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Chapter 1

Killian “Uptown” Chenier clocked the exact second pretty little Holly Chambless, the dirtbag mayor’s squeaky clean, sorority girl daughter with her famously sweet ass, high tits, and the glossiest brown ponytail in the entirety of southern Louisiana, walked into Dumb Gator’s.

So did everyone else with a dick.

Tick and Butler, the two degenerate fucks sprawled in Uptown’s booth, practically knocked over the table with their instant hard-ons at the sight of her. The perverts were his good friends and full-patch brothers in the Devil’s Keepers Motorcycle Club—the outlaw club that pretty much owned every last person, place, and thing in the sleepy little bayou town of Lagrange, Louisiana. From the pompous aldermen who pretended to be horrified by the biker presence on Main Street to a rough and isolated dive bar like Dumb Gator’s that openly courted the “bad element,” everyone and everything in this little corner of southern Louisiana catered to the club.

Everyone and everything except Holly Chambless, that was. She was the bright and shining emblem of that fake version of Lagrange that everyone pretended they believed in while getting in deep with the Devils on the sly.

“Looks like the princess is slumming,” Butler muttered. “And without her douchebag daddy’s protection for once.”

“She can come on over and slum on my lap,” Tick replied and both of the dirty bastards laughed at that.

Because Holly Chambless didn’t slum. Or hadn’t before tonight, not in all her twenty-two or so years of being the mayor’s pampered and spoiled little toy doll, paraded around the parish like the second coming of the Virgin Mary. The mayor had always kept his sparkly little diamond of a daughter on a very tight leash—or maybe locked up tight in a chastity belt, assuming the rumors were right. The whole town had always treated her like she was theirs. Holly hadn’t actually had a parade the day she’d gone off to Ole Miss in a cloud of the town’s good wishes, but the way they talked about her big smile and what a sweetheart she was every time she came on home for the holidays, you might have been confused into thinking otherwise.

The town’s sweetheart had never, ever strayed across the lines everyone in Lagrange grew up seeing clearly, which made her presence here tonight that much more surprising. She’d never set foot in Dumb Gator’s before. She’d never attended one of the more PG-rated, family-friendly parties the club threw from time to time, chock-full of mudbugs, wives, and old ladies instead of the more extreme activities—usually of a sexual nature, sometimes more bloody—that took place out there in the lonely bayou every other night of the year.

Most of the so-called good girls who grew up around these parts took at least a peek into club life at some point or another, either before they graduated from high school or in those steamy summers while they chased their MRS degrees in various junior colleges across the South. Uptown couldn’t count the number of “good girls” who’d crawled out bedroom windows in their parents’ houses to take a little trip to the dark side on the back of his bike.

But not perfect little Holly. Not the mayor’s pride and joy.

Not until tonight.

The door slapped shut behind her, blocking out the steamy heat of the May evening, but she only stood there in the entryway for a moment as if she was unsure of herself. A new look for her. She looked around as if she’d never been in a bar before, something Uptown found hard to believe after she’d spent four years in college. He studied her face from across the room, looking for…something. Evidence of her father’s brand of two-faced betrayal and outright theft, maybe. But all he saw was that same sweetly pretty face, put together even better than he remembered it. Big brown eyes, that wide mouth that was tipped up in the corners even when she wasn’t smiling, and that way she held herself—as if she expected and deserved good things to happen all around her.

Like a fucking Disney princess who might belt out a song at any moment, given the opportunity or the odd swelling soundtrack.

There was nothing about her that should have made Uptown hard as a rock in under two seconds. She wasn’t his type. He liked easy and forgettable, and he’d never much cared for sweet when there was tart on tap. But there he was, suddenly uncomfortable in his booth when until now he’d been enjoying the evening, kicked back with a beer and a few shots while he contemplated which biker groupie he was going to let suck him off to start the night right.

He should probably be pissed that as usual, when a member of the Chambless family showed up his night went straight to hell. The way it had been since he was a kid and good old Mayor Benny had pretty much ruined his life. But he couldn’t quite get there.

“I’m waiting for one of the mayor’s minions to come swinging through the door behind her,” Butler said, rolling his beer between his palms, his eyes on Holly. He made no particular attempt to be anything but lascivious as he watched her. “Her daddy would have a shit fit if he knew she was here.”

“Her daddy has other things to think about,” Uptown replied. With a deep satisfaction he, too, did nothing to hide. “If you take money from the club and then double-cross us when we’re paying you and your slimy lawyer buddy to keep us out of jail instead of in it, you don’t send your boys into a bar where we hang out. Not even after your sweet little princess. Not unless you want to pick up pieces of your boys all over St. Germain Parish.”

“I hate that smug bastard,” Tick muttered, like punctuation.

Benny Chambless had been the mayor of Lagrange for as long as Uptown could remember. Which was too goddamned long. Benny was a talker. He liked to make long and self-aggrandizing speeches that only nodded toward pious. He liked to parade his medicated ghost of a wife around and carry on about the sanctity of marriage, his marriage in particular, despite mountains of evidence that he’d never encountered a vow—wedding or otherwise—he wouldn’t break in as seedy a fashion as possible. He acted like his sweet little Holly walked on water and never wasted an opportunity to remind everyone that if she did, he owned and controlled the pond where that miracle occurred. He lived in that big-ass plantation house on the nicest road in Lagrange, shaded by ancient live oaks and set back from the road a ways so everyone could admire his rolling, dramatic lawn and suck on their jealousy as they wandered by to their much smaller and less impressive houses. He drove around in a shiny, late-model Caddy and he spent long hours out on the golf course with the parish’s richest and most pedigreed, acting like he owned the world.

None of that had anything to do with why Uptown hated his fucking guts. It just helped cement the loathing.

Like most rich fucks, Benny had been enjoying the sweet life for so long that he’d developed a little amnesia about how he’d gotten there in the first place. He’d particularly seemed to forget that he owed every last part of his shiny little life up there on his high horse to the club. The Devil’s Keepers weren’t real big on that kind of forgetfulness—especially when it went hand in hand with evidence that Benny had “forgotten” to honor a number of his commitments.

The club really wasn’t into broken promises. A man kept his word or he paid for his lies in blood. That was the Devil’s Keepers’ position on the matter of trust between allies. Or anyone else. It also happened to be Uptown’s personal code.

Life had just changed for the Chambless family in an epic fashion, though Uptown doubted they really got that yet. They were tainted with the dirty truth at last, which was something Uptown was deeply and personally invested in. His hatred of that pompous prick Benny went way back. Uptown had grown up in his single mama’s trailer watching the smug, perverted mayor fuck around with her whenever he got the urge, which had been a whole lot when his mama was still young and hot and not nearly as fucked up as she was these days.

He hadn’t liked the mayor much when he was ten and powerless. He’d liked him even less when he was eighteen and hanging around the club, getting an eyeful of the kinds of things Benny enjoyed when he thought he was in a private, safe space, surrounded by generally closemouthed bikers. And he’d been violently opposed to Mayor Chambless when Uptown had patched in at twenty and got the full picture about the bitches Benny liked to fuck, the way he liked to fuck them, and the protection he was supposed to provide the MC in return. But it didn’t matter how much Uptown hated the slimy asshole. The mayor and his special brand of sanctimonious, two-faced bullshit had been officially tolerated for years because he’d been useful to the club.

That usefulness had been eroding like all the rest of the real estate in the low country over the past few years. And the dumb fuck hadn’t listened to any of the approximately eight million warnings the club had delivered to get him back on the right path. There was even proof that Benny, in cahoots with the club’s former lawyer, had deliberately acted against the club and its interests in a number of criminal cases, which had led to longer sentences in some cases and stiffer penalties in others. None of this was good for Benny. The club’s tolerance of Benny’s bullshit had finally ended with a crash a week ago, when the parish’s most obnoxious do-gooder, brand-new Sheriff Grady Archer with that Boy Scout bug up his ass, had arrested Benny on corruption charges.

And the Devil’s Keepers had done nothing to prevent it or help him out. Finally—finally—the club was letting Benny Chambless twist in the fucking wind like he deserved.

As far as Uptown was concerned, Benny’s dirty little tumble from grace—along with a perp walk Uptown had recorded on his DVR to play back at will whenever he needed a happy little pick-me-up—was one of the greatest gifts he’d ever received.

Holly’s presence in Dumb Gator’s tonight was a close second.

Uptown smirked as he watched the most unlikely barfly in Dumb Gator’s history move through the mild Thursday evening crowd with her usual cheerful smile on her face, like her daddy hadn’t been led out of the town hall in cuffs. Like she wasn’t tainted by association. It was as if pretty, completely out-of-place Holly thought she’d stumbled into one of the cheerleading rallies she’d led when she was in high school. Instead of what Dumb Gator’s was and had always been: a ramshackle biker bar on a lonely bayou road leading out of town, filled with all manner of bad men, loose women, and straight-up miscreants. Uptown chief among them.

He swung out of the booth, his eyes trained on Lagrange’s sweetheart as she moved through the bar like liquid. It was as if it hadn’t crossed her mind that she shouldn’t be in here in the first place, despite that moment of indecision by the door. As if she had no idea that the three huge men she smiled at so prettily were assholes of the highest order, all three of them roustabouts drinking their way through their fourteen days off from a land rig out in the swamps and about ten days past anything resembling decent, civilized behavior. What little of that there was around here.

“Oh, come on.” Tick sounded like he couldn’t decide if he was amused or disgusted. A common dilemma. “The princess ain’t gonna want a pretty boy like you when she’s obviously trying to go slumming.”

“The princesses always want pretty boys like Uptown,” Butler said on a laugh. “Why do you think they’re always climbing him like a pole?”

“That’s for different reasons entirely,” Uptown returned, treating them to his best shit-eating grin. “It’s the quality of the pole in question.”

His grin got wider when they both shot him the finger in unison. Then he was moving through the crowd, his gaze back on the mayor’s little prize like she had a target on her slender back. She’d made it around the roustabouts—who’d probably let her pass for the same reason that everyone else was doing nothing but stare: either they knew who she was and couldn’t believe she was dumb enough to be here, or they could tell by looking at her that girls like her didn’t belong in a bar like this. Whichever it was, Holly was still forging her way to the bar, her ponytail bobbing and that smile of hers as bright and cheerful as if she were riding in her daddy’s convertible down Main Street in the Fourth of July parade.

Uptown didn’t love the fact that she got him as hard as a carload of strippers and a long, lost weekend to enjoy them, but he didn’t do much to fight it off, either. Holly Chambless had been a problem as a teenager, all silky dark hair and those big brown eyes, to say nothing of a tight little cheerleader’s body that made a man think hard about all the reasons why it might be worth ignoring those pesky Louisiana jailbait laws.

Uptown hadn’t dipped into that pool back then, and not only because the mayor would have lost his mind if anyone touched his favorite prop—which might have been a problem for the club, back when they’d needed Benny’s influence as mayor. Maybe it was because Holly had always seemed like she didn’t actually know what a piece of shit her father was. Still, her obliviousness hadn’t kept Uptown from teaching her a lesson about spying on people when she’d been sixteen, back behind Our Lady of Mercy Catholic Church in one of Louisiana’s trademark elevated graveyards. He’d been balls deep when he’d looked up from banging some groupie on an ancient family tomb. He couldn’t remember the groupie. But he could still remember the way Holly Chambless had held her breath when he’d gone over and gotten in her face. He could still see the way she’d blushed, hot and red, suggesting the mayor’s pretty little daughter really was as innocent as she looked.

On some level, he’d found that…remarkable. Memorable, certainly, which was also pretty fucking remarkable, given the amount of pussy he’d had thrown at him in the past month alone. Women were a blur to him.

Holly never had been.

And now she had to be twenty-two or so, a shiny college graduate with a fancy degree to prove it. Not an MRS degree, either, like half the girls she’d gone to high school with here in town. She still had all that long thick hair, swept back into her usual high ponytail that made him want to wrap it around his ugly, tattooed hands to see how prettily she obeyed him when he tugged on it. She still had that slamming body with a tight, round ass, long legs, and impossibly perky tits that made his mouth water a little bit. He mad-dogged one of the hangarounds who was leering at her as she walked—in that rolling, bouncy way of hers that had absolutely no fucking place in a biker bar—straight up to the bar itself. The hangaround actually jerked back and apologized, which made Uptown grin even more. The fat-bellied redneck next to the hangaround took one look at Uptown and cleared off the barstool he’d been sitting on, which meant Uptown could slide onto it right as Holly reached the bar and rested her palms on the scarred and battered slab of wood like she needed it for balance.

Maybe she wasn’t as obliviously perky as she was pretending.

“Don’t you know better than to walk into a place like this?” Uptown asked, maybe a little too close to her ear. He got even closer, to make sure. “Or are you finally looking for a taste?”

That was what he’d said to her all those years ago. He’d looked up from fucking the groupie who’d begged him to do her in the graveyard because she’d been trying to prove how badass she was, whatever, and had found Holly standing there, wide-eyed and red-faced. When he’d stalked over to her, after finishing, he’d put his face in hers for the sheer pleasure of watching her tremble.

