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CHAPTER ONE
 
    
 
   The drummer clicked his wooden mallets together. The sound was exciting, driven—almost nostalgic. Gloria’s mind instantly switched off. She tuned out the sound of the people around her, the crowd continuing to talk over the sounds of the speakers ticking away waiting for output. She knows the audience. As soon as she opened her cherry-red lips, they would stop. Their eyes and their attention would once again be heard. 
 
    
 
   Most of the crowd at Jackman’s Tavern was Saturday regulars; the seats full with beer and whiskey drinkers, their cups and pitchers almost overflowing as they took their places like children at their school desks. The strong, vibrating pitch of the guitar strings called them to attention as they turned in their chairs and swiveled on their barstools to catch a glimpse at the act standing on the black wooden platform. 
 
    
 
   Gloria was center stage. While most singers in a band would hate to admit out loud that they were the star of the group, Gloria had no problem with taking on that role. After all, no one could really deny that she was beyond talented. Some would even say “blessed.” Gloria typically responded to that compliment by saying that she was who she was, and she was a singer. 
 
    
 
   Her deep, husky voice had made it more or less impossible to be a pop singer, but the way she could bend her notes into a growl or curl her lips to let out a wolf-like howl when the tune required it gave her a style all her own. Half of the time, she didn’t even need a microphone; her voice would boom on its own enough to rise above the rest of her bandmates. It was the voice of pain—of passion—of her soul.
 
    
 
   Gloria never sang of love. It was hard to sound genuine when romance was literally the last thing on her mind. Instead, she chose to sing covers of songs about heartbreak, anger, and jealousy. When she was in the mood, when was really hot and bothered, she would sing songs about longing -- the kind that made every inch of your body pulsate and burn. She was insatiable and untamable, but her voice and the way she transformed into a siren leading her motorcycle man to the fray could trick anyone listening into thinking she was worth the effort. 
 
    
 
   The regulars that came to hear her sing, the ones who demanded she be on stage every Tuesday, Friday, and Saturday, they ate it up. Her persona, her music choices, and the way she just let it out were food for them. It kept them sated and satisfied. And it drove the bar’s numbers up every single week. 
 
    
 
   Really, the appeal of her voice made sense to Gloria. Almost everyone in this bar was fighting through, or with, something big. Jackman’s Tavern was not the place you went to celebrate a birthday or to take your kid out for their first drink. It certainly was not the spot you brought a first date, or even a one-night stand. The tavern was the kind of bar that you went because you had nowhere else to go in the world. It was there, it was cheap, and it was dark. That is all that really matters when you decide to walk through the doors. 
 
    
 
   If you had other, less sinister motives or simply needed some place happy to go, a bar where the bartender would acknowledge you or serve you your frilly drink of choice, you would probably not even notice Jackman’s. It was just another dump, a hole-in-the wall, a dive bar (at best). No one but those in the know would pay it anymore than a passing glance and a sigh of disapproval. 
 
    
 
   Jackman’s was known for its darkness. It wasn’t just in the way the bartenders addressed their patrons with indifference, if not intolerance, or how Gloria and the other band members never took requests or played anything that sounded like it could be even remotely joyful. It was also in its appearance. Jackman’s Tavern had the kind of darkness that took over the smoky leather decor and red velvet booth chairs. The smoky smell of stale cigarettes and musky men just added to the richness.  
 
    
 
   Gloria knew how to work the black and red room. She could watch the faces of the men and few women littering the vinyl seats and simply know if she had made an impression. But more so, she could see their pain, their addictions, and occasionally even their pleasures. Standing center stage, decked out in the bright white lights of the simple stage setup, she had the perfect vantage point of the lay of the land. And she knew she could use her physical position and her admiration as just another way to feed into her second naturally given gift -- harboring secrets. 
 
    
 
   That was Gloria’s second job at Jackman’s Tavern. She didn’t just make her money singing. In this world, that wouldn’t be possible, even with her talent and the following she had made for herself. No, she needed something to pay the bills and her nightly bar tab. So, as Gloria looked out on the familiar faces, she took count of the men and women she knew something about and what was owed to her for not telling. 
 
    
 
   It was a profitable business, at least tonight. There were cheaters, lots and lots of cheaters. Men with wandering eyes, hands, and other body parts seemed to be the biggest benefactors of her paydays. Once they were caught, they became almost miserable desperate to keep their secrets to the grave, even if that meant paying a monthly “fee” for storage. 
 
    
 
   On top of the cheaters were the drug users and their salesmen. The drug users were pretty pathetic, at least to Gloria. They never had much, if anything, left for her. She often forgave their debts and let them slide. After all, when it became that bad, there was not a wife or a family member in sight to really pawn that secret off. Eventually, those all fell through. Though, on occasions, she had one or two big name men, men who were committed to sobriety, fall through the cracks. She allowed them to keep up the rouse long enough until they fell down the totem pole once more. 
 
    
 
   Their dealers, on the other hand, were prime pickings. They were not so easily caught. Most had a system made up of code words, secret drop locations, and meeting spots that were hard to figure out. Plus, they were the more dangerous kind. Their desperation was not that their loving, devoted spouse would find out or that their secret would be revealed. No, they were worried about jail time. And most of the men and women in Jackman’s Tavern knew what to be behind bars for an extended period of time meant. No one ever wanted to go back, and they would do just about anything to keep it that way.
 
    
 
   When Gloria turned her first secret, she pulled it out on the wrong man. Carl was a known drug dealer. Everyone in Jackman’s went to him for pills, smokes, needles… you name it. He made big time money off of it, and Gloria was desperate to get into his business and make some profit off of him. But Carl was smarter, more experienced than she was. 
 
    
 
   One evening, as she packed her guitar up and untangled the mess of microphone and speaker wires, she planted herself next to Carl’s table. He talked to a man next to him about a gal named Jenna. He kept saying her name over and over again. It was, “I’m gonna pick up Jenna next week,” and “I’ll have her by Tuesday.” Gloria caught on quick and quickly determined the details of the who, what, when, where from the rest of his vague clues. The spark was ignited. 
 
    
 
   She cornered Carl later that evening as he snuck out the backdoor for a smoke. It was just the two of them standing out in the cold, dark winter’s night. The bright yellow light flickered high above them as power lazily pulsed through it. Being new to this, Gloria was not exactly sure how to begin, so she went with the blunt approach. As she lazily leaned against the light pole, her jacket open just a hair to expose her bronze chest, she spoke boldly, confidently, “It’s a shame you won’t be movin’ much next week.” 
 
    
 
   He eyed her suspiciously. He had seen her before, but, to him, she was just another tavern slut not worthy of his attention. But, going by the way she talked, she obviously had something she needed to say to him that was more than just a come on or a plea for some of his merchandise. He put out his cigarette and turned towards her, walking closer to where she stood. “The fuck did you say to me?” he bellowed.
 
    
 
   Gloria exhaled. There was no turning back for her now. She stared at him bold-facedly and snarled, “I said, it’s a shame you won’t be movin’ much next week. Y’know, bein’ in jail an’ all.” 
 
    
 
   “Why you think I’d be in jail, little girl?” he sneered.
 
    
 
   “‘Cause I know your secret, and I ain’t afraid of sharin’ it—’specially with that cop over there. I’m sure he’d be interested in havin’ a li’l chat with you.” Gloria pointed to an empty white police car that was nearly permanently parked in the abandoned shopping area outside the tavern parking lot. It was always supposed to be some idle threat to the patrons, but it was more of a longstanding joke. She hoped Carl was one of the few who hadn’t caught on to it.  
 
    
 
   Carl laughed loudly as he took another step closer to her. His hands rested in his baggy jean pockets. “Lady, you must be new ‘round here. Ev’rybody knows I sell. But ain’t gonna do ya no good if you don’t got proof.”
 
    
 
   She smiled sardonically. “C’mon, boy. You’re pickin’ up rocks from a quarry worker over by Landcaster’s on Wednesday night. That’s enough to make a cop bust down your business easy.”
 
    
 
   His eyes narrowed as he tried to make out her features. She was bold; he couldn’t deny that. But she was also stupid if she thought she would be able to take him down. He backed away a bit from her, contemplating his next moves. As the two waited in silence under the pale flickering light, Gloria knew she could not be alone with this man for too long. He was obviously hesitating, but hesitating was never good when trying to convince a man of what he was to do. A man that would pay was quick and made snap decisions to keep the secret quiet. Carl, on the other hand, looked as if there were more options she had not thought of. 
 
    
 
   As she began to walk towards the end of the parking lot, she heard him huff behind her. “You fuckin’ bitch,” he called, “where the fuck you think you’re goin’?”
 
    
 
   She spun on her high-heeled black boot, turning to face him once more. “Ain’t none of your goddamn business,” she said, trying her best not to sound too aggressive.
 
    
 
   “You ain’t got shit on me, do ya?” he chuckled.
 
    
 
   “You don’t believe that,” she mused. “If you did, you would’ve walked back into that bar, laughin’ in my face. So, way I see it, you can play my game and keep it quiet, or you just see all that I know when I go talking.” 
 
    
 
   “I don’t pay snitches—or bitches. Seems t’ me you’re both.” 
 
    
 
   “I’m not a snitch,” she snarled, “just a girl looking to put some money in my pocket—an’ I know you got plenty.” 
 
    
 
   She slowly walked towards him as he stood in silence, a look of disbelief coming over his darkened features. As she got within breathing distance, she reached out her tiny hand and bravely touched the lapels of his black button down shirt, pushing her palms against his chest and the weight of her body against his. She lowered her voice into a slight whisper as she made her offer. “I’ll give you two hundred bucks a month, and I’ll let you pick up your stash on Tuesday or whatever day you please. The only ones that have to know are your friends at the quarry, you, and me” 
 
    
 
   She stood so close to him that she could feel his heartbeat racing under her hands and how his body slightly swayed at her touch. She was danger and he had underestimated her. He placed his hand upon her hip, the other still resting in the pocket as he drew her in closer. His breath reeked of whiskey against her hot skin. She did not dare to breathe just in case he pulled away. The way he rubbed his hands up and down the line of her body told her enough. She was winning. 
 
    
 
   At least, so she thought. She had not seen the bulge in his pocket or how his right hand never left. Even when he pulled out the small switchblade, she had not noticed the blue handle’s glean in the light or the flash of the blade as it reflected off of the light post. All Gloria felt was his hand, the one that rested on her low hip push her aside as she spun away and on to the ground. 
 
    
 
   The cool grass and concrete beneath her allowed her to roll over a bit as she watched him walk away, cleaning the knife on his jeans. She moved her hand to a sore spot on her side, right underneath her ribcage. Red liquid trickled out onto her black shirt and dress. She pushed her hand into the wound, hoping it would stop soon as she lifted herself off the ground and headed towards her car. 
 
    
 
   Luckily for Gloria, the wound wasn’t deep enough to kill her—it had just been a warning shot. It left her with a scar that ran the length of her left side and a healthy fear of getting too close to the fire. But like a moth to a flame, it was not long until she got the courage to start her secret keeping for profit once again. This time, she started small with a couple of dirty cheaters, a pickpocketer, a motorcycle club member. It would be months before she worked herself back up to the men that truly scared her and made her think twice. Now she was practically fearless. It took a real glimpse of death to scare off Gloria from adding a new secret to find to her bank. And tonight, Gloria was on the hunt.
 
  
 
  



[bookmark: h.fqub5ss4c1ed]CHAPTER TWO
 
    
 
   The music stopped as the band took a quick bow. Gloria, of course, led the way as the men backing her began to quickly pack up their gear into their black cases. Already, her drummer had made a quick exit towards the door to load up the van with anything valuable. The whole band had learned to never leave their gear out at Jackman’s Tavern without it being somewhere locked and relatively safe. 
 
    
 
   As Gloria took her curtain call, giving the crowd one last wistful wave of acknowledgement, her guitarist, Jordan, offered his hand out to her to assist her as she took the treacherous step down the stage. He was a sweet kid. Totally out of place at a dump like this bar with his clean-shaven face, his dusty blonde hair, and his ever present smile. Gloria loved that about him. He was like the kid brother she never knew instead of just some twenty-one year old with a good ear for rhythm and blues guitar picking. 
 
    
 
   Gloria, of course, knew that was not really Jordan LaDonna of Dixon. He was Jay Miller of Spokane and he was running from an abusive father. She had heard him talking to his mom on his phone one night after his first solo show at Jackman’s Tavern. He was apologizing for taking his daddy’s wallet and stealing the credit cards before running off. He had left her in a tough spot, he knew. So he did the only thing he thought he could do. He begged her to get out like him. 
 
    
 
   Gloria listened to the painful conversation from her darkened corner as she put the story together in her head. The way he kept calling her “mama” and promising that life would be much better without the bastard was endearing and sincere, nothing like she had ever heard before. But he was smarter than Gloria had given him credit for. Although he protested and insisted, he stopped short at telling the woman on the other line exactly where he was or what he was doing to stay afloat. That would have been too much information, and after living with that for so long, he knew he could not trust his mom to keep his secret from his irate father. 
 
    
 
   When Gloria discovered who he was, she did something she had never done before with one of her potential clients: she took pity on him. Instead of blackmailing him for money, she gave him a place to stay in the basement of her apartment. He paid her off by playing in the band at her regular shows and occasionally running errands for her when she needed a bit more information. His innocent good looks had made him invaluable to her.     
 
    
 
   That night, the both of them had extra work to do. While Gloria did a bit of recon in search of new clients, Jordan was to collect her payments via envelopes. It was their typical Saturday night routine, and Jordan was pretty confident in how best to go about playing repo man to her spy games. He had done this plenty of times in the past, and Gloria had total faith in his ability to get the job done safely and efficiently. 
 
    
 
   As soon as the two finished packing up with the rest of the backing band, Jordan took his place at the corner of the bar, sipping a beer his fake ID had bought him. Gloria, instead, made rounds. Her routine was to sit with a friendly customer or two until, shooting the breeze about whatever was on their mind, while she scanned the room looking for marks. 
 
    
 
   The first table she sat at was occupied by Prince and Carol. They were a rough and tumble kind of couple. Riding, drinking, and general misbehavior had aged them horribly. But they were kind and always eager to let Gloria join them at their empty seats. After all, no one else was really interested in talking to the two washed-off road junkies. But Gloria took pity. They weren’t worth much to her in terms of secrets or plots, but they did make a good excuse to linger. 
 
    
 
   Tonight, they were talking about the two rival motorcycle gangs that had seemed to pop up overnight. The Road Devils had always been around, lurking in the shadows. The members were thinning though under new leadership, at least according to Prince who had what he called “connections.” Now Prince was worried about the younger gang, the Black Horsemen, who were creating hell for other riders who were not affiliated or who refused to pledge some kind of loyalty. Carol lamented how long it had been since she was able to ride with Prince out of fear they would come after the couple. 
 
    
 
   Gloria rolled her eyes. She had heard of the Black Horsemen and she certainly knew of the Road Devils, but she sincerely doubted that either would be finding anything attractive about Prince and Carol. Still, the couple continued on, making plans for how they could go on their yearly retreat up to Fort Bennett for their annual shows and parades. Gloria tuned them out when they began talking early morning escape routes that would keep them far away from the club’s headquarters. 
 
    
 
   Instead, she took a moment to survey what was happening around her. Kiddy corner from her seat was a table of young men, all in their early twenties. Bar flies, girls who purposefully hit men up for free drinks and a ride home, were perched on each of the three men’s knees. Their arms draped around their necks as they rocked back and forth in insincere laughter. Gloria could not spot one wedding ring in the group and their ability to fall for such an easy trick meant they probably had nothing worth selling. 
 
    
 
   Directly behind Gloria was Calvin Smith. He was always an interesting character. She knew he had secrets, but he was not the one to share it or give them away, even with a bit of liquor or a flash of her bare, silk stocking leg. Still, tonight she listened to him as he took a call on his black cell. 
 
