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Prologue

FIVE YEARS AGO…

He’d already made her come twice and he wasn’t anywhere near done.

Not tonight.

She was riding him in that lazy ass way of hers that drove him insane, a slick, hot slide of her pussy against him, then that slow, endless lift like she had all night to play with him. Greeley had his hands on her ass, filling his palms with her and watching as she took her sweet time on top of him.

“You got about four seconds, baby,” he growled at her.

Merritt smiled down at him, all blue eyes and that hint of a dimple in her cheek. That smile rocked through him, making his chest tight in the way it always did. He couldn’t say he was used to it yet, this power she had over him. He wasn’t sure he liked it at all, in fact. But he felt it all the same.

“I already came two times, crazy man,” she told him, her breath catching every time she rocked him in deep. And there was that flush on her cheeks that told him exactly how good she was feeling in case he couldn’t tell, wet and soft and slippery all over his cock. “I’m just hanging out, waiting for you.”

Greeley had started the night right because he knew how he wanted it to end—Merritt in his bed for good. To that end, when she’d showed up at his door with a frown on her face and too many words he didn’t want to hear in her mouth, he’d decided he didn’t need to take her out to eat like some pussy-whipped insurance salesman who didn’t know what the fuck to do with a woman. Particularly a woman with some bullshit on her mind he’d like her to forget about. He’d thrown her down on the floor right there on his porch overlooking the bayou and he’d eaten her until she’d moaned and bucked and come all over his face, making enough noise to drown out the sounds of the rich, mysterious swamp on a steamy August night.

It was the sweetest fucking thing he’d ever heard.

When he was done, she’d gone soft and dreamy for a little while in that way most girls always were around him, but this one was only rarely. He was obsessed with keeping her exactly like that. She’d clung to him the way he would have let no other woman touch him because it hinted at shit he didn’t want to give, but this was Merritt. Everything was different with her. He’d tugged her behind him when he’d gone inside, and it was like every step woke her up. By the time they’d hit the kitchen she’d been frowning again, pulling her hand from his, and Greeley didn’t like that shit at all.

“You distracted me,” she’d said, that line showing up between her pretty eyes and driving him crazy the way it always did.

“Only because you’re paying attention to the wrong things.”

He’d sunk his hands in the thick fall of her dark brown hair, his already rock hard cock practically clawing its way out of his jeans when he’d taken her mouth, deep and wet and hot. He loved her mouth. It was shaped sulky and tasted sweet and he fucking craved it like an addict jonesed for a fistful of Percocet. He liked her taste. He liked the way her tongue met his, bold in all the ways he’d taught her he liked best this whole long, sweaty summer he’d spent obsessing over her and only her. He liked the way she smelled, like some flowery shit and the hint of something sweeter and warmer, and beneath all that the hot, insistent tang of how wet she was for him. Always.

He’d stripped her tank top off her to get his hands on her tits, sweet and small and shaped to fit perfectly in his palms. Once that happened, he’d had to lay her out on his kitchen table so he could tug her little jean skirt off. He’d had no choice but to help himself to her then. All of her.

Until she screamed out his name, just the way he liked it.

Greeley had been making a point. And he’d always been real careful to make sure that when he went to the trouble of making a point, he was fully understood.

When he’d brought her off again—fucking her with his hand while his mouth went a little nuts on her tits, her nails dug deep in his back, and his name echoed off the walls again—he’d figured she’d gotten the message.

He’d been sure of it when they’d staggered down the hall to his bedroom together, her hot, sweet mouth all over him as they’d both fought to get his T-shirt off and his jeans undone at last, and then he’d tossed her on his big ass bed and followed her down.

Slamming into her wasn’t enough. Watching her arch up against him the way she always did and writhe while she rubbed that hot pussy all over his cock wasn’t enough. He’d been waiting for this shit to wear off. Ever since he’d seen her in May, about as uptight and out of place as it was possible to get in the local strip joint, he’d been waiting for this thing that gripped him to let go.

Greeley didn’t have much of an attention span, generally. Pussy was pussy. Talented pussy might get a few rounds with him, sure, because everybody liked an overachiever in bed, but it was still just pussy.

Merritt was the hottest fuck he’d ever had in his life, and the crazy thing was, she got hotter every time.

He’d been so hard by the time he’d gotten her in his bed tonight he’d had to count shit in his head to keep from busting his nut after a single thrust.

That was why he’d flipped her over and set her on top of him, letting her ride him lazily while he tried to control himself so this would last a little while. So he didn’t embarrass himself by coming in three seconds.

Because it was all a little too big and too fucking out there for him, this thing between them. He needed to come, but then he needed to lock this situation down before it messed with his head even more than it already had. Before he really did turn into some pussy-whipped insurance salesman—which was, as far as Greeley was concerned, a fate worse than death. He wasn’t a biker by accident and he hadn’t pledged himself to the Devil’s Keepers Motorcycle Club on a whim. He’d busted his ass to get where he was. To find a life where he could live free, entirely on his own terms. He was an outlaw brother to his soul, loyal to his club and his way of life, and he fucking liked it that way.

He hadn’t seen Merritt coming. He’d never seen himself falling for a woman, any woman. But she was here now and he was pretty much laid out flat, and he was honest enough with himself to know that shit wasn’t going to change no matter how little he’d planned on something like this happening to him.

And he needed her to stay.

“You’re still playing,” he warned her now as she worked herself over him, way too slow to get either of them off, and he knew she was fully aware of that. He shifted his hands to her hips, gripping her. Controlling the way she slid and rocked over him and taking it a little deeper. “You about ready to get serious?”

She was the most beautiful girl he’d ever seen. It felt like she was the only girl he could see any longer. He wanted her tattooed all over his body so he had her with him on the hopefully rare occasions she wasn’t right there in front of him, which was where he wanted her. And she was never more beautiful than when she was naked, her sweet blue eyes were dark with passion, and his cock was buried deep inside her. When she was rolling those surprisingly wicked hips and making him fucking cross-eyed with lust and need and that crazy longing that felt bigger than him. Bigger than sex. Bigger than the whole goddamned world.

Merritt did that thing with her hips again and grinned at him, full of herself and that power only she had ever had over him and only she ever would, and just like that, Greeley was done.

He flipped her over, pulling her beneath him and grabbing her wrists in one hand, stretching them high above her head while he pounded into her at last.

Her head rolled back against the pillows and she laughed, wild and free. She made that same sound on the back of his bike. It lodged inside of him, wrecking him, knocking down the man he’d been so sure he was, all these years, and making him into something new. Something different. Something that would have alarmed the fuck out of him if this wasn’t so right. If she didn’t feel so good. Not just the tight, hot wonder of her pussy, though that was a factor he planned to spend a lot of time exploring and celebrating in the days to come, but all of her.

Who could have predicted that the doctor’s little brainiac daughter would be the one to set Greeley on fucking fire? She made him laugh. She never told him he thought too much, like every other person he’d ever met. She didn’t question why a man who forcefully claimed to want nothing from life but his club, his bike, and his brothers spent so much of his private time on shit that didn’t make sense, like those college books he liked to read for fun that he’d never shown anyone but her. She was smart and a smartass, and gave him shit about being a tough guy—like she thought it was cute instead of his life and his code—but she never gave him a hard time about the things that he treated like state secrets and had shared only with her.

And there was no fucking way she was leaving him tomorrow. No way in hell.

He shifted slightly as he fucked her, so he could get his fingers on her clit and feel the way she bucked against him. He loved the sounds she made, greedy and loud, like she didn’t give a shit if every last nosey person in this small bayou town knew exactly who a good girl like her was fucking tonight. Like she wanted everybody to know. It made his dick feel like steel.

It made him that much more determined.

“Holy shit,” she whispered as he worked her clit, still hammering into her, and he knew he had her.

The way he had from the moment they’d met.

She came again, her mouth wide open and no sound coming out while her neck went taut. Greeley let go of her hands, dropping down on top of her to really let himself go, pounding into her until he came with his own roar.

Loud enough to wake the neighbors if he’d had any close enough to hear, this far out in the bayou.

It took a while to come down. She was still wrapped around him, taking his weight, letting him press her down into the bed. And when he could breathe again, and hear something over the racket his heart was making, he shifted up to his elbows and took her face in his hands.

This was Louisiana in August. He had AC and fans to cut the swelter, but it didn’t matter. And he liked her all sweaty and gleaming with him. He liked their bodies slick and hot and pressed together. He liked it way too much. He smoothed her dark hair back from her forehead and pressed a kiss there, then waited for her pretty blue eyes, dazed from all that coming and coming again, to meet his.

“I want you to stay,” he told her, straight up.

She blinked, some of that dazed look going away. She moved her hands in a sweet little pattern, up and down his back, absently tracing over the club tattoo he wore there, marking him who he was in indelible black ink that stretched from his shoulders to his hips.

He liked her touching him there, as if she was as much a part of him as the club. He wanted to make that shit official.

“I can’t stay here tonight. My daddy would freak. He thinks I’m out with Lanie and he knows perfectly well there’s no room at Lanie’s for me to sleep over. I may be twenty-two years old, but you know he still treats me like a dim-witted ten-year-old.”

“I don’t mean tonight.” He was still inside her. “I mean for good.”

It took him a minute to realize she’d gone very, very still.

“What?”

“I thought about it.” He stroked her face, memorizing each freckle that kissed her cheekbones. There were sixteen, seven on one side and nine on the other, and he’d tasted every one of them. “If you really want to be a lawyer, you can go to school down here. There must be law schools in Baton Rouge. Hell, drive down to New Orleans if you want. Just so long as you’re in my bed every night, I don’t give a shit.”

She was silent, her blue eyes big and fixed to his. Not exactly the unbridled joy he’d been going for, but not a go to hell, either.

Greeley kept going. “You know I love my club. Until you, I thought it was the only thing I couldn’t live without.”

Then he told her the thing he’d never told another woman. He’d never thought he would say that shit to anyone, for any reason. On some level it ripped him open in a thousand ways to let her in like this, to give her that kind of weapon to use against him, but this was Merritt. He couldn’t lose her, especially not to something as stupid as the fourteen hundred miles from here to New York City and her fancy-ass law school up there. That shit made no sense. Not when they fit together like this.

Because this was everything. He had no doubts.

“I love you, Merritt,” he told her. “Stay here. With me.”

Greeley had never been as sure of anything as he was of her, not even the club.

But that was when her beautiful eyes filled with trouble.

And everything went to shit.


Chapter 1

The Louisiana bayou town of Lagrange was nothing more than a pocket of forbidding, humid, deeply depressing swampland slapped down on a dead flat road somewhere between Baton Rouge and reality.

Merritt Broussard might have had the distinct misfortune of having been both born and raised in the low, brown swamps that cut in and around the town, but she’d had the foresight to get the hell out eighteen years later. She’d only fallen off the wagon once, five years ago, for a single, stifling bayou summer.

And having sworn up and down that she’d never make a terrible mistake like that again, she wasn’t all that thrilled about her forced homecoming now.

The deep foreboding that she’d tried to ignore since her plane had landed in New Orleans this evening shifted into a thicker, deeper kind of dread when she crossed the Mississippi River west of Baton Rouge. She had the windows rolled up tight and she kept the AC blasting in the rental car, but it didn’t help. Merritt was sure she could feel the swamp creeping in anyway, the way it always did, wrapping around her and weighing her down like the air itself was choked with Spanish moss.

And that was before she saw the one small sign for Lagrange out there in the middle of nowhere, hanging cockeyed and riddled with bullet holes—likely the work of another native with similar feelings, if she had to guess.

“I hate this place,” she muttered to herself as she took the same old exit she knew like it was a part of her own body, like that might make it better.

It didn’t.

Lagrange loomed there before her the way it did in her nightmares, from the truck stop casino that crouched like a grubby welcome sign out beside the highway to the squat rectangles of prefab houses that hunkered down near the thick sugarcane fields all the way into town. Her first glimpse of the hometown she’d vowed she’d never set foot in again was a straight shot down a dark, empty, vaguely forbidding road into the greedy wetland fist of a forgotten and wholly uncelebrated slice of pure Cajun country.

“Horror movies start exactly like this,” Merritt told herself, though that wasn’t exactly helpful. The urge to turn the car around and head somewhere—anywhere—else was so strong then that her arms shook with the effort of not spinning the wheel in a circle and stamping on the gas to escape. But she didn’t. She’d thought this through from every angle. She’d been thinking about nothing else for at least the last few months. Maybe longer. And she kept coming back to the same conclusion: this was her best option to escape the mess she’d made in New York.

This was also her only option, pretty much.

Tourists never came down this desolate country road that looked as if it led nowhere, not even to one of the ugly refineries or land rigs that dotted the Louisiana landscape—which meant that anyone who might have decided to follow her wouldn’t, either. She hoped. Most people stayed out on the interstate that had bypassed the town decades back, cutting it off from incidental traffic and the influence of the outside world. A certain kind of tourist, most truckers, and various other transient lowlifes stopped at the so-called casino or threw some cash around in the eternally seedy local strip club, Petit Joe’s, the inside of which Merritt had seen exactly once, on a dare—not that she wanted to think about that particular night and all the disastrous places it had led. Otherwise, most people were lucky enough to blow past Lagrange altogether. They pushed east to Baton Rouge. Or they were too busy heading west to Lafayette to eat crawfish and pretend they liked zydeco as much as native Louisianans did. Or they skipped Cajun country altogether and kept right on going until they got the hell out of backwater Louisiana and made it safely into Texas.

And that was just how the locals liked it.

Merritt’s stomach twisted up into an unpleasant knot at the thought of the locals. Any and all of them; certainly not one in particular. She didn’t want to see anyone she knew. Or anyone who thought they knew her because they’d known her daddy, or had a few opinions about the fact that she hadn’t attended his funeral three months ago. They would have opinions aplenty, she knew. And would happily share those opinions, at length. She’d spent five years completely free of this place and the deeply compromised, morally corrupt, or maybe just deeply unimaginative, people who remained here when there were a million reasons to leave and no good reason to stay. It was killing her that she’d had to come back when she’d sworn up and down that she wouldn’t. Ever.

But it also might kill her if she didn’t—and not in a figurative way.

And maybe you’re not quite as lily white and pure as you like to imagine, a little voice inside of her suggested. Maybe you belong right here after all.

She loosened the death grip she had on the steering wheel because her hands were starting to ache. She glared at the fingernails she’d gnawed off on the plane ride down, like an animal. Then she ordered herself to get ahold of herself.

Antony wasn’t going to kill her. That was ridiculous. That was the shit she told herself at three in the morning and then wondered why she couldn’t sleep. He was bordering on scary these days, sure, but he wasn’t completely crazy. He wasn’t that far gone. He’d just gotten a little too intense, that was all.

And it was Merritt’s fault. She knew that. She’d thought he was such a good bet. Such a good guy, when all she’d ever known was the polar opposite. He’d been a celebrated senior associate at the firm she’d joined as a bright and enthusiastic first year and if she’d made a checklist for herself of The Man She Thought She Deserved, Antony would have fit the bill, from his reputation in the criminal defense community to his interest in the arts to his seeming kindness in mentoring her. She’d looked up to him. She’d admired him. She’d thought it was high time she stopped punishing herself for that one time in her whole life she’d run with her heart instead of her head and nearly given up everything that mattered to her, that one summer. She’d worked with Antony for some eight months before she’d gone to dinner with him. She’d thought she knew him. That he was safe. He’d seemed so…sophisticated and settled. Upscale and affluent, like the kind of man she should end up with, after all her fancy schools and the dreams she’d been expected to make come true all her life.

And most of all, he’d been a major antidote to her previous attempt at something resembling a relationship.

It turned out she was really, really bad at reading the truth about men. Something she should have known already after that summer, when her high school best friend, Lanie—always a little too wild, even when they’d been kids running around in the mud, so it wasn’t a huge surprise she’d taken up stripping while Merritt had been facedown in her books at Brown—had dared Merritt to take her notoriously uptight ass into Petit Joe’s for an evening, just to take in the show and maybe get over herself.

Merritt was nothing if not the queen of making seemingly small decisions that actually turned out to be life-altering and terrible all around, then and now. It was her own special gift.

That was how she knew this Antony situation was all on her. There had been all kinds of red flags and glaring signs she’d completely ignored as she’d tossed herself headlong into her fancy Manhattan relationship. Antony was for all intents and purposes her boss in the firm and yet he didn’t seem to find anything problematic about the potential conflict there. It was something that, in retrospect, made her want to kick herself. Because it pointed to all the other things that he’d go on to find equally unproblematic, like controlling her every move and failing to accept it when she’d decided their relationship was over. There was no getting around the fact that in the end, this was her mess. It might feel a little dramatic, running off from her life with nothing but a hastily packed duffel bag to show for her five years in New York, but she’d decided it was actually the simplest and most efficient way to clean things up.

No matter how unpleasant it was to be back here. Then again, subjecting herself to Lagrange might just be the price she had to pay for being such a fucking dumbass. Again.

“And everything is fine now,” she told herself, pretending she couldn’t hear the tension in her own voice, perfectly audible over the roar of the AC that she’d jacked up to high, as if that might combat the encroaching Louisiana humidity. “Antony just needs to focus on something else for a while, and this will all blow over.”

Out of sight, out of mind. She’d heard that worked on toddlers and vicious pit bulls alike. Merritt had to hope it worked on a celebrated New York criminal defense attorney with one or two obsession issues who was kind of both at once, only with a special interest in drug trafficking cases and a whole lot more money.

Her plan was to hide out in her father’s old house while Antony calmed himself down, because it was the very last place on earth anyone who knew her in New York would ever think to look for her. She’d mostly lied about where she was from throughout college and law school, and when pressed to be more specific than near New Orleans; yes, the French Quarter is awesome, had occasionally been known to mutter something about Baton Rouge.

She never talked about Lagrange. She’d been embarrassed by her swamp-rat roots when she was at Brown, trying so desperately to fit in with all that Ivy League sophistication. And when she’d gone off to law school at Columbia she’d just wanted to sink into New York City and forget.

What had happened here that last summer. Who she’d left behind. How it had ripped her up, leaving her reeling and more than a little bit broken. For years.

She’d managed a working version of amnesia, more or less, in New York. She’d focused on her studies and her summer internships with a certain religious zeal and she’d put her feelings into deep freeze. But she was back in Lagrange now, where nothing was ever forgotten. Ghosts lurked in the deep shadows of the cypress trees and in the muddy earth instead, waiting. Like the bayous all around and the sharp-toothed, dangerous things that hid there. Not all of them alligators. She shuddered, low and deep, and it wasn’t entirely from foreboding.

Not entirely.

The knot in her stomach pulled tighter and shifted into her throat when she drove by Dumb Gator’s, the ratty old bar that still looked exactly the way it had five years ago. And the way it had since before she’d been born, for that matter. Like the next rainstorm might drop-kick it all the way north into Mississippi without having to wait for a real hurricane to happen along and do the honors. Merritt automatically sank down a little in the driver’s seat, as if someone was likely to recognize her behind the wheel of a moving vehicle this long after dark on a warm spring night.

But no one was around to test that theory either way—or no one was visible, at least. There was nothing but that same old sad neon sign over the door of the bar and the usual unapologetic, ever-present line of Harleys out in front while all the pickup trucks and junkers parked a deliberate and respectful distance away. Because no one was dumb enough to touch one of those bikes, not even by accident. Not even with a random spray of gravel from under a tire, which in any other place would be considered a blameless casualty of hanging out at a low-rent bar on the side of a muddy country road.

This wasn’t any other place. This was Lagrange, home sweet home of the original Louisiana charter of the Devil’s Keepers Motorcycle Club. The Devil’s Keepers weren’t a weekend warrior, happy-group-rides-with-a-pretty-view kind of motorcycle club. They didn’t do charity unless it benefitted them directly and they were ruthless when it came to collecting any and all debts they figured were owed them, which didn’t stop all kinds of idiots from getting in deep with them anyway. They were outlaws through and through and they weren’t playing around. You messed with a Harley around here, Merritt knew all too well, and you were messing with your own life.

Club members split their abundant leisure time between Dumb Gator’s, Petit Joe’s, and their own private clubhouse way out on an otherwise deserted bayou road, where they could party with far less restraint than the very, very little they showed in places the general public could witness it.

Merritt jerked her attention back to the road before she could start looking for one specific Harley chopper in that lineup. She didn’t let herself look for identifying marks on any of the fierce, gleaming machines she knew the club’s flow of prospects looking to patch into the club kept shiny and bright.

Because she wasn’t looking for him. She refused. That was nothing but leftover bayou madness and probably a death wish besides. And she had more than enough trouble already, or she wouldn’t be here.

There was no point thinking about ancient history and that one, long summer she’d been tempted to forget that she’d spent her entire life working to get away from this place. There was the shitty present and a whole selection of brand-new bad decisions to beat herself up over instead.

That was why she’d come back here. To camp out in her childhood home under the pretense of going through her father’s things all these months after his death, which should give her ample time to figure out what the hell she was going to do with the shit show that was her life. And if she couldn’t figure out a good solution for her life, whatever. At least she could hide from it for a while. There was no place like home, she’d heard. Why not test that theory?

She’d taken an afternoon flight out of JFK so she would land in New Orleans at dusk, which meant that by the time she’d gotten her bag and the rental car and driven up north and west to Lagrange, it was nice and dark and concealing. Merritt had figured that the only way she could handle coming back to Lagrange at all was if she blacked out as much of it as possible. And then avoided the hell out of anyone she might know.

Which was everyone, this being a small little toilet of a biker town, where the only growth industry was the motorcycle club itself—and that, of course, only an option if you happened to have a dick as well as an appetite for mayhem and the potential prison terms that went along with indulging that appetite. And could also somehow convince the existing hard asses already in the club that you belonged in their little gang of thugs in the first place. That last was more difficult to do than most of the dirtbags who hung around the club—mostly so they could join the never-ending party and enjoy the women who flocked to all that unapologetic male power like moths to a sugarcane field on fire—seemed to realize.

She took the turn into town, or what passed for a town this far out in the middle of nowhere, a good four miles from the interstate. Bayou riverways that she knew would be a muddy brown in the light snaked through the village the way they did all over southern Louisiana, as inevitable as the chipped and peeling paint on the storefronts that lined the main drag where the names of the various shops might have changed since Merritt had hauled ass out of here years back, but nothing else ever did. The nail salon next to the pawn shop next to a junky store proclaiming it sold “treasures” when everyone knew it was just tatty old shit the weird owners picked up from yard sales all over the state and then tried to sell at a profit. The diner where the old men lingered and told long and complicated stories about fishing and gator wrestling and Cajun history. The bank, the bakery, and the country store with its long shelves stuffed full of prosaic, practical items next to a counter dedicated to surprisingly gourmet coffee and a shiny espresso machine.

Merritt turned right at the only stoplight, and then she was on her old street for the first time in years. It made her heart beat faster. She headed away from the small shopping district—such as it was, with exactly one and a half blocks of questionable retail establishments and a pervasive sense of faded glory—back out into the bayous and fields. She passed the mayor’s fancy old plantation style house with its galleried second floor that looked out over the rolling lawn and way, way down on anyone who passed by, much like the Chamblesses themselves always had. She wondered if Mayor Benny Chambless himself, that pompous prick, had ever had anyone challenge him for the position he’d held as long as she could remember. Then she wondered why she was thinking about the mayor in the first place when he’d always been about as toothy and trustworthy as a gator.

As a kid, Merritt had found the mayor vaguely unpleasant. As an adult woman who’d spent too much time dealing with the underbelly of New York City and all manner of questionable characters who were nonetheless entitled to an ardent and vigorous defense in court, she understood that the self-satisfied and smug mayor of a biker town like this one couldn’t possibly have held that position for even a single term unless he was in the club’s pocket. Much less, so many terms in a row that Merritt could only vaguely remember that there had ever been a mayor before him.

It wasn’t too far from the Chamblesses’ house to her childhood home, down the same long road with ancient oak trees pressing in on all sides and the odd, old house reminding her that this had once been a French settlement, but it was long enough for her to remember how very much she didn’t want to think about her own father’s relationship with the club. As the only doctor in town, her daddy had allowed a whole lot of late night visits to the back porch that he didn’t talk about during the day. Ever. Merritt hadn’t wanted to think about what that had meant five years ago, when she’d found herself a lot more interested in the club in a more personal way than she ever had been before. She didn’t want to think about it now, either. It made something strange and shivery track its way down her spine.

But Lagrange was a town built on secrets exactly like the ones her father had kept, propped up on top of all that dark shit like the stilts they used in the low country. And she’d been back all of five seconds and there it was again, the reason she’d left. The club all over St. Germain Parish like one more creeping vine, choking out the South. The darkness that lurked in every last one of the shadows, ghosts and regrets and things far more dangerous than either. The impossibility of setting one foot in this town without getting sucked down into the thick muck of it like everyone else.

Not, of course, that she’d done such a great job of avoiding corruption outside of Lagrange when she’d had the opportunity.

Merritt blinked back a sharp surge of heat that threatened to mist over her eyes then, horrifying her. Fuck that. She’d let her emotions get the best of her once. Once. Five years ago. She was never doing that again, especially not here. That was more than simply asking for trouble—that was painting a target on her back and begging for someone to take a shot. If she’d wanted that, she could have stayed in New York and let Antony play out his increasingly sick little game with her to its inevitable, hideous end. She scowled at the familiar, old road instead.

Doc’s house, as her childhood home was known to everyone including her, was a tidy little three bedroom affair with only a nod to the old plantation style, set back from the road under a tangled canopy of live oak trees. Merritt bumped her way down the cracked and torn-up driveway, then pulled around back, hiding the rental car from any curious eyes out there on the road. She didn’t think Antony could have tracked her here just yet, especially not so fast. She’d laid a deliberate trail in the opposite direction, so if it had worked, he should be on his way to the far reaches of northeastern Maine to look for her right about now. But hiding the rental car had nothing to do with Antony. She didn’t want to advertise her presence here. To anyone.

Merritt knew there would be no hiding it for long. That was the nature of small towns, this one in particular. But she’d stopped in a suburb south of Baton Rouge and stocked up on some groceries on her drive in. She figured she could take a few days to ease herself into the fact that she was back in Lagrange before she had to deal with anyone from around here who would likely have a lot to say on that topic.

She realized she’d been sitting there too long. Moths and a selection of decidedly southern-sized insects were performing rapturous acrobatics in her headlights. She switched off the car, then climbed out into the thick bayou night before she could talk herself out of it.

Then she stopped dead.

Out of the air-conditioned car, standing there in the wedge of the open door, the Louisiana night tackled her, thick and close. Merritt had forgotten, somehow, how alive the nights were out here, so far away from the cities. She’d forgotten the smell of home, rich earth and rough salt and a deep, dark kind of green. She’d forgotten the particular sound of a Louisiana night, crickets and frogs and birdcalls, here and there in the wet night. The air felt heavy and sweet. She felt her skin prickle, then start to gleam a bit from the sudden press of humid warmth after all that air-conditioning. And if she tipped back her head, she could see a great mess of stars through the tree branches, up high above the house.

It made her feel dizzy and small, the way she had as a little girl when she’d thought the sensation meant hope.

Grief kicked at her then, dark and fierce, as she stood in the small backyard with a curtain of oak trees all around her and stretched out lazy and gnarled above her. But she didn’t let it take her down. She refused to let it break her like that.

Merritt had never been close to her father. She’d spent years justifying that fact by telling herself neither one of them wanted something different, but that was crap. He hadn’t wanted it, something he’d made abundantly clear in a thousand ways over the years. She’d rationalized it. She’d told herself stories to make it hurt less. Maybe he hadn’t known what to do with a little girl after her mother had died from a shockingly fast and brutal cancer when Merritt was still in grade school. Maybe Merritt had reminded him too much of his late wife after that, the way her aunts had always claimed, making it all seem romantic in some tortured sort of way. Or maybe she hadn’t been enough like her mother in whatever way had mattered most to him. Merritt would never know. What she did know was that she hadn’t realized she’d missed her daddy at all until right here, right now, staring up at the dark house and understanding he wasn’t going to be in there, scowling and muttering and berating the local news anchors all night long while he kicked back in his favorite chair.

The sense of loss left her hollow. And shocked that she felt anything at all, much less that.

But she didn’t want to stand around out here, fighting with herself and old ghosts she hadn’t seen coming. Because she might not have fooled Antony at all, and the last place she wanted to deal with him was in a deserted house in the middle of nowhere. She wanted to hole up inside where she could lock all the doors, bar the windows, grieve her father if that was what the unwieldy weight in her chest meant, and really get her mope on, if she wanted.

She slammed her car door shut, then moved toward the trunk to get her bag and the groceries, suddenly famished and dying for something to—

Merritt froze when she heard the sound of a Harley, roaring down the road out in front and cutting the night in half. She stopped moving. She stopped breathing.

He’d warned her, five years ago.

He’d been very clear.

Don’t walk away from me and think you can come back here, he’d told her.

He’d been big and rough and in her face, pressing her entire naked body back against the wall of his bedroom in that way that simultaneously thrilled her and scared her, not seeming to give a crap that she’d started crying. His hard, rough hand had curled around her jaw in that way that made her want to cry harder and come the way she only did with him, and then lose herself in him all over again. He’d made her feel shitfaced when she was perfectly sober. He’d always made her feel shitfaced.

Even thinking about him was like downing a bottle of the hard stuff.

You want to go, you fucking stay gone.

Greeley…she’d whispered, but the sound of his name had only pissed him off more. His fingers at her jaw had tightened. His other hand was a fist against the wall, right there beside her head. Threat and longing. That was Greeley. She’d felt him like her own pulse. In her temples, her throat. A mad, wet ache in her pussy.

The sad truth was, she still did.

Next time I see you, baby, I’m either going to keep you or kill you. No in between. Then he’d gotten in close, so she could see all that intensity and brooding fury in his dark gray gaze. She could still feel it all these years later, like a brand he’d pressed deep inside of her that still flared red and damaging anytime she let herself remember. Tell me you understand me.

Merritt had understood him. Fully.

She’d lied to herself about it in the interim, of course. She’d had all of law school to study herself into a nonchalant place about the threats an old boyfriend—which was not what a woman should call a man like Greeley, she knew very well, because he was far too elemental for that kind of crap—had made the night she’d left him. She’d kept herself in that same place, happily minimizing all things Greeley after she’d passed the bar exam, mostly because it had never crossed her mind that she’d ever return to Louisiana. Why would she commit that kind of suicide? She’d gotten everything she’d wanted, everything she’d worked for. She’d been a criminal defense attorney in a well-known New York City law firm. She’d crawled up out of the swamp the way most people she’d grown up with never would and she was never, ever going back.

But here she was. And standing out in the thick, rich dark with the sound of a Harley like a deep-throated warning right out there on the road on the other side of the house, she wasn’t anything fucking close to nonchalant.

She stood stock-still while all the things she’d been minimizing poured back through her. The memory of Greeley, so rough and so hard and so dangerously, breathtakingly seductive despite that—or because of it. And then, behind that, all the rest of the things she’d left here in the swamp. All the lies she’d told herself so she wouldn’t come back home the way she’d wanted to do, and more than once, especially that lonely first year of law school when every time she’d read or seen something she’d thought Greeley would like she’d had to bite her own fingers to keep from calling him.

Panic. Fear. Longing. Home.

The panic drowned out the rest of it, especially when she thought she heard the motorcycle circling back. It made her heart kick at her in sheer terror—and something nothing at all like terror, she was forced to acknowledge, as it pooled hot and sharp between her legs.

She ignored the evidence that her body was as dumb as it had ever been, standing right where she was until the sound of the motor faded into the distance, headed farther out into the country.

Merritt assured herself she was safe. That it had been five long years and Greeley had very likely forgotten both her and any not-so-thinly veiled threats he’d made at the end of a very long and sweaty and intense summer.

Bikers didn’t hold on to shit like that. Women were like the southern Louisiana humidity to them. Always there, hanging all over them, unremarkable and interchangeable. No one could grow up in a place like Lagrange without understanding that fact on a fundamental level. If Greeley wasn’t dead already or in prison—both highly probable given the life he’d chosen and had so happily defended as righteous in its way—Merritt was sure he’d forgotten all about her.

“He forgot your name the moment he rolled onto someone new,” she snapped at herself, but her voice was softer than it should have been, as if the bayou was already taking things from her. The way it always did. “Which was probably four seconds after you walked away, before you even left town.”

That was almost certainly true. But Merritt didn’t take a real, deep breath again until she’d unloaded her bags, hauled them into the dark, stuffy house, and then locked herself inside her old, familiar prison, just to be sure.


Chapter 2

Joseph “Greeley” Shaw kicked back against the clubhouse sofa and sank his hands deep into the hair of the blonde on her knees before him with his cock down her throat. She was some drunk sorority bitch who had rolled in from Baton Rouge with a bunch of her slumming LSU girlfriends, looking for the kind of party they could tell war stories about back in the dorm between boring formals with dumbass frat boys. Greeley was happy to help her out.

He just wished someone had taught her not to use her fucking teeth.

She scraped him for the tenth time and he sighed, then held her head still so he could fuck her face a little and finish, down the back of her throat so there’d be no spitting him out. He hated fucking spitting and sorority girls could always be trusted not only to spit, but to whine about it before and after.

When he was done, he pulled his cock free before she left tooth marks. His sorority girl plopped herself back on her heels and looked up at him expectantly. Smugly, even.

Like Daddy’s entitled little princess expected a trophy, if he had to guess. It was almost cute.

“Let me guess how this usually goes,” Greeley said lazily, still sprawled out on the couch with his legs spread on either side of her. “Your garden variety frat boy fuck, who probably spent months trying to get his cock in your mouth while you held that shit for ransom, would be falling all over himself right about now. Kissing your ass, telling you how great you are. Even if you spit. That ring a bell?”

His sorority girl flushed, that smug look fading into uncertainty.

Greeley didn’t need more of an answer than that. “Two things, darlin’. One, this isn’t a frat. It doesn’t take me months to get my dick wet. It takes me having a dick, which you already know firsthand, since you were down on your knees before you heard my name. And two, since I’m not some frat boy asshole who wants to make sure he gets in there for another round, I’m not gonna lie. You suck at it.”

There wasn’t any trace of that smugness on her face now. She looked bewildered. Greeley had no doubt she’d never heard anything but compliments before in her entire pampered life. What could he say? He was a pussy connoisseur. He had fucking standards.

“What?” she breathed.

“No one wants his cock treated like a chew toy, babe,” he told her. Patiently, he thought. He wasn’t a nice guy by any stretch of the imagination, but he wasn’t a relentless asshole like some of his other brothers, either, God bless those twisted bastards.

Good deed done, Greeley zipped himself up. He patted her on the cheek as he got up, then promptly forgot all about her.

It was any other Thursday night in the Devil’s Keepers’ clubhouse, a huge ass warehouse way out in the bayous that had been sacred club property since the first Louisiana DKMC members had broken off from the mother charter up in North Dakota in the 1970s. The main room was a mess of comfortable couches, pool tables, sweet flat screens, and all kinds of biker memorabilia tacked up on the walls in case anybody forgot where the fuck they were. There was a hall that led back into the more private areas of the clubhouse, the room they called “church,” where the brothers sat around the table and voted on club law and policy, a few offices for the business shit that kept them out of jail, a few other rooms that no one talked about outside of church, and a small industrial kitchen where they cooked for some of the friendlier club parties they threw sometimes that were more about community than sex. Upstairs there were rooms for brothers to live in or sleep in or just fuck in if they felt like it. Greeley had a house way out in the bayou on the other side of town where he kept his shit, but the clubhouse was as much his home as his other place ever had been. More, some years.

There was the usual crew of strippers hanging out with the brothers tonight, warming up before they headed over to take the late shift at Petit Joe’s down by the highway. Strippers plus the typical biker groupies made a nice counterpoint to the sorority girls. He could see his brothers enjoying themselves all over the place. On the couches, on one of the pool tables because Waco had no fucking respect, even down on the floor because why not. He noticed one of the strippers, Bethany, was much too fucked up already, the way she’d been every time he’d seen her lately, and filed that away to discuss with Okie, the brother currently running shit at the strip club. There was badass rock and roll blasting and some of that fucked-up foreign porn Tick loved so much splashed all over one of the TVs. He moved around another sorority girl, this one facing forward while she was splayed open on a brother’s lap, taking him hard with her whole body arched back while she moaned, like she couldn’t get enough of Butler’s cock.

Easy pussy, easy life, Greeley thought, even if it sometimes came with a sorority girl’s teeth on his junk. That was what they’d all signed up for—that and the brotherhood, a much better family than most of them had experienced growing up. Greeley had never bothered to go back and look up his loser mother and her latest methed-out boyfriend after he’d gotten out of the Army. The eighteen years he’d been trapped in that piece of crap trailer in Tennessee with her before he’d enlisted had been more than enough, he figured. He didn’t care what that bitch did with her life. His brothers were all he needed.

But shit had been tense lately. Too tense, and it was more than the usual dramatic and contradictory cartel demands or the typical shenanigans of the asshole Black Dogs, another outlaw motorcycle club out of Little Rock who had an eye on expansion into Louisiana and were forever trying to muscle in on the Devil’s Keepers’ shit. Greeley didn’t like that he couldn’t put his finger on what was different these days, and not only because he was the club’s sergeant at arms and it was his responsibility to deal with the sort of shit that cropped up when things got tense.

He looked around for Digger, the club president, who could usually be depended upon to be knee deep in all the sparkling new pussy at a party like this, but the older man was nowhere to be found. Again. That was the trouble. Greeley somehow doubted Digger had suddenly become interested in upholding his wedding vows to his old lady, Crystal, something he hadn’t given much of a shit about as long as Greeley had been around. Digger was old school. He kept his old lady separate from the club and his dick free to do what it pleased. Which meant his absence tonight probably had more to do with the rest of the shit swirling around beneath everything these days that no one was talking about, and Greeley didn’t fucking like that at all.

He made his way over to the always-fully-stocked bar that stretched out against the far wall, lifting his chin at the prospect behind it. Drop jumped to get him a beer and a whiskey chaser, and it wasn’t the first time the kid had indicated he was on top of his shit. Paying enough attention to know each full brother’s drink. That kind of automatic attention to detail boded well for his future in the club.

“Appreciate the hustle,” Greeley told him, and kept his face expressionless while the prospect fought to keep from showing his pleasure at the compliment. Drop was so young and eager and so easy to fuck with, it made him feel about a thousand years old. He tossed back his shot, enjoying the burn of the whiskey as it went down, then turned back to face the room again.

The Devil’s Keepers MC was a big, healthy, growing club, despite periodic interest from the feds that never amounted to much more than the typical boring harassment with no real teeth. Especially here in Lagrange, where the club controlled all kinds of shit that barreled down the interstate from Texas and the Mexican border, on into buyer-rich environments like Atlanta or St. Louis. That meant that at any given time there were brothers out taking care of club business all over the state of Louisiana and beyond, but Digger wasn’t usually one of them. The president should have been here. It made Greeley’s neck itch that he wasn’t, and one thing he’d learned in his years fighting in the desert and staying out of prison after his discharge was never, ever to ignore that itch.

But he shoved that aside and grinned when T’Roscoe rolled up, having detached himself from one of Petit Joe’s choicest pieces of ass, who stared after him as if she was half in love with him. She probably was. Bitches tended to lose their shit over Roscoe. It was those blue eyes of his that made him look like he gave a shit.

T’Roscoe—the T standing in for “little” in Cajun French—was taller than Greeley, who was pushing six-three, and built tough and solid and mean from his shaggy brown hair to the steel-toed boots he wore and liked to use with abandon. He’d patched into the club while his daddy was still a full, original Lagrange charter member, before arthritis took Big Roscoe’s hands and knees and kept him off his bike. That T’Roscoe had towered over his old man by the time he was sixteen just made the nickname stick harder once he was a prospect.

