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    She vowed to uphold the law.

  


  He’s determined to break it.


  Together, they just might bend the rules.


  Rookie cop, Sophie Nichols, knows the dangers of a one-night stand with a sexy stranger. Unable to resist the pull of cocky, badass biker, Ace Logan, she indulges in one steamy night of raw, unbridled passion.


  At least, that was the plan…


  As the new sergeant-at-arms for the Rogue Riders MC, Ace doesn’t need complications in his life—especially a curvy, captivating cop with a kick-ass attitude who has the power to wreak havoc on his club. So why can’t he stay away?


  When Sophie’s brother is kidnapped by a ruthless criminal gang, Ace might be her only hope to find him. But once he has the rookie in his arms, he’ll never let her go. Now, Sophie must make a choice: break the law or break her heart?


  
    Chapter One

  


  Sophie Nichols knew regret.


  It slithered through her dreams every night, tainted every relationship she had, and now, as she pushed open her brother’s front door, it whispered a warning.


  What if her move to Vancouver was nothing more than another attempt to run away? What if she couldn’t shake the past?


  But there was no going back now. She’d quit her job in Toronto, transferred to the Vancouver Police Department, sold her house, and given away everything of sentimental value. Today was the first day of her new life, and there was no better way to start than going to one of Jason’s crazy parties.


  Taking a deep breath, she walked into the small, dilapidated bungalow and closed the door behind her, shutting out the incessant hum of Main Street traffic only half a block away. Heavy metal music pounded loudly through the house and reverberated through her body. She walked the floor looking for her brother. If memory served, Jason would be in the kitchen, selling drugs to his closest friends at a hefty mark-up. He was nothing if not entrepreneurial.


  Leather, piercings, and tattoos appeared to be the style of choice for Jason’s guests, with the odd Mohawk and fluorescent-streaked hair. Not Sophie’s usual crowd, but then she hadn’t moved to Vancouver to hang out with the same conservative, law-abiding crowd she had left behind to start her new life.


  She smoothed her top down over her tight jeans and checked the laces on her knee-high boots, the three-inch heels giving her the height she so desperately craved. Not that five foot four inches was unusually short for a woman, but it just meant she had to act tougher, fight harder, and throw out a lot more attitude on the job to ensure both colleagues and criminals took her seriously.


  “Hey, Soph.” Jason waved to her from across the open-plan living space. Sophie pushed her way through the crowd, keeping her eyes on the sweep of blond hair on top of his head, and away from the curious stares. She had never been a social butterfly. Her ex, Ryan, had been the talker in their relationship, the darling of the Toronto real estate crowd. Slick talk. Sweet talk. Dirty talk. Lies. He’d say anything to get a sale. Or a wife. She’d always wondered if he’d first hooked up with her simply because of the opportunities her connection to the most prestigious real estate agency in the city had afforded his career.


  No. She refused to think about Ryan. She was never going to move on if she spent another year sitting in her apartment, wishing she could live just one night of her life over again.


  Jason swept her up in a hug, and she wrapped her arms around him and hugged him back. They didn’t see each other often, but they stayed in touch, and when he’d found out what had happened with Ryan, he was on the first plane to Toronto to help her through the trauma. Despite being blessed with charm, height and good looks, Jason had been the high-school bad boy, cutting class, smoking cigarettes or weed behind the gym, and blowing off teachers, while convincing their parents he was the perfect son. They were night and day—Jason, tall and blond; Sophie short and dark—and yet he had always been there for her. If not for Jason, she would still be sitting in her apartment in Toronto, drowning her sorrows in vodka and soap operas, letting life pass her by.


  Sophie buried her face in his shoulder and inhaled the distinctive foxy scent of marijuana.


  She might have lost her way, but Jason hadn’t changed.


  *     *     *


  “Who is she?”


  Ace Logan, sergeant-at-arms for the Rogue Riders MC, sipped his beer, his eyes skimming over the sweet curves of the dark-haired woman who, only moments ago, had been picking her way cautiously through the crowd.


  “Jason’s girlfriend, maybe?” Kickstand, a junior patch member of the MC, grimaced when Ace scowled.


  “Your job is to find out everything about the people we do business with before we do business. If that is his girlfriend, you should know her name, what she does, where she lives, and how much time they spend together.”


  Ace leaned against the wall, arms crossed, as he surveyed the room, taking note of the biker brothers who had accompanied him for the meet with Jason scattered around the room. They weren’t here to party, but he’d instructed them to blend into the crowd, and so far everyone except Kickstand, who had clearly had one beer too many, was doing a bang-up job.


  “No one mentioned her when we checked him out.” Kickstand fiddled with the bottom of his cut, the leather vest worn by all serious bikers. Once a lowly prospect in Hades MC, an outlaw club based in Surrey, British Columbia, Kickstand had joined Ace and a handful of brothers who’d decided to split from their mother club. Under a new president, Ryder, they’d moved to Vancouver and formed the Rogue Riders MC, a biker club that operated in the grey—not totally legit, but not committed to the outlaw life of their Hades brothers. Having grown increasingly disillusioned with the outlaw life after losing his closest friends in senseless acts of violence, Ace had welcomed the opportunity to be part of something new, and after Hades was decimated in a vicious territorial war after the split, he was glad he’d left.


  At least, until Ryder had allowed the few remaining Hades bikers to patch into his new MC.


  “Then we’ve got a problem,” Ace said. “Because any man with a dick is gonna mention a woman who looks like Marilyn Monroe with long, dark hair, especially if she’s in business with Jason.”


  “You think she’s an arms dealer?” Kickstand’s eyes widened and he swayed to the side.


  “I think you’ve got two minutes to figure out who she is before I kick your ass.” Ace took another sip of his beer and let the warm, bitter liquid slide over his tongue. “Maybe she’s a reporter. Maybe she’s in the secret service. Maybe Jason’s turned rat and she’s wired. I don’t want to take any risks.”


  Patching Kickstand into the new MC as a full-patch member had been a risk that Ace was now beginning to think wasn’t going to pay off. Kickstand had only just joined Hades when the club split, and although he’d gone above and beyond to save a woman who wasn’t part of the club, he still didn’t have the street savvy that came only with the two gruelling years of training and hazing that turned a green prospect into a full-patch member of the club.


  Taking on the remnants of Hades MC had also been a risk. Although the Hades brothers had agreed with the Rogue Riders’ mandate not to get involved in heavy criminal enterprise—namely arms and drugs—old habits died hard. Despite Ryder’s best efforts, the club had slipped into outlaw territory, and the old guard managed to convince the Riders to declare as “one percenters”—the one percent of motorcyclists who were not law-abiding citizens.


  Ace hadn’t supported the motion when it was put to members. He didn’t want to go back to the outlaw life. He’d seen too much death, lost too many friends. Life was short. There had to be something more. But damned if he knew what it was. The vote went against him and since the biker pledge was for life, he was stuck with the one-percenter patch again.


  “I’m on it.” Kickstand ran a hand through his thick blond hair. “Although, I think she might be a relative. He’s hugging her the way I hug my mom and sister, and my Aunt Rose. You know, where you kinda roll your shoulders forward and suck in your chest so you don’t touch their boobs.”


  “No, I don’t know,” Ace snapped. “I spent my childhood being treated like a piece of shit by people who took me in just so they could get money to spend on booze and drugs instead of food and clothing. The only people I got close to were the girls I started fucking when I was fourteen, and back then it was all about boobs and sex.”


  Fourteen years later, and it was still about the sex. Abandoned to the child welfare system since birth, Ace had no role models for a healthy relationship, and absolutely no desire to settle down. And yet he was always searching, trying to fill a deep-seated longing for something that was always out of reach, an ache in his soul that was soothed only for the few short moments he held a woman in his arms.


  “She’s pretty damn hot,” Kickstand mused. “If she is his sister…”


  Ace watched the woman stretch to reach her arms around Jason’s neck. Her top rode up, baring the sweet curve of her back and highlighting the delicious swell of her well-rounded ass. So many damn curves he didn’t know where to look. And those boots. Christ. Nothing he liked more than a woman in lots of leather. He pictured her reaching up around his neck, his hands under her ass, her breasts rubbing against his chest. She was small enough that he’d be able to lift her easily, wrap those legs around his hips, her pussy grinding against his cock…


  “Ace.”


  Kickstand pulled him out of his fantasy, and he swatted the junior patch, clipping him behind the ear. “Don’t even think about it. If she’s not his, she’s mine. Even if she is his, she’s gonna be mine. Been a long time since I had some civilian pussy.”


  Damned if Kickstand didn’t lift an eyebrow. “Maybe she likes blonds.”


  “Maybe you don’t want to have your ass kicked so hard you wind up in the fucking U.S. of A.”


  Kickstand gave him a resigned look, his moment of rebellion quashed by the reminder of his junior status in the club. “She might turn you down, Ace. A classy girl like that…”


  “Never.”


  “Because of your charm, wit, and pretty, banged-up face?”


  Ace snorted a laugh. He had never felt self-conscious about the scars on his face, or his slightly crooked nose. They were mementos of the life he’d left behind when he joined the MC—his badges of survival.


  He clapped Kickstand on the shoulder, letting him know he was going to let the disrespect slide, because the girl was fucking hot, and if she hadn’t caught Ace’s interest, she would have been spending the night in Kickstand’s bed. With his charm and boy band good looks, Kickstand was a favourite with the ladies.


  “Because the good girls always want the bad boys, and there’s no one at this party who fits the bill better than me.”


  He was on a ride that would never end.


  *     *     *


  Sophie followed Jason around the house, a smile plastered on her face as he introduced her to his eclectic group of friends. It seemed that everyone at the party had at least one visible body part pierced or tatted, and they were high, stoned, or drunk. Well, except for the bikers standing in the corner. She couldn’t see them all, but the three nearest to her were clearly not here to party although they were all holding drinks. They stood alert, watchful, almost as if they were guarding someone. If those one-percent patches on their leather vests meant what she thought they meant, they weren’t just bikers—they were outlaws. The baddest of the bad. Bikers who had turned their backs on civilian law to live the life they wanted to live, the way they wanted to live it. God, to have that kind of freedom…


  She shook herself and pushed thoughts of jumping on the back of an outlaw’s bike and escaping the devastation that was her life out of her mind. Vancouver was her new beginning. New police department. New apartment. New friends. She glanced over at Jason snorting a line of coke from the crescent of a woman’s breast. The woman’s short green-spiked hair and thick black eyeliner were a stark contrast to Jason’s unassuming, innocent look. At least until he stood and wiped a few crystals of white powder off his nose.


  Same brother.


  “I gotta make a call.” Jason brushed a kiss over the woman’s cheek and winked at Sophie, as if he hadn’t just committed an indictable offence that carried with it a maximum penalty of seven years in jail. “I’ll meet you at the bar in the kitchen. Andre’s handling the booze tonight. Tell him I’ll have a vodka and seven, hold the lime. He’s the one with the piercings.”


  Sophie’s teeth rattled as she wove her way through the crowd toward the kitchen. She didn’t mind heavy metal music, but Anthrax was a little too morbid for her taste.


  “What can I get for you?”


  Rendered speechless by the bartender’s multiple facial piercings, Sophie just stared. His lips, tongue, eyebrows, eyelids, cheeks, and ears all sported tiny silver barbells, studs, or rings. Jason always had unusual friends. Too bad she wasn’t into the Frankenstein’s monster look. One year after her divorce and she hadn’t met a man who took her breath away.


  “Are you Andre?”


  “The one and only.” He stepped back and gave her a mock bow. “I assume you’re Jason’s sister. He said you’d be coming tonight, and you’re the only person here who fits the description of conservative, uptight, but sweet.”


  “He said that?” She didn’t know Jason thought she was sweet. Although Jason had always been her protector, they’d spent their childhood butting heads until Jason dropped out of school and moved to Vancouver. Over the years, he’d returned to Toronto for the odd birthday or family holiday, but he’d never shared with Sophie what he did to make a living. Despite his erratic appearances, he and Sophie had become closer after he left home, staying in touch by text or email and, on the rare occasion, by phone.


  “He might have mentioned something about a stick and an ass, but I’m too much of a gentleman to repeat it.” He bent low and kissed her hand. “Andre at your service.”


  “Sophie.” A smile tugged at her lips as cool metal brushed over her skin. How did he kiss anyone? Or did the metal add a little something special?


  “Sweet Sophie. He said you were his total opposite, and he was right. What can I get you to drink? Maybe something fruity?”


  “Patron. Straight up.” Sophie had never been sweet… or girly. Much to the dismay of her very feminine mother, a successful real estate agent, she had always preferred jeans to dresses, computers to castles, and toy guns to dolls. No matter how hard she’d tried, Sophie’s mother couldn’t interest her daughter in shopping trips and visits to the spa in the few hours she had to spare between real estate deals. And although she shared an interest in motorcycles with her father, a long-haul trucker, his frequent absences meant they’d spent very little time together.


  “Didn’t peg you for a straight tequila drinker,” Andre said. “You sure you don’t want me to mix it in a margarita?”


  “That would be a waste of premium tequila.” She gestured to the table of bottles behind him. “I’ll have the Silver.”


  “I like a lady who knows her liquor.” The rasping voice behind her sent a shiver down Sophie’s spine, but the broad hand that squeezed made her scowl. “But I like a lady with a nice firm ass even better.”


  “Hands off.” She didn’t bother turning around, didn’t give a damn who he was or how he looked. She had enough information from the position of his shadow and the heat of his breath on her neck to calculate just how many degrees she would have to turn and exactly where she would need to place her hand to put the bastard in an arm lock and drive him to his knees if he didn’t remove his hand before she counted to three.


  One.


  “Can’t keep my hands off such a lush ass.” He squeezed again. “Can’t keep from thinking how much sweeter it would look without all the trimmings. You tanned down there, too, sugar?”


  Two.


  “Last chance,” she warned. “Remove your hand or…”


  She felt a rush of cool air behind her, and his hand fell away. Sophie turned to face her assailant, only to discover one man had morphed into two, and the leather-clad giant with his arm around the throat of the terrified bald dude was definitely not the owner of the shadow that had hovered over her only moments ago.


  “The lady said hands off.” Her saviour’s husky growl sent a wave of heat through Sophie’s body, and her annoyance at the unnecessary rescue gave way to desire when his dark, sensual gaze rested on her.


  Damn, he was fine. And entirely too handsome. Well over six feet, his long, dark hair falling to the tops of his shoulders, he had steel-blue eyes and a hard, chiselled jaw. She supposed most women would have thought of him as rough, with his face all harsh planes and angles, and marred with silvery scars. But Sophie had always been attracted to rough men—men like her father who knew how to live. How she’d wound up with Ryan, all suited and slick, with his perfectly coiffed hair and his sharp features, she didn’t know. Maybe his pretence of caring had filled some emotional void in her life, or maybe she’d just been wilfully blind to the monster behind the man.


  Her gaze drifted down to his cut and the patches that proclaimed him not just a one percenter—an outlaw—but sergeant-at-arms for the Rogue Riders MC. He was the man in charge of discipline in the club. Strongest of the strong. And from the way he was looking at her—like a predator about to feast—a man who could give her what she wanted to start her new life of independence. Sex and nothing more. No strings. No ties. Someone to fill the void for just one night and then leave her the hell alone.


  A man who had nothing in common with Ryan.


  “You like what you see, babe?” Far from mocking, his voice was laced with amusement, and Sophie met his heated gaze.


  “I like the way you’re holding that octopus, although I had the situation under control.”


  A beat cop in Toronto for four years and now a member of Vancouver Police Department’s Investigative Division, she didn’t need protection, especially after her suffocating relationship with Ryan. When they had first started seeing each other, Ryan had won her over by showering her with affection and playing the protective, caring boyfriend. But he’d slowly pushed her boundaries—constantly wanting to know her whereabouts and activities, showing up on her girls’ night out, attempting to control what she wore when they went out together—until she couldn’t see them anymore. At first, she’d enjoyed his attention, hadn’t seen the danger, and when he’d pushed for commitment and asked her to marry him under the moonlight at the top of the CN Tower, she’d said yes.


  It wasn’t until he’d physically stopped her from leaving the house to meet her girlfriends shortly after their honeymoon that she’d realized he wasn’t interested in protecting her—he wanted to possess her. But by then, it was too late. Ryan wouldn’t let her go.


  “Missed that control bit,” Ace said. “Saw Bones here with his hand on your ass. Heard you tell him no. Didn’t see his hand move. Now the hand is gone.” He shook the man by the neck as if he were a rag doll. “Apologize to the lady.”


  With a soft snarl, Bones cast his gaze down, his lips pressed into a thin line. “Sorry, ma’am. Didn’t know you were with Ace.”


  “I’m not with Ace.”


  Ignoring her protest, Bones looked back over his shoulder. “We good?”


  “No.” Ace jerked his head, and two bikers in Rogue Rider cuts grabbed Bones’ arms. “Take him out back and teach him about respecting a lady. Then when he wakes up, teach him about respecting our MC.”


  “Thank you.” She didn’t know what else to say to a man who had just ordered his biker brothers to beat a man unconscious for touching her ass.


  “Pleasure.” One corner of his mouth quirked up just the slightest bit. “Little thing like you. Big guy like him. You didn’t stand much of a chance.”


  “I can hold my own.” Sophie folded her arms across her chest. “I may look small—”


  “You are small.” Ace reached out to brush a lock of hair out of her eyes. “Even in those fucking sexy boots. And you’re curvy. But those curves would be wasted on a man like Bones. You got a body made for sex, not violence, and you need a man up for the challenge.”


  She should have felt insulted, miffed, even outraged by his presumption. But he didn’t leer the way Bones had, and his tone was more appreciative than dirty. She had no doubt if she turned him down now, he would just walk away.


  A real man. Confident and commanding without even a hint of the insecurity that had driven Ryan to return to their house the night after he’d been served with divorce papers.


  “And that would be you?” Her voice lifted in a teasing tone. Although she couldn’t spend a night sexing it up with a criminal, she might as well have a bit of fun.


  “Me.” His traced a thick finger along her jaw, his skin calloused and rough. The thought of his warm hands on her body sent a sizzle of heat straight to her core.


  Her tongue darted out, slid over her bottom lip. She tasted the tang of lipstick, the faint hint of the whiskey she’d drunk to fortify herself before coming to the party, and the sweetness of desire.


  Ace sucked in a sharp breath, his gaze locking on her tongue. “You got a name, babe?”


  “Sophie.”


  “Sophie.” He repeated her name with a sensual rumble that vibrated through her body, spreading out to her fingers and toes.


  She liked the way he said her name, soft, almost like a prayer. She liked that he thought she was beautiful, although she had nothing on the women she’d seen as she passed through the house: taller, thinner, prettier, younger, wilder…with their piercings and dyed hair, leather crop tops, and minis. She liked it even more when he slid a hand around her waist to rest it in the small of her back, making her tingle from head to toe.


  “Beer me, beautiful Sophie.”


  “Beer you?”


  “I just saved your sweet ass. Rescuing beautiful damsels in distress is thirsty work.” He gestured in the direction of the bar behind them with the slightest lift of his chin. “I’ll keep an eye on your ass for you as you walk away. Make sure no one else touches it.”


  “Very thoughtful of you.” Sophie’s lips quivered with a repressed smile. Outrageous. But then, that was part of his appeal—a total disregard for the laws and social conventions that governed her life.


  Ace pulled a wooden chair away from the dining table and straddled it backward, his thick arms resting on the back, muscles rippling beneath two full sleeves of tattoos. He caught her looking and winked. Damn. He was clearly enjoying her discomfort. Well, she did owe him. Jason’s ass-squeezing octopus friend was likely still suffering outside at the hands of two men clearly well practiced in the art of violence. A beer was a small price to pay for saving her ass.


  “Fine. I’ll get your drink.” It was that or melt in a puddle every time he opened his mouth and spoke in that sinfully sensual voice.


  Now overly conscious of his eyes on her body, Sophie walked over to the bar. Did she have a nice ass? It had been so long since she’d checked herself out in the mirror, she didn’t know. It was larger than most, but she supposed it couldn’t be too bad. Especially since she’d managed to squeeze it into these jeans. Plus, working out every morning and being on her feet all day, she hadn’t suffered the late-twenties spread some of her friends back in Toronto had complained about.


  “Back again,” Andre said. “Your Patron is waiting for you.”


  And a crassly arrogant, misogynistic biker with a body made for sin was waiting for her. The music played louder than before, but it couldn’t drown out the thud of her heart. Despite his antiquated views, she wanted Ace. More than any man she’d ever wanted before. More than she’d wanted Ryan when he first approached her at a colleague’s wedding.


  But she couldn’t have him. Cops and criminals didn’t mix. Still, she was up for a little bit of fun, and Ace needed to learn a lesson. “Your most disgusting beer, please.”


  Andre widened his eyes. “Someone get on your bad side?”


  “Something like that.”


  He fished around in a cooler and pulled out a can with a red and yellow label and the word Chelada scripted across the front. “I was saving this for someone special, but I have a feeling you’ll put it to better use.” He pulled the top and poured the red-orange liquid slowly into the glass, leaving it with a perfect pink head. “Absolutely horrible. They’ve mixed beer and Clamato juice together. Have a sniff.”


  Sophie leaned forward and her nose wrinkled. “It smells like a sewer with a little tomato and pepper seasoning. I can’t imagine many people ask for it.”


  He grabbed a cut lemon from a bowl and squeezed it into the froth. “I work at a speciality beer store under the Granville Street Bridge when I’m not playing bodyguard. I always bring a few of the more unique brews along. Never know who might ask.”


  Bodyguard? He didn’t strike her as muscle. Usually bodyguards were big and burly, more about intimidation than actual protection.


  Andre gave the beer a quick stir and handed it to her, a smile spreading across his face. “Way to make new friends.”


  Sophie spun around and looked for her target. Ace’s gaze was glued to where her ass used to be. Her smile faded as she walked toward him. Why did the best-looking guys always turn out to have a fundamental flaw?


  “Here you go.”


  If he noticed the unusual color of the beer, he gave no sign. Instead, he took the glass, his fingers brushing over her skin. Sizzling warmth spread along her arm and shot straight to her core.


  “Thanks, babe.” Eyes locked on hers, he put the glass to his lips and drank until half the beer was gone.


  Sophie watched with morbid fascination. How would he react? Would he shudder? Gag? Splutter? Would he be angry? Maybe she should have considered that possibility before she acted so rashly. He was, by far, the biggest, scariest man in the room.


  Ace placed the glass on the table. “We’re square.”


  Seriously? He’d downed the beer without blinking an eye, and yet the bartender had squeezed an entire lemon into the nauseating concoction. How had he so easily snatched victory from the glass of defeat?


  “You standing there ’cause you want to get me another beer?” His lips quirked at the corners, and he gave her the kind of smile that would have charmed the pants off any other woman: slow and easy, filled with sensual promise.


  But she wasn’t like other women. Most women could trust their judgment. Most women would have had the sense not to marry an obsessively controlling psychopath who couldn’t understand why sleeping with the eighteen-year-old dog walker in the marital bed was grounds for divorce. Most women knew to stay away from the badasses, and the man in front of her, in his biker colors, tattooed biceps bulging from beneath his T-shirt, was badass, mouth-wateringly bad.


  “No.” Sophie shook herself awake. “I’m walking away.”


  “So walk. I’ll enjoy the view.”


  
    Chapter Two

  


  Don’t walk. Don’t walk.


  Ace’s silent prayer went unheard. Sophie turned and headed toward the patio doors leading to the backyard. He took a moment to admire how her jeans hugged her lush ass. Damn, she was sweet, and so unlike the women who hung around the clubhouse. Although her dress was tight, she showed far less skin than the sweet butts who traded sexual favours for the protection of the MC, and she was all the more alluring for it. Nothing got him off more than a tease, a glimpse of what he shouldn’t see. And Jesus Christ… those boots.


  He waited until Sophie was outside before sending one of the prospects, a Rogue Rider wannabe, to bring him something to wash the foul taste out of his mouth. It had taken all his willpower not to react to the swill she’d served up in that glass. But he couldn’t deny her sass fired his blood. Most women were intimidated by his six-foot-two-inch frame and his harsh Scandinavian features, but not that little firebrand with the big tits and the sensuous mouth. Hell, she’d almost seemed angry he hadn’t keeled over after that beer.


  And wasn’t that what he was looking for? A challenge. A woman who had no intention of tumbling into his bed or dropping to her knees just because of who he was or what he could offer. After years of easy women and casual sex, Ace had been hit with a wake-up call when his friend, Ice, had fallen hard for a sexy private detective who had infiltrated their old MC. Lana was no pushover, and she’d made Ice work damn hard for her attention. Too hard, his brothers thought, but Ace had never seen Ice so damn happy.


  “She’s Jason’s sister.” Kickstand stepped in front of him, interrupting his train of thought and his view. “Just moved here from Toronto. That’s all I got.”


  “I want more.” He gestured Kickstand out of his way so he could watch Sophie through the glass door. He liked the way she worked her dress, with the kind of confidence he didn’t often see in the women who frequented the clubhouse. But he didn’t like the attention she had attracted, or the number of men who were looking at what he had already decided belonged to him.


  “Only person here who knows about her is Jason, and he’s not going to talk to me,” Kickstand said.


  “He won’t talk to you, but he will talk and your job is to listen.” Jason was a big player in the West Coast arms market, and he wouldn’t have time for men who weren’t in a position to make a deal. Men like Ace. Men he wouldn’t want anywhere near his sister.


  Not that Ace wanted anything more than one night with Sophie in his bed. He wasn’t looking for a relationship simply because he had witnessed how soul-destroying they could be. His father had never been the same after losing his old lady in a bike accident when Ace was only three years old. Anger had twisted his soul, and he’d taken out his pain on Ace and his younger brother until social services had taken them away.


