at her bedside and I typed, Doctor said you can leave tomorrow.
She looked confused, not at what I typed but why I was using the device in the first place. �Don�t, Mathias. Don�t push me away now.�
I guess that�s what I was doing, putting some distance between us. I typed, You almost died.
�I found out that I get to live. And I�m really beginning to understand that sentiment.� She paused. �I�ll go with you to find Bishop.�
We can�t. He doesn�t want that.
She thought about that for a moment. �Then we�ll wait here for him. He�ll know where to find us if he needs us, and when he�s done, he�ll come back.�
He won�t be the same. I thought that, but I didn�t sign it, because maybe giving some kind of voice to it would make it true. But it continued echoing in my mind until I discovered Caspar watching me from the doorway.
�Jessa, how are you?� he asked and she nodded, managed, �I�m okay.�
�Good. Listen, gonna borrow your man for a minute.�
She nodded again and closed her eyes and I stood and headed outside. Aimee passed by me to wait with Jessa, and she gave me a quick, reassuring pat on my arm as she passed.
Caspar lit a cigarette and offered me one. I took it, letting the smoke swirl around me with its comforting warmth.
Finally, I signed, It was Lil�jon, and Caspar nodded. Taken care of?
�Yeah. Figured I had to make an example. You had your hands full.�
He�d killed Lil�jon, no doubt in front of many other Defiance members, because of his transgression.
I owe you.
�Yeah, you do. You owe me what you promised.�
I�ll follow through.
�I know. For now, go back to your girl.�
That�s exactly what I did. She was awake when I walked back inside and she said, �What did Caspar do to Lil�jon?�
I guess she�d been more awake than I�d thought when Caspar had first walked in. He�s not our problem anymore.
�Good.� Then she asked, �Did you hear the tape?� and when I nodded, she said, �Did everyone?�
Only the men who sit at the table. And only so they�d know what they were up against, in case this was all a ruse.
�It�s not,� she said. �I heard my father�s voice. You know it makes sense now.�
I did, but I wished I didn�t have to tell her I agreed. She was torn apart by it anyway.
�What hurts the most is that I wasted my whole life, up until this point. If I�d just had the courage to run earlier...they would�ve let me. They wanted me to disappear.�
But you didn�t. And that�s the kind of fate shit I�m talking about.
She blinked up at me, and I knew it wouldn�t be as easy as that. Words didn�t always cut it in these situations, but sometimes, some of them did. I love you, Jessa. From the first moment I saw you. For now, let that be enough.
�Enough?� she asked. �Mathias, that�s everything. Everything.�
And then she said, �Can you get me a line to D.C.?�
Baby, I know you�d always be around
Mathias
Jessa had gotten through to D.C. with a series of special codes. With so many people attempting to contact the government by any means possible, D.C. had come up with the codes as a way to make sure that the people who needed to get through to them did.
Caspar and I�d listened while she�d told her father, in no uncertain terms, that she knew what he and Charlie�s father had done. That she had proof of what they�d planned on doing to her. And that she would take everything to the proper authorities.
Defiance had saved her, but Jessa had saved Defiance as well.
The one thing she didn�t ask was her father�s influence to pressure Keller into giving Defiance supplies without Bish. Because she understood, like me, that Bish�s debt to me was something he�d felt could never be repaid.
But this sacrifice, goddammit, this did repay it in spades. All debts were done and now, three months later, three months into Bish�s sentence, I was a full-fledged Defiance member.
For what Bish had done, he�d be able to patch in the second he walked back into Defiance.
The new rules shortened the probie time from two years down to three months, and technically, the six months I�d already been with Defiance didn�t count. But hell, it didn�t matter. I wasn�t going anywhere and I wasn�t doing anything differently. I was still training people, taking shifts to guard against outside dangers. Doing what Caspar and the other twelve who ran the table needed. The only difference was my pledge to be Defiance, not just that I was staying there.
Bish wouldn�t want me to wait, because the upshot of all of it was, I was doing it for Jessa. Being Defiance was the best way I knew how to protect her. So for her, I would stay here, make attachments. Risk everything. Because, by falling in love with her, I already had. And as I prepared to get my cut, Jessa squeezed my hand and said, �I wish...�
Me too, Jessa.
�I guess he�s here with us, right? He always is.�
I�d always believed that, but it was good to hear she did as well.
�He�ll be okay,� she said firmly. �He is okay.�
I don�t know if I agreed with that, but I nodded anyway, because today was a day for Defiance. The day I presented myself to get the Defiance tattoo�done by Tru, because that seemed entirely fitting�and the day Caspar gave me the Defiance rocker. I�d fought against many members of this club in order to be let in, and now, I�d be fighting for them.
I�d be fighting for the rest of my life for the people I cared about and that�s the way it was always meant to be.