These days, Roscoe usually went without the “little,” in any language. He was also the club’s VP. Not Digger’s son—that was Whale, who spent most of his time pissed off and whiny about the fact he’d been passed over for the VP slot. And this run. Or that job. Or whatever the fuck else was up his ass on any given day. When everyone knew he’d never had a shot at anything because Whale was a big ass baby who, lucky for him, was good with computers and therefore useful to the club. Roscoe, meanwhile, ate whiny bitches for breakfast, and he did it with a smile and a twinkle in those bright blue eyes. Which meant Whale was pretty much the only one who didn’t get why Roscoe was the right man for the job.

Roscoe clapped Greeley on the shoulder now, jerking his head in the direction of the couch, where two brothers were getting into it with a couple of giggling sorority sisters.

“I like the new talent,” he said, laughing. “Really classing up the place.”

Greeley had a lot to say about a lot of shit, but he kept his own counsel for the moment. He watched as each of the girls straddled a brother, then leaned toward each other to do that fake ass girl-kissing thing, still giggling while they tongued each other. Not that the fact it was purely for show made it any less hot.

“You ever notice how blond they always are?” he asked.

Roscoe gave this question the consideration it deserved. “I’m pretty sure I had a couple of brunette Kappa Somethings once. Then again, they could have been strippers. I get all that easy pussy confused.” He studied the show in front of them. “Though I’m taking it you mean blond in the philosophical sense.”

Greeley laughed. “I guess every girl deserves a dirty biker memory or two to get her off while she’s banging her country club husband twice a week. Three if it’s his birthday.”

They both laughed at that nightmare. The civilian life each one of them would rather die than live through for so much as a day. They weren’t brothers by accident. When a Devil’s Keeper patched in and chose a life free from all that mainstream bullshit, he meant it. He lived it and he was prepared to die defending it. Greeley waited for Roscoe to get his drink and give Drop a little bit of shit before the other man faced the room again, leaning back on the bar.

“You seen Digger?” Greeley asked. He kept his voice lazy, not that it would matter. He kept his gaze trained on Marla, one of the strippers, who was dancing around in nothing but her hooker heels and her collection of intriguing piercings. Still, he felt it when Roscoe tensed beside him.

“Not sure I like the question.”

“It should be a fucking simple one.” Greeley tilted his beer toward the rest of the room. Waco was hammering into the dirtiest of the sorority chicks, who was bent over the pool table and loudly egging him on while two other brothers waiting to use the table for its more traditional purpose offered their own commentary like sportscasters. Butler was still letting that moaning bitch ride him like he was a mechanical bull. The two kissing girls were now bringing a little tit play into the mix, always a crowd pleaser. “When’s the last time Dig missed something like this? He usually tags himself a piece of college girl ass before they even make it to the clubhouse.”

Roscoe shook his head. “I’m not getting into this shit. Digger’s not my bitch. He doesn’t report his fucking movements to me.”

“I can’t tell if that means you know where he is or you don’t.”

Roscoe raked a hand through his shaggy hair, looking like he was fighting not to get pissed. Or show it, anyway. “It means I don’t give a fuck because he didn’t chain his dick to mine tonight.”

“There doesn’t have to be a chain around my dick for me to notice the fact our president hasn’t been around much lately. And with all the usual bullshit going on, that can’t be a good thing.” Greeley eyed his VP. “He got some fancy new pussy stashed away somewhere? That’s not his style but you tell me that’s what’s happening, brother, I’ll believe you.”

Roscoe shook his head, a little harder this time. “It’s not my fucking business what he’s doing. Not sure why you think it’s yours.”

What he didn’t say, Greeley noted, was that Digger had indeed found a spectacular piece of civilian ass, worth holing up somewhere to indulge himself in the taste—far away from his old lady’s various spies here in Lagrange, where everybody knew everybody else’s business, and somewhere outside the clubhouse so he could keep his new toy away from his greedy brothers.

What he didn’t say was a lot.

“There’s going to come a time we can’t avoid this conversation,” Greeley pointed out quietly, more to his beer than his brother. “You know it.”

“Not tonight.” Roscoe slid him an unreadable look, then shifted his gaze back to the room. “You want to get into it before there’s some reason to get into it, bring it to the table.”

Greeley wasn’t going to do that and he was pretty sure Roscoe knew it. He didn’t want to step to his president with a few weird feelings and nothing else to go on. He was loyal as fuck or he wouldn’t be here, rocking the sergeant at arms patch. What he wanted—what he always wanted and always would—was to protect the club. He was still hoping he didn’t have to choose between the two.

Roscoe slammed the rest of his beer, then tossed the can over his shoulder, smirking slightly when it hit Drop down at the other end.

“Thank you, sir,” the prospect said.

“Don’t fucking call me sir,” Roscoe growled, sounding like he was about to commit murder.

Drop gulped. “Sorry, s—Roscoe.”

Greeley bit back his grin. Roscoe rubbed his hands over his face, then focused on Marla and her little dance for a moment, all that metal gleaming.

“I think my dick is getting hard again.” He slid a look at Greeley. “Which is the point of a party. You know you think too much, brother. Let it go.”

Greeley shrugged. It wasn’t the first time he’d been accused of thinking too much. It wouldn’t be the last. And in the meantime, his thinking too much always seemed to benefit the club, one way or another. Though it wasn’t so great for anyone around him being an asshole, it was true. Go figure.

“I can’t tell what that means,” he said, not exactly working overtime to keep his irritation out of his voice. “You in the dark on this? Or are you neck deep in whatever the hell is going on and don’t want to be straight about that?”

“It means I have shit to do, first up being that little redhead who’s been eye fucking me since I walked over here,” Roscoe said in his usual easy manner, no hint of the tension he’d been stiff with a few moments ago.

He straightened from the bar, but then he didn’t move away. Greeley’s neck itched again, the longer Roscoe stood there, like he was fighting with himself. A moment passed. Then another, and his VP was still standing there, scowling out at the party instead of joining it.

“Dick not hard anymore?” Greeley smirked. “I hear that happens after a certain age. Condolences.”

But Roscoe didn’t laugh and tell him to go fuck himself, which was telling in itself.

“I’m not going to talk shit like a little bitch.” Roscoe’s voice was gruff. “But I thought he’d be here.”

That, Greeley thought as his VP walked away to go handle the redhead, was not good.

None of this was good. Digger wasn’t just the club president, he was an institution. He’d held the club together for decades. He was one of the original Devil’s Keepers from the North Dakota mother charter—one of the few old men still riding strong. Greeley didn’t want to think about the kind of shit storm that was coming if Digger had decided to go ahead and stick his head up his ass after all this time. The man was in his early sixties. He didn’t have much time left at the head of the table. Was this really how he wanted to go out?

Greeley was going to have to think about how to handle this. He had his suspicions about what was going on, each and every possibility bad fucking news on top of more of the same. Roscoe not being in on it meant Digger was out there on his own doing God only knew what. Also not good, given their president was as well known for his volcanic temper as he was for his tendency to use his fists first and any nod toward diplomacy second, if at all. That was why he’d picked a deceptively charming bastard like Roscoe as his VP. Digger out causing trouble was a problem, with the Black Dogs always circling and the usual cartel bullshit making everyone jumpy as fuck.

Greeley snapped himself out of his unpleasant thoughts when one of the more seasoned prospects walked in from outside, dressed to ride and making no move to shift into the party instead. His head moved around like he was looking for someone until his gaze landed on Greeley. He lifted his chin. Greeley did the same, then made his way over to the door, skirting the edges of a little party Uptown—deceptively pretty for a stone cold bastard—was throwing with a sorority girl on his face and a biker groupie on his dick.

“Thought you were taking it easy tonight ahead of that bullshit up in Shreveport,” Greeley said when he reached the prospect, giving the man a complicated handshake, complete with a bump of shoulders. A few brothers and a couple of the prospects were heading up to Shreveport for the weekend to put in an appearance at a party at the Devil’s Keepers charter up there, mostly to keep General, the Shreveport president, from getting his panties in a twist about the disrespect he claimed he was always feeling from Lagrange.

Trying to keep panties from twisting unnecessarily, it turned out, was a key part of Greeley’s role in the club these days. Something he sometimes wished had been explained to him ahead of his accepting the sergeant at arms patch. But there was no whining about it now.

Pony stepped back and straightened his shoulders. He was tall like Greeley, and still held himself like the Marine he’d been a few years ago, despite the Devil’s Keepers cut he wore now with its PROSPECT rocker on the back.

“I was heading home after a couple at Dumb Gator’s,” he said. “Saw some headlights out behind Doc’s house.”

Nothing changed. The party was the same. The music was still playing too loud, just the way it should, not that anything blocked out Waco when he got going or the way his piece of ass was squealing while she came. If something went silent, it was in him, except that was impossible.

Greeley told himself the only reason he was interested in Pony’s news was because the house was empty and headlights could mean squatters or meth heads—likely both. Doc Broussard’s place had been under club protection for years now. The doctor had been cold as fuck and no one you’d want to have a beer with, but he’d taken bullets out of brothers without blinking—or calling the cops—for as long as anyone could remember.

He didn’t think about the old man’s only daughter because that shit was history and Greeley wasn’t a punk bitch anymore. That had died the day he’d asked her stay and she’d left him anyway. Fuck that.

“I circled back on foot,” Pony was saying. He kept his gaze on Greeley’s, expressionless. “Some bitch was holed up in there. Looked like she was making herself at home.”

“There are a lot of bitches in St. Germain Parish,” Greeley growled at him. “This one look familiar?”

He thought there was a flicker of something in the other man’s gaze then, gone almost before Greeley even saw it. Because of course Pony knew the story. He hadn’t been around the club when that shit went down, but that didn’t matter. Bikers loved nothing more than talking shit. They were basically twelve-year-old girls with too many guns and bad fucking attitudes.

“Kind of tall, skinny, but a great rack,” Pony said, as if he was listing the attributes of a stripper he was considering paying for a little personal time after hours.

But his gaze stayed steady on Greeley, and Greeley sucked up the dangerous thing in him that didn’t want to think of her that way—or let anyone else, even a prospective brother, talk about her that way. If it was her at all. Besides, even if it was, who was to say she wasn’t a stripper after all this time? What the fuck did he know? It wasn’t his business and lord knew she wasn’t his.

She hadn’t wanted to be his.

“Decent ass. Dark hair, blue eyes. Kind of hot, but you know.” Pony shrugged. “She looked pissed.”

That could be anyone, of course. It could be some brand-new junkie bitch like all the other junkie bitches who thought they could do their thing in Lagrange despite the club’s zero tolerance policy for that shit within the town limits. It could be some random relative of Doc Broussard’s from down near Bayou Cane, where they said the man was originally from, come up to deal with the shit he’d left behind.

But Greeley knew, somehow, that it was Merritt. He knew it.

Every damned muscle in his body tensed.

“I got this,” he told Pony, and if it cost him something to sound that unbothered he’d die before he’d admit it. Even to himself. He nodded toward the party. “Get in on some sorority girl action if you got your second wind. Not untapped at this point, I grant you, but decent.”

“Appreciate it,” Pony muttered, already eyeing the talent, now that Waco was done and his dirty little sorority girl was dancing around on top of the pool table in nothing but a flimsy little miniskirt tugged up to show most of her ass cheeks and a hint of the pussy he’d just reamed.

Same old shit.

Greeley left the clubhouse then, pushing his way out into the spring night. He nodded at the prospects sitting out there in the dark, tasked with keeping an eye on all the bikes and the long, flat approach road that hugged the encroaching edge of the bayou and was impossible for anyone to sneak down without being seen. He’d sat in that exact same spot himself, back in the day, staring at that bayou road wishing some asshole with a death wish would come roaring his way to relieve the boredom of keeping watch.

No one ever had. Back in Greeley’s prospect days, Digger had run a tight ship with the help of other old-timers like Big Roscoe and Rooster, and their brothers doing time for the club behind bars these days, like Jameson and Sugar. No one fucked with the Devil’s Keepers, especially not on their own territory. No one would dare.

He didn’t want to think about what it meant if that was changing.

Greeley swung his leg over his bike, backed it up from the line, and then took off. Digger and all the club shit disappeared. Straight out of his head like it had never been there in the first place.

That was what Merritt Broussard did to him. Five years ago he’d thought it was love. Now he knew it was nothing more than his own version of Oxy. A little slice of oblivion at too fucking high a price. That being his goddamned self-respect.

He blazed into town, as into the roar and the noise and the rumble of the machine as he was into the wind in his face and the night wide open before him, his to take however he wanted it. The same feeling he always got on his bike. It was a feeling worth living this outlaw life for. It was a feeling he’d risk anything for. It was the whole fucking point. He hauled ass past the mayor’s house, that douchebag with far too high an opinion of himself, and made a note to bring the mayor’s latest bullshit up at the table, too. No one was bulletproof in this town unless they wore a DKMC patch, something the mayor should have known better than anyone. But tonight he cared about a tool like Benny Chambless about as much as he cared about that toothy sorority girl whose face he couldn’t even remember.

Not when Merritt was back.

You mean if she’s back, he cautioned himself, but he was past that.

It was her. And if it wasn’t her, he’d have some fun rousting whoever the fuck it was out of Doc’s house. It was win-win any way he looked at it, especially on a night like tonight, with a substandard blow job and too much shit he didn’t like hanging in the air like a summer storm.

He shot farther down the road, then roared straight up old Doc’s cracked and beaten up driveway. He didn’t even slow down, hoping the bike rattled some plates off their shelves as a little greeting from him to her.

He wasn’t exactly trying to hide.

There were faint lights on inside the house but only on the bayou side, almost like someone was keeping to the rear of the house so as not to be seen from the road. Greeley parked around the back next to a forgettable brown sedan. He shut off his engine and rolled the bike onto its kickstand. He swiped his soft helmet off and hung it from one of the fuck you high handlebars, raked his fingers through his hair, and when he looked up, she was there.

His cock didn’t give a fuck that it had been five years or that she’d left him in the first place. It only knew that in a whole wide world of pussy, most of which he’d sampled and enjoyed, there was an endless supply of the same old black and white shit. Decent enough, in its way, and good to scratch an itch. Occasionally fucking great. But he’d only found one burst of bright, electric color out there and it was standing on the other side of that screen door.

Finally, something in him whispered, and he cut that shit off immediately.

He had to give it to her. Some women would have hidden when they’d heard his bike. Tried to pretend this wasn’t happening. But not Merritt Broussard. She came right out to face him like she thought she was tough or, even funnier, like she imagined she could take him if it came down to it.

Greeley took his time looking at her. She still pushed all his buttons, which he didn’t exactly love, but there it was. All that thick, dark hair she’d piled into something careless on the back of her head. She looked a little skinnier than he remembered her, but that only made her legs look longer in a pair of cut-off jean shorts that rode low on her hips. She wore a drapey long-sleeved T-shirt that didn’t quite make it to the waistband of the shorts, leaving him with a strip of her soft belly right there in his face. The T-shirt clung to her tits, still as small and ripe as they’d ever been, enough to make his palms itch. He’d bet a million dollars she was barefoot, and there was no reason that should make his chest feel like someone had dropped a bike on it.

He raised his gaze to her face. She looked unhappy to see him, and maybe a little scared, too, which he was definitely enough of a dick to enjoy. That sulky mouth of hers was pressed into a flat line, which in no way decreased his desire to have it sliding over his cock. She was frowning, of course, and her blue eyes looked smoky in the porch light.

Greeley accepted the fact that he was going to fuck her again. He was already hard as shit, and it was inevitable. What he wasn’t going to do—ever—was fall apart like a little fucking bitch the way he had five years ago. He’d shoot himself in the head first.

He watched Merritt swallow, hard. He hoped she was nervous. If not, she would be soon enough.

His whole night started looking up.

“Welcome home, babe,” he told her, sounding like he’d been smoking six packs of cigarettes a day since she’d left, mean and dangerous. He still didn’t get off his bike. He just sat there, watching her and letting her freak the fuck out, while crickets lost their shit all around them. “What did I tell you about showing your face here?”


Chapter 3

Her memory was full of shit.

That was the only coherent thing Merritt could seem to think.

Because the reality of Greeley, sitting out back on his big, gleaming chopper, leaning forward slightly so she could really get a decent look at him in the half-assed pool of light from the porch, was more than overwhelming. It was like that hard hand of his around her jaw, holding her clamped down and still and exactly where he wanted her, which she could still feel against her flesh as if he’d marked her five years ago.

It was like a goddamned sledgehammer. Or maybe that was just him.

She wasn’t ready. She’d known this would happen, sooner or later, but she’d been banking on later. Much, much later. She should have climbed right back in the car when she’d heard that first motorcycle. She could have been holed up in a perfectly nice motel down in Lafayette by now, another place no one would think to look for her with the added bonus of not being smack in the middle of the Devil’s Keepers.

But she’d wanted to feel safe. She’d always felt safe in her father’s house, no matter how lonely. She’d wanted that again, after Antony.

Let’s just stipulate that you’re a fucking idiot, a caustic voice inside her suggested, and she could hardly argue. The evidence was clear.

And it was too late now. He was right here. It didn’t matter if she was ready or not.

With Greeley, it never did.

“This is so sweet,” she murmured, her tone bright and saccharine because she had no defense but a useless offense, standing there behind the screen door like that might work as some kind of buffer. Please. Greeley went wherever the hell he wanted and a screen door wasn’t going to stop him. So she kept talking, because there was a slight chance that might. “Did you come all the way out here just to say hello? After all this time? You always were such a gentleman. It’s what I remember most about you.”

His hard mouth curved faintly in one corner, a stamp of a steel-edged amusement that didn’t bode well for her at all. His gray eyes glittered in the dark. She had to remind herself to breathe.

“Not sure I’d go with an attitude straight off the bat after five years and how we left it, babe. I’m not thinking that’s the smartest move.”

He’d said he’d keep her or kill her. She remembered that part vividly, and Merritt had absolutely no desire to explore what he’d meant by either.

“If I’d known you were coming over I would have baked a cake or something, like a good little southern belle,” she continued in the same foolhardy, fake-sweet tone, choosing to go ahead and ignore the way his rough voice slid all over her and ignited a series of very unfortunate, very dangerous wildfires that began to flicker and dance all over her skin. And beneath it, down deep. “We could have made an occasion out of it. Laissez les bons temps rouler or whatever.”

Greeley laughed at that. Not nicely. He ran a hand down the length of his black beard, shifting that dark and smoky gaze of his from hers while he did it, like he was gathering himself for his next attack. Merritt instantly wished he hadn’t looked away because once he did, once she wasn’t caught in that gunmetal tractor beam of his that left her near enough to paralyzed, there was nothing to do but look at him.

God help her.

All that desperate minimizing she’d done when it came to her memories of that damned summer made this worse. To say nothing of the fairy tales she’d told herself to make her behavior back then a little more palatable. She’d imagined Greeley might have gone to fat and ruin, like so many of the men around here did when they got older and still spent all their time doing their aggressive versions of nothing much. Or at the very least, she’d figured whatever had made him so beautiful to her for those three hot and sweaty months would have died. That it was a moment in time that wouldn’t make sense to her at all now that she’d moved on and up. And that, more to the point, he’d be leathery and seedy and have all the appeal of an overused ashtray or a day old beer.

Yeah, too bad.

Because if anything, Greeley was hotter than she remembered him.

His body was carved from unforgiving stone, hard and long and mouthwateringly packed with lean muscle. Everywhere. He wore the same battered jeans and scuffed boots she remembered as his basic uniform, the faded denim spread over him like one of the biker bitches she had no doubt plastered themselves to him at any opportunity. She certainly had, and that was before she’d known how completely unintimidated he was by a smart woman. He wore a lived-in looking black T-shirt touting an obscure band she was sure played only at an angry volume with his club cut on top, the worn yet obviously well-cared-for black leather covered in all those patches she knew he took very, very seriously. Bikers and boy scouts had that in common—an observation she wisely kept to herself.

It was bad enough that the T-shirt strained at his cut biceps, making the tattoos that snaked down both his arms seem more colorful and more fascinating than they should, wrapped around all that corded steel. But it was also much too tight over the flat, hard planes of his pectoral muscles, pulling taut there in a way that made her mouth go dry while her pussy got instantly, unmistakably wet. She couldn’t actually see his ridged abdomen, which meant it was tempting to pretend a beer gut could lurk there, softly marring his brutal perfection—but she doubted it. There wasn’t a single soft thing on this man’s body.

He shifted then, swinging his leg to get off that stripped down and starkly gorgeous bike, and she couldn’t tell if it was panic or something far more worrisome that surged through her then, making her flush much too hot. He ran his hands through his hair once more and that wasn’t any better. His hands looked tougher than she remembered, hard and scarred and covered with deliberately in your face rings, the kind a certain sort of man wore when he expected to use them to inflict damage.

Merritt’s tragedy was that she remembered exactly how he’d used them on her, and more than that, precisely what sort of damage it had done. And that was when he’d treated her like a fragile thing he was afraid he might break—something that hollow place in the pit of her gut told her wouldn’t be a factor tonight.

His hair was longer than she remembered it, thick and dark, making the cool gray of his eyes seem that much more lethal. He still had that beard that she’d felt on every inch of her skin—and remembering exactly how good he was with it and how he’d used it, particularly between her legs, made her head spin a little while her breath went shallow.

What she needed to do was slam the outside door shut and bar it with all the furniture she could drag there, then maybe crawl into the attic and barricade herself in the middle of all her father’s forgotten old clothes and mysterious boxes until Greeley gave up and went away.

But she didn’t move. It was as if her bare feet were cemented to the floor.

He finished shoving his hair back and then he was coming toward her, forbidding and fierce on long, lean legs, the lethal promise he carried with him seeming thicker and more dangerous than the bayou night. His face was hard with the same electric threat that was making her pussy clench, over and over, and his mouth was a tough, grim line that shouldn’t have made her breasts feel so heavy and sensitive.

“Your daddy’s funeral was three months ago.” His too much whiskey, too many late nights voice was quiet, but not at all soft. “Folks thought you might take a break from the big city to pay your respects. But you and me, we know respect isn’t your thing, isn’t that right?”

That hurt more coming from him than it should have. More than it would have if someone else in town said it, as Merritt knew very well they would. Of course they would. But Greeley had once known all about her strange, strained relationship with her father. It stunned her how much it bothered her that he’d either forgotten about that—or more likely, didn’t care. Not when he could get in a hit.

He wasn’t the Greeley she’d known that summer. She needed to remember that. He was the Greeley she’d met for the first time that terrible last night before law school. He wasn’t the man she’d run to, night after hot night. He was the man she’d walked away from.

Not that her body could tell the difference.

“I did pay my respects,” she made herself say with as little emotion as possible. “By staying the hell away, which would have made the old man deliriously happy, the same way it did while he was alive. But remind me, because this part is fuzzy—how is my family your business?”

“You got a lot of bravado for someone who should know better,” he pointed out, closing in on the porch, and he didn’t sound like he thought that was a positive development. “They teach you how to run your mouth like that in law school? Or is that a New York thing?”

He jumped up the back step with a little too much silken, athletic ease for Merritt’s peace of mind. Her stomach flipped over, and then he was right there. Right there on the other side of the screen door. Big and tough, blocking out the night and the bayou and the whole of the St. Germain Parish spread out behind him.

And Merritt stopped pretending she could breathe. Or that her nipples weren’t as hard and tight as her belly was taut and her pussy was wet, as if it had been five minutes since he’d last made her come instead of five years.

Five interminable years, a completely unhelpful voice inside of her chimed in.

Greeley stopped on the other side of the screen. Merritt was frozen solid again. Unable to move. Unable to try to ward him off somehow, with her mouth if necessary. Unable to back away from him and unable to run. She couldn’t seem to do anything except stand there like a statue while he leaned in, propping himself against the doorframe and getting his face near hers. Separated only by the damned screen.

Which did not one thing to lessen the sheer impact of him. Male and hard and visibly pissed and god help her, so much more beautiful than he should have been.

“You feel safe?” he asked her, low and taunting, a hard gleam she couldn’t quite name in his dark eyes. “You think I’m playing with you?”

“I haven’t felt safe since I turned eight and Marilee DuBois told me what the Devil’s Keepers MC really was and how often her mama had to wash blood out of her daddy’s clothes,” Merritt retorted. Marilee really had told her exactly that out on the swing set behind the elementary school. But it hadn’t made Merritt feel much of anything but annoyed at the other girl’s flair for melodrama. It sounded like the truth, however, and maybe that was close enough to count. “I didn’t realize feeling safe was on the menu down here.”

“Nice try.” He shook his head like she was being foolish. Or worse, like he knew perfectly well she was embellishing her upset at that story. “You didn’t have a problem with the club growing up. Is that the excuse you want to use? That’s the best you could dream up over five years?”

“You knew me for three months five years ago and pretty much all we did was have sex.” That also wasn’t really true. If it had just been sex, surely she would have gotten over it faster. She made herself shrug as if there had been nothing between them but a random one-night stand. It was an act of extraordinary bravery given how the word “sex” seemed to spark and flare between them, then sink deep inside of her, where it shimmered into a brand-new flame. But she did it because it was better than the alternative, which might involve talking about all the time they’d spent together not having sex. “You don’t have any idea what I have a problem with.”

“Hate to break it to you, babe, but you’re not that complicated.” His voice was much too gruff. His gaze was much too hard. “Your whole thing? This? It’s called a princess complex.”

Merritt could react to the things he said to wound her or she could try to fight him, but not both. She chose to fight. She’d have to turn over the bruises he’d left later, when she had time to really explore how much it hurt to hear him say these things to her. Even all these years after he should have stopped mattering to her.

She forced out a laugh. “What does that even mean? You’re an outlaw biker. You’re almost certainly a criminal under any definition of that term, something you’re so proud of you walk around wearing patches that proclaim it on the off chance someone might otherwise miss that about you. What’s a princess to you? A girl who doesn’t flash her tits the minute you walk in a room?”

She probably shouldn’t have mentioned tits. Or his criminal activity, summed up in the 1%-er patch right there on his cut that shouted out the fact he set himself apart from regular folks. She wasn’t sure which part of what she’d said made him tense as he leaned there, filling up the entire screen door—and the whole damned world—with that searing temper she could feel surround her like a noose.

But then he started talking. And that was worse.

“You grew up about as high and mighty as it’s possible to be in this town. Your daddy was the only doctor for miles and he didn’t have to lord that over folks, it just was. You had outlaw biker, criminal protection since before you could walk. You were set apart and special, taken care of because of shit your daddy did, but all you ever did was turn your nose up at this town and the club that keeps it running. Then you took yourself off to your fancy fucking college and got that high opinion of yourself hardwired in deep. I see law school made it worse. But you can’t change who you are, darlin’, no matter how you try or how far away you go.”

“I don’t know what that means.”

“I’ll tell you what it means. It turns out the only thing that really gets the doctor’s prissy daughter wet and crazy is a rough as shit biker and all the dirty things he can do to her.” Greeley’s gray eyes gleamed silver, menace and threat like the sharp edge of a terrible knife that he clearly had no compunction about shoving deep into her gut. Or her heart. Then he leaned in a little closer. “Guess what, babe. We get college girls just like you down at the clubhouse all the time. There’s a pack of sorority sisters in there right now, drunk and giggling about their chance to walk on the wild side and take as much biker cock as they can handle in one night. How are you any different?”

She would not react to that. She would not break down. It wasn’t as if she’d expected that any potential reunion with this man would be pleasant. And she’d handled a lot worse than this in New York—it just hadn’t hit her quite so hard.

Because she’d never imagined herself in love with Antony. She’d never been anything close. That had been part of the problem.

“Wow,” Merritt drawled, telling herself she’d rather die right there on the kitchen floor than let him see how he was getting to her. “You sure have me pegged.” She crossed her arms over her chest and rocked back on her heels, but she didn’t step away from the screen door or that look he was giving her. Because her heart was hammering at her and she knew, somehow, that if she moved so much as an inch she would lose. Everything. “Is that why you dropped by? To tell me what a dumb whore I am? I really appreciate it.”

His gaze flashed with something harsh she couldn’t quite read. She told herself she didn’t want to read him.

“I told you not to come back here.”

“Well, you know, I thought long and hard about giving a shit what some biker asshole told me five years ago when he was pissed I was taking his favorite toy away, but I decided against it.” She glared back at him like she thought she really could stand up to him. She almost believed she could, if she tried hard enough, and who cared if her knees felt weak? “What are you going to do? Try to insult me until I cry and run away again?”

“The first thing you need to realize is that this isn’t five years ago. Five years ago I gave a crap. Today I got zero reason to treat you like you’re anything but a dumb whore. Your words and your call, the way I remember it.”

They were her words. She’d literally just said them. But she really, really didn’t like hearing them in his mouth.

“Funny, what I remember is a controlling dick who thought I should throw away my shot at a great law school and the kind of future no one in Lagrange even dreams about to rot down here in the swamp with him.” Merritt leaned closer to the screen then, forgetting herself while her old twisted temper and all that forgotten heartbreak rose and washed through her like it was brand-new. “On the spot. At eleven o’clock on the night before I was supposed to leave. A subject he raised during sex.”

Greeley shook his head, his beautifully brutal mouth in that hard line again.

“Why am I not surprised you remember things only the way it’s most convenient for you?”

“Pot, meet kettle.” When his mouth flattened even farther at that, she let out a sigh, and wished it wasn’t quite as shaky. “I don’t understand why you’re here if you have a sorority to entertain. Isn’t that, like, your number one wet dream?”

“We can talk about wet dreams, darlin’.” His grin made her stomach flip over again, despite that hard steel in his gaze. “A little blond thing got down on her knees and sucked my dick already tonight. You want to lick her off?”

Merritt knew she should recoil at that. She should have been disgusted, at the very least. What was the matter with her that she wasn’t? That she was…something else entirely. Something she remembered from that long ago summer and didn’t want to. Like he was daring her to get as wild and dirty as only he’d ever seemed to know she was, something he’d discerned at a glance. Worse, that reckless, insane part of her that had wanted him from the moment she’d laid eyes on him in that strip club five years ago wanted nothing more than to take that dare.

Greeley was the one drug she hadn’t managed to avoid. And oh, the ways he’d made her need him. She’d done anything he’d asked back then. Anything at all to hit that high—except stay.

One more thing that should have revolted her. In New York, with time and distance, it had. Here, standing in bare feet at her father’s back door with the swamp night loud and insistent all around, what she felt wasn’t revolted. It was more like nostalgic and she knew that was going to get her in a hell of a lot more trouble.

“Oh, I would,” she murmured, as if she was truly gutted that she couldn’t accept his deliberately gross offer that she was sure he’d only made to be an asshole. To throw his whoring ways in her face, in case she’d imagined he’d spent the last five years laboring under a vow of celibacy. As if. The Greeley she’d known had considered fucking only twice a day a dry spell. “But I have a strict policy of not taking the sloppy seconds of drunk sorority girls.”

Greeley pushed back from the doorframe. Merritt’s stomach knotted up in what she told herself was foreboding. Fear, even. But the truth was it felt a lot more like anticipation instead.

“Babe. I’m never sloppy. That was all you. That was how you liked it. Sloppy and raunchy and fucking wild no matter what.”

That felt less like a dare—which was almost like some twisted kind of entertainment, no matter how dark and wrong, or it always had been when Greeley was involved—and more like a sucker punch.

“I’ll ask you again why you’re here,” Merritt said quietly. Carefully, so she wouldn’t accidentally break right here where he could see it. “All this catching up is delightful, but I’m tired. If all you want to do is hang around on the porch and insult me, with a few vague threats and a couple sexual innuendos thrown in for good measure, I’m going to have to take a pass.”

“You sound like a lawyer.”

“Guess what? I am a lawyer. That often happens after law school, though not so much around here, I grant you.”

“Good to know nothing stands between you and your ambitions, counselor.”

She didn’t like his tone, or the look in his eyes, dark and condemning. And she really didn’t like the way he said “counselor,” as if it was profanity.

“I’ll take that as a gentle compliment on my achievements.” She tipped her chin up in a way she knew was aggressive—and that wasn’t smart. This was a man who fed on aggression. Lived for it. But it was that or crumpling to the ground, and she couldn’t have that. “Thank you. I sure appreciate you stopping by.” She made her voice so dismissive it practically scalded her tongue. “It’s always great to catch up with old friends.”

Greeley didn’t exactly smile. His hard mouth curved, his fierce eyes glittered, and it was a whole lot harder and more deadly than a smile.

“This was a fun talk,” he agreed. And Greeley agreeable while all that menace came off him like smoke was enough to chill her blood—even as it heated up other, less discerning parts of her anatomy. “But we have better things to do, don’t we.”

It wasn’t a question and he didn’t wait for her to answer.

Merritt reached out to try to grab the metal handle of the screen door to keep it shut, but he was faster. He yanked the door open and she hadn’t realized how much she’d needed that psychological distance between them, and who cared how silly it was, until it was gone.

“You can’t come in here,” she whispered, all of her bravado pretty much a distant memory at that point, with him looming over her, that look on his face and a kind of red hot mayhem in his gaze that she didn’t want to recognize.

But she did.

And even if she might have wanted to lie to herself about that, her body was doing its own thing. She felt herself flush, too hot and too bright, and the way he grinned at her then was far too knowing.

“You should be a little more afraid of me, Merritt,” he said, low and sure, like he was taking her lack of fear as a personal challenge. “It’s called respect. But don’t worry, I bet I can teach you the concept.”

And then he walked inside, and she had no choice but to step back or stand in his way—and she knew that he wouldn’t stop. The only thing standing right there and trying to block him would do was get them touching that much quicker, and she knew she needed to avoid that shit like the plague.

Because she could barely keep it together now and he hadn’t laid a finger on her.

Yet.

She hated herself for giving in and moving back, out of his way, which to a man like him was like handing out engraved invitations to come at her. The screen door slapped shut behind him and then he was…there. In her father’s old kitchen, which had always operated like a makeshift Devil’s Keepers emergency clinic. It was like history was tying itself into a big, loopy bow around her and Merritt didn’t know how to process it. And Greeley was big and too mean and so beautiful she was afraid to look at him directly, because she was terrified all the things she didn’t want to feel would be written all over her face.

Merritt jumped to put the kitchen table between them and didn’t care if that made him grin in that same hard, dangerous way.

“You think that’s gonna help?”

“I’m not having sex with you, if that’s what you think this is.”

“Yeah, that’s what you said the night you met me. Pretty sure it took me all of a half hour to get my hands in your pants.” His gaze was much too intent on hers, until she thought he could see the memories that poured through her now, like gas on an open fire. “And it was what? Ten minutes after that I was banging you up against the wall out back? So sure, darlin’. Whatever you say. No fucking.”

That was what he’d said that night five years ago, word for word. Sure, darlin’. Whatever you say. No fucking. With that grin on his face and all that lazy sex in his dark eyes. He’d made her do things she’d have said she’d die before doing, and worse, he’d made her love them. And here, now, all these years later, she was as mortified as she was turned on against her will at the memory of how easy she’d been with this man since the first moment she’d met him. She’d had sex with him within an hour of meeting him. Out behind Petit Joe’s in a dark corner of the parking lot, heedless and reckless and unable to care about anything but getting him inside of her. Then she had, of course, and it had only made her want him more.

And the craziest thing was that she’d never felt the slightest bit of shame about it. That was how it was with them, always. An uncontrollable explosion, every time, and it didn’t seem to ease no matter how many times she had him.

It was different now. It had to be. Because now she knew how it ended and how damned much it hurt.

“Is this how you plan to kill me?” she managed to force out. “With shitty, embarrassing memories of my drunken past?”

“You wish.” That hard curve in the corner of his mouth deepened. “And you weren’t drunk. Unless you mean on me.”

The house was still stuffy, despite the air-conditioning she’d been running at full blast since she’d arrived. Merritt told herself that was why she started to sweat. She watched as Greeley took a minute to look around, and not because he was admiring her father’s steadfast commitment to eighties décor. Something shifted inside of her as she remembered who he was. What he did. What that patch on his chest she’d mocked really meant. The fact that it was only part of who he was, that he was also a man who liked to challenge himself intellectually—with hard books, provocative conversations, and an attraction to a woman like her when she’d always thought of herself as the walking version of a brain in a jar and not likely to be appealing to a rough and ready man like him—had nothing to do with the way he cased her father’s house. This Greeley was the outlaw biker most people rightly found terrifying. He walked into the main room and looked around, very obviously checking his surroundings. In a way that suggested he had every intention of handling whatever he found, and in a manner designed to neutralize any potential threats.

Yet one more thing she should not have found hot.

“You alone?” he asked, his head tilted like he was waiting to hear a noise from upstairs that told him otherwise.

“Actually, no,” she said brightly. “I’m here with my two partners, Spike and Killer. We’re a committed ménage triad. They should be down any minute and I should warn you, they’re three times your size and jealous as hell.”

He laughed. And she wished she hadn’t said anything, because it was a real laugh and she wasn’t prepared for that. Greeley was a dark man. He was dangerous and he’d never tried to hide it. His laugh wasn’t some innocent, lilting beam of sunlight. It was like the mist out on the bayou, as mysterious as it was seductive. It showered over her. It ran through her like heat. Like longing.

And then he stopped laughing. He focused on her, hard and intent.

Her heart walloped her.

“Greeley—”

He didn’t say another word. He just came for her.

He stalked her, his mouth kicking up in one corner when she tried to keep the kitchen table between them. She knew that was a losing proposition at almost the same moment he just reached out, hooked his hand around the lip of the old wooden tabletop, and shoved the whole thing to one side.

So she ran. And she knew better than that. This man was a predator. He loved the hunt, the chase. He was good at both. Still, the urge to run was bubbling up from somewhere deep inside of her. Pure instinct, animal and basic. She hurled herself into the front hall and dove for the stairs—

But he caught her. Easily.

Greeley’s big hand hooked the back waistband of her shorts and he hauled her to him, his other arm coming around her belly like an iron brand.

Then she was slammed back against the hot wall of his stone-hard torso, and she couldn’t breathe.

Everything was fire. Need. That insistent, slamming beat of her heart and the hot, wet ache between her legs that running had only exacerbated.

She felt the slide of his laughter against her neck and then his mouth, too, like he was tasting her skin. He bit her, right there in the crook of her neck, not hard but not exactly gentle, either, and her whole body shuddered as the white hot hit of that burned through her. Chin to clit and back again.

He held her against him, that implacable arm of his holding her so there was no mistaking his hard, heavy cock where it pressed against the small of her back. His other hand reached around to the slice of her belly bared between the waist of her shorts and the hem of her long-sleeved T-shirt. He reached up under her shirt and covered the lower slope of her belly with his hard, faintly rough palm, and then he just…held it there.

A threat. A promise.

And that was all he did, the bastard.

Because that was all he needed to do. Merritt was doing the rest all by herself. Shivers chased each other, one after the next, and she knew he could feel every one of them. His mouth was hovering right there at the crook of her neck, and she knew he could likely taste the red, betraying flush that rolled over her.

She lifted her hands to push his arms off her—or that was what she told herself. The reality was that there was no budging him if he didn’t want to move, and she didn’t try that hard anyway. All she seemed to do was hold on to him while she melted against him, one obvious shudder at a time.

“Why don’t you use your smart mouth for something that won’t piss me off,” he said, a low, hot command, nine or ten million years later when she was sure she was a lustful puddle at his feet even as she was wound tighter than she could remember ever being before.

She didn’t want to do anything as dumb as kiss him, particularly when he’d reminded her how that always, always turned out. There was no just kissing Greeley. Just kissing Greeley was how she’d ended up half-naked with her legs wrapped around his waist out behind Petit Joe’s, clinging to his impossibly hard shoulders while he’d pounded into her, and she wasn’t the kind of girl who did things like that. Not ever, before him. She turned her head away from his and he laughed again, and it made her shudder even harder that time. Her skin prickled, goosebumps shivering everywhere that laugh rolled over her. Her pussy was a bright, hot ache and his laughter seemed to pool there, making it worse. So much worse.