You looking for a taste, jailbait? he’d asked. He’d known she’d run.

So he shouldn’t have felt that weird little pang when that was exactly what she did.

Uptown realized he’d forgotten that part. That pang.

Holly didn’t run tonight. She jumped, then shifted so she could look at him. There was an odd light in her soft brown eyes, something anxious and very nearly desolate, but it was gone in the next instant when she recognized him.

“Killian,” she said, and her cheeks went red the way they had years ago. Funny how sharp that memory was to him. He could barely remember what the hell he’d done last night, but he remembered that fall afternoon behind the church as clear and bright as if it had happened last week. “Uh, hi.”

He only watched her, keeping his expression flat and more than a little cold, because nobody called him “Killian” besides his mama—and even she preferred to call him “asshole” these days.

Holly’s smile faltered a little bit when he didn’t relent, but she still kept it aimed straight at him. “I don’t remember your other name.”

Uptown would have had a serious problem with anyone else born and raised in Lagrange who said that shit to his face. But somehow, he believed Holly wasn’t messing with him. Because it was entirely possible that the mayor’s oblivious little princess didn’t know shit about the club the way everyone else in Lagrange did. It would be funny if it wasn’t one more piece of evidence condemning that asshole to his richly deserved fate.

So he didn’t flip out. He lifted one hand and pointed at the name stamped right there on his leather cut, on his chest and at her eye level, given he was sitting down.

“Uptown,” she read dutifully. She blinked, and then that megawatt smile of hers flared bright and dangerous, distracting him and filling up the whole goddamned bar, like this really was funny and more—like she was in on the joke. What the hell? “Did I violate the sacred biker code or something?”

“Just thought maybe they taught you to read up at that college of yours.”

“They tried.” Still with that smile, and this time it didn’t falter at all. “But I held out to the bitter end. I’m stubborn like that.”

“Why are you here?” He focused on the ridiculousness of this frilly creature in a place like this. She’d done something to her hair to make it impervious to the Louisiana bayou, sleek and smooth when it should have been frizzy and wild like everyone else’s. Her lips were glossy and made him want to lick them to see why and more, how all that sleek shine would taste on his tongue. She was wearing jeans and a tank top like every other girl in the place who wasn’t advertising her bad intentions outright, but Holly’s fit different. Less skank, more socialite. He doubted she could impersonate a biker bitch if her life depended on it. She had “Daddy’s little rich girl” written all over her, right down to the delicate gold chain around her neck that made him want to test her collarbone with his palm. Or his mouth. “There’s a reason sorority girls come into Dumb Gator’s, babe, and it isn’t the ambience. You up for that kind of party?”

She straightened her shoulders in a manner that was about as far from tough as it was possible to get. Uptown had seen tougher bunny rabbits. Still, Holly Chambless made even pure futility look good.

“Who knows?” she asked, but her gaze was a little too dark for the carefree tone she used. Uptown found that maybe too interesting for his own good. Or hers. “It’s summer. Anything could happen.”

“Really. Anything?” She was so full of shit. He nodded toward Odette Prejean, one of the usual club groupies, up to her usual nighttime activities with Target, another one of Uptown’s DKMC brothers. Odette was currently playing pool with most of her tits hanging out of a tiny little crop top while she rocked her barely covered ass—there was a jean skirt there, just—against Target’s crotch. “Sometimes I like to fuck Odette while a new piece of ass sits on my face. You up for that?”

—

Of course Killian Chenier—Uptown, Holly reminded herself, because she’d forgotten how prickly big, tough bikers were about the silly pet names they had for each other—was exactly as beautiful and as confrontational as she remembered him.

The only difference was that this time around, when she found herself entirely too close to him—so close that she once again had no choice but to notice the fact that his eyes were the exact color of her favorite dark chocolate, just this side of bittersweet, and his mouth was impossibly full and much too tempting for all the filthy things that came out of it—she knew that her reaction to him was not disgust.

At sixteen, back behind the church in the quiet aboveground cemetery where Holly had often gone because she liked to spend a little time with no living eyes on her for a change, she’d had no frame of reference. At first she hadn’t understood what was happening, what she was witnessing right there on the Delacroix family tomb. Then she had, and that had floored her. He had made that worse. He’d had no apparent shame. He’d been so…hard and gorgeous and terrifying, and she’d been entirely too aware that he was trying to scare her off. She’d let him—and then she’d told herself she was appalled and disgusted and that she’d pray for his battered soul while she’d entertained X-rated dreams about him every night. For years.

Or what she’d thought was X-rated, anyway. Not like she’d know.

But these days Holly had a brand-new appreciation of what real disgust felt like. That would be the feeling, thick and oily and consuming, that had pretty much swamped her since her father had been splashed all over the news—in handcuffs.

Her father had been a veritable saint, as he’d been the first to remind her. That was how he’d portrayed himself to her for the past twenty-two years of her life. He’d been the moral stalwart of this town and its crusading conscience, according to him. Holly had lived her whole life so far under the assumption that even if that wasn’t true—as the laundry list of charges against him and a whole lot of things that hadn’t quite added up over the years suggested—everyone was participating in the same genteel game of pretend. For example, she pretended she was nothing but the shiny, clueless, pretty, and dutiful creature her father wanted her to be, with nary a thought in her head but a good marriage with her daddy’s approval and volunteering somewhere until the kids were born. In return, her father was supposed to be as close to the saint he claimed he was as possible. In public, anyway.

Holly didn’t much like finding out that, actually, she was the only one who’d been doing her part.

Being condescended to by a gorgeous, troublemaking biker with a silly name wasn’t much better.

“Bless your heart,” she said sweetly to Uptown, acting as if he’d asked her to an ill-timed cotillion rather than what sounded like uncomfortable gymnastics with a girl she hadn’t cared much for when they were all kids. “I sure do appreciate the invitation. But I’m here for a job interview, not to sit around exploring the local color.”

“Maybe you don’t get what sitting on my face is all about,” Uptown said, as if he hadn’t heard her sweet-enough-to-kill sorority voice. “I’d be the one doing the exploring. That’s the point. And I already know you have a certain appreciation of the things I can do with my—”

“Church?” she supplied, and smiled pointedly at him when he stopped. Just enough to get her meaning across.

“That’s a reasonable conclusion to draw, given the number of times the bitch called out for the Lord, if I’m remembering it right.”

“I assumed she was having a religious conversion, of course. You must be proud that you’re such a uniquely talented missionary, Ki—Uptown.”

Uptown’s grin made her head spin more than the alcohol she knew better than to touch tonight when it made her so silly under the best of circumstances. Which her presence here tonight in dark and sticky Dumb Gator’s, one of Lagrange’s foremost dens of iniquity, was not.

“My mouth is even better.” There was a dark promise in his voice and too much male knowledge and certainty in that gaze he kept trained on her. “You don’t have to make up crazy shit like a job interview. You can just slide on the back of my bike and let me do the thinking.”

The old Holly—the one who had graduated from Ole Miss two weeks ago and had been dutifully pretending she was certain of who she was and her place in the world, the way she had been since she was a kid—would have ignored that wild, tugging thing deep inside of her that wanted nothing more than every last bit of trouble this man radiated like heat. That Holly wouldn’t have been in Dumb Gator’s in the first place. Because she was a Chambless and she had to worry about her reputation above all things, lest her behavior reflect poorly on her father. If that Holly had run into Uptown anywhere, she would have walked away as quickly as possible. She knew what he was. A Devil’s Keeper like so many of the men in town. She knew that nothing good, according to her father’s very strict rules and preferences governing her conduct—not to mention her own two eyes—could ever come of getting too close to any one of them.

But the old Holly had died the day her father was carted off in the back of a police cruiser, in about the most hideously public manner imaginable. So here she was, brand-new Holly Chambless on a mission to change her life—and there was probably no better way to do that than on an outlaw biker’s Harley, finally throwing herself headfirst into all the things she knew perfectly well he could do to her.

It wasn’t as if she wasn’t tempted.

However, Holly had grown up in Lagrange. She might not have been particularly well-versed in all the things that happened in the dark and out in the secretive bayous where mysteries were swallowed whole and good girls inexorably turned into strippers and pregnant biker mamas, but she knew enough to identify a gator when she saw one staring right back at her. Even when he was dressed in jeans and a leather cut and grinning like sex and god were the same damned thing. And it didn’t take a genius to figure out that Uptown was not a starter kit to a brand-new life as something other than the mayor’s vestal virgin daughter. Killian Chenier was the last stop on a runaway train straight to hell, and Holly wasn’t headed there.

Not yet.

“I really am here for a job,” she said brightly, ignoring his invitation entirely. She nodded down the length of the bar. “Katelyn said they were hiring.”

“Katelyn.”

“The blonde? With all that hair and the tattoo across her cleavage?”

“I know who Katelyn is.”

Holly opted not to really dig into the way he said that. The way it suggested a history that she really, really didn’t want to know any more about. The same way she really, really didn’t want to think too much about the obvious changes that had occurred in her high school best friend’s life these past four years, or the weird way Katelyn had looked her up and down and then smirked before suggesting Holly come out here tonight to see about this job.

Her father had just been arrested. Her mother, never exactly strong unless you meant her tolerance for pills, alcohol, and self-pity, had disappeared into her bedroom and hadn’t emerged in a week. Holly could have been imagining the tension that gripped every place she’d walked into since then, no matter if it was the church or the post office. Then again, maybe it really wasn’t her business what other people thought of her, the way that stupid meme on Facebook lectured her daily.

It definitely wasn’t her business what happened between two consenting adults like Katelyn and Uptown, no matter the little knotted thing deep in her gut that seemed to flare up at that visual.

“She told me there was an opening for a new female bartender,” Holly said instead. She made herself look away from Uptown, smiling brightly when Katelyn finally stopped trying to press her vividly tattooed cleavage over the bar toward yet another biker and turned to take in the rest of the bar. Including Holly who, it was hard not to notice, Katelyn didn’t look exactly psyched to see. Holly would have classified her friend’s expression as something a bit darker than that, if she hadn’t been working overtime to ignore it. “And I happen to be both female and in the market for a job, so here I am.”

“Don’t be fucking ridiculous.”

Holly couldn’t ignore that low voice. It was too compelling. And rude.

“Maybe you haven’t heard,” she said, smiling sweetly. “My future is a little uncertain all of a sudden. I need some steady employment.”

She didn’t. Not really. But her father was a liar and everyone knew it now, even Holly. Her life was made out of nothing but bullshit. So why not go on out and get one of the few jobs in Lagrange that would announce that fact to the entire parish? Saint Benny Chambless’s good-girl daughter would have died rather than set foot in a biker bar. But disgraced-criminal Benny’s daughter might as well settle in and enjoy the atmosphere and, hell yeah, get herself a job while she was at it.

That all of those things were very public and would likely horrify her father was just icing on the cake, of course.

“You don’t want a job, babe.” Uptown’s lips quirked and she liked that way more than was healthy or wise. “You want a rebellious phase. I think you’re about ten years overdue.”

“Two birds, one stone,” Holly replied with a careless wave of her hand. She ignored the way he tracked the gesture, as if astonished, just as she ignored the way her pulse seemed to trip over itself when he did. She was good at ignoring things. “And on top of that, bartending is a skill I can take anywhere. I used to do a bit of it in college.”

“Why do I find that hard to believe?” Uptown shook his head, though he looked as amused as he did intent. “The mayor’s squeaky clean little princess in some dive bar, flirting with drunken assholes for tips?”

Holly hadn’t expected him to be perceptive. Or really anything but hot and dirty. “Okay, maybe I didn’t work in a bar so much as bartend at some of my sorority events, for free, but it’s the same skill set.”

Uptown’s grin was a lethal curve of that mouth of his, and Holly wasn’t prepared for it. Who could be prepared? It was too much. It was everything.

“No,” he said, low but not exactly soft, like he was imparting some wisdom she really ought to heed. “It’s not.”

It was only her profound inexperience, Holly told herself, that made her feel those words like some kind of caress. The kind that left her dazed and a little bit breathless besides.

“The prom queen in Dumb Gator’s. I never thought I’d see the day.”

Katelyn’s voice was not friendly, the same way her expression hadn’t been friendly, and Holly had no idea how to process that. But she had to look away from Uptown then, or she wouldn’t. When she turned to the bar, her old friend was frowning—at Uptown, who wasn’t looking back at her. He was still studying Holly, as if Katelyn didn’t exist.

In fact, if Holly paused to really examine the undercurrents here, they were all incredibly weird and made her deeply uncomfortable. So she didn’t. She was good at that, too.

She smiled so big and so wide at Katelyn that she was surprised it didn’t knock her friend back a few steps. But it didn’t. All it seemed to do was make Katelyn’s scowl more pronounced.

“You told me to come in tonight and here I am,” Holly said happily, as if there was no weirdness.

“I didn’t think you’d actually come.”

“You told her to come in here?” Uptown’s attention shifted to Katelyn then, but the way he was studying her was a whole lot cooler than the way he’d been looking at Holly. Harder. “What, you wanted these animals to eat her alive?”