  Yep. Relationships were definitely off the cards. But Ace was tired of emotionless, mindless sex with women who would do anything he asked for the chance of becoming his old lady. Sophie didn’t seem to care about his cut or his sergeant-at-arms patch. She wasn’t intimidated by his size or his scars or his association with an outlaw MC. Hell, she hadn’t even hesitated before trying to poison him, and then she’d coolly turned her back and walked away.


  After the prospect returned with a shot of whiskey to take away the taste of Sophie’s concoction, Ace made his way through the house looking for Jason. Although he wanted nothing more than to follow Sophie and charm her into his bed, he had business to conduct with Jason, and his duty to the club came first.


  He finally spotted Jason near the back patio doors, his attention focused on a small group of people chatting outside on the grass. A mid-level arms trader and old acquaintance, Jason had contacted Ryder, the Rogue Riders MC president, looking for protection for illegal arms shipments coming into port from Korea and destined for Mexico. It was a lucrative contract for a fledgling MC that had only recently split from its mother club, Hades, and one that would help establish the club as a serious player in Vancouver’s criminal underground. Ryder had entrusted Ace with the negotiations, and Ace had come prepared for any eventuality, except a curvy brunette with a dazzling smile.


  “Hey, Ace. I was wondering when we’d get around to business.” In his torn, heavy metal T-shirt and a ripped pair of jeans, his blond hair flopping in his face, Jason looked more like a college kid than an arms trader. But who was Ace to judge? He sure as hell wouldn’t be caught dead in a suit.


  “You said you needed protection for a shipment going south. I came for the details.”


  Jason’s smile faded. “Yeah, well…the weapons I ordered from Korea got seized by the port authorities. Major fucking disaster. The police were all over the container. Dogs, trace, the works. I’ve got some very, very unhappy customers. They think I screwed them over. So the job I discussed with Ryder is off, but I am expecting another shipment in two weeks.” Jason’s voice dropped low. “I’ll need protection for the transport south, especially since my current buyers are out for blood.”


  “Call me when it’s ready to go. I’ll let Ryder know this one was a bust.” Ace hesitated and then dived in with the topic that was foremost in his mind. “I heard your sister just moved to town. Is she helping you out? You want me to add her as a contact?”


  Jason’s jaw tightened. “She got transferred here from Toronto. She thinks I’m an account manager for a paper company. If she found out what I really did for a living, she’d go ballistic.” He narrowed his eyes. “And just in case you get any ideas, she’s not your type. She’s straight-up conservative—little miss law and order. We don’t usually socialize with the same crowd, but she’s been through one hell of a rough ride with her ex who’s now locked up in a penitentiary out east. Shame ’cause if I ever got my hands on him—”


  “Jason!” A short, purple-haired chick, covered in tats and piercings, grabbed Jason’s arm. “Greta was just trying to freebase in the kitchen and set fire to her hair.”


  “Gotta go.” Jason whirled around. “Enjoy the party. We’ll talk next week.”


  Deal done, there was no real reason to stay. Still, Ace’s gaze drifted to Sophie. She hadn’t struck him as conservative. Not with that mouth and definitely not with that sass.


  Maybe he’d stick around for a while. Have another drink.


  *     *     *


  “Hey, sis. Didn’t think you’d actually come to one of my parties. You having a good time?” Jason gave Sophie a warm hug and brushed a kiss over her forehead.


  “I didn’t think I’d come, either, but now that I’m here, I think I might be able to make my arrest quota for the week without even opening the door to my police car.”


  “Shhhh.” He leaned down and whispered in her ear. “Some of my friends are kinda sensitive about the cops.”


  “Like I didn’t learn that lesson when we were teenagers.” Sophie laughed. They had always run with different crowds, and yet she was closer to Jason than she had ever been with her parents, or even Ryan. He had always been her protector, confidant, and best friend. “Except back then you didn’t want them to know I was your straight-laced, honour roll sister, or that I worked part-time in the library.”


  “It was seriously embarrassing.” Jason shook his head, but his voice took on a teasing tone. “How could I be cool when my sister was a fucking librarian?”


  “You seem to have turned out okay.” Her gaze flitted over to the fence, where Jason had been standing with Ace only a few minutes ago. “You have a few… interesting friends.”


  Jason’s expression darkened, and he led her toward the kitchen with one hand against her lower back. “You were talking to Ace. He’s bad news, Soph. At least for you.”


  Sophie snorted a laugh. “I hardly need your protection anymore. I walk around every day with a belt full of weapons, and I know how to use them.” She looked around for Ace—again—disappointment spearing through her when she didn’t see him. Still, she sensed he was somewhere nearby, imagined him watching her, and fantasized that she would take him home, have mind-blowing hot sex, and then kick him out in morning. Happy and content.


  Insta-lust. She’d read about it, laughed at it, never dreamed it would happen to her. But she should have expected that, after a year dating accountants and middle managers, the first remotely dangerous man who crossed her path would become the only wine that would quench her thirst.


  “You thinking about me, babe?”


  Her lips twitched at the corners when Ace came up behind Jason, and then spread into a grin when Jason scowled.


  “Maybe,” she teased, more to irritate Jason than to lead Ace on.


  His eyes darkened, almost to black, and his voice dropped, husky and low. “What are you thinking exactly?”


  “I’m thinking you’re very direct.”


  Ace cupped Sophie’s jaw in his broad palm, smoothed his thumb over her cheek. “Man sees something he likes, he goes after it. That’s the way men are. Visual. Women are different. Complicated. You show her the goods… mild interest. But tell her what you wanna do to her, whisper in her ear”—his voice dropped low and quiet and Sophie leaned in to hear him—“and maybe you’ll catch her attention.”


  “Jesus Christ, Ace,” Jason spluttered. “Leave her alone. Sophie’s different. She’s not part of our world. She’s… law abiding.”


  Ignoring Jason’s protests, Sophie smiled at Ace. “You’ve got my attention now.”


  Ace licked his lips, leaned so close she could feel the heat of his body through her dress, breathe in his scent of whiskey and leather. “Then you must already know what I want to do to you.”


  Sophie twisted her bracelet around her wrist, a combination of onyx to enhance self-control and stimulate wise decision-making and hematite for emotional balance. Given she was not only still talking to Ace but also imagining tearing off his clothes and spending the night having hot, sweaty animal sex with him, she suspected her stones weren’t working.


  She traced a finger over the patch on his shoulder, drawing it along the three letters that spelled his name, ACE. “Spell it out for me.”


  “Fuck.” Jason stomped away shaking his head and muttering something about a whole lot of trouble.


  A grin split Ace’s face as he watched Jason go. He slid his hand around Sophie’s waist, pulling her close. His lips brushed against her ear in a soft whisper. “I wanna fuck you, sweet Sophie. Any way. Anywhere. I want my hands on your tits, your nipples in my teeth, your sexy body wiggling beneath me, desperate to come. I want your lush ass in my palms and my cock buried deep in your pussy. I’m gonna lick your clit till you moan, and drink your honey. Then I’ll put you on your knees, those beautiful lips wrapped around my cock as I fuck your sweet mouth. I want you on a table, over a chair, against a tree, on the grass, on my bike, and in a fucking car until your body is worn out from coming and your voice is hoarse from screaming. Then I wanna hold you till the sun comes up and we do it all over again.” His thumb slid over her hip, tracing lazy circles down to her mound. “You interested?”


  Her breath hitched. No man had ever spoken to her that way, and although she’d never thought she would enjoy dirty talk, she was wet, hot, and so aroused it was all she could do not to jump him right where he stood. “Jason seems to think you’re bad news.”


  “Only to people who piss me off.”


  “That’s not entirely true.” A tall, willowy woman with long, dark hair joined them on the grass. With dark eyes set in an oval face, full lips, and high cheekbones, she was strikingly beautiful in the soft rays of the setting sun.


  “He also doesn’t like cops, small dogs, tourists, and guys who only ride their bikes on sunny Sundays.”


  Ace turned, his hand on Sophie’s waist, a curiously possessive gesture given they’d only just met. “I also don’t like being interrupted, Jackie.”


  “Just came to check out the competition. I happen to like bad news men.” Her gaze dropped to Ace’s hand, and then up again. “I also like them available, which it now appears you’re not.” She smiled at Sophie. “I’m Jackie, unofficial private investigator for the Rogue Riders Motorcycle Club, or MC as we call it, ’cause we’re cool. I hear you tried to poison my man.”


  “Your man?” Sophie tried to edge away, but Ace tightened his grip, his fingers digging into her side.


  “Long dark hair, blue eyes, broad shoulders. Incredibly hot in a rough biker kinda way. Seems to be fixated on you…” Jackie held up a Chelada bottle. “I tried everything except poisoning to get his attention. But now I know what it takes.”


  “You wouldn’t have to poison me.” A young blond biker came up behind Jackie and nuzzled her neck. He was younger than Ace, his features more refined, but damned if he didn’t have the same roguish expression. “I’m here for you, Jackie. Anytime. Anyplace.”


  With a snort, Jackie wiggled out of his grip. “This is Kickstand. Used to be a prospect, but now he’s a full-patch member of the Rogue Riders. Seems to think the patch on the back of his cut is gonna get him into my pants. But I’m looking for a real man.”


  “I am a real man.” Kickstand did an oh-so-manly crotch grab and puffed out his chest.


  “That. Right there. Tells me you’re not a real man.” Jackie sighed. “A real man knows he’s a real man and doesn’t need to draw attention to his real man parts. A woman knows a real man ’cause… well, it’s just something women know.”


  Kickstand frowned. “I’m confused.”


  “’Cause you’re not a real man,” Jackie said. “Real men don’t get confused. They also don’t do relationships.” She leaned over and whispered in Sophie’s ear. “Watch out for Ace. That man is sex on a stick, but he’s not in it for the long haul. He has his fun and moves on. One night is all you’ll get from him. Trust me. I know.”


  One night.


  What would it be like to have a one-night stand? Or better yet, a one-night stand with Ace? Crude and overtly sexual, he was nothing like the men she’d dated after Ryan, and everything like the men she’d dreamed about before Ryan had taught her the hard way that not all dreams should come true. But now that relationships were off her radar, why not give it a try? No strings. No emotional ties. No wondering if he would call the next day or break her heart.


  And, oh God, it had been so long.


  
    Chapter Three

  


  “Ace.” Jason clapped a hand on Ace’s shoulder. “I need a minute.”


  Fuck. No. “Busy getting acquainted with your sister.” He glared, but Jason shook his head.


  “Now. It’s important.” His strained tone, and the fact he dared touch Ace and even further dared to make demands, drew Ace’s attention away from the beautiful woman he’d been seconds away from ravaging with his mouth.


  “What the fuck?”


  “Over here.” Jason drew Ace to the side of the house. “I just got a call. The Red Dragons are coming for me. They think I double-crossed them ’cause they didn’t get their weapons. I’ve gotta run. My bodyguards are already spreading the word that the party is over. I need to hire you for protection starting now—but not for me. For Sophie. I don’t want to send her home alone. I introduced her to a lot of people tonight, and word will get around that I have a sister. Until this is resolved, she could be in danger. My buyers have done a lot worse than hold a relative for ransom for a shipment of guns.”


  “How long?”


  “Just until I get this sorted out,” he said, glancing over his shoulder. “I’m going to try and meet with the head of the Red Dragons after things have cooled off and work out a deal. Hopefully, it should only be a day or two. I already paid Ryder half the protection fee for the weapons I lost. Your MC can keep it as the up-front fee for this protection job, and I’ll pay the other half for protecting Sophie when I’ve fixed this mess.”


  Ace raised an eyebrow. “Messes” involving the Red Dragons were usually only resolved one way. Jason had to have serious pull if he thought he’d meet the Red Dragon head and walk out alive.


  “Yeah. Okay, we’ll take the job.”


  Tires screeched on the road outside and Jason paled. “I gotta go. Just… don’t let Sophie know why you’re there, and especially not what I do. And there’s something else—”


  A door splintered and Jason bolted, running for the back gate.


  Ace slid his hand beneath his cut and drew his weapon. This was one protection job he was going to thoroughly enjoy.


  *     *     *


  “Jason!” Sophie’s eyes widened as Jason ran past. “What’s wrong?”


  “Work emergency,” he shouted over his shoulder. “Have to end the party early and get to the… paper factory.”


  Only then did the silence register. No music. No guests visible through the patio doors.


  Work emergency? Did he think she was that stupid? “Jason…”


  He pushed open the back gate, pausing only to yell, “Ace will look after you. I’ll explain later.”


  Ace clamped a hand around her arm and tugged her forward. “Let’s go, babe. Party’s over.”


  “What’s going on?”


  “Jason’s getting some unexpected guests.” He pulled open the back gate and gestured her through.


  “I should stick around, make sure his place is okay…”


  Ace’s jaw tightened. “Not your business, babe. Jason wants you out of here, and he tasked me with keeping you safe. Now, let’s go.”


  She took one look back over her shoulder at the house, now empty save for Ace’s biker brothers visible through the patio doors. “I don’t need anyone to keep me safe. I can make my own way home.”


  “I got a job,” Ace said. “And that job is you. I’m taking you home and sticking around until I get the all clear from Jason. I don’t go back on my word, so it’s not a choice. It’s a given.”


  “Anyone ever tell you that you’ve got a bossiness problem?” Unsettled and worried about Jason, she pushed past Ace and into the back alley.


  “Bossy?” The amusement in his voice rankled, but not as much as the hand he placed on her lower back to guide her forward. With those long, lean legs, he had no problem keeping up with her. “Is that why you’re trying to run away?”


  Run away? Only fifteen minutes ago, she had been trying to decide whether to invite him home. But now, alone with him in the narrow alley, she realized just how big he really was. Although she was used to being around strong, muscular men, she had never really felt disadvantaged by her height. Maybe it was the uniform, or the weapons she carried, or her tactical training. But she felt small beside Ace, in every sense of the word. How could she invite this man—an outlaw—into her home? How could she strip off her clothes and put herself at the mercy of his powerful body?


  Because she sensed that a man like Ace could give her what she’d been looking for—a chance to let go, to fly and not fear the fall. But afterward, would he go away? She had misjudged Ryan, and the mistake had almost cost her life.


  After finding him in bed with another woman and kicking him out of the house, she’d been lulled into a false sense of security when he didn’t even try to call. Assuming he was happy in his new relationship, she’d moved on with her life, initiating divorce proceedings so her lawyer could make arrangements to split up their stuff. But he’d just been biding his time. Only during the trial had she discovered he’d been watching her, illegally using police surveillance equipment to bug her phones and her house, parking outside her house at night, and following her around after work. The divorce papers had tipped the balance. He’d come for her the very same night he’d been served.


  If I can’t have you, then no one else will.


  She’d felt small that night, too, with Ryan on top of her, a knife in his hand.


  Her breath caught and a wave of panic gripped her hard. “I’ll just call a cab.”


  “I promised Jason I’d take you home.” He gestured toward a Harley-Davidson Softail parked at the side of the road.


  Sophie breathed out her appreciation, and for a moment her tension eased. “Your Breakout?”


  “You know your bikes?”


  “My dad was really into bikes. Somehow it rubbed off on me. Other women buy Cosmo. I buy Cycle World. When I save up enough money, I’m buying a dragster that’s chopped, slammed, and chromed.” She ran her fingers along the red fairing. “Beautiful. I’d be afraid to leave it on the street.”


  “I’d be afraid for anyone who dared touch it,” he growled.


  She walked a full circle around the motorcycle. Although her father hadn’t had much time for her, she had fond memories of riding pillion on his bike the few times they’d gone out together. For those few hours, with the wind in her hair and the countryside blazing past, she’d felt free. But that had been years ago. She hadn’t been on a motorcycle since she’d joined the police. Maybe just a ride home. After all, Jason knew she was with him, and he had asked Ace to take her home.


  Plus, she knew how to defend herself. Although it hadn’t done any good when Ryan had broken into her house and she hadn’t been able to pull her trigger. That night she had almost died for love.


  “Do you have another helmet?” She could only see one helmet clipped to the bike, and riding without one was against the law.


  Ace unclipped his helmet and placed it over Sophie’s head. “Wouldn’t want you to break the law, babe.”


  Sophie peered out from beneath the helmet’s rim and shook her head gently. The helmet rocked violently from side to side, and Ace threw back his head and laughed.


  “Christ. You look so damn cute you make me ache inside.”


  She gave him a reluctant smile. “There’s enough room in here for two of my heads. It’s not going to give me much protection. Better for you to wear it. At least one of us will have a chance if you crash the bike.”


  His face softened as he removed the helmet. “You lookin’ out for me?”


  “Just thought we should keep your supersize head safe so that supersize ego has somewhere to go.”


  He straddled his bike and motioned her toward the pillion seat behind him. “You okay with breaking the law?”


  Sophie slid onto the seat and wrapped her arms around Ace, breathing in the scent of his leather jacket and the essence of him. Hard, unyielding, and utterly delicious, his body molded to fit hers. She couldn’t remember the last time someone had looked after her. Ryan had been possessive, not protective. And although she didn’t need protecting, handing over the burden, even for a short time, sent a thrill of excitement through her veins.


  Much like riding without a helmet.


  Or inviting a stranger home for sex.


  Decision made, she nodded. “I’m living dangerously tonight.”


  
    Chapter Four

  


  Christ.


  Ace couldn’t think straight. With Sophie’s body wrapped tight around him, her breasts pressed against his back, her hips tucked up against his ass, it was all he could do not to drive off the road. But he needed to keep his focus. What had started off as a seduction had become a job, and even if she was willing, the idea of sleeping with her when he’d promised to protect her left a bad taste in his mouth.


  Sort of like relationships.


  Ace liked to be free. Unrestrained. He was a no-strings, no-attachments kind of guy. The few relationships he’d had were painful reminders that unwanted foster kids did not develop the life skills necessary to sustain any kind of stable, meaningful partnership. Unwanted foster kids kept their suitcases packed because they always knew they would be moving. Life was temporary. Stability nonexistent. Maybe if he’d had role models for a healthy relationship, things might have been different. But the past was the past, and he was who he was.


  He took a sharp left and turned into South Granville, slowing as they passed drab, ’50s box-style houses interspersed with giant pink stucco monstrosities. Sophie directed him to pull up in front of a small three-level apartment building on Hemlock Street with a tiny front lawn and a flowerbed overgrown with roses.


  After he tugged off his helmet, he followed her up the walk and waited as she unlocked the front door to the apartment complex.


  Don’t leave her alone tonight. How the hell was he supposed to do that if she sent him packing?


  “Thanks for the ride.” Hand on the door, she turned to face him, overwhelming him with the intensity of her gaze. So much could be said with just a look. He hoped her look said, “Come in.”


  Sophie studied him for a long moment, her head tilted to the side, considering. Then, as if something had been resolved in her mind, she smiled.


  “You want to come in?”


  Yes! “Let’s go.”


  “You don’t have—”


  “Babe.” He raised an eyebrow. “A man says yes, he means yes.” As if he would turn her down.


  Sophie huffed and pushed open the door. Ace followed her in and paused to watch her stomp up the stairs.


  “You’re making me reconsider my offer,” she called out.


  Ace grinned. “Stomp harder. Makes your ass wiggle. And those boots are fucking hot.”


  A few minutes later, Sophie opened the door to her apartment and flicked on the light, gesturing to a sea of furniture and boxes. “Sorry about the mess. The movers just brought my stuff today. They were supposed to put everything in the right room, unpack, and clear away the boxes, but they just dumped it and ran. I called the company and filed a complaint, but since I prepaid for the move, I don’t think anything is going to happen.”


  Ace frowned. What kind of moving company would leave a woman to move heavy furniture and boxes on her own?


  When she headed for the kitchen, Ace pulled out his phone and snapped a picture of the shipping label, then texted Kickstand with instructions to investigate the company. Now.


  “You want a drink?” She pulled two glasses from a box and placed them on the counter.


  Ace sat on the lonely barstool at the kitchen bar across from her. “You gonna try and poison me again?”


  “You’re no good to me dead.”


  “Good for what?”


  Her cheeks flushed, and her hands curled around the bottom of her shirt. With a quick glance up through her lashes, she tugged the shirt over her head. “One night.”


  *     *     *


  For a long moment, Ace didn’t move.


  Oh God. What if she’d misread him, and his hesitation outside had been genuine? Maybe he wasn’t really attracted to her. Maybe he’d taken her home simply because Jason had asked, with no ulterior motive in mind.


  “Take off your bra.”


  Or maybe not.


  Sophie’s breath left her in a rush. Twenty minutes with her hips pressed up against Ace’s ass, the deep vibration of the motorcycle between her thighs, and it was all she could do to act civilized once they walked into her apartment. Hands trembling, she unhooked her bra and slid the red satin straps down her arms, dropping it on the floor.


  “Fuck, Sophie,” he rasped. “You have beautiful breasts. Touch them for me.”


  She sighed inwardly. This wasn’t how things were supposed to go. If she wanted to get herself off, she could do that much more efficiently with the toys hidden in one of the boxes strewn across the living room. “How about you come over here and touch them yourself?”


  His jaw tightened. “Can’t. Promised Jason I’d watch out for you tonight. Wouldn’t be right if I took advantage. So best thing is for me to stay over here and for you to stay over there. But if you’re minded to strip, I’ll be happy to watch.”


  “And then what?”


  “Then I’m gonna suffer for the rest of the night because you are the sexiest fucking woman I’ve ever met.”


  Sophie’s shoulders slumped, and she dropped her head back and groaned. “Just my luck. I pick a badass misogynistic biker for my first one-night stand, and he turns out to have a conscience.”


  That got him out of his seat.


  Ace rounded the bar and took a step toward her, and then another, as if pulled by an invisible thread. “You’ve never done this before?”


  She heaved an exasperated sigh. “Obviously not. I’m standing over here, half-undressed. You’re standing over there with all your clothes on. Clearly, I’ve done something wrong. But that’s my fault for not knowing the rules. I’ll just go back to being Safe Sophie, and you can…just…go.”


  “Fuck me,” he muttered.


  Sophie reached for her shirt. “Well…I tried.”


  But before she had even clasped her fingers around the cool cotton, he closed the distance between them. Gathering her in his arms, he leaned down and slanted his mouth over hers.


  Sophie’s knees trembled and her blood ran molten through her veins. For a moment, there was nothing but the warmth of his body, the press of his arm against her back, and the slide of his tongue into her mouth. He tasted of beer and whiskey, with a faint hint of tomato juice. Sophie slid her hands over his chest and twined them around his neck, pulling him down for more.


  “I promise I won’t tell Jason,” she whispered. “If that’s what’s bothering you.”


  Ace growled deep in his chest and lifted her onto the counter, easing his hips between her parted legs. “Nothing’s bothering me ’cept I want your legs wider. Let me in, babe.”


  God, everything he said turned her on. Sophie parted her legs, and wrapped them around Ace’s hips. He grunted his approval and threaded his fingers through her hair, tugging her head back, exposing her throat to the heated slide of his lips.


  “Never met a girl like you,” he murmured against her skin. “Fucking beautiful. All sassy and sweet. But you aren’t as tough as you pretend to be. You got a real soft side. It’s the softness that kills me.”


  She slid her hands over his hard pecs to his shoulders and pushed off his cut. “I want to see you, Ace. Touch you. I’ve been thinking about it all night.”


  “I knew you were thinking about me.”


  Stifling a laugh, she smoothed her hands over the soft cotton T-shirt covering his broad shoulders but hesitated when she hit stiff leather. Hand trembling, she traced the leather strap down to his hip, and her breath caught in her throat. “You have a gun.”


  Ace unstrapped the holster from his body and laid it with the gun on the counter. “Line of work I’m in, man needs protection.”


  Her heart kicked up a notch. “Please tell me it’s a registered weapon and you’re an undercover cop playing at being an outlaw biker.”


  “Babe.” Ace pulled her close and nuzzled her neck. “Don’t worry about it.”


  Unauthorized possession of a firearm, carrying a concealed weapon, riding without a helmet, careless storage of a firearm… the list of offences went on and on. She pretended she hadn’t seen the gun. No illegal weapons in her house. No violations of the Criminal Code going on. Just a damn sexy biker with his hand between her legs. But her cop brain wouldn’t shut up. “You do know it’s illegal?”


  Ace slid one hand over the curve of her sex. “So’s what I want to do to you when I get these jeans off…in many countries in the world.” His gaze fixed on her breasts, and he lowered his head to capture a nipple between his lips. “I think this may be illegal, too.”


  Sophie moaned and arched her back, rocking her hips against the erection straining against his jeans.


  “That’s right. Let it go,” he murmured. “I’m gonna take you on one hell of a ride tonight, sweet Sophie. The only illegal weapon you need to worry about is the one you’re grinding against right now, driving me out of my fucking mind.”


  She snorted into his shoulder, but her humour quickly faded when he unzipped her jeans and lifted her off the counter. His warm hands skimmed over her thighs as he pushed down her clothing.


  “Wanna fuck you wearing these boots.” He toyed with the laces and Sophie bent down to untie them.


  “Unfortunately, you can’t have it both ways.”


  The look he gave her was pure raw heat and Sophie melted.


  “We got all night,” he said, his voice laced with erotic warning. “I’m going have it both ways and all ways. Naked with the boots off. Then naked with the boots on, legs draped over my shoulders, those little heels digging into my back when you come, screaming my name.”


  “Someone’s ego is so big I have to step around it.” She toed off the boots and Ace slid her jeans and panties away.


  “So long as you’re wearing those sexy-as-fuck boots, you can step wherever you want.” Crouched in front of her, he traced lazy circles along the sensitive skin of her inner thigh. He pressed his lips to her abdomen, his five o’clock shadow scraping over her the top of her mound.