“Darlin’.” She could hear his laughter in his voice then and that, too, was worse. This was all worse. Or maybe the truth was there was no better. There was only Greeley and this insane fire that hadn’t dimmed the slightest bit all these years later. “You’re only making this more fun.”

How was she letting this happen? Merritt didn’t know, but she also didn’t try to push him away. She told herself it would be futile, yet she didn’t test that theory—and she knew they were both sharply aware of that and all its implications.

The same way she was aware of a dizzying, overpowering sense of homecoming. Far more intense than the one that had gripped her outside in the bayou dark. It was like her body remembered the press of him against her no matter how many times she’d told herself he was nothing but a dim, humiliating memory. He smelled like leather and bourbon and that other thing, a kind of distinct spice that was only ever him. It made her mouth water. It made her vision blur. It made her breath scrape in her throat as she tried to get a little oxygen and it made her whole body tight and needy and completely out of her control.

“Your mouth,” he growled, his mouth against the tender line of her neck again. “Now.”

She knew what he was doing. He wanted her complicit in whatever happened here, the way he had back in the beginning at that strip club where he’d made her say it no matter how she’d blushed. Yes, touch me. Yes, fuck me. Merritt could hear the echo of her own hungry voice across the years. He was doing the same thing now. He wanted to rub her face in the fact that she couldn’t resist him no matter how much she’d said she wanted to. She understood all that and hated both of them for it.

And still, when he moved his mouth along her neck, a slick, lazy tasting that she could feel like his blunt fingers working deep in her pussy, she didn’t push him away. She whimpered.

It made him laugh again, low and dark and very, very male.

“Or don’t,” he murmured. “This is fine. It’s all going to end the same way, Merritt. But you knew that when you decided to come on home, didn’t you?”

“My coming home has nothing to do with you.”

“I bet you told yourself that all the way here. I bet you made up some big, complicated story to convince yourself. But here you are, greedy for me the same as always.”

“I didn’t invite you over and I didn’t invite you in, asshole.”

He leaned in closer. His arms tightened around her, pulling her even harder against his rock hard cock. “And when I get my hands in that juicy little cunt of yours in about three seconds, how wet are you going to be? Or, wait. Let me guess. That’s just random. And your tits are poking at me because you’re really, really cold down here in the bayou on a warm ass night.”

And she told herself it was self-defense. Anything to shut him up. Anything to keep him from saying these rude, deliberate things that he must know were tearing her apart in all the places she’d been certain she was solid. Anything.

She told herself she had no choice.

Merritt turned her head, pushed up on her toes to reach him, and then she slammed her mouth to his.


Chapter 4

He tasted dark and hot. Exactly as she’d remembered him and yet better, somehow.

Her heart kicked at her once, so hard she thought it might tip her over, but his arms were hard steel bands around her and the only way to fall was deeper into him. His mouth. His taste. So that was what Merritt did.

And then Greeley took control.

He tore his mouth from hers and muttered a curse that seemed to dance over her skin like poetry. He spun her in his arms so she was facing him and then he dragged her back against his chest, angling his head to take her mouth again.

Deeper. Wetter. Hotter than hell.

Merritt arched against him, no longer giving a shit that she shouldn’t be letting this happen. That she’d promised herself this would never, ever happen again. Because she wanted her breasts against his chest. She wanted to make that wet ache between her legs worse—or was it better? She couldn’t tell the difference.

And she wanted everything. More. Now.

She slid her hands over his pectoral muscles, feeling the leather of his cut and rough edge of his patches, then she shoved her hands beneath it, running them down the sculpted perfection of his torso and his soft T-shirt. The flat, hard planes gave way to the steel hard ridges sawed into his abdomen, and she exulted in the feel of him, so tough and solid. Then, when she reached his jeans, she backtracked, tucking her hands beneath his shirt so she could get her palms against his skin.

He burned hot, the way he always had. He was sculpted like a dream and hot like a furnace and then there was that dusting of coarse, dark hair that made it that much better, like he was more decidedly male, somehow, than all the other men she’d ever met in her life put together. Merritt couldn’t stop shivering. And she could feel each and every ripple of sensation that wound through like a bright, new ache in her pussy.

Greeley groaned against her mouth, and then he was kissing her again, harder and deeper and filthy and hot, somewhere far beyond finesse or talent. It was all urgency and demand. The scrape of his beard, the temptation of his demanding mouth, the sheer insanity of his taste. It was pure, wild need. It was greedy, slick, delirious hunger.

It was the way it always was.

Merritt felt a few tugs and then her hair was toppling down between them and around them, thick and slippery and smelling faintly of the shampoo she’d used in the shower that morning. She had a dizzy moment when he pulled back, but there was nothing but his gray eyes burning into her, lit up with the same wildfire madness she could feel coursing through her—and yet somehow that was steadying.

Then he was burying a hand in her hair and making a fist, tugging her head back so he could feast on her mouth some more.

Too hot. Too deep. Too much—but she wanted more.

She always wanted more.

The wall of the front hall came up hard behind her, but she didn’t care when they slammed into it and she was only vaguely aware they’d moved in the first place. Greeley wrenched his mouth from hers and then his hands were on her shirt, yanking it up. She didn’t want to lose his mouth for any longer than necessary, so she lifted her arms obediently and then he was tossing the shirt aside, leaving her naked except for the shorts that hung low on her hips.

“Fuck me,” he muttered, his gaze on all the skin he’d just bared, his face drawn and focused and nearly furious, he looked so intent.

He shifted to get his hands on her, sliding one into her shorts to grip her ass cheek, the other moving to cover one of her breasts.

Merritt felt that like an extended explosion, rocking through her and throwing her back against the wall.

She arched into both his hands, pressing her breast harder against his rough palm and pushing against that ruthless grip on her ass. Then she had to throw her head back as sensation shot through her, lighting her up, making her rock against him like he was already deep inside of her.

God, she wanted him deep inside her.

He muttered something else and then he was bending down to get his mouth on her other breast. He wasn’t gentle, and Merritt loved it. He sucked her nipple in deep, not afraid to graze her a little with his teeth and send that fire streaking through her, and he kept going until she moaned. Then he really got into it. His hand slid around to her back and he yanked her higher on her toes and got her even closer to his ravenous mouth, and then he took his sweet ass time moving from one breast to the other. Torturing her. Terrorizing her.

Making her think it was entirely possible she might come from that alone. She was writhing against him. She was making that strange little keening noise, high in the back of her throat, that she hadn’t heard herself make for half a decade.

“Greeley…”

And there was no hiding from the way she said his name, needy and broken and desperate. There was no pretending it wasn’t…exactly what it sounded like.

He lifted his head and his gaze slammed into hers, dark gray shot through with that lethal silver gleam. A hard accusation she could do nothing to refute and he didn’t have to voice it. You think you’re going to do better than this? he’d demanded that last night. Five years and still, nothing between them was different. Nothing had dimmed at all. Nothing had changed. Merritt shuddered.

But right then, half naked and in his arms, she didn’t care about that the way she should have. The way she was sure she would later.

One of Greeley’s hands moved to her jaw, holding her where he wanted her as his mouth took hers again. And again. This time it was a brutal possession that scalded her and set her alight, as if he’d only been playing before. It rocked through her, slamming wild sensation from their fused mouths to her bright hot and insanely wet pussy, so soaked she felt like she was wet straight through.

And he knew it.

He always knew it.

His other hand tugged at her fly, yanking at the buttons, and then he was sliding his way in with all that focused confidence that made her ache, his hard, brutal fingers with those heavy rings stroking through her folds and playing with all the wetness he found there.

And Merritt was so close. So damned close. Riding that edge the way she was sure he wanted her to.

“Dripping wet and ready,” he muttered against her mouth, and she couldn’t tell if that was condemnation or admiration. The only thing she could think about were those blunt, hard fingers stroking her pussy, circling her clit, making her crazy. “You’re always wet as fuck for me, baby. Always.”

She couldn’t speak. She didn’t want to think. She wound herself around him and she opened herself up to him. Mouth. Pussy. Whatever he wanted.

It was always like this.

He kissed her again, that ferocious, greedy edge in him as he did it, and then he stopped playing. Two fingers thrust into her and his thumb found her clit, and he didn’t ease into it.

He fucked her with his hand, hard and intense.

And Merritt didn’t think. She couldn’t think. She rode his hand and she lost herself in his hard, demanding mouth. The wall at her back and the iron expanse of Greeley pressed against her front. Trapped and free and flying high again. At last. It was as brutal as it was beautiful and she was finally, finally home.

Home. The word burst in her head like another taste of the lightning that only Greeley had ever lit in her, and then she was coming.

It slammed into her like a fist. And then came the shaking apart.

And Greeley didn’t stop. He kept going, using his talented, terrible fingers to keep her bucking against him, his thumb pressing down on her clit while she sobbed into his neck, her helpless fists grabbing his T-shirt to keep from sliding to the floor as her orgasm rocked through her.

When she was finished falling apart, he pulled his hand out of her shorts and propped himself up against the wall at her back with the other one, caging her with his body as she fought to breathe. Her hair was a tangle all around her and she was a sweaty mess and probably broken and certainly fucked in the head, but that didn’t matter. What mattered was the knife-edged tension that her orgasm only made worse. She could feel it rising between them as he stood there, crowding her into the wall and watching her in that very hungry, very lethal way that made her pussy clench as if she hadn’t just come all over his hand.

He lifted the hand in question and kept his gaze trained on hers as he licked her off him.

She watched his tongue, fascinated and greedy, as it moved over his blunt, hard fingers, and another ripple of sensation wound its way through her, spiked and searing.

And she didn’t need to look down to know he was hard and hot and more than ready. She could see exactly how hard he was, how much he wanted her, in the taut way he held his wide shoulders and that sharp, gleaming thing in his gaze.

She didn’t want to look away. Maybe she couldn’t. All the words she’d thrown at him earlier deserted her. There was nothing but the enveloping, glorious heat between them that put the steamy bayou weather to shame. The easy, almost matter-of-fact way he’d made her come as if he still knew her body much, much better than she did. The endless, dangerous, consuming fire that distance and absence had only seemed to feed.

The truth was, she’d never been able to help herself. She still couldn’t. Not where he was concerned.

Right there, in the hallway of her childhood home, she stopped trying.

Merritt reached down and tested the length of him through his jeans, her breath coming out in a puff that wasn’t quite a laugh when she found him as big as she remembered, thick and proud, and so damned hard it made her pussy melt all over again.

“What do you want?” His voice was so low and fierce it rubbed all over her like a pumice stone, making her tingle and glow, inside and out. He propped his other hand on the wall, trapping her there between his heavy arms. Not that she had the slightest desire to try to escape him. “You’re going to have to beg for it, baby, or you’re not getting it.”

“I want it,” she told him without blinking or breathing or even pausing, because she’d never wanted anything more. There was no escaping the brutal truth of that. Not here. Not now. She didn’t even care when his gaze lit up with what looked like far too much hard-edged triumph. That was a problem she’d have all the time in the world to deal with, later.

Right here, right now, she wanted his cock inside of her more than she wanted to breathe. More than she wanted to be safe. More than she wanted anything.

His dark eyes looked like a rainstorm. His gaze swept through her like thunder.

“Say it.”

“I want your cock.” She kept her gaze trained on his and she didn’t care that she was so bright red her cheeks ached with it. She didn’t care that she was begging or that she ought to have been humiliated. She didn’t care what she had to do—she just wanted him. Craved him. Needed him. “Please, Greeley. Please.”

She saw something wash over him then, fierce and wild, like the same delirious sort of thrill that slammed through her. His mouth was a tight line. His gaze was dark and hot and so arrogantly certain of her that it almost hurt.

But she liked the way it hurt. Wasn’t that the way things had always been with him? She wanted more, and who cared if it was bad for her. If it was, at the very least, deeply and profoundly foolish to put herself so fully into his hands. She always, always wanted more.

Five years had passed and she was still so desperate for him she couldn’t stop panting.

“Then you better get that ass naked, girl,” he ordered her. Quietly, but not at all softly. “I want to see you when I fuck you.”

And it was like she couldn’t do it fast enough. She stripped her cutoffs from her body and kicked them aside, grateful that she’d decided to go commando because she hadn’t felt like digging through her duffel bag to find fresh underwear when she’d changed out of her travel clothes. Because now she was naked and that was better. Faster.

Anything to get him inside her as soon as possible. Anything at all.

Greeley looked down at her and she watched his nostrils flare like he was inhaling her. He looked beautifully vicious, strung out on this same greedy hunger that gripped her. Fierce and dangerous, but she loved it. He had always made her feel small and sweet and his and tonight was no different. The tougher he was, the more deadly, the more she’d wanted him.

He moved then. At last. He hauled her up against him and then higher still, pulling her legs around his waist with that easy strength that made her stomach flip. She clung to his shoulders, already breathing too fast as he tilted her back to the wall and worked between them, yanking open his fly and pulling out his cock. She whimpered when she felt the blunt, smooth head move against the outside of her pussy, dipping between her folds as he hitched her higher against him—

But then, impossibly, he stopped.

She sucked in a breath to beg him to hurry, to beg him to do something or anything or everything—but that was when she heard the buzzing.

His phone.

And one thing she knew was that Greeley always answered his damned phone. Always. Because it could be the club and if it was the club, that took precedence over everything.

It always had and it always would.

It’s not my job, he’d told her five years ago when she’d expressed more than a little bit of frustration at that, and he hadn’t been smiling when he’d said it. It had been as close as they’d gotten to a fight that summer—though it hadn’t been a real fight, not really, because he hadn’t left her any room to argue. He’d stated facts, the end. It’s not a fucking social club. It’s who I am.

He lifted his head now, and his harsh gaze seared through her. His hands were on her ass, holding her up and open to him, and she could feel his fingers flex against her. He was breathing as heavily as she was, and he looked torn. Pissed. And still so fucking hungry it made her tremble. The buzzing stopped, but he still didn’t move, holding her propped up against him, the head of his cock still teasing her entrance.

Like he wanted to drive her insane.

Then the buzzing started again.

“Fuck.” Greeley’s tone was vicious.

He pulled Merritt off him, setting her on her feet. She had to grab for the wall behind her to hold herself up. He tugged his jeans up just enough so they’d stay on his hips, then he pulled his phone out of his back pocket. He didn’t move back. He didn’t look away from her. He just scowled as he put the phone to his ear.

“What.”

It was not a friendly greeting. It wasn’t even directed at her and it made her wince.

Merritt fought to get her breath under control. She was suddenly entirely too aware of the fact that she was naked while he stood there, basically fully dressed. Right there in the front hall. Behind him she could see the front table, set with framed photographs of her parents and grandparents—all staring back at her as she stood around butt naked and still shaking from a potent mixture of her last orgasm and too much frustrated desire.

She could feel all that shame and horror and self-loathing waiting for her, like it was a lamp someone had switched on in the next room and she was still standing in the dark, blinking in the shadows, getting ready to test her eyes on the sudden blast of light.

Greeley was listening to whoever was on the other end of the line, his expression closed down and forbidding, his gaze still trained on her.

“When?” he asked, short and hard. He listened some more. “That dumb fuck. I’m on my way.”

He hit the off button and then shoved the phone back in his pocket.

And then they were just standing there in her daddy’s front hall, surrounded by nothing but too much silence. Merritt thought she should have a lot to say, but she couldn’t seem to force anything past her lips.

Greeley studied her, looking pissed off and brutal and something far more complicated that she couldn’t identify—or maybe that she didn’t want to identify. He reached down and buttoned himself up without looking away from her. She felt pinned to the wall though he wasn’t touching her any longer. And Merritt had no idea if she was relieved or destroyed by the interruption.

Maybe both.

“No smartass remarks?” His voice was still too low. It shivered through her, kicking up new alarms. “No snotty little comments?”

“I’m sure that when the real self-loathing sets in I’ll think of a few.” She met his gaze and she kept her chin up, but she didn’t think she was fooling either one of them. Maybe because she was still clinging to the wall to stay upright. And was completely fucking naked. “Still have the same number? I’ll text you.”

He reached over and took her chin in his hand the way he had five years ago. She doubted the echo was lost on either one of them. For a moment he looked at her with an expression on his fiercely beautiful face that made her heart seem to swell, then flip over in her chest. Then he rubbed his thumb over her mouth, as if he was erasing…something. Or imprinting it. Either way, it wasn’t gentle. It was as sexy as it was tough, and she felt all of that wash through her as the pad of his thumb worked over her lips. Then back.

He didn’t announce that he was staking his claim. He didn’t have to.

“Tell you what,” he said, rough and hard, no give in him at all. “When you crawl into your twin bed upstairs and get your own hands in that hot little cunt to take the edge off, remember this. Right here. You climbed me like a fucking pole and were about to take my cock despite the fact another bitch was polishing it not even an hour ago.” His mouth kicked up in one corner then, hard and dark and so knowing it hurt. “Welcome home, Merritt. I’ll see you real soon.”

And then he left her there, naked and sliding down the wall because her legs couldn’t hold her up another second, to hate herself to her heart’s content.

—

By the time Greeley made it back to his house out by the bayou on the far side of town to drop off his bike, his raging fucking hard-on had finally started to subside.

Which was a good thing for a lot of reasons, but mostly because Roscoe was waiting for him on his front porch and much as Greeley respected the fucker, he didn’t want to give his VP the wrong impression about why he’d called him to meet out here.

And he definitely didn’t want to talk about Merritt. To Roscoe or anyone else. He barely wanted to think about her. He’d lost control like a little bitch, as if she hadn’t walked away from him five years ago and as if he’d never vowed that shit would not happen to him again, and he didn’t know how to come back from that. He didn’t know what the hell was wrong with him.

It was her, that was all. She’d always been his biggest fucking weakness. This time, he needed to figure out how to exploit it. How to make sure that when it all blew up in his face again—which it would because there was no denying the fact that Merritt fancied herself much better than this town or a dirtbag biker like him—he wouldn’t be the one picking up fucking pieces of himself in the aftermath. Not this time.

“If you dragged my shit away from a prime piece of obedient college girl pussy to whine at me about your goddamn feelings about Digger, I’m kicking your ass,” Roscoe growled, not bothering to stand up from where he sat sprawled out on the front step, looking pissed.

Greeley gave his VP the finger, which made Roscoe grin.

“It’s Whale,” he said, and watched Roscoe’s grin fade.

“How the fuck can it be Whale? That little shit is supposed to be out in Beaumont making himself useful for once.”

Whale—and his computer skills—had been sent over to the Beaumont, Texas, charter of the Devil’s Keepers to sort out some security issues that Digger was worried might give law enforcement an in. Chaser, one of Digger’s enforcers, had been sent along to babysit the whiny little bitch because if there was one thing Whale could be depended upon to do no matter what, it was get his ass in trouble.

“He was,” Greeley said shortly. “Chaser called. They wrapped up their shit early and were headed home when Whale decided he wanted to get liquored up in Lafayette. And there was no keeping his drunk ass off his bike once he did. They made it all the way into St. Germain Parish before Whale got nailed in a speed trap.”

“Who pulled him over?” Roscoe asked, already on his feet.

“Fulton.”

Roscoe raked his hands through his hair. “Shit.”

There wasn’t much to say after that. The Lagrange chief of police and his deputy were friends of the club. But the St. Germain Parish Sheriff’s Department was larger, in charge of all the towns in the parish, and only partially friendly to the club. Significantly less friendly now it had a new sheriff, in fact. Officer Danny Fulton was a new hire under Sheriff Archer. He was young and idealistic—and operated under the assumption that he could personally take down the criminal element in St. Germain Parish with his shiny, uncompromised moral code. It was usually kind of cute. But tonight it was nothing but a pain in the ass.

Whale was the son of the club’s president. And he was a whiny ass weak link that any one of their enemies could use to either leverage Digger or extract information about club activities. The last thing the club needed was Whale shooting his mouth off in jail, even if it was only for a few days, which was mandatory on a second DWI offense in the state of Louisiana. Because of course the little douche had already gotten picked up for drunk driving after a long weekend in Shreveport a few years back, just to keep everything complicated and annoying.

Greeley climbed into his truck and waited for Roscoe to swing in the passenger side. Then he headed out one of the bayou roads that sketched its way deeper into the countryside, cutting his way through the sugarcane fields and low swamps toward the speed trap that no other club member had been caught in for years because they all fucking knew it was there.

Just Whale. Again.

Next to him, Roscoe was on his phone, leaving a terse message on Digger’s voicemail.

That their president hadn’t answered—and was still unaccounted for—was something Greeley felt he didn’t need to get into. It was already taking up all the air in the cab of his truck, ugly and obvious. No need to poke at it.

“You find out who was messing around at Doc’s house?” Roscoe asked after he shoved his phone in his pocket. “More vagrants?”

Greeley didn’t like the black, pissed off thing inside him that rolled over at that, like he had to push back and warn his VP off his woman. None of that was happening. Merritt wasn’t his woman. He’d never offered the position to anyone else and she hadn’t wanted it when he’d offered it to her. There wasn’t going to be a second offer. But the woman lit his shit on fire and god knew, he needed to get in that pussy again.

He didn’t like how messy he felt when he was near her. He never had. But this time, he wasn’t going to surrender to it. Fuck through it, yes. Lose his shit over her again? Hell no.

“No vagrants,” Greeley muttered. “Just a couple ghosts.”

He could feel Roscoe’s sharp gaze on his face, but his VP didn’t say anything, and then he was bumping his way off the back road and onto the interstate. The police car lights were flashing on the other side of the highway, looking liquid against the thick, warm night. Roscoe sighed, deep and aggrieved, which didn’t bode well for Whale. Greeley headed west a ways so he could flip the truck around without setting off Fulton’s oversensitive cop radar, which was likely to already be going haywire now that he had a Devil’s Keeper in his clutches. Even if it was Whale, which was likely a disappointment. Whale always was. When they reached the cop car, Greeley pulled onto the shoulder a nice, long way back from where Fulton was in Whale’s face. So there could be no claims about club intimidation.

They both got out of the truck. Roscoe threw him a look and Greeley nodded, and that was all the conversation necessary about how they’d play this. When they walked up to where Chaser waited, leaning against his bike with his arms crossed over his chest and a black scowl on his face, Greeley stopped next to Chaser and Roscoe kept going.

“This is on me,” Chaser growled. He was a tall, solid bruiser of a man who didn’t have to advertise the fact that he was muscle for the Devil’s Keepers. It was written all over him, from the tattoos that crawled down one arm and wrapped around his throat to the patches that made note of his many and varied services to the club.

What he was not was responsible for this bullshit. No way in hell.

“I fucking doubt that.” Greeley followed Chaser’s glare to Whale’s bony ass as the little shit argued with Fulton. Clearly drunk and belligerent and worse than that, stupid. Always so fucking stupid.

“I had to get the fuck away from him or I was going to end him. I took maybe ten minutes with a cute little waitress and when I came back, he’d taken off. Then he refused to pull over when I caught him.” Chaser shifted his glare to Greeley. “I was considering just fucking shooting him myself when Fulton pulled him over.”

Greeley shrugged. “It’s not on you that he’s a little bitch who can’t hold his liquor or remember to slow the fuck down coming through here like everyone else.”

Chaser shook his head, his jaw hard. “It’s on me if this comes back on the club because I couldn’t babysit him right.”

On a normal night, Greeley might have assured his brother that there would be no blowback. But who knew these days? Digger wasn’t unaware that his son was a pain in the ass—but he still expected all the other brothers to clean up after him. Brothers didn’t have to be best friends with each other. They didn’t have to get along, though most did. They had to be family, and Whale was everyone’s least favorite cousin.

“I got your back on this if it comes to the table,” Greeley said instead. “He’s a grown man and a brother. Only so much you can do if he wants to fuck around and get his ass in trouble.”

Chaser muttered his appreciation, and then they both stood there in the dark and watched Roscoe work his magic.

It took five minutes, tops. Officer Fulton went from pulling his gun on Roscoe when he sauntered up—while Roscoe only grinned at him and lifted his arms into the air like doing so was his idea and maybe he was stretching instead of surrendering—to yelling about respect and criminal collusion and blah blah blah, to a grim sort of silence when Roscoe started talking, soft and easy, never dropping that friendly grin. Then the parish’s shiniest new do-gooder asshole stalked back to his police cruiser, the back of his neck looking red and furious in Greeley’s headlights, and took off with his lights still blazing.

“Fucking douchebag!” Whale yelled after him, into the quiet of the highway this late at night, as if he’d been the one to run the cop off. “Doesn’t he know who pays his—”

“Shut the fuck up.”

Roscoe wasn’t smiling any longer.

Whale lurched around to blink at him, weaving on his feet. “I don’t have to listen to you, you piece of shit. Your time is come and gone and you don’t even know it.”

Greeley was already moving, Chaser at his side. They covered the ground between Chaser’s bike and Whale’s, and Greeley put himself between the other two before Roscoe kicked the younger man’s ass back to Lafayette.

Because it was his job to settle shit like that between brothers while they were exposed on the side of a public road, not because he, personally, wouldn’t have enjoyed watching Roscoe kick Whale’s punk bitch ass.

“Not worth it, brother,” he muttered to his VP. “Too much fallout.”

And then it didn’t matter either way, because Chaser dealt with the flailing, sputtering Whale by coldcocking him. They all stood there as Whale crumpled to the ground. No one bothered to catch his bony ass.

“I’m already going to catch shit on this.” Chaser shrugged. “What’s a little more?”

Roscoe laughed. Greeley shook his head.

“What the hell did you say to Fulton?” he asked. “I thought he’d arrest all of us, just to be a dick.”

Roscoe nudged Whale with his foot. “I reminded him he had a sister. It turns out that Officer Fulton isn’t real into the idea of me sniffing around her.”

“She hot?” Chaser asked, because hot pussy was hot pussy, even with a law enforcement connection complicating things.

Roscoe grinned. “Not really the point, brother. But Fulton tore out of here so fast, I might just have to look her up and find out.”

They were all laughing at that as they picked Whale up from the side of the road, dragged him, then tossed him into the back of Greeley’s truck.

Roscoe swung onto Whale’s bike. Chaser fell in beside him when he took off, and Greeley followed behind.

But all he could think about was what Whale had said. Maybe it was drunken bullshit—and God knew Whale spewed a crapload of it. But that same old itch on the back of his neck told him otherwise.

Your time is come and gone and you don’t even know it, Whale had said, right in Roscoe’s face.

There wasn’t a single part of that Greeley liked. It set off too many alarms inside of him. It made him wonder how that connected to the shit he knew Digger was doing. If there was some father-son thing happening right under his fucking nose.

Whatever it was, it wasn’t good for the club or it wouldn’t be a secret.

When they got back to the clubhouse, the sorority girls were gone and only a few of the die-hard groupies were left. Uptown and Waco were watching something on one of the couches when Greeley and Chaser dragged Whale in, the little bitch still unconscious.

“What did he do now?” Waco demanded, scowling. His shaved head was tattooed and he had a few tats on his face, too, marking him the scary fuck he was. When he scowled it was impressive.

“Like it matters,” Uptown muttered disapprovingly from the armchair beside him. He was younger like Whale and the kind of pretty that made bitches cream themselves any time they caught a glimpse of him. He was also tough as hell and dependable as fuck, bless him. “It’s always some bullshit.”

They dumped Whale on one of the couches. Chaser stalked over to the bar. He snagged a bottle of Jack in one hand. Then he grabbed one of the groupies, picking her up from where she was lounging next to Waco and tossing her over his shoulder as he headed for the private rooms.

“I’m off duty until tomorrow,” he said over his shoulder as the groupie giggled. “Don’t bother me unless the Black Dogs come rolling up on the clubhouse and we’re at war.”

Roscoe was on his phone again, muttering something that sounded distinctly unhappy as he moved toward the offices.

And Greeley was just pissed. Too much shit in the air, nothing he could put his finger on, and Merritt back in town to mess with his head. She was the last thing he needed.

Yet here he was thinking about her in the middle of club shit. Again.

“I’m out,” he grunted.

Waco got up and prowled over to join the other two groupies smoking weed in the corner, but Uptown’s eyes were narrowed and he was focused on Greeley.

“What the fuck?” he asked quietly.

And Greeley knew he didn’t just mean Whale and his bullshit. Uptown was smart. He picked up on shit. Not like some of their brothers who let any piece of ass distract them, or any excuse to raise some hell keep them focused on the joy of ass-kicking instead of the practicalities of business. Which was a valid way to live the life, but not necessarily helpful in troubled times.

“I don’t know, brother,” he muttered.

And he left before he could get into it, because what would shooting his mouth off do except rile up Uptown and possibly make a bad situation worse? A club with factions was a club fractured. And that was no fucking good.

But out in his truck, headed through town, he sat at the stoplight on Main Street and had to force himself not to turn toward Merritt instead of heading straight on home.

He was hard again. Still. It would be easy as hell to deal with it. He could be crawling between her soft thighs in about ten minutes and god knew, he could think of about a thousand things he needed to do once he got there.

But she was a ghost. His ghost, maybe, but still a ghost.

If he started treating her like his woman—like his own, personal demon who rode his back and left him pussy whipped and jonesing for more—he’d be right back where he’d been five years ago. And that shit wasn’t happening.

Hell, no.

She’d done him a favor when she’d scraped him off. She’d showed him, once and for all, that he needed to get his fucking head on straight. He had his club and his bike. He had all the tail he could possibly want. He didn’t need an old lady. And he definitely didn’t need the headache that went along with having his own woman. Merritt had somehow had all that power over him and he’d hated it. He’d hated it even more once she’d left.

He was never handing a piece of ass that kind of power over him again. And especially not if it was Merritt, the one piece of ass he’d asked to be something more—and the only piece of ass who’d walked away from him.

That wasn’t happening again.

He was okay with wanting her. But she packed that damned punch—which meant he had to be careful how he handled her. And that meant that there was no crawling into her bed and fucking his way through all the shitty undercurrents tonight had left swirling around him. There was no losing himself in her, not even briefly, because he already knew where that led.

If he didn’t want her to get to him, there was a simple solution—he needed to treat her like every other piece of ass in his rotation. And he was Greeley Shaw. He didn’t go prowling around for pussy after dark and he didn’t go begging for another taste. Pussy found him, usually on their knees. He told himself pussy was pussy. And he’d have Merritt on her knees like everyone else, or not at all.

The good news was that Merritt was fucked by this thing between them, too. He could still feel the way she’d bucked and writhed against his hand. He could still feel her, scalding hot and slippery soft. She wasn’t getting out of this unscathed.

He’d make sure of that, if nothing else.

Greeley slammed on the gas when the light finally changed and drove his ass home.

But all his good intentions didn’t make his dick less hard.

It took his hand and a cold shower, and even then, he thought of her while he was falling asleep.


Chapter 5

Merritt wasn’t prepared for the reality of waking up in her childhood bedroom much later than usual the next morning.

Not that anyone could ever really be prepared for such an assault.

She woke up the way she had a thousand times before, with the late morning light streaming all over her face from the window beside her bed the same way it always had back in the day. And it could have been any year, she realized once her eyes were open and she was staring at the same old wallpaper that had hung there as long as she could remember, pink and white because at some point in her childhood she’d claimed she liked candy canes. Or so her aunts had told her one Thanksgiving when she’d been a surly fifteen-year-old, furious that the pink of her bedroom was being inflicted upon her by her uncaring father.

You told your mama your heart would break into a thousand pieces if you didn’t get that pink and white, Tante Martha had tutted at her. So pink and white it was.

Now the wallpaper was peeling in places and the pink had gone pale with age. And Merritt was too old to be sleeping in her ancient, narrow twin bed under a mountain of frilly white bed linens with approximately nine trillion useless throw pillows, all of which had seemed to avalanche over her throughout the night, making her dream of suffocation. But then, she’d felt too old for this room since she’d hit puberty. The first thing she’d done when she was out of school housing was get a bigger bed she could sprawl across as she pleased.

All of this meant it really could have been any year at all as she laid there, the sheets in a tangle around her feet, her arm dangling off one edge, and the Louisiana spring morning already heating up the room. Merritt felt as if time had folded in on her. Or maybe crashed down on top of her along with all the throw pillows, if that flattened feeling was anything to go by.

She could have been seventeen years old again, desperate to finish her senior year of high school and get the hell out of Lagrange at last because she was sure somewhere else she’d be less lonely. She could have been twenty-two and torn between the commanding, powerful lover who seemed to take over her head and her heart alike on one side and her plans to go to law school on the other. Then again, maybe she was still the hunted, stressed out twenty-seven-year-old version of herself she’d been yesterday, having humiliated herself the night before in the front hall only to wake up to find her body wanted more of what her head was desperately trying to pretend hadn’t happened. It didn’t matter who the hell she was. The room was exactly the same.

It was freaking her out. More than a little. And the panicked shame spiral brought on by last night’s total lack of control on her part didn’t help.

“Congratulations,” she muttered as she kicked off the sheets that had tried to strangle her in her sleep and swung her feet to the floor. “You proved yourself pretty much the dumbest of the dumb whores. Repeatedly.”

Even her voice sounded embarrassed.

She’d showered for a long, long time last night in a vain attempt to get Greeley off her. It hadn’t worked. But that meant she didn’t bother with it again this morning. She’d slept in her long sleeved T-shirt and she swiped her old cutoffs from the floor as she got up, shimmying them on as she moved toward her bedroom door. Boom. Dressed.

Merritt could already tell this was going to be the kind of day where small things felt like epic victories.

The old house felt stale and silent around her as she made her way downstairs, past the framed pictures of various Louisiana scenes that had lined the wall her whole life. But then, the airless quiet was nothing new, either. Her daddy hadn’t exactly encouraged noise or laughter or really anything that could possibly disturb him in any way when he was relaxing at home. Merritt had learned to steer clear and bite her tongue. Better to avoid his presence than have to defend hers. She’d assured herself that made her delightfully independent.

It was possible she let her bare feet slap down a little harder on the stairs than she would have if he’d still been alive and lurking around somewhere, looking for things to complain about. Thump thump thump, all the way down, in a way that would have gotten her grounded back when.

“Such a fucking rebel,” she muttered as she hit the front hall—and she deliberately did not look at the place where Greeley had held her up against the wall last night and made her sob out her pleasure in complete and total abandon. If she ignored it, maybe all the red hot images that pounded through her head, made her breasts ache, and pooled hot and sweet in her pussy would leave her alone.

Merritt shuffled into the kitchen, pleased that she’d taken the time to program the ancient coffeemaker last night before bed. She fixed herself a huge mug, dumped in some creamer that she’d bought outside of Baton Rouge on the way here, and then took it outside to sit out on the back porch and stare broodingly toward the tangle of old trees that marked the hungry edge of the bayou down at the end of the property.

As shitfaced as she’d felt in Greeley’s presence last night, because that was how she always felt around him, and as hard as he’d made her come—that was how hungover she felt now.

Great. Even the voice in her head was dire. Five years later and he’s still fucking you up without even trying.

But that was Greeley. He was inevitable as the heat and sapped her will to live just the same. Had she really imagined she could come back here and avoid him? Had she truly convinced herself that was possible?

Or had she only wanted to believe that because it was convenient to lie to herself—so she could wake up in the only place she’d ever felt secure?

She flexed her bare feet against the edge of the step below her, letting the roughened, sun-warmed wood press against the arch of each foot the way she always had growing up. Merritt couldn’t have said why she found that so comforting. Only that she did.

Between that and her coffee, which she kept chugging back like it was her last and only hope of salvation, she gradually came to the conclusion that despite everything—including her own behavior—she might just live.

The thick spring morning didn’t help. It was already too warm and verging on sweaty, insects kicking up a ruckus and the birds getting silly in the trees. And she knew perfectly well that this was nothing. This wasn’t even a decent warm-up to a summer in Cajun country. And still the humidity was reminding her that down here in Louisiana, the hair she kept straight in New York was downright wavy no matter what she tried to do with it.

Louisiana didn’t care who you were or what you wanted. Louisiana made you her bitch.

She lifted a hank of hair and glared at the unmistakable curl in it, then let it drop, limp and frizzy, back down against her chest.

It was the final indignity.

Merritt glared at her rental car as the beige paint glinted in the dappled sunlight beneath the canopy of oak trees. What she should do was leave and she knew it. Right now. The point of coming back here had been to fly under the radar. To hide. Not to end up naked and begging for more in the front hall of her childhood home. She’d wanted to avoid the shit show in New York, not catapult herself face-first into another one. A worse one, if she was honest with herself. She’d barely made it out of this town last time. Once she’d left she’d mourned what she’d left behind for years. Oh, she’d made up all kinds of stories from a distance, but last night had made it clear that pretty much every single thing she’d told herself over the past five years was a big, fat lie.

Her stomach flipped over at that and she blew out a long, slow breath, then threw down some more coffee like that might solve the problem.

What she should do was throw her shit back in the car and just drive in whatever direction until she reached some unheard of place where she knew nobody and even better, no one knew her. She should get lost and stay wherever she happened to find herself. She should get up right now and blow out of Lagrange on the cloud of shame and self-disgust that was threatening to drown her where she sat, and this time, she should stay gone. For good.

Merritt pressed the arches of her feet down a little bit harder against the edge of the step below her. She took a long, hard pull of her coffee. She let the swamp heat wash over her, teasing her and testing her in equal measure. But what she didn’t do was get up and go back into the house. Much less start gathering up her stuff.

Maybe later she’d feel a little less fragile. Or more awake. Maybe then she’d be able to look at this for what, deep down, she knew it was: a quiet little moment of not deciding anything that was a huge decision all its own.

And when she heard a car racing down the driveway a few moments later, she only shifted her glare toward the corner of the house, waiting without otherwise moving to see what Lagrange calamity would befall her next.

It wouldn’t be Greeley. She knew he drove things other than his beloved motorcycle every now and again, but given his lovely parting comments last night she assumed he’d want to make a point the next time he came at her. Which she was quite sure he would. And that meant using his bike to agitate her well in advance of his actually showing up at her door, the way he had when he’d come roaring up her driveway last night, so she could get nice and jittery before she even laid eyes on him again.

Whoever was coming down her driveway now, it couldn’t be him. And it was only when a bright red convertible careened around the corner of the house, fishtailing to a stop with some overbright and peppy pop song blaring, that it occurred to her that she had other things to worry about besides her local biker problem—namely Antony.

But it wasn’t him, either.

The pop song clued her in a beat later, even if the slick, new convertible didn’t exactly match her memories. And it was one more sucker punch she should have expected, yet hadn’t, somehow.

She sat a little straighter as the music cut off. The driver’s door flew open and the woman behind the wheel took her sweet ass time getting out, unfolding her long, perfectly shaped legs from the car as if she, personally, was still hearing her own soundtrack. She was wearing very, very little, even by steamy springtime bayou standards. Tiny little white short shorts that cupped a perfect ass and a cropped, barely-there sheer tank top that showed off miles of tanned, sculpted abs, a pierced navel with a gleaming jewel in its center, and a delicate dragon tattoo that peeked up from the waistband of her shorts and invited the eye to imagine exactly how low it went. She wore a pair of heels that laced all around her legs, calling more attention to how long and well-formed they were. There were so many necklaces wrapped around her neck it should have covered up her gravity-defying cleavage, but somehow called attention to it instead, and her honey-blond hair was obnoxiously smooth and straight as it flowed around her in sheer, sleek defiance of the weather.

She’d dressed pretty much exactly like this in junior high school, too.

“You better have more coffee, bitch,” Merritt’s oldest and best friend, Lanie Latour, declared sunnily as she sauntered across the yard toward the porch as if she didn’t know it had been years since they’d laid eyes on one another. As if she thought it might have been yesterday afternoon. “Because you have a lot of excuses to start making. Like why you didn’t tell me you were back in town and I had to hear it from that skank Odette Prejean, for one thing. Or why you’re back at all, since you ran out of here like you were being chased. Or why you think a few smiley faces on Facebook are a good way to communicate with me, your favorite person in the entire world, for five fucking years.”