“She’s tougher than she looks,” Katelyn retorted, with an impatience that Holly opted not to pull apart and look at too closely. “She’s not made out of glass the way everyone seems to think.”

“Thank you,” Holly interjected before Uptown could say whatever thing was making his bittersweet chocolate eyes look so dark. “I really am resilient, you know. My grandmother said we all have it in our bones whether we like it or not. Pure Louisiana grit. It makes me the perfect choice to work in a place like this.”

“Jesus Christ, Holly.” Katelyn didn’t sound unfriendly anymore. She sounded almost apologetic. But again—she wasn’t looking at Holly, she was still looking at Uptown. Gazing at him, in fact. “You wouldn’t make it a single night in this place. You’re about as gritty as marshmallow fluff.”

Uptown grinned at that, but his attention was on Holly again. He reached over and took the end of Holly’s ponytail in his hand, wrapping her hair around his palm. He made it impossible not to look at all the tattoos stamped deep into his skin, crawling up his arms and spreading over his knuckles. He made it equally impossible to breathe.

When he spoke his voice was all sex, dark and rich, his gaze on Holly like she was a feast laid out before him.

God help her, she wanted to be.

“That works,” Uptown drawled, like he was tasting each word. And her. “Turns out I got a sweet tooth.”


Chapter 2

“I don’t understand why you’re mad at me,” Holly said, not for the first time, as she followed Katelyn’s stiff and clearly irritated form down the hallway that led from the main bar area to the bathrooms, storerooms, and manager’s office.

Take her into the back, Uptown had growled at Katelyn while Holly had still been rocked all the way through by his hand tangled in her ponytail and that sweet-tooth comment. Me and Bart will be back in a minute.

Katelyn had clearly not liked that order.

But what had fascinated Holly was that she’d obeyed it. Instantly. There was argument all over her face, but Katelyn—who Holly had always known as particularly outspoken and never afraid to make her opinions known, not even if it would get her into trouble—didn’t voice it.

Come on, she’d bit out at Holly instead.

Holly had dutifully followed her, as much to get away from that nerve-wracking stare of Uptown’s as because she wasn’t at all excited about bartending in a biker bar. A biker bar she’d deliberately avoided for her entire life, before tonight. A biker bar filled with frightening, dangerous men dressed in swathes of leather and denim, tattoos and scowls, and bedecked by the sorts of women who clearly didn’t find any of that intimidating, if their lack of clothes and excess of leaning and outright writhing were any guide.

“I’m not mad,” Katelyn said over the wailing of the jukebox, but she said it in the clipped way girls did when they were furious. Holly knew, since she was also a girl and had furthermore heard that tone from her friend before.

Katelyn opened one of the doors along the back hallway, past the bathrooms but right before the propped-open steel door that let in the sound of the bayou lapping right up against the bar’s foundations, like one rowdy evening too many might sink the place.

Not that being safe was the point of this. And besides, this was Dumb Gator’s. Every night was a rowdy night and it was still standing. Sometimes it flooded, sure, when a big storm came through and the bayous overflowed, but that didn’t seem to bother the proprietor or the clientele overmuch. Her father had always muttered about how they just mopped it up and carried on because they liked the place dank and dirty, as much a part of the swamp as the bell-bottomed cypress trees that grew there.

Mission achieved, Holly thought, wishing she’d brought some hand sanitizer with her. Preferably a vat of the stuff.

She followed Katelyn into an office where a large, battered leather sofa took up one wall beneath a huge, bright Devil’s Keepers banner with that grinning devil dead center. Holly stayed on her feet when Katelyn tossed herself onto the middle of the couch and then lounged. Aggressively. Katelyn was as curvy as she’d always been, something that had driven Holly insane in high school given her own lack of anything in that department. Katelyn’s breasts strained at her slinky little tank top, showing off the tattoo she’d gotten—some biker club thing Holly didn’t pretend to understand, because she, personally, could not imagine waking up one day and yearning for a grinning, evil-looking devil inked into her skin, much less splayed all over her breasts. It made Katelyn’s already significant cleavage into a secondary DKMC banner.

“I’m sorry,” Holly said before her friend could say anything snarky. “I should be trying to figure out what’s going on but seriously, Katelyn. That tattoo. I definitely didn’t realize how big it was when I saw you before. Did your mother have a heart attack?”

Her friend giggled at that, as if the laughter took her over against her will, and whatever weirdness had been there between them disappeared in the warmth of the familiar sound. The way any and all conflicts between them in high school had been solved, if Holly remembered it right.

“Let’s just say my mother does not approve of my life choices.” Katelyn shrugged. “Like that’s anything new. If she could retroactively become a nun—or better yet, make me one—she would.”

“What about your grandmother?”

“You know Grandma Hebert. She’s been running that construction office for decades. She’s tough. She said she didn’t much like the idea of her granddaughter announcing to the world that she was biker club property, but she couldn’t help but admire the audacity of the ink. Quote unquote. Then she told me to cover it up for Easter Sunday or she’d take a hand to my ass herself no matter how old I was these days or how bad I thought I was.”

Holly laughed, picturing Katelyn’s spry and canny grandmother doing exactly that, with relish. “I’ve always loved that woman.”

“Grandma Hebert does not mess around.” Katelyn shook her head, her smile fading. “You should have told me you were really going to come in tonight. These are rough men, Holls. This isn’t college. They’re not, like, in costume out there.”

“You knew I was coming in. I stood right there in the country store and told you I was coming in. ‘I’m going to come in tonight,’ I said.”

Katelyn sighed, crossing her arms beneath her breasts in a way that made them even more prominent, something that Holly would have thought impossible, since ten push-up bras and some judicious stuffing wouldn’t make her any less flat. “I didn’t think you’d do it, though.”

Holly frowned at that. “You thought I’d chicken out? Really? I never have before.”

“This is Dumb Gator’s, Holly. You used to pretend you didn’t know where it was.”

“When I was, what? Twelve?”

“Or last year when you were home for your spring break and I suggested you come out here one night to take in the local scene and maybe expand your horizons a little bit.”

“I thought you were kidding last year.” Holly waved at the tattoo. It was like the prow of a very large ship. Or a giant flesh billboard. It was impossible to ignore. “It was before you made your intentions and allegiances quite so well known.”

It wasn’t that Katelyn had concealed the fact that she’d started hanging around with the club. It was that Holly had chosen not to understand what that meant, the way Holly had historically chosen not to understand a lot of things around here. That Katelyn regularly enjoyed the kind of freewheeling sexual adventures Holly had thought were only staged on the Internet by professionals was not something she could really process on a brief vacation from college. She and Katelyn got together only once or twice each time she came home. It occurred to Holly as she stood in the center of the office that she didn’t actually know her best friend at all. That the term “best friend” had been something that made sense while they’d been in high school together, sure. But high school was a long time ago.

Maybe she should have listened more to the tone of Katelyn’s invitation and not the actual invitation itself. Maybe she should have thought more about how this would all play out in actuality and less about how her father would react to it when he heard. Maybe she shouldn’t have picked a night out in a biker bar as her opportunity to show her daddy that she could cause him as much public humiliation as he’d caused her. Maybe she should have rolled into church drunk, or something equally disgraceful yet not actually dangerous.

But the office door swung open again and it was too late to do anything about it.

Uptown came through the doorway, that low swagger of his as much of an assault on Holly’s senses as the blast of hard rock music that came in with him. His gaze moved instantly to Holly and his impossible mouth curved.

It took her entirely too long to notice that he wasn’t alone. That there was another man with him, this one barrel-chested and covered in tattoos, but without one of those leather vests that all the bikers wore so proudly.

“Take a hike,” the other man said abruptly, and it was only when Katelyn stiffened that Holly understood who he was talking to. If not why. “You need to be behind the bar.”

Katelyn looked at Uptown as if she expected him to say something in her defense, but he didn’t. He kept looking at Holly instead, which was making her feel a little too warm. Okay, downright hot. Once again, Katelyn didn’t argue though she clearly wanted to, which fascinated Holly and made something hollow yawn deep inside her. The Katelyn she knew had never followed an order in her life. She’d smiled prettily and done whatever the hell she wanted anyway. Holly had always loved her for it. It had been so refreshing to be around someone who told the various authority figures whatever they wanted to hear—just like Holly tended to do, because there was so rarely any point in arguing with people and things that couldn’t or wouldn’t change—but then had gone ahead and done the exact opposite. But tonight Katelyn simply moved toward the door and walked out.

“Shit,” the other man said when Katelyn closed the door behind her. He ran a hand down his full, dark beard, frowning at Holly. “I already have my hands full with these bitches. Every time I turn around they’re fucking somebody on the pool tables when I need them serving drinks.”

“This one won’t be,” Uptown said, and the hard note in his voice might have caught at her if she hadn’t been focused on the “bitches” part. To say nothing of the pool tables. “That might be why the others are here, but not Holly.”

“Come on. You can’t really believe…?”

“Not a chance.” Uptown’s voice was flat. Final.

“I’m not a bitch.” Holly hadn’t exactly meant to say anything, and wished she hadn’t when both men stared at her. The one she didn’t know looked astonished, if in an angry sort of way. Uptown only looked amused, which was worse. So she forged on. “Well, I’m not. I thought you should know that, in case accuracy was important in whatever decision-making process this is.”

“Baby, you start slinging drinks in a biker bar, people are gonna call you a biker bitch whether you like it or not.” All the laughter she could see in Uptown’s gaze was in his voice, and it made her skin seem to prickle in a reaction she didn’t entirely understand. “You need to get right with that or maybe find yourself a job in the library.”

The other man shook his head. “This is nuts. You know it’s nuts, man. I don’t need this kind of drama.”

Uptown was grinning like this was all a delightful game to him. It encouraged Holly to imagine that maybe it really was. “You’re full of shit. You could sell tickets and knowing you, probably will. Benny Chambless’s daughter behind the bar at Dumb Gator’s? You’re going to have to put bouncers on the door to keep the scumbags who want to eye-fuck her from causing a riot.”

“I want a job,” Holly said, though she got the distinct impression no one was actually talking to her. Or even really about her, for that matter. “I’m not a sideshow attraction.”

Uptown grinned even wider at the other man. “See? Pure fucking comedy gold.”

“Fine.” But the other man shook his head, looking dour. “This is on you. Not the club. You.”

“I take full responsibility for her,” Uptown assured him, and Holly told herself there was no reason that should make her stomach flip over.

The big man looked doubtful, but that was it. He turned and walked out of the room. The music swelled when he yanked the door open, then was muffled as the heavy slab of metal swung shut behind him.

Leaving Holly all alone in a room with Uptown.

Obviously not the smartest thing she’d ever let happen to her.

She told herself it was the beat from the music out in the rest of the bar that poked at her, running through her veins and making her skin feel too tight. But she was pretty sure that really, it was her own pulse. And that needy thing that raced through her, making her…anxious.

“I don’t understand what just happened. Who was that?”

“That was Bart.” Uptown was standing in front of the door. He crossed his arms over his chest and aimed that grin at her, and it was worse than the beat inside her. It was much more complicated than the lick of some far-off bass line, though it shivered inside her all the same. “He’s a friend of the club. Runs this place. He’s your new boss.”

“But I’m your responsibility. Is that what you said?”

She was only quoting him. There was no reason that should have stolen all the air from the room, but it did. Or maybe it was just that she couldn’t breathe, because Uptown seemed fine. More than fine, if she had to categorize it, and looking at her in a way that reminded her of that day behind the church. Too hot. Too dark. Too…something.

“Congratulations, baby,” he said with soft intent after a moment. “You get to make drinks for a bunch of dangerous assholes who are gonna want you as a chaser. You ready for that?”

“Do I start tonight?”

“Why, you need the money?” His face changed then. All that lazy amusement vanished and something much harder and more dangerous replaced it, making an involuntary shiver snake its way down her spine. Belatedly, it occurred to Holly that however little she knew her high school best friend these days, she knew this man even less. Years of fantasies about him didn’t actually count, and besides, that was one more thing she pretended didn’t happen. “Your daddy spent the last decade bragging he’s the richest man in the parish. I’m gonna bet you have an allowance. Some extra shopping money to keep you in pretty jewelry and expensive clothes, am I right?”

Holly shook her head. “If my father embezzled all that money the way they said he did, it’s not mine to spend.”

“So that’s a yes on the allowance.”

The way he said that—or maybe it was the way he was looking at her—made her feel dirty. Ashamed. She didn’t understand it, but that didn’t keep her stomach from turning over.

“I want my own money. Not his.”

Uptown shifted, uncrossing his arms and moving closer to her. It took every little bit of courage Holly had to stand still when all she wanted to do was dive behind the big metal desk.

“You really did grow up with a politician, didn’t you?” It didn’t seem to require a response, so Holly only watched him, waiting for him to snap and lunge at her. Or whatever scary thing he was about to do. She told herself she should be afraid of him, but she was aware that what she felt was something a lot more like anticipation. “Did he teach you how to avoid the question or did you just pick that up at the dinner table?”