    
 
   His mouth covered the receiver, but Gloria was sitting so close to him, she could still make out the muffled sound of his voice as he urgently said, “You best not be lying to me, Junior. You either did it or you didn’t. I ain’t coming all the way up to Jackson ‘less it’s for a good cause.”  The voice on the other line sounded desperate, at least from what Gloria could make out. A young voice was talking fast and cursing up a storm. Something was going down. 
 
    
 
   Calvin cut the young man off to ask, “Why in the fuck would you do somethin’ so stupid? You wanna get yourself killed? Make your momma bury her baby boy? How many fuckin’ times have I told you not to get messed up in them clubs? How many times? Christ. They gonna find out—and they gonna come for you. But they ain’t gonna find you, so they gonna come for us. You want that on your conscience?”
 
    
 
   There was another pause, another sound of almost cries. Calvin’s body broke down as he slumped into his chair. Gloria could see the veins in the back of his neck pulsating with stress and anxiety. She hated to see a father like this. Her own daddy would have died if she had gotten herself mixed up in something as big and as dangerous as a motorcycle club. But she also knew that her dad would have reacted the same way as Calvin’s. He would have fought through hell to get his baby out of danger. 
 
    
 
   Calvin sighed, out of energy to lecture any further. After asking where he could find his son, he replied, “Okay. I’ll meet you at the Jackson bus depot tonight at two. Don’t bring much, or they’ll think you ran. Just grab some clothes and your money. Leave your bike; we’ll figure out what to do with it later.” 
 
    
 
   Ripples of excitement sent Gloria over the edge. She loved the thrill of finding out new information. And by the way Calvin talked, spitting anger and fire at his son, she knew he was about to become a gold mine. No one would just let that secret get out. She just needed a bit more information.     
 
    
 
   She turned her attention back to her seat companions. Prince and Carol were still yammering on about the damn retreat. Gloria cleared her throat as she leaned over and whispered to the two, “You two ever rode into Jackson?” 
 
    
 
   “Yes ma’am. Cute town. Lots of good antiquing.” Carol was showing her age. No true biker would mention hitting up antique shops unless there were goods to be lifted. 
 
    
 
   “Really,” Gloria played it coy. “I always thought Jackson was dangerous for bikers with the club and all... What’s their name again?” 
 
    
 
   Prince thought about it, using his forefingers to tap against his head. After a moment he said, “Ya know, I’m not sure. I think that’s where the Black Horsemen got their start actually, but I haven’t heard much about any other gangs. You think they’re taking over Jackson?” 
 
    
 
   “Dunno. Just a rumor, I guess.” Gloria made a match. No wonder Calvin was afraid. If Junior got mixed up in the Horsemen, he had every reason to be afraid. Gloria stood, turning towards Jordan who was sitting at the bar still, “Y’all excuse me a sec. I think I’m gonna go buy my guitar player a drink.”
 
    
 
   She walked off quickly as she took the seat nearest to Jordan and ordered a vodka tonic. His guitar bag, which was strapped to the side of his chair, was filling up quickly with envelopes. 
 
    
 
   “How we doin’ tonight?” Gloria asked. 
 
    
 
   “All right. Two to go. They’ve got half an hour to show. Usual suspects.” Jordan didn’t even glance at her. It was part of the act. They couldn’t look too involved or it would be suspicious to those not in the know.
 
    
 
   “Give it some time. They always show. In the meantime, I need you to help a gal out. Who do we know in the Black Horsemen? Anyone on the list?”
 
    
 
   Jordan looked down at his hands, racking his brain for names. “No one I know of, but Casey may know.” Casey was the bartender Jordan had had his eyes on for nearly a month now. She was a shameful gossip, terrible at secret keeping. Her ability to just spit out any information when asked gave Jordan the perfect opportunity to pay her a visit. 
 
    
 
   “Go find out for me. See if she knows anything about Calvin’s boy, Junior. I think we may have come into something good.” With that, she took her drink and slipped off the stool. She made her way to a leather booth in the corner as she watched Jordan flag down the perky redhead behind the bar and began chatting with her. She smiled brightly, almost naïvely at him. 
 
    
 
   Gloria couldn’t help but remark at what a cute couple they would be if he had the balls to make a move. Plus, she knew bartenders made for the best sources. Drunks always talked when over-served.
 
    
 
   After a long moment, Jordan took the last sip of his drink and walked to Gloria’s booth. He had a devilish grin on his youthful face. “So it seems Calvin’s son has a dark side. He’s been with the Horsemen for a couple weeks now up in Jackson. What Casey knew sounded like he used to be a seller for the Devils and now they’re after him.” 
 
    
 
   Gloria smiled brightly as she scooted out of the leather booth and walked towards the back door that led to the parking lot. She exclaimed, “I could kiss you right now…but I’ll let Casey do that.”
 
    
 
   The parking lot was as packed as the bar. Mostly black trucks, it was hard to guess just what Calvin was driving. So, she chose to stand against the building, within earshot of the people exiting or entering the front door. She couldn’t really miss him from her vantage point, and within minutes of her standing outside, he walked past her in a rush. She ran a bit to catch up with him as he took out the keys and fumbled to open the beat up doors on his pickup. 
 
    
 
   She cleared her throat loudly enough to get his attention. As he looked her way, she said, “Headin’ to Jackson?” 
 
    
 
   “How’d you know?” His eyes opened widely in recognition. 
 
    
 
   Gloria casually leaned against the truck’s bed, “It’s my job to know. It’s your job to keep your boy safe. Can’t do that if the Devils know where he is and how to get to him.”
 
    
 
   “I’m goin’ t’ get him. He’ll be fine.” 
 
    
 
   Gloria chuckled, letting her attitude shine over any fear she may have. “I wouldn’t be too sure, Calvin. Junior was a dealer. His head comes with a pretty price, especially since he’s poaching Devils’ clients.” 
 
    
 
   A terrified gargle choked through Calvin’s grizzly voice, but he recovered quickly. “We’ll figure it out,” he said. “He’ll be fine. He’s a good boy. Dumb, but good.” 
 
    
 
   “I know that. You know that. But once the gangs know, it won’t mean shit what kind of boy he was.” She allowed him a moment to soak in the word was before continuing. “If you’re going to protect him, you best start by keeping your secrets closer to the chest. I can help you with that.” 
 
    
 
   “Help me? How?” 
 
    
 
   “You pay the price, and I’ll make sure no one gets word of Junior’s business. You have my word.” Gloria looked at him directly in the eye, a sign of trust. 
 
    
 
   Without a second thought, he asked, “How much is it going to run me to keep your mouth shut?” 
 
    
 
   “I feel for you. I know what it is like to have family messed up in the wrong crowd at the wrong time. How about two hundred a month? It’s a discount.” 
 
    
 
   “A discount? You do this thing often?” He looked at her curiously. It was not often someone admitted to being in the kind of business she was in. 
 
    
 
   “Let’s just say I know many things no one else does.” Gloria returned to the subject at hand, “If you agree, it’s simple. We decide on a time. You show up. Give your cash to my associates, and we move on. Secret stays safe, Junior stays safe.” She reached out her arm as a sign of a deal. “Do we have an agreement?” 
 
    
 
   Calvin ran his hands through his greasy black hair nervously. Gloria had made him a proposition he couldn’t really afford to say no to. After all, she seemed so sure of herself, and she probably had connections to tell if he refused to play along. He nodded and took her hand in his. A deal was made.
 
    
 
   “Let’s say next Saturday, then. Give you time to get your shit in order. Find me after my gig and we’ll go over the details. If you don’t show or don’t bring the cash, though, I have to warn you, it won’t be pretty for you, your son, or your family.” 
 
    
 
   The thought of his son, his only boy, getting beaten—if not killed—at the hands of either gang returned his attention to the matters at hand. Calvin had only an hour to make it to the Jackson bus stop before someone else found out or it would be all for nothing. He had put his trust in Gloria to keep his world safe. And Calvin found it oddly comforting to be protected by the resident secret keeper. 
 
  
 
  



[bookmark: h.a3v2psi3zv1d]CHAPTER THREE
 
    
 
   Calvin Junior was not at the bus stop when his father finally made it, nor was he at his apartment above the tire store or wasting away time at his girlfriend’s home.   
 
    
 
   Instead, Junior was strapped to a chair in the basement of an unknown person’s home. His arms were tied tightly behind his back as the ropes wrapped around the metal bars of the chair and tied across where his legs were spread. His white t-shirt was torn and his jeans had stains of fresh blood mixing in with the blue fibers. He was missing a tooth now, but he knew it would not be the only one he lost by the end of the night. How much he would have to pay in his own blood, he didn’t know—and the large, tattooed man standing over him was not about to tell him how much longer he had to endure. Through every blow, every punch, every loss of air, all he could do was pray that by the end of the night, he might be able to at least walk out of the garage—or crawl.
 
    
 
   His main captor screamed at him once more. It was a question. Junior could tell by the way the man looked at him with his brown eyes flaming like embers. But Junior could not hear him, let alone make out any of his shouts. His ear was badly bruised, and all of the sounds of the room were muffled from the heat and pressure of the latest blow. 
 
    
 
   Now, he wasn’t sure how to answer. Any excuse as to why he couldn’t produce a response would get him more of the same beatings. A wrong answer could get him killed. He was not about to take a guess either. Instead, he looked up pleadingly and motioned with his shoulder towards his ear, hoping the man would take note of the blood trickling from it.  
 
    
 
   Junior was in luck. Vinny Di Molto had caught sight of the blood and noticed the young man’s inability to give him straight answers. Any other enforcer would have been quick to punish, but Vinny was not that kind of guy. So instead, he spun Junior’s chair around so that his good ear now faced him. The other men in the room had no clue. They just thought it was part of Vinny’s game. “Who are the Devils gettin’ their stash from, kid?” Vinny repeated. 
 
    
 
   Junior looked wide-eyed at him and then at the men assembled in the room. He knew each of them by name. Just a couple hours ago, he was chatting happily with them, getting ready for a night ride out to some bars in the neighboring towns. Now he was tied to a chair as the largest man he had ever met continued to pound away at his face and chest. Junior had no choice but to give them something, anything. He coughed, spat out blood, and talked through a raspy throat. “All—cough—all I know—is there’s this man—Giovanni—works in the limestone quarry—cough—in Kennison.”
 
    
 
   Vinny stood upright, pleased. “Go on,” he prodded.
 
    
 
   “Every Tuesday—no—cough cough—every Wednesday, the runners pick up a shipment stashed away in a truck. I think—cough—they meet at the quarry.
 
    
 
   “You think?” Vinny demanded.
 
    
 
   “I don’t know, man,” he said, “They just had me—cough cough—sellin’ it. I wasn’t involved in runnin’. I swear.” 
 
    
 
   Vinny was satisfied with the answer. He could tell by the way Junior was steady in his details and careful in his response that he was telling all he knew. But the other members of the Black Horsemen looked on in disbelief. They obviously wanted more. The bearded man sitting on the beat up brown couch nodded at Vinny once more. It was his signal for Vinny to let him have it. 
 
    
 
   His hand whipped back as he struck Junior in the head with the back of his hand. A large pop sound filled the room with the gruesome sound of flesh contacting flesh with such force. Junior had taken everything up to that point with such bravery, barely letting out some much as a yelp. But now, he screamed, protested, and jerked wildly in his chair against the ropes that bound him. 
 
    
 
   The man in the chair nodded his head slowly towards Vinny as Vinny quickly followed his hit to the face with a direct punch to his gut. Junior wretched forward as the air was pushed forcefully out of his lungs and into the space of the cool basement. 
 
    
 
   “I need more from you, Junior! That ain’t all you know!” Vinny knelt by the man’s knees so that he could scream it into his face. Junior had to know more or he was going to have to kill him. And as much as Vinny had grown to think of this as just a passing part of his job, killing a young gun like Junior was not part of his M.O.
 
    
 
   Junior’s head spun as he attempted to gain composure once more. The sights of the room spun wildly before him. His brown eyes could no longer focus and the left remained sealed under the weight of the bruised eyelid. Tears had started to form in the crests as Junior begun to realize what his fate was going to be if he could not give Vinny something more than just the man at the quarry and the day of the pick up. 
 
    
 
   “One day…” Junior staggered, struggling to catch his breath and to find the words that were stuck at the back of his throat. “One day, I heard the CO talking. He was sayin’ something about the runners goin’ to Jackson for a pickup. I didn’t get much more than that, but when I picked up the orders that night, the runners gave me a new kind of box. It wasn’t the same old cardboard shit—it was red, plastic. It had a label from a restaurant, some steak place.”
 
    
 
   Vinny’s mind caught up to him. Junior had said something much more valuable than he had probably thought. He stopped Junior as he turned and lumbered towards the other men in the room. He sat down next to the Benni, the club’s President. 
 
    
 
   “I know what he’s talking about, Benni. That red box, the steak place. That’s where we pick up stashes too. It’s the Cattleman’s Ranch. The owner, Johnson, he’s a friend.” He paused thoughtfully. “Or, I guess, he ain’t, if he’s double-sellin’.”
 
    
 
   Benni studied Vinny and then once again looked at Junior. “Are you sure? That’s a pretty big accusation. Johnson’s been a good provider for us for the last year while we’ve been getting settled here. Accusing him of cheating is not going to go well if that kid is lying.” 
 
    
 
   “I ain’t been doing this for long, but I don’t think Junior’s lying. He’s been with the Devils for years now, since he was a teenager. He knows things—he’s seen things. And if he says he saw those red boxes before he left, I believe him.” Vinny was not really attempting to save Junior’s life, but he was trying to get Benni to think past what he thought he knew. 
 
    
 
   “And what do you think we should do with him?” Benni rarely let enforcers decide the fate of the men he brought to these chairs, but he felt more respect for Vinny. He was smarter than the other half-witted meatheads they used to punish their enemies and keep their members in line. He had potential. 
 
    
 
   “I think we let him go. He stays a young’un. No title. But he gets to ride. He took a beating like a man. I’ll give him that. Not everyone would be able to do that. Plus, he was quick to talk. He’s obviously not loyal to the Devils anymore.”
 
    
 
   “And how do you know he won’t pull the same shit on us?” 
 
    
 
   “He won’t. I’ll mentor him.” The words slipped out of Vinny’s mouth before he could even consider them. He didn’t want to babysit anyone, let alone some wannabe with a backstory involving betraying a former club. If Junior slipped up again, it wouldn’t just be Junior in the chair getting a beat down. 
 
    
 
   “If you vouch for him, he can stay.” Benni got up to stand and slowly moved towards where Junior sat slumped over with his head falling forward unnaturally. Blood dripped out of the side of his mouth and on to the floor. Benni turned directly towards Junior and said, “What you’re saying is of value to us and, for that, we’ll let you not only live, but stay. That is, if you can get us more intel. No information, no riding, no protection, and we will come after you if we find out that anything you say to us is bullshit. 
 
    
 
   “Intel?” Junior could barely get the word out of his bruised mouth. He continued to look down at the floor, counting the seconds as waves of pain pulsed through his body. 
 
    
 
   Benni continued, ignoring Junior’s obvious inability to process it all. “ Yeah kid, intel. You apparently know a whole shit ton of good info and we want more of it. So we’re setting you free, sort of. But know this: Vinny is gonna be watching you, mentoring you. When we think you’re worthy, we’ll let you back on as a full member.” The Horsemen’s president spit on the ground at Junior’s tennis shoes and then turned his focus back to Vinny. “You’ve proven yourself, kid. I’m going to make you my enforcer. No more running drugs or selling. You’re going to do this full time now. One of the men will contact you with your next assignment. Keep your phone on.” 
 
    
 
   He turned toward the other two men flanking him as he continued to walk up the stairs and out the door. Before he could leave, Benni shouted down, “Clean up the mess in here before you go. Red ain’t my color.”  
 