Lanie didn’t wait for an invitation. Lanie never waited for an invitation. She sank down on the step below Merritt and helped herself to Merritt’s coffee, stretching her impossibly long legs out before her as she did. The way she had no less than nine million times since they’d started drinking coffee sometime in high school, she took a swig from Merritt’s mug and then instantly made a face.

“Still disgusting,” she said, making a gagging sound. “What’s the point of coffee at all if it’s that sweet? Why not have a few beignets and call it a day?”

Merritt didn’t respond to the same old question. She took her mug back and sighed, shoving her frizzy, cavewoman hair out of her way as she studied Lanie beside her. Lanie, who looked a whole lot better and more glamorous than the women stuck in Lagrange normally did, as Merritt recalled. Almost as if she wasn’t stuck.

“When did you get fake boobs?” It wasn’t a mean question. She knew Lanie’s body almost as well as her own and the change was obvious, especially because it was clear Lanie wasn’t wearing any kind of bra beneath that almost-tank top.

“Three years ago.” Lanie ran her hands over her breasts as if she’d just discovered them there, the way Merritt remembered her doing when they’d both started wearing bras in the seventh grade. “Aren’t they cute? I love them. I was getting so sick of gravity.”

“Your breasts defied gravity. You bragged about it all the time.”

Lanie looked smug. “Now that’s not just me bragging, it’s fact.” She leaned back, propping an elbow on the step behind her. “I would’ve thought all that fancy lawyering would lead you to make the same decision. With high-class New York boobs, you’d be unstoppable.”

Merritt looked down at her meager chest, the bane of her existence throughout her adolescence. “Oddly, not something I considered along with the bar exam.”

“Are you in trouble?” Lanie shifted to study her, her hazel eyes bright with amusement. “You don’t look pregnant and ashamed, as Odette assured me everybody knew you were, though your poor daddy might turn in his grave at the very idea of the Broussard name being dragged through all that mud.”

There was no point sighing about that, or mustering up any outrage. Of course that was already the rumor, likely stampeding through town and lighting up the phones all over St. Germain Parish even now. Because people around here loved a good scandal. Doc Broussard’s high and mighty daughter slinking home from the big city with a pregnant belly would have been better than one of the hundreds of Cajun festivals folks celebrated around these parts.

“I’m not pregnant.” Merritt pressed her feet down on the step and rolled the coffee mug between her palms. “Not strung out on anything. Not awash in regret for my past choices and looking for redemption. Not dying of something and yearning to do it in my childhood home.”

“Well, that’s no fun,” Lanie said with a sniff. “What will they talk about?” She leaned closer to Merritt, bumping her shoulder against the side of Merritt’s legs. “A man, then? It’s always a man, in the end.”

“He’s not my man,” Merritt muttered.

Lanie’s shoulder pressed against the outside of Merritt’s knee, a bit harder this time. And it was a kind of swamp magic, Merritt thought, that she should feel that like a hug, and that the sensation should make her eyes feel seared through with a kind of brightness she had to blink to clear. She’d forgotten this, too, during her five years courting amnesia through New York City. The simple comfort of being known, deep and long, by a friend so old she was family and had been since before either one of them could walk.

“I’m mad at you, of course,” Lanie said, that same laughter in her eyes, “but we’ll circle back to that. Tell me about this man. And does your favorite biker know about him?”

“Greeley isn’t mine, either. You know that.”

She should have thought it through before she opened her mouth like that, revealing way too much. Particularly since she sounded rough. Ruined. But Lanie didn’t jump on her. She only leaned back against the step again, fixing her eyes on the overgrown grass that rolled toward the oak trees and the moss that dripped down from the branches up above as if they were stretching toward a kiss. She looked like she could gaze at it forever while Merritt set about collecting herself. And maybe because of that, it was easier to do than it might have been otherwise.

“We have much better things to talk about than this shit.” It was Merritt’s turn to nudge Lanie back. “How’s your life?”

“I can’t complain. Though I usually do anyway. You know.”

“Men? Babies?” Because that was what most people did around here. They hooked up young, had babies fast, and then claimed they’d thought better of that behavior while repeating it with the next one who happened along.

“Does this belly look like there have ever been babies in it? Come on now.” Lanie shook her head, running a hand over her concave, toned abdomen, a true work of art, particularly given the average calorie counts of Cajun cooking. “And men, well. There are always men. But if you keep them around for any length of time they become projects and who has time for that?”

Merritt laughed. “Why are you still here?”

Lanie only shrugged at that. “Where am I going to go?”

“There’s a whole world out there. Places where it’s not dripping wet with humidity all the time, for example.”

“This isn’t humid. This is a chilly spring day. I almost wore a coat.”

“Places where you could do something besides strip, for example.”

Lanie’s laugh was big, making the backyard seem smaller to fit her. “But I’m so good at stripping. Mr. Delacroix told me in sixth grade that I was headed straight for the pole and he should know, the amount of time he spends in Petit Joe’s. Pervert.”

“You could have been anything you wanted. You still could. When have you not done exactly what you wanted to do? Instead you decided to stay here and sink into the swamp.”

Lanie reached up and gathered her hair into a big pile and held it up off her neck, looking wholly unbothered. As if she hadn’t heard Merritt’s unfiltered, too-solemn, definitely judgy tone.

“Are you talking to me or to yourself?” Her tone was mild. “Because I was never all that worried about the swamp. I like the swamp.”

“You.” Merritt sniffed. “Obviously, I’m talking to you.”

“I know it’s hard for you to believe, but some people like it here. Swamp. Town. Parish.” She let her hair fall back down and waved her hand. “Louisiana.”

Merritt grinned at that. Against her will. “Impossible.”

“I like knowing I’m walking where my nannan walked. I don’t particularly like streets filled with strangers. I like knowing who I am, down into my bones and on through all the generations who were here before me. And yes,” Lanie said when Merritt shifted. “I like the club. We have a whole lot less crime here than other towns in the parish. I like that, too.”

The club. Always the club. Everything in Lagrange came back around to the Devil’s Keepers, sooner or later.

That was what Merritt had run away from. But she’d forgotten—or she’d made herself forget—what else she’d left behind when she’d gone. Like a best friend who didn’t yell at her after a five year absence, but simply sat out on the back step smelling of coconut and jasmine and laughing like no time had passed at all.

All that self-willed amnesia had left her so lonely. She’d only made a handful of friends in college. Fewer than that in law school. She’d isolated herself because she’d cut off so many parts of herself and left them here, sunk deep in the roots of the old oaks. How had she failed to realize that?

“Greeley already knows I’m back,” Merritt said in a rush. She hadn’t confided in anyone in so long she would have said she’d lost the taste for it altogether. She’d grown so rusty with intimacy that her tongue felt thick in her mouth. But she kept going. “He came over last night to express his feelings on that.”

Lanie blinked. Then again, for effect. “Greeley has feelings? Are you sure?”

“Angry and vengeful biker feelings. You know.”

“I think you mean penis feelings.”

“And those, sure.” Merritt put down her empty coffee cup and folded her arms on her knees. “Not that…Well. He got a call, so the penis feelings were more inferred than experienced.”

“Club business, I take it. Your favorite thing.”

“When someone has no intention of telling you any of his business anyway, does it matter?” Merritt concentrated a little too fiercely on the chipped red polish on her big toe. “Maybe it was club business. Though it could have been anyone or anything and I’d never know either way. It was a good reminder that nothing changes around here, not that I needed one.”

“Listen.” Lanie turned to look at her straight on then, her pretty face soft and somehow knowing, too. “The club is good to me. Not just to me, to all the girls at Petit Joe’s. I danced for them for years when I was too young to know how bad that could go, the way it does in a lot of other places. But here in Lagrange it was fine. I made a lot of money and the brothers made sure I never got into any situations I couldn’t handle.”

Merritt didn’t want to hear nice stories about criminal organizations. Not even the one that ruled this town and kept it safe for strippers. She’d tried to see things in shades of gray in New York. And in the end, it had been the same shit. Her firm was a little too involved with some decidedly shady clients. Antony was a little too invested in how okay that was, and how much he wanted Merritt to go along with it as a junior associate. But there was a limit to how much gray a person could take. Too much and it was just smog and regret.

“Of course you like them. I get it. Stay here long enough and you’ll like anything, apparently.” Merritt waved a hand. “The swamp. The heat. The palmetto bugs. The assholes in black leather roaming the streets and calling everything theirs. Whatever. I’m glad they’re good bosses, though.”

“I appreciate the club as my boss,” Lanie said, her tone even. “I really do. But I also genuinely like the brothers, Merritt. They’re good men. Believe me, I work in a strip club. I know the difference.”

On some level, Merritt realized she should have expected this. If not from Lanie, from someone. This was a company town. Company towns tended to be pretty gung ho about the company in question. There was absolutely no reason she should feel that strange, hot curl of something like betrayal deep inside her, as if Lanie’s allegiance to and defense of the Devil’s Keepers was something she was doing to Merritt when it was actually just her life.

Lanie wasn’t choosing Greeley over Merritt. That was a ridiculous thing to feel on any level. Merritt knew that. Intellectually.

But there was still that curling thing within. “They’re outlaws,” she pointed out, her voice just as even as Lanie’s had been. Well. She tried. “I think that means they can’t actually be good men, by definition.”

“I barely graduated from Lagrange High and I was dancing in Petit Joe’s on my eighteenth birthday. Now I manage the bar more than I dance, but it doesn’t matter. No one forgets they’ve seen me as good as naked.” Lanie laughed, sounding as carefree as she always had. “Somewhere other than Lagrange, that would be a problem. Here? No one disrespects me to my face. I have the club behind me and everyone knows it.”

It would be a lot easier, Merritt thought then, if Lagrange could simply be as evil as she’d convinced herself it was these last few years. Then this would be simple. Although, she supposed that if she really believed it was evil, she wouldn’t be here.

It was the gray that was getting to her. The gray that might suck her down and kill her if she wasn’t careful.

“Maybe it’s not the club,” Merritt said after a moment, shaking her head. “Maybe it’s the bayou gets inside me and makes me crazy. I’ve been here all of fourteen hours and it’s already happening.”

“The bayou doesn’t make you crazy and you know it,” Lanie scoffed gently. “It just encourages the crazy to come on out and play. That’s hardly the town’s fault.” Her mouth curved as she looked at Merritt. “The way you lit out of here, I never thought we’d see you again.”

“I had no plans to come back, believe me.”

“Yet here you are.” Lanie sounded smug. “Us swamp rats always come on home eventually, Merritt. Deep down, you know it’s true.”

Something rang in her at that, low and heavy, but she didn’t want to accept it. She didn’t want to touch it. In the distance she heard a splash from the bayou and shivered, imagining an alligator sliding into the water to stalk its prey. She remembered that all kinds of creatures had sharp and terrible teeth. Some just hid them better than others.

“I seem to have a thing for very bad men,” she heard herself say. “I thought it was just because I grew up here, surrounded by them, and didn’t know any better. But apparently not, because I picked a much worse one up north.”

And she realized as she said it that she’d never admitted that out loud before. Not quite like that. She’d tried so hard to pretend that Antony didn’t get to her. That she hadn’t even entirely noticed what he was doing to her, for that matter. She told herself that she had to be imagining it, because of course her outlaw biker ex was much worse than a wealthy New York criminal defense attorney who’d won awards for his work in prisons. She’d lectured herself extensively about the fact she should be flattered by his interest and attention, the way Antony and some of her colleagues told her she should…

Over a thousand miles away from her office, Merritt felt stricken. Her breath seemed to catch in her throat, then stay there, like a threat.

“There’s a lot of ways a man can be bad.” There was a matter-of-fact sort of knowledge in Lanie’s eyes then. A kind of steely, experienced wariness that made Merritt want to succumb to that thing that couldn’t possibly be a sob that she could feel expanding inside of her. Bearing down on her like thunder. But she didn’t. “Did he beat on you?”

“No.” Merritt shook her head. A beating was an obvious thing. Bruises, blood. Something to take to the hospital or the police. But a doctor couldn’t bandage a mind fuck. Police couldn’t apprehend someone for a shove or two she couldn’t prove had happened in the first place and Antony had claimed were accidents. Or that night in the Hudson Valley, when she’d been able to shower off the wine—but not that sick feeling deep inside of her. “Not really.”

“Not really isn’t no.” But there was something about the easy way that Lanie was sitting there on the step beside her, as if she could sit there all day and it didn’t matter if Merritt ever told her a thing. It made it feel silly not to tell her. Even if Merritt hadn’t dared tell anyone any part of this. She hadn’t known who she could tell. Not after working so hard to keep everyone in her new life at arm’s length, always using the excuse of work. Law school, then law practice. Always a thousand reasons to keep to herself. And besides, she’d hardly dared think about what was going on with Antony, because that would make it real. And maybe it was better if it was in her head.

Because if it wasn’t…She’d been in love with a criminal when she was twenty-two, so maybe she was the one who was broken, not Antony. Maybe this was all her fault. And if she was afraid to say that to herself, she was even more afraid that anyone she dared tell might say it out loud.

But of all the things Lanie might say, Merritt knew—down deep, like the tangled, deep roots of the live oaks standing all around them that she didn’t have to see to know were there—that she would never, ever say that.

“Antony is a senior associate at my law firm.” Merritt clenched her hands together in front of her. She frowned out toward the bayou as if she could feel the waters rising already and closing over her head. But that was life here. Always a short step away from being drowned, one way or another. It hadn’t occurred to her until now that there was a freedom in that. Because she hadn’t seen it coming in New York and she’d thought she was safe when she hadn’t been. At all. “He seemed like such a grown-up when I met him. He’s older. Very successful. So smart and committed and he helps people for a living. He’s always pulled together, always capable of handling any given situation, in court or out. He wears three-piece suits and owns a loft in SoHo. He’s exactly the kind of man I always told myself I wanted.”

“The really bad ones always look good at first,” Lanie murmured, then laughed in that low, delighted way of hers. She’d always laughed like that. Like she was in on the joke and knew all your secrets already. Now, as then, it made it that much easier to tell her anything. “Or you’d know better. The thing about a biker is there’s no pretending you didn’t see him coming.”

“We worked together on a few cases and I was impressed by him. It would be hard not to be. He’s good at what he does. Maybe too good.” Merritt shook her head. The firm’s questionable closeness with certain clients was a whole different story. “He wanted to make our relationship personal almost from the start, but I wanted to be sure. It took him eight months to get me to go out to dinner with him without it having something to do with work. I was so proud of myself. Eight months felt so adult when the last time I was with anyone it was, what? Thirty seconds in a strip club before I was throwing myself at him?”

“I think it was at least thirty minutes in that strip club,” Lanie chided her gently. “Don’t sell yourself short.”

“Much classier. I’m so proud.” Merritt blew out a breath. “I did everything right with Antony. I waited. I liked him—and I knew I liked him because I’d spent months with him, practically night and day, working crazy hours. I got to know him, I thought. Whatever the opposite of my behavior with Greeley was, that was what I did with Antony. We dated. We did things when we went on dates. Impressive things, I thought. Broadway plays no one can get tickets to. Impossible restaurants with magician-like chefs. Art openings and museums and charity events that required black tie.”

“It sounds like a fairy tale,” Lanie said.

“I thought it was,” Merritt agreed. “And when he wanted to take things to the next level, I was all for it, even though it had been a long time.”

Lanie glanced at her. “Five years?”

“Five years,” Merritt agreed. Grimly.

“Huh.” Lanie’s tone was so scrupulously nonjudgmental that it rendered her judgment pretty decisively. “And?”

“And it was fine.”

It was funny to say that today. Yesterday Merritt would have told this same story, but she might have said it had been good with Antony. Because she’d thought it had been good, at the time. She’d enjoyed herself that long weekend at his house out in the Hamptons when they’d finally had sex after two months of Antony’s high-octane version of dating. But last night had happened and she remembered now. That great big gulf between good and Greeley.

She kept going. “He seemed to like me so much. He was so attentive. He already had pretty much all my attention at work, but he also wanted every second of my free time. I liked it at first. I liked that a girl from the swamps could make a sophisticated man like him fall head over heels.”

“But.” Lanie’s voice was quiet.

Merritt pulled in a breath. “Yeah, but. It started to get weird. I caught him going through my phone, but he had a reasonable excuse, so I shrugged it off. But I started to feel paranoid about things. Like at first I thought it was so cool and progressive that none of the partners in the firm seemed to mind that we were together, when so many firms have policies against that. Eventually I started to wonder why they were okay with it. But anytime I asked someone a question about anything, they would treat me like I was crazy or intense or hormonal, and they would tell Antony. Then he would interrogate me about it, brimming over with all this concern as if I’d been caught in the middle of a psychotic break…That doesn’t sound like a big deal, I know. It makes me seem weirdly oversensitive.”

Her fellow first and second years at the firm would have agreed. But this was Lanie. She shrugged. “Did it feel like a big deal?”

Merritt thought about those odd months. The tiny little things that she’d bent over backward to explain away, and had, every time, until there were too many tiny little things and a knot in her stomach that wouldn’t relent.

“One time I dropped some files off with a bunch of paralegals,” she told Lanie. “But I forgot a few documents I needed, so I had to go back. The room was set up so people could walk in behind these giant file cabinets without being seen, and when I walked back in they were laughing. About me. About how I was Antony’s latest toy and how his track record wasn’t so great, because he usually broke his toys into smithereens. Not an awesome conversation to overhear.”

“Bitches are always bitches, whether here in the bayou or up in the big city.” Lanie laughed. “You can depend on it.”

“I didn’t think he didn’t have a past. Who doesn’t have a past?” Merritt rolled her eyes. “I certainly didn’t want to talk about my past. But when I asked Antony about it he got furious with me. I ended up apologizing to him for treating him like that. Listening to gossip about him and tarnishing what we had by repeating it.” She swallowed, not wanting to give her friend the humiliating details. All those hours pleading with him, until she almost forgot that all she’d done was ask him why those paralegals had talked about him that way. “I mean, seriously apologizing. Because he started to make it sound like if he and I weren’t together, I couldn’t stay at my job, either.”

“Did you really like your job that much?”

“I did.” She shook her hair back from her face, pretty sure it wasn’t the weather that was making her sweat. “But I started to wonder about that, too. It seemed like maybe the firm was a little too beholden to some of its bigger, flashier, more obviously wealthy clients.” Merritt bit her lip. “I’m talking about people whose concerns run to FBI wiretaps and who claim they run import-export companies.”

“You did not work for drug dealers.” Lanie sounded more amused than scandalized. “You with your hatred of all things outlaw.”

“That depends on who you ask.” Merritt laced her fingers together in front of her. “Things were weird. I became more and more suspicious about everything. The firm. Antony himself. Once I started looking, nothing added up, but there wasn’t anything concrete I could point to. Not in the firm. Not with Antony. There was just me being paranoid.”

“Were you really being paranoid?” Lanie asked softly. “Because you’re back home in Lagrange when you said that would never happen, so…”

“Antony told me I was.” Merritt smiled faintly. “And he would know, right? He was the successful one, not me. Worldly and even a little jaded. I was obviously overreacting. Or making stuff up to be dramatic and get attention. Or too much of a hick to understand the intricacies of things.”

Lanie only shook her head, her gaze intent on Merritt. But she didn’t say a thing. And again, that made it easier to keep talking.

“Antony told me I was lucky to have him. And I started to wonder why I did. I mean, why did he choose me? There were millions of other women in New York. And other first-year associates at the firm. Second years, by that point.” She could feel her own smile then, too brittle on her face. “But I studied them, and they were different. They had local families. Husbands, fiancés, boyfriends. Roommates. They weren’t isolated. They had people to go home to. They had people. I was the only one who had no one to wonder why I spent all my time under Antony’s thumb.”

“You have people,” Lanie said, her voice quiet but strong. Her gaze was almost hard on Merritt’s. “You’ll always have people.”

Merritt couldn’t process that. It meant too much. It wound its way deep inside, where she’d gotten too used to being all alone. But she knew if she paused to acknowledge all that, she’d never keep going. And she knew that if she didn’t keep going now, she’d never tell anyone.

“One night we were at a party,” she said, her heart kicking in hard. She lifted a hand and rubbed at her chest as if that could soothe it. “It was a dinner party thing at one of the partners’ houses in the Hudson Valley. ‘House’ is a laughable word to describe this place. It was a castle. And the whole thing was over the top. There was a butler. Footmen at dinner. It was like Downton Abbey.” She tried to even out her breath. “Everyone there was either part of the firm or one of these particular clients. These remarkably wealthy importers. And one of them was sitting on the other side of me, and he was very friendly. Not flirty, just friendly. I don’t even remember what we were talking about. But Antony didn’t like it.”

She remembered Antony’s hand on her thigh, hard and unyielding beneath the table. His fingers, digging in. Hurting her.

“He told me to excuse myself from the table, but I didn’t want to go. I thought it would look weird and I didn’t understand what was happening.” She was sweating now. She could feel it, rolling down her neck and spreading out beneath her breasts. “I said no.”

Lanie reached over and put her hand on Merritt’s arm. It was almost enough to make her feel better.

“So Antony picked up the nearest bottle of wine. It was red. About three quarters full. And he dumped it over my head.” She caught Lanie’s gaze. “I want to be clear. He didn’t toss it in my face. It wasn’t quick. He quietly, carefully, upended three quarters of a bottle of red wine over my head, right there at the table.”

She could still feel her own shock, sharp and sickening, her heartbeat like a drum in her temples. The smell of the wine, rich and tangy, and the way it coursed over her, then pooled in her lap.

“Then he made me sit there,” she told Lanie. “At first I was paralyzed. I couldn’t breathe, much less move. But then I started to get up and he just looked at me…” She shook her head at that, gulping back the same panic that had washed through her that night at the flat, murderous look Antony had aimed at her. “I was afraid to make him any angrier. So I sat where I was, with wine dripping off me, all through the rest of dinner. And dessert. And after dinner drinks.”

“What did everyone else do?” Lanie asked, her eyes wide.

Merritt couldn’t seem to stop her mouth from curving in that same brittle way, so pained it nearly hurt.

“Nothing,” she said. “They did absolutely nothing. It was as if I was the only one who’d noticed it.”

Lanie muttered something that sounded like a curse.

“I broke up with him that night, of course,” Merritt said, rubbing her damp palms over her thighs. “I locked myself in an empty room in that place and walked three miles to the nearest town the next morning. It was the weekend, so when I got back to New York I holed up in my apartment. I was worried he’d come after me, but he didn’t. I thought that was a good sign. When I went into work on Monday I thought the best-case scenario would be that it was awkward and I’d get transferred to work with a different senior associate on different cases. I thought the worst-case scenario would be that I got fired, which I’d talked myself into thinking wouldn’t be too horrible. But that wasn’t what happened.”

Lanie shook her head. “I’m afraid to ask.”

“Nothing,” Merritt said softly, the quiet horror of it making her dizzy again, the way it had then. “Nothing happened. Everything was exactly the same. Everyone acted as if nothing had happened. Antony was confused when I brought it up. The partners who’d been there didn’t seem to recall that I’d run off, dripping wine all over the marble floors. In fact, they all talked to me as if I’d had too much to drink and was remembering it wrong.”

Next to her, Lanie let out a long breath, as if she’d been holding it.

“That’s fucked up.”

“I knew I needed to get out of there,” Merritt said after a moment, willing her heart to stop that kettledrum effect against her ribs. “Because where could it go after that? He didn’t need to hit me. He’d proven that he could do anything and no one would acknowledge it, much less help me.”

She made a face. “He was all over me, at work or at home, and it was easier to just go along with things than fight him. Less scary.” She shuddered. “He got this look if he thought I was defying him, or giving him trouble, even while he would talk about how concerned he was about me. I stopped sleeping. My work suffered and the partners started wondering out loud if maybe I should take a little break to get my shit together.”

“Maybe that was their way of helping without admitting that’s what they were doing?” But Lanie didn’t sound as if she believed that possibility.

“I think they saw that he was getting close to destroying another toy,” Merritt said matter-of-factly. “And no one wants that in the office. So messy. I decided I didn’t want to be a toy, and if I was insane and he was actually a great guy, well, I’d have to live with that. I told him I wanted a romantic getaway and I’d plan it. He thought that was a terrific idea. I asked him to meet me in a little bed and breakfast all the way up in Bar Harbor, Maine. I assume he raced right up there. And here I am. Possibly a crazy person. But not his toy any longer, either way.”

Lanie leaned into her then, and stayed there. For a long while, they just sat on the step with the story of Antony heavy between them. But then, there were a lot of heavy things down south. The weight of the air, getting warmer as the day wore on. The scent of the bayou, all that rich earth and deep, muddy water. The way the bare skin of Lanie’s shoulder was too warm against Merritt’s leg, that little bloom of sweat between them as familiar and haunting as any swamp ghost. The feel of her own body connecting to the rough step beneath her, to Lanie, to all her half-forgotten history here, as if she was a boat finally reaching the shore. She blinked that last thought away.

Because she wasn’t staying here. She was never staying here again, not for long. Eighteen years here had been more than enough, surely.

Lanie was the one to pull away and Merritt missed the connection instantly. Then hated herself for that, because she’d been the one to break it in the first place. Lanie surged up to her feet in the kind of sleek, careless move that reminded Merritt that regardless of what costume she wore—or didn’t—Lanie had always had that innate dancer’s grace. That Merritt had managed to forget that, too, seemed like nothing short of a betrayal.

But she choked that down, because Lanie was grinning at her.

“Come on then,” she said. “He’s a creep and you’re not crazy. Fuck that guy. Let’s live a little.”

This was Lanie Latour. She’d been born with a wicked streak that no amount of god or shame had ever been able to stamp out. Living a little with Lanie could mean anything. Literally anything.

And Merritt had been hiding for a long time, one way or another. She’d been afraid constantly. A deep, gnawing sort of fear that never went anywhere and never let up. Her world, her whole life, had gotten very, very small and scared, hidden away in the corner of her mind where she didn’t think she was crazy and she didn’t want to stay with this man who terrified her more each day—but didn’t know how to get away from him. She’d had to act like the happy girlfriend and adoring, subordinate second chair she’d been before the wine incident. She’d had to go off somewhere in her head while he touched her. She’d had to lie awake but perfectly still every night so she didn’t wake him, then lie about her anxiety dreams every morning.

You’re so neurotic, he’d tell her, inspecting the dark circles under her eyes while she’d choked down the breakfast he insisted she eat. When all she’d wanted was coffee. But it didn’t matter what she wanted. That was what she’d learned and Antony took care to reinforce it every day in a thousand little ways. What would you do without me to take care of you?

Lanie, meanwhile, was a lot of things, but she wasn’t small or scared. She’d never, ever been small, not even when she was a skinny little girl with two skinned knees and that shit-eating grin of hers that had been the despair of every authority figure in St. Germain Parish. And if anything had ever scared her, she’d never admitted it.

Merritt had moved away twice, to two different cities, and she’d never felt as free and unfettered as her friend. Never—well. She had. Once. If only for a few steamy months in the arms of a man who she’d wanted too much. A man who was rooted into this town where everything could be dragged down into the swamp at any moment, and she’d been afraid of the fact she wanted to be one of the things that sunk deep and caught hold. With him.

And suddenly she thought she’d die if she didn’t experience that feeling again. If she couldn’t feel big and wide and full, if only for an afternoon. It had been so long. She’d put herself into a necessary deep freeze up north to survive but less than twenty-four hours in Lagrange and she was already thawing.

She wanted to melt. She wanted to burn. She wanted to do something without giving a fuck about the consequences—before Antony found her.

Because she knew that he would. Of course he would. She knew exactly what resources he had at his disposal.

But still, Antony wasn’t magic. It would take him longer than a day to track her down. And in the meantime, for as long as she had left before he turned up here and showed her what was worse than a little wine over her head, she could live.

She wanted to live.

“Do you mean live a little or a lot?” she asked Lanie, peering up at her. Her friend stood framed by all the old oaks draped in moss and her smile was much, much warmer than the air around them.

“Don’t insult me, Merritt,” Lanie said, all that laughter in her voice and every long, tight year of their friendship glimmering between them as if there had never been a five year gap. How had Merritt let herself forget this? How had she breathed without this? “Do I ever go little when I could go large?”

And Merritt stopped thinking. About Antony or the Devil’s Keepers or her shameful behavior in her daddy’s front hall with Greeley last night. She stood up and smiled at her favorite partner in crime from way back when they were girls, and gave herself over to all that glorious wildness that had always bubbled in her friend. Merritt had spent most of her life warding it off, like that kind of wild might take her down if it touched her. And yet here she was anyway, in this crappy situation of hers with no outlet in sight and back in Lagrange besides, so why the hell had she tried so hard to steer clear all those years? It just seemed stupid, looking back.

Merritt decided she was done with stupid. Once and for all.

“That sounds like a dare,” she murmured, watching Lanie’s grin widen. “And you know I can’t refuse a dare. So you better make it good.”


Chapter 6

Greeley’s phone buzzed a little after ten p.m. while he was kicking back with a beer or two in Roscoe’s room at the clubhouse, not talking about the problems in the club because there was too much shit to talk about, most of it concerning Digger’s weird behavior, to get into any of it.

“You see Whale today?” was all that Greeley had said on the subject of last night’s bullshit.

“He saw me first,” Roscoe had muttered. His mouth had curved at that, a dangerous glint in his blue eyes that said the things neither one of them would. Not yet. “So, no. The little bitch ran like he always does.”

They hadn’t touched the rest of it. Digger had made a few phone calls earlier in the day, acting like shit was cool and also sidestepping the Whale issue entirely, and unless Greeley wanted to go hunt down his president and get in his face—never a wise move at the best of times—what could he do?

A couple of beers with his VP after a long day of dealing with the usual stupid shit seemed like the best compromise, all things considered.

Roscoe was a Cajun boy, born and bred from generations of the fierce Acadians who’d settled south Louisiana and who liked their own fucking space, mais yeah. He had a house way out in the bayou, accessible only by boat and requiring a little bit of old Cajun swamp magic to even locate the place. Most nights he stayed accessible in the clubhouse in a room he’d taken over years ago when he’d first patched into the club.

That was where Greeley was sitting when his phone buzzed, listening to Roscoe tell a few creative lies about the last time he went gator hunting last fall. He lifted his chin to indicate he was taking the call, then put the phone to his ear.

It took exactly two sentences from Okie to get him up and out of his chair. It took him about four seconds to mutter something at Roscoe and get the hell out of there. Maybe two minutes later he was on his bike, and then it took him all of six minutes to haul ass to Petit Joe’s, instead of the usual fifteen.

And if Sheriff Archer himself had popped up behind him during that ride as part of his campaign to clean up the parish, he doubted he would have stopped, which would only have made things weirder for the club. That was something he usually took seriously.

But Greeley didn’t give a single fuck about club shit when he pushed through the doors of the strip club, nodding at the bouncers who waved him in with a smile the way they did every man with a Devil’s Keepers cut.

Doc Broussard’s girl is about to get up on my stage and dance, Okie had said gruffly. Figured you’d have some thoughts on that.

Greeley had more than a few thoughts on that, in fact. All of them different varieties of fucked up. And he didn’t even have it in him to care that clearly, his brothers were treating the situation like Greeley still had a claim on her. Like she was still his.

That roaring thing inside him suggested he agreed.

The place was already crowded, even this early into a Friday night. The local dirtbags mixed with lame assholes from Baton Rouge who didn’t like to shit anywhere close to where they ate with their wives and kids, but hey, they sure did like to spend their money on Cajun strippers. Greeley cut through the place like it was empty, enjoying the way the overgrown frat boys, rednecks in chinos, moved the fuck out of his way even before they saw the cut he wore.

Greeley didn’t see Merritt anywhere, which was not good, but he found Lanie almost immediately. She was lounging on the customer side of the bar dressed like she was looking to start a riot. Meaning, the way she was always dressed. He’d known Lanie for years, ever since she’d started dancing here when she still had that whiff of jailbait about her, something she’d been happy to use to her advantage back then. And he’d had no problem voting to let her manage the bar part of Petit Joe’s a year or so ago, because he knew exactly how smart and trustworthy she was after all this time when so many other strippers had cycled through Lagrange and then disappeared into some or other downward spiral. But none of that was why he headed straight for her.

It was Lanie who had been the one to dare Merritt to walk into Petit Joe’s that first time five years ago. Greeley had liked how that dare had ended back then, but he didn’t really love that it was apparently an ongoing thing with those two. Or he wouldn’t be here tonight.

Lanie looked over at him as if she’d known he was coming. She didn’t look worried, which he thought she should, with a pissed-off biker bearing down on her like a nightmare. Instead, she smirked at him—something he might have addressed if he didn’t have a little too much rage coursing through his veins just then.

Because of course Lanie Latour was the only person alive who could get Merritt Broussard to consider getting up on a stage at a strip club. Not just any strip club—this strip club, where a good number of the scumbags in the audience were men who’d probably been beating off to Doc Broussard’s looker of a daughter since back when she really was jailbait.

Greeley wanted to burn the fucking place down and roast every last one of them. With his own two hands.

“What did you do?” he demanded when he reached Lanie’s side.

If anything, Lanie only looked more amused at that. She flicked her long, silky hair over one shoulder. “Hello to you, too.”

“Merritt doesn’t strip, Lanie. You do. What the fuck.”

“Oh, you figured it out.” And Greeley had been around enough women in his lifetime to know that no good could possibly come of that sugar sweet tone mixed with the warning look she had in her eyes just then. “I went to welcome her home and I accidentally got my stripper germs all over her. It all happened too fast after that. There was no saving her. It was hot pants and a string bikini or death.”

Greeley told himself he was pissed, that was all, and the thought of Merritt—his Merritt—in the usual Petit Joe’s uniform wasn’t currently pounding into him like his pulse was a hammer and his cock was the nail.

But there was no time to untangle that shit or get right with it, because the lights were changing and the announcer was shouting his usual crap.

“This is not happening,” he growled at Lanie.

She only nodded toward the stage behind him.

“Oh, it is,” she said, still smirking. “It definitely is.”

Greeley turned toward the stage like he expected to find a gun in his face. Then he turned to stone.

The crowd disappeared. The place might as well have been empty. There was only the woman sauntering out onto the stage, wearing exactly what he’d half-feared, half-hoped she’d be wearing, because it was burned into his head now. It was never going anywhere. It was a brand and he was scarred by it, forever.

Halle-fucking-lujah.

Slick little gold shorts barely cupped Merritt’s ass and rode down low on her hips. She wore a pair of hooker heels so high and sharp it made his cock ache to watch her walk on them, all that extra sway in her while she did. And the only other piece of so-called clothing on her was a tiny little gold string thing with triangles that was too small to be a bikini and holy fucking shit everything else was her.

All her.

Her unmarked body without a single tattoo or scar because she’d grown up easy and pampered, her skin so obviously soft and gleaming even in the flashing fluorescent lights, and he knew how she tasted. Her legs, long and firm and perfect, and he knew how they felt wrapped around his back with his cock rubbing up against her hot little cunt. That sweet curve of her belly that he’d barely got his hands on last night, that made his fucking mouth water. And all that hair of hers, dark and heavy and moving with her, dancing over her shoulders and calling attention to her small, perfect tits barely covered in sparkly gold.

He’d had this wet dream, he was pretty sure. He wasn’t wild about revisiting it in public. There were all kinds of pussy he was happy to sample with the world looking on, but not Merritt. She was his.

The crowd made noise as she started to dance, and it killed him. She was clearly not a pro. She was something much, much better than a slick routine and a few practiced moves designed to part a horny bastard from his money. She was smiling like she was having the best time of her life, looking wildly enthusiastic about what she was doing no matter—or because of—the slightly glazed look in her pretty blue eyes that, if memory served, meant she’d treated herself to way too much tequila.

She was going to be the death of him, here and now.

That was his last conscious thought.

Merritt shimmied her hips a few times and hung off the side of the pole for a minute like she’d never touched one before in her life. She probably hadn’t, up there in her Ivy League schools. Then she stepped back and reached up for the tie of her bikini—and Greeley was done.

He thought he heard Lanie laughing as he moved, but he didn’t care about that. Not now.

He shoved his way through the crowd, not giving a single shit if the other patrons had an issue with that, then he launched himself up and onto the raised platform like he was part of the goddamned show. Merritt was still tugging at that bikini string. Her smile toppled from her face when he landed hard on the stage down at the farthest end away from her, and there was no question she saw him coming at her.

But she didn’t stop tugging at that string. Of course not. And a little harder once he was right in front of her.

He saw all that go fuck yourself in her eyes then. But he wasn’t a little bitch like half the douchebags here tonight who liked it when soft, small women cowered before them and made them feel big and tough. He liked a little fight, especially from Merritt. He liked her unafraid and he liked her ornery and he had every intention of expressing his thoughts on both of those things as well as her presence here tonight all over that fine ass of hers.

Greeley was going to do a lot more than express his thoughts, and it was that much better if she had an attitude about it. His cock had a long list of ideas on how best to communicate his serious fucking issues with everything that was happening right now. He planned to go down the whole goddamned list, point by fucking point, long and hard and balls deep.

He saw the exact second she realized that he wasn’t slowing down as he came for her. He saw her hands move from her neck to go out in front of her, like she was going to try to hold him off, but there was no point. He ignored her hands. He bent down and picked her up, tossed her over his shoulder, and then planted a hand on her firm ass to keep her there.

Then he wheeled around and headed off the stage the way he’d come, jumping off the end of it and watching the crowd part before him like he was fucking Moses. But he couldn’t even enjoy that, he was so fucking hard and so pissed at this woman it took everything he had not to carry her into the shadows and remind her how they’d met, right up against another wall.

Merritt was punching at him as he moved, but he ignored that. He headed for the door, nodding at the bouncers on his way out. When he made it to his bike out in front he put her down, holding her upright with a hand wrapped around her upper arm when she almost tipped over in the high ass hooker shoes on the uneven ground.

“Get on the bike,” he told her, and he was not fucking around.

“I have a strip show to perform,” she told him in her snottiest tone, her blue eyes flashing at him as she made a big show of pulling her arm out of his grip. He made it equally clear he was letting her. “It’s my new passion. And I’m not going anywhere with you, Greeley. You’re a fucking Neanderthal.”

“And you love it,” he retorted.

“I’m sure that’s what you tell yourself. And who could possibly argue with you? After all, you’re a Devil’s Keeper. You rule this town.”

“We do.” He sounded as mean as he felt and she was in a public place, using that snotty tone while she talked about the club and wearing next to nothing while she did it. His brain kept flatlining. His cock, on the other hand, had never been so fucking ready to handle a situation. “So maybe watch your fucking tone when you mention the club.”

Merritt crossed her arms over her chest, but not in a defensive way. This was clearly belligerent. She even leaned forward, getting in his face in a way most people would not dare to do. Ever.

“Or what?”

He laughed at that. Not nicely. “The only thing you have going for you right now is that I still want to fuck you. That urge passes and you’re in some serious trouble, babe.”

“I bet that works on the peasants.” She sniffed. “But I’m not afraid of you. Your temper tantrum was pointless. I’m going right back in there and I’m doing what I said I would do.”

“No. You’re not.”

“You can’t stop me.”

“Are you sure about that? Pretty sure I just did.”

She glared at him like she wanted to kill him, and he was twisted enough that he wished she’d try. “What do you care what I do? It’s not your business.”

“Everything you do in this town is my business. Did you forget that, too?” And then, what the hell, he stopped pretending. He leaned down, returning the favor by getting in her face, and had the distinct pleasure of watching her pulse go nuts in her throat. “I claimed your ass a long time ago. You don’t parade around wearing next to nothing in front of every horny bastard in Lagrange. You don’t wiggle around on a fucking stage in a strip club so those assholes can beat off to you and their Princess Leia gold bikini fantasies tonight. You got an urge to get naked? That’s fine by me. You can do it in my house all you want. Now get that ass on my bike before I decide to punish you the way you deserve right here.”

He swung onto his bike then and pinned her with the kind of glare that made civilians wet themselves. Merritt, of course, only narrowed her eyes and glared back at him.