“Do you know my father?” She frowned at that. “I find it hard to imagine that you all spent a lot of time together, if I’m honest. But then, it turns out I know him about as well as I know you.”

Again, that hard expression moved over his face, making her breath catch in her throat. It made him look far older than his actual years, which she was pretty sure had him no more than thirty. If that. Still, when his face went cold like that he looked like some kind of ancient, impenetrable stone.

“Everybody knows Mayor Benny Chambless,” Uptown drawled, his lips curving in some semblance of a smile though there was nothing but that wary hardness in his gaze. “He makes sure of that, doesn’t he?”

Holly laughed. Okay, maybe she forced it a little bit, but it was still a laugh. “See? You don’t answer the question, either.”

She kept making mistakes like that, then not realizing it until it was too late. Foremost among them, that none of these people were playing. Katelyn certainly hadn’t been, which Holly would have to think about later. And Uptown’s version of a game was so far beyond her, it had basically ruined her when she was sixteen. It wasn’t as if that afternoon behind the church had faded from her memory in the intervening years.

Uptown moved toward her again and this time, she wisely stepped back—but of course she’d miscalculated that, too. The desk was right there, hard against the crease where her butt met her thighs. And then he was in front of her and much too close, looking perfectly happy to settle right there, more in her space than not, so she had no choice but to stand where she was, trapped, or put her hands on him to try to move him away. She didn’t need to try the latter to understand that it would not be in her best interests to bridge that gap. Or that if she did, it would not go the way she imagined. He wouldn’t let her shove him away.

He didn’t touch her or close the remaining, scant distance between them. But that didn’t matter. Holly still broke out in a sweat and she didn’t know if she loved or hated the way his dangerous mouth curved at that. Not that fake quirk of his lips this time. This remarkably unsettling smile was echoed in Uptown’s gaze and sizzled up and down her spine before pooling in a wet, hot throb between her legs.

“I should probably start my new job, right?” She wanted to sound faintly impatient, maybe a little tough. Worldly and blasé. Instead, she whispered the question like a little girl.

And he was still so close. Too close.

“Here’s how this works,” he said very calmly, but being this close to him again made her a little bit dizzy. She could see the way his dark chocolate eyes gleamed. It did not exactly make her think of candy. “You’re under my protection. That’s what you tell anyone who comes at you or tries to cop a feel, okay?”

Holly bristled. “I don’t need to be protected.”

“Baby, please. They’ll eat you alive.”

“Well, so what if they do?” she demanded, glaring at him, that odd thing in her stomach that shouldn’t have been shame—because what did it matter what a biker thought of her—pulling into a taut, hard knot. “What do you care? And besides, Katelyn seems perfectly happy being consumed by the biker world.”

“You don’t want to be Katelyn.”

“I love Katelyn,” Holly snapped, because weirdness between them didn’t mean Holly should be disloyal. “She’s been my best friend since we shared a coloring book in kindergarten.”

“This isn’t fucking kindergarten, babe. Christ.”

“I’m sure that whatever makes Katelyn happy is good enough for me.” She might have been talking from between her teeth, but she meant it.

“You know how your girl got her job here?” Uptown reached over then and took the end of her ponytail in his fist, tugging gently on it. It should have been annoying, like a mosquito buzzing around her. It wasn’t. Instead, she could feel that faint pulling sensation…everywhere. “She blew Bart, right here in this office. That was her warm-up, but you know, nothing new for her since she’d been hanging around the clubhouse for a while. Then she banged a couple of brothers on the couch to show her appreciation for being considered. But we doubted her commitment because she always seemed more about the party than getting any work done, so the next night she came back and blew a line of brothers, then let Bart fuck her in the ass over the desk while anyone who wanted to watch hung out. She started later that night. Big tips all around.” His head tilted to one side and she couldn’t have described that gleam in his gaze if her life had depended on it. But she could feel it like a punch to her belly. “That about what you had in mind tonight? Because I should tell you, we already knew and liked Katelyn. That was why we kept it mellow. Some of the other girls who work here had a lot more to prove when they came in.”

Holly thought it was lucky that she couldn’t really process a single thing he’d said. Because it was too much. She remembered hunching over that coloring book with Katelyn when they were little, sharing their crayons even though they’d both wanted the green. She remembered all their sleepovers over the years, lying huddled up in the same bed whispering secrets and dreams into the dark. She didn’t want to think about her friend dispensing blow jobs or anything else. Because if she did, she might have to pay attention to the things her body was doing, as if it was imagining her in all the positions he’d described so nonchalantly. She felt…weird. But she couldn’t let herself think about that.

“I thought Katelyn belonged to the club,” she said instead.

“Sure,” Uptown agreed lazily. Or maybe he was just amused at how little Holly knew about his world and Katelyn’s place in it, despite how close she’d claimed she and Katelyn were. Worse, she was sure he could see exactly how red her cheeks were. She could feel the crisp heat in them and had to force herself not to put her hands there and make it worse. “She takes care of us, we take care of her.”

“And I notice that you left yourself out of that story.” She ignored the flare of heat in her cheeks, particularly when his gaze seemed to sharpen. “Is that a sudden fit of modesty?”

He tugged on the end of her ponytail, making her chin rise against her will. But when he eased off the pressure, she didn’t lower it.

“Nothing modest about me. You want to hear who I fuck and how? I’m not shy, princess. But I think you are.”

Holly did not feel shy. She felt a little bit dizzy and entirely too warm, and she didn’t know what to do with her hands. She gripped the edge of the desk on either side of her and hoped for the best. But Uptown only moved closer. She could smell him then. Leather and something she associated with hard liquor, though he didn’t seem the least bit drunk. The frat boys she’d known in college had all splashed themselves with the same spicy, citrusy colognes, but not Uptown. There was no specific scent, there was only him. Male. Bold. Beautiful.

Something silvery and intense slid through her, making her hum…everywhere. And she was terrified that somehow, he could tell.

“I’m not shy,” she told him, though her voice was far too fragile for that to sound anything like true. She cleared her throat and reverted to “prim” instead. “But I think that if you’re used to marathons of public sex and blow job interviews, you might have a different set of standards.”

His face suddenly seemed tauter. Fiercer. Her breath tangled in her throat.

And his hand tightened in her ponytail again as he leaned close. “Kiss me.”

There was nothing but white noise between her ears then. And his beautiful mouth right there in front of her. Not far away at all. She could go up on her toes and tip herself into that rock-hard chest, then press her mouth to his. Nothing could be easier.

Or more fucking insane.

“What?” she managed to ask.

He clearly knew she was stalling. “Get your mouth on me,” he told her, his face stamped hard with the same hunger that glittered in his eyes. And it slammed through her, making her feel jittery and weak at once. “Use your tongue. Make it deep and wet and dirty. Go on. I’ll wait.”

Holly’s mouth opened, but she couldn’t speak. There was too much fire coursing through her veins, too much need. There was too much she didn’t understand—

That was what snapped her out of it, right when her knees started to feel a little questionable and her intentions even more frail. She’d been around this town forever. So had he. With the exception of that one memorable afternoon in the cemetery behind the church, she’d never really crossed paths with Uptown. Yet now he was pressing her back against a desk and acting like he couldn’t resist her? It didn’t make sense.

“Does this have something to do with my father?” she asked. Because in her experience, most things in Lagrange did. One way or another. Whether she was pretending to ignore them or not.

Uptown let out a short little noise, not quite a laugh.

Then he dropped his hand and stepped back, and Holly had to bite the inside of her cheek to keep from making an involuntary little sound of foolish, suicidal disappointment. What was the matter with her? Why was Uptown the only man alive with this strange power over her?

“If I’m not here when you come in to work, tell everyone I’m looking out for you,” he said after a long, tense moment dragged by. As if nothing had happened. Still, Holly was sure he could read her mind. That he knew exactly how he got to her and he liked it.

“Why would you do that?” she asked, but only when she was sure she could keep her voice cool and even. Or anyway, closer to that than before. “Why do you care what happens to me here?”

“Because,” he said, and this time, she had no trouble reading him. Hunger and intent, all wrapped up together and enough to make her breath feel shallow. “My brothers have a tendency to break their toys. They’re a little too enthusiastic, if you know what I mean, especially with anything new.” And when he grinned at her this time, he reminded her of a wolf and her curse was that she liked that, too. “And if anyone’s gonna break you, princess, it’s gonna be me.”

—

Uptown rolled up to the clubhouse the next day with a little time to spare before the meeting Digger, the local club president, had called late the night before. That kind of summons meant every full-patch brother who wasn’t out of town on some kind of business showed up and sat around the table in the room they called church. That was where they cast their official votes about how shit should go down across the club’s numerous income-generating enterprises. It was where they voted in new brothers or prospects, handled disputes and problems and gave each other shit, promoted brothers within the ranks or recognized extraordinary service, talked freely about club enemies, and occasionally made new club bylaws.

Not that a vote was likely to be called on what had been eating at Uptown lately. That being Digger’s increasingly random and unexplained absences and the unearned, definitely suspicious swagger of Whale, Digger’s punk bitch of a son, who was the only member of the club who didn’t seem to understand he’d gotten his DKMC colors purely out of widespread respect for Digger. Not because anyone wanted to hear him shoot his mouth off and act like he was the club’s rightful VP when he wasn’t. That position had gone to the far more respected T’Roscoe, back when Digger was making good calls and Roscoe still tolerated that T in front of his name, Cajun for “little.” No one talked about the fact that Digger appeared to be heading straight off the rails—although small, careful groups of brothers sometimes met where no one could overhear and everyone was sure word wouldn’t leak that people had…suspicions.

Uptown hated suspicions. He hated maybes and rumors and undercurrents. He’d grown up having to deal with that shit. Way too much of it, in fact. Having to read a room the minute he entered it to figure out if this stepfather or that boyfriend or his fucked-up mother herself was going to take a swing at him. Or worse. He’d spent years of his life existing in a state of endless fucking dread, waiting for the next hit, the next eviction, the next explosion of violence. The club had always been his escape from that mess. The biker life was black-and-white. There was the club, where the brothers pledged themselves to each other and the outlaw life they’d built as Devil’s Keepers, and then there was everything else.

The club had been Uptown’s salvation. He’d done his time as a prospect without a single second thought, and the day he’d gotten patched in still ranked as the best in his life. That Digger, a man Uptown considered the only father figure he’d ever had who hadn’t stabbed him in the back at the first opportunity, could be betraying the club he’d helped form up in North Dakota in the 1970s made Uptown feel sick. Physically fucking ill. It pissed him off on a level he mostly didn’t let himself think about, because it made him want to burn shit down. If it was true—and so far there was nothing but weird coincidences and a whole lot of unfortunate conclusions, nothing solid—it made the Devil’s Keepers no better than those epic pieces of shit, the two-faced asshole Black Dogs, who were the club’s major rivals in this part of the country and were forever trying to snake the DKMC’s cartel ties and other long-held business connections right out from under them.

If it was true, it was some seriously grim shit. But there was zero chance of possible betrayals coming up for a vote if Digger had been the one to call the meeting, so Uptown knew he had to compartmentalize and repress his feelings on all the coincidences and rumors until there was something more to go on than bad feelings.

Accordingly, Uptown pulled his head out of his ass as he drove his bike into the long parking area in front of the clubhouse. He parked in the line of Harleys and nodded to the prospects waiting there, ready to make sure his bike shined just as bright as the rest. What he did not do was give in to the crazy thing inside him when he saw Whale walking into the clubhouse a few yards in front of him. He didn’t “accidentally” run over the president’s pain-in-the-ass son, no matter that Whale deserved it and more. Uptown didn’t call him out. He didn’t even taunt the little shit the way he—and everyone else—liked to do, because there was nothing funnier than a ridiculous asshole with no sense of humor.

He was a goddamned saint.

It occurred to him that it was the second time in less than twenty-four hours that he’d had that thought. The first had been last night, when he’d let the mayor’s little virgin drive off into the thick May night without even getting his hands down her pants. And then he’d compounded that madness by not getting one of the club groupies to handle his hard-on afterward. Now this.

If Uptown didn’t watch himself, he’d end up the only tattooed altar boy in Our Lady of Mercy next Sunday, an event that he suspected would lead directly to a targeted lightning strike from the heavens above. He’d probably find that funny, of course, but doubted the tough old priest who ministered to the Lagrange flock would feel the same.

“Did I hear this shit right?”

Greeley, the club’s sergeant at arms, was swinging off his bike outside the old, unwelcoming warehouse that crouched menacingly at the end of a dead-end bayou road, daring anyone who didn’t belong there to come close and risk their lives. Uptown had loved the place since he was a kid. It said “home” to him in a way none of the shitty trailers he’d lived in with his always-spiraling-farther-down mother ever had. There’d been years he’d lived here rather than deal with staying in a place anyone—including his mother—could access whenever they felt like it. The front door was always guarded, and that was assuming someone made it down the long, flat road without getting a bullet for their trouble.