    
 
   As soon as it was clear, Vinny quickly undid the knots around Junior’s arms and legs. The release caused the kid to fall forward, off of the chair and on to the floor. Vinny stood him up and propped him up against the wall. He wasn’t done with the boy just yet. “You listen to me, you little shit. You get me in trouble, you dare to pull some bullshit like this again, I will fuckin’ kill you myself, and I won’t need the orders. The next time you think you can be big man in the club, you call me first and run it by me so I can beat you to a pulp first. You ain’t getting me killed. Not tonight, not ever. We clear?” 
 
    
 
   Junior nodded slowly, sleepily as he fell into a haze. Vinny dropped him, letting him fall back down to the concrete floor. He walked towards where he kept Junior’s duffle bag and threw it at his body. “Call your old man. Tell ‘im to come get you here. And while you’re here, do some fuckin’ cleaning. It’s the least you can do for me tonight.” 
 
    
 
   The young man shuffled through his bag with closed eyes as he attempted to find his cell. Vinny sat on the couch listening to him reassuring his father that he was okay, that he had survived. No cops were needed. He gave him the address and told him he’d wait for him outside. 
 
    
 
   Vinny lit a cigarette as he listened. At one point in his life, he was just like Junior. He was alone, cocky, and a total novice to this whole thing. Joining a motorcycle club had seemed like make believe rather than something actually dangerous and deadly. But Vinny learned quickly that it wasn’t just about scoring extra chicks or making out with some cash from a side job for the gang. It was a lifestyle, a pledge. His own mentor, Tony, had taught him that. And after years of just being a wannabe, he got his tattoo, his patches, and his privileges. Now, after tonight, he had managed to move up ranks once again. Becoming an enforcer had always been part of his plan, but he had no clue that he would earn that trust and the right so soon. It normally took enforcers years and years of dedicated service and loyalty shows to prove their merit. 
 
    
 
   For Vinny, he had been brought on with a trial that ended up with the man in a body bag. That had to be worth something. But from then on, he was just given these small tasks of kicking asses and intimidating young members who had stepped out of line. He was lost trying to figure out what Benni wanted to see from him to move him up to full-rank enforcer. So he just did his thing, obeyed his orders, and still did the running and selling on the side when requested. Keeping his head down and straight was the best way for him to keep his profile on the up and up. Whatever it was that he did must have worked. Benni had trusted him, had seen the loyalist in him. And now, he was going to live out the rest of his life as the enforcer, the body, the fist of the club. There was no one more powerful, nor tougher than him. 
 
    
 
   As he stood to hand Junior a mop and bucket, he remembered just what he had risked and had given to get to where he was. He was not about to let some man, any man, let alone this young gun screw this up for him.  
 
  
 
  



[bookmark: h.hh1wg6t8282x]CHAPTER FOUR
 
    
 
   To be with me you’ve got to have
A little bit of a wild side
Because I’m like the wind
Floating through the trees
And you’re just the sea
Always chasing my breeze 
 
    
 
   Gloria was workshopping one of her one of her original songs at her Tuesday night show. Tuesday was always the perfect time to break away from the classic cover songs she was known to do. It was her day to be free, to be her, to concentrate on the one thing that truly made her happy -- singing. There was no worry of impressing a new crowd or pleasing the locals. Life was just easy on Tuesday nights. 
 
    
 
   Tonight’s new song was called “In the Wild.” She had written the lyrics a few weeks prior while she sat up in her bed listening to the sounds of Jordan messing around on his guitar. It was another Saturday night, and she was beat tired from performing and running her regular scheme earlier that evening. But her racing mind would not let her sleep. It wasn’t unusual these days or her to miss a night of sleep here and there. She just wasn’t one to let go enough to fully fall asleep. There was too much to think, too much to plan, too much to be afraid of in the darkness of her empty bedroom. She usually soothed herself to some sort of restless drifting by curling up in her bed as she mindlessly watched a good late night talk show where vapid celebrities were paraded across the stage.
 
    
 
   But that Saturday night was different. Despite Jordan being a full two floors away and her windows sealed shut for the colder fall evening, the sounds of the random melody Jordan was working on seemed to magically make their way to her bedside. It was transfixing. The notes shifted in her ear as she began to hum a complimentary harmony along with his notes. 
 
    
 
   The lyrics came secondary. Like most of the music she wrote, the words were all inspired by her own life, her own struggle with relationships. It wasn’t, of course, a love song. That was not Gloria’s style or scene. Plus, she knew better than to write one of those. Anytime she had attempted to write a love song, it was corny and totally void of actual emotions and feelings. What was worse was that everyone who heard these few and far between attempts knew that the words were not genuine. Hell, she couldn’t even put feeling or passion in them when she sang. 
 
    
 
   So like her other pieces, the ones about how she struggled with relationships, fidelity, and sexual desire, the lyrics she penned formed a song about her own life, about how no man could ever catch her regardless of how hard they tried. She was the wild creature she described to the core. No man, no person, could ever begin to tame her. 
 
    
 
   After two weeks of playing it over and over again in her head and experimenting at her weekly band practice with the boys, she was finally feeling steady enough to give it a go with an audience. She hadn’t really expected much from the crowd. It was Tuesday, after all, and not many people were there except for the regular weeknight drunks that hunched over their chairs and seats for support. 
 
    
 
   But in the overly familiar scene of addicts and gangsters, Gloria had spotted two new, very attractive faces. The two men had wandered into the bar as she was setting up her row of whiskey shooters, a pre-performance ritual she required-- three clear shot glasses lined up on the wooden bar by Casey. Gloria watched carefully as she poured the whiskey straight into the glasses, not spilling a drop in between. As she grabbed her first glass, she spun in her seat to check in on Jordan and the rest of the band. 
 
    
 
   And there he was. All man, all right. And from the way he walked with his black boots taking huge strides across the hardwood floors, she could tell he was all wrong, too. Decked out in a tight flannel shirt and a pair of jeans that had to be one size too small for his thick, rippling thighs, he pushed through the bar’s black doors like he had owned the place. He did not hesitate to look around or survey the empty tables for an appropriate spot. Instead, he walked straight, eyes up, towards a booth in the corner. 
 
    
 
   It was Gloria’s booth, the same spot where she did business with old and new clients. Anyone taking that spot would have piqued her interest. A man of that quality, sitting in the spot where she wheeled and dealed, positively fascinated her. 
 
    
 
   Gloria licked the lip of the glass resting in her warm hand as she studied the newcomer. He never looked down or away. His steely eyes were fixed forward at the empty seat across from his own leather seat. His facial expression read relaxed, but the way his jaw moved back and forth slightly told Gloria that he was not there to just hang back and enjoy a show. Tension seemed to roll off his massive shoulders and down his arms to where his fingers balled up into fists resting on the wood of the booth’s table.  
 
    
 
   Gloria had to give him credit. Most men who dared to walk in a place like this drew instant attention, enough to at least set the bar junkies talking. And just has she had predicted, when he walked in, the regulars lit up like it was Christmas and his presence was the present everyone wanted to unwrap. Whispers started almost immediately with others turning their heads wildly to get a glance or two more at him. Names and affiliations were tossed out. But the man just sat there as if he was totally untouched by the attention he was getting. 
 
    
 
   When a second, younger man followed behind him minutes later, the crowd was practically going wild. Despite the cuts above his eyes and the bruises covering his face, he looked vaguely familiar to everyone. Yet, no one seemed to be able to place the youthful hair or the strong, v-shaped jaw. No one, that was, except for Gloria. She recognized him almost immediately. He was the spitting image of the man she just wrangled into her blackmail scam. It was Calvin Jr. No doubt about it. 
 
    
 
   As Gloria watched Junior saunter slowly, uneasily towards the booth where the mystery man sat, she took hold of her second shot and pulled it back fast and neat. She wiped her mouth with her hand, carefully dabbing around her ruby red lipstick. She ran her hands through her curly blonde hair as she could feel the bits on the back of her neck spike up in curiosity. 
 
    
 
   The last she had heard from Calvin Sr. was a week ago. He had told her, as she sat in that very same booth, that he had gotten word from Junior. He was all right, but he was mixed in with some bad company. His efforts to save him that night, to get him out of dodge, weren’t exactly successful. For Calvin’s family’s sake, he knew he would have to keep paying Gloria for her knowledge. At least, he had to while Junior made Calvin and his wife vulnerable to attacks from both sides. 
 
    
 
   Despite being sympathetic for Calvin’s plight and Junior’s obvious idiotic attempts at playing both sides of a bad coin, Gloria was not about to let Calvin slip away. She had learned that putting emotions first and becoming the “nice gal” didn’t exactly mean good business or a better profit. No one paid their blackmailer more for good customer service. Instead, she had to be more ruthless, more unforgiving. 
 
    
 
   And with Calvin Junior sitting in her booth, obviously conversing with a motorcycle club member, Gloria was seeing dollar signs. As she tilted her head back and took her third shot, she made a decision. She was going to find out more about the men and their shady business dealing in the tavern. She was going to turn this into a profit. 
 
    
 
   With a wide, red smile planted on her face and liquor coursing through her veins, Gloria spun herself on her barstool, nodded a bit of thanks to Casey, and joined Jordan and the rest of the band on stage. It was time to make her money in two ways, rather than one.
 
    
 
   Adrenaline was at an all-time high that performance. She sped up the lyrics, pushed the beat, and used the stage to move and sway with the rhythms of her drummer and guitarists. It was a dance and she was following the right steps. All eyes were slowly turning on her as she shook her chest and jumped wildly with the fast songs. As she crooned the few slower numbers, she turned her body into an entire instrument. The length of the notes reached from her outstretched hands to the toes she stood upon. Her tiny body pulsated seductively as she hit the highs and the lows. 
 
    
 
   The whole time, she kept her eyes on her booth. The two men were having some sort of tense conversation. The unknown man was hunched over the booth now, but his hands still rested in fists. She could see Junior taking the brunt of whatever the discussion was about. His head rested in his hands and he occasionally shook as he took in deep breaths of air. He was running scared and the man at the table was not taking it well. 
 
    
 
   But halfway through Gloria’s two hour long set, she noticed something. The man in the booth wasn’t exactly keeping his focus anymore as time passed. Instead, he had slowly gone from his imposing position over Junior to slowly inching his way back in his seat. A beer was nuzzled in his hands now. But it was his eyes, the cold eyes that occasionally glanced up and over Junior’s jet black head of hair and over to the stage, that had Gloria hopeful that she was going in the right direction. Seduction was her favorite angle. 
 
    
 
   With the last notes of “In the Wild” finishing, she managed to lock eyes with him. A small, almost unremarkable grin crept over the man’s pale lips, giving her the acknowledgement she needed. She was in. 
 
    
 
   Vinny had, indeed, noticed the singer on the stage, the one dressed in all black from head to toe, the one looking at him nonstop since he had walked in. He was pretty used to the attention, especially from women like Gloria. They’d fawn after him, almost making it too easy for him to enjoy it. It was the perk of being the big guy in the room. 
 
   On days when he was “on duty” with the gang, he tried not to indulge. He was supposed to remain alert and keep an eye out for Junior. But the way she had licked her lips when she downed that third shot was keeping him from staying on track. Now that he had heard her voice with its caramel sounds that flowed out of that gorgeous, tight-lipped mouth, he couldn’t help but make plans for a different kind of business affair that evening. He just had to finish with giving Junior his assignment for the week. 
 
    
 
   “Benni ain’t givin’ you an out on this, got it? You do it, and we move on. You don’t do it, and we’re both gonna have problems. And if I got problems, kid, you better hope and pray I don’t get to you first.” Vinny voice was stoic and even keel, but inside, his mind raced on how he somehow became this scamp’s keeper. 
 
    
 
   “I don’t know how I’m gonna do it. I don’t do this stuff. I stay true.” Junior’s voice continued to shake and tremble. It wasn’t giving Vinny any confidence that they were going to come out alive. 
 
    
 
   “Stay true? Bullshit, kid. You turned on your first club with just a couple hits. No one believes you, but Benni is givin’ you a second chance to prove your worth. Do this tonight, and maybe, just maybe, you’ll survive another week.” 
 
    
 
   Vinny frankly couldn’t believe Junior would be able to do it. Getting back in the Devils’ good graces, enough to do a run to Cattleman’s Ranch and take some pictures to prove Johnson’s double selling, was pretty impossible. He had no idea what kind of bridge this ignorant, naïve kid had burned when he turned his back on the Devils for the Horsemen. He didn’t even know if the Devils knew what their young’un was doing behind their back. 
 
    
 
   But if Junior failed to perform, or worse, if he got caught, Benni was going to come after them both. Vinny wasn’t about to let that happen. Instead, he had come up with a plan. Vinny knew the tavern was primarily Devils’ territory. Sure, there was some intermingling of the two clubs, but he was more likely to find an unfriendly face drinking there than one of his own people. 
 
    
 
   All Junior had to do was be seen at that booth long enough to attract some attention from a Devils’ color holder. If he could plead his worth, he could get on a runner assignment tonight and grab the intel he needed before anyone brought up the red flags. Vinny just needed to secure an “in,” a regular who didn’t claim allegiance to one club or the other, someone who didn’t draw much attention…
 
    
 
   As he scanned the room eyeing each and every person for some familiarity or a sign, a figure appeared before him. She was lanky, almost too skinny. Her bright blonde hair stood out in the room of smoky blacks and reds. But it was her voice, and the way that she talked almost like she was still singing that caught his attention long enough for him to gaze up into her gray blue eyes. Without a pause, she lowered her voice to coolly ask, “Can I get you gentlemen anything to drink?” 
 
    
 
   Just then, an idea struck Vinny. Impossible and improbable, if it worked, not only would Junior be able to complete his mission, but Vinny might even get to enjoy some of the spoils of the evening himself.  
 
  
 
  



[bookmark: h.87rlor2h0czv]CHAPTER FIVE
 
    
 
   Vinny slipped towards the far end of the booth as he used a hand to silently gesture for the bar singer to take her place next to him. Before Gloria could sit, she hesitated ever so slightly as she gave him one last, suspicious glance. She knew how this went. If she sat down next to him, there was no going back, there was no turning this around. In that moment, she had to make a decision to go all in on this or to back away like it had never happened. 
 
    
 
   She had pushed it too far once and paid dearly for it. Now, before she took on any chance on blackmail, she made sure she trusted her gut and instincts. Everything told her to turn around, to try for smaller pickings. This man had trouble written all over his scarred and bruised face. Every inch of him seemed like it was waiting for a fight as it slowly worked its way to a hot boil. 
 
    
 
   But she didn’t follow her own rules and instinct this time around. A bigger voice in her head wanted to know more. And that part of her body that tingled with anticipation wanted much, much more than information. So Gloria took her seat and her place beside the man. The side of his arm arched over hers as he turned his large body towards hers. Heat radiated off of his frame, and the motion made her cheeks turn a quick blush while she turned away to release a grin. Something about him was making her feel like it was her first time at this rodeo.  
 
    
 
   “Now, what kinda woman asks a man if he wants a drink? If anyone in this booth is gonna buy anyone a drink, it’s gonna be me.” He outstretched his other arm to her, offering it as a greeting, “I’m Vinny. This is my associate, Cal.”  
 
    
 
   Gloria giggled devilishly. Any hint of chivalry was few and far between in this bar. This man was winning her over just as much as he was throwing her off her game. This wasn’t going to be easy. She steadied her voice as she replied quietly, her voice lowered, with, “Gloria. It’s nice to meet a true gentleman.” 
 
    
 
   Vinny laughed heartily, almost with a hint of mocking in his voice, “Ain’t no one called me a ‘gentleman’ in my entire life. I guess it was bound to happen someday.”
 
    
 
   Gloria caught his eyes, staring at them as they flashed a bit of a humor. She turned her head again to study Junior. He looked uncomfortable and totally off put. Vinny inviting a woman, let alone the most notable one in the bar, to sit with them was not exactly expected. He thought he was supposed to be lying low, working on a plan. He couldn’t see how Vinny getting some tail could be part of the equation of breaking through Devils’ territory again. 
 