Epilogue

Save a prayer
Luna

Four months later
A month earlier, Mathias had passed his final test and became a full-fledged Defiance member. There was some grumbling about the fact that he�d skipped the probie process, but most argued that six months of solid service to Defiance, while asking nothing in return, was more than enough during these times. Besides which, Mathias was a sniper, and Defiance needed more military men in their corner.
Luna watched him when Caspar presented him with his rocker and she knew it killed him not to be there with Bishop. It killed her too, but for different reasons.
She�d learned that Mathias wanted to wait for Bishop to come back before he had this ceremony. He hadn�t told her so directly, but she�d heard that Caspar was getting pressured to bring Mathias into the fold.
�Keller offered Bishop a night off to come here,� Tru told her last night. �Bishop refused.�
When she checked this with Mathias, just hours before, he�d signed, Yeah, I know.
�Why would he refuse?�
He doesn�t want to see what he can�t have.
�So why ask him in the first place?�
That wasn�t me. I�d never do that. He paused. He�ll come back, Luna. I know that. I�ve just got to keep being happy.
�But how can you be happy?�
Because otherwise, his entire sacrifice is a waste, and Bish is a big believer in sacrifice. It�s an important part of who he is.
It was a part of Bishop she thought she�d never understand. Now, she found herself driving through the night to Keller�s compound.
Normally, she�d have shared her plan with Rebel, because she�d shared everything with him for as long as she could remember. She�d been the butt of jokes, of pitying looks, but she�d kept a secret she wouldn�t even tell her best friend.
But Bishop...he�d known. They�d never talked about it, but it was there, in the way he looked at her, the way he treated her.
Most of all, it was in the way he looked at Rebel. I can�t protect him forever.
She drove the truck over the potholed roads at what seemed to be a hundred miles an hour. She�d thought about taking her bike, but knew that wasn�t smart, and these days, she forced herself to be smart.
Like driving up to Keller�s gates all by yourself is such a brilliant idea, right?
She told herself to shut up and pushed the car viciously into gear. Because she might be a lot of things, but scared wasn�t one of them. She�d thrown that emotion away after Aimee had gotten hurt, because fear had never gotten any of them anywhere.
* * * * *

Afterword

If anyone should ever write my life story...
�Gladys Knight & the Pips, �Best Thing that Ever Happened to Me�
Music�s always a huge part of my process, so it�s no surprise that it�s a big part of my characters� lives as well. For both Mathias and Jessa, music is inside of them. Music saves them And I loved being able to tell their stories through the music, so I�ve included some of the playlists�aka the mixed tapes�they made for each other below.
These are the songs on the tape Mathias�s dad made for his mom while they were dating:
The Rolling Stones, �Wild Horses�

Frankie Valli, �My Eyes Adored You�

Roberta Flack, �Killing Me Softly�

The Eagles, �Take It Easy�

Queen, �Play the Game�

Janis Joplin, �Piece of My Heart�

Lynyrd Skynyrd, �Simple Man�

Styx, �The Best of Times�

The Rolling Stones, �Shine a Light�

Bad Company, �Ready for Love�

Seals & Crofts, �Get Closer�

Crosby, Stills & Nash, �Southern Cross�

George Thorogood and the Destroyers, �Who Do You Love?�
These are some of Mathias�s favorites:
Metallica, �Enter Sandman�

Def Leppard, �Photograph�

Godsmack, �Saints and Sinners�

Billy Swan, �I Can Help�

Alice in Chains, �Man in the Box�

Audioslave, �Like a Stone�

Cypress Hill, �Insane in the Brain�

David Bowie, �Young Americans�

Eagles, �New Kid in Town�

Kansas, �Carry on Wayward Son�

Sister Hazel, �Your Winter�

4 Non Blondes, �What�s Up?�

George Thorogood and the Destroyers, �Bad to the Bone�

Quiet Riot, �Bang Your Head (Metal Health)�

The Notorious B.I.G., �Hypnotize�

Great White, �Once Bitten, Twice Shy�

Montell Jordan, �This Is How We Do It�

AC/DC, �Back in Black�

Rob Halford, �Light Comes Out of Black�

Duran Duran, �The Wild Boys�

REM, �Losing My Religion�

Styx, �Renegade�

Fleetwood Mac, �The Chain�

Papa Roach, �Last Resort�

Cypress Hill feat. Tom Morello, �Rise Up�

Pearl Jam, �Alive�

Queen, �Bohemian Rhapsody�

Trapt, �Headstrong�

Triumph, �Fight the Good Fight�

Godsmack, �Good Times, Bad Times�

Godsmack, �Love-Hate-Sex-Pain�
These are the songs that Mathias managed to find for Jessa:
The Verve, �Bittersweet Symphony�

Ace of Base, �The Sign�

Avril Lavigne, �Complicated�

Melissa Etheridge, �I�m the Only One�

Red Hot Chili Peppers, �Aeroplane�

3 Doors Down, �Here Without You�

Jay-Z, �Dirt Off Your Shoulder�

Sheryl Crow, �The First Cut Is the Deepest�

Linkin Park, �Numb�

Los Lonely Boys, �Heaven�

Maroon 5, �She Will Be Loved�

No Doubt, �It�s My Life�

Santana feat. Chad Kroeger, �Why Don�t You & I?�

Gwen Stefani, �Hollaback Girl�

Papa Roach, �Scars�

3 Doors Down, �Let Me Go�

Buckcherry, �Sorry�

Kings of Leon, �Use Somebody�

All-American Rejects, �Gives You Hell�

Marcy Playground, �Sex & Candy�

TLC, �Waterfalls�

Britney Spears, �...Baby One More Time�

Smash Mouth, �All Star�

Santana feat. Rob Thomas, �Smooth�

Creed, �Higher�

3 Doors Down, �Kryptonite�

Christina Aguilera, �What a Girl Wants�

Macy Gray, �I Try�

Staind, �It�s Been a While�

Duran Duran, �Save a Prayer�

Elton John, �Levon�

M�tley Cr�e, �Home Sweet Home�

Fleetwood Mac, �Over My Head�

The Moody Blues, �Your Wildest Dreams�

Don Henley, �The Boys of Summer�

Night Ranger, �Sister Christian�

Bad Company, �Ready for Love�

Supertramp, �Take the Long Way Home�

Papa Roach, �Scars�

Bad Company, �Shooting Star�

Pink Floyd, �Comfortably Numb�

Buckcherry, �Sorry�

Billy Joel, �Don�t Ask Me Why�

Eagles, �Try and Love Again�
These are the songs on Mathias�s goodbye tape to Jessa:
Santana feat. Everlast, �Put Your Lights On�

Guns N� Roses, �Paradise City�

Coldplay, �Yellow�

Def Leppard, �Bringin� on the Heartache�

Gladys Knight & the Pips, �Best Thing that Ever Happened to Me�

Lynyrd Skynyrd, �Simple Man�

Supertramp, �Take the Long Way Home�

Frankie Valli, �My Eyes Adored You�

Janis Joplin, �Piece of My Heart�

Snoop Dogg, �Beautiful�

Bad Company, �Bad Company�

Sublime, �What I Got��

Go back to the beginning of the post-Chaos world where motorcycle gangs rule with Defiance, available now!
Defiance
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Rebelling against her legacy as the MC�s princess, Tru Tennyson escaped the ruthless, male-dominated culture of the Defiance motorcycle club. Three years later, her newfound freedom is ripped away, thanks to a massive hybrid storm that killed millions. Now, in the post-Chaos world of semi-darkness and near-total anarchy where gangs rule, she discovers the dangerous world of Defiance may be the one thing that can keep her safe.
Tru is at the MC�s mercy when she�s dragged back to her former home...and to the only man she�s ever pictured a future with. Caspar is the bastard son of the club�s leader, her safe haven when life got rough�and her onetime lover the night she left. When Tru refuses to trade sex for power and be claimed by a rival club leader, she also dares to announce she wants Caspar instead, throwing the MC into turmoil.
Tru�s brazen revolt could start a gang war and destroy the club from within. Now both Tru and the MC must wait for Caspar�s response...and the inevitable fallout.
Connect with us for info on our new releases, access to exclusive offers and much more!
Visit CarinaPress.com
We like you�why not like us on Facebook: Facebook.com/CarinaPress
Follow us on Twitter: Twitter.com/CarinaPress
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New York Times bestselling author Stephanie Tyler worked as a teacher while pursuing a PhD in English Literature, all the while trying to convince herself that she would eventually get back to her dream of writing as a career.
When her daughter was born with serious medical problems, Stephanie found inspiration in the fighter her child proved to be�and found her own way back to writing. She has published in a variety of genres, including romantic suspense, new adult and paranormal, and she also cowrites erotic paranormal romance under the name Sydney Croft. She lives in New York with her husband, her kids and her crazy Weimaraner, Gus, and they�re all cool with the fact that she�s permanently on deadline.
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