  Sophie groaned and threaded her hand through his silky hair. “Don’t tease me. I picked you because I thought you were a man who knew what he wanted and went after it.”


  Ace chuckled and stroked a finger along her wet folds, tearing a gasp from her lips. “I am. I just like to take my time.” His eased his finger inside her, then drew it out and thrust again, so slowly, so deliciously, her back arched and she gripped his hair, trying to direct him to where she wanted him to go.


  “Impatient,” he murmured, his breath a warm whisper over her throbbing clit.


  Oh God. What had she gotten herself into? It wasn’t wham-bam-thank-you-ma’am with him. Not the kind of one-night stand where you got off and got away. Oh no. He knew exactly what he was doing, how slow he was making her burn, how far he could take her. She suspected if she didn’t do something and fast, he could keep it up all night. Drawing in a ragged breath, she slid her hands to his shoulders and tugged him up. “It’s not fair if you get to keep your clothes on and conceal that illegal weapon you threatened me with earlier.”


  He gave her a wicked grin and stood. But did he remove his damned finger? No. Instead, he pressed a second finger deep inside her and leaned over to whisper in her ear, “Open for me.”


  A low, guttural groan escaped her lips as she parted her legs for him. Three years with Ryan, and although the sex had been hot, she’d never experienced anything like the arousal pounding through her veins.


  “I thought you wanted my clothes off.” He dragged his fingers over her sensitive inner walls, and Sophie’s eyes watered.


  “I do…just…stop doing that. I can’t think.”


  He slid his free hand around her waist and pulled her close. “That’s the idea.”


  “Are you one of those guys who has to be in control?” Her hips ground against his hand, and she clutched his shoulders for balance. She hoped so, because she’d lost control the minute he’d touched her.


  “Always.” His dark eyes locked with hers, and he slid his fingers out, leaving her bereft. “I want to feel your beautiful body against me.” He stripped off his clothes with brusque efficiency, tossing them on the floor, then pulled her back into his arms before she had a chance for a good ogle.


  God, he felt delicious. His shaft, hot and hard, pressed tight against her belly. She slid her hands down his back and over his taut ass as she rocked her hips against his erection.


  “You’re killing me, babe.” His hands slid beneath her, and he lifted her back onto the counter, then grabbed his jeans off the floor and pulled a condom from one of the pockets. “Gotta have you now.”


  He rolled the condom over his shaft and eased himself between her hips. Sophie couldn’t resist touching him. She stroked her hand along his length from balls to tip and groaned. How long had it been since she’d had a man?


  Ace stiffened, and gently drew her hand away.


  “Won’t last with your warm little hand on me. I need you so bad, sweet Sophie, I fucking ache with wanting you.”


  God, did he have a script of things to say that would make her wet? She’d never known a man to be so candid about what he was feeling and what he was doing and what he planned to do with her. Just like he’d said earlier this evening. Well, he had her attention.


  She pulled herself closer to him, twining her arms around his neck to lever herself up. “Here I am.”


  And then he was inside her, thrusting deep and hard, filling her completely. Sophie let out a deep moan and leaned her forehead against his chest. “God, you feel so good.”


  *     *     *


  Good was an understatement. He’d never felt anything as mind-blowing as her wet, hot pussy around his cock, her body soft in his arms. Ace buried his face in Sophie’s neck and inhaled deeply. She smelled of jasmine, rich and sensual, and the faint kiss of the ocean.


  He tightened his grip on her hips and thrust deep into her silky wetness. Sophie whimpered and rocked her hips against him.


  “Tell me what you want, babe,” he rasped.


  She hesitated and bit her lip, then looked away. “I want you to fuck me, Ace,” she whispered. “Hard.”


  Hard he could do. He gripped her hips and slammed her down over his painfully hard cock. Her arms and legs tightened around him, and he hammered into her, over and over, until he could feel her quivering around him. Pressure built at the base of his spine, his balls lifting, but he gritted his teeth and got his arousal under control. He wanted her with him. If they only had one night together, he wanted it to be a good one. For both of them.


  Although he already knew one night wouldn’t be enough.


  “Lean back.” His voice came out in an almost unrecognizable husky growl.


  Cheeks flushed, eyes wide with arousal, Sophie leaned back. Ace slid a hand between them and brushed the pad of his thumb over her clit. She jerked back, and he tightened his arm around her, holding her in place as he teased the little nub.


  Sophie writhed against him, her pussy clenching over his cock, causing maddening sensations that he could barely keep in check. Christ, when had he ever been so out of control? It was all he could do not to give in to the urge just to take her. Hard. Fast. Now.


  But she deserved more than that. Especially for her first one-night stand. A perverse warmth filled his chest. Masculine pride. She’d picked him to be her first. Him and no one else.


  With gentle strokes, he spread her wetness up and around her clit as he drew a nipple into his mouth, nipping gently. Sophie stilled, her pussy tightening around him. Gritting his teeth against an almost primal need to thrust, Ace flicked his thumb over her clit. Once. Twice. Then she stiffened and came, screaming against his shoulder, biting into his skin.


  The sharp jolt of pain together with the rhythmic pulsing of her inner walls sent him over the edge. He pounded into her hard and fast until, finally, he climaxed, in long, heated jerks with a shout that echoed through the room.


  Sophie wrapped her arms and legs around him and sighed, leaning against him as they came down from the rush. After a few minutes, he pulled away to dispose of the condom, returning moments later to gather her in his arms. She looked up and her lips curled in a smile. Absolutely beautiful.


  “I’d suggest we lie down, but my mattress and couch are covered in boxes.” She ran her hands down his arms, tracing the lines of his tats, tribal designs that reminded him of a picture that had hung in his father’s apartment, the only real home he had ever known.


  “Not interested in lying down.”


  Sophie raised an eyebrow. “You ready to go again?”


  “Babe, you’re so damn sexy I could go all night.”


  She nuzzled his neck, soft and sweet, but when he felt the sharp nip of her teeth at the pulse point in his throat, he cursed, hardening in an instant.


  “Any ideas?” she whispered.


  “I noticed your table was clear of stuff, and I was thinking you’d look sweet bent over it while I fucked you from behind.”


  “So romantic.” She ruffled his hair and slid off the counter. “I hope you have more condoms.”


  *     *     *


  Ace woke when the ring of a damn cell phone pulled him out of a delicious dream involving him, Sophie, and a pair of handcuffs. He rolled over on the mattress they’d dragged into the living room and frowned at the empty space beside him. But the handcuffs were no dream. They glinted on the table where he’d fucked Sophie the second time. Or was it third? And why couldn’t he remember putting them on her?


  “Rise and shine. I have to get to work.” Sophie crossed the room in front of him, her hair wet, dripping over the shoulders of her…police uniform?


  No fucking way.


  Ace’s heart skipped a beat, and he pushed himself to his elbows, grateful for the thin sheet hiding the effects of his handcuff dream. “Babe, please tell me you have a kink for dressing up.”


  She grabbed the handcuffs and clipped them to her belt, her lips turning up in a wicked smile. “Afraid not. I’m the real deal.”


  He swallowed hard and tried to connect his brain and his mouth.


  “You’re a cop.”


  She glanced up, amused. “Yeah and just in case you get an ideas, my weapon is real and I know how to use it. I started going to the shooting ranges as soon as I got my gun license and took marksmanship training when I was in training. I was the best marksman in my class, and I still practice every week. I can hit an eight-nine-ten bull’s-eye from one thousand metres every time.”


  Ace gave her an appraising look. “You trying to scare me, babe? Or turn me on? ’Cause there’s nothing hotter than a girl with a gun.”


  Sophie laughed. “I’m on duty in half an hour. My new partner, Gary, is swinging by to pick me up. I’ll tell him I met some Rogue Riders at the party last night. Might not mention I brought you home. I wouldn’t want word to get around that I was fraternizing with the enemy.” She fished around the jumble on the floor and tossed him his clothes. “Up and at ’em, cowboy. I gotta get you out of here and lock up before Gary comes.”


  Ace didn’t move. His brain and body were having a disconnect. Where the hell had this hard-ass cop come from? Where was his sweet, soft Sophie from last night?


  “You might want to close your mouth.” She laughed lightly. “Shocked isn’t a good look on you.”


  “Would have appreciated you sharing that piece of information with me,” he grumbled.


  “You didn’t ask. But isn’t that the way it’s supposed to be with one-night stands? One night and you never see the person again, so who cares what they do or what kind of person they are. And you never really told me what you do….” Her gaze drifted to the gun on the counter. “Not that I couldn’t guess with the three-piece patch on the back of your cut and that one-percent patch on your shoulder that tell me you’re in an outlaw MC, the baddest of the bad. As for the details, it’s probably best if I don’t know.”


  Ace pulled on his shirt and just managed to get his jeans over his rapidly diminishing erection. Was that why Jason had told him not to get involved with her? Because she was a fucking cop? Why the hell would Jason think she needed protection? A sliver of anger worked its way through his chest as he buckled his belt.


  Or was it disappointment?


  Already disillusioned with the life he’d chosen, he didn’t need yet another reminder that the club was heading in a direction he didn’t want to go, a path leading directly away from the pretty cop with the kick-ass attitude who had rocked his fucking world in bed.


  He strapped his holster across his chest and shrugged on his cut, scrambling to find some common ground. “Sometimes we work on the same side, especially when there’s justice called for that the system can’t provide.” Ryder had sold him on the new club with promises of filling in the holes in the system, and vigilante justice. His dreams spoke to the boy in Ace who had fallen through the cracks and the man who had found a family at Hades, only to lose them all over again.


  “What does that mean?” She twisted her hair into a bun and pinned it back.


  “Mafia don is kidnapped and held for ransom, his family will come to us. A girl wants out of prostitution but is afraid of her pimp; we’ll step in and teach him a lesson. A woman’s being stalked by her ex; we’ll pay him a visit. Last month, a boy got beaten up and left for dead. Cops knew who it was but didn’t have any evidence to charge him. Parents came to us. We got justice for that boy.”


  “For a fee.” She folded her arms across her chest. “I hardly think that makes you a Good Samaritan.”


  “We all gotta eat, babe.” He crossed the room and cupped her cheek, tracing her soft lips with the pad of his thumb. She didn’t pull away as he expected. Instead, she closed her eyes and leaned into his touch.


  “We can’t meet again. You know that.”


  He leaned closer and pressed his lips to her temple, drinking in the heady floral fragrance of her damp skin as he mused over the irony. Usually, those words came from his lips. Usually, he was the one walking away.


  “Say the word, and you’ll never see me again.”


  A blush spread across her cheeks, and Ace smiled. He liked that he could make a cop blush.


  “Good-bye, Ace.”


  
    Chapter Five

  


  “So, how was the party?”


  Gary, her new partner, waited until Sophie had clipped on her seat belt before pulling away from the curb. She looked back over her shoulder, but there was no sign of the Harley Softail that had been parked on the road only moments ago.


  “Um…it was okay. Jason has some unusual friends.” She told him about the pierced bartender and the woman with the tatted breasts. Gary laughed. He had a nice laugh, deep and rumbly, and a warm smile. Not that she had any interest in Gary. She’d first met him when she’d flown into Vancouver for the transfer interview. Gary had picked her up at the airport and taken her for a drink after the interview was finished. At six foot one and weighing only one hundred and eighty pounds, prematurely balding, with long, spindly arms and legs, he reminded her of a grasshopper. But what he lacked in bulk, he made up for in social skills. He knew everyone, from the cleaners at the station to the parking attendants, and from the waitresses at the bar to at least half the customers. As far as she could tell, everyone liked Gary. He was everybody’s best friend.


  “There were some bikers there.” She feigned a yawn, hoping she appeared nonchalant. “Rogue Riders. Do you know them?”


  Gary turned onto Granville Street. “Everyone knows them. Most of their guys used to be with an outlaw MC called Hades, but Hades got taken down by an undercover cop, James Hunter, and then decimated in a territorial war. When the dust settled, some of the Hades guys formed their own club. Hunter quit the police and joined them. Took the road name Ice. Caused quite the scandal.”


  “So they’re bad guys?”


  “Well…” Gary scrubbed a hand through his short blond hair. “They do some good stuff, like rescuing hostages and cleaning up the streets. But then we’ll find a guy we’ve been chasing hanging upside down from the Burrard Street Bridge, all beat up with a knife through his chest. We can’t condone that kind of vigilante justice, but so long as they don’t make it too public, we’ve turned a blind eye.” He hesitated. “I’ve heard rumours though…”


  “What rumours?” She leaned toward him, focused, intent.


  “That they’ve moved away from the vigilante stuff and into more serious crime—protection rackets, fraud, extortion, that sort of thing. So far, they’ve stayed clean, so they aren’t under investigation like the other one-percenter clubs, but I think it’s just a matter of time. Once you cross the line, it’s a slippery slope, and it takes you down fast.”


  “Who’s the president?”


  “Guy named Ryder. Hunter is his VP. They’ve got a sergeant-at-arms who keeps order in the club and makes sure everyone follows the rules, name of Ace. They also have an enforcer and a couple other guys with official titles. Club’s got about fifty or sixty members now, so their executive board keeps things in check.”


  Sergeant-at-arms. Enforces the rules. The irony wasn’t lost on her.


  Reports of assaults, thefts, drunks, and vagrants kept them busy all day. Every free moment, Sophie texted Jason to make sure he was okay, but she got no answer. Probably at work. Or not. He hadn’t told her what he really did for a living.


  Back home after her shift, Sophie showered and changed into jeans and a tank top. Grabbing a bag of Doritos, she cleared away some boxes and settled on the couch. Not really a nutritious dinner, but since her TV wasn’t hooked up, she could entertain herself by watching her hips expand. Her body was still deliciously sore from last night. Ace hadn’t seemed to mind her curvy body. In fact, he’d seemed quite enamoured of her ass. He’d even insisted she tuck her ass up against him when, exhausted from hours of sex, they’d finally collapsed on the mattress he’d cleared off when he’d been concerned her knees might get bruised. Ace was hands down the hottest and most interesting man she’d ever met, and she would have liked to get to know him better—personally and carnally.


  A thud on the door startled her. No one could get into the building unless she buzzed them through the front door, and she hadn’t met any of the other tenants.


  “Who is it?” She balled the chip bag and walked over to the door.


  “Ah…”


  She heard whispers and then the smack of flesh hitting flesh.


  “Tuscan Movers. We’re here to…ah…finish the job.”


  Puzzled, she pulled open the door only to step back when a burly man wearing a Tuscan Movers T-shirt was thrust in her face. Sophie recoiled, barely recognizing the mover who had laughed when she’d asked him to finish unpacking her stuff. His face was covered in cuts and bruises, his eyes were black, and his shirt stained red with blood.


  “These the guys?” Ace shoved the mover forward, and turned to grab another man behind him, similarly beaten, and shove him forward, too.


  Shocked, Sophie could only stare as Ace, Jackie, Kickstand, and two other Rogue Riders followed the movers into her apartment.


  “Sophie.” Ace raised his voice, snapping her back to reality. “Are these the guys who dumped your stuff and walked away?”


  She looked at the two badly beaten movers, pale and quiet now instead of angry and belligerent as they had been the previous day when they walked out on the job. “Yes.”


  “Right. They’re here to finish the job. Kickstand, Slider, Spook, and I are gonna stick around to make sure the job gets done to your satisfaction. Jackie’s here ’cause I didn’t want you to feel uncomfortable being alone with so many guys, and since she never shuts up, she’ll keep you entertained.”


  “I heard that,” Jackie snapped, tossing her thick, dark hair over her shoulder. Sophie couldn’t figure out what she was doing breaking into a cop’s home with a bunch of outlaw bikers instead of walking the runways in Paris and Milan.


  “Good,” Ace said. “You were meant to.”


  “But…” Sophie interrupted them. “I filed a complaint.”


  Ace raised an eyebrow. “How long do you think you would have to sit here with your stuff like this if you pursued things through official channels? Forever. That’s how long. My way, the guys show up and finish what they started.”


  “You can’t just kidnap people and force them to work,” Sophie snapped. “It’s against the law.”


  Ace snorted. “We’re an outlaw club, babe. We don’t acknowledge the authority of civilian law. Sometimes it gets in the way of justice, and that’s what I’m giving you now.”


  “Justice?” She pulled him to one side while two of the bikers directed the movers to lift the mattress she and Ace had slept on last night. “They’re obviously here under duress. I’m a cop. I can’t condone illegal activities going on in my home while I’m standing right here.”


  Ace stroked his chin and nodded. “Right. We’ll go to the Roadhouse. Get a drink. Then you won’t be standing here. You’ll be sitting somewhere else. And as for duress…” He looked over at the movers and bellowed. “Tuscans! My girl wants to know if you’re here of your own free will. If you’re unsure about the answer to that question, Kickstand and Slider can help you out.”


  The Tuscans looked at each other, then from Kickstand and bald, pierced, and tatted Slider behind them, to Ace, and back to each other. They blanched, and then nodded.


  “You just threatened them,” Sophie growled.


  “Did you hear me threaten them? Did you see me lift a hand or make any kind of threatening gesture?”


  “This is ridiculous.” She stalked toward the door. “I want them out of here. Now.”


  Ace came up behind her and bent down to nuzzle her neck. “Babe. Me and the Tuscans have an understanding. They aren’t leaving until the job is done. And it’s not like they weren’t contracted to do the job. I didn’t pull random people off the street and force them to work. They owe you the time. Give them a chance to do the right thing.”


  Her brain fuzzed as the touch of his lips on her sensitive skin sent a wave of electric sparks through her body. She leaned her forehead against the door and sighed. “I can’t believe I’m letting you talk me into this. And if Jason hadn’t stood me up tonight and left me without anyone to help move the furniture, I would have said no.”


  Ace stroked a soothing hand down her hair. “You haven’t heard from Jason?”


  “Not since last night. After I told him about the movers, he promised to come tonight and help me out. But I couldn’t get in touch with him all day, and he never showed.”


  Ace’s hand stilled and he pulled out his phone. “I’ll send someone by his place. Check things out.”


  Sophie turned to face him. “You seem to have unlimited resources at your disposal.”


  “They’re called prospects, and they’re useful for doing all sorts of things from polishing my boots to getting me beer to watching the bikes.” He reached around her and pulled open the door. “So…we going for that drink? Jackie and Kickstand can join us, and Spook and Slider will text us when the Tuscans are done.”


  “Is this the same kind of choice you offered the Tuscans?”


  Ace threw back his head and laughed. “Babe, if I offered you the same choice I offered the Tuscans, you’d put a bullet through my head.”


  “Thought about it.” She pushed past him and into the kitchen to grab her purse. “Decided I didn’t want to get blood on my new floor.”


  “Much appreciated.” He waved for Jackie and Kickstand to join them, and Sophie leaned against the wall while they gave some last-minute instructions to Slider and his almost twin, Spook.


  “By the way,” she said, toying with the hem of her shirt. “I thought I made it clear, it was just one night.”


  “Nope.”


  “Nope?”


  “One night wasn’t enough.” He brushed her hair back, tucking a wayward strand behind her ear, and a delicious shiver wound its way up her spine.


  “What if I wanted it to be just one night?” He was so close she could feel the heat from his body, the warmth of his breath on her skin. “What if I’ve just made it through a bad divorce, and I’m just not interested in anything more than casual sex?”


  Ace’s fingers lingered on her neck, gently caressing her skin. Sophie’s mouth went dry, and a flush of desire raced through her veins.


  “I’m okay with that, babe. Me’n relationships don’t seem to work out too good.”


  Her tension eased the tiniest bit. “Good to hear. My ex tried to kill me when I filed for divorce, so I’m pretty much done with relationships, too.”


  His hand tightened on her shoulder in a vice-like grip. “Is the bastard dead? He’d better be fucking dead—”


  “He’s in jail.”


  “Which jail?”


  Sophie’s lips quivered in a smile. “Why do you want to know? He was caught, tried, and convicted. Justice was served.” Although, fear still niggled at the back of her mind. Ryan was a smooth talker, a manipulator. She had no doubt he would say the right things and grease the right palms until he got early parole. And then he would come for her. But this time no one would be able to save her.


  He waved a hand vaguely over the sweating movers. “Pretty clear your idea of justice and mine aren’t the same.”


  “I suppose not.” Did Ace really have the power to hurt Ryan in jail? Could she condone that type of action? For the last year, she had relived the night of Ryan’s attack over and over in her mind. His sudden appearance in her bedroom in the middle of the night. The frantic pounding of her heart. Sheer and absolute terror sucking the breath from her lungs. The training that kicked in and had her reaching for the gun on her nightstand. And her inability to pull the trigger.


  The stupidness of love.


  Ryan was possessive, but not protective. He would get angry if she talked to another man, but not if she walked alone at night. So different from Ace. But she didn’t want to drag him into her nightmare of self-loathing. One night. That’s all this was supposed to be. “I’m sorry. Just forget about it. I don’t know why I told you all that. I hardly know you. I didn’t mean to dump—”


  “Shhhh.” He stroked his thumb softly over her lips.


  “Shhhh?”


  “When I got you soft and sweet and lying in my arms, you’re gonna tell me everything from the beginning, real slow, and I’m gonna hold you while you do. Then I’ll deal with him.”


  “You’ll deal with him?” Her voice rose in pitch. “You don’t know anything about him, Ace. Or me, for that matter. You don’t want to get involved.”


  “I am involved. Not complaining, babe. Just stating a fact. Seems to me justice wasn’t done right if he’s still breathing.”


  Sophie melted inside and turned away so he couldn’t see the tears gather in her eyes. She’d longed for justice even after Ryan had been put in jail. He’d managed to hire a good lawyer who had ripped her apart in court and convinced the judge to turn away key pieces of evidence. After all Ryan had done—the affairs, the lies, the heartache and betrayal, and the assault—he’d only been sentenced to three years in jail. Yeah, she wanted justice. Real justice. She’d never thought it would be offered up to her on a handsome-outlaw-biker platter.


  “What about our conflict?”


  Ace made a lazy perusal of her body, his gaze coming to rest on her face. “Only conflict we have is if you don’t go change your clothes. The Roadhouse is not the kinda place you want to be showing off those curves.”


  He liked her curves. She couldn’t hear it enough. But it didn’t mean he could tell her what to wear. “Not changing.”


  Ace frowned. “Yes, changing.”


  “We’re not together.” She sidled past him and joined Jackie and Kickstand at the door.


  He came up behind her and slid an arm around her waist, jerking her back against him. Sophie sucked in a sharp breath, shocked by his sudden intensity and the rush of heat between her legs.


  “And if we were?” The deep rumble of his voice vibrated through her body.


  “You still wouldn’t get to tell me what to do.”


  With a growl, he threaded his hand through her hair and tugged her head to the side, baring her neck to the burn of his lips. “Don’t be so sure about that.”


  *     *     *


  “So…what does your new little squeeze do for a living…besides you, of course?” Jackie leaned back in her seat in the Roadhouse Bar and grinned at Ace. “And talk fast. ’Cause I’m all sorts of curious about Sophie, and we only have a few minutes before she returns from the restroom or else gets lost in the dark.” She brushed a few crumbs off the worn wooden table and sighed. “This place gets gloomier every time we come here. Maybe they’re trying to hide the fact they never clean.”


  Ace looked around at the chipped dark wood, stained carpets, and tiny stage. “They serve proper Guinness. That’s all I care about.” He sipped the foam off his pint and took a moment to enjoy the thick, bitter taste of his favourite Irish beer.


  “It’s got rickety tables, holes in the walls, twenty-year-old paintings of dead rock stars, and a DJ who doesn’t know the difference between Death Metal and Thrash.” Jackie folded her arms. “But you aren’t putting me off. Now spill.”


  “She’s a cop.”


  Jackie spluttered. “Jesus Christ, Ace. You hooked up with a cop? Your activities aren’t exactly Grade A certified legit. She see your weapon?”


  Ace raised an eyebrow and Jackie snickered. “Okay. I mean, you wouldn’t have dragged the Terrible Tuscan Twins out on a Sunday night if you hadn’t shown her your weapon and she hadn’t approved of what you were packing.” She paused to sip her beer and then frowned. “I gotta say I’m a bit disappointed because I think I made it pretty clear that I would have welcomed a visual when we were hanging out. I mean, that night we had together out at the racetrack was fun, but it was dark and I would have liked to see—”


  “Jackie…”


  “And you’re clearly in dress-to-impress mode since you’re wearing jeans without holes in them. You must think she’s something special.”


  “Jackie…”


  “Although you did only just meet her yesterday,” she continued. “And I don’t think you ever put on non-holey jeans for me….”


  “Enough.” His hand tightened around the glass so hard his knuckles turned white. Jackie never knew when to quit.


  Undaunted, Jackie leaned over the table and whispered. “Right there. That tells me you got it bad for your pretty cop, but she doesn’t have it bad for you, ’cause she didn’t sound so happy to see you this evening. So if you want my advice—”


  “I don’t—”


  “Give up. She’s a cop. You’re an outlaw. Conflict doesn’t get bigger than that, my friend. And what happens if one day you find yourself on the wrong end of the gun?”


  “You done?”


  Jackie grinned. “I’m only just getting started.”


  “Got a new job for you.” He fixed her with his fiercest scowl. “It’s in Alaska.”


  “Got news for you. I’m staying right here to watch the fireworks. After our little fling last year, I’d say I know you better than anyone in the MC. Hunting down the movers, beating them up, and dragging them to Sophie’s apartment is the Ace equivalent of a normal guy showing up with a bunch of flowers.”


  “I don’t do flowers.”


  “But you did her.” Jackie raised her voice over the boom of CCR through the speakers. “And you’re back for more.”