    
 
   Vinny flagged down a waitress and ordered another round of beers for the table. Gloria was never a beer drinker; it was way too light for her liking. But, tonight, she was prepared to take anything that came to her as long as she kept in Vinny’s good graces. It was all tit for tat. 
 
    
 
   “So Gloria...“ Vinny was searching for a way to get the information he needed to test if the pretty lady was as valuable to him as he thought her to be. “How long you been singin’ at Jackman’s?” 
 
    
 
   “Four years, goin’ on five this winter. Best place to sing in this shit town.” Gloria sipped the frothy yellow beer as it was placed in front of her. It wet her lips, but it certainly didn’t do much more than that. 
 
    
 
   Vinny quickly responded, “I can see why they keep you around—pretty girl like you with a huge voice. You must have quite a following around these parts. I’ve never heard a bar singer with pipes like that.” 
 
    
 
   The way he said that as both a compliment and a question was giving Gloria a pause. She could feel he was searching for something as much as she was for him. It was her turn to get some background, “Yeah, I suppose I have. I know everyone in this town—leastways, every face that comes in this bar. I know where they work, who they run with, and who they’re with.” 
 
    
 
   As she said this, Junior instinctively turned his head away from her. Had she noticed him? Had she been so astute as to see he was his father’s son? He couldn’t think that this woman was not exactly there to help him out. 
 
    
 
   “Really?” Vinny was pleased. She had fallen into his trap. “Then maybe you can get me some help. Junior here needs to connect with some old friends, but he needs an introduction. Could you help us out?” 
 
    
 
   His request was odd and her haunches rose at the mere words that came out of his mouth. “Depends,” she said nonchalantly. “This place ain’t too kind for introductions. You either know somebody or you don’t. It’s not kind to networking, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    
 
   Vinny couldn’t be this stupid, Gloria hoped. While most of the Tuesday crowd at the tavern were mostly harmless career drunkards and bar sluts, there were some truly dangerous people lurking the stools and backrooms. Even Gloria knew better now than to mess with men who wore colors or who traveled in gangs with titles and affiliations. 
 
    
 
   “I know that, believe me. But Junior is with most of the men, but he’s young and his face ain’t too familiar. He just needs someone to speak for him. You know of anyone who wears purple?” 
 
    
 
   Wearing purple. That term scared the crap out of Gloria. She knew it was Devils’ colors, and she knew from blackmailing his father that Junior was no longer part of the gang. He was riding with the Horsemen now… Instantly, the scenario was coming to light. The puzzle pieces were falling slowly into place as Gloria was starting to see where this was headed. Vinny wasn’t just some mysterious man who walked into her bar and happened to know Junior. Vinny was with the Horsemen and was there to see that Junior would cross over to Devil’s territory once more to get more information or to start a war. 
 
    
 
   And the men wanted Gloria to play a part. 
 
    
 
   She had to make a quick decision once again. Playing around with biker clubs was not her forte, nor was it something she wanted to risk her own life over. But the payoff for knowing about a double-cross could potentially be huge. Besides the massive paycheck it would guarantee her, she could be in for more opportunities down the road if she managed to get Vinny to tell her more once she had him in her grasp. It was an advantage she could not pass up. This was major, a total game changer. Now she just had to get through the night. 
 
    
 
   Gloria turned back towards Vinny and smiled brightly. She had to play it dumb or risk him figuring her game out. “I do know some of those riders. There are a couple at the bar there.” She gestured at two men chatting merrily. “That’s Pedro and the other is Jason. They’re nice guys, and I’m sure they’ll say a couple words to a friendly face. Do you know them?” 
 
    
 
   Gloria had posed the question to Junior. If he knew them, this may not work. However, if they were unknown or just acquaintances, the two men may be worth it for the introduction. 
 
    
 
   Junior looked at the men hard. Jason was a complete unknown while Pedro looked vaguely familiar. His handlebar mustache and straight dirty brown hair made him easily recognizable as one of the leaders of the drug runners. But despite Junior working under him, he doubted Pedro knew him. He was too much of an underling to get Pedro’s attention for the short time he rode with the Devils.   
 
    
 
   Junior turned and looked at Vinny. He was starting to see Vinny’s plan come together. This girl was just the starting point. Now it was time to do his part. His hands trembled a bit as he struggled to move on to the next step. With a heavy, beat down sigh, he looked back at Gloria and said, “Nah, I don’t think I know them. Could you introduce me?” 
 
    
 
   Gloria continued to keep a plastered-on overly cheerful smile on her face as she slid out of the booth and back on to the floor. Without turning back, she walked up to the men and flashed an even bigger grin as she worked up to flit. Luckily, she knew Jason had always had his eyes on her. She placed her arms on his shoulders and went in for a hug, “Oh Jason! It’s so nice to see you. Did you come all the way out here on a Tuesday to hear me sing?” 
 
    
 
   Gloria positioned herself so as he hugged her closely, his head could see the mounds of her slightly covered chest. His hand rested on her butt as he gave it a gentle squeeze, “You know it darlin’. I wouldn’t miss any of your shows if I didn’t have to. I was workin’ tonight, but I convinced Pedro here to stop in and have a couple.” 
 
    
 
   Pedro held up a glass to her in acknowledgment as she continued to embrace Jason’s neck and back. Both looked so pleased to have her grace their company. Gloria cooed at Jason, “You really shouldn’t have. I wasn’t that amazing tonight. I mean, I was good, but not great. But you know, I don’t know what you do for work—” 
 
    
 
   He followed her lead like a chicken to its feed, “Gloria, doll, I do a real man’s job runnin’ with the Devils. Let’s just say I’m their resident importer.” 
 
    
 
   “Well, I knew you were with the Devils. Don’t tell anyone, but I love a man who wears purple.” She winked dramatically at him as she squeezed harder up against his neck. “I actually just met a youngster. Great guy. Looking to do some running, too. Do you know him? I think his name is Cal...” 
 
    
 
   Gloria made a split second decision to call Junior by a pseudo name. If she had referred to him as Junior, it may ring more alarm bells. Going by Cal gave him a bit more of a shield, some anonymity with a bunch of brothers who really only went by nicknames. But more importantly, it took her out of the “know” if the introduction came back to her in the end. She could play dumb if asked if she knew who he really was.  
 
    
 
   “Cal?” Pedro seemed to think earnestly on the name. He knew better than to say yes or no too quickly without trying to remember if there was some affiliation. “The name sounds familiar...” 
 
    
 
   “Yeah, he mentioned that he’s been out of the game for awhile but wants to come back. He keeps talkin’ ‘bout how much he loved it and wanted to learn more from the big guys like you two.” Gloria stroked their egos like the professional she was. Knowing how to read men like this had come in handy. Plus, she knew all boys just wanted to hear that they were special. Tonight, she was going to do what it takes to make sure they felt it. 
 
    
 
   “Darlin’, you know I’d love to help a kid out. Go get him, and maybe he can shadow tonight. What you think, ‘Dro?” Jason was almost too eager to please Gloria. He couldn’t keep his eyes or his hands off of her. 
 
    
 
   Pedro nodded in his direction as Gloria broke her embrace and walked slowly, sashaying away towards the table where only Junior sat now. He looked nervous, a complete wreck. She said a silent prayer that he could keep it together. 
 
    
 
   “They wanna meet you, kid. You up to it?” Gloria asked him honestly. He could back out of this now and they would both lose. But she knew whatever he was playing at was far more dangerous than hers. His was probably life or death while hers was still business. Despite her being all about the money, she wasn’t one to get someone killed or maimed. 
 
    
 
   Junior slipped out of the booth with his youthful eyes trained to the floor as he walked his death march to where Pedro and Jason were now standing. Gloria broke the awkward silence first, “Pedro and Jason, this here is Cal.”
 
   Junior startled at hearing himself be referred to as “Cal.” He paused when Pedro reached out his arm first, but he eventually picked up Gloria’s game. Plus, Pedro’s handshake was a sign that there was not too much suspicion in their meeting. It was a show that brought much relief to both Gloria and Junior. 
 
    
 
   “Hey there, son. I hear you’re looking for a bit of experience with the club.” 
 
    
 
   “I am.” Junior cleared his throat and made every attempt to gain credibility—and their trust—as he continued. “I don’t know much about the import game, but I’m lookin’ to learn from the best. Y’all know anybody who could, y’know, teach me the ways?” 
 
    
 
   Jason laughed as he patted Junior on the back, “Eager, ain’t ya! Well, son, what you think? You up for a ride tonight? We’ve got something going down startin’ in about an hour—”
 
    
 
   He was in. Gloria had done it. If that hadn’t earned Vinny’s trust and brought her some key blackmail material, she didn’t know what else she had to do. Now, all she needed to do was find Vinny and get some definitive proof on who he really was. She looked back to their booth where it sat unoccupied. Scanning the bar, there was no sight of him. But the backdoor, the one leading to the far end of the parking lot was propped open a bit, and from her spot on the floor, she could see the glimmer of a man’s leather jacket. 
 
    
 
   Gloria slipped from Pedro, Jason, and Junior as they talked details. No one noticed as she walked back towards the somewhat open door and slipped outside. As she turned, she ran straight into Vinny who was conspicuously peering in towards Junior. Gloria played it cool, “Oh! There you are. I thought you might’ve left.” 
 
    
 
   Vinny stuttered. He wasn’t expecting her to follow or find him. “Just needed some air. I ain’t one to sit still.” 
 
    
 
   “Me neither,” she said warmly. It was the truth: Gloria couldn’t stand to be in one place for more than a few minutes at a time. It made her vulnerable. 
 
    
 
   “That surprises me. You seem like the settlin’ kinda girl.” Vinny’s attention was now squarely on Gloria. For some reason, he could feel that she was more than just a decoy. She was someone of importance. Everything about her read that. Maybe it was just her ego. Maybe it was just the way she stood with her hands resting on her slight hips. But he wanted to know what made her so candid, so fearless. 
 
    
 
   What Gloria said next sealed the deal for Vinny, “I don’t settle for nobody. I go hard and fast and then I move on.” 
 
    
 
   Vinny looked at her once more, weighing his options. She stood silently waiting for his reply until he offered with his husky, languid voice, “You want a ride?” 
 
    
 
   It wasn’t exactly an innocent proposition, and Gloria was too smart and experienced in this area to think differently. Vinny’s eyes were lustful, dangerous, wild. But Gloria needed a bit more info. If she was going to get it, she had to get close. Very close. A ride may be just the route she needed to take to get inside.    
 
  
 
  



[bookmark: h.gcyxr8mmpps5]CHAPTER SIX
 
    
 
   Vinny walked backwards, his eyes fixed on Gloria as he waited for her to turn and run. It would not surprise him one bit if she did. She would not be the first woman who turned back once things became heated. Yet, it surprised him to see that she was keeping up, almost rushing him to get to the action. She wasn’t playing around. Whatever she wanted from him, she wanted it now. 
 
    
 
   Still, he kept heading back, back towards the row of motorcycles parked against the brick wall of the tavern. He found his ride, a slick, polished black Harley, as he reached inside his storage to grab a single, matte black helmet. 
 
    
 
   “This one’s yours?” Gloria called as she grabbed the helmet out of his outstretched hands. He nodded as she pulled her hair back and submerged her head into the darkness. He moved closer to her as she could feel him assisting her with the lid. He pulled ever so slightly on the makeshift ponytail she had made as she let out a small yelp. Vinny’s hands and fingertips then traced her spine, sending sparks racing up and down her body. She was more than ready to go. 
 
    
 
   Vinny hopped on the saddle first and turned to Gloria where she stood. She wasn’t a huge fan of riding on the backseat of a motorcycle. It just wasn’t her thing. Sensing her momentary reluctance, he patted the seat behind him gently. “You comin’ or not?” he teased her innocently.
 
    
 
   “Oh, honey, I wouldn’t miss this for the world,” Gloria laughed, attempting to further hide her doubts. “You ain’t gettin’ rid of me just yet.”
 
    
 
   With that, she jumped to her place behind him as he only gave her a quick moment to grab ahold of his thick hips and stomach before his cycle jumped to life and lurched forward into the empty street. The cool, autumn air whipped against the silk of her black dress as it waved like a flag in the breeze. As she let up on his grip, he would speed up, forcing her to rest her body closer to his, her legs wrapping tighter against his own thighs. The sensation for both of them was thrilling.  
 
    
 
   The way he rode was natural and fluid, to the chagrin of Gloria-- he wasn’t one to slow or stop. Instead, Vinny was fearless. He took curves the same speed as a straightaway; he passed cars without a moment to look backwards. He plowed past stop signs and traffic lights that lined the small town’s almost deserted streets. 
 
    
 
   The dark of the evening didn’t faze him either. In fact, it seemed to only make him bolder like a werewolf and his moon. To Gloria, the man driving appeared to her wilder than ever: mysterious, guarded, and strangely confident in all that he did. Holding on to him with a death grip, she could feel herself transform with him. Her adrenaline pumped fast and hard into her veins as fear was replaced by exhilaration. Her body wretched orgasmically as her mind screamed out, “More! More! More!” while she glided back and forth with him on the leather saddle of the bike.
 
    
 
   They slowed, easing up on the bike as Gloria directed him to her apartment complex. She breathed a sigh of relief when she spotted Jordan’s beat up van in his parking space. At least she wouldn’t be entirely alone with Vinny tonight.  
 
    
 
   Vinny parked the bike in a far corner, away from the rest of the lot. He helped lift her gingerly off the hot seat, as she hiked her wind battered dress high up her thigh to clear the saddle and handles. Vinny watched Gloria eagerly, as she stepped down. The pair silently walked into the building and up to the third floor. Gloria led the way with Vinny following closely behind her, tracing her steps, and watching for signs. 
 
    
 
   As they approached her apartment door, she turned towards him. Taking a deep breath, she leaned back onto the oak stained door. His body pressed against hers gently knocking her breath away. She responded first instinctively, but then pulled away. “Listen,” she said, fumbling her words, “I don’t know if I can do this—I mean, I know I can do this—but I don’t know if I can do—aw hell—” She felt completely unsure of herself. Her body ached for him, every inch growing hot and ready in anticipation. Even her fingertips longed to reach up towards his mouth for him to suck. She wanted this. But her mind was just—what? What was the problem?
 
    
 
   “Let’s go in, Gloria,” he said insistently. He looked down at her sternly, and for the first time since they’d met, she couldn’t meet his gaze. She felt herself go weak and fearful. “Let me in,” he said again, “‘and let’s see what’s going to happen tonight.”
 
    
 
   She pushed the door open, revealing the living room entrance. She threw her purse on the small end table by the entrance and made space for him to enter. He shut the door behind her as he surveyed the land. It was nicely decorated, full of pictures of her singing and dancing as a child. Photos of family members, he assumed, lined the hallway’s walls. 
 
    
 
   “Quite a collection. You been singin’ for a while, I see.” He spotted one in which she was leaned over a black grand piano. Her young face was transfixed with concentration as her fingers and hands pressed firmly into the keys. A microphone was next to her mouth as her lips parted to let out a silent sound. 
 
    
 
   “Yeah. Since birth, really. It’s all I’ve ever wanted to do. Thought I’d go to Nashville one day, become a singer or something. Big dreams, really. Big, dumb dreams.” Gloria had no idea why she was talking so much or revealing this to him. All she had to do was sleep with him, get some confirmation about who he was and what he was doing at the bar that night, and then cut him loose. Revealing personal details wasn’t part of the plan at all. 
 
    
 
   “And here you are, singing in a dinky tavern.” Vinny laughed, but then caught himself when Gloria didn’t respond. Whatever he had said obviously wounded her. He was never great at playing nice, especially with women. “—eh, sorry,” he mumbled.
 
    
 
   His insult and slow apology brought Gloria back around. She steadied herself once again, resolving her actions, “Yeah, it’s okay. Do you mind waitin’ up here? I gotta let my roommate Jordan know I’m back so he doesn’t think you’re some axe murderer or whatever.” 
 
