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   Dedicated, with much love, to the Freak Circle - who dare to believe and enable others to do the same.


 
   CHAPTER 1
 
   “So ... you hittin’ that?”
 
   Colton Greene paused in his tracks, but only for a second. He’d been expecting it all day, so he knew exactly what – and who - the question was about. It was just surprising it had taken until now, under the cover of darkness, for the subject to come up. Even if they had been busy.
 
   Turning to dump another load of dirt at the edge of the hole he was standing in, he leaned his weight on his spade as he jerked his shaven head in the direction of the nearby mound of wrapped plastic. The toe of a man’s shoe protruded from one end. “I’m guessing you don’t mean him.”
 
   His buddy laughed, one broad shoulder cocked against the trunk of a tree and a lit cigarette butt hanging from his lips. “Hey, whatever lets you get your rocks off, dude,” Sam Lewison said, watching as his brother in all but blood started up again, set on methodically widening and deepening the hole in the hard-baked ground. “So are ya?”
 
   “She ain’t your type, man.”
 
   “I’m telling ya, I’d let her lay some ink on me any day. And since when is hot not my type?”
 
   “Who you trying to kid?” Colton threw his spade out of the hole before climbing out after it and reaching for the body. “Dumb, that’s your type. Or easy, that’s your type too.”
 
   “Maybe I’m after more of a challenge,” Sam said with a shrug, raking a hand through messy blonde hair that was still damp from his own earlier digging efforts. “Hang on, hang on – I’ll get his feet ...”
 
   Hoisting the bundle off the ground between them, the two men struggled closer to the hole and dropped him in. Both of them were over six feet tall and well-built, used to staying in relatively good shape and no strangers to hard graft. But the dead weight of their burden was considerable. And maybe from the wrong side of forty, the work wasn’t quite as easy as it had once been. Not that they’d admit it out loud.
 
   But Sam rotated his shoulders with a groan and Colton bent over to take a deep breath, both hands braced on his knees.
 
   “Christ! Will’s gotta stop falling out with these fat bastards,” Sam declared. “Ain’t he got any beef with some skinny dudes? Come on, let’s get him filled in and get the fuck outta here. If we get back to the clubhouse sharp enough, we can find a couple of warm bodies to ... work out the kinks, if ya get my drift. Oh, and Colt?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Don't think I don't know you ain’t answered my question yet.”
 
   Colton made a frustrated sound in the back of his throat that would have sent many a grown man running for cover from the already intimidating biker. But the two of them went way back and knew exactly how far they could push each other, so Sam stood his ground with his eyebrows raised in expectation over knowing blue eyes.
 
   “I ain’t screwing her,” he growled, shoving the spade into his accomplice’s hand. “Satisfied?”
 
   “More than you, by the sound of it,” Sam shot back, with a cocky grin. But he seemed to decide to quit while he was ahead and started to shovel dirt back into the hole, whistling to himself as he worked.
 
   Burying a body and shooting the breeze. Just business as usual for two of Nevada’s Fallen Brothers MC.
 
   ***
 
   Pacing the bedroom floor in the darkness, Michael Corsada’s mind was racing. This had never happened to him, not ever. So what if he wasn’t as young as he once was? Fifty was the new forty and not the half-way house to a mortuary slab. He was supposed to be damn near indestructible. They didn’t joke about lawyers selling their souls to the devil for no reason.
 
   But that didn’t change the fact that he was actually pacing the floor, while soft attempts at soothing his wounded pride fell on deaf ears. Not that there was anything wrong with his hearing. The rest of his body had yet to betray him. He was just frustrated and embarrassed enough without the sympathetic gaze and gentle reassurances of the young woman sat up in his bed, wrapped in sheets that hadn’t even had a chance to be rumpled.
 
   “Michael ...” she sighed, pushing stray locks of her long blonde hair out of cool gray eyes. “It’s okay, honestly--”
 
   “The hell it is!” he all but spat, refusing to look in her direction. “This does not fucking happen to me. It just ... it doesn’t.”
 
   “You’re just tired,” she tried to reason, but once again he was determined to dismiss anything she had to say.
 
   “Tired,” he scoffed, running his hands over his dark hair. He was suddenly conscious of the salt and pepper streaks at his temples and the slight paunch to his gut that definitely hadn’t been there five years ago. “I’m in bed with a gorgeous, naked woman half my age – tired shouldn’t come into it, Callie.”
 
   Tilting her head back on her shoulders with a little groan, she slumped back against the pillows in defeat. “I’m not half your age, for a start,” she corrected, as if a few years either way made little difference. “And, right now, you’re not in bed with me either.”
 
   He slumped down on the edge of the mattress, his elbows resting on his knees and his head in his hands. “I can’t believe this shit,” he mumbled, as she reached out to lay a comforting hand on his back.
 
   “Hey, come on,” she said. “I’m tired too – maybe that’s it ...”
 
   But Michael’s head snapped up at that. “Jesus, Callie, look at you – this definitely isn’t down to you,” he said, disbelief written across his face. “Listen, can we just ... Can we just not fucking talk about this now?”
 
   Apparently not knowing what else she could say anyway, she simply nodded. And, waiting for him to lie down, she settled beside him – with her back to him, most likely in an attempt to avoid the awkwardness.
 
   Way to go, asshole, the little voice in his head muttered. Eventually, he moved closer and banded an arm around her slim waist from behind, pulling her up against his chest. “Sorry,” he whispered, his voice gruff and his lips grazing her bare shoulder.
 
   She was already pretending to be asleep. Maybe it was better that way.
 
   ***
 
   Shirtless and still re-buckling the belt of his jeans, Colton’s even blacker than usual gaze never left the decidedly uncomfortable police officer in front of him. Having decided to take Sam’s advice on seeking out one of the many all-too-willing girls who usually graced the Fallen Brothers clubhouse on the dusty outskirts of their tiny town, he didn’t appreciate being interrupted. Not after he’d earned that shit with a hard night’s work and certainly not by some wet-behind-the-ears new recruit who didn’t know the score, for Christ’s sake.
 
   “The fuck’s going on?” he said, his eyes on the cop but his rough demand aimed squarely at his waiting brothers. The MC president William Whitney was leaning on the bar with an almost amused look on his face and Sam had already emerged from his own room to stand there in his boxers, seemingly without the slightest shred of self-consciousness. 
 
   “You boys tell me,” Will said, raising his eyebrows. “Apparently Officer Jones here’s got his hands on a body.”
 
   “Had my hands on a pretty sweet little body myself, ‘til a minute ago,” Sam smirked. “So any chance we can wrap this up? Seems rude to leave a lady waiting ...”
 
   “Do you men have alibis for between the hours of 10pm and 1am?” the kid blurted out, making the assembled bikers exchange a look.
 
   “That sounded damn close to a pretty serious accusation,” Colton growled. “We under arrest?”
 
   “Th-Things would just go a lot better for you if you were seen to cooperate,” Jones said, lifting his chin in an attempt at exerting his authority – even as he fought to keep his voice from wavering. His training hadn’t exactly covered the protocol on what to do when surrounded by intimidating, not to mention half-naked, hard-asses from a one percent MC.
 
   “What’s going on in here?”
 
   “Ah, the cavalry,” Will said, with a dangerous smile. “Mornin’, Chief. Hope you’re calling by to rein in the Lone Ranger here. Seems there might be some kinda misunderstanding and it’s a little early for visitors.”
 
   “Will. Colton. We keepin’ you up, Sam?” the most senior officer for their little town drawled, with a nod of greeting for each of the men. Six missed calls from the over-enthusiastic rookie had woken his wife, the dog, and resulted in him being shoved out of bed to deal with whatever the hell it was that apparently couldn’t wait until sunrise. Steve Sinclair was not in the mood for anyone’s shit. “Officer Jones? A word. Outside.”
 
   “But--”
 
   “That ain’t the word. Now, move.” 
 
   And with that, Sinclair frog-marched his officer out of the clubhouse and into the still dark yard. He shot a loaded look in the direction of the three Fallen Brothers as he went, but at least waited until they were out of sight and earshot before shoving the young recruit none too gently in the shoulder. “What the hell are you doing, coming out here at this time?”
 
   “A man’s dead, Sheriff!”
 
   “And unless his name’s Lazarus, he’ll still be dead come sunrise. You got any idea the shit you’re creating for yourself coming here? Now, we’re goin’ back in there – see if we can’t smooth this thing over. And you ... You’re gonna keep your trap shut, you hear me?” 
 
   Jones nodded, trailing his superior sulkily as they walked back into the clubhouse to be met by the same steely gazes as before. Just another night in the little corner of Nevada they called, without trace of irony, Haven.
 
   ***


 
   CHAPTER 2
 
   Nearly thirty minutes late, the door of the town’s sole legal tattoo studio opened and its owner straightened up, pointing a finger at the arrival with a sideways tilt of his head. “You shoulda been here a half-hour ago.”
 
   “Why, what’d I miss?” came the snarky response, as Callie Delaney pushed her shades up into her blonde hair. 
 
   Dropping her over-sized bag by the coat rack in the corner and setting her take-away coffee on the nearest flat surface, she peeled off her leather jacket just a little stiffly. Waking in the early hours of the morning to Michael’s weight on top of her, his laboured breath hot on her neck, had done little for her mood. Her body still ached from when he’d cranked her arms above her head and pushed inside her with little by the way of foreplay.
 
   She knew he hadn’t meant to hurt her; that he’d just been desperate to prove to her and to himself that he could keep up with her. But, after a long day at work, a thrown-together dinner and the better part of a bottle of wine in front of mindless television, all she’d wanted to do in the first place was crawl into bed. Alone. She’d had enough on her plate without spending yet another night wondering what kept pulling them together, when all they were meant to be was some kind of indulgence of his half-assed attempt at a mid-life crisis and her bid to ... Well, she hadn’t quite figured out what the hell her excuse was yet.
 
   Speaking of excuses ...
 
   “Don’t start on me, Sketch. I cover for you all the time,” Callie warned, as she went to check out the appointment book behind the small reception desk.
 
   “All right, all right! Chill the fuck out, woman.”
 
   “What’s that shit supposed to mean?”
 
   But before her boss could even open his mouth to answer, the chimes jangled violently as the door jerked open. 
 
   “You free?” The question that wasn’t really a question was thrown in Callie’s direction, a grim-faced Colton Greene throwing himself down on the recliner at her usual work station without waiting for an answer. 
 
   Glancing from his employee to her client, Sketch groaned and retreated to the office with his hands up. He already had a bad feeling it was going to be another one of those days.
 
   ***
 
   “Rough day?” 
 
   Callie had gotten good over the past couple of years at not only reading the biker well, but also at phrasing any questions cleverly. Asking what was wrong was a no-no. That wasn’t her business, especially if there was a chance it had anything to do with his beloved club. Keeping it more casual allowed for his usual style of caginess. And sure enough, she simply got a non-committal grunt that she took as an affirmative.
 
   Given that he’d planted himself on the recliner and then simply sat there with a glare that would have left most people quaking, not even taking his shirt off so she could get to work, assuming that something was on his mind was the only natural conclusion.
 
   “Huh, and it’s not even ...” She broke off to glance at the clock on the wall. “... 10am. Guess it must be one of those days. Right, let’s do this then. See if we can’t both turn things around.”
 
   “Rough one for you too?”
 
   Callie tried not to stare at him as he finally stood up to shrug off his well-worn leather cut and haul his white t-shirt over his head, a little taken aback by the question. She’d quickly learned there was no point ever waiting for a conversational how are you from him. But if he did ask, he’d want a real answer. Not the automatic fine, regardless of whether you were or not. Colton didn’t ask questions he didn’t want an answer to – but she could only imagine the response if they really got into that.
 
   “Uh, kinda been one of those weeks,” she said, as he sat back down and she perched on her stool to get her ink and tattoo gun ready. “Long story. Trust me, you don’t want to know.”
 
   He didn’t push where others might have and she simply turned her attention to her work, pausing when a livid track in his tanned skin caught her eye. The shallow wound snaked from his back to just above his freshest ink. Had to be from a knife. She wasn’t naive enough to think anything else and she’d seen plenty of scars on the expanse of his torso in the time they’d known each other. Hell, she’d even patched him up once ...
 
   FLASHBACK
 
   Sitting cross-legged on the floor, Callie sang along softly with the radio she’d balanced on top of a dust-sheet covered stool in the middle of the newly refitted studio. Wiping the delicate brush she’d been using on her already paint-spattered ripped jeans, she tucked it behind her ear and then sat back to assess her handiwork. With her legs straightened out in front of her to stretch out her cramped muscles, she propped herself up on her hands and leaned back with a little smile on her face. Sketch was going to fucking love it.
 
   Sharing his enthusiasm for making the place the best it could possibly be, Callie had helped her boss come up with the designs for the artwork and, once the actual structural work was done, the pair had been working like demons on the decor. But, while Sketch had called it a day early, Callie had been determined to finish her section – only to end up completely losing track of time.
 
   Sparing a glance at her watch, her eyes widened when she saw just how late it actually was and she lay back on the floor with a little groan. Her cropped t-shirt rode up under her unbuttoned checked shirt as she threw an arm over her eyes and tried to muster the energy to get up, pack up and get home.
 
   The bang on the glass of the front door came without warning, making her sit bolt upright. Her head whipped round to stare out into the darkness unsurely, just making out a shadowy figure staring back at her. The sight momentarily robbed her of her breath – until she heard the urgent demand for Sketch to open the fuck up.
 
   Recognising the voice, she clambered to her feet and jogged to unlock the door and throw it open with a scowl. “Are you trying to kill me?” she demanded, without thinking. “You scared the absolute shit outta me!”
 
   But the unexpected caller simply cut her dead. “Where’s Sketch?”
 
   “Well, he’s not fucking here--” she started, seeing a flicker of something like doubt pass over his face as he glanced over his shoulder into the night. “What’s wrong?”
 
   She should have known better than ask. He may have allowed her to tattoo him, even been impressed by the results, but she was still a hell of a lot lower down his scant chain of trust than Sketch. And yet, with obvious reluctance, he conceded.
 
   “Needed a favour,” he sighed, lifting the arm she hadn’t noticed he’d kept clamped around his stomach. His fingers came away from his t-shirt covered side slick with blood.
 
   “Oh my god, Colton!” Callie gasped, instinctively trying to cover the wound with her own fingers in a bid to stem the bleeding. “We gotta--”
 
   But she was cut off sharply when he roughly pushed her further inside and to the side of the glass door. “Shut up and don’t move,” he ordered, flicking off the lights and plunging them into darkness, even as he fumbled for the keys in the door and locked it behind them.
 
   “What the hell’s going on?” she demanded, in a low hiss. He might not like questions, but she figured having her workplace invaded in the middle of the night and his blood staining her skin entitled her to some sort of answer at least. And it seemed even Colton had to agree.
 
   “Trouble,” he bit out, wincing as he reached to pull his gun from where he’d tucked it into the back of his jeans. “Got fucking jumped outside Reno. Thought I could out-run the bastards, but ...”
 
   “You were on your own?”
 
   “You think I’d hole up in here like a chicken-shit little bitch and leave one of my boys out there?”
 
   She didn’t need to be able to see him to know he was glaring at her through the deep shadows. “Of course not, I just meant ...” But she trailed off with a sigh. Now was hardly the time. “Don’t move - we’ve got a first aid kit in the office.”
 
   She was quick to return, but he’d already slumped to the floor by the door and she frowned in concern. His head was tilted back against the wall, even though the grip on his gun never let up.
 
   “Let me look,” she said, dropping to her knees beside him and gently pushing the hem of his t-shirt up under his cut. Her hand slid over his chiselled abdomen until she found the source of the bleeding. “Fuck, Colt ... Here, put pressure on this for a second.”
 
   His large fingers brushed over hers as he held the gauze pad to his side while she searched for something to secure it with, before settling for taping it in place. “That’ll have to do for now,” she said, meeting his dark gaze as they both heard the roar of an engine right outside. “Shit, what do we do?”
 
   “Fuck all we can do ‘cept sit tight and call for back-up,” Colton said, obviously furious he’d been backed into taking a defensive approach. He pulled out his cell phone out only to find the battery dead and glanced over at her, each of them just making the other out in the darkness.
 
   Callie could see his face harden and they both knew if it came to the worst, she would be nothing but collateral damage to the bastards who’d already made a good attempt at killing him. And if they thought she had some connection to him, who knew what they might do just for kicks.
 
   “Shit! Never shoulda fucking brought this here!”
 
   Seeing his fist clench around the offending phone, Callie recovered enough presence of mind to reach into her own pocket and hand over hers. “Always keep it charged,” she said, keeping one eye on the activity outside. “Go on – you can thank me when we’re outta this shit-storm.”
 
   But even with a call in to his club and back-up on the way, they were far from in the clear. A shout from the street let them know Colton’s abandoned ride had been spotted and sent them both onto their feet. 
 
   “There another way outta here?” the biker demanded, grabbing Callie’s arm to trail her further from the door.
 
   “Upstairs. There’s a fire escape out into the alleyway, one of those collapsible ones.”
 
   He let her lead the way, amid the sound of the front door already being kicked in - glass shattering and wood splintering. “Move it!” he urged, pushing her ahead of him. They both stumbled in their haste as they hurried out onto the fire escape and Callie reached to try to tug the ladder down, unable to budge it.
 
   “It’s stuck!” she panicked, moving aside to let Colton try. But even he could only force it to drop about halfway.
 
   “That’ll have to do.”
 
   “What? Are you out of your mind? I can’t!”
 
   “Tough fucking shit,” he snapped, seeming to realise he’d have to go first, but that there was a very real danger she wouldn’t follow him. “It ain’t that far.” And despite her protests, he was already pushing past her to clamber down the steel ladder and then let himself drop to the ground. He landed heavily, but in a crouch that cushioned his fall. “Now you.”
 
   “Colt, I can’t ...” she said, all but whimpering. She hated being forced into the damsel in distress routine – but not nearly as much as she hated heights. She felt sick at the thought of even setting foot on that rickety ladder.
 
   “Don’t you fucking dare pussy out on me!” Colton stared up at her trembling figure like he expected to see her grabbed from behind at any moment by his aggressors. “Get your goddamn ass down here – now!”
 
   Biting her lip, Callie manoeuvred herself onto the ladder, clinging on for grim death and too scared to move.
 
   “That’s it – just climb down as far as you can and I’ll catch you. I ain’t gonna let you fall,” he said, trying to hide a wince of pain as he stretched up towards her and not quite succeeding. “That’s it, nearly there ... Now, let go. Callie, let go!”
 
   And squeezing her eyes shut, she let herself drop with a muffled squeak of fear. The feeling of falling only lasted for a few seconds before it was broken by strong arms wrapped around her denim-clad thighs and she found herself sliding down Colton’s chest until he’d set her on her feet. He held her to him as her legs threatened to give way, her hands gripping his shoulders and his blood smeared on her t-shirt.
 
   “Fuck ...”
 
   ***
 
   “Ain’t nothin’.”
 
   Jolted out of her reminiscing of sorts by the gruff assurance, Callie raised an eyebrow at his dismissal of his latest wound, but said nothing as she returned her focus to his tattoo. “Good. I’m not up for jumping off any more buildings,” she said, managing a lopsided grin for him and getting something that might almost have been a smile in return. “And you be careful, yeah? I’d hate to see my hard work ruined.”
 
   That really did draw a little smirk as he lay back and let his eyes close. The night’s work and morning’s run-in with the cops drifted to the back of his mind as he once again found that this was the place to come to recharge. The sound of her needle was almost comforting in its familiarity.
 
   Maybe his day could turn around after all. And if hers did too - well, he probably owed her that much. So he simply closed his eyes, losing himself in the hum of the tattoo gun in steady bursts and letting his mind ...drift.
 
   ***
 
   


 
   CHAPTER 3
 
   Between the pull of the needle and the heat of the small studio, it was a strange kind of catharsis. Not everyone’s idea of escape. With his eyes still closed against the brightness of the lamp above him, Colton folded his free arm behind his head. A lit cigarette idled between the fingers of his other hand as it hung by his side, health and safety be damned. It was a chance to clear his mind of damn near everything; a rare moment of something close to peace. Or as close as someone like him was ever likely to get anyway.
 
   The patch that usually adorned his back – the golden eagle soaring above a snarling skull - might as well be embedded in flesh rather than leather, so strongly were the memories of how he’d earned it seared on his mind. On his heart. His conscience, for what it was. No one earned a position like his without picking up a few scars along the way. Some physical, others ... not.
 
   The jingle of the door chimes had him cracking open an eye before he could take another step down that particular path. But that eye soon closed again at the familiar sound of too-cheerful whistling, even though the needle had stopped moving over the taut tanned skin low on his abdomen.
 
   “Yo, Sketch, you wanna try dialling it down a notch? Some of us are trying to work here.”
 
   “Damn, girl, what’s eating you today?” her boss demanded as he returned from a coffee run, throwing the question over his shoulder while trying to close the door with the toe of his boot. “Here - brought ya one of your fancy skinny, frothy, whatcha-ma-call-its.”
 
   “I’d ask what you did that you’re trying to make up for, but that’s probably quite the list ...”
 
   He feigned theatrical outrage as he ran a hand over his short dark dreads. “You hear how she talks to a brother, even when I do something nice? Sometimes I wonder which one of us owns this joint.”
 
   “Funny, me too,” she shot back, but she took the coffee he held out to her with a smirk. “Now, you gonna let me get on with this?” He held up his hands in silent defeat, retreating to the back office again as she turned back to the job in hand – only to find dark eyes trained on her. “Sorry, you know what he’s like.”
 
   Colton did. There were only a couple of tattoo studios the biker favoured these days and Sketch’s self-named outfit was one of them. He knew from extensive experience that, behind the mouth, the owner was a hell of an artist. Shit, he’d been responsible for pretty much all of his right sleeve at one time or another.
 
   Then that same mouth had gotten the opinionated tattooist in trouble - again - and he’d had his arm broken in a bar fight. It had put him out of action for weeks and left his customer with an intricate but only half-finished Aztec warrior on his shoulder.
 
   Cue Callie.
 
   She’d been on the payroll for a while, but off Colton’s radar and it had taken a hell of a lot of fast-talking on Sketch’s part to convince him to let the little blonde finish up. It was just unfortunate she overheard the less than enthusiastic I’ll give the bitch a chance, but she better damn well not screw up. He probably deserved her snappy don’t do me any fucking favours – which was the sole reason he let it slide - but in his defence, she was probably the least likely tattoo artist he’d ever seen. Not that he cared about having a defence.
 
   That had been maybe five years and many, many tattoos ago and he’d long since come to realise he’d gotten the girl all wrong. They did say you shouldn’t judge a book by its cover, but he was a mean-looking bastard and thought that was pretty damn accurate. She, on the other hand – fresh-faced and with that mane of silky blonde hair tumbling right down her back - was harder than she looked.
 
   At least he didn’t have to admit his change of heart. His unspoken acceptance of her, in the wake of their impromptu run-in with a bunch of Reno gang-bangers, spoke volumes on its own. And beneath that almost-innocent exterior, behind those calm gray eyes, he’d found a fierce intelligence, ready sarcasm and, perhaps most surprisingly, a bold skull and crossbones design at the centre of an elaborate half-sleeve.
 
   That and she knew how and when to keep her mouth shut.
 
   FLASHBACK
 
   Much as his entire being was crying out to attack, to take out those who’d come after him now that he knew back-up was on the way, Colton couldn’t ignore the girl trembling in his arms. He’d inadvertently dragged her into this mess and now he was fairly certain she’d have slumped to the ground if he wasn’t holding her up.
 
   “You gotta pull your shit together,” he growled, one strong hand wrenching her face upwards none too gently to stare at him with those huge gray eyes. “You hear me? Get it the fuck together.”
 
   Seemingly numb with shock, Callie reached out to brush her fingers over the bloodstain on the front of his t-shirt and then shook her head as if to shake herself out of her stupor. “My car ...” she managed, fumbling in her pockets before pressing her keys into his hand. “It’s parked round the corner - oh my god!”
 
   He didn’t have time to be impressed by her forced shift into practical mode, as her voice rose in a little shriek of fear. The first bullet whizzed past them to ricochet off the wall behind, the shots coming from the top of the broken fire escape they’d just negotiated. Even so, the way she managed to do as she was told and get it together didn’t go unnoticed.
 
   “Move!” Colton barked, grabbing her hand in his and dragging her out of the immediate line of fire. “Car – let’s go!”
 
   And then they were running, feet pounding the sidewalk. Breathing ragged. Hearts thumping in their chests. They reached the car and Colton threw himself into the driver’s seat, with Callie sliding in beside him - only to be thrown back in the passenger seat with a gasp when he floored it.
 
   “Phone,” Colton demanded, holding out a hand for it. He never took his eyes off the road as he steered with his other hand, navigating the near deserted backstreets without the slightest heed for speed limits or stoplights.
 
   Listening to his end of a brief call to one of his club brothers, Callie’s eyes flicked to the biker’s side and widened in concern. “Colt,” she said, something in her tone making him spare her a glance. “You’re bleeding again. Badly. Jesus ...”
 
   Looking down at his t-shirt, he swore darkly. He realised the adrenaline must have stopped him feeling as much pain as he should, his exertions having taken their toll on the already deep wound. Shifting his gaze back to the girl, he watched as she twisted in her seat to wriggle out of her shirt.
 
   Without a word, she pressed the wadded up material to his side to stem the flow of blood that had completely soaked through the previous makeshift dressing she had created and simply held it there while he drove ...
 
   ***
 
   Watching her skilled fingers as she worked, Colton knew he was hazy on the details of how that night had ended. But one thing he did know for sure, the girl had ended up saving his life.
 
   And now, inking his abdomen, she was doing a hell of a job. She’d known exactly what he wanted, with minimum instruction from him. She just knew. Saw it in her mind’s eye and recreated it almost effortlessly. And, much as she made it uncharacteristically easy for him to close his eyes and zone out, he realised that he liked watching her work. He appreciated how she lost herself in what she was doing. He could identify with that.
 
   He still had the bullet those same fingers had prised out of his side. Right before she’d fainted dead away.
 
   FLASHBACK
 
   “I ain’t going to no hospital – now one of you just pull the fucking thing out!” Colton hissed through gritted teeth, glaring round at the small gathering of pale-faced women and wide-eyed prospects.
 
   He didn’t know how the hell he’d managed to get them back to the clubhouse without ploughing the car off the road, but somehow he had. And, with Callie by his side, he’d even stumbled inside and deposited himself on the nearest couch –both their t-shirts and their hands covered in his blood, and her shirt still clamped to his wound.
 
   “It-It’s really lodged in there, Colt,” one of his brothers, with the less than confidence-inspiring nickname of Dozer, said unsurely, straightening up from surveying the damage. “We could end up making things worse. Maybe we oughta wait for Will and the guys to get back – they’re on their way.”
 
   “Are you serious? He’s got a bullet in his side!” Callie exclaimed. “What the hell’s gonna be any worse?”
 
   “She’s the only one talking any fucking sense,” the reluctant patient scowled. “Would one of you bastards just grow a pair already! Jesus Christ ...”
 
   “That’s just the pain talking, Colt,” Dozer tried, scuttling over to the bar to grab the nearest bottle of Jack. “Here, try a shot of this.”
 
   “Don’t give him that!” Callie snapped, intercepting the bottle. “Alcohol thins the blood, idiot – you want him bleeding out? Here, I’ll do it.” And with that she unscrewed the top of the bottle and poured a generous amount over her fingers before turning to Colton. “This is gonna sting like a bitch,” she warned, her eyes filled with worry.
 
   She wasn’t wrong, but he bore the fiery burst of new pain as she poured the alcohol on his side with nothing more than a sharp inhale of breath and a muttered stream of curses. “Just get it over with.”
 
   “Fuck ...” she whispered, wondering what the hell she thought she was doing and downing a quick slug from the bottle herself before shoving it back towards the prospect. “I’m sorry,” she murmured, over and over, not pausing to think any longer before undertaking the task in hand.
 
   She couldn’t begin to imagine the pain she must be causing him, her slim fingers probing inside the deep wound until they found slick metal. But he was almost perfectly still, his fists clenched and his eyes locked on her. His dark gaze seemed to silently urge her on, as if trying to tell her it was okay. Not that anything about this scenario was okay to her.
 
   Then somehow she had it. 
 
   And for Colton, there was a pulling sensation. The pain was almost blinding. He was pretty sure he even blacked out for a moment, but then the room swam back into focus and he was watching the little blonde hold up the bullet. She pressed it into his hand, right before she calmly announced that she thought she was going to be sick and then simply fainted into the hapless prospect’s arms …
 
   ***
 
   “You doin’ okay there, tough guy? You looked miles away.”
 
   Snapping to attention at the sound of her voice, Colton glanced up at Callie and the hard lines of his face softened into something like a smile. “Guess I was,” he admitted.
 
   “Hey, if it was anywhere nice, take me next time,” she said, an impish little grin tugging at her lips. “Just don’t tell Sketch, ‘cause he’d probably make me take it outta my vacation time.”
 
   “Is she pulling her woe is me stunt again?” Sketch demanded, passing just in time to hear the comment as he collected a sheaf of tattoo outlines from the front desk. “Girl, you know you walk the hell all over me. It’s those damn doe eyes ... Guess I better watch it - one flutter of those eyelashes and you’ll have Colt ready to take me out for treating ya so bad!”
 
   “Oh, I don’t think ya gotta worry – I reckon Colton might be a bit harder to sway than that,” she smiled, not meeting the biker’s gaze as she went back to work, her fingers grazing his tan skin again.
 
   But he merely shrugged, playing along as his already wandering mind took a new direction at the intriguing thought of her flirting with him. “I dunno, darlin’ - I do owe ya.”
 
   “True,” she nodded, before a knowing smirk crossed her face. “But as if I’d waste that debt on Sketch.”
 
   “Christ,” the man in question muttered, glancing from his tattooist to her shirtless client. “I dunno whether I’m offended or just plain intruding now. Someone remind me again who owns this place?”
 
   ***
 
   


 
   CHAPTER 4
 
   “So what’s the word on our morning visit?”
 
   Will looked up from his paper at Sam’s question, favouring his sergeant with a grim look as he threw the copy of the Haven Herald down on the table. The grainy shot of forensics swarming round a shallow grave didn’t need the blazing headline it got for the biker to know exactly what it was.
 
   “That little shithead,” Sam swore, clenching his fists at the thought of the rookie cop who’d been responsible for dragging him away from the most luscious pair of breasts he’d seen in at least a fortnight. Not to mention the very flexible brunette attached to them.
 
   “That little shithead nothing, man. You wanna tell me what had you and Colton in such a rush you couldn’t dump the fucker more than six inches below the goddamn dirt? It’s a good job he didn’t bite the bullet in one of those whorehouses he liked so much or we’d have had his damn dick blowin’ in the breeze,” the put-upon president scowled, getting louder the more wound up he got. “Hey, maybe you coulda stuck a fucking flag on it – just to be sure the cops didn’t take too long to crawl up our asses and build a fucking camp!”
 
   “Whoa, whoa, whoa – hang on a minute here,” Sam protested, looking downright offended by the accusation. “We had to go four fucking feet before that fat bastard would even fit for a start! But fuck ‘sake, boss, me and Colt didn’t exactly earn these patches last week! You send us to do a job, we damn well do it right. You know that.”
 
   “I thought I did, but how else do you explain someone getting the jump on us less than twelve hours later? Hell, barely six hours later!” Will slammed his fist down on the wood in frustration.
 
   “I ... I dunno,” Sam admitted, before his usually handsome face hardened in determination. “But I’m damn sure gonna find out. And when I do ...”
 
   Taking Will’s unconvinced shrug as both another reason to prove himself and as a dismissal, Sam strode out of the office, letting the door slam behind him. Although even that, together with his thunderous expression, failed to deter the woman whose eyes lit up when she spotted him crossing the clubhouse.
 
   “Sam!” she called, catching his attention for the split second it took for him to register her as his neglected companion from the night before. Polly. No, Poppy. Definitely something with an P ...
 
   “Not now, darlin’.” He bore the kiss that sent her tongue snaking into his mouth, but brushed her off as she tried to curl a hand round his bicep. The playful Romeo who’d had no trouble sweet-talking her into bed was gone, to be replaced by the no less frequently seen stern sergeant – every bit as attractive to the club’s female following, but a hell of a lot more focused. “Duty calls.”
 
   “Aww, but Sam ...”
 
   But the pout didn’t sway him. He knew she’d still be there when it suited him, brush-off or no brush-off. They always were.
 
   ***
 
   She heard the front door slam and footsteps heading straight towards the bedroom, for a brief second almost resenting having agreed to give him a key. Sure, she had a key to his place too – but that was different. He had so many apartments and always seemed to be living out of a suitcase. This was her home.
 
   Still, she sighed and forced herself to relax. It was good that they were ... comfortable with each other. Out of that false phase of always having to pretend to be perfect. Letting the mask slip, even if it was only a little.
 
   “Honey, I’m home!” he called cheerfully, footsteps now approaching.
 
   “In the kitchen,” she called back, throwing a smile over her shoulder as he appeared in the doorway. She did care about him after all – it was just a novel experience, having her personal space invaded on a semi-regular basis. “Hi,” she said softly, watching him loosen his tie.
 
   Callie couldn’t deny he was a handsome man, with his slicked back dark hair and sharp suits. Those twinkling blue eyes that crinkled up into laughter lines at the edges and his smooth charisma had been the attraction in the first place after all.
 
   But she forced herself to turn her attention back to the stove and the pot she was stirring. “You’re back early.”
 
   “Mmm, hi yourself ...” he crossed the room to coo in her ear. His hands settled on the patch of bare skin between her sweatpants and vest top, his lips kissing eagerly down her neck. “Hey, you know you don’t have to do that for me, gorgeous.”
 
   “I kinda like cooking,” she said, trying to wiggle out of his over-enthusiastic embrace. “And starving us both didn’t seem like the best plan - Michael! It’ll burn if I don’t stir it ...”
 
   But, with one hand already sliding under the thin fabric of her top, he kept up his ministrations as he eased the spoon out of her fingers and shut off the heat. “So we’ll order in. I bought you something and thought I could help ... unwrap it. It’s upstairs.”
 
   “Michael,” she tried to sound practical, rather than flat-out exasperated. “We’ve both been at work all day – can’t we at least have dinner first?”
 
   “Think of the appetite we’ll work up,” he grinned, grazing his fingers over the ink on her shoulder. “Go on, baby, please?”
 
   And seeing no choice but to give in, she went. He watched the sway of her ass as she disappeared, checking she was gone before reaching in the inner pocket of his suit jacket and pulling out a tiny bottle. Keeping one eye on the door, he quickly grabbed a glass and filled it from the tap before shaking a little blue pill into his hand.
 
   He always had been a guy with an answer for everything.
 
   ***
 
   Depositing a couple of beers on their table, Sam slumped back down in his seat opposite Colton and heaved a sigh. He glanced back up with a little frown when he realised their body language couldn’t have been more different. While he was taking the screw-up to heart, Colton was leaning back casually in his seat as he smoked. His face was impassive as usual, especially compared with Sam’s own glum expression.
 
   “You ain’t bothered by this?” the sergeant demanded. “Will’s pissed as hell – thinks we’re no better than a coupla green as grass prospects. Us!”
 
   But the outburst simply earned him a hard look and a shrug. “It’s bullshit.”
 
   “Don’t change the fact that body wasn’t even cold before the fucking cops were all over it and then straight round here. We might as well have carved our names in his forehead and propped him up outside the station! Where the hell did we go so fucking wrong?”
 
   Colton opened his mouth to answer, but closed it again as his gaze drifted over Sam’s head to where their president had appeared in the doorway of his office.
 
   “You two – get your asses in here now,” Will ordered, running a weary hand over his face.
 
   “Problem, boss?” Sam frowned as he stood, exchanging glances with Colton.
 
   “Well, at least you got that right. Just had Sinclair on the line. Reckons they got themselves a goddamn witness.”
 
   “What the hell ... Will, man, that ain’t fucking possible!”
 
   Herding his men into the office and dropping heavily into his chair, Will held up his hands against his sergeant’s protests. “Chill the fuck out, Sam, all right? Look, I get it – this is turning into a total clusterfuck and there ain’t no way you two of all people are gonna drop us in the shit so damn spectacularly. Not even Dumb and Dumber out there could manage this,” he added, with a jerk of his head towards the window overlooking the yard where the prospects were working.
 
   “So what the hell?” Sam demanded, ignoring Colton’s decidedly told you so looking expression. “We being played?”
 
   “It’s looking like it,” the president nodded grimly. “As if we needed more trouble knocking at our door right now.”
 
   “So how do we handle this?” Colton finally spoke up, a spark of light in his eyes at the thought of going after whoever was fucking with him and his club.
 
   “For now, by the book – no arguments,” Will said firmly. “We’re totally in the dark here, so no taking chances. I ain’t having my top guys banged up now. We need you here. Not to mention the fact we got no inside support these days. You go in, I can’t guarantee you’re coming back out in one piece.”
 
   “But if they got a witness ...” Sam frowned. “I mean, we know they don’t, but they obviously know enough to lie and still end up telling the fucking truth.”
 
   “We gotta wait and see,” came the shrugged response. “Meantime, I’m putting in a call – ‘bout time we got our money’s worth outta that damn legal retainer. Does no harm to be prepared. And that way, we find out more about this so-called witness.”
 
   “Be a shame if they ... disappeared,” Colton said, with a thoughtful tilt of his head as he shot Will a loaded look.
 
   “Tragic.”
 
   ***
 
   Swamped in an oversized t-shirt, Callie padded barefoot into the kitchen. But once she got there, she didn’t know why she’d bothered and simply stood for a long moment staring at nothing with unseeing eyes before finally starting out of her reverie and slumping down at the table.
 
   Her stomach rumbled in protest at the lengthy delay dinner had befallen, but her neglected and half-cooked chilli had long since congealed and stuck to the bottom of pot. The result looked far from appealing, no matter how hungry she was.
 
   As for Michael ... Well, the Victoria’s Secret bag he’d left on her bed had held no real surprises, but the two rounds they’d gone before his cell phone had won out over her had certainly been unexpected. All things considered.
 
   But ever the workaholic, he’d quickly abandoned her with a kiss and the usual promise to call her. Leaving her feeling strangely out of place beneath her own sheets and wondering when the boundaries had become so blurred. It had been easier when they weren’t pretending it meant anything. 
 
   When they weren’t in deep enough for her to struggle to see a way out.
 
   ***
 
   


 
   CHAPTER 5
 
   “Mikey, my man!” Will declared loudly, as he spotted their visitor climbing out of his Porsche. His shirt sleeves were rolled too high for comfort, just a hint of the ink on his bicep conveniently visible. Tie loosened casually. Briefcase, as always, in one hand. “One of these days, you gotta pay us a visit when we ain’t facing down trouble,” he lied, for the sake of politeness.
 
   “Well, I could – but I’d still have to charge you.” The hearty laugh rang out across the yard, amid a clasp of hands. “Good to see you, buddy.”
 
   The MC president smiled readily, in a way that neatly glossed over his failure to return the compliment. The guy might be on their side, but he came with a hefty price tag and Will didn’t trust anyone who could be bought.
 
   “Your guy didn’t give much away on the phone, so you’re gonna have to fill me in. Shall we?”
 
   “You know what they say – time is money. And your time costs me a hell of a lot of money,” Will said wryly, jerking his head in the direction of the clubhouse. “Let’s do this.” 
 
   Glancing across the yard to where Sam appeared to be working on a break-down, he caught his sergeant’s eye and grimaced as he herded their Armani-suited guest towards the clubhouse. Their feelings on the reluctant alliance with the hotshot lawyer were definitely in sync – a necessary evil.
 
   ***
 
   Back in her sweatpants, Callie slumped on the couch and turned on the television out of habit. Anything for a distraction. She’d never been bothered by her own company before, but lately ... her mind had taken to wandering dangerously when it wasn’t occupied. Surely, without meaning any offense to Sketch, something was wrong with the picture when she’d rather be cooped up in work all day?
 
   In that respect, she was lucky. She loved her job, knew she was good at it. And no matter how it seemed sometimes, she loved the people she worked with. She and Sketch took an almost perverse pleasure in winding each other up, purely because he’d become like a surrogate big brother. They might spend hours arguing, but they’d each be the first to jump to the other’s defence if a third party tried to start something.
 
   And then there were her clients. Sure, there were a few pains in her ass but she rarely had to deal with them more than once and her regulars were the ones who made it worthwhile. The ones who appreciated their ink as a piece of art, who knew what they wanted but respected her input, who shared the stories behind their designs.
 
   She’d laughed her ass off with Cherry Hayes, as she’d created a graceful cascade of music notes and cherry blossoms down the singer’s side. The rock star regaling her with tales of fans with her face tattooed on rather sensitive parts of their anatomy.
 
   She’d blinked back tears when Elijah Gordon, the one-time soldier with the now permanent limp, told her the dog-tags she’d just etched over his heart were for the brother who’d died in his arms in the dust of Afghanistan. His parents’ youngest boy.
 
   And she’d spent many strangely companionable hours in relative silence with a certain ruggedly handsome biker, pretending not to notice that the heat in the studio seemed to creep up on the occasions when he watched her work with intense dark eyes. Or that the taut muscles of his stomach fluttered under her fingers if she lightly grazed his tanned skin, making her idly wonder what other reactions she could draw from him ...
 
   Callie’s eyes flew open at the sound of the doorbell and she sprang off the couch, a guilty look on her face at the direction her thoughts had taken unbidden. But a second impatient ring forced her into action and she plastered a smile on her face as she went to answer it, relieved when her friend simply breezed past with nothing more than a quick kiss on her cheek, her arms full of take-away food from the Red Dragon – Callie’s favourite Chinese restaurant.
 
   “You are a beautiful person and, if I swung that way, I definitely would,” Callie grinned, doing her best to shake off her little daydream and wandering into the kitchen to watch as Lana busied herself with finding plates and glasses.
 
   “Yeah, well, don’t say that too often – you might give Michael ideas and, much as I love you, I’m so not down with that,” the redhead shrugged, a naughty twinkle in her clear green eyes. “Now, we got any wine?”
 
   “Red or white?”
 
   “Long as it’s wet, can’t say that I care.”
 
   “That’s my girl.”
 
   ***
 
   “So ...” 
 
   The steepled fingers and conspiratorial look quickly got on Will’s nerves as he stared down the lawyer from across his desk. “So?”
 
   “You gotta know what I’m asking here,” came the response, the assured smile never faltering as he glanced at the scant notes he’d scribbled down in his own particular brand of short-hand. “Did they do it?”
 
   “Do what?” the president asked innocently, leaning back in his chair and taking another drag on his cigar. The hint of a challenge was clear in his hard eyes.
 
   “Will ...”
 
   “Michael ...” He echoed the forced patience of the tone, finally drawing a frown from the other side of the table as the lawyer sat back and pointed his pen at him.
 
   “You can trust me, you know – I’ve told you that before.”
 
   “Well, if a lawyer said it, it must be true,” Will nodded with mock-seriousness. “No offense, man, but I ain’t paying you to solve a murder case. I’m paying you to keep my boys’ asses outta jail. Simple as. If that’s gonna be a problem, Haven ain’t that tiny. I’m sure I can find another lawyer somewhere.”
 
   “Good as me? Good luck,” Michael scoffed, before quickly changing tack. “You said Sam would be joining us?”
 
   “Uh, yeah, I sent for him – Colton’s out though. Guess I forgot to tell him you were coming,” Will lied again. He knew his sergeant had little time for guys like Michael, but he could at least be guaranteed to keep a lid on it. Colton, on the other hand ...
 
   When it came to club business, he was as dependable as they came. But his tolerance for bullshitters was definitely on the low side. And Will was pretty sure anyone sitting in front of Colton and hmming like some kind of goddamn shrink would only have to point that flash pen at him once to get it rammed in their eye. He had a feeling that might cool Michael’s buddy approach to providing the club’s legal representation.
 
   “Ah, here he is. Come in, come in,” Michael nodded, spotting Sam through the glass and leaning back in his seat to open the office door. He ushered him in like he owned the place, failing to notice the sergeant blatantly ignoring him in favour of casting a glance over his head at Will - deferring to his president over the outsider.
 
   “Sorry I took so long, boss,” Sam said, like they hadn’t already planned his timely appearance, having decided it was best Will handle most of the talking first. “Was up to my elbows in engine oil.”
 
   “Makes a change from pussy, huh, man?” Michael nudged him, with the air of a life-long friend and not a short-term pain in his ass. “Pull up a pew, Sammy – take the weight off.”
 
   With a is-this-dude-for-real look at his president, Sam sat. “So?”
 
   “Don’t look so worried,” Michael smiled, ignoring the fact the sergeant could hardly have looked less worried if he tried in favour of the clichéd approach. It was like he thought he was in his own little production of CSI Haven. “You need someone to keep you outta the big house – and I’m your man.”
 
   ***
 
   “So ...” Lana began, swallowing a mouthful of her beef chow mein and glancing to where her friend of some five years had curled up on the opposite end of the couch to tuck into her own share of the food. “You gonna make me ask?”
 
   “I’m fine, honestly,” the little blonde smiled. “Just ... you know. Trying to figure shit out.”
 
   “Like what you’re playing at, wasting your time with a guy old enough to be your father?”
 
   “Don’t hold back there, Lana – say what you really think,” Callie said wryly, recovering after almost choking on her Szechuan chicken and eying the television reporter. She never did believe in sugar-coating anything. “Jeez, I hope you go easier in your interviews.”
 
   “I’m sorry, sweetie, but I still just don’t get it. I’m not saying there’s anything wrong with him, per say. He’s just not the kind of guy I ever pictured you with.” Lana paused for another bite, obviously thinking as she chewed. “I know he fancies himself as some kind of stud now he’s bagged himself a hottie, but seriously – divorced soccer moms, that’s where he should be setting his sights. And you ... Damn, Callie, you’re barely twenty-eight. You should be out there enjoying yourself. Not hiding away with some suit who can barely get it up!”
 
   “I wish I’d never told you that,” Callie groaned, hiding her face in her hands. “I shouldn’t have – it wasn’t fair.”
 
   “Screw that,” Lana scoffed. “And don’t get your panties in a knot, I’d never say anything. Even I’m not that much of a bitch. But it’s true, you can do better. Although, okay, maybe I get it a bit. Maybe I get it more than you.”
 
   “And what’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   Setting down her plate on the coffee table, the redhead tucked a lock of her stylishly rumpled bob behind her ear and took a deep breath. “He’s your safety net, isn’t he? Always gonna be there, but never gonna demand a commitment. He’s never gonna ... spring a proposal on you or want kids. He’s fifty and banging a sexy blonde he was damn lucky to get his hands on in the first place, so he knows when he’s got a good thing going. There’s no danger, no risk of getting hurt.”
 
   “Is that so bad?”
 
   “I guess not. But if there’s no risk, there’s no excitement. And you’ll still end up hurting. Boring you to death may be less painful than just breaking your heart, but at least that would be quick. Come on, Callie, be honest – this is me you’re talking to. Does he make your heart race? Your stomach flutter? Can he light you on fire with a single look? A single touch? ‘Cos somehow I doubt he could set you on fire with a gas can and a book of matches.”
 
   Breaking off to take in her friend’s crestfallen face, Lana sighed and scooted closer to lay a hand on her arm. “I know he’s not a bad guy and I know you care about him, sweetie. But I care about you and I don’t want to see you wasting your life, only to turn round and realise it when it’s too late. One question and then I’ll shut up, I promise – you don’t even have to give me an answer. Just think about it ...”
 
   “What?” Callie asked, resigned to the question she knew Lana would ask anyway – whether she agreed or not. Although, unlike her interviews where she could catch a politician off-guard in a second with a question so far out of the left field, this she could see coming a mile off.
 
   “Are you in love with him?”
 
   ***
 
   


 
   CHAPTER 6
 
   “Shoulda heard him, dude – all that I’m your man crap,” Sam shook his head and laughed as he filled Colton in on what had gone down the day before. The pair were leaning against their parked up bikes in the morning sunshine, having passed each other by chance and pulled over to talk. “Bastard was aiming for confidence – just sounded gay. Tried spinning Will some line about needing to get back to this sexy little blonde waiting for him and I’m thinking shit, he’s into blondes …”
 
   Even Colton had to chuckle at that as he watched the passing cars and the people on the sidewalk from behind his shades, not missing anything even as he listened to his brother’s rant over their latest lawyer. He had yet to meet him – and that was probably something this Corsada should be glad of, all things considered.
 
   Legal representation for the Fallen Brothers was a job with what you might call a higher than usual turnover rate. Last guy to take the position had met Colton. Then he skipped the country. Guy before that went missing, met with an unfortunate fire-related incident and ended up being identified solely by his dental records.
 
   That was the price you could expect to pay for abusing the privilege of first-hand knowledge when it came to club business.
 
   “But Will reckons he’s got it under control?” Colton demanded, even though he suspected he’d already have heard about it if the president wasn’t satisfied with how things were progressing.
 
   “Seems to,” Sam shrugged. “I asked him if the guy’s as good as he says he is.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “No one’s as good as he says he is, according to Will. But apparently the bastard’s a real snake. If anyone’s gonna get us clear of this mess, the boss says it’s him.”
 
   “So what do we do now?”
 
   “That’s what I said,” Sam grinned, recalling how Will had raised an eyebrow at that very question. The president had reached for a cigar and his Zippo before sparking up and taking a long slow drag, obviously savouring the experience before blowing out a perfect smoke ring.
 
   “What the Fallen do best, buddy - what the Fallen do best,” came the answer.
 
   “You really think getting laid’ll help?” the blonde deadpanned, expecting a laugh from his boss at the joke.
 
   But all he got was a smirk. “Pretty sure it won’t hurt ...”
 
   “So Friday’s still a go?” Colton said thoughtfully, mulling that over in his head.
 
   “Hell yeah,” Sam nodded. “Been a while since we had a real blow-out,” he added, casually dismissing the fact most normal people would have branded any Friday night at the clubhouse a real blow-out. “Can ya believe Paulie’s patching in already? I actually think the little dickhead’s more excited about getting to finally ink that girl of his than about getting his fucking top rocker!”
 
   “Well, you have been telling the kid she’s fair game until he does.”
 
   “True,” Sam admitted, with a smirk. “You gonna do the honours?”
 
   But while Colton did actually do a lot of the club’s tattoos, he shook his head. “Bitch is a first-timer and Paulie says she’s nervous as hell. I ain’t got the patience for that shit. Got a better idea. In fact--” He broke off to reach for the helmet strung over one of his handlebars and swung a long denim-clad leg back over his bike, gunning the engine into life. “Something I gotta do. Later, man.”
 
   Sam watched as his friend peeled away and shook his head. He’d never have called Colton easy to read before, but he could see where this was going a mile off. How it would play out though, that was a different story. Very different.
 
   ***
 
   Pouring over case notes in his office, Michael sat back with a groan and stretched out the muscles in his shoulders, loosening his tie and rubbing a hand wearily over his face.
 
   He knew he was many things to many people, not all or even most of them complimentary, but if there was one thing no one could accuse him of it was slacking off. He worked long, unsociable hours and had long since paid for it. His marriage of almost fifteen years had finally snapped under the strain just over three years ago. His son and namesake from a previous relationship would now be twenty-four and probably didn’t care if his so-called father was alive or dead.
 
   That was the price you could expect to pay for putting your career first.
 
   And that was how it had always been with Michael, how it had always had to be. Unlike most of his associates, he didn’t come from old money. He didn’t inherit the family business. The only son of a truck driver and a store clerk, he’d had to work for every cent and he supposed, on some level, it had paid off.
 
   He was his own boss, owned the whole damn company, answered to no one. He owned more property than he knew what to do with, drove nothing but top-of-the-range cars, played golf with the local movers and shakers.
 
   And then there was Callie.
 
   If he couldn’t turn the competition green with envy with her on his arm, then there wasn’t much hope for him. While all but a few of his circle were married, and not all of them happily, he was sleeping with a girl even he knew he should only have been able to fantasise about. He still wasn’t sure how he’d pulled that one off.
 
   FLASHBACK
 
   “You, buddy-boy, need to get back on the horse,” came the advice from down the bar. Their golfing party had made the near-obligatory stop at the ‘nineteenth’, deciding to take in a few bars before calling it a night. The topic of conversation somehow worked round to the second anniversary of his divorce. Not the most cheering of subjects, for him anyway.
 
   “He’s right, Michael. And that’s a damn fine young filly you’ve got in your sights,” the retired judge beside him guffawed, amid a cloud of cigar smoke. “Time to turn on the old Corsada charm, eh?”
 
   “Less of the old, James,” Michael said, eying the blonde and almost changing his mind. She was probably way too young to look twice at him. Sure, powerful lawyer – that was usually a turn-on for women. Dirty old man though ... Not so much.
 
   “Hey, check it out – she’s definitely legal anyway,” top criminologist Stefan Hollstein piped up, grinning as he jerked his head to where the bar manager was carefully carrying a birthday cake blazing with candles to the now beaming girl’s table. They watched as she fondly told off her friends for their unexpected surprise, socking a burly black guy with dreads in the arm after he’d teasingly ruffled her hair and hugging everyone else. “See? Says twenty-seven on the top. Twenty-fucking-seven, Mikey. Remember when you were that age? Hundred bucks says you crash and burn.”
 
   He never could resist a challenge.
 
   ***
 
   “Earth to Callie! Yo, anyone in there?”
 
   “Huh?” Starting as the voice broke through her thoughts, Callie’s elbow caught her takeaway cup of coffee and sent it tumbling off the edge of the table to burst open and shower its contents all over the floor. “Shit! Sorry ...”
 
   “Sorry?” Sketch stopped in his tracks to stare at her, seizing any opportunity to tease his colleague. “Whadda ya mean sorry? Where’s the cussin’ at me for making you jump? You okay over there? Been quiet all morning.”
 
   “It was my fault. Wasn’t paying attention,” she said softly. “I’ll clean it up.”
 
   “Cal ...” Sketch trailed off, taken aback by her reaction or lack thereof. Under normal circumstances, he rarely failed to get a rise out of her. But even he could see there was something on her mind. “Hey, screw the mess – it ain’t goin’ anywhere. Talk to me, kiddo.”
 
   Truth be told, she’d had more trouble than she’d care to admit shaking off Lana’s question. Not that it wasn’t something that had been increasingly on her mind anyway, but the slow day at work certainly wasn’t helping. Too much time to think and not enough by way of a distraction. 
 
   But how could she explain any of that to her boss, when he didn’t even know she was seeing anyone? And Sketch was more than just an employer – despite how their bickering might make it seem sometimes, they were friends and she knew he was going to be hurt at being kept in the dark for so long.
 
   “I ... I just ...”
 
   Saved by the bell. Her head turning to follow the sound of the jingling door chimes, Callie’s shoulders slumped in something like relief as a familiar figure walked into the studio and took off his shades to hook them into the top pocket of his leather cut.
 
   “Colton!” she exclaimed, aiming for casual surprise and missing the mark slightly. “Were we expecting you?”
 
   “Nah, not today, darlin’,” he drawled, though an eyebrow quirked almost imperceptibly at the greeting. “Just passing and kinda got a favour to ask.”
 
   “Whatever ya need, bud,” Sketch interrupted easily, something like a plan quickly brewing in his shrewder-than-he’d-let-on mind. “Got a condition though.”
 
   “Oh yeah?” Colton wasn’t keen on bargaining, even with friends. He was too used to calling the shots.
 
   “Yeah. Little Miss Sunshine over here needs to ... clear her head, if ya get my drift. Do me a favour and get her the hell outta here for a while before she wrecks the place.”
 
   Callie’s eyes widened in front of the two men. “What? But--”
 
   Sketch was more than half expecting his idea to get dismissed out of hand - by the biker, never mind Callie. But dark eyes locked on the little blonde, doing more to see her protests trail off than any arguments ever could. Colton’s head tilted the tiniest fraction, as if to consider her.
 
   “You ever ride bitch?” he asked curiously, getting a dumb shake of her head in response. “Want to?”
 
   Throwing her leather jacket at her, Sketch didn’t give the poor girl time to think, let alone speak. Herding her towards Colton, he practically pushed them both out the door. “Go. It’ll blow away the cobwebs – and I ain’t letting ya loose on customers ‘til you’re thinking straight anyway. If you can throw coffee over the floor, fuck knows what you’d make of ink right now! And Colt?”
 
   The biker paused in his tracks, his keys in his hand and a questioning look on his face.
 
   “Bring her back in one piece.”
 
   ***
 
   


 
   CHAPTER 7
 
   Tugging on her jacket and watching as Colton strode across the sidewalk towards his bike, Callie couldn’t help the half-smile tugging at the corner of her mouth. She didn’t think she’d ever seen anyone look more like a biker in her life.
 
   It sounded painfully obvious, but she was pretty sure you could take the Harley out of the scenario - the leather vest too - and still get the same result. That fearlessness. A confident swagger in his step that oozed danger and yet held a certain air of invincibility.
 
   It wasn’t down to the heavy motorcycle boots or the thick chain that swung from his baggy jeans as they rode low on his hips. It wasn’t even the tattoos or the shaved head. Just something that was indescribably, yet undeniably, him. 
 
   “You don’t have to do this, you know.”
 
   “I know,” Colton said, as he threw a leg over his bike. He simply pulled his helmet from the handlebars and reached it to her, dark humour in his eyes at the thought of anyone making him do something he didn’t want to do. “You gettin’ on?”
 
   Usually nimble fingers fumbled with the unfamiliarity of the buckle, but Callie put it on before faltering unsurely by her unexpected companion’s side. “Any advice for a first-timer?”
 
   Colton shrugged. “Hold tight. Don’t fall off.”
 
   Favouring him with a wry look, Callie shook her head and laughed, wondering what else she had been expecting from the notoriously stoic guy. “Sage words, Colt ... sage words.” And with a hand on his shoulder for balance, she slid onto the bike behind him, wrapping her arms around his waist. “Let’s do this.”
 
   ***
 
   Watching from the doorway as the Harley peeled away, Sketch shook his head and wondered if he’d done a good thing.
 
   Usually the answer to that sort of question was, nine times out of ten, no. He tended to act first, think later. A bad enough habit when his actions only affected himself. But the thought of messing up when it came to Callie was, despite his tendencies towards nonchalance on most subjects, enough to cause him at least some concern.
 
   The girl had somehow wriggled her way into his life until he’d come to think of her less as an employee and more like a kid sister – one he could wind up no end, but also back to the hilt against anyone else. He’d never want to smother the girl or push his nose into her business, but he couldn’t help feeling just a little protective. It wasn’t like she had anyone else.
 
   And he and Colton went way back. Back before either of them had a record, when their biggest crimes had been the occasional joyride. That had been a once carefree past-time of their misspent youth, one which finally landed them both a stretch inside for grand theft auto. Everything had changed after that.
 
   Sketch was shrewder than he often let on. You had to be pretty on the ball to come out of prison unscathed. So, while Colton was more than good at shutting out the world and keeping himself to himself, the tattooist had still picked up on the ever-so-slight changes in his demeanour when he was around the little blonde.
 
   He was ... less on his guard, for a start. Of course, that meant he was still more closed off than your average guy – but for Colton to warm at all to anyone outside the circle of his beloved club, or the even smaller circle of acquaintances from his life before the Fallen Brothers, was worth noting.
 
   It was true Callie was no longer just some chick to the biker – she’d earned his respect through her craft and at least a degree of trust over how she’d handled herself when it mattered most and how she’d stepped up for him. But it was more than that. Or perhaps the rest had come first, Sketch couldn’t be sure of that.
 
   He had to hand it to Colton, there probably wasn’t much call for it round the clubhouse, but the guy could definitely be subtle when he wanted. It had taken him a while to catch on to the glances. At first, he’d actually thought the biker was just trying to figure the girl out. But eventually he’d looked beyond the reputation and realised that even the man who’d essentially become his club’s hitman was only human. And Colton always had been into blondes ...
 
   Going back to his office to work on some designs, Sketch sighed as he doodled absently on a scrap of paper.
 
   In so many ways, Colton was toxic – especially for a girl like Callie, nearly fifteen years his junior and harder than she looked but not nearly as hard as she liked to think. He was too used to the club’s usual female followers, though Sketch knew he didn’t exactly think highly of them. His attraction to Callie was probably due, at least in part, to the fact that she wasn’t just some cheap slut to be shared around by his brothers. Although her looks probably helped, more than a little.
 
   If he considered himself to have any kind of big brother role in the little blonde’s life, he probably should have been doing his damndest to keep her and Colton apart. Regardless of his friendship with the ruthless biker.
 
   But lately Sketch had noticed a change in Callie too. Some of the spark had gone out of her eyes and he didn’t like it one bit. And while she wasn’t volunteering anything that gave him an insight, he could only speculate as to the cause.
 
   If he didn’t know better, he’d have said there was a guy involved. Couldn’t put his finger on why he’d jump to that conclusion, but it seemed to make sense to him. But she wasn’t seeing anyone because she’d have told him if she was and she hadn’t, so that was that.
 
   In fact, the girl had been single for over a year now – since she’d finally dropped that cocky little bastard who’d somehow gotten his grubby paws on her and then pissed all over what he’d been lucky enough to have, before finally getting caught out just weeks before Callie’s twenty-seventh birthday.
 
   Jeff, that had been his name. A loud-mouthed punk who, at nearly thirty, had yet to grow out of the immaturity guys seemed to manage to cling to longer than girls. And that was coming from Sketch, who knew he himself had been a real mouthy shit in his younger days – just as he knew Callie would probably laugh at the suggestion he’d grown up any ...
 
   FLASHBACK
 
   “Aww, guys!” Callie squealed at the sight of the candle-topped cake making its way towards their table. “You really shouldn’t have!”
 
   “We didn’t - it’s for the chick at the next table,” Sketch deadpanned from beside her, earning himself a playful – albeit less than gentle - whack on the arm. “Hey, watch it!” he laughed, pulling her into a hug to appease her and planting a loud smack of a kiss on her cheek.
 
   The birthday celebrations had somehow stretched out over most of the day and, even though they’d been pacing themselves, the motley crew of revellers were well on their way to drunkenness. The few friends Callie had made in Haven had united to ensure the newly single blonde didn’t spend today of all days alone and miserable.
 
   “Ooh, champagne – seriously, you didn’t have to. But I’m so glad you did!” the birthday girl exclaimed, as the barman presented her with a huge bottle of Bollinger while another started setting out glasses.
 
   “We didn’t,” Sketch frowned. “No, really this time. Come on, kid – we love ya an’ all, but a hundred bucks on a bottle of fizz? Ain’t exactly our style ...”
 
   “See the guy over there in the tie?” the barman nodded, sending all heads turning to follow the line of the gesture. “He says happy birthday. This is on his tab.”
 
   “You know him, Cal?” Emily, a friend from her apartment block, asked curiously as she spotted the older man offering Callie a smile and a casual wave from across the club. But she shook her head, a look of surprise still etched on her face. “Wow, looks like someone’s got themselves an admirer.”
 