  “Coupla lowlifes leave a helpless woman with a pile of furniture and boxes in the middle of her place and no way to move it. That’s an injustice that needs to be resolved.”


  Jackie snorted a laugh. “She’s a cop. She’s hardly helpless. She’s probably got a bigger gun than you.”


  Sophie returned and slid into the booth beside Ace. Her gaze flicked from Jackie to Ace and back to Jackie. “Did I…uh, interrupt?”


  “No, honey.” Jackie stood. “Ace and I once had a thing. It’s over now, so nothing for you to worry about. But we’re still tight, so sometimes I’ll give him advice, and he’ll tell me to shove it up my ass. Polite like.”


  “You went out with her?” Sophie’s gaze followed Jackie as she headed to the bar to help Kickstand with the drinks.


  “Something like that.”


  “She’s beautiful.”


  “So are you.” Her little hint of vulnerability did strange things to his stomach. There was a chink in his little cop’s armour and one he wanted to fill. He slid an arm around her, then pulled her into his side, his hand stroking in and out of her lush curves. “Love these curves, babe.” He bent down and pressed his lips to hers. “Love this sweet mouth.”


  She stiffened for the briefest second and then relaxed against him, her tongue tangling with his.


  “Beautiful,” he murmured as he buried his nose in the sensitive hollow between her neck and her shoulder. God, she smelled good. The scent of jasmine flooded his senses, and his cock tightened, painfully hard.


  “Ace.” She whispered his name, her body melting against him even as her hands flew to his chest. “Stop. We have to stop. Last night was amazing but—”


  “Tell me to leave.” He’d never been as affected by a woman as he was by Sophie, never had an issue with control. And he’d never wanted anyone as much as he wanted her now. If she did tell him to leave, he didn’t know if he could. And if she didn’t…hell, he’d never last the walk home.


  “I did. This morning, I said good-bye.”


  He cupped her face between his hands and kissed her, drinking the sweetness from her lips. “Tell me you don’t want me.” His heart pounded in tortured anticipation as she nibbled on her bottom lip, and then she drew in a ragged breath and met his gaze.


  “I don’t…” She shuddered and wrapped her hands around his neck, pulling him down. “Think I can.”


  *     *     *


  God, he was like a drug. The more she had, the more she wanted. Sophie could see herself getting addicted to him, needing his touch, his warmth, and the deep rumble of his voice. Although she wasn’t a small woman, she felt tiny tucked up against him, safe and protected within the circle of his arms.


  Of course, protection didn’t seem to be foremost in his mind. Not after she’d pretty much given him the green light for another night of wild sex. With a low growl, he clasped her wrist, tossed a few bills on the table, and dragged her out of the booth. Minutes later, they emerged from the bar into a dank, dimly lit back alley.


  For a moment, she wondered if he was planning to take her home, but when he pushed her up against the rough brick wall, a thrill of fear shot through her body. Ace had other plans.


  She took one quick glance around to ensure they were alone, taking in the beat-up dumpster reeking of decay, the pop bottles and needles strewn across the cement, and the rough brick walls, graffiti barely visible under the dim exit light. But before she could finish her visual sweep, he captured her wrists and pinned them over her head.


  Sophie gasped and moisture flooded her sex. “Are we going to engage in another illegal activity? Please say yes.”


  He licked his lips. “Fuck yeah, baby. Get ready for some indecent exposure, offending public decency, nudity—”


  “Sex in a public place?”


  “Definitely sex in a public place.” He tightened his grip on her wrists, and her body arched toward him, offering up her breasts for his touching pleasure. He slid his warm hand under her shirt, smoothing it over her skin, pausing when he discovered she wasn’t wearing a bra.


  “Christ. You always go out without a bra?”


  “Only when there are bossy, hot biker types around who get my back up when they order me to change, after I was expecting to spend the evening home alone.”


  With renewed vigour, he crushed his mouth to hers, swallowing her moan of pleasure. Taking full advantage of her missing undergarment, he cupped and squeezed her breasts, rolling her nipples between his thumb and forefinger until they were tight little buds.


  Sophie writhed against the wall. “Ace…oh God…let me go. I need to touch you.”


  “You’re so fucking sexy, I won’t last if you put those sweet hands on me,” he rasped. “Slow down. Let me take care of you.” But he wasn’t slowing down. He ripped open the button of her jeans and shoved them down over her hips. She wriggled to help him, but the challenge of getting them all the way down proved too much, and he was forced to release her.


  Almost immediately, she slid her hands into his hair, tangling them through the silky strands as he tugged off her jeans and panties, baring her for his touch.


  For a moment, she couldn’t breathe. Dark alley, risk of detection, scent of danger, chill of the night, hot badass biker on his knees in front of her. It was simply the most erotic experience Sophie had ever had.


  Ace looked up from his crouch. Eyes hooded, jaw tight, he was sex personified. She gently tugged his head forward, and he smiled.


  “You want my mouth, babe?”


  She swallowed. Oh God. Would he do it here? “Yes. I want your mouth.”


  “Then open those pretty thighs for me.” With gentle pressure, he eased her legs apart. Knees trembling, she waited in breathless anticipation. And then he leaned forward and licked along her folds.


  Her hands tightened in his hair, and a low, guttural groan left her lips. “More.”


  Fingers digging into her thighs, he teased and licked her cleft, drawing her moisture up and around her clit as she leaned heavily against the wall, directing his head with gentle pressure. When her moans turned to whimpers, he added a finger, thrusting deep inside her.


  “Ace.” Her shriek echoed in the alley, and she slapped her hand over her mouth. Ace shot up, covering her with his body. Heart pounding, she counted off the seconds, and when one minute had passed and no one had come to investigate, her tension eased. But now, with the extra adrenaline pounding through her system, she didn’t want his mouth. She wanted something bigger and harder. She ached to be filled. She needed him inside her.


  “Fuck me, Ace. Please.”


  With a low groan, he dug a condom from his pocket and shoved his clothing down over his hips, his erection springing free from its confinement. Moments later, sheathed and ready, he pressed up against her, his cock hot and heavy against her soft thighs.


  “I’m gonna fuck you against the wall, sweet Sophie.” His deep voice rumbled, husky and low. “I’m gonna bury myself in your sweet pussy and pound into you until you’re gonna have to bite me to stop from screaming with pleasure.” He feathered kisses along her jaw and then sucked on the sensitive skin between her neck and shoulder blade, sending bolts of white lightning straight to her core. “I’m gonna be in you so deep, babe, you’ll forget your own name.”


  She choked on a groan. “I made a mistake. You aren’t just a bad guy. You’re a very bad guy with a very dirty mouth.”


  He teased her lips open with his tongue, then thrust inside, kissing her hard and deep. “You like my dirty mouth.”


  “I like other parts of you more.” She ground her hips against his cock, and he growled a warning.


  “If you’re gonna be naughty, I might have to borrow your cuffs.”


  She sucked in a sharp breath, and Ace licked his lips. “Christ. You like that. We got to try that next.”


  With a soft groan, she rubbed her nipples against his chest. “How about we start with doing Sophie. Now. In the alley. Because her body is on fire, and if you don’t, I’ll be screaming with frustration and not pleasure.”


  She didn’t have to ask again. He grabbed her hips and hiked her up the rough brick wall until her legs wrapped around his hips and his shaft slid against her wet folds.


  “You ready for me, babe?”


  “God, yes.” She angled her hips, trying to get him where she wanted him to be.


  “You gonna play the one-night card on me again?”


  She whined and rocked against him. Too much talking. Not enough fucking. “Maybe not this time.” She didn’t have a chance to qualify her statement before he slid his hard length inside her with one sharp thrust.


  Finally.


  Her breath caught in her throat, and her legs clenched around him, her moan of pleasure echoing through the alley.


  “My baby likes my cock.”


  Sophie wrapped her arms around his neck and buried her face in his shoulder, breathing in the scent of his leather cut and the faint musk of his cologne. “God, yes.”


  “Say it.”


  “I like your cock, Ace.”


  He drove deeper inside her. “Tell me you want it.”


  “I want your cock inside me.” And then, because she couldn’t believe how easily the words had spilled from her mouth, she said, “Fuck me with your big, hard cock, Ace.”


  Ace grunted his approval. “I like hearing dirty talk coming from your sweet little cop mouth. Fucking gets me off like nothing else.”


  “I like to hear no talk coming from your yapping mouth.” She levered herself up with her arms and sank down on him, taking him so deep her eyes watered with the pleasure-pain.


  Ace groaned and hammered into her, slamming her back against the rough brick wall, over and over, until her need had coiled so tight the barest touch would set her free.


  “Ace…”


  “I got you.” Slipping his hand between them, he circled his fingers around her clit, light at first and then with firmer strokes, until finally, he brushed over the top with the pad of his thumb and pressed down hard.


  She went off like a rocket, her muscles contracting as wave after wave of pleasure ripped through her body. Ace’s thrusts became faster, urgent, until finally he stiffened and released into her with a deep-throated groan. For a long moment, they didn’t move. Chests heaved together. Bodies cleaved together. Hearts beat together.


  And then reality came back in a rush. Public place. Indecent exposure.


  Illegal.


  “I’m going to get suspended if anyone finds out about this,” she murmured.


  Ace kissed her forehead and picked up her clothes. “I’m not telling.”


  “I can’t believe what we just did.” She tugged on her clothes while Ace zipped up. “I can’t believe the things I said….” She straightened and frowned. “You’re a bad influence. Next time I say good-bye, I’m going to mean it.”


  “Then we’d better get busy,” he said. “We’ve got a lot to do before then.”


  *     *     *


  Ace placed a hand on Sophie’s lower back and walked her into the bar. Jackie waved from their table, but he wasn’t in a mood to share. His little cop had a deliciously dirty wild streak, and he wanted to find out just what made her tick.


  He led Sophie to the counter and checked his phone before ordering their drinks. “We’ve still got a bit of time. Spook says the movers are slowing down. He doesn’t think they’re used to hard labour.”


  “And you are?”


  Ace ran his thumb along the line of her jaw. “Yeah, babe. I am. Grew up being bounced around from one foster home to the next. When I realized stability wasn’t in the cards, I started working so I could get myself out. Not proud of the things I did, but I worked damn hard and saved up enough to get out and pay my way until I hooked up with Hades MC.”


  He winced inwardly at the gloss he’d put on what had been the most difficult time of his life. After being separated from his brother, Sam, and at the mercy of the street gangs, Ace had become a drug mule simply because the gangs wouldn’t touch him if he was carrying a dealer’s product. He gave up the drug trade after losing two friends to drug overdoses and earned his keep in underground boxing matches. His success in the ring had attracted the attention of the president of Hades MC. Once Ace had been introduced to the biker lifestyle, with its creed of honour, brotherhood, and loyalty, there was no turning back. He had found what he had always been looking for—a family, a tribe, and a place to belong. Only now, with the old club gone, and his friends dead or in jail, he realized something had always been missing. His biker family had bonded through friendship. Not love.


  “You ever think about doing anything else?” She took her drink from the bartender and gave him a smile that had Ace gritting his teeth. Sophie should be smiling at him and only him, and if that smarmy bartender didn’t back off…


  “Not that I’m saying there is anything wrong with being an outlaw biker and committing crimes that could get you sent to prison,” she continued, clearly unaware that part of him was calculating how fast he could get over the bar and how much damage he could do with one well-placed punch in the bartender’s face. “But maybe you have other… skills.”


  Yeah, he had skills. And he wanted to get her alone and on a bed so he could put them all to the test. “I like to build stuff,” he said, wisely deciding not to share that thought. “Before I joined Hades MC, I was a carpentry apprentice. I did the course at BCIT right after I finished grade ten, but I dropped out before I finished the last term. After I joined Hades MC, I helped renovate the clubhouse with a senior patch named Arcade who had his journeyman certificate. Learned more from him than I did during my entire apprenticeship.”


  Ace nodded his thanks when the bartender slid his Guinness across the counter and made himself scarce. Arcade had tried to convince Ace to leave the MC and go straight. He’d seen something in Ace that Ace couldn’t see—potential, a future without guns or death or bloodshed. But Ace hadn’t been interested in giving up the closest thing to a family he’d ever known. And by the time he was ready to listen, Arcade was gone—killed in a drug deal gone bad.


  Fuck. He didn’t want to dredge up those memories. Not here. Not now. Time to change the subject. “You ever think about being something other than a cop?”


  Sophie shrugged. “Um… no. My mother was a real estate agent. She wanted me to follow her into the business, but I’m not a salesperson. I’m a straight shooter, and I don’t think it would go over to well if I told people just what I thought of the homes they were trying to sell.”


  “Straight shooter?” He tugged on the waistband of her jeans, dragging her close. “Then be straight with me. What’s a cop doing with a one percenter in a biker bar on the wrong side of town?”


  She lifted her glass to her lips—a blond ale from a local microbrewery the Rogue Riders had taken an interest in after the owner came to them needing protection from a couple of local thugs who were running a small-time protection racket.


  “I don’t know.” She glanced down and then up again, her gaze warm with sensual promise. “I guess I’m having a bit of fun. My ex was a bit… stifling. At first I liked Ryan’s attention because my parents were very focused on work and Jason was always off doing his own thing, but then he became obsessive. He always wanted to know where I was; he showed up when I went out with my friends; and once he physically tried to stop me from leaving the house when I was going to a party.”


  “You’re a cop…”


  Sophie shrugged. “I think that’s probably why he never really got physical with me. I almost broke his wrist that one time he grabbed me. But he was so apologetic afterwards. He explained it away by saying he just loved me so much and he was worried because the party was in a deserted area. He always had a good reason for his behaviour. I’m not immune to psychological games just because I’m a cop. I stayed because I loved him, and I’m not embarrassed about that. Once you get emotions involved, logic flies out the window. You lose perspective. But it won’t happen again. I’m done with relationships and all the complications that go with them.”


  Ace didn’t know what to say, so he kept his mouth shut. He’d locked up his emotions a long time ago when he realized that there was never enough love to go around for a foster kid with an attitude problem. As a result, although he enjoyed the company of women, he’d never stuck around to form any kind of long-term attachment. Even Jackie, whom he considered a close friend, knew enough to back away after he’d made it clear after their one night together that he wasn’t interested in anything more.


  While they waited for their drinks, Sophie pulled out her phone and checked the messages. “I still haven’t heard from Jason,” she said. “It’s not like him not to answer my texts. I’m worried about him after what happened last night.”


  Ace lifted his Guinness to his lips and took a long sip, hoping she’d wait a few more days before she checked on her brother so he had time to find him. If she was worried now, she’d flip out if she saw Jason’s house. He’d sent a few Rogue Riders to check on Jason this morning, and the house had been totally and utterly destroyed. Either the Red Dragons had torn it apart looking for Jason or they’d caught him and destroyed it as punishment for what they perceived to be a broken deal. Either way, Jason was in serious trouble, and Sophie was at risk if they connected her to him. The Red Dragons didn’t care about guilt or innocence—they would go after any blood relation to collect a debt. And if they found out she was a cop…


  “I need to swing by Jason’s place on the way home.” Sophie tucked her phone away. “It’s not like him to not get in touch.”


  “Fuck.” Of course Sophie wouldn’t let it lie. And he couldn’t tell her what was going on. Not only had he promised Jason he would keep quiet, he couldn’t risk her going to the police. The Red Dragons would kill Jason if they got wind of a police investigation. In their minds, an underground player like Jason would only be of interest to the police if he had a connection, and a connection meant betrayal.


  Sophie frowned and Ace bit back a groan. Had he said it out loud?


  “You don’t have to come with me,” she said.


  “Yeah, babe. I do.” And not because he was pretty damn sure the Red Dragons would be watching Jason’s house, or because he had given his word to protect her. He wanted to spend more time with the woman who had wrapped her soft, sweet body around him in bed and then buckled on a belt full of weapons and kicked him out of the house. For the first time in his life, he wanted more than just one night in bed, more than mind-blowing sex in an alley. And if he had to fight the Red Dragons to keep her safe, then he wouldn’t stop until every last one of them was dead.


  
    Chapter Six

  


  “Oh my God. What happened?”


  Sophie clapped a hand over her mouth as she surveyed the utter devastation in Jason’s house: floorboards torn up, holes in the walls, doors ripped off cupboards, and every drawer upside down on the floor. The partition wall between the kitchen and dining room had been totally demolished, and the back windows had all been smashed. But it was the bullet holes peppered over every surface that almost stopped her heart.


  Ace kicked at a shard of glass. “Not sure. I’ve had a couple of the guys checking into it since this morning.”


  “This morning?” Sophie whirled to face him. “You’ve known about this all day and you didn’t tell me?”


  “You were working.” He wasn’t about to tell her he had followed her all day on her patrol. Despite the fact she was a cop riding in a cop car with a dweeb cop partner beside her, he’d given his word to Jason, and that meant keeping her in sight 24/7. “Didn’t want you to worry.”


  “Worry?” Her voice rose to a shriek. “I’ve texted Jason at least a dozen times today. I’ve left messages. You knew I was looking for him. How could you not tell me his house was vandalized? Maybe he was abducted. The odds of finding someone go down exponentially with every hour they are missing, and you’ve kept this from me all day.” She pulled out her phone. “I’m calling this in.”


  Ace snatched the phone from her hand. “The police won’t be able to help you. We need to keep this under the radar.”


  Sophie glared. “My brother is missing. Last night, when you took me home, he was scared. I should never have left him alone. And now, someone’s shot up and destroyed his house. Doesn’t take a genius to add it all up. He’s in trouble. The police can help. I can help.”


  “There’s a lot you don’t know about what’s going on.” Ace held the phone out of reach, and Sophie’s vision went red.


  “Can the condescending crap. If there’s something I need to know, then tell me. And give me the damn phone or I’m going to do some serious damage that would render any future communication between us pointless because you’ll have no teeth.”


  With a shake of his head, Ace tossed the phone on the kitchen counter and walked through the rubble to the patio doors. His feet crunched over the broken glass as he eased the door open and stepped outside. Sophie grabbed her phone and followed him out into the cool evening, her blood boiling.


  “What don’t I know? I’ll need every bit of information to give to the police.”


  He leaned against the fence and folded his arms. “Which is why I can’t tell you. Plus, he doesn’t want you to know.”


  Her heart skipped a beat. “You talked to him?”


  “At the party. He figured you would go crazy if you knew what he was doing. Sort of like now. Women tend to get emotional about this kind of thing.”


  If ever there had been a time in her life she wanted to hit someone, this was it. Goddamned outlaw biker. She should have known that behind the sexy smile, the hot body, and the protective charade lay the heart of a chauvinist. But what did she expect? Women weren’t allowed to become members of outlaw clubs. They could only be “old ladies,” “sweet butts,” “back warmers,” or “house mamas,” serving and supporting their men.


  I’ll show him emotional. Her palm itched to strike him across the face. But common sense and her training kicked in. Aside from the fact he was bigger, stronger, and faster than her, she wouldn’t lower herself to what could be considered excessive use of force, nor would she allow him to gain the upper hand. The entire scene just reaffirmed in her mind that she needed to handle things the right way. If the police had been on the case from the beginning, no doubt they would have already found Jason, and because of Ace, she’d lost valuable time.


  “Do you have a brother, Ace?” She leaned into him, her face close to his, her stomach churning. “Can you imagine seeing his house like this and not being able to get in touch? Anyone would get emotional. Not just women.”


  His jaw tightened, and for a moment she thought he was going to turn away. “Yeah,” he said, finally. “I had a brother. Sam. We were put in foster care when I was three and he was two because my dad lost his shit after my mother died in a bike accident. He’d drink and beat on us. I only have vague memories about it, but the social workers told me about it when I got older. After a couple of years in foster care, things were so bad Sam started running away, trying to find our dad. Eventually they separated us. Sent him to a place where he couldn’t run. Never saw him again. I spent years trying to track him down. So I get how you feel, babe. And I just meant women show their emotions more than men, and that’s sometimes hard for a man to handle.”


  For a moment, sympathy overrode her anger. “I’m so sorry about your family.”


  Despite his little speech about men not showing emotions, pain flickered across Ace’s face, creased his brow, and darkened his eyes. “No big deal. It happened a long time ago. I eventually found my dad. He was in a care home for Alzheimer’s patients and was dying from cancer. I wanted to know why he never got his shit together and got us out of care, and if he knew anything about Sam, but he didn’t recognize me. Didn’t even remember he had sons.”


  “Oh, Ace.” She placed a hand on his chest in sympathy, but he jerked away.


  “Don’t need your pity,” he said, his voice rough. “I got over it a long time ago. Life sucks. It isn’t fair. And there’s no limit to the amount of shit you gotta take.”


  She winced at the bitterness in his voice. “Maybe I could help. I don’t know what the Riders do to find people, but the police have extensive resources for finding missing people. This is what I do, Ace. I could help you find Sam. And I can find Jason.”


  Ace snorted. “Don’t be naive. No one cares about a lost foster kid, and they’re not going to give a damn about Jason. He’s no upstanding citizen. You gotta know that.”


  Her throat tightened as her anger reasserted itself. “I need you to respect who I am and what I do and have some faith in the system. When Ryan broke into my house and I called 911, the police were there for me in minutes. Even though they knew I was a police officer and I had a gun. And I was so grateful because when he walked into the house and threatened me with a knife, I couldn’t pull the trigger.”


  If he’d been affected at all by the confession of her greatest failing, or even by the words she said, she couldn’t tell. Instead, he just shook his head.


  “When did you last see Jason before you moved out here?”


  “Probably three years ago.” She walked over to the window and stared out into the night so he couldn’t see the disappointment etched across her face. But what had she expected? Why would he care about a woman he barely knew and a secret she’d shared only with her brother? She was just a woman he’d fucked, and maybe he had his own reasons for finding Jason—reasons that had nothing to do with her.


  “I didn’t hear much from him during that time,” she continued. “We’d been pretty close before that and then for three years… nothing. But last year when the whole thing with Ryan blew up, I got in touch with him, and he came to see me. We’ve stayed in touch every week since then. Why?”


  “You might want to think about that,” he said.


  Finally losing her patience, Sophie folded her arms and leaned against the kitchen counter. “If you have something to say, then say it. I’m not interested in playing games.”


  “I gave my word.” His lips tightened. “Games are all I can give you. I’m your best chance at finding Jason, but you have to trust me.”


  Sophie swallowed past the lump in her throat. “I like you, Ace. But I don’t trust you. Not with Jason’s life. I barely know you. I’m sorry, but I have to do this my way.” She held up her phone. “I’m calling the police. You might not want to be here when they arrive.”


  He gave her a last, lingering look, and then he was gone, leaving her alone in a house she had illegally entered and in the middle of a crime scene she had failed to report.


  *     *     *


  Not good. Not good at all.


  Sophie sat in the police chief’s office and stared at the awards decorating his wall. After only a few days in the department, she didn’t know him well enough to read him, but the fact he’d left her here for almost an hour didn’t bode well. Maybe they didn’t want her on the team tasked with finding Jason. Or maybe they’d already found him and they didn’t know how to break the bad news. Whatever the reason, her stomach was twisted in knots, and she’d bitten her nails to a quick.


  “Deputy Chief Constable Skinner wants to see you in the boardroom.” Gary gave her a sympathetic look as she pushed herself out of her chair. “What’s going on? You in some kind of trouble?”


  She shook her head. “My brother is missing and someone shot up his house. I called it in and everyone went crazy. I’m not sure why.” But Ace knew. He knew and wouldn’t tell her, leaving her to suffer the embarrassment of feeling like the only person in Vancouver who didn’t know the full truth about her brother.


  “Come see me after the meeting.” He gave her arm a tight squeeze. “Let me know if I can help.”


  Sophie mustered a smile and then walked through the open-plan space to the meeting room. Tall and dark-haired, with deeply tanned skin and a youthful face that belied his forty years with the VPD, Skinner nodded when she came in, but it wasn’t his thin-lipped smile that chilled her blood but the thick file on the table in front of him.


  “Sit down please, Officer Nichols.”


  She sat and clasped her hands together under the table. “Can you tell me what’s going on? Do you have information about Jason? Have you been able to find him?”


  Skinner cleared his throat. “When you applied for the police service, you filled in a number of forms asking for details of family members and for full disclosure of any criminal records, isn’t that right?”


  Sophie swallowed past the lump in her throat and nodded. “Yes, that’s right.”


  “But it seems you failed to disclose your brother’s name or his lengthy criminal history.”


  Sophie frowned, thinking fast. “If I recall correctly, the question asked for details of full-blood relatives. Jason is my mother’s son from her first marriage and not a full-blood relation. And in any event, I’m not aware of any criminal record.”


  Skinner slid the file across the table. “That entire file is about your stepbrother, Jason Merida. He has a criminal record several pages long, not including his juvenile record, which we managed to have unsealed.”


  Her breath left her in a rush as she opened the file. She recognized the photograph of Jason at once, although the mug shot had been taken a long time ago, well before his face had filled out. She scanned his criminal record, noting it consisted mainly of drugs and weapons offences and resisting arrest. He’d been in jail for the last three years, and his current known associates included some of the biggest arms dealers on the West Coast.


  For a long moment, she couldn’t move, couldn’t speak, couldn’t breathe. She’d known Jason had been in trouble when they were younger, but it had mostly been small stuff—disorderly conduct, public drunkenness, and petty theft. She had also suspected that his paper factory job was likely a cover for something else, but she’d never imagined anything like this. He had been released last year after serving three years in jail for drugs and weapons offences including possession of over fifty guns, three-point-five kilograms of ecstasy worth four hundred thousand dollars for the purposes of trafficking, nine hundred grams of marijuana, and ten stolen passports. And that was just the tip of the iceberg. Now, it appeared he had expanded his arms dealing overseas and into the USA and was associated with some of the world’s most wanted arms traffickers.