    
 
   She didn’t wait for a response. Instead, she raced down the basement steps and knocked on Jordan’s bedroom door. She could hear him practicing on his acoustic guitar, his sweet voice humming over the sounds of the strings. He stopped what he was doing to answer. 
 
    
 
   Gloria talked fast, not wanting to waste a minute. “Listen Jordan. I got a man upstairs—”
 
    
 
   Jordan snorted, “Why you telling me?” 
 
    
 
   “Shut it, kid! The man is with the Horsemen—you know, the motorcycle gang? I caught him with Junior, Calvin’s boy. He was planning something with Junior. I think it was a double-cross with Junior gettin’ intel on the Devils for the Horsemen. Anyway, I brought him home to get some confirmation. Once I know who he is and what he’s doing, I’ve got more than I need to reel him in.” 
 
    
 
   “Are you stupid?! That guy’s gonna kill you! I thought we don’t mess with motorcycle clubs for this very reason!”
 
    
 
   “I know, I know. But think about it, Jordan! This could be our ticket outta here! This kind of money and info could mean getting out of this town for good. I just need you to listen in and make sure I stay safe. Call the cops if need be.”
 
    
 
   “Are you sure?” Jordan watched as Gloria nodded quickly, “Okay. Then go snag yourself a motorcycle club member. I’ll play lookout. Just don’t do anything stupid. Got it?” 
 
    
 
   Gloria winked at him and headed back upstairs to where Vinny was waiting, draped over her couch. “Sorry about that.” She apologized as she walked up the steps to her bedroom on the second floor. He followed silently until the two reached the entrance to her space. 
 
    
 
   He hovered at her doorstep as she cleared the large, king-sized bed of all of her clothes and gear. She tossed it all on the one open desk chair. Closing the door behind him, he entered slowly, hands in pockets, as he took a seat on the foot of the bed. With nowhere else to sit, she took her place next to him. For the first time, she was able to take him all in. In the soft lighting of her bedroom lamp, his body almost radiated life. He smelled so familiar, of the woods and fresh earth after rain. 
 
    
 
   She broke the silence first, “Thanks for the ride. I haven’t been in ages.” 
 
    
 
   “I could tell. So why would a girl who disliked ridin’ so much be working at a motorcycle bar in the middle of nowhere?” He was being playful, flirty almost.
 
    
 
   She shrugged. “Dunno. One day, I walked into the tavern, asked for a job singin’, an’ I guess I never left.”
 
    
 
   “Thought you weren’t the settlin’ type.” She flushed and looked away, and he caught her. “Haw! So the fearless chick isn’t as bad as she says!” His hand reached toward her face to brush over her pink cheeks. “I like it.” 
 
    
 
   “If I weren’t fearless, I wouldn’t be here with you,” her breath arched at his touch.
 
    
 
   “Maybe you like being afraid. Everyone does in a way.” His guard crashed to the ground as he looked into her pale green eyes. 
 
    
 
   “Then what are you afraid of?” 
 
    
 
   Vinny paused as he thought about what the right answer would be. He struggled, so, instead, he picked the truth, “Being tamed.” 
 
    
 
   “Lucky for you, I like ‘em wild.” With one giant motion, she lifted her slim body onto his wide lap. His arm grasped her in place. She steadied herself and looked directly into his face—a face that had obviously seen so much. She managed to loosen one of her arms and used her soft fingertips to slowly trace the curve of his jaw and on to his chest where she began to unbutton his flannel shirt slowly, never losing eye contact.  
 
  
 
  



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
    
 
   Gloria ran her fingernails down his naked chest, causing him to gasp audibly and jolt forward, taking her head into his strong hands. He pressed the back of her head towards him as his lips peeled hers open to him. Dry but firm, they knew what they wanted and she was all too ready to give him whatever he may ask. Her mouth opened to his as her tongue wandered into his mouth. Their breathing began to match, their bodies rushing together like a wave. She lost control and moaned into his mouth, almost as a plea. Without breaking his grasp around her waist, he fell slowly backwards into the softness of the bed, the outline of their tan bodies stark against the pure white linens. 
 
    
 
   Breaking from their deep kiss, Gloria hitched her legs to straddle his shirtless waist. She took a moment to soak in the man before her. She watched him breathe in deeply, almost in a pant. She leaned her head down urgently for a taste. Her mouth followed the line of dark brown hair from his stomach to the belt hook of his jeans. 
 
    
 
   As she traveled the long length of his torso, his nostrils flared and his head tipped back in anticipation. In that moment, she knew she had all the power—and just knowing that made her want to go deeper, farther, and faster. But she steadied herself. Good things come to those who wait. Instead of rushing, she did a complete turnabout from her rough and tumble attitude to place gentle, teasing kisses along his belt line. Her fingers rested gently at the seam of his pants, teasing him. 
 
    
 
   Only when he let out a long, soft moan that rattled his stomach and lungs did she forced the tips of her nails into the skin of his hips, leaving deep red marks against his skin. Vinny was shocked, totally unprepared. He let out a gasp as he sat up higher to watch her lick the indents of her marking. The wetness of lips circled the hot spots of his body almost magically healing him right there. 
 
    
 
   Where her hands and thighs rested gave him away. She could feel his cock pulse and throb against the taught material of his jeans. It was a preview of the things to come, and she was enticed. She wanted to know more, feel more. Taking her legs to straddle him further, she propped him up high into a “W” shape. Her body fell into the curves, allowing her to feel every bit of him as she spun her hips slowly against his. 
 
    
 
   Vinny encircled his arms around her, drawing her closer to his face. Using his other hand, he placed it upon her hip and guided the movement, speeding it up just a bit as he let out another groan of appreciation. His own hips followed hers, moving in opposite directions but at the same speed. The sensation for both was unreal as he could feel her growing hot and wet through her panties. Vinny used her closeness to his chest to push down the straps of her top over the small curve of her breasts revealing just bits of the black lace of her bra. 
 
    
 
   His face dove into her chest, taking in the smell of her dainty perfume and the hint of the whiskey shots she had taken earlier in the night. Her hot skin steamed at his touch, but he could feel Gloria let out a shiver as he unhooked her bra and released her tits from their cover. His head leaned down to plant soft kisses on her nipples, gently sucking the pink and brown circles. Her tongue twisted as he went further, nipping at the tips. 
 
    
 
   Each movement left Gloria more and more breathless as she struggled to compose herself. This was a power struggle and he was in control now. All she could do was let him roughly squeeze and grab at her chest while she sat there on his lap, helpless, waiting, and panting like a dog for more. But oddly enough, she wanted this. She wanted him to take her, to put her through whatever he had in mind. She could take it. She was willing. 
 
    
 
   Suddenly, he stood, taking her with him. Her arms and legs still firmly clasped around his waist and chest, as he tossed her roughly up against the wall. She was pinned tightly with his waist and arms holding her in place. She couldn’t move for fear of falling, but he was skilled and deft at the position as he hooked his fingers in the folds of her silky black dress and yanked it up over her head and thighs. She let out a shocked gasp.  
 
    
 
   Vinny dropped her to her feet as he lowered quickly tore off her panties. His face followed to where the underwear previously was as he practically forced her legs open with his brutish and rough hands. Resting up against the wall, Gloria relented as he knelt before her. His darkened face was lost in the damp list of her pussy as he quickly began to lick the outside of her pulsing lips. Her hands couldn’t help but slap up against the drywall as she struggled for something, anything to hold onto.
 
    
 
   Like an explorer, his hands searched to find her clit as mouth and chin rubbed in soft, slow circles. His fingers continued to play with the lips and to dig into the skin of her thighs and hips. She could feel his hot breath up against her and inside her as his tongue lapped back and forth. The clicking and caressing mingled in one motion as every inch of her became soaking wet with her arousal. 
 
    
 
   She couldn’t help but let out a long, longing shout. Her body physically shook, every inch of her drawing forward into Vinny’s mouth. “Please!” she moaned loudly, letting everything release as his mouth moved faster, more confident. “Vinny, please!” 
 
    
 
   Her voice had broken a silence that had not been breached since she reentered the room. It had emboldened him, giving him permission to do the one thing he really wanted. Without a response, he stopped his assault on her pussy and spun her backwards from the wall and back down to the bed. It was disorientating for Gloria, but he did not care. With her backside exposed to him, he used his arm to pull her closer to where his hips angled. Her arms reached out for pillows just fast enough to her the heavy drop of his jeans on the wooden floors. Before she could protest or move for her own comfort, his fingers were back inside of her spreading her apart and preparing her for what came next.
 
    
 
   With one forceful blow, she could feel all ten inches of his cock inside her. She could feel him growing as he slowly rocked back and forth inside of her. Vinny’s hand grasped for her blonde hair, using it as reins to pull her up further. The tug caused her to scream, but he did not care. All Vinny could think about was the warm, damp cunt he was claiming as his own. His other hand stroked and teased at her nipples as they bounced with his movement. 
 
    
 
   “Vinny!” she exclaimed, her voice brimming with unsteadiness. Gloria wasn’t exactly ready for this. She was used to being on top, to taking things at her own pace. Men loved that, so she thought. But Vinny was not going to let her have an inch. All she could do was call his name as he sped up in her, plowing away at every bit of her insides. 
 
    
 
   As she continued to beg, to plead, his breath grew even shallower. He sped up fearlessly, each movement deeper and harder, rising and falling. His fingers moved from her breasts and down to her pussy as he pulled her hair to lead her to almost stand with him. His fingers slapped at her folds as he moved faster and faster. 
 
   Gloria’s body began to pulsate uncontrollably as her moans grew from deeper inside, her breath hollow. Her head arched back towards his chest as she let out one last grunt and threw herself forward onto the bed. “Oh GOD!” she cried out. 
 
    
 
   Vinny was in his own little world. Her orgasm didn’t matter to him. It was not a stopping point. He wanted what was his, what he deserved. He pressed forward as he gave harder, more heavy thrusts. 
 
    
 
   She wanted to tell him to stop, to break free, but even Gloria wanted to see what it was like to have a man like him, so strong, so in control, cum inside her. When she felt him pause, she allowed the weight of his body to collapse down on to her, both still connected as they tumbled blindly down on to the bed. She continued to feel the vibrations of his cock as he exploded slowly inside of her, his breath exhaling heavily with each release.   
 
    
 
   She moved first, wiggling out from under his weight as he fell in a thud to her side. After a long moment of just breathing, Gloria broke the calm and easy silence first, “God, I needed that.” 
 
    
 
   He laughed, heartily, as he too struggled to catch his breath. “Yeah, me too.” He agreed quickly with her as he smiled down at her, brushing the hair from her eyes and neck. 
 
    
 
   “Really?” Her voice became sly and confident. “A guy like you? I’m sure you got MC sluts fallin’ all over you.” 
 
    
 
   He nodded curiously at her. He couldn’t deny that being a member of a motorcycle club didn’t have its perks. He spoke quickly, looking for a good comeback, “When you’re a Horseman, you get what you want.” 
 
    
 
   A bang went off in Gloria’s mind. He admitted it. He was a Horseman, which meant Junior was, too. She sat up without a word and walked to where his jeans lay. 
 
    
 
   Vinny watched from the bed as she quickly snatched the wallet out of the back pocket and fingered through its contents. An alarm went off as he sat up straight. “What are you doing, Gloria?” 
 
    
 
   She didn’t answer right away. Instead, she took out a white and black card from the inside of the leather wallet and fingered it in her hand. After a second, she turned back to him and asked, “So why in the world would a bunch of Horsemen want an introduction to some Devils club members, especially when one of those Horsemen was previously a Devils’ drug runner?”
 
    
 
   He studied her silently. She knew too much and, for that, he should break her neck. But something stopped him. He wasn’t one to hit a woman. 
 
    
 
   Instead, she continued to take the reins, “Here’s what’s gonna happen, Vinny. Every other Saturday, you’re going to come by the Tavern and drop off an envelope. A thousand dollars, cash. If you’re a good boy, I won’t rat you out to my Devils friends and I’ll keep your pal Cal—Junior—alive to see another week. That is if he manages to survive whatever dumbass plan you cooked up for him tonight.” 
 
    
 
   “Are you fucking blackmailing me?” He was astounded. Here was a gorgeous, naked woman standing before him, one that he just screwed hard and fast. And now she was turning around to blackmail him? He tried to put it altogether but was coming up short.   
 
    
 
   “You could call it that. I call it keeping your secret safe from interested parties.” She walked to her phone and took a picture of the card with the camera. She then started typing away furiously. 
 
    
 
   Vinny fumed in bed. “What in the fuck are you doing?” 
 
    
 
   “This is your membership card, ain’t it? I’m just taking a quick picture and then I’m messaging some of my associates to let them know what’s goin’ on. Just in case you decide to hurt me, just know there are others out there who want to know what is going on.” It was a bold lie, but she had yet to try this out. She knew Vinny could snap her like a twig if he wanted. She felt it as his cock bore into her without any restraint. Now she needed backup; she needed to make him feel like she had the upper hand. 
 
    
 
   “I’m not payin’ you. I don’t have the money, first off, and I sure as fuck don’t believe a word you’re sayin’.” 
 
    
 
   “Ask around, honey. My business is knowing your business. How’d you think I make a living? Singin’ at the tavern? Ha!” She mockingly laughed at him. If this was going to work, she had to put on all the stops. 
 
    
 
   “What else you want, ‘cause I’m not paying you a fuckin’ dime.” 
 
    
 
   “After that bedroom display, I would say you could pay me back in pleasure, but what I need is cash.” 
 
    
 
   Vinny thought long and hard about the predicament he was in. He watched her stare at him from her spot on the bedroom floor. Her hands once again rested impatiently on her hips. “If you want money, I can help you with that in exchange for your silence.” 
 
    
 
   “Go on.” Gloria was curious. He obviously knew a ton being a member of the Horsemen. 
 
    
 
   “What you need is protection and an in to the parties, the meetings, the info… No one’ll mess with you if you stick with me. What you need is a bodyguard and an enforcer.” 
 
    
 
   “You wanna be my bodyguard?” She looked him once over, an eyebrow raised. He sure had the physique to be one. His rippling muscles, the tattoos that littered his skin, the way his eyes burned with something close to rage would intimidate any of her clients. 
 
    
 
   “I see that scar on your hip. It’s a knife, right? A dull one by the looks of it. I’m guessing you got yourself cut by an unhappy client.” He had noticed it earlier in the evening, but now it was making sense. Her job had to be dangerous; after all, she did just sleep with him, of all people, for information.   
 
    
 
   Gloria’s hand instantly shot up to cover the hint of the scar. She was always self-conscious about it, and now this man had turned it around on her. Vinny was right. While she was an expert on blackmail, she still put herself in harm’s way every single night. More so, she put Jordan in the line of fire, as well. Having someone like him around to expand her business and to protect her assets seemed like common sense. She couldn’t believe she hadn’t thought of it before with other men she scammed. 
 
    
 
   Knowing he had her attention, he continued with his proposition, “Three months. I’ll give you three months of my time and services. It’s easily worth that to you.” 
 
    
 
   She surprised herself as she relented, “Fine. Friday night. One A.M. Meet me at that same booth. We’ll begin then.” 
 
    
 
   Vinny nodded and then stood slowly as he grabbed his clothes off of Gloria’s bed and floor. As he opened her door to leave, she left him with one parting warning, “Vinny? Just know that if you screw up, if you get me in trouble or compromise my business, I will get you killed.” 
 
    
 
   He didn’t bother to turn around. Instead, he walked out of the bedroom, down the stairs, and out towards the parking lot. She had won this round, but he wasn’t about to let her take him down without a fight. 
 
  
 
  



[bookmark: h.xsom7qabh1e]CHAPTER EIGHT
 
    
 
   His first assignment as bodyguard for Gloria was pretty minor. All he had to do was sit next to her as she accepted an envelope from some bald headed man who frequented the tavern. Neither said a word to each other as the transaction took place. He just sat down, took a sip from his beer, and took the envelope out of his shirt pocket to slide across the wood table to her. She counted the money quickly and then nodded to him as a dismissal. 
 