   “You what?” Sketch spluttered indignantly, nearly choking on his drink and shooting another look at the guy before glaring at the redhead. “He’s old enough to be her damn daddy!”
 
   “Don’t you mean her sugar-daddy?” Emily teased, elbowing a now blushing Callie. “Oh, calm down, Sketch – we all got free champagne, didn’t we? We should pimp Blondie here out more often. And didn’t you have somewhere to be?”
 
   “Shit, what time is it? Aw, man ... Callie, I gotta jet, girl – promised Leon I’d spin over at the Vault tonight. Said I’d be there like twenty minutes ago. C’mere and give me some love, darlin’.” He stood and pulled her to her feet to wrap her in a bear hug. “Happy birthday, kiddo – go wild ...” But he frowned as he clocked her looking over his shoulder and across the room. “Oi, not that wild. You deserve better than some old perve, even one who’s flash with the cash.”
 
   “Relaaaax,” she beamed, more than a little tipsy as she grabbed her glass of champagne and downed it in one before plopping back down on her seat. “I’m just having a little fun! Because it’s my birthday and I’m gonna forget alllll about Jeff fucking Jacobsen – just like you told me ...”
 
   And despite himself, Sketch smiled. “Atta girl. Back at work Monday, okay?”
 
   “Bye, Etch-A-Sketch!” she waved as she nodded, reaching for another a refill as he left. Her gaze drifted as soon as his back was turned though, meeting cool blue eyes that crinkled at the edges when that smile was offered in her direction again.
 
   ***
 
   Reaching the town limits, Colton couldn’t have said for sure whether it was his own love of the open road or the little whoop of excitement from the girl behind him that soon had the needle on his speedometer creeping up and up. Her arms tightened around his waist and the insides of her knees grazed his thighs, denim on denim. Long blonde hair streamed out behind her.
 
   He didn’t let many chicks ride bitch with him. No way was he laying down his bike because some broad had got her ridiculously impractical heels caught on something. Neither was he listening to anyone bitching about their skirt being too tight, how the wind would mess up their hair, or any of that shit.
 
   But Callie had donned her jacket, slapped on a brain-bucket and climbed on. Zero fuss. His kind of woman ... He squashed that thought before it had time to take hold though, concentrating on taking a corner with a little more care than he would on his own.
 
   Truth be told, he hadn’t known where he was heading when they set out. But now, spotting a familiar road ahead, Colton knew exactly where they were going to end up. He reached to tap one of the hands on his stomach, getting Callie’s attention and then pointing the way. Finally, they pulled onto what was more of a dirt track and followed it slowly until it widened out into a clearing at the top of an incline.
 
   The bike rolled to a stop before Colton planted his feet and killed the engine, Callie sliding off from behind him almost before he had time to look around. But when he did, he could see the sparkle in her eyes and the glow the wind had brought to her cheeks as she stood beside him and burst out laughing.
 
   “Oh my god, Colton – that was amazing!” she said, once again fumbling with the strap of her helmet - this time in her eagerness. “It was like ... like ... flying!”
 
   He couldn’t help the rare grin that appeared unbidden on seeing her so taken with the experience, beckoning her closer and then leaning over to undo the awkward buckle himself. Dark eyes locked on soft gray as he reached for her.
 
   And simply turned her around without a word to point out the view. 
 
   Smirking just a little as he got the gasp he’d been expecting, Colton watched the girl take it all in. Her back was to him as she wandered towards a small wooden picnic table closer to the edge of the hillside, looking out over the town as it lay in the midst of the otherwise rugged landscape. Sitting down on the bench, she slowly shook her head - almost disbelievingly.
 
   “I’m down there every day,” Callie said softly as he joined her, sparing him a glance as he perched on the table top beside her and reached in the pocket of his cut for his cigarettes. Everything else, Michael included, just dwindled into insignificance when faced with all of Haven laid out in front of them. Everything faded away until it was just her. And Colton. And the view. “And I kinda forget all this is there ...”
 
   Sparking up, he took a long drag and blew out a lazy stream of smoke before he replied with a shrug. “Good place to clear your head.”
 
   “I’m getting that,” she nodded thoughtfully. Shooting him a small smile, she leaned in to bump his leg companionably with her shoulder. “Thank you for this.”
 
   “Welcome.”
 
   ***
 
   


 
   CHAPTER 8
 
   Content to watch the girl from his perch as she got up to wander aimlessly to the very edge of the hillside, Colton’s gaze drifted appreciatively over the view. Her slim curves were his focus, rather than the town though. 
 
   She was so different, both from what he was used to and from what he had once expected her to be.
 
   The women who flocked to the clubhouse were usually striking rather than pretty. They relied on the most revealing of outfits, often surgically enhanced figures and faces full of make-up to catch the attention of the Fallen – however fleetingly.
 
   But beneath the girlish flirtations, something that the biker found always managed to be the same, lay just two types of women – those too new to the scene to have yet become steeped in cynicism and those who’d long since succumbed to the ravages of a life lived too hard. Both physical and otherwise.
 
   Callie ... Callie managed to be neither of those things, seeming to retain a certain level of something innocent-like yet holding none of the naivety of her youth. From what he knew of her at least.
 
   A blast of music cut through his thoughts and Colton realised the blonde must have left her cell phone in the leather jacket she’d peeled off in the heat and discarded on the picnic bench beside him. Transferring his cigarette to the corner of his mouth, he reached to toss it to her as she turned towards the sound, getting a grateful smile in response. 
 
   A short conversation later and she was returning to sit beside him again – this time right by his side on the table top. “Just Sketch,” she grinned. “Wants to know if we’ve eloped to Vegas. I told him he owes us a wedding gift.”
 
   Chuckling at that, Colton finished his smoke and pitched the butt to the ground. “You need to get back?”
 
   “Typical guy response,” Callie teased, patting his knee. “One mention of commitment and you’re gettin’ the hell outta Dodge ... I guess I have probably held you up way too long though. Didn’t you have something you wanted to ask Sketch?”
 
   “Actually, it was you I was coming to see.”
 
   “Oh - well, I guess I do owe ya for this,” she smiled. “So shoot.”
 
   But Colton was shaking his head. “After what you did, gonna be a long time before you owe me anything, darlin’ ...”
 
   FLASHBACK
 
   “Jesus fucking Christ, Colt, you got lucky this time,” Jake muttered as he worked on patching up his brother, shaking his head as he recalled the sight that had greeted him and the rest of the guys as they returned to the clubhouse. Colton’s blood pooled on the wooden floor and some chick passed out in Dozer’s arms. “If that bullet had worked its way any deeper ... Little girl saved your ass from a damn bad case of dead.”
 
   “She okay?”
 
   “Prospect put her in your room. She came round a while ago, worried sick she’d hurt you. Real cute. Where’d you find her?”
 
   “She works for Sketch,” he said, between gritted teeth. “Shit, Jake, that hurts worse than the fucking bullet!”
 
   “Need me to get your girl to come hold your hand?” came the smart-ass response, earning the makeshift medic a black look that shut him up quick enough – though not for long. “Okay, buddy, you’re done. Gotta take it easy for a while though. Get a couple of Vicodin down you and-- Hey, where the hell d’ya think you’re goin’?” 
 
   But Jake could already guess as soon as he watched his shirtless brother struggle off the couch and head for the dorms, one arm cradling his injured abdomen. “Don’t you go thanking her too thoroughly,” he called, half in warning and half jest. “Bleeding out on a chick don’t count as foreplay ...”
 
   The patient heard, but chose to ignore him. Save for coolly flipping him off as he disappeared.
 
   Pushing open the door of his room, Colton took in the sight of the little blonde sitting on his bed, turning to look up at him as she pulled on her sneakers. Those gray eyes were wide in her too-pale face. “Colt, hey.”
 
   “How ya holdin’ up, doll?” he asked, his voice sounding tired and rougher than usual as he slumped a little in the doorway.
 
   “I pull a bullet out of you and you’re asking how I am?” Callie said wryly, getting up to go to his side. “Here, you need to take it easy ...” He didn’t lean on her for support, but neither did he object to the arm she slipped around his waist.
 
   “Jake reckons if it wasn’t for you, I’d be taking things a helluva lot easier. Six feet under,” he managed, stifling a groan as he manoeuvred himself painfully down on the bed and lay back against the pillows.
 
   “Don’t say that, Colt – not unless you want me keeling over again. And I’ve embarrassed myself more than enough for one night,” Callie said, not meeting his gaze as she sat down on the very edge of the mattress. Her fingers grazed feather-light over his bandages. “You’re the one with a hole in your side and I’m the one terrified.”
 
   “You shittin’ me?” Colton raised an eyebrow with what probably would have been incredulity on anyone else, but just about stretched to mild scepticism on him. Reaching out to tilt her head up firmly, he locked eyes with her. “Listen to me, ain’t nothin’ brave about not being scared. What you did tonight - jumping off that ladder, pulling that bullet out? Bravest fucking thing I’ve seen, little girl ...”
 
   ***
 
   Even the sprawling vista seemed to fade away with those dark eyes fixed on her. “We don’t have to keep score, you know,” Callie said softly, her cheeks flushing just a little as she met his gaze with a hesitant smile. 
 
   “And I ain’t counting,” he shrugged. Colton frowned to find himself more than a little distracted by the way the sunlight danced off the natural highlights in her wind-tousled hair. And even by the slightly nervous way she twisted the simple silver band on her left thumb and shifted her feet on the wooden bench, as she seemed to take a sudden interest in the toes of her boots.
 
   “If there’s something you ... need?” she tried, unsure of what he could ask of her. Especially looking at her the way he was.
 
   “You gonna step up for me, Callie?”
 
   It seemed like a loaded question - half curiosity, half challenge. His low tone sent a shiver coursing down her spine, even as she aimed for a casual shrug in response. Aimed and missed. “Maybe ...”
 
   The touch of his hand on her tattooed shoulder should have made her jump but, as it was, she just turned her head to watch him trace the inked lines on her lightly tanned skin. Callie wondered, as she took in how his gaze drifted from her eyes to her lips and back again, if it was just her or if it had gotten even warmer - in a way that had nothing to do with the heat of the sun beating down on them. If he had leaned in first or she had.
 
   Maybe it didn’t matter.
 
   ***
 
   Looking up from his current project – trying to create a design that would transform his client’s unfortunate tribute to his now soon-to-be-ex wife into something a little more suited to their rather acrimonious divorce proceedings – Sketch fired the burly builder supervising him a lopsided grin. “A shark? Seriously?”
 
   “Bitch chewed me up and spat me out – hell yeah, I want a shark!” came the enthusiastic response. “A big fuck-off shark with plenty of teeth. You can do that, right? Cover her name up? I know it ain’t like I can see it exactly, but that cheating whore’s been on my back long enough. In more ways than one ...”
 
   “It’s ... doable,” Sketch nodded, a little bemused by the whole situation. But, as far as he was concerned, it sure beat inking hearts and roses on loved-up couples. “Hey, hold that thought, will ya? Afternoon, sugar. You two took your time.”
 
   Silently cursing the wind-chimes on the door that had signalled their return and sent Sketch ambling to the front of the studio to fold his arms over his chest with the kind of knowing look that she knew was going to get real old real fast, Callie froze in the middle of hanging up her jacket and narrowed her eyes in warning. “You packed me off, so you can’t complain about me not being here.”
 
   “Just making conversation,” her boss said evenly, but there was a strange coolness to his tone that made her frown. “Where’s Colt?”
 
   “Parking his bike,” the girl said. “And stop looking at me like that. Hi, Pete.” Offering a little wave to the builder and getting one in return, she busied herself searching for a sketchpad and pencil as she tried to ignore Sketch’s hovering. 
 
   “So, how was the trip?” he finally asked, unable to keep holding his tongue even though he knew she wasn’t going to be forthcoming. About anything. That never had been her style.
 
   “Fine. It was fine,” Callie said, looking up as the door opened again and jerking her head in the approaching biker's direction. “Colton’s just gonna fill me in on club tattoos – they need some ink doin’ Friday night.”
 
   “And you’re steppin’ up,” Sketch filled in, his tight smile drawing a questioning look.
 
   “Uh, yeah. That a problem?”
 
   “Not for me,” he shook his head slowly, glancing from the Son to the blonde. “Oh, Cal? Phone call while you were out – c’mere while I find the number before I forget.”
 
   More and more puzzled by his uncharacteristic behaviour, Callie handed her pencil and pad to Colton before following Sketch to the back office. “Are you okay, Sketch?” she started, “You’re seriously ...”
 
   She trailed off as he stabbed with his finger at a familiar number scrawled on the top-most post-it in the small yellow block. The accompanying name was spelled out in capitals, underlined three times for extra emphasis. Shit, shit, shit.
 
   “Called about half-an-hour ago - thought your cell had died or some shit like that. Said it was Michael, like we were best fuckin’ buds. Couldn’t understand why I didn’t have a damn clue who he was. Ya know, him being your boyfriend an’ all ...”
 
   Shit.
 
   ***
 
   “Guess you won’t be needing this – you’ll know the number,” Sketch said, all matter-of-fact as he reached for the block of post-it notes and tore off the top one to crumple it and toss it towards the trash-can in the corner. Perfect shot.
 
   “Sketch ...” Callie sighed, shoving her hands awkwardly in the back pockets of her jeans. She didn’t really know where to start. “Don’t do this.”
 
   “Do what?” he asked blankly, sitting down in his office chair and folding his arms. All his usual bounce was gone and there was a serious look in his eyes. It suddenly made him much more intimidating than his usual antics would allow for.
 
   “Lay the guilt trip on me! It’s not like I lied to you – I just ... didn’t tell you ...” But it was lame and she knew it. “I’m sorry, okay? I didn’t think it would come to anything, so I didn’t want to make a thing of it. And then it just kinda, y’know ...”
 
   “Nope, don’t know,” Sketch said promptly, fully prepared to be an ass about the whole thing. After all, he told her everything - including plenty she’d probably rather not hear, but that was beside the point. 
 
   “Hey, hang on a minute,” Callie frowned, only just managing to keep her voice down. She told herself she just didn’t want to make a scene and have her voice carrying through the studio to Pete. And Colton just happened to be there too. “Why are you giving me such a hard time about this? I don’t have to tell you anything, I don’t need your permission. You’re my boss, Sketch – not my keeper.”
 
   The moment she’d said it, she knew it came across harder than intended. And, sure enough, his face fell. 
 
   “That’s cold, kid,” he said quietly, cutting off her stumbled attempt at taking it back. “Real cold. I thought you and me were tight. No, let me finish. You’re right, I ain’t your keeper and this ain’t about me trying to pry. Tell the truth, I sorta suspected something like this – you ain’t that good at hiding shit, sweetheart. Been obvious someone’s had your head in a whirl for a while. And not in a good way. Guess I just hoped you knew you could talk to me.”
 
   “Sketch ...”
 
   “You should get back out there – Colt ain’t exactly known for his patience,” he said, turning his attention to the paperwork in front of him. His dismissal of her was painfully obvious. “And tell Pete I’ll be five minutes.”
 
   “Can’t we at least--”
 
   “Sorry, kid. Got a business to run.”
 
   ***
 
   


 
   CHAPTER 9
 
   Pulling his Harley into the lot back at the clubhouse, Colton couldn’t help the inadvertent frown that crossed his face as he took a moment to try to process where things had gone wrong. He wasn’t used to not getting his way, especially where women were concerned.
 
   And he didn’t think he’d been reading the signals wrong. There was something, even if he didn’t know exactly what, between them – had been since that night she saved his ass. He could no longer deny, even to himself, that he was into her. But he’d also been pretty sure she was on board with that. Sure, he’d been the one to make a move ... She hadn’t gone weird on him ‘til they got back though.
 
   In fact, it was only after Sketch had practically hauled her off to his office that the awkward vibes had quickly started to seep through. So what the hell had changed in the space of ten minutes?
 
   FLASHBACK
 
   He’d never brought anyone to this place before – it was where he went when he needed space and the last thing he wanted was some chick translating it into something it wasn’t. Some kind of sign that because he’d shared it with her, she meant anything to him. That she could expect a sudden shift towards flowers and romance.
 
   Colton almost snorted at the thought. He sure as hell wasn’t that guy. Never would be.
 
   But despite all that, he had to consider what it meant that he’d ended up here with Callie. He’d tried to tell himself it was just coincidence; that it wasn’t what he’d intended when they set out.
 
   But that didn’t change the fact he could have just driven past. Gone somewhere else. Anywhere else.
 
   Instead, here they were. Sitting side-by-side, looking out over the horizon. Or at least she was looking out over the horizon – he was looking at her. Then he’d asked if she was going to step up for him. A loaded question, if ever there was one. And one that saw her attention shift to her feet. She sure as hell wasn’t saying no though ...
 
   His own gaze drifted to the impressive artwork on her shoulder, exposed ever since she’d shrugged off her leather jacket to leave her in a simple khaki-green vest top that clung to her breasts but then flowed loose to her waist, and Colton gave in to the urge to trace the bold lines with a fingertip. He half expected her to pull away.
 
   He didn’t let the surprise register on his face when she simply turned to watch what he was doing with those soft gray eyes. She couldn’t know she was killing him here. But surely she had to know what was running through his mind. Had to know he was dying to find out how those lips would feel under his ...
 
   And it seemed that maybe she was catching on. That just maybe she felt that spark too.
 
   “Colt ...” she managed, her voice a low whisper he barely heard. He’d always been a man of actions rather than words anyway. And he cut her off in the most effective way he knew how, his mouth finally descending on hers.
 
   For a long moment, she just let him. Then those lips – that were every bit as soft as he’d thought they would be – were parting under his and she was kissing him back. Her eyes drifted closed as his hand slid to the back of her head and he brought her closer, slowly deepening the kiss. Her knees fit between his as their bodies gravitated towards each other on the bench, her hands resting on his thighs as she leaned in.
 
   She tasted so damn good. Felt so damn good. 
 
   And when he finally pulled away to gauge her reaction, she hadn’t freaked out. Just offered him an admittedly shyer than usual smile as he stood and held out his hand to help her down from her perch …
 
   ***
 
   But how that contrasted with the way she failed to meet his gaze when she emerged from Sketch’s office, how she’d only half-listened as he talked her through past club-related designs. Yet Sketch, when he reappeared, had been his usual self – with everyone but Callie, despite the almost pleading looks she was shooting him. 
 
   Whatever had gone down between them, it wasn’t their usual type of row where Sketch would simply tease the hell out of the little blonde and she’d have no trouble giving as good as she got and threatening him with a swift boot up the ass.
 
   Had she told him what had happened and he, in protective big brother mode, didn’t approve? Nah, friends or not, Sketch would have confronted him if that was his problem.
 
   Shaking away the scowl that had been darkening, Colton refused to let himself get all bent out of shape over a chick. Even her. Not when there were plenty more women he could have his pick of any night of the week.
 
   Climbing off his bike, he strode purposefully towards the clubhouse, pausing in the doorway only to remove his shades and hook them through the top pocket of his cut. Using the opportunity his vantage point afforded to scan those inside, a predatory smile tugged at his lips when he found a suitable target.
 
   Young, blonde, something close to awe in the wide eyes that met his.
 
   All it took was one crook of his finger and the new girl went to him like the proverbial lamb to the slaughter. Meekly, she followed him through the bar as he barely acknowledged her before heading towards the dorms. But while getting her into bed was easy, resisting the urge to kick her straight back out was definitely not.
 
   Up close, she wasn’t nearly as young as she liked to think and if that blonde was natural, then he was a choirboy. Her eyes were pale blue rather than gray and, though it wasn’t usually a complaint to grace the clubhouse, her tits were too big. And almost certainly out of a catalogue. All in all, nothing that would have been a problem under normal circumstances. 
 
   But, with his head seared full of images of a certain 28-year-old tattoo artist, Honey or Hannah or whatever the hell her name was never had a hope.And again he was left asking himself what the fuck his so-called buddy Sketch had managed to do to cock-block him so damn effectively – especially after it seemed he’d been the one trying to push them together in the first place.
 
   ***
 
   Sketch felt a pang of guilt for how he’d treated the girl when she left for the night without even speaking to him, the slightest shine of what looked like tears in her eyes as she hurried out of the studio.
 
   “Cal ...” he sighed, but the door had already closed behind her and left the wind-chimes jingling gently in her wake.
 
   He’d been a bastard about it, he knew that. Their bickering was the status quo, the ice of his silent treatment infinitely more hurtful. He’d over-reacted and was too stubborn to admit it anywhere but in his own head.
 
   And so a half-hour later, when he was still pouring over the neglected books like it was some kind of self-imposed karma-laden punishment, the last thing he expected to hear was the door. It was enough to send him from the office, silently cursing his failure to lock up as soon as he’d closed.
 
   “Anyone coulda been outta here with half the shop.”
 
   Callie. With a huge brown take-away bag in one hand and a six-pack of beer in the other, a hesitant look on her face as she tried the vague beginnings of a smile. “Peace offering?”
 
   “Chinese?” he asked casually. Her favourite.
 
   “Mexican.” His.
 
   Sketch was by her side in an instant, taking the bag and poking through it. “Did you get nachos?” he demanded, before finding the answer for himself. “Damn, doll ...” He planted a kiss on her forehead and pulled back, the look flitting across his face for just a second letting her know this was about more than getting the order right. “C’mon, let’s eat.”
 
   And so the two friends ended up sitting cross-legged at opposite ends of the tiny battered couch that was resident in the corner of Sketch’s office, perfect for occasions such as this. Feasting on huge spicy burritos, sharing nachos and cheese and with the supply of Coronas sitting within arm’s reach on the floor.
 
   “If ya weren’t taken, I’d marry ya myself,” Sketch mumbled around a mouthful of food, clinking the neck of his beer bottle off Callie’s in a toast of sorts. The grin he shot her as he swallowed negated the question of whether it was a dig or not.
 
   “So, kid, you gonna tell me ‘bout this man of yours? I’ve already guessed I might not exactly approve, since you didn’t feel you could tell me before now. I’d probably still be in the dark if I hadn’t taken that call. So, come on, what’s he into? Drugs? Porn?” Sketch’s eyes widened as he thought about that properly, pausing with his burrito halfway to his mouth. “Shit, that’s not it, is it? I mean it, Callie – he comes at you with a camcorder, you knee him in the balls and get the hell out!”
 
   “Are you done?” Callie asked wryly, watching him get himself worked up over nothing. “He ain’t into anything like that. Michael’s ... He’s a good guy, Sketch. Seriously.”
 
   “I’m sensing a but.”
 
   “No buts,” she started, but that was less convincing and she took a long sip of her beer before trying to find the words to continue. “Look, he doesn’t exactly set my world alight, okay? But that’s hardly a crime. Or even his fault exactly. You just don’t have to worry about him treating me right or anything like that. Promise.”
 
   “Well, I suppose that’s something,” Sketch nodded. “So what does he do?”
 
   “He’s a lawyer actually,” she said, not expecting him to be impressed. He wasn’t.
 
   “Hmm. Don’t trust ‘em far as I could throw ‘em. But at least he ain’t some douche without a job, leeching off you. But I dunno – good guy, good job. Why the hell didn’t you save on all the aggro and just tell me, Cal?”
 
   Taking a deep breath, the little blonde looked him straight in the eye. “You remember my last birthday?” she waited for the nod, getting it after a few seconds thought. “And the guy who bought me the champagne?”
 
   Sketch choked on the nacho he’d just shoved in his mouth and went into a coughing fit, his eyes wide as he stared at her. “Tell me he ain’t as old as that guy!” he spluttered.
 
   “No as about it,” she sighed. “He is that guy. And while we’re doing bombshells – I kissed Colton. More beer?”
 
   ***
 
   


 
   CHAPTER 10
 
   Fluffing her hair in the reflective glass of one of the many framed photos that adorned the clubhouse’s walls, Lorena Lopez took a deep breath in the midst of the chaos and straightened her shoulders. 
 
   Listening to the chatter of the women and raucous laughter of the Fallen Brothers, just audible over the pumping rock music, she realised she needed to act like she belonged. Even if she didn’t always feel it.
 
   She’d made an extra special effort - her shoulder-length dark hair sleeker and shiner than ever, nails done, cash she didn’t have splurged on a dress she couldn’t afford. It would be worth it though, to see the look on her man’s face when he saw she would make an old lady he could be proud of in front of his beloved brothers.
 
   All because this was no ordinary Friday night – this was the night they’d been so desperately waiting for all year. The night everything would finally fall into place and, in front of the packed out clubhouse, her man would finally be welcomed properly into the fold. And when Paulie was no longer a mere prospect, his patches earned through all manner of unpleasant grunt work over the last twelve months, she would be officially recognised as his. Protected and respected.
 
   “Hey, Lori – last chance, baby!”
 
   Turning at the call, she painted a smile on her face for the notoriously flirtatious sergeant grinning at her. Sam was slapping her man on the back as he herded him towards the inner sanctum where all official club business was conducted. She could see the barely concealed excitement written all over Paulie’s boyish face, though he was doing his best to stay cool in front of his brothers.
 
   “Remember, once the kid gets you inked, the prison clause is your only escape ...” the tall blond warned, with a wink. As Paulie’s sponsor, he’d been taking his duties very seriously – showing him the ropes and, more importantly, leading by example when it came to taking the piss out of his young charge. Convincing him he was only three moves from losing his girl to his mentor at any given time.
 
   Lorena didn’t think he was serious, that he would really go after a brother’s girl in earnest – even if she didn’t have the luxury of old lady status yet. She may have known very little about actual club business, but she knew Sam wasn’t so highly ranked for nothing.
 
   And she’d have been lying if she said she didn’t enjoy the little glimmers of attention from the charismatic biker, knowing that the many women who flocked round the Fallen would give their left arm for a piece of him and consider it fair trade. 
 
   But that was only human, enjoying the flattery. She loved Paulie, had done ever since their school days. They were the quintessential childhood sweethearts, with every intention of growing old together.
 
   Why else would someone with a phobia of needles even consider a tattoo, if not for love?
 
   Smiling despite her nerves as Paulie cupped her face in his hands, Lorena kissed him back softly - ignoring the whistles and cheers of those around them and letting him pull her closer.
 
   “All right, kiddies – save it for later,” Sam laughed, hauling Paulie away and propelling him away again. “Patches, ink, pussy. That order, dude. Got it?”
 
   “Got it,” his young charge grinned, looking back over his shoulder at his girlfriend. “Later, baby.”
 
   ***
 
   Wrapped in a huge fluffy towel, Callie shot a look at the clock on her nightstand and groaned, reaching for her ringing cell phone and trying to keep the impatience out of her voice when she answered it.
 
   “Hey, honey,” she breezed, tucking the phone between her shoulder and her ear as she tried to put the finishing touches to her make-up. “What’s up?”
 
   “Hey, you – thought I might pick my girl up, take her for a few Friday night drinks ... What d’ya think?”
 
   “Ohhh, Michael, that sounds great,” she sighed, thinking on her feet. “But can we take a rain check? I ... I kinda already have plans tonight and I can’t get out of them.”
 
   “Sure,” he said, but she could hear the disappointment and bit her lip guiltily. “Callie? Everything is okay, right? I just haven’t seen you in a few days and ...”
 
   “Everything’s fine,” Callie insisted, really not wanting to get into it with him. It was bad enough having Sketch constantly on her case with a stream of never-ending questions. “Look, tomorrow – how about you pick me up tomorrow and we go for dinner somewhere nice? And then maybe we can ... make up for lost time?”
 
   “Okay. Okay, yeah,” he said, though he sounded more resigned than appeased. “Tomorrow then. And Callie?”
 
   The loaded pause rang alarm bells in her mind, the words on the tip of his tongue already seeming to hang heavy in the air. And if she let him say them ... “I gotta go,” she jumped in quickly. Too quick, she cringed. “Running late. Sorry, I really gotta ... Bye.”
 
   Hanging up, she threw the phone on the bed beside her and went back to getting ready. But the gray eyes staring back at her in the mirror of her dresser seemed full of accusations and she dropped her gaze to her lap, wondering just what she’d managed to get herself into.
 
   ***
 
   His leather cut on his back, patches proudly on display and surrounded by his brothers, Paulie felt ten feet tall. Ten feet tall and torn between making the most of the clubhouse celebrations or grabbing his girl – no, his old lady – to steal her away for a celebration of a very different kind.
 
   Finally he could show her what it meant to be with a true Fallen Brother, no longer resigned to being the butt of the jokes. To serving his brothers beer and making do with their leftovers on runs. He was fully patched and already loving every second of it, a swagger in his step and new-found confidence in the little jerk of his head as he greeted well-wishers from all over. He didn’t care that most of them were just there for the party, rather than him specifically.
 
   “Ayyyyyy, Paulie!” Sam hollered from the bar, raising his beer bottle in salute to his former prospect. “Get your ass over here, man. You ready to get that little lady inked? Before she comes to her senses ...”
 
   Quickly realising he was still pretty far down the pecking order, Paulie shrugged off the teasing even as Sam grabbed him in a good-natured headlock and ruffled his short dark curls with his knuckles. He was still flying too high for anything to bring him down right now though. “Where d’ya need us?”
 
   “Unless she’s looking to get her tatt on her ass or something, what’s wrong with right here?” Sam shrugged. “We’re just waiting on Colt’s tattooist to show. Hey, Colt – any word?” But taking the black look he got in response as a no, he shoved Paulie off with the instruction to go get his girl and ambled over to his friend. “Chicks, huh? And they’re meant to be the dependable ones. She say she was gonna be late?”
 
   “Ain’t heard from her,” Colton said, taking a long swig of his beer. His closed-off attitude made even Sam think twice about further comment.
 
   “Hey, Colton,” a sultry voice interrupted their non-conversation, hot pink nails trailing up his arm to get his attention. “Can I ... getcha anything?”
 
   “Sure,” he smiled, half turning towards the over-eager, under-dressed woman. “You can get me another beer and then ... you can get gone.”
 
   Smirking at her crestfallen face, Sam shook his head. Colton was living proof if ever he saw it that treat ‘em mean, keep ‘em keen was a valid life choice when it came to getting tail. Worked every time. Even when what you were really aiming for was treat ‘em mean, make ‘em piss the hell off. “So, Sketch is here – he don’t know where she is?”
 
   “Nope,” Colton confirmed bluntly, shooting a look to where the studio owner was kicking back on one of the clubhouse’s many seen-better-days couches - currently enjoying the view of the leggy brunette draped over him. “And he’s too wasted to take over so, if she don’t show, I guess I’m popping that girl of Paulie’s ink cherry. Damn, man, if she’s a crier ...”
 
   But Sam was no longer listening, his sharp blue eyes trained on a figure across the clubhouse until he was sure he was right and he let out a long low whistle. “Hold the phone, buddy-boy – you got company. Boy, do you got company ...”
 
   ***
 
   From the minute she’d pulled her car into the yard, taking in the sight of bikers and scantily clad women spilled out of the brightly lit clubhouse, Callie had started both questioning what she was doing and inwardly calling herself crazy for over-thinking this. She’d been here before, she’d inked club members before, she’d even tagged along with Sketch to hang out with the guys before – although admittedly not often.
 
   This ... This was no big deal. And there was definitely nothing to be read into the fact it had taken her a good couple of hours to get ready. So what if she was normally a lot lower maintenance? It was a big night for the club – she could hardly rock up in her sweats.
 
   The ass-hugging denim cut-offs and clingy gray silk vest top were hardly making a huge effort and the sky-high gray ankle boots were her only option because they matched her outfit. It was nothing to do with them making her legs look longer ...
 
   Wanting to look good before entering a den of hyper-critical women was one thing and it didn’t mean she was out to impress anyone. Least of all some dangerously attractive biker she just happened to have accidentally locked lips with.
 
   She’d dropped her head on her steering wheel with a little sigh, wondering – not for the first time - what the hell she was playing at. Her hand even reached for the keys in the ignition, on the verge of starting the car again and just taking off. Then, frowning at her apparent descent into hitherto unchartered drama queen territory, she got out of the car with her head held high and a determined look on her face. 
 
   No. Big. Deal.
 
   ***
 
   


 
   CHAPTER 11
 
   He could practically feel that soft smooth skin under his fingertips as his dark gaze raked over those long, lightly tan legs. Watching the subtle sway of her hips as she crossed the clubhouse, he didn’t think he’d ever seen her in heels before and that was probably a good thing, on reflection – or he’d never have been able to keep his hands off her all this time.
 
   Colton had looked round at Sam’s appreciative whistle, turning to lean coolly against the bar and wait for her to spot them. And he certainly made the most of the opportunity to just take in the sight of her.
 
   Faced with the roomful of desperate women – most of them wearing more make-up than clothes, many already drinking heavily or taking to the stripper poles in a bid to attract attention - she casually made her way through them, without that fish-out-of-water look most infrequent visitors to the clubhouse seemed to wear.
 
   The reactions to the relative newcomer weren’t exactly unfavourable per say, but the less than discreet nudges and melodramatic whispers kicked up a gear when her eyes met those of none other than the club’s notorious killer. A rare smile was drawn from him by the slight upwards quirk of the corner of her mouth.
 
   But it was their sergeant who got in first with his greeting. “Damn, girl, those legs just don’t quit,” Sam drawled, as Callie approached. “Anyone ever tell ya that?”
 
   “You – last time I wore a dress to work, if I remember rightly,” she shot back, with a good-natured roll of her eyes. “Hi, Sam. Colton. Sorry I’m running kinda late.”
 
   “Totally worth the wait, babe,” the irrepressible blond biker grinned, making a show of his top-to-toe appraisal before slinging an arm around her shoulders to guide her closer to the bar between him and Colton. “Anyway, you don’t gotta worry – Sketch brought your stuff and you’re all set up. So ... what ya drinkin’?”
 
   “Oh, just an OJ – I’ve got the car and I hear I got me a first-timer, thanks to a certain someone,” she said, bumping her hip lightly against Colton’s and getting a little what-ya-gonna-do shrug in response.
 
   “Callie, Callie, Callie,” Sam protested, already signalling to the prospect behind the bar and holding up three fingers with a wink. “OJ’s for breakfast! It’s Friday night and you’re on our turf now. Don’t worry, we’ll get ya home safe. Or you could just stay here? I’ll even donate my bed – it’s used to having a sexy blonde tucked up in it ...”
 
   It was Colton’s turn to roll his eyes at that, but Callie was still laughing when a shot glass was pushed into her hand and Sam clinked his own off the side in a toast of sorts. “Cheers, darlin’,” he grinned, nodding in approval when she simply downed the contents after a moment’s consideration. “Atta girl. Right, I’m gonna go mingle - leave you kids to it. Colt, man, don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”
 
   “And that rules out what exactly?” Callie grinned, watching with a bemused shake of her head as the spiky-haired sergeant took off across the room, only to get waylaid by one of the many women with her eye on him.
 
   “Not much,” Colton said wryly, signalling for more drinks. “Not much at all.”
 
   ***
 
   Nervously eying the girl checking out the tattoo equipment set up in what passed for a quiet corner of the bar - who didn’t look much older than she was herself – Lorena started as warm arms wrapped around her waist and her somewhat worse-for-wear boyfriend leaned over her shoulder.
 
   “Hey, baby,” Paulie slurred, the celebrations already taking their toll as he planted a sloppy kiss on her cheek. “You ready to be my old lady? I can’t wait to see my ink on you ...”
 
   “Always,” she smiled softly, leaning back for a quick little peck and letting her hands slide over his arms as he held her. “You know I’m just nervous about the tattoo, right? Not about us.”
 
   “I know,” he frowned. “But you ain’t gotta worry ‘bout nothin’, Lori – tattoo chick says she’ll take it real slow.”
 
   Nodding in acceptance, Lorena glanced back at the girl and watched curiously as she shared a joke with the usually stern-faced Colton. She’d seen the imposing biker kick back with his brothers, enjoy the company of the many women who flocked around the club ... But this was definitely new.
 
   The little blonde certainly wasn’t what she’d been expecting when Paulie, knowing no more than she did, had simply told her a friend of Colt’s would be inking her - being a whole lot more female and lot less intimidating that she’d imagined.
 
   He didn’t seem the sort to be big on being just friends with a woman, but she was definitely no cheap hangaround. Lorena had been around long enough to know they got fucked and chucked. They were kidding themselves if they thought they were anything more than simply an interchangeable supply of pussy, there to fetch drinks and look good before fulfilling their primary function of keeping the Fallen satisfied.
 
   Not this girl. Sure, she looked good – in an unusual-for-the-clubhouse fresh-faced kind of way – and it was obvious Colton thought so too, but he’d barely laid a finger on her. Not to mention, he’d been the one fetching her drinks. 
 
   “She’s very pretty,” Lorena said softly, with a discreet nod in their direction. “Do you think they’re ... you know?”
 
   “Banging?” Paulie supplied, less than tactfully. “Hell yeah, this is Colt we’re talking ‘bout!” His boyish hero-worship was almost as strong when it came to Colton as it was for Sam. “C’mon, let’s go get you inked, baby ...”
 
   ***
 
   Turning to her latest client, a slight wry smile crossed Callie’s face to see the tense young woman already squeezing her eyes shut. The knuckles of one hand were turning white as she gripped the arm of the recliner hauled from the club president’s office, the other hand caught tightly in her boyfriend’s – making him wince a little at her vise-like grip.
 
   “Nervous?” she asked, unnecessarily but not unkindly. “Listen, you really gotta relax a little for me. The more you tense up the more chance there is of you flinching and I really don’t think this is something you’re gonna want screwed up.”
 
   “I’m so sorry,” Lorena apologised, forcing herself to look up at the girl, her cheeks flushed with embarrassment. “I just don’t know what to expect or anything. I’ve never even seen anyone get a tattoo before.”
 
   “Really?” Callie’s eyebrows shot up, given the amount of artwork on display between the club members and their extended families and followers. “Well, damn ... Okay, let’s fix that for a start. Hey, Colt, you got a sec?”
 
   Getting up from his seat nearby, where he’d been shooting the shit with Sam and Will – and casting the odd subtle glance in the tattoo artist’s direction – Colton strolled over, a glass of whiskey in one hand. He was seemingly oblivious to the slight shiver that coursed down the blonde’s spine at the sight of him.
 
   It was something she tried to dismiss as nothing, even as her gaze roved over him - taking in the way his jeans hung low on his hips and the contrast of the white t-shirt, stretched taut across his chest under his cut, against the dark ink gracing his arms.
 
   “Problem?” he asked, those deep dark eyes shooting an accusing look first at the former prospect and then at his girl.
 
   “Nah, nothing like that,” Callie assured him hastily. “Just need you to do a tat.”
 
   “Huh? Thought that was your job? I don’t do first-timers.”
 
   “I know – that’s why you’re gonna do me.”
 
   ***
 
   Showing Lorena there was nothing to it had been a spur-of-the-moment thing, but it worked a treat. It put the girl at ease when she saw the lack of fuss Callie made as the biker worked on her without so much as a sketch.
 
   She had taken it slow though, once they got started. The outline of the large graceful dove - complete with Paulie’s initials carved into the twig it carried - gradually emerged on Lorena’s left side, low on her abdomen. And she’d decided to keep it simple, agreeing with the newest old lady that she’d drop into Sketch another time to have the details added in, before heading outside for some fresh air.
 
   “How’s the wrist?”
 
   Looking round at the familiar gravelly voice, Callie wasn’t surprised to see Colton leaning against the wall with a lit cigarette dangling between his fingertips. “It’s good. You did a great job.”
 
   “You didn’t exactly make it easy, doll. Most people at least give me some clue what they want when they ask for ink.”
 
   “What can I say?” she shrugged, a twinkle in her eyes. “I wanted to see what you’d come up with.”
 
   Advancing on her, a slight smirk tugging at his own lips, Colton raised an eyebrow. “You testing me, little girl?”
 
   “Maybe ...” She looked up at him with a soft smile. “You passed.”
 
   ***
 
   Presiding over the clubhouse festivities, Will reluctantly turned his attention from the enthusiastic little redhead - who couldn’t quite believe her luck at ending up in the lap of the club’s top dog – as the prospect dashed to his side, gesturing wildly and tripping over his words.
 
   “Jesus, kid, take a breath,” the president sighed, scooting the girl off his knee. “Beat it, sweetheart.”
 
   “Will, Sam sent me to get you – I mean, I saw them arrive and I was gonna get you anyway ‘cos I thought maybe ... well, you know. And then they said I wasn’t to move, but Sam told the guy to take his head out of his fucking ass and--”
 
   “Dozer!” Will barked in exasperation at the youngster’s ramble, which he hadn’t managed to make head or tail of so far. “What the fuck are you tellin’ me?”
 
   “Cops are here!” the wide-eyed prospect all but squeaked. “About a murder – they’re tryin’ to arrest Sam and they said they want Colton too!”
 
   “Christ on a fucking bicycle ...” Will muttered, knocking back what remained of his whiskey with a grimace. “There goes my Friday night. Sinclair here?”
 
   “Yeah, that Jones guy too plus back-up.”
 
   “Right, guess we better go straighten this shit out. And where the hell’s Colt?”
 
   ***
 
   Pushed against the wall of the clubhouse, the back of her head cradled in Colton’s hand to protect it from the brickwork, Callie’s world seemed to shrink in on itself until nothing remained but the feel of his lips on hers.
 
   At least until his free hand slid to the back of her knee, the exact effect she was having on him clear as he hooked her leg around his hip. He was making her acutely aware of his body pressed hard against hers, drawing a groan from her before his mouth claimed hers again.
 
   If their first kiss by the roadside had been all about taking a first tentative step to seeing if the sparks between them were real, this was about ... everything else.
 
   Their tongues tangling urgently, the pair were almost desperate in their need to be closer to each other. Bodies aching to be skin-on-skin, Colton’s strong fingers caressed the smoothness of the bare leg wrapped around him, even as Callie’s hands slid up the back of his t-shirt.
 
   With the latent power in those lean muscles plain to feel, the little blonde gave up coherent thought and gave herself over completely to her dark-eyed companion. She was breathless from the depth of his kisses when he finally tore his lips from hers, only to let his mouth burn a trail down her throat to her cleavage.
 
   “Colton ...” she managed to gasp, as his hips ground against hers. One of his hands fisted in her hair at the sound of his name and her body arched instinctively towards his. He kissed her again until her legs went weak and then shifted to lift her up, those possessive hands on her ass and her legs wrapping around his waist. 
 
   Her heart had started racing the moment he first leaned in to kiss her and now her thoughts were just playing catch-up, filling her mind with images of them together – only with double the passion, if that was possible, and half the clothes.
 
   “Colton ...”
 
   But this time, the voice wasn’t hers. Will’s deep baritone cut through the night, carrying over the noise spilling out of the clubhouse. Or at least it would have, had that noise not faded away while they were otherwise engaged.
 
   Both the realisation that someone had cut the music and the authority of Will’s tone sank into Colton’s thoughts just a little slower than they might usually have and he set Callie on shaky feet, pulling back reluctantly to let his forehead rest against hers. Both of them were breathing heavily as he looked into those hazy gray eyes and tried to recover.
 
   “Colt!” the president roared from inside.
 
   “Fuckin’ hell,” Colton growled, by way of apology. “I gotta see what’s happened ...”
 
   Callie didn’t trust herself to speak, nodding instead in mute acceptance as she wondered when it had gotten quite so warm. She accepted one last brief - though admittedly thorough - kiss before he pushed away from the wall and away from her. He was still adjusting his, thankfully, baggy jeans as he strode towards the door.
 
   ***
 
   After Colton disappeared back inside, Callie tilted her head back against the wall and took a deep ragged breath. She slowly raised a trembling hand to her lips, bruised as they were from his kisses. Every inch of her body somehow felt more alive, yet more drained, than ever.
 
   Running her hands through her long hair, she sank to the ground and let her knees draw up to her chest as the enormity of the night’s developments bore down on her. 
 
   Bad enough that she had kissed him during their bike ride - this was a whole new level of betrayal to the man she was supposed to be with. Because she knew with absolute certainty that, no matter what that little inner voice of her conscience had to say, Colton was going to come back and try to take her to bed. And she was going to let him.
 
   But as long minutes ticked by, her racing pulse slowed and she started to wonder what the hold-up was. Forcing herself to her feet, Callie straightened her top and made for the door. Fixing a casual look on her face, she threw it open and headed back inside – the look soon freezing at the sight that greeted her.
 
   A furious Colton was being held against the bar, so a uniformed cop could handcuff his hands behind his back as he read him his rights. An equally unimpressed Sam had evidently already received the same treatment.
 
   “You’re under arrest for murder, Colt – you know the drill,” Chief Sinclair was telling him, his tone matter-of-fact but apparent resignation to an unfortunate set of circumstances still evident. The cop seemed oblivious to how his prisoner’s black gaze failed to meet his, instead drifting over his shoulder to lock eyes with the stricken blonde behind him. 
 
   “Just get them out of here and let’s fucking get this done.”
 
   ***
 
   


 
   CHAPTER 12
 
   It wasn’t like she was completely clueless about what he was capable of, but there was something about seeing the guy who’d just kissed you to within an inch of your life get hauled off for murder that really had the power to throw you for a loop.
 
   As if someone somewhere had spun the volume dial, the hushed clubhouse roared back to life around Callie. Furious bikers were making their feelings known in loud conversations full of angry gesticulations. Disappointed women, knowing when to call it quits, were slipping off into the shadows.
 
   Either jostled aside or largely ignored, the little blonde looked around unsurely. Still dazed by yet another unexpected turn of events, she wondered what she was supposed to do next. Her car was outside, but she’d been drinking way too much to even think about getting behind the wheel – as had Sketch. Not that she even knew where he was.
 
   “Table, two minutes!” came the yell over the dull roar of voices, Will striding back inside after having accompanied his best men as they were taken outside and loaded into a police van. The hard look in his eyes could have rivalled that of any of the club’s killers at that moment. “You ...”
 
   Actually glancing to the side to check he really meant her, Callie swallowed and somehow managed to put one foot in front of the other, obeying the jerk of his head that was just as effective as an order.
 
   “I don’t bite, darlin’ – ya just ain’t catchin’ me on a good day,” the president sighed, relenting a little when he seemed to realise how his scowl must look to the visitor. “Here, Colt’s orders ...”
 
   Looking down as he pressed something into her hand, she realised it was the key to a dorm room and was about to shake her head when it dawned on her she had little other option. It wasn’t like she could call Michael to come and pick her up – she’d turned into enough of a bitch already without playing him like that. 
 
   Hey honey, can you come pick me up ‘cause the guy I was gonna cheat on you with got lifted for murder? Thanks ...
 
   Guilt seeming to wrap around her stomach and squeeze, she simply nodded her understanding and took the key. Everyone had enough on their plates without her getting in the way. It was typical of Colton to have covered all his bases though.
 
   With Will’s attention already transferred to herding his brothers towards the club’s inner sanctum, Callie headed in the opposite direction, making her way down the dimly lit corridor that led to the dorms. End of the hall, last on the right. 
 
   She let herself in, flicking the light switch on and carefully locking the door behind her before taking in her surroundings. They hadn’t changed since the last time she’d been here – if you didn’t count the fact that Colton wasn’t lying on his bed with a bullet wound in his side, looking up at her with those unreadable dark eyes.
 
   The room was ... lived in. She vaguely knew Colton had sold his apartment to help fund his elderly mom’s rent and that he hadn’t really considered it a necessity anyway. For someone on the wrong side of forty, he hadn’t exactly accumulated a lot of belongings. As she’d noticed before, there were few non-essentials. No photographs. She could both relate and still feel a pang of something close to sadness for him, recognising it wasn’t how most people lived their lives – even if she’d spent a fair few years the exact same way.
 
   A few items of clothing were scattered around the room, jeans on the floor, t-shirts over the back of a chair. Motorcycle magazines on the desk beside a tiny television. The closest thing to cluttered was the nightstand – home to everything from a coffee mug, cigarettes and mints, to a handful of cash, a penknife and a sketchpad.
 
   Feeling like an intruder, Callie perched on the very edge of the bed and looked around again. Of all the ways she’d expected this night to end, alone in Colton’s room certainly wasn’t one of them – although the location itself was accurate enough. To her endless shame.
 
   She could still taste him on her lips. Whisky, cigarettes and something that was just him. If she closed her eyes, she could practically feel him. The heat of his body pressed against hers, the urgency that seemed to surge through him and into her.
 
   If the cops hadn’t shown up, if Will hadn’t called for him ... She’d still have ended up in the same place.  Just not alone.
 
   ***
 
   It had been a long week, all things considered. Nothing new there though. You just knuckled down, got through it. Tried to make the most of it even. No point living for the weekend – that was just wishing your life away and he’d been all too conscious of his ticking clock since turning the big five-oh.
 
   Glancing at the clock again, Michael sighed and drained the last of his beer, setting the bottle on the floor beside his favourite armchair. Inwardly wincing at the thought of having such a piece of furniture and thanking god he didn’t yet have the pipe and slippers to go with it. 11:47pm.
 
   He was half-expecting Callie to appear at his door any time soon. Tipsy perhaps from her night out, her smile just a little too wide, those eyes just a shade too bright. Not that he’d mind. Or maybe she’d call, see if he’d come play taxi-driver. He didn’t mind that either, not when he could claim his fare from her once he got her home. 
 
   He’d stuck to just the one beer as he channel-surfed for that very reason. But so far, there hadn’t been so much as a text message.
 
   Not that he was trying to keep tabs on her. She wasn’t the clingy type and he’d always been conscious of not smothering her. Maybe it was fear of coming across as some kind of father-figure. The last thing he wanted was his girlfriend feeling like he was imposing a curfew on her. 11:54pm.
 
   It was still early really. Not for him, but for a night out. A Friday night out. Although her plans hadn’t sounded like just some crazy night out with friends. She hadn’t exactly been forthcoming with the details, but something had just made him assume it was work-related. He knew she and Sketch both worked outside normal hours sometimes, attending conventions, promoting the studio ...
 
   His ringing cell phone made him jump just a little as it cut through his thoughts and made him grin. 12:03am.
 
   “Hi, baby ...”
 
   “Hey, sugar,” came a gruff voice, wry even under obvious tension. “What say we cut the sweet talk and you get your fine ass down the cop shop pronto? Fix this fuck-up and I might even put out ...”
 
   Will.
 
   ***
 
   Leaning back in his chair, Colton’s bored expression didn’t so much as flicker when the door to the interrogation room opened and another fed walked in. Inwardly though, it was a different story – his lip wanting to curl in distaste and his eyes narrow at the sight of her.
 
   Veronica Hunt. Just one letter away from the most apt surname ever.
 
   He’d encountered the bitch before and didn’t exactly come away with a favourable impression, having quickly decided she put even her predecessor in the shade when it came to fucking people over.
 
   Personality bypass aside, the two had little in common though. While Lydia Brown had been a prime example of a woman trying to get in on ATF’s biggest-dick contest and resenting every second of lacking the goods, Hunt just revelled in making the most of what the good Lord gave her. 
 
   And even Colton had to admit, she hadn’t been at the back of the queue when the looks were being handed out. She had to be 5’10 if she was an inch, with sleek dark hair and a hell of a rack. No trouser suits for this bitch, no playing down the make-up in a bid to be taken seriously, and definitely no sensible shoes when stilettos were just as effective when it came to walking all over anyone who got in her way.
 
   Shooting him what he supposed was meant to be a disarming smile over the table, the agent crossed long legs, adjusted the hem of her above-the-knee skirt and steepled her fingers together. “Now ...” she beamed. “How are we playing this?”
 
   He said nothing. Simply cocked his head and considered the glossy brunette blankly, wondering if anyone ever really fell for her shit. She was like a fucking shark with that fake smile, all white teeth and just hell-bent on eating you for breakfast.
 
   “The hard way it is then,” Hunt answered her own question, the smile never faltering.
 
   ***
 
   Trying to relax in the knowledge that Colton had wanted her there, that even as he was dragged off by the cops he’d remembered her waiting for him, Callie forced herself to accept her lot for the night. 
 
   Kicking off her heels and running a hand through her hair, she wandered over to the chair and poked through the t-shirts thrown on it, picking out a clean white one with FALLEN stamped on the front. Quickly shimmying out of her shorts and top, she pulled the soft material over her head and inhaled the faint scent of its owner underneath the fresh laundry smell, before padding to the tiny ensuite bathroom to rinse off her make-up and then returning to the huge double bed. 
 
   Clean sheets. Thank god.
 
   Curling up beneath the covers, she closed her eyes and tried not to wonder how many other women had been there before her. Even though she had in fact been there once before herself – passed out from the sight of blood didn’t count.
 
   She didn’t know why it even bothered her. She knew what the club guys were like, how it worked. Maybe that was the trade-off – you risked your life on a fairly regular basis, so you got to sleep your way through the town’s female population ... 
 
   It wasn’t like she was expecting anything from Colton. So she was attracted to him – she was attracted to Johnny Depp too and she wasn’t looking to marry him. That said, she did realise Mr Depp hadn’t been the one to curl a finger through the belt-loop of her shorts and tug her into a mind-blowing kiss that somehow turned into a full-on make-out session against the wall of the clubhouse ... No, sir.
 
   Colton had obviously just decided that he’d gotten bored of club skanks and what was that old saying? A change is as good as a rest? Bored he might have been, but he wasn’t ultimately going to turn his back on a plentiful supply of pussy for the sake of the chick who usually inked him.
 
   And for her to give up stability, a man who - much as it pained her – loved her, all for an outlaw biker with no intention of ever settling down, would just be ridiculous. Crazy to even think of.
 
   But if she knew all that ... then why did Callie still get a shiver down her spine at the thought of him returning? 
 
   She could feel all the guilt she wanted when Michael crossed her mind, it didn’t change the fact that all she really longed for was to be back in Colton’s arms. Knowing if he slid into bed right now and kissed her again, everything else would just … disappear.
 
   ***
 
   “This really isn’t getting us anywhere ...” the agent said brightly, but between gritted teeth. The cracks beginning to show. So much for her plan to get the jump on him before the club’s latest snake of a lawyer arrived to wriggle the pair of biker bastards right off her hook. “If you were to co-operate, you see, we could come to some kind of ... arrangement ...”
 
   The tip of her impossibly high-heeled patent leather shoe grazed his leg and he arched an eyebrow in response.
 
   “Your blonde friend was much more receptive, I have to say,” Hunt said casually, that same air of suggestion lingering over her words. She wasn’t going to tell him Sam’s receptiveness had extended to kicking his boots up on the edge of the table and challenging her to blow him, all with a cocky arrogance that got right under her skin. As he had no doubt intended.
 
   But to her irritation, the smirk on Colton’s face made it fairly probable he already knew exactly how his brother would handle her approach to things. 
 
   “Ah, Veronica,” came the sudden interruption, as the door flew  open. One suited and booted man entered, swiftly followed by two protesting cops. “Keeping it in your pants, I hope? Nice try, by the way – trying to have me delayed while you work whatever voodoo you’re calling an investigation these days.”
 
   “He just barged through!” an officer stammered in apology, seeing Agent Hunt’s eyes narrow dangerously.
 
   “Michael, always a pleasure,” she said tightly, turning that smile back on and aiming it at the lawyer.
 
   “Ain’t she a sweetheart?” Michael deadpanned, nudging a bemused Colton companionably with his elbow as he slammed his briefcase down on the table and loosened his tie. “Aww, Vee – what, no coffee? Jesus, standards are really slipping in this joint ... Be a doll and stick the pot on, will ya? I got a man to get back to his buddies here!”
 
   “Cut the shit, Corsada,” she hissed, hands on the table as she leaned in angrily.
 
   “Careful, Vee,” he smiled. “Mask’s slipping ...”
 
   ***
 
   


 
   CHAPTER 13
 
   “Seriously, Agent Hunt?” the lawyer drew out the full title of his nemesis in a long insolent drawl, tipped his chair back on two legs and looked her up and down with a smile that was teasing in its disapproval. “How long are we gonna keep up this charade? If you had grounds to charge my clients, you’d have done it by now. I’m right, aren’t I?”
 
   To Colton’s mind, satisfying as it was to see Hunt fume, it was pretty much like watching a cocky teenager front it out over some chick he wanted to nail. Not a tactic the biker had seen fit to resort to since he started prospecting for the Fallen Brothers.
 
   It did make him wonder though. If their hotshot legal advisor had been dipping his dick in federal pussy ... Mikey-boy was game if that was the case. Bitches like that get their claws in you, they don’t let go ‘til they got you bled dry.
 
   Watching the pair sparring verbally had kept Colton’s attention for all of five minutes before it started to get seriously stale. When it came to the club, his attention didn’t wander. Ever. But this was not his area of expertise. Give him something to shoot and he’d be all business – start talking legal shit and you could forget it.
 
   All he wanted was to get back to his brothers, safe in the knowledge nothing was going to blow back on the club first and him and Sam second. Both men knew they’d take a personal hit for the greater good in a second, but nine times out of ten it didn’t come to that. And if it did ...
 
   The dark look in his eyes blackened at the thought of jail time, his jaw clenching imperceptibly. 
 
   Banged up for years with only Sam to have his back was not a happy prospect. Especially with the amount of enemies and the lack of protection they could expect to face on the inside, all things being what they were. No bike, no booze, no broads. And that was leaving aside the anger at the thought of leaving their club short-handed.
 
   It had been a long time since Colton had been handed what he considered a serious prison sentence and he’d grown fond of his freedom. Visiting his mom when he could, riding out with the club, even just shooting the shit with his brothers. With Sketch.
 
   Something twisted in his gut at the thought of the tattoo studio and the little blonde bitch he’d found there. Those damn doe eyes had him thrown for a loop and he hadn’t seen it coming. Now she was under his skin. Maybe even in his bed ...
 
   FLASHBACK
 
   “Hey, Colt, you got a sec?”
 
   It hadn’t taken much to get his attention – he’d had one eye on the girl since she’d arrived anyway, telling himself it was all about looking out for the guest. Nothing to do with those long tan legs or that tight little ass ...
 
   He’d played it cool though as he got up from his seat near the bar, taking his glass of whiskey with him and leaving Will and Sam to exchange knowing looks they wrongly thought he didn’t see before continuing their conversation.
 
   “Problem?” he asked, with a dark glare for the club’s newest patch and his girl.
 
   “Nah, nothin’ like that,” Callie assured him hastily. He could feel her hand on his wrist to get his attention. One deft move on his part would be all it would take for those slim fingers to slip down to lace through his ...  “Just need you to do a tatt.”
 
   He turned his gaze on her at that, almost suspiciously. Didn’t know who he thought he was kidding though – if she asked him, he’d have a fucking hard time saying no to much with those soft eyes looking up at him. “Huh? Thought that was your job? I don’t do first-timers.”
 
   “I know – that’s why you’re gonna do me.”
 
   Shit, she had to know how that sounded. Gray eyes sparkling mischievously, hint of a smile. Oh, smart little bitch knew all right.
 
   “What’s the matter, Colt? Don’t reckon you’re up to it?”
 
   But the suggestion of a challenge just brought a smirk to his lips and he threw back the rest of his whiskey in one gulp, slamming the empty glass down on the nearest table. “Let’s do this ...”
 
   She wasn’t making it easy for him though, leaving all the decisions in his hands. Literally. It was a hell of a leap of faith, but then they’d been there before and when the stakes had been considerably higher. He liked that - his control; her trust.
 
   And regardless of the design - though he did already have something in mind - when it came to the placement, the possibilities were endless, if hampered a little by their surroundings. Tempting as it was to have that smooth golden skin laid out under his hands like the perfect blank canvas, no way was he having her strip in the middle of the clubhouse like some damn skank. Maybe if he didn’t screw this up, she’d let him ink her again. In private.
 
   “Gimme your hands,” he ordered, once she was settled on the recliner that had been set up and he had all her equipment at his disposal. With both her hands in his, palm side down, he wondered if she paid this much attention to every detail of him when their roles were reversed.
 
   “Gonna read my fortune?” she teased, making him first grin and then inwardly groan at the corny retort that had almost slipped from his lips. Had he really been about to make a tall, dark, stranger crack? Fucking hell.
 
   But luckily he had instead silently assessed the slim fingers and the short pale pink nails, taking in the slim silver band on her right index finger and the chunkier thumb ring on her opposite hand. He turned her hands over in his and continued his appraisal, noting the thick leather strap of her cuff-style watch before letting go of her left hand. And tracing his fingers over the pulse point on her right wrist, he looked up at her for any sign of non-consent.
 
   Callie simply shrugged and relaxed in her seat as he reached for a pair of thin latex gloves and got started.
 
   And judging by the glances he spared her, while she kept up a quiet running commentary for the benefit of her wide-eyed would-be client, her own eyes never left his face. She seemed content to both let him get on with it and on not looking until her tattoo was finished.
 
   “Does it ... hurt?” Lorena piped up anxiously.
 
   “Nah,” Callie assured her, before allowing herself a little grin. “Well, only in a good way ...”
 
   Damn, was she trying to kill him?
 
   ***
 
   “Oh, come on, Michael,” Hunt was sighing when Colton snapped back to attention, with just the right air of melodrama in her attitude. “Humour me and pretend for a second you’re capable of wearing the big boy pants here. In case I need to spell it out for you, your clients haven’t exactly been hauled in for stealing cookies from girl scouts. We are dealing with a class A felony. If these two are found guilty, they’ll get life in--”
 
   “Life in prison. Yeah, yeah.” It was Michael’s turn to roll his eyes. “Thanks for the Law 101 update, darlin’. But you see that little if you had in there? Little word, big impact.”
 
   The brunette actually smiled and sat down again at the table, leaning forward invitingly as she adopted a conspiratorial air.
 
   “See, you should have let me finish ... darlin’,” she said, her voice sweet even as it turned mocking in tone. “If your clients are found guilty, they’re going down for life – found guilty of first degree murder, that is. But I’m afraid the state prosecutor may not settle for that charge.”
 
   “The hell are you talking about?”
 
   “Don’t tell me the big bad lawyer didn’t do his homework before he came charged in here calling the shots? Tell me, Michael, did you at least get the name of your clients’ victim?”
 
   “Alleged victim,” he spat, patience obviously running out. “Or are you playing judge and jury as usual, Vee? How ‘bout you get to the goddamn point here? You know your so-called team pissed me about, hoping to catch me out. So if you’ve got some fucking ace up your sleeve, I suggest you just damn well play it.”
 
   “Temper, temper,” she tutted brightly. But she knew when to push it, when to pull back. Lifting a file from the table to flick through it casually, she found what she was looking for and carefully placed it face up on the scuffed surface. One frosted pink nail tapped a photo of a dead man’s face. “Not looking his best, sadly,” she said. “This is Alex Kane. Elected government official – and former mayor, actually – Alex Kane.”
 
   Colton glanced coolly at the lawyer, noting without comment or reaction that he didn’t seem to be exactly what could be called forthcoming with a swift response to wipe the smug look off that bitch’s face.
 