“I hardly know where to start with that metric ton of bullshit.”

“Start by shutting your mouth and getting on the fucking bike. Just an idea.”

She ignored him. “My ass is not something you can claim. I don’t belong to anyone and if I did, it would not be to an asshole biker with impulse control issues.”

Greeley laughed, dark and low. “Darlin’, if I had impulse control issues you’d be up against the back wall of the club, I’d be balls deep inside you, and I wouldn’t give a fuck who was watching and recording that shit on their cellphones for personal use later. Does that sound good to you? You wanna star in some amateur porn all over this town? Because we can always make it happen.”

She stepped closer to the bike and to him, and he didn’t know if that was her natural bravado or the tequila. He watched, amazed, as she actually stuck a finger in his face. If it was anyone else’s he’d break it off.

“I understand that you’re used to life with a certain degree of deference,” she seethed at him. “You strut around this place and the men cower before you while the ladies line up to see who can suck your dick first.”

“Is that an offer?” He made his voice lazy when really, the thought of his cock between those lips of hers was almost enough to make him embarrass himself right there on his bike with the Petit Joe’s bouncers pretending they weren’t listening to every word.

“Lagrange is not the real world, Greeley,” she snapped at him, because somehow she still wasn’t finished. “I don’t care how tough you act. I don’t care if you threaten me. There are way scarier things out there than you.”

Something pricked at him then. Maybe it was the way she said that. Maybe it was that certain darkness in her eyes, hinting at shit a lot deeper than too much tequila and an attitude in dire need of adjustment.

“Like what?” he asked, his voice a little too hard.

But he didn’t think that was why she dropped her hand to her side, out of his face, and stepped back. Or in those shoes, kind of wobbled back. When she spoke again, her voice was much quieter and no longer snotty at all.

Which he was bent enough to feel like a loss.

“I didn’t ask you to come over last night and get in my face,” she said, and she didn’t even sound pissed at him. He didn’t like the way that landed in him, deep in his gut. “I didn’t ask you to show up here tonight. What I do while I’m in town has nothing to do with you.”

While I’m in town. Greeley didn’t like that any better than he had the last time she’d said hello only to tell him she wasn’t staying. He didn’t like that she was so happy and determined to keep everything between them temporary. Always pointed toward the state line, his Merritt. Always running away.

“You can keep telling yourself that,” he told her, and he didn’t care how intense he sounded then. It was still the truth. “You can get pissed about it. It won’t change a thing.”

“I want you to leave me alone.”

“No,” Greeley said, his gaze hard on hers. “You don’t.” He settled back in his seat, his feet hard on the ground on either side of the heavy bike. “Do you want me to make this happen, Merritt? Is that what this is? You want me to chase you down, make you leave with me, then make you come all over me a couple times? You know I will. I’ll play whatever bullshit role gets you naked and in my bed. If you still need someone to blame, I’m your guy. Just say the fucking word.”

He watched the fight go out of her, like a light dimming, and that thing in his gut sank deeper and twisted. Hard. She blinked and looked unsteady on her feet for a moment, but she rallied. He watched her do it. He watched her square her shoulders and stand a little straighter and he opted to ignore the way that made his chest feel tight. Too fucking tight. She lifted that chin of hers.

“I don’t need to blame you. But I do need—”

“If you say you need to strip, we can do that. Believe me, that works. But there’s only going to be one man you strip for.”

“That pretty much defeats the purpose of stripping.”

“You want me to make it rain, babe? I can do that, too. You dance around for me in that fucking outfit, it’ll rain in more than one way. I guarantee it.”

“This isn’t a fundraiser.” She shook her head as if he was deliberately misunderstanding her, that frown of hers that he wanted to get his mouth on etching its way between her brows. “It’s a walk on the wild side. I need to step outside myself.”

“I’m pretty sure that when I make you come screaming a couple times, you’ll be so outside yourself you’ll think I’m a god.” He rubbed his hands over his face because it was that or put them on her and if that happened, he wasn’t sure he’d be able to control himself. He was barely hanging on as it was, and no matter what he said, he didn’t want to give the bouncers here a free show. She wasn’t for public consumption. She was his. “Baby. Enough. Get on the bike. If we’re gonna fight and fuck all night, we might as well do it somewhere without an audience.”

She blinked again, and then she looked away, and for a second he couldn’t read her at all. He started his bike, letting it roar against the night, that Harley power soothing him the way it always did. And when he backed it up she was looking at him again, still frowning like she was figuring something out. He lifted his chin, wordlessly ordering her to climb on behind him—but a part of him hoped she wouldn’t. He wouldn’t mind chasing her down. Hell no. He liked the part of him that was pure Neanderthal.

But instead she stepped closer. He saw the deep breath she took as she reached out and grabbed hold of his shoulder. Then—finally—she swung herself up and slid into place behind him.

He waited until she settled in and wrapped herself around him, and then he took off.

And it felt fucking great. Everything felt right, at last, and he hadn’t realized until now that a whole lot of shit hadn’t felt right all this time. Years, maybe. It was one more thing he didn’t want to think about. But Merritt was plastered against him, her body pressed up against his back and her head on his shoulder. Her arms were wrapped tight around his waist, holding on to him hard. She fit there the way she always had, as if she’d been specifically created to ride behind him and hold on to him like that.

He almost felt like he was the one who’d over-served himself the tequila tonight, a little too close to wild. The spring night was like a cool fist around them as they rode, cutting through the sugarcane fields all alone in the bayou night. And Merritt was right where she belonged at last, on the back of his bike and snug against him, while his dick was so hard he was surprised it didn’t turn into a fucking parking brake.

And he could feel the way it got to her, too, the powerful Harley between her legs and him right there in front of her. She was no more immune to this than he was. She squirmed a little bit as she clung to him, betraying herself the way she always had. He grinned when he felt her shiver, and then grinned even wider when she pressed her mouth against his shoulder like she was working hard to hold back that killer laugh he’d always loved to hear when she was on the bike with him and she was feeling it down deep.

When he pulled up in front of his house she jumped off the moment he stopped, and he was sure he’d have to wade through all her second thoughts and whatever else she threw at him to deny she wanted this. The usual bullshit. She stalked toward the house ahead of him, a gleaming, nearly naked vision in the night, all that exposed pale skin and the stretchy, shiny material that barely covered her. Even her ridiculously high heels gleamed, and he’d never know how she didn’t break a fucking ankle as she walked too fast up to his porch, all stripper sway and sheer determination.

He was right behind her.

But when she turned around at last, right there at his door, it wasn’t regret or second thoughts or any of the usual crap he saw all over her face.

It was hunger.

So Greeley stopped playing.

He didn’t stop when he reached her. He kept going, crowding her against his front door. She let out a small, needy sound and he hauled her up high against him the way he had last night. Then he took her mouth, one hand grabbing hold of her hair, deep and hard and bossy as fuck, and the other getting a fistful of her ass when she wrapped herself around him, arms and legs gripping him tight.

He kissed her hot and hard. Deep and wet. He went fierce and greedy and she met him, angling her head to get that much more of him.

Greeley kicked the front door open and stumbled through it. He didn’t bother with lights. He didn’t lift his mouth from hers for even a second. He carried her down the hall and into his bedroom and he didn’t stop moving until she was on her back in his bed and he was right where he wanted to be between her legs, rubbing up nice and hard against her cunt.

Again. At last. And the club could show up in its entirety at his front door with cries of imminent war and tonight they’d have to fucking wait.

She lifted herself against him, arching to rub against him in that sinuous way that made his eyes cross, and it was too much.

He couldn’t think. He didn’t want to think. He let go of her for the two seconds necessary to tear his fly open. It was too damned long.

It was dark in his bedroom, but he didn’t need light to see her. He would know Merritt in a darkness much thicker than this. In any darkness at all. He would always know her, and who cared how much time had passed. He knew that desperate sound she made in the back of her throat. He knew the way she rocked herself against him, the lift of her hips and the punch of it when she slid her pussy against him. He knew her taste, her smell, the way she fit even better beneath him than she did behind him on his bike.

Because this is where she’s supposed to be, a garrulous voice from deep inside of him growled. Every fucking night.

He didn’t waste time undressing either one of them. He pulled her hot little shorts to one side, shoved the little G-string thing she wore beneath it out of his way, and found her scalding hot and more than ready.

“Hurry!” she threw at him like she was dying. Like she might not make it another second. He felt the same way.

And then finally, finally, Greeley slammed himself into her, deep and hard.

For a moment, everything shuddered to a halt. That sleek, perfect fit. The way she breathed so heavily there, beneath him, as if she was a part of him. Back where she fucking belonged after all this time. After he’d given up on this ever happening again.

“Shit,” he muttered, fighting the urge to flood her then and there.

“Still such a poet,” she whispered. Then she angled herself up and set her mouth to his again.

And everything went white hot and insane.

Greeley held her head in his hands while he took his time with her mouth. Over and over again in an endless, impossible, dirty fucking kiss while he worked his cock in her at last, setting a hard, intense rhythm that should have torn them both apart. Maybe it did.

Maybe he didn’t care if this killed him. It would be a great fucking way to go.

But she clung to him. She met him, every thrust of his cock and his tongue in turn. She worked her hands beneath his cut and his shirt and got them on his skin—one high on his back and one down the back of his jeans to grip his ass.

It was merciless and blistering and crazy. Raw. Hot and hard, but she’d already been halfway there on the bike. And Greeley was always pretty much there when he was around her.

He pounded into her, deep and ruthless, until she was throwing back her head and making those wild, high little noises that drove him crazy. Crazier. She dug her heels into the backs of his thighs and she was lifting herself up to meet every single wild thrust—

And then she started bucking and making even more noise and all that great shit he’d missed. This time was better than the hallway in Doc’s house. This time he was on top of her and she was coming on his cock, shaking and thrashing, spread out beneath him with her cunt gripping him like a fist.

She was his, Greeley thought, the way he always had, and then he was coming, too, groaning it out into the crook of her neck as he pumped himself into her.

Merritt was supposed to be his. He’d claimed her a long time ago and he’d meant it then. He obviously still meant it or he would have kicked back in Petit Joe’s and enjoyed the amateur show she was putting on up there to give the whole damned parish a boner.

She was his. And not just in his bed.

Though he figured it was an excellent fucking start.


Chapter 7

Merritt had no idea how long they sprawled there like that.

Greeley’s weight crushed her into the bed, but she liked it. She liked feeling how big he was, how strong. Maybe she more than liked it. His face was buried in her neck while his breath sawed in and out of him and she got to feel it as if it was moving through her, too. She lowered her legs to the bed but she still had her arms wrapped around him, and it didn’t matter how many times she told herself to stop clinging to him. To release that grip she still had on him before he noticed it. Before he drew the wrong conclusions about what it meant.

But she still didn’t let go.

She didn’t want to let go. Merritt told herself it wasn’t about touching him, necessarily, though there was no denying she enjoyed the simple beauty of holding such a tough, dangerous man so close. It was more that she didn’t want to face the aftermath of this long, odd, first day back home in Lagrange.

There was the whole strip club thing, an idea which had seemed like sheer magic when she’d suggested it to Lanie at some point during their deeply indulgent, carefree day together. Doing such an out of character thing wouldn’t have occurred to her at all had she not spent so many hours laughing so hard with the best friend she’d ever had—something she hadn’t done in so long that at first her laughter had felt strange and put on. But Lanie was magical the way Lanie had always been magical to Merritt, making her feel buoyed and accepted no matter what. Whether it was the killing fields of seventh grade or her ignominious return home with her proverbial tail between her legs, Lanie was there to make it all right. Merritt had decided she wanted to do what Lanie did to see if that was where the magic came from. Because tequila. And also because why the hell not? Merritt had been such a relentless Goody Two-shoes her whole life and what had it ever gotten her except into more trouble?

Then there was the fact that half the town’s male population had seen Greeley bodily remove her from Petit Joe’s, which was somehow far more embarrassing than the fact that she’d been in Petit Joe’s in the first place.

And then there was this, which she’d not only done nothing to stop—she’d pretty much started, if she was honest. He might have hauled her out of the strip club but she’d been the one to climb up on that bike and melt all over him. She’d known exactly what she was doing and what would happen.

The truth was, she’d wanted to end up right here.

She couldn’t help herself when it came to Greeley. It had been like this since that first night five years ago. And maybe it was worse now that she knew the world wasn’t exactly filled with men who could replace him. No one could. He’d listened. When she’d asked him real questions, he’d taken time to think about his answers. He was quick and, when he wasn’t being a hard ass, funny. He’d found her funny, the way only Lanie ever had. And more than that, he’d made her feel as safe as she had in her daddy’s house, but without her father’s distance and judgment.

All that and he was sculpted marble covered in smooth male flesh. He knew what to do with his hands and exactly how to touch her and god, even the way he called her on her shit and confronted her and knew her…She was as powerless around him as she’d always been. Nothing had changed. If anything, it was hotter than she remembered. Better.

And if it got any better than this she thought it might kill her.

Greeley moved then. He pushed himself up on his elbows and she could see him all too well in the gloom of his bedroom. That harshly gorgeous face of his. His gray eyes nearly black and that hard mouth flat behind his dark beard. Oh yes, she could see him—but she couldn’t read him at all. Judging from the glitter in his eyes, Merritt thought that was probably just as well.

He pulled out of her then and she tried to bite back the involuntary little moan at losing his cock, but she knew he heard it. She saw the way his gaze changed. Got moodier, if possible.

“I should have asked you to take me to my father’s house,” she said.

He was still braced there above her, and she had to fight back the urge to push his dark hair back from his forehead, a tender gesture she knew he would misread. Or read correctly, which would be worse.

His voice was gruff. “Why?”

“So you wouldn’t have to do it now.”

Greeley studied her until she thought she might start squirming.

“What makes you think I’m taking you anywhere? That took the edge off, babe, but I’m not done. Not even close.”

She had a lot of things to say as that shivered through her, kicking up new fires and making her breath catch all over again. But her sense of self-preservation kicked in—better late than never, she thought ruefully—and she said none of them.

As if he could see her bite back all those things she knew she shouldn’t let out, Greeley’s hard mouth curved.

He rolled to the side of the bed and he sat there for a moment, his back to her. Merritt pulled herself up so she was sitting more than lying down, her back against his smooth wooden headboard. She tucked her legs beneath her and worked the absurd high heels off her feet, one and then the other.

“Explain to me how you ended up onstage at Petit Joe’s.”

Merritt didn’t know which was more alarming: that he was talking to her in that low, hard way of his that sounded like he was considering heading back to Petit Joe’s to burn the whole place to the ground or that she broke out in goosebumps that suggested she wouldn’t necessarily mind if he did. As if she liked it when he sounded so cranky and possessive at once.

It couldn’t be more different from Antony. His cranky possessiveness had been masked in that creepy concern.

Do you not feel well, Merritt? he’d ask, that flat-edged glare trained on her despite the smile he’d always worn, making her stomach twist. You seem…not yourself.

Because the truth, she’d understood eventually, was that he didn’t like it when Merritt was herself. He liked it when Merritt was his obsequious minion, overawed by his wealth and success and generosity—and he made sure she acted that way no matter how she felt inside. That she’d ever truly been that person, that wide-eyed swamp rat unable to believe her good luck with him, made her feel sick.

Greeley wasn’t like that.

Like there’s a difference, she snapped at herself now. Possessive is possessive.

But deep down, she felt safe with Greeley. Physically if not emotionally. The way she always had when she was near him. It was more than a little infuriating.

She scowled at Greeley’s broad, hard back. “I felt like stripping. So I decided to do it. The end.”

He sighed, then shoved a hand through his hair. “Jesus Christ, you’re a pain in my ass.”

She scowled harder. “If I feel like stripping every night of the week, guess what? I will. I’m guessing you won’t be available to tackle me and preserve my modesty every single time I step on a stage. So if I want to flash my titties at every man in the parish, you’re not going to stop me. You should probably accept that now.”

His body moved as if he was laughing, though he didn’t make a sound. Which made something edgy skitter all over her skin, reminding her that she was showing a little too much of it, sitting there in her tiny stripper outfit.

“Okie won’t let you dance there again,” Greeley said. “And he’s a lot less approachable than I am, babe, so I wouldn’t try to argue with him. ’Course, if you do, he’s only going to call me to come get your ass. Your choice how you want to run with that.”

“Are you shutting me out of the stripper business?” Her spine stiffened with an outrage that had more to do with Antony’s controlling, smothering bullshit up north than it did with Greeley’s cockblocking of her stripper career—which was currently in the embryonic stage. If that. Still, it wasn’t up to him. “For all you know I’m broke and need the money, asshole. Who the hell are you to interfere?”

He swiveled his head to pin her with a glare. “Do you need the money?”

Merritt lifted her chin high. “The point is, it’s not your business either way.”

“You need to wake the fuck up, baby. This is Lagrange and you’re mine. You don’t like it, run away again. You have a whole wide world out there where you can get your independence on. But here?” Greeley shook his head, that hard gaze never shifting from hers. “Not a chance.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.” But her voice was little more than a whisper.

“You were back in town all of fifteen minutes before I had you naked and coming on my hand,” he reminded her in that same quietly ruthless way, as if that was something she might have forgotten in the past twenty-four hours. “Now you’re in my house and in my bed. You just screamed your head off when I made you come the way you always do, and the night is just getting started. What do you think is happening here?”

Merritt opened her mouth to throw something at him, but shut it again because her heart was beating so hard she thought it might tip her over. She told herself that was the only reason. Still, she pulled her knees up closer to her body and hugged her legs tight, and she didn’t pretend she was doing it for any other reason than comforting herself a little while Greeley continued to just…sit there, that intent gaze so hard on her that it made her feel scraped and raw inside.

“I don’t know,” she admitted, not sure why she was going with honesty. Only that she couldn’t seem to keep herself from it. “I never knew.” When his expression only darkened in a way she could feel like a hard lick between her legs, she hurried on. “To be honest with you, I kind of thought I made it all up, what happened between us. Or made it all more dramatic in my head. I definitely thought that either way, you would have moved on. I didn’t think it would matter one way or the other if I came back here.”

He moved then, but he was only toeing off his boots. Then he stood, shrugging out of his cut and placing it carefully on the back of the chair against the wall, then tossing his T-shirt and kicking off his jeans. When he was naked he came back to the bed, crawling up to throw himself next to her, not grabbing for her, though the iron weight of his big body made the mattress dip and she had to fight to keep herself from rolling into him anyway.

Then he took one finger and carefully traced a simple little line down the length of her thigh. It might as well have been a blowtorch, the way that tiny little touch blazed through her.

“What out there is scarier than me?” he asked.

His voice was so quiet she almost answered him automatically without thinking it through—but then caught herself.

“What?”

“Back at Petit Joe’s you said there were scarier things than me. Like what? Because I take some pride in being really fucking terrifying, darlin’.”

He didn’t mean the particular ways he terrified her, Merritt knew. He meant as a scary ass member of his scary ass motorcycle club. Trust Greeley to focus on the one thing she’d thrown at him tonight that actually mattered. How did he always manage to do that?

“The New York City subway system.” She gave a mock-shiver. “Horribly claustrophobic and smelly. Especially in summer. And the bar exam, obviously. That sucked.”

His eyes met hers and she couldn’t hide the very real shiver that coursed through her then.

“Why did you come back here?”

It was another too-quiet question, and all his attention was focused on her, more brooding and dark than the room around her.

“I needed a vacation and, like no one else ever, I thought, why not a wholly overlooked armpit of the Louisiana swamps?”

“Try again.”

Merritt sighed. “What does it matter why?”

He laughed again, another sound without mirth, and then his hands were on her, tugging her down and rolling her beneath him again. Except this time he was naked. This time there was no barrier between her and his stunning, mouthwatering body or all those beautiful, dangerous tattoos that marked him the outlaw he was.

She felt him inside of her, even though he wasn’t. Deep inside. A humming recognition that swirled around and pulled taut in her lungs, her belly. Her pussy, as soft and wet as if she hadn’t already had him once tonight.

He had no problem whatsoever bearing her down into the mattress and she knew she should. She should feel trapped. Bullied, maybe. But instead it was as if the world fell away and he was the only thing she could see anymore, and she couldn’t seem to help herself. She melted.

And then hated herself for it. Maybe if this man didn’t make her melt when she should fight, she wouldn’t have misread Antony so badly. Maybe if she hadn’t broken herself right here five years ago she would have known better than to get involved with a man like Antony in the first place. Seen the red flags and the warning signs. Heeded them.

Greeley had ruined her for all other men, it was true. Just not in the way he’d meant when he’d promised her he would. Or not only in that way. He’d also made it impossible for her to gauge how dangerous men were, because he was undeniably and unabashedly lethal, and still her body seemed to think he was as safe as a church.

She wasn’t sure that was fair. But there in the dark, beneath him, she didn’t really care.

“I came back,” she said now, trying to summon up a little outrage. Or at least something that looked like it. “People do that sometimes. Why do you care?”

“Because when you told me you’d come back here over your dead body, you meant it.” He smoothed her hair back from her face, his gaze heavy and much too knowing. “And leaving me wasn’t easy, but you did it. You wanted to stay gone. You didn’t even show for your father’s funeral. And now you’re here and within twenty-four hours you’re taking off your clothes at Petit Joe’s. Five years ago you had to take a dare to set foot in the place and you were so freaked out you couldn’t stop blushing the entire time you were there.”

“I was not blushing. It was summer. I was hot.”

“You were scandalized, baby. And tonight you were onstage, getting ready to flash the crowd. I get that tequila was involved, but this isn’t you.”

“You don’t know me.”

But there was no heat in the way she said that, not when he was right there, on top of her and nestled between her legs like he belonged there. Like that was his place. She could feel his cock getting hard again as they talked. She could feel her own body react to him the way it always did, making her wetter and hotter. Making her breasts feel big when they rubbed against his chest. Making her forget all the reasons she should never, ever let this happen. Again.

“Maybe what scares you is the possibility that I do know you,” he murmured, his face so close to hers that there was nothing else in the entire world but him. She was sure it was deliberate. She didn’t really care. “Better than you know yourself. What then?”

And this time, when he kissed her, he took his time.

This time, he wrecked her.

He was slow and wicked and he demanded her complete surrender. And she gave it. He rolled them over and over each other on the bed as he took his time reacquainting himself with every last inch of her body, and he let her do the same. She got her hands all over those muscles of his she loved, and she tasted his tattoos until he groaned. She worked her way down his beautiful torso and only got the chance to taste his cock, just the plump head, before he pulled her off him and got her beneath him again.

“But I want…” she began.

“I know what you want,” he told her, his voice insistent and hot and right there at her neck. “Trust me.”

And there, in the dark, splayed out beneath him on his big bed, she did.

She didn’t even question it.

Greeley took his time removing her tiny little stripper garments, and he wasn’t shy about sharing his thoughts on each of them as he took them off—though he didn’t use words. He used his big, rough hands. He used his mouth and that beard that was as much an instrument of torture as it was a glorious complexity against her oversensitive skin. He spent a long time teasing her with his mouth on her nipples and the hint of his teeth, making it more than clear he knew exactly how sensitive she was.

When she was finally writhing and sobbing and begging him to please please please he moved lower, tracing his way across her belly as if he could stay there all night before he buried his face between her legs.

He licked deep into her pussy. He sucked hard on her clit.

And when Merritt came this time, she screamed out his name, loud enough to split the bayou in two.

She was still riding out that climax when he climbed his way up her body again and surged into her, the slick possession of his hard cock tossing her from the middle of one climax into the build toward another, seamless and hot. She arched up against him, her head thrown back and her heels pressing into the bed, her fingers digging into his wide, smooth shoulders while sensation tore through her.

“Stay with me, baby,” he murmured, laughter in his voice.

He rolled them over once again so she was on top, and his mouth was curved and hard when he propped her up, his hands on her hips, while she fought to get her bearings. She was panting so hard it made her breasts move, and he only sprawled there beneath her, that gleam in his eyes that told her he knew exactly how she felt with him so huge and hard inside of her.

“You gonna move up there?” he asked her softly, shifting his hips to drive himself deeper. Merritt caught her breath. “Or you just gonna hang out?”

She reached down and braced herself against the fascinating planes of his chest, stamped with all those tattoos that offered colorful snapshots into who he was. All his deepest secrets laid out before her, masked in art. His back was dedicated to the club colors and proclaimed him an outlaw. But his chest was covered in tattoos he’d chosen and sometimes designed himself that told all the different stories about the man he was beneath his role in the club.

Merritt traced them with her fingers, reminding herself of all those stories he’d told her that summer. The names of the friends he’d lost in the Army wrapped around a knife. The living friends he considered blood brothers made into a set of intricate blood and thorns. The tattoo he’d gotten because he’d been eighteen and out of the country for the first time and why not get a fucking bullshit rose on his way to a war?

“Merritt.”

She took longer than she should have to drag her gaze to his, and she was sure he could see all the emotion she was pretending she didn’t feel. Because she didn’t want to feel it and she certainly didn’t want to show it. Still, it was a heavy weight in her chest and a knot in her belly and worst of all, that searing, too-bright sensation in her eyes. She was sure it was written all over her, as obvious to him as the hot, wet slide of her pussy around his cock.

He lifted one of his big hands from her hip and fit it to her cheek.

“Baby.” His voice was so low it seemed to weave its way under her skin, and she was sure she could see the Greeley she’d known that summer in his gray gaze then. Never sweet, exactly. Not this hard, dangerous man. But softer in these stolen moments alone with her than he ever was anywhere else. “Concentrate.”

She slid her hands up a little bit higher on his chest, then she shifted her weight and started to move. It should have been lazy. Easy. But it was a bright, hot, critical fire. It was all that emotion and nowhere to put it but the slick slide up his cock and then the sweet torture of taking him back inside her again.

And again. And again.

She watched him break out in a sweat, but she didn’t speed up. She felt him tense, hard and hot as hell beneath her as she rocked herself against him, but she didn’t hurry. She couldn’t say a single one of the things that clawed at her throat. She wouldn’t let herself give in to the near-overwhelming urge to spill all the things she’d tamped down deep inside of her for five years. Need and longing. Loss and regret. All the ways she’d missed him, all this time, despite her best attempts to forget him. She couldn’t.

But she could do this.

Eventually, his jaw got so hard she thought it would shatter, and he moved one of his hands between them, working her clit as she kept up her same, torturous pace, working out her confession the only way she could.

“That’s cheating,” she panted at him as the stark, impossible pleasure battered at her.

“Deal with it,” he retorted, from between his teeth.

And it didn’t take long then. She felt it coming from a long way off, rolling toward her like a storm, then walloping her. Sensation charged through her, lighting her on fire and letting her burn. She melted all over him. She dropped down and got her face into the crook of his neck and she didn’t care if she cried. She didn’t care what he saw in her while she was lost in the flames.

Only then did he flip her over one last time so he could slap a hand on the mattress beside her and get his other hand beneath her to lift up into the fury of his thrusts, pounding himself into her until he finally groaned out his own release.

And after that, she didn’t have the energy to debate her return to Lagrange with him. Or anything else. She drifted into a dazed sort of sleep, only waking up when he picked her up and carried her to his shower, crowding into the stall with her so he could wash her down to his satisfaction.

But that only led to the both of them, too slippery and too strung out on each other, taking care of that same greedy, impossible hunger when it flared anew. Greeley bent her over the sink, still slick and wet from the shower and wetter still between her legs, and told her to hold on. Then he gripped her hips and slammed them both over the edge, fast and furious.

“You’re gonna kill me,” he muttered, his mouth against the back of her neck when they were both shuddering in the aftermath of another explosion.

Merritt didn’t reply. Because maybe she wouldn’t mind it so much, death by Greeley. Naked and wrapped all around him and coming until it killed her. There were a lot worse ways to go. Her long nights pretending to sleep next to Antony had given her ample time to consider a number of them, in detail, while dreaming of her escape.

“Hey.”

She blinked and found Greeley studying her through the bathroom mirror. He was a hard, intensely male slab of granite behind her. He had one tattooed arm wrapped around her, right under her breasts, and she wondered how long he’d been holding her like that. He’d pulled out but kept her close, so her ass was pressed to his thighs and she could feel his semi-hard cock against the small of her back.

Merritt wasn’t used to feeling so cared for.

“Where’d you go?” he asked her, and not in the soft, loving way of someone wondering idly about their lover’s thoughts. Not Greeley. There was a hard glint in his gaze, and she had the unsettling notion that he could read her mind and all the dark shit that lurked in there that she didn’t want him to know. Ever.

You are so screwed if he can, an unhelpful, semi-hysterical voice inside of her chimed in. Unnecessarily.

“You just fucked my brains out,” she said, all bravado and what was left of the tequila she’d had too much of earlier. “Again. I’m literally incapable of thought.”

He didn’t look like he bought that at all, but he didn’t say anything, and Merritt took that as the reprieve it was. He handed her a wet cloth and a towel, and when she’d finished cleaning herself up and then drying off to his satisfaction he swung her up into his arms again.

“I can walk,” she whispered.

She didn’t want to walk. She wanted her whole life to slow down and be this, right here, and nothing else. High against his chest, his strong arms wrapped around her, his beautifully fierce face right there, so close to hers.

As if it could stay like this. As if this was real.

He only shifted her so she was even tighter against him, and then he brought her back into the bedroom, laying her down on the bed and following her onto the mattress to wrap himself around her.

She’d forgotten they’d slept like this the few times she’d actually spent a whole night with him that summer—no. That was a lie. She hadn’t forgotten.

But she hadn’t let herself remember. She hadn’t dared. It hurt too much.

He thrust his thigh between her legs and tucked his face against her shoulder and Merritt let her eyes drift shut, because the fact they fit together so perfectly and so easily was obvious. She didn’t need to make a proclamation about it. She bit back the urge to do it anyway. So far, she hadn’t said anything she shouldn’t. She could pretend this was only sex. And there was no reason in the world she couldn’t lie here and bask in him, whether it was just sex or not.

“The thing about letting you walk is that you walk away and then you stay away,” he growled a long while later, in such a low voice he might have thought she was asleep. She pretended she was. “I’m fucking tired of that shit.”

He didn’t say anything else. He didn’t let go of her. And Merritt lay there for a long, long time, waiting for her heart to shrink back down to its usual size.

The next time she woke she was curled up in the center of his bed and he was pulling on his clothes by the side of it. There was a lighter sort of dark outside the windows, casting the whole room in a gloomy gray. It had to be early morning, though there was no clock anywhere nearby to check that. Only his wall of books across from the bed, books that she’d spent hours investigating that summer while he was off tending to club business, picking through the clues he’d left behind in the novels and textbooks he had collected. Those books had helped her imagine she knew him, too.

Merritt didn’t think she made a sound, but Greeley’s head came around as if she’d shouted out his name.

“Sleep,” he ordered her. Then he bent down to take her mouth in a long, hot kiss that scrambled her brain and made her stomach flip over. “I’ll be back.”

And she knew on some level that she should have a problem with that, but she couldn’t think why. Maybe she didn’t want to. She was too worn out in every delicious way possible to get into whatever crap was lurking around between them and inside of her and it would all be there in the daylight, wouldn’t it? Why get into it now? So she only murmured something, some kind of acknowledgment, and drifted back to sleep.

When she woke up again, the sun was streaming into the room, her mouth was so dry it bordered on painful, and she was all alone in Greeley’s wide bed.

She sat up, wincing when last night’s tequila reasserted itself, making her head feel scratchy and heavy. An unfortunate counterpoint to the desert currently occupying the better part of her throat.

Terrific. A real hangover plus whatever reaction from Greeley was surely waiting for her now that the night was over and reality had reasserted itself. This morning was going to be awesome.

She tied her hair in a big, fat knot on the back of her head. She fished around until she found her stripper outfit, but there was far too much light shining into the room. There was no way she was prancing around in scanty stripper clothes in the light of day, especially now that there was no golden liquid courage flooding her veins. She just couldn’t do it, no matter how fiercely independent she vaguely remembered she’d claimed she was last night.

There was independence and then there was not being a dumbass when there was a temperamental biker around, making unsettling remarks about his claim on her. Merritt, a little more cautious in the daylight while her head ached, understood they weren’t always the same thing.

After a trip to the bathroom and a long, cold drink of water to make her feel like a human again, she went over to the pile of what looked like clean clothes on Greeley’s dresser and helped herself to one of his T-shirts. The one she picked was dark blue and faded, and soft as she pulled it over her head. It smelled familiar, like the detergent he used if not his skin, and it covered her like a tunic. She didn’t even bother with the death shoes Lanie had made her wear last night. She had a feeling they were the kind of shoes that could only be worn when drunk without risking bodily injury.

The bedroom door was open a crack so she pushed it the rest of the way and moved into the hallway. Greeley’s house looked the way she remembered it. Clean if not exactly neat. Very male, from the lack of much ornamentation on the walls to the living room that was little more than a giant television, bookshelves, and a couch. She could smell coffee as she padded barefoot along his hallway, which was reason enough to celebrate—if quietly, in deference to her head. She followed the scent to the kitchen and stopped in the doorway.

Greeley was there. And more overwhelming with all the morning light cascading over him, making him as golden as he was beautiful. His cut was hanging over the back of one of the chairs at the table and he was standing at his kitchen sink, his hands braced on the counter and his attention somewhere out his window, where she knew the bayou whispered its secrets as it lapped right up against his porch.

“I went and got your shit from Petit Joe’s,” he told her without turning around, and she blinked. She’d been certain she hadn’t made any noise. “I didn’t want you to freak out if you woke up without your crap and also, I wanted to make it real clear to Okie that you’re not allowed on the premises ever again unless you’re with me.”

“What time is it?” Her voice sounded as scratchy as she felt, and no matter that she’d chugged two glasses of water already. “It seems a little early for you to be this much of a dick.”

He turned then and she stiffened, because he was looking at her in that hard, lethal way that reminded her who he was again. Not the Greeley she’d rediscovered last night. Maybe that had been tequila and too much sex, making her remember long lost emotions and pretend they were new. Because the man before her now was every hard inch the sergeant at arms of the Devil’s Keepers. This was Greeley the outlaw. He looked fierce and brooding at once.

And not at all happy.

“You got anything to tell me?” he asked in a conversational way that made her blood chill.

She stood a little straighter. “No.”

“You want to maybe think about your answer for more than two seconds?”

One. Two. Three, to make a point. Then Merritt shrugged. “No.”

He didn’t say anything. He didn’t do anything, but she could feel his temper crackle and burn and fill the whole damned house. It pressed against her, black and fierce, and it took everything she had not to turn around and haul ass out the door. She knew he kept his keys in his truck—because who would be suicidal enough to steal from Greeley Shaw? In a fantasy world where she could outrun him or he wouldn’t chase her, she could jump in his truck and drive her ass home, where she would obviously immediately do what she should have done yesterday morning and get the hell out of Lagrange.

She looked around and saw her bag on the table. All she’d have to do was grab it. And then outwit or outmaneuver the large, obviously furious outlaw biker who was standing too still and watching her too closely. When she looked back at Greeley to size him up—as if she could really hope to do anything here he didn’t allow—he was holding something in his hand.

It took her much too long to realize it was a phone. And longer still to understand that it was hers.

Merritt’s stomach lurched and for a moment she thought she really might throw up. Her head spun sickeningly and she reached out to grab the side of the doorway nearest her before she crumpled to the floor.

“No,” she whispered.

She didn’t mean to speak. She didn’t know she had until she felt her mouth move.

“Your phone kept buzzing,” Greeley told her, dark and grim, with an intent gleam in that flat and level gray gaze. “I thought it was an emergency.”

“You had no right to look at my phone,” she snapped at him.

Panic coursed through her, kicking her adrenaline into gear, and that was a hell of a lot better than crumpling into doorways and feeling like she might puke. Much, much better. She forced herself out of her paralysis and crossed to him, her bare feet slapping against the linoleum floor. She snatched her phone from his hand and managed to do it without really touching him much—because she wasn’t as stupid as she acted.

Then she tilted up her chin like she wasn’t standing around in nothing but his T-shirt over the stripper version of a bikini. Like she had nothing to fear from this man or the darkly incredulous expression he was training on her while she stood there in basically nothing, defying him.

She brandished her phone at him and watched his eyebrows go up, like he was fighting back the urge to slap it out of her hand. Or slap her hand off, more like. “Are you kidding? I can’t imagine how much you’d lose your shit if I dared take a peek at your phone.”

“There were forty-five texts and fifteen voicemails. When I checked the first time. There are more now.”

Merritt felt herself moving back at that, putting distance between them, while all the blood drained from her face. So much for her attempt at an offense. She could feel herself go entirely pale, even while her stomach turned.

She felt dirty. Humiliated and stained. How could she explain this to Greeley? She didn’t want him to know about Antony. She didn’t want him to ever know how dumb she really was or how stupid she’d been or that she’d let that creep touch her. She didn’t want to see his face change forever when he realized how easily she’d been snowed by a pedigree and a fancy apartment, proving she really was the snobby princess he accused her of being. She hated herself enough for that already.

But she couldn’t seem to make herself say the things she needed to say to make this situation better. Or mitigate it somehow. Her mouth was even drier than it had been when she’d woken up and she knew it had nothing to do with her hangover.

It was pure fear. And self-loathing.

It was all fused together in her mouth like glue. She couldn’t say a word.

“Merritt.” His voice was so dark. So relentless. And the look in his eyes was so much worse. “Who the fuck is Antony?”

Merritt stopped moving only because she hit the table. Greeley was still standing there at his kitchen sink, framed by the window and the cypress trees thick and impenetrable outside. But then, he didn’t have to come after her. Not when he could take up all the air in the world simply by looking at her that way.

“Nobody,” she managed to say, though her lips were numb and that glue was in her voice, so obvious she was sure he could hear it, too. “He’s nobody.”

Greeley moved then. It took him two steps and he was looming over her, trapping her against the kitchen table. He folded his arms over his chest and it was all tattoos and lean, hard strength, and she’d have no choice but to touch him if she wanted to get away from him. She was sure he knew how little she wanted to do that.

She shuddered, and his gaze went even darker. There was an expression she didn’t recognize on his face, stamped deep and something like ferocious, but it made her feel hollow all the way through. Scraped raw.

Merritt couldn’t stop that damned shuddering.

“You’re afraid,” Greeley said after a moment, and there was something in his voice then, a fierce kind of outrage, that made her feel…primitive.

“I have to go,” she whispered.

“This asshole is the thing you think is scarier than me,” he said as if he hadn’t heard her.

“He’s nobody,” Merritt insisted.

But Greeley was closer then, and he reached out as if she was fragile though that expression on his face was a terrible steel, and he wrapped his hands around her upper arms.

She shouldn’t have found that soothing. Not when he looked this furious.

“This is why you came home,” he said, and it wasn’t a question. He knew.

And he was so far beyond pissed it was like he was someone else—though it wasn’t aimed at her. Merritt had no idea how she knew that, only that it was true.

Greeley’s fingers tightened and he got his face in hers. His eyes were serious. His mouth was grim.

“You were bringing this shit to me,” he gritted out, and he sounded lethal. He looked it. It should have scared her as much as all those calls and texts from Antony, but it didn’t. If anything, she felt strangely calm for the first time since she’d started getting the feeling that Antony was off. “And that might be the only smart thing you’ve done in the past five years, baby. Because you’re goddamned right. I’m going to fucking handle it.”


Chapter 8

“There’s nothing to handle,” Merritt insisted. “Antony is just a work thing. New York lawyers can get a little wound up about stuff, that’s all.”

But she was lying. Greeley knew she was lying. She was so pale that all sixteen of her freckles stood out against her cheekbones. She was freaked. This was jacked and Greeley was fucking fed up with jacked. He wanted to tear shit down with his hands. He wanted to find this asshole she was afraid of and teach the little bitch a couple of things about fear.

He was good at that shit. It happened to be one of the many talents that made him indispensable to the club.