    
 
   Vinny was frankly impressed. Gloria wasn’t just some scammer with a side trade going on. She was organized, calculated, and a damn good businesswoman. When the man left the table, she pulled out a printed spreadsheet and made notes next to her “client’s” name. She then divided the money in several wallets, pockets, and even tucked some away in her bra for safekeeping. Two of the wallets were locked to the inside of her purse and another was strapped to her jeans.
 
    
 
   It was a precaution he certainly could understand. He had made rookie mistakes as a runner before when he was younger. He bragged about his job, corresponded too frequently with the sellers, and paid the price when both backfired on him with a robbery in a darkened alley. He beefed up after that, even taking some boxing lessons so he could defend himself. 
 
    
 
   But more importantly, Vinny learned to never, ever trust anyone. Sure, he was part of a brotherhood, a fraternity of men. But that didn’t mean anything to him when the bottom line was his own life. He protected what was his fiercely and he played the game to win. No one in his life, no relationship, could ever be worth compromising that.
 
    
 
   What he saw in Gloria was something eerily similar. She couldn’t care less about the situations of the men and women that came to her table with their offerings. Some occasionally pleaded with her for mercy, for a bit more time for the money. But instead of listening or compromising, she would instead pull out her spreadsheet and make a note with a red pen signaling that their relationship had ended. 
 
    
 
   After a woman sobbed about how unfair Gloria was being, she turned to her coldly and replied with, “Life is unfair. I don’t need to be fair.” She then took out her cellphone and begun dialing a number she had written in one of the columns of her pages. 
 
    
 
   Instantly, the crying woman perked up as she quickly and urgently whispered, “Who’re you calling, Gloria? You’re not calling him! You cannot call him! Gloria! Put down the phone!” As Gloria started to speak into the receiver, the woman screamed out, “No! I’ll pay! I’ll pay! Don’t tell him!” 
 
    
 
   Gloria calmly hung up her phone as Vinny shifted uncomfortably in his seat. The desperation he had just witnessed was familiar to him, but he was usually in Gloria’s seat. Now, looking in on it, he couldn’t help but to feel a bit disgusted at it all. 
 
    
 
   As the woman left and Gloria packed up for the night, he turned towards her, boxing her into the booth. “Why do you do this? I mean, how’d you get started?” 
 
    
 
   “I don’t know, really. I guess there is an advantage to not being seen or heard. When I was younger, no one paid me any mind. Never got much attention from my parents or my friends. Comes in handy in this trade. Really, no one suspects me until they know me. And then when they know me, they don’t want to.” 
 
    
 
   Vinny found himself speaking too soon, “I noticed you.” 
 
    
 
   Gloria burst out laughing, “You only noticed me because you needed me.” 
 
    
 
   “What’s wrong with that? No one notices anyone until they need ‘em to do somethin’.” 
 
    
 
   “I s’pose you’re right. Hell, I don’t notice nobody ‘til I see their worth—and then when I see it, I can never unsee it.” Gloria thought back on all of her clients, her relationships, and the people she actually trusted. None of them were without strings or obligations. But luckily for her, she held the upper hand in every single one. 
 
    
 
   As she finished making her last note, the one next to Vinny’s name, she returned her attention back to him. She had spent the last few weeks thinking about how best to utilize her new employee. Now it was time to start phase one. “Listen, Vinny. It’s time to take this bigger. I need you to assist me. There’s a man, the man who gave me my scar. I want revenge, and I want it now. And you’re going to make that happen for me.”  
 
    
 
   Vinny’s mind raced. Whatever she had in mind, he couldn’t exactly say no to it. But he couldn’t imagine that the new scam she had thought of could be that dangerous that she would actually need him to assist. 
 
    
 
   “There’s this dealer. Real slick guy known as Carl. He used to do his business here, but he’s gone now. He was my first attempt at scammin’. But he left me with the scar, and I ain’t seen him since.” Just uttering his name had made her cringe. The memories of that night flashed her back to that rush of fear and the pool of blood. 
 
    
 
   “Carl Delaney?” Vinny swallowed hard. It couldn’t be any other Carl. He knew all the other dealers and sellers in the area. And Carl had a reputation with his switchblade. No doubt in Vinny’s mind that he knew exactly who did this to Gloria. 
 
    
 
   “I think that’s him. Bald head, dark features, tattoos on his neck?” The image of the man was seared in her memory forever. She couldn’t forget his name. It was all that she saw most nights she went to sleep. 
 
    
 
   For Vinny, Gloria’s recognition sent him in a tailspin. The man she described was, in fact, Carl Delaney. But more importantly, Carl Delaney was the Vice President of the Horsemen. Fear shot through him as the scenario played itself out. “I can’t do it, girly.” He suddenly stood as he reached into his wallet and pulled out some bills. He tossed them her way. “No envelope, but this is all I got. It’s a couple hundred. I’ll be back on Tuesday with the rest.” 
 
    
 
   “What the fuck?” Gloria lost it. His abrupt change had caught her totally off guard, “You gonna tell me why I’m gonna have to get you and that kid killed by the Devils?”  
 
    
 
   “You’re smart. Figure it out. Why would a guy like me not want to play your bitch anymore?” Vinny began to walk away, but Gloria followed closely behind, trailing each of his long strides with three or four quick steps of her own. 
 
    
 
   As they reached the parking lot, she grew bold and grabbed his large arm before he could hitch himself to the saddle of his motorcycle. “You motherfucker! Don’t you dare leave me.” 
 
    
 
   “Leave you? Who do you think I am? I’m not one of those weak fuckers beggin’ for you. You can go and tell on me if you want. But I’m out. I ain’t doin’ your little assignment.” 
 
    
 
   “You’re really testing me here? You don’t think I have the balls to fucking call the guard on you?” She took her phone out of her pocket and began dialing. 
 
    
 
   “Cut the shit, Gloria!” Vinny shouted as he revved up his engine. “I know that trick. So shut the fuck up. You’re gettin’ your hush money. What else do you want?” 
 
    
 
   “Why are you backin’ out of this? Who is Carl?” Her mouth put together his reasons before her brain could catch up. Obviously, the change in attitude came when she ID’d Carl and laid out her scheme to Vinny. He had to be a part of this. 
 
    
 
   He turned off his bike and stared fiercely at Gloria as she looked to him for an answer. He didn’t owe her anything, at least now that he had broken the deal. But he still found himself answering, “He’s the VP. I’m not betraying him.” 
 
    
 
   Gloria should have known. How she had missed this bit of information, she couldn’t be sure. She knew most of the leadership of both rival gangs. She had heard of Benni and his counterpart Ezra. She had met most of the enforcers, the runners, and the retired members as well. Yet Carl never came up, never was mentioned. 
 
    
 
   Gloria seethed with anger. Vinny had obviously no idea how much exacting revenge on that man meant to her. “I’m not lettin’ that son of a bitch walk away. With or without you, I’m gonna bring that motherfucker down.” 
 
    
 
   “No, you won’t. Carl is untouchable. He’s got men guardin’ him day and night. You couldn’t get close to him if you tried. Besides that, how would you even begin to blackmail someone like him? He’s got nothing to hide.” Vinny tried to get Gloria to see his side to this. Some part of him wanted to protect and shield her from the dangerous territory she was blindly stepping into. Carl was a landmine just waiting to blast off and Gloria was tiptoeing right around his field. 
 
    
 
   Gloria sighed discontentedly. “When I got him, he was dealin’ with some guy from a quarry. I was going to go to the police with the info.” 
 
    
 
   An alarm went off in Vinny’s head. The detail about the quarry was something familiar, something important. “What do you mean the quarry? What man?”
 
    
 
   Gloria was taken aback. After all that she had just said, he was focusing on that insignificant detail? “I don’t know. When I was trying to run the game on him, he was gettin’ his supplies from the quarry. Some guy at Lancaster’s, if I remember right. It was a long time ago.” 
 
    
 
   “The quarry is where the Devils get their stash. That’s where Junior went the other night with the guys. He was trying to get information on another supplier at Cattleman’s Ranch for us, but they brought him there instead.” 
 
    
 
   “Look, all I know is that he was definitely workin’ with some guy at Lancaster’s Quarry. I don’t know much more about him other than that.” Gloria thought about it for a moment until a bit of inspiration struck. “You think he’s workin’ for the Devils?” 
 
    
 
   Vinny growled back, “No. He’s not, Gloria. And you best shut your goddamn mouth with those accusations. He’s a Horseman, tried and true.”
 
    
 
   “Obviously not if he’s working with the quarry guys...” Gloria knew she had touched a sweet spot for Vinny. He was not allowed to question MC leadership, let alone let an outsider question one of the integrity of the second in command. He was not about to let her continue on like this.  
 
    
 
   But Gloria didn’t care. She had landed on a goldmine of information. What she got was way better than anything Vinny could begin to provide her with. Without another word, she strode off and headed back into the tavern. She grabbed the bag she had left behind and used the back exit to get to her beater of a car. 
 
    
 
   She fumbled with the keys a bit. The adrenaline was settling in, making her sense go mad with excitement. Before she could find the right gold key on the chain, she felt a hand reach behind her and grab the metal pieces away from her. She spun, turning her body to face the person. Vinny pressed up against her, pushing her back against the car door. 
 
    
 
   “Get off me!” Gloria screamed. Vinny did not relent. He just slipped the keys into his pants pocket. “I’ll call for help!” 
 
    
 
   “Yeah? And who’s gonna come get you? You ain’t got a friend in the world in there besides your guy Jordan. I know more people who’d rather see you dead than alive.” Vinny spat the venom of his words into her face. His breath brushed up against her cheeks as his chin leaned down to whisper into her ear. 
 
    
 
   “Fuck you! You don’t know me. You don’t know anything about me.” Gloria hated to admit that he had pegged her. He was right: friendships didn’t exist in Gloria’s world. 
 
    
 
   “Here’s what’s going to happen tonight I’m going to give you back your keys and you’re going to walk away. You’re not going to go after Carl. Hell, you’re not going to think about him anymore. If I hear that you even so much as asked about him, I will kill you.” 
 
    
 
   Gloria panted as she struggled in vain to break away. But his chest against hers, his thighs pushing up against her the seams of her tight jeans was making it hard to really put up a good fight. After a few minutes of wriggling, she exclaimed defeated,  “What a great bodyguard you turned out to be.” 
 
    
 
   “This wouldn’t have happened if you weren’t such a stubborn bitch. You picked the wrong man to mess with.” Vinny found it hard to defend Carl, especially with Gloria’s evidence in hand. “Now, you going to play nice and follow my rules now so I can let you go home and count your money?” 
 
    
 
   Gloria softened her look purposefully and let down her fight, “Yes. Let me go.” 
 
    
 
   Vinny smiled, satisfied. “That wasn’t so hard, was it?” He handed her the keys as she remained in place. “I feel bad it had to end this way. I actually enjoyed watching you work. You’ve got a solid business here, Gloria. To make it up to you, I’ll pay my debt like I said I would.”
 
    
 
   “That’s fine.” Gloria’s mind was a blank. She wasn’t exactly interested in hearing whatever condescending dribble Vinny was laying on her. Instead, she interrupted him as he began to talk further. “I’ve gotta go. I’ll see you later.” 
 
    
 
   She avoided his glare as she took the keys and unlocked the car door. She slammed it shut, allowing it to automatically lock behind her. As she started the car, she looked back up at Vinny who had yet to move a muscle. With a wide grin, she peeled out of her spot in the lot and headed out onto the town’s main road. Her cellphone in hand, she had a couple of calls to place while she drove to her destination.
 
    
 
   Vinny watched her go, carefully monitoring which way she turned. She was headed home, he was sure of it. But he was still feeling as if he was missing something about their exchange. He headed back into the tavern for a quick drink. He needed something swift and strong to take his mind off of everything that had just happened. 
 
    
 
   Sitting at the tall stool, his back facing the rest of the crowd, he watched eagerly as Casey poured him a tall, dark colored beer. She tossed him another shot from the far end of the bar to chase it down with.
 
    
 
   His racing mind was interrupted by the sound of his cellphone buzzing away in his pocket. He pulled the slick black phone out of his pocket to check his messages. The newest one was from Benni’s number. It simply read, “Clubhouse. 2am. Bring the kid.” 
 
  
 
  



[bookmark: h.8e0uez3mv5ur]CHAPTER NINE
 
    
 
   It wasn’t unusual for him to be called up so suddenly like that. Being an enforcer required tons of last-minute assignments where he’d essentially have to follow his man into battle no matter what the time or place. But after everything that had happened with Junior earlier in the week and now with Gloria out on some scheme against him, he couldn’t help but feel anxious and unnerved. He could only hope he wasn’t going to be walking in to his own death trap by following orders. 
 
    
 
   And if it weren’t Gloria behind his suspicious call up, Junior had to be the reason. By all accounts, Junior had done his job. Everything he had said at his first shakedown about Johnson, Cattleman’s Ranch, and the quarry sellers was correct. Not a lie in the bunch. He even proved himself as a great spy. He had miraculously attracted no attention or suspicions his way as Junior had been trusted in running from the quarry to several seller’s homes, he also got to do another pickup at the Cattleman’s Ranch. While there, he took pictures of the signature red boxes and even recorded a bit of the conversation between Jason, Pedro, and Johnson about their schedules. 
 
    
 
   Vinny couldn’t have been more pleased with the young man’s gumption. It took real guts, or at least a healthy fear of death at the hands of the Horsemen, to go that deep with the plan. He had proven his worth to Vinny, at least. Now it seemed like he was up for discussion with the rest of the club’s leadership. If it were simply a meeting to decide Junior’s fate in the Horsemen, Vinny had nothing to worry about. It would be an in and out, and he’d be back home safe to live another night.  
 
    
 
   Shooting a quick text to Junior to meet him at the spot at two, Vinny hopped on his bike and sped off towards Jackson where the headquarters for the club was located. Members met in an inconspicuous brick building that used to be part of a larger factory. Now the men had slowly begun to remodel the place for their needs. Round tables were set in the main, smoky meeting hall. On Saturday evenings, patch wearers occupied each chair. But tonight, the room was completely empty, giving the space a ghastly appearance. 
 
    
 
   Vinny could see a single light illuminating the space. It was on in the leadership office, but he knew better than to approach it or to try to enter without an invitation. Instead, he slowly walked towards the open door and cleared his voice loudly to alert whoever was inside of his presence. 
 
    
 
   From his spot, he could hear Benni arguing with a faceless man angrily, his voice rising and falling in rage. “The fuck, man? Do you know who I am?” There was a long pause as the sound of someone screaming incoherently back on the phone’s speaker. Benni interrupted as he began again, “You get your ass over here, and we’ll deal with it then.” 
 
    
 
   Vinny knew he had heard too much. He slowly backed away, careful not to make a noise that would alert Benni to his presence. But it was too late. The club’s president had already hung his phone up and tossed it on to his metal desk. Vinny could hear his footsteps hit the floor as he sped out of the room, running directly into where Vinny stood.
 
    
 
   “You’re early,” Benni sneered.
 
    
 
   “Yeah, I know. I was out on a ride, so I figured I’d just come by when I got close. You want me to come back later?”
 
    
 
   “No. I may actually need you since none of the other enforcers are around right now.” 
 
    
 
   “Whatever you need, boss. What’s the assignment?” Vinny was itching to get back in the saddle. After following Gloria around like a dog for a few weeks, getting a real man’s assignment was almost tantalizing.
 
    
 
   “There’s someone comin’ soon. Son of a bitch betrayed us. He’s been working for both us and the Devils tradin’ junk. I just got the call about it.” 
 
    
 
   “Who is it?” Vinny was smarter than that. The coincidences between what had happened in the parking lot and what was happening here in the clubhouse was too much. 
 
    
 
   Benni’s voice rumbled low as he uttered the name, “Carl.”
 
    
 
   Vinny put on a shocked and appalled expression. He was never a great actor, but his life depended on playing dumb and acting like he didn’t already have this information. He let out a gasp, hoping it wasn’t too dramatic for the situation. He uttered a quick “Son of a bitch...” for good measure.
 