   “So, since you’re the expert, Michael,” Hunt smiled. “Why don’t you tell your client here what charge prosecutors will be pushing for? Or perhaps you’d like me to?”
 
   Michael shook his head in disbelief, pushing his chair out from the table to stand with his back to them and a hand raking through his hair. His poker face had failed him for a split second, but he pulled it back to turn and clap a consoling hand on Colton’s shoulder.
 
   “Agent Hunt here’s forgetting that whole pesky part about evidence and not having yet charged you with anything, not to mention a trial if it comes to that and that thing where you’ll be found innocent,” he shrugged, not quite pulling off the casualness the gesture needed to be convincing.
 
   “Michael ...”
 
   “Aggravated first degree murder, okay?” he snapped. “They’ll push for aggravated murder and it still carries the death penalty in this state. Now fuck off, Vee, while I talk with my client in private – or do you still think you’re running some kind of Gitmo set-up here?”
 
   But having gotten what she wanted, Agent Hunt excused herself with a little pseudo-sympathetic smile for Colton and an infuriating wink for Michael. He waited until she’d closed the door and then slammed his fist down on the table.
 
   He should have known by now how dangerous a scorned woman could be.
 
   ***
 
   


 
   CHAPTER 14
 
   Agent Hunt was perched on the edge of the desk in front of the bored-looking blonde biker when Michael finished up with one client and made to check in with the second. Still trying to push for a deal, he didn’t doubt. 
 
   Not that he was worried about Sam knowing how to handle her. She had the capacity to act barely human at times, but she was still female. And if there was one thing the MC’s resident pin-up knew all about it was women.
 
   “Laying it all on the table, is she, Sam?” the lawyer rolled his eyes as he strode through the door. “Jesus, Vee, can’t you try internet dating or something?”
 
   “Hey, I dunno what you need me for anyway, darlin’,” Sam shrugged, a wicked little grin on his handsome face. “You already got that stick up your ass ...”
 
   “Well, you can’t say he hasn’t got your number,” Michael said, trying for an innocent smile.
 
   “It was good enough for you, Michael,” Hunt hissed. “Or had you forgotten about that?”
 
   Sam’s eyebrows shot up and he cast his legal representation a disapproving look, getting a rueful what-can-you-do response. “Duuuude ... seriously? Holy shit, is this why she’s all up in our business? You fucked her, chucked her and what - you ain’t got a bunny she can boil?”
 
   “Oh please,” Hunt laughed, an irritating tinkle as fake as the smiles that never reached her eyes. “As if I’d waste my time.”
 
   “This ...” Michael growled at her, blue eyes colder than usual and his tone getting even Sam’s attention. “... is your idea of keeping your fucking mouth shut? I suppose it’s what I should have expected – given your inability to keep your legs shut.”
 
   “What’s the matter, Michael? Scared of your little trophy girl finding out?” she shot back. But even her cool exterior cracked just a little at the unexpected venom in his voice, their usual heated sparring having moved well beyond simple tension.
 
   She’d exposed his secret, threatened his status quo. And one way or another, he’d make sure Callie never heard the truth.
 
   ***
 
   Maybe it was her conscience keeping her awake.
 
   Having the comfortable expanse of Colton’s bed to herself only meant more room for Callie to toss and turn, nothing more than brief and fitful sleep gracing her tired form, leaving her to simply stare upwards into the dark.
 
   With the Dutch courage wearing off and - probably more significantly - without those dark eyes trained on her, all the creeping doubts in the back of her mind were rising to the surface again. She wasn’t usually the type to over-think things but, left to her own devices, her mind was racing. The wisdom, or otherwise, of her actions was now proving all too easy to call into question.
 
   Michael loved her. Thought he did anyway and she didn’t know what was worse. True love or delusion. 
 
   Yet, despite everything he could offer her – everything he had already offered her – here she was in another man’s bed. And not just any man. A ruthless outlaw, whose full capabilities she could only imagine.
 
   Although, when it came to what he could be capable of with her, her imagination had admittedly been running wild. No doubt a by-product of his hands roaming her body like he owned it; of the intimacy of his tongue exploring her mouth ...
 
   The heat of that memory flushed her skin, then sent a shiver running down Callie’s spine as she thought about how the tables had turned since Colton had first turned her own needle on her.
 
   She knew how significant tattoos were in his life and what it was like to be the one charged with inking him. His toned arms, that hard chest and chiselled stomach. Trying to deny the sparks they both knew flew between them, as her fingers grazed tan skin under his watchful gaze.
 
   Now she knew what it was like from the other side. How hard it was not to react to his touch as he inked her, yet how utterly absorbing it was to watch the concentration on his face. Feeling her stomach flip at the realisation that, at least for as long as he spent working on her, she was the centre of his world.
 
   It wasn’t just the ink though.
 
   Callie had been a tattoo artist for long enough to know that not everyone cared about the art as much as she did. As much as Colton did. Or Sketch. She’d served her time etching tramp stamps on the small of many a fake-tanned back. Creating generic hearts and flowers and crosses. Inscribing true love’s names and sayings too glib to be sincere. Covering up afore-mentioned names when Romeo found out good ole Jules had been one too many times round the block.
 
   When it was real though, there was an inevitable connection. Flesh and blood out there in the world, holding you responsible for creating something so personal and marking it in someone’s skin. Making it a part of them. Forever.
 
   Everyone was different.
 
   Take Cherry. Her ink had become part of who she was, the part she shared with the world, as unique and instantly recognisable as her voice. She’d come a long way from being plain old Cheryl, swapping Haven for the bright lights of LA. But she’d been happy to remember her roots, still choosing the sanctuary of Sketch’s small studio over any other.
 
   And when she’d posed for those now infamous pictures in Rolling Stone, that beautiful cascade of cherry blossoms and music notes laid bare for all to see, it had been Callie they’d interviewed about the stunning work of art. Her big moment.
 
   Sketch still had a framed copy of the spread on the wall.
 
   Colton’s tattoos were equally a part of who he was, but he bore them like a soldier bore the scars of war. Every battle, good and bad, marked indelibly on his body. Reminders of what he was a part of and what was at stake.
 
   From the hugely detailed compass spread over his back to the twin sleeves that darkened his arms, the soaring eagle dominating his chest, and the freshly crossed guns low on his stomach, he was who he was – through and through. His particular calling was one he lived with and, unlike some of his brothers, it wasn’t something he ever set aside. There was no real time off for good behaviour in his world.
 
   Callie had forged connections with both of them and with others. It just so happened that her bond with the stoic biker went way beyond the surface. Held by something stronger than ink and reinforced by his blood on her hands.
 
   And now he had marked her in return.
 
   It may have been a couple of years too late, but the little blonde had no doubts from the moment she laid eyes on her new tattoo what it meant - even if the explanation behind the incredibly intricate angel wings, unfurling gracefully to stretch out over the delicate underside of her wrist, went unsaid.
 
   He wasn’t the type to declare her his guardian angel. But he’d marked her with a symbol of what she’d done for him, what he would always be grateful for, and had forever branded their connection on her skin as surely as if he’d scrawled his name across her body. An outward sign of what they knew already ran so much deeper.
 
   Her tattoos had somehow, unintentionally, come to serve as her story. One of evolution, she supposed.
 
   The large star she’d etched on her own foot with a needle and a leaky pen, while bunking off school as a teenager, had been the first sign of rebellion. Her first glimpse of a way out – though one few would have expected of the withdrawn girl in the hand-me-down clothes and, more often than not, clutching a sketchpad.
 
   Art class had been her only solace, but the support and financial backing of a loving family were luxuries Callie had never known and so instead of Cooper Union, her skills were honed by one Casey Devine.
 
   Her first mentor, the artist behind her quarter-sleeve’s original design and a man who would always hold as much of a place in her heart as Sketch. A man who had, in fact, introduced and then more or less handed her over to her current boss.
 
   Now the owner of the renowned Addiction chain of tattoo bars across LA, New York, Madrid, London, Belfast and Dublin, Casey had upped sticks and moved to Ireland with his Sligo-native wife. Proud daddy of two and with another on the way, last Callie had heard.
 
   Back in the day, he’d been the rebellious older brother of a classmate. One who, in a movie-worthy moment of coincidence, plucked one of the then-schoolgirl’s fallen notebooks from a puddle beside his car as she ran to catch the bus home after class only to be blown away by the dark emotion of the sketches within its pages.
 
   At barely fifteen, she had ignited a spark of curiosity that had the twenty-four-year-old hooked, despite the fact that – with all the confidence of his own relative youth and visions of the world at his feet - he barely had time for his own kid sister.
 
   It was a connection, bridging a nine-year age gap, that should have at least raised eyebrows - had Callie had anyone to even notice. But, while she’d kept their dealings to herself, it hadn’t been like that anyway. And while Casey’s initial motives were admittedly self-serving, he was at least up-front with her. More than could be said for most people in her life back then.
 
   Despite her obvious distrust of him – of anyone really - he’d kept on her case until she heard him out, albeit with a resigned and world-weary cynicism someone of her scant years should have had no business possessing.
 
   He simply dreamed of running a tattoo studio and she could sketch like no one else he knew, bar him. She was too young to work for him properly, but she could provide designs. Help keep shop. A part-time job, if you like. Nothing more.
 
   And so it had began. Her escape.
 
   Sometimes it felt like she’d spent her whole life running and now here she was. But just when she’d thought she could settle down, she was about to throw it all away.
 
   ***
 
   “Home sweet home, huh, guys?”
 
   But with neither biker feeling much like observing niceties at just gone 3am, Colton and Sam simply exchanged a look and pushed past the lawyer to head for the clubhouse door.
 
   Though held for a hefty ransom, they’d both finally been bailed – admittedly thanks to some fairly fast talking from Michael. Both men had enough experience with the law to know that was quite the coup, given the murder rap they were facing. But it had been a long night and any good graces were long gone.
 
   “You boys took your damn time.”
 
   Gruff words aside, Will was still waiting for them by the bar with back-slapping hugs and dark shadows under his eyes, embracing his right-hand men like they were sons rather than brothers.
 
   “Will, man, we gotta talk about--”
 
   But the older man cut Sam off with a wave of his hand. “It can wait. I’m serious, Sam. Michael here’s gonna give me the thirty-second version, so he can get the hell off the clock and get his ass home where I ain’t paying for it and you two are calling it a night, you hear me?”
 
   “But--”
 
   “No buts, Colt. We need clear heads for this shit. So hit the shower, the booze, hit ... whatever lets you get your head down. Just get some goddamn shut-eye.”
 
   They may have had to be told twice but, with warm beds waiting for them, they weren’t going to argue after that.
 
   ***
 
   Footsteps sounded in the darkness, a glimmer of light thrown across the bed as the door opened slowly and then closed with a soft thump. The dark figure moved stealthily given the lateness of the hour, pausing to note the clothes dropped on the floor by the bed and just making out the blonde hair on the pillows in the near-darkness.
 
   The clink of a belt buckle preceded shoes kicked off, pants shucked to the floor and a shirt joining them, before the covers rustled and the mattress dipped under added weight.
 
   Tempting as it was, he hadn’t really planned on waking her. Hell, he hadn’t even been sure she’d be there. But it was too late to be considerate. She was already turning to face him in the darkness, her surprise tempered by tiredness. She was still half asleep as she tried to force a soft smile for him.
 
   “Hi,” she whispered unsurely, the way she bit her lip quirking the corner of his own mouth upwards.
 
   “Hey, gorgeous,” Michael smiled, more determined than ever to find a way to keep her.
 
   ***
 
   Sitting on the edge of his rumpled bed, Colton’s face hardened as he reached for the folded t-shirt on his pillow. She’d been here. In his room; in his bed. He could smell the faint trace of her perfume on his shirt, on his sheets.
 
   But now she was gone and he had no idea why.
 
   If seeing him hauled off in cuffs had sent her running, he’d have understood. But to tuck herself up in his bed, especially after the way she’d wrapped herself around him outside, and then just take off in the early hours ... 
 
   Something wasn’t right. And he’d had enough of bitches and their games for one night.
 
   ***
 
   


 
   CHAPTER 15
 
   Mid-mornings at the clubhouse were a world away from what usually passed for normality within its walls. Without the raucousness of liquor-soaked nights or the endless traipsing out of skanks during mornings-after, now was the time something closest to peace could descend. Relatively speaking.
 
   The quiet was marred only by the occasional roar of an engine out in the yard or a burst of music drifting in through an open window; shouts between his brothers as they came and went. Nothing he couldn’t filter out though, as he focused on the dull thump of his wrapped fists on the well-worn leather of the punchbag.
 
   A word in the ear of one of the prospects had ensured he had the club’s makeshift gym to himself and now that steely glare was focused on the target, grim with determination. A sheen of sweat glistening on his inked skin and soaking through the light cotton of his wifebeater as he worked the bag over like it had dared insult his mother.
 
   His shoulders ached from the force of his punches, his knuckles long since numbed. But still he kept going. 
 
   It had been a long and frustrating weekend. Will being holed up in the office with their lawyer was not what he called handling things. He was a man of action, not words and his version of handling things would have involved a lot less talking and a hell of a lot more shooting.
 
   He wasn’t stupid though. He knew and supported the club’s think-first-shoot-later stance – even though he was usually first port of call when the latter became the necessary course of action. But, as it was, the pent-up tension drove his fists harder and harder into the bag. And the relentless blows found their target every time.
 
   “Jeez, dude, get laid already!”
 
   Sam was probably the only guy on the planet who could make a crack like that at that very moment and live to tell the tale – which was okay, because he was probably the only one besides Will who’d dare in the first place. 
 
   And because he had a point.
 
   Instead of throwing a punch in the sergeant’s direction, Colton finally grabbed the bag to steady it on its chains. His breathing was heavy, but not out of control, as he rested his forehead against it. “Any news?” he demanded, sparing his brother a sideways glance before straightening up and towelling the sweat from his face. He rolled his shoulders experimentally and felt the muscles protest only a little. Not bad for a guy in his forties.
 
   “Nada,” Sam grimaced. “And this playing-the-waiting-game shit’s driving me up the fucking walls. I still think Will should let us head out. Retrace our steps, if you know what I mean.”
 
   Colton both knew and inwardly agreed. But he also knew how it would go if that blew up in their faces – witness intimidation, show of guilt ... And with their current run of luck, that would be a hell of a gamble.
 
   “But you got the right idea, man. I could do with some kinda distraction myself,” Sam was continuing as he ambled around the gym, a twinkle creeping into those sharp blue eyes. “Didn’t figure this would be your first choice though.”
 
   “Oh yeah?” Colton drawled, though he was pretty sure even a blind man could see where this was going. “And what ya got figured as my first choice?”
 
   “Oh, I dunno ... blonde, ‘bout yea high?” came the grin, Sam holding a hand at just about shoulder height. “Sweet little ass, great rack, looks like she could distract the hell outta anyone ... Damn, Colt – why the fuck aren’t you tappin’ that?”
 
   Why indeed.
 
   But while Colton didn’t really have an answer for him anyway, they were interrupted by the low ring of a cell phone. The spiky-haired biker reached for his brother’s cut to fish it from an inner pocket for him and lob it easily across the room.
 
   “Sketch - oh, tell him he’s welcome, by the way,” Sam grinned, having glanced at the caller id first and then at Colton’s blank face. “Friday night? Hooked him up with the lovely Sasha. That broad could suck ice-cubes through a straw.”
 
   Colton snorted at that. “Hooked him up? Palmed her off more like.”
 
   “Yeah, well, bitch was getting clingy,” Sam shrugged. “Gotta nip that in the bud real quick, man. Else they start getting all up in your shit all the time. She’s good – she ain’t that good.”
 
   Turning his attention to the call with a shake of his head, Colton answered with his usual “S’up?” Passing a hand over the scruff of stubble on his head as he listened, a frown crossed his face. “Nah – why would I?” he asked, ignoring Sam’s charade-like attempts to find out what was going on. “And you had to call me ... All right, I’ll check it out. Fuck, man, I said I would, didn’t I? Later.”
 
   “Problem?” Sam raised an eyebrow, seeing the look that had crossed his friend’s face.
 
   “Callie ain’t turned up for work. Sketch ain’t seen or heard from her since Friday night.”
 
   “And he thought she might be with you,” came the infuriating nod. “Funny that ...”
 
   ***
 
   Eying the cluster of twenty-somethings giggling like schoolgirls in the corner, Sketch turned to glower less than subtly in the direction of Callie’s empty work station. He was gonna have a helluva hard time not stringing that little brat up when he got his hands on her. Friend or not, she’d completely dropped him in the shit and not even that innocent-eyed act of hers was going to save her ass this time.
 
   “Ladies,” he said, forcing the lingering hangover from the night before to the back of his mind and plastering an enthusiastic smile on his face as he threw his arms open in welcome. “What can I do for your fine selves?”
 
   “Well, we were kinda thinking ...” 
 
   Sketch doubted that, but let it fly as he waited patiently for the rambling brunette, fidgety with nerves, to get to the point. But apparently one of her partners-in-crime also felt time was a wasting.
 
   “We totally want tattoos,” the redhead blurted out, practically bouncing in her cork wedges. “We all went to school together, now we just got a place together and we thought it would be fun. And totally cute, you know?”
 
   Totally. Sketch just about managed to refrain from rolling his eyes. “So all of you want a tattoo?” he asked, getting nods of varying degrees of agreement from the four BFFs. “And d’ya got any design ideas?”
 
   Cue Red launching into some tangled tale of playing dress-up, high school nicknames and pixies, amid more headache-inducing giggles and hair tossing worthy of a shampoo commercial. Pixies. Fuck that shit.
 
   Excusing himself and leaving them to discuss with each other the finer details of what to get tattooed where, Sketch first turned up the radio in the hope of drowning out the chatter and then whipped out his cell phone to make yet another call.
 
   “Callie, I swear to Christ if you don’t get down here pronto ...” he hissed darkly, looking around for suitable inspiration to finish his threat effectively. “I’ll ... I’ll ... I’ll tattoo a pixie on your fucking ass – and don’t you go thinking I won’t!”
 
   Hanging up as the chimes on the door jangled again, he heaved a what-fresh-hell type groan and threw his phone down at his work station to go greet the newcomers. “Halle-fuckin-lujah!” he exclaimed. “Did you find her?”
 
   “Ain’t been looking,” Colton shrugged, as Sam - his eyes lighting up – started introducing himself to the admittedly pretty enough girls who’d practically swooned on the spot at the sight of two denim-and-leather clad bikers. “Thought we’d swing by, see what the hell the fuss was about.”
 
   “The fuss? I’ll tell you what the fucking fuss is!” Sketch ranted, evidently insulted by the suggestion he was overreacting. “I’ve been abandoned and, unlike you two swanning around as you please, some of us got a business to run – and I don’t mean into the goddamn ground!”
 
   Looking up from where Red was trailing her fingertips over the ink on the bicep he just happened to be flexing at the time, Sam shot the irate studio owner a bemused grin. “Hey, we’re damn lucky to be swanning anywhere, in case you forgot. And seriously, dude, you need to chill out. What happened to all your usual zen go-with-the-flow shit?”
 
   “Ask Callie!” Sketch snapped, before all the fight drained out of him and he waved Colton towards the back office, leaving Sam more than willing to entertain his customers in the meantime. 
 
   Slumping down at his desk, he watched as the dark-eyed biker simply cocked a shoulder against the wall and folded his arms across his chest. Waiting for an explanation. “It’s just been a rough morning, man. Barbie and her buddies out there aren’t exactly high on my hangover cure list. But seriously, I’m ... I’m kinda worried, Colt. This ain’t like Callie.”
 
   “Ain’t that all the more reason to cut her some slack?” Colton frowned, still not getting the need for the dramatics. “She’s late one morning and you’re acting like she’s skipped the damn country with the safe.”
 
   “We’re way past the oh-I-slept-in kinda late for a start,” Sketch insisted. “It’s past lunchtime and she shoulda been here to open up first thing. And whatever’s going on, I still don’t get why she wouldn’t just call. Girl knows I can’t say no to her – I’d give her as many days off as she wanted! But I’ve tried ringing and ringing and I ain’t heard a peep ...”
 
   “So why call me?”
 
   “Really? You’re gonna make me spell it out? Dude, I saw you. Friday night?” Sketch laughed wryly at the blank look he was getting and shook his head. “No way, bro, I know there ain’t nothin’ wrong with my eyes – you had your tongue so far down her fuckin’ throat, I thought we were gonna have to surgically separate ya!”
 
   The blank look turned to a glare, as close as he was going to get to an admission of guilt. “And what? You think I got her stashed away, tied to a bed somewhere?” Colton demanded, trying to ignore the fact that was a damn tempting prospect.
 
   “Nooo ...” Sketch said, the suggestion – however sarcastic – bringing a hint of uncertainty suddenly creeping into his voice for the briefest of seconds. And it disappeared just as quick when the glare hardened. “Nah, man, that’d be crazy. Look, Colt ...”
 
   “What, Sketch?” The rough voice dropped dangerously low. Making it clear, even to his near life-long friend, that he was already on shaky ground here.
 
   “I know I ain’t patched, man, but we’re still brothers – I trust ya and you know I always got your back,” came the attempt at an explanation. “But that kid’s like my baby sister and she ain’t got no one else to step up for her. She just ... she ain’t some club skank, Colton.”
 
   “Never said she was.”
 
   “I just think maybe she’s ... having a hard time. Working things out. In her head.”
 
   “Sketch, for someone worried about spelling things out, you sure talk a lot of shit. What are you trying to say here, man? ‘Cause I’m starting to feel like maybe I’m getting accused of something,” Colton growled, beyond exasperated by this circling and stalking forward to lean his hands on the table.
 
   “I’m just saying ... I know you two got this vibe going. I knew long before I even caught your little show at the clubhouse,” Sketch smirked in spite of himself. “But you need to know Callie ain’t as tough as she lets on. Not by half ...”
 
   FLASHBACK
 
   He’d gotten in the car the minute he’d ended the call, but his studio’s front door was already boarded up by the time he screeched to a halt in front of it. A vaguely familiar prospect was inspecting his handiwork under the glow of the streetlights.
 
   “Goddammit,” Sketch muttered, surveying the damage. He didn’t even want to think about the state of inside. But all that paled into insignificance when he spotted the bullet holes and thought about how shit could have gone down. “Yo, Reef! It is Reef, ain’t it? Where’s everyone else at? Got a call to say the cavalry was patching things up.”
 
   “I’m it,” the prospect nodded, looking almost as glum as the trashed studio’s owner at having been left out of the action. “Will took a few guys to send a message, if ya get my meaning. Rest of ‘em went back to the clubhouse.”
 
   “What about Callie? Chick who works here – little blonde?” Sketch demanded. “She was still here when I left. I’m hoping she missed the action ...”
 
   “Nah, man, I know the one,” Reef confirmed, blue eyes wide as he shook his head almost disbelievingly. “Bitch got balls ...”
 
   “What? Why d’ya say that?”
 
   “Way I heard it, she was there when Colt turned up with the bangers on his tail. They were both inside when those bastards started smashing the place up. Had to jump off the fucking roof to get away. Can ya believe it? The roof! Then when Colt got shot--”
 
   “Hold the fucking phone! When Colt got what?” Sketch demanded, panic lining his face as he raked a hand through his short dark dreads. “He all right?”
 
   “Took a bullet in the side,” Reef said, trying to sound nonchalant and failing miserably. “But get this – Dozer reckons Blondie only stepped up at the clubhouse and pulled the thing out! Probably saved Colton’s life ... Hey, where ya goin’?”
 
   “Clubhouse!” Sketch hollered over his shoulder, taking off at a jog back to his car. His mind racing every bit as much as the engine until he pulled up in the yard in a hail of gravel.
 
   Bursting into the building was only an option because they’d recognised him on the CCTV, had in fact been expecting him and were ready for his demands. The tattooist both wanted to know more about what the hell had happened and was too worried about his youngest colleague to wait for answers.
 
   “Where are they?” he demanded, already striding past the bar.
 
   “Colt’s room,” Jake called after him, even though he was already rounding the corner and heading out of sight. “I’d knock first if I was you!”
 
   Storming down the dimly lit corridor, Sketch’s fists were clenched and he was muttering to himself as the shock wore off and anger set in. Knowing his friends were both still alive had allowed things to twist around until he was ready to kill them both himself for giving him a damn good shove in the direction of a heart attack.
 
   “What the hell was he thinking?” he demanded under his breath. “Leading a shit-storm straight to my door. Bastard coulda got them both killed ... I’m gonna wring his flaming neck ...”
 
   Neither having heard nor particularly paid attention to Jake, knocking never crossed his mind and he simply ploughed straight ahead when he reached Colton’s door.
 
   “Listen to me, ain’t nothin’ brave about not being scared. What you did tonight - jumping off that ladder, pulling that bullet out? Bravest fucking thing I’ve seen, little girl ...” the biker was saying gruffly, the words not nearly registering as much in Sketch’s mind as the gesture.
 
   Colton stilling Callie’s fingers with his own as she gently brushed over what could only be his patched up bullet wound, with an unfamiliar look in his dark eyes – one that disappeared without trace when the moment was shattered by the door crashing back against the wall …
 
   ***
 
   “Saving your ass once don’t make her part of your world, Colton,” Sketch sighed, finally getting down to it and not meeting that stare in front of him. His own brown eyes drifted to the little pile of yellow post-its – a reminder of the last number he’d had to scrawl down.
 
   The words had obviously hit home though.
 
   “You think I ain’t thought of that?” Colton demanded roughly. But he’d never been one to share his feelings and he wasn’t about to start now. No matter how unexpectedly insightful his old friend might prove to be. “Look, man ... Friday night was what it was. Cops called time on whatever it mighta been and I ain’t seen your girl since. Thought I might have, but I ain’t. Okay?”
 
   “So you two didn’t ...?”
 
   “Got Will to give her the key to my room and I know she used it, but she was gone when I got back,” he shrugged. “Girl’s smart. Maybe she got me all figured out and don’t need you playin’ daddy after all.”
 
   Sketch frowned at the tone, picking up on the tiniest shred of resentment and fixing Colton with a long stare. It made the biker wonder once again just what was behind all this. Sketch was many things – prone to sticking his nose in other people’s business was not usually one of them.
 
   “Callie’s real smart all right,” Sketch nodded finally, what he was about to do weighing heavily on his shoulders. “Book smart, street smart, you name it ... But when it comes to being smart about putting herself first and figuring out what she needs – seems she’s dumb as Sam’s new friends out there. You can’t see it, Colt, but trust me, you got her head in knots.” 
 
   Colton considered that for a long moment and silently decided it was both possible and maybe only fair, since she seemed to have done the same damn thing to him. But apparently there was more.
 
   “And you know why?” Sketch demanded, taking a deep breath before the final plunge. “Because your brave little girl? She’s been seeing someone else and she’s shit scared – ‘cause all of a sudden, don’t look like he’s measuring up.”
 
   ***
 
   


 
   CHAPTER 16
 
   Elbow on the desk, head propped up in his hand, Will’s bored appearance belied the hard look in his eyes as he watched the club’s legal expert slump in his chair. Michael loosened his tie as he swigged from a mug of coffee with an added kick.
 
   Something had the usually in control lawyer distracted and that didn’t sit well with the MC president at all. Not when it was his club’s money footing the bill. Not when his men were depending on this suit to see them clear of another shit-storm.
 
   And he’d let it go for long enough, his patience wearing thin. “Something on your mind, Mikey?”
 
   For once, Michael seemed reluctant to engage. Setting his mug down, he leaned forward to pluck a framed photo from the corner of the desk and took in the dark-haired young woman and her shrewd smile, but with a preoccupied indifference.
 
   “Someone special?” came the eventual casual question. “Didn’t think you had a wife. Sorry - old lady ...”
 
   “Looks like you ain’t thinking much at all,” Will said coolly, reaching for the picture and firmly replacing it in its exact spot with a glare that ruled out further comment on the subject. “Least not about anything I give two shits for your opinion on.”
 
   Heaving a sigh, Michael raked a hand through his sleek dark hair and sat back to regard his client. He looked like the only thing he was thinking about right now was spilling his guts – and Will didn’t need that kind of over-sharing in his life.
 
   “You guys have the right idea,” the lawyer said suddenly, more to himself than anyone else. “Different chick every night if you want, no one to answer to. You’re the ones calling the shots. In more ways than one.”
 
   “You see a couch in here, Mikey?” Will asked, steepling his fingers together thoughtfully and drawing a confused frown from the other side of the table. “No. You know why that is? ‘Cause I ain’t your goddamn counsellor. And since I’m paying you, not the other way round, I need your head out of your ass and focused on my problems. Not pussy or ... or golf handicaps, or whatever shit it is you lawyer types stress over. Capiche?”
 
   Michael gawped at him for a long moment and then forced a laugh and rubbed a hand over his face. “Aw shit, man, I’m sorry. You know how it is - women thinking they can walk all over you, but you should be tiptoeing round them ...”
 
   Will didn’t. He’d never been walked over in his life, least of all by a woman. And biker boots weren’t made for tiptoeing anywhere.
 
   “... but I’m good, buddy – head’s in the game. Hundred percent. Now, let’s talk business.”
 
   ***
 
   Staring blindly into the mirror, it wasn’t hard to remember the last time she’d felt so small.
 
   But it had been twelve long years ago and she’d been a different person back then. One with a scared little girl hidden inside a front with a determined streak a mile wide. One who’d swore the first time would be the last time.
 
   She’d been taking care of herself ever since, but lately she knew she’d been letting that independent little girl down.
 
   “Not anymore,” she whispered, as the gray eyes looking back at her blinked back tears.
 
   The soft cream lace of her floaty dress fell to just mid-thigh and long bell sleeves grazed the backs of her hands, creating the picture of elegance. Her long blonde hair was half twisted up, half falling in gently curled tendrils over her shoulders and down her back to add to the effect, while the matte black platform heels and smoky eyes toughened it up.
 
   It was just a shame the mascara streaks on her cheeks completely ruined it all.
 
   ***
 
   “ ... so they’re yanking our chains. Huh, Mikey? Yo, Michael - snap the fuck outta it!” Will demanded, his exasperation now complete. “Jesus Christ, man. Drink the damn coffee and quit staring at it like you wanna drown in it.”
 
   “I was just thinking,” came the defence, unconvincing as it was. “About the case.” 
 
   “You know something? For a lawyer, you’re a piss-poor liar,” the disgruntled president noted.
 
   “Well, this would all go a helluva lot easier if we had any proper kinda disclosure going here – I’m starting to feel like maybe you don’t trust me, Will.”
 
   “I don’t. And you got any idea what it takes to get your proper disclosure round here? We got chicks sucking dick who don’t got it, buddy-boy. You really wanna get that close?”
 
   Michael rolled his eyes at that, fighting the urge to drop his head on the table in defeat. Sometimes he had to wonder why the hell he bothered tying himself up in knots like this, but somehow he always remembered how he liked a challenge. And not just when it came to work ... Thought he did anyway.
 
   “I’m just trying to understand how we got to this point, man,” he said, his tone strained but reasonable and the words ringing true of both the case and his own increasingly complicated personal life. “Look, in theory I don’t gotta prove jack – burden of proof’s on them. But they seem mighty convinced they got the evidence stacked up, complete with a witness, so either I go ahead and just call their bluff or ...”
 
   “Or?” Will prompted.
 
   “Or I gotta start untangling this whole thread. Are you saying there’s a reason I shouldn’t call the feds’ bluff?”
 
   The steely eyes in front of him narrowed, the finger pointing squarely in his face a reminder of exactly who and what he was dealing with here. “Don’t fucking put words in my mouth, sunshine,” the president warned. “Twisting shit around might work for you in the courtroom, but try it on me and I’ll be the one doing the twisting.”
 
   For all his seemingly amiable enough nature and that dry humour, Will hadn’t risen to his rank for nothing. He was every bit as dangerous as the men he was trying to defend - maybe more so for his ability to hide behind that front – and, as the president shoved his chair out from the desk and loomed over Michael, the lawyer did his best to look unconcerned.
 
   “They’re trying to see how much rope it takes for us to hang ourselves,” Will mused, running a hand through his shaggy brown hair. “So you just focus on keeping my boys outta the lock-up and leave the rest to me.”
 
   ***
 
   This time no one could say she hadn’t tried.
 
   She’d put in the effort, blown off work without so much as a phone call – god only knew what Sketch was thinking. She’d done everything she could think of to make this work. And for what?
 
   FLASHBACK
 
   The guilt at ignoring the calls from work pushed to the back of her mind, she forced herself to focus on what was suspiciously like butterflies fluttering in her stomach. She had a big night ahead and she was determined to make the most of it. She could call Sketch later. Explain, grovel, make it up to him. 
 
   But for a little longer, she wasn’t going to let anything distract her. She had to give this a proper chance instead of playing let’s-pretend. However elaborate the game.
 
   “You’re sure about this, Callie?” Michael asked, making her jump as he walked into her bedroom to watch her set out her shopping bags on the bed. A half-bemused, half-grateful smile crossed his face at her apparent enthusiasm. “You normally avoid these things like the plague, babe.”
 
   “I’m sure,” she nodded, letting him wrap her in his arms and leaning back over her shoulder to accept a kiss. “I want to.”
 
   “Good,” he declared firmly, evidently deciding to accept what had seemed too good to be true. “Because I want the sexiest girl in Nevada there. With me.”
 
   The for everyone to see went unsaid, but nonetheless sent a flicker of doubt coursing through her. A flicker she tried, however implausibly, to tell herself she had imagined.
 
   “Sooo ... do I get to see what’s in the bags?” Michael pressed, a roguish grin on his face. “You should have said you were going shopping. I’d have given you my card – or tagged along. Helped you try things on ...”
 
   Callie smiled and shook her head. “I wanted it to be a surprise. And I had to go out – I’ve never exactly needed the kinda wardrobe for socialising with judges and lawyers before.”
 
   “Oh, I dunno. I was thinking you could wear that little red number I got for you ...”
 
   She raised her eyebrows at that. Said dress barely covered her ass and was slashed practically to the navel. She had no idea how it ever warranted the price tag, given the distinct lack of fabric. “Michael, I want to make a good impression. Not make them think about sentences they’ve handed out for solicitation.”
 
   He frowned, but let both it and her go. Moving to sprawl comfortably on the bed, he folded his hands behind his head and blue eyes trained on her slim curves. “Let’s see it then.”
 
   “Where did I lose you with the whole surprise thing?” she teased. But she gathered her purchases and headed for the bathroom, able to listen to his suggestive running commentary as he waited impatiently for her to change. Smiling despite herself, she quickly did her hair and make-up in the mirror – to give him an idea of the full effect – and then took a deep breath before braving her one-man audience.
 
   Only to be met with a long pause. And a tell-tale crinkling of his nose.
 
   “It’s just not really you, is it, sweetie?”
 
   ***
 
   She’d been telling herself not to be so stupid, but the truth was that it wasn’t about the damn dress and she knew it. Just as any romance aficionado could tell you the power held in three simple little words – except for them, those words probably weren’t the damning not really you.
 
   She’d tried and tried to tell herself off for being so melodramatic, for letting something so utterly irrelevant in the grand scheme of things as a dress send her house of cards tumbling down.
 
   But sticks and stones can break bones that heal, while words haunt injured souls forever. And those three seemingly well-intentioned words held the power to sum up what the life she had fought so hard for had become. Just not really her. The dress wasn’t the cause of her distress, merely a symptom.
 
   Angry with herself all over again for her tears, Callie fought them back as she wiped roughly at the mascara smudges below her eyes. Still staring at the girl staring back at her. 
 
   So maybe something in the hair and make-up made her look a fraction older – she really couldn’t say for sure. She knew how old she was, but not what others saw when they looked at her. And sure, the lace covered up her tattoos, but they were still there. And that was what Michael just didn’t get. 
 
   That she was more than just blonde hair and ink.
 
   Maybe she was supposed to be grateful he wasn’t trying to change her. Mould her into some little doll who’d be more acceptable in his social circles. But in doing the opposite, he could be just as stifling.
 
   He didn’t want some attractive twinset-and-pearls type woman who’d make polite conversation with his legal buddies and their wives – he wanted someone with sex appeal, who’d raise eyebrows and draw lecherous congratulatory remarks from his married peers.
 
   She didn’t want to be something she wasn’t but, unlike him, she didn’t have to show off who she was to the world ...
 
   “Going somewhere?”
 
   Callie turned sharply, startled from her reverie by the voice. Instantly recognisable as it was, its owner was the last person she’d expected to see stood there surveying her with those dark eyes and the realisation left her floundering. “Colton?”
 
   “Door was open ...”
 
   ***
 
   Peace and quiet finally having descended on his office, Will tilted his head back as he savoured his freshly lit cigar. Blowing out a slow stream of fragrant smoke, he watched it wind its way towards the ceiling before dispersing.
 
   He reached for the pre-paid on its first ring, expecting the call and confirming it with a glance at the screen. “You got my message then? Yeah, let’s just say our checks balanced when we wrote ‘em, but circumstances may have ... changed and we ain’t got nobody to touch your boy in that department ...” 
 
   With a rumble of a laugh despite himself at the response of one of his oldest friends, the president of the club’s mother charter in Reno, he kicked his heels up onto the edge of his desk and took another drag of his cigar. Certain his counterpart was doing almost the same damn thing hundreds of miles away. 
 
   “Yeah, yeah, you just tell him to work his geek-boy magic and we’ll see about a reward next time he pays us a visit. Got a sweet little redhead whose touch he might like better than mine ... Soon as he can ... Yeah, that’s the one – Corsada. Michael Corsada. Keep me posted. Later, man.”
 
   Snapping the phone closed, Will balanced his cigar on the edge of the ashtray and stood up to pull on his cut. A finger traced over the small patch sewn right at the bottom of the leather on his right side, the secret sign of just how ruthless he could be.
 
   Mikey, Mikey, Mikey …
 
   ***
 
   


 
   CHAPTER 17
 
   He’d told himself the whole way over that he was only doing Sketch a favour. That if she’d once pulled a bullet out of his side, he could go check she wasn’t dead in a ditch. Even if she had left him high and dry to go cosy up to some douchebag boyfriend she’d never once mentioned.
 
   He’d left it until after all the errands he’d already planned though, determined not to waste his day running after a chick – no matter how big a bunch her boss seemed to have got his panties in. And he hadn’t even been sure he’d bother actually speaking to her, half thinking he might catch a glimpse outside her apartment block or parking her car or some shit. Little bitch was probably just bunking off anyway, playing house with whoever the hell this guy was she was apparently seeing ...
 
   But none of that had accounted for this. Somehow finding himself inside her building, then outside the ajar door of her apartment for the few moments it took to decide to march on in. Coming face-to-face with the little blonde, all dolled up in delicate lace and looking like she’d walked straight out of the pages of a magazine.
 
   The perfect blend of innocence and seduction, it was fucking sexy as hell.
 
   “Door was open,” he managed gruffly, in response to his name on her lips. “Any bastard could have walked in.”
 
   He was half hoping for a sharp retort like he knew she’d have given Sketch, but a closer look revealed tearful eyes and a slump to her shoulders that told him he wasn’t going to get it and made him wonder as to the cause.
 
   “W-What are you doing here?” Callie asked faintly, confusion and something close to shame all over her face.
 
   “Sketch was worried,” he shrugged. “Seemed to think I might know where you’d disappeared to. He’d have been here himself, but he’s got a flock of airheads round the studio. Sam is ... helping.”
 
   He got the faintest ghost of a smile at that, but it dropped as quickly as her gaze to her feet. “I heard you two got bailed.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “I ... I called the station,” she admitted softly, still not really looking at him. “I had to know.”
 
   “Why? Ain’t like you were stuck waiting around,” Colton said, his tone hard and uncompromising. More so than even he had intended – he wasn’t big into passive aggressive bullshit, not when plain ole aggressive usually served him so well.
 
   But she didn’t hit back over the jab and instead simply shifted uncomfortably, with a hand tugging self-consciously at her sleeve. “Doesn’t mean I want you in jail. Shit, Colt, I ... I don’t know how to explain. Just ... Just give me a minute, okay? I need to get this fucking dress off,” she said, reaching for the zip even as she headed back towards the bedroom. 
 
   But whatever her problem was with the offending article of clothing, he could already see that no amount of contortion was going to let her reach the fastening right in the dead centre of her back. Not in a way that allowed her any purchase to pull it down. Which only left her one option.
 
   “Shit. Could you ... Would you undo this damn thing?” she asked, her cheeks flushed in a mixture of frustration and embarrassment as she turned her back to him and swept her hair up out of the way. “Please, Colton, I just want it off.”
 
   Not understanding why she seemed to be teetering on the verge of a freak-out over a damn dress – not the girl who’d faced lethal enemy fire with barely more than a squeak - he frowned and walked towards her in spite of his resolve not to get sucked in, finding himself following her into her room. “What’s the panic?” he shrugged. “Looks good ...”
 
   The words were out of him before he could stop them and he cursed whatever had loosened his treacherous tongue.
 
   “Maybe on someone else, but not on me,” she snapped. “Now, are you gonna help or do I have to go take a knife to this shit?”
 
   Now, that was more like her. Or was it? Distracted by the tone, the words themselves had taken a second to compute but, when they did, he found his eyes narrowing suspiciously. Not on her, what the hell? She had to know. She might be an infuriating little bitch for the way she had him twisted round, but she had eyes all the same and she had to see ...
 
   But in the instant the flicker of fire she’d shown died away, he realised the girl looked genuinely crushed. Those big eyes were clouded by tears and something like the truth of it all hit him, making his own eyes darken in anger. 
 
   But not at her, not this time.
 
   ***
 
   Feigning nonchalance, Michael strolled into the glittering - and very exclusive - reception with one hand in a pocket of his sharp Valentino suit, snagging a glass of champagne with the other and downing it in a gulp. He shot the young waiter a sheepish grin as he replaced the empty glass on his tray and accepted another.
 
   He didn’t usually object to these fundraisers. There was nothing like feeling you’d done your bit, when really it was just one big booze-soaked chance to network and bullshit about who could out-do who. Whether it be in the courtroom, the bedroom, or on the golf course. But having thought he was going to have a serious foot-up when it came to bragging rights, thanks to the girl who should have been on his arm, flying solo just wasn’t cutting it this time. And that hurt look in her eyes was still niggling at him.
 
   “Hey, Corsada!” came the sudden booming call from the direction of the bar. “Thought you were finally bringing the other half out to play. What’s the matter – scared one of us might steal her away?”
 
   “Just didn’t want to leave you to go stag alone, Stefan,” he shot back, fixing a cock-sure look in place as he sauntered over to join his usual cohorts. Their customary circle-jerk was always peppered with good-natured jibes at each other’s expense.
 
   “Ahh, not this time, buddy. You’re not the only one with a lady friend, you know. Although, from what I hear, that hot little wildcat of yours isn’t much of a lady ... Am I right, huh, boys?”
 
   So he embellished a tale or two. Like he was going to share all the not-so-sordid details of his cosy nights alone, waiting for his girl to call. He could just hear the responses that would get on the eighteenth fairway. He was dating a twenty-eight-year-old, for Christ’s sake. Who was he to shatter their illusions and reveal that a significantly younger woman didn’t necessarily mean the blowjobs were on tap and you were tying each other up on a nightly basis?”
 
   But Stefan was already steamrollering ahead, as he turned to get the attention of a tall brunette leaning casually on the bar and sipping a martini. “... anyway, as I was saying, Michael Corsada meet my date for the evening – this is Veronica ...”
 
   “Hunt,” the pair finished simultaneously. Michael’s tone fell flat, while Stefan’s rose in surprise.
 
   “Oh, you two know each other?” the criminologist asked, thinking little of it as he reached for the jacket he’d slung over a bar stool. He evidently meant to retrieve his wallet and get another round of drinks in, but was unaware he’d missed the look that passed between his two acquaintances.
 
   “I believe we’ve ... had the pleasure, as they say,” Veronica smiled sweetly.
 
   ***
 
   Relenting without a word, Colton reached for the zip of Callie’s dress as she stood facing the full-length mirror by the foot of her bed. Slowly, he eased it downwards and exposed a growing expanse of lightly tan, smooth skin. Skin that just begged to be touched and made his fingertips move unbidden to trace the line of her spine. 
 
   It was a move that sent a shiver coursing through her and made her head lift to meet his reflected gaze, surprise and something else in her soft gray eyes.
 
   “Colt--”
 
   But he cut her off with a firm shake of his head and turned her around to look up at him properly. That silky mass of tousled curls tumbled over her shoulders as she clutched her dress to her chest, wide-eyed and unsure. “You could wear a sack and still be fucking beautiful. Don’t let anyone ever tell you any different ...”
 
   ***
 
   “Now, Michael, I hardly think this is appropriate,” Veronica smirked as – after a night of enduring knowing looks - he finally snapped and trailed her by the arm to a dark corner, making her wince as his fingers bit into her upper arm. “Hey, you’re not manhandling your little tart now, you know!”
 
   But he ignored the attempt to goad him. “What the hell are you doing here?”
 
   “I was invited,” she said innocently, as if the answer should have been obvious. “And I have to admit, I’m actually surprised to see you here. I wasn’t sure our dear friend Will would let you off the leash.”
 
   “You come here just for that?” Michael scoffed, letting her go with a look of contempt. “Trying to imply my client doesn’t trust me – it’s a bit schoolyard, Vee. Even for you.”
 
   That tinkling laugh had him gritting his teeth, yanking away the arm she laid a hand on as if to reassure him.
 
   “Oh, Michael, as if I’d waste my time following you around like a little lost puppy. Maybe you’ve been dating little girls for too long, sweetie,” Veronica said, feigning concern. The lights reflecting off the nightclub’s elaborate glitterball made her eyes glint dangerously. “No, no, I have much better things to do with my time. Your friend Stefan, for one. He’s really rather good, you know. Maybe you two could compare notes?”
 
   “Nah, I guess I just ain’t interested. Not now I’ve upgraded to a newer model,” he said coolly, the barb aiming for a nerve and evidently striking home judging by the slight, yet unmistakable clenching of her jaw. “So looks like I’m batting two-for-two with the cheap shots. That’s work and my love-life – you wanna take a crack at the suit? Good luck, it’s Italian.”
 
   She just smiled and shook her head, as if he was an unruly child she couldn’t work out what to do with. It bugged the hell out of him almost instantly.
 
   “Those bikers must have an absolute field day with you,” she said, her tone registering mild amusement. “You try so hard, acting the big I Am. And it obviously must work for you in some circles, but not with them. You could bend over backwards, or any way you like actually, for Will and it wouldn’t make a blind bit of difference. They don’t trust you, they don’t respect you, and they sure as hell aren’t ever going to accept you. And that gets to you, doesn’t it? It’s a little crazy, Michael, because you were never that guy. I mean, you know all about staying on the right side of the law and yet there you are. Begging for approval from a bunch of murdering outlaws who wouldn’t give you the time of day if they didn’t need you.”
 
   She knew just when to push, when to pull back. A soft smile graced her glossy red lips as she stepped away, dipping her head as if giving way to him.
 
   “I guess I just don’t get why you’d take such a risk. Do you know how many lawyers that club has gone through in the last three years alone?” she sighed. “And it’s not like you need them. The flash car, the suits, even the girl – all yours before you took this gig. And what have they got? Death-trap bikes, dirty denim and cheap skanks. Will, Sam, Colton ... they could never have what you have and they’ll only ever resent you for it. So maybe you just need to think about it. Whose side you’re on.”
 
   ***
 
   Colton could hardly blame the girl for her reaction to his declaration, given that he’d preceded it by barging into her home and barking at her like she was some damn prospect he was hazing. One of those half-hearted little smiles tugged at her lips, suggesting a serious dose of scepticism at his growled words as she dropped her gaze back towards the floor. 
 
   But he wasn’t having that. And with one strong hand, he simply forced her face back up to his and claimed her mouth with his. Banding an arm around her slim waist, the biker pulled her flush up against his chest as her lips parted under the pressure of his to allow his tongue entrance - something in the contrast of his tough leather against her delicate lace urging him on. That and the eventual feel of her small hands at his waist as she gave into him, kissing him back tentatively at first.
 
   A rough hand tangled in her hair as a fresh spark fuelled their kisses, her arms going around his neck to leave her dress held up solely by the way her body pressed tight against him. Before he did what any man in his position would have done – leant back just enough to send the lace slipping to pool at her feet, leaving her bare skin his to caress.
 
   If the cops burst in this time, he’d have to think seriously about shooting them.
 
   Her body actually trembled under his touch as he forced himself to slow down, turning her in his arms so her back was pressed against his chest. One palm pressed over the flat of her stomach, holding her tight to him again as he dropped his mouth to her shoulder. Eyes dark with lust met hers in the mirror again. His fingers grazed her ink before slipping under the thin strap of her bra to slowly ease it down, the kisses that followed hot on her skin.
 
   “Fuckin’ beautiful ...” Colton muttered huskily, filling his hand with the firm curve of her breast and letting the pad of his thumb coax her nipple into a tiny hard bud. His mouth continued on its journey over her body until he was finally on his knees, trailing kisses right down her belly to the low waistband of her panties.
 
   Callie’s head fell back on her shoulders, a soft groan falling from her lips and he knew in a second that she wanted this just as bad as he did. That was more than enough to send him to his feet, sweeping the almost naked little blonde off hers.
 
   He didn’t give a shit if she was someone else’s.
 
   ***
 
   


 
   CHAPTER 18
 
   He didn’t do this.
 
   He’d earned a place at the table in every Fallen Brothers clubhouse up and down the country – a debt he’d paid for in blood, his and others. With interest. His brothers welcomed him with open arms, women with open legs.
 
   And with no old lady to come home to or to keep sweet, he took full advantage.
 
   His brothers were the same, he knew that. If Sam kept actual notches on his bedpost, got wood would take on a whole new meaning ... But while women threw themselves at the charismatic sergeant when they were looking for a bad boy with a big heart, he was a different story.
 
   Girls came to him when they wanted their bad boy just that. Bad.
 
   He didn’t get attached, wasn’t interested in their life outside the clubhouse walls and certainly wasn’t sharing his. Skanks damn sure weren’t there for their sparkling conversation skills and he wasn’t having some bitch knowing his business. Club shit, his family, feelings – it was all strictly off limits.
 
   Most of the veterans of club life knew by now that they were never going to get anywhere with him, but there still seemed to be boasting privileges attached to bagging the club’s killer even for a night and there was a certain male pride to be had in keeping them coming back to his bed.
 
   But letting them leave satisfied was one thing, letting them get too comfortable was another.
 
   The sex might be good but, for such an intimate act, it was always decidedly distant. No lingering kisses, no cuddles, no lingering gazes into drunken, make-up caked eyes. And the occasional passing-out-too-drunk-to-move episode aside, he otherwise made sure the chicks were long gone by morning.
 
   He needed to be committed to one thing and one thing only - and that was his club.
 
   So why the hell had he just broken every rule in his goddamn book with the little blonde currently curled up in his arms?
 
   He couldn’t deny it, not to himself. He lov-- Scratch that, he enjoyed the warmth of her body against his. The feel of one silky smooth leg hooked over his thigh and her perfect little tits pushing against his chest, her head pillowed comfortably on his shoulder.
 
   It only made him want to push her onto her back and take her all over again.
 
   He knew he probably wouldn’t have gone there in the first place if he’d had a hint that she’d just lay back and let him take advantage of the situation. He may have been used to taking what he wanted, but he’d never been interested in fucking some teary-eyed vulnerable chick.
 
   And besides, this was Callie.
 
   He recognised that as the dangerous thought it was though. Acceptance that she was different, not just some face in the crowd to be passed around his brothers. A suggestion that she in some way mattered ...
 
   But in the end, she’d made it fucking impossible for him to walk away. He could see in her eyes that she’d made up her mind not to back out, but it was more than resignation. She’d been the one to reach for him, a new fire crackling to life and sparking something in him as she pulled him into a fierce kiss on her bed.
 
   He may have been able to hide it well when he needed to, but he was still only human.
 
   And that breathless little moan she made the first time he thrust deep inside her was hotter than hell. Their bodies seemed to fit together like she’d been made just for him and the look in her hazy gray eyes, coupled with the way she responded to every move of his, had only encouraged him. Making him lean down for long hungry kisses, tiny beads of sweat breaking out on their skin as they lost themselves in each other ...
 
   But now, even as he ran a strangely gentle hand over the enticing tumble of loose curls spilling down her bare back, there was only one thought foremost in his mind.
 
   He didn’t do this.
 
   ***
 
   Will knew he was spending more and more of his time cooped up in the sanctuary of his office, rather than out by the bar with his boys, but he just couldn’t face the inevitable raucousness of the clubhouse. It never seemed to matter what shit they were dealing with, the Fallen Brothers didn’t believe in letting the bastards grind you down. 
 
   Even for the very guys facing a serious stretch inside, it was simply business as usual. But that said, his sergeant was uncharacteristically quiet as he slouched back in the chair opposite him – obviously having decided just to wait for his president to tell him what he wanted in his own time. Sam always had been good at reading people.
 
   The subtle drift of the blonde’s gaze wasn’t lost on Will though, even if his eyes only flitted to the framed photograph for a second before the elder of the two men cleared his throat as he stood up. It broke the moment and sent Sam’s eyes snapping back to his.
 
   “Drink?” Will asked gruffly, already grabbing a couple of glasses from one of the shelves behind him and fishing a bottle of whisky out of his desk drawer. He got a shrug of acceptance from his brother and sloshed out generous measures, handing one to Sam and then sitting back down heavily go stare at the amber liquid in his glass and throw back a gulp. 
 
   “Listen, Will ...”
 
   “I’ve asked Reno to look into Corsada,” Will interrupted, pressing ahead now he’d started. “Jesus, Sam, you know this club’s track record with lawyers – we can’t take any chances. And we may do all right with all the day-to-day intel shit, but Chip’s the one you really want doing your digging, ain’t he?”
 
   “True that,” came the nod. “Dude may be a doofus in the real world, but give him a computer and he’s a goddamn genius. Nah, I get it, man. So ... he find anything?”
 
   “Ain’t heard back yet. I want him going deep. Corsada takes a shit I don’t like the smell of, I wanna know about it. But I also want to know what you think.”
 
   “Not following ya, boss.”
 
   “You earned those patches, man, and I trust your judgement,” Will sighed, rubbing a weary hand over his beard. “You make tough decisions all the time, Sam. You go with your gut and your instinct’s pretty damn good. So what’s your feeling on trusting this guy? You sure you got it right about him and Hunt for a start?”
 
   “Oh, I got that one loud and clear,” Sam nodded grimly. “He’s definitely nailed the bitch. But whatever the hell they had going, I wasn’t exactly feeling the love in the room. So I don’t think he’s in bed with the feds, literally or otherwise. But as far as trusting him goes? Hard to say. I mean, he ain’t one of us – but ...”
 
   “But?” his president pushed.
 
   Sam took a long drink before answering, shrugging his shoulders as he looked up with understanding in his clear blue eyes. “This ain’t gonna play out like with Taylor, man,” he said, with sympathy and certainty in his statement, but alongside reluctance to even say the name. “This guy ain’t Walker and--”
 
   “And I ain’t got another daughter to screw information out of,” Will said roughly, reaching for the photo frame. This time the pain was laid bare on his face. “Just a club full of sons I ain’t gonna see fucked over. Not again.”
 
   FLASHBACK
 
   “You gonna let him ask you to do this?” Sam heard Jake hiss in his ear as he stood grim-faced by the roadside. Dusk was falling fast over Haven and a strange peace seemed to have fallen over the deserted hills surrounding the city. “He ain’t thinking straight, brother ...”
 
   “Gotta do my job, man,” the blonde shrugged. But his shoulders felt like lead and there was worry etched on his brow.
 
   “I’m just sayin’, Sam. Who knows where his fucking mind’s at? He gonna hold you responsible if he changes it too late?”
 
   “You think I ain’t thought of that, Jake?” he snapped. But he shook his head with a sigh. There was no point them turning on each other – they had enough shit to deal with without creating any more. “Seen Colt?”
 
   “Not yet. Probably still clearing up after Walker. Christ, I can still hear that god-awful screaming in my head,” the biker muttered. He gave himself a little shake, no doubt against a shiver coursing down his spine, before glancing up at the sound of a van pulling over close by. “Shit, here we go.”
 
   All the assembled Fallen could do was watch as a pale-faced prospect climbed slowly out of the driver’s seat, shooting them almost pleading looks as he stumbled round the back and opened the door. He stepped out of the way as their president emerged, one large hand fisted in the hair of the young woman he dragged with him.
 
   The woman who had once been her father’s little brown-eyed girl, curled up on his lap as he read her bedtime stories in the clubhouse before church. The woman who had once been the teenager who’d harboured a crush on Sam himself since she was about twelve, spending hours playing with the ends of her long dark hair as she watched from a window when he'd pull into the yard.
 
   The woman who - with the kind of deviousness they would only have expected of her estranged mother - had grown up to turn on the only family she had ever known, spilling their secrets to the club’s own lawyer between his sheets. Enough to tear them all apart.
 
   “Daddy, please!” Taylor sobbed. The sheer terror in the cry made even the battle-hardened sergeant wince.
 
   “What the fuck was that twisted little bitch thinking?” Jake ground out. His voice low, lacking the strength to sound as harsh as it might have. This was infinitely harder on Will, but it was a blow to them all.
 
   ***
 
   


 
   CHAPTER 19
 
   She had no delusions about what to expect from the dark-eyed biker who had somehow ended up in her bed. More or less resigned to waking up alone, it came as no real surprise to Callie when the hand that tentatively reached out grazed empty pillow. 
 
   And yet some small shred of hope flickered and died inside her, as her eyes drifted open and she shifted beneath the tangled covers to gaze up with a sigh at the ceiling in the early morning light. Maybe this was all she deserved after using Michael all this time. For living a lie.
 
    If she hadn’t already screwed Sketch around enough for one lifetime, she’d have been happy enough to just relocate to the couch and spend the rest of the day curled under her duvet. Get teary-eyed over old movies and comfort-eat her way through a huge bar of chocolate. But, as it was, she forced herself out of bed and into the routine of freshening up before heading to the kitchen.
 
   At the smell of coffee, she frowned in confusion.
 
   “She’ll be there, man. And don’t give her any of your shit,” the distinctive growl, still rusty with sleep and low as it was, carried towards her as she stood frozen in the doorway. Colton’s shirtless form looted her cupboards with a cell phone clamped between his shoulder and his ear, found two mugs and started pouring freshly brewed coffee from the pot waiting on the breakfast bar.
 
   His jeans rode low on his lean hips and ... damn. Guys half his age would have to kill themselves in the gym for those hard planes of toned muscle. Tiny flecks of gray in the barely-there scruff on his head and jaw were the only clue to his actual age.
 
   Shaking off the distraction and taking in his shirt and cut over the back of a bar stool, the phone joining his holster and gun on the counter as he ended the call, Callie could only guess it had been Sketch on the line.
 
   “Never had you down as the domestic type,” the blonde managed, once she’d found her voice. It made him turn to her, no trace of being caught off-guard. He’d probably heard her the minute her feet had hit the floor of her bedroom. 
 
   “Mama Greene didn’t raise no fool.”
 
   She processed that – didn’t doubt it for a second - and took the mug he held out to her, curling up on the nearest bar stool with one leg under her. Her eyes dropped to focus on the dark, gently steaming coffee as she realised she had absolutely no idea where this was going.
 
   “You ... okay?” Colton asked, under the distracting cover of adding a spoonful of sugar and splash of milk for her – a gesture that might have been surprising if she wasn’t already used to his attention to detail.
 
   It was the first time she’d heard anything like uncertainty from him and guessed he wasn’t big on mornings-after, her little nod not exactly doing wonders to convince him as he stood there, one hip cocked against her counter. She could feel those knowing eyes on her.
 
   “If you’re thinking about him, he ain’t gonna hear it from me.”
 
   Him. The man who loved her and who had never so much as crossed her mind until it was too late. And had he not been brought up, he still wouldn’t have really cost her a thought while she was preoccupied with considering just where she now stood with the man in front of her. 
 
   She might not be under any illusions about what had happened between them, but neither of them could deny they’d already established a connection. And that wasn’t something she wanted to lose.
 
   “You’re not going to start asking Sketch to do your ink, are you?” she blurted out without meaning to, before hastily trying to explain. “I mean, you don’t have to worry about me turning into some needy little bitch. I just ... I just don’t want things to be weird. With us. Not that I’m saying there is an us exactly ...”
 
   He considered her in silence for a long moment. Looking like he’d known the question, or at least something like it, was coming. But like he had no idea how he’d react until it happened.
 
   “Sketch ain’t nearly as cute as you.”
 
   The gruff words were enough to send her head back up, surprise in the gray eyes that met his in the seconds before his mouth captured hers again. The biker took her coffee from her, setting the mug on the counter out of the way, and cupped the back of her head to deepen the kiss.
 
   “You need a shower before work?” Colton ground out, barely waiting for her nod before scooping her easily off her seat and into his arms. “Good. Me too.”
 
   ***
 
   The pneumatic drills pounding in his head threatened to split his skull as Michael slowly came to on his own couch, still in his suit from the night before. Shoes still on, jacket missing, tie loosened.
 
   Painkillers. He seriously needed painkillers. Or maybe a shotgun to just finish the damn job.
 
   With his mouthed parched and full of the taste of stale whiskey, he fought to his feet and cursed as he immediately kicked over a more than half empty bottle of Jack. He grabbed for it as it spilled over the plush carpet and managed to save the last of the dark liquid. Better than nothing.
 
   Wiping a hand over his eyes and raking his fingers through his hair, he stumbled to the bathroom intent on raiding the cabinet for whatever might restore peace in his thumping head. Flinching at the sight in the mirror, he wasted no time grabbing the little bottle he was after and heading back to the living room.
 
   Once slumped back down against the cushions of his luxurious couch, he washed a handful of the painkillers down with a generous slug of what was left of the Jack. Probably not the smartest move, but since it turned out his lawyer brain wasn’t so damn smart after all, why the hell not ...
 
   FLASHBACK
 
   Forced to endure sitting at a table near the bar with Stefan and Veronica, as she continued to make a show of not-so-coyly running a hand over her date’s thigh, Michael thought his face was going to crack from the fake smile he’d plastered on.
 
   “So, who wants another drink? Veronica?” Stefan asked, moving to get up. “Mike, you’ll take a beer, won’t you?”
 
   “Let me get these,” he protested, reaching in the pocket of his jacket for his wallet. Anything to get away from that damn table. “It must be my round ...”
 
   “Nah, stay where you are, buddy. These are on me. Gotta visit the little boys’ room anyway,” Stefan grinned. “Back in five – although it looks like they’re five deep at the bar. Can’t blame them. Drinking’s the only way to get through these bloody things.”
 
   And with that, he left them to it. Veronica turned to Michael with a bemused little smile.
 
   “What’s the matter, Michael? You look a little uncomfortable, if you don’t mind me saying. Don’t you trust yourself around your friend’s date?”
 