“Tell me about this guy,” he invited her. “This ‘work thing.’ ”

Merritt was trapped between him and his table and he liked her there. She was wearing one of his T-shirts and he liked that, too. He liked how it clung to her in interesting ways and he wanted, badly, to get his hands beneath it. Greeley had entertained a lot of thoughts about how this morning was going to go—so many that he’d decided he’d let her sleep in and rest up so she could enjoy it all as much as he would—and none of them had involved some asshole trying to mess with her head.

That was his job.

But he was past lying to himself where Merritt was concerned. He’d gotten over that shit right about the time he’d hauled her ass out of Petit Joe’s last night. Or maybe, if he was totally honest, when he’d hauled his own ass out of the clubhouse to go after her. She could dance around what was happening here between them—and always had been, since the minute they’d clapped eyes on each other five years ago—as much as she wanted. Greeley was done. She was his woman. That was the beginning and the end of everything.

And if he had to deal with some big city asshole named Antony as part of that, bring it on. He’d enjoy teaching a New York City douchebag with a pansy name some manners and a few hard lessons.

“I’m not telling you anything because there’s nothing to tell,” Merritt shot at him, a liar to the bitter end. He almost admired her commitment.

“Merritt,” he started, trying to keep his voice something like calm when he wanted to shout the roof down.

But her phone started buzzing then. And she gave herself away all over again by jumping at the sound, then going pale when she looked at it, and yeah. Fuck that.

He took the phone from her hand, ignoring her attempts to wrestle it back from him like she was a slightly annoying mosquito. He swiped the screen to take the call, still keeping it above her head, then clapped it to his ear.

“Yeah.” His voice was the kind of mean that made the prospects fall all over themselves to do his bidding, and the Devil’s Keepers prospects were used to much, much scarier brothers than Greeley.

Merritt’s hands were fists in his shirt and he felt her go stiff and scared. It pissed him off even more. Calling his reaction pissed, in fact, didn’t even come close to covering his feelings on the subject.

There was silence on the other end. No surprise. This was the kind of dickhead who would call a woman’s cellphone that many times and leave the kind of texts that, when he’d read them, had sent Greeley into a rage spiral that he wasn’t out of yet. That kind of asshole never knew what to do when someone their own size—and probably a whole lot bigger—came along. Their entire lives were about crushing people who couldn’t fight back.

“Who the fuck is this?” Greeley asked, making no attempt to modify his tone or his temper. “You got the wrong number, buddy.”

He heard something, like a breath or maybe the dipshit was clenching his phone too hard.

“I’m looking for Merritt Broussard.”

All Yankee superiority and a hint of New York, like the only possible explanation for another man picking up the phone was that he was some kind of answering service. Fuck this guy.

“I know who you’re looking for and I’m telling you, you got the wrong number.” Greeley grinned, imagining the kind of bloody terror he’d like to rain down on the guy who’d called Merritt all those filthy fucking names. “Call her again, asshole, or send one more text, and I might come explain shit to you in person. You don’t want that.”

Greeley didn’t wait for an answer. He hung up and tossed the phone in the direction of her bag on the kitchen table.

“Problem solved,” he told her as it skidded across the surface of the table and only stopped when it hit the bag.

Though the way she was looking at him, her blue eyes too big and too dark and still too laced with fear, told him otherwise.

“You shouldn’t have done that.” Her voice was entirely too solemn. As if her concern was that the asshole might come after him now, too.

Greeley had a lot of things he wanted to say to that. But he was still too furious and she looked fragile and he hated that most of all. He wrapped his hand around her shoulder and tugged her closer to him. He bent down, getting in her face and making sure there was nothing for her to see except him.

Not some fucking guy in New York. Not whatever was happening that had sent her running back to Lagrange. Just him, right here in front of her.

“There’s a lot of shit you and I need to get straight,” he told her, and he didn’t miss the panicked look that flashed across her face before she blinked it away. But that was a problem for a different day. “But first, you need to know that there’s no way in hell I’m letting some dipshit harass you.”

“He’s not a dipshit, Greeley. That’s the problem.”

“I don’t give a fuck who he is. You wanted my protection. Now you have it. If I were you, I’d decide to get on board now, because it’s going to go how I want it to either way. It’s up to you if you want that to happen kicking and screaming.”

He waited then. Willing her not to be a pain in his ass about this.

But this was Merritt. She pressed her lips together, apparently always prepared to be as big a pain in his ass as humanly possible. “I never said I wanted your protection.”

That he didn’t go ballistic at that was, he felt, a sign that he’d grown in the past five years. He moved his hands so he was tilting her head back, his gaze serious as fuck on hers.

“You came home.”

She frowned. “I came back to the town of Lagrange. To the house I grew up in. To my father’s house a few months after his death to deal with all the stuff he left behind, as many people do in similar circumstances.”

“Baby, give it up.” He waited for her gaze to meet his. To hold. “You came home.”

And he knew he had her when she let out a breath, slow and ragged. She didn’t exactly melt against him, but she didn’t get all stiff and scowly the way she would have done if she was going to fight him on this.

Christ, but she got him hard.

He had some thoughts about how to celebrate this new understanding between them, right there on the table, but his phone started buzzing in his pocket. He muttered a curse and let go of her, stepping back so he could pull it out and glare at it. And he would have ignored the call altogether, let the club take care of itself for the next hour, but it was Roscoe.

“Yeah,” he muttered when he put it to his ear. Not that much nicer than the way he’d answered Merritt’s phone a few minutes earlier.

“The clubhouse in twenty,” his VP ordered him without preamble, clearly unfazed by his tone. “Digger’s here and he wants a sit-down.”

“At the table?”

“Nothing that formal. He wants to switch some shit up on the next few runs and wants input from you, me. That’s about it.”

Roscoe didn’t elaborate. Greeley didn’t push. He could think of all kinds of shitty reasons Digger could be switching things around. Truly shitty reasons—the kind of bad crap that made him feel like he was betraying his club by thinking it at all, because it meant Digger was a liar and a traitor and he did not want to believe that was possible. The problem was, he could also think of a bunch of perfectly rational reasons for Digger to mix stuff up, given the kind of bullshit the Black Dogs had been throwing at them lately. With no proof either way, he had to suck it up and say nothing.

It didn’t sit well.

“On my way,” he said into the phone, his gaze on Merritt.

Roscoe grunted his goodbye, and Greeley shoved his phone into his jeans again. And then he was back to his woman in his kitchen, still too pale, watching him a little too warily. He could already see her building up the same excuses and coming up with reasons to deny what they both already knew. He knew exactly how this would play out. It was how shit always went with Merritt and unlike the other crap in his life he had to suck up, he didn’t have to sit with this.

“You’re coming to the clubhouse with me,” he told her.

Of course she balked. “What? No. I’m convinced that if I sit in the wrong place in that building I’ll break out in meningitis. From, like, a chair.”

“I wasn’t asking you, babe.”

She ignored him like that little moment about why she’d come home hadn’t happened. “Just drop me off at my father’s house.”

“I’m not going to do that,” he told her, impatient. With all of this. “Because we both know what’s going to happen. You’re going to sit around and think too much the way you always do. You’re going to get a little crazy with it. You’re going to decide to do something stupid, like take off, and it’s seriously going to piss me off if I have to hunt you down, Merritt.”

“You told me if I left Lagrange I could do whatever I wanted. Including strip, if memory serves.”

He shook his head. “That was last night and let’s be real. It was bullshit. You’re mine.”

He saw something go through her, but he couldn’t read it. Then she blinked and it was gone.

“What if I don’t want to be yours?”

“Let me know when that happens. When you wake up one morning and don’t want me anymore. We can fight about it then. But it’s been five years and it hasn’t happened yet, so I’m going to be honest with you. I’m not all that concerned.”

Merritt only eyed him for a moment. Then she looked away and he wanted to put his hands on her and convince her the only way he knew how. But he needed to be at the clubhouse in twenty minutes, so that was a spectacularly bad idea.

He almost did it anyway, but she turned around. She reached across the table, grabbing her bag and tossing her phone in it. The bag was one of those big and slouchy types that mystified Greeley since it might as well have been a duffel—in which case, why not use an actual duffel. She riffled around in it for a moment before she pulled out a wad of clothing.

“I’m not going into the clubhouse dressed like a stripper,” she said when she caught him looking at her. Her voice was a little flat, maybe, but she wasn’t giving him that look that promised she’d try to run off into the bayou if he turned his back on her. “Give me a minute to change into something else.”

“You have maybe thirty seconds,” he told her, just to annoy her. “And that’s generous.”

Merritt rolled her eyes. Then she acted like he wasn’t in the room. She pulled off his T-shirt and left it on the table. Then she shimmied out of those fucking hot pants that were going to haunt him for the rest of his life and put them down on top of the T-shirt. Then she was standing there in his kitchen in a tiny gold bikini top and a G-string, instantly making him horny and a little bit desperate, which was not a good way to roll up to a meeting with Digger.

She stepped into the same cut-off shorts she’d been wearing yesterday, pulling them up to fasten them around her hips. Then she pulled on the same flowy, long-sleeved T-shirt, ignoring it when it slid down one shoulder, exposing the gleaming gold bikini string around her neck. And Greeley didn’t get how she was doing this. He’d probably watched every strip show in Cajun country at least twice, and yet Merritt Broussard putting her clothes back on was hotter than all of them put together.

Not touching her was so hard it actually made his fingers ache.

She was digging around in her giant bag again. This time she pulled out a pair of flip-flops that she dropped on the floor and a pair of sunglasses she stuck on the top of her head.

“Ready,” she murmured. But he didn’t move.

“You got anything else in there?” he asked. Maybe through his teeth, he wanted her so badly. “Like a summer house or some shit?”

She eyed him a little bit narrowly as she worked her feet into the flip-flops. But it was better than that scared look on her face, which was fucking unacceptable. The only man on this earth she needed to worry about, ever, was him. And he had nothing to do with the fear that made her go pale.

“You’re welcome to take me to my father’s house,” she told him, back to that snotty tone of hers that he could admit, in this brave new world of theirs where all his cards were on the table, got him a little hot and bothered. “Then you wouldn’t have to worry what I keep in my bag or who calls me or anything else.”

Greeley didn’t get pissed, which was a minor miracle. He grinned and watched her melt at that.

“You’re not really fighting me,” he pointed out. “You’re just saying shit. And you know you can get away with it because we need to go. Enjoy that power, baby. I’ll tie you up later and remind you how dumb it is to fuck with me.”

She sniffed at that as if she was outraged, but he saw the way her lips twitched and he knew he had her. He pulled on his cut, then jerked his head toward the door, his grin getting wider when she managed to sling her giant bag across her body and then walk out ahead of him with her spine so straight it might as well have been a raised middle finger.

He knew he’d already won. It didn’t matter if she thought she was biding her time so she could really try to fight him later. She was his.

She never would have come back here if she didn’t know that as well as he did. And the longer she let things go without freaking out and bailing when it got too intense, the more she would settle into it.

Greeley was sure of it.

Besides, she had no other option. This time, he wasn’t letting her go.

—

One week bled into another, the spring days warmed and shimmered with the promise of the coming summer in all that soupy bayou heat, and Merritt told herself she was letting Greeley protect her. That maybe he was right and this was why she’d come back to Lagrange. To drift off into a dream world where she stopped worrying about everything and anything and let him do it instead.

Oh, she knew better. On some level she was well aware that she was living on borrowed time and that the fact Antony had stopped calling was much, much worse for her in some ways than the barrage of calls and nasty texts. She knew it couldn’t last.

Maybe that was why these stolen days, laced through with nostalgia for that long ago summer and all the dreams she hadn’t let herself have during her amnesia years up north, felt so sweet.

They were all lies. But it turned out she really liked the lie.

Because, while she refused to admit it out loud, or even to herself, she liked being Greeley’s woman. She liked pretending that he really could protect her from Antony, and no matter that she knew better.

Her father wasn’t here, so there was no one to question the company she kept. There weren’t even any snide comments about missing her father’s funeral as she’d anticipated. The townspeople probably talked themselves hoarse about her in private, but in public they were all smiles and a gentle welcome home, because no one wanted to insult Greeley Shaw’s woman. That was straight-up suicide.

“I think Shanice Townsend was a little too close to making out with me in the country store today while I was getting a coffee,” she told Lanie one afternoon, sitting on the porch of Lanie’s little house out in the middle of nowhere, with sugarcane fields surrounding her on all sides. She held her sweating glass of iced tea between her hands, enjoying the chill of the glass against the skin of her palms. “That was how much she wanted to express her delight that I was back in town. She even claimed she could feel my daddy’s approval from beyond the grave, which is when I think we both knew she’d gone too far.”

Lanie laughed at that. She was fixing a chipped nail in her otherwise perfect pedicure, standing at her porch rail with one foot propped up before her in a show of limber ease that made Merritt feel old and creaky in comparison. And Lanie was four months older than her, which made it that much more unfair.

“Her man keeps making bets and losing,” Lanie was saying. “She probably wants you to say something to Greeley before the club comes by to collect.”

“She knows better than that.”

It wasn’t until the words were out of her mouth that Merritt realized she sounded a whole lot like all the biker old ladies she knew around town, like Crystal Guillot, the magnificently breasted wife of the longtime club president, Digger. Crystal always had a lot of people coming at her for favors from her husband and by extension the whole club, something even Merritt knew after having been away for years. Everyone knew. And this despite the fact Crystal was famously about as approachable as a hatchet.

What was more concerning than the fact Merritt was talking like an old lady herself, however, was that she seemed to have lost the part of her that was rightly horrified by the club and all its works.

She’d even found herself considering the fact that while Greeley had the impenetrable wall of club business, in the normal scheme of things she’d be bound by attorney-client privilege. There would always be all kinds of things she couldn’t talk about with the people in her life. If anyone understood privacy concerns, it was her.

Then she’d asked herself what the hell was the matter with her.

What does it matter now? a small voice inside her asked. Antony will be here soon enough. There’s no harm in admitting that maybe there’s as much to love about the club as there is to hate about it.

Or maybe she didn’t mean the club. Maybe she meant Greeley.

“What a woman knows and what she hopes are two different things,” Lanie was saying, snapping Merritt back to the here and now, out on the porch in a sweet spring afternoon. Lanie glanced over her shoulder as she dipped the delicate nailbrush into the thick, red polish. “I know you know that.”

Hope was a bitch. That was what Merritt knew. It inspired her to let down her guard. It encouraged her to believe that this little interlude with Greeley was real and could last. That this was what she’d always wanted most. And more, that she could have it. Hope was a fucking liar.

But she only smiled at her friend.

“Of course,” she said.

When Lanie started getting ready for work, Merritt drove back into town in the pickup truck Greeley had insisted she use after he’d had a couple of prospects take her rental back to the airport in New Orleans. Without asking her.

No point keeping that rental, he’d told her when she’d complained—at some length—about his high-handedness. He’d had some business up in Shreveport and had come back late that night, tired and shorter-tempered than usual. You’re just wasting money.

And then, when she’d remained unconvinced by that argument, he’d taken the conversation horizontal, and here she was driving a late model pickup truck he’d insisted was just sitting around at the clubhouse waiting for someone to use it.

Greeley won a lot of arguments that way. Pretty much all of them, in fact.

Maybe she let him win. She couldn’t really tell, given the end result was always her limp and strung out on him all over again, feeling like she’d won the entire world and everything in it and no matter that she might have been mad at him earlier.

But that was one more perk of being Greeley’s woman. People in town who had never given her the time of day went out of their way to be nice to her. The contingent of women she and Lanie had always sarcastically called the Lagrange Ladies Association—because they were tough-as-nails biker bitches who would eat the actual debutantes in St. Germain Parish alive and have fun doing it—started nodding their hellos and sometimes even pausing to have a brief conversation. Not Crystal Guillot herself, the grand high queen of the biker bitches, but a couple of the other long-term old ladies in particular. It was a whole new world. Her daddy’s lawn was mowed every time she drove by. People she hadn’t seen since she was a teenager and who hadn’t liked her much back then were unfailingly polite when they ran into her. When she walked into the diner in town there was always a table ready for her. Trucks appeared for her use and there was always gas in the tank.

And best of all, she got Greeley.

Not in the way she’d had him that breathless summer, when she’d had to walk that fine line between being the adult she’d grown accustomed to thinking she was at college and her father’s insistence on treating her like she was still fifteen, mixed with his healthy disapproval of Greeley. There’d been a lot of sneaking around that summer. A lot of pretending she was hanging with Lanie—who her father had deemed a terrible influence back in kindergarten, a position he hadn’t shifted from thereafter—in Lanie’s mom’s old trailer down by the river. A lot of cloak and dagger silliness, looking back, that probably hadn’t fooled her father at all.

But this was different. Two days after the morning he’d dragged her to the clubhouse—to sit there smiling politely at the sleepy-eyed brothers and very distantly at the mostly naked women who’d already been doing their thing at 11:45 a.m., while he’d been off tending to some or other club business that left him in a shitty mood—he’d announced he was done with her always claiming she had to go back to Doc’s house to change.

Bring your shit over here, he’d told her.

He’d had her spread over his thighs while he lounged back on his couch, having worked out yet another bad mood from his weekly Devil’s Keepers full patch brothers’ meeting—he called it “church”—in a way that had left her deliciously spineless against him. Maybe that was why she hadn’t instantly noticed that he hadn’t been offering a suggestion, he’d been delivering an order.

I’m not moving in with you, crazy man.

He’d sat her back, his hands wrapped around her hips, holding her so she could feel him still deep inside of her.

Oh, I know it, baby, he’d said, that dangerous glittering thing in his gray eyes. You got one foot out the door at all times. So what does it matter where you crash while you’re here? Besides. This makes it easier for me to protect you from that dick.

And if she was staying—if she hadn’t known full well how this was all going to end, badly—she might have fussed about that. The fact of it as well as his delivery. But this was all temporary. This was a little dream she got to lose herself in before Antony caught up to her, so why not take it to places she’d never allow herself to go if it was real?

He’d brought her duffel bag and what was left of her groceries over to his place that same afternoon and she’d stayed there ever since.

It turned out that outlaw bikers didn’t sleep the days away in piles of naked groupies, as she’d always assumed. Or anyway, Greeley didn’t. He claimed it was because he was one of the club officers and that meant he had things to do every day. Sometimes he drove out to Shreveport, into Baton Rouge, or down to New Orleans for a variety of reasons he didn’t share. Sometimes he drove up to Angola, the Louisiana State Penitentiary, or other prisons dotted across the state to see locked up Devil’s Keepers brothers. Sometimes he didn’t tell where he’d been. So Merritt got to make up all that time she’d lost with Lanie, who was usually waking up around the time Greeley headed off to do whatever he did. Then when Lanie had to work, Merritt usually went back to Greeley’s and either waited for him there or waited for him to call and tell her where she should come meet him.

It was no way to live a real life. But this was her dream, and more than that, it was a much-needed vacation from the daily threat of Antony after so many months of creeping terror and that knot in her belly. She knew his silence meant bad things. She knew it. But that didn’t keep her from basking in it all the same.

“You bored yet?” Greeley asked her one night.

They’d ridden out of Lagrange on his bike, deep into the Louisiana countryside. She’d held on to him while she’d tipped her head back and laughed the way she always did at all that wind in her face and through her hair. It still felt like flying. It still made her imagine she was free. They’d stopped by a lake, where they’d broken several laws out there in the dark with no one but the soft stars to see them. As an officer of the court, Merritt knew she should have been appalled at her reckless behavior. But she was much too busy trying to catch her breath.

“With you?”

He laughed. Of course he laughed. A deep, real laugh that made her smile as it rolled through her.

“This bullshit life of yours,” he said when he stopped laughing. “You’re acting like a lazy college kid on summer vacation.”

“I was never lazy on summer vacation,” she said, pushing herself up from where she’d been using his bicep as a pillow, stretched out in the grass, so she could frown at him. “If I didn’t have an internship somewhere I worked in my daddy’s clinic.”

He was still grinning. “Yeah, baby. I know. Cute as it is, it isn’t like you to sit around doing nothing, waiting for me to call you.”

“I thought that was what you wanted.”

“If that was who you were, sure,” he countered, his eyes serious. Maybe a little more serious than she was ready for. “I can take care of my woman. You don’t have to do a thing except keep me happy. Some women don’t want more than that. Are you one of them? Is this the life you want?”

If she’d been staying, if this was real, she would have taken this conversation to heart. It would have been a lot harder. Tonight she just wrinkled up her nose and shrugged, holding his gaze because it didn’t matter.

“Maybe.”

“Bullshit.”

“Even if I wanted to practice law right now, I couldn’t. I’d have to pass the bar down here. So I guess I really am on summer vacation.”

Greeley reached over and tucked her hair behind her ear.

“I don’t think you have to take an exam to give free advice,” he said.

Which was how, the next day, she found herself sitting down in one of the clubhouse’s offices, talking with a few of the brothers about their pending cases on various criminal charges. Away from the pressure cooker of the New York legal scene, and outside of Antony’s control for the first time since she’d left Columbia, she was surprised to find that she loved the law as much as she had in the abstract in law school. She liked the puzzle of it. The assembly of case law, precedent, notes, and instinct to mount a good defense. And she liked that it was a calling, not merely a job. Because that was what it had always been to her. It wasn’t saving lives the way her father had, but it was still the attempt to save lives in a different way, one innocent until proven guilty client after another, and she still loved it.

It warmed something deep inside of her that while Antony had taken so much from her, he hadn’t taken that.

“Why don’t you have a lawyer already?” she asked Greeley that night when they were back in his house, eating a simple dinner he’d thrown together. He wasn’t a cook, necessarily, but he could make a few things and he liked feeding her. Not the food he thought she should eat. Food he thought she’d like. It was astonishing how much that moved her.

“You think I need a lawyer?” he asked, sounding amused. “I haven’t been caught breaking the law in a long time, darlin’.”

They were sitting out on his porch with the bayou right there at their feet, the burnt oranges and deep golds of the sunset still lingering in the warm sky above them, making the cypress trees look like they were haunting themselves in the twilight.

She noted that he didn’t say he hadn’t broken any laws. Only that he hadn’t been caught. But what did she expect? And more—why didn’t that bother her the way it should have? The way she was sure it once had, back when?

“Not you personally, the club,” she said. “I’m surprised you don’t retain your own law firm.”

“We do.” His hard mouth went grim. “His name is Ward Thayer. I don’t like him. He’s an old, fat southern prick who plays golf with the mayor.”

She made a face. “Anyone who voluntarily spends time with the mayor is obviously shady. Assuming the mayor is still Benny Chambless.”

“The mayor has been Benny Chambless for years because Benny used to know his place.” Greeley let out a low laugh. “Something he’s apparently forgotten these days.”

Merritt had only seen the mayor from afar since she’d been back, glad-handing his way through the crowd in the diner next to the country store in town, as oily and repellant as ever while she and Lanie had been trying to enjoy a proper Cajun breakfast of hot boudin and cracklins.

“I’m not sure I’ve ever met anyone who thought more highly of himself than Benny Chambless,” she said now. “And I say this as someone who went to a couple of Ivy League schools and then worked in a New York City law firm.”

“The new sheriff of St. Germain Parish has a hard-on for Lagrange,” Greeley said, more to the bayou than to her. “He’s a shiny fucking boy scout with a mission. He can’t touch the club, but a few crooked officials too dumb or full of themselves to cover their tracks? He’s going for their blood. Benny’s too arrogant to see it coming, and too much of an asshole to realize the club isn’t going to do shit for him when it does.”

And it occurred to Merritt that this was actually some of the club business he’d always claimed he couldn’t discuss. That a man might talk about his life to a woman he considered his in a way he wouldn’t if she was just another random piece of ass—or a college girl who had always been planning to leave at the end of the summer.

Something bright washed through her, several degrees warmer than the spring night.

“That’s just one more reason why I think the club needs a better lawyer,” Merritt said softly.

Greeley looked back to her, his gray eyes gleaming silver as the last of the daylight disappeared into the shifting water of the bayou.

“You trying to protect the club, baby?” he asked, like he thought it was cute.

But when he reached over and plucked her from her chair to pull her into his lap, cute had nothing to do with what he did with his hand, sneaking up beneath the skirt she wore and plunging into her pussy with such certainty and absolute mastery of her body that she was coming against him almost before she knew what was happening.

And he was grinning against her mouth when she could finally breathe again.

“Finish your food,” he murmured. “I got plans.”

She was thinking about law and crooked local officials and the club the next evening while she was driving back into town from Lanie’s the way she always did. She was later than usual because Lanie was taking the closing shift behind the bar tonight. The cases she’d looked at so far for the club pricked at her, and maybe she really was protecting the club. After all, Greeley thought he was protecting her from the inevitable Antony fallout. It was the least she could do in return.

As far as she could tell, the club’s previous lawyer hadn’t done shit to help any of the brothers facing charges. Two of the Lagrange charter’s members were in prison right now, serving out harsh sentences—one of them in Angola, the harshest maximum security prison in Louisiana. Maybe in the whole country. And nothing in the files suggested the club’s lawyer had done any of the things Merritt thought a competent defense attorney should have done to fight it.

It was hard not to wonder if maybe some of the local officials who the club thought had their backs really didn’t. No lawyer on the club’s payroll would do anything obvious, of course. That would be suicide. But criminal cases were lost all the time. You couldn’t blame a lawyer for losing a case when the defendant was a known thug. Or anyway, that appeared to be the position the mayor’s golfing buddy had taken when he’d lost pretty much every case that he’d handled in the past ten years.

“Every. Fucking. Case,” Merritt muttered out loud as she turned down her old road.

Maybe Wade Thayer was just a shitty lawyer. But Merritt had discovered that he lived an awfully fancy life for an incompetent. A big, rambling plantation style house in a different part of the parish. A fleet of sweet cars and three spoiled rotten kids. That didn’t really strike her as the profile of an ineffectual lawyer, consistently in over his head on all these club-related cases. And he was tight with Benny Chambless, who Greeley seemed to think was heading for a major fall from the heights he currently enjoyed because he’d somehow forgotten what he owed the club. What if he wasn’t simply full of himself? What if Benny and his buddy had set out to hurt the Devil’s Keepers right under their noses?

Merritt pulled into her daddy’s old driveway as the sun started to make its final, lazy way toward the horizon. She drove around behind the house and sat for a minute in the cab of the pickup, shooting Greeley a text before she lost her train of thought.

What if Ward Thayer isn’t incompetent? she texted him. What if all that losing is a deliberate plan to undercut the club?

She tucked her phone in the pocket of her jeans as she slid out of the truck and slammed the door shut when she hit the ground. Greeley hadn’t packed up the toiletries she’d left out in the bathroom here when he’d picked up her stuff, which meant she’d been using his stuff for too long. A week and a half of Greeley’s Irish Spring soap and medicinal applications of Lanie’s moisturizer in the afternoons and she still felt like she was half-armadillo. Even in all the humidity. She needed her own things.

She ran up the back steps, pushing her way into the house that had never been locked as long as she’d lived here. This was Lagrange. There were bad men in town, sure, but they usually conducted their mayhem on the other side of the town’s borders. They were the reason the town stayed secure and almost entirely crime-free, something that wasn’t true of the other towns in the parish.

Merritt had grown up safe, and maybe that was why she’d always felt so vulnerable everywhere else. There were no consequences for bad acts in places like New York. There was no blowback. In Lagrange, a club member or a club sympathizer was always watching. Always ready to get the Devil’s Keepers involved—and once they were, the problem got solved. Fast.

No one she’d known in New York had wanted to get involved in what was happening between her and Antony. No one in her firm had done a thing to help. They’d all pretended they didn’t see it, or that she was crazy, or they played along with him and then talked about “his toys” behind her back.

It hadn’t occurred to her until now how much she’d hated it. Them.

Someone could have warned her about Antony that first year in the firm. There had been a thousand opportunities. They hadn’t dated for months. All those snide paralegals who’d called her a toy had been there then. Any one of them could have taken her aside and shared a few home truths. She might not have listened to them. But what if she had? Could she have saved herself from all this? Yet none of them had thought to give her a single clue what she was getting herself into.

“Bastards,” she muttered out loud.

She didn’t turn on the lights as she moved through the house because she didn’t need them in the early evening gloom. She jogged up the stairs to the bathroom and gathered up her various bottles from the sink and the built-in hollows inside the glassed-in shower. Then she went into her bedroom to get her beloved moisturizer.

She found the little jar that had cost her entirely too much on the bedside table next to the tiny bed. The room was still too pink in the long shadows as the evening edged toward dark. Too pink and too much of a snapshot of someone she wasn’t sure she’d ever been. Had she really wanted to get out of Lagrange that badly? So badly she’d practically left skid marks on the way to the parish line? It made sense that summer five years ago. She’d wanted to stay with Greeley too much and she’d known it would have taken so very, very little to convince herself that was a good idea. But she’d been as desperate to leave when she was eighteen, too, with no Greeley in the picture. As if every second she stayed in town after her high school graduation was a step down a steep staircase straight into hell. When maybe the truth was that she’d liked the idea of herself as the kind of person who could and would go on to bigger and better things than a sleepy Louisiana biker town. She’d liked feeling that kind of special.

It was the only time she thought that maybe her father didn’t hate her. When she was inarguably smart and talented and destined for greatness in a series of Ivy League schools far away from here.

Louisiana will always be home, Daddy, she’d said her senior year while she’d been deciding between colleges, one of them Tulane in New Orleans. Maybe I want to stay here.

Here? he’d asked, sounding astonished. Not in a good way. You can do better than here, I think. My daughter isn’t meant to languish in the bayou. Not when you can shine somewhere else. Anywhere else.

Merritt had spent four years at Brown trying to live up to that. Trying to shine. And another five years in New York, in law school and out. And still, the brightest she’d ever been had been here. That summer. With Greeley.

How long was she going to pretend otherwise? When her father wasn’t even alive any longer to be disappointed in her?

Was that why she’d come back here? Because he was gone and that meant she could?

Her phone buzzed in her pocket and she knew it was Greeley. He liked to know where she was, something she should have found hideously controlling. Sometimes she pretended she did.

I don’t need to be on a leash, she’d told him just the other night.

But I like it when you wear one, baby, he’d replied, with that killer grin of his that made her forget her own name. Just for me.

The truth was, she liked feeling that he was looking out for her. That he gave a shit if she was a little late somewhere, not because he wanted to control her movements but because he was impatient to see her. Hell, she liked knowing that he knew where she was supposed to be at any given time, because that meant that if something happened to her, he’d know.

She hadn’t had that in a long time. New York had swallowed her and kept her anonymous, especially after her only law school friends—both of them—had taken jobs in distant cities. She didn’t know her neighbors except in passing. She hadn’t meant to keep her distance from her coworkers, but that had happened naturally. She’d thought it was because she spent so much time immersed in Antony’s cases. Now, looking back, she wondered if they’d kept their distance from her the moment it had been clear he’d set his sights on her.

Whatever the reasons, she hadn’t had anyone waiting around to make sure she was okay. Maybe ever, given that her own father hadn’t seemed to care too much where she was as long as it didn’t mess up the bright and shining future he wanted for her. It made her feel warm and a little giddy inside that Greeley cared. That he gave a shit.

Merritt was turning back toward the bedroom door, about to reach for her phone and see what terse, gruff thing her scary ass biker had texted her that would invariably make her smile, when she heard something.

She froze instantly. Her heart rocketed against her ribs and her stomach dropped to the floor—but it didn’t make sense. She knew that sound. She might not have heard it in years, but she knew it well. That little squeak in the hall floorboards right outside her bedroom—but it couldn’t be because no one had come up the stairs. She would have heard them on the old, creaky steps that screamed bloody murder no matter what. There was no way to sneak up or down those stairs quietly—that was why, back in the day, the very few times she’d actually snuck out to meet Lanie somewhere she’d used her bedroom window, which was handily situated right above the porch.

There is no one in this house, she told herself sternly as she stood there, her feet glued to the floor, her heart performing desperate acrobatics in her chest. Her phone buzzed in her pocket again, but she made no move to answer it. It’s just you and your memories and a bunch of empty bedrooms filled with ancient, forgotten trinkets of somebody else’s life.

She had to be imagining things. She waited there, frozen still in the center of her faded candy cane bedroom, while her heart beat at her and she strained to listen to the rapidly darkening house all around her.

There was nothing. Of course there was nothing.

“You need to calm down,” she muttered, and she started moving again, because it might have been nothing, but the back of her neck was still prickling. She wanted to get out of here. Ghosts were ghosts. It wasn’t like anyone wanted to hang out with them, no matter how benign they were.

Until she’d returned to Lagrange, in fact, she’d preferred to keep hers whole states and half the country away.

But that was when he stepped into her bedroom from the hallway leading to her father’s room and the attic, and all the lies she’d been telling herself for two weeks now crumbled into so much dust. The way, deep down, she’d known they would.

She’d known.

“Hello, Merritt,” Antony said, sounding even more psychotic than he actually was because he kept his voice so friendly while his eyes were so flat and scary. “I’ve been so worried about you.”


Chapter 9

He was going to kill her.

Merritt couldn’t say she accepted that, necessarily, but acknowledging what she saw in Antony’s glittering gaze at that moment gave her a certain measure of peace. Or resignation, anyway. It allowed her to take a breath. Her heart didn’t stop its sickening drumming, but it didn’t knock her over. She even stood a little straighter as she faced him in the pink gloom of the bedroom.

The good news was she could stop dreading this. It was happening.

It was almost a relief.

“Oh, hey,” she said casually, gripping the strap of her bag and hoping he couldn’t see how white her knuckles were. Hoping he couldn’t hear the fear in her voice, because she’d learned the hard way back in New York that he liked it. He fed off it.

“Who is he?” Antony asked, still standing in the doorway. Still in that same friendly tone that made the fine hairs on her arms and the back of her neck prickle into awareness.

He didn’t lunge toward her. Merritt told herself that was something. And he hadn’t grown fangs and horns or anything in the weeks since she’d last seen him, as she’d half-expected he might since he loomed so large and ugly and terrifying in her head. He looked the way he always looked. Pulled together. Rich. Attractive, maybe, if you didn’t know him. He was proud of the fact he had all his hair, dark brown and thick. His eyes were brown too, and if you couldn’t see the crazy in them, could be confused for sweet. He was wearing the same sort of suit he’d always worn in Manhattan, tailor-made for him and showing off the body he kept in lean, trim, running shape. The only difference was that today, he looked a little rumpled around the edges. He lacked his usual crispness. He hadn’t shaved in a couple of days. And if she wasn’t mistaken, he was sweating.

She wanted to take pleasure in that. It was the bayou kicking another unprepared Yankee’s ass, she was sure, the way it liked to do—but she couldn’t quite get to a place of amusement. Because maybe it wasn’t the thick weather. Maybe it was just that Antony was a fucking lunatic who was going off the rails right there in front of her.

“Who is who?” she asked. Politely, all things considered.

But then her phone buzzed again, loud as hell in the small room.

“Do me the favor of not acting like I’m the dumb whore you are, Merritt,” Antony said pleasantly, the sudden name-calling as shocking as it had always been because it seemed so particularly terrible in that tone, especially because he smiled a little bit as he said it. She gritted her teeth and ordered herself not to shake. He got off on that too much. “Who is he?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” She made herself swallow in a vain attempt to get her throat less dry. “There’s no one else here.”

“Where have you been staying? With him? You’ve been running around behind my back since the start, haven’t you?”

Antony moved fully into the room and slapped on the light switch. The sudden burst of illumination made Merritt wince and blink hard. But she backed away from him anyway, trying to keep herself out of grabbing distance for as long as possible.

She was aware it was futile. But it was all she had. Somehow she thought he’d probably graduated from wine over the head and a little “accidental” shoving to make his point.

“How long have you been in Louisiana?” she asked him, fighting to keep her voice calm, no matter what he did. Because it was the only thing that had ever managed to get under his skin. “And exactly how long have you been in this house?”

Because he had to have been staying here. He’d been lying in wait. Had he been in her father’s room? The guest bedroom? Had he been watching her when she’d gone into the bathroom? Merritt repressed a shudder at the thought.

She skirted the edge of the narrow twin bed when he took another jerky step into the room, putting herself on the other side of it. She distinctly remembered making it up before she left, but it was rumpled now. Had he been sleeping in here? She took her eyes off Antony for a moment to glance at the bed as if it could report back his movements, but all she saw were the dried, yellowish stains all over the magenta bedspread, almost as if…

She refused to allow herself to identify them.

But her stomach flipped over and she got a whole lot colder.

“This is how you repay me,” Antony was saying in that vacant-eyed, crazy way that made her tremble, his voice that nauseatingly fake friendly and murder all over his narrow face. “This is how you act, after everything I’ve done for you. Like a nasty, low-rent slut.”

And she knew it was stupid to say anything. There was no point engaging with his madness. He hadn’t listened all that well to begin with, and that was before he’d failed to notice that she’d dumped him. He isn’t sane, she snapped at herself. And besides all that, it only made him angrier when she challenged him. Or, you know, spoke to him without all that hero-worship in her voice.

She knew all that. And yet somehow, it didn’t stop her.

“What, exactly, have you done for me? Except threaten me?”

Antony smiled at her. The same bright, empty smile that was on the firm’s website right next to a list of all his achievements. The one that failed entirely to hide the sick gleam in his too-bright eyes.

“You should be on your knees and fucking grateful,” he said quietly. Softly. He swayed closer to the bed, his lean body vibrating with the force of the fury in his gaze even as he kept it out of his voice. “That a man like me even noticed you. That I elevated you from your humble beginnings.”

“Oh, do you mean Brown?” she asked, digging her own grave. “Or Columbia? Which Ivy League school do you think is more humble?”

His hands bunched into fists and she knew without a shred of doubt that if she’d been any closer to him, he would have taken the game up a notch and hit her. Hard.

“Instead you humiliate me.” Now he was doing that bizarre, creepy thing where it was like he was yelling but he was actually whispering, and his lips were too shiny while he did it. She thought that the fact she’d ever kissed him might make her dry heave when she had a little space and time to reflect on it. “You lie about meeting me in Maine and then you disappear. Do you know how that looked? Do you have any idea how embarrassing it was for me to be sitting there in that place, waiting for you? I told them you were coming. I looked like a fucking idiot.”

Merritt thought that right there was what he was really pissed about. Because in order to really care what she did, he’d have to care about her. Antony only cared about himself.

“If you’d listened to a single thing I said in the past few months you would have known that I was never meeting you anywhere. Like that time I very distinctly said, ‘This is over.’ ”

“I keep making excuses for you. I keep telling myself you don’t know any better. You’re young. Unsophisticated. You don’t realize what I’m offering. What you’re turning down to whore yourself out to god only knows who.”

“We’re not together.” She didn’t know why she bothered. “You were there when I broke up with you, Antony. I know you heard me.”

“Look where you’re from,” he whisper-yelled in that creepy way of his, still smiling at her. “This putrid swamp. Why would you come here? It smells here, Merritt.”

Like a New York City summer in full, fragrant swelter was anything to wax rhapsodic about. But Merritt didn’t say that. She inched closer to the window. She’d left it wide open when she’d slept here that first night, so what little breeze there might be could come in the screen. She didn’t like sleeping with AC blowing on her face. She’d thought the scant air from the bayou might be better.

There was no breeze now. She knew from her extremely minor and rare teenage rebellions that it didn’t take much to push the screen off its track. But could she do it fast enough? Would it pop out on its own if she threw herself at the screen? She thought it probably would. What she didn’t know was if she threw herself through the window fast enough, would that mean she hurled herself right over the side of the porch roof outside her window and into the backyard? Because that would end in broken bones.

And there would be no outrunning Antony on a broken leg.

“Who answered your phone?” Antony was asking, so politely that if she hadn’t been staring at him she might have imagined it was a mild sort of question. Friendly and courteous. But she was looking right at him and he didn’t shift his creepy, skin-crawlingly flat gaze from her for even a second. She wasn’t sure he blinked. “Were you there? Were you laughing at me?”