“You suddenly turn into Prince Charming, brother?” Greeley was wearing a shit-eating grin. “That would make a killer fairy tale. The Princess and the Dirty, Degenerate Biker.”

“I’m charming as fuck,” Uptown replied. Then he shook his head. “Did you bitches stay up all night gossiping about my business while you braided each other’s hair?”

Greeley didn’t bother to flip Uptown off, though it was implied as he fell into step beside him. He raked a hand through his dark, unbraided hair, still smirking in that way that indicated he wasn’t done handing out shit. “Not sure it’s your business when you made Bart hire her on the spot and then put a KEEP OUT sign around her neck.”

“It’s not a KEEP OUT sign.” Uptown smirked at him. “It’s more that I’m reserving the first shot at all that untouched territory, that’s all.”

“Does pussy take reservations?” Greeley laughed. “Life must be different with a pretty face like yours, man.”

Uptown grinned, even though something weird moved in him that he didn’t much like. “It’s a curse.”

They walked into the clubhouse and greeted the rest of their brothers, and it wasn’t until Uptown was sitting in his place at the big, wide table, still fucking proud he’d earned the right to be there, that he realized what was bothering him.

He didn’t like Greeley talking about Holly. How messed up was that? He didn’t like another man, even his sergeant at arms, calling her “pussy.” He didn’t like the fact that every one of his brothers was smirking at him now, which meant he could look forward to a lot more of that bullshit coming at him today.

And none of it made any sense. What did he care what anyone said about Holly Fucking Chambless, to him or in general? She’d been prancing around the town like her shit didn’t stink her whole life. Now that her daddy had lost his club protection and his good name in the course of a single week, Holly might as well have had a target on her back, encouraging all the brothers to take a shot now that she was fair game—and she’d walked right into Dumb Gator’s like she didn’t know it.

It wasn’t surprising that Uptown wanted a taste of her. Who wouldn’t? What was surprising was that he didn’t like the fact that his brothers were already talking about her like she was any old piece of club ass. Like that blond friend of hers who’d been fucking her way through the ranks for years.

Uptown really, really didn’t want to think about Holly taking part in one of those typical DKMC parties. And he was a little too aware that thinking that kind of crap was how brothers ended up shackled to old ladies. Like Greeley himself, who should have known better, yet had shacked up with his old lady a few months ago after a shady cartel psycho had tracked her here. At least Merritt Broussard was useful to the club, able to use her law degree to help the brothers out in their various skirmishes with the police, in addition to finding a place on the back of Greeley’s bike.

Holly Chambless, on the other hand, was about the most useless creature who’d ever been born.

Not that it fucking matters, he reminded himself sharply, because he had no idea how the hell he kept getting confused on this point. You’re not looking to do anything with her but get your dick wet. And maybe fuck with that douchebag Benny while you’re at it.

Digger pushed his way into the room then, Roscoe at his side, effectively starting the meeting with his presence. And Uptown couldn’t help but slide a look over to Whale, just to gauge his reaction. Sure enough, the little dick wasn’t making much of an effort to keep a sneer off his face—though what, exactly, he was all smug about remained a mystery. Uptown, meanwhile, had to expend far more energy keeping his mouth shut.

But when he looked away from Whale, he caught Greeley’s grim look in the same direction. Fuck. This shit kept happening. It got more tense every time, and it wasn’t just Uptown and Greeley and a few others noticing it. At some point the tension was going to boil over and if that happened when there still wasn’t any evidence either way? It was going to be a shit show. Brother against brother and a club turned against itself.

And aside from the fact that club drama was bad for business and would basically be giving the Black Dogs a personal invitation to take over the transportation corridor from Texas into the Northeast that the Devil’s Keepers currently controlled, it would rip Uptown’s heart right the fuck out.

“Got the usual shit to take care of up in Shreveport,” Digger said when he took his place at the head of the table. He stroked a hand down his gray beard, his gaze drifting over the brothers sitting at the table and in their chairs around the big room. Then his impenetrable old gaze landed on Uptown. “But first, a question. You banging Benny’s little Barbie doll, Uptown?”

“Mayor Barbie,” Roscoe added, cracking himself up.

“Fuck you.” Uptown aimed that to the table in general, which had absolutely no effect. He hadn’t imagined it would.

“He didn’t bang her,” Tick chimed in from the other side of the room, the dick. “It was like junior high. Maybe he’s going to pass notes with her. Ask her to prom.”

Uptown raised his middle finger in the air. “If you hadn’t dropped out of elementary school, you illiterate fuck, you’d know there’s no prom in junior high.”

“This is the saddest thing I’ve ever witnessed.” Roscoe shook his head, kicking back in his chair next to Digger with his usual easy smile on his face. “I expected better from you, Uptown. Why not hand the girl your balls the next time you see her and get it over with?”

“This is the problem with you assholes,” Chaser, one of the club’s enforcers, chimed in from where he lounged against the far wall. “You’re a pack of fucking monkeys. You can’t appreciate a romantic gesture when you see it. Uptown, fine and upstanding southern gentleman that he is, offered the lady employment and walked her to her car. On their fifth date, maybe she’ll let him hold her hand.”

The brothers were all howling, of course. Uptown could only shake his head and take it. And make damned sure that if he opened his mouth he didn’t sound the slightest bit defensive or possessive or any of the other things he shouldn’t have been feeling in the first place. His brothers would be so all over that, they’d make ants at a picnic seem restrained and tentative.

“None of you gossipy little bitches would know a strategy if it bit you in the ass,” he pointed out.

“I wouldn’t think Holly Chambless was much of a biter,” Butler grunted from next to Uptown. “She wears too much pink and, brother, you gotta know she’s got ‘professional virgin’ written all over her. Bitches like that only give it up for a wedding ring.”

That thing inside of Uptown that had twisted into existence outside the clubhouse earlier shook itself awake again, and did not bode well for a peaceful, easy conclusion to this conversation. He had to talk himself out of punching Butler’s teeth down his throat and worse, it took some doing. And he had to do it without getting visibly tense or giving these fuckers any more ammunition because they were relentless bastards, every last one of them. Any possible opportunity to poke at him? They’d shove it right up his ass. Happily. He usually loved them for it. There was a reason they were the only family he acknowledged.

“I hope she is a virgin, brother,” he said instead of losing it. He smirked around the table. “Consider it a favor I’m doing for the club. After I ruin her for other men, you bent and twisted motherfuckers can sit around and tell yourselves it’s because I was her first. If that’s what you need to believe.”

There was more roaring laughter, and when it died down, Uptown thought they’d get down to business—and out of his face at last.

But Digger was still peering at him.

“Maybe you need to leverage that,” he said, his eyes narrowing. “Use the situation to our advantage.”

“Why does the fun of popping that cherry go to Uptown?” Whale asked. Uptown told himself it was that voice that set his teeth on edge, not the idea of someone else—much less a little bitch like Whale—touching Holly.

“Well, first up, she knows who the fuck I am,” Uptown replied with a grin that he hoped hid the murderous feeling pounding around inside his chest, with Whale’s name written all over it.

Whale, meanwhile, didn’t bother to cloak his scowl in anything like a smile, but the guffaws of the rest of the brothers kept him quiet.

“Benny’s had a week to think about double-crossing the club and stealing our fucking money,” Digger said then. His gaze cut to Whale, but quickly returned to Uptown. “Why don’t you go have a little talk with him and when he gives you some bullshit about how he doesn’t have what he owes us the way you know he will? Use the girl to land a sucker punch.”

Uptown nodded, and who cared if he liked that idea or not? It was a decent plan. It combined revenge with what was likely one of Benny Chambless’s worst nightmares, which was a win for Uptown any way he looked at it. Or it would spur the douchebag mayor on to pay back the money he’d stolen, which was a win for the club. The fact that it was Holly in the middle of all that should have been nothing but a bonus.

He told himself that was exactly what it was. One big bonus, and fuck Whale for trying to get in there when everyone else seemed to know better. Then he nodded at his president like he trusted him the way he had years back and everything—the club tension, Benny Chambless’s debt, Holly herself—was all solved and tidy already.

“I’ll tell him we can take it out on her sweet little ass,” he agreed, like he’d never thought of Holly Chambless, town saint and former prom queen, as anything but a club groupie waiting to happen. He even smiled, because for some reason he needed to remind himself that he was as much of a sick, relentless fuck as any other man in this room. It was who he was. He’d never wanted to be anything but a Devil’s Keeper, since the moment he’d realized it was a club he could join, if he proved himself. “With fucking pleasure.”


Chapter 3

Holly kind of assumed that immersing herself in a known den of iniquity that celebrated exactly the kind of sinful, degenerate lifestyle that she’d spent her entire existence pretending she didn’t know existed—part of a doomed bid to gain her father’s approval, something she’d forfeited when she’d had the temerity to be born female—would blow up her whole life. She’d expected fireworks. High drama. Character assassinations in the middle of Main Street. Or a few snide comments in the aisles of the country store, at the very least, muttered beneath a good, god-fearing breath or two.

But there was nothing. If anyone cared that Holly Chambless—well-known good girl and apple of her father’s eye so long as she stayed as sweet and obliging as he thought she ought to be—had decided to take a walk on the wild side, they kept it to themselves.

It took her a day or two to realize that she felt a little disappointed by the lack of any reaction. She hadn’t expected actual fire and brimstone, of course, from anyone who wasn’t her loud, red-faced, occasionally more-than-slightly intimidating father. This was the twenty-first century, even if it hadn’t exactly felt that way growing up under the mayor’s thumb in this tiny little town in the swamps a good five miles outside of the middle of nowhere. Still, she’d imagined there’d be a raised eyebrow or two when she ventured out. She’d imagined someone would note that she’d pinned the Lagrange, Louisiana, version of a scarlet letter to her chest.

Yet in complete defiance of all Holly knew about small towns in general and this small town in particular, no one mentioned her new job at all. No one seemed to notice she’d taken it.

She shuffled around her parents’ big house during the day, trying not to let the oppressive air in that old mausoleum get to her. Her mother rarely left her bedroom. Her father was out on bail and barricaded in his study. For all intents and purposes, Holly was alone. It was more than a little weird.

Under normal circumstances, her father cared that she was back in town only when he could trot her out to this dinner or that party and call her his “little hostess.” Mama was a known drunk in what Holly liked to tell herself was a particularly genteel, southern way, which left Holly to be her daddy’s date to a variety of functions. She’d assumed her graduation would mean a marked increase in those duties, especially because she suspected he was auditioning her for the role of one of his cronies’ third or fourth wives. Or planning to ransom her off to one of their beefy, preppy, boring sons. Holly had always assumed that somewhere out there, at one of those parties, she’d meet the son of an associate who wasn’t quite as boring as the rest. Someone like her. Someone who got her. She’d assumed she’d meet someone who cared about the same things she did. Old family names and Louisiana roots. Overlooked bayou towns and their rich, colorful histories. Some of her friends wanted big lives. Holly had only ever wanted a good one.

Smiling and demurring and pretending not to understand innuendos or inappropriate invitations until the right person came along was just part of the deal. It was normal. What wasn’t was her father’s arrest. It meant the mayor’s usually bustling social calendar had been suspended for the first time in Holly’s life—and more than that, that the great Chambless name had been tarnished.

Mama stayed in her bedroom with all the shades drawn, making the maid keep her stocked in her prescription pills with carafes of perfectly chilled white wine at the ready. That was actually perfectly normal. What was miles and miles removed from normal was that Daddy stayed in his study rather than moving between it and his office in the town hall, locked up tight with all his favorite pictures of himself hunting and fishing and wrestling gators with every prominent figure in southern Louisiana. In a usual summer he’d have been charging all over the house on his way to and from work, making demands of everyone from the maid to Mama to Holly, all of which needed to be obeyed instantly or heads would roll. Sometimes she heard his voice, rising and falling behind the thick study doors the way it did when he was delivering one of his long lectures, like he was some kind of preacher at a pulpit. He didn’t come out to explain himself or tell her that he was innocent or acknowledge her presence in any way. As far as Holly could tell, he didn’t come out at all.

She told herself that suited her fine. And it did, because if he came out, he’d ask her what she was doing with herself as a college graduate. She wouldn’t lie, of course. And her activities of late would cause the sort of knockdown, drag-out battle they’d never had while she was pursuing her largely decorative art history degree. Holly had never rebelled against her strict father and his many rules. She’d studied the subjects he thought were appropriate for her and the kind of life he expected her to live after college. English. Art. Nothing controversial or anything he deemed pointless—which was pretty much anything that would make her too serious or unattractive a dinner date. She hadn’t minded. Why would she? This was the only life she knew. Hell, she’d never even gone through a surly teenage phase—or if she had, she’d known better than to show it. She’d taken what little surliness she’d ever had behind the church for a breather and gotten an eyeful of Killian Chenier instead. Better known as Uptown, apparently.

Okay, maybe the fact her father wasn’t confronting her didn’t really suit her, after all. Maybe she was immature enough to want to have that fight with her supposedly purer-than-the-driven-snow father who, it turned out, was more of a slush puddle on a city street after all these years of sanctimoniously claiming otherwise. Maybe she wanted to see what would happen when he couldn’t claim the moral high ground he’d pretended was his by rights all this time.