   “I don’t trust you as far as I could throw you,” he said grimly. “And don’t tempt me to see just how far that is.”
 
   She feigned shock. “The chivalrous Mr Corsada threatening violence towards a woman – you’ve changed, Michael. Is that little girlfriend of yours proving a handful?”
 
   “You don’t talk about Callie, all right? Just leave her out of this.”
 
   “Callie ... Pretty name. But where have I heard it before?” Veronica mused, cocking her head on one side thoughtfully. “Callie, Callie, Callie ... Oh, yes, I remember. My guys took a call at the station from a Callie. Callie Delaney. Hey, that’s your girl’s last name too, isn’t it? Funny coincidence. Still, Haven's not that tiny ...”
 
   Swallowing the flare of temper along with the remains of the nearly finished drink he’d been nursing, Michael tried not to show she was getting to him. Something he did all the time in police interviews, in court. It was harder with her.
 
   “So Callie called for me and you didn’t say anything,” he shrugged. “Big deal. Or you filled her head with shit like some vicious teenager--”
 
   “You really have me all wrong, Michael,” she tutted, re-crossing her long legs. “I’m actually looking out for you here.” She smiled at his scoff as if she’d expected it. “No, really, I am. You see, Michael, I didn’t speak to her. Wasn’t even aware of it until someone mentioned it later, suddenly wondering if it might be important. Because Callie didn’t call for you, honey – she called for your clients.”
 
   “What?” the confused response was out of him before he could stop it. He didn't understand, even as his mind flitting to his girlfriend’s job, both his clients’ extensive tattoos. But that still didn’t explain why she’d call the station ... And, thrown as he was, his mind didn’t even second-guess where Veronica might be going with this.
 
   “Now, why do you think your little girlfriend might have been so concerned about a couple of bikers?” she finally continued, after taking pleasure watching him mentally wrestle with the information she’d given him. “Shall I tell you what I think?” she offered, her voice laced with pseudo-sweetness until it turned to lash out spitefully. As sudden as a viper and just as deadly. “I think your precious Callie’s probably spreading her legs for one of them. Which one do you think, Michael? After all, you know her better. Sam with those baby blues, maybe?”
 
   His stomach lurched, but by now the lawyer’s guarded front had returned. He was just finding the anger harder to contain than usual.
 
   “Shut your filthy mouth, you conniving bitch,” he warned, the fury not quite masked by the confident exterior - to nothing but her seeming amusement. “You don’t know what you’re talking about!”
 
   “No, you’re right. Why would the little slut choose when she could have both of them? I hear those boys like to share ...”
 
   ***
 
   Michael winced at the memory and swallowed another mouthful of whiskey. He remembered storming out of there, past a gawping Stefan, but the rest of the night was a haze. A painful, messy haze.
 
   He didn’t know why the hell he’d even listened to that scheming bitch, let alone been stupid enough to let her get to him like that. Callie was the only one that mattered and he trusted her. So he’d go round there, see her, talk to her.
 
   Then maybe the pounding in his head would stop.
 
   ***
 
   


 
   CHAPTER 20
 
   “Sooo ... you two get it out of your system then?”
 
   Callie froze in the middle of sketching her latest design – a pixie, albeit a beautifully artistic one, for the chick Sketch had off-loaded onto her as part of her ‘punishment’ for bunking off. She should have seen this coming.
 
   “Dunno what you mean,” she tried, pushing a stray lock of hair back from her eyes as she looked up. Her long ponytail falling over one shoulder and a look she hoped was suitably confused and not too defensive plastered on her face.
 
   Knowing brown eyes surveyed her from across the room, arms folding across that broad chest. As was his wont when he knew his speculating was on the money, no matter what he was being told to the contrary.
 
   “Sure,” Sketch nodded, the smirk already tugging at his lips. “He goes looking for you, I hear jack-shit all night, then he drops you off first thing - come on, kid, it ain’t exactly rocket science. Although I’m guessing there was a biology lesson in there somewhere ...”
 
   Dropping her pencil with a sigh, Callie reached for her takeaway coffee and swallowed a mouthful of the now lukewarm latte before giving a little shrug. “Fine,” she said quietly, playing self-consciously with the cardboard cup instead of looking at him as she broke her own non-disclosure rule. “I slept with Colton. Satisfied?”
 
   “Are you?” he shot back. The question was serious rather than flippant though.
 
   She knew he wasn’t trying to pry, could follow the thought processes firing in his brain and appreciated that it came from concern rather than simple interfering. 
 
   “You don’t have to worry, Sketch,” Callie said, managing a small smile for him. “I got no delusions about this. It just ... happened. And that’s it.”
 
   “A one-time thing?”
 
   “Two, if ya want to get technical,” she tried to joke, cheeks flushing just a little at the confession. “But yeah. It’s done. Don’t look at me like that, Sketch. I’m cool with it, honestly.”
 
   “Cal, darlin’,” he sighed, wandering over to sit down on a stool beside her and sling an arm around her shoulders. “I know you. You ain’t some club slut and--”
 
   “No, you’re right,” she interrupted him, misunderstanding. “I’m not. And it’s not like I’m planning on making a habit of this. I’m not gonna start hanging round the clubhouse, getting on my knees for Sam or Will or whatever one of them clicks his damn fingers first!”
 
   “That ain’t what I meant!” Sketch protested. “I’m just saying you ain’t the type to ... not get attached. I just don’t wanna see you get hurt, doll.”
 
   Callie realised the truth in that and eased up, leaning in to bump her shoulder against his gratefully. “I know. And I love that you care, you know I do,” she said softly. “But I will be okay. I’m not a little girl. And I’m not kidding myself that it meant anything or that anything’s gonna come of it.”
 
   “What about this boyfriend of yours?” Sketch asked, his arm still wrapped around her and all pretence of getting any work done abandoned. At the feel of her head dropping onto his shoulder, he heaved another sigh to see her so obviously struggling with it all. “Oh, darlin’ ...”
 
   “Don’t start making excuses for me,” she warned, blinking back the threatening tears. “When it comes to sleeping with Colton, I’m the one in the wrong here. Things with Michael ... aren’t perfect. But that doesn’t give me the right to do what I did and I’m not exactly feeling proud of myself right now. I cheated, Sketch. And we both know if it had been the other way round, you’d be ready to kick his ass for me.”
 
   He knew that was true and then some. But double-standard or not, she was his friend – not this Michael. And she was the one he didn’t want beating herself up over a guy he really couldn’t get his head around her being with in the first place. “You thinking about telling him?”
 
   She bit her lip and then nodded. “It’s over, Sketch. I don’t think it ever really started.”
 
   “So you and Colt hook up and the day after you’re breaking up with your boyfriend?” he asked, the gentleness of the hand that reached out to smooth her rumpled hair taking any sting out of the question that was more an observation.
 
   “I know what you’re thinking. But Colt’s not the reason, just the ... the catalyst. This is something I need to do – for me ...”
 
   The pair looked up, startled out of their conversation by the familiar jingle of the wind-chimes on the door, and Sketch quickly recognised the visitor as Callie’s next appointment. Biting back irritation at the distraction and greeting the bubbly redhead with a grin. The shop wasn’t going to run itself and he didn’t have Sam’s particular brand of customer service on offer at that moment in time.
 
   “Natalie,” he drawled in welcome. “You came back, doll. Come in, come in.”
 
   “Naturally,” she said, her smile a flirtatious little glimmer of mischief that played across her full lips. “I’m real excited actually and I know you’ll be gentle with me.”
 
   “Actually, darlin’, I can go one better than that,” Sketch told her, standing up and pulling Callie with him, watching as the two girls sized each other up with polite smiles on their faces. “Meet our resident cherry-popping ink expert. Natalie, this is Callie – Callie, your pixie-loving client Natalie.”
 
   “Hey,” Callie nodded easily, raising a hand in greeting and getting ignored in return as Natalie turned a pout on Sketch.
 
   “I think I preferred your other blonde friend.”
 
   ***
 
   “Well, well, if it ain’t the dirty stop-out.”
 
   Seeing Colton was choosing to ignore the good-natured jibe he’d thrown at him, Sam simply smirked and signalled with a whistle to the prospect behind the bar – the young man scurrying with ready obedience to fetch him a cold beer – and then threw himself into the chair opposite.
 
   “Still gonna tell me ya ain’t tappin’ that that sweet ass?” he grinned, raking a hand through the blonde spikes of his hair. Getting more silence and a dark look in response. “I’ll take that as my answer. All I can say is about fucking time, buddy. You two been jonesing for each other for too damn long. Listen, you talked to Will since you got back yet?”
 
   “Came by to check in,” Colton supplied, downing the last of his own drink as he glanced towards the closed door of the office. “But he’s been holed up for the last coupla hours, reaching out to our allies mostly.”
 
   “Chip find something on Corsada?”
 
   “Ain’t heard shit, man. You worried?”
 
   Sam sat back as he reached in the pocket of his cut for a packet of smokes and a lighter, offering one to his brother before sparking up and taking a long drag. “Dunno,” came the eventual response as he exhaled slowly. “Maybe.” Clear blue eyes scanned the clubhouse, clocked the small handful of bodies round the pool table – couple of his brothers, a few girls – and the prospect now cleaning glasses behind the bar. No one in earshot, although he lowered his voice anyway. “This shit with the lawyer ... I got a bad feelin’, Colt, and if the shit hits the fan, it’s our asses first in the fucking firing line.”
 
   “So you think he’s a rat?” Colton asked, leaning across the table in his intensity. His fists clenched at the thought of a betrayal from the one person they were, if not trusting, then at least depending on to get them out of this shit.
 
   “It ain’t him I’m worried about,” Sam confessed grimly. “It’s Will.”
 
   “Will?” Colton echoed, frowning at what the president’s right-hand man had just laid out before him. “Christ, man ...”
 
   “Not like that, shithead. It ain’t a trust issue. I just don’t like where his head’s at with this. It’s too soon after Taylor.”
 
   For a long time, that steely face opposite betrayed no further flicker of a reaction. But Sam waited, trusting Colton to methodically work through this in his own head rather than jumping in at the deep end. 
 
   He’d thought about it long and hard himself before choosing to put his fears out there, even to the closest of his brothers. And he realised wryly that he was probably the only person who’d turn to the notorious hitman in such circumstances, amid the very real chance that concern would merely be read as disloyalty.
 
   But, for all his capabilities, Colton was much more intelligent than he was sometimes given credit for. Not that anyone thought he was stupid, but it was easy to see how they had come to expect him to rely on violence as the answer to any problem. And Sam knew that wasn’t the case.
 
   The club’s resident gun for hire was capable of ... almost anything. He did what was needed for the good of his brothers, for the MC family. He could be cold, calculating and even cruel. But not reckless. Never reckless. Colton’s way of dealing with an issue was a last resort – not the first solution.
 
   And then there it was. Sam’s answer from the man who knew him best.
 
   “Too soon for him? Or too soon for you?”
 
   FLASHBACK
 
   “Gather round, boys!” Will hollered, beckoning with his free hand as the other dragged the crying young woman to her knees by the hair. Even the too-jovial tone of his booming voice didn’t manage to hide the bitterness and anguish underneath. “You’re the ones this little bitch wanted to ruin, so it’s only right you hear this. Ain’t that right, Taylor?”
 
   But her sobs had simply faded to shocked hitching whimpers and she neither answered him nor looked up. Until he wrenched that dark hair painfully, forcing her head up and making her cry out again. Her hands flew to try to ease the tugging on her scalp, before then breaking her fall as he shoved her hard back towards the ground.
 
   The president was already breathing heavily, hands fisted by his sides as he rounded on his men in the near darkness. His usually warm brown eyes were now hard and flashing with anger and betrayal.
 
   “This could have been it,” he thundered. “All of us forced to choose between going out in a fucking hail of federal bullets or facing life behind bars. This club finished, other charters at risk, families torn apart. And all because of, not just someone I should have been able to trust, but my own goddamn flesh and blood. That I ever allowed her to be in a position to do this to us is something I’ll carry on my shoulders to my grave, but it ends here.”
 
   “Will--” his VP tried, only to be completely ignored and left exchanging glances with Sam. The tense sergeant stood with Jake, his arms folded across his chest.
 
   “The Fallen Brothers do not tolerate acts of treachery,” Will continued, raising his voice over the brief attempt at an interruption. “By patches or by those close to them. No exceptions. Her standing as my ... daughter ...” His voice cracked slightly over the word and those around him shifted uncomfortably. “It only makes the betrayal run all the deeper.”
 
   The young woman’s head came up at that, finding her voice through the fear as she turned on him. Trying to stumble to her feet, a dangerous glint returned to the brown eyes that were so like his own. “You fucking hypocrite!” Taylor half-screamed, half-sobbed. Her hair was falling over her tear-stained face, road dust on her hands and clothes. “You always loved this club more than me. Why should I play the dutiful daughter if you’re never going to just be my father!”
 
   For a long moment, the president stood there looking stunned and his men were left wondering if the harsh words would hit home. Make him stop this before it was too late.
 
   Slowly, he crouched down beside where she’d fallen on her knees again. A hand reached out to caress her cheek as a fleeting look of regret flared in his eyes. But then it was gone again and those strong fingers had wrapped lightning-quick around her slim throat, making her gasp and choke. “Liar,” he hissed.
 
   And instead of more tears or pleas, his daughter’s face turned venomous despite her struggle to breathe. “W-what can I s-say?” she managed to sneer. “I had a g-good ... teacher.”
 
   “How could I have been so wrong about you?” Will bit out, recoiling from her. “I thought you were always going to be my little girl. But you’re just like your whore of a mother.” 
 
   “I’m nothing like her,” Taylor said, rubbing her throat as he released her. “She let you ruin her life. At least I tried to make sure you didn’t do the same to me. So come on then, daddy, be the big man. Deal with me. What are you gonna do? Burn off my ink? Brand me a traitor for everyone to see? Carve it in my fucking forehead? Come on!”
 
   Her voice rose almost hysterically again. Despite the front, the years of secret bitterness, she seemed to know she was dangerously close to reverting to a scared little girl again. She knew what these men were capable of but, despite everything, the fact that she was still his daughter must still have felt like her only saving grace. 
 
   The only pangs of guilt she’d ever seemed to feel had been for the undying love she knew he had for her. But as far as she was concerned, it was just too bad he loved the club more.
 
   Then she saw the glance towards his trusted sergeant-at-arms.
 
   “The Fallen have always had a certain way of dealing with those who cross us. An eye for an eye, you might say. A life for a life,” Will said grimly, addressing his words, not to the woman on the ground, but to his watching brothers. “My daughter turned on us, knowing what her actions would mean. She tried to cut the very heart out of this club.”
 
   “Jesus Christ ...” Sam heard Jake mutter beside him, as a murmur rippled through the clearing. Where this was going was slowly starting to dawn on everyone, even as the girl herself turned deathly pale and Will signalled to his enforcer before grabbing her arm as she made to run. Even her terror failed to give her the strength to match his.
 
   “Will!” Johnny tried again. “This ain’t right, man. As VP, I’m telling you we can’t just do this! We ... we need to at least vote. As a club. This shit’s bigger than just you.”
 
   “He’s right,” Jake added shakily, getting cut off by the roar of frustration Sam recognised for what it was. Fear that if he didn’t get this over with, he wouldn’t be able to see it through. “We take it to the table ...”
 
   “No!” Will shouted. “No, if we do this, we do it here and now. We didn’t need a goddamn vote to send Colt after Walker and I say yay to punishing anyone who turns on my club - yay to having our sergeant cut her devious heart out! So come on, VP, where do your loyalties lie? Yay or nay?”
 
   When it was put like that, Sam knew the position Johnny had been put in and it was no real surprise to hear the yay that stumbled from his lips. Just like it was no real surprise to hear married father-of-two Jake’s equally shaky nay.
 
   One by one, they made their decision. Those who’d known the young woman most of her life unable to look past that and registering their nays without daring to glance at her furious father, those fixated on how close they’d come to ruin still for the most part uncertain, but adding their yays in the end.
 
   “Sam?” Will finally growled and he realised he was the last to vote. Scanning round quickly in a bid to tally up and feeling his heart sink like lead into his churning stomach. A nay would save her life – and most likely ruin his. What good was a sergeant who balked at disciplining those who needed it? “Sam, we need a fucking answer.”
 
   He’d never backed down from a job before, had never given anyone cause to question his loyalty or commitment to the club. He was a soldier through and through. But this was Taylor.
 
   It didn’t matter that she was a woman, or that she was still young enough to have the best of her life ahead. It did matter though that she was the flesh and blood of a man who was his brother - more like a father really. And most of all, it mattered that he knew she could be devious, questioning, one to watch ... But also fearless, feisty as all hell. Passionate.
 
   Even though they’d agreed it could never be anything more and even though if her father had known, Sam might have been the one facing some brutal punishment, their nights together had been explosive. Nothing but a fiery heat they knew would consume them both if they let it.
 
   And yet, when she turned on them all, she turned on him too.
 
   “Sam, for Christ’s sake!”
 
   He could hear a near plea beneath the anger in Will’s voice, could feel the desperation in Taylor’s eyes as they burned into his back, and he fixed his gaze on the dark horizon.
 
   “Yay.”
 
   ***
 
   


 
   CHAPTER 21
 
   It took a hell of a lot to be one of the Fallen.
 
   Commitment, guts, resilience, loyalty. A certain self-preservation and yet the selflessness needed to put the club first at all times. Or was that selfishness? You could argue it either way. It wasn’t like choosing the club over family though – the club was family. Brothers through blood spilled, rather than running through veins.
 
   Club life required sacrifices, Colton knew that more than most. But for all the risks, he also knew it was probably the only thing that had kept some of the guys alive. Himself included.
 
   Death was a recurring threat, prison even more so. But threats could be handled, dealt with. Threats were not certainties. Not like the fates that had been facing many of his brothers before they found their way into the MC. Club life was infinitely better than a drug-addled life of petty crime, even if most civilians found it hard to see the difference.
 
   It was no coincidence that many of the Fallen were ex-military. Some of them had met before, in what seemed like another world. On the streets of Saigon like the clubs founders or in Beirut, Kuwait, or even the Afghan desert like some of the younger prospects. It was hard to know what was worse. Being there or, if you were lucky enough to make it back out, being plunged back into whatever was supposed to pass for normal life.
 
   As if you could flick a switch and forget what it was like to smell death thick in the air. To stare blindly down the barrel of a gun and know that it was kill or be killed. Wondering if today would be the day they sent your dogtags back home in an envelope – or just the day you’d watch a bullet bury itself in your friend’s skull and damn yourself forever for thanking god it wasn’t yours, even as you hauled his body back behind the firing line.
 
   And that was only if it wasn’t one of those darkest of all days, the ones that made you look at the muzzle of your own rifle and wonder if eating that cold steel might be the cleanest way out.
 
   Lucky probably wasn’t the word, but at least Colton hadn’t gone in blind. His lengthy stint inside had put an edge on the hardness he’d already cultivated on a different kind of battlefield – the backstreets of a rough neighbourhood deeply entrenched in gang culture. War just gave him a licence for the weapon in his hand and money he could send to his ma in his pocket.
 
   Everything else, he blanked out. He’d gotten good at that over the years.
 
   Other guys had it tougher, he knew that. He’d gone to war because a knife in the back would have broken his mother’s heart, but a bullet in the chest and at least she could have pride in her grief. Other guys, they wanted to right wrongs. Fight for something worthwhile. Save the whole fucking world.
 
   That had been Sam all over. Before he got his eyes opened.
 
   Life experience, that was how Colton had heard it packaged. Show you places you’ve never seen before, new ways of doing things. Toughen you up, make a man of you. He supposed it was true. And then you could take your new-found education in the ways of the world and see what goddamn good it did you when the blood money ran out and you were thieving to survive, while shooting up to forget.
 
   People expected certain things of Colton, he knew that. His reputation went before him and spoke for itself. Then he showed up and confirmed it all. He knew the impact of a mere black look from someone like him, but he also knew by now that even the bluest eyes and brightest smiles could hide true darkness.
 
   If it wasn’t for the Fallen and the sense of purpose the club gave back to him, Colton had little doubt Haven’s poster-boy - struggling to cope with life beyond the Marines - would be just another statistic. Still a junkie lost-cause. Either that or laying dead in an alleyway somewhere. The club might have put a gun back in his hand, but it had still been the only incentive open to the blonde to get that shit out of his system once and for all.
 
   And having been clean for well over a decade now, he was down to just one vice – and pussy wasn’t quite so likely as heroin to get your ass killed, usually anyway. But that didn’t mean he didn’t still have his demons. And it was clear, with everything they were facing weighing heavily on his shoulders, that they were coming back to haunt him.
 
   Colton’s grip tightened on the handlebars of his bike as he thought about the position president’s girl had put Sam in. The sergeant might be feigning concern that it was playing on Will’s mind, clouding his judgement, but the bitch had spun his head around, just like she’d spun her own father’s. Had really stuck the knife in the pair of them and twisted ... Ironic really. 
 
   He’d claimed he was fine though, hauled himself out of his chair and across to the bar, slinging an arm around the shoulders of the second nearest chick with his usual confidence. Seemingly content to seek solace in any warm body that came along.
 
   It hadn’t escaped Colton’s notice that the most convenient target was passed over though, despite the pout – Sam ignoring the leggy brunette leaning on the counter to give him a better view of what was on offer, in favour of some bottle-blonde. Probably just coincidence that the broad he all but shied away from bore a marked resemblance to Taylor ...
 
   Or maybe he was over-thinking things himself. Maybe Sam just already knew the brunette was a lousy lay. Maybe they all needed to get the hell out from under the thumb of the feds, before the pressure brought everything crashing down.
 
   Colton twisted the throttle at that and let his speed creep up. Booze and broads were all well and good, but there were only a couple of places he was used to going when he really needed a break from the thoughts in his head …
 
   ***
 
   “You’ve been quiet.”
 
   Callie looked up from her sketchpad and smiled softly. She knew Sketch had been watching her like a faithful Labrador all day and now he’d paused in his cleaning up to consider her again. Business had been fairly steady all day, but now – not long before closing time – they had the place to themselves. “I’m fine,” she tried to reassure him. “Just ... thinking.”
 
   “Too much, by the looks of it,” her boss frowned, reaching to turn down the radio a little so they could talk. “I know you got a lot goin’ on in that head of yours, kid. If ya need time, you know you just gotta holler.”
 
   But she shook her head, going back to her design as she carried on the conversation and not meeting the gaze she could tell was still trained on her. “I know I still have to talk to Michael and I guess I do feel sad at the thought of hurting him, but I kinda feel like ... like a weight’s already been lifted off my shoulders, you know? Is that bad? I feel like I should be more upset, but I’m not – I’m ...”
 
   “Free?” Sketch supplied, nodding knowingly and making her bite her lip.
 
   “Yeah,” she admitted quietly. “I should be sad we’re breaking up and instead I’m thinking what a relief it’ll be not having that commitment, not having to feel guilty if--”
 
   “If you bang Colt again.”
 
   “Thanks for the tact, Sketch!” Callie exclaimed, flushing just a little. “And that wasn’t exactly what I meant ...”
 
   “I’m guessing it’s true though,” he grinned. “Come on, darlin’, I get it and of course it ain’t bad! Gorgeous girl like you - young, free and single ... You gotta enjoy it and get a proper smile back on that face!” He crossed the room to tug her into a hug, but then pulled back to talk to her with near sternness. Albeit with a hand resting fondly on the back of her neck as he made her look at him. “Listen, Cal, I know you’re feeling guilty, but I also know you ain’t the sort of chick to play a guy. You wouldn’t be feeling that way if you were. But what’s done is done, you hear me? Ain’t no need for you to keep beating yourself up over him – you don’t deserve it, sweetheart. Let yourself be ...”
 
   “Happy?” Callie said wryly, both of them staring at each other before starting to laugh.
 
   ***
 
   Pushing the door of the studio open, Colton was almost surprised at himself. With all the shit with Taylor getting stirred up again, he’d almost expected his own mind to start telling him to pull back. To start telling him that allowing connections to form wasn’t what guys like him did – and for good reason.
 
   But instead, he found himself putting himself in Sam’s shoes. The sergeant could protest all he liked, but it was obvious to those closest to him that he’d been getting in deep. Now, traitorous bitch or not, he had to get used to the reality that she wasn’t ever coming back. That he couldn’t fix her.
 
   And rather than cut his own losses while the going was good, as his dark eyes fell on the laughing little blonde, Colton knew that, deep down, he wanted to pull her closer. Make it so she wouldn’t be ripped from him by anyone. And one night hadn’t done it. It just reinforced everything that had quietly been building for months.
 
   “Private party or you still open?” he asked from the doorway, hooking his thumbs into his back pockets.
 
   “Colt! You here for business or ... pleasure?” Sketch grinned, a should-have-known look written all over his face as he shot a glance at Callie. But he quickly shook his head at the black glare he got in response and reached for his jacket. “Tell ya what, doll, I reckon you still owe me for your little MIA stunt, so how about I make tracks, leave you to close up and we call it quits?”
 
   She knew what he was trying to do – it wasn’t exactly subtle – but nodded anyway, hardly in a position to argue. Instead, she was left almost dazed by the speed with which he gathered his shit and pressed the studio keys into her hand as he kissed her cheek, slapped Colton on the back, and disappeared without a backward glance.
 
   “Soooo ...” she tried, swallowing almost nervously as she looked at the latecomer. “What can I ... do for ya?”
 
   “Can get your ass over here for a start,” Colton said, the few words bluntly spoken.
 
   “Could ask me nicely,” Callie retorted, an eyebrow arched at his order, though she found her feet moving anyway.
 
   Something in his eyes darkened dangerously and, in one fluid move, a hand found the small of her back and had her pressed flush up against him. “Sassy little bitch,” he growled, just before his mouth claimed hers roughly. He always had liked that side of her. “That nice enough for ya?” he pulled back to demand, once he’d robbed her of her breath.
 
   “For a start ...”
 
   ***
 
   


 
   CHAPTER 22
 
   If he was honest, he’d half been wondering if the novelty might simply wear off.
 
   Colton had never really been one for relationships. Unlike some of his brothers, with more baggage than they could ever fit on the back of their bikes, he had no ex-wives lurking in his past. No kids. No real ties at all, except his mom and aunt.
 
   In fact, the last time he’d really gotten involved, he’d been a lot younger and had seen a helluva lot less. So no wonder it had crossed his mind that maybe it was all about the thrill of the chase. Wanting what he thought he couldn’t have, only to get bored once he’d got it.
 
   But, so far anyway, that wasn’t the case when it came to Callie. Far from it. Instead, it was like his body had gotten a taste of hers and now it wanted more.
 
   He wasn’t usually above taking what he wanted and yet, despite that pull, something was keeping him from treating her like he had some kind of claim. Like he could just use her when the need was too great to ignore. She deserved better than that. Hell, she deserved better than him. He’d never claimed to be selfless though, so here he was again. Seeking solace in the usual sanctuary of the tattoo studio, in the buzz and pull of the needle. In her.
 
   It hadn’t even been twenty-four hours since they’d ended up in bed together. Less than twelve in fact since he’d woken up with the little blonde wrapped in his arms. In other words, he was in deep shit.
 
   Once he’d kicked a chick out of his room, she was out of sight and out of mind, never costing him a second thought. But, while he already recognised that Callie was no casual lay, he hadn’t been prepared for just how deeply she had already worked her way under his inked skin over the course of all the months since she’d stepped up for him.
 
   “Think that’s the rest this stage finished,” she said, breaking into his thoughts as she turned off the needle and assessed her handiwork, wiping the excess ink from his tanned skin. “What d’ya reckon? I didn’t want to do too much more and risk spoiling the effect ...”
 
   “Looks good, darlin’,” Colton acknowledged with a nod. The praise was hardly gushing, but he meant it and knew she knew that.
 
   “Yeah, it really does,” she mused, taking in the sight of his chiselled torso and flushing just a little when he smirked.
 
   “We still talking ink?”
 
   “You usually fish for compliments?” Callie retorted, turning her attention to peeling off her gloves and trying to recover from the embarrassment of getting caught eying him up.
 
   “Didn’t think I had to.”
 
   She laughed at that. “I’ll bet you don’t. There’s probably chicks lined up round that clubhouse to hand ‘em out. Although I’m guessing they usually take a more hands-on approach to showing their appreciation.”
 
   Colton could hardly deny it. He knew she’d been to the clubhouse before and that she knew the score when it came to the perks of having a cut on your back. “Don’t mean shit though,” he’d said before he could stop himself. He stood up to pull his t-shirt back over his head, in a bid to shut his mouth before it dug him a bigger hole.
 
   “Anyway, I’d better get this place cleaned up,” Callie shrugged easily. “Sketch’ll only throw a hissy-fit if I close up without bothering and since it looks like you’re my last customer ...”
 
   “You wanna maybe ... get dinner?” The gruff question came as equally out of the blue as his last comment – for both of them - and he clocked her surprised look, which in turn made his defensive reaction come over like he’d just been accused of getting on one knee. “What? A guy’s gotta eat ...”
 
   ***
 
   Hair of the dog had been a hell of a bad idea.
 
   Michael had no idea how long he’d been out, but his plan to go and talk to Callie over the state of their relationship had fallen to nothing as soon as he’d woken up in the cold light of day and decided a shot of vodka would ease his hangover. All well and good at first, but after drinking all night, it didn’t take much to make his blood-alcohol level go shooting back up. So, when one shot became two and two became three ... Game over. 
 
   It was probably just as well though. After all, his booze-soaked mind had succeeded in painting a pretty convincing, if decidedly X-rated, picture. One that featured none other than his very own girlfriend and a certain blonde biker who, for all he knew, had most likely screwed his way round half of Nevada.
 
   But that was then and this was now.
 
   And now it was early evening and the usually cool and collected lawyer was, quite simply, a mess. But a straight-thinking mess - so he thought anyway, despite the roaring in his head that seemed loud enough to rival Will’s entire goddamn fleet of Harleys.
 
   Had he really been about to storm round to Callie’s, profess his love for her and then accuse her of fucking Sam? 
 
   Michael groaned at the thought. And then again at what even just that sound did to his poor abused head. He really was getting too old for this shit, much as he hated to admit it. There was nothing classy about stinking of what had somehow turned into a two-day bender and he knew that not even a designer suit could change that.
 
   Especially not one as crumpled as his.
 
   He just wished he’d paid more attention to his girl over all the months they’d been together, maybe then he’d have the answers to the nagging questions at the back of his mind. They talked, didn’t they? It was true he didn’t want to talk about his work and risk boring her, or his ex and their son and risk scaring her off, but they talked ... didn’t they?
 
   Staggering upright from his makeshift bed on the couch, Michael lurched to the fridge with a sudden urgency, fumbling for a cold bottle of water and wrenching the cap off with shaky hands to down a long gulp. Trying to clear the fog in his mind and thinking hard.
 
   Why didn’t he know how Callie knew any of the Fallen? 
 
   Or why she would be calling them at the cop shop of all places? He was her boyfriend. He should know this, because he was supposed to know her …
 
   ***
 
   Deciding to call it a day as far as work was concerned, Will reached for the box of pre-cut cigars in his desk drawer, made his selection and pulled out a Zippo to spark up. A fragrant cloud of smoke streamed from his lips as he took a long drag and exhaled slowly. He was not the most patient of men and some things were just taking too long for his liking.
 
   He would keep biding his time though. He was good at that. Patience was no match for perseverance and he had plenty of the latter, no matter how in short supply the former may have been at times.
 
   With a weary rub of his hand over his beard and a final drift of his gaze to the framed photo on his desk, the club president pushed himself out of his chair and strolled out of the office to head to the bar. No point drinking alone when he could join his boys or maybe even some of their female company – the same thought as had, by the look of it, passed through his sergeant’s mind.
 
   But Will’s eyes narrowed when the sight in front of him registered properly. Only for a moment though, before he heaved a little sigh and let it go. He could guess what the logic was behind it, no matter how flawed. But even so ... He’d thought it would be a hell of a long time before he’d see Sam with a brunette, after all the shit that had gone down.
 
   FLASHBACK
 
   Sitting down heavily at the head of the near-sacred table, the president reached out a shaky hand and ran his fingers over the carved beak of the elaborate golden eagle. It was only then that he noticed the blood.
 
   It wasn’t Taylor’s though. It was his own, drawn from where she’d dug her nails into the backs of his hands as she fought. The irony wasn’t lost on him, even as his fingers curled into a fist and crashed down painfully on the wood. It stilled there though as he laid his head on the table and struggled to keep his shit together.
 
   He’d always been so resolute. He drew stark lines between right and wrong – admittedly, not the kind of lines the rest of the world would necessarily agree with, but his club’s own version of a moral code. However twisted.
 
   But now ... Now, when the stakes had never been higher, he just didn’t know anymore.
 
   The door of the clubhouse church opened slowly, but he never moved. Under normal circumstances, he’d never let his brothers see him like this, but things were far from normal and besides, he knew there was only one person who’d dare to intrude on him right now.
 
   A glass of whiskey was set down just in his eye line without a word, heavy footsteps retreating towards the door.
 
   “Sam,” Will said quietly, lifting his head as he caught the blonde’s attention and made him turn as he reached the door. Struggling through a long pause to find the words he wanted. The words to tell him he’d known all along. 
 
   That he’d come to think that one day, when they were both done with dancing around each other, his trusted sergeant would be the one to tame his wilful daughter and she’d be the one to wear his ink.
 
   “I know you think you coulda loved her. Maybe already did,” he said, forcing a wry smile at the caught look he got in return. “Nah, don’t worry - it’s okay. I just wish things coulda been different. I ... I woulda been proud to have you as a son.”
 
   For once, Sam seemed at a loss for something to say, no doubt knowing neither of them would thank him if this got too emotional. “Family ain’t always about blood,” he managed simply, bumping his closed fist against the door frame in a little gesture of farewell before walking away. He raked a shaky hand through the messy spikes of his hair as he went.
 
   ***
 
   “What?” Callie was smiling at him across the table of the almost deserted diner, one side of the slouchy white top she had on over a simple tank slipping off her shoulder as she stole a couple of his fries with a mischievous little look. “I do it to keep fit, not so I can start beating on people – little bit of self defence, I guess, but that’s just a kinda bonus.”
 
   Colton could feel the eyes of their waitress on them as he sat opposite the little blonde in a narrow booth by the window of Lou’s Place. It was far from fancy, winning out in their where-to-grab-dinner debate purely by way of being just a couple of blocks from the studio, but his cut still drew attention. Not that he gave a shit.
 
   “Self defence,” he scoffed, returning his attention to the conversation about how she managed to stay in shape despite practically inhaling a huge burger with everything on it. Kick-boxing classes were apparently part of the answer. “This I gotta see.”
 
   “You’re so on, mister,” Callie grinned. “I can just see the looks if you rocked up to my class of sixteen women.”
 
   Not surprisingly, he grimaced and shook his shaved head firmly. “Hell, no. We got a gym at the clubhouse. Boxing ring too. Tomorrow morning – you and me, kid. Call it a master class.”
 
   “Deal,” she agreed. “Now ... we splitting dessert or what?”
 
   ***
 
   Stumbling out of the cab, Michael pushed a couple of twenties into the driver’s hand – the least he could do for stinking out his cab like some whiskey-soaked tramp – and fished in his pockets for his keys as he made his way unsteadily to Callie’s door. He’d never understood her need to have her own space rather than simply moving in with him. 
 
   Maybe he was about to get his real answer. Never mind that independence crap, maybe she just didn’t want him cramping her style. Her reluctance to give him his own key, returning in kind his gift to her, had been hidden. But badly.
 
   He forced himself to push those thoughts out of his mind though. To remind himself that this was the girl he, despite his best efforts, had fallen for.
 
   “Callie!” he called, trying to keep his tone light and failing miserably. “It’s me, darling ... Callie, you here?”
 
   The apartment was in darkness, even though she should have been home from work an hour ago, and he cursed as he staggered into the corner of her coffee table, clutching his shin and almost toppling over.
 
   She wasn’t in. Hadn’t called. But that was okay, it didn’t mean anything – they were busy people who didn’t have to live in each other’s pockets. That was all. And he could wait. Be there when she got in, to kiss her and confess how he really felt, instead of this ridiculous dancing around the issue because he was scared to seem like he was tying her down.
 
   He could wait as long as it took.
 
   ***
 
   


 
   CHAPTER 23
 
   It was late as Colton walked the girl back to her car, the night air distinctly cooler than when they had left the studio and making her wrap her arms around herself as they walked. The oversized but flimsy sweater was obviously made for style over practicality. They didn’t pick up the pace though, content instead to stroll in companionable silence along the sidewalk.
 
   In places, neon light flickered over them and, at the end of the block, the noise from a dive bar spilled out from behind the almost-hidden door every time it opened. A rowdy group of drinkers came pouring out along with the burst of music just as he and Callie passed. Catcalls rang out as they got separated in the sudden crush, only for a black look to send the revellers stumbling on their way as Colton reached through the scrum to pull the little blonde to his side.
 
   He didn’t ask, just stole a glance to check she was okay and then kept walking. He ignored the bar’s worse-for-wear patrons as they disappeared, still laughing and shouting, down an alleyway. But somehow, Callie’s arm had tucked itself through his – a situation he let slide. It was better to keep her close, late as it was. That was all.
 
   “I guess this is my stop,” she said, letting go when they reached the studio and then the near-deserted spot round the back where she had parked her car. She hesitated before she slid a hand to his shoulder for balance and rose up on tiptoe, intending to brush a kiss against his cheek. “Thanks for dinner, Colt.”
 
   But, as his own hand went in an instinctive move to her waist to steady her, he couldn’t seem to resist turning to meet those soft gray eyes - her lips missing their target and being sought out by his instead.
 
   And for a few moments at least, he wasn’t a biker with a murder charge over his head and she wasn’t a tattooist with a boyfriend. They were just a guy and a girl, kissing in each other’s arms under the street lights. 
 
   Trying to deny they were anything more.
 
   ***
 
   “... ‘Preciate it, brother. Later.”
 
   Will snapped his cell phone shut and gritted his teeth in frustration. There was only one thing worse than feeling like your capabilities were being questioned and that was knowing you damn well deserved it. But of course he could hardly tell the mother charter’s president that, especially not in so many words and in front of the clubhouse in full swing.
 
   For a lawless MC, they were pretty big on rank and respect.
 
   So Gunn would get his way and a couple of his guys would be taking a little trip to check in on them. Were, in fact, already on their way - to check up on them more like, Will thought. Apparently the intel officer had run all the checks he could think of on their lawyer friend without coming up with anything immediately worrying. Whatever the hell that meant. But Gunn thought it’d be better if Chip talked them through it in person. Made sure every ‘t’ was crossed and every ‘i’ dotted.
 
   Still, at least Gunn hadn’t decided the situation required the personal touch. Much as he and Will were old friends and get-togethers in either Haven or Reno were generally raucous affairs that probably did a hell of a lot for the cigar importing business, his presence now and under such circumstances couldn’t fail to reflect badly on Will’s leadership.
 
   Stowing the cell back in an inside pocket of his cut, Will signalled for another drink from the young prospect playing bartender and then continued on his intended path. Despite the fact that his sergeant was still otherwise engaged with his nameless brunette companion, who seemed to be having difficulty keeping her clothes on.
 
   “Mmm, someone’s enjoying the view ...” she was practically purring in what was presumably her best seductive voice. Rolling her hips against Sam’s mid-lap dance, her hands braced on his shoulders, she leaned forward to give him another eyeful of the ample contents of her skimpy bra. “Come on, Sam, what ya waiting for? Let’s finish this in your room.”
 
   But he’d already spotted his president approaching, as he glanced over her shoulder, and any chance she had of getting what she wanted simply disintegrated into dust. “Not now, sweetheart.”
 
   “But I thought ...” The confusion at his change of heart, when she’d worked hard to make in-roads with him, was written all over her face. Plain despite the make-up. “If you want me to just blow you here ...”
 
   “Something’s come up ...” Sam started, before checking himself even as he pushed her nimble fingers away from his fly. Not because of the double entendre, inadvertent as it was – he just didn’t have to justify himself. “Just get lost, okay?”
 
   She’d been around long enough to know not to argue with that tone of voice.
 
   “Not interrupting, am I?” Will asked, knowing he was and watching the young woman glower as she made herself scarce. “Trust me, not a good idea anyway, man.”
 
   “Pussy ain’t a good idea?” Sam cocked an eyebrow at that, as he threw an arm over the back of the couch he was sprawled on. “You’ve changed your tune.”
 
   “After the shit we’ve been through, thought you might have too,” came the wry response. “But actually, I wasn’t talking about generalisations. More that gash specifically. What are you trying to do, brother?”
 
   “I’d have thought that was pretty damn obvious ...”
 
   “Cute, but cut the shit. I might have been born at night, but it wasn’t last night. Only thing you ain’t been picky about lately is real or bottle, but you been hitting nothing but blondes. I ain’t blind or stupid, Sam. If she’s still screwing with your head, screwing some cheap imitation ain’t the cure. Especially now the feds seem intent on digging a hole for us. I don’t need my sergeant damn well helping them shovel!”
 
   “My head’s still in the fucking game, man - like it always is!” Sam growled angrily, obviously offended by any hint of an insinuation to the contrary. Even, or maybe especially, from his president. “When have I ever--”
 
   “Oi,” Will didn’t even raise his voice, but it hardened in a way that did the same job. Perhaps even more effectively than if he’d started shouting the odds. “You know I respect the hell outta you, son, but you remember just who you’re talking too.” Heaving a sigh, he sank down on the battered couch beside the younger man and shook his head. “Dammit, Sam, this ain’t like you – you’re wound so fucking tight ...”
 
   “Nothing like the prospect of serious jail time to chill ya the fuck out,” the blonde shrugged, grim-faced. “Or worse.”
 
   “Ain’t gonna come to that.”
 
   “No? ‘Cause you know what happened to Big Jay – sitting behind bars waiting to meet his maker.”
 
   “What the hell do you want me to say, Sam?” Will demanded, knowing he was stuck for anything positive. “Look, you’re here, aren’t you? You really think if the cops could nail you and Colton they wouldn’t have done it already? Speaking of, where is Colt?”
 
   Downing the last of the bottle of beer he’d been nursing, Sam shrugged. “Got himself a distraction. And if he’s got any sense, he’ll be making the most of her while he can.”
 
   “Her?” But it dawned on Will even as he asked and he nodded, answering his own question. “Sketch’s pretty little friend. Should have seen that coming – save each other’s asses in a shoot-out and these things have a way of bringing you closer ... Maybe you and me shoulda hooked up years ago, brother.”
 
   That at least drew a reluctant grin, then an actual laugh as Sam gave in to being hauled bodily out of the funk he’d somehow spiralled into through too much thinking. “Sorry, dude, you just ain’t my type.”
 
   “Maybe I can provide a ... better distraction, shall we say?” Will offered, jerking his head in the direction of the bar and raising his voice. “Hey, Ashley – you got a second, sweetheart?”
 
   “Hi, Will,” the attractive redhead, who’d enjoyed being the top dog’s favourite of late, smiled sweetly as she sidled up to him and duly obliged when he offered his cheek for a kiss. “You want me to get you boys some drinks?”
 
   “Ain’t she a doll, Sam?” the president smiled, always pleased when the girls – even the ones he’d taken a shine to - knew their place. He got a playful little squeal when he smacked her ass and then pulled her down on his knee. “Got a special favour to ask, sweetheart.”
 
   “Whatever you need, Will,” Ashley was plenty keen to oblige, trailing her nails lightly down his burly shirt-clad chest and already feeling the jealous eyes of the other girls on her. Only for him to shift her easily onto the unsuspecting lap of his sergeant, making her face fall at being passed over.
 
   But only for a moment. Power was important around the MC and Will’s title was much more of a draw than his looks – though he had aged well for his years, like good Scotch as he’d been known to say – but Sam had rank too. And while it wasn’t president, the sergeant’s patch and that body were a pretty good compromise ...
 
   “You show him a good time, sweetheart,” Will instructed, with a wink for them both as he got up. “Because next time I catch you moping, buddy-boy, trust me when I say the remedy ain’t gonna come in such a tight little package.”
 
   ***
 
   “Jesus, girl ... what the hell you doin’ to me?” Colton muttered, as he dragged his mouth from Callie’s in the growing dusk beside her parked car. Both of them were breathing hard, their foreheads resting against each other - just like the first time they’d found themselves like this. Only this time, there was no one to interrupt them. “Come back with me,” he managed gruffly, his thumb grazing her soft skin as he cupped her cheek in one work-roughened hand. His mind was already picturing her in his bed, the images made all the more vivid by the night they’d already spent together ...
 
   “Colt ... I can’t.”
 
   Already inwardly cursing the moment he’d let his guard down, the biker’s face hardened and he let go of her abruptly. He should have known. A taste of danger was all well and good, but now shit was getting real ... No. He bit down hard on that thought, when once he’d have let it send him onto his bike and off in a shower of gravel without even a backward glance.
 
   This wasn’t just any chick. This was the one girl he’d come to trust, who’d accepted him for what he was and stuck by him. The one who’d stepped up for him when not even his brothers had been able to do what was needed. The one who’d somehow gotten under his skin like no one else ever had and who’d ended up saving his life.
 
   “Gotta run back to your little boyfriend?” he asked instead of simply taking off, feigning nonchalance and trying not to consider what it meant to have to feign something that was usually so routine for him.
 
   “It’s not like that,” Callie said, sounding like she’d expected such a response. He’d always prided himself on being unreadable, but she seemed to see right through him. “And you know it.”
 
   There was no response that in his mind didn’t threaten to make him look like a petulant kid, so he said nothing, though his dark eyes flashed with anger at being called out.
 
   “You’re not the wronged party here, Colton,” she said, squaring her shoulders as she faced him from just inches away. “I haven’t been fair to him, I really haven’t. And it has to stop.”
 
   “So you think you’re better off going back to whatever jumped-up little prick you’re fucking?” The heated response at the thought of her with another man was out of him before he could stop it. Jealousy wasn’t an emotion he was used to and it was more than a little unsettling.
 
   “Was. I was fucking him,” she sighed, looking him dead in the eye. “Colt, I know my handling of this hasn’t exactly been sparkling, but I can’t keep cheating on him. Just because I don’t love him ... that doesn’t mean he deserves this. We were never right for each other, but that’s not his fault any more than it’s mine. And I didn’t want to get into all this with you because I ... I don’t want you thinking this is some big game plan, because it’s really not ...”
 
   “Christ, Callie, just spit it the fuck out,” Colton demanded, impatience getting the better of him as he realised that maybe she hadn’t been saying what he’d thought after all.
 
   “I’m not expecting you to pick up where he left off,” she blurted out. “I’m not expecting anything from you, Colton. But I have to break up with Michael. Not for you, for me. And I guess kind of for him. I owe him that much.”
 
   Silence. This time long and uncomfortable.
 
   She stared back at him, those damn doe eyes trying in vain to gauge his reaction. The unsure little ghost of a smile was almost pleading with him to understand. “Say something, Colt,” she tried lightly, only to be taken aback when he reached for her.
 
   Colton’s fingers curled into the belt loops of her tight gray jeans and tugged, pulling her across the space between them until her hands landed on his chest for balance and he leaned down to plant an unexpected kiss on her forehead. “Go do what you gotta do, kid,” he said, his voice brusque compared to his actions, before simply releasing her.
 
   “It ... It doesn’t have to change anything,” she said hesitantly. “With us. I mean it, Colton, I know how this works.”
 
   “We’ll see.”
 
   ***
 
   Driving home without recalling one bit of the journey, Callie must have replayed those two little words dozens of times in her head. Each time making subtle differences – to his tone, the look in his eyes, anything that might change their meaning. She’d never made the same mistake with him as others, except those few that were closest to him, almost always did. She knew that despite everything he was capable of, normal emotions weren’t beyond him. 
 
   But caring for her was one thing. Had she really caught a suggestion that he thought there could be something more between them? Something that wasn’t just them ending up in bed together ...
 
   She didn’t know, certainly hadn’t expected it. Not that she flat-out thought he would use her. He just didn’t seem to do relationships. They’d been friends for a relatively long time now and she’d never heard him talk about a woman in his life that wasn’t blood-related. Past or present.
 
   That didn’t mean there hadn’t been one though. He wasn’t exactly the over-sharing type.
 
   Trying to push all thoughts of the biker from her over-active mind, the little blonde heaved a tired sigh as she fumbled her key into the lock and let herself into her apartment. There was no point worrying about Colton until she’d done what she’d said she was going to do – something she should have done a long time ago.
 
   And much as she longed to just climb into the comforting cosiness of her pyjamas and maybe indulge in the glass or two of wine she’d had to forgo over dinner in order to drive home, she couldn’t let this fester any longer. It didn’t matter that it was late, there was only one way to do this and that was fast. Like ripping off a band-aid.
 
   Then, just like with a band-aid, the hurt would all be out in the open. All the better to heal ...
 
   But that was as far as Callie got in her thought process, before freezing even as she balanced with one hand against the wall of the hallway to kick off her boots, startled by a crash that seemed to cause her heart to leap into her throat.
 
   It took a second for the rational side of her brain to squash the infinitely more imaginative side and tell herself that Michael was the only one with a key and just because she hadn’t noticed his car where he usually left it, that didn’t mean it wasn’t there or that he hadn’t simply parked in another spot.
 
   “M-Michael?” she called out, hating the shaky quality to her voice. “Is that you?”
 
   “In the bedroom,” came the muffled response. One that had her sagging against the wall in relief – right before the irritation set in. How had she allowed herself to be trapped by someone whose presence should have only given her happiness and instead made her feel like her space had been invaded by a near-stranger?
 
   Despite everything, it was anger that was bubbling up inside her when she threw open the door of her bedroom and all but stormed in to confront him. “You scared the absolute fucking shit out of me!” she raged, trying to regain control of her emotions when she realised she was almost on the verge of furious tears. “What the hell are you doing here?”
 
   Slumped on her bed, leaning back against the pillows, Michael stared back at her wide-eyed. He’d never seen her lose it like that. Come to think of it, he’d never seen any such strength of emotion from his cool, calm girlfriend  – good or bad.
 
   “Came t’see y-you, baby,” he tried, forcing a wide smile back on his face and holding out an arm to her. His hand sloshing the contents of the glass he was holding over her black and cream duvet cover. “Whoops!”
 
   Callie closed her eyes and willed herself not to explode. There was no point when he was like this.
 
   “Don’ be like that, Callie, don’ be like that,” he frowned, rubbing at the damp patch in vain. “It was an acciden’. Anyone can make a m-mistake. Did you never make a mistake?”
 
   “Jesus, Michael, you’re completely wasted!” she sighed. “I’m not doing this with you when you’re in this state.”
 
   “I’m sorry, baby,” he slurred, lurching off the bed and stumbling towards her. Trying to kiss her cheek, but missing and getting her ear, even as she recoiled in disgust at the reek of alcohol. “Sorry, sorry. I did ... try an’ find some ... m-mints. In the drawer you keep ‘em in. Nope. None. Know what I did ... did f-find though? Hmmm, Callie? Know what I found?”
 
   “No!” she said sharply, exasperation getting the better of her. “You’re not in the fucking courtroom now - what did you find, Michael?”
 
   “I’ll tell y-you. I’ll tell you what I ... found,” he smirked, waving a finger in her face. His other hand grabbed one of hers in a sudden burst of speed, what could only be described as a snarl twisting his lips. “There, you little slut! That’s what I found.”
 
   “What the hell ...” Callie started furiously, trailing off as she realised he’d pushed something into her hand and it all started to fall into place. She knew even before she slowly uncurled her fingers what had sparked all this and, sure enough, found the simple scrap of discarded foil in the palm of her hand.
 
   The empty wrapper of a condom she sure as hell hadn’t used with him.
 
   “So, Callie, did you ... ever make a mistake?” Michael demanded as he swayed in front of her, obviously feeling – despite everything - like he’d got the upper hand.
 
   “Yes,” she said softly, finally lifting her gaze to meet the triumph in his eyes at her admission. A spark that died as quickly as it had flared when she qualified her answer. “Yes, I made a mistake – but do you know what, Michael? He wasn’t it.”
 
   “You ...” he struggled for words, all but floored by the stark assessment. He realised this wasn’t going at all to plan, as he floundered for something to hurt her with. He’d wanted to confront her with his discovery, make her plead for forgiveness, shed tears for him – but ultimately, he wanted her back. Back and desperate to make amends. 
 
   Instead he was lashing out with the one piece of ammunition she’d given him in all their months together. “You’re every inch the little whore your mother always said you were!”
 
   He knew he’d gone too far as soon as the cruel words were spoken, but it was too late and he imagined she might have responded in that same stunned way if he’d hauled back and struck her. He almost wished he had.
 
   “I didn’t m-mean ... It’s the drink talking--” he tried, but she cut him off with a shake of her head.
 
   “You were the only person I ever told,” Callie whispered, wiping almost fiercely at the hot tears that had escaped down her cheeks despite her effort to hold them back. “Get out.”
 
   “Callie, wait!” He stumbled after her, finding himself the one desperate to fix things. Trying and failing to stop her flight from the bedroom. If he could just make her see ...
 
   “Get off me, Michael!” she protested, as he grabbed for her. “Don’t touch me – stop it!”
 
   They’d never know whose fault it was, if he’d drunkenly fallen over his own feet or if he’d pulled her off balance. If she’d pushed him away too hard or tripped in a bid to extract herself from his grip. 
 
   It was only as he struggled to his knees afterwards that he’d realise the vase chock-full of white anemones had fallen casualty to their struggle - but that the dull crack, still audible through the shattering of delicate glass, had been his girlfriend’s head against the edge of the very coffee table that had once held the flowers.
 
   “Callie?”
 
   ***
 
   


 
   CHAPTER 24
 
   Dashing beads of sweat from his brow with his forearm, Sam reached for the pack of smokes on his nightstand with a groan before realising his lighter was in the pocket of his jeans and retrieving them would involve getting up ...
 
   “Need a light?”
 
   Turning to look at his unexpected companion, he was greeted by the tiny flicker of a flame and an arched eyebrow as he took in the sight of her beside him – laying on her front, propped up on one elbow and with her feet kicking lazily in the air, in nothing but a tiny thong, sparking her lighter on and off with a little smile.
 
   “Not sure I wanna know where you were keeping that,” Sam drawled, shaking a cigarette into his mouth and leaning over to let her light it for him. Settling back against the pillows and taking a long drag, then holding it out to her as an afterthought. Watching as she took a delicate little puff and leaned in to blow the smoke playfully down his bare chest.
 
   “Did I do a good job, sergeant?” the redhead asked, all wide-eyed and innocent. As innocent as she could manage anyway, which – leaning over him topless and with a naughty twinkle in her hazel eyes - wasn’t very.
 
   “Huh?” he managed less than eloquently, given the decidedly distracting view that had certainly taken his mind off ... well, everything except the obvious.
 
   “I mean, I know it’s not my business – I ain’t trying to pry. But Will wanted me to cheer you up. So did I do a good job?”
 
   Sam nodded, a grin back on his face as he considered the tactics she’d employed more than successfully. He could see why the girl had gotten the presidential seal of approval. “You did real good, sweetheart,” he assured her, even offering up his cigarette again, but she was already scrambling out of bed with a bright smile and zero trace of self-consciousness.
 
   “It’s okay, I know the drill,” Ashley shrugged easily, even as she retrieved her bra from the floor and her skimpy silver dress from the back of Sam’s chair. “I’m just glad I could put a smile back on that handsome face. Besides, I gotta be at work in like an hour.”
 
   “Where’s work?” he asked from where he lazed in bed, an arm folded behind his head. Not sure why he was even curious.
 
   “Dixie’s?” she tried. “You know it? The--”
 
   “Strip-joint across town. Yeah, I know it. You want a lift?”
 
   She stopped in her hunt for her missing heel even as she spotted it peeking out from below his jeans, ducked to retrieve it and then considered his offer again sceptically. “You don’t have to ...” she started.
 
   “Wouldn’t ask if I couldn’t be assed,” the biker told her, already sitting up to pull on his boxers. “Just fancy the ride.”
 
   “What, one wasn’t enough?” Ashley teased, planting a kiss on his lips as she handed him his jeans and long-sleeved t-shirt. “Thanks for this, Sam.”
 
   “Nah,” he shook his head. “Reckon I should be the one thanking you, doll.”
 
   Fluffing her long red locks, she smirked and patted his chest with her hand. “Trust me, honey, you already did.”
 
   ***
 
   ... little whore ... every inch ... your mother always said you were ... little whore ...
 
   The harsh words kept running round and round in her throbbing head, over and over, no matter how hard she tried to block them out. It didn’t matter that he’d tried to take it back, that he’d said he was sorry. It was done. They were done.
 
   She could only assume she’d been knocked spark out when she fell, coming round groggily to Michael leaning over her as he begged for forgiveness with drunken tears staining his cheeks. They must have looked quite the pair, she’d thought absently – him stinking of alcohol and crying, her with blood pouring down her face.
 
   He’d tried to help, had tried to call an ambulance, make her go to hospital. He was still swaying on his feet and his words still slurred into each other more often than not, but it seemed the shock of what had happened had proved a fairly sobering experience. He’d desperately warned her again and again that she must be concussed, that she needed stitches. 
 
   But she just wanted him gone.
 
   She knew he hadn’t meant for it to happen, didn’t even blame him, but that didn’t change the fact she just didn’t want him touching her or even being in her home for another second. Not when he could use that against her.
 
   So she’d ended up pleading with him to go, almost hysterically when he had at first refused. How she’d finally gotten her way was actually something of a blur, along with stumbling to the bathroom where she’d tried to clean herself up.
 
   Sinking to the floor with her cell phone beside her and a now blood-soaked washcloth still pressed painfully – and rather ineffectually – to the deep gash at her temple, Callie choked back a sob and leaned back against the wall. She wasn’t entirely sure she wasn’t going to either throw up or pass out.
 
   One glimpse at her face in the mirror and she hadn’t been able to look at the extent of the damage, instead gritting her teeth and simply clamping the cloth over the wound in a frightened bid to at least stop the bleeding. She knew both her hands were already stained red though and could still feel the wet warmth soaking into her hair as she closed her eyes against the pain ...
 
   Just typing out those two tiny words on the keypad, through tear-clouded vision, had seemed nearly impossible. She’d got there in the end though, the phone slipping from her fingers as she finally laid her aching head against the cool floor tiles. 
 
   So tired ... 
 
   Her last hazy, fractured thought that she half-wished she hadn’t sent Michael away. That she just wanted someone, anyone to hold her and tell her everything would be all right. But she didn’t have that. Never had.
 
   Pls come.
 
   She reached out. Hit send.
 
   ***
 
   “Listen, boyo, you go tell Will to get his goddamn cock outta whatever passes for pussy round here or-- Ayyy, that’s more like it! What did I tell ya? Here comes the welcomin’ committee ...”
 
   Busy pulling on his cut as he strode through the clubhouse, the redhead in tow, Sam looked up at the thickly accented shout and a broad grin lit up his face. “Shay! I’d know those dulcet tones anywhere – how you doin’, bro?”
 
   “All the better for seein’ yer pretty face, blondie,” the brash Irishman declared as he grabbed his brother’s face in his hands and planted a dramatic kiss on his forehead before pulling him into a back-slapping hug. “Prospect here seemed ta think none o’ yas would want disturbin’ – although looks like the wee lad might no’ be far wrong.”
 
   “Dumbass.” Dozer earned himself a clip round the ear from his sergeant, before being duly sent on his way to tell Will their guests had arrived, while Ashley got the universal five minutes sign as she waited patiently nearby. “Always good to see the mother charter out here, dude. So where’s Chip?”
 
   “Bumped into Colt when we were parkin’ the bikes – left ‘em yakkin’ in the yard. Left Chippy yakkin’ anyway. Colt’s pretty much just gettin’ his ear bent. Kid’s met a girl,” Shay explained, rolling his eyes. “Correction – met’s too strong a word. Kid’s seen a girl.”
 
   “Just the one?” Sam asked, crossing his arms over his chest, bemused by the seemingly underwhelming revelation.
 
   “Thee one, to hear him harp on. You’d think she’d fell out o’ the bloody sky at his feet, wings an’ all.”
 
   “When really ...”
 
   “Smiled at him when she served his coffee. Twice,” Shay added with a solemn nod, devilish brown eyes twinkling. “I know what yer thinkin’. An’ yer right ... June wedding would be nice.”
 
   And the two brothers duly cracked up, only laughing all the harder when Chip himself walked through the door in front of Colton. The expression on the hitman’s face was unreadable, even under the onslaught of the apparent would-be Romeo's tales of latte-laced love.
 
   ***
 
   “Callie?”
 
   The cryptic message had been strange enough, but not answering her phone for the sixth time of asking had set alarm bells ringing loud and clear. And arriving only to find the apartment door not properly closed only made matters worse.
 
   Cursing the late-night newsroom meeting that had kept her own phone turned off, Lana reached in her shoulder bag and retrieved the tiny can of pepper spray she kept stashed away, trying to ignore the sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach. She was already wondering if she should just call the cops or if she was letting her imagination make her overreact.
 
   “Callie?” she called again, pushing open the door and peeking inside. “You home, babe?”
 
   Getting no response and hearing nothing either, the reporter all but tiptoed inside, something immediately twisting in her gut as soon as her gaze fell on the smashed glass. Flowers scattered over the wooden floor in a puddle of deep pink – blood diluted with the water from the vase. Blood that darkened as she followed large drops towards the bathroom.
 
   Her mind racing, Lana tried to focus on the lesser of the evils. A dropped vase, cut hand maybe, the sight of blood prompting the SOS call ... It was a train of thought that crashed to a halt the moment she rounded the bathroom door.
 
   “Jesus, Callie!” she gasped in horror, her hand flying to her throat and her bag and the pepper spray dropping to the floor at the sight of her younger friend’s body crumpled and lifeless.
 
   ***
 
   The cross-charter reunion had been in full swing at the clubhouse when Colton’s cell phone rang ... 
 
   In the back of their minds, they all knew there was business to discuss, but Sam had been as good as his word and amid much good-natured, chivalry-related, abuse in his absence, they were waiting for him to return from dropping Ashley off at work. Of course, Shay had been all for making the trip across town too once he’d heard what she did. Never mind the fact he’d already spent hours on his bike just getting to Haven.
 
   But, as more of their brothers arrived for the evening and the inevitable flocking of girls began, they were all perfectly content to stay where they were and leave Sam to his good deed for the day. As Johnny was quick to point out, with the blonde sergeant gone, the rest of them stood a better chance anyway.
 
   “Speak for yersel’!” Colton could hear Shay protest loudly, to cackles of raucous laughter, even as the phone diverted his attention and one glance at the screen showed the caller.
 
   “What’s up?” the biker answered, getting straight to the point even with a friend.
 