  “I didn’t know.” She flipped through the file. “He said he worked at a paper company and spent a lot of time traveling.”


  Skinner shook his head. “As far as we can tell, he’s never held a regular job and never filed taxes. But we are more concerned about his disappearance so close to your transfer to Vancouver and your failure to disclose any details about your connection to a convicted criminal.”


  A chill ran through her, and she gripped the table and met Skinner’s gaze head on. “I was investigated when I first joined the police force in Ontario and again when I applied for the transfer, which was only a few months ago. If you need to conduct further investigations, I’m more than happy to cooperate, but you’ll find my contact with Jason over the last few years has been sporadic at best.” Now she knew why.


  “Jason’s case is being handled by the Investigative Division. I can assure you they are looking for Jason, but as a suspect and not as a missing person. Our limited resources are best spent looking for innocent taxpaying citizens who are legitimately missing and not suspected criminals who are likely in hiding.”


  Sophie gritted her teeth and fought back a wave of nausea. “Can I be involved in whatever investigation the Investigative Division is running?”


  Skinner pursed his lips and sighed. “I’m afraid you’re suspended pending a full internal investigation into your connection with your brother. The situation has sounded all sorts of alarm bells, and we can’t have the police force brought into disrepute. If the investigation is clear, you can return to normal duties, but having you involved in a search for your brother would be a conflict of interest. In the meantime, you’ll have to hand in your gun and your badge.”


  Numb inside, Sophie pushed her chair away from the table. “So I have to find him on my own.”


  Skinner looked up and shook his head. “I’ll caution you not to interfere with any ongoing investigations or to start asking questions in the circles he frequented. You’re a beat cop and a green one at that. His associates are lifers, hardened criminals who have been in and out of jail since their teens. Gangs without morals or ethics or even a shred of human decency. If they think you’re a threat or you’re getting too close, they won’t hesitate to kill you.”


  Sophie bristled. “I wouldn’t be much of a police officer if I were scared of the very criminals I swore to bring to justice.”


  “Right now, you aren’t a police officer.” Skinner’s face tightened. “Don’t forget it.”


  
    Chapter Seven

  


  What the hell was she doing?


  Sophie sat outside the Rogue Riders’ clubhouse, an old armoury near the Burrard Street Bridge, and drummed her thumb on the steering wheel of her Saturn Astra. Finding the clubhouse hadn’t been a problem. Gary had been more than helpful after she told him what had happened yesterday afternoon. Although initially wary, he’d been supportive of her decision to enlist the help of the Rogue Riders MC and had even offered to come with her to the clubhouse. She’d turned him down. Not because of any concern for his safety but because she didn’t know where she stood with Ace.


  Still, asking a club of outlaw bikers for help went against everything she believed. Justice and the law were the provenance of the police and the courts, and every citizen in trouble deserved help, even if he walked the wrong side of the line, like Jason. But she was here because the law had let her down. And although she was still angry at Ace for keeping her out of the loop and for walking away and leaving her at Jason’s house, he was her best—maybe only—hope for finding Jason.


  A short, stocky man with a shock of black hair and a patch-less vest emerged from the armoury and made a beeline for her car. God, they’d seen her. How embarrassing was that? Heart pounding, she rolled down the window and plastered a smile on her face.


  “Hi. What can I do for you?”


  “I wanna know how long you’re gonna sit out here, and whether you’re up to no good.” He smirked and her cheeks flamed.


  “I…uh…wanted to see Ace. I didn’t have his number.”


  His shoulders dropped and he visibly relaxed. “No problem. We always like visits from the ladies.” He opened her door and Sophie slid out of the driver’s seat.


  “I’m Mop,” he said. “Prospect, obviously, with a trash road name like that. But I had an incident with a mop and now I’ll never live it down.” He looked back over his shoulder and frowned. “Why didn’t you just come up and ring the bell?”


  “I wasn’t sure if anyone was around.”


  “There’s always someone around. Can’t leave the clubhouse unguarded.” He gestured her through the barbed wire fence surrounding the property. “We got a lot of enemies.”


  “Enemies?”


  He chuckled. “Cops, more cops, street gangs, other one-percenter MCs, and… you guessed it, cops.”


  “Right. I’ll be sure not to tell any cops where you are.” She followed Mop to the front entrance. He waved at the security camera in the corner. Moments later, Jackie opened the door and smiled.


  “Oooh. I love it when the cops come to raid.”


  “Shit.” Mop jerked away. “I didn’t know she was a cop. She said she was here to see Ace. I thought she was one of his—”


  Jackie’s eyes widened and she cut him off quickly. “Nope. She’s his new sweetie. It seems our Ace has got a kink for law enforcement. Tell Ice to stay out of his way.”


  Clearly uncertain about whether Jackie was joking or not, Mop stepped in front of Sophie. “Christ, Jackie. Don’t joke about it. Ryder will kill me if he finds out I let a cop in here.”


  Jackie’s smile faded. “Ryder knows about her. I talked to him about Sophie the other day just before he took that new sweet butt with him to Seattle. I can’t remember her name. Was it Tatty or Tarty or maybe Titty?”


  Mop snorted. “Her name is Tabby, and you’re letting your jealous streak show.”


  “Ryder and I had a thing.” Jackie’s gaze flicked to Sophie and she shrugged. “I still care. I don’t want to see him get hurt by a slutty little sweet butt who only wants him so she can be the president’s old lady.”


  “I thought you had a thing with Ace,” Sophie said, bemused.


  “She gets around.” Mop quickly stepped away as Jackie reached out to slap him. “She also had a thing with Viking Dan, but he quit the club and went back to Norway to get away from her.”


  “If I were a guy, you’d be high-fiving me for all my sexual conquests.” Jackie sighed. “Instead, you try to slut shame me. But it’s not gonna work because I’ll sleep with who I want to sleep with, and I don’t give a damn what anyone thinks. Especially you.” She waved Sophie forward and glared at Mop. “That’s the problem with prospects today. No respect. I’m the unofficial club PI, and do I get any respect? No. Does anyone say, ‘Hey, Jackie, great job disguising yourself as a bag of trash to catch my old lady fucking the garbage man’? Of course not. They’re too busy using him for a punching bag to remember who found him in the first place.”


  Mop followed them into the clubhouse and gestured for Sophie to follow him. “Don’t mind her,” he said. “Everyone loves Jackie. She just likes to grumble.”


  Spacious, open, and brightly lit to make up for the blacked-in windows, the biker clubhouse was a far cry from the dark, seedy quarters Sophie had imagined. A few bikers lounged at the full bar in one corner, while others chatted in the dining area in front of a large kitchen. Two pool tables and weight and fitness equipment took up most of the space on the west wall, and a row of lockers covered with Harley Davidson stickers filled the east side. Posters of motorcycles, naked women, and naked women on motorcycles dominated the walls.


  “That’s the room where the club has church meetings.” Mop pointed to a door with the Rogue Riders’ patch painted on the front. “Prospects, old ladies, and hangers-on aren’t allowed inside. Only full patch.”


  “Church?” Sophie frowned.


  “That’s what we call the weekly meetings of all the full-patch members. The day I go to my first church meeting will be the second-best day of my life, the best day being when I finally get my colors.” He patted his vest, and Sophie understood he meant his patches.


  Her pulse kicked up a notch as he led her down a narrow hallway. She hadn’t seen or spoken to Ace in the two days since he’d taken her to Jason’s house. But she hadn’t been able to get him out of her mind, from the deep rumble of his voice to the warmth of his body, and from his protective streak to his outrageous remarks.


  “Ace, you got a visitor,” Mop called out.


  She emerged into a spacious lounge dominated by a giant television and three huge, worn couches. Four bikers were sprawled over the two side couches. Kickstand perched on an armchair in the corner.


  “Oh, shit.” Mop grabbed Sophie’s arm and pulled her back, but it was too late. Ace sat in the middle of the third couch, his feet up on the coffee table, arms spread across the back, a woman tucked against each side, and one straddling his lap.


  Ace looked up and met her gaze, his face smoothing into an expressionless mask. “Babe.”


  For a long moment, she couldn’t breathe. She didn’t know what hurt the most: the clear evidence she hadn’t meant anything to him or the knowledge she’d made the wrong choice yet again.


  “Excuse me, ladies.” Ace lifted his arms, and the woman on his lap eased herself to stand.


  Sophie took a deep breath as bile rose in her throat. What had she expected when she’d said she didn’t trust him? That he wouldn’t have other women? They’d only been together a few days, and she’d made it clear she wasn’t interested in anything more than a bit of fun. And yet, as she stared at him, his face became Ryan’s face. Ryan, who was her first love. Ryan, who’d shattered her heart.


  Stupid. Stupid. Stupid. It shouldn’t bother her, but it did, and not just for her sake but for Jason’s.


  “Sorry.” She turned away as he stood. “I made a mistake coming here. I’ll see myself out.”


  *     *     *


  Fuck.


  He’d hurt her.


  And it had been so fucking obvious that the normally easygoing and affable Kickstand decided to show his disapproval with a series of ill-placed punches directed at Ace’s head. Or maybe Kickstand had a death wish. Fighting wasn’t allowed in the clubhouse. Junior patch didn’t disrespect senior patch. Sensible bikers did not attack the sergeant-at-arms when he was reeling from the sudden appearance of the only woman who had captured his interest in years. And no one got in the way of a man who needed to go after his girl who was now under the misapprehension that he wanted someone other than her.


  “Enough.” Ace swept Kickstand’s leg, and the junior patch went down hard.


  Damn Kickstand and his soft spot for women. His protective streak was going to get him in trouble one day. Hell, it already had. Kickstand had risked his life to save Ice’s old lady, Lana, when she’d been taken by the Wolverines. And now he risked Ace’s wrath to defend a woman who wasn’t even connected to the club.


  And never would be.


  Ace thudded his fist against the wall. What the fuck had Mop been thinking? Why hadn’t he warned Ace? And why hadn’t Jackie explained to her about the sweet butts, and how they were all just friends—albeit friends who were happy to spend the night with a biker looking for a bit of fun?


  “She came here for help, you fucking bastard,” Kickstand muttered as Jackie and Mop helped him to his feet. “She likes you, needed you. She risked her career to come to the club and you’re chilling with a coupla fucking sweet butts on your lap. You hurt her. Means she cared. And since she cared, that makes you an ass.”


  “Not your fucking business.” If he’d been a lesser man, he might have tried to explain himself. Sophie had made it clear she wasn’t looking for anything serious. He’d shared a piece of his life with her that he hadn’t shared with anyone else, and that had left him feeling raw and exposed. So yeah, he’d gotten pissed when she’d casually dismissed his concerns about involving the police. Her rejection of the club was a rejection of him. She didn’t trust him, didn’t need him, and didn’t want him. Who could blame him for taking comfort where it was offered? But that was all he’d wanted. He had no intention of sleeping with them. Despite their differences, Sophie was the only woman for him, and he couldn’t stand the thought that she’d been hurt.


  Needing to relieve some tension before he went to smooth things out with Sophie, he grabbed Kickstand and hauled him outside for a little lesson in respect. Still agitated after Mop dragged a half-conscious Kickstand to the club’s first aid room, he lifted some weights in the clubhouse gym, tested the security system, and walked the perimeter of the clubhouse grounds to check the fence. Unable to shake a growing sense of unease, he headed over to the parking lot to detail his bike in the moonlight. At least that was the plan. But a few moments later, he was on his bike and racing out of the parking lot at full throttle.


  Fuck it. He had to see her now and that was all there was to it.


  Despite the light traffic, the ride seemed to take forever. He parked on a side street and walked up to Sophie’s apartment building. His gut twisted when he saw the darkened windows and the empty parking stall. Maybe she had a late shift. Undeterred, he pulled out a file, jimmied the lock, and slipped inside.


  He could only hope she wouldn’t have her gun when she got home.


  *     *     *


  “Come on in, Gary.”


  Sophie unlocked the front door and turned on the lights. Gary followed behind her and frowned as he looked over the spotless apartment.


  “I thought you said the movers just dumped your stuff.”


  Sophie shrugged. “Yeah, well, they sort of came back and finished the job. Can I fix you a snack?”


  “Sure.” Gary settled himself at the kitchen bar. “High metabolism means I’m always hungry.”


  “High metabolism also means you’ll be able to run fast when I pull out my gun.” Ace’s deep voice rumbled through the room, startling them both. Sophie gasped and threw herself back against the counter. Gary leaped off his stool and reached for the weapon holstered to his belt.


  “Gary, no.” Sophie’s heart thudded when Gary unlocked the holster. “It’s okay. I know him.”


  “How did he get in? Does he have a key?”


  “Broke in.” Ace held up a file. “Downstairs and up here. Piece of shit hardware they’re using.”


  “You broke in.” Gary drew his weapon and motioned Ace over to the hallway. “On the floor. Hands behind your back.” He unclipped his cuffs and tossed them to Sophie. “You cuff him and I’ll call it in. Technically, I’m still on duty.”


  Sophie swallowed hard. “Gary, please lower your weapon. Ace is…a…person I know. He’s not here to cause any harm.”


  Gary frowned. “He broke into your apartment.”


  “That’s my fault,” she lied. “I invited him over and forgot to give him a key.”


  Undeterred, Gary held the weapon firmly pointed at Ace’s chest. “He’s wearing a Rogue Riders cut, Soph. He’s an outlaw biker.” His breath caught, and his head jerked in her direction. “Are you under duress? Has he threatened you? Are you afraid of him?”


  At a loss as to how to get over Gary’s police training and biker prejudice, she sighed. “We were together for a bit, Gary. It was nothing. It’s over now. But he’s not here to hurt me.”


  “What do you mean you were together?”


  Exasperated, she raised her voice. “I slept with him. Okay? It’s no big deal.”


  He lowered the gun entirely and turned to face her. “But he’s an outlaw and you’re a cop.”


  “Thank you for that succinct summary,” she snapped, finally losing her patience. “I was aware of that, and it’s one of the reasons it didn’t work out. So please…holster your weapon and finish your sandwich while I see him out.”


  His gaze still focused on a now highly amused Ace, Gary holstered the weapon and took his seat at the kitchen counter. “I thought you said you invited him here.”


  “I lied because I didn’t want you to shoot him. If anyone gets to shoot him, it’s going to be me.”


  A relieved smile tugged at Gary’s lips. “Ah. It’s like that. I get it now.”


  “You.” Sophie jerked her thumb at Ace. “In my bedroom. You have one minute to tell me why you’re here and then ten seconds to leave.”


  Ace followed her to the bedroom, then folded his thick arms and leaned against the doorjamb, all smug and cocky and looking so damn sexy with his three days’ worth of scruff and windblown hair she couldn’t decide if she should slap him or kiss him before she kicked him out the door.


  “That was fucking hot, babe. I liked how you lined that dweeb up. Got him eating a sandwich instead of shooting me through the heart.”


  Sophie clenched her hands into fists. “Maybe you didn’t notice, but I lined you up, too. And since you broke into my apartment, you do not get the benefit of a sandwich.”


  His gaze raked over her body and he licked his lips. Sophie mentally dared him to tell her what she knew he was thinking: he didn’t want a sandwich; he wanted to eat her.


  Say it. Say it. She needed an excuse to throw him out before she threw herself on him and begged to become his snack.


  “You came to see me, babe. Kickstand said you needed my help.”


  “And you were too busy to talk to me,” she snapped, at once relieved and disappointed he hadn’t risen to the bait. “How many women were crawling over you? Two or was it three? Had they been there all afternoon, or was that show solely for my benefit? Well, you don’t have to worry. I got the message.”


  His jaw tightened. “They’re friends.”


  “Seriously? Gary’s my friend, but I’ve never had him crawl all over my lap when we watch TV. I know what kind of friends they are. Jackie told me what they do at the club.”


  Ace’s eyes narrowed. “Jackie likes to cause trouble.”


  “I think she’s refreshingly honest, unlike you.”


  “I’ve never lied to you.”


  Sophie wrapped her arms around herself and leaned against the dresser. “You didn’t tell me about the orgies with your sweet butts.”


  “Everything okay here?” Gary poked his head in the bedroom. “You want me to stick around, Sophie?”


  Her face softened. Gary was such a nice guy. She couldn’t imagine him having orgies with sweet butts in his pristine apartment, or breaking into someone’s home, or assaulting and kidnapping movers. She also couldn’t imagine him fucking her in an alley while he whispered all the dirty things he wanted to do to her and then actually doing them. And she bet he would never misuse his handcuffs….


  An electric jolt of desire shot down her spine and straight to her sex. Dammit. She hated Ace, and she hated her betraying body for wanting him all over again. With handcuffs.


  “You can go.” Ace waved a dismissive hand in Gary’s direction, his gaze locked on Sophie’s lips. Could he read her mind? Could he see she hated him and wanted him, too?


  Gary’s brow creased with worry. “Sophie?”


  “Thanks, Gary, but I’ll be fine. You get going or you’ll miss the late-night darts tournament at the station.” Her gaze flicked to Ace, and when she saw he was watching them with avid interest, she crossed the room and kissed Gary’s cheek. Not the same as having three men in her lap, but effective just the same given the scowl that crossed Ace’s face. “Let me know if you’ve got any time free tomorrow.”


  Gary gave Ace a cocky grin and waved as he left the room. “Sure thing.”


  “You kissed him.” Ace’s eyes burned into her as she shrugged off her sweater. The apartment was damned hot, or maybe it was her body’s betraying response to the breathtakingly handsome, and now furious, biker scowling in the center of her room.


  “So what? Maybe after you’re gone, I’ll invite him and a couple of his friends over to watch TV on my lap.”


  Ace huffed and his eyes narrowed. She wondered if he would charge if she held up something red.


  “He’s not your type. Kinda gangly like a scarecrow. I could snap him in two.”


  “He’s gone out of his way to help me,” she said evenly. “He’s a good guy. He follows the rules. He upholds the law. He’s perfect for me, and now that I’ve been suspended and don’t have access to the system, I need him to help me find Jason.”


  Ace’s frown deepened. “Suspended? Is that why you came to the clubhouse?”


  Emotion welled up inside her chest. She didn’t want his help. Not now. Not after he’d shown her he was no different than Ryan.


  “I think you should go.”


  Ace stiffened. “I’m not going anywhere until you tell me why you came to see me.”


  “Suit yourself. I’m going to bed. You can make yourself comfortable on the floor.”


  He studied her, considering. Before her brain even registered he’d moved, he had her in his arms.


  “I fucked up, babe.” He pressed his lips to her forehead. “My whole life, I’ve always had to be ready to walk away. I never bothered unpacking my bag at the foster homes ’cause I knew it wouldn’t be long before they kicked me out. After we had words at Jason’s house, I figured that was it. So when the girls sat down with me to watch the game, I didn’t ask them to leave. That was me moving on, the way I always do. But it didn’t feel right. What you saw was all it was gonna be, and if I’d known you were there, you wouldn’t have seen that at all. The girls at the club are friends, and I was glad of their company, but I’m not interested in being with anyone but you.”


  Sophie stiffened in his arms and he tightened his grip, holding her against his chest as if he was afraid she would run away.


  “What you want is what I’m used to,” he murmured. “Casual. Fun. No commitment. But when I’m with you, I want more. I’m not saying I want a relationship, ’cause I don’t even know how that would work between us, but I want more than just one night with you.”


  God, she wanted to believe him, but she’d worked hard to get over Ryan, building up walls around her heart so she would never get hurt like that again.


  “Trust is a big issue for me, Ace.” Arms around him, she twisted his shirt in her hands. “I hear the words you’re saying, but I don’t know you well enough to know if I can trust you. I trusted Ryan, and he betrayed me. I never even saw it coming. After he broke into my house and tried to kill me, I couldn’t trust my own judgment. I had to take a leave of absence from my job because I started second-guessing myself. I thought things would change when I came out here, but when I saw you with those girls on your lap, I saw Ryan and I felt like an idiot. Like I’d let it happen to me all over again. But I shouldn’t have expected you to… I mean, we were only together a few days…”


  “I’m not him.” Ace leaned down and brushed his lips over her forehead. “I would never hurt you, Sophie. Never betray you. I get that you don’t trust me yet, but I wanna make it right. I wanna wipe that bastard’s face from your memory. I want to show you that you weren’t wrong about me, and that you can trust yourself.”


  Sophie closed her eyes and leaned into his warmth. Despite her misgivings, some part of her trusted Ace. Maybe she was crazy. Because what cop in their right mind trusted a criminal?


  “You don’t get off that easily,” she murmured into his chest. “Just because you show up, throw your weight around, get rid of the competition, play the repentant alpha male card, and say sweet things, you don’t get a free pass.”


  Ace chuckled. “How ’bout a warning? Don’t think I could do time ’cause I didn’t like being away from you, even for a short spell.”


  Sophie mocked a scowl. “If I ever see you with a bunch of women in your lap again—”


  “You won’t.” He cut her off, kissing away the creases on her forehead. “Only woman I want on my lap and by my side is you. Anything you need, anything you want, I’m there for you.”


  “Well, I definitely need help.” Sophie sighed and hugged him tight, soaking in the feeling of having someone to lean on. “You were right about the police not wanting to treat Ryan’s disappearance as a missing persons case. And not just that, my supervisor suspended me for not disclosing my family relationship with him even though I didn’t know he had a criminal record.”


  “I’ll find him for you.”


  “We can find him together. I’m not a police officer anymore, so now I can do what it takes.” Sophie pulled away, and gave him a half smile. “Biker style.”


  “Sophie—”


  “He’s still my brother, Ace. He may have done some bad things, but he’s never been violent, and he’s always watched out for me. If Ryan hadn’t already been in jail when I finally told Jason what happened, I don’t know what he would have done.” Her breath hitched. “I know he would do anything to find me if our roles were reversed. I’ll do no less for him. Even if it means breaking the law.”


  
    Chapter Eight

  


  Damn.


  The hint of vulnerability in Sophie’s voice sent Ace’s pulse skyrocketing. He wanted to go down to the station and teach them all a goddamn lesson about the true meaning of justice and then another lesson for breaking Sophie’s faith in the system. Her disillusionment made his heart ache. No way would he let her break the law and throw away her career.


  “Not gonna happen,” he said, his voice gruff. “Any law breaking will be done by me.”


  Although he hated to admit it, she had what it took to be a good cop—a respect for the law, a good heart, and a sense of fair play. If there had been more cops like her when he was growing up, maybe he wouldn’t have chosen the biker life. But every time he’d reached out, he was pushed back into a system. His cries for help were ignored. Abused and alone, he’d quickly learned that there was no point calling 911. Invariably, the police would turn him over to social services, and they, in turn, would send him back to the family that had abused him, or place him with a new foster family often worse than the one he’d been with before. If only one person had listened…


  Sophie pressed her lips together. Ace braced himself for the storm. Already he knew Sophie had a stubborn streak, and it wouldn’t be easy to change her mind. But he was more than up to the task.


  “My decision,” she snapped, and damned if the fire in her eyes didn’t turn him on. He loved her spirit, her strength, her determination to do the right thing regardless of the consequences, but he wasn’t going to let anything hurt her, and he wouldn’t let her hurt herself.


  “I want you to talk to Ice.” He crossed the room and leaned against the wall, putting some distance between them. Just in case.


  “Ice?” Sophie frowned. “Isn’t he the club’s VP?”


  Ace nodded. “He was a Vancouver cop for over fifteen years. He made a decision to quit the police and join the Riders, but not for the reasons you expect.”


  Although he doubted she would understand, he and Ice still believed that the police served a vital and essential function in the city. The system was imperfect, but it worked, and the police needed people like Sophie who believed in the law. Just like they needed people like Ryder, Ice, and Ace who could see the limitations of the system and were there to fill the gaps, when they weren’t doing work for the club. At least that had been the mandate until the Hades brothers had arrived.


  A tense heartbeat passed. Then another. Sophie fidgeted with a picture on her warm maple dresser. Her furniture—a large sleigh bed, nightstand, and dresser—was all rich wood and warm tones, solidly built, with the odd embellishment. Beautiful. Solid. High quality. Full of character. Very Sophie.


  “You think I should quit the police and join the Riders?”


  “No, babe. I think you shouldn’t give up on police work. You have a passion for law enforcement. I think they need you. And although Ice made the choice to leave, I think he’ll tell you the same thing.”


  She hesitated, but finally she nodded. “I’ll talk to him.”


  Relieved to be able to put his plan into action, he texted Ice requesting a meeting and asked Ryder to pull together a team. He conveyed their immediate and enthusiastic responses to Sophie, and then he did the hardest thing he’d ever done. Sensing she needed space, he backed off.


  “I’ll get going.” He turned away, although his body ached to hold her, even just to give her comfort after everything she’d been through. “I’ll start making some calls, check with our team on the ground. I’ll pick you up in the morning for the meet with Ice.”


  “It’s late.”


  “Late?”


  “Late for riding back to the clubhouse.”


  He didn’t remember moving. One minute he was reaching for the door. The next he was pressed up against Sophie, pinning her to the wall as he sealed his mouth over hers.


  Although tense at first, she softened and then kissed him back, hot, dark, and demanding.


  “I don’t want to think,” she murmured against his lips. “Just for tonight.” Her hand dropped to cup him through his jeans, leaving him in no doubt what she wanted.


  “Always with the one night.” He palmed her breast through her T-shirt. “One day you’re gonna ask me for more than one night, and you know what I’m gonna say?”


  “What?”


  “Nothing. ’Cause I’ll be kissing you so hard I won’t be able to speak.”


  Unable to withstand the gentle pressure of her hand, he grabbed her wrists, pinning them both at the small of her back. “You rocked my world from the moment you walked into that party. So beautiful. So confident. I tossed that dude across the room, and you didn’t even flinch. I came on to you strong, and you gave it right back. You changed the way I think. You made me want something I never thought I could have. You made me lose control, and I’ll admit I didn’t deal well with that.”