But it didn’t matter what she wanted, because she never saw him.

Every night she would dress for her shift at the bar in some combination of jeans, a tank top, and flip-flops. She would wait to be accosted about her intentions as she left the house, but neither of her parents ever emerged from their rooms to notice that she was leaving, much less interrogate her about her destination. She drove herself to Dumb Gator’s and parked her very recognizable cherry red convertible right out in front, like she was lighting up a nightly flare. Then she’d switch her shoes, wiggling her feet into a pair of platform sandals, because she’d tried wearing her flip-flops into the bar exactly once.

Christ, no, Bart had growled at her that first night. What the fuck is on your feet? You’re not here to be comfortable. You’re here to make horny bastards fork over their cash.

Holly was more than happy to do that. She’d decided she wanted nothing else, in fact, than a life filled with horny bastards and the sort of complicated evenings more experienced girls talked about with those low, knowing laughs. Holly wanted a low, knowing laugh, damn it. She was certain there had to be a middle ground between her current state of relative chastity and, say, tattooing biker regalia on her cleavage after “hanging around the clubhouse” like Katelyn. She was convinced that a bar full of self-professed and unapologetic horny bastards was the place to find out exactly where that ground lay. But the horny bastards in question, no matter how rough looking or drunk or clearly seeking out trouble, treated her like she had an infectious disease. A visible one that required they keep a minimum distance of three feet away from her at all times.

“I thought for sure I’d have to fend off butt pinching and leers,” Holly told Katelyn early into one slow night that first week into her new, scandalous life that no one seemed to have recognized as such. “I was totally prepared for wandering hands. And, like, an offensive nickname.”

Her friend let out a sound that was somewhere between a laugh and a snort. And was not, Holly noticed, particularly nice, whatever it was. That was par for the course on the nights they shared a shift, so she ignored it.

“I kind of wanted the nickname, I’ll be honest,” she continued.

“Oh, you have a lot of nicknames,” Katelyn muttered, with another not exactly friendly laugh.

Katelyn was lazily wiping down the bar, one of the numerous tasks she would have declared herself too busy to do if there had been a single full-patch DKMC biker in the place she could cozy up to instead. But it was a weird night. No Devil’s Keepers, save a prospect named Pony who sat in that same stool at the end of the bar that was apparently reserved for the club, spending most of his time texting and looking bored. Though he looked up then, his eyes narrowing as he focused in on Katelyn. She didn’t seem to notice.

Holly couldn’t exactly blame Katelyn for being bummed. Assuming that was what tonight’s attitude problem was. There were usually a few DKMC brothers around, though Uptown himself hadn’t put in an appearance in days, not that Holly wanted to admit she’d noticed. He hadn’t even been there her first night on the job. There’d been a different biker at the end of the bar every time she’d glanced up, and they’d all seemed to pay a little too much attention to her, though they’d never approached her or talked to her beyond tersely ordering their drinks. Holly had assumed that had something to do with Uptown, though she refused to ask one of the bikers about that or where Uptown was. She absolutely refused.

Katelyn stopped her half-assed wipe-down of the bar. At the far end, Bart rolled his eyes and lit a fresh cigarette. He didn’t comment on Katelyn’s lack of industry. This was only Holly’s sixth night at Dumb Gator’s, but she’d already discovered that Bart didn’t comment on any of the bartending girls’ behavior. Not directly. When he got particularly wound up about the fact that the girls spent more time with various men than slinging drinks—which he indicated by slamming things around on the bar and muttering to himself—one of them would take him into the back room and he’d always emerge some time later, significantly calmer. But it was too slow tonight for Bart to be bad-tempered. Yet.

Katelyn was a different story.

“What nicknames do I have?” Holly asked, as if she hadn’t heard Katelyn’s tone. Or that laugh she was opting not to categorize as mean.

“What do you think?” Katelyn had dyed a purple streak into her blond hair and it fell down to perfectly frame her face, slithering into her plumped-up cleavage whenever she moved. “You’ve been the town princess since the day your father took office.”

“That’s not really a nickname so much as a life sentence,” Holly retorted.

Pony’s dark eyes moved to her and settled there, as if she’d surprised him, but she wasn’t acknowledging random bikers who sat around making brooding faces for hours at a time. Or even nonrandom ones. So she ignored him, too.

“You don’t just show up one day and expect to get a nickname from the club,” Katelyn was saying, frowning at her as if she’d said something particularly profane. “First of all, not everyone gets one. It’s not automatic—it’s either a compliment or an insult. And sometimes it takes years of hanging out with the brothers before they even really act like they know you’re there.”

It was clear to Holly that Katelyn very, very badly wanted to be asked what her nickname was. So she didn’t ask. Maybe that was bitchy, but then again, so was Katelyn these days. Just because Holly was opting not to react to it didn’t mean she wasn’t aware of it.

“Fine, no nickname,” she said instead, drying glasses as she talked. “But not even a single leer? I spent my whole life avoiding this bar because it was supposed to be so rough and scary. I wish someone had told me it was all a big myth.” She looked up when she felt both Katelyn and Pony staring at her. “Well, isn’t it?”

A group of locals came in then, fresh off a shift at one of the nearby refineries, and Dumb Gator’s got louder and busier from there. There might not have been any rough and scary shenanigans, which Holly figured she’d have to resign herself to, but it was steady, never boring work. Unlike whatever work she might have done with an art history degree. Sure, there were perhaps more enthusiastic public sexual encounters than she’d ever imagined she’d bear witness to, but there was usually enough of a crowd when that happened to keep it from feeling too in her face. Such as it was. It was easy enough to concentrate on getting the drinks right, which she thought she got better at every day. And that was a good thing, because the more locals there were in the bar, the more Holly could feel them watching her. Not saying anything to her face, maybe, but definitely saying something to each other.

Better to focus on the drinks, she figured, and let the various tiers of biker-adjacent and generally rowdy patrons do what they liked. Of course, biker chicks weren’t exactly known for their restraint in return.

“How long are you home for, sweetie?” one of the older biker ladies asked much later that same evening. She blew fat, lazy smoke rings into the space between them as she propped herself up on the bar, displaying some cleavage that was far more magnificent than even Katelyn’s, though hers wasn’t tattooed. Holly was tempted to take the question as a friendly, neighborly inquiry, but she could see the considering look in the other woman’s eyes.

Crystal something, Holly thought. That was her name. She was one of the only women Holly had ever seen in here who seemed to clear a path around herself wherever she went without even trying. She just walked in in her ridiculously tight jeans and her very high, studded ankle boots and everyone got out of her way. Dove out of her way, more often than not. She ordered drinks only from Bart, and now Holly. Never Katelyn or any of the other girls behind the bar, who she generally acted as if she didn’t see.

“I only just got here,” Holly replied cheerfully, assuming this woman knew who she was. This was Lagrange. She likely did. “I think I need to settle in and figure out what I want to do with my life. For so long all I was really focused on was graduating college.”

“Your daddy can’t be too thrilled about his little girl spending time in a place like this,” Crystal said, gathering up the beers she’d ordered. “Though it’s better that you’re on that side of the bar.” She shook back her long hair, blond streaked through with a light, bright silver that made her look pretty rather than old, and nodded down the length of the bar toward Bart. “Tell Bart to put it on my tab.”

“I didn’t think she had a tab,” Holly said, watching Crystal move through the magically parting crowd again like she didn’t even see the grown men jumping to get out of her way.

“She has a tab in the sense her drinks are on the house,” Katelyn said sourly from beside her. “Always.” She looked at Holly, then rolled her eyes. “Come on, Holly. How can you be this oblivious? That’s Crystal.”

“I knew that. I mean, I know her name.”

Katelyn made an impatient noise. “As in Crystal Guillot, wife of Digger Guillot, otherwise known as the president of the club.” She jutted her chin toward the table where Crystal had settled with a few of her friends, all dressed similarly. Big hair. Low-cut tops. Very tight jeans. They looked tough and they looked hot, the way the biker chicks who strutted around Lagrange always did in Holly’s memory. “Those are all old ladies.”

One of them couldn’t have been more than twenty-five. Holly blinked. “You mean, in the sense of being wives to bikers, not in the sense of their actual ages.”

“Some are wives, some aren’t. Whatever.” Katelyn pressed her lips together. “They belong to specific brothers.”

“Is that what your tattoo means?” Holly asked, and knew instantly that she’d said the wrong thing. The air between them got weird, even with all the loud talking and pounding music surrounding them.

Katelyn turned to look at her full in the face, something Holly didn’t pretend to understand, making her expression…weird. Kind of swollen and narrow at once.

“I belong to the club,” Katelyn said quietly, though something fierce lurked right beneath her voice. Or maybe it was defensive, not fierce.

“Okay.”

“You don’t know what it was like around here after high school,” Katelyn said, her voice not quite bitter. “Everyone who could leave, left. But I wanted to stay. I love it here.” She glared at Holly as if daring her to say something, so Holly bit her tongue. And didn’t remind Katelyn that she’d spent their entire senior year of high school plotting different ways to get out of Lagrange. All of which had fallen through. Because her father had lost his job. Because she’d had to help with her younger siblings. Because she’d been good at making plans and not so good at following through on them. Because because because. Holly pretended she’d forgotten all of that. Katelyn shrugged. “I found a place I like and people who like me. What’s wrong with that?”

“Not a thing. Everybody needs a place to belong.” Even if it was an outlaw biker club, Holly supposed.

“They”—and Katelyn jutted her chin toward the same table of women again—“are a pack of fucking snotty bitches. They don’t speak to the likes of me. It’s basically the end of the world as we know it if they’re ever forced to interact with any of the girls who hang around the club. If the bayou flooded and there was one boat? Crystal Guillot would float right by and let me drown.” Katelyn ran her hands down her sides, as if reminding herself of her own lush curves. Or flaunting them to the men leering at her from all over the bar. Maybe both. “She’d love it, in fact. She’d probably try to hit me with a paddle to make sure I sank.”

Holly turned all of that over in her head. “I don’t get why she talked to me if she doesn’t talk to you.”

Katelyn’s mouth looked a little more fragile for a second, but then she pressed her lips together again. Her eyes glittered. Hard.

“Because you haven’t fucked her husband about a million times,” she said matter-of-factly. Then she smirked when Holly flinched, something brittle and expectant in her expression. “Yet. Digger likes to sample the new girls before they get too jaded on all that biker cock. Just FYI.”

And it was a long while after that, with Katelyn’s words crashing around in her head in a way that might have been painful if she’d let herself think about it too hard, that Holly looked over to Pony’s usual seat and found Uptown there instead.

Her heart did not leap in her chest. Her stomach did not perform backflips in her belly and then try to slam itself into the floor. She did not come a little too close to tripping over her own feet. That would all be crazy, so it couldn’t possibly have happened. She told herself it didn’t. She didn’t even like him.

But when Uptown crooked a single finger at her, that knowing gleam in his eyes and a small curve in the corner of his problematic mouth, she went over to him. At once.

Because I’m a bartender and this is a bar, she told herself piously. And he is a customer, that’s all.

She walked over and leaned against the bar the way she’d been doing all night with everyone who ordered something, but it was different with Uptown. She was conscious of her body in a completely new way. She could feel her breasts beneath her tank top, as if they were suddenly real, ample breasts rather than the usual A-cup disappointments. She was aware of the faint sheen on her skin from running around behind the bar, and how it only intensified when she stood still in front of Uptown. Her lip gloss had worn off, which she knew because she started to bite her lower lip before she stopped herself. His gaze had already dropped to her mouth and gone hot and narrow. She didn’t need a whole lot of experience to understand he’d likely find her biting on her lip…provocative.

Uptown took his sweet time raising his gaze to hers. Holly decided she was fine with that. It allowed her to study him without him watching her do it. He looked the way he always looked. Hot. Weathered in that way of his, as if the battered jeans and faded T-shirt were simply what happened to anything so close to all his impossible male beauty that shone so bright it was like a beacon in the middle of a dimly lit bar, and only the leather cut held its own. Because really, he was just plain beautiful. It was unfair. His dirty blond hair was never entirely tamed, as if countless fingers had been in it, leaving it messy and tempting. His eyes were big and soulful and ridiculous. He didn’t wear a big beard like so many of his biker brothers, likely because he was well aware that his wide mouth made him almost too pretty but that strong, tough jaw made him…Uptown. As dangerous as he was beautiful. Or all the more dangerous because he was beautiful.

“Miss me?” he asked.

Holly treated him to her best sorority smile, perfected over the course of a thousand charity events and mixers, as empty as it was sweet. “Oh, I’m afraid not. Was I supposed to?”

“I’ll take that as a yes.”

“Where’s Pony?” she asked. “Did you kick him out of his seat? That’s not very nice.”

“He’s a prospect. If I told him to get on the ground and lick the road off my boots, he’d fucking do it and love every second of it.”