   “Colt, man,” Sketch’s voice sounded tense. “Just got a call from Callie’s reporter friend, Lana, all cryin’ and shit. She’s with Callie in the back of a fucking ambulance and--”
 
   “What the hell’s happened?” Colton demanded, his own tone enough to send a hush around those nearest. He didn’t even really register them stop talking though, or feel their eyes shift curiously to where he’d sat up straighter in his chair.
 
   “No clue. Her line keeps cutting out. All I know is they’re headed to the hospital and it ... Shit, it sounds real bad, bro.”
 
   He didn’t even need to think about a response. “I’m on my way.”
 
   “Everythin’ okay, brother?” Shay frowned, a little taken aback to see the notoriously in control hitman seem to flounder just for a second as he ended the call and pushing another shot of whiskey his way.
 
   “Callie’s hurt. Bad,” Colton said briefly, his voice hoarse.
 
   “Then what are we waitin’ for? We gotta go!” the Scot declared, ready to swing into action before it dawned on him he was overlooking one pertinent detail. “Who the fuck’s Callie?”
 
   ***
 
   


 
   CHAPTER 25
 
   “Mother o’ Christ,” Shay shook his head in disbelief. “Chip goin’ all gooey-eyed over a girl I suppose I kinda get, but Colt? Wait ‘til the boys back home hear this one ...”
 
   “I wouldn’t advise giving him any shit over her, brother,” Will shrugged from across the table. “Not unless you want him to cut your damn head off and post it back to Reno. And don’t go thinking our killer’s gone soft – you ain’t met the girl.”
 
   The Irishman raised an eyebrow at that and grinned. “Bit of a looker, is she?”
 
   “Little blonde, real pretty,” the president conceded with a nod. “Don’t need to get her tits out to get attention either. But that ain’t what I meant. Kid’s got her head screwed on right. Seems smart, respectful of how things work round here.”
 
   “Kid?”
 
   “Twenties,” Will shrugged again. “I dunno exactly. I just see her around the clubhouse sometimes – she’s inked a lot of my guys. Colt included. Maybe twenty-six, twenty-seven?”
 
   Shay whistled appreciatively. “So where they at?”
 
   The president shook his head. “Jesus, man, how the hell should I know? Look, far as I can see, I don’t think you could even say they were dating - but you know how Colt rolls. He ain’t exactly the sharing kind. Guy’s a soldier through and through ...”
 
   “Guy’s a fuckin’ machine.”
 
   “Nah, that’s where I reckon ‘most everyone gets him wrong - Colt included. But this Callie ...” Will trailed off with a thoughtful sigh. “Maybe I’m the one goin’ soft, but I think she gets him. Shit gets in his head and he’s off to that tattoo place, to her. Don’t think she pushes him, or asks questions. She just ... I think she could be good for him. If he lets her.”
 
   “D’ya think is he good for her though?” Shay asked curiously, pouring them both another drink as they waited for news. “Ain’t ever seen Colt wi’ a lass all his own.”
 
   “Helluva question, man, and damned if I know the answer,” came the response. “One thing’s for sure – even if he never puts his ink on her, she ain’t gonna be treated like no pass-around. Not inside these walls, not if I have anything to do with it. I can’t afford the fucking legal bills for any more murder raps!”
 
   The pair chuckled at that, before looking up as Chip joined them at the table. “I set my laptop up in your office, Will. You wanna wait for Sam and Colton to get back or ...?”
 
   “Sam’s just parking up,” Dozer piped up from where he was collecting glasses off tables near the window.
 
   “Ain’t no word from the hospital yet, so I guess we go ahead,” Will said, easing himself up and stretching. “Prospect, tell Sam to join us in my office when he gets in. Right, lads, let’s get this over with ...”
 
   ***
 
   She’d picked a hell of a week to quit smoking. Again.
 
   “Look, please, can someone just tell me what’s happening to my friend?” Lana demanded, swivelling every which way as she tried to find anyone in the midst of the busy emergency department who would stand still long enough to listen to her. Longing for the clout she usually had at her disposal – the kind that came with being backed up by a guy with a TV camera.
 
   “This is bullshit!” an even more impatient Sketch declared loudly, as he raked a hand through his short dreads. “What the hell we gotta do to get some answers round here?”
 
   But struck by that thought, Lana turned tail and hurried back to the desk, this time simply pushing her way to the front and ignoring the glares and sounds of protest. The same grim look of determination was on her face as when she was chasing an elusive story and her frustration at being kept in the dark was the only thing to dry her tears and put the fire back her eyes. “Excuse me! Excuse me, Deena, isn’t it?”
 
   “Diane,” the young woman supplied, though she never broke stride as she tried to deal with the mountains of paperwork it apparently took to keep the place running. 
 
   “Diane, right ... You probably don’t remember me – Lana Bryans, I’m--”
 
   “You’re that reporter off the TV,” Diane finished for her, having spared her a glance and actually stopped in the middle of what she was doing. “You were here maybe a month ago, working on that story ...”
 
   “About the shit you guys face on a daily basis – long hours, tough conditions, dealing with junkies,” Lana nodded, taking a deep breath and trying to force herself to keep calm. “I never really did get to thank you for your help.”
 
   “Hey, don’t mention it. You did a great job,” the administrator said seriously. “It’s about time people took notice of what’s happening in our hospitals, you know? Are you here for some kind of follow-up or ... Jeez, is that blood on your shirt?”
 
   “I actually came in with my friend. I’m trying to find out what’s happening with her, but because I’m not goddamn family ...” Lana explained wearily, rubbing at the stains on her sleeve with little effect. “Look, I know I shouldn’t ask, but ...”
 
   “Tell me her name and I’ll see what I can find out.”
 
   “Could you? God, I’d be so grateful – not knowing’s driving me up the walls! It’s Callie Delaney. She was brought in with a head injury by paramedics.”
 
   “Give me five minutes,” Diane said.
 
   ***
 
   Striding through the clubhouse, re-spiking his hair as he went, Sam’s mind was already in over-drive as he headed to Will’s office – trying to take in what he’d witnessed what and what it meant for his club. It was possible he was jumping to conclusions, he acknowledged. But, on the other hand, he’d never exactly been prone to flights of fancy and no other explanation made quite so much sense ...
 
   FLASHBACK
 
   Turning his head as he felt Ashley slip from the back of his bike, Sam accepted the kiss she pressed firmly to his lips and took back the helmet he had loaned the girl. 
 
   “Thanks, Sam,” she smiled, grabbing his wrist to take a quick look at his watch and then glancing towards the former warehouse that housed the far from high-class strip joint where she worked. “I already caught shit twice this week for being late, so I better run.”
 
   “No problem, darlin’,” he shrugged, revving the engine of his Harley. He was ready to peel away, when his gaze drifted over her shoulder to something – or rather someone - that caught his eye in the shadows by the rear entrance of the building. “Hey, Ash, anyone use that door apart from staff?”
 
   “Look at the place, Sam,” she said, a slightly bemused look on her face. “Who do you think?”
 
   “Dealers,” he said thoughtfully, more to himself than in answer to the question.
 
   “And pimps--” she started to nod, but he cut her off.
 
   “The boss got some kinda standing deal?” the biker demanded, keeping his voice low. “Who’s dealing round here? An independent? Gangbangers?”
 
   Ashley started to answer, then closed her mouth and simply smiled sweetly as two of her co-workers tottered past on sky-high heels, with their coats pulled tightly around them, presumably to hide the skimpy outfits that lay beneath. Waiting until they were gone, under the pretence of leaning in close to say goodnight to her companion, her arm slid around his shoulders and her lips grazed his ear as she whispered to him. “Faces rotate, colours stay the same. Norteños – new ... branch or whatever they call it. Looking to make some big bucks and get in good with the higher-ups at the same time.”
 
   “Dealing what? Crank?” Sam guessed, still keeping a covert eye on what was going on across the lot. “On Dixie’s say-so?”
 
   “Yeah, mostly,” she confirmed, noting the look that crossed his face and seeming to recall the idle gossip round the clubhouse that the blonde had been a junkie once upon a time. “Look, Sam, I really gotta go ...”
 
   “Just one thing,” he said urgently, catching her arm. “How long d’ya reckon this little deal’s been in place?”
 
   “Jeez, I dunno. I guess it ain’t that long. At least not since the Norteños started earning big,” Ashley frowned. “Word is they cut out some middle-man who was pocketing all the real cash and now they’re looking to expand the business. Works out better for Dixie too. He ain’t paying protection money and he gets a bigger cut from the dealers. Why so interested?”
 
   “Trust me, doll, you don’t wanna know,” came the grim response.
 
   ***
 
   Lana heard Sketch’s sharp intake of breath from beside her and couldn’t blame him for the reaction. She covered all sorts of disturbing crime stories on a regular basis, but nothing prepared you for the shock of seeing one of your own friends like that. And yet the relief at knowing things weren’t as bad as they could have been threatened to overwhelm her.
 
   “Sorry, I must look like shit,” Callie managed from the hospital trolley, forcing a weak smile on her pale face.
 
   But, for once, her boss couldn’t bring himself to find a smart comeback. Instead crossing the short distance between them and sitting on the edge of the bed, he gently touched a knuckle to her chin, tilting her head up to get a better look and wincing. “Jesus Christ ...”
 
   “It’s not as bad as it looks.”
 
   “Oh well, that’s okay then!” Sketch bit out, his words laced with sarcasm as he tried and failed to keep a lid on his anger at seeing her in such a state. His eyes never left the large vicious bruise that already surrounded the now neatly stitched gash at her temple. Tendrils of blue and black threaded out from it, the trauma having spread as a result of the force of the impact. Blood was still matted in her blonde hair. To say she had to be in pain was more than an understatement. “Who the fuck did this to you? Was it this Michael – that how he gets his kicks, huh? Tell me, Callie, and I swear I’ll slit his goddamn throat!”
 
   “Go easy, Sketch,” Lana warned, sitting down on Callie’s other side and reaching for her hand as she spotted tears in the younger woman’s eyes. She knew he meant well, but the last thing their friend needed was an inquisition. “She’s been through enough without you yelling at her.”
 
   “I’m so sorry,” Callie whispered, a tear spilling down her cheek despite her efforts to hold them back. “I know I must have worried you guys sick, I never meant to. I just couldn’t stop the bleeding and I ... I got freaked out and ...” 
 
   “Shh, sweetie, don’t,” Lana tried to soothe her. “The doctor says you’re concussed, so you need to take it easy--”
 
   “Shit, Cal, I’m the one who’s sorry,” Sketch interrupted, looking mortified at having made her cry. “You know I ain’t angry at you, I just hate seein’ you hurt like this. C’mere, darlin’ ...” And feeling her arms go tentatively around him, he wrapped her up in a protective hug, pressing a kiss to the uninjured side of her head. “Hey, it’s okay - I got ya, baby girl, I got ya ...”
 
   At the sound of a throat clearing from a gap in the curtain around the cubicle, they all looked up to find the hospital administrator watching them with a decidedly harried look on her face.
 
   “Sorry to interrupt, but there’s someone here to see Miss Delaney. I really should be asking you all to wait in the visitors’ room, but he was quite ... determined,” Diane said. “I really have to insist on just five minutes more.”
 
   For a split second, it was plain to everyone that Callie was filled with dread at the thought of who might have shown up. But before anyone could make a move, her eyes were widening at the sight of her new visitor. Colton.
 
   ***
 
   “We got a problem.”
 
   “Us? Surely not ...” Will sighed wryly, looking up from his chair at his sergeant, as he, Jake, Johnny, Shay and Chip all gathered round the Reno intel officer’s laptop. “Am I gonna need another drink for this?”
 
   “I wouldn’t rule it out,” Sam said, dropping into a seat of his own and running a hand over his face. “This Kane shit – we’ve been set up.”
 
   “No shit,” the president feigned surprise. “Damn, boy, if I’d known gettin’ laid was gonna fuck with your memory, I’d have thought twice about wasting that sweet little redhead on your ass.”
 
   “I don’t mean having the cops on our tails. This goes deeper. Way deeper. Like why Alex Kane was even on our fucking radar in the first place.”
 
   “Because that fat bastard got greedy and was trying to push drugs where they weren’t wanted,” Will scowled at the memory of the favour called in by an old club owner friend. “You heard the story ...”
 
   “Yeah,” Sam nodded, cracking his knuckles as he too thought back to the grovelling plea for help. “So how come Dixie’s now quite happily raking in the green direct from the Norteños? That little shit just wanted to get out of paying money to Kane to stop the cops raiding his strip joint and finding it full of crank!”
 
   Will exhaled slowly, sitting back in his chair with a stunned look on his face. “You gotta be shitting me ...”
 
   ***
 
   “I’m so embarrassed,” Callie admitted quietly, when Sketch and Lana had made their excuses and left them alone. “Sketch shouldn’t have dragged you over here for a ... a bumped head.”
 
   “Hell of a bump, darlin’,” Colton said, raising an eyebrow at her choice of words and taking in the sight of the damage from where he stood, his arms folded across his chest as if to keep his hands from clenching into fists. “Did he do this?”
 
   She didn’t have to ask who he meant, starting to shake her head until the movement made her wince and close her eyes until everything stopped spinning again. “Sketch already wants to slit his throat, but I just fell.”
 
   “Sketch can get to the back of the fucking queue,” the biker growled, never losing a beat. “Was it his fault?”
 
   “Not really. We ... we rowed and he was trying to make me listen to him, but it was an accident, Colt. I hit my head on the table, but it could have happened to either one of us.”
 
   He took that in as he sat down on the edge of the bed vacated by Sketch, dark eyes roving over her as if silently assessing the extent of her injuries. “You gonna be okay?”
 
   She bit her lip and shrugged. “I’ll survive.”
 
   The hand that came up to caress her cheek wasn’t so much gentle as careful, strong fingers grazing her skin like they might the trigger of his gun and something close to relief playing over his otherwise stern face. “Good girl.”
 
   ***
 
   


 
   CHAPTER 26
 
   Listening to Sketch’s latest rant on exactly why he thought it was a disgrace she wasn’t being kept under observation, Callie tried to hold back a sigh, knowing - despite her throbbing headache - that he was only trying to help. “It’s fine, honestly, Sketch,” she managed. “I’d really rather just be at home.”
 
   “Bastards even making you walk to the damn car ...” he muttered anyway, more to himself than anyone else.
 
   “I’m not an invalid,” the little blonde tried, even though they’d only just made it out the front door and her legs already felt pretty shaky, as her stomach rolled with every step. But, just when she started to doubt she would make it to Lana’s car after all, a strong supportive arm wrapped around her waist.
 
   “Don’t go passing out on me, kid,” Colton warned. “I ain’t carrying your ass.”
 
   Callie couldn’t help suspect, from the way he pulled her close, that he would if he had to though - but she didn’t want that any more than she’d wanted the wheelchair Sketch had tried to liberate. All she wanted was to get back to normal as soon as possible and forget anything had ever happened. That and to lay her aching head on her own cool pillows and sleep for like a week.
 
   But, for now, all she could do was lean against Colton’s solid side and let her eyes drift closed as they waited for Lana to bring the car around - safe in the knowledge that he wouldn’t let her fall.
 
   ***
 
   His office cleared of everyone but his sergeant, Will leaned back in his chair and stared up at the ceiling. His clenched jaw was the only outward sign of the thoughts running through his head. Until his fist came crashing down on the desk, that was.
 
   “Jesus fucking Christ!” he roared, all but bouncing to his feet. “Get me a goddamn shotgun and I’ll take care of that cocksucking bastard myself!”
 
   “Easy, boss,” Sam tried to intervene, moving quickly to block the doorway. “You go tearing down there while business is in full flow and you’re just gonna end up in a cell next to me and Colt. Tempting as going after Dixie may be, we gotta think about this.”
 
   “No,” Will shook his head firmly. “No thinking required. Okay, we don’t storm the place, but I ain’t letting this lie. Dixie answers for this. He answers to me.”
 
   “Damn straight, bro. But when the time’s right ... Where’s Colt?”
 
   “What?” came the impatient response, the president’s mind already fully focused on what lay ahead. “Oh, hospital. Something to do with the girl.”
 
   “Shit – Callie?” Sam asked in concern. “What happened?”
 
   “How the hell should I know? You don’t think I got enough on my fucking plate trying to keep you boys’ asses outta jail, without keeping track of the pussy you’re banging as well?” Will scowled, making his sergeant sorry he’d even asked.
 
   ***
 
   Feet propped on the end of the bed, his gaze shifted from the sleeping figure it held to the ceiling as he stretched back in his seat, rolling the tense muscles in his shoulders. Much as he wanted to spare the girl the killer headache she was certain to be waking up to, counting the journey from the hospital, she’d been out for nearly three hours and he couldn’t risk not checking on her any longer. 
 
   Rubbing a hand over his eyes, Colton leaned forward, feet back on the floor and elbows resting on his knees. “Hey, Callie, time to rise and shine, darlin’,” he tried, his low voice rough from tiredness. He noted the pain etched on her face, even as she slept on though - the weak-ass drugs they’d given her at the hospital evidently wearing off already. “Callie?”
 
   Watching her stir, the biker shifted to sit on the edge of her bed, just like he had in the hospital - this time, reaching out to brush her hair back from her face so he could check on her properly. “Come on, baby girl, lemme see those eyes.”
 
   With a whimpered groan, her lashes flickered, eyes opened ... and immediately squeezed closed again, her nose crinkled and a hand going to her head as she tried to sit up. “Holy shit.”
 
   Colton knew from personal experience – having, among other incidents, once taken a crowbar to the head back in his younger car thieving days - just how badly her head must be pounding and had two painkillers ready for her, along with the glass of water he pushed wordlessly into her hand. Technically, she should have been waiting another hour to take them, but he figured she’d hardly OD on a couple of over-the-counter pills that would probably only take the edge off.
 
   Swallowing them quickly and then leaning back against the pillows, looking like she was struggling against even just the cool water hitting her no doubt queasy stomach, Callie took a deep breath and finally forced her eyes open again.
 
   “Thanks,” she managed, before trying to see the digital display on the clock by her bedside. “What time is it?”
 
   “Just gone four,” Colton said, taking the glass from her and setting it aside. “You been out for hours.”
 
   “You look tired,” Callie said softly. “Did you sit up this whole time?”
 
   “Someone’s gotta wake you up - stop you slipping into a coma or some shit,” he shrugged. “I sent Sketch and Lana home. Didn’t see a point in us all being here. Hey, where d’ya think you’re going?”
 
   Slipping out from under the covers, Callie’s hand went shakily to her head again as she found her balance. “Need some fresh air,” she explained over her shoulder, padding for the sliding door that led to the tiny balcony outside her bedroom.
 
   A touch on her shoulder had her turning from where she was leaning on the railing and he simply swept her into his arms and off her bare feet, carrying her easily to sit on one of the two metal folding chairs with her on his lap.
 
   “Better?” he asked gruffly, feeling her nod as she laid her aching head on his shoulder and closed her eyes.
 
   ***
 
   Will had, in something of a turn-around, been the one to suggest they get some shut-eye. A sensible suggestion, give the late hour and the fact he and Sam seemed to be the only ones still up. The clubhouse was otherwise deserted and even the most dedicated of the female hangarounds had retired for the night, though he’d have bet good money on at least a couple being tucked up in the beds of some of his brothers.
 
   Sam had been visibly relieved by the apparent change of heart, having been fighting sleep for a while and trying his best to stifle yawns while his president’s wrath raged on around him. As the one charged with their leader’s protection, he rightly didn’t want him rushing off half-cocked. And, as he’d been quick to declare, they could always deal with Dixie tomorrow. It wasn’t like he was going anywhere ...
 
   Technically though, Will thought grimly – slamming a fresh clip into his gun and heading for the door – it was tomorrow.
 
   ***
 
   “Colt?”
 
   She knew he’d hear the uncertainty beneath the drowsiness she couldn’t quite shake yet – she’d never been a good patient, always expecting to bounce back straight away instead of giving herself proper recovery time - and that he’d know it foreshadowed an impending question coming his way. But she was kinda hoping she’d earned the right just this once. 
 
   It wasn’t like her, she didn’t poke and pry. Didn’t push. But not because she was scared of him. She had a healthy appreciation of his capabilities, but didn’t have him pegged as the monster some would choose to see. No one was that black and white. She just got it, got him. Probably not everything, he was far from an open book after all – but she understood how he operated, respected that he didn’t feel the need to share every thought in his head. Felt much the same herself, in fact.
 
   But, curled up on his lap as the first rays of dawn crept over the horizon, she still had to at least ask. “Why’d ya come, Colton? To the hospital?”
 
   A beat passed in silence as he seemed to consider a response to the quiet question. “Don’t fish for answers you already got, doll.”
 
   It was more than she’d expected, even if it did little for the doubts in her troubled mind. “Sorry, I just ...”
 
   She trailed off as a hand fisted unexpectedly in her hair, but he was mindful of her injury and made sure he wasn’t hurting her as he guided her head back for a long kiss. One that steadily deepened as she started to respond to him, fingers twisting in the soft material of his long-sleeved t-shirt and her tongue tangling with his.
 
   The doubts faded with the night as he stood up and carried her back inside …
 
   ***
 
   Just gone 4am, his favourite time of day – when he could retire to the sanctity of his locked office and count the night’s takings. There was nothing like cold, hard cash to sweeten the dreams that came when he finally crashed and slept well into the afternoon. That and the other perks, made getting up and doing it all again worthwhile.
 
   Business had certainly been booming tonight too. The thought put a smirk on his face as he recalled the group of businessmen that would, do doubt, cross the street to avoid him under normal circumstances. Yet when their predictable little lives got too dull to bear, who did they run to? They were the best kind of customers – more money than sense and an overwhelming need to out-do each other, not caring if they paid hand-over-fist to do it ...
 
   Running a weary hand over the graying hair held in a thin ponytail, he fished in the inside pocket of his suit jacket and retrieved his keys from where they were tucked securely away, singling out the one he needed. Or that he would have needed, had the door not already been open just a crack. The lock was busted open, with no attempt to even hide the fact.
 
   In retrospect, it was a schoolboy error, but he was through the door before he could stop himself – concern for his money overshadowing even thoughts for his own safety in that split second. His hand slammed down on the light switch and flooding the small room with harsh fluorescent light, his eyes immediately widening.
 
   “Morning, Dixie,” came the greeting, from his own office chair. Heavy motorcycle boots were kicked up on the desk and a pair of knowing brown eyes watched him, with a coolness that proved deeply unnerving, as he found himself staring down the barrel of a gun. “I think you and me need to talk.”
 
   ***
 
   


 
   CHAPTER 27
 
   “W-Will,” the stocky little man stammered, floundering before he managed to turn it into a poor approximation of relieved laughter. “Christ, man, you had me going there! Bit early for visitors, ain’t it?”
 
   The Haven president laughed as well, the sound loud and warm and almost enough to reassure his unwitting host. Almost. “Busy night, Dixie? Take a seat, relax,” the biker said pleasantly. But the gun never wavered.
 
   “What’s this about, man?” Dixie tried to recover himself, hoping he looked and sounded less nervous than he felt. “Hey, come on now, friends don’t point guns at friends.”
 
   “That so?” his visitor drawled casually. “What about if one friend thinks the other friend’s a lying sack of shit?”
 
   Dixie was about to protest in the strongest possible terms, but wisely clamped his mouth shut again. You didn’t argue with a pissed-off guy with a gun levelled at your head, regardless of how much you wanted to tell him he was in the wrong. And especially when deep down, you knew he was actually in the right ... 
 
   But before he could decide the best course of action that would see him live to see another day, Will was on his feet – with surprising agility for a guy his size – and crossing the room to clamp a heavy hand on his shoulder and steer him backwards towards the seat he had just vacated. “I said sit,” he barked, shoving Dixie down.
 
   “Will ...” the club owner tried, the pleading tone in his voice almost pitiful. Almost. “Come on, man, I dunno what this is even about, but can’t we talk about it?”
 
   “How about I talk and you listen?” came the snarl. “And to make sure I don’t have to listen to you run that lying mouth ...”
 
   Dixie’s eyes widened at the feel of cold steel against his temple, trailing slowly along his jaw and under his chin, before winding up pressed against his trembling lips. “Jesus Christ!” he squeaked, trying to pull away. But the exclamation proved to have been a mistake when Will simply took the opportunity to push the barrel of the gun into his one-time friend’s mouth, muffling his alarmed protests.
 
   “I’d shut that hole in your fucking face if I was you, before I give you a matching one on the other side,” the biker warned, fisting a hand in graying hair and pulling Dixie backwards – the chair tilting precariously on two legs – until he was glaring down into watery blue eyes that bulged in terror. “I don’t wanna hear you so much as breathe.”
 
   ***
 
   Colton was used to functioning on very little sleep – eight hours was all well and good when you could kick back in your own bed knowing all was right in the world or, at the very least, that it was someone else’s turn to keep the shit at bay. But, more often than not, you slept with one eye open or not at all. Maybe just snatching a few hours when you absolutely had to in some cheap road-side motel or in another charter’s clubhouse halfway across the country.
 
   Or by your frail mother’s hospital bedside, never knowing if her next breath would be her last.
 
   That wasn’t something he wanted to dwell on but, by comparison, making sure Callie’s concussion didn’t take a turn for the worse was a piece of cake. The little blonde was tougher than she looked – obviously in pain, but sucking it up. No tears, no clingy whining. Not that he’d have expected anything else from the girl with an independent streak a mile wide.
 
   It seemed since he’d carried her inside and climbed into the comfort of her bed with her that, despite the waves of drowsiness she’d been suffering, sleep was now proving elusive though – at least the kind that would let her get any proper rest. So he had to ask. Regardless of what wanting to know might mean ... “You worrying over shit, kid?”
 
   “Huh? Oh. Worrying, nah ...” she said, looking up at him with a half-smile that was less than convincing. Each of them propped on an elbow in the early morning light, their bodies just inches apart. “Thinking too much? Maybe.”
 
   Colton frowned at that. He got it - the need to process shit, mull it over ‘til you had it all straight in your own head. But her head had taken a hell of a rattle, she didn’t need that right now. “About?” he prompted, his stern face at odds with the reassuring hand that settled on her hip. “Callie? Listen, you sure that prick ain’t out there right now needin’ his ass kicked?”
 
   That got him a little laugh, even though he was deadly serious. “Come on, Colt, I’m sure.”
 
   He accepted that. Reluctantly. The silence between them was heavy but not uncomfortable, as he cocked his head and just took in the sight of her. Her cheeks flushed pink under the scrutiny and drew one of those rare smiles from him. The chick was no wallflower, but he was pretty sure she had no fucking clue just how gorgeous she was either ...
 
   “So this ex of yours,” Colton tried casually. “Think he’s got the message or do I gotta set him straight on a few things?”
 
   “Such as?” Callie murmured, feeling those strong fingers slip below the hem of her top to graze the soft patch of skin that lay beneath. His head dipped to let his lips graze her throat, making her breath hitch.
 
   “How he ... had his shot ...” Colton shrugged, between trailing hot kisses over her skin - even as he slowly started to ease her pyjama vest upwards, wanting to feel more of just her underneath his hands. “And he ... pissed it away ...” 
 
   Her body gravitating towards his, arms wrapping around his neck, Callie simply lifted her lips to his. A sigh of pleasure escaped her as he rolled her onto her back, the biker only pulling away long enough to tug his t-shirt over his head. Her hands slid down his bare skin, over the taut muscles of his back.
 
   Colton wanted her, couldn’t deny it. But, although he wasn’t exactly prone to bouts of selflessness, he couldn’t quite shake the thought that he was supposed to be making her rest. “Shit, Callie ...” he broke off with a frustrated growl. “Your head--”
 
   Concussed or not, the closest thing he’d heard to a plea from her cut off what would have been his warning that they shouldn’t start something they couldn’t finish.
 
   “You’re not gonna hurt me, Colton - just please ... don’t stop ...”
 
   ***
 
   “I’d quit shakin’ if I was you, Dixie – you sure don’t want my trigger-finger slipping,” Will advised, still in that conversational tone that was completely at odds with the latent violence of his actions. But at last, the barrel of the gun was none too gently retracted and the club owner’s hand went straight to his throat as he fought the urge to retch.
 
   “Jesus, man, have you lost your m-mind?”  Dixie spluttered, between gasps for air. “Have you seriously lost your mind?”
 
   “Have you? Because crossing me means you, buddy-boy, either got a screw loose or some big-ass balls of steel. And, going by the way you’re quivering, I’d say we both know which one’s more likely.”
 
   “Crossing you? Come on, Will ...”
 
   “Spare me the bullshit, Dixie – I already know how you played me. Coming into my clubhouse with your sob stories, trading on our history to have me pull some strings for you. And all the while, I’m the one being turned into a goddamn puppet!”
 
   “Who’s been filling your head with this shit, huh? ‘Cause that’s all it is, man – bullshit. You gotta believe me.”
 
   “See, that ain’t what a little bird told me ...”
 
   Sitting on a corner of the desk, the biker kept his gun levelled on his one-time friend even as he looked around the confines of the small office. He’d already checked it out while he waited for Dixie to make an appearance, knew all about the panic button under the desk and the piece in the top drawer. Had even realised the computer could be used to watch feeds from the security cameras dotted in and around the club. Someone really should teach the guy about password protection ...
 
   “I know about the deal with the Norteños,” Will said simply, seeing no point in sugar-coating the facts. “I know you needed Kane out of the picture and, being the back-stabbing weasel you are, you had me get my men to sort it!”
 
   Dixie quaked at the cold fury barely contained in his aggressor’s voice, already white as a sheet. “You gotta know that ain’t right, man – you can trust me,” he tried. “You know that!”
 
   “I know there’s only two people I trust completely and you damn sure ain’t either of ‘em,” came the reply.
 
   “Look, Will, I get it. Trust issues after Taylor, it’s only natural ...”
 
   The last desperate attempt to save his skin may have been a poor call, judging by the thunderous look on Will’s face, and Dixie was already regretting it when the Glock cracked him round the head. The barrel was immediately shoved hard against his temple. “You don’t say her name!” the biker hissed in fury.
 
   ***
 
   Although he could force himself to take things slowly, lay back and watch through eyes darkened with lust, Colton couldn’t quite manage to keep his hands to himself – his strong fingers stroking her bare thighs and taut stomach, sliding up every so often to cup her perfect little tits. He was letting her set the pace, but gripping her hips as her slow sensual movements became almost too much to bear. Almost.
 
   But instead of stopping her or pushing her onto her back to wrest control, he settled for lifting the little blonde easily - just enough to sit up and take her in his inked arms. Getting a soft, breathless moan in response as he shifted deep inside her.
 
   Their eyes locked on each other, their mouths close enough but not quite kissing. Too caught up in the feel of each other for even that distraction. One of her hands rested on his shoulder, the other on his bare chest as she moved on him.
 
   “Oh god, Colton ...” she sighed, biting her lip as her eyes drifted closed in pleasure.
 
   The heat of his gaze flicked down their joined bodies and back up. His touch traced the ink on Callie’s shoulder, before his hands tangled in the loose waves that tipped down her back to finally pull her into a rough kiss. His hips rocking firmly upwards to meet hers, pushing her over the edge as the feel of her tight heat around him dragged a groan from his lips …
 
   ***
 
   “Will, listen to me – you do this and you’re fucked, man. Completely. You and your club ...”
 
   With Dixie’s terrified pleas still ringing in his ears, Will walked slowly out of the club and into the early morning light, tucking his gun into the back of his jeans as he looked down at his blood-spattered shirt.
 
   Sometimes you just had to handle things yourself. And sometimes you had to keep an eye on the bigger picture.
 
   ***
 
   


 
   CHAPTER 28
 
   Tired as he’d been, Sam felt like he’d barely batted an eyelid when he found himself stood in the hallway in front of the open door of his president’s clubhouse suite, at an hour that seemed obscenely early given the time they’d finally called it a night. Judging by the look of the place though, he wasn’t the only one who hadn’t been getting any shut-eye.
 
   Scratching a hand through his messy hair as he studied the still made bed, the sergeant glanced over his shoulder to the antsy prospect who’d so far been unable to provide the answers he wanted to his rapid-fire questions about whether or not Will could simply have made a early start.
 
   “Coffee,” Sam sighed, already feeling something in his gut telling him to be pretty sure it was gonna be a long-ass day. “Black, two sugars.”
 
   “But, Sam, do you think--”
 
   “Better with caffeine and without the commentary, kid. Now scram.”
 
   Neither really seemed to help his troubled mind after all though, as he propped up the bar in silence and mused on his plan of action over that steaming mug of coffee and a much-needed cigarette. Wondering just how unlikely it was that Will had simply gone for a ride to clear his head, but knowing better than to pin his hopes on wishful thinking.
 
   While Sam was a whole helluva lot smarter than those who didn’t know him would give him credit for, it didn’t take a genius to work out where his boss had taken off to – or why. The question was what kind of state would he return in and how much heat was he going to be bringing them ...
 
   And it was a question the weary blonde was still pondering when the rumble of a Harley heralded the arrival of the answer.
 
   ***
 
   Had it not been for that shocker of a bruise at her temple, he wouldn’t have been anywhere near done with the girl when he sank back against the pillows with her in his arms. Not with those tight little curves warm as they pressed against him. All things considered though, Colton had been content to let the little blonde off the hook after she stretched up for one more kiss and then dropped her head to his bare chest. Both of them still breathless, he’d noted with satisfaction.
 
   Twice might not add up to much of a habit for anyone else, but for Colton, drifting off in her bed once had been noteworthy in itself. A repeat performance – especially so soon – was definitely uncharted territory.
 
   And yet waking up alone just a couple of hours later, when he was expecting her to be there, had been oddly unsettling. At least until he heard the faint strains of music drifting elsewhere in the cosy apartment, and the decision to investigate tag-teamed with the smell of coffee to lure him out from under the covers and into his boxers. Rubbing a hand over the slight stubble of his jaw, he padded out of the bedroom to find Callie.
 
   It wasn’t exactly hard to track her down, as she stood gazing down at the tell-tale stain beside her coffee table. He and Sketch had already disposed of the broken shards of glass and he knew Lana had both mopped up the blood in the bathroom and scrubbed that damn rug until her arms ached but, while the bathroom had been returned to normal easily enough, there was no shifting that last reminder of the shit that had gone down.
 
   “Ain’t you supposed to be taking things easy?” Colton demanded, his rough voice startling Callie from her thoughts.
 
   She recovered herself quickly though and shot him a little smile, even as he pushed off from the wall he’d cocked a shoulder against to watch her and strolled towards her. “Don’t remember hearing you complain before ...”
 
   “Smartass.” His dark gaze assessed her as he banded an arm around her waist and pulled her in close, still not liking to see her so pale. The bruise surrounding her stitches only seemed to have darkened since they’d brought her home. “How’s the head?”
 
   She couldn’t hide the little crinkle of her nose that spoke volumes, but it seemed she’d thought the better of trying to bluff him anyway. “Sore,” she admitted, though he could tell even that was downplaying it. “Not any worse than it was though. Hey, I even managed to make coffee without falling on my ass – you want some?”
 
   His fingers brushed a stray lock of hair back from her stitches and tucked it carefully behind her ear as she looked up at him with those big gray eyes, hands resting lightly on his biceps. “Would rather be taking you straight back to bed, darlin’. But, since I guess that might be pushing it if I don’t want you keeling over on me, coffee’s just gonna have to do for now ...”
 
   ***
 
   “Honey, I’m home,” Will drawled wryly on spotting his sergeant, seeming already prepared for what was coming even as he watched Sam make his sharp-eyed assessment.
 
   “Any of that yours?” the younger man demanded immediately, getting up to stride across the clubhouse and gesturing to the blood still spattered over his president’s clothes.
 
   “Nah.” The answer was curt, already moving to dismiss the conversation as Will continued on his way – no doubt heading for his room and stripping off his cut as he went.
 
   “Helluva mess, man ...”
 
   “Goddammit, Sam, don’t tell me you’re gonna start giving me shit about laundry.”
 
   Sam’s face remained impassive, arms crossed over his chest – Will was still the president after all. And anyway, unlike an outsider might, he knew better than to mistake that snark for flippancy. “Dixie?”
 
   “I handled it,” Will said, still in that tone that didn’t want to allow for debate.
 
   So Sam just nodded, processing that. Kicking the cogs in his brain up a gear, he subconsciously started pacing the floor, already trying to figure out the diplomatic way to start fire-fighting what could well blow up into their latest shit-storm. “Right. You handled it ... So what now?”
 
   “It had to be done, brother. You know that.”
 
   “Yeah ... Yeah, it did,” the sergeant said, sounding resigned and his shoulders slumping just a little. “Listen, we gotta put out the four-one-one on this, dude. Norteños ain’t gonna like it ... You clean up?”
 
   Silence. 
 
   “Jesus, Will ...”
 
   “I sent a message,” came the sharp response, as Will looked up from removing his gun and holster, almost daring his right-hand man to contradict him. But this time, it was a challenge even Sam couldn’t help rising to. Loyalty be damned.
 
   “A message that could land us all behind bars!”
 
   “Like some pissy little gangbangers are gonna go running to the cops. Think about it, son – what they gonna say? ‘Scuse me, officer, the big bad biker fucked with our crank deal?”
 
   “Gee, I dunno. Maybe we should ask Alex fucking Kane!” Sam swore, slamming a fist off the nearest wall in frustration. Knowing he was on damn thin ice, he was also realising there was a hell of a lot on the line and if Will was in too deep to see that ...
 
   Sure enough, that gaze levelled with his and the president frowned, feigning confusion. “What the hell, Sam? I miss a vote while I was gone? You taking the gavel or something?”
 
   “You know it ain’t like that, Will,” the blonde said squarely, refusing to back down. “But you want some nodding lap-dog, you picked the wrong fucking SAA – told you that when you patched me. I got your back, man. I ain’t lettin’ you leave it wide open for some gangbanger’s bullet.”
 
   “That bastard betrayed this club!”
 
   The rest went unsaid, but the lines were easy to read between. The betrayed me hanging in the air, no doubt suspended there by the palpable tension in the room – something you could have taken a switchblade to. 
 
   But if anyone understood the president’s motives for moving so quickly to eradicate a one-time ally who’d broken a measure of trust, it was Sam. After everything, it was definitely Sam. “Maybe there’s still time to fix this,” he said finally. “I’m calling Colt.”
 
   ***
 
   No hair of the dog, not this time. Not considering where it had gotten him last time.
 
   His stomach stilled rolled at the memory, one of the few from the day before that kept coming back to him in crystal clarity. The girl he loved lifeless on the floor as blood began to ooze from her head. He’d been sickly sure he’d killed her.
 
   “It was an accident,” Michael told his empty apartment hoarsely. He was still sat on his couch, where he had been since he’d woken up, with his head in his hands. Just replaying over and over that awful moment when even the silence had seemed to roar in his ears. “An accident.”
 
   He never should have let her push him away though. He should have stayed, despite her protests, called for help. But then she’d screamed at him and how would that look ... A respectable lawyer, drunk off his ass, with his own girlfriend covered in blood and refusing to let him touch her. Besides, Callie had been working herself into a state - him being there wasn’t doing her any good. At least that was what he could tell his guilty conscience ... For all the good it did.
 
   No, no hair of the dog today. The strongest coffee he could stand and a searing hot shower, that was what he needed to go and make things right. And he didn’t care what it took, she was going to hear him out.
 
   ***
 
   


 
   CHAPTER 29
 
   Returning from taking a phone call in the relative privacy of the bedroom, Colton had already pulled on his jeans and was tugging his t-shirt down over his head when Callie looked up from her mug of coffee and realised what must be going on.
 
   “You gotta go,” she said, as she watched him shove his feet into his boots and rifle through his pockets for his keys before bending to tie his laces. There was only simple understanding rather than a question, accusation or even resignation in her tone.
 
   “Yeah,” the biker admitted gruffly, straightening up and reaching for his cut and gun. “That was Sam.”
 
   “You don’t have to explain,” Callie said, even though she knew better than to think she was getting anything more than that nod to club business anyway. “Anything you need before you head out?”
 
   That threw him for just a second, dark eyes assessing both her and the question that wasn’t the reaction he was expecting.
 
   “What?” she frowned, actually succeeding in getting a bemused smile out of him.
 
   “You,” Colton said, head cocked just a little on one side as he surveyed her. “Sitting there with stitches in that pretty little head, asking what I need. You’re something else, doll ... You gonna be okay?”
 
   It was her turn to smile as she nodded slightly. “Been looking after myself these last thirteen years, Colt – I think I’ll make it through the day.”
 
   “Make sure you do. There is one thing though ...”
 
   She caught on quick as he leaned in, letting her arms settle around his neck and lifting those soft lips to his for a long, hungry kiss they were both reluctant to break. But duty had called and him sticking around really wasn’t an option, no matter how good the little blonde tasted.
 
   Maybe that he couldn’t was for the best though, Colton considered as he headed out the door – because just the fact that he hadn’t been glad of an excuse to escape was already giving him more than enough food for thought for one day.
 
   ***
 
   “Whatcha doin’, Chippy-boy?”
 
   “Trying to access secure financial records for this lawyer guy – most common way to find out if someone’s on the take,” the intel officer explained to a decidedly bored Shay, never looking up from his laptop. “You know, unaccounted for income ... signs someone’s living beyond their means ... new investment deals ...”
 
   “Forget I asked,” the Irishman yawned, eyes already scanning the quiet clubhouse for some new source of amusement and finding nothing. Just the stern-faced Fallen president watching through the window as Sam headed across the yard to his bike – a sight that sent Shay off his bar stool and ambling over to join him. “You wanna see our Gunn try keeping Ryder in check, brother. Yer man might think too much, but at least he’s doin’ it wi’ the right head.”
 
   “News of the public indecency charge did reach us,” Will conceded wryly, recalling the laughter round his table at the fate of the Reno sergeant. “Gotta admit, as far as felonies go, that’s a new one on us. I’d take it over this first degree murder shit any day though.”
 
   “Club’ll deal, man – always does,” came the shrugged response. And a subtly raised eyebrow at the irony. For someone so concerned about his boys doing serious time, given his early morning exploits, Will seemed to Shay fairly unfazed about increasing the risk of joining them.
 
   Will sighed again and nodded. “You got that right. Damn right.”
 
   “Jesus, would ya listen to the pair o’ us?” Shay eventually broke the reflective silence, returning to his more customary strident tones with a near outraged exclamation. “Let’s wrap this bloody senior citizen sewing circle up and hear how you lot are gonna show us esteemed guests a damn good time! D’ya think we hauled our arses all the way up here just to dry yer tears? I bloody think not! Besides, I ain’t havin’ Blondie thinkin’ he’s the sole attraction round here – not when ya got two fine-lookin’ specimens like ourselves on offer. So whadda ya say, pres? Let Chip get his geek on now, but come Friday night we show these youngsters how it’s done?”
 
   “Ah, Shay, you’re a breath of fresh fuckin’ air,” Will declared with a laugh, pulling him into a back-slapping hug. “I say that’s sounding dangerously like a plan!”
 
   The Fallen always did believe in making the most of things without waiting for the shit-storms to be over – after all, you could be dead and buried yourself before that kind of peace ever came around. And with that in mind, the Irishman grinned broadly, pleased to see his old friend looking more like himself. “You’re the boss.” 
 
   “That I am, buddy-boy. That I am ...”
 
   ***
 
   Left to her own devices, Callie pottered around the apartment, forcing herself to manage some breakfast just so she wasn’t taking more painkillers on an empty stomach and replying to text messages checking up on her from Sketch and Lana. Somehow, she negotiated a shower and the awkwardness of washing and drying her hair without either getting her stitches wet or causing herself any more pain than she could avoid, before slipping into her oldest, comfiest sweatpants and a simple tank top. 
 
   If she had to put up with an enforced break, she was at least determined to make the most of it by working on some designs from the comfort of her couch. Turned out concentrating wasn’t going to be quite as simple as that though.
 
   Okay, impatience aside, she knew the pounding head and that fuzziness that came with either too much sleep or not enough was only to be expected after everything. But it was more than that. She was used to distractions – hell, she managed to work with Sketch after all. But now ... Now, there was just way too much still racing through her mind.
 
   Everything from the reason she’d ended up in Haven in the first place and how she’d struggled to find her feet, to the people she’d allowed into her life – those like Sketch and Lana - and those who’d simply been passing through. There’d been in a lot more in the second category than the first and now she guessed she could add Michael to that list ...
 
   And then there was Colton. 
 
   The notoriously guarded biker with the dubious reputation who’d somehow ended up in her life and in her bed. The man who brought with him the nagging thought that just maybe she was, for him, just another one of those people passing through. In spite of memories of everything from his arms outstretched to catch her amid the carnage of a gun battle, to all the times he’d watched her add to the artwork on his skin and the heat just a look between them could create ... In spite of how good it felt to have his mouth on hers and him deep inside her ... In spite of all the ways he could bring his name to her lips ...
 
   “Callie?”
 
   The call actually made her jump as she realised she’d been so deep in thought that even the knocking on her door had gone unnoticed and she moved on reflex to get up – only freezing when the impatient call was repeated and the voice registered properly in her head.
 
   “Callie, I just want to talk. Please, you have to at least hear me out!”
 
   Michael.
 
   ***
 
   Cuts stashed and bikes parked up in a secluded spot just far enough from the strip joint not to draw attention, not so far that they couldn’t make a quick getaway if the need arose, Sam and Colton strode side-by-side towards the deserted building. The early morning light was doing little for the look of the place. Turned out seedy by night just translated into plain ole dilapidated by day.
 
   “Hey, what happened to Callie, man?” Sam remembered to ask, despite his sharp gaze still roving constantly for anything that could pose a threat to their little clean-up operation. “She still in hospital?”
 
   “They let her out. Split her head open – real nasty shit,” Colton said shortly, his attention equally focused on their surroundings since his brother had already filled him in on what had gone down. Last thing they needed was to get jumped on Norteño turf. “Stitches, concussion, the works. Swears it was an accident, but the punk-bitch boyfriend still left her lying there.”
 
   “Boyfriend?” Sam’s eyebrows shot up. “Didn’t know there was one in the picture. Sounds like an asshole, but how’s he gonna like you playing doctors and nurses with his girl?”
 
   “Ain’t his girl no more.”
 
   The sergeant processed that, even as they stalked quietly up the steps to the back entrance. Drawing his gun as he checked through the nearest window for the all clear, he indicated with a jerk of his head for Colton to follow him. “She yours?”
 
   Instead of answering, Colton stopped in his tracks and sniffed the air with a frown of concentration. A hand reached out to grab Sam’s arm and stop him throwing open the reinforced, but already ajar, door. “You smell something?”
 
   “Yeah – your bullshit, bro,” the sergeant snorted over his shoulder, taking the interruption as nothing more than a piss-poor attempt to detract attention from the question in hand. “If you don’t wanna tell me, I’m gonna assume--”
 
   But that was as far as he got in trying to bust his brother’s balls before the smell hit him too – just ahead of the wave of intense heat. The whole place went up fast, like the big kerosene-soaked inferno someone had made sure it turned into.
 
   ***
 
   


 
   CHAPTER 30
 
   “Fucking hell!” Sam spluttered, coughing smoke out of his lungs and thanking their lucky stars they hadn’t actually been inside when the ill-fated strip club had gone up. As it was, something had exploded and the blast had knocked them on their asses. Glass from the windows shattering and sprayed shards outwards, as he and Colton pulled each other to their feet and scrambled to safety. “You think the firebug got out?”
 
   “Didn’t see. Could have,” Colton grimaced, trying to dust himself off and inadvertently rubbing dirt and grime into the little cuts and grazes he’d managed to acquire. “Think it was the bangers?”
 
   “Had to be. At least it looks like Will’s in the clear now, with the law anyway,” the sergeant said, dashing the back of his arm across his stinging eyes. He was already guessing that the Norteños got scared the cops would start sniffing round looking for Dixie and somehow find out about their crank. “Ain’t nothin’ left to investigate.”
 
   “But they must already know Dixie was shot, even if the cops think he died in the fire.”
 
   “True. But I guess we just gotta wait and see if they know enough to retaliate in the right direction. Nothing more we can do, is there?” Sam sighed, watching what had turned into a make-shift funeral pyre burn and hearing the crash as part of the roof caved in. “Let’s just get the hell out of here before the fire crews show up. Dunno about you, but adding arson to the rap sheets is the last thing I need.”
 
   Recognising the sense in that, Colton turned and headed for his bike, mumbling curses under his breath as he went. It was barely 9am and he’d already had to forgo climbing back into the comfort of Callie’s bed with her, only to come damn close to having been burned to a crisp in some dive – as mornings went, he’d had better.
 
   “Ah, quit bellyachin’, dude,” Sam summoned a grin, hearing the dark mutterings as he followed. “Go tell your girl it’s her turn again to kiss your boo-boos better ...” He trailed off into laughter as his brother simply flipped him the bird without so much as breaking stride.
 
   ***
 
   She knew she couldn’t avoid him forever, but dealing with Michael was not what her poor abused head needed right now. Ignoring him or sending him away though ... Well, that only ran the risk of him coming back and she’d rather face him alone than chance Colton adding to the bloodshed her living room had seen of late.
 
   Besides, it wasn’t like she was scared of him and she couldn’t quite shake the guilty feeling that she did owe the man at least some kind of explanation. She hated feeling like she’d led him on, jerking him around and letting him think there was more between them than there really was. But deep down, she knew that was exactly what she’d done. Her only saving grace was that she’d been trying to kid herself as much as anyone.
 
   “Callie, come on!”
 
   The call made her wince, irked by his impatience but at least appeased that he hadn’t seen fit to just use the key he’d wrangled out of her once upon a time. Nothing like a semi-serious head injury to set some boundaries.
 
   “All right, all right,” she called, steeling herself for the encounter as she padded reluctantly across the floor in her slipper socks. A glance through the tiny peep hole showed her ex shifting restlessly in the hallway, before she opened the door and stepped back to let him in.
 
   She was so used to him extending his courtroom bravado to his personal dealings that she was ready for at least some kind of confrontation. Seeing him have to sheepishly lift his head to face her though ... It threw Callie for a second. With his shirt crumpled, more stubble than she’d ever seen on him and dark shadows below his dulled blue eyes, he looked awful and every day of his fifty years was written in the lines on his face. Although she supposed, feeling another prang of self-consciousness, she was hardly in any state herself to pass remark.
 
   But if she was taken aback to see him looking so dishevelled, it was he who took a step towards her without even seeming to realise as shock registered across his face.
 
   “Jesus Christ ...” Michael breathed, reaching out a hand as if to caress her cheek. His eyes were fixed on the vicious bruise - evidence that what had happened was all too real. “Oh shit, Callie, your head! I’m so sorry, darling ...”
 
   But she shied from his touch, moving instead to sit stiffly on the edge of the couch. “I’ll live.”
 
   “But you’ve seen someone – a doctor, I mean?” he asked in concern.
 
   “Didn’t stitch it myself,” she shrugged, before relenting with a little sigh. “I’m fine really. Bit of concussion. Like I said, I’ll live.”
 
   Crouching down in front of her and looking up to try catching her gaze again, Michael took her hands in his and this time refused to give up and let her pull away. The usually eloquent lawyer was obviously struggling with what he wanted to say. “I ... I never meant for you to get hurt,” he managed finally, squeezing her slim fingers gently. “Never, Callie – you have to know that.”
 
   “I know,” she said eventually, the words soft. “Physically.”
 
   That drew a hint of an unsure frown. “What?”
 
   “Physically,” she repeated. “You didn’t mean to hurt me physically.”
 
   Pulling her hands out of his, Callie stood up to try to put some distance between them again. For all things she blamed herself for, there was still something she needed to call him on in all of this. “What you said to me ...” she started, willing herself not to get emotional. To just tell him exactly what he’d done rather than ever let him see.
 
   “Callie, you know I didn’t mean that,” Michael tried, already knowing exactly what she meant. Just like he’d known what he’d done the moment the cruel words were out of his mouth.
 
   “You were the one person I trusted with that and you used it against me the minute things weren’t going your way, Michael.”
 
   “Not going my way? Sweetheart, I’m not denying I was wrong to say it, but you were screwing some other guy! How the hell do you expect me to react? You make it sound like some petty little tiff over nothing ...”
 
   “I’m not proud of that,” she said quietly, looking down uncomfortably as she played with the hem of her top. “But the difference is that I never set out to hurt you and that’s exactly what you wanted to do to me. You’ve got every right to be angry. Hurt too. But I’d never use anything you’ve trusted me with against you. You know that.”
 
   “Do I? I thought I knew you wouldn’t cheat on me, but I sure got that wrong, didn’t I?” Pushing himself up from his crouch, Michael took a seat on the edge of the coffee table opposite her, elbows resting on his knees as he leaned forward with his head in his hands. “You gonna tell me about him?” he asked, forcing a wry smile on his face. “Does he make you happy? Younger man, keeping you satisfied ... Go on, lay it all out. I might as well hear how much better this guy is.”
 
   “Michael, don’t – it wasn’t about finding someone younger or better ...” Callie tried, not wanting to plead but still wanting him to understand. “I wasn’t looking for anyone at all.”
 
   “But you found him anyway,” he laughed bitterly, thinking back to all his dealings with the charismatic sergeant. It didn’t take a genius to work out what women saw in the tall, blonde biker. Of course guys like that got chicks like Callie without even trying – meanwhile, there he was ... Learning the hard way that getting her wasn’t the same as keeping her. “So what, you gonna tell me you’re in love with him?”
 
   A pause. Just a beat, but it had him sitting up straighter. He hadn’t expected that. She was supposed to jump in with her denials, like he was crazy for even asking. Tell him it was just a one-time thing, a meaningless fling. That she’d been too tied down, bored with how things were with them. He’d prepared himself for that – even for the possibility that whatever she’d had with Sam wasn’t over yet.
 
   And then she shook her head - but not in answer to his question. “I’m not doing this with you,” Callie said, her voice unsure despite her efforts to be firm. “I wanted to be honest with you, to tell you I’m sorry for how this all played out ... Not to be spiteful or to start some dick-swinging contest about who’s better.”
 
   But, no matter what she might say, it was a wake-up call and a big one at that. He hadn’t even considered that actual feelings could be involved. That she wouldn’t come back to him in the end.
 
   ***
 
   The call was answered on the second ring. He’d been expecting word back from one of his spotters and they hadn’t let him down. They knew better than that.
 
   “It’s done,” came the simple, hard-toned message over the pre-paid.
 
   “And our new amigos?” Antonio Cervantes demanded from the driver’s seat of his ride, eyes drifting for a second to the red bandana knotted around his wrist as his hand rested on the steering wheel.
 
   “Still in one piece. For now. You want us to stay with them?”
 
   “Surveillance only. Not too close,” he decided quickly, having had to really get used to thinking on his feet since La Eñe14 started making a play for power. The increased interest in his growing unit had been making life ... well, interesting to say the least. “Routes they take, where they go, who they associate with. Those crackers think they’re so smart – let’s show them how smart Norteños can be.”
 
   “Just let us know when they’re green lit, boss.”
 
   It had been tough to bite back the anger that had surged through him when the news of the strip joint owner’s demise had filtered up the chain of command. He didn’t give a shit about Dixie though, none of them did. Only the fact someone – anyone - had pissed all over the convenient little set-up they had established.
 
   “Soon,” Antonio smiled confidently, flicking open the silver Zippo lighter one of his men had found discarded on the office floor, right by the body. Sparking a flame and watching it dance above the engraved eagle.  “They’ll get our message soon enough.”
 
   ***
 
   He might have had no choice other than to leave, but stood there in the hallway again after she turned her back on him and closed the door, Michael’s fists clenched in anger. His pleas for her to give him another chance, pathetic as they had sounded even to him, had fallen on deaf ears and for what? A common criminal facing life in jail for cold-blooded murder.
 
   He had offered her everything she could ever want and more and she threw it back in his face. Had warned him - cool as you like, though her voice had held just the hint of a tremor - that she’d call the cops if he didn’t back off. He guessed he was supposed to be grateful it wasn’t the hotline to her killer boyfriend she was calling.
 
   It was a hard pill to swallow, and one only made all the worse by that moment she went back inside. He’d still been telling himself he’d talk her round in the end. That was what he did after all. Judges, opposition lawyers, police chiefs – they all crumbled eventually when he wanted them to.
 
   She was young, probably naive about what she was getting mixed up in. Did she even know the first thing about what her bit of rough really was behind the cocky smiles and bright blue eyes?
 
   But then she’d stood there in front of him, pushing the sleeves of that too-big hoody up her forearms. Telling him she was sorry, that he had to go. That it was over, they were over. And then she was turning and walking away - a stinging insult to red-raw injury. One he swore he wouldn’t forget.
 
   ***
 
   


 
   CHAPTER 31
 
   Callie padded back to the couch and sank down with a sigh, tossing her sketchpad to the floor and curling up with a cushion hugged to her chest. Just a couple of the tears she’d vowed not to let Michael see escaped before she bit her lip and blinked them back, silently telling herself not to be stupid.
 
   She wasn’t some heartbroken little girl, pining for a lost love – but she had just closed the door, both literally and figuratively, on her relationship of over a year and she wasn’t anywhere near heartless enough to simply shrug off someone she had actually granted rare access to her life. It wasn’t usually something she did lightly.
 
   Of course, poor Michael never really stood a chance though. Sharing her bed and sharing her life were two very different things and, whether unconsciously or not, she’d never really allowed the lines to blur with him. Unlike a certain biker who was supposed to be just another client.
 
   Shifting onto her back to stare up at the living room ceiling, Callie threw an arm over her eyes and groaned. She wished she could just crawl into bed and hibernate until everyone had forgotten she existed – or at least until the pounding in her head had stopped and trying to think clearly wasn’t such a struggle.
 
   All she could hear, going round and round in her mind, was his voice. That line of questioning.
 
   Does he make you happy? You gonna tell me you’re in love with him?
 
   She tried to tell herself the questions simply didn’t apply. They weren’t together, so her happiness wasn’t his responsibility for a start. And of course she wasn’t in love with him – what did they know about each other really? 
 
   In all the time she and Colton had been acquainted, pictures of their lives had been painted solely in the broadest of strokes. He probably vaguely knew she’d left home years ago, she was aware his dad was dead and that his mom was the only family that mattered. They shared an interest in tattoos and a friend in Sketch.
 
   If she was being at all honest though, she knew he was still deeper under her skin than any ink could ever be ...
 
   For the second time that day, a knock at the door broke through her reverie and Callie closed her eyes in the vain hope that whoever it was would just go away, praying Michael hadn’t decided she was worth another shot.
 
   “Miss Delaney?” called a female voice. “It’s the police ...”
 
   ***
 
   “What the hell’s goin’ on now?” Sam muttered to himself, as he and Colton pulled their bikes up in the yard only to spot a crowd of bodies gathered around the front door of the clubhouse. Pulling his helmet off and slinging it over the handlebars before heading to see what was up, he didn’t have to go too far - not to make out the rush-job graffiti scrawled across the building. “Son of a bitch ...”
 
   “What’s this shit about?” Colton demanded from behind him, pulling off his shades to get a better look at the red paint desecrating what was theirs. His nose wrinkled in distaste at the crude artwork and his dark eyes turned hard.
 
   Already striding towards them, Jake jerked a head towards where a grim-faced Johnny and thunderous Will had stepped away from the hangarounds and were currently deep in a heated discussion. “I suggest you don’t ask how this happened in broad daylight.”
 
   “Nobody saw anything?” the sergeant demanded in disbelief, raking a hand through his hair as he still surveyed the damage marked at least six feet high on their headquarters.
 
   “They blacked out a couple of the cameras - heard a van roar outta here when it was too late. Will’s bike got marked too ... Hey, what happened to you guys?”
 
   “Never mind that now. Just Will’s?” Sam exchanged a look with Colton, neither of them pleased by this development, and getting a nod from Jake. “What’d they spray?”
 
   “Same damn thing,” came the answer. “We dunno what--” Jake broke off with an irritated look on his face as one of the girls split from the rest of the pack and came straight over to where they were stood, a half-smoked cigarette between her fingers and a worried look beneath her deep red bangs. 
 
   “Sam, can I talk to you for a second?”
 
   “Not now, doll,” he shook his head, a slight warning edge to his tone that suggested she was already on thin ice by interrupting him with his brothers. He hoped this wasn’t the kind of thanks he got for his recent good deed.
 
   Ashley wavered for a second but, albeit with a look of apology on her face, steeled herself to say her piece to the one man she seemed to think might at least hear her out. “I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important,” she tried again, rushing on in a bid to make him understand before she earned herself a backhand. “It ain’t ... personal or anything – it’s shit you need to know. About the tag.”
 
   That got his attention. Jake and Colton’s too. “Whatever you know, spill it.”
 
   “It’s used by the Norteños,” the girl explained, looking up at the three men with just a hint of nerves as they towered over her. “I’ve seen it before. Not round here though, but in other parts of the city ...”
 
   “What’s it mean, Ash?” Sam prompted impatiently, watching her like a hawk as she took a last shaky drag of her cigarette and exhaled a stream of smoke before pitching the butt to be crushed under the toe of a scuffed stiletto.
 
   “Nothing good,” she told him, almost in a whisper. “One-eight-seven, it’s like from the law – what cops call murder, y’know? Sam, tagging it like that ... It’s meant to be a death threat.”
 
   ***
 
   Sitting across from the young woman at her kitchen table and meeting those cool gray eyes, Veronica wasn’t sure what she had been expecting when it came to Corsada's other half, but this certainly wasn’t it.
 
   Oh, she’d heard the stories and pieced together some of the jigsaw on her own. Young enough and attractive enough to be out of the league of even Michael’s silver-tongued charm - until, of course, you factored in those added qualities like his standing in the legal world or his bank balance.
 
   But, taking that to be the case, she had counted on someone a whole lot ... well, flashier. Some airhead in one of those minimalist penthouses, with all the mod-cons extra convenient for having been bought on a lawyer’s platinum card. Not this seemingly low maintenance girl in her cosy little lived-in apartment, who’d been surveying her visitor rather shrewdly from the moment she’d arrived. 
 
   Veronica had even dismissed what she’d thought were merely rumours of some tattooed bad girl, until she spotted the ink revealed each time that over-sized hoody slipped off the little blonde’s shoulder until she tugged it back in place.
 
   And then there was the one detail that really did throw her for a loop. That vicious black bruise marring her temple, a row of neat stitches at its epicentre. She’d bitten back the questions for as long as had been polite, but now – granted reluctant access and an even more reluctant cup of coffee – she had to know ...
 
   “That must be very painful,” Veronica said, trying to tread carefully as she indicated what she was talking about with a slight incline of her own head. “Do you mind if I ask what happened?”
 
   “Just a fall,” Callie shrugged, hands folded around her mug. Obviously still making her own internal assessments of her unexpected guest. “But if you don’t mind, I’d rather you got to exactly why you’re here. I’m on pain medication which does make me kinda drowsy ...”
 
   The agent looked as if she might concede, but her lips pursed and she met the young woman’s gaze directly. “Did someone do that to you? A partner, boyfriend?” she asked gently, still trying to decide what she suspected more. That Michael had followed down the path she herself had led him and snapped over some uncovered infidelity - or that the girl’s connection to the MC really had gotten her in over her head with one of them.
 