  She leaned up to kiss him, thrusting her tongue into his mouth, as she rolled her hips against him. “I promised myself I wouldn’t get involved with any more controlling, possessive men,” she murmured against his lips. “Had enough of that with the ex. I gave him everything, and he took it all and more.”


  “I’m not him, babe. One thing I would never do is cheat on you. Stability has been hard to come by in my life, but when I find it, I stick like glue. I’ll be with the MC till the day I die.” He released her and tugged open her jeans, then eased them down her legs. But when she reached for her silky red panties, he stayed her hands.


  “Leave them on. Too fucking sexy.” Unable to resist, he slid his hand between her legs to cup her sex, feeling her wetness through the cool, slippery material.


  “You’re so fucking wet for me,” he breathed.


  She bit his lip, drawing blood, and the pleasure-pain almost set him off. “I’ve been thinking about you,” she murmured. “I lay in bed, touching myself, imagining it was your hand squeezing my breasts, your teeth biting my nipples, your fingers sliding around my clit, your cock deep inside me, fucking me hard, making me scream.”


  “Christ, don’t dirty-talk me now,” he growled. “I’ll lose control and I won’t be gentle.” Slow. Try to go slow. But when she slid her thigh between his legs, rubbing against his hard cock, he almost exploded.


  “Who said I wanted gentle?”


  With a growl, he kicked her feet apart, spreading her legs as he feathered kisses along her jaw and down her neck to the sensitive dip at her shoulder blade. He bit gently, scraping his teeth over her warm skin. Sophie sucked in a sharp breath and arched against him, pressing her breasts against his chest.


  God, he had to see her. All of her. He stripped off her shirt and bra, tossing them on the floor, then cupped one delectable breast, then the other, brushing his thumbs over the taut peaks.


  She gave a sexy rumble and reached down to undo his jeans, then wiggled her fingers inside and closed her warm hand around his shaft. His brain fuzzed with lust, and for a moment, he couldn’t move. When she began to stroke, he stiffened, his need for control surpassing even the primal desire to rock into her grip.


  “My baby’s a naughty girl.” He scooped her up and placed her on her hands and knees on the bed, then smoothed his palm over her lush, silken-clad cheeks.


  She looked back over her shoulder and wiggled her ass. “You don’t know how naughty I can be.”


  His groin tightened, and he gritted his teeth as he fought the need to take her now and take her hard.


  “Fuck.” He tore away her panties and cupped her sex, spreading his fingers to ease her legs apart. “That’s it, babe. Open for me.”


  “When you say things like that, you make me so damn hot I want to scream,” she mumbled, but she did as he asked, parting her legs so he could thrust a finger into her silky wetness. He pulled back and eased a second finger inside her, and then a third, stretching her to better accommodate his thickening shaft.


  Her breath came in short pants as he pumped his fingers deep inside her. When she began to rock her hips in time to his rhythm, riding his hand, her moans turning to whimpers, he knew she was ready.


  “Hold on, babe.” He almost didn’t recognize the husky rasp of his voice as he released her to retrieve a condom from his pocket. He quickly stripped off his jeans, gritting his teeth as he rolled the condom over his painfully hard shaft. One more touch and he would be over the edge.


  “Hurry it up or I might get tired of waiting.”


  With a snort, Ace slapped her ass. “I’m running this show.”


  Sophie gasped and then moaned. “More.”


  He mounted the bed and grabbed her hips. Pulling her against him, he slid his cock between her cheeks and down through her folds, dragging the head over her clit. She moaned softly, and he teased her again, knowing as he did he had reached his limit.


  “I’ll be more than pleased to spank you, babe.” He leaned over and pressed his lips to her ear, covering her body with his own. “In fact, I can hardly fucking wait to put you over my knee and punish you for making me think we were done. But right now I got only one thing on my mind.”


  With one deep thrust, he slid into her pussy. So hot. So wet. His cock swelled inside her, and he dug his fingers into her hips and breathed in short pants. But when she shifted her weight to one hand and reached down to touch herself, his pants gave way to a growl.


  “Mine to touch.”


  “So touch.” She looked back over her shoulder and gave him a wicked grin.


  Ace reached over her hip and slicked her moisture up and around her swollen clit. When her groans turned to whimpers, he pressed down on the sensitive nub. Sophie screamed as she climaxed, back arching, fingers digging into the bed, her pussy tightening around his cock.


  Unable to hold back, he thrust deep inside her, riding the waves of her orgasm, feeding on her passion until his balls filled with burning need, tightened. Pressure coiled at the base of his spine, then exploded, and he pumped his release with a guttural groan.


  When he was finally played out, he collapsed on top of her, kissing her neck as he traced lazy circles down her arms to twine his fingers with hers. He inhaled deeply, breathing in her scent of jasmine and flowers and sex. His cock twitched and his groin tightened. Christ, he was almost ready for her again.


  With great reluctance, he pulled away and went to dispose of the condom. When he returned, he stretched out on the bed and pulled her over his chest. Her hair fanned out in a silken wave, softly caressing his abdomen. Christ. Was there anything as sexy as his sweet Sophie, lying languid on top of him, her lips swollen from his kisses, cheeks still flushed from the pleasure he had given her?


  Mine. And this time, he wouldn’t let her go.


  “You’re not bad in bed for a biker,” she murmured, but he heard the teasing note in her voice.


  He stroked his hand up and down her back. “What were you expecting?”


  “More focus on you. Less on me. I’m used to guys who have only one goal in mind. Ryan especially. I don’t know if he was like that with just me, or with his other women.”


  Ace froze, his hand resting on her lower back. “He cheated on you more than once?”


  “I think so.” She sighed. “Actually, I’m pretty sure he did, but I pretended not to know. I loved him. It was hard to believe he didn’t love me, too. Especially when he was so possessive. But I couldn’t pretend any more when I walked into the house early from a shift and found him in our bed with another woman. He apologized. Said it was one-off. He was drunk. Things got out of hand. But I knew then I’d been living a lie, and I couldn’t take it any more.”


  “Fucking bastard.”


  Sophie laughed. “I think I called him that. And all sorts of other things I would be ashamed to repeat. But I was angry with myself as much as him. Love makes you blind. It also makes you want to be blind. You want to keep that happy feeling no matter the cost. And I couldn’t accept that the man I had loved for so long wasn’t everything I had imagined him to be. By the time it was over, I’d lost my self-esteem and my faith in my ability to make good choices. Jason was out here in Vancouver. My dad had died from a heart attack. My mom was too busy with work to listen. My friends…well, they never stopped telling me to leave him. At one point I tried to avoid them so I didn’t have to hear it anymore. In a way it was liberating when he brought that woman home. I lost the blinders that day. Love isn’t all it is held out to be.”


  “So, one night at a time?” He wanted more, but he understood why he would have to take it slow. Hell, he’d better take it slow. He’d fallen too hard, too fast, and he was still scrambling to make sense of what was going on.


  “One night at a time.”


  He wrapped his arms around her and held her tight. After what had happened between them, it wasn’t going to be easy to convince her he was nothing like Jason, or that not all relationships went wrong. But this time he wasn’t going anywhere. This time, he knew he was exactly where he wanted to be.


  *     *     *


  “This is Ryder.”


  Sophie gripped Ryder’s hand and stared at the breathtakingly handsome Rogue Riders president standing beside Ace. Not what she had expected of an outlaw. Taller than Ace by a good two inches, he had sable-brown eyes flecked with gold, olive skin, and a broad, hard body to match the strong planes of his striking face. Although Ace’s strength rippled beneath his T-shirt and snaked down his arms, Ryder commanded the room through the force of his presence alone.


  “So this is the cop who wants to be an outlaw.” Ryder studied her as if he could see through to her soul and snorted a laugh. “All I see is a cop.” Turning, he reached for the door. “Keep me updated, but I don’t think we’ll be needing a new old lady patch any time soon.”


  “This is Ice,” Ace said after Ryder closed the door.


  Sophie shook Ice’s hand. Despite the warmth in the clubhouse, a shiver ran down her spine when he caught her gaze with his cold blue eyes. Hands down, he was the most terrifying man she’d ever met. The harsh planes of his jaw coupled with jagged scars following his cheekbones and those hard, piercing eyes rendered her almost unable to speak.


  “Heard you were quitting the police,” Ice said.


  “They quit me. Actually, they suspended me because of my brother, and pretty much refused to help me find him except as a person of interest in various crimes. And since I am going to do what it takes to find him, I suppose, in a roundabout way, the answer to your question is yes.” She twisted her bracelet round and round her wrist, fingering the stones in an almost frantic attempt to slow her racing heart. Although she was prepared to leave law enforcement, her heart ached at the thought of turning in her badge permanently. She loved police work. Ever since a policeman had helped her as child when she’d been lost in a shopping mall, she’d wanted to wear a uniform. Sophie loved rules and order. She’d been the kid who volunteered to be a crossing guard and student constable. She’d sat in police cars at summer fairs and been first in line for police station tours. And she wanted to help people, the way that policeman had helped her.


  Ace gave her hand a sympathetic squeeze, and Sophie pulled away. Despite another heated night together and Ace’s admission he was looking for more, she didn’t want anyone thinking that she and Ace were anything other than…what? What were they? Acquaintances? Friends? Maybe they were friends with benefits. She’d never had a friend with benefits, but with her life in turmoil, she didn’t want to open herself up for more hurt. The concept seemed to fit. Friendship and sex but no emotional ties. What could be easier than that?


  Ice gave a derisory snort. “So you’re walking away from something you love ’cause the police are following the same rules you’re out there busting your ass every day to enforce? Is the problem that you don’t believe in the system or that you don’t believe in yourself?”


  She bristled at his abrupt, indelicate question and his abrasive manner, trying to process everything he had said, starting with sentence number one. “I didn’t tell you I love it.”


  “You didn’t have to.”


  Her cheeks flushed and her hands clenched into fists. “They made that choice. Not me.”


  “Would you want a corrupt cop working the system?” His eyes hardened, and he leaned forward, into her space. “I’ve been through it. Dirty cop at the highest level was the final straw for me, and I turned in my badge. Now they’ve got procedures in place to root them out so they don’t lose good cops who get disillusioned with the system. If you’ve got nothing to hide, they’ll reinstate you. But then what are you gonna do?”


  Good question. Where would that leave her? She couldn’t participate in the investigation, and anything she did on her own might be considered a conflict of interest. Now that she thought about it, the suspension was a blessing in disguise, leaving her free to do what it took to find Jason, regardless of the law. Maybe she had a little biker in her after all.


  Ice stared at her. She stared at him. His cold eyes and harsh expression made her want to confess all manner of sins, not that she’d committed a lot of sins, but Ice made her want to make some up just for the sake of confessing.


  Sophie shifted her weight, leaning ever so slightly against Ace’s firm shoulder. “What’s your point?”


  “I don’t have a point,” he said. “I have a question. What do you want? Do you want to be a cop, or do you want to be an outlaw?”


  He might as well have just asked who are you? After Ryan’s attack, she’d lost her way, and right now the outlaw option was looking pretty good.


  The door opened and a curvy redhead walked in. Her gaze flicked from Ice to Sophie and then back to Ice. She groaned.


  “James. You’re scaring Ace’s cop friend. Drop the badass attitude and play nice.”


  Ice stiffened and his face became even fiercer, if that was possible. “Babe. Business. Need you to leave.”


  With a snort, the redhead came up behind him and wound her arms around his neck. “My business, too. Jackie’s tied up on another case, so Ryder hired me to help find Sophie’s brother.” She looked up at Sophie and winked. “I’m Lana. Jackie and I run a PI business together. Occasionally we get drafted in to help out this motley crew. Strictly legal stuff, though, so don’t let your cop heart get all aflutter.”


  “Don’t want my old lady gettin’ involved in Jason’s shit,” Ice growled. “Too dangerous.”


  “Too late. Jackie already filled me in, and I’m ready to work.” Lana nuzzled Ice’s neck. Although she looked soft and kinda sweet, she must be one tough woman to be able to keep a man like Ice in line. Already, Ice’s scowl had faded, and their heat burned up the room. What she wouldn’t give for a relationship like that—a relationship where love tempered even the fiercest storm.


  “You done lecturing?” she murmured to Ice. “Are you going to help Sophie out?”


  He gave a contented rumble. “I’ll call up the chief constable. Get the scoop. Might be some politics involved in her suspension.”


  “Good boy.”


  “Lana…” His warning growl sent a shiver down Sophie’s spine, but Lana just laughed.


  “So, for now we’ll keep your activities above board,” Ice said. “Just in case you decide our evil biker ways aren’t for you.” He handed her a piece of paper and a pen. “First thing to do is write a list of everyone you talked to at the party. See if you can remember any conversations that might be useful.”


  Sophie stared at the blank paper. She wasn’t about to turn down their help, but she’d have to think long and hard about how far she went down this road and whether she really wanted to step off the law enforcement path. “I didn’t really talk to many people. But I remember the bartender, Andre. He said he was Jason’s bodyguard, which I didn’t really think about at the time, but why would a middle manager at a paper company need a bodyguard? He said he works at a speciality beer store under the Granville Street Bridge. He must know where Jason is or he wouldn’t be much of a bodyguard. I’ll go talk to him.”


  Ace grabbed Sophie’s arm before she had even taken a step forward.


  “We’ll handle it.”


  “No. I want to go.” Sophie shook him off. “I’m off duty, and it will kill me to just sit around. Plus, he knows me. It’ll be easier for me to get information from him.”


  “Club business now,” Ace said, his voice firm. “Women don’t get involved in club business. And before you say anything, Lana and Jackie work independent of the club.”


  Sophie folded her arms. “Well, so do I.”


  “No. You came to us. We agreed to help. Women don’t get involved. Final.”


  “Seriously?” Sophie glared. “I’m supposed to sit here while you scour the city and follow up leads to find my brother? Because I’m a woman?”


  “Yes.” Ace nodded.


  “Definitely,” Ice added.


  Lana caught Sophie’s gaze and lifted an eyebrow. “Welcome to Chauvinism 101.”


  Sophie curled her hand into a fist by her side and plastered a fake smile on her face. Might as well play the game and then go do what she had to do. “Okay, then. I guess I’ll just go home. Sit around and twiddle my thumbs.”


  “You could bake something,” Ace offered. “I like pie.”


  
    Chapter Nine

  


  Ace parked his motorcycle outside Ben’s Speciality Brew, a small shop tucked away in a crumbling brick building under the Granville Street Bridge. Finding a place to prop up his kickstand wasn’t easy on the cobblestone street, and when he caught a glimpse of Sophie through the window, his anxiety peaked. Damn woman had probably come straight to the brewery from the clubhouse. Ice had put fifty bucks on it after they’d finished their meeting and Kickstand called in to report that Sophie hadn’t shown up at her apartment.


  Of course, Ice was right. He had an irritating habit of always being right. So now Ace was out fifty bucks, and his girl was running around the city unprotected while the Red Dragons were looking for someone to pay off Jason’s debt.


  Ace’s stomach tightened as he pushed open the glass door. Why the hell couldn’t she have waited? She was sweetly submissive in the bedroom, but outside it was another game entirely, and it threw him off-kilter.


  Beer bottles and cans lined the exposed brick walls of the dimly lit shop. A small filament of sunlight filtered through the grimy window, and a tabby cat wound its way around his legs as he stepped in the door. Sophie and Andre were deep in conversation and hadn’t noticed him, so he leaned against the doorjamb and waited. No point charging in with all guns blazing. She had Andre talking, and they needed him on their side.


  Hmmmm. He didn’t like the way Andre’s gaze roved over Sophie’s body. Nor did he like to see Andre brush her hair behind her shoulder, his fingers lingering on her bare skin. Sophie stiffened and stepped back, but Andre caged her against the wall and said something that made her frown and put a hand on his chest, pushing him away.


  Ace had never considered himself to be a jealous or overly protective man, but the rage burning its way through his blood made him think otherwise.


  Mine.


  He took a step forward and stopped. She’d asked him to respect her police training. Should he hold back? Give her a chance to handle it on her own?


  Fuck no. The bastard was touching his woman.


  Andre grabbed Sophie and pushed her against the wall. Ace’s blood pounded through his veins so loudly he couldn’t make out Andre’s words as he closed in on his prey. Sophie struggled and managed to break free. Then, as if she had been unleashed, Sophie attacked. Small but fast, she caught Andre off-guard with fists and feet, sweeps and kicks, making up for her size disadvantage with speed and tactical strikes. Intelligent fighting. Not really Ace’s strong suit. He was almost disappointed when Andre finally dropped to the floor, clutching his stomach and groaning.


  His girl was badass bad.


  Sophie bent down and grabbed Andre’s hair, tugging his head up. He mumbled a few words, and she let him go. As she turned to Ace, Andre grabbed her leg and yanked her back. Sophie fell to her knees. Vulnerable.


  Enough. Ace ripped Andre’s hand off his girl, then thudded his boot into Andre’s ribs over and over until he heard a crack. “You touch her again, and I’ll slice off your fucking balls.”


  Sophie pushed herself to her feet and looked down at Andre, now curled in a protective ball on the floor. “Well…that was extreme and highly unnecessary.”


  “He touched you.”


  “I’m a police officer. I can handle myself.”


  Maybe she could, but she didn’t have to. Not now. “You’re mine.”


  A curious expression crossed her face—part longing, part fear—and then she turned away. “He betrayed Jason. Sold him out to the Red Dragons. Apparently Jason misappropriated a shipment of weapons and tried to make the Red Dragons think it had been confiscated by customs in port. That’s who shot up his house. But now I have the information we need to find him. Let’s get going.”


  “Babe—”


  “Hurry up, Ace. Ever since I met you I’ve been racking up the illegal activities: riding without a helmet, sex in a public place. But I have to say, use of excessive force, although purely in self-defence, sure gets the adrenaline going, if you know what I mean.”


  One look at her flushed cheeks and he knew exactly what she meant. He also wondered if her sudden attempt to redirect his attention was prompted by his unexpected outburst. “We have to take him back to the clubhouse. Introduce him to Ice. Make sure we have all the information we need. The Red Dragons are one of the most brutal gangs on the West Coast. We can’t go looking for them unprepared.”


  Lust was his undoing. Distracted, he didn’t pay attention to the man on the ground. Only when the skin on the back of his neck prickled in warning did he turn. Too late. He sucked in a sharp breath as pain exploded through his shoulder. Knife. And a long one at that.


  “Ace!”


  “Down, babe.” He grabbed her hand and pulled her to the ground just as Andre drew a weapon. A bullet thudded into the pillar beside them, and Ace shoved Sophie toward the protection of the counter. Gritting his teeth against the pain, he removed his gun from its holster.


  “Head for the door. I’ll cover you.”


  Sophie snorted. “You’re injured. Give me your weapon and I’ll cover you.”


  “This isn’t the time for posturing. Get the fuck out now.”


  A flash of silver. Followed by a whistle through the air. A knife thudded into the cabinet only inches from Sophie’s temple.


  With a roar, Ace leaped to his feet and peppered the wall with bullets, only to realize Andre had already fled.


  Sophie ran over to him and stared at the knife protruding from his shoulder. “Oh my God. Stay still. I’ll call 911.”


  “No 911.” He held his arm against him and braced himself against the counter. “We got a doctor on call who knows how to deal with this kind of injury. Just got to get back to the clubhouse.”


  “You need proper medical attention.” She found two clean cloths under the counter and twisted one into a donut shape. Taking deep breaths to keep her hands steady, she slid it over the knife and secured it with strips she tore from the second cloth.


  “Where’d you learn that?”


  “Police school. Basic first aid is mandatory.” She checked the wrap and dug his phone from his pocket. “Who should I call?”


  “Ryder. He should be nearby. Mop and Kickstand are outside, too. Keep an eye on the door in case your friend returns. I’ll watch the back. I don’t want to go outside in case anyone sees the damned knife sticking out of my shoulder and calls the police.”


  She gave him a wry grin. “Too late. The police already know, and if you pass out, she’s going to call 911 because you won’t be able to stop her.”


  Ace eased himself into a chair, bracing himself against the pain. “That dude was fucking desperate to get away. Weasel like him probably ratted Jason out for a bagful of cash. I wouldn’t be surprised if he has the guns, too. Not that it matters. With the boys outside, he isn’t going anywhere.”


  “You do seem to bring out extreme reactions in people,” she said softly. “You’re an excessive kind of guy.”


  “Your guy.”


  Sophie bristled. “I thought we were taking it one day at a time.”


  He cupped her jaw with his free hand and brushed his thumb over her cheek. “Since I got a fucking knife through my shoulder, I’m not gonna beat around the bush. I’ve humoured you with the one-day-at-a-time bullshit. I tried to be understanding. Hell, I tried to be happy that’s all you wanted because that’s all I thought I wanted—casual, one night, maybe two. But that first night we were together, you became mine. I didn’t want it. You didn’t want it. But it happened anyway. Tried to stay away and found myself with the Tuscan twins in my hands knocking at your door. Tried to forget you with the sweet butts at the club and found myself on my bike heading to your apartment. Tried to leave you to handle this on your own and broke every speed limit on my way here. It feels right. You feel right. Never had the feeling before, so I’m gonna run with it.”


  Pain flickered across her face. “This isn’t the time.”


  “There is never going to be a good time,” he said, tracing her soft lips with the pad of his thumb. “But this fucking knife was a wake-up call. What if it had hit a couple inches lower? What if it had sliced through my heart? I would have died and never got a chance to find out what music you listen to and what you like eat and what you do for fun. I wouldn’t get to take you through the mountains on my bike, or do all the normal shit people do when they meet the one person they’ve been waiting for all their fucking life.”


  A tear trickled down her cheek. “Please, Ace. Don’t do this. Not now.”


  Ace swallowed past the lump in his throat. “I know your ex hurt you. He betrayed you in the worst possible way. He’s a lowlife piece of scum who doesn’t deserve to live. But I’m not him. I’m not perfect. I’m not educated. I never had a stable family or people around who really cared. And I hang around with the roughest bunch of guys you’ll ever meet. But they’re my brothers, and the loyalty I have to them is the kind of loyalty I can give to you. I won’t betray you. I’ll never hurt you. I’m not asking for forever, but I am asking for a chance.”


  Her eyes glistened and she pulled away. “For a hard-ass outlaw biker, you say some romantic things.”


  His tension eased. “Nothing romantic about what I’m expecting from you after you told me beating on that bastard turned you on.”


  Sophie nibbled on her bottom lip, considering. “It didn’t turn me on. It was just…you know…kind of liberating not to have to worry about regulations or paperwork or getting sued for crossing the line. Plus…” A smile tugged at her lips. “I knew you were there. I think I’ve developed a special Ace radar.”


  “If you knew I was there, why didn’t you—?”


  She placed a finger over his lips. “Because I also knew why you hesitated before you stormed in to take over. Thank you for that ten seconds.”


  “Pleasure.” Ace growled deep in his chest. “After I’m patched up and Ice has a knife-to-heart chat with Andre, we’ll go after Jason.”


  “I’ll go after Jason,” she said, dropping her gaze. “I shouldn’t have asked for your help. Look what happened to you. I can’t let you get hurt again because of me. This is my problem. I need to deal with it myself.”


  The door slammed open, and Ice walked in with Kickstand and Spook trailing behind him. He took one look at the knife in Ace’s shoulder and let out a growl. “We got the fucking bastard who knifed you. Slider’s taking him to the clubhouse. When he wakes up, he’ll learn what happens when someone fucks with one of our brothers. If he’s working for the Red Dragons, then they’ve just bought themselves a new enemy.”


  Ice and Kickstand helped Ace to his feet and half dragged, half carried him to the door. Gritting his teeth against the pain, Ace glanced over his shoulder at Sophie, who had made no move to follow them. “Bring her,” he muttered under his breath.


  Ice followed his gaze. “She’s not gonna come voluntarily and look after her man?”


  “No, dammit.” He spat out his words. “She got spooked by the knife. Now she wants to go after Jason alone ’cause she doesn’t want me to get hurt. So fucking stubborn. But I gave my word to protect her, so she’s coming with us whether she wants to or not.”


  Ice’s lips quivered with a smile. “She’s looking pretty feisty. How many brothers will I need to get her into the vehicle? One? Two?”


  “Three. Maybe four. She’s gonna be pissed and it won’t be pretty.”


  
    Chapter Ten

  


  Duct tape.


  Sophie snorted as she inspected her hands, bound together at the wrists with a thick length of duct tape by the soon-to-be-suffering Kickstand.


  Amateurs. Did they really think it would hold her? One of the first things she’d learned in police training was how to escape from having her wrists bound with every criminal’s favourite restraint.


  She glanced over at Ace asleep on the bed beside her. No doubt he had given the order to bring her to the clubhouse. If he hadn’t been injured and sleeping off a sedative the club doctor had given him while he dressed and stitched the wound, she might have had a few things to say. Maybe even a few things to do. But right now, she had to get out of here. Ace was going to be okay. He didn’t need her watching over him any longer.


  Sophie wrinkled her nose as she eased herself to sit on Ace’s bed in his room at the clubhouse. Seriously, had the place ever been cleaned? She had no idea if there was carpet on the floor or hardwood because the debris was layers thick—pizza boxes, clothes, bike gear, magazines about bikes and women, and items she couldn’t identify from their state of deterioration. She itched to find some garbage bags and clean up the mess, but the faster she got out of here the better. Everyone would be asleep, and the night guards would be looking for people trying to get in—not trying to get out.