    
 
   “Yeah, I know. The bastard’s apparently been doing it for years. Who knows how deep it goes or how he was gettin’ away with it. All I know is that when he gets here, he’s gonna pay every last goddamn dime.” 
 
    
 
   Vinny knew the answer before he even asked the next logical question, “Who called it in?” 
 
    
 
   “Some random chick. Said she found out about him working at the quarry awhile ago, but she didn’t know it was Devils territory ‘til this evening.”
 
    
 
   Benni was pretty dismissive and uninterested in the content of the call and the caller herself, which oddly relieved Vinny. At least Gloria wasn’t in trouble. Now he just had to get out of the clubhouse alive without Carl or Benni finding out the details of his involvement. 
 
    
 
   “What about Junior? He’s supposed to come in at two. Do you want him around for this?” 
 
    
 
   “Yeah, I do actually. Junior may know more about Carl if he was workin’ with the Devils.” 
 
    
 
   Benni had a good point, one Vinny wish he had thought of beforehand. Junior may be the key to turning suspicion off of the mystery caller if he could confirm that he had seen Carl working at the quarry. He just had to get him first before Benni could get to him. 
 
    
 
   Vinny offered, “Let me go pick up Junior. We can get this done faster that way.” 
 
    
 
   Benni nodded, giving his enforcer permission to go ahead. Vinny sped out of the hallway lightning fast as he pulled his phone out of his pocket once he reached the parking lot. He dialed Junior’s cell number hoping he’d pick up. 
 
   At the fourth ring, a voice of a tired, recently woken up man answered, “Yeah. What’s up?”
 
    
 
   “I’ll be at your place in fifteen minutes. Be dressed. We’ve got some things to go over.” 
 
    
 
   “I thought we weren’t meeting until two. That’s an hour from—”
 
    
 
   “Shut up and listen, Junior! You wanna get out of harm’s way? You want to make this go away? Be outside in fifteen minutes. If not, I’ll drag you out of that craphole you call a home.” Vinny had no time to play nice or to even give a good explanation. He was all business tonight and his mission was keeping himself alive. 
 
    
 
   ----
 
    
 
   Gloria snickered to herself wildly as she sat leaned all the way back in the front seat of her car. A few phone calls to her clients and she had landed a quick, anonymous phone call with Benni, the President of the Horsemen. From the disbelief and anger in his voice, she knew she had landed Carl in a heap of trouble. She couldn’t have signed his death warrant any easier than that. 
 
    
 
   But it wasn’t just about letting Carl get eaten by the dogs. She wanted to see him suffer. She wanted to watch him soak in his own blood for the own blood he had taken from her all those years ago. And Vinny was her front row ticket into the show. 
 
    
 
   Vinny had just pulled out of the parking lot and onto the street before Jackman’s Tavern. He hadn’t spotted her parked behind the long-deserted, abandoned police car in the adjacent lot, nor had he noticed her pulling out with her headlights dimmed. She followed him closely as he weaved in and out of traffic on his bike. He was driving like a maniac, in a rush to get to wherever he was going. But she had managed to keep an eye on him and follow his path to headquarters at the old bottling factory.
 
    
 
   Parking her car at the far corner of the lot, away from the entrance of the building, she knew no one would take notice of an abandoned, beat up car. All she had to do now was wait for Carl’s arrival and then follow him into the clubhouse. 
 
    
 
   Luckily for her, she didn’t have to wait too long at all as two men and their motorcycles appeared only minutes after she had. Dismounting first was the man she had come to see. He hadn’t changed a day since she last saw him. Dark face, dark body, dark clothes, he looked like death walking. Following closely behind him was someone also familiar to Gloria. She struggled to sit up a bit higher in her leaned back driver’s chair to get a glimpse of the man Carl patted on his back. 
 
    
 
   The second, the one who followed Carl’s every step as they walked the length of the parking lot, was wearing purple—Devils’ colors. His 1% patch sewn into the back of his black vest said it all. This younger man was Carl’s backup, his personal bodyman. Whatever was about to go down wasn’t going to be an easy fight like she hoped. Carl was walking in with his own weapons and protection for himself. His protection just happened to be Junior.  
 
    
 
   ----
 
    
 
   Vinny was steaming. Junior’s reluctance to join him when he was called was freaking him out. No way could he let the kid get him in trouble tonight, especially not after seeing what trouble was in store for Carl after he was exposed. Plus, there was Gloria to deal with when this was all said and done. She had put her nose in business she certainly didn’t belong in, and now Vinny had to take action on it. 
 
    
 
   He headed out the doors of the headquarters and into the black night. The stars were dim and their lights partially obscured by the gray clouds looming overhead. The acidic smell of rain approaching hit his nostrils as tiny drops of moisture landed on his black leather jacket. Using his hand to brush the built up moisture off of the saddle of his ride, he was totally unaware of the approaching men from behind. A body he thought belonged to Benni appeared to him in the motorcycle’s mirrors. Without looking back, he said, “I got ahold of Junior. He’s on his way. You going out or som—” 
 
    
 
   A force knocked him into his bike, toppling the heavy ride over with him falling hard on top. Vinny was stunned, totally unprepared. His rib had smashed into the chrome upon descent making the turn to face his attacker much harder. Slowly he stood, using his hands to push to standing from the cement and gravel he laid in. 
 
    
 
   Carl stood before him, wearing a Devils leather jacket and patch. Cowering behind him, struggling not to make eye contact with Vinny, was Junior’s lanky body. He looked down at the ground almost like a dog that knew it was about to be punished. 
 
    
 
   “I hear you and Benni been lookin’ for me. Well, here I am. Let’s get this over with.” Carl’s low, even keel voice showed confidence. He certainly wasn’t afraid of Vinny’s reputation or his imposing body like most men in the motorcycle club world. Carl was looking for a fight tonight, and he knew he would get one with Vinny. 
 
    
 
   Vinny wasn’t sure how to approach Carl’s apparent trader status. Gloria had revealed that he was a longtime member of the Devils, and Vinny had denied it. Even with Benni stirring to get to the bottom of his allegiance, Vinny still had questioned if the intel were right. But here Carl was, standing in front of Vinny with a rusty switchblade in his hand and a Devils patch sewn on his shoulder. 
 
    
 
   “Not a pussy-ass Horseman like yourself, that’s fo’ damn sure. You really think I’d wanna ride with low-level losers like your bitch ass? Me an’ the Devils go way back and as soon as you wannabes came into our turf, tryin’ to sell on our territory, I knew I wasn’t going to let you get away with it.” Carl spat on the ground at the Vinny’s leather boot. His blade was angled higher, ready to lunge if needed. 
 
    
 
   Vinny raged with pent up anger. This man had betrayed everything he had stood for. Vinny had trusted him, had loved him like a brother, and had rode with him in good and bad times over the few short years he had known him. Now the real Carl was in front of him and he had only one thing to say to the man, “I’m gonna kill you, you son of a bitch.” 
 
    
 
   “Not if I get to you first. Maybe you’re too stupid to figure it out, but there’s two of us here and there’s only one of you.”
 
    
 
   “That’s fine, because once I finish with you, I’m goin’ after Junior next.” Vinny arched his head so he was in direct eye contact with Junior as he continued to silently hide behind Carl. “You hear that, you bastard? I kept you safe. I vouched for you. And you pull this shit on me? I shoulda killed you when I had the chance.” 
 
    
 
   Junior took a few steps back, his hands shoved into his pockets. Carl didn’t bother looking behind him to see what his brother was doing. Instead, he just laughed maniacally as he hunched over, ready to get the fight started. 
 
    
 
   But it was Vinny who attacked first. With a quick run, he leaped onto Carl with the full force of his weakened, injured body. The two men landed back on the ground in a small, damp puddle of water and old bike oil. Reaching at him, Vinny took his large hands on to the white collar of Carl’s t-shirt and used it to slam his entire head and shoulders back and forth against the cement parking lot ground. 
 
    
 
   Blood pooled at the back of his neck, but Carl continued to kick at thrash against the weight of Vinny. As Vinny let go of him to take his first punch, Carl managed to fight back, getting several blows to the same rib Vinny had damaged when he fell on the bike. Air escaped his lungs as Carl pounded each blow harder and harder until Vinny fell off of him to his hands and knees. 
 
    
 
   Like a spring, Carl popped up to his feet. His black leather shoes found strong momentum to kick and punch at Vinny as he attempted to stand himself. Each hit pushed him farther and farther into the ground. Blood splattered onto this mouth and discolored his shirt and arms. All he could see was red, black, and the silver of the rain beginning to pour down on him.     
 
    
 
   But another color quickly caught his eye. It was the brown handle of the switchblade laying about three feet from his hands. He attempted to reach out his hands, but him not paying attention to the blows that were coming fast and hard only made him more vulnerable, allowing Carl to get several more kicks in, one to his face and another to his legs. The vision from his left eye faltered, his head grew tired and heavy, and his heart raced and beat out of time. Vinny collapsed back to the ground in agony as he let out a small scream of desperation. 
 
    
 
   It was perfect for Carl who had finally found the upper hand. The big man was down, head first. His arms were outstretched, totally still and weakened. If it wasn’t for his heaving chest, Carl would have thought him dead, but he still knew he wasn’t going anywhere soon. 
 
    
 
   Turning to face Junior, whose face had turned white as a ghost watching his old partner fall, Carl let out a wicked laugh, “Big men… they always fall hardest when they think they’re invincible.” He kicked some gravel on Vinny’s body and turned his attention to the clubhouse. “Benni’s inside. Let’s get h—”
 
    
 
   A horrible scream sounded through the night followed by a second thud of a body on to the ground. Junior remained wide-eyed and perfectly still next to Carl as he lay in a pool of his own blood, his own switchblade sticking out from between his shoulder blades.
 
  
 
  



[bookmark: h.ovo2zr3go6gr]CHAPTER TEN
 
    
 
   Junior had seen his fair share of fights and bloodshed. As a 1%er, it was almost expected that, eventually, you’d be there. You would see someone you fought with, someone you rode with, face down on the ground dying or dead. He just never expected it would be Carl. 
 
    
 
   And he certainly never expected his killer to be a woman, let alone the singer from the bar who helped him get his fake re-introduction.
 
    
 
   But there was Gloria. Her body shook and shivered as she panted uncontrollably. Her eyes were fixed down at her hands as she held them close to her face. They were covered in red and dripping with fresh blood. She knelt down to the ground and, with a heave, she twisted the knife once and then twice until it pulled straight from Carl’s body. The dead man made no sound except for the faint noise of the blood dripping from the corner of his mouth.
 
    
 
   Junior continued to watch as she then walked to where Vinny was still laying, his body curled up in a slight ball. She used all of her strength to turn him over to his back, unsure of if she should even be moving him in his state. She looked down at the man, his eyes tightly closed as he let out a small groan of pain. 
 
    
 
   “Vinny? Vinny? Are you with me?” She whispered his name gently as he began to come to again. His eyes flickered with recognition of her voice, and she watched astonished as he began to flex his fingers and move his hands with his bruised wrists. A feeling of relief washed over her body as she let out a deep breath she had been holding in since she first saw him take a blow from her seat in the parking lot. 
 
    
 
   After a long, horrible minute of nothing, Vinny looked up at her with his dark eyes completely focused on her. And for one second, he did something she had yet to see: he smiled. His thin, pale lips parted ever so slightly revealing the white of his teeth. Little wrinkles around his forehead softened and his entire body relaxed in her arms. She, too, let go, allowing her emotions to release with his. 
 
    
 
   Vinny spoke first, a small, urgent warning in the midst of their brief moment of happiness, “Gloria, you have to go.” 
 
    
 
   “What?” Gloria was confused. It was not what she had expected him to say. All she wanted to do was to make sure he was okay, to stay with him until she could get help. 
 
    
 
   Vinny had only a second to utter out, “Junior!” before it happened. Gloria felt a hot, searing sensation hit her face. It brought her to the ground before she could have the opportunity to look up and see the lanky young man standing above her. 
 
    
 
   “You bitch!” Junior charged after her as she used her hands and legs to crab crawl backwards. He yanked down and grabbed her hair to force her back to her feet. She cried out at the ripping of her scalp. ”What did you do? What the fuck did you do?”
 
    
 
   He slapped her with the backside of his hand once more. She could hear her own skin retracting from her face upon contact. She wanted to fly forward with the force, but he held her in place. Another slap connected with the other side. This time, she felt the cold, deep scratch of his gold family ring slice against her cheek. 
 
    
 
   And then, it stopped. Junior let go of Gloria as he turned wildly. She had just a moment to move out of the way as Vinny vaulted on Junior and delivered punch after punch after punch. His face became unrecognizable under Vinny’s hands between the red blood and the dirt and grime flying from the ground. 
 
    
 
   Junior began to beg and plead desperately for his life. “Please stop! Stop! STOP!” He screamed as loud as he could but the fluid in his lungs wouldn’t let him call out louder than a whisper. 
 
    
 
   Still, Vinny did stop. He dropped Junior to the ground and fell to his knees beside him. With his hand clutching his own ribs, he looked over the boy and shouted, “Get out of here!” When Junior did not move, he repeated it again with urgency, “Get out of here, Junior! You tell the rest of your Devils friends that if you think you can mess with the Horsemen or me, you have a fresh body bag waiting for you.” He pointed to where Carl lay still in his own blood with his face totally collapsed into the ground. 
 
    
 
   Junior took the message to heart as he limped away to the end of the parking lot where the men had parked their bike. As soon as he was out of sight, Gloria crawled to where Vinny knelt. She took her arms on his shoulders and slightly kneaded at them to bring him back to her attention.   
 
    
 
   “Thank you.” She didn’t know what else to say. He had saved her, somehow. Yet, she had saved him. They were on equal ground now, but she still felt she, for once, owed someone something more. 
 
    
 
   “You need to go, Gloria. Get out of here. Get in your car and drive away.” Vinny was not joking. There wasn’t a hint of humor in his voice, nor appreciation. 
 
    
 
   Gloria couldn’t understand. She struggled to ask, “Why? I don’t—“ 
 
    
 
   “Get out of here, Gloria, before Benni sees you! NOW!” If he could, he would have scooped her up and placed her in her car himself, but his body was too weak. Still, she followed his direction, only looking back when he called to her once more, “Leave the knife!” 
 
    
 
   Gloria had forgot the knife was still clutched in her hand. The brown wood handle had practically dug itself into her skin, as she did not dare to let go of it. She ran back to him and dropped it before him before running back to her car. Vinny watched her as she struggled to sit down and shut her door. She drove off quickly, swerving frantically as the car disappeared into the rain soaked streets. 
 
    
 
   Vinny stood, putting the knife in his pants pocket. He slowly walked past the dead body on the ground, taking a moment to study its placement before heading inside. Once there, he called out into the dark, “Benni! Benni!” 
 
    
 
   “What is it!” Benni stormed out of his office, totally unaware of the action that had just gone down outside of the parking lot. He turned on the light of the main hall revealing Vinny covered in his own blood and that of Junior and Carl. His tattered clothes and bruised face and body said it all. His hand left a red handprint against the wall as he slumped to sit on the floor while Benni rushed to his side. 
 
    
 
   “Who did this to you?” Benni had his phone out, prepared to call in his troops. 
 
    
 
   Vinny pointed out toward the open door. Benni followed his direction and came back inside seconds later. His phone was pressed to his head as he said to the person he called, “Yeah, get over here now. Bring a couple guys. We need some clean up.” 
 
    
 
   Vinny slipped in and out of conscious as he watched men streaming in and out of the main hall. Some were caked in blood while others were covered in fresh dirt. No one said a word to him; they all just watched and waited until the “doctor” arrived. A tall man in his forties, he leaned over Vinny and inspected his visible wounds. 
 