   “I told you what happened. I fell--”
 
   “Callie, do you have any idea how many women fall or walk into a door or trip on the stairs until they just get a little too clumsy and wind up in the morgue? That’s a serious head injury – you don’t have to protect anyone.”
 
   Obviously taken aback by the implication, Callie sat back in her seat and looked at her in what appeared to be confusion. But there was certainly a hint of anger lurking just below that calm surface. “Don’t come into my home and make me out to be some kind of victim,” she said finally, her voice just a little too tense. “And don’t presume to know things that aren’t any of your business. Now, if there’s something I’m supposed to be able to help you with, let’s hear it – otherwise, I think this is just a waste of your time and mine.”
 
   Federal agent or not, Veronica couldn’t decide if she’d hit a nerve or just missed her mark, so she glossed over it for now. “Okay, I understand,” she said lightly. “And I apologise. I just came to make a few routine inquiries about some ongoing ... business in the area.”
 
   “And why me?” Callie asked, no trace of defensiveness to her tone and no suggestion she was rattled. Just that quiet, easy confidence. “I mean, you say routine – but you called my name, so we’re not just talking door-to-door. Not unless you really did your homework. Do you know my neighbours’ names, Agent Hunt?”
 
   “No. No, I don’t,” she admitted. “The inquiries are fairly routine, but I was hoping to speak to you in particular. Callie, you called the station recently, didn’t you?”
 
   Veronica could have sworn she saw the dots being joined behind those gray eyes, but they never wavered from hers as the girl nodded. No further information offered. Usually people could be depended on to start babbling at some point, but not this girl. “Would you mind telling me why?”
 
   “No – but since you know I called, you must already know why, so do we really need to make a performance out of whatever this is?”
 
   Icy blue eyes narrowed almost imperceptible. This Callie was sharp, much more so than she’d expected, but that was okay because she could be just as sharp herself. “Tell me, Callie, how exactly do you know Sam Lewison and Colton Greene?”
 
   “Through work,” came the simple answer, the elaboration only following at the prompting of a raised eyebrow. “I’m a tattoo artist and you may have noticed they’ve got quite the ink collection between them.”
 
   “Right ...” Veronica nodded. “And is that your only connection to them?”
 
   “Yes,” Callie said, but she didn’t even try hiding the confusion frown that creased her forehead at the question.
 
   “So you’re not in a relationship with one of them?”
 
   “What? I don’t see what that’s got to do with--”
 
   “Just answer the question please, Callie.”
 
   “No,” she said tightly. “I’m not in a relationship with anyone.”
 
   Veronica knew she must look surprised by that and quickly shrugged it off, though she stored that titbit away for future use. “A pretty girl like you?” she started, before a thought struck her and she smiled. The girl really was a smart little bitch. “Ah ... I know how those boys like to operate. Not big on commitment, huh? So forget this relationship talk – are you sexually involved with Sam and/or Colton?”
 
   But the snide little and/or jibe was a step too far and just the out Callie must surely have needed right then, making the blonde bristle angrily and the feet of her chair scrape roughly over the floor as she rose from the table. “I’m not some clubhouse slut,” she snapped. “And I don’t think I’ve got anything more to say to you right now, Agent Hunt. With all due respect, I’d like you to get the hell out.”
 
   Wishing she’d had the restraint to hold back just a little longer before showing her claws, Veronica stood. “Very well. But I hope you know what you’re doing, Callie.”
 
   “Frankly, I don’t see that it’s any of your business. Even if I was screwing every biker from here to Mexico.”
 
   “Actually, if you’re associating with known members of illegal gangs, that makes it my business,” the agent smiled sweetly, just a hint of venom creeping into her tone as she found herself on the wrong side of the front door. “Oh, and Callie? I have a feeling we’ll meet again. This is just what happens when you mix with the wrong crowd ...”
 
   The door slamming behind her, Veronica took a deep breath and composed herself before walking away on high-heeled pumps. Her head was held high, confident that things had gone well enough for her and more curious than ever about what might have gone on between her latest target and Mr Corsada ...
 
   But one thing she thought she could definitely be sure about - Callie Delaney might be a pretty cool customer, but she wasn’t going to be nearly as tough to crack as a certain Taylor Whitney.
 
   ***
 
   


 
   CHAPTER 32
 
   “Heard talk on the grapevine ‘bout what happened to Dixie ...”
 
   Emerging from his cramped bathroom, a towel wrapped around his hips and a hand raking through his wet hair, Sam glanced at the young woman still perched at the foot of the bed as he reached for his jeans and rifled through the pockets for a packet of smokes. “Yeah? What’s the word?” he mumbled around a cigarette, leaning down to light it off the glowing tip of hers and inhaling the first drag deeply.
 
   “Just another casualty of the drugs war,” Ashley shrugged, leaning back on one hand and crossing her long legs. But the look in the hazel eyes that roved appreciatively over his torso let him guess she wasn’t quite buying it.
 
   “That it?” he pushed, needing to know if there was any suggestion on the street that the Fallen might be caught up in this shit. It didn’t usually take long for blame to land at their door, whether deserved or not, and it was looking increasingly like the Norteños were in the market for revenge. The prospects were already trying to scrub off the tags and, despite Will ordering both his sergeant and his enforcer to take a break and get cleaned up, the rest of the club’s hierarchy was at the table to start discussing how to handle the latest security threat.
 
   “Few rumblings that Dix didn’t snuff it in the fire. No names and none of it based on anything more than urban myths though. You know the score - all the usual conspiracy theories ... Including one little gem that it was all some big tax-dodge and he’s actually jumped state to go live it up in Vegas,” she smiled wryly.
 
   “Sin City, huh?” Sam snorted, dropping down to sit beside her.
 
   “Yeah. If I thought there was any kind of truth in it, I’d pack my shit up and head out there myself. Maybe Dixie could give me a new job lap-dancing for the high-rollers ...”
 
   “What are ya gonna do?”
 
   Another shrug. “Something’ll come up. Always does,” she said brightly, with all the optimism of youth. “Hey, maybe I’ll take this as a sign I need to move my ass on. Haven was only supposed to be a pit-stop after all.”
 
   “On the road to?”
 
   She turned to look at him, eyebrows raised but a smile tugging at those pouty pink lips. “You’re getting awful nosy, all of a sudden, mister ...” she said, in just the right teasing tone to get away with it – especially since Sam knew she had a point.
 
   He didn’t usually ask so many questions of the chicks that hung around the club. Not the personal kind anyway. In fact, the less most of them talked the better in his book ... But Ashley was different. That was all it was though. Different, not special. He didn’t have feelings for her and knew that wasn’t denial talking. It was just that, compared to the other women that frequented the clubhouse, she was something of a breath of fresh air. She didn’t seem to be looking to be anyone’s old lady, had no illusions about her place in the grand scheme of things. Hell, she wasn’t even planning on sticking around - when you’d have trouble getting rid of some of their regulars with a 9mm and a shovel ...
 
   Stubbing out the butt of his cigarette and then reaching out, Sam wrapped a lock of her tousled red hair around his fist and tugged her closer. “You gonna make me ask twice, darlin’?” 
 
   “Los Angeles,” came the eventual answer to his initial question, complete with a little smirk that told him she was more than happy to play along with his big-bad-biker routine – despite knowing he could back it up if he had to. “If I’m gonna be a famous actress by the time I’m thirty, that only gives me four years to make it in Hollywood ...”
 
   He released her abruptly, to a look of near disappointment from the girl that their little game seemed to have ended almost before it began. “You’re twenty-six?”
 
   “In two months--”
 
   “Christ, Ashley,” Sam groaned, collapsing back on the bed and throwing an arm over his eyes. “I’m pretty sure I’ve got socks older than you.”
 
   “Well, you know what that means, don’t you?” she said in an unusually solemn voice, leaning over him and trailing her fingertips lightly down his stomach to the edge of his towel. 
 
   “What?” he asked warily.
 
   “You seriously need some new socks.”
 
   Despite everything, he laughed at that and pushed himself back up on his elbows to shake his head ruefully. “What I need, doll, we ain’t got time for,” he drawled, tempted as he was by the thought of putting those full lips to good use again. “Go on, get your ass outta here. And Ash, you hear anythin’ else, you let me know, okay?”
 
   “Of course,” she nodded without hesitation, shooting him a mischievous smile as she blew him a little kiss on her way out the door. “Catch you later, handsome.”
 
   “I’ll hold ya to that, doll,” he grinned.
 
   ***
 
   Spotting Sam sauntering from the direction of the dorms, still tugging his t-shirt over his head, Colton signalled to him with a jerk of his head and the sergeant quickly crossed the bar to join him - just as Will and the others emerged from the sanctity of the clubhouse church.
 
   “Prospects are still on clean-up duty,” Colton informed his president. “How d’ya want us to handle this shit, boss?”
 
   “Publicly, we do nothing ...” Will began, holding up a hand when he saw the looks exchanged by his sergeant and enforcer. “Hear me out, boys. I don’t want us giving these bastards any kinda credibility. We act like they’re a threat, other people start to think we’re an easy target. They start to believe they’re a threat. I ain’t having my club look like it’s pissing its pants over some jumped-up little shit-heads. Yeah, they disrespected us, but they’re just little boys who like drawing on walls to try to make a point ...”
 
   “And privately?” Sam asked. “You think we need to take this one-eight-seven shit seriously?”
 
   “Privately, we up our security. No heading off solo on club business, no getting sloppy. And we keep our own close and everyone else at arm’s length until we know more about exactly who’s behind all this. Our Reno brothers are gonna stick around a little longer, so I’ve asked Chip to start looking into known Norteños in this area - see if he can find out who’s looking to move up and who's calling the shots. Sam, you think our little redheaded friend might be able to help identify any of the gang members who’ve been hanging around Dixie’s joint lately?”
 
   “Maybe,” he nodded. “Can ask anyway.”
 
   “Good ...” Will trailed off as he heard a phone start ringing in Colton’s pocket. “Take it, man – I reckon we’re about done here for now.”
 
   As they drifted off to process the latest goings-on, Colton caught the name on the caller id and answered his cell on the way out into the yard for some air.
 
   “S’up?”
 
   “Colton, hey ...” came that familiar voice. But something was off – he could already hear it. “I, uh ... Shit, you’re probably busy – I wasn’t gonna bother you with this, but I thought you’d need to know ...”
 
   “Something happen?”
 
   “Kind of. I had a visit today ... from an Agent Hunt. Asking questions. Questions about you and Sam.”
 
   A frown darkening his already stern face, Colton could feel his heart sink just a little. He knew how this played out – cursed himself for not thinking of it sooner. “Okay. Sit tight – I’m coming round.”
 
   Hanging up before she had time to even respond, he strode back towards the clubhouse, intending to let his brothers know he was headed out, but meeting Will in the doorway.
 
   “Problem, son?” the president asked, taking one look at his tense stance.
 
   “Hunt’s on to Callie,” Colton admitted bluntly, getting a frustrated grimace from Will that was nothing compared to how he was feeling.
 
   “Damn meddling bitch ... She actually got anything to use, or just trying the usual shit?”
 
   “Dunno yet. Didn’t want to get into it on the phone, so said I’d go round. That a problem?”
 
   “Course not, brother. But listen, Colt, you know if the feds are hell-bent on sniffing round the girl, there’s really only two ways you can handle it,” Will shrugged. “Bring her closer, or ...”
 
   “Cut her loose.”
 
   ***
 
   He wasn’t worried about what might have been said, not by Callie anyway. Even leaving aside the fact she didn’t really know anything worth spilling, she knew when to keep her mouth shut and was more than sharp enough to think on her feet and handle whatever was thrown at her.
 
   No, he wasn’t worried. Just pissed as hell.
 
   If the Fallen had a problem, they dealt with it right at the source. They didn’t go after third parties and, while the odd threat might be made against the family of some bastard who had it coming, it was rarely anything other than idle – a means to an end. Not that it paid to let that be known.
 
   They were the outlaws, but lived and breathed by their own particular brand of morality and yet the so-called good guys of law enforcement didn’t think twice about turning up the heat on whoever looked like an easy target. Choosing not to focus on the harder to crack bikers and instead going after wives, daughters, sisters, mothers.
 
   His own ma had been grilled plenty, until she got too sick for even the law to get away with harassing her about the activities of her only boy. And Maríana Greene aside, it had been a hell of a long time since there’d been anyone else they could connect to Colton. Until now.
 
   Urging his bike on a little faster, he knew he could no longer deny there was a connection between him and his little blonde tattoo artist that went much deeper than ink. He could see now how it had woven itself over the years, beginning back before either of them realised at all and twisting ever deeper - just as her fingers had once twisted that bullet out of him, his blood on her hands.
 
   But after everything she had done for him ... it was going to come back and bite her on the ass.
 
   They all knew how it played out - the mind games, constantly being watched, pressed for answers you didn’t have to questions you knew better than ask. The law would always ask though. And ask and ask and ask.
 
   Powerful as the Fallen were, there was no ending it. You either lived with it or ... you got out.
 
   ***
 
   As if thinking about it on the ride over wasn’t enough, one glance at Callie’s pale face was all it took for it to strike Colton all over again that she should still have been concentrating on recovering - not having to worry about second-guessing some bitch of an agent with an agenda.
 
   In the short time she’d been on the line, he’d been torn between appreciating how she’d kept her cool under fire and hating that she was being dragged into this shit because of him. Had realised it was the second time he was about to rush to her side, yet been convinced it was his responsibility to make things right.
 
   The only way to do that though was to stamp on whatever it was that was growing between them and keep on stamping until it was dead.
 
   But now he was just acutely aware of her stood there, those gray eyes following him as he paced her bedroom floor - obviously hating having to push aside that independent streak, but doing it to keep him in the loop. Club's hitman or not, could he really kill everything he was coming to feel for her?
 
   "Hey," he said, almost sternly, as he stopped in front of her and reaching out a hand to caress her cheek. Distracted from his own thoughts by the strain etched across her brow. "Stop stressing. You did good, baby."
 
   “Doesn’t feel like it,” she admitted quietly, though even the little touch and the inadvertent endearment that he somehow failed to bite back did seem to help reassure her.
 
   “Wouldn’t say it if I didn’t mean it. You handled that bitch and then you brought this shit to me. You did the right thing, Callie.”
 
   Huffing a little sigh, she nodded reluctantly before letting her gaze drop to her feet. “I just ... You wanna tell me why a federal agent even wants to know if I’m sleeping with you? Or Sam? Or both of you, for Christ’s sake? I didn’t think to ask if she’s got me pegged as a serial two-timer or if she just thinks threesomes might be my thing – and she probably thinks I’m a great big slut because I didn’t deny it.”
 
   “That gash don’t know shit about you,” Colton growled, his hands itching to be wrapped round Hunt’s throat and having to make do with clenching into fists instead.
 
   “No? I cheated on a boyfriend who cared about me, just so I could screw around with some biker ...”
 
   “Some biker, huh?”
 
   “I didn’t mean it like that, Colt ...” Callie sighed again, as his eyes narrowed dangerously – even though he wasn’t sure why it mattered to him – and when his response came, it was hard to say which of them was more thrown.
 
   “You ever think maybe some biker fucking cares about you?”
 
   ***
 
   


 
   CHAPTER 33
 
   Colton had never bought into that you’re-too-good-for-me self-imposed martyrdom bullshit. For a start, it had been a hell of a long time since there’d been a woman in his life good for anything more than a casual fuck. But he was also firmly of the opinion that any guy who wound up with a chick who was too good for him should just quit whining about it and either cut her loose or man the fuck up, be what she needed, and thank his lucky stars.
 
   But that incredible little gray-eyed bitch was definitely too good to be treated like some club slut. And even if he could respect that, he found himself wondering - not for the first time - if she really needed, or deserved, the rest of the shit that came with being dragged further into the turbulence of his life ... 
 
   FLASHBACK
 
   Despite everything, her beauty not quite ravaged by illness – not yet anyway – but certainly faded, she still retained a touch of the same class she’d always held. Her long silver-streaked hair may have been a little rumpled where it lay against the plump pillows, but it was otherwise brushed into soft dark waves and her lips were touched with just a hint of dusky rose stain. Her confinement largely to bed rest in recent weeks didn’t seem to have allowed her standards to slip.
 
   “I suppose my big strong son is expecting me not to notice how he’s holding himself, not to ask what trouble he’s run into this time.”
 
   “You know me too well, ma,” Colton said wryly from the doorway, where he’d paused despite knowing better than to think anything would slip past the sharp-as-a-tack woman - cancer or no damn cancer. As she never tired of reminding him, there was nothing wrong with her mind. “How ya feelin’?”
 
   “So-so, I guess. Now, come here and pretend you’re not too tough to give your poor old mother a kiss.”
 
   Going through the ritual of feigning a grumble, the biker crossed to her bedside and leaned down with an arm cradling his lower abdomen to graze his lips against her clammy forehead. He didn’t miss the look of concern that flared in brown eyes that had lost their shine though, and something twisted guiltily in his gut. He probably shouldn’t have been up and about himself, but his visits were a routine he tried not to disrupt and, even knowing the chance of hiding the truth was slim, he’d made the journey rather than have her worry over his absence.
 
   It had proved only the lesser of two evils though, rather than a real solution.
 
   “Show me,” Maríana Greene commanded, on hearing the slight groan as he straightened up. Her eyes challenging him to refuse, until he reluctantly tugged the hem of his plain white t-shirt up with one ringed hand to briefly reveal his heavily bandaged side. “Oh, my boy ...” she sighed. “Tell me what they did to you this time.”
 
   Thankful the wound at least hadn’t bled through, knowing that would have looked far worse to her, he let the soft material fall back in place and eased himself down into the chair by her bedside. He tried in vain to find a comfortable way to sit after the long drive – one that hadn’t been made all that much easier for swapping his bike for a borrowed cage. He knew she wasn’t expecting details and that it would be easier in the long run to just give her something. “Got followed on the way back from Reno,” he scowled at the memory. “Caught a bullet, but it ain’t for you to be fretting over.”
 
   Her lips pursed while she let that sink in, saying nothing for a long moment and instead simply reaching out to lay a tender hand on her only son’s inked arm.
 
   “Ma ... I said no fretting,” Colton said gruffly.
 
   “A mama always worries,” she said, her voice soft and seeming resigned to her lot. “Were you ... alone? When it happened, were you alone?”
 
   He knew from prior experience that his mother’s worst fear involved him checking out all on his own, not even his brothers there for him. Dead in the dirt by some roadside, without anyone to even know never mind care.
 
   She had probably never wanted the club life for him, had instead – and this he knew for certain, from her less-than-subtle hints over the years – held onto the hope that one day he would give her the daughter-in-law and grandchildren she’d always longed for, for his sake more than hers. But while she’d learned to live with his choices, he knew it was the times he went on the road alone that scared her most of all.
 
   And sometimes it crossed even his mind that it probably wasn’t the mere physical danger of him travelling solo that worried her. More likely, it was the thought of the man he could become without anyone else in his life. Without someone to bring him back when the darkness of the things he saw, the things he did, threatened to over-shadow him ...
 
   But Colton shook his head in answer to her question. “Ended up hiding out in Sketch’s place. Chick he works with was there--”
 
   “Oh, Colton,” his mother interrupted, looking close to horrified. “You let some poor innocent girl get caught up in your violence?”
 
   “Didn’t mean to,” he muttered, shifting uncomfortably in his seat and feeling unusually chastised. “She didn’t get hurt. I wouldn’t have let them hurt her, ma.”
 
   “Them. So you were out-numbered. Even you might not have been able to stop them, my son.”
 
   The thought had occurred to him at the time. For the girl who’d earned his respect though, who’d trusted him enough to make that jump into his arms, he’d have put up a hell of a fight …
 
   ***
 
   “Do you?” Callie was asking, reaching out tentatively as he towered over her with his hands jammed in the pockets of his jeans, leaving her fingers to graze his wrist under his dark gaze. “Care about me, I mean?”
 
   “You really gotta ask, little girl?” he said roughly, letting her hand somehow work its way into his and tugging her closer - despite all the reasons he should cut her loose flooding back through his mind again. But there was one big difference between that instant and the time he’d had to do his thinking on his bike.
 
   She was right there. 
 
   Stood in front of him, in sweatpants and his hoody thrown over a simple tank top, with hardly any make-up and her hair tumbling loose down her back. Those damn doe eyes gazing up at him, just waiting for some kind of clarity from him. 
 
   Colton was and always would be a club soldier through and through, but he wasn’t quite the soulless machine others often thought him to be. Sometimes the blood on his hands weighed heavily on his shoulders, yet she had always been able to give him a little bit of something as close to peace as he supposed a man like him could hope for. Somehow she’d gotten under his skin like no one else ever had and, more importantly ...
 
   He just fucking wanted her.
 
   “Colton!” 
 
   His name turned into a little shriek of surprise as strong hands seized her hips and lifted her effortlessly into the air, her own hands grabbing his shoulders for balance until she soon found herself trapped between solid muscle and the wall. A soft smile tugged at her mouth, even as she leaned down to meet his hungry kisses.
 
   “I care, okay?” he took a second to mumble against her lips, burying a hand in her hair. Feeling her arms wind around his neck, he let his mouth trail down her throat, tugging his hoody off her shoulder to kiss the bold ink he exposed. “Shit, Callie, ‘course I fucking care ...”
 
   Instead of a response, she just focused her attention on returning his kisses with just as much heat – only pushing against his chest so he leaned back just far enough to let her wriggle out of his hoody completely. He was on her again almost before the dark material hit the floor though, his tongue tangling fiercely with hers and his hands dragging her vest top upwards before finally breaking away to tug it over her head.
 
   But, despite his eyes being dark with lust as they raked over her body, something held him back for just long enough to make her frown. “Colt, what’s wrong?” Callie asked breathlessly, her fingers tangling in the hem of his t-shirt as he let her slide back down onto her feet – still trapped between him and the wall though.
 
   “You gonna give me shit for trying to tell ya this ain’t just about sex, when I end up dragging this sweet ass into bed every time I come round here?” Colton demanded roughly, his hands caressing said ass as he watched a little smirk start to play across her face.
 
   “Who’s been dragged anywhere?” she asked, eyebrows raised almost in some kind of suggestive challenge. “And besides, you don’t have to take me to bed ...”
 
   That was as much as he gave her time for, letting her catch only a second of the devilish grin he shot her and then swiftly spinning her around to brace herself palms-first against the wall. “Ain’t nearly as innocent as ya look, huh, darlin’?” he ground out, his breath hot against her neck and teeth nipping at her ear as he pressed his body flush against hers. 
 
   Her ass pushing back against his crotch in reply made him groan and quickly sent the hand he had splayed on her stomach beneath the waistband of her sweatpants and between her legs. Just her responsiveness and the little sounds of pleasure his exploring was drawing was doing almost as much for him as her rubbing up against the definite bulge even his baggy jeans couldn’t hide. 
 
   “Oh, shit ...” she gasped, biting her lip as his fingers twisted inside her at the exact moment his thumb grazed her sensitive clit. No accident, the smirk on his face would have told her. Had she been in a position to see it. “Dammit, Colton ... please ...”
 
   “Easy, baby girl,” came the low growl, even as his free hand reached for the buckle of his belt – the promise that followed sounding as much like a threat in his gravelly voice. “You know I’ll take care of ya ...”
 
   And he did.
 
   ***
 
   


 
   CHAPTER 34
 
   A beer in one hand, lit cigar in the other, brown eyes surveyed their domain and all who passed through it and proclaimed it good. Friday nights could be wild, but they could also be like this - big enough to honour their visiting brothers, mellow enough to be just what the whole club family needed ...
 
   The yard glowed under the strings of twinkling golden lights hung across it by the prospects, who’d spent all day also rigging up the sound system and a makeshift bar outside and generally being bossed around by Jake’s wife Kim. As the most senior of the old ladies, she’d been the one to do most of the organising and yet had barely needed to lift a finger to ensure everything got done just so. And now, glossy chestnut hair in an elegant twist and a black lace dress paired with her black leather knee-high boots, she was still firmly in hostess mode as she stood by her husband to meet-and-greet friends while he threw steaks onto the barbecue he presided over.
 
   Normally, the food would be the sole responsibility of the old ladies and they had provided all the essentials – a seemingly endless supply of steaks and burgers, skewers loaded with marinated chicken, baby tomatoes and green peppers, huge bowls of salad and slaw and corn cobs - and that was before you even mentioned the array of desserts waiting to be served afterwards. But for a barbecue, the men were prepared to take a more hands-on approach and it was Jake’s turn to take charge of the cooking – a job that apparently required he be kept refreshed with a steady supply of cold beer.
 
   Elsewhere around the yard, the Fallen and their families milled around, catching up over food, talking and laughing. It wasn’t quite the usual free-for-all and if there had been any strippers, Kim was more than capable of sending them packing with nothing more than a steely look, but there were still plenty of hangarounds – and, probably more importantly, some of the less in-your-face girls who knew how to toe the line - adding to the numbers. They couldn’t disappoint their Reno guests after all ...
 
   And being only occasional visitors to Haven, Shay and Chip were proving popular with the regulars who were more than keen to give a warm welcome to some fresh targets.
 
   “Great party, man!” the Reno intelligence officer hollered in Will’s direction, a broad grin splitting his face as a leggy raven-haired chick slid an arm around his shoulders and whispered something slyly in his ear. “Really great!”
 
   Tilting his beer bottle in Chip’s direction in a silent toast, the president smiled to himself. It was times like this that he could let the stresses of life just slip away and he was damn sure going to make the most of it. Just like his men. Even those with arguably the biggest threat still hanging over their heads were enjoying themselves.
 
   In between downing long swigs of his beer, Sam was evidently regaling his captive audience with tales of past runs or conquests or both as cheers and full-throated laughter rang out, even with the music playing. And stood right there among the listeners, his enforcer – an ear open to his brother, but his watchful eyes scanning over the crowd before seeming to lock in on their target. Will didn’t even need to look to know who was in his sights.
 
   ***
 
   “Hey, ‘scuse me? You’re the tattoo chick, aren’t you?”
 
   Having just arrived at the club’s compound, later than promised after her efforts to disguise the bruise at her temple and its cycle through various shades of purple and green, Callie looked around at the bright and breezy query. In the end, she’d settled for hiding most of the ugly injury with the broad band of soft fabric that held her loose hair back from her face – something she was glad she could do when faced with so many women who’d obviously gone to great efforts to impress. “Uh, yeah – Callie,” she nodded, taking in the redhead in front of her and trying to remember if they’d ever met before and if she should know her. “You want to get inked or something? Only I’m not exactly working, so I didn’t bring my ...”
 
   A tinkling peal of laughter quickly interrupted them though, as soon as a leggy peroxide blonde overheard a hint of their conversation. A smirk of mock pity crossed crimson lips. “Don’t tell me the little airhead’s actually asking you about getting a patch’s ink. Didn’t you get the hint when Will lost interest and palmed you off?”
 
   “Bite me, Crystal,” Ashley said sweetly, albeit with a roll her eyes. “And if being palmed off means ending up in bed with Sam’s fine ass ... hey, I’ll take that. Now, you done?” 
 
   Perhaps sensing this could be one battle that she might not win, the girl flounced off with a forced air of boredom with her adversary and left her to turn to Callie with a wry smile. “Sorry ‘bout that. And for the record, no, I’m not deluded enough to be even thinking about that kind of ink. Crystal’s the bunny-boiler round here – I’m surprised Kim even let her through the door - so she just judges everyone else by how her own mind works, y’know? I actually wanted to ask if you guys do piercings as well as tatts, but I don’t wanna bug you when you’re not working ...”
 
   “It’s fine,” Callie shrugged, the two girls falling into step as they headed for the bar as if by unspoken agreement. “Listen, why don’t you drop by the studio at the start of next week? See if Sketch can fit you in – I leave most of that side of things to him. Or you can give me your number and I can get him to call you when he’s got a free slot. What are you thinking of getting done?”
 
   “Nipple,” Ashley said, with a little grin. “I wanted to a few years ago, but ended up getting my tongue done instead and then just never got round to it. So, hey, if you’re not working tonight ... what brings you here?”
 
   “I was, uh ... invited ...”
 
   FLASHBACK
 
   He’d taken her to bed after all, but not until he’d already made her moan like a porn star up against the wall of her bedroom and reduced her legs to jelly. At least they didn’t have far to go when he’d scooped her up in his arms, crossed the room in just a few long strides and deposited her on top of the covers of the bed. She was completely naked, while he was still almost fully dressed – if a little dishevelled, with his jeans yanked back up but unfastened and his t-shirt askew – yet only the slightest hint of self-consciousness crossed her mind.
 
   After what they’d just done, coupled with the rest of the times they’d been together, it seemed pretty redundant to cover herself up now. And besides, as she slowly stretched out her weary body like a kitten with a little sigh of satisfaction, she could tell he was getting a kick out of the view.
 
   Seeming to guess what she was thinking, Colton cocked his head on one side as he drank in the sight of her and then sat down on the edge of the bed and reached out to run a hand up over her thigh, her stomach, her ribs. Only stopping when his fingertips grazed the delicate underside of her breast. “Beautiful,” he told her, even the gruff, one-word compliment making her blush just a little when he was looking at her with those intense eyes.
 
   He hadn’t exactly been overly gentle with her before and he was bound to notice the way her nipples still flushed a deep dusky pink from the ministrations of his fingers, the marks where he’d gripped her hips that would probably turn into bruises ...
 
   “Colton ...” she breathed softly, caught off-guard when he dipped his head and took one of her nipples in his mouth, lathing his tongue over the tender little bud in soft sweeps. Her hand reached to lazily caress the scruff of his head, as he shifted his attention to her other breast. Of all the things she had expected from him, this kind of attentiveness wasn’t even on the list. She was certainly more than content to bask in it though, letting him kiss his way down her body to soothe his tongue over the marks on her hips.
 
   And when that skilled mouth first made its way between her legs, it was all she could do not to arch right off the bed.
 
   Callie whimpered at the loss when he finally pulled away and then stood up, but she forced her eyes open to watch him undress and admire every inch of toned muscle and tanned skin dark with ink – a helluva lot of which she had put there herself. 
 
   His unzipped jeans were doing little to constrain his rapidly returning erection, even before they hit the floor along with his boxers and t-shirt and he crawled on top to join her again. His lips pressed a tiny kiss just below her stitches as he settled comfortably between her legs, braced on his hands to keep from crushing her. “You okay, doll?” he managed, having evidently forgotten until now about her concussion.
 
   “Don’t you dare stop,” she gasped, prompting him to simply balance his weight on one hand and use the other to grab one of hers, guiding it down between them until he was burying his face in the crook of her neck as her slim fingers wrapped around his cock and stroked him.
 
   But, despite their earlier activities, both of them still needed more. 
 
   With Colton pressed thick and hard against her, Callie let her arms wind around his neck, lifting her mouth to meet his as he eased his way back inside her with a groan.
 
   “Holy fuckin’ shit, Callie,” Colton ground out, setting a slow pace even though it was driving him crazy. “So good, baby ... So damn good ...”
 
   ***
 
   It had been afterwards that he’d told her about the Friday night plans, Callie recalled, hoping the heat hadn’t flared in her cheeks at the memory of how he’d felt. Exhausted though they both were, he’d still shifted them easily so she could lay on his chest – his hands trailing up and down the length of her spine, occasionally reaching her ass.
 
   She’d initially mistaken what he was saying for a request to go ink someone from the club and when he’d clarified that he just wanted her there, she’d teased him about big bad bikers going on dates. In response, Colton had smacked her bare ass hard enough to make her yelp, although his hand did linger there to sooth away the sting.
 
   Then she’d smiled and kissed his jaw, told him she’d be there and thought nothing more of it. Until Friday rolled around and the strange, unfamiliar fluttering in her stomach had stopped her in her tracks as she pondered what to wear. Her mind flickering, however unwillingly, to her less-than-successful efforts to dress to impress for Michael ...
 
   It was too late for second thoughts now though. There he was, right across the yard - six feet of lean muscle and inked skin, stood with Sam and a few others waiting for their food, his dark eyes fixed firmly on her. He’d probably spotted her the minute she set foot in the place.
 
   For a split second, Callie wondered what the proper way to handle things was. Did she go to him? Did she wait for him to come to her? It was gone again in an instant though. She’d never been the type to try second guessing him. She’d always been comfortable in his company – surprising as that might seem, given his role in the club and her periphery knowledge of what that meant – and that wasn’t something she was prepared to lose just because they were ... whatever they were.
 
   But they were on his turf now and in front of his brothers, she respected that. She’d take her cues from him ...
 
   Excusing herself from her bubbly new acquaintance, Callie headed towards Colton figuring she’d know what to do when she got there. From the look already in his eyes, somehow she didn’t think there would be a problem. 
 
   “Good to see ya, doll,” Sam grinned, making the first move to greet her with a quick kiss on the cheek. “How’s the head?”
 
   “Bit better, thanks,” she smiled, her gaze already drifting to his brother. “Hi, Colt.”
 
   “You’re late,” he growled, taking a step towards her. “Problem?”
 
   “Only trying not to look like I went a coupla rounds with Tyson,” Callie shrugged, feeling the heat of his eyes on her as they raked from the leopard print heels, up her bare legs, over the black strapless mini dress she’d decided on and the ink that served as a flash of colour, before drifting to her temple and the hidden bruise.
 
   “Looking pretty damn good to me, little girl,” Colton shrugged, shooting her one of those rare grins that somehow seemed less and less rare around her and with that, despite the curious looks of his brothers – Sam’s more knowing than the others – he snaked an arm around her waist and leaned down for a firm kiss that spoke volumes to any onlookers. His way of marking his territory.
 
   While she had by no means been certain that he would acknowledge the change in their circumstances publically, she supposed he wouldn’t have invited her if he didn’t want her there. After all, he wasn’t exactly the kind of guy to indulge in any niceties for the sheer hell of it. So Callie simply smiled against his lips and slid a hand over his t-shirt covered chest and up to his neck, letting his tongue sweep briefly into her mouth to wolf whistles from their audience.
 
   “And finally, the dancing around is over!” Sam crowed, slapping Colton on the back. “About fucking time, dude.”
 
   ***
 
   Blowing a stream of smoke from the corner of his mouth, the sergeant tapped one booted foot in time to the music as he waited by the pool table for his shot. Sharp blue eyes took in everything around them, relaxed though he was – force of habit, he guessed.
 
   It was either very late or very early, depending on how you wanted to look at it, and the party had gradually started to drift indoors. The barbecue and the fire pits had been left to burn themselves out, a few revellers still enjoying a smoke in the fresh air while others had found tables inside to sit around and shoot the shit or play cards. Or, like him, they’d decided on a few rounds of pool.
 
   Their Reno brothers had long since disappeared, each of them having been led off to a dormroom to enjoy the finest hospitality Haven had to offer. A few couples – Jake and his wife among them - were still dancing to the music, albeit with less energy than before, while Colton had taken advantage of commandeering the comfiest couch in the quietest corner of the clubhouse and had pulled his girl onto his lap.
 
   As far as Sam could tell, they were just talking and stealing the occasional kiss though. At least until Callie pushed herself up and headed across the room, probably going to get them both another drink. The pretty little tattoo artist had a big smile on her face and was just a little unsteady on her feet. He wasn’t surprised. Everyone had been knocking back the booze and more than a few joints had been smoked, so they were all feeling it. What did surprise him though was the girl who greeted Callie warmly, patting her arm and giggling over something as she joined her on the way to the bar.
 
   Leave it to Ashley to offer friendship to a girl that had actually succeeded where most chicks failed and bagged herself one of the Fallen. Not one of the women present had dared challenge the tattooist over having apparently taken Colton off the market, but there had been a few less-than-welcoming looks in her direction and a few muttered complaints. Not that she seemed to care. But that laidback redhead ... 
 
   She not only knew her place, but she didn’t begrudge others theirs. Just took everything life threw at her in her stride. She was a good girl. Still just a club hangaround, but a good girl all the same.
 
   Just as he was wondering if stealing her away to his room was a good idea – he’d been hooking up with her more than anyone else lately and the last thing he wanted was to send out some sort of signal – Sam’s ears pricked up at the familiar sound of engines revving out front.
 
   It was like his mind shifted into overdrive, even as the rest of the world flipped into slow motion. The reality of it all flashing through his brain in an instant.
 
   They were all accounted for ... Not their bikes ... Visitors ... Unexpected visitors ... A threat ... One-eight-seven ...
 
   The gunfire that sprayed the clubhouse kicked in before the screams. But only just.
 
   ***
 
   


 
   CHAPTER 35
 
   Glass shattered as bullets tore through the clubhouse windows, tables and chairs crashing to the floor as they were over-turned by bodies trying to dive to safety, screams of terror and howls of pain ripping the night air.
 
   She was among the first to fall, right in front of his eyes. With no time no register what was going on, one minute she’d turned to laugh with her new friend over her shoulder and the next ... she’d turned back, her gaze meeting his and the smile it drew dying on her lips.
 
   The night had been about family and friends, pulling those closest to them even closer and just making the most of their company. Unlike some, he was still carrying though. And he knew a few who would be too – Will probably, Colton definitely, the guys who’d been charged with sentry duty at the gates. But there were too many others. Defenceless brothers, innocent women ...
 
   For him, there was no civilian moment of confusion when the mind had to fight to rationalise the foreign sound of gunshots ringing out. Even without his sergeant’s patch, without all his years as one of the Fallen, he’d been a marine in another time and place.
 
   Sam recognised what was happening in an instant and reached for his own gun barely a split second after that. 
 
   It was still too late.
 
   He saw the force hit her, making her stumble backwards in those too-high heels. Her hands flew to her stomach and came away red, confusion rather than fear or even pain on her face. She didn’t understand, didn’t get time to work it out either – not before the second shot, one that caught her in the chest as she dropped heavily to her knees with a strangled cry.
 
   Those eyes kept him rooted to the spot, even as the light left them. The third of the rapid-fire shots was needless, yet still hit her in the shoulder and sent her backwards. The stricken girl behind her was caught off-guard and knocked to the ground with the body in her arms and a spray of blood across her face.
 
   The mere seconds it took felt like an eternity.
 
   “Get down!” he bellowed, forcing himself into action and ignoring his own advice in favour of trying to shoulder his way to a vantage point, in a bid to make himself heard amid the madness. “Get down – get the fuck DOWN!” Spinning on his heel only served to heighten the sense of desperation, with nothing but devastation on all sides.
 
   And then, as suddenly as it had started, it was over. Leaving him to sink to his knees beside the ashen-faced tattooist, in something dangerously close to defeat. “You can let go, doll,” Sam managed, his voice hoarse. “She’s dead.”
 
   ***
 
   Stripping off the t-shirt that had once been white and was now stained with the blood of two of his dead brothers, gunned down as they manned the gates of the compound, Colton could feel every fibre of his being tense and straining against the urge to head out and exact brutal revenge for them. Johnny had a deep bullet graze in one arm and their newest patch Pauley was on the critical list after taking a bullet in the chest trying to protect his old lady.
 
   It had taken every ounce of Will’s authority to hold back his men, with his sergeant and enforcer intent on leading the charge. They’d seen the truth in their president’s impassioned words in the end though. Justice would be served – and soon at that. Just not now.
 
   Not when they had to put the pieces of their fractured family back together first. Get help for the wounded, bury their dead. Brains before bullets, if they wanted to ensure no other lives were lost – on their side anyway. And not when he’d found the girl who’d simply gone to get them both a drink, covered in blood and cradling the lifeless form of the chick Sam had developed a soft spot for in her arms. 
 
   The broad didn’t deserve to die and she should have been safe inside their walls, but - to Colton anyway - she was just another nameless hangaround.
 
   She didn’t matter like Callie did.
 
   He’d been just in time to hear Sam pronounce the redhead dead and watch as he reached out a hand to gently close those staring eyes. The sergeant’s head bent in a moment’s ... regret? But Colton had quickly turned his own attention to assessing the one girl he’d come to care about, cursing himself for allowing those feelings to take root if this unfamiliar twisting of his gut was what it had cost him.
 
   While he’d long since reconciled himself to the dangers that came with being one of the Fallen - especially given his particular role - being responsible for someone outside the club, someone like Callie, was a new experience.
 
   He’d pulled her to her feet though, made sure none of the blood was her own, kept her anchored to his side while they endured the wait for the cops’ inevitable arrival. Not that it took long, given the gunfire. And he’d flat-out refused to let her out of his sight while they were asked the usual predictable questions, waiting only to watch the bodies be taken away and then excusing them both with a curt, quickly understood nod in Will’s direction.
 
   He knew Callie would want to get cleaned up and, sure enough, she’d headed straight for the shower in the tiny bathroom off his dormroom. But now, seeing her simply stood there under the heat of the spray, head down and hands braced against the wall, Colton knew the girl had to be damn near shell-shocked by what had happened. 
 
   She wasn’t used to this life, she wasn’t like him.
 
   She’d already been through a hell of a lot, but not even pulling a bullet out of his side or getting her own head split open came close to having someone die in her arms. Someone younger than even her, who’d been laughing one minute and riddled with bullets the next. Someone whose blood was still spattered over her pale face.
 
   Neither of them spoke. 
 
   He simply got into the shower behind her and moved in close until his much larger body was practically cradling hers, his hands rubbing up and down her arms as he pressed a tiny kiss to the top of her head, letting her lean back against him. He held his fingers under the spray before using them to carefully start wiping away the blood and watched her eyes drift closed, as if to block out the memory of it all.
 
   He didn’t know what to say. It wasn’t like he could make her any promises. Sure, he could kill any fucker who tried to hurt her - but it didn’t mean they wouldn’t try. That was the kind of life he led. 
 
   One she hadn’t signed up for.
 
   Just as he was wondering if she was in shock or simply trying to be brave in front of him, a stifled little sob escaped despite Callie’s best efforts and Colton’s response was pure instinct – turning her around and holding her close, his hands buried in her hair, as she finally broke down and cried hot tears into his chest.
 
   ***
 
   Sinking down heavily on the edge of his unmade bed with his head in his hands, Sam raked his fingers through the messy spikes of his hair before casting a glance at the digital clock on the nightstand. Its little red numbers flashed 03:26 and he heaved a sigh.
 
   Four years to make it in Hollywood ...
 
   What had once been nothing but a pipe-dream was no longer even that, he thought as he fished in his cut for his smokes and then patted down his jeans in the usual hunt for a lighter. But a glimmer of pink among the rumpled sheets caught his gaze and he reached instead to investigate, his hand closing around a lighter that could only belong to one person.
 
   The sergeant sparked it and stared into the tiny flickering flame, finally releasing his thumb and letting it extinguish after a long moment. There one second, gone the next.
 
   “Dammit, Ashley ...” he muttered, quickly lighting the cigarette dangling from his lips and then tucking the lighter safely into an inner pocket of his cut. A long drag gave him the nicotine hit he needed, but no other comfort.
 
   Barely twenty-six and that was the only proof she’d ever graced their clubhouse – unless you counted the bloodstains on the floor out by the bar, and the prospects would soon get to work on getting rid of those. Give it a couple of weeks and he’d probably be the only one to remember her name.
 
   “We’ll get the bastards, darlin’ ...” he vowed, exhaling a long stream of smoke. His jaw clenched as the fingers of his free hand curled into a tense fist. “Every last fucking one.”
 
   ***
 
   


 
   CHAPTER 36
 
   Emerging from the clubhouse into the cool morning air, Callie squinted against the light at first and ran a hand through her sleep-tangled hair. She’d slipped out of bed after just a few hours respite from racing thoughts of how the night had escalated into the worst kind of violence. Her head was still fuzzy from lack of sleep and she hoped being outside might help. It seemed she wasn’t the only one to think so.
 
   She thought twice about joining him, not wanting to impose. But something in the dejected slump of his broad shoulders sent her crossing the yard anyway, knowing the worst she could expect was to be sent packing.
 
   “Hey,” she tried, just a little hesitant in her approach. “Mind if I sit?”
 
   “Free country, doll,” Sam said with a shrug, taking another drag of his cigarette.
 
   Perched on the edge of the bench beside the grim-faced sergeant, Callie snuck little glances at him out of the corner of her eye and inwardly sighed. His eyes were dull with dark circles below them, heavy stubble shading his jaw and his hair raked into messy spikes by his fingers. He smelt like he’d crawled inside a whiskey bottle and looked like he hadn’t even tried to sleep. Not that she could blame him for that.
 
   “I’d ask how you’re doing, but it seems like one of those stupid questions ...”
 
   “I’ll deal. We always fucking deal.”
 
   “Right,” she said wryly, shooting a pointed look at his bruised and bloody knuckles and making him flex his fingers under the scrutiny with a humourless grin.
 
   “You got your ways of dealin’, sugar, and I got mine. Punchbag,” he added, by way of an explanation. “And maybe a wall.”
 
   “Sam ...” Callie started, unsure as to whether she should even say anything. She knew it wasn’t her place. But she also knew what it was like to deal with shit on your own. And to have feelings you knew you probably shouldn’t. “Don’t feel like you’re not allowed to care about shit just because you don’t have a label for it. Ashley--”
 
   “Ashley ain’t mine to worry about,” he said. He’d cut her off bluntly, but judging by the way he diverted his gaze, he seemed to know that he wasn’t fooling anyone with the hard, detached riff.
 
   “Just because you weren’t together doesn’t mean you weren’t connected,” she said gently. “I know I didn’t really know her, but I talked to her, Sam, and I know there was something there. I’m not saying she was in love with you, but she loved being with you. Girl like that, hanging round here ... it’d be easy for that to turn into a bad time. But it didn’t for her, because of you.”
 
   “It got her killed. Seems like a bad fucking time to me.”
 
   “So be angry. For her, for your brothers. Be sad they’re gone,” she said. “You don’t have to pretend you don’t give a damn about her. I know you guys don’t exactly run around with your hearts on your sleeves, but don’t let this eat you up inside, Sam. Don’t bottle it up like this.”
 
   He pitched his cigarette butt to the ground and stubbed it out with the toe of his boot, turning to Callie as he exhaled a long stream of smoke and let a smile tug at the corner of his mouth. “You’re a good girl, Cal. But trust me, babe, some things are better left that way.”
 
   ***
 
   Left to her own thoughts, Callie tucked her feet up on the bench and laid her head on her knees. It seemed so quiet, so unreal that this could be the same place she’d been left with a girl’s dying body in her arms.
 
   She’d been on the periphery of this world for so long, she’d thought she could handle it. It was only now she realised just how different flitting round the edges was to being at the heart of the club and all that entailed.
 
   And on top of that, she’d half expected Colton to start pulling away already. After all, she’d never quite expected to be allowed so close in the first place.
 
   Even as she’d broken down in his arms, Callie had felt the latent fury at the wrong that had been done to his club coursing through his tense muscles. There had been no whispered words of meaningless comfort, no gentle caresses. But he had held her until the tears subsided and the water of the shower ran just shy of luke-warm.
 
   She’d offered to go home, to get out of the way and let the bikers deal with their losses as they best saw fit. Even though she couldn’t help but wonder how raw anger and grief for fallen brothers might manifest – and couldn’t help but suspect alcohol and nameless women might feature pretty heavily.
 
   It was a thought that made her stomach flip-flop, no matter how much she tried to pretend it didn’t.
 
   But instead, he’d ordered her to stay put.
 
   And even though the night had somehow already stretched towards dawn and he’d left her to go chain-smoke his way through an emergency session with his brothers and down shots in memory of their comrades, it had been her he’d come back to in the end. The sex, when they reached for each other under the covers, was hard and intense – like they both needed proof, reassurance that the other was really there and still in one piece.
 
   “You thinking it could have been you?” Colton had asked, out of nowhere, when they were both collapsed back against the pillows and still getting their breath back. He never had believed in sugar-coating anything and it seemed he wasn’t about to start any time soon either. “Instead of that redhead?”
 
   “Not point in what ifs,” Callie had said softly, knowing that wasn’t her first concern.
 
   “Hey ...” He’d reached out to turn her head towards his and steal a firm kiss. “What’s going on in that head, girl?”
 
   She’d let him pull her closer, slid a hand over his chest to settle just over his heart and gave a contented little sigh when his arm wrapped around her waist. “Never woulda had you pegged as the snuggling type, Greene.”
 
   “You think I’m gonna complain about those perfect tits pushing up on me?” he’d growled, lips grazing her ear. “And quit changing the subject.”
 
   “I’m ... sorry, Colt.”
 
   “Don’t need to be.”
 
   “Not about that,” Callie had said quietly, shifting so she could look down into his dark eyes. “About your brothers. They’re your family. It must be hard. I ... I don’t know what I’d have done if it had been Sketch. Or you.”
 
   The admission had been as close as she’d come to an acceptance of exactly how she felt about him, but she didn’t know if he was ready to hear that. Didn’t know if she was ready to say it either.
 
   “No what ifs, you said.” But he’d reached up to cup her cheek, his thumb caressing her soft skin. The almost tender gesture at odds with the hard set of his jaw though. “Welcome to the life, baby. Had enough yet?”
 
   She’d shook her head, not trusting herself to speak.
 
   ***
 
   


 
   CHAPTER 37
 
   She looked so peaceful as she slept, the covers pooled around her waist and exposing the tan silk of her bare back and shoulders. Her arms were folded below the pillows, one cheek pressed into their softness and that mass of sun-kissed blonde hair tumbling over one shoulder. Badass tattoo or not, she looked too young and somehow too pure to be sharing his bed.
 
   He thought about the tiny, intricate wings he’d put on her and imagined inking them full-size on that most perfect of canvases, from shoulder to hip – turning her into the only angel that could ever hope to redeem the killer he’d long since become.
 
   Reaching across her still sleeping form, he took his pack of cigarettes from the nightstand and sat propped against the headboard of the bed as he lit up. A long drag, the first of the day, hit his throat and he tilted his head back to exhale a stream of smoke into the morning air.
 
   A thunderstorm was brewing, he could feel it. Heavy, ominous. The room was darker than it should have been and he could picture the dark clouds rolling outside the window, though the curtains were still closed. It was early, even for him, but sleep somehow felt like a distant memory. The first flash of lightening was quickly followed by a rumble of thunder and he glanced to see if the girl would wake.
 
   It seemed nothing could disturb the worn-out little blonde though, who just hours earlier had wrapped her legs around his hips as he buried himself inside her, and he reached out almost curiously. With the hand that still held his lit cigarette, he let his fingertips drift down her spine, barely touching the soft skin and watching the tiny glow move slowly over her.
 
   Just as slowly, deliberately, he turned his hand knuckles down and let the red-hot ash sear into delicate skin.
 
   The same big gray eyes that had looked up at him hazy with lust flew open, full of shock and pain and confusion. She tried to get up but, all at once, he had her pinned down with his weight and his breath was hot on her ear.
 
   “Welcome to the life, baby. Had enough yet?”
 
   ***
 
   Callie woke with a gasp, struggling to breathe and trembling, as sweat cooled on her almost feverish skin. Her eyes darted to the other side of the bed, but found it empty and the covers tugged messily back into place. 
 
   “Shit ...” she whispered shakily, closing her eyes and trying to will her raging emotions back under control. 
 
   It was the third time in a week that the same nightmare had crept into her subconscious – the first time she’d woken up screaming, the second with tears pouring down her face. This time, she’d managed to avoid either, but she was still glad Colton hadn’t been around to witness the aftermath that still managed to leave her heart hammering in her chest.
 
   Forcing herself out from under the covers, she remembered Colton sliding out of bed naked to find the t-shirt she was wearing. Before she’d drifted off to sleep, wrapped in his inked arms, she’d been vaguely aware of his hand in her hair and thought he’d pressed soft kisses to her temple.
 
   The biker could be rough, but he had never once set out to hurt her and she hated to think of having to tell him what had gotten her so rattled. Ruthless hitman or not, she was fairly sure it would bother him. Especially as she couldn’t even offer any logical explanation as to where the dark thoughts were coming from. After all, in her head she knew she had nothing to fear from him. Maybe it was just a vibe she was getting from being around the shot-up clubhouse, or from the funerals of the those who'd been gunned down ... Either way, she knew she had to find a way to get it the hell out of her system and quick.
 
   ***
 
   “... it’s been a tough few weeks for all of us,” Will concluded, from his usual seat at the head of the table. They were in session early, but his brothers hadn’t been hard to drag from their beds given the subject on the agenda – even those with a warm body to keep them company. “I know most of you were speaking to Frankie in person, but he just wanted to officially put his thanks on record for the turn-out at Stevie and TJ’s funerals.”
 
   “Reno always got our backs – least we could do was give the boys a good send-off,” Johnny said, a united rumble of agreement rising over his gruff tones.
 
   Even Sam muttered his support, though his mind did flash to the much lower key service he’d forced himself to go to later that same evening and the contrast that couldn’t have been much starker. No-expense-spared glossy black caskets, draped in cuts and flanked by bodies in club colours, compared with the plain wooden box that had been lowered into the ground in front of a mere handful of people.
 
   He’d gone alone, no cut and with the cool steel of his gun pressed against his back where he’d tucked it into the waistband of his jeans, hidden by his long-sleeved navy shirt. At least the burn of his left bicep had given him something to focus on, as the priest’s voice rose and fell in the quiet of the graveyard.
 
   FLASHBACK
 
   The hum of the tattoo gun mixed with the classic rock on the radio to finally give him some kind of peace from the noise in his head. He was starting to see just what Colton got out of that kind of catharsis. Escape.
 
   His eyes trained on the needle and the skilled hand that held it, he folded his free arm behind his head as he leaned back in the recliner and watched the progress that was being made by the pretty little blonde. Under her ministrations, a dark tribal-style band had started to wrap around his bicep – a reworking of a design he’d sketched crudely from memories of a more delicate, more feminine version etched on smooth tanned skin.
 
   What had once been a mere tramp-stamp would now be a tribute of sorts. One only he and Callie would know the truth about, hidden in plain sight among the rest of his ink. No name, no hearts or flowers, just bold dark lines.
 
   “Looks good,” Sam said, flexing his arm experimentally when she’d sat back to wipe off excess ink and check how her artwork was coming along.
 
   “Not bad, if I do say so myself,” Callie said, though her soft smile didn’t quite disguise the slight wince when she turned to reach for her tattoo gun again.
 
   Part of him wanted to keep going. He was more than used to the sensation of getting inked and didn’t consider it pain, especially compared to laying his bike down or getting into it with some shithead. While the work was extensive and his raw skin burned from the drag of the needle, he actually kinda relished the feeling.
 
   But no way was he going to be the one responsible for making his brother’s girl keel over.
 
   “You okay, doll?”
 
   “Yeah, it’s nothing. Just haven’t been sleeping too well and it’s just my first day back working since ...” She broke off to tap her head, her stitches still kept hidden – this time by a headscarf that also held her long wavy hair back from her face. “It’s surprising how quickly you get out of the way of things. Plus, I hold a lot of tension in my shoulders when I’m working, so ya know ...”
 
   “Killer been playing nursemaid? Got himself healing hands to go with that Glock?” Sam asked, quirking an eyebrow at the look on her face. “I’ll take that as a no comment.”
 
   He let her get back to work, the silence that never seemed to feel awkward descending over them.
 
   “Cal, can I ask you a favour?” came the sudden question. 
 
   “Uh, I guess ...” she said unsurely, obviously wondering what the hell he could possible want from her.
 
   He had been reluctant to ask but, figuring it was the last good thing he could do for the redhead who’d somehow worked her way under his skin, he steeled himself to go ahead.
 
   “I thought maybe you could ... come to Ashley’s funeral? She ain’t got a lot of people and it just don’t seem right.”
 
   The sergeant glanced up just in time to see the taken aback expression on the tattooist’s face and his own eyes hardened at once. “Forget it, I shouldn’t have ...”
 
   “No, Sam, wait,” the girl broke in, laying a hand on his arm. “I’ll ... I’ll be there.”
 
   ***
 
   “... we’ve had our time to re-group, re-focus. Now it’s time to take back control,” Will continued, eying those sat around him as if assessing them. He took in the hardening of eyes, the nodding heads. Every man there was resolute. “No more playing games. We go in hard, we come out whole. Trust me, shit just got real for those jumped-up little bastards. Got something to say, Jake?” 
 
   “Just wanna be sure we know what we’re getting into here,” his brother answered, toying uneasily with his unsheathed knife. “Listen, man, I hear ya on not letting this go unanswered. But are we being too quick to write these fuckers off as an easy take-down? We’re used to flying under the radar, keeping our shit on the down-low - turf wars ain’t our bag and I don’t wanna be seeing any spaces round this table any time soon.”
 
   Sam definitely got that, much as he was gunning for those behind the attack on his club every bit as much as Will was. But he’d spent years earning his sergeant’s patch – he knew better than to let lust for revenge get in the way of club preservation. That didn’t mean they could allow such an attack to go unanswered though. Not when it had cost them so much and put so much more at risk.
 
   It was taking a long moment for Jake’s concerns to sink in and every man around the table was weighing his words. It reminded Sam of the uncertain pause by the graveside before the priest seemed to realise there was no one to make an emotional speech for the young woman who had just been lowered into the ground in front of him. No one to weep and throw flowers on top of the simple box before the gravediggers came to fill in the hole.
 
   The light touch on his back had almost made him start, but he’d half-turned to find Callie pressing a dark pink gerbera daisy into his hand. He hadn’t noticed her arrive and had assumed she’d had second thoughts.
 
   “Roses seemed too cliché,” she had whispered softly.
 
   But, finally, Jake was to get his answer – just not from the president.
 
   “We ain’t goin’ out to start a war ...” Colton spoke up from where he watched and listened in near silence, his eyes dark with still unspent anger and his words hanging heavily in the air. “We’re gonna end it.”
 
   Amen to that, Sam thought. Amen.
 
   ***
 
   


 
   CHAPTER 38
 
   They may have laid those they’d lost to rest, but the weight of an attack as yet unanswered still lay heavy over the clubhouse. Chip could feel it, even as he jammed the tiny buds in his ears and cranked up the music playing on his laptop to drown out the day-to-day noise of the clubhouse.
 
   He could have squirreled himself away in Will’s office to work on gathering intel on the Norteños, but distracting as it could be out by the bar, he still preferred it to being cooped up in the quiet. That just tended to make him jittery and jittery wasn’t good. That stopped him thinking clearly; or just made him a pain in the ass for his brothers and tended to earn him the odd clip round the head like he was still some kid looking to patch.
 
   Already feeling his focus start to drift again though, Chip hunkered over his screen and drew the hood of his navy sweatshirt up, trying his best to concentrate on finding any scrap of information that they could use to their advantage. He’d had to give up on looking into the club’s lawyer for the moment, having found only one shred of anything remotely interesting that he’d have to follow up, to check out the Norteños instead. But it actually wasn’t proving as difficult as it might have. Galling as it was, given that they’d managed to shoot up the club, they really were dealing with small-time gangbangers looking to make a name for themselves. Not some more professional outfit, shrouded in secrecy and motivated purely by cold hard cash.
 
   In fact, he was pretty sure he’d already identified the key players they were after.
 
   Antonio Cervantes, suspected leader of La Eñe14 and well-known to the cops. He had a string of priors as long as Chip’s arm, mostly drug related but with rape and battery thrown in for good measure. He’d actually spent more of time in jail than out of it, which had at least given him a prime opportunity to gather followers. And his known associates seemed equally charming individuals – primarily, a serial arsonist named Armando Delgado and violent car thief Mateo Ortega, backed up by a few willing and experienced foot soldiers.
 
   But the rest of Cervantes’ gang were barely out of their teens. They weren’t so much career criminals by choice, but had probably rather been sucked into the life in a bid to survive the streets. Just because Chip knew the score didn’t mean he didn’t want to see their two-bit little operation taken out though. They’d made their choices and targeting the Fallen was simply the biggest wrong choice of their miserable, and now inevitably shorter, lives.
 
   “Earth to Chip ... Bleedin’ hell, son, you were miles away then!” Shay grinned down at the intel officer, having already startled him back to the here and now by unceremoniously yanking his hood right down over his eyes. “C’mon, time to take a break – Will doesn’t want your wee eyes goin’ square sittin’ at that thing.”
 
   “Where we going?” Chip asked eagerly, already starting to shut down the programs he had open.
 
   “Thought we might go let off some steam,” the Irishman shrugged. “Maybe grab Sam and Colton, see if they wanna show a couple of visitors what Haven has to offer. No point in us sitting here stewing. A dose o’ cabin fever ain’t gonna work in our favour when Will gives us the word to go waste these wee bastards.”
 
   “You got somewhere in mind?”
 
   “I’m open to suggestions, kid, but there used to be this great strip joint downtown. Charley’s, I think it was called. Now those lasses could show a man a good time, if ya know what I mean,” Shay said, wiggling his eyebrows suggestively.
 
   “Distraction could be good for Sam,” Chip admitted. “But I dunno if Colt’s gonna be real interested right now.”
 
   “Are you shittin’ me? Listen, buddy-boy, this place makes Cherry's Bar back home look like a bloody convent – you seriously tellin’ me any man ain’t gonna be down with that?”
 
   “Uh, where the hell you been, dude? Colton don’t gotta go chasing stripper pussy these days. Not with that sweet little blonde around. I’m tellin’ ya, Shay - and if you hadn’t been so distracted by that Sasha chick before shit went down at the party, you’d have seen it too - he’s real into her.”
 
   “I really do gotta see this meself,” Shay mused. “I manage to keep missin’ this wee lass every time she shows up, by the sound o’ it. What’s she like? Real looker, accordin’ to Will.”
 
   Chip thought back to the young woman the club’s hitman had shown such unprecedented affection towards. “Not what I expected,” he said after consideration. “Hot, but not like in-your-face trashy hot, ya know? Looks young, cute smile ... Great body, but shit, man, don’t tell Colt I said that or he’ll seriously cut my balls off. She actually just got here a few minutes ago. Headed to the gym, I think.”
 
   “You don’t say ...” A curious expression flitted over the Irishman’s weatherbeaten face and his eyes brightened mischievously.  “Reckon I mighta left me lighter in there, better go have a wee peek ...”
 
   Chip rolled his eyes with a grin and kept packing up his laptop. “I’ll see if I can find Sam, check Will’s okay with us heading out for a bit and meet ya out front. Want me to go ahead and get some ice for the black eye Colt’s gonna give ya when he thinks you’re perving on his girl?”
 
   But Shay simply laughed and flipped his friend off as he headed forth on his little mission.
 
   ***
 
   Having strolled into the makeshift gym of the clubhouse, already in simple loose white sweatpants and a cropped white vest, Callie quickly clocked Colton waiting for her. The tall biker was leaning on the ropes of the boxing ring as he stood inside the squared circle, shirtless and with his navy sweatpants riding even lower on his hips than his usual jeans and, even though she knew he was waiting for her, she did feel more than a little out of place.
 