And then he reached out and swiped at the lamp beside the bed. He slapped it across the room. It shattered against the wall over her desk, a loud and gaudy sort of sound that she felt like a punch, hard and hot against her solar plexus. Merritt decided in that instant that breaking every bone in her body was preferable to staying in this room and letting him get his hands on her.

When he turned back to face her, his brown eyes were bright with a certain malicious glee. Nothing the least bit friendly or courteous about them. They were vicious all the way through, and lit with a kind of promise that made her stomach lurch.

That she’d been in love with Greeley five years ago had nothing to do with why she’d gotten tangled up with Antony, she understood then. Antony had pretended to be something he wasn’t. Greeley didn’t pretend anything. He didn’t lie. He wore a cut to proclaim exactly who he was at a glance, so there could be no mistake.

It wasn’t her fault this had happened. Antony had made this happen. This was all on him. His mess, not hers.

Not that reaching this understanding helped her much.

“You want that light to be your head, Merritt?” he asked conversationally. Like maybe he was discussing the weather instead of the things he planned to break. “You can’t possibly imagine that there won’t be consequences. Not after the way you’ve treated me.” He laughed when she only stared back at him, a horrible sort of rasping sound that made her entire body clench. She made herself stand still, trying hard not to tip him off with any body language. “Oh, now you have nothing to say?”

“We’ve already been over all of this a thousand times. Including tonight.”

“You’re a liar,” he seethed at her, his voice taking on a singsong quality that made her feel greasy with foreboding all the way through. “A liar and a fucking whore.”

“Then you shouldn’t want anything to do with me,” she snapped—which wasn’t smart.

But Antony smiled, almost angelically, which was the most chilling thing yet.

“I’m going to fuck you,” he told her pleasantly. So pleasantly. “You don’t have the right to decide when I can fuck you or when I can’t. You don’t have that right, Merritt. I decide, not you. Because you’re not the sweet little girl I met, are you? You’re dirty. You’re as disgusting as this swamp and you’ll pay for that. And after I fuck you, the way I deserve after chasing you all over the goddamned country, you better believe I’ll make you pay.”

And Merritt believed him.

Everything crystallized for her in that moment.

She’d known this was coming. That Antony would catch up with her eventually and that it would be horrible. Check and check. More than that, she’d known everything with Greeley was temporary, maybe because it was so easy. So dreamlike. She hadn’t taken a single moment with him, or any of those long afternoons marinating in her old, good friendship with Lanie, for granted.

Maybe she’d known all along that she’d come home to say goodbye.

But she realized as Antony seethed at her from across her pink, childhood bed with the come stains he’d left all over the bedspread her grandmother had made for her tenth birthday, murder in his eyes and more insulting threats in his mouth, that she didn’t want to say goodbye.

That she wanted this. All of this.

Merritt wanted to come home. Maybe she hadn’t wanted to leave so much as she’d wanted to be her father’s bright and shining girl. But the truth was, she might have been good at going through the motions of those shiny things, yet they’d never captured her heart. Not the schools she’d worked so hard to get into and graduate from. Not New York itself. She liked the brown bayous and the tangled, off-putting trees sunk deep in the muck. She liked Louisiana dirt and the rich, close scent of the earth.

She liked her home.

Merritt wanted Greeley again. She wanted her best friend back. She wanted this fucked-up town and all the compromises that went with it, because they came hand in hand with the only safety she’d ever known. She wanted the painful ghosts that haunted the bayou and hung like moss from the cypress trees, the smell of a good roux complicating an evening breeze, and that peculiar swamp magic with the hint of Cajun music always rolling out across the muddy water like mist.

She wanted to live.

“Tell me who you’ve been spreading your legs for,” Antony said, his gaze intent and his voice a quiet, courteous horror. “And I might let you breathe while I fuck the shit out of you.”

Merritt was shaking then, but this time it was adrenaline. It made her think she heard motorcycles in the distance, but that was wishful thinking. Even if it wasn’t, Antony was closer. He was right there on the other side of the bed and he was about done with the speeches. She could see the way his hands flexed at his sides, a fist and then flat, over and over. Angry and jerky and dangerous. As if he was about to break.

She didn’t stop to think, to plan. There was no time. This would either work or it wouldn’t.

“Time’s up, Merritt,” he whispered. “I’m going to—”

She hurled her bag at him, loaded down with beauty products and all the usual crap she hauled around with her. She aimed for his face, but she didn’t watch it land.

Merritt heard his little grunt of surprise as she dove for the window. She held her arms in front of her head and she just threw herself at the screen. She felt a tearing and a scrape, then there was a sickening lurch before she slammed down on the roof outside, face-first.

If it hurt, it didn’t matter. It was still better than what he’d do to her and she knew it.

She skidded, but she didn’t roll off the side of the porch roof and that was all that mattered. When she stopped moving she scrambled up to her knees, listening to Antony roaring behind her, all pretense of pleasantness finally gone. It was almost a relief.

“You fucking bitch, you better hope you can outrun me!”

He was coming after her. There was a crash from inside, like he’d thrown something else against the wall, and then he was at the window with all the veins in his neck popping out as he caught sight of her.

“Cunt cunt cunt,” he was breathing, like it was a mantra.

You need to move, a very sure and matter-of-fact voice told her from somewhere deep inside. Or he will kill you. Do it now.

The roof was pitched and she had vague memories of inching along it so as not to slide off back in her adventurous days, but there was no time for careful now. She half-crawled, half-threw herself toward the low front slope so she could jump down before he was on her and hopefully not break an ankle when she—

But Antony went silent. Abruptly. There was a loud slam, then a thud.

Then an impossible quiet—or what would have been quiet if she hadn’t been breathing so hard. And if there hadn’t been that ringing in her head.

If she’d been scared before, she hadn’t had time to process it. It hit her now, sweeping over her, making her freeze there on the unsafe corner of the roof, teetering out on the edge.

She heard the sound of heavy boots inside her bedroom, then a figure appeared in the window.

Not Antony.

For a moment that was all she knew, sharp like it cut straight through her.

The man in the window who was not Antony, thank god, looked at her and something flashed over his face, making it hard and tight. But his voice was gentle when he spoke. “Are you okay?”

It took her a moment to recognize him, as if it took a while to filter its way through all that noise in her head. She saw the cut he wore first, and that allowed her to take a breath. He was one of the Devil’s Keepers. One she’d met before, she thought, though her brain couldn’t quite process that.

“I’m fine,” she said. She was aware, on some level, that she didn’t sound like herself. Or much like a person, really. She sounded like a chipper robot, but she couldn’t seem to stop it. “Really. Totally fine.”

He shifted, then smiled. It was a nice smile. It made him look friendly, but he still had that too-intent look in his dark eyes.

“I remember meeting you at the clubhouse,” he said conversationally, as if it was totally normal that he should be leaning out of her busted out bedroom window to chat with her while she cringed on the roof of the porch. “My name is Pony. I’m a prospect with the club.”

She tried to say something, but her lips felt weird, or maybe her throat was too tight. Or maybe that numb part of her face was the problem, but when she reached up to touch it, it hurt, and her fingers came away dark. She didn’t want to think about why. So she only nodded, and that seemed to be fine.

“You want to come on inside?” he asked. “I promise it’s safe.”

But Merritt could only blink at him as if she didn’t understand the question. And her body seemed locked in place. She thought that all things considered, she could stay right where she was. Maybe forever.

“That’s okay.” Pony leaned his forearms on the windowsill. “You stay right there, Merritt. You’re good right there.”

And then he talked. She had no idea what he was saying. Something about fishing maybe. Or his grandma’s cooking. He had a Georgia accent and it was mellow and warm and soothing, rolling into the night. Into the air and into her. Weaving all around her.

Merritt tried to make herself breathe. In. Out. The more she managed it, the more she felt the bright, searing licks of pain in her hands and on her knees. And a hotter press of it on her face. She flipped her hands over in the light that spilled out from her bedroom and inspected her palms. They were ripped up and bloody, and stung more with every second, but she was only aware of that from what felt like a distance.

It seemed years dragged by like that, but she thought it was likely no more than a few moments. The last of the light was still in the sky. The crickets were still shouting at the bullfrogs in the bayou. Pony was talking about vanilla ice cream on pecan pie and she was the one who was frozen.

“Baby.”

Greeley’s voice cut through all of that.

Merritt’s heart kicked at her, hard. She shifted around, very carefully, and looked down. He was standing right there beneath her, one hand on the corner of the porch as he gazed up at her. He looked a little misty, she thought, and then she realized her eyes were…weird. She swiped at them, and he was still there, an oddly frigid look on his face. Or maybe it was only there when he looked her over, his gray gaze lingering on her cheek while a muscle clenched tight in his jaw. She thought maybe she didn’t want to know what he saw.

“I didn’t think I was going to see you again,” she whispered without meaning to speak. “I’m glad I was wrong.”

Something dark and hard and kind of scary moved over him then, settling in his gray gaze and turning it to steel. He aimed it past her, to the window where Pony had stopped talking, and when his eyes moved back to hers again she couldn’t read them.

“You having fun up there?” he asked, low and quiet. Gentle, maybe. The same way Pony had sounded. It made something funny wind its way through her.

“No, actually. Not really.”

“You ready to come down?”

He was so big. Tough and tall, rough and dangerous and so damned beautiful. He was wearing a T-shirt and his cut and those same old jeans and boots, and she thought he was the most incredible thing she’d ever seen in her life.

When his mouth kicked up in one corner, she realized she’d said that out loud. His head was tipped back and his eyes were still that sort of dark that usually meant he was pissed, but he wasn’t. There was something else emanating from him. She couldn’t read it.

He raised his arms, extending his hands toward her.

“Swing over the side. I’ll catch you.”

It didn’t occur to her to disobey him. She saw him look past her and his gaze went flinty and dangerous again, but when he shifted back to her, there was nothing but warmth and command.

Merritt ignored the fact that everything hurt, and more with each passing second. That she was already getting stiff. She twisted around to get her hands on the roof and then she rolled onto her belly, muttering curse words as her palms stung at their contact with the roof. She wiggled her way down toward the edge until she felt Greeley’s hands on her legs.

She felt better instantly.

“Push back and drop,” he told her, like they did shit like this all the time.

For all she knew, he did.

She wiggled farther back. Then a little bit farther, and he had her.

He didn’t wait for her to climb down any farther. She felt his strong arm around her hips. He plucked her off the roof, shifted her around mid-air, and then brought her down and into his arms, his face close to hers.

“You’re bleeding.” His voice was hoarse. Harsh.

But Merritt was in his arms. She felt safe. She reached up and touched the part of her face that felt a little too big now. Swollen and painful.

“I dove out the window,” she told him. “I think I landed on my face.”

His gaze turned to stone. He held her tighter against him. He pressed a kiss to her mouth, but it wasn’t about passion. It was a seeking thing. Hard and intent.

“Tell me you’re okay.” Urgent. Low. His mouth against hers.

“I’m okay.”

“I need you to mean that, baby.”

She wanted to mean it herself, but all she could seem to do was burrow into him, pressing the part of her face that wasn’t hurt into the crook of his neck and breathing that way. And she let herself shake there.

Or it was maybe more accurate to say she couldn’t keep herself from shaking there.

“Okay,” Greeley said after a moment, his mouth against the side of her head. “Okay. I got you now.”

“I have to get my bag,” she told him, her head filling with list after list of practical nonsense as if that could keep her from shaking apart. “And the screen from the roof before every mosquito in the bayou decides to move into my daddy’s—”

“All you need to do is relax,” Greeley told her in that bossy way of his that didn’t make her shake any less, but managed to make her care about it a lot less. “I told you, I’m handling this. You gonna let me do that?”

She remembered that moment upstairs when she’d known Antony was about to kill her. When all she’d wanted was this. Greeley. Alive and warm and right here. She hadn’t really believed this would happen. That she’d get to have this. She’d been so sure Antony would catch her and do every one of the things he’d promised. She’d been positive. If anything else mattered but how gloriously wrong she’d been, she didn’t care about it just then. There was only this. Only Greeley. And the tremors that kept snaking through her, one after the next, as all the places she’d scraped herself started to bite at her.

He started to move then, carrying her across the grass, and as he did Merritt became gradually aware that there were a lot more people there than just him. She opened her eyes and saw a mess of headlights. There were bikes parked haphazardly in the backyard and a couple of pickup trucks besides. And bikers everywhere. A sea of Devil’s Keepers cuts and all those hard, hot-eyed men wearing them. Every single brother or prospect they passed looked at her, then jerked his head up to meet Greeley’s gaze, fury and a dark outrage stamped all over him.

She let out a long, low breath.

“When did everybody get here? I didn’t hear anything.”

Greeley’s beard brushed against her temple and she felt herself soften, which was how she realized she’d been holding herself rigid and tight.

“You had some shit to concentrate on up there,” he said. “Like living through the five endless fucking minutes it took me to get to you after Pony found you.”

Five minutes, she thought then. Only five little minutes out there on the roof.

It had felt like a lifetime.

She felt Greeley’s chest rumble beneath her as he gave short, terse directions to the men he passed. He shifted her against him to open the door of the truck she’d driven here, what seemed like years ago, and then he settled her on the bench seat.

“Can you sit here a minute?” he asked, his hand on her unhurt cheek, his face close to hers again.

Merritt nodded. And then watched, fascinated, as Greeley straightened—and became that other man. The outlaw. She saw the shift as it happened. The way his face closed down and went hard and grim as he walked away from the truck and stopped at the bottom of the porch steps. He stood with a couple of men she vaguely knew. Ryan Frey, known to the club as Chaser, who had been around that summer five years ago. He looked like every bit of danger in the world had been steel-plated onto him like armor, he was that fierce. And T’Roscoe, always so charming and funny and the kind of hot that simmered from his shaggy brown hair to his too-blue eyes, who was now the club’s vice president, something Merritt had heard as gossip at the diner long before she saw the patch on his cut. Tough, hard, pissed-off bikers with too many muscles and epically dark expressions on their faces—and they were all here for her.

For Greeley, she amended in her head, but still. For her by proxy.

Deep inside of her, something twisted into a small, hard knot. Because she liked this too much, this feeling of safety. She thought she could get used to it.

But it would mean coming home and staying here. It would mean giving up that bright, shiny idea of herself, once and for all.

She shoved it aside and let herself drift instead. Not thinking about anything. Not her cuts and scrapes. Not what she’d thought would happen to her up in that room. Not what Pony must have done to Antony—or why he’d been there to take care of Antony in the first place. Certainly not what might happen next.

“It’s contained,” Chaser was saying, curt and low. “Waco’s up there.” He shifted, jerking his chin toward Merritt and the open window of the truck before he looked back to Greeley. “There are some factors you’re gonna want to process in private, brother.”

Merritt didn’t hear what Greeley said to that, but from the hard, dark smiles the other men sported seconds later, she imagined it was vicious. Violent.

She knew she should care about that, probably. She should do something about it—but she couldn’t seem to summon the will to move. Or speak. Or do anything but sit there and watch these infinitely dangerous men make decisions she knew—she knew—couldn’t be taken back.

Maybe she hadn’t made this mess. But she wasn’t doing anything to stop it, either.

“Hey.”

Merritt blinked at the man standing at the truck’s open window. She knew him. Killian Chenier had been a year or so ahead of her in school, so astonishingly good-looking at the age of sixteen that full-grown women had made fools of themselves over him when he’d walked by. Everyone knew that boys like that were supposed to soften as they grew older. Tip on over into ruddy, alcoholic cheeks and protruding beer bellies. But not Killian. He’d only gotten better. Harder. Leaner. Now he was a full brother, covered in tattoos, and called himself Uptown.

“Hi,” she said. She opted not to comment on all his deceptive male prettiness. She could see the rip-cord strength he wore so easily, despite that face. And the way he was smiling at her, as if he thought she might shatter while he watched.

“Greeley thought you might want to do something about that blood,” he said, his voice low and that smile, she could see, a gentle lie stretched over something far more predatory.

He didn’t wait for her to respond. He handed her a damp hand towel that she recognized as having come from the upstairs bathroom and the small, square first-aid kit that her father had kept stowed beneath the sink.

Uptown didn’t wait for her to thank him. He flashed that smile of his that should have unnerved her, but didn’t. Then he melted back into the knot of bikers at the foot of the stairs before she could make herself say a single word.

Merritt switched on the truck’s interior light and pulled the visor down, flipping open the mirror on the back.

And lost her breath again.

She’d scraped her face when she’d landed, just as she’d thought. Her chin and her left cheekbone had taken the worst of it, and she’d bled enough that there was a grisly trail down her face and her neck. Her hands were torn. Her knees ached and were likely bloody as well.

And she was getting off easy. This was the best-case scenario. If she’d stayed in that room another minute, a few minor scrapes would have been the least of her problems.

I might let you breathe while I fuck the shit out of you.

She shuddered at Antony’s voice in her head. And she ignored that little knot that pulsed deep inside of her, made of alarm and conscience, warning her that she was catapulting way past the point of no return as she sat there and did absolutely nothing about the mess of bikers handling things outside the cab of this truck.

She thought of that look in all the brothers’ eyes. She knew what it was. Blood and vengeance. And she should do something to keep the club from handling Antony the way she knew the club handled its business.

“You should be the bigger person,” she told herself out loud.

But she still sounded like a robot and it hurt to talk.

Merritt lifted the damp towel to her cheek and hissed out a breath as she started to blot up her own blood instead.

—

“Are you fucking high?” Greeley growled at Digger.

Not the way to speak to his president, he was aware, especially given all the crap that had been going down lately. But he didn’t give a shit. Not tonight.

Digger was a big man. He wore his many years as an outlaw king on his weathered face and in his gray beard. He was barrel chested, with arms like tree trunks. He stood in front of his desk in his office at the clubhouse with those massive arms crossed and scowled at Greeley. Another thing that should have worried Greeley, yet didn’t.

Greeley cared about exactly one thing tonight and she was currently sitting out in the main room of the clubhouse with a busted up face. The order to keep his hands off the asshole responsible—which he could not believe had just come out of his president’s mouth—was not exactly working for him.

“I know you’re pissed.” Digger’s voice was low and unhappy, though it was hard to say if that was because he didn’t like the no-kill order he’d just given on behalf of the cartel or if he was more concerned with the disrespect his sergeant at arms had just laid on him, with witnesses present. “I’m fucking pissed. Everyone’s pissed. But this is the situation. It is what it is.”

The situation was bullshit. That was what it was. Such bullshit, in fact, that Chaser and Roscoe had been on Greeley the minute he set foot on club property, ready to handle him if he went nuts. Which he was more than ready to do, and he wasn’t about to allow them to handle him when he did.

“That piece of shit stalked my woman over a thousand miles,” Greeley threw at his president, shaking off the hand Roscoe put on his arm and throwing Chaser a look that should have taken the grim-faced enforcer down where he stood with his arms crossed, his back to the closed office door. “I found her out on the edge of a goddamned roof, twelve feet off the ground with blood all over her face. He beat off on her fucking childhood bed. Repeatedly. If I hadn’t had Pony on her, what do you think would have happened?”

Digger sighed. “Greeley.”

“I know what would have happened, because Pony heard him. You want me to bring him in here for a replay? This scumbag didn’t chase her here from New York because he wanted to have a goddamned tea party. He wanted to violate her. He terrorized her. Why the fuck do you think she came home in the first place?”

If he’d been less enraged, he might have been interested in the fact that neither Chaser nor Roscoe was stepping up to argue him down. Meaning not only were they pissed about the call Digger had made to save Antony’s life because the cartel wanted him alive, but they were taking their sweet ass time backing the president’s order and talking Greeley down. Which was new all around, and not in a way that was good for the club. But tonight, for once, he didn’t give a fuck about club politics.

“It didn’t happen,” Digger said, looking like he was trying to be patient and hold on to his temper, which did nothing but rub Greeley the wrong way. “If it had, this would be a different conversation.”

Greeley wanted to burn the damned town to the ground. He wanted to start with Digger. He focused on his president and tried to remind himself that no matter the squirrelly shit that had been going down lately, which he couldn’t prove anyway, what mattered were all the years that had gone before. And that even if Digger was shady, it didn’t mean this was part of that.

Digger claimed this was business, pure and simple. They couldn’t afford to declare war on the cartel, which was what killing Antony now that they knew the Devil’s Keepers had him would do.

Pretty much every part of Greeley wanted nothing more than to take the business and shove it up that douchebag Antony’s ass. He wanted to know how this asshole had found Merritt, of all people. The one lawyer in all of New York City who had a connection that would keep him alive no matter how crazy he got. Had he known that? Or was he just the luckiest bastard around?

“This is bullshit,” Greeley muttered, shoving his hair back from his face because it was better than using his hands in other, more violent ways. He had to step back from Digger before he lost it completely and went for the older man. Chaser was poker-faced against the door. Roscoe had his arms crossed over his chest and a cold look in those blue eyes of his that at the moment weren’t the least bit friendly.

The tension in the room was so thick it was in his throat, choking him.

“Brother—” Digger began, a conciliatory note in his voice, and that was too much.

It flipped a switch in Greeley that he’d been avoiding for months.

Everyone always told him he thought too much. This was him not thinking at all, just speaking.

“Are you my brother?” Greeley snarled, not getting in Digger’s face—but not backing down, either, not even when his president reared back like Greeley had clocked him in the face. Which, all things considered, he had. “Can I trust you these days, Digger? Tell me how the hell I would know that with all the shit going down you pretend isn’t happening.”

Digger’s ferocious scowl went way into the red zone, but Greeley was past caring. He’d bitten his tongue for months. He’d waited. He’d been fucking patient. And all that had done was get him into a situation where his woman had been terrorized and he couldn’t do a goddamned thing about it, like some stuffed shirt, pansy ass bitch.

Fuck that. Fuck this. He kept going, not backing down no matter what look was on his president’s face, promising a brutal payback. Greeley didn’t care.

“I don’t know if you’re backing the cartel tonight for the club or for you,” he threw at Digger, hard and fast, like a beat down. “I know you’re not making this call for me. If you had my back in this at all, that fucking loser would be in painful little pieces before he ended up a gator snack and you know it.”


Chapter 10

“What the fuck?” Digger’s face was lethal. His dark eyes were hard and some part of Greeley was surprised he didn’t pull out his piece and aim it in Greeley’s face, then and there. “What did you just say to me? Are you out of your fucking mind?”

“Everybody needs to chill the fuck down,” Roscoe said, but Greeley didn’t look away from Digger. He didn’t move a muscle and neither did his president.

“Where the hell have you been lately, Dig?” Greeley demanded, because he didn’t give a shit. Not anymore. Not tonight. “Speaking of club business. What have you been up to?”

“You better rethink this crap and your mouth, Greeley,” Digger bit out.

Greeley did not rethink. He kept going.

“If any other brother ripped through that speed trap and got in a cop’s face with no provocation, there’d be consequences, but apparently not for Whale—who also shot his mouth off to everyone in this room like he had some big conspiracy going on. That because he’s your kid or because he knows something the rest of us don’t? I notice he’s not here tonight, taking my back when shit goes down. As fucking usual. But it makes me wonder.” He cocked his head to one side and gave not one shit that Digger looked like he was about to jump him and deliver a smackdown. “How am I supposed to take it that the one night you’re in town and available and ready to deal with club business is the same night the cartel wants to kick me in the balls? And you’re letting them?”

He heard Roscoe make a low, warning noise, but he ignored it. He kept his eyes trained on his president. The man who was more like a father to him than any of the loser boyfriends his mother had paraded through that trailer in Tennessee. The man he’d looked up to for years.

The man who could be betraying the club he’d helped build.

The man who was sure as hell not doing a goddamned thing to take Greeley’s back when he needed it tonight.

For a long time there was nothing but serious bad shit in the air of the office, pressing in on all sides, making Greeley tense and ready. Digger wasn’t the only one packing a piece. And there’d been blood all over Merritt’s face when he’d told her he had this. He couldn’t bear it.

“I’m not going to pistol-whip you for that crap like you deserve,” Digger gritted out after a while, every vein on his neck popping out and showing exactly how pissed off he was. “Because I know you’re not right in the head tonight. She’s not even your old lady and still, Doc’s girl has been fucking with you hardcore for years.”

“She’s mine,” Greeley snarled.

“I don’t care.” Digger’s voice was brutal. “If it was Crystal it would be the same dance, and she’s not just my old lady, she’s my wife. The mother of my kids.”

“I know who the fuck Crystal is. Jesus Christ.”

Digger pegged him with a furious look. “You can’t kill him, no matter what crap you throw in my face. You can rough him up, but not too badly. He still has to be able to do his job.”

Greeley practically bared his teeth. “Fine.”

“Yeah, but the state you’re in I can’t trust you to hold back, can I? You just ran your mouth in my face like you have a death wish.” Digger didn’t mention Whale. Maybe that meant something, maybe he was full of shit. That was the problem. No one could tell. “So guess what? You can’t touch him. That’s nonnegotiable, Greeley.”

It was like his brain melted. Like he flatlined.

“Fuck you,” he heard himself say in a ragged sort of whisper that was made entirely of mayhem and frustrated vengeance.

“Watch your goddamned mouth!” Digger roared, so loud they probably heard him out on the interstate. “I won’t fucking tell you again.”

And some form of sanity reasserted itself then. Because what would happen to Merritt if Digger took him out? It wasn’t worth it. He didn’t back away from Digger, but he took his aggression down a notch. He fucking swallowed it, because he had no other choice.

“This scumbag is a direct product pipeline into the New York prisons,” Roscoe gritted out from beside Greeley, sounding furious, but resigned. “Smack, rock, pills. He’s a piece of shit, but he’s the cartel’s piece of shit. You know how this goes, brother.”

“They can get another pipeline.” Greeley didn’t sound like himself. He barely sounded human, which made sense, because he felt like a weapon about to blow and he was still aimed right at Digger. “They’re a fucking cartel. How many suits do they have in their pockets? There’s only so much product one lawyer can smuggle inside a prison.”

Digger shook his head. “They like this suit. He has a shiny, do-gooder reputation. Hector says they know he’s bent, but they usually keep him on a chain.”

Hector Quintero was a lieutenant in the cartel and the club’s point man. And this shit had his fingerprints all over it, the murderous, slippery bastard.

“Meaning they don’t care what he does to random bitches and they wouldn’t care now, either, except it ended up in Lagrange,” Greeley translated, his tone withering. “What a shock.”

Digger didn’t give an inch. “Bottom line, the cartel likes their prison distribution channel the way it is and their dirty lawyer without his face caved in.”

“If Hector can’t keep his pet suit in line, maybe he shouldn’t get to keep him,” Greeley bit out.

Digger only shook his head again, his gaze hard. Unyielding.

And that was that. Unless Greeley demanded a full table vote to overrule his president. But that was an act that would have a whole lot of repercussions, no matter what happened. A vote wouldn’t necessarily go his way, because only crazy motherfuckers wanted to throw down with the cartel, a move that would bring nothing but misery down on the club. But even if Greeley somehow got the votes, it would only put Digger on notice—more on notice than he already was, after what Greeley had said. Worse, since Greeley had nothing but a gut feeling to back up any claim that Digger was into something shady, it would be seen as an act of sheer, potentially unforgivable disrespect. It might even be seen as Greeley making a play for the top spot when he didn’t want that shit at all. But why else come at Digger over club business, making it personal?

It was personal, all right, but only for Greeley. He got that.

It meant his hands were tied.

Greeley prowled away from Digger before he made it all worse and slammed his fist into the office wall so hard a picture of the old, grizzled bastards who’d formed the mother charter jumped off its hook and clattered to the floor. Then he did it again. And again.

He couldn’t believe this was happening.

His neck had started itching something crazy when Merritt had texted him about the club’s douchebag lawyer, making an excellent fucking point he needed to look into, but had then gone silent. That wasn’t like her. He’d been out at Petit Joe’s having an overdue discussion with Okie about Bethany, the stripper who seemed a little too fucked up a little too often, and a few of the other girls who’d maybe tipped over into too much partying. Everyone loved a party girl around here, but a stripper who was never sober was well on her way to becoming a junkie. And the club allowed no junkies in Lagrange or dancing for money in Petit Joe’s. Period.

But he hadn’t been all that interested in the endless personal dramas of Okie’s girls in the first place, and he’d cared even less about stripper issues when Merritt hadn’t replied. When she didn’t respond to a text demanding she call him immediately, he’d called Pony, who he’d had tailing Merritt since the day he’d talked to that pansy bitch Antony on the phone.

She went into Doc’s house ten minutes ago, Pony had reported, sounding like he’d never been more personally fulfilled than he was trailing Greeley’s woman around, which was one more reason Greeley wanted him patched in sooner rather than later. I’m out in the street.

I need eyes on her. Now.

Pony hadn’t missed a beat. Greeley had heard his car door slam shut. I’m heading to the house.

Something’s up, Greeley had bit out, already headed for his bike, while Okie put out the alarm to the rest of the club and followed behind him. I’m on my way.

I got this, Pony had promised, sounding fierce. I’ll check back when I have her.

Once Greeley had gotten his ass out to Doc’s house he’d heard, in detail that would haunt him the rest of his life, exactly what Pony had found. Merritt throwing herself out a fucking window while that piece of shit went for her, shooting his mouth off and calling her names he should pay for in blood. A lot of blood. Greeley had seen with his own eyes the way the fucker had defiled her pink, girly bed.

And he would have to live with the image of his woman crouched on the corner of a twelve-foot-high roof, teetering like she might just collapse over the side at any moment, jacked and shaken and not herself. Not his Merritt. Blood all over her face and a vacant look in her eyes, like she was lost in a darkness there was no escaping. He’d have to live with the fact he hadn’t kept her safe, the way he’d promised. That he’d let this happen.

He’d told himself that making that asshole pay in a straight up Old Testament fashion would help him come to grips with that personal failing. Or at least make him feel a little better about it.

His brothers had kept the slimy bastard on the floor until Greeley had gotten Merritt down from the roof and into the truck. Waco had been standing there with his heavy boot on the dickhead’s throat, but he’d removed it when Greeley squatted down and got in Antony’s smooth, smug face.

I warned you, Greeley had told him quietly, the other man’s painful death in his voice. I’m gonna enjoy repeating myself, asshole.

But the fucker had laughed.

Devil’s Keepers, he’d said, sounding raspy and fucked up, not a big surprise given Waco might have stamped down a little too hard on his windpipe. Oops. We have a friend in common.

Greeley hadn’t believed him. He’d gone out to the truck to check in on Merritt while his brothers had hauled Antony back to the clubhouse, and hadn’t much liked what he’d found. Uptown had given her something to clean up with, leaving her face pink and raw. Worse, she’d gone too quiet. She’d retreated off into her head, and that never ended well, not with his woman who could think herself into all kinds of bullshit. He’d brought her to the clubhouse rather than dropping her at home where she could spin herself god knew where, and had rustled up a couple of the old ladies to come patch her up and keep her company while Greeley took care of the asshole who’d done this to her.

But Roscoe and Chaser had headed him off and taken him into Digger’s office before he could get into it.

Antony Damaris belonged to the cartel, Digger had announced. Body, soul, and padded bank account. He smuggled cartel drugs into New York prisons, something he’d been doing for at least the last decade without getting caught. It was in the cartel’s best interest to keep him alive so he could carry on doing his job, which meant it was in the club’s best interest to not kill him.

The fact that Greeley wanted him dead didn’t matter. Not unless the club wanted to go to war with the fucking cartel—and no one wanted to start a war with the cartel. Those sick fucks didn’t play. They killed women and children first, to teach the lesson and rub it in deep. Not to mention the Black Dogs were right there, offering an alternative to the Devil’s Keepers and only too happy to prove their devotion to cartel money any way they could.

Greeley knew all the players and he could see all the shitty outcomes if he went ahead and ignored the order. If this had been any other brother, he’d have been the first one in there to talk the man down. To point out there were times they all had to take one for the club, even if it stung. He’d have meant it.

Tonight was different. He had to choose his woman or his club and for the first time in his life, the answer wasn’t obvious to him.

Greeley knew it should have been a no-brainer.

But this was Merritt.

He muttered another curse and hit the wall again. Harder this time, so he could feel the skin on his knuckles split and the metal of his heavy rings pinch at him.

Greeley had fought wars before. Actual fucking wars in foreign countries. When he’d left the service, he’d promised himself he was done with that shit. He had good Army friends who’d gone into mercenary work because they already had the skills and they weren’t opposed to kicking ass, but he’d been done. He found the club. He found Lagrange, the only peaceful place he’d ever lived in his life. He loved living free, doing what the fuck he wanted when he wanted to do it.

Part of keeping his life and his town the way he liked it was not deliberately pissing on the cartel. There were consequences to living the way he pleased, and the cartel and its endless bullshit were maybe the biggest ones.

That was why no man became a brother overnight. Hangarounds and hopefuls had to prove themselves loyal enough to be considered prospects and prospects had to impress all the brothers enough to get a unanimous vote, but all that time with the club meant that any prospect had a real good idea what he was getting himself into.

Meaning Greeley had no one to blame for this but himself. This was the deal. This was the life he’d chosen. The fact that he wanted to blow it all up for a woman was his problem.

And it didn’t mean he could do it. That sat in him like a goddamned fire poker. Maybe it always would.

“I have conditions,” he gritted out, clenching his fist to see how badly he’d fucked up his knuckles. Not badly enough, he thought grimly.

Not anywhere near enough.

He saw Roscoe and Digger exchange a look. Chaser looked even more grim than usual, still in his place at the door. After a moment—a long moment—Digger nodded.

“He forgets she exists.” Greeley’s voice was low and vicious. “He stays in New York and she never hears from him again. He so much as texts her a goddamned smiley face and he’s mine.”

Digger didn’t think it over. He nodded like that was perfectly reasonable, which it fucking was. All things considered, it was merciful and everyone in the room knew it.

Greeley had never been a merciful man. He found he didn’t much care for the taste of it now.

“He never, ever sets foot in Louisiana again,” Greeley continued in the same blistering way, that hot fury in his gut blazing at him. “I ever see his face again? Or even think I fucking see him? I’ll rip him into pieces and deliver them to the goddamned cartel myself.”

“That’s fair.” Digger kept his gaze on Greeley, hard and heavy. “Anything else?”

It was ripping at him. It was killing him. But Greeley shook his head, because the truth was, protecting the club tonight meant protecting Merritt, too. If he blew off the cartel’s demands on this, he knew exactly where they’d start exacting revenge. And he’d die before he’d let those fucked-up bastards near his woman.

“No,” he said, heavy and pissed, but trying to get resigned to it. Trying to take the weight of it without feeling crushed to the ground. “That’s it.”

Digger pushed away from his desk then, filling the room, reminding them all that he might be old, but he was still a big, bad motherfucker. And the president of the club, no matter what bullshit might be going down.

“You need to handle your shit, Greeley,” the president said, low and hard. His dark eyes gleamed bright, like he was holding himself back from laying down some serious mayhem. Possibly on Greeley’s face. “You need to get right in the head, and fast. Bad enough you let that bitch lead you around by your dick. Now she makes you into such a fucking nutcase that you come at your own president?”

Greeley didn’t know how he kept from tearing out the bastard’s throat for that creative interpretation of what had happened here. Or how he managed to keep his own fucking mouth shut now, given how he’d run it already.

Digger’s nostrils flared when Greeley only stared back at him. “You ever question my loyalty to this club again, asshole, and I’ll beat you down myself. Maybe it’s your loyalty we should be worried about.”

“I’m loyal to this club,” Greeley said from between his teeth. “Something you know because that piece of shit stalker asshole is still breathing.”

But everyone in the room was fully aware that Greeley hadn’t said he was loyal to Digger, which in normal circumstances should have been his next sentence. He didn’t say it. He didn’t want a war with Digger, either—brother on brother led nowhere good, and a divided club was a weak club—but he wasn’t going to pretend things were cool, either.

There was only so much shit a man could take.

The old Digger would have gotten right up in Greeley’s face and demanded a show of respect on the spot. He would have stood there until Greeley made it clear he knew who was at the head of the table and the club. He would never, ever bail before he’d sorted out Greeley’s attitude and laid down the law, making sure everyone was crystal fucking clear about his intentions and his will and his orders, whether they liked it or not.

But this Digger only scowled at Greeley, then slammed his way out, leaving Greeley prowling around the office with only his bad fucking mood, Chaser, and Roscoe.

“Really?” Roscoe shook his head at Greeley, his face hard. “You figured tonight was a good time to throw down? If he is bent, asshole, you just announced that you’re watching him.”

Greeley flexed his hand, eyeing his bloody knuckles. “I don’t give a fuck.”

“This shit’s not right,” Chaser muttered from over near the door. “And where the fuck is Whale? The little shit. I notice that didn’t get answered.”

Greeley shrugged, still looking at his hand. “I don’t care. Fuck Whale. Fuck Digger. Fuck this. Guess what? I’m done.”

“Done?” Roscoe asked, a tense note in his voice. “You mean with your pushing into shit that can only blow up in your face? Or do you mean the club?”

Greeley glared at him. “I’d never walk away from this club. But now I have to tell my woman that the piece of shit I told her I’d handle is getting an escort back to his cushy life in New York.” He shook his head, the taste of this crap bitter in his mouth. He didn’t see that going away any time soon. “Someone else can deal with club drama for a little while. Whale gets caught doing some stupid shit again, don’t fucking call me. I’ll crush that little bitch and like it.”

He started for the door, his need to personally make sure Merritt was okay after the night’s ordeal weighing on him a lot more than the same old club bullshit he couldn’t solve anyway.

“You gonna handle yourself?” Roscoe asked from behind him, and Greeley would have swung at anyone else who suggested he couldn’t or wouldn’t follow his president’s direct orders. But he didn’t make a move toward his VP. “Or do I have to handle you?”

“When is that bastard out of here?” he asked instead of answering.

“Not sure you need that information.” Roscoe lifted his hands in the air when Greeley glared at him, a completely false surrender, but it calmed Greeley down a little bit anyway. “Listen, brother, I don’t blame you. I want to skin that jackass with my own two hands and Merritt’s not even my woman. But maybe you don’t need to know the details about what’s going down with him, so there’s no temptation to sneak back in and work him over while he’s still here.”

Greeley wanted nothing more than to rip that asshole’s dick off and feed it to him. But he wouldn’t do it. He couldn’t do it.

“Let me know when he’s out of the parish,” Greeley growled at Roscoe. He jerked his chin at Chaser.

And then he slammed his way out of the office to go and find the woman he hadn’t protected and, despite himself and all that fury roaring inside of him and making him feel crazy with it, couldn’t avenge.

—

Greeley knew before he opened his eyes in the dark of his bedroom that something was jacked.

Just like that he was wide awake and reaching for his piece—but in the next breath he stopped.

No one was coming at him. The moon was up and throwing light through his windows, but even if it had been pitch black he’d have known it was Merritt moving around, making rustling sounds in corner of the bedroom. He could smell that lotion she used. She’d told him the scent was lilacs, not that he gave a shit which girly flower it was. It smelled like her. Even from across the room, like she’d just put more of that shit on.

He swiped up his phone from beside the bed and scowled at it. 3:17 a.m.

And she was packing up her shit, her back to him, stiff and jerky, like she was pissed.

Greeley didn’t need her to share with him that she was running. He could see it with his own two eyes, written in every line of her body in the moonlight.

His own temper roared through him then, wilder and hotter than it had been in Digger’s office. That wasn’t helpful, so he did nothing for a minute. He made himself lie there, motionless, trying to wrestle himself back under control before he lit into her—which he didn’t have to overthink to know would not be cool.

This was all such bullshit. He should have known this was coming. Maybe he had. Just maybe not in the middle of the goddamned night.

She’d been way too quiet on the drive home, in that way that told him trouble was brewing in that head of hers. Because when wasn’t it? Especially when she got to gnawing on what was left of her fingernails. Something he normally stopped by taking her hand in his, but he hadn’t tonight. He’d let her have what comfort she got out of chewing on herself. That was how fucking guilty he’d felt about the whole situation.