    
 
   With a snap of his fingers, the group of men picked up Vinny and brought him to the table where he went to work sealing the deep cuts with a sterilized needle and some thread. He then wrapped his ribs in a tight, encompassing bandage. “Don’t move. Don’t talk. Don’t eat. Ice it. Thirty days of this and you’ll be fine.” Vinny nodded in understanding as he took a cup of pills from the doctor and swallowed them quickly. Relief couldn’t come any sooner for him. 
 
    
 
   When he awoke, his scenery had totally changed. Light streamed through his own bedroom. Blinds he had not opened in years were thrown back revealing his dirty, dingy windows. He looked around, noting that the space was pristine. Clothes were put away in his closet and dresser. The carpet looked fully vacuumed and the stack of dirty dishes were gone completely. 
 
    
 
   He struggled to make sense of it until he spotted her. Gloria was there, at his feet, absent-mindedly strumming his dusty old guitar. She was singing that song, the same song he heard her sing the first night they met. Her voice soothed him, breathed life into him as he struggled to prop himself up to sit. 
 
    
 
   Gloria felt the couch under her move as she turned to face him. Her eyes glimmered as she opened her mouth to speak, “Good morning.” 
 
    
 
   “Morning? How long was I out?” Vinny looked around at the room, hoping to get more clues on what had happened to him. 
 
    
 
   “Three days. Strong shit they gave you, I suppose.” She held up a clear bag full of unknown and unmarked pills. “I found them in your jean pocket. It came with a note to take three a day in the morning. I’ve been force feeding them to you.” 
 
    
 
   “How did you get in?” A small panic crept over him as he dreaded her answer, “Who knows you’re here?” 
 
    
 
   “No one knows I’m here. I had a client do me a favor and break in that night. I couldn’t leave you alone. When you weren’t here, I just waited in a closet ‘til they brought you in.” 
 
    
 
   “Why in the hell would you do that? That’s the stupidest thing I have ever heard.” He couldn’t believe she would be so dumb as to risk her life and break into his place. 
 
    
 
   “I did it because I wanted to do it. You saved me. I couldn’t let you die without telling you you were free. You don’t owe me a dime. Your debt is gone.” Gloria was sincere. She had yet to release one of her clients, but now she wanted to make every exception for Vinny. 
 
    
 
   He looked at her long and hard, his eyes struggling to keep her glance. “You can’t get rid of me.” 
 
    
 
   “What?” She asked him quizzically. 
 
    
 
   “It’s not over. This thing between you and me—me protecting you? It’s not over.” He reached out his hand to touch her face. She smiled as he traced the still healing bruises that lined her face. “I’m not backing out now.” 
 
    
 
   In that moment, she knew he was not lying. She knew that he was not about to let her go about her life and business without him. He would risk it all to know that she was safe. He would spend a lifetime paying off the new debts he had owed Gloria. He had a new partner, a new person to ride with. He was ready for what came next. And she was ready to ride.
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CHAPTER ONE
 
    
 
   A scream filled the room. Blood curdling, aching—the noise only a man in overpowering pain could make. 
 
    
 
   Gloria’s boiling water simmered to the top of the pan and ran down the side, extinguishing the fire that burning underneath. But the sound of the man screaming was her cue. She ignored the gas still running and the spoon still perched bobbing in the bubbly, frothy water. Her attention was only on the sound of the man crying out. “What are you doing?!” she screamed at Vinny as he lay on the floor of the living room. His legs were still on the couch, but he had managed to slip the top part of his body off. “You’re not supposed to move without help. Do you want to break another rib?”
 
    
 
   She couldn’t help but break into a smile at seeing him writhe in pain as he attempted, in vain, to lift himself back up to the couch. Vinny was well over six feet tall. His bare chest was covered in black and red tattoos. His face was full of bruises and scars from fights he had won and lost. Yet, here he was in his own home, weakened from a blow to his ribs. And Gloria got to bear witness to just how much a man like Vinny could break when pushed to the edge. 
 
    
 
   She stood over him, her tiny arms crossed over her slight body and her foot tapping away impatiently. Yet a hint of a smile crossed her small face. She blew a strand of yellow hair from her eyes as she knelt down to offer him a hand. 
 
    
 
   Vinny took his free hand and pushed her off. He was not about to let her help him anymore than she already had. It had been about a week now since he had woken up back in his apartment. Gloria had already been there several days, attending to his every need and care. But now that he was starting to get his bearings back and the drugs were finally wearing off, he saw no need for her to baby him. “Get off me, woman!” he shouted at her as she continued to try to lift him by hooking her arms underneath his armpits. “I can do this myself. I’m not completely helpless!” 
 
    
 
   “Fine. Do it your way.” She dropped him back to the ground with a thud and took two steps back. He let out yet another cry of shocked pain. Her hand shot up to cover the burst of laughter she was about to release. But she knew better; Vinny was proud, almost to his detriment, so laughing at him—or even his situation—was a pretty heavy faux pas. Her best defense was to just roll with his silly demands and play along like nothing had happened to him, like she was not a part of the reason why he was so badly injured. 
 
    
 
   “Ha-ha-ha.” Vinny turned his head to mimic her. “Laugh all you want. You won’t be laughing when I can manage to get myself off this goddamn couch. You best prepare.”   
 
    
 
   She knelt down next to him, her face inches from his. She could feel his hot, sticky breath dance along the corner of her forehead. “Oh really?” she said, amused. “And what exactly best I prepare for?” 
 
    
 
   He smiled wickedly, a fire sparked in his dark, steely eyes. “I promise you this: I won’t be babyin’ you like you been doin’ with me.” 
 
    
 
   Vinny’s threat sent shivers down Gloria’s spine. She couldn’t help but remember those moments in her darkened bedroom the first night she met him. Sure, both of them were trying to play each other for information – Gloria had wanted to make him part of her blackmailing scheme; Vinny wanted her for an introduction to a motorcycle club – but each of them got what they were asking for and certainly more than they bargained for.  
 
    
 
   Gloria answered him breathlessly as her mind filled of the memory of him twisting her body to his every need, him overcoming her till she was what he wanted, “Then you best get your ass back on this couch and let me take care of you until then.”  
 
    
 
   Vinny slumped enough, allowing her to help place him back on the couch. This certainly was not what he wanted. Just a few short days ago, he was her bodyguard and an enforcer for the Black Horsemen Motorcycle Club. He was a 1%er with a reputation for being a take no prisoner kind of guy. He kept those who rebelled in line, and had no one giving him orders or helping him back to his makeshift bed. 
 
    
 
   He could still smell the blood from all of his most recent assignments with the Horsemen. His most recent was working on a man named Junior who was suspected of double crossing the Horsemen with the rival gang, the Road Devils, by giving their leadership information on who they bought and sold merchandize from. 
 
    
 
   It was actually Junior who led him to meeting Gloria. After Vinny had stepped up to vouch for Junior and to save him from getting killed under the Horsemen’s president’s command, the two were instructed to find out what the Road Devils had known and what their own drug operations looked like. Junior was to be used as an infiltrator, and Gloria was the perfect way to get him into the ranks by using her encyclopedic knowledge of everyone who frequented the motorcycle bar, Jackman’s Tavern.  
 
    
 
   It worked like a charm with Junior getting in without a question. It should have set off red flags for both Vinny and Gloria, but they were too wrapped up in their own scheme. Vinny had totally let down his guard after Gloria blackmailed him. He negotiated a deal where he would work with her as a bodyguard while she conned the locals rather than to pay her a ridiculous sum of money. In exchange, Gloria would keep her knowledge of the Horsemen’s scheme to herself. 
 
    
 
   Now, Vinny was no longer her bodyguard. In fact, it was him who had her to thank for keeping him alive. Vinny had failed to see the danger in Carl. He thought he could take him. But the thirst for vengeance made Gloria stronger. She had followed Vinny back to the Horsemen’s headquarters where she watched Carl and Junior beat the crap out of him in the parking lot. If she had not been there to stab Carl in the back, the same way he stabbed her in the Tavern’s parking lot during her first blackmail attempt, it certainly would have been Vinny’s body buried in a shallow grave. 
 
    
 
   He owed her his life now. It wasn’t just that he was her bodyguard or that she had some power over him. The moment he had woken up to see her standing over him, bandaging his body, he had sworn to himself that he would never let her be in harm’s way again. He was sworn to his oath that he was going to protect her with whatever time left he had. 
 
    
 
   But he was useless on this couch. He was powerless and weak. It reminded him of being a child on a sick day where his mom would sit him on a couch watching reruns of old westerns while she fixed him up a bowl of homemade soup. While kids in his class would purposefully fake sick to bank on those kinds of days, Vinny wasn’t one to enjoy those moments. He wanted to be a part of the action. He wanted to ride off to where danger was and meet it head on. 
 
    
 
   He couldn’t do a thing for Gloria or himself while he was fixed to the couch with powerful pain narcotics still coursing through his body. He had to make a plan to escape. He had to find a way out. By his count, it was Tuesday afternoon. In a few short hours, members of the Horsemen would be gathering at headquarters to discuss and recap the last month. Certainly, there was going to be talk of what happened with Vinny. No one was going to miss the opportunity to ask about the fresh mound of dirt in the back of the warehouse where the grunts dug a hole for Carl. 
 
    
 
   If he wasn’t there to talk it through, the only witness to the action would be Benni, and Vinny wasn’t certain at what he had seen. He had suspected that Benni had seen more than he let on when Vinny entered the quarters to call for his help. He looked too bewildered, too taken aback. He had sprung into action so quickly. While Vinny had only been a member of Benni’s crew and had only ridden under Benni’s command, he couldn’t imagine someone being so calm and collected when his second-in-command turned out to be both a trader and a dead man. 
 
    
 
   Now Vinny had a new worry: Benni could have seen Gloria sneaking away after killing Carl. And if he saw that, her certainly watched as Vinny set Junior free to go give a warning to the rest of the Devils. Vinny would not only have to be there to defend himself should Benni bring up Carl and Junior at the meeting, he would also have to account for just who Gloria was and why Vinny had let a woman do a man’s job. Getting to that meeting was a must. And Gloria was not about to get in his way. 
 
    
 
   But as she stirred the contents of her pot, she, too, was looking to make a break from the life she had suddenly found herself living. Becoming Vinny’s caretaker was not in her wheelhouse. Sure, she felt like she owed him something. He had lived up to his word to protect her from danger. Him showing mercy to Junior had humanized him to her. And him covering up her murder by taking credit for it would probably be the only way she walked out of that situation alive. 
 
    
 
   However, she was not about to let her want to see this through the end get the better of her. She knew not to stick around motorcycle club guys, let alone the dangerous ones. It was her stupid idea to blackmail someone so powerful in an attempt to get a bigger paycheck. If she could only just slip out and away, back to her old life where she was singing in the Jackman’s Tavern and laying out cons on the side, she would be safe. She would be happy—she would be free. Instead, she was waiting on the man she owed her life to. Her life had become bandaging ribs, giving him a bath with wet towels and sponges, and cooking up the small amounts of food he could tolerate with his medication. 
 
    
 
   Gloria let out a long sigh as she looked down at where she left her cellphone. She pushed it to turn on as she looked at the time. It was just about ten. If life were back to normal, she would just be setting up for her regular performance at Jackman’s. She would be uncoiling wires, singing scales in the bathroom stall, or reviewing over her book of lyrics. 
 
    
 
   But when she found herself in this predicament, she had canceled her upcoming shows by calling in sick. Her voice was gone, she told the owner of the tavern. He couldn’t argue with her. She already knew too much about him to try to force her to show or to threaten to pull the rest of her performances for calling in so late. 
 
    
 
   It was too late to go back on that and show up for a gig. For one, she couldn’t call in the band and get them to appear last minute just because she had a change of heart. And two, she was still needed here. Her conscious wasn’t too strong, but it certainly wouldn’t release her of her duty to Vinny. 
 
    
 
   Gloria turned her phone off again as she spooned the bowl of noodles into a plastic bowl and tossed on some sauce. Grabbing two spoons, she returned to the living room where Vinny sat upright on the couch, pushing away at the television’s remote as he searched for something new to watch. Gloria pulled up a small folding table and sat next to where his legs outstretched. 
 
    
 
   “Spaghetti? Again?” Vinny teased her, knowing she wouldn’t take it well.
 
    
 
   “Are you seriously complaining about my cooking? The fuck would you do without me if I wasn’t here? I don’t see any Horsemen showing up at your doorstep with casserole dishes or takeout menus.”
 
    
 
   “Woah there, girly,” he said, raising his hands defensively. “I’m just teasing you. Ease up on them reins.” Vinny’s mind raced; he had found his solution. 
 
    
 
   Gloria looked down at her dish. Pasta was the only thing she had been able to cook. Most her nights were spent at the tavern where she ate bar food served to her straight from the kitchen. If she was on the road or at a practice, she would have Jordan – her employee, roommate, and band member – grab her something quick from a local diner or fast food chain. She had loved living without responsibilities or tasks. 
 
    
 
   It was how life was supposed to always be for Gloria. She had all the power with none of the obligations. Being here with Vinny was starting to feel like suffocation. She calmed herself down as she turned back to where he was sitting, waiting on her reply, “Sorry. I’m just feeling a li’l stir-crazy. I’m not one to sit around and watch TV, y’know?” 
 
    
 
   “I getcha. I’m feelin’ a bit cooped up myself. I just want to get in some rides before the weather turns for winter.” He tried to act sincere and downcast. 
 
    
 
   “Yeah, I’m sure this is worse for you than it is for me. I just keep thinking about all my shows I’m missing.” It was true. Gloria only wanted one thing out of life: to sing. Not being given a stage was slowly eating away at her insides. 
 
    
 
   “Then why don’t you go out? You don’t gotta stay with me. I’m fine here. Can’t really go nowhere anyway.” He threw off the red blanket draped over his chest to gesture at the cream colored bandages wrapped around his upper waist. A pained look washed over his face as he clenched a side. 
 
    
 
   “You sure?” Gloria’s mind raced. Vinny was giving her a pass, but she was not entirely sure if this was a legit offer. “I don’t wanna leave you if you plan on doin’ somethin’ dumb...like gettin’ up off of this couch for any reason.”
 
    
 
   “I’m not going to go anywhere. I learned my lesson when I tried to get up last time, remember? Plus, there’s nowhere for me to go. No one from the club has called me or stopped by. I don’t have an assignment. Hell, you don’t even need me to do your blackmail bidding. I’m not good for anything, let alone anybody.”
 
    
 
   Gloria conceded that he was right. She had his phone next to her at all times in case she needed to make a quick getaway. It was silent from the day she broke into his place to this very moment. Not even a text message or email. It was probably a safe bet that him trying to get back into action was not even going to work if he tried. No one wanted a broken motorcycle club member around. What good was he to them?        
 
    
 
   “Okay. Then I’m going to go to Jackman’s for a couple hours just to check in on Jordan and pick up some envelopes. I’ll run to the store, too, and pick up a frozen pizza or somethin’ since my pasta-making doesn’t live up to your expectations.” Gloria was only halfway through when she got up to grab her purse and her brown leather coat from the living room floor. She couldn’t move quicker. “I’ll see you when I get back, okay?” 
 
    
 
   Vinny smiled enthusiastically as he whispered, “Have fun.” He watched her open the door and head downstairs. He waited in place, his hands wrapped around the blanket, as he listened for the sound of her car starting up and pulling out of the apartment complex’s driveway. When he had his confirmation of her departure for good, he slowly pushed off of the couch, the pain of his broken rib ripping through his side. 
 
    
 
   He took two giant breaths, sucking in as much energy as possible, as he took his first steps forward. Gloria had supported him whenever he walked, and now he was forced to get his legs back to working order. With every painful step, he willed himself to go one more, to walk faster, to move more swiftly. He wasn’t going to get very far fast if he couldn’t even get himself to his bedroom to dress and then down the stairs to where his motorcycle was parked. 
 
    
 
   But he managed it. His escape plan had worked. Now he just had to figure out how to get back on the motorcycle and to the Horsemen’s headquarters before the meeting could start.
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