   The whole place seemed steeped in testosterone and she was pretty sure the only time chicks hung out in here was to watch the big fights that inevitably got set up at club parties. Watch and console the losers with their own special brand of TLC, reward the victors either in public or otherwise ...
 
   But Colton had planted a foot on the ropes to allow her to climb into the ring, so she decided it was best not to keep him waiting. “Hey,” she smiled in greeting, noting the slight softening of his face before he was all business again. “So ... how we gonna do this?”
 
   He hadn’t been overly impressed by her eagerness to get back to her keep-fit classes, but seeming to realise she was still desperate to put the whole episode regarding her head injury to rest, he’d let her talk him into making good on his previous intention to show her a few moves in the ring.
 
   Grabbing a set of pads, Colton held up a hand just beside his head. “Think you can hit that, little girl?”
 
   Without heels, she had to be a good eight inches shorter than his 6’2 frame but, knowing those toned curves as well as he did, he had her figured to be in pretty good shape. And she was smirking at him, confident in her own ability. He liked that and was only too happy to watch her take a few moments to pull her hair into a long ponytail and stretch out, quirking an eyebrow at the display of flexibility and then stepping back when she was ready.
 
   The kick was textbook - not what he’d have called powerful by his own standards, but impressive enough for the little blonde in front of him. She’d at least have rattled his brain if she’d caught him in the head, maybe broken his nose. All well and good if whoever was on the receiving end was just going to stand there and give her a target.
 
   “So you reckon you could handle yourself, huh?” he growled, dark eyes locked on her as he dropped the pads. “If someone decided they wanted a piece of that sweet little ass?”
 
   “Depends who wants it, I guess,” she grinned, but she could see he wasn’t joking around and shrugged. “I’m not stupid, Colt – if I could, I’d just get the hell out of there. But if I had to ...”
 
   “Let’s see it. You against me.”
 
   He didn’t even rush her, just stood there grim-faced and waiting for her to make a move. And when she did, with cat-like reflexes of his own, he had her by her sneaker-clad foot. If he’d wanted to, he could just have twisted until her knee popped. Instead, he simply shoved her leg backwards hard enough to send her crashing to the mat. 
 
   Better him than some piece of shit who’d follow up with a knife through her belly. Or worse. 
 
   But, even as his stomach lurched at that thought, he didn’t want to hurt her. Trying in that split second before she fell to pull her back into his arms and break her fall, he only succeeding in landing on top of her as she grabbed at him - knocking the wind out of her all over again.
 
   The hand that brushed a stray lock of hair back from her face was unusually gentle as he braced himself over her, not wanting to crush her. “You okay, baby girl?”
 
   Breathless, she managed a nod and then a little grin, those gray eyes sparkling. “Can’t you just get me a gun?”
 
   Even he had to laugh, leaning down to kiss her deeply as her arms wound around his neck.
 
   “Oi, no shagging in the ring!” came a yell, the thick brogue unmistakable even as it turned into a wry mutter. “Jesus, that’s the first time I’ve had to give that order ... Thank Christ.”
 
   Shay strode into the gym just in time to catch Colton kissing some blonde chick laid under him in the middle of the ring. That in itself was hardly news. But when they both looked round at his shout and the girl proved to indeed be a pretty little thing, and rapidly turning pink over getting caught out, his curiosity was sparked. 
 
   Chicks that hung around motorcycle clubs didn’t tend to do embarrassment for a start, and they didn’t usually look quite so fresh-faced either. Plus if she’d been some club slut, chances were he really would have walked in on much more than a kiss. Still, he decided he’d best just leave them to it after all and turned on his heel with a shake of his head, curiosity sated for the time being. 
 
   The club’s most notorious hitman with a girl all his own was gonna be a show worth watching though …
 
   ***
 
   “I ain’t got a problem with you boys grabbing some air – or whatever else you find your hands on,” Will grinned round at the trio of men in front of him, inwardly relieved to see that whatever little adventure Chip and Shay were hoping for, they’d managed to coax his sergeant into joining them. “Just so long as you stick together and get the hell out at the first sign of trouble. We don’t know how closely these bastards are gonna be watching or if they’re stupid enough to try jumping us now we’ve got our guard up.”
 
   “You know you don't have to be worryin’ about us, brother,” Shay smiled, slinging an arm around the president’s shoulders. “Ain’t no nasty wee shites gonna risk takin’ us on out in the open. And Blondie here can play host – show us city folk some small town joys. If we’re gonna be hangin’ round ‘til this thing’s done, we don’t wanna be headin’ back to Vegas full o’ tales lamentin' the lack o' Haven hospitality.”
 
   “Perish the thought,” Will said wryly, slapping Sam on the back. “Hear that, bro – our reputation’s all on your shoulders now. But there is one thing before you go, this goddamn lawyer of ours has gone mighty quiet. I’m gonna make a call now and if he ain’t answering, you can spin round and tell him I don’t like feeling ignored.”
 
   “Whatever ya need, boss,” Sam shrugged, seeming to perk up a little at the thought of putting the fear of God into their legal representation.
 
   If it hadn’t been for their history of trouble with lawyers, Will might almost have hoped Corsada didn’t answer. But, as it was, the phone call meant the little road-trip simply wasn’t to be.
 
   It was with an almost confused look on his face that the president found himself signalling across the yard to the three men as they prepared to take off and shaking his head.
 
   “Sorry, boys,” Will sighed, once he’d reached them. “Looks like Corsada’s back on the grid after all. He’s coming over and he wants you here, Sam. Wouldn’t say why on the phone. Sounded kinda pissed though, which ain’t exactly like our Mr Smooth.”
 
   “Fuck,” Sam swore glumly, climbing off his bike again and swinging a heavy boot at a stone, sending gravel spraying everywhere. “What’s the betting he’s heard the feds are gonna charge me? He say anything about Colt?”
 
   “Nope. Seemed in a real hurry to just get off the phone and get his ass over here. Guess you’ll have to take a rain check on the sightseeing.”
 
   “I should probably get back on intel duty anyway,” Chip shrugged.
 
   “Guess I’ll go see if Colt and this girl o’ his are actually usin’ the gym for its primary purpose then,” Shay grinned. “Could be better than the bleedin’ Discovery Channel, those two ...”
 
   ***
 
   Michael had sworn to himself he’d handle his shit right, clean up his act and deal with everything like a man.
 
   Holed up in his apartment, he’d drank the place dry at first, but now sober again - relatively speaking - he was starting to see more clearly. And so he’d finally shovelled broken glass, empty bottles and pizza boxes into the trash, stripped down his sheets and scrubbed himself under a shower so hot he could hardly stand it.
 
   Then, dressed in jeans and a clean shirt, his dark hair still damp, he’d felt like he could actually face the world again. He’d simply been ignoring and then systematically deleting all the calls and messages on both his cell and his answering machine, but this time when Will rang, he was ready for him.
 
   The thoughts of going to see Callie again had been written off as a bad idea after last time, but Sam ... he wasn’t having Sam thinking he was off the hook. He was the one he needed to see, to call him out man-to-man on his womanising, to tell him that whatever he was playing at with Callie was done, and that he was taking back what was rightfully his.
 
   Michael realised the biker probably wasn’t even interested anymore, not now that he’d gotten another notch on his bedpost. But it didn’t matter. He wasn’t having the spiky-haired bastard thinking he’d won or that he was running scared of some biker. Maybe he didn’t operate the way they did, but he had something more powerful than even violence in his corner.
 
   He was the only thing standing between the sergeant and some serious jail time.
 
   ***
 
   Callie had decided the stint in the gym had been worth it, despite Colton turning into a pretty merciless trainer, if this was the result – laying in just her underwear on his bed, her head pillowed on her folded arms as the biker straddled the backs of her thighs to massage her shoulders. Strong fingers were kneading out every little knot in her tired muscles, caressing her bare skin. She was so relaxed, she barely even registered his hands moving to undo the clasp of her bra and practically purred when his fingers trailed down the length of her spine.
 
   “Good?” he asked huskily, as he started working low on her back. He was more used to being on the receiving end of this shit, when club chicks were particularly desperate to please, but he had to admit he was enjoying having her laid out in front of him and seeing her body react to his touch.
 
   “Mm-hmm ...” she just about managed to confirm, a sigh escaping her lips and making him grin.
 
   “Turn over, darlin’,” he said, dark eyes drinking in the sight of her topless and looking up at him longingly as he ran his warm hands up over her taut belly and over her breasts. “Damn, Callie, you’re fucking gorgeous ...”
 
   “Flatterer,” she smiled fondly, letting her own hands slid up his forearms and softly caressing the inked skin.
 
   “Don’t say shit I don’t mean. I--What the fuck!”
 
   They’d both looked towards the closed door at the crash and shouts that seemed to have come from out by the bar, Callie paling just a little at the thought of a repeat attack. Colton was off the bed in an instant though, still just in sweatpants but reaching for his gun and tossing the stricken girl her clothes.
 
   “Get dressed,” he snapped. “But lock the door behind me and don’t leave this room, you hear me? Callie, you hear me?”
 
   She nodded mutely and then he was gone, leaving her to follow orders and simply listen.
 
   ***
 
   So much for his cool, collected plans.
 
   One look at that bastard’s smug face and those too-blue eyes and reason just went out straight out the nearest clubhouse window. He’d been humiliated by some biker who kept his brains in his biceps and expected whatever woman caught his eye – his woman - to just jump into bed with him.
 
   “Good to see ya, Mikey,” Will had started, though he could tell from the subtle top-to-toe appraisal that the president was bemused to see him there on business and dressed so casually. He goddamn hated being called Mikey. “Uh, you wanna head on through to the office? Sam’s convinced you got some bad news for him ...”
 
   Michael laughed loudly at that, sending Will’s eyebrows knitting together in a confused frown. “Bad news, huh? Guess your boy might be a little psychic or something, Will. Bad news? I’m going to bloody kill him, that bad enough for you?”
 
   “I’m sensing you’re upset about something, man ...”
 
   There he went again, the usual snide lines that left you never quite sure when the piss was being taken out of you. But Michael had long since had enough of trying to second-guess these people.
 
   “Why?” he demanded, rounding on a startled Sam.
 
   “Why what? What the fuck is this, Will? Guy’s losing his shit!” the sergeant exclaimed, looking unsure whether to be angry or amused.
 
   “Why her?” Michael seethed, fury building fast now it had gotten a hold inside him. “Don’t act like you don’t know! Or maybe you don’t – it’s been what? A couple of weeks? You fucked my girl and moved on already, have you?”
 
   Sam was laughing, he was actually fucking laughing and Will didn’t look like he was too far behind him. Bastards, both of them. Looking around wildly for the first thing that came to hand, Michael’s gaze fell on a signed baseball bat hung on display by the bar. He’d commented on it before, heard the story behind it. All part of his efforts to make in-roads with these bastards.
 
   The laughs seemed to get louder when he grabbed for it, though they soon died away when he started swinging.
 
   “Come on then,” Sam challenged, stepping forward as he seemed to lose patience. “But I’m warning ya, dude, you better swing that bat real hard - ‘cause if I’m still standing, I’m gonna tear your fucking ass up ...”
 
   ***
 
   


 
   CHAPTER 39
 
   Having snagged a t-shirt on his way out the door, Colton was still hauling it over his head when he emerged into the main clubhouse and – unusually for him – faltered in his tracks at the sight of the club’s furious sergeant fronting it out and trying to goad their lawyer into taking a swing at him with the baseball bat he was wielding.
 
   “The fuck’s going on here?” he demanded, as he joined the others.
 
   “Blondie’s dick sure does get ‘im in a whole mess o' trouble,” Shay was already in the middle of musing to Will, arms folded across his chest and his head cocked on one side as he surveyed the scene. “Never woulda had ‘im down as the boy-toy type though, shaggin’ some middle-aged housewife ...”
 
   “Not his usual MO, I gotta admit,” the president nodded. “Although Lawyer-Boy has been spouting to anyone who’ll listen about some little blonde firecracker he reckons he’s tapping.”
 
   “That so? Curiouser and curiouser,” the Irishman said, cackling with laughter. 
 
   But suddenly Will wasn’t sharing the joke. “Looks like Sam has been sharing pussy with a club lawyer. Again,” he scowled. “And I swear to Christ, I’ll slit some gash’s throat myself before I let this club be put at risk again ...”
 
   FLASHBACK
 
   The yay that had sealed the fate of the president’s daughter still reverberated in the growing dusk. No one moved, the weight of the decision that had been taken pressing heavily on all their shoulders.
 
   But on none more than Sam.
 
   Grim-faced, he shrugged Jake’s hand off his shoulder and started forward, already unsheathing his knife. He met the brown eyes that looked up at him from the ground and saw the terror they held. She wouldn’t beg him, he knew that much. The woman who had shared his bed might want him to spare her life, but she would never beg.
 
   She knew his hands were tied.
 
   “End this,” Will growled. “For this club.”
 
   A hand that had once caressed those long dark locks now fisted in the tangles and yanked. It had to have caused her pain and yet she bit back any whimper, her eyes never leaving him. That was the proud, stubborn bitch he knew. The tip of his blade trailed down her pale cheek and yet she didn’t cringe away. He found himself almost wishing she would fight back. It would, of course, be pointless. But her anger would be easier to face than this. 
 
   She’d given up.
 
   A stray tear seemed to follow the course of his knife as she stared up at him, the blade pressing over her pulse point and continuing past her collarbone. Behind them, no one dared move. Or breathe, it seemed.
 
   “Got something to say?” Sam asked hoarsely. Maybe she was sorry, maybe they were wrong, maybe it wasn’t too late. Maybe, just maybe, there was something she could say to end this some other way. Any other way.
 
   Those brown eyes shone with tears, but she held her head high and, for a second, he swore he saw the ghost of that knowing little smile.
 
   “Fuck you, Sam,” Taylor said softly, even as the blade came to rest directly over her heart. The pressure was slowly increasing until she couldn’t help but gasp. “Fuck you.”
 
   His sharp blue eyes closed for just a second and then he was staring down at her, steeled for what was to come.
 
   “You already did, darlin’.”
 
   ***
 
   Only at the sound of Colton’s voice did Callie answer his rap on the door and, even then, he found himself on the business end of the spare piece he kept in a drawer beside his bed. But the enforcer only nodded in approval as he backed her into the room, reaching for her and sliding a hand down her arm to liberate the weapon.
 
   “S’okay,” he mumbled against the little blonde’s lips, lifting her up to meet his kiss with one strong arm banded low around her waist. “False alarm.”
 
   Her forehead coming to rest against his, he felt her sag against him in obvious relief and tossed the gun on the bed so he could slide both hands to her ass and carry her easily to set her on top of his chest of drawers.
 
   “So it wasn’t ... they didn’t come back? Whoever shot up the clubhouse?” she asked, when he was stood between her legs with his hands braced on her knees.
 
   Colton shook his head. “Nah, baby girl. Those bastards ain’t got the balls to come back now we’re ready for ‘em. This shit’s ... domestic.”
 
   Callie raised an eyebrow at that, obviously curious and wondering if she should push further. He didn’t make her wonder long.
 
   “Some prick thinks Sam has been dipping his dick where he shouldn’t have been – he’s out there trying to defend what little pride he’s got left with a baseball bat and fuck all else.”
 
   The look on the tattooist’s face actually drew a bark of laughter from Colton and he cupped the back of her head to pull her in for another kiss. But she pushed him back with gentle hands on his chest and confusion on her face. “And what? You just left them to it?”
 
   “Ain’t gonna take long to resolve,” Colton shrugged. He didn’t bother filling her in on how they’d step up their investigation into their lawyer and start the search for a replacement, just in case. That was club business. It didn’t concern her. “Sam’ll take the bat off him and, if the poor bastard’s lucky, he won’t get it shoved up his ass. Done.”
 
   She shook her head, obviously bemused. “And you didn’t want to stay and watch?”
 
   “Didn’t want you stuck in here thinking shit was going down again.”
 
   “Aww, so sweet,” Callie said wryly, laughing at the dark glare she got just before he tugged her legs around his waist and crashed his lips against hers.
 
   “I’ll show ya fuckin’ sweet ...” he growled, relishing the whimper she made when his tongue plundered her mouth.
 
   ***
 
   Breathing hard, more through anger than exertion, Sam finally ran right out of patience and ripped the baseball bat straight from the hands of the club’s bedraggled lawyer. He towered over him and brought the end of the bat under his chin to force his head up, the eyes that met his full of naked resentment.
 
   “Give me one good reason I shouldn’t knock your fucking head clean off,” the sergeant demanded, wiping blood from his split lip with his free hand. Michael didn’t have his brute strength, build or combat skills, but his sheer desperation and recklessness had made him an unpredictable opponent – at least until Sam had sent them both crashing through a bar table to cheers from the guys who had gathered to watch. That had taken a lot of wind out of the lawyer’s sails.
 
   “I’m not the one in the wrong here,” Michael choked out, an arm wrapped around his probably cracked ribs. “I have a right to ... to defend what’s m-mine ...”
 
   “You wanna tell me who the fuck this broad is then?” Sam demanded, unsure why he was even wasting time talking. “Because that pussy sure as hell must be somethin’ pretty special to get your panties in such a twist!”
 
   “Shoulda known you w-wouldn’t understand. She don’t mean shit to you. I gave that girl everything!” Michael said, struggling to his feet and swaying there weakly. “What future would she have with violent trash like you? What future would any girl have with you?”
 
   Even if he hadn’t been good at reading people, the lawyer should have known he’d hit a nerve from the dangerous way those blue eyes narrowed. But right then, something caught the corner of his eye and he turned sharply, stumbling when his ribs protested.
 
   When her name was ripped from his lips, it was half muffled by the groan of pain – yet even that didn’t stop the shocked little blonde from stopping dead in her tracks.
 
   “Michael!” came Callie’s shocked gasp, even as her ex took in the arm thrown over her shoulders and looked from Sam to Colton in utter disbelief before hanging his head and starting to laugh.
 
   “You goddamn whore ...”
 
   ***
 
   


 
   CHAPTER 40
 
   Still riding high on the adrenaline rush from his impromptu brawl with the club lawyer, Sam couldn’t seem to stop pacing the yard as he exhaled clouds of cigarette smoke mixed with dark muttered curses of disbelief.
 
   “I just don’t fucking get it, man,” he broke off to declare, not for the first time. “Someone explain to me how the fuck a pussy like that gets chicks as hot as Callie!”
 
   “Pussy attracts pussy,” Colton shrugged humourlessly, from where he was leaning against the wall of the clubhouse to watch his brother with his hands jammed in the pockets of his jeans. Mostly in case the urge to start snapping necks got too strong to resist.
 
   He wasn’t quite sure what pissed him off more. The notion of betrayal, or the whole damn club knowing his business; hearing that bastard brand the girl a whore, or thinking about him ever getting his sleazy lawyer hands on her in the first place. Even in his pockets, his fists clenched a little tighter and he longed to gut Corsada like a fish. Thought he still might.
 
   Stomping out his cigarette with a little more force than necessary, Sam finally dropped down on top of the nearby picnic bench and wiped his hands over his face, wincing as he gave his wounded lip an exploratory poke.
 
   “Where you at with this, bro?”
 
   “Hell if I know. Could be you and Taylor all over again ...” Colton said eventually, his voice a low growl.
 
   The troubled look on the sergeant’s face said the thought had crossed his mind too, but he shook his head slowly and raked a hand through the blonde spikes of his hair.
 
   “Nah, man. Callie ... she ain’t Taylor,” Sam sighed. “I can’t deny that chick got in my head and,damn, she knew how to push all the right buttons between the sheets, but deep down ... I guess I always knew I was kidding myself. I loved the thought of her – Fallen through and through. But something just wouldn’t let me trust her. Don’t get me wrong, I never thought she had it in her to do what she did, but I still knew that girl was trouble.”
 
   Colton processed that in silence.
 
   He was 100% committed to the club and all its members, but Sam had long since been that little bit more his brother than most of the others and Colton knew the sergeant was a pretty good judge of character. He’d never even thought to hold the Taylor thing over his head. None of them had. That was just too big a mind-fuck for anyone to have seen coming, even Sam. Especially Sam.
 
   And then there was Callie. She was everything they weren’t – calm and considerate, with a cool head and quiet confidence. Plus she was sharp, forthright, tougher than she looked ... and damn it all if she didn’t have him twisted up inside with those fucking doe eyes.
 
   “Do you trust her, Colt?” Sam asked, the question blunt. Getting right down to it. “Forget the what ifs and the maybes and all that other shit. Forget about that lawyer prick and Taylor and even Will. Do you trust Callie?”
 
   Colton opened his mouth to speak.
 
   “Uh, guys? Pres wants to see you. Both of you,” Chip called hesitantly from the door of the clubhouse, moving aside to let someone past.
 
   “Where the hell you think you’re going?” Colton demanded, sizing up the little blonde and the unreadable expression on her face as she headed towards her car.
 
   “Ask Will.”
 
   ***
 
   “Before you ask, I sent the bitch home,” Will said, in that tone his men recognised as the calm before one motherfucking hell of a storm. “We got shit to discuss.”
 
   “Where’s Corsada?” Sam said, moving quickly to interrupt in response to the darkening look on Colton’s face.
 
   “Got one of the prospects taking his ass back to wherever it came and dumping him there. Then he’s keeping on his tail. I wanna know that bastard’s every move ...”
 
   “And Callie? You got a patch on her too?” Colton demanded.
 
   “Damn right,” Will said, lifting his chin as if daring either one of his men to defy him. That storm was brewing. “Seriously, you expect me to believe it’s a damn coincidence that you’ve been screwing the chick who just happens to have been screwing our club lawyer, who just happens to have been screwing a goddamn fed? Hey, we ain’t done here ...”
 
   “I am.”
 
   And with that Colton was already halfway out the door, leaving Sam to fire-fight as their president’s already soaring temper sky-rocketed past the point of no return.
 
   ***
 
   The drive home was a blur, her mind a million miles from her body and not wanting to come down any time soon. But its racing was nothing compared to the pounding of her heart when, two hours later, she was startled from her thoughts by the impatient slamming of an open palm on her apartment door. She half thought finding Colton standing there, stony-faced, might actually send her heart bursting out of her chest.
 
   She took a deep breath and let him in without a word. It was either that or let him kick the door in.
 
   Callie watched the biker push past her and stride into the centre of her living room to stand there, arms crossed over his chest and an expectant look levelled at her.
 
   “You knew I was seeing someone,” she offered for starters.
 
   “Don’t play dumb, it don’t suit you,” Colton all but snarled. “The club’s lawyer? The fuck were you thinking? Got some kinda fucked up daddy complex going on in that head?”
 
   “That’s what this is about?” she gaped at him, ignoring the jibes as everything finally clicked into place. And there she was thinking Will had been pissed because he’d assumed she was screwing around behind the back of one of his brothers. “Colton, I swear I didn’t even know! Michael never discussed his clients with me and I had no reason to ask questions. Why would I-- Oh. Oh, I get it. Jesus Christ, did Will send you?”
 
   Dark eyes fixed on the pale little blonde who’d dug herself a place under his skin, Colton reached for the gun tucked in the waistband of his jeans and watched her gray eyes widen in shock.
 
   As he took a step towards her, Callie’s breathing hitched and terrified tears welled up, the harsh reality of it all hitting her hard and fast. She wanted to cry out, to plead, but she wasn’t sure any sound would even come out if she opened her mouth. Besides, she knew it wouldn’t do any good. And, judging by the way her stomach was knotting, she might just throw up.
 
   Certain her legs were going to give up trying to hold her up, she squeezed her eyes closed and prayed it would at least be quick. The Fallen's killer wasn’t known for his mercy. 
 
   A breathless gasp escaped as she all but jumped out of her skin at the feel of cold steel. But it wasn’t jammed against her temple, like she was expecting. Instead, it was pressing into her shaking fingers and, when she dared to crack an eye open, Colton was on his knees in front of her. 
 
   A hand closed tight around her wrist and roughly guided her hand so the barrel found his own head.
 
   “You ain’t ever given me reason to doubt you, little girl,” he ground out, lifting his eyes to meet hers. Unflinching. “If you’re thinking about screwing over my club, you might as well start with me.”
 
   He had a hell of a way of making a point. And if she wasn’t so thoroughly ready to fall apart, she might have cracked him round the head with the bloody gun. As it was, it fell from her hand and the tears that had been threatening started to slip down her cheeks as he slowly shifted to rest his forehead against her stomach.
 
   “Wh-What about Will?” she managed, as his fingers came up to graze her hips.
 
   “I trust you, darlin’,” Colton said finally. “With my life. Gotta trust me with yours.”
 
   ***
 
   


 
   CHAPTER 41
 
    “... so I’m thinking of just selling the kids to make ends meet.”
 
   “Uh-huh ...” Sketch nodded absently, phone clamped to his ear with his shoulder as he doodled on a scrap piece of paper. “Hang on, say what?”
 
   “Oh, so you were listening. Was starting to think I was boring you, bro.”
 
   “Shit, sorry, man. Got a lot on my mind, you know how it is. We can’t all be on the brink of international stardom.”
 
   “Hey, don’t hate the player,” came the playfully smug reply from thousands of miles away, making Sketch roll his eyes and grin despite himself. He missed Casey, not that he’d ever tell him that. “So come on, what’s got your drawers in a bunch?”
 
   “You mean besides you rubbing my nose in your meteoric rise to glory? Actually, why the hell are you even ringing at this time? Ain’t it like after midnight there?”
 
   “Yup. Why else would I be whispering? I got an eight months pregnant wife upstairs who’ll kick my balls into my throat if I wake her,” Casey said, pausing as if to find the best way forward. “Listen, Sketch, there is a reason I ain’t been in touch for a coupla weeks – same reason I’m calling now. Can’t even sleep with all this shit with the studio going round and round in my head. I need to know what you think ...”
 
   “Jesus Christ, what’s to think about? If some TV hotshots wanna make Addiction into the new LA Ink, I say let ‘em. Big bucks, perfect showcase, hell of an opportunity. One big fucking step ...”
 
   “It sure is that,” came the sigh. And a pause. “Think Callie would take it with me?”
 
   ***
 
   “You had to prove a point ...” 
 
   Callie’s soft voice may have been steady, but she wasn’t quite able to hide the slight trembling of her hands as they came to rest on his shoulders. She wouldn’t normally call him out, but she reckoned she’d more than earned the right by now. And even Colton seemed to agree.
 
   “Knew this tough little bitch could handle it. Could handle me,” he said with a shrug. His own strong hands eased slowly upwards, taking the hem of her vest top with them - just enough to let him press an open-mouthed kiss to the inch or so of soft skin he’d exposed. “I’ll make it up to you, girl,” he murmured against her stomach.
 
   She figured that was the closest thing to an apology she was likely to get. It would do. Of course it would. After all, sorry didn’t matter half as much as where they were supposed to go from here and that wasn’t something she was under any illusions about.
 
   “Colt ...” Callie bit her lip and let her eyes drift closed as he kissed her bare skin again. Much as she wanted to just lose herself in the feel of his lips on her body, there were things that needed to be said. No matter how hard it would be. “I ... I’m not stupid enough to think there’s a choice being made here, but I ... I don’t want to complicate things for you. With the club. Maybe we should ... stop.”
 
   When he pulled away and rose to his full height, the eyes that met hers – once she dared to look – were almost black in their intensity. His voice, when he found it, was harder than she thought she’d ever heard it.
 
   “That what you want?” 
 
   “I just ... Maybe we’re kidding ourselves here.”
 
   “About what?” Colton ground out, making it perfectly clear he already knew what she was trying to say. He wasn’t going to let her get away without spelling it out though. He wasn’t going to make it easy for her. Not that she would have expected him to.
 
   “That this can go anywhere. You and me,” she whispered. “Us. If there even is an us ...”
 
   “The fuck did he say to you?”
 
   She knew exactly who he meant and shook her head. “It’s not about Will--”
 
   “Bullshit.”
 
   Callie had already known that trying to lie to him was pointless and hung her head in defeat. She didn’t know what to say for the best. The last thing she wanted was him thinking this was just her attempt to manufacture needless angst, to push him into some kind of declaration. Despite trying to dodge pinning the blame on the club president, she just wanted to be honest with him. To do the right thing by the man she was just trying to put first.
 
   FLASHBACK
 
   “Well, ain’t this cosy?”
 
   Will’s brown eyes held a dangerous glint as he surveyed the scene in his clubhouse, taking in the trail of destruction left by the brawl between his sergeant and their lawyer and then flitting to the little blonde and the mortified look on her face. He’d already ordered Sam and Colton outside to cool off, in a thunderous tone that bore no arguments even from them, before having Corsada dragged off by a couple of prospects so he’d stop bleeding on his floor.
 
   “I’m really sorry, Will,” Callie started, her cheeks still flushed with embarrassment. “I had no idea he’d turn up like this and I really don’t know where this thing about me and Sam’s coming from. There’s honestly nothing like that going on with us.”
 
   “Good to know,” he smiled, running a hand over his beard. Still eyeing her coolly. “Ain’t sure I could put that man through handling another devious little bitch.”
 
   From the way she recoiled, Will could tell she wasn’t quite sure if she’d understood him right, and no wonder. He knew what limited come-and-go they’d had in the past had always been friendly enough, and it did actually disappoint him to have to realise the girl wasn’t any different deep down than any other gash. Now she was probably confused by his distinct change of heart towards her, but he wasn’t bothered enough to elaborate. She was supposed to be sharp, he’d let her work it out for herself. 
 
   “I, uh, can talk to Michael if it helps,” she offered, in some awkward half-assed attempt to make amends. “Make sure he knows he can’t bring this shit to your door?”
 
   “Oh, I think he already got that message, sweetheart. Loud and clear. Maybe you need to do the same.”
 
   “What? I don’t understand ...” Callie frowned. “Will, Colton knows I’m not still with Michael. I mean, I wouldn’t try to mess him around or hurt him or shit like that ...”
 
   He laughed outright at the thought. “In case you ain’t noticed, pussy’s a dime a dozen round here. Don’t go thinking you’re special just ‘cause Colt’s been sticking it to you for more than a week. Who knows, give it long enough and maybe Sam’ll get a go after all.”
 
   Her jaw dropped in shock and she stared at him, lost for a response. “I’m not some club skank,” she said finally, obviously struggling to know how to handle this. 
 
   But Will had to admit he was a little impressed that she seemed to keep in her head a healthy respect for the fact that this was his club, his turf, his rules. He could see just a hint of fear underneath the bristling anger and confusion. He leaned in close, letting a hand trail down her arm. “When a guy’s surrounded by easy lays, sometimes he’s gotta mix it up a little. Trust me, sugar, you ain’t nothin’ but a change of scenery,” he sneered. “It ain’t love, just a different kind of fuck. Door’s that way.”
 
   ***
 
   Callie had dared to edge forward, reaching out to slide her palms over his t-shirt clad chest as she looked up at him, those gray eyes full of regret. “Maybe Will’s right,” she said finally. “And it isn’t worth sacrificing his trust in you because of me, not if this is just ... sex.”
 
   For a long moment, Colton just stared at her and she could feel the tension building between them. Hell, she could see the effort it was taking for him to keep his temper under wraps.
 
   “If you still think that’s all this is, maybe it ain’t worth it,” he snarled, already heading for the door. “I’m done here.”
 
   ***
 
   


 
   CHAPTER 42
 
   Tilting his head back to blow a stream of fragrant cigar smoke into the air, Will sighed and then levelled his gaze at the man stood in the doorway of his office. “Okay, let’s hear it, brother.”
 
   Unfolding his arms and pushing away from the doorframe he’d cocked a shoulder against, Sam took a seat in front of the president’s desk and leaned forward with his elbows braced on his knees. “You really want to hear it?”
 
   “Said I did, didn’t I?”
 
   “Callie looked pretty upset when she burned outta here ...” the sergeant began, searching for the right way to do this. “Listen, man, I’m just gonna jump to it. I know where your head’s at, but she ain’t Taylor. You can’t let the past cloud your judgement.”
 
   “You questioning my judgement?”
 
   “Only on this.”
 
   “And Colt?”
 
   “Ain’t gonna lie, he’s pretty fucking pissed,” Sam shrugged. “He went after her ...”
 
   “Looks like he made his choice then,” Will growled, another slow burn of anger flaring somewhere deep inside him even though the news wasn’t quite as out of the left field as it once might have been. 
 
   “No,” came the immediate response, complete with a shake of the head for emphasis. “No choice because there wasn’t one to be made, man. If that girl had done one single thing to hurt this club, you know he’d be the first one on her tail. But she hasn’t and she ain’t planning on it either.”
 
   “You can’t fucking know that!”
 
   “I’m as close to certain as I’ve ever been about anything.”
 
   ***
 
   Surveying the scene inside the abandoned warehouse La Eñe14 had taken over as one of their bases, the gang leader gritted his teeth in frustration. After a few days of laying low until the heat died down, his men were celebrating the shoot-up at the Fallen Brothers’ clubhouse. The stupid bastards seemed content with their half-assed job, with taking out a couple of low ranks and some whore when he’d been hoping to make much more of an impact.
 
   They were still thinking small-time when he was aiming for the big leagues and that displeased him.
 
   “Yo, boss, what up? You want another beer?” his so-called number two hollered as he approached, with a shit-eating grin on his face and a swagger in his step.
 
   “Yeah, that’s what I want – knocking back this warm piss in some dump. Really worth the celebrations, ese,” Antonio Cervantes all but spat.
 
   “Hey, come on, man - we pulled this off! Sent a message to those biker pricks ...”
 
   “A message? More like a fucking inconvenience!” came the retort, the swift rise to his feet sending the table crashing over and drawing the attention of the others as he rounded on his supposed number two. “You think this is it, Mateo - that we’re done now? That they’re done?”
 
   “Those crackers will think twice before interfering in our business again.”
 
   “What those crackers will do, shithead, is come after us. Hard. Maybe things would be different if we’d done some real damage – taken out their president, someone who really matters. But all we’ve done is piss them off. And you know what they do to people who piss them off? They send that guy, the one they call the killer.”
 
   Mateo looked like he hadn’t thought that far ahead. No doubt he hadn’t – none of them had.
 
   “I heard he once cut a guy’s tongue out,” he mumbled, blanching at the thought. “Just to stop the screams when he smashed both his kneecaps.”
 
   “So we need to be prepared.”
 
   “Prepared like how? They got a lot more fire power than us, man ...”
 
   “We need leverage. A weakness we can exploit,” Antonio said, eyes narrowing as he already started to muse over the possibilities. “Something to hold over their heads.”
 
   “Doesn’t sound like this killer has too many weaknesses.”
 
   “Everyone has a weakness. We just have to find his.”
 
   ***
 
   “You need me here to watch you drink yourself into oblivion or are you actually gonna tell me what’s wrong?”
 
   The sharp tone appeared to cut through the buzz created by knocking back shots of whiskey like they were water, but the only answer to the question was a shake of the head. That and another drink, a wince at the burn of the alcohol, and a signal to the nearest bartender to refill the glass.
 
   Lana had to admit she usually enjoyed the change of scenery when she and Callie would occasionally hit some dive bar and just cut loose. It was something different than the pretentious nightclubs her colleagues frequented just to be seen – the perfect opportunity to just hang out, have fun, and not feel like anyone was judging.
 
   Tonight, the call had been out of the blue. They usually were, so that wasn’t the problem. No, the problem was that - even under the dim lights and through the haze of cigarette smoke - she could see the pain etched on her friend’s face. She already knew it couldn’t be good if the younger woman was intent on hitting the bottle quite so hard, but just looking in her too-bright eyes was enough to show that something was really twisting her up inside.
 
   Pushing at the beefy arm of some guy who’d stolen her barstool while she was in the dingy glorified closet they called a ladies’ bathroom, and shooting him a steely glare that dared him to make something of it, Lana sat back down beside Callie and prised the glass from her fingers. “No,” she said firmly, fending her off and deciding she’d already allowed this to go on too long. “Not until you talk to me. Sweetie, please, I’m really worried about you.”
 
   “It’s just a few drinks. I can handle a few drinks.”
 
   “The better part of half a bottle doesn’t constitute a few drinks, Callie. And by my calculating, if you weren’t so fucking stubborn, your little ass would already be on the floor.”
 
   “I’m fine!” came the increasingly irritated response, as the girl staggered to her feet and twirled around as if to prove her point. “See? If I was drunk, could I do this?”
 
   Watching the little performance, Lana rolled her eyes. She had to hand it to her friend, overly smudged eyeliner aside, she could take what looked like some real heartache and make it work for her. And it seemed the guy she’d just stumbled into agreed, his hands sliding unnecessarily to her ass as he steadied her.
 
   “Woah, easy there, doll-face ...” he started, raking an appreciative gaze over her toned curves and raising an eyebrow at the sight of her ink.
 
   But that was as far as he got before Lana swiftly intervened, grabbing Callie’s arm. “Don’t make me call Sketch and get him down here to see this shit – we’re getting you some fresh air,” she insisted, the kid gloves coming off as she focused on half dragging the girl towards the door and out into the alleyway. 
 
   She didn’t even notice the guy who set his neglected beer back down on the bar to follow in their wake ...
 
   Pulling Callie towards a wall out of the way of those coming and going from the bar, the reporter fished in her bag for a much needed cigarette and sparked up as they sat down sit by side. “So,” Lana started, reaching with her free hand to squeeze the little blonde’s fingers in a bid to comfort her. “Talk to me.”
 
   “Nothin’ to say,” Callie shrugged, stealing the cigarette and taking a long drag.
 
   “Really?” Lana raised a sceptical eyebrow and took her smoke back with a shake of her head. “Honey, you’re nearly thirty. Your days of drinking yourself stupid and trying to cultivate a smoking habit you don’t have, all over a boy, should be long gone.”
 
   That at least drew a wry snort, probably at the thought of anyone referring to Colton as a boy. But all at once, probably with the not insignificant help of the alcohol, Callie’s face simply crumpled.
 
   “I fucked up,” she whispered, looking for all the world like a lost little girl. “I fucked up and he left. It hurts my heart, Lana. I didn’t think it would, but it does. It really does ...”
 
   “Oh, Callie,” Lana managed, hating to see her normally so together friend fall apart in front of her and pulling her into her arms as she finally broke down and cried. “Honey, honey, honey ... Come on now, it can’t be that bad. You’re drunk, sweetie. I don’t know what’s gone on, but I’m sure it just seems a lot worse than it really is.”
 
   “No, it’s really pretty fucked up,” Callie laughed through her tears. “Colton probably hates me and I think Will kinda wants me gone. Like dead and in a hole gone. And there’s ... there’s even one of the club following us right now. You should go, Lana. Jus’ go.”
 
   ***
 
   “That girl ... she don’t poke and she don’t pry, not with Colt and not with any of us. Not even after all this time. She gets it, respects how shit works round here – come on, you know you’ve said it yourself!” Sam insisted, leaning forward in his urgency. “Will, I’d stake my goddamn bike on her being in love with him. And now she’s pushing him away, all because she don’t want to make trouble. That ain’t the actions of a girl with an agenda!”
 
   Processing that with more than a little surprise that the girl hadn’t trotted out some sob story about what he’d said in a bid to twist his hitman against him, Will steepled his fingers and met his sergeant’s intense stare.
 
   “And if you’re wrong? Wouldn’t be the first time.”
 
   Sam hung his head and for a moment, Will thought the cruel reminder had won the battle. Then the jaw set a little harder, the chin lifting in determination.
 
   “If we’re wrong about her, she’s playing one hell of a long game. In fact, if we’re wrong ... I’ll kill her myself,” Sam vowed grimly. “And then you can kill me.”
 
   ***
 
   


 
   CHAPTER 43
 
   Even the usually clingy chicks were giving him a wide berth. Colton had been slouched grim-faced at the bar for the last hour, smoking cigarette after cigarette and nursing the same hi-ball full of whiskey. He’d already had an earful off Sketch and it had taken all his patience to bear it without letting his clenched fists fly.
 
   Part of him wanted to argue that if that little blonde bitch wanted to drink herself stupid that was her look-out. Part of him – the part he was trying to ignore - knew all too well that if anything had happened to the girl, he’d have blamed himself.
 
   He was so focused on trying to think about anything but the obvious that, for once, he was caught off guard by the hand that descended on his shoulder.
 
   “Chill, man,” Sam said quickly, obviously clocking the hand that instinctively went straight for the knife at his hip. “Only me.” When all he got was a grunt in response, the sergeant pulled up a bar stool of his own and signalled to the nearest prospect to get him a drink before getting straight to the point. “So I talked to Will. ‘Bout Callie.”
 
   That drew Colton’s attention and he turned a flat gaze on his friend. “Ain’t your place.”
 
   “Were you gonna do it?” The sharp question was met by a stony silence. “Didn’t think so. Listen, Colt, you know Will - he ain’t gonna straight up admit it any time soon, but I reckon he gets it. Deep down. That this ain’t like with Taylor.”
 
   “So?” Colton shrugged, after a long expectant pause.
 
   “So you know Callie only acted the way she did ‘cause she thought she was making things easier for you. And you’re only this fucking miserable about it ‘cause you actually give a shit about her!” Sam declared impatiently. “Ain’t no point even trying to deny it, bro. Just call her. Or better yet, go make things right.”
 
   ***
 
   Work had always been such a place of solace, somewhere she could lose herself amid the hum of her needle. But right now, there were too many reminders to clear the noise in her head - from the past sketches in her pad to the massive golden eagle among the photo collage of finished ink on the wall. 
 
   And even when she dropped into a recliner at the back of the studio, for use when their clients requested a tattoo or piercing that required a little more privacy, her mind simply raced every time she let her eyes drift closed.
 
   “Please, Sketch, don’t start lecturing me again,” Callie groaned, her eyes still shut as she heard a stool being drawn up beside where she was laid. “I’m on my break – it’s not like I’m sleeping on the job!”
 
   “Never said you were, girl,” Sketch countered coolly, nudging a bottle of water into her hand and holding out a couple of painkillers.
 
   She eyed him with barely concealed suspicion and then took what seemed to be a peace offering. “Thanks.”
 
   “Welcome.”
 
   Aware of concerned brown eyes still watching her intently, Callie hesitated and then downed the pills with a swig of the cool water before meeting his gaze again. “Come on then,” she sighed. “Let’s hear it.”
 
   “I ain’t gonna lecture. Said I wasn’t, didn’t I?” he said, shaking his head. “But damn, Cal, I just hate seeing ya this fucking miserable. Talk to me, kiddo.”
 
   She’d tried to keep telling herself there was nothing to talk about. That she and Colton had just been friends with benefits - really good benefits – that simply hadn’t worked out in the end. No harm done. But she hadn’t been able to factor in the ache in her heart when she thought about it all being over. Whatever it was that they’d had. She’d never wanted to be the teary-eyed chick left with nothing but doubts.
 
   Interrupted by the jingle of the door chimes, Sketch sighed and left her to go see what was happening out front, patting her hand on the way past. At the sound of footsteps a minute later, she just assumed he’d returned.
 
   “Suffering?”
 
   Callie’s head flew up at the gruff voice, gray eyes widening though she tried to recover herself quickly. “I ... I’m guessing you’re not here to sympathise.”
 
   “Self-inflicted,” Colton shrugged. “That don’t buy you sympathy.”
 
   “So do I get to ask what you are doing here?”
 
   Sitting down on the stool vacated by Sketch, leaning forward with his elbows braced on his knees, the biker met her gaze head-on. “Shouldn’t have took off on you before,” he admitted finally. “Not knowing what you were trying to do. And I do know. Guess I just ... didn’t want to hear it.”
 
   “Why not?” Callie asked softly, tearing her eyes away from his to focus on the glass of water she was toying with. She didn’t really expect an answer – she knew he wasn’t one for talking things out.
 
   “Because I fucking told you I cared,” Colton said heatedly, with a finger jabbing in her direction and the gravel of his voice tinged with a flare of anger even now. “And it seemed to me like you were intent on throwing that back in my damn face. Ignoring shit I specifically told you. You pissed me off, little girl. And then some.”
 
   Taken aback, she floundered for a response. “For what it’s worth ... I’m sorry, Colt,” she sighed, setting down her glass and covering her tired face with her hands. “Is this the part where you tell me what usually happens to people who piss you off?”
 
   “This is the part where I tell you not to ever do it again.”
 
   Before Callie knew what was happening, he’d leaned forward and pulled her hands from her face, pinning them above her head against the recliner as he claimed her lips in a rough kiss. It took her a few stunned seconds to react, but only a few. Then she was pulling free of his grip – and instead, letting her arms wrap around his neck as she kissed him back, feeling the weight of his body as he eased himself over her and sent the chair tilting as far back as it would go.
 
   “I’m sorry too, baby,” came the low growl in her ear, as his mouth trailed along her jaw and down her neck. The words were so low she wasn’t sure at first that she hadn’t imagined them.
 
   And then he was kissing her again, a hand in the tangles of her hair and a groan escaping his throat when she shifted under him. “Ain’t the first time I’ve thought about fucking you in one of these chairs,” he said huskily, chuckling at the look on her face. “You inked me right ... here,” came the explanation, his hand guiding hers between them to rest dangerously low on his abdomen. “You were wearing some white little vest. Made your tits look incredible. Come on, let’s get the hell outta here.”
 
   “What about Sketch?”
 
   “Three’s a crowd,” Colton grinned.
 
   But even as he climbed off her, Callie kept the fingers of one hand laced through his, holding him back. “What about Will?” she asked quietly.
 
   “We’ll get through that shit,” he said firmly. “You and me.”
 
   ***
 
   A look of irritation crossing his face at the interruption, Antonio reached for his ringing cell phone but his eyes never left the now topless pole dancer writhing just in front of him.
 
   “This better be good, ese,” he warned the caller straight off the bat.
 
   “Got Greene on my radar, boss,” came the voice of his second-in-command. “Clocked him coming out of an ink joint, hand-in-hand with some blonde skank. Don’t that sound cosy for the big bad killer? I thought our intel said he didn’t have any ties locally - just the mom out of town?”
 
   “Pussy ain’t necessarily a tie,” Antonio said impatiently. “You’d know that if you got any, shithead.”
 
   “I’m telling you, boss – they look pretty tight.”
 
   “So do something about it. Jesus Christ, do I gotta think of everything? Stay on them, see what you can find out. Unless you need someone to hold your hand too?”
 
   Ending the call, he threw the cell down beside him in the booth and turned his attention back to the dark-haired girl pouting at him in what he could only suppose was meant to be an appealing fashion. But the mood had been broken and his interest was gone. There was only one thing he wanted now.
 
   To send a message.
 
   ***
 
   


 
   CHAPTER 44
 
   “Feeling better?”
 
   “Mmm, much,” Callie murmured, contentment in her voice and a soft, sleepy little smile on her face as she lay wrapped in inked arms. Between the warmth of Colton’s body pressed against hers and the comfort of the duvet tucked around them both, never moving again was sounding like a wonderful plan. 
 
   When they’d ended up in her bed, she’d been half expecting something hard and fast - some kind of making up for lost time. Instead, what had happened between them had been as unmistakable as it was unexpected. 
 
   He’d made love to her.
 
   There was no outpouring of emotion, no big declarations to be made. Just those dark eyes locked on hers as he set out to prove what she meant to him. There was definitely an irony both in his chosen method and in its unquestionable efficiency.
 
    “Colt?”
 
   “Hmm?” he managed lazily, one of his hands buried in the long waves of her hair and his strong fingers massaging slightly as they cradled the back of her head while she used his bare chest as a pillow.
 
   “What was your first time like?” Callie asked quietly, feeling him shift to look at her. “Humour me – I’m just curious. I have a hard time picturing you all young and clueless ...”
 
   Colton snorted at that. “Trust me, I was. But I was a fast learner too,” he grinned. “Think I was ... maybe fifteen, only just. She was older – probably nineteen ... Drea de Rossi. Fuck, she was like a walking wet dream – you ask Sketch, I bet he remembers. Couldn’t believe my luck.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “Bitch chewed me up and spat me out,” he told her, tilting her lips up to his to plant a firm kiss on her. “Was a helluva long time ago, darlin’. So, come on - I ain’t crazy ‘bout the thought of any other fucker with his hands on you, but let’s hear it. Who was your first?”
 
   “Jamie Fisher,” she sighed at the memory, laying her head back down on Colton’s chest so she wouldn’t have to look at him. “We were both fifteen. And a half. The half matters when you’re that age, doesn’t it?” She fell silent again, wondering what had made her start this conversation, having known where it would go. 
 
   But in some ways, despite having realised they were so deeply connected, she also recognised that they still knew so little about each other. And that was going to have to change sooner or later.
 
   “He hurt you?”
 
   She could feel Colton tense as he eventually asked the question, obviously prompted by her hesitation, and shook her head. “No, not Jamie,” she said, remembering the easy smiles and unruly mop of blonde curls of the boy who’d sat next to her in maths class. “He was a sweet boy. I didn’t sleep with him for the right reason, but I did really like him. Poor kid.”
 
   “You break his heart?”
 
   “Maybe a little – but I bet it didn’t hurt half as much as my step-father breaking his arm.”
 
   “Guess he didn’t like anyone taking his little girl’s innocence, huh?” Colton said, obviously thinking he understood. Maybe even agreeing with the line of action.
 
   “I suppose you’re sort of right,” Callie managed, her voice tight as she tried to find the words to explain. “He never even let me have a lock on my bedroom door. Tried to argue I’d just be up there getting stoned or screwing around. I ... I spent months trying to find a way to barricade that damn door at night ...”
 
   FLASHBACK
 
   The plan had seemed, if not quite a good idea exactly, then certainly like something that needed to be done. The only action left to her. A necessary evil and one she wished she’d thought of before Jamie had been hurt.
 
   She had spent so long letting her mind drift in art class, thinking about how she would pull it off, that her teacher had asked if everything was okay. Callie was usually the only one of Ms Ryan’s students who could be counted on to consistently give her full attention and best effort, so she’d been more surprised than angry to find her still staring at a blank page of her sketchpad a full thirty minutes into class.
 
   And for a split second, Callie had thought about telling her favourite teacher everything. Not there and then, but after school maybe. Ms Ryan would know what to do. How to make it stop.
 
   But just as quickly, the doubts had crept into her racing mind. Why would a grown-up even believe her? Would Ms Ryan wonder why she hadn’t done something sooner? Maybe she’d think she’d wanted the attention ... Callie couldn’t bear the thought of one of the only two people who’d ever offered her encouragement looking at her in disappointment. Or worse, disgust.
 
   So instead she had pushed her thoughts to the back of her mind and forced a tiny smile on her face, assuring her teacher it was just a little mental block before setting about putting pencil to paper to work on the day’s challenge – drawing something that represented a song they’d heard recently.
 
   Her quick sketch focusing on a girl kneeling with her head bowed by a gravestone as a tiny bird soared overhead, inspired by Fleetwood Mac’s version of Songbird, impressed as usual and earned her a little that’s-more-like-it pat on the hand.
 
   The plan hadn’t been scrapped though, just shelved until she got home. And Callie told herself she was more determined than ever to see it through, to get her life back to something like normal. But that had been easy to think in the brightly lit art room, surrounded by her classmates and under Ms Ryan’s watchful eye.
 
   Now, in the darkness of her bedroom, it was a whole other story.
 
   She’d gone to Casey’s studio straight after school to help clean up, show him her latest designs and watch fascinated as he inked bold letters across some big burly biker’s knuckles. It had killed some time, time that didn’t have to be spent in surly silence at home, and the tattooist had bought her a burger and a milkshake for dinner. He usually did on Fridays, his treat.
 
   Usually they talked about his customers, her art, movies, music. Whatever came to mind. But this time, Callie had left Casey to do most of the talking and – just like Ms Ryan – he’d ended up asking what was wrong.
 
   And for exactly the same reasons, she bit her tongue.
 
   Now, in the darkness of her bedroom, she wished she hadn’t. She trusted Casey and, even though he was nearly ten years older than her, he was her friend now. He was a proper grown-up, with an apartment and a car and a job and he would have found a way to fix things, she knew it.
 
   With the chair from in front of her mirrored dresser propped under the handle of the door to secure it, Callie had changed from her ripped jeans and vintage band t-shirt into soft navy sweatpants and a simple white vest top and sat cross-legged on her bed to plait her long hair and take off her make-up.
 
   Then, finally ready for bed, she took a deep breath and padded barefoot across the room to remove the chair. This time, she’d make sure he had no way to deny what was going on …
 
   ***
 
   The fingers that had been caressing her hair had stilled the moment he realised where this was going and the eyes that met hers when she found the courage to look up were black with barely contained anger. 
 
   “Where’s the bastard now?”              
 
   She shrugged. “Don’t know, don’t care. The minute I left home, I never looked back. Wouldn’t know if he was alive or dead.”
 
   “I know which one I’d prefer,” Colton growled. “Darlin’, where the fuck was your mom when this shit was going on?” The tears that sprang into her eyes didn’t go unnoticed, no matter how much she tried to hide them, and it made his heart sink. “Jesus, Callie, don’t tell me she knew?”
 
   “Not like you’re thinking,” she said quietly. “She just ... didn’t believe me. It came down to his word over mine and she ... she took his side. Called me a jealous little whore. It was bad enough she blamed me for my dad running out on us, now she reckoned I was after her man or just trying to split them up. I was fifteen, Colt ...”
 
   FLASHBACK
 
   For hours, she lay under the covers in the darkness, listening for every creak of the stairs and every step in the hallway outside her room. And then it came. The slow downward turn of her door handle. It was the same thing that had woken her up in the night before, but after that first time and ever since she’d learned to put the chair to good use, that was usually as far as he got. Not this time.
 
   It took everything in her not to sit bolt upright in bed or run to throw herself against the door and block his path, but instead she forced herself to lay trembling right where she was. She kept telling herself this was the only way she could make him stop for good. Soon, it would all be over. She kept that mantra on repeat in her head.
 
   He’d paused, probably wondering why there was nothing to obstruct him this time. Trying the handle had seemed to just become a habit with him, especially on the nights he’d get drunk with his poker buddies. But Callie knew from the way he’d complain to her mother about what she was getting up to, or his increasingly violent threats to her when he managed to catch alone, that one day his patience – if you could call it that – would run out.
 
   She had been waiting in fear for the night when he simply ripped the handle off the door or kicked it in. That was why she had to act and act now. No matter how terrified she was of him and his explosive, alcohol-fuelled rages.
 
   Laying still, her eyes squeezed closed, she heard the door start to slowly push open and fought to make her body relax against its will. He had to think she was sleeping. She couldn’t let him catch her out. Not now. She was only going to get one chance at this ...
 
   She had to force herself not to hold her breath as she listened to him clumsily trying to keep his heavy steps quiet on his way across her room. She could practically feel that lecherous gaze roving over her body, having deliberately kicked her duvet down to her feet and left only a thin sheet covering her.
 
   Hearing him mutter something to himself, Callie could smell cigars and beer and her stomach rolled, even as she felt him carefully try to tug the sheet down. She let him, hoping and praying it was dark enough to cover the fear and revulsion that she was almost certainly failing to keep from showing on her face.
 
   “Dirty little tease ...” he mumbled, just loud enough for her to make out.
 
   Even when his thick fingers trailed first over her bare shoulder and then across her breasts, she tried not to move. And when she heard the sound of him fumbling with a zipper, she waited until his own breathing grew ragged – desperately trying not to think about what he was doing - to make her move.
 
   In an instant, she’d hit the switch that flooded her room with golden light, flown out of bed and barrelled past him as he stood rooted to the spot, with one hand in his pants. Then, with a hatred that it shouldn’t have been possible for the eyes of a fifteen-year-old girl to hold, she met his stunned gaze for the briefest of seconds, threw open the bedroom door, and screamed at the top of her voice for her mother.
 
   “I ... You ...” Larry Ketner was never usually a man lost for an answer, but he was floundering now as all the pieces seemed to click into place for him. Even through his alcoholic haze. “You devious little whore!”
 
   Callie screamed again, even though she could hear footsteps approaching at a run. But it only served to get her panicked step-father moving again and the brutal backhand he dealt her to silence the screams knocked her to the floor and set off a burning flare of pain in her cheek.
 
   “What the hell is going on in here?” Gloria Ketner demanded, white-faced and breathing hard. Her dyed blonde hair was a mess and, without her make-up, she looked ten years older than she was. She’d obviously been dragged out of bed by the screams and seemed like she didn’t know whether to be scared or pissed.
 
   “Your precious husband was in my room,” her daughter spat, picking herself up off the floor. “Trying to touch me – touching himself! And he hit me to stop me screaming. Now you have to believe me, mom. You have to make him leave ...”
 
   “Damn kid’s hysterical, Gloria,” Larry laughed awkwardly. “Musta had a bad dream or some shit. I came in to see what was wrong and one minute she’s rubbing up on me, next she’s attacking me and screaming blue murder. Ain’t my place to say it, but the girl needs serious therapy!”
 
   “You lying bastard!” Callie all but cried in frustrated disbelief, hot tears already starting to well up as she recognised the look on her mother’s face. “Mom, no, you can’t believe him - you just can’t! Please ...” 
 
   “It is late and that is more than enough!” her mother snapped, each word delivered in clipped tones, her voice rising to a near shriek as her nervous gaze darted from the man she’d married to the girl she’d all but given up trying to understand. “I don’t want to hear this. Not now and not at all, you hear me?”
 
   “But I’m your daughter,” Callie managed, in barely more than a whisper. She didn’t even bother trying to wipe away the tears that spilled over and coursed down her cheeks. “You’re supposed to believe me. You’re supposed to protect me. Mom ...”
 
   “Stop these filthy lies, Callie,” Gloria practically pleaded, in what seemed to be a change of tactics, wrapping her dressing gown tighter around herself and moving towards her daughter. But instead of taking her in her arms, as it looked like she intended to, she grasped her by the shoulders and gave her a little shake. “Larry has only ever tried to be a father to you and I’m asking you to stop this now. For me, Callie. Honestly, you two are going to have me on medication at this rate – and I expect you to get this ... this misunderstanding all straightened out.”
 
   “What? No!”
 
   But even as Callie shook her head frantically, Larry was nodding his agreement with a slow smile spreading across his face. “Don’t worry, Glo. I got this,” he said, steering his wife towards the door. “Nothin' I can’t handle – that’s what bein’ a dad’s all about, right?” And gently pushing her into the hallway, he closed the door behind her before turning to his devastated step-daughter, the smile disappearing. “Now ... where were we?”
 
   Before she could move, or even make a sound, one large hand flashed out and clamped over her mouth while the other gripped her wrist like a vise and jerked her closer. Her gray eyes were wide above his hand as she struggled to free herself, lashing out with her free arm.
 
   A teenage girl was no match for a full grown man though, and a heavily built one at that - no matter how much she tried to fight. Plus, he was safe in the knowledge that his wife wouldn’t interfere any further. After all, she was trusting him to straighten it all out. 
 
   Finding herself pushed down on the bed, Callie still struggled beneath his weight, turning her face away from his hot breath as fresh tears poured down her cheeks. 
 
   “No, no, don’t ...” she sobbed, feeling him grind hard against her and hearing the tear of fabric as one strap of her vest top gave way under his pawing hands. She was just about on the verge of giving up and wondering if she could simply disappear into herself far enough to block out the living nightmare that offered no other escape. 
 
   That was when she saw it, out of the corner of her eye.
 
   The penknife on her nightstand.
 
   ***
 
   Colton didn’t trust himself to speak. She didn’t need a show of anger from him right now, so he simply wrapped her up tight in his arms – determined that no one would ever hurt her again as long as he was still breathing.
 
   “I thought I knew what I was getting into,” Callie mumbled into his chest. “I thought I had to prove it. Make sure that, when I did take off, they couldn’t bring me back. I ... I guess I didn’t really think about how determined he’d be to get away with more than just sticking his hand up my skirt.”
 
   “I’d cut the fucking pervert’s hands off ...” he growled, sickened by the thought of what the girl had been forced to go through alone. But underneath, he recognised that – even as just a kid - she hadn’t let herself become a victim. Had in fact come out the other side all the stronger, more independent. And he knew what it must have taken for someone like her, who hated depending on anyone, to tell him.
 
   “It was a long time ago, Colt,” she whispered. “I’ve never told anyone except Casey. Not even Sketch or Lana. Not the whole story anyway. I just ... I dunno. I don’t want to rake over old ground, but I felt like I should tell you. I mean, I know about your mom and stuff ...”
 
   “I get it,” he said finally, his voice rough. If she was thinking it could change how he felt about her though, she couldn’t be more wrong. He was proud of his tough little bitch. “And you were right to tell me, darlin’. Just wish the bastard had to pay.”
 
   Her arms tightened around his waist and she buried her face in the crook of his neck, where he could feel hot tears on his skin as the inadvertent tension in her body over how he’d react seemed to finally melt away.
 
   “I ended up telling Michael half the story,” she added quietly, just a little hint of hurt creeping into her voice and making him frown. “When he wouldn’t stop going on about meeting my family. I didn’t admit just how bad things had been – but he still managed to throw it in my face when we rowed. That was what happened when I hit my head. He tried to stop me storming off after he said my mom was right about me.”
 
   “That jumped-up prick don’t know shit about you,” Colton said firmly. “And he don’t matter to me. You do.”
 
   “If it helps, Larry didn’t get to ... you know. I stabbed him in the side with a penknife,” Callie confessed, her head tucked underneath his chin as she cuddled up to him. “It was only a little thing, but I left him howling on the bed with the blade stuck in him and I got the hell out. Ran all the way to Casey’s place ...”
 
   Colton pressed a kiss into her hair as he held her close. He only wished it had been the fucker’s throat, but oh yeah, still proud as hell. “Good girl.”
 
   ***
 
   


 
   CHAPTER 45
 
   She was fast becoming an addiction, he knew that. More so than even the ink that lay beneath his skin. The thought of having to give her up ... He didn’t know what he disliked more – that thought itself or the power it had to set him on edge.
 
   If he could believe, or even suspect for a second, that she was a threat to his club, then it wouldn’t even be an issue. He wouldn’t stomach that kind of betrayal from anyone. Not even a beautiful little bitch who brought something to his life he hadn’t even really realised was missing. A warmth that allowed him to be who he had to be without giving himself over to it, without losing himself to the darkness.
 
   If anything, she made him more dangerous. He knew now that he could be the enforcer his brothers needed without becoming the man his ma never wanted him to be. Cold, callous, alone. 
 
   Without her, that had been by no means certain.
 
   But if his president couldn’t trust the girl ... Colton didn’t know where that left them. He didn’t like thinking that the trust he’d earned from Will wasn’t a two-way thing. That he’d have to watch his back and Callie’s too. The club was family; Will was his brother. 
 
   But that only meant he knew better than most what the older man was capable of. And if he could give the order against his own flesh and blood ...
 
   “That table insult your mom or something?”
 
   Looking up at Sam’s voice, Colton realised he’d unconsciously been twisting the tip of his knife deeper and deeper into the wood and threw the weapon down with an exasperated growl. “I don’t do this bullshit!”
 
   The sergeant spun the chair opposite around and straddled it, before raising an expectant eyebrow. “Being with Callie?”
 