She cocked her head to one side as she considered that. “I don’t know which one of you that makes me feel sorrier for.”

He laughed. “My brothers tell me you didn’t ask them a damn thing all week. You didn’t wonder what was going on for even a second. Where I was, for example.”

“I didn’t.”

“Princess, princess.” That damned mouth of his was connected to her pulse, apparently. It made her feel…jittery. “I had no idea you were so stubborn.”

“A lady is occasionally forthright and always self-possessed, thank you. Never stubborn.”

Uptown’s dark eyes lit with delight, and she didn’t feel that in her pulse. Or not only in that rapid fluttering through her limbs, but also like a thick throb between her legs. God help her.

He leaned against the bar. “Aren’t you going to ask me where I was?”

“I would ask a thousand questions, obviously, if only to be polite,” she assured him in that same smooth, empty tone that made his smile go edgy, “but it worries me that you answering them might take away from your whole mysterious thing, and then what do you have?”

“My ‘mysterious thing’?” But he sounded indulgent. “What the hell is that?”

“You know. Your whole mystique.” She leaned her elbows on the bar, aware that the great heavy weight of it standing there between them was giving her maybe a little too much false courage. She ran with it. “You always swagger around this town like you’re something special. Like if someone happens to get a glimpse of you mid-swagger, that’s a gift you’re bestowing upon them.”

His smile widened. “Baby. It is.”

“What if I asked you where you went and it was, like, Poughkeepsie? For some kind of tedious conference where you had to walk around in khakis and a polo shirt with your name in a plastic lanyard around your neck?”

Uptown let out a laugh and Holly was aware that outside the little bubble they had somehow fallen into, where it was only the two of them and what seemed like far more bright light than should have been possible inside a dank old bar, people noticed. Turned. Watched. But she couldn’t tear herself away from the bubble she hadn’t meant to enter, but now didn’t want to leave. Or care.

“The last time I was in khakis and a polo shirt was never,” he told her, all that laughter making his low voice feel like honey as it washed over her, thick and sweet. “The next time? Will also be never. And I don’t even know where the fuck Poughkeepsie is.”

“That’s a relief,” she heard herself say, in the kind of low, laugh-infused voice she’d always imagined herself using as a worldly, sophisticated sort of woman. Though not with him. Liar, something in her hissed. “Just think of all the implications.”

His smile faded from his mouth, but she could still see it in his gaze, making that bittersweet chocolate gleam. Making everything inside of her seem to reflect that gleam and intensify it.

“I was up in Shreveport,” he told her. “Is that better than Poughkeepsie?”

Holly didn’t know when she’d started smiling. “Barely.”

He leaned forward then and ran his hand down the length of her ponytail, letting his fingers tangle a little in the ends. She didn’t know why he kept doing that. She didn’t know why she didn’t hate it the way she should.

“Come with me,” he said after a moment, and he was too close when he should have been safely on the other side of the bar. But there was nothing safe about Uptown, especially when she could feel his breath against her face. And she was sure he could feel her shiver, then try to hide it. It was something a little too close to painful to be so very near that mouth of his and the way it curved. “Your shift’s over.”

She blinked. This was Louisiana, where there were no state laws about closing times, which meant the night shift really could go all night if there were still people in here buying drinks.

“No, it isn’t. Bart says we work until he tells us we’re done. So far that’s been anywhere between two and four.”

“I bet he’ll give you a pass.”

Holly frowned at him. “Maybe I don’t want a pass.”

Uptown only smiled.

“I’m reintroducing myself to the community,” she told him, a little loftily. “Not as the mayor’s daughter, given his disgrace, but as any old random girl who works here. I can’t just run off with some biker.”

“This is a biker bar. That’s pretty much the whole point.”

“So far,” she said, furiously trying to fight back the blush that was threatening to heat up her cheeks again, like she was a kid, “I haven’t noticed that anyone feels the need to run off anywhere. They just…” She couldn’t say it when he was looking at her like he found her on the edible side of fascinating, so maybe she really was as much of a child as she felt shuffling around her father’s house, spoiling for a fight. “Right here. On the pool tables, against the walls. Wherever.”

“Welcome to Dumb Gator’s, princess. What did you think happened here?”

“I thought it would be scary,” she told him, perhaps unwisely. “Violent. Not just…you know. Unsanitary.”

He belted out another laugh at that, then inclined his head in the general direction of the door.

“Come on,” he said. “I promise to keep it sanitary.”

And she knew better. Of course she knew better. He might as well have invited her straight to hell. That was where he’d take her, she had no doubt. He was temptation made real and she’d never understood, until right this minute, how very, very little interest she’d had in the boys she’d known at Ole Miss. Relatively speaking. Oh, she’d had crushes and moments and she’d thought she was really into a couple of guys at various points. But it was like the difference between preschool discussions about feelings, maybe involving toys in bright primary colors, and a college-level psych course complete with exams.

She’d never felt anything like this in her life. Like she was physically incapable of resisting him.

He tugged harder on her ponytail and drew her closer to him, as if the wide bar between them was no barrier at all. Holly almost forgot it was there when he was on the other side of it.

“Have you ever ridden on a motorcycle?” he asked.

“No,” she whispered. “They’re very dangerous.”

This close, she could see the way his eyes crinkled in the corners, suggesting he really did laugh a lot. Heat washed through her, making her skin feel oversensitive, as if the air around her was an abrasion. As if he was, and yet the only thing she wanted him to do was touch her.

Everywhere.

“That’s the point, princess,” he said, as if he already knew where this would end. As if it had already happened, hot and wild and insane, like that dark, delicious promise in his gaze. “But don’t worry about the danger. You won’t care once I teach you how to fly.”

—

Outside, Uptown had to get ahold of himself before he threw her over the hood of the nearest car and sank into her here and now. His cock didn’t really get why that wasn’t an option. Not yet, anyway.

He’d had a week up in Shreveport to think about the best strategy to take with sweet little Holly Chambless and her cute little walk on what she imagined was the wild side. Like she had any idea what wild really was.

If he was honest, he hadn’t thought about a whole lot else.

It had been a long fucking stretch of the usual bullshit up in the Shreveport charter of the DKMC, where the club president there, General, could always be depended upon to make even the most simple thing in the world a giant pain in the fucking ass. The paranoid dick. Uptown and Roscoe had been sent up to simultaneously kiss a little ass and convince Shreveport to feel the love from Lagrange, because the last thing anyone needed—and what the mother charter up in North Dakota was adamant needed to be nipped in the bud before it caused any actual issues—was bad blood between two charters in the same state.

Uptown had been pissed about it the whole time he was up there, doing his job like a good solider when he had other things to tend to back home. Still, he’d handled the inevitable dick-measuring contests with a big-ass grin on his face, because that was what was needed. He’d nodded sagely through all the ranting about respect and loyalty and brotherhood when really, General was mad that his club was in a city filled with Black Dogs he couldn’t seem to wipe out or even see coming half the time. Meanwhile, Lagrange stayed sweet and safe and protected, because Digger and the other original members had set that shit up decades back. Left to his own devices too long—meaning a month or so without a pilgrimage from the Lagrange charter to kiss his ring and soothe his ego—General started thinking his own club’s lack of foresight years ago was the same as Lagrange outright disrespecting Shreveport now.

And only Uptown and Roscoe were any good at handling shit like this, because they were the best at acting easygoing and friendly no matter what they actually felt about something. Digger would cause a war with his famous temper. Hell, most of the Lagrange brothers would have blown up some shit rather than soothe General’s paranoia and spend all that time catering to the egos of the rest of the Shreveport brothers.

I’m weary of these pissant little fucks, Uptown had muttered on their way out of town.

Unto my very soul, brother, Roscoe had replied.

But brothers were brothers, so they’d done their duty.

It hadn’t helped Uptown’s mood that he’d had to put his own shit on hold to handle another old man’s vanity. He’d had to wait his whole life to finally vent his spleen on Benny Chambless. Waiting another week on top of it because General needed to feel special was unnecessary torture.

He’d been on his way back to the clubhouse to report in when he’d seen Holly’s bright red car parked in front of Dumb Gator’s. It wasn’t that he’d forgotten she was working here. He’d kept eyes on her the whole time he’d been gone, because he knew if he hadn’t, things would have gotten crazy for her, probably a little too fast for her liking. She was fresh meat in a den of giant, perverted wolves, after all, and he’d known perfectly well she wasn’t likely to do what he’d told her to do and tell the assholes who came at her that she was under his protection. He’d made the prospects cycle in and out of her shifts to make sure every scumbag in the place—including his own DKMC brothers after a few too many—remembered that she was his. His problem. His revenge on the man who’d ruined his mother, not theirs to break in on a slow Tuesday. But the minute he’d seen her car, he was done with club business.

Tomorrow, he’d shouted at Roscoe when he’d indicated he was stopping, and his VP had waved his okay.

Then he’d walked inside and seen Holly behind the bar, smiling like she was at some church function instead of neck deep in a dirty bayou bar, and the night got a whole lot brighter.

He could have questioned that. He knew he should have, the same way he should have been deeply weirded out by the fact he’d never quite gotten around to sampling the available pussy up in Shreveport, which wasn’t exactly usual for him. But he didn’t.

And now that he’d gotten Holly Chambless outside and into the dark with him, he could admit to himself that the only reason he hadn’t fucked his way through the Shreveport groupies to deal with his stress and irritation was because his cock had suddenly decided to become discerning, after all these years of being pretty much anything but. It wanted Holly. Only.

Uptown didn’t like that shit at all. But he didn’t care as much as he might have, because what did it matter, in the end? He was going to have her, sooner or later. Maybe his cock was simply all about that revenge. He told himself that was the only reasonable explanation.

She’d followed him out but stopped, standing there in the dirt in those killer high heels of hers. The shitty old neon sign over the darkened window bathed her in blue and did nothing to take away from her fresh, sweet prettiness. She was like walking, talking sunshine. She made Uptown realize exactly how dark and dirty he was—but that would change, of course. He was going to ruin her the way her father had destroyed his mother, fucking up what little childhood Uptown had known in the process. He was going to mess her up until they matched.

“No second thoughts,” he told her, not bothering to keep the gruffness from his voice as he faced her, and not examining where that was coming from, either. It was certainly no strange glimmer of regret on his part about what was going to happen to her. That would be crazy. “Second thoughts are lies, Holly. Don’t backpedal.”

“I’m not sure it counts as backpedaling to rethink leaping on a motorcycle with a total stranger.” She folded her arms over her chest, but she didn’t turn and run. “I’m pretty certain that’s just good, old-fashioned common sense.”

Uptown indulged an urge he’d had since she’d walked into this bar a week ago. He reached around and tugged her dark brown hair free of its ponytail. He tossed the elastic aside and then combed his fingers through the mass of it, letting her long and fragrant hair swirl all around, and Jesus Christ, he was so hard it actually hurt.

He expected her to mouth off at him, but she was strangely quiet out here in the thick night, loud with crickets and owls and the rest of the wailing bayou chorus. Her eyes were a little too wide. Her lips were parted and how she managed to keep them so glossy and tempting, he’d never know.

Only the fact that this was the end of a very long game kept him from handling this situation the way he wanted to, which would have involved her facedown on a car and him hard and deep inside her until he took the edge off.

He had to bite back a groan at that visual.

Uptown told himself it had to be the game he was playing that was keeping him from anything so greedy and impetuous, right here and right now. The revenge he’d wanted on her daddy since he’d been a kid. Because it couldn’t be anything else. It couldn’t be that stunned look in her eyes whenever he touched her, even if it was only her hair. It couldn’t be that she was almost certainly a virgin. There were men who would care about stuff like that. Men who would feel bad about the kind of plans he had for an innocent, but Uptown wasn’t one of them.

“I’m not a stranger,” he reminded her. “You’ve known me your whole life.”

He hardly recognized his own voice, but she didn’t stiffen or pull away. He could feel the way she trembled slightly, but not from fear. Because he wasn’t holding her against her will. He had his fingers in her hair, but he wasn’t even gripping it. She could have stepped away from him at any time. She didn’t.

“I don’t think whatever this is counts as knowing someone.”

“You’ve seen my cock, babe. Not sure how many more surprises I got left.”

And then Uptown had the distinct satisfaction of watching her blush, deep and red.

Maybe he could have stopped himself if he tried, but he didn’t. He slid his hand over her cheek, fascinated, so he could feel all that heat while she turned bright and embarrassed.

“I’ve never seen anyone blush like you,” he muttered, without meaning to speak. “I didn’t think anyone could.”

She swallowed, and his gaze dropped to the line of her throat. For some reason it made him think of the big-ass mansion where she lived, so clean and tidy and bright it had always felt like a big fuck you to the rest of the town. Holly was a little more inviting, if just as elegant.

“Is this what you do?” she asked softly. He took his time looking her in the eye again, and he didn’t think he’d get over the feel of her flushed cheek beneath his palm any time soon. Soft and smooth and so damned hot, he could feel it like a hand wrapped tight around his cock. “There’s some weird, tense moment and then you disappear?”