  She stiffened when the bed creaked, and she looked over at Ace lying on top of the covers, still wearing his jeans, his chest bare save for the bandage over his shoulder. He’d been in rough shape when Ice and Ryder brought him upstairs. Apparently he’d lost a lot of blood, and they’d debated a long time with the club doctor whether to take him to the hospital or not.


  Sophie could have slipped away during their conversation, broken the duct tape restraints, and made a run for it. She could have run when everyone had cleared the room, leaving her alone with Ace. But she’d been worried about Ace. He was hurt because of her. She owed him. And the least she could do was to watch over him and let someone know if his condition got worse.


  Not that she’d really had a choice, but she felt better when she spun it that way. Just as she’d felt better when he’d fallen asleep and stopped mumbling about protecting her and never letting her go.


  He was a biker, dammit. Sexist. Rough. Crude. A known philanderer. He should have been a safe bet. One night and he should have been happy to walk away. But no. She had to hook up with the one biker who wanted more, the outlaw with a conscience who saved a damsel in distress and decided to keep her.


  You’re mine.


  She imagined other women might have liked hearing the words Ace had uttered in the brewery, but not her. Protective she could handle, but not possessive. Not again.


  Holding her breath, she dropped one foot to the ground. Something crunched underfoot. Papers rustled. Sophie barely managed to stifle a gasp. Was something alive down there? Mice she could handle, but not rats. She’d had too many bad encounters with rats when she’d patrolled along the Don River or in Toronto’s Chinatown or Little Italy.


  Paper rustled again, and she caught movement out of the corner of her eye. “Good God.” She slid back on the bed, lifting her feet off the floor.


  “You going somewhere?” Ace, now wide-awake, edged toward her and wrapped a thick arm around her waist.


  “Home?” She raised her eyebrows in query. “Somewhere rats aren’t about?”


  “You aren’t safe at home.” He drew in a ragged breath. “I talked to Ice after they brought you up here. He spent some… time… with Andre in our… basement. What Andre told you was true. He ratted Jason out to the Red Dragons, and he told them about your connection to him. They’ve got him at their base of operations. If he can’t settle the debt he owes them, they’ll come after you. It isn’t fair, and I know you aren’t involved, but they won’t care. It’s all about saving face and ensuring no one thinks they will let disrespect slide.”


  “Oh God.” Her hand flew to her mouth. “What will they do to him?”


  Ace’s arm tightened around her, comforting rather than restraining. “Ice has a contact in the VPD who told him about a man they’ve got undercover in the Red Dragons. He verified that Jason is with them and still alive, but you need to stay here until we can get him back. I can’t protect you if you leave.”


  “I didn’t realize I had a choice,” she said bitterly. “Maybe I got confused when Kickstand and Spook wrapped duct tape around my wrists and dragged me into their SUV and told me I had to go with them, and then locked me in your room after the doctor finished stitching you up.” She wriggled in his grip. “But thanks for making it clear. I appreciate the hospitality. I guess I’ll be going now.”


  “Stay.” Ace slid his hand up, cupping her breast in his warm palm. “With me.”


  “You kidnapped me.” Sophie pushed his hand away and turned on the bed to face him. “Do you honestly think I want to sleep with you after that?” She tried to ignore the fluttering in her belly and the rush of heat between her thighs.


  “Yes.” He tagged her around the waist and pulled her close, easing her onto his lap, her knees on either side of his hips. “’Cause you know I did it for the right reason.”


  “You’re wrong.” She gasped when he rocked her over his erection, hard beneath his jeans. Her bound hands dropped to his chest, and she studied the man who was both her captor and her saviour. His thick, dark hair fell to his shoulders. His body, though relaxed, hummed with raw power. His jaw, bristly with two days of stubble, was strong and defined, and he had a slight cleft in his chin that she hadn’t noticed before. So handsome. Her gaze dropped to his lips, full and expressive and made for kissing.


  The air between them crackled, and she dropped her bound hand to his chest, meaning to push herself away. Ace slid his arm around her waist and pulled her down, pinning her against his body, her hands trapped between them.


  This close to him, the scent of soap and antiseptic, leather and musky male filled her senses. She could feel the tension thrumming through his body; see the challenge in his eyes.


  “Stay,” he said again. The word was at once a demand and a request.


  With a flash of temper, Sophie pushed up, breaking his hold. She raised her bound hands above her head and brought them down hard, her elbows skimming her hips. The duct tape tore, and she wiggled her wrists to bring back her circulation.


  Freedom.


  She glanced down at Ace, her satisfied smirk fading when she saw pride in his eyes and not the anger or dismay she expected to see.


  “I told them that wouldn’t hold you,” he said. “My girl’s strong. Inside and out.”


  She wanted to leave. Instead, she smoothed her fingers against his jaw. She wanted to push him away. Instead, she tunneled her fingers into his hair and brushed it back from his face.


  He responded with a soft groan, and she leaned down and pressed her lips against his. She put all her raw emotion into her kiss—anger, frustration, fear, and anxiety. Everything she had, everything she was, everything she wanted, all her regrets and longings were loosed in that one perfect moment, and he responded.


  Ace wrapped his arms about her and held her tight. He covered her mouth with his and deepened the kiss, taking control, giving her what she wanted and more.


  Sophie couldn’t think, couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe as he ravaged her mouth. Every nerve ending fired at the feel of his hard body against hers, the steel of his shaft pressed against the juncture of her thighs, the potent heat of his body. Need and desire sizzled straight to her core, and her blood streamed molten through her veins. Lost to passion, she didn’t realize he had released her until he gently pushed her up. She shifted her weight, positioning herself over his hips, angling back to accommodate the delicious hardness of his erection.


  “Strip for me.” His voice, confident and commanding, echoed in the room. Sophie drew her shirt over her head and placed it carefully on the rumpled blue bedspread.


  “Are you sure you want to do this?” She gestured to the bandages covering his shoulder and the patch of red that seemed to be getting larger as she watched. “You were just stabbed. The doctor said you bled a lot. You’ve been sedated. I don’t know if sex is a good idea.”


  “Babe.” The note of warning in his deep voice had her arching to unclip her bra.


  “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” She shrugged off her bra and placed it beside her shirt.


  Ace’s gaze lifted to her breasts and he licked his lips. “More. I want you naked on top of me. I want to feel your wet pussy sliding over my cock. I want you to ride me, sweet Sophie, until you’re so wet your juices are dripping down my thighs.”


  Careful not to touch the floor, she rolled off him and slid her jeans and panties off, then folded them neatly on the bed.


  Ace’s lips quivered with a repressed smile. “Something wrong with the floor?”


  “I think there’s something alive down there.” She unfastened his Harley Davidson belt buckle and unzipped his fly.


  “You saying I’m not tidy?” He sucked in a sharp breath when she slid his clothing over his hips, freeing his cock from its restraint.


  “You are beyond not tidy. Should I even ask where I can find a condom?”


  “Drawer.” He reached for his nightstand, pulled out a condom. Sophie dipped her head as she took it. She had a crazy moment of disappointment that he’d been with other women, that it hadn’t always been Sophie and Ace, but when he whispered her name, she pushed the thought aside and rolled the condom over his cock. She’d been with other men. And if she hadn’t been with Ryan, she wouldn’t be here.


  Ace swore when she took him in her hand, pumping his thick, hard cock. He kicked off his jeans, and they dropped to the floor with a soft thud. Sophie held her breath, waited for a sound, a squeak, a scratch, claws, but she heard nothing save for the ragged rasp of Ace’s tortured breath.


  She knew then he was in pain, and that the wound was indeed bleeding afresh. Part of her wanted to run downstairs to find the doctor, but Ace was a proud man, and right now he wanted—no, needed—something only she could give.


  *     *     *


  With his good arm, Ace settled Sophie over his hips. He cupped her breast as she guided him between her legs, and rubbed the tip of his erection back and forth over her wet folds. Christ. He wanted to flip her over, pull her ass up in the air, grab her hair, and pound into her until she came all over his cock. But the dull ache in his shoulder was getting worse by the moment, and he forced himself to cede control to the sexy little cop who was torturing him with the promise of her hot, wet pussy.


  He rolled her nipple between his thumb and forefinger until it peaked. Her skin flushed, and he lifted his left arm to tease her other breast. Pain streaked through his shoulder, and he let his hand fall with a soft thud. Goddammit.


  “Let me.” She cupped her breasts, squeezing gently, her thumbs brushing over her nipples. Ace stared at her, transfixed by the erotic sight of her. Lips swollen from his kisses, skin flushed, hair spread over her shoulders in a silken wave. But it wasn’t just the erotic pleasure of her that tugged at something in his chest. She had stayed with him while the club doctor patched him up, refusing Ice’s offer to take her to Ace’s room or the clubhouse proper, where she could have watched TV. Despite her fury at being taken against her will, her hands restrained, she hadn’t trusted them to look after him. And now, knowing she could have freed herself at any time, he knew she’d stayed because she cared.


  She cared.


  He let the unfamiliar feeling wash over him. Accepted it. Embraced it. Did the depth of her feeling match his own? Because in that moment, he knew there was nothing he wouldn’t do for this woman. No enemy he wouldn’t face.


  Primal need flooded his veins. He wanted to mark her. Claim her. Take her. And yet he could barely move.


  As if she sensed his thoughts, Sophie eased down, taking his thick, hard cock inside her. Fucking heaven. So hot. So wet. So tight. He arched his back, angled his hips, thrust deep inside her, filling her completely.


  She groaned and braced herself against him, her hands warm on his chest, thighs clamped tight against his hips.


  “God, Ace. You feel so good.” Her head fell back, and she rocked against him, lost in the same passion that threatened to consume him, the pleasure that he gave to her.


  “Ride me, Sophie.” He gripped her thigh with his good hand, steadying her as she rode him. Her breasts swayed with her movement. Her lips parted. When her pussy tightened around him, he circled his thumb around her clit. Sophie gasped, her face flushing with exquisite agony.


  “Don’t stop, Ace. I’m so close.” She ground against him, taking him deeper, each raw, ragged breath spearing straight to his throbbing cock. He pressed his thumb over her clit, and she climaxed with a guttural groan, back arching, nails digging into his chest, her pussy billowing around his rock-hard shaft.


  So fucking beautiful. He couldn’t wait another second. With a growl, he slid his arm around her waist and yanked her down against him. Holding her tight, he drove his cock up into her slick, wet heat.


  “God, yes.” She reared up and nipped his lip, the sharp, unexpected pain inflaming him. He hammered into her until he felt a familiar pressure at the base of his spine. His climax came in a rush, his seed pumping so hard and fast every muscle in his body tightened and he held on to Sophie and gave in to the rush.


  “You are so mine,” he murmured as she softened against him.


  She sighed and eased herself down, resting along his uninjured side, her head on his shoulder, one leg twined with his. “If you ever kidnap me again, you are going to be one very sorry outlaw biker.”


  Ace laughed and removed the condom, depositing it in the garbage can beside his bed. “As long as you don’t put yourself in danger, there’s no chance of that.”


  “Hmmm.” She buried her face in his neck, forestalling any questions about whether she had given an affirmative response. Ace stroked a hand down her back as she fell asleep, the pleasure of holding her enough to numb the ache in his shoulder.


  How the hell was this going to work? Although he had no criminal record, and the fledgling club had not yet attracted any police attention, his association with the Rogue Riders could eventually put her at risk of losing her job for gross misconduct. He couldn’t let that happen. He would do what it took to keep her safe.


  Even if it meant giving up the most important thing in his life.


  *     *     *


  Sophie woke up, safe and warm. Ace’s arm lay heavy across her body, curled protectively around her. She sighed and snuggled against him. Ryan had never held her after sex, never curled around her in bed, never made her feel good… protected. She had been a possession to him. Coveted, used, and then put away.


  She breathed in his scent, listened to the steady beat of his heart in his broad chest. He made her feel feminine in a way she’d never felt before. Always with Ryan she had walls up, protecting herself, trying to keep her distance from his possessive, smothering behaviour. She was never off duty, never able to relax, let down her guard and just be herself. Ace wanted her, too. But last night, when he’d claimed her, she’d felt cherished, and protected. Despite his injury, he had focused on her pleasure. Despite his pain, he’d held her in his arms.


  God, his injury.


  She pushed herself up and inspected his shoulder. His skin was cool to the touch, and there was no more of the bright red bleeding she had seen last night. Guilt speared through her. This was her fault. He was injured because of her. Jason was her problem, and she should have dealt with it on her own.


  She could deal with it the best way she knew how. The right way. The legal way.


  Since meeting Ace, she’d handled shootings and stabbings, angry outlaw bikers, recalcitrant witnesses, suspicious cops, and being kidnapped. She’d interfered with crime scenes, illegally entered a house, issued threats, failed to report a number of serious crimes, ridden a motorcycle without a helmet, had a one-night stand, engaged in indecent exposure and public sex, consorted with criminals, and assaulted a civilian.


  If Ace or the Rogue Riders were implicated in any criminal activity, her career was at risk. And yet she felt no less committed to law enforcement than she had before. In fact, she felt confident, empowered by the obstacles she’d faced, the decisions she’d made, and the man who had made her see herself as she truly was.


  Her inability to shoot Ryan when he’d invaded her home was not a reflection of her character. She was brave and strong. Brave enough to try and fight him off instead of pulling the trigger. Strong enough to hold him off until the police had arrived. But more than that, she’d loved him. And there was nothing wrong with caring so much about a person that you didn’t want to see him hurt.


  She eased out from under Ace’s arm and slid off the bed, curling her toes as her feet sank down beneath the papers, magazines, and boxes until they hit the cold, hard floor. Yeah she was brave and strong when it came to people, but rats were an entirely different matter.


  After tugging on her clothes, she made her way to the door. Ace slept peacefully on the bed, his face partially hidden by his hair. His beard, now three days thick, covered his chin and cheeks, making him look deliciously dangerous even in sleep.


  Well, she was dangerous, too. She was a police officer. She believed in justice. And she wasn’t prepared to let Ace get hurt again.


  Reluctantly she opened the door and slipped out into the hallway. She knew exactly what she had to do.


  *     *     *


  “I’m here to see Deputy Chief Constable Skinner.” Sophie smiled at the receptionist at the VPD Headquarters on Cambie Street. The receptionist smiled back.


  “Go on in. He’s waiting for you.”


  Waiting for her? Sophie’s skin prickled as she made her way down the brightly lit corridor. Encountering no resistance as she’d left the Rogue Rider clubhouse, she’d brazenly stopped outside the gate and left a message for Skinner letting him know she was on her way to the station to meet with him. No polite request. No scheduled appointment. She’d arrived expecting to be thrown out, so the welcome was somewhat unnerving.


  “Have a seat.” Skinner waved her to the black plastic chair in front of his desk. According to Gary, budget cuts earlier in the year meant they were down to the bare bones of office furniture, with admin funds being diverted to keeping more officers on the streets.


  “I’ve come to ask you to reconsider my suspension.” She straightened her spine, tried to project the image of calm, confidence. “I have a proposal with respect to my brother that I think would serve both our needs.”


  Skinner leaned back in his chair and nodded. “Go on.”


  “First, the suspension is unwarranted.” She went through her exemplary work record, glowing performance reports, her commitment to law enforcement, and the dedication that had led her to transfer departments rather than give up after Ryan’s assault.


  “Fine,” Skinner snapped.


  Puzzled, Sophie frowned. Was he reinstating her? If so, why did he look so angry? “Fine? Does that mean yes?”


  He heaved a sigh and scowled. “Yes. That means, yes. Your background all checked out. You are reinstated as of now.”


  Her mouth opened and then closed again. He didn’t seem to want to reinstate her. His tight-lipped stare and his jerky movements made her think someone was making him do it.


  “Now, what about your brother?”


  Her tension eased the tiniest bit, and she toyed with the bracelet around her wrist. “You want to catch him to answer for his crimes. I want to find him and keep him safe. I have reason to believe he’s being held by the Red Dragons. I can’t get him out alone, but I am pretty sure that, in exchange for his protection, he would agree to turn witness against them and maybe some other big players in the area.”


  Skinner raised an eyebrow. “You can’t make an agreement on his behalf.”


  “But you can.” She leaned forward, a bubble of excitement flaring in her belly. “I know you’ve got someone inside. He could get a message to Jason, obtain his consent. He could get him out…”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  Her bubble burst and she deflated. “But Ice…”


  His eyes widened and he jerked back as if slapped. “Ice?” Skinner snorted. “Goddammit, he has his finger in too many pies.”


  “You know him?”


  “Waste of one of the best damn cops I ever knew,” he grumbled. “Now he thinks he’s some kind of Robin Hood. One day his meddling is going to get someone killed.”


  Hope flared again, and she gripped the edge of his desk, ready to ride the roller coaster again. “Or save someone.”


  “If we did have someone deep undercover…” He lowered his voice, and Sophie held her breath so she didn’t miss a word. “And I’m not saying we do. Getting that information in and out and arranging an extraction could risk exposing such an undercover agent, or worse, get him killed. He would have to be worth it.”


  Sophie could almost taste victory, but she quashed her excitement and struggled to maintain a professional calm. “You know he is. I only had a brief look at the file, but the chief constable of the Investigative Division will know all the details. Jason is very well connected. He could bring a lot of people down. Save a lot of lives.”


  “You’d never see him again,” Skinner said. His gaze seemed to penetrate, shuffling through her motivations.


  “I won’t see him again if we don’t do this, but at least this way I’ll know he’s alive and justice will be served.”


  His lips twitched at the corners. “Good to know you’re on the right side.”


  “I’m a police officer.” She stood, her body thrumming with a confidence and conviction she hadn’t felt in years. This was what she was meant to do, where she was meant to be, who she was.


  Sophie Nichols, police officer. With a little streak of wild.


  And since she did have that bit of wild, why not ask for one more thing? “I have one more request.” She pulled a piece of paper from her pocket and handed it to Skinner. “A real missing person. His name is Sam Logan. He was separated from his brother in foster care about twenty-five years ago. I want to find him.”


  
    Chapter Eleven

  


  “I want to leave the MC.”


  Ace sipped his beer, keeping his gaze on Ice keeping watch at the far end of Rusty’s Blues Bar on Granville Street. If things went bad, he was pretty sure he could take Ryder despite his injury, but Ice was a whole different ball game.


  Ryder froze, his glass halfway to his lips, his beer vibrating to the steady beat of FitnessGlo’s Biker Blues, playing through the speakers. “No one leaves. You made a life commitment when you pledged to join the MC.”


  “I made that pledge to Hades MC. Not to the Rogue Riders.” He hated relying on technicalities. He was a straight-up kind of guy, but he’d thought long and hard about his future for the three days he’d been laid up in bed, and he’d come to the conclusion that if he wanted a chance at the kind of stable life he had craved as a child, with a woman like Sophie, he would have to give up the club that had been his family for almost ten years.


  “You’re gonna throw that at me, brother?” Ryder’s eyes narrowed, and guilt speared through Ace’s chest. After Ryder, Ace, and a group of like-minded brothers broke from Hades MC to form their own club, they had struggled to gain a foothold in the already crowded underground black market. In the interests of getting the club up and running quickly, Ryder had dispensed with the formalities of patching in brothers who had already been through the process when they’d patched in to Hades.


  “It’s not personal, brother. I just got a need to do something different with my life. You bury as many friends as I have, and you realize how short life really is. When I decided to follow you out of Hades, I didn’t see a future beyond the club. I was happy to live the life, stick it to the man, and turn my back on civilian law. And then I met Sophie. She’s everything we stand against, and she’s everything I want.”


  Ryder gave an irritated huff. “You want to leave your brothers for a woman?”


  Ace’s pulse kicked up a notch, and he placed his glass on the worn, wooden table. He’d picked this bar for the meet because it was always crowded, with a mix of students, bikers and locals, the odd suit, and musicians hoping to be discovered in the weekly jam sessions. Ryder wouldn’t get heavy with so many witnesses around. “I want to leave for me. The system failed me when I was a kid. Social services, the cops… no one gave a damn. I think that’s what drew me into the life. But I’ve met a woman who believes in the system. So much so that she went back to them and pleaded her case even after we offered her an alternative. It gives me hope.”


  “Some might see that as a betrayal,” Ryder said evenly.


  “I haven’t betrayed the club.” Ace curled his hand into a fist, his nails digging into his palm. “But I have betrayed myself. I’m a builder, Ryder. Before I joined Hades, I was apprenticed to a carpenter. I worked with my hands, created things that would last. I need to do that with my life. I don’t want to be another casualty like all the friends I lost, and the way the club is going now, I can see that happening. You’re a good leader. And I believed in your vision for the club, but it wasn’t going to happen with brothers who knew nothing but the old way. You need to start something new. You and Ice. Maybe Kickstand and the prospects. Start from the ground up. Build something that’s all your own.”


  Ryder heaved a sigh. “I thought you were the builder.”


  “I am,” Ace said. “But what I want to build needs a foundation that’s going to last and a woman who’ll work by my side.”


  For a long moment, Ryder didn’t speak. Ace curled his hand around his glass. In a fight, anything could be a weapon.


  “It will set a bad precedent if I let you walk,” Ryder mused. “We’ve only just got the club going.”


  “I gave ten years of good service to Hades.” Ace wiped his palm over his jeans beneath the table. Christ. He’d never sweated so badly in a meeting. But then he’d never veered off the path that had led him to biker life. And he’d never defied his president. “It’s not like I joined the club to try it on and decided it wasn’t for me. And the brothers you’ve got with you now… they’re good guys, but they’re not my guys. Except for you and Ice, the friends I had are all dead or in jail.”


  He’d had his first thoughts about walking away after Arcade’s funeral, but leaving the life was no easy task. He’d had no idea what he would do or where he would go or how he would manage without the MC at his back.


  But Sophie had changed everything. She inspired him. Made him want to be more than the man he was. She made him see a future where he wasn’t always looking over his shoulder. He could build something that would last. Give rather than take. She gave him hope, happiness, and the determination to pursue the dream of a young boy who had closed himself off to the possibility of love.


  Ryder drummed his thumb on the table. His gaze flicked from Ace to Ice and then back again. Ace’s skin prickled and adrenaline pulsed through his body. He’d never been able to read Ryder, and he had no idea if Ryder was about to shoot him or shake his hand and say good-bye.


  “I don’t want you in the MC if you don’t want to be here,” he said finally. “Nothing more dangerous than a brother who isn’t committed to the club. I wouldn’t be able to rely on you to have your brothers’ backs. I wouldn’t trust you not to turn rat.”


  “I would never—”


  Ryder held up a hand, cutting him off. “You’re one of the most loyal and honourable men I know. Just the fact you sat down with me and laid all your cards on the table tells me you would never betray the club. But the brothers don’t know you the way I do. And because we’re a new club, everyone will be watching. If you want out, we need a reason for you to walk away. And no one can know.”


  Emotion welled up in Ace’s throat. Ryder was good man, a great leader. He’d made a mistake patching in the legacy Hades members, but Ace knew Ryder would find a way to fix the problem. He always did.


  “I’ve got an idea,” Ryder said.


  “Lay it on me.”


  Ryder’s face tightened. “If we run with it, you might never be able to ride again.”


  Ace’s breath left him in a rush. He’d bought his first bike when he turned sixteen, upgrading as he made more money until he could afford the Harley he needed to be considered as a prospect for Hades MC. His bike was his life, his freedom, as much a part of him as his arms and legs… He stiffened his spine, firmed his resolve. If his bike were the only thing that stood between him and the new life he wanted to make, and the girl he wanted to make it with, he would give it up.


  “Okay.”


  “You might also lose a leg.”


  “Christ, Ryder.” Ace threw himself back in the chair. “What the hell kind of plan is that?”


  Ryder shrugged. “It’s one that depends on how good a cop Sophie really is and how well she can shoot a gun.”


  
    Chapter Twelve

  


  Heart thudding, Sophie grabbed her duffel bag containing two hundred thousand dollars in one-hundred-dollar bills and slid out of her car in the parking lot of the North Vancouver Sulphur Works. Despite the darkness, the iconic twenty-five-meter-high, 160,000-ton outdoor stockpile of sulphur was clearly visible, a neon-yellow beacon marking the edge of Coal Harbour. She’d heard rumours about the smell allegedly emanating from the sulphur pile, but aside from a faint whiff of rotten eggs, the air was dominated by the scent of fish and seaweed as a cool breeze blew off the ocean.


  She checked her phone yet again for a message from Ace. He hadn’t answered her texts or calls since she’d left him at the clubhouse three days ago. She had no idea if his injuries had gotten worse, if he was angry she’d walked out when he was asleep, or if he was disappointed she had turned to the police to help her save Jason.


  Maybe it was a good thing he wasn’t around. He wouldn’t be happy with what she planned to do.


  “Can you hear me?” she whispered into the stillness. The “wire” the police had given her was unlike anything she’d seen on television. Lacking any actual wires, the transmitting device fit into her phone, and the receiver was the barest sliver of metal affixed to her ear.


  “We got you, but keep the noise down. You don’t know who might be watching.” Dan, her handler for the exchange, had been brusque and efficient when he’d prepped her, and not at all reassuring about her chances of success at retrieving Jason. Although the undercover officer, deeply embedded in the Red Dragons, had managed to convince the Mountain Master, head of the Red Dragons, to accept her offer to pay a ransom to free Jason, Dan told her these scenarios usually went wrong. Even with a SWAT team standing by to move in after the drop, he calculated her chances of success at less than thirty percent.


  Not what she wanted to hear.


  Her phone buzzed and she checked the message.


  “They want me to go inside,” she whispered as she read the message from the Red Dragon contact.


  “Don’t go in,” Dan barked through the earpiece. “That wasn’t the deal. You agreed on an outdoor exchange. If you go in, we won’t have a visual. What’s to stop them from killing you both? You’re a witness to a crime. Stay outside. Make them come to you.”