   For a long moment, Colton just looked at him. He didn’t do this either, talking shit out. But if there was one person in the world who would get this, who would know where he was coming from, it was Sam. “Second-guessing everything over a bitch,” he ground out eventually. “Everyone.”
 
   “Or more specifically, Will,” Sam sighed, his voice low enough not to carry. It wasn’t a guess. "You think his loyalty to you ain’t gonna be enough to stop him hurting her.”
 
   Colton shrugged, though he knew the expression he couldn’t keep from his face was bound to give him away. He was anything but nonchalant when it came to this. “Dunno what to think. Shit, man, if she deserved it, I wouldn’t defend her. But ... You said it yourself, she ain’t Taylor.”
 
   Wiping his hands over his face, Sam shook his head almost wearily. “Fuck. Colt, I wanna say that he gets it. That he’ll come round, but ... we both know he’s changed a helluva lot since then.”
 
   “I was the one to get in the way last time,” Colton said bluntly. “You think that’s what this is really about? Maybe it’s been brewing ever since.”
 
   Reluctant though he seemed, Sam nodded slowly. “The thought had crossed my mind ...” 
 
   FLASHBACK
 
   Her fate apparently sealed, Taylor’s terrified brown eyes stared up at him as the blade pressed down over her heart. She was trembling, her breathing hitching in her chest, but she’d given up on pleas or tears knowing they held no sway with any of them.
 
   One by one, the circle of bikers had slowly turned their backs. None of them needed to see the job done and it was a sign both of trust in their sergeant to do what was needed and that they would make no move to intervene.
 
   It was like it was just the two of them in the deepening darkness, trapped in a perverse kind of intimacy.
 
   At the sound of a cell phone ringing, his hand almost slipped and a curse was torn from his throat – one much more venomous than Johnny’s quiet, but irritated shit. What the fuck was happening? If they wanted this done, he needed it over ...
 
   “Wait!”
 
   Turning on the vice-president, Sam felt like he was the one being tortured. “Jesus fucking Christ, what is this shit?” he roared. “It ain’t the time!”
 
   “Colt’s back on the grid. His cell was down,” Johnny explained hastily. “I’ve got his proxy.”
 
   “Vote’s done,” Will shrugged from the sidelines. “Don’t matter.”
 
   Sam figured he was right. The club’s usual executioner wouldn’t shy from bloodshed, regardless of its source.
 
   “We gotta let him have his say,” Jake argued, having stepped forward to listen. “Every patch gets a vote. That’s how we do this shit. You saw the numbers – if he’s a nay ...”
 
   “He ain’t gonna be a nay,” Will barked. “And even if he is, that leaves us square and my vote carries more weight to break the deadlock.”
 
   “Wait, what? That ain’t how it works--”
 
   Sam’s fist clenched around his knife and he fought to stay calm, relatively speaking at least. “Tell us what the fuck Colt’s vote is, Johnny?”
 
   And with an unsure glance towards the president, Johnny shook his head. “He’s a nay.”
 
   No one had seen it coming, but when he really thought about it, it actually made sense to Sam. He knew Colton never allowed himself to be swayed by anything or anyone. No one was bigger than the club, not even its president. And allowing Will to be the one behind his own daughter’s execution would have pulled the whole MC down into the abyss that would have waited for him.
 
   Those who didn’t know him thought killing came easy to Colton. The few who knew him best knew the truth – that no one understood the enormity of taking a life like he did. 
 
   Still, uproar followed.
 
   ***
 
   “Sitting here ain’t gonna fix shit,” Colton said finally. “No point worrying about what ifs, right?”
 
   “Right,” Sam smiled, realising his brother had inadvertently admitted he was actually worried about the girl – however cool he might try to play it. “Gotta live for the moment, dude. The hell you doin’ here with me when you got a hot blonde more to your taste waiting for your sorry ass--”
 
   “You heading out?”
 
   Both Sam and Colton looked round at the interruption – the latter pausing in the act of pulling on his cut, but only for a second. It was obvious that he was, so a simple yeah probably wasn’t going to cut it. “Gonna spin by Sketch,” Colton said, shrugging his leather into place.
 
   “Ink or pussy?” Will asked dryly, cocking a shoulder against the wall and flooding his arms across his broad chest. “Although, gotta be damn near closing time, so I’m guessing it ain’t the first ...”
 
   That flat black stare never flinched as the enforcer regarded his president coolly from the other side of the clubhouse. “Thought I’d pick Callie up, take her for dinner.”
 
   “And dessert?”
 
   “Didn’t realise my sex life was on the disclosure list.”
 
   “Just taking a friendly interest, brother,” Will said, hands raised in an appeasing gesture. “That a problem?”
 
   “You tell me.”
 
   ***
 
   Humming along to the radio as she worked, Callie had caught herself smiling for no reason more than a few times throughout her shift and she knew that Sketch – and even the customers – hadn’t been oblivious to her good mood. Not that she minded.
 
   Waking up that morning, tucked in to Colton’s side, had been something of a revelation. With the biker still sleeping, it had been a rare opportunity to see him at his least guarded and she’d found herself more than content to just lay there and watch him.
 
   Propped on one elbow and with her other hand resting on his stomach, she’d slowly slid her fingers upwards over his warm, tan skin until she could feel the steady thump of his heart beneath the rise and fall of his chest. And even in his sleep, he’d muttered something inaudible and tightened the protective arm he had curled around her. 
 
   Just the simple, unconscious gesture had flooded her with warmth and it was like the soft early light had cast its glow on everything she’d already suspected ...
 
   “Jeez, girl, you ever coming down off that cloud?” Sketch pretended to grumble, pausing to lean on the broom he’d been using on the floor as closing time approached and he clocked the look on her face.
 
   “Would you rather I was miserable?” she shot back, arching an eyebrow on being pulled from her daydream. But letting her pencil drop onto her pad, she stretched her arms out above her head with a little sigh and then reached towards him with one hand. “Here, let me finish up. You get outta here.”
 
   “You sure? You ain’t got Colt tied to a bed somewhere waiting for your ass?”
 
   “Ha, cute - but no. And besides, between injuries and angst, I reckon I’ve been imposing on your good nature lately when it comes to time served. I owe you.”
 
   The pseudo-scowl softened into a fond smile and Sketch shook his head as he surveyed the quiet studio – just one Latino guy still perusing the scrapbooks they kept, looking for inspiration apparently. “Nah, babe, you don’t. But I will let you close up if you’re gonna twist my arm.”
 
   “Consider it twisted,” Callie nodded, getting up to take the broom from him and wrapping her free arm round his neck. “You know I love you, right?”
 
   “You getting soppy on me, kid?” he grinned, but the warmth of his hug and the kiss he pressed to her cheek said everything he didn’t. And she was used to reading between the lines.
 
   That was how she knew there was something else on his mind.
 
   “If he gives you any trouble, just kick him out,” Sketch murmured on his way out the door, with a discrete jerk of his head in the direction of their final indecisive customer of the day. “Starting to think he’s just killing time ...”
 
   “Go on, get outta here,” Callie smiled. “I can handle one guy who can’t make up his mind. See you tomorrow.”
 
   “Tomorrow,” Sketch echoed, casting a last dubious look at Mr Time Waster. And then, with a shrug and tugging his beanie hat down over his ears, he was disappearing out the door to the soft tinkling of the chimes.
 
   ***
 
   


 
   CHAPTER 46
 
   With a wry smile tugging at her lips, Callie realised she hadn’t actually made as much as a doodle in her sketchpad in at least twenty minutes. Instead, she’d been simply gazing into space and drumming the eraser top of her freshly sharpened pencil against the table as she let her mind drift. Not exactly productive stuff.
 
   And too much thinking could be a bad thing, she knew that from experience.
 
   Any kind of connection to the Fallen tended to negate leaning towards positivity, she knew that too. Shit followed them around – that was the life. And yet, when you were used to teetering on the dangerous edge of society’s rules like they were, you learned to adopt a kind of fuck it attitude. Maybe that was starting to rub off on her.
 
   Because Callie had finally decided to allow herself the happiness that came with knowing that, whatever kind of connection she had inadvertently cultivated with Colton, it was – at the very least – real and, perhaps more importantly, reciprocated. There were no convenient labels for what was going on between them, but that was okay too. Neither of them needed that.
 
   Whatever they were, for however long it was meant to last, she would embrace it.
 
   That didn’t mean that the thought of being a source of conflict within the club wouldn’t sit heavily on her mind, if she let it. But as long as Colton knew she wasn’t out to rock the boat ... Well, that would have to be enough for now. It wasn’t within her power to change anyone else’s opinion of her and anyway, that was only something she was concerned with in so far as it threatened to blow back on the one man whose opinion did matter.
 
   Besides, it wasn’t like over-thinking was really getting her anywhere ...
 
   Mentally giving herself a little shake, she dropped her pencil and headed for the still dawdling customer she’d been all but ignoring, finally offering him a bright smile.
 
   “Can I maybe help at all?” she offered, eyeing him as he just kept flipping through page after page of sketches and photos. Something about him - the air of near desperation as he kept looking - was quickly unsettling. “If you don’t see what you’re after, almost all our stuff is custom designed …”
 
   “You do that? Or do you just ... I dunno, run the place?”
 
   “I’m one of the resident tattooists,” Callie said. “I’m--”
 
   “It has to be right,” the man continued, almost like she hadn’t spoken. His tone was sharp, too sharp. “If it’s ... If it’s all I can do, it’s gotta be exactly right.”
 
   Taking in the shake of his hands, the pain etched on his haggard face, the pieces slowly started to slip into place and Callie wondered how she hadn’t noticed sooner, kicking herself for being so wrapped up in her own world. She’d seen it before. Someone struggling to cope with a loss running to an ink joint while the pain was still raw, feeling like they needed that reminder. As if they were terrified they’d start to forget, even when they hadn’t yet had a second’s respite from the crushing grief. 
 
   She didn’t know who, but she didn’t have to – the feelings were the same. And she understood the pressure of trying to find that perfect tribute, when every inch of you must wish you didn’t have to be making a decision like that in the first place.
 
   Gently, Callie took the scrapbook from his hands and set it aside with a shake of her head. “Your tatt isn’t in here,” she said softly when he moved to protest, tapping a gentle finger on his chest. “It’s in there and we just have to find it, that’s all.”
 
   For a long moment, he just stood in front of her with his head bowed and obviously struggling to get a hold on his emotions. She didn’t push him, just waited.
 
   “You ... You must be wanting to close up,” he said finally, not looking at her.
 
   “Nah,” she said, managing a little smile. “I owe the boss some over-time. Come on, grab a seat and I’ll make coffee. Tea, if you prefer.”
 
   “I ... Thank you,” he mumbled. “It’s for my ... my son ...”
 
   Something twisted in Callie’s stomach. The guy himself couldn’t have been much older than her and the realisation of just what he must have lost pained her. Not that any loss was easy, but still ... 
 
   “Okay,” she said simply. “We’ll get it right.”
 
   ***
 
   Get it right. Don’t fuck this up.
 
   His boss’s last words to him echoed in his head as he’d headed to the ink joint where the girl worked. His orders were very explicit. Put the fear of God in the little blonde gash. Hurt her if that’s what it takes, but keep the bloodshed to a minimum. For now at least. 
 
   They still weren’t certain of the depth of the connection between her and the Fallen's hitman, but sending a message was one thing. They didn’t want to risk finding out the hard way what he might do if they killed the bitch. Not yet.
 
   But he knew it wasn’t going to be easy. The girl was, at the very least, used to the company of known killers. Ruthless ones at that. He couldn’t imagine she scared too easy.
 
   Let her know you fucking mean it.
 
   That was all well and good for his boss to say, when he wasn’t the one putting himself on the line. But he wouldn’t fuck up. That would be more than his life was worth. So he’d ditched his gun and traded it for a lethal Bowie knife. Surely even the toughest of bitches would crumble with that razor-sharp blade pressed to their throat. As he pulled a ski mask from the back pocket of his jeans, he sure hoped it would be more than enough.
 
   Because that was all the leverage he had.
 
   ***
 
   “He’s just giving you shit ‘cause he ain’t keen on being seen to back down. You know this, bro,” Sam insisted, steering a grim-faced Colton across the SAMTAC yard towards his bike. “Get outta here, clear your head if you have to, then go be with Callie. Life’s too fucking short for this unnecessary bullshit.”
 
   “You pulling rank – giving me orders, man?”
 
   “If it gets your ass gone without starting shit you’ll regret, then hell yeah,” the blonde sergeant nodded. “Just give Will a wide berth for a while. Let him cool down and this’ll all be forgotten. He’s still the top dog and you know I ain’t gonna disrespect that, but I got your back, Colt. You better know that too.”
 
   And because he did know, Colton pulled him into a brief brotherly hug, slapped him on the back and got on his bike. Talk was cheap and Sam was right – it was fucking pointless when Will really got an idea in his head. So, roaring his Harley to life, he decided he was actually going to do the smart thing. 
 
   Yeah, he’d skip the inevitable row that would probably end in the fucking ring, given the mood the president had been stewing in lately, and head straight to the studio to damn well get his girl. Maybe even see how she felt about some more ink …
 
   ***
 
   Left to take in the fresh ink etched over his heart, in a considerate move by the young tattooist who had seemed to understand his reluctance to break down in front of anyone, Dante Zavala took a deep breath and tilted his head back against the recliner before finally summoning the strength to take a proper look.
 
   And even through the tears that burned fiercely, he could see the girl had done a good job. Better than good.
 
   The large hand reaching down to hold a tiny one was better than anything he could have come up with, even if he’d had all the time in the world. But she’d just let him talk, faltering at first and then the whole story coming tumbling out, listening intently despite the pencil moving lightly across a sketch pad. And when there was nothing more to say, there it was. Her idea, somehow inspired by his words and brought to life by her hand. He hadn’t even considered the process, just the end result, and yet he knew now that it had helped. Just talking to someone he didn’t have to be strong for. To a stranger.
 
   She’d said she would give him a couple of minutes, then come and cover the tattoo for him. That had been at least ten minutes ago though and, wiping his hands over his face, Dante guessed she’d just been held up by whoever had showed up out front in the meantime. He’d vaguely been aware of the sound of door chimes.
 
   The raised voices in the next second made him raise an eyebrow despite himself. The girl didn’t seem the type for a stand-up row in the place where she worked and, even preoccupied as he was, he couldn’t help wondering what had happened. Unhappy customer? Maybe a boyfriend she was late for ... Shit, he hoped that wasn’t it.
 
   He was still wondering if he should go explain that it was his fault she’d ended up working so late when he heard the crash that had him sitting bolt upright in an instant, then the choked scream that sent him to his feet.
 
   Questioning the wisdom of getting involved held him only for a second and then, his mind full of everything she had done for him without even seeming to realise, he was tugging on his shirt and running to investigate. But he was too late to do anything but watch as a figure fled through the front door. There was no sign of the tattooist.
 
   “Miss?” Dante tried, cursing himself for not even knowing her name.
 
   A sound caught his attention and he whirled at once, his heart sinking as he realised he had found the little blonde. The crash, it seemed, had been the sound of everything on the front desk hitting the floor. And there amid the wreckage lay the girl who’d inked him.
 
   Ashen and struggling to breathe, her eyes wide with terror, with a knife buried almost to the hilt in her chest.
 
   ***
 
   


 
   CHAPTER 47
 
   If all his years with the Fallen Brothers had taught Colton one thing, it was that life was constantly balanced on a knife edge.
 
   The life that came with the patch, the life he and his brothers had freely chosen for themselves, may have seemed like one big show of strength. But really, it was a daily lesson in fragility. They knew that no one was indestructible, no plan was ever bulletproof, and there was no situation that couldn’t get fucked up in a heartbeat.
 
   It didn’t matter though. None of that knowledge had prepared him for that long, frozen second when all he could hear was blood rushing in his ears and all he could feel was his heart seeming to lurch into his throat. Everything they’d been through, everything she’d been through because of him, flashed through his stunned mind.
 
   Her fingers under his, slick with blood from his gunshot wound ... Forcing herself to fall into his arms, trusting him to catch her as shots rang out behind them ... The softness of her lips the first time they kissed ...
 
   She couldn’t be the one to suffer for the choices he had made. She shouldn’t be the one crumpled on the floor with a blade in her chest.
 
   The hum of her needle as she guided it over his abdomen ... Her gaze on him as he inked the delicate underside of her wrist ... The smiles that reached those sparkling eyes ... The heat of her tears as she confided in him …
 
   It may have been her name on his lips, but the rage-twisted snarl was indecipherable as he crossed the studio without even stopping to think – simply grabbing the bastard leaning over his girl and propelling his bulk into the opposite wall with enough force to bring the framed artwork crashing down. Reaching for his gun or his knife wasn’t even in his mind. He was more than capable of beating the fucker to death with his bare hands.
 
   And, despite the struggling and the babbled protests that were falling on deaf ears, he would have done it too – but for the only sound to cut through the red haze. One strangled little gasp of his name had his head snapping round, even as he kept his target pinned against the wall by his throat.
 
   “N-Not ... h-him ...” Callie managed, trying to sit up but only ending up crying out in agony as she collapsed back onto the floor, choking for air as blood bubbled at her lips and every breath only seemed to hurt her more.
 
   The faint words were enough for Colton though and he released his hold without further question or thought of an apology to be by her side. Of all the things he’d seen, all the things he’d done, nothing had ever filled him with such horror and he dropped heavily to his knees.
 
   The feel of her soft skin as she lay in his arms ... The sight of her cradling a dead girl on the clubhouse floor ... The persistent, terrible thought that the next time he held her might be as she slipped away ...
 
   “Callie,” he tried, his voice harsh as he desperately tried to work out what to do for the best, scared as he was to even touch her. “Jesus Christ ...”
 
   “I ... I didn’t know what to do,” his former target offered, from where he’d slumped in the corner rubbing his throat uncomfortably. “But I called 911 ...”
 
   She had been the one to step up for him when he needed it and, although the sight of that blade lodged in her chest was already going to haunt him, Colton still knew better than to try removing it. Instead, hating the unfamiliar feeling of helplessness with a passion, he wrestled his cut off and then his hoody to tuck the latter around her as carefully as he could. Pale and trembling as she was, he realised she was going into shock.
 
   “So where the hell’s that ambulance?” he turned to roar in frustration, sending the younger man scrambling for the door to go check. But when he turned back, her eyes were already drifting closed. “No!” he snapped. “Don’t you fucking dare - you stay with me, you hear me? You fucking stay with me, Callie!”
 
   Her lashes fluttered opened again and she gazed up at him, her lips moving soundlessly. A tear slipped from the corner of her eye and the heart Colton knew many suspected he didn’t have all but broke at the sight, his features twisting with the effort of keeping his own emotions in check. He could see what she was thinking and, in that second, he would have given anything he had to trade places with her. His life, his soul ... his goddamn patch, if that was what it took. 
 
   He’d made deals with the devil over a hell of a lot less. For her, right then, he’d have agreed to anything.
 
   “Gonna ... Gonna be okay, baby,” he said roughly, his fingers brushing the tear from her cheek with rare tenderness and then seeking out her hand to hold it tight. “I got ya and it’s gonna be okay. Gotta be, ‘cause I sure as shit ain’t losing you, little girl. Not now and ... Jesus, Callie, not like this ...”
 
   ***
 
   He’d fucked up ... He’d fucked up so goddamn bad ...
 
   His heart was pounding in his chest, hard enough and loud enough for it to seem to him like it might even drown out the distinctive sound of the Harley pulling up in front of the studio. He was crouched behind a dumpster round the back, panting for breath and sweating so much he just had to pull off the ski mask. But the cooler air on his flushed face brought little comfort.
 
   Racking a hand through his dishevelled hair, he winced and set about peeling off the glove on his right hand to assess the damage. He examined the deep, livid wound in the centre of his palm and had to bite his lip to keep from crying out when he clenched his fist anyway. In his mind, he deserved the pain - both for fucking up and for having ever let himself get caught up in this insanity.
 
   Knowing he was dealing with a strong little bitch was one thing, he still hadn’t been prepared for her stabbing him with a fucking pencil of all things. Just like he hadn’t planned on losing his cool when things started to crumble. He’d panicked. He’d been out to prove himself and now one moment of recklessness was going to end up costing him everything. 
 
   He didn’t know what terrified him more - news of his screw-up getting back to the man calling the shots, or the Fallen killer coming after him. Not that the end result was likely to be too different either way.
 
   The moment that knife sank into the girl’s chest had sealed his fate. Nothing could ever take that back.
 
   ***
 
   “Blowing up in his face ain’t exactly gonna help the situation,” Sam sighed as he watched his even more stoic than usual brother simply turn on his heel and walk off, putting himself between the retreating figure and the hot-headed tattooist.
 
   “You think I don’t fucking know that?” Sketch rounded furiously on the well-meaning biker - despite seeming to know, probably only too well, that his anger was being misdirected. But just as quickly, he’d turned his back on him again and lashed out, punching the nearest wall in his frustration.
 
   Eyeing the security guard who was not so discreetly turning his attention to them, Sam shook his head once in his direction and clapped a hand on Sketch’s shoulder to steer him firmly towards a chair. “Sit your ass down, man. You’re making the natives restless.”
 
   According to the paramedics, beyond yelling at them to help the girl when they arrived at the scene – no doubt in more colourful language than they’d recalled – Colton, in contrast to Sketch’s current state, had given them no trouble. Although it sounded like the intensity of his vigil, as they worked to stabilise Callie for the urgent ride to the nearest hospital, had been more than enough on its own to leave them distinctly intimidated by the dangerously hard-faced biker.
 
   Apparently he hadn’t spoken on the way, at least not beyond one brusque question on how she was doing. Instead, he’d just held her hand tightly and watched everything that was being done to try to help her. And now, faced with a tirade from Sketch the second they clapped eyes on each other in the middle of the ER waiting room, he’d borne it without reply. 
 
   To be honest, Sam had half feared that Colton was brewing to just quietly and without fuss slice someone’s head off. And that, in that moment, maybe Sketch would have seemed as good a target as any. Friend or not.
 
   “That’s twice I’ve had to haul ass to this goddamn hospital this month, not knowing what the fuck I’m gonna find when I get here. That girl ... She gets shot at, her head split open, and now stabbed – stabbed, for fuck’s sake!”
 
   “Shot at?” The long-suffering sergeant looked puzzled for a second, before it dawned on him and he shook his head. “Jesus, Sketch, that was a lifetime ago! Build a bridge and get the fuck over it already. In case you ain’t noticed, we got more pressing concerns right now ...”
 
   “Don’t pull that cute crap with me, blondie,” the near seething tattooist warned, raking his fingers through his short dreads in his agitation. “I ain’t some clubhouse bimbo.”
 
   “No shit,” Sam sighed, dropping into another of the uncomfortable plastic chairs opposite him. “Come on, dude, I get that you’re upset, but there ain’t any point taking it out on Colt. You know he never woulda wanted this.”
 
   “Didn’t stop him though. Dragging her into his shit. That fucking club ...”
 
   “Hang on, you don’t know this is connected to the club. Could be anything. Could be a good ole fashioned break-in gone wrong. Beyond inking the guys, Callie ain’t involved in anything to do with the club – it ain’t like she’s an old lady, so there’s no disclosure and she ain’t gonna be on anyone’s radar.”
 
   “Well, it sure looks like she’s on someone’s fucking radar to me!” Sketch snapped, quickly getting wound up again, only for Sam to reach across and push him back down in his seat.
 
   “Are you trying to get us kicked outta here?” he demanded. “Christ ... Look, I know she’s like family to you and I get it. But she’s my friend too, okay? You think I like seeing her hurt like that? All I’m saying is ... ease up on Colton. You gotta know by now how he feels about her – even if he doesn’t. This is really killing him, bro ...”
 
   Seeming to deflate in front of his eyes, Sketch wiped his hands over his face and forced himself to take a deep breath. When he looked up, the anger was gone to be replaced by something else. Something scared, but almost resigned. “There’s only one person this is killing,” he said bluntly. “And that’s Callie.”
 
   Caught off-guard, Sam could only stare back at him in dismay before setting his jaw and shaking his head as he got to his feet again. “You can’t talk like that, man,” he said tightly, jabbing an accusing finger in Sketch’s direction. “You can’t give up on her like that!”
 
   The tension was palpable and the guard was looking their way again, but the tattooist didn’t move from his seat.
 
   “You should probably go check Colt ain’t terrorising the doctors,” came the flat response, after a long pause.
 
   And, not knowing what else he could say, Sam went.
 
   ***
 
   At the sound of boots behind him, Colton turned sharply from where he’d been staring out across the ambulance bay, his hands clenched into fists as they gripped the railing he was leaning on. He may have needed to walk away or risk planting a fist in Sketch’s big mouth, but he damn sure wasn’t going to let that shit get in the way of any news ...
 
   “No news,” Sam said quickly, seeming to read his mind as he approached. “Not yet. How you holding up, bro?”
 
   Colton shrugged. For once, he wasn’t even thinking about playing his cards close to his chest – he just didn’t know what the hell there was to say.
 
   “You know Sketch is just freaking ‘cause he’s worried. His way of dealing.”
 
   They’d been here before, albeit when the stakes were significantly less high, so he did know. But just like he knew it only hit a nerve because he feared there was more than a grain of truth in what had been said, whether in the heat of the moment or not. He’d been there. He’d been too late, but he’d still been there and it hadn’t looked like the botched robbery Sam kept trying to suggest. Nothing looked to be missing, the cash register hadn’t been touched, and it just felt ... personal. One way or another, he would find out the whole story though. Because he was going to track down the bastard who’d done this and he was going to make him sing like a little bird. 
 
   Right before he ripped his wings off. In a manner of speaking.
 
   “I should be out there finding the prick,” he growled.
 
   “Nuh-uh,” Sam shook his head, a serious look in his eyes. “You gotta be right here, dude. You gotta be here for Callie ...”
 
   “Ain’t that the exact opposite of the truth,” Colton snorted bitterly. “Look, if this is supposed to be those goddamn gangbangers tryin’ to send some bullshit message to the club, we need--”
 
   “Colt, for fuck’s sake, that girl’s in there fighting for her life!” Sam finally snapped, gesturing wildly as his voice got louder and louder and his tone got angrier and angrier. “Man the fuck up and get your ass in there! The club comes first – you think anyone knows that more than me? But it’ll deal, it always does. And it’s got me and Will, and Johnny and Jake, and a whole shitting clubhouse full of guys to make sure it does. Callie? She’s got Sketch climbing the walls in there and you stewing out here – she needs you, you asshole!”
 
   For a long moment, Colton didn’t speak. But his dark eyes had widened barely perceptibly, taken aback as he was by the outburst from the usually easy-going sergeant. He’d never underestimate his brother’s deadly capabilities, he just wasn’t used to the show of temper. “You done?”
 
   Seemingly defeated, Sam took a deep calming breath and nodded.
 
   “Then go find that Dante guy and make sure he told us everything. I’m gonna go talk to a doctor – find out what the hell’s taking so long.”
 
   A tiny smile tugged at the corner of his brother’s mouth. “You got it, bro.”
 
   ***
 
   At the exact same time that Colton was brushing a gentle kiss against Callie’s temple without caring who saw, as she was about to be wheeled unconscious into an elevator and taken for surgery, Sam was parking up his bike in the club's yard.
 
   It had been a hell of a long night and, in the early morning light, he knew that crashing for even a couple of hours would have felt pretty damn amazing. But he had a job to do – as, by the looks of it, did the prospects who were already opening up the garage workshops.
 
   “Bit early, ain’t it?” he commented, as he strode past on his way to the main clubhouse.
 
   “Gotta take a look at the Vegas bikes before they head out,” Dozer, who actually looked the most awake of any of them, filled in.
 
   Sam stopped in his tracks. “They heading back?”
 
   “Think they're needed at home,” Dozer shrugged. “Can’t have them breakin’ down on the way, ‘specially with just the two of them.”
 
   “Damn straight,” the sergeant nodded, scanning his eye over the little rag-tag workforce. “So no half-assed job, you hear me? And I need to see Chip before they go, so if any of you lot see him in here, you get him to check in with me before you let his ass on a bike. You all got that?”
 
   “Got it, sarge!” Dozer answered for all of them, snapping off a jaunty little salute before tossing a wrench to one of the hangarounds focused on tidying away discarded tools in the corner. “Here, catch – hey, watch it, shithead!”
 
   The latter came as the wrench clattered loudly to the floor, making Sam wince and the others swear as the cringing guy it had been intended for stuck his bandaged right hand under his arm.
 
   “Nice work, Dozy - throw shit at the fucking cripple,” Sam sighed wryly. “What happened to you anyway?”
 
   “Caught it with a chisel,” came the mumbled reply.
 
   “Do I even want to know what you were doing with a chisel? No, don’t even start telling me - I ain’t got time for this crap. Just don’t forget - you see Chip, you give him my message.” And with that, Sam was on his way again. Only something was already whirring in his brain.
 
   Guy grabs for shit with his right hand ... Guy’s right handed ... Wouldn’t use a chisel with his left ... Or would he ...
 
   It seemed like nothing. It probably was nothing. Except for that mumbled response, an uneasy look and a gut feeling. And one tiny detail that had grabbed him, even among the shock of the night’s events.
 
   The pencil. They’d found it on the studio floor, gore over the sharp point. It had to be the pencil that the stunned customer who’d found Callie had blurted out that she’d apparently used to try to defend herself – by jamming it into her attacker’s hand.
 
   His mind reeling, Sam forced himself to keep walking.
 
   ***
 
   


 
   CHAPTER 48
 
   It had been a helluva night, but the early morning light brought no reprieve. For anyone.
 
   Callie’s emergency surgery had been a success – in so far as the long, delicate process to remove the blade brutally embedded in her chest went at least. But then her lung had collapsed. The doctors had been ready for that complication though. What they hadn’t banked on had been finally getting her to recovery, only for her heart to give out under the pressure.
 
   Colton had been there. He’d been in the recovery area all along, since they wouldn’t let him go with her to surgery, pacing the floor as he waited and waited. That first glimpse of her, pale and fragile and hooked up to a dozen machines, had hit him like a punch to the gut. Yet it was nothing compared to the moment - just as he reached for her hand, warily eyeing the iv line – that she crashed right in front of him.
 
   It felt like his own heart had stopped.
 
   Under no other circumstances would he have allowed himself to be shouldered out of the way as he was, or to be bustled from the room and resigned to watching through a window as teams of doctors worked to save his girl. But, with waves of helplessness and anger washing over him again and again, he had known they were the only ones who could do anything to help her.
 
   Dark eyes never leaving her, his hands had pressed against the glass, clenching into fists as the medics shocked Callie’s lifeless body over and over. They’d upped and upped the charge until it racked through her and sent her arching off the bed. Frozen beside him, his back to the window and his head down, Sketch hadn’t been able to even watch. Colton hadn’t blamed him - it had taken him every ounce of restraint he had to keep from storming in and levelling his gun at someone’s head to make them try harder.
 
   There was nothing he could do and he hated how it was twisting him up inside.
 
   “She ain’t even fucking thirty,” Sketch choked out.
 
   The icy fingers of dread that had slipped around Colton’s heart seemed to tighten their grip.
 
   ***
 
   Stood under the steaming hot jet of his shower, Sam braced his hands against the wall and let the water beat down on the back of his neck and his shoulders in a bid to relieve the tension knotting his muscles.
 
   He’d told himself that if the girl died, he’d have no choice but to tell Colton everything he knew but, torn as he was over what to do for the best, he was really hoping it wasn’t going to come to that. And not just because of the hell he knew it would unleash either. Callie was, in his eyes, good for Colt – cute, sure, but also with a real chilled out vibe and yet strong enough to step up for his brother when she was needed. To see her now seemingly paying the price for her connection to him was sickening. Sam knew all too well how hard it was to see someone innocent suffer for the lives lived by him and his brothers.
 
   Avenging her would be Colton’s right and justice needed to be served. But he had a bad feeling that too would come with a price. Hangarounds were a dime a dozen – getting shot of one who’d so cruelly lashed out in cold blood against a girl was nothing to him. Add in that the girl was important to Colt and either one of them would gladly snap his neck without ever losing a beat. What was troubling the sergeant though was the reason behind it all. Why a hangaround would go after Callie ...
 
   So far Sam could only jump to one of two conclusions. He didn’t like either of them.
 
   Shutting off the shower and reaching for a towel, he rubbed it roughly over his hair and then slung it around his waist to return to his room. Once there, he dressed quickly. He hadn’t intended to waste any time and, given the lack of sleep, the shower had only been a compromise to keep him functioning clearly. 
 
   He had some seriously heavy shit to take care of now.
 
   ***
 
   “... so the next forty-eight hours will be critical,” the doctor said, winding up his summary of Callie’s condition to the two men staring back at him, obviously wary over their presence. “Given the seriousness of the situation, family may sit with Calista, but strictly family members only and limited to one person at a time, clear?”
 
   For once, it was left to Colton to be the cool-headed one, relatively speaking at least, and he tramped heavily on Sketch’s foot the minute the tattooist looked like opening his mouth. “One, she prefers Callie,” he growled in correction. “And two, we’re all that girl’s got. We ain’t looking for any trouble, but we ain’t letting her out of our sight. You saw what was done to her, doc.”
 
   “Yes. And no doubt the police will want to take statements from you both--”
 
   “Hang on ...” Colton’s eyes darkened in anger as he glared down at the doctor in his white coat, with his neatly gelled hair and heavy-framed glasses. “You think this is down to us? You think we’d hurt her like that? Leave her bleeding on the floor?”
 
   “What the hell, man?” Sketch added, outraged at even the thought of the accusation. “If we were gonna do that, what the hell would we bring her here for, huh? You tell me that, Mr Med School!”
 
   “Domestic violence has a terrible way of escalating, without anyone even meaning for it to happen ...” the doctor tried, lifting his jaw in determination not to be swayed – but trailing off at the thunderous look on the biker’s face.
 
   “If I wrap my hand round your throat and squeeze ‘til your head pops, you can be damn sure I’ll mean for it to happen,” Colton snarled. But he forced himself to take a step back, as if to put himself out of the way of temptation, and took a deep breath. “Look, I don’t give a fuck what you think of me as long as you help her. I know jack-shit about all this medical stuff – I ain’t gonna question you or get in your way. But I ain’t leaving the girl and that ain’t negotiable, clear?”
 
   The doctor swallowed hard under the intense, black gaze. “Clear.”
 
   ***
 
   “You gonna ask?”
 
   There was no answer, but Sam still knew without turning around that he wasn’t alone. That was why he’d asked the question in the first place. He’d known the minute he’d stepped into the bar of the clubhouse that someone was sat in the darkest corner. Just that feeling of being watched had been the give-away, but the drifting cigar smoke had confirmed it.
 
   “Ask what?”
 
   “How she is?” Sam sighed at the blank look on his president’s face and shook his head. “Tell me I got this wrong then. Tell me this is gonna end with us in the ring – you kicking my ass for doubting you.”
 
   “Jesus, Sam, what’s with you? If I wanted melodrama, I’d get myself an old lady,” Will laughed. But the humour never quite reached his already hardening eyes. “So you gonna spit this shit out or what?”
 
   “We got a guy working out there with a bum hand. Reckon he might have bit off more than he could chew, maybe got himself stuck with a pencil ...”
 
   “A pencil? What kinda pussy whines about a little jab – and what’s he doing with a pencil anyway? Don’t tell me he’s writing poetry?”
 
   Rubbing a weary hand over his face at Will’s flippancy, Sam inwardly braced himself to take the inevitable plunge. “Only gonna ask you once, man, and if you got any respect for me, you ain’t gonna give me any bullshit.”
 
   The president leaned back in his chair and folded his arms behind his head as he regarded his sergeant with an air of nonchalance. “Last time I checked our patches, you were the one owing me the respect, son. But go on.”
 
   Sam chewed on his lip, then met Will’s gaze steadily. “Did you send some hangaround after Callie Delaney?”
 
   “She say that? Let me guess, the little bitch went running scared to Colt with some doe-eyed sob story and the pair of you just lapped it up,” Will rolled his own eyes in impatience. “Frankly, I dunno which one of you I’m more disappointed in. Look, just call it a test of her metal – although, by the sounds of it, not one she passed.”
 
   “You gotta be shitting me!” Sam exploded in anger and disbelief, even as his heart sank into his boots at the enormity of what it all meant. “Have you got any idea what you’ve done, man? I’ve spent all night actually wishing those fucking gangbangers had gone after her!”
 
   “You wanna remember who the fuck you’re talking too?” the president barked, shoving his chair backwards as he rose with enough force to nearly topple it over. “I’m still the one calling the shots round here, Sam. You wanna get yourself in line, brother.” But, despite glaring darkly at the younger man, Will slammed the lid back down on his temper and forced a smile on his face as he shrugged. “Don’t go blowing this outta proportion. So I told Trey to maybe shake the bitch up a little. So what? You’re all so convinced she’s loyal, trustworthy ... I just wanted to see how quick she’d crumble.”
 
   “Not too fucking quick,” Sam said grimly, still hardly able to believe what he was hearing. Although what the man in front of him was capable of really shouldn’t have been any shock to him. “She was the one who rammed that pencil in your boy’s hand. Pity it wasn’t his throat.”
 
   Will’s eyebrows rose at that and he actually chuckled. “Well, well. Looks like the little pussycat got claws.”
 
   “I’d be more worried about the bite of the fucking Rottweiler who’s in love with her.”
 
   “Jesus Christ ...” the president sighed, sounding like he was losing what little patience he had left. “Look, I gotta admit I already kinda realised I may have been wrong about her, so fine - I’ll back off. Okay? She stood up to the feds and to Trey, the background checks were clean, she’s got you two vouching for her ... So I guess we’re good. And sure, she’s a little teary-eyed now, but a dose of whatever passes for TLC between the sheets from Colt and I’m sure she’ll get the fuck over it. Now, we done here? Can I go back to running a goddamn MC or should I go ahead and set up some kinda full-time crèche for you kids?”
 
   “Ain’t gonna cut it, man. Do you even hear yourself? This is all one big game to you ...”
 
   “It ain’t that. It ain’t ever that. But if you’re expecting me to apologise to the little lady, you got a long wait on your hands, buddy,” Will shook his head, as he turned to gather up his pack of cigars and his lighter from the table. “I’ll square things with Colt, but then this shit is done. Besides, it ain’t like there was ever any real threat – sounds like Trey was in more danger than she was.”
 
   “He definitely thought so,” Sam said heavily, something in his tone making the president stop in his tracks. “Dammit, Will, your bullshit little stunt backfired. You ain’t even asked that asshole what happened yet and he’s too dumb to get his ass the hell outta Dodge. Or did you not even tell him who his target was? Forget to mention that she had a connection to one of your own brothers? She fought back, Will – Callie fought back. And that chickenshit little bastard stabbed her. He stabbed her in the fucking chest! I dunno how a little thing like her even made it into surgery, but if she don’t make it out ...”
 
   “That ... That wasn’t the deal,” Will managed, a floored look on his face – even though he quickly squared his shoulders in an attempt at defiance. “That shit ain’t on me.”
 
   “Tell that to Colton.”
 
   “Your loyalty is supposed to be to me,” Will snapped, seeming to lose his grip on the handle he had on his composure. “Not to Colton and not to whatever pussy he’s nailing this week.”
 
   “We go back a helluva long way, man,” Sam said quietly. “But my loyalty? Above everything, it’s to this club. And, all things considered, I don’t think you get to question that.”
 
   “Forget loyalty then - I’m starting to think you ain’t got the balls to be my sergeant,” came the sneer, but it was clearly tinged with desperation and they both knew it. “Taylor, Callie, that tight little redhead ... Guess we know your kryptonite, bro.”
 
   “Lashing out without thinking the second you get it in your head someone’s done you wrong. I guess Taylor really was her father’s daughter. Will, we both know you ain’t been right ever since that all went down – going off half-cocked after Dixie, now this. You’re going to pull this club down with you and I can’t stand by and let it happen,” Sam said. “This shit goes to the table, man. And if you’re still holding the gavel by the end of it, I’ll patch out. Because if that girl dies and Colt comes after you ... I can’t guarantee I’ll stand in his way.”
 
   ***
 
   Critical, but stable. Callie was still fighting, this time caught up in her own internal battle.
 
   With the doctors keeping her sedated, she still hadn’t opened her eyes yet and Colton realised with a jolt just how grateful he would be to finally look into those soft gray eyes again. He and Sketch were taking it in turns to keep watch by her bedside, each hating to give way to the other at half-hourly intervals.
 
   Sketch talked to her, almost constantly. Colton didn’t know what about, just that every time he looked in the window from the corridor, he could see the tattooist’s lips moving. Or maybe he was praying. Sketch was hardly the bible-bashing type, but he did have some kind of belief in a higher power – as attested to by the inked cross with the solar flare etched on the back of his shoulder.
 
   Colton didn’t talk. There was plenty he felt he should say, but he didn’t know where to start. He didn’t pray either. He didn’t figure there was any kind of god who’d listen to the likes of him. Once, he thought he’d felt her fingers flex under his. But the steady rhythm of the machines she was hooked up to never faltered, so he sat back down and tried to stop holding his breath.
 
   He stayed and he watched and he held her hand. And he swore to himself that he’d never let anything like this happen to her again. He’d do whatever it took to keep that vow.
 
   Sketch had already figured out exactly how he could do that. Colton didn’t like it, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t right. If they got her through this, maybe there was only one way to make sure she would be safe.
 
   Drastic times …
 
   ***
 
   


 
   CHAPTER 49
 
   Sitting at the head of the table, Will watched with unseeing eyes as he twisted the gavel in his hands. It was small, but weighty and he’d wielded it for a hell of a long time. For more than thirty years, longer than his daughter had been alive, he’d brought it down on some pretty heavy decisions.
 
   For more than three decades, he’d led his club from the front. He’d made plans, waged war, exacted revenge. He’d ruled with that little wooden gavel, instead of the proverbial rod of iron.
 
   And he’d fucked up.
 
   Admitting it had never been an option before. Even if he wasn’t the goddamn president, he just wasn’t that kind of guy. He didn’t back down, didn’t show weakness. Ever. Changing tack was one thing, shit-storms were fluid situations - everyone understood that. But confessing to being forced into a u-turn? Nuh-uh, not on his watch.
 
   Wiping his hands over his face and scratching his fingers through his beard, he reached for his lighter – some cheap piece of shit since he’d misplaced his Zippo – and turned those same unseeing eyes on the tiny flickering flame as he sparked it up and let it go out, over and over.
 
   Then holding it steady, he dipped a finger in the little lick of fire. He never flinched, but the smell took him back.
 
   FLASHBACK
 
   The acrid smell of burning flesh filled the old warehouse, battling for dominance with the agonised screams of pain. Will blocked it all out. Or at least appeared to in front of his brothers.
 
   He may have lost the vote to take the life of the bitch who betrayed his club but, blood or not, she still had to pay. Not even the softest heart could deny that and his men were the furthest thing from soft. Even those who had opted to spare her. Despite the anger still burning inside him, he knew that.
 
   Banishment would be the alternative. Life-long. She could go wherever she wanted, but she had to get out of the state and stay the hell away from the club. Every charter would be a cold-house as far as she was concerned. No contact, all ties severed. And that would take some ... erasing.
 
   If Colton had been there, he could have simply blacked out her ink. But he wasn’t and Will wasn’t waiting any longer. Any shred of patience he’d had, and it had never been much lately, was gone. So it was either knife or fire. She didn’t get to make the choice.
 
   A patch called Bug - short for Firebug, given his particular proclivities - wielded the blowtorch. Sam, grim-faced and silent, held her down. Will watched him and knew the sergeant was, despite everything, practically biting his tongue off to keep from trying to soothe her. 
 
   Her arm was first. Battle born. The words had been scrawled in delicate, feminine cursive across her inner elbow since the day she turned eighteen. It was ironic really. In the end, she’d live by that mantra much more fully than any of them. Even as outlaws, they had their own moral code - laws to live by. And she’d flown in the face of that, fighting them every step to get her own way.
 
   The screams hadn’t lasted long.
 
   Obliterating the soft skin of the underside of her arm hadn’t taken long, even being as thorough as Bug was. Then, with a slash of a knife and strong hands ripping, her top was torn from the neckline down and her back exposed to reveal the large silver star behind her shoulder. Two blasts of the blowtorch and the crying shrieks escalated, only fading when, slumping forward, she blacked out. Only Sam hauling her lifeless body upright prevented her from smashing her face on the unforgiving concrete floor.
 
   Bug looked to the president for orders.
 
   “Finish it, then get her gone,” Will shrugged, already heading for the double doors. “Dump her ass outside the nearest hospital. She ain’t our problem no more.”
 
   The silence outside under the stars was a relief.
 
   ***
 
   Hours had drifted into days before gray eyes flickered open and quickly closed again against the pain. 
 
   It felt like she’d been hit in the chest by a truck and her throat was too raw to bear swallowing. That sent hazy memories stirring in the clouds of her mind – vague images of briefly waking up to an overwhelming choking sensation, enough to make her panic, before a figure in a white coat had eased a tube from her throat. Ice chips against her lips were the last thing she had been aware of before the blackness washed over her again.
 
   This time though, that almost blissful darkness was slipping further away and leaving only room for the hurt. That and the feel of strong fingers wrapped around hers.
 
   “Callie?” came a rough, tired-sounding voice. “Shit, I think she’s waking up again – go get that fucking doctor back in here. Now!”
 
   More memories. Flooding back this time. Relentlessly. Another figure - one dressed in black. His face hidden as he snarled low threats and curled a hand around her throat. Making it hard to breathe, just like the tube. She’d tried to fight, remembered her attacker’s agonised howl. But the flash of a blade had caught her off-guard ...
 
   She tried to sit up, her hands fisting in the sheets when a fresh sliver of pain lanced through her. The little cry it pulled from her only tore at her already abused throat and added to her suffering. But even that didn’t compare to the cold terror already building inside. Someone had come after her. She didn’t know who, but she knew he would come back. Her heart was racing, thumping hard. Too hard. It hurt to breathe. 
 
   She had to get out, had to get away.
 
   Those strong fingers slipped to her wrists and tightened, making her flail weakly against being held down.
 
   “No, sweetheart, no,” that same voice said, the tiredness replaced by urgency. “Gotta take it easy or you’re gonna pull some of this shit out ... Just lay back, lay back for me. Come on, baby, it’s okay - you’re safe. Promise.”
 
   She stilled. “C-Colton?”
 
   The name came out in a hoarse whisper and she was already slumping back against the pillows with the effort, but the hands that had been holding her drifted to caress her pale face and dark eyes roved over her.
 
   “Callie … Jesus, I ain’t ever been so fucking glad to hear my damn name,” he managed. “I got ya, little girl. I got ya.”
 
   ***
 
   It was hard to remember now that there had once been a time when he’d had it all. The patch, the old lady on his arm, and his little girl on his lap. He’d never chased any of it but, when it found him, he’d fought hard to keep what he had. Maybe that was where he went wrong. He’d closed his hands so tight around what he held dear that he’d crushed the life out of it. Killed it dead and now it was all either gone or slipping away.
 
   His baby daughter outed as a rat and out of his life, as good as dead, his now ex-wife probably screwing around behind some other sap’s back and his club ... threatening to fracture beyond repair. He knew what it said about him as a father and a husband that the latter was the worst of it. 
 
   But the club came first. Always had, always would. That was why he knew he couldn’t let it be torn apart. Not because of him and his blindness.
 
   Sam was right. He’d let Taylor, and her mother before her, twist him up inside until he couldn’t see straight. He’d managed to convince himself that Callie was just like them – manipulative, devious, out for what she could get. And all despite actually liking her at first, thinking she might even be good for one of his most trusted brothers. He’d let his heart overrule his head. What the hell use was a president who did that?
 
   Not that it would be an issue for long.
 
   A knife to the chest, courtesy of that dumb fuck he’d recruited out of desperation. Even if the girl was tougher than she looked, she was still only a little thing and sure as hell wasn’t made of steel. And Sam was right again. If she died, Colton would come after whoever was responsible. Even if she didn’t, he would still come.
 
   Dragging on the cigar he’d lit absently, Will tilted his head back and exhaled a long, slow stream of fragrant smoke before breathing it back in through his nose. He couldn’t blame the man, but he couldn’t let it happen. Not to save his own skin though, no matter how it sounded. But he could see with absolute clarity how it would all play out – how his death at the hands of a brother would rip the club he’d worked so hard to keep whole, wide open. And a wound like that would never heal.
 
   With the cigar clamped between his teeth, he pulled his gun from its holster and eyed it as the pieces of his only solution slowly slid into place in his mind. 
 
   Once more, he’d do what was needed. For his club.
 
   ***
 
   She wasn’t out of the woods by a long shot, but a corner had been turned. The danger was no longer immediate and the iron band that had wrapped itself around Colton’s chest eased up just a fraction. 
 
   He didn’t give a shit if it was frowned upon, he’d given up on the chair by her bed in favour of toeing off his boots and easing himself down beside her. Taking every care to make sure he wasn’t risking pulling out an IV or adding to her pain, he let his body practically cradle hers, propped on one elbow to watch over her as she slept again. He needed the closeness and it just wasn’t enough to settle for holding her hand.
 
   He’d been convinced he was losing her. He’d never forget how that felt.
 
   She stirred in her sleep, tension written over her face as she whimpered, but didn’t wake.
 
   “Easy, girl,” he said, keeping his voice low and as calm as he could, given the waves of anger that still kept hitting him every time he was reminded of what she’d been put through. His hand soothed gently over her hair and down her arm to her hip. “Just me. Ain’t no one gonna hurt you. I’m staying right here ...”
 
   Although she settled back down into a deeper sleep, he sighed guiltily at the blatant lie. He wasn’t staying. He couldn’t. Now he knew he wasn’t seconds from watching her slip away from him, there was something he had to take care of – something that wouldn’t keep.
 
   But for just a little bit longer, he was sticking close. Making the most of her while he could, before Sketch prepared to try putting her on that plane as soon as she was fit to travel – and before he prepared to let him.
 
   ***
 
   “Sam ... What you doin’ here, man?”
 
   “What’s with the jumpy greeting, dude?” the sergeant asked, an easy-going smile on his face as he stood on the doorstep of the dingy little house. “You expecting someone else?”
 
   “N-no,” came the stammered response. “Uh, you wanna come in? I ain’t exactly keeping a palace here ...”
 
   “So I see.” 
 
   Stepping over the threshold, the biker lowered the hood of his dark sweatshirt and shouldered his way past his reluctant host, making his way into a tiny living room littered with pizza boxes and empty beer cans. “Guess we keep you too busy cleaning up round the garage, Trey,” he commented, giving a stack of the boxes a light kick with the toe of his boot. “Not exactly domesticated, are ya?”
 
   “Need to ... get myself an old lady, I guess,” the hangaround said, trying an uneasy smile.
 
   “I’d settle for a cleaner. I hear they’re cheaper. How’s the hand?”
 
   “Huh? Oh ... Uh, fine, I guess. Teach me to be more careful ...” he said, clutching the injury to his chest and looking down at it - missing the look that crossed Sam’s face.
 
   “How deep did it go?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “The chisel,” Sam shrugged patiently. “How deep did it go? It ain’t a through-and-through, is it? ‘Cause you know who you should show if it is? Colton. Dude loves shit like that. Hey, you could make it a party trick – shoving shit in there, ya know? Like ... fuck, I dunno ... a pencil?”
 
   He hadn’t expected it to be so easy. But, as if it were the magic word, one mention of that goddamn pencil and those eyes were widening, the face paling and then the babbling started. Sam’s hand shot out and wrapped around his throat. He might have felt almost sorry for the poor bastard who'd only been following orders and was probably shit-scared of refusing, but he'd still stabbed that pretty little blonde ...
 
   “Shut the fuck up,” the sergeant seethed darkly. “I know exactly how this fucked-up shit went down, I don’t need to hear your excuses, you pathetic little runt. Scare you, did she? The little girl with a fucking pencil?”
 
   “I ... I didn’t mean to! She ... she attacked me – but I never meant to really hurt her. You gotta believe me!”
 
   “I don’t gotta do anything. And trust me, I’m saving your ass here. Probably literally. ‘Cause if Colt had got to you first, he’d be shoving his knife in every hole you got. And a few you don’t.”
 
   “You ... You’re saving me? Jesus Christ. I ... I dunno what to say. Shit. I mean, th-thank you. I’ll do whatever you want, I’ll make sure you don’t regret it, I’ll--”
 
   Sam’s arm snaked around the back of his head even while he was speaking and Trey never even guessed what was coming, as one hard jerk and a sharp crack sent him lifeless to the floor.
 
   “You’re welcome.”
 
   ***
 
   


 
   CHAPTER 50
 
   He was no fucking coward. He knew there would be whisperings, maybe even more than that. But he knew it made sense and that was all that mattered. Besides, he’d pictured himself ending up like Taylor – with the golden eagle on his back distorted under layers of scar tissue – and his damn pride had decided this was the lesser evil.
 
   Even now though, while he knew he’d fucked up over Callie, he was still clinging stubbornly to the unshakable fact that his intentions had been pure.
 
   He hadn’t been looking to straight up kill her and he hadn’t gone looking for gratuitous violence against her. Just enough to test her mettle and make sure she wasn’t a risk to his club.That was all he’d needed. That was a president’s job after all. 
 
   All the rest was white noise now. An unforeseen curveball. He was a leader – he wasn’t a goddamn psychic.
 
   But he wasn’t denying he’d gotten it wrong and catastrophically so, as far as the future of the club was concerned. But righting wrongs was in his job description, so no sweat. This was on him and he accepted that.
 
   This wasn’t about him denying Colton vengeance, taking the easy way out. This was just him putting his faith in the right people for a change. Turning to some hangaround had been a big error of judgement. He knew the men he could trust, and had known it for more years than he cared to think about.
 
   So he should have trusted them when it came to the girl, just like he was trusting them to pick up the pieces.
 
   Colton was every inch a soldier. Sam was smarter than anyone else gave him credit for. They’d get it in the end. And the end was finally just over the horizon. It had been a hell of a long journey.
 
   “Battle born,” Will murmured, stubbing out his cigar. “Guess I'm just battle weary.”
 
   And with his cut neatly folded on the table beside the gavel, the president’s patch cut off ready for the next man to step up, he leaned back and closed his eyes. The steel was cool against his temple.
 
   He smiled. 
 
   And pulled the trigger.
 
   ***
 
   


 
   Epilogue
 
   "Thought I'd let you go without saying goodbye, huh?"
 
   "Colton ..." Callie simply dropped her bag and let herself be wrapped up tight in his waiting arms. She hadn't seen him in weeks – since after Will's funeral in fact - and, throwing her better judgement to the wind, she gave in to the urge to kiss him and got no protest in return.
 
   With one hand sliding dangerously low on her back, the other buried in her hair, Colton seemed to put everything into that last kiss as he all but crushed her to his chest. And, practically melting into him, for one crazy moment she thought of ripping up her plane ticket right there.
 
   But Casey was depending on her. Between juggling his family - complete with a newborn who'd arrived three weeks early - and preparing to launch his new project, the guy was nearing the end of his rope. Not to mention desperate to see her after everything he'd had to be filled in on from thousands of miles away.
 
   Besides, the contracts were already signed with Sketch's blessing. She was officially on the books at the newest branch of Addiction and her new colleagues, not to mention a camera crew, were waiting for her.
 
   "What if I told you ... What if I asked you to stay?" Colton said, when they finally broke apart. His voice was even gruffer than usual and he kept her close, his arms around her waist and hers around his shoulders, their foreheads resting against each other as he looked into her eyes.
 
   "I don't think I could ever say no to you," she said, her hand sliding to his cheek with her confession. She smiled ruefully as he turned his head to press a kiss into her palm. "But ... I think I have to do this, Colt."
 
   Those dark eyes seemed blacker than ever, but the lips that sought hers out again were unexpectedly gentle - their earlier fire doused by an awareness of the reality they were facing. Or maybe by her tears.
 
   "Only girl I ever really gave a shit about and you're running out on me," Colton said, cupping her face in his hands to wipe away the tears with his thumbs. But, even as the sound of a tannoy announcement forced him to look up for a second, she thought he understood. "That's your flight they're calling, kid."
 
   "What? But it's too soon!" Callie exclaimed, suddenly flustered now that it was really happening and he was right there in front of her. She hadn't figured for him being there when the moment actually came. "Colt, I'm not ready ... I don't think I can ..."
 
   "Don't reckon there's anything you can't do," he said, managing a rare grin as he reached for her bag and pushed it towards her. His last kiss was hard, but all too brief. "Go on – go conquer the fucking world, darlin'."
 
   She didn't know what to say. There was only one response that seemed at once both infinitely right and totally wrong. He had to know what was racing through her mind though, simply because he always had.
 
   Slinging her bag over her shoulder, Callie took a deep breath and a step towards the gateway - before turning and throwing herself back into Colton's inked arms to hug him tightly and press a tearful kiss to his cheek. "I ... Take care of yourself, Colt," she whispered, her voice choked with emotion.
 
   And then she was gone.
 
   ***
 
   Back at the clubhouse, Colton watched the dark amber liquid swirl in his shot glass before knocking it back and pouring a refill from the bottle he'd procured from behind the bar on his return from the airport.
 
   He'd taken the scenic route home, not caring about the view, just wanting to prolong the inevitable - walking back through that door without her, knowing that he'd let her be the one that got away. Knowing that he hadn't said the words that would have made her stay.
 
   He'd spent so long shying from it and yet he now knew that all it meant was something you couldn't live without, something you needed. And there were some things he couldn't imagine not having in his life – the club, his brothers, his bike ... and her.
 
   Dealing with the whole truth of what had happened to Callie had been rough and it had taken a hell of a lot of restraint not to turn his anger on Sam. With both the man who'd stabbed her and the one who'd orchestrated it, however inadvertently, dead and gone and neither by his hand ... That had left him with a lot of pent-up frustrations and no one to take them out on. He wasn't over it yet, wouldn't get his head round it for a long time.
 
   But in the meantime, they had a club in crisis to keep whole and the only people who knew the full extent of the damage were him, Sam, Johnny and Gunn. Keeping the mother charter president out of the loop was never going to be an option. The rest of them though, they were better off in the dark.
 
   They'd taken it one step at a time, holding the funeral off as long as they could to buy some thinking time. If he'd had his way, a shallow grave would have replaced the usual glossy black coffin and all the trappings. But that would have raised too many questions, so instead he'd been forced to wrestle the rage down and lock it up tight.
 
   The vote for a new president would wait until the dust had settled. Johnny and Sam were holding shit together until then. Brothers were still reeling from the shock of Will's passing and the mystery shrouding his final hours wasn't helping. Long-term, it'd probably all come tumbling out eventually. For now, they didn't need that kind of loss of faith in the man who'd led and influenced them for so long. Even if he was gone.
 
   Colton’s shoulders slumped as he drank, and the memory of the weight of that coffin came flooding back. It had been a hell of a burden to bear, for all the wrong reasons, and Sam had watched him like the ticking time-bomb even he knew himself that he was. But he'd gotten through it, in the end.
 
   That night, barely out of hospital a week, still hurting and all too aware of what her future held – what they'd conspired while she healed - Callie had come to him.
 
   He'd meant to send her away. Delaying the inevitable was just making it harder on them both and she was recovering from a brutal attack and major surgery, all because of her connection to him. He still couldn't stand that and didn't know how she could either. He'd meant to send her away.
 
   But he'd always been a selfish bastard when it came to her and the prospect of one more night with her in his arms had been too much to pass up. And all night, they'd been content to lay like that in his bed - him staring up at the ceiling in the darkness, her face nuzzled against his neck. While she was there, the noise in his head was a little quieter.
 
   Once more, she'd saved him.
 
   Before, it hadn't even been just from that bullet, back in what felt like another lifetime. Even setting that aside, she'd given him something to hold onto that was just his - a reason not to get lost in all the shit out there. And now, instead of telling her, he'd let her walk away. He'd let her go.
 
   There wasn't enough whiskey in the world.
 
   ***
 
   The sound of boots clumping across the clubhouse drew his attention. Although it felt like every charter in the northern hemisphere had passed through lately, a rare lull had fallen and was there to be broken. But a glance revealed only Sam and Colton silently turned his gaze back to his glass, at least in the second before his double-take. The sergeant, as he pulled up a chair, looked even more like shit than he had of late.
 
   "Got a knock on the door at 2am," Sam said flatly, raking a hand through the spikes of his hair in distraction. "Not that I was asleep anyway."
 
   Colton waited for more, watching as the fidgeting hands wiped over an exhausted face and then fumbled through pockets, hunting for something and coming up with a nearly empty pack of smokes.
 
   "Just opened the door in the dark and shoved my gun in someone's face," came the mumble around an unlit cigarette, as the hands searched again and retrieved a lighter. "Didn't even give a shit if it was the damn cops."
 
   Colton eventually returned his attention to his glass when nothing more seemed to be forthcoming. "And was it?" he asked finally, not looking up as he swirled what remained of the amber liquid in slow circles.
 
   Sam managed a laugh and shook his head as he exhaled. "Nah. That it was not, brother," he said. "It was Taylor. Stood right there on my doorstep. Taylor.”
 
   Colton slowly met his brother's conflicted eyes and Sam nodded, a humourless smile tugging the corner of his mouth upwards. “Yup. With a couple of bags at her feet and a baby in her arms. Blonde hair, blue eyes, just about a year old. She says he's mine."
 
   And, lost for anything meaningful to say, Colton did the only thing he could - handed over the bottle.
 
   Goddamn women. There wasn't enough whiskey in the world.
 
   ***
 
   She’d have killed for a whiskey, but with the combination of the long-haul flight and the painkillers she was still having to take, it probably wasn’t the smart thing to do.
 
   But the cabin pressure was making her throat dry and Callie knew she wouldn't be able to concentrate on even the most mindless of magazines, not with everything jamming up her brain. The thought of hours in this confined space was already making her beyond edgy. Hours of what was lost, what ifs and what could have beens. And through it all, the memory of that last kiss so raw and real she could still feel it.
 
   Thinking that the pretence of reading would at least prevent the need for making polite conversation with any of her fellow Row 32H passengers, she reached for the bag stowed obediently under the seat in front. Unzipping it and reaching inside, trying to ignore the ache that made it feel distinctly like her heart had somehow lodged itself in her throat, her fingers brushed something she immediately knew hadn't been there when she’d packed.
 
   Briefly wondering what it meant for her inadvertent lies to the mandatory did-you-pack-this-bag-yourself and did-you-leave-it-unattended inquisition, she pulled the envelope out and turned it over in her hands. Her curiosity was only further sparked when she noted her name scrawled on the front in familiar writing.
 
   Sliding her finger under the flap, she carefully tore open the envelope and pulled out the piece of paper inside. Her eyes widened as she unfolded it, fresh tears welling up to cloud her vision.
 
   A black ink sketch of a phoenix, signed with only two words.
 
   One day ...
 
   THE END
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