Back at his place, Merritt had sat down too carefully on his couch, excruciatingly prim and proper, like all she had left were manners and hangnails.

“There’s nothing I can do,” he’d told her gruffly. He’d already told her the deal with Antony. Or what he could tell her, anyway. That the scumbag was leaving Louisiana and he wasn’t coming back, and there was a deal in place to make sure of that. The end. “It’s club business.”

“Of course it is,” she’d said in that bloodless voice with nothing behind her eyes at all, reminding him of how he’d found her on that roof earlier. That had sat in his gut like cement. “And obviously nothing is more important than club business. Especially not what Antony wanted to do to me.” She’d shifted that dead look to him. “Don’t worry, Greeley. I’m used to it.”

He’d pretty much hated the way she’d said that, to a violent degree that he had a hard time keeping to himself, but she was beaten up. She had bruises on her face and it was his fucking fault for not heading that asshole off before he got anywhere near her.

He wasn’t that much of a dick that he couldn’t bite his goddamned tongue. For the night, anyway.

“We’re not talking about some petty bullshit,” he’d told her, keeping his tone civil no matter what it cost him. “We’re talking about a full-on war. We can’t risk it. Especially because if it started because I ended that asshole the way he deserves, they’d pay me back in kind.” He’d waited until her eyes were on him instead of her scraped up hands. “Darlin’. They’d come for you first.”

Merritt had looked at him for a long, long while, and not in a way Greeley particularly liked.

“Funny,” she’d said at last, “I thought he already did.”

And it had taken every last bit of willpower he had not to lose it at that. Spectacularly.

But he hadn’t. Because she was fucked up and she was hurt, and he was a grown ass man who didn’t need to freak out all over her just because he wasn’t loving the weird way she was acting or the things coming out of her mouth.

Instead, he’d taken care of her. He’d made sure all her cuts and scrapes were clean and slathered in antibacterial shit. Then he’d cooked her dinner and made sure she ate it, insisting she had to get something in her stomach. And he’d felt vindicated when she’d cleared her plate and had gotten some color back in her cheeks.

Then he’d settled in like a fucking martyr for a night of watching whatever the hell she wanted on his huge television, keeping his hands to himself like a goddamned monk, because she was fragile and wounded and he wasn’t an animal.

But she’d been the one to move on him. Carefully.

“Are you sure?” he’d asked her gruffly when she’d moved closer to him, running her hand down his belly and sliding it over his cock when he thought her palms had to sting.

Not that his cock had cared, the selfish asshole.

“I’m sure.” She’d whispered that directly his ear, her mouth close and her breath hot. “I want you inside me, Greeley. I want you to wash it all away.”

He’d taken that challenge. He’d eased her out of her clothes, taking care not to rub her cuts or bruises the wrong way. Then he’d spread her out on his thighs right there on the couch, settling her astride him so she could prop her forearms on his shoulders. He’d taken his time working her onto his cock. She’d set a sweet, easy pace, and he’d let her. He’d played with her clit, making her come the first time, and then he’d kept her moving until she took the lead again. He’d pretended he couldn’t see all those storms wash across her face, making her eyes like thunder. He’d let her work it out, rocking herself to another gasping, shuddering finish in his lap.

He’d wanted to roll her beneath him and lose himself in her. He’d wanted to make her come a few more times to make absolutely fucking certain she was alive and well and entirely his. But instead he’d come a few moments after she did, so she could stay in control. Maybe she needed that after what she’d been through tonight. And what did he care, as long as she was here with him?

When she’d stirred against him he’d lifted her up and carried her into the bedroom, tucking her into the bed like she was the most precious thing in the world to him. Because she was. She wasn’t leading him around by his dick or whatever the fuck Digger had said. Greeley wished it was his dick that was the problem.

But his chest had been tight and he’d known it was something else entirely.

It always had been.

Now, he was fuming in that same bed in the middle of the night and saying nothing was not calming him down. At all.

“Why are you packing at three in the morning?” he asked her, not turning on a light. The moon was taking care of that. And he didn’t keep his voice low, either. Or anything like soft. “Or at all?”

She didn’t jump or freak out that he was awake, which he figured wasn’t the best sign. “I have to go.”

“Jesus Christ, Merritt. Get in bed. You’re tired and freaked out—”

“No,” she said, her voice harder than he’d ever heard it. It made him sit up, eyes narrow and gut tight. “I have to go. Lanie will be here in fifteen minutes.”

Greeley reached over and slapped on the light with enough force he was surprised the lamp didn’t splinter on contact.

“What the fuck are you talking about?”

She hoisted the strap of her duffel bag up to her shoulder, but all he could see were the scrapes on her face. Her pretty face that should never have had a mark on it besides those sixteen perfect freckles. He wanted to wrap her up and keep her safe forever, right here in his bed and in his house and all up in his life, and she was talking about leaving him.

Again.

She was always, always leaving him, and that tore at him. A bullet would have felt better. Several fucking bullets.

How the hell had they gotten back to the exact same place they’d been in five years ago? When he’d vowed this would never happen again? But he knew how.

Even now, while she stood there with that ornery look on her face, her duffel bag packed, and her friend on the way to extract her, he wanted her. He’d accepted he always would.

But that didn’t mean he wasn’t feeling the very strong urge to kick her ass.

“I’m talking about leaving Louisiana,” she told him, squaring her shoulders, because she had to know he wasn’t going to take this well. Of course she knew. That’s why she was sneaking out in the middle of the night. “I never planned to stay here. You know that. I was just laying low until the Antony situation resolved itself.”

“This is you feeling resolved?” He nodded at the duffel bag. “Sneaking away in the middle of the night like this was a drunken one-night stand?”

She obviously didn’t like that, but she didn’t cave. “I don’t want to have a fight about this. I don’t want you to lose your shit and get in my face about it like you did last time.”

“Seems to me that if you don’t want to do me the courtesy of having a fucking grown-up conversation about whatever the hell is going on in your head, you don’t get to tell me how or when to lose my shit about how you choose to act on it. You don’t give a fuck how you sneaking off might bother me, why should I care if me losing my shit gets to you?”

Merritt made a frustrated noise. “We’re from different worlds, Greeley.”

“Seems like we fuck right here in the same one.”

“I’m done,” she told him, hard and hot, but he could see the way those fine tremors shook through her. “I never should have come back here. You were right to tell me to stay away five years ago. I should have listened.”

She turned then, abruptly, and walked away from him. Through the bedroom door and down the hall. Greeley let her. Because he had to take a fucking breath before he tore down the whole damned house. He had to keep himself under control here, or he’d lose everything.

It crossed his mind that he hadn’t cared what he might lose, getting in Digger’s face earlier. But he couldn’t lose Merritt. Not again.

He heard his front door open, then shut with a little temper behind it, and he muttered a series of vicious curses to himself. They didn’t help.

He rolled out of the bed, swiping up his jeans as he went. He stepped into them in the bedroom doorway, then buttoned them as he walked down the hall. When he pushed his way out his front door, the warm spring night was still and close, and Merritt stiffened where she stood in the grass below the steps.

The moon was fucking with him, bathing Merritt in silver and making her glow. Like he needed that shit. This sucked enough as it was.

“What happened?” he asked her, not trying too hard to make his voice accommodating. What mattered was he wasn’t yelling, and he hadn’t pinned her to a wall. He’d obviously matured. “You were loopy on the drive to the clubhouse, but fine.” He thought about it for a second. “What did the old ladies say to you?”

“Not a thing.”

She sounded pissed—but not necessarily at him, he thought. He knew what that looked like. It didn’t come with her walking away from him. It usually had her in his face. If she was scared of something tonight, it wasn’t him. Merritt had never been scared of him. It was one of the great many reasons she was the only woman he’d ever wanted as his old lady.

Maybe that was why he couldn’t get a handle on this. He knew what to do with an attack. But this was something else. It felt a lot like the same something else it had been five years ago, when she’d made it clear that even an attempt at a long distance thing was out of the question. He’d told himself that it never would have worked anyway, so good riddance—but the truth was, he would have tried. For her, there wasn’t a lot he wouldn’t try. But five years ago she’d had a fancy law school to go to and he’d been exactly who he was. An outlaw biker. On some level, he must have known that she deserved better than him if she wanted it, because he’d let her go, hadn’t he?

But she’d come back to him. And that changed everything.

“The old ladies talked about the life,” Merritt said, and he didn’t like the edge in her voice. “The many times they had to patch someone up, usually their own men. The many times they had to cower in the clubhouse with their children and hope no one killed them. And, of course, the times that cowering and waiting for death was spent in the company of skanks they were pretty sure fucked their husbands.”

“Is that what this is?” Greeley dragged a hand through his hair. “You haven’t given me one single indication that you won’t bail, Merritt. Not one reason to believe you’ll stick around. You ready to do that? Your duffel bag says no. And still, I haven’t touched another woman since you came home.”

“I don’t care who you fuck.” That sheen in her blue eyes said otherwise.

“If that’s true, great. If not, I’ll make any promise you want. But you have to stay here. With me.”

“No.” Her gaze slammed into his, too dark and filled with ghosts. “I’m not staying here. I’ve already been here too long.”

“Listen,” he said. Carefully. “Baby—”

“You make me feel powerless,” she threw at him, and she backed up when he jerked at that, like she’d landed a serious punch. “And I hate it.”

And for a long moment there was nothing but the way she stared back at him, her eyes big and haunted, like she was the one who was in agony here. Like she hadn’t just stabbed him through the fucking heart.

Headlights danced over the top of his drive, announcing Lanie’s arrival with perfect fucking timing.

Merritt swallowed like it hurt her, then shifted her hands on the strap of her duffel and started walking, as if she was considering throwing herself into Lanie’s car before it came to a complete stop. While Greeley stood there like his bare feet were welded to the dirt, like an asshole.

He was more than a little sick of that feeling.

“You’re so full of shit,” he told her, and he didn’t hide anything then. The venom. The pain. The heart she’d just ripped out of his body and stamped on—again. “This is the same crap as it was five years ago.”

“We have great chemistry, that’s all. It feels like more than it is. But it’s not.”

Her voice cracked, and he couldn’t help it. He was moving then, catching up with her and taking her shoulders in his hands, turning her to face him. He could see her eyes were full and bright, and her cheeks were wet. She was killing him.

“It’s not enough,” she told him. Urgently. “We shouldn’t keep pretending otherwise.”

He got down so his face was even with hers.

“Bullshit, Merritt.” She stiffened again, but he kept going. “This is the standard crap you always pull. You were mad about the club earlier. Now you’re mad about whatever the old ladies said. Or maybe you’re mad at me, I can’t tell. You feel powerless after you climbed all over me and took what you wanted earlier. We have chemistry? Whatever, babe. It’s one fucking excuse after the next.”

“I’m not making excuses. Once again, I’m trying to be realistic while you have a temper tantrum.”

“What you’re doing is what you always do. Looking for a reason to run.” He got his face a little closer to hers and didn’t hate it when her breath caught. “And this is not a temper tantrum, Merritt. If I was having a temper tantrum you’d be naked and my cock would be negotiating this situation. I think you know that. Or why would you have called for backup?”

She looked pale at that, but she didn’t back down. Not his girl. “I’m not running anywhere. I’m calmly walking away from a bad scene. And yeah, I got a ride, because maybe you haven’t noticed that Lagrange doesn’t have a taxi service. Not everything is about you.”

He noticed she ignored the part about his cock, which was probably wise.

“This is not a bad scene,” he growled at her, and his hands tightened slightly around her shoulders while he said it.

“You’re not the one who loses yourself.”

He didn’t have ways to count how wrong she was about that.

“I make you feel safe, Merritt, and you love it.” His voice was low. Intent. He could see right through her. Maybe that was what freaked her out. “That’s why you ran here to get away from that douche. That’s why you’re running now. You love me, baby, and you always have.”

She made a small noise, as if he’d pierced something in her. He kept going.

“You don’t want to leave me. You never did. Not even tonight, when I let that asshole get too close to you. That’s what scares the shit out of you. And that’s not feeling powerless or losing yourself. Deep down, you know what it is. You’ve been running away from it for years.”

He felt the shudder that worked through her then, deep and long, like it was tearing her apart from the inside. He saw the sheer torment in her eyes, and it killed him that he couldn’t fix it. Fix her.

Lanie pulled up, but didn’t get out of the car, which meant he might let her live. And Greeley had to stand there and watch his woman psych herself up to leave him.

Again.

It cost him, but he took his hands off her. He stepped back.

And he watched her sway there, as if she wasn’t steady on her feet without him. But he knew he couldn’t tell her that. He knew she wouldn’t listen. She had to get there herself or what was the point?

“Merritt.” He didn’t hide the urgency in his voice. “You’re in love with me. Since the moment you laid eyes on me in a strip club and, yeah, I know. That wasn’t how it was supposed to happen for Doc Broussard’s little brainiac princess. A biker in a strip joint wasn’t part of your big-city-lawyer life plan. But it happened all the same and you know as well as I do it changed everything, or you wouldn’t be here.”

She backed away from him and he let her. He wanted to flip Lanie’s car. He wanted to throw Merritt over his shoulder and lock her in his bedroom, naked, until she accepted the reality of this shit the way he had.

He wanted to set the night on fire.

But instead he stood there, tense and furious and his hands in fists at his sides, and let her do this to them. Again.

For a moment, the light from Lanie’s headlights spilling across the lawn and sending the bugs into a cartwheeling frenzy, he thought she might break. He saw her waver. He saw the need and the longing in her eyes, the same way he’d seen it at her father’s house when he’d talked her off the roof. He thought that maybe, just maybe, it might win this time.

Her eyes welled up. She shook. And then she shook her head.

Greeley watched her disappear again, standing right there in front of him.

“You can’t run from me forever,” he told her, his voice ragged. It was too late and this sucked too hard. “Sooner or later, you’re going to have to face this.”

“No.” Her voice was barely a whisper, but it rocked him just the same as a shout. “I won’t.”

And then, for the second time in his life, Greeley watched the only woman he’d ever loved turn and walk away.

Just like five years ago, she didn’t look back.


Chapter 11

Lanie didn’t say a word.

She drove Merritt out to her little house in the sugarcane fields, where the moon danced over the deep green and made it all seem like a dream, and she didn’t push. She didn’t pry. When they got to her house she led Merritt inside, straight into her second bedroom, which was a tidy, cheerful space where Lanie kept her desktop computer and some books. She took a minute to move her shit off the spare bed, and then she kissed Merritt on the cheek. The unhurt cheek.

“Sleep,” she said, and if there was judgment or even curiosity in her voice Merritt was too tired to hear it. “I’ll see you tomorrow. Or later today. Whatever you want to call it.”

Merritt kicked off her shoes and crawled on the bed when Lanie pulled the door shut, not bothering to throw the sheets back out of her way. She curled up into a ball, her pulse pounding unpleasantly in all the places she was hurt, including her poor heart, and she was sure she wouldn’t sleep at all. How could she sleep? She was sure she’d stay awake for what little was left of the night. Maybe forever.

But the next thing she knew there was morning light everywhere, streaming in the windows and bathing the room in its heat, and she could smell coffee. She sat up, blinking, and then padded over to the door. She peeked out to find Lanie in the main room, wearing a flowy sort of kimono thing over a tank top and tiny sleep shorts, all her honey-blond hair piled on her head.

She looked like a movie star, the bitch.

“Did I just hear a door slam?” Merritt asked, feeling as groggy as if she’d slept for a week. And she didn’t have to look in a mirror to confirm that she most definitely did not look even remotely glamorous.

Lanie slid a cool look her way as a car started up outside. “Certainly not.”

Merritt blinked, then squinted past Lanie to watch an SUV pull away, kicking up dust as it disappeared into the green.

“Was there…Last night? And you still came and got me?”

Lanie sauntered into the adjacent kitchen, her kimono trailing along behind her.

“That’s what best friends do, Merritt. I know you’re rusty on this. But I promise you, it’s in the manual.”

Merritt trailed her into the kitchen, and accepted the mug of coffee Lanie handed her. And very nearly smiled when her friend plucked the carton of creamer from her fridge—the one she’d bought only for Merritt, she’d told her the last time they’d had coffee here—and plopped it down in front of her with the expected overdone shudder of distaste.

“Is this the kind of man I’m supposed to ask after?” Merritt asked, dumping enough creamer into her mug to make her coffee almost white. “Or the kind of night we pretend didn’t happen?”

“That’s a complicated story for a different time,” Lanie said, and for a moment Merritt thought she didn’t look quite as sure of herself as usual. “And is unlikely to have a happy ending anyway, so really, why dwell?”

Merritt took a long pull of the coffee and instantly felt a little bit better. Or more accurately, less tired. She leaned back against one of Lanie’s counters, her coffee mug in one hand while she gingerly explored the raw places on her chin and cheek. It all hurt less than it had last night, though it was tighter and stiffer. Luckily that made room for how deeply and profoundly shitty she felt inside.

“Well,” she muttered after a moment, dropping her hand from her face. “That’s going around. Do you want to talk about it?”

“I really don’t.”

Lanie fixed her own mug of coffee—the black of lost souls, she’d once called it—and waved Merritt into the living room. She followed, and then they both sat with their legs pulled up on different ends of the couch. Merritt frowned out at the great, green expanse of the sugarcane fields that seemed to crowd the whole world on the other side of Lanie’s big windows and sliding glass door.

“I heard about everything that happened last night, obviously,” Lanie said into the silence. Her voice got fierce. “I wanted to come make sure you were okay with my own eyes, but Okie said Greeley had you. I thought that was a good thing. Then you called.”

“It was a good thing.” Merritt shook her head. There was too much moonlight in her memories of last night, making it hard to breathe. Or maybe it was Greeley. You’re in love with me, he’d said. I make you feel safe. Goosebumps prickled down her arms. “But then it wasn’t.”

“I wish they’d killed that fucking asshole with their hands in Doc’s backyard,” Lanie said, her voice shaking with rage. “I wish they’d tossed him into the bayou and let the gators have him.”

And Merritt’s breath left her in a long, shuddering rush.

“That’s the trouble,” she whispered. And then she said it. The thing that had woken her up in the middle of the night and kept her from going back to sleep. Then got her up and moving. “So did I.”

If Merritt expected the world to come to a crashing halt after her confession, she was disappointed. Lanie only gazed back at her, her eyebrows inching a little higher on her forehead.

“I wanted him dead, Lanie,” Merritt pushed on. She set her mug down on the table and climbed to her feet, ignoring the twinges from her skinned knees. “I knew they had him and I did nothing. I didn’t say a word. I just…let them do whatever they were going to do, and when Greeley told me they were letting him go? I was furious. At him.”

Lanie, still sitting in her corner of the couch, eyed her friend. “And that’s a problem because…?” She shrugged. “That man wasn’t here to have a chat with you, Merritt. He wanted to kill you. After he hurt you. Badly.”

Something was shaking inside of Merritt then and she was afraid to let it out. She was afraid of what it meant. What it would do.

“This isn’t who I am,” she said fiercely. “This is what happens in Lagrange. You don’t have to be in the club to be just as tainted and terrible. You become it by living here, one crossed line at a time.”

“Is it so terrible to want this monster—who’s made your life hell and wanted to do disgusting, horrible things to you—to pay for it?” Lanie asked. “Because I have to tell you, I don’t think it is. I’ve had some bad things happen to me, too, you know. Hello. Welcome to being female. It’s always made me feel better to know that when stuff happens here, I know a whole lot of scary ass men who will make sure someone answers for it.”

“Someone has to be reasonable,” Merritt insisted, sounding shrill to her own ears. “Someone has to take the high road or we’re no better than a pack of wild animals.”

“If you say so.” Still, Lanie was shaking her head. “But why does that have to be you? Why does that always have to be you?”

Merritt realized she was moving restlessly around the living room, unable to focus on anything, and made herself stop. She wrapped her arms around her middle, less to comfort herself than to contain whatever it was that was simmering inside of her, threatening to boil over.

“I’m supposed to be a lawyer. That’s supposed to mean something. If not, how about the fact that I’m an adult?”

“That man chased you. He hurt you. He wanted to rape you, Merritt, and then kill you.” Lanie’s voice got tight and hard. “And look what he did to your face!”

All her scrapes were tight and painful today. And they still hurt less than the inside of her. “I did that. I dove out my window.”

“That’s like saying it’s your fault the drunk driver hit you because you had the temerity to drive your sober ass down the road.” Lanie sat up straighter. “You’re not going to convince me that Antony doesn’t deserve a lot worse than he got. I wish I could kick his ass myself and believe me, I wouldn’t lose a single night’s sleep over it. Why would I?”

“But what does that make us?” Merritt burst out. “Who are we if we think people can just…”

She couldn’t finish. And her friend looked at her for a long time, very much as if she knew that Merritt was talking to herself. Because she was so terribly afraid of this slippery slope she was on and where it would end.

Or maybe, if she was brutally honest, because she wasn’t as afraid of it as she thought she should have been.

“I don’t want to be the kind of person who thinks getting bloodthirsty is a rational response to something upsetting,” she whispered.

“You mean…like any normal person in a bad situation? Why not?”

“Lanie, come on. It’s not right.”

Lanie leaned forward and set her own coffee down, then sat back, never shifting her gaze from Merritt.

“I envy people who can live in such a black and white world,” she said quietly. “It must be comforting to have such clear boundaries between everything, and to always know the exact right thing to do. But I live here.”

Lanie tipped up her chin and somehow indicated the sweet green fields outside, the bayou in the distance, wreathed in mist and secrets. The whole of Lagrange, muddy and mysterious, bright with the spring sunshine and heavy with the day’s heat already. To say nothing of its ghosts and mosses, draped all over everything.

Home, something whispered deep inside, the way it always did. And louder today than usual.

“And,” Lanie continued softly, “so do you.”

“I can’t,” Merritt said quickly. Too quickly. “I can’t live here.”

“Why not?” Lanie asked, and there was something in her voice then. It rolled over Merritt. It pooled deep in her gut, like a punch, though her eyes were kind. “Because your daddy told you so? Come on, Merritt. He had high aspirations for his only daughter, sure. But what do you want?”

“My daddy has nothing to do with this.” She laughed, though it came out hollow. “You know perfectly well that if he wasn’t dead he’d wonder if I shouldn’t maybe give rich, successful, perfect-on-paper Antony another chance. A wealthy, celebrated New York lawyer is exactly the kind of man I was supposed to end up with.”

She didn’t know why her heart was beating at her like that. So hard it made her vision go a little funny, but not so funny she couldn’t see the odd way Lanie was looking at her. Very much as if she was fighting some kind of internal battle of her own. Merritt told herself she was projecting, that was all.

“I went to see your father after you tore out of here five years ago,” Lanie said quietly, still sitting too still on the couch and keeping her gaze trained on Merritt.

“You hated my father. Maybe more than I did.”

“That was pretty much what I wanted to share with him. With a few colorful asides about his treatment of you, and not just that summer. Your whole life. Because in case I failed to mention it recently, I had a low opinion of his parenting skills.”

Merritt tried to imagine bold, impossible Lanie confronting her chilly, remote father. Something Doc Broussard had gone out of his way to avoid for years. Her mind blanked out. She couldn’t picture it.

“You did not.”

“Oh, I did.” Lanie smiled faintly. “What did I have to lose? It’s not like you were ever coming back and I didn’t care if his already bad opinion of me got worse. Why not share a few home truths?”

“Even imagining you doing such a thing is giving me a panic attack,” Merritt muttered, holding herself tighter.

“Basically, I told him he was a shitty excuse for a father,” Lanie said. “And do you know what he told me?”

“That you were a demon seed? Because that’s what he always said about you, and he wasn’t kidding.”

“That he was doing his job.”

Merritt was sure she was visibly reeling, that knocked her back so far. But when she looked down she was still standing in the same place she’d been before, her bare feet in the center of Lanie’s circular rug.

“I don’t know what that means,” she said. And she wasn’t sure she wanted Lanie to tell her.

“Your father was the club’s doctor,” Lanie said gently but firmly. “He didn’t live in Lagrange by accident. He moved here with your mom and he didn’t do it blindly. He did it for the job while your mom was pregnant with you.”

“I know that.” She frowned. “You mean he moved here to open his practice. The club thing happened because he was the only doctor in town.”

Lanie shook her head. “The club doesn’t just happen to a person, Merritt. You know that. He knew what he was signing up for. So did your mother. Think about that while you’re calculating who’s good and who’s bad and who’s morally compromised. But then you came along, and you were so smart. And by then he’d seen that most people who grew up here stayed here, mainly because they didn’t have any other options. And he liked Lagrange or he wouldn’t have moved here, but he wanted you to have options.”

Merritt couldn’t process this at all. “He told you all this? Really? My father?”

“After your mom died, he was worried you’d never see anything but Louisiana and this town, and he didn’t want that for you. If you ended up here, he wanted you to choose it.” Lanie’s gaze was steady. “But let’s be real. He didn’t want you to choose this place. He wanted you to choose anywhere on earth but Lagrange, because deep down, he always thought he was a little better than the people he treated. He knew his precious daughter was. So he was, in his words, a little tough on you to make sure you lived up to all that Broussard potential.”

Merritt couldn’t breathe. Her T-shirt was too tight. Or her heart was kicking at her much too hard. She couldn’t make sense of this. She’d come to accept the fact that she’d never know why her father was so cold to her—hadn’t she?

But if that was true, she shouldn’t have wanted to grasp onto this explanation and hold it to her heart, as if it could patch up the holes that had been there as long as she could remember.

“The thing is, I saw you that summer,” Lanie said softly. “And I know you, girl. You were happy. Here. With Greeley.”

“Stop,” Merritt whispered. Or maybe she screamed it. She couldn’t tell. Her head was ringing, worse than last night on her roof. “Please.”

Her friend only gazed back at her, something far too much like compassion in her eyes.

“And the thing is, you never seemed all that happy away at school. Or in New York.” Lanie shrugged. “Maybe you were, what do I know. But, Merritt. I wonder. Do you hate it here so much because you really, truly hate it here? Is that why you go out of your way to see the worst in everyone and the town, too?”

Merritt opened her mouth to answer that, but nothing came out.

Lanie nodded as if that was the answer she expected. “Or maybe—just maybe—do you hate it here because your father made sure you did?” She lifted one shoulder, then let it drop. “Because if it’s the second one, don’t you think it’s high time you asked yourself what happens if you decide to stay? If you do what makes you happy for a change?”

The whole world buckled beneath Merritt’s feet. She felt it roll and crash, and yet she still stood in exactly the same place, barefoot and ripped wide open on her best friend’s living room floor.

All the years of hard work. All those lonely years studying while everyone else—including Lanie—had been having fun. A lawyer or a doctor, those had been her choices. As long as she could remember, those had been her only choices. And she hadn’t wanted to be like her father, so a lawyer it was. She’d felt so lucky that it turned out she really liked it.

But even if she hadn’t, she’d never questioned it. She’d never fought it, because what did being happy have to do with anything? She’d never considered happiness one way or the other, not as a motivating influence. There was getting into a good college. Then there was surviving college, then keeping her grades up so she could get into a good law school. After she’d made it through her first year of law school, she’d been focused entirely on summer associate positions and figuring out what kind of law she wanted to practice and what sort of firm would hire her.

That summer had been the only time in her life she hadn’t thought exclusively about her future. If that was happiness, she’d about drowned in it.

“Happy?” Merritt cleared her throat. “I don’t know what that is.”

At that, Lanie smiled, deep and knowing, her hazel eyes gleaming.

“Bitch, please,” she murmured, nothing but love and laughter in her low voice. “Lie to yourself if you have to, but don’t lie to me. We both know exactly what makes you happy. Deliriously happy, in fact. If you’d just let him.”

—

Greeley didn’t bother with sleep after Merritt took off.

He sat out back on his porch with half a bottle of whiskey and silently dared the bayou to come at him, because a surly gator couldn’t do him any more damage than Merritt had done.

But the sun came up the way it always did, the sadistic bastard, and all Greeley had to show for it was a headache and an empty bed.

Not to mention, an iffy place in his beloved club after the shit that had come out of his mouth last night. He couldn’t let that stand. Greeley dragged his ass into a very long, very cold shower, and if he thought a little too much about the way Merritt had walked away from him again, well. That was between him and the new hole in his wall.

When he was dressed and as close to clear-headed as he was going to get, he went looking for Roscoe but found Chaser and Uptown instead, working on a retro bike in Chaser’s yard. Right there in that weird little neighborhood of Chaser’s, filled with too many civilians for Greeley’s taste.

“How’s everything after last night?” Greeley asked when he’d finished admiring the bike and they were standing around with a few beers.

“It’s a load of crap,” Chaser muttered, scowling at the bike. He shifted that scowl to Greeley. “I don’t like this kind of shit in the club. I don’t like the questions and the bullshit answers. Or non-answers.”

“No one does,” Greeley agreed. He sacked up. “But last night is on me. I should have kept my mouth shut.”

Chaser only shook his head. “Maybe. Or maybe Digger didn’t have to provide you with so much ammunition to make a shitty situation worse.”

It was Uptown who threw Greeley a perceptive look then, because behind that pretty face of his there was nothing but pure calculation. God bless him.

“You know shit’s about to go down,” he said. “We all voted to let the mayor fall on his face when the new sheriff comes for him and his cronies.”

“About time.” Greeley let out a laugh. “Benny Chambless is the biggest douchebag in St. Germain Parish, and we have a whole lotta douchebags to choose from.”

Uptown grinned. “Agreed. But do civilians know what a piece of shit their mayor is? Or are they going to watch him go down for corruption and start thinking it’s time to get a hard-on for the club the way they like to do every now and again?”

“People are fucking stupid,” Greeley said.

“But you know how Digger thinks,” Uptown replied, his gaze never wavering. “His is the face that everyone in town is going to get in if they have an issue with the club. If they wake up the day after the mayor gets arrested all fired up to do something about the Devil’s Keepers. And what happens when Dig feels persecuted? He likes to spread that shit downhill with a little persecuting of his own.”

“Like clockwork,” Chaser muttered, which was no more than the truth. Greeley had watched it happen a thousand times. If Digger was pissed about something, the whole club felt it.

“I wouldn’t want to be the brother who got in his face in front of witnesses and questioned his loyalty, like me and everyone else heard you did last night,” Uptown continued. He took a swig of his beer. “That’s just not a smart place to be with a do-gooder sheriff on the loose and the mayor about to take a fall, which you know Digger is going to feel like it’s personal. Maybe he’ll start thinking that what happened last night wasn’t about your woman after all.”

“I hear you,” Greeley said darkly, frowning down at his beer.

He knew what he had to do.

And he’d just gotten back on his bike, prepared to suck it up and go do it, when Roscoe called. He straddled his bike out in front of the little house where Chaser lived with his sullen teenage daughter, and wondered, not for the first time, how Chaser lived with so many nosey ass neighbors nearby. Meaning any. There was an old woman across the street who’d had eyes on him since he’d rolled up. Greeley was used to his business staying private.

“That piece of shit is no longer stinking up St. Germain Parish,” Roscoe said without preamble when Greeley took the call. “You good?”

“I’m heading over to Digger’s. Figured an apology was in order. Maybe a little ass-kissing. Not my favorite activity, but necessary.”

Roscoe was quiet for a moment. “You feeling particularly apologetic?”

“I’m feeling the club, brother,” Greeley gritted out. “Always.”

“I hear you.” Roscoe paused. “And that’s the right move.”

Greeley understood that meant that Digger had already started preparing to unleash his feelings in Greeley’s direction. He tucked his phone back in his pocket and started up his bike, hoping it was loud enough to irritate the old lady still watching him.

He didn’t really want to build bridges with the man he was now pretty much sure was screwing the club one way or another. But he also didn’t want to cause problems in the club, much less lose it somehow.

And he really didn’t want to think about what else he’d lost last night.

That meant he had no choice. He had to sack up and do what was necessary. He always did.

Digger was in his backyard with what seemed like the entirety of his extended family, which, this being Cajun country, could mean there was an actual celebration underway or it could mean some folks were simply hungry and had congregated the way people did down in the bayou. Greeley nodded at Whale, even made himself smile like the little bitch wasn’t a headache, and then he took note of which other Devil’s Keepers were here, making their allegiances known. Then he made his way over to Digger’s side like the good little suck-up sergeant at arms he needed to play today.

The fact it was the right move didn’t make it an easy one.

“Not sure I’m excited about you all up in my face again,” Digger muttered when they found their way into his deserted study, inside the house and away from the rest of the party. “I think I got my fill of that drama last night.”

“I lost it,” Greeley told him, straight and to the point, and held his president’s gaze when he did it. “I was out of my head. You know I’m loyal to you, Digger. I always have been. Tell me what I have to do to make this right.”

And it took a little work. It took Merritt’s suspicions about Ward Thayer’s shitty lawyering to get Digger’s head out of that office last night and back into club business, where it belonged. But when Greeley went to leave, his president clapped him on the shoulder like shit was good again.

“Glad you came by,” Digger told him gruffly. “I don’t like to see you going off the rails like that, brother. It’s no good for the club.”

What was no good for the club, Greeley thought as he rode his bike back toward home, was a president with murky motives and the willingness to lie to his brothers’ faces. Then again, he’d just done the exact same thing.

The difference was, Greeley wanted to save his club. He had no idea what Digger wanted to do. But he did know that an all-out war with his own president solved nothing and would do nothing but cause trouble.

And he had other wars he needed to fight. And win.

He was already tired when he pulled up to his house, and more than a little pissed, but all of that went away when he saw the figure sitting there on his doorstep. Waiting for him. She stood up as he rolled the bike onto its kickstand, brushing at her jeans like she was nervous.

Good, he thought. She should be nervous.

And if he stopped feeling tired and started feeling something a whole lot happier, he chose to ignore it. Right along with his overly optimistic cock.

Greeley turned his engine off, and there was nothing then, way out here in the country with no spies or sounds of cars in the distance. Just the sharp gold of another spring evening dancing over the bayou, and the woman who’d turned his whole life upside down.

More than once.

Merritt looked the way she always did. So fucking beautiful it was hard to believe she was real. She’d stopped trying to tame her dark hair and it hung around her, wavy and thick, brushing her bare shoulders and the top of her little tank top. Her eyes seemed even more blue than usual, and that hit at him, but his gaze went to the marks on her face, red and raw.

She wasn’t the one who was powerless here. Or lost. The only saving grace was he didn’t think she knew it.

“That dickhead is gone,” he told her in a gruff voice. “You’ll never see him again and if you do, it won’t be for long because I’ll kill him myself.”

Merritt nodded once. Jerkily.

“Good. Thank you. But that’s not why I’m here.”

“Let me guess,” he said as he climbed off his bike. “You decided you wanted to stick the knife in deeper while it was still light out, so you could watch and really enjoy it this time.”

She stiffened. Her mouth went tight as if she was sucking in a gasp of pain. And he only felt like an asshole, so what was the point? He’d let her go last night thinking a good night’s sleep might sort her head out. He’d had every intention of going after her. But why bother if all they ever did was rip each other up?

He opened his mouth to tell her exactly that.

“I don’t know how to be in love with you,” she said quietly, beating him to the punch. And landing one to the solar plexus. “That’s why I took off. It terrifies me. I don’t know how to do it. I think I shouldn’t want you, but I do.”

And everything stopped. His heart. The world.

“What?” But he was moving toward her, his gaze locked to hers. “What did you say?”

“All I know how to do is run from you. From home. Because if I don’t, I might have to admit I’m happy here. That I like it here.”

“A fate worse than death obviously. Ask anyone.”

He stopped when he was within arm’s reach, but he kept his hands to himself. Barely.

“I like Louisiana,” she said, like that was some deep confession. “I miss Lanie. Maybe I want to see what happens if I live here for a while without my father telling me about all the places I need to go first.”

“Maybe you should live here more than a while,” he suggested. “And maybe you should admit I’m one of the things you miss.”

“There are a lot of things I have to do,” she told him very seriously, as if this was an argument. She made his chest hurt. Maybe she always would and maybe that was just the deal. If she was here, if she’d come back to him, Greeley thought he could get used to it. “I’m actually a very good lawyer, not that I ever had the chance to prove it in New York.”

“You can prove it here. The club will keep you busy.”

“I can’t be all about the club.”

“Then don’t be.” His hands itched to touch her, but he still kept them by his sides. “Be all about me. My property, not the club’s.” He laughed when she frowned at that. “You didn’t come back here to throw some more obstacles in the way, Merritt. You know I don’t care what you do or how. I’ll support it. Baby, come on. I just want you.”

She smiled at him, and when her eyes filled with tears this time, Greeley reached out and wiped them away.

“I always thought I had to leave,” she whispered, her hands coming up to hook around his wrists, holding him there.

This was happening. This was real. It wasn’t another one of those fucking dreams he’d had all the time while she was in New York. He wasn’t going to wake up after thinking she was here only to lose her all over again when he realized she wasn’t. Because there was no way he would dream her with scrapes on her face from some asshole psycho that he really, truly hoped would show up again so he could handle the situation appropriately.

This is real, he told himself. That was the important thing.

“You don’t have to go anywhere.” He leaned in, resting his forehead against hers and feeling her breathe against him. The way she was supposed to. “But it doesn’t matter if you do. If you run. If you’re out on some roof again. Whatever. When you’re ready to come home, baby, all you have to do is look around and I’ll be right there to catch you and bring you back. Always.” He pressed his lips to hers, sweet and gentle, because he had fucking layers. If only for her. “I promise.”

And she surged up on her toes then, wrapping her arms around his neck and getting even closer.

“I love you,” she whispered fiercely, like it was too big for her, this thing between them. He understood. “It used to be the stars that made me dizzy. Now it’s you.”

He felt his mouth curve, even as he slid a hand down her back and beneath the waistband of her jeans to get his palm on her sweet, lush ass.

“I loved you the moment I saw you,” he told her, low and gruff. And hungry as hell—but this was important. “Sixteen freckles on your perfect face, and I knew then and there. It’s not going anywhere, darlin’. It never has. It never will.”

“Greeley,” she said softly, right there against his mouth, a thousand promises in her eyes. “My daddy wanted me to be better than this place. Than you. Than this. But I just want to come home.”

“Stay with me, Merritt,” he said, rough and close, his hand moving lower on her ass so he could curve around and get his fingers on her scalding hot pussy. “And you’ll never be anywhere else.”

He stopped fucking around then, before his cock took over and he threw her down in the dirt. He swept her up in his arms instead, holding her right where she belonged, and he got his mouth on hers at last.

Greeley carried his woman—the only old lady he’d ever wanted and the only one he’d ever allow to wear his patch, which he was going to make happen sooner rather than later—over the threshold of his house, then straight back into his bedroom.

He took his time undressing her, kissing every part of her as if he’d never tasted her before. And when he laid her out on his bed and followed her down, they were both breathing heavily.

He groaned when he thrust inside her, but he stilled when she wrapped her legs around him and reached up to push his hair from his face.

“You know that this might not work,” she told him very solemnly.

“It feels like it’s working fine.” He pulled back and then thrust back in, just to be sure, and got even harder when her eyes glazed over. His favorite expression. “See?”

She rested her scraped hands on his shoulders and focused on him again.

“Familiarity breeds contempt,” she said softly. “Maybe if I don’t leave we’ll get bored of each other.”

Greeley didn’t laugh because he could see she was serious. He dropped down to his elbows and got close to her, taking care not to bump any of her scrapes or bruises when he took her face in his hands.

“Merritt.” His voice was low and sure. He was deep inside of her. It felt hot and slick. And something like holy, here between the two of them. “I don’t make promises I can’t keep. That I’m not willing to take a bullet for. So far in my life that’s been one promise, to the club. The only other thing on this earth I love is you. I’m not going to get bored. I promise.”

She tilted her head back against his pillows, her gaze on his, his favorite shade of blue and gleaming now. “What if I get bored of you?”

“Go ahead,” he rumbled, his mouth against her neck, where he could feel how very bored she wasn’t. “I dare you.”

And then he began to move, to keep her attention.

Forever.


To my favorite biker chicks. You know who you are.
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