  Sophie texted her position to Jason’s captors. A minute later, she received another text threatening to cut off Jason’s fingers.


  Her heart skipped a beat. “They’re going to hurt him.”


  “Stay outside.”


  Sophie gritted her teeth and clutched the duffel bag. A minute passed. Then another. The next text was so vicious it ripped the breath from her lungs, and she was running before her mind had even processed that she had moved.


  She thudded the door open and whispered, “I’m inside.”


  Dan shouted an unsupportive “fuck” into her ear as the door closed behind her.


  Still, she had her weapon, a small .22 strapped to a holster on her leg. Although the Red Dragons had been particular about the details for the exchange, they hadn’t told her to come unarmed.


  Taking a moment to orient herself in the suffocating darkness, she took a few deep breaths and then called out, “Hello?”


  A light flashed. And then another. A spotlight came on, illuminating a figure slumped in a chair.


  Her pulse kicked up a notch, and she tried to shield herself from the glare with her free hand. “Jason?”


  She took a step forward only to fall back when a hand clamped on her shoulder.


  “You come alone?”


  Deep and rich with a hint of prairie twang, the voice behind her was not what she had expected from a member of the Red Dragons.


  “Yes.”


  He tugged the duffel bag from her grasp. “Money’s all here?”


  Sophie nodded. “Two hundred thousand dollars in unmarked hundred-dollar bills.”


  “Wired?”


  Her breath caught in her throat, but before she could lie, his hand slid through her hair, and he deftly plucked the receiver from her ear.


  “Not very discreet.” He dropped the device and crunched it under his shoe on the concrete floor, sending bile rising up her throat. “Transmitter in the phone?”


  Unwilling to give out even the tiniest bit of information, she stiffened and clamped her lips shut.


  “I’ll take that as a yes. Hand it to me.” Sophie shuddered and dug the phone out of the duffel bag, then moved to hand it to him.


  “Don’t turn around.” He plucked the phone from her hand, and suddenly she was totally and utterly alone.


  Sophie’s heart thudded so hard she feared she would break a rib. Worse was the deafening rush of blood through her ears that signalled her fear was getting out of check. For a moment, she wondered what would have happened if she’d let the Rogue Riders handle everything. No doubt she would be home now baking pies and watching television. The police, however, had no qualms about using her as bait since her connection to Jason had convinced the Red Dragons her offer to ransom him was legitimate.


  Feet thudded over concrete and she heard the scrape of gravel. Oh God. More gang members. Two, maybe three, behind her and not just one as she had hoped.


  She heard the click of the phone’s plastic casing and then a laugh. “Lookit this piece-of-shit transmitter. It’s from the dark ages. I’ll bet it doesn’t have a range more than fifty meters. I think they musta been trying to get rid of her.”


  Puzzled at the hint of concern laced with the anger in his voice, Sophie looked over her shoulder.


  “What did I say about turning around, sweetheart?”


  Sweetheart?


  “We’re gonna pat you down now to make sure we don’t have any accidents. Unless you want to tell me if you’ve got another wire or any weapons on you.”


  “Go to hell.”


  The man chuckled. “He did tell us you were a bit of a firebrand. Arms out. You know the drill.”


  Sophie didn’t move. “I’ve done everything you asked. Now I want to see Jason.”


  His voice dropped low in warning. “You aren’t in a position to make demands.”


  She pressed her lips together. Resisting was pointless at this stage, and yet she couldn’t go down without a fight, fruitless as it might be. “You touch anything you’re not supposed to touch and I’ll slice off your balls.” Ace’s threat had sounded pretty damn effective when they’d been at the beer store. She hoped it sounded as menacing coming from her, despite the lack of expletives.


  “Harsh words for a pretty girl.” He positioned her arms out to the sides. “I promise to be good.”


  And he was. The pat down was perfunctory at best, but he did find her weapon and the knives she had hidden up her sleeves in contravention of police policy. But after seeing how effective they could be in taking even someone as strong as Ace down, she’d made her illegal purchases at a pawn shop on Granville Street and been back in time to be wired. Good cop Sophie had become a little bit bad.


  “Did you check the money?” The second voice was familiar, slightly higher in tone, younger. Her fear-fuzzed brain struggled to place it and came up blank.


  “Into the light while we count the cash.” The hand on her shoulder directed her forward, and she walked toward the man in the chair, trying to make out his features. Was Jason hurt? Alive? But the light was too bright, and all she could see was the barest outline of a man surrounded by darkness. Unmoving.


  
    Chapter Thirteen

  


  She was terrified.


  He could see her face, white in the darkness, her eyes luminescent as she tried to make him out. And yet she walked resolutely toward him. Unarmed, unwired. Nothing but courage and determination to drive her forward.


  And love for her brother.


  How would it feel to be loved like that? To know there was someone on the earth who would give up everything to save you? A lifetime of foster homes meant he’d never known that kind of love. Not from a family. And without that foundation, he’d never found it with a partner.


  Given time, maybe he could find it with Sophie. But they’d never really had a chance. And scaring her to death wasn’t going to help resolve the issues between them.


  Hopefully she’d stay long enough for him to explain. And then she’d have to shoot him.


  Her steps slowed as she drew near. He knew the exact moment she could make out his features, the dawning of recognition, confusion, and then fear.


  “Ace. What are you doing here? Where’s Jason?”


  “Safe. Kickstand took him to the hospital. He was starved and dehydrated, and they’d roughed him up a bit.” He cringed inwardly at the lie. Jason had been beaten to a pulp and was near death when they’d found him, but she didn’t need to know that. His Sophie had been through enough.


  “How did you free him?”


  Ace shifted in his chair and Sophie startled. Damn. This wasn’t going as well as he’d hoped. He wanted to see trust in her eyes, not wariness. Definitely don’t tell her Ice tortured Andre in the clubhouse dungeon.


  “Ice had another… talk… with Andre in the… basement. He gave up the location of the weapons as well as the safe house where Jason had hidden the money. Then we got in touch with the Mountain Master. Had a nice chat. Worked out a deal whereby they gave us Jason in exchange for the weapons and his money. Worked out well for everyone. The Red Dragons now owe us a favour. Everyone is safe. Once you report back, Jason will be put under police protection.”


  She chewed on her bottom lip, but her face remained an expressionless mask. Was she happy? Relieved? Angry? Anticipation ratcheted through him. If she could just give him a clue…


  “It’s all here. Unmarked. No tracking device and no counterfeit bills.” Kickstand joined them in the circle of light.


  “Give it to Spook. He’ll take it back to the clubhouse.” Ryder waved Kickstand to the back door. “Out. Now. Make sure no one comes in.”


  Sophie froze as Kickstand ran for the door. “You’re taking the ransom money? That’s stealing.”


  Unable to keep away, Ace pushed himself out of the chair, wincing at the pain in his shoulder. “Cost of business, babe. Someone has to pay the bills. And that money was written off the minute they put it in the bag. They paid to get Jason back, and they will. They’ll recoup the costs through the number of criminals Jason will put behind bars with his testimony.”


  “What about the police? They should have been here after you took away my surveillance equipment.”


  Ryder stepped out of the darkness. “Ice is holding them off. We needed to work anonymously, so we had to play the game until we were sure you had no more wires on you and you weren’t armed.”


  Ace reached for her, but she stepped away. His heart sank. He had to give her time. She needed to reconcile what she would see as the theft of the two hundred thousand dollars with the good they had also done and the neat way they had resolved the entire situation.


  “So what happens now?” she said softly.


  “We were never here. You go out. Tell the police the Red Dragons took your wire, phone, and the money but told you Jason had been released. There will be footprints down by the river to keep them entertained for a while. Meanwhile, the police will get a tip that someone dropped Jason off at the hospital. They’ll put him in witness protection. He’s willing to play ball, and he can take down a lot of people.”


  “And I’m involved in a cover-up.”


  Ace pressed a kiss to her forehead. “And a shooting.”


  She stared at him aghast. “What? Who am I going to shoot?”


  He took a step back and spread his arms wide. “Me.”


  *     *     *


  Shoot Ace?


  “I’m angry that you did all this without telling me,” Sophie said. “And that you didn’t get in touch. And that you’ve put me in a position where I have to go back and lie to the police. But I’m not going to shoot you over it.”


  Ryder gave her a sympathetic look. “You have to shoot him. It’s his only way out of the MC. I’m already struggling to maintain control. If I let a senior patch like Ace leave the club for no legitimate reason, it would undermine my authority and lead to anarchy. People will be hurt, killed. And not just bikers. Old ladies are at risk. Sweet butts. Kids. Innocent bystanders. We make a lifelong commitment when we join a one-percenter club, and there are not many ways to break it.”


  Her gaze flicked to Ace. “You’d rather die than stay with the club?”


  “If I can’t ride, I can’t be in the club. Ryder came up with the idea of you shooting me in the leg. Then he can let me go on good terms, his authority isn’t compromised, and—”


  “Do you hear yourself?” Sophie raised her voice to a shout. She didn’t give a damn if Dan or any of the SWAT team heard her. In fact, she hoped they did. “You want me to shoot you in the leg? Do you have any idea of the risk? Your upper thigh is rich with vascularity. If I hit it, you could bleed out in seconds if one of the major arteries is severed.”


  “Aim lower.” Ace spread his legs and pointed at his calf. “Maybe below the knee.”


  Sophie groaned. “Ace, what you’re asking is precision shooting. It’s hard even for experts.”


  “Which you are.” His voice dropped, rich and warm, calm and confident. “I trust you, Sophie.”


  She scrubbed her hands over her face. “Couldn’t we just pretend? Fake a wound? Or use a knife? Or you could pretend you were killed and move to another province or up north. You could go to Mexico…”


  “Babe.” He closed the distance between them and took her hands in his. “This is the only way. It has to be real. Everyone will want to see the injury. They will all try to convince me to ride. I’m prepared to give up my bike, maybe even a piece of my leg, for a chance at a real life with you.”


  Emotion welled up in her chest. “Ace…”


  “I know we haven’t known each other long,” he said. “But you woke me up to the possibility of living a dream I never thought I could have. I want that dream with you. I love you, Sophie, but I don’t want you to feel like you gotta stay ’cause you did this. If it doesn’t work out between us, if you don’t feel the same way about me, then I’ll accept it and move on. But I want that chance, the choice, a life with someone I love and kids and a family where I don’t have to worry that someone’s gonna die or someone’s gonna get shot or I’m not going to make it home that night.”


  “That’s my job,” she whispered.


  “And I love that about you.” He wrapped his arms around her, squeezed her in a hug. “I love that you believe in what you do. Your determination. Your commitment. Your dedication. You inspire me, humble me, make me want to be a better man. It won’t be easy for me, babe, but I can deal if it means I get to hold you at night and kiss you in the morning.”


  Ace stepped back and Ryder handed her the .22. “We don’t have much time. Ice can’t hold them off forever.” He walked over to Ace and shook his hand. “You ever need anything, I’ll always have your back.”


  “And I owe you a debt,” Ace said. “Thank you, brother.” He shrugged off his cut, folded it carefully, and handed it to Ryder.


  Ryder stared at it for a long moment, and his corded throat tightened when he swallowed. “I’m going to keep this, brother. Maybe one day I’ll have the club I dreamed about. And when I do, I’ll come knocking on your door.”


  Sophie wrapped her hand around the cold, hard steel and drew in a shuddering breath. “I couldn’t do this before.” Her voice wavered. “When Ryan was standing in front of me with a knife in his hand, I couldn’t pull the trigger. I loved…”


  No. She trailed off, the gun hanging by her side. What she’d felt for Ryan wasn’t love. But this… Ace… the way he made her laugh, the things he had done to protect her, to show her he cared, his patience and understanding, his faith in her… this was the foundation of love. Maybe the reason she’d spared Ryan’s life was simple compassion.


  What she was going to do now was love.


  “I love you, Ace.” She aimed her gun and fired.


  
    Chapter Fourteen

  


  “I don’t want to go to a cop party,” Ace grumbled as they walked up the sidewalk toward Gary’s well-kept character home on Napier Street. “It’ll be full of cops.”


  Sophie clasped his hand and gave it a squeeze. “Think of it as a business opportunity. Everyone is doing home renos. Now that you’ve got your journeyman certificate, they’ll be beating down your door.”


  “Our door.” He winced as they mounted the steps, and a sliver of guilt speared through Sophie’s chest. Although it had been six months since his injury, Ace felt everything in his leg—from car doors slamming to intense emotions—and he still walked with a limp. But hard work, dedication, and intense rehab meant he was healing fast. He rode his bike a few hundred miles a week, worked out at the gym every day, and loved her hard at night.


  Our door.


  After leaving the clubhouse, Ace had rented a small apartment a few blocks away from Sophie. But after three months of carrying her clothes around in a plastic shopping bag, she’d decided they might as well move in together. What was the point of paying rent for two places when they slept together every night? Besides, Ace still needed help and he couldn’t drive. Although she’d shot him at his request, she still felt responsible. And then there were the nightmares.


  Her shot had been clean and deadly accurate, piercing his upper thigh without hitting any major arteries or bones. But she still woke up at night, heart pounding, caught in a nightmare where her bullet had been a few centimeters off target and Ace was dead.


  Ace’s strong arms and soft words beat back her fears, but she still found it hard to believe he felt only gratitude for what she had done and not even a sliver of resentment. As good as his word, Ryder had promptly kicked Ace out of the club because he couldn’t ride. The MC had held a good-bye party for him that involved inspecting his injury and making offers on his bike. After he’d sold it to Kickstand for only a fraction of the cost, the party had devolved into a drunken orgy, and Sophie had beat a fast retreat, only to discover Ace was right behind. There was only one woman he wanted, he’d said. And only one place he wanted to be.


  Taking a deep breath, she walked into the house and Ace followed her in. The X Ambassadors’ “Renegades” played through the speakers, and the soft hum of conversation filled the living room, decorated in muted taupe and beige. She hesitated in the doorway, remembering her first night in Vancouver and the party that had started her new life. She’d been so unsure about the move, desperate to find her way again, uncertain whether she’d made the right decision to return to law enforcement after losing her faith in herself. She wished she could go back to that moment and tell the old Sophie she’d done the right thing. And she wished she could have told Jason good-bye. Sometimes she missed him so much she ached inside, but she took comfort in the knowledge he was safe and living a new life—just like her.


  She walked through the house looking for Sam. If memory served, he would be with Gary in the kitchen, pouring drinks and swapping war stories with his police buddies.


  A smile tugged at her lips when she caught sight of him. There was no doubt he and Ace were brothers. Although an inch or two shorter than Ace, Sam had the same broad build, chiselled jaw, dark hair, and rich brown eyes. But the differences stopped there. Sam had been adopted by a warm, loving family, and raised in a stable home. He had trained as a police officer straight out of high school, and now worked as a staff sergeant in the VPD Canine Unit.


  “Ace!” Sam greeted him with a hug and a clap on the back. Skinner had kept his word and managed to track Sam down through old adoption records. He’d laughed when he handed her Sam’s details. Three months of searching and Sam was working only a few blocks away.


  After a very emotional reunion, Ace and Sam had been inseparable, although Ace often grumbled about the irony of an outlaw biker now being surrounded by cops.


  “Hey, partner. Glad you guys could make it.” Gary handed her a beer. “Did you see my new bike parked outside? I got a Kawasaki Ninja ZX-14 at a sweet price from a dealer out in Surrey.”


  “Jesus Christ,” Ace muttered. “You bought a fucking crotch rocket. That’s not a real bike. It’s a toy.”


  “Be nice, bro,” Sam warned. “I’ve got the same bike.”


  Gary, now used to Ace’s disparaging comments about foreign bikes, just laughed. “The chicks dig it, and in a race between a Harley and my Ninja, guess who’s gonna win?”


  “Not the poser on the piece of tin. As soon as I get healed up, I’m gonna buy a V-Rod Muscle. Then I’ll show you how to race in style.”


  Warmth flooded through Sophie at the thought of Ace riding again. He had been despondent after giving up his bike, more so than after leaving the club. Neither of them knew at the time Ice had been working behind the scenes to take the last few members of Hades down. Only three months after Ace had left the club, the police had arrested the former Hades members on more than a dozen charges for drug trafficking and weapons offences. Ryder had shut down the club and showed up at their door with Ice, Kickstand, Spook, and Mop in tow. Four hours and two cases of beer later, they had plans in place for a new club with a new set of bylaws. Six men and a dream.


  Ace put his arm around Sophie and she looked up and grinned. “I’ll be waiting for you at the finish line. My Harley Street 750 can do zero to sixty in four point six seconds. I tested it out after work.”


  His arm tightened around her and his smile faded. “Don’t want you racing your little hoglet, babe. Too dangerous.”


  “Seriously?” She pulled away. “You’re the one who told me Harley made bikes for women. You’re the one who dragged me to the bike show and made me sit on it. You took me to the dealer and had me test-drive it. What was I supposed to do when I felt all that power between my thighs?”


  Ace bent down and whispered in her ear. “I’ll give you power between your thighs. You just say the word.” He wrapped an arm around her and pulled her close. His cock felt like a steel pipe in his jeans, and Sophie moaned ever so softly.


  “You are insatiable.”


  “That’s ’cause I found a sweet and sexy cop who needed some biker lovin’.” He lifted her onto the counter and eased himself between her hips. “Except she only wanted one night.”


  “Turns out I was wrong about that.” She nuzzled his neck. “One night wasn’t enough.”


  “I knew it wouldn’t be enough the first time I laid eyes on you.” Ace wrapped his arms around her and held her tight.


  “What else did you know?” She tipped her head back and stared into his eyes, searching into his soul.


  He leaned down and kissed her, soft and sweet. “I knew you were going to be mine.”


  *     *     *
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  EXCERPT from Chapter One


  A shiver coursed up Lana’s spine, and she shook her head to loosen her tongue. “I’m meeting someone.”


  Rex’s rough, gravelly voice deepened. “Right now, you’re meeting me.” His gaze crawled over her, unleashing a wave of cockroaches under her skin. By the time his eyes returned to her face, a cold, sticky sweat covered her body.


  With all the faux bravado she could muster, she gave him a tight smile and took a step back. “And…the meeting is over. Nice to meet you. Goodbye.”


  His arm shot out, grabbing her shoulder, holding her in place. “Usually when I see a cop, I get an itch in my trigger finger. I look at you and I get an itch somewhere else. Ditch the boyfriend. One night with me and you’ll forget he exists.”


  An itch? She suspected it might have to do more with his extramarital affairs and visits to the Seymour Street brothels than a desire to hump and pump with a curvy redhead in a dirty cop costume. Talk about putting a girl off.


  Rex smiled, all nicotine-stained teeth and ashtray breath. “Yeah. I can see it in your eyes. You know what I’m talking about.”


  What did he see exactly? Fear? Disgust? Or her desperate need to find the number for the local STD clinic?


  Lana gave him a vacant smile as she considered her options. Option #1: Find a boyfriend. Heart thumping, she looked around the bar for a pseudo boyfriend—someone big, strong and sufficiently threatening. No one measured up except…maybe…Master Tony? She raked her eyes over the tall, broad frame of the club’s owner, but when he turned to greet someone at the door, she gave a little sigh. He had been less than pleased the last time she’d sneaked into the club. She doubted he would help her once he discovered she’d sneaked in again.


  Option #2: Run. Excellent option. Lana wrenched herself from Rex’s grasp and took a step toward the door.


  Damn.


  Three bikers, two wearing the Hades patch, and one so young he had to be a prospect, were making their way through the crowd toward Rex. Blocking her path.


  Lana’s pulse pounded in her ears. Rex was bad enough. But four bikers? It was almost like being back in the Wolverines’ clubhouse with Levi all over again.


  The tallest of the three had swept back his long, dark hair and tied it at nape of his neck in a ponytail. Dark eyes, olive skin and a broad, hard body to match the strong planes of his striking face. Yum…even though he was a biker.


  “Ryder.” Rex shook the hand of Mr. Deep, Dark and Delicious.


  Ryder’s gaze flicked to Lana. He tilted his head to the side, giving her first a considered look, and then a sympathetic smile. He turned back to Rex. “I thought we were here for a meeting, not to pick up fender fluff.”


  Lana grimaced at the backhanded compliment. She knew the slang. He thought she was pretty. Anything less and she would have been a “fender bunny” or even worse, a “mattress cover.”


  Lucky her. Well, at least he hadn’t made fun of her hair. Usually men made some reference to the inferno on her head—Carrots, Ginger Snap, Big Red, Fire Bush, Rusty, Copper Top, Flame Brain, Matchstick Head or her current favorite, Red Zilla.


  “You know what they say, ‘red in the head, fire in the bed.’” The second biker, a barrel-chested thick-necked bruiser with crazy dreadlocks, gave her a lascivious wink and an oh-so-enticing crotch grab.


  “Good one, Bones.” Rex thumped the thick-necked thug on the back. “I was thinking that myself.”


  Lana rolled her eyes. Oh ha-ha-ha. So funny. As if she hadn’t heard that one before. Some day she’d meet a man who could insult her hair with some originality.


  “Leave the girl alone. We’ve got a meeting to get underway.” Ryder gave her a wink and stepped to the side, clearing her path to the door.


  Rex gripped Lana’s arm just as she took her first step to freedom. “You jealous, Ryder? Been a long time since you had a back warmer.”


  “Maybe he’s bent.” The prospect, a blond Adonis who looked like he should be playing high school football instead of pledging to join a biker gang, gave Rex an obsequious smile and was rewarded with a slap to the head.


  “You’re an idiot, Kickstand,” Rex growled. “You don’t disrespect a full-patch brother when you don’t even have the right to breathe without his permission.”


  Kickstand stumbled into Lana from the force of the blow, knocking her off-balance and out of Rex’s grasp. With incredible dexterity, Kickstand caught her before she fell.


  “Sorry,” Kickstand murmured as he helped her balance. “I don’t usually make a habit of knocking down pretty girls just to get their attention. Every time I’m around these guys I do something wrong.”


  She gave him a soft, reassuring smile, but her heart went out to him. He was trying so hard to fit in. She’d seen dozens of prospects like him during her time with Levi—young and desperate to be part of what they perceived to be the glamorous word of bikerdom. Very few were accepted and fewer still earned their patch. Kickstand would never make the cut. Too good-looking, too kind-hearted and too eager to please. What the hell was he doing with Hades?


  While Rex, Bones and Ryder lamented the lack of good prospects in the biker world, Lana edged her way toward the door, only to be cut off again, this time by a late arrival.


  Almost as tall as Rex and Ryder, the new biker was lean, lithe and powerful, with a narrow waist and long, hard thighs. His thick, dark hair just brushed his collar. His eyes were an unusual steel blue.


  A familiar steel blue. Her heart stuttered in her chest.


  James?


  No, it couldn’t be. She blinked her eyes. Once. Twice. Was it him? Two years had passed since she’d last seen Heartless Bastard. The man in front of her had the same physique, strong nose and chiseled jaw. But the James she knew had kept his hair military short and would have been appalled to sport a five o’clock shadow, much less three days’ worth of stubble over his unyielding chin. James was a cop through and through. No way would he ever join Hades.


  As if sensing her perusal, he frowned. “Take off the glasses.” The velvet rasp of his deep baritone voice sent tiny quivers of need straight to her core.


  Heart pounding, she took a step back and inadvertently hit Rex’s chest. “Take them off, pet,” Rex snapped. “Ice isn’t a man who asks twice.”


  Ice. He had a road name, and from the mini salivating puppies on the front of his jacket, he was full patch. He was no prospect, like Kickstand, currying favor in the hopes of being allowed to join the club. He was a fully initiated member of Hades.


  Swallowing hard, Lana removed her glasses and stared down at the fishnet stockings peeking out of her boots like a hundred crisscrossing lines of black gunpowder. One of the garters was still loose, leaving her even more exposed—as if that was possible—to the explosive heat of his gaze.


  “Look at me,” Ice demanded. His rich, husky voice rolled through her, stirring longings she had hidden away in the darkest recesses of her memory. Heat settled at the juncture of her thighs, her nipples tightened and her mouth went dry.


  Disconcerted by her body’s responses and unable to meet his gaze, she looked away.


  Ice cupped her jaw and firmly turned her face toward him, pulling her away from Rex. Her gaze locked with eyes now as deep blue as the ocean. Commanding, captivating eyes. Framed by thick lashes. But it wasn’t his eyes that finally sparked her recognition; it was the aura of pure power that hit her like the painful thud of her heart when she had realized he was never coming back.


  He stroked his thumb over the apple of her cheek, the gesture at once comforting and familiar. A tangled web of emotions swept through her body like a firestorm. The world fell away.


  James.


  Heartless Bastard.


  Lana swallowed hard and fought the warring urges to kiss him and slap him across the face.


  For a split second, his breathing hitched and his eyes widened. He glanced over at Rex and back to her. His expression shifted from curious to considering, and she caught a gleam in his eyes. Calculating. Determined.


  Did he recognize her? Two years ago she had been twenty pounds heavier, her pale complexion marked with freckles and her curly hair just brushing the top of her shoulders. Two years ago she had been stupid and naive, thinking she had found a man she could actually trust—someone who would never hurt her.


  Now she knew better. And that kind of knowledge changed a girl. Made her immune to a Heartless Bastard’s bone-melting cheek stroking and irresistible charms.


  She slapped his hand away and, boy, did it feel good.


  “Roxie.” His sharp tone snapped her out of her reverie, but not as much as his warm hand clasping her own. “What the hell are you doing here, dressed like that? I almost didn’t recognize you.”


  Want to read the rest? Barely Undercover is available in all e-book formats, paperback and digital audio. And if you’re looking for more sexy bikers, try the Sinner’s Tribe Motorcycle Club series.
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