He felt his mouth curve and he moved a little closer to her. She shifted as if to pull away from him without actually stepping back, and it felt like a victory when she reached out to steady herself by grabbing onto his cut.

“Not exactly,” he said. He got even more in her space and she only gripped his cut harder. That meant he could get his hands on her.

Careful, dickhead, he growled at himself as he slid his free hand to her other cheek, so he could bury his fingers in all that hair of hers and still have her skin against his. And oh yeah, her head tipped back like she was offering her mouth to him the way he really, really wanted her to do.

He was so hard he was pretty sure his cock was about to climb out of his jeans. Especially since he hadn’t gotten any in days. Careful, he told himself again, when he wanted to just slam his mouth to hers and get his hands beneath her clothes. You want her to beg, not bail.

“What, then?” she breathed. “Exactly?”

“If anyone else had spied on me like that back at the church, it wouldn’t have ended like that,” he told her. “I won’t lie: I imagined a different ending a few times over the years.” A few thousand, if he was being honest. Her breath came faster, as if she had, too. There was nothing but tangled heat in the tiny little space between their mouths. “Sometimes I had you joining me and that groupie.”

“Joining you?”

“Walking over, climbing up on that tomb, making yourself useful.” He gave in to the lure of her then and bent to taste her. Not her mouth, but that impossibly soft, hot cheek of hers. It was like sticking his fingers in a light socket. He had to grit his teeth to keep from exploding into all that sensation. “Your mouth was open, catching flies. I thought of a few ways to fill it.”

“Oh.”

She sounded dazed, which he liked a little too much. Her soft brown eyes were glazed and a glance down showed him that her little nipples were stiff against her peach-colored tank top and her knuckles were showing hints of white as she held on tight to his cut.

“But mostly I thought about lifting you up where you stood against the church, wrapping your legs around my waist, and making you come all over my cock,” he said in a low voice. “At least two or three times before I came, too.”

Holly’s breath was loud then, and Uptown grinned.

“And that night in Bart’s office, I would have tested you out.”

He caught her around the waist with one arm, hauling her against his body at last. And Christ, it was better than he’d imagined. She was all tight curves and long legs. She smelled sweet. Her hair, sure, but her fucking skin. She was expensive. Out of his league in all the ways that mattered. He knew that. Holly was a poor little rich girl who had no idea what she was doing at this bar. With him. He should have banged her when she was sixteen and promptly forgotten her name. If she’d been anyone else’s daughter, he probably would have.

Instead, he was lost in the way she moved to accommodate him, as if listening to her body and instincts he doubted she could name. She widened her legs so he could press that much harder between them, against her. The high shoes she wore made it easy to rub himself right where he wanted to go. He slid his hand up beneath her shirt where it brushed her ass, so he could splay his hand over the small of her back. He knew without looking she wouldn’t have a tramp stamp. Not this squeaky clean girl.

And he’d deny to the death the notion he had just then, of stamping his own name on her sweet, unmarked skin.

Uptown had been white trash since the day he was born. He’d never aspired to be anything else, he’d just wanted to kick some ass and ride free. The cut on his back meant rich men and powerful men treated him like he was one of them because they feared what the club would do if they didn’t. But it wasn’t until right this minute that he really understood how a man could ransom his life for a little taste of the really good shit.

“Tested me?” she was asking. “What do you mean, you would have tested me in Bart’s office?”

“What do you think that couch is for?” He moved his thumb over the indentation of her spine, a slow drag, and watched her break out in goosebumps. “But we would have worked up to that. You know how to suck a cock, baby?”

She paled, then flushed again. Hotter than before. Redder, if possible.

“What?” It was little more than a whisper.

“Even if you think you do, I’m gonna guess you don’t do it the way I like it. I’m picky. So I would have taught you.” Every time he dragged his thumb over her skin, she shuddered again. It was addictive. It was almost as good as imagining what it would have been like to teach her exactly how he liked his dick sucked. “I would have put you on your knees right there in front of the desk and taught you how to worship my cock properly.”

Her lips moved before any sound came out.

“Properly,” she echoed.

Oh yeah. He was fucked. But he kept going.

“After I came down your throat, I’d have tossed you on the couch and explored you a little bit,” he murmured, dropping his mouth to the place where her neck met her shoulder. “I like to eat pussy, Holly. The hotter and juicier the better. I would have eaten you up like candy.”

She jolted against him, but he only laughed and held her still, one hand on her back against her hot skin while the other was still gripping her hair, his mouth on her neck, and his cock pressed hard between her legs. Just enough to make her dripping wet and a little bit wild for him, the way he wanted her. Not enough to help her out.

“I like when a woman comes on my face,” he continued in that same low, urgent way. “Sometimes I get my hands in her asshole while she slips and slides on my mouth, for a little kick. You like fingers in your ass, Holly?” Her breath hitched. “What about a cock? Are you one of those sweet little good girls who saves her pussy for her wedding night but takes the football team up her ass?”

“Oh my god,” Holly whispered.

“Is that a yes or a no?”

She sucked in a breath and her hands moved to grip his T-shirt in tight little fists. He wanted them on his skin so badly he almost put them there himself. But that would mean letting go of her, so he didn’t.

“I don’t really like football,” she said, and he let her feel his grin against her skin even as she flushed again. He felt the heat of her, scalding and sweet, and that was her neck. Her shoulder. He thought her cunt might incinerate him.

“I’d make you come enough times to wring you out and make you pliable,” he murmured, tasting her as he spoke. Her collarbone. The hollow at the base of her neck, where her pulse was a wildness against his tongue. “Then I’d fuck you. Hard to say how. Maybe your ankles on my shoulders. Maybe on your hands and knees with your face in the cushion so I could grab your hair like a leash. Maybe I’d let you ride me so I could get my mouth on your tits. So many ways to fuck you, Holly, I probably would have done it a few times.”

She was shivering. Panting. Shifting from foot to foot as if her pussy ached as much as his cock did.

“That’s what I do,” he told her. “Usually.” Then he pulled back so he could look at her, flushed hot and her eyes too bright and hectic. He set her back from him, holding her at arm’s length, and for a moment thought she might cry. He bit back a grin and sounded harsher than he meant to. “But you’re not into that kind of shit, are you? Being such a good girl.”


Chapter 4

Holly had never wanted to be a good girl less in all her life than she did in that moment.

Uptown’s hands were big and callused and wrapped around her upper arms tight enough so she could feel the press of the heavy rings he wore. He was leaning down to keep his face near hers, making his tempting mouth pretty much all she could see.

She could still feel it. The way he’d tasted her cheek, her neck, the hollow above her collarbone. He might as well have thrown gas all over her and then lit her on fire.

Maybe he had.

She’d had reasonable second thoughts when she’d followed him outside, and not only because there had been no pretending she didn’t see the unnecessarily evil glares coming her way from Katelyn and one of the other girls who worked behind the bar some nights and hung out on the customer side the rest of the time. That had given her pause. But also…he was Uptown. He was one of the Devil’s Keepers and she’d been raised to show all the bikers in Lagrange a healthy respect—from a very healthy distance. No matter how absurdly, lethally beautiful they might be. The entire way out of the bar she’d told herself that she was just going to talk to him. Maybe ride on his motorcycle, because that sounded like the sort of fun she’d never allowed herself before. That just because the patrons of Dumb Gator’s liked to fling caution to the winds along with their clothes and morals, that didn’t mean she had to follow suit simply because she was working there.

But she had no defense against him touching her. She wouldn’t have known where to start.

“I’m not that good,” she heard herself say, her voice a sad little croak that announced to the whole of the bayou how overwhelmed she was. She was lucky it was May and the tree frogs were making their usual racket, sounding like an orchestra of sour cowbells. The only thing louder was the hollering owls.

And her heart.

No one could hear how desperate and thrown she was unless they, like Uptown, were standing close enough to her that they could feel the heat of his body like a radiator in the dense night air. And he already knew.

“Then let’s go for a ride,” he dared her, his voice a low sort of drawl.

He stepped back, releasing her, and it took more work than it should have to stay upright. On her own two feet. As if he’d been holding her up all this time. Holly felt drunk. Dizzy and silly, buoyed by something merry and silvery that wound around inside of her and made her think all of this was a good idea.

All those wicked things he’d said to her, as if he knew every last one of the naughty dreams she’d had about him over the years. That lazy way he’d moved his mouth over her skin, as if he was only playing. She could still feel him, a deep wet ache between her legs, as if he really had licked her there instead of only talked about it.

But god, the way he’d talked about it.

When Uptown handed her a soft helmet to buckle under her chin, Holly didn’t argue. She settled it on her head and fastened it tight while he swung onto the motorcycle. And then she jumped when he started it, that guttural roar taking over even the noisy bayou night.

She could see his teeth flash in that smile of his that was rapidly becoming entirely too necessary to Holly. A lot like her mama’s pills were necessary to her, something Holly didn’t care to investigate too closely. An addict was an addict. It was in the blood, she’d read. And if so, she was screwed.

“Climb on,” he told her, pitching his voice to be heard over the engine’s roar. He jutted his chin toward the back part of his seat.

And Holly found she didn’t care too much about addiction issues, after all.

Holly had seen people ride motorcycles before, of course. Theoretically she knew that she had to climb on the thing the same way he had and then hold on to him. It was the doing of it that worried her. He turned his head to watch her as she stood there, psyching herself up, and she thought whatever else happened that image would be burned into her head forever. Killian Chenier, Uptown, in leather and a smile while he straddled a gleaming beast of a machine that he wanted her to ride with him.

She had to get on then or risk her knees giving out beneath her where she stood.

It was freaking her out to think too much about the logistics, so she stopped. She moved closer to the huge motorcycle and the not inconsiderably large man controlling it. She reached out and put her hand on his shoulder, which was a revelation all its own. He was hard and hot and muscled in ways that made her mouth water. But there was no time to really sink into the many levels of her appreciation for that, because she was throwing her leg out and hoping for the best as she pretty much hurled herself onto the seat behind him.

“Easy,” he said over his shoulder, and she could hear that he was laughing. At her, no doubt, the way it seemed he always was. Holly was thankful that he couldn’t see the way she flushed at that.

She settled her feet in the appropriate position where they wouldn’t light on fire from the engine or drag on the ground—anxieties that were probably only in her head, because he certainly didn’t mention either. He just nodded at the places she should put her feet to keep them out of danger and she obeyed.

“Hold on to me,” he ordered her, and did something to make the bike roar even louder. Or maybe that was just the noise in her ears, because she was already closer to him than she’d ever imagined she would be. There was only the slightest, scantest little sliver of space between their bodies on the seat, and that was because she was leaning back to make sure of it. She reached out and very gingerly placed her hands on his waist. “Like you mean it, princess.”

When she only sat there, frozen, he laughed again. He reached down and grabbed her wrists, then hauled her against him so there was no scant sliver of anything. She was plastered to him, slammed up tight against his broad, hard back covered in that black leather with the huge DKMC insignia like a flag. He tugged her arms all the way around his steel-cut abdomen so her breasts were flattened against him and she had no choice but to rest her chin on his wide, firm shoulder.

Well, murmured a dry, little voice deep inside of her, curling around the flames that danced there and fanning them higher, if you must wrap yourself around him, for safety, then you must.

“Don’t let go,” he told her in that low voice of his that seemed to war with the motorcycle between her legs. It all tumbled around inside of her until she couldn’t tell if she was shivering and shuddering or if that was just the bike’s vibrations.

Then she didn’t care which it was, because he took off.

As the bike leaped forward there was an initial jerk that made her clutch him hard, but in the next instant she really didn’t care if he knew he’d startled her. Because then they were flying. Just as he’d promised. Hurtling down an old bayou road she’d known her whole life but had never seen before, not like this.

Not ever like this.

Tonight she could feel it. The wind in her face, salty and sweet, the bayou and spring flowers all jumbled together like a prayer. The road beneath them, packed hard and stretching out before them. The wild jumble of the night sky beyond the thick, low trees. It all felt like another touch. Like it was connected somehow to the bike, the man, her.

The night was warm as they raced through it, and gradually, Holly melted into him. She didn’t think about it. She felt her breath slow as she held him, curled into his back with her arms locked tight over his firm abdomen as he steered them out into the thick, green countryside. He took the turns so fast it seemed as if they should have spun out into the red dirt, but they never did. It was like a powerful dance, the man and the bike and the night rushing hard and wild against her face.

And Holly thought it was possible she’d never been alive, not really, until tonight. Until now. Until she found herself a part of all that speed and fury and delirious noise, wrapped tight around a man she’d been dreaming of for years.

When he stopped at last, it took her a moment to realize he was waiting for her to climb off. And so she did, not entirely able to hide her sigh of disappointment, and then not really sure she’d be able to stay upright. She staggered a few feet from the bike, breathing as hard as if she’d been running, and tried to blink away the spinning sense of dislocation she felt when he cut the engine and the headlight went out, to the great dismay of the giddy insect population dancing in its glow.

She tugged off the soft helmet he’d given her and ran her fingers through the mess of her hair, not caring that she must have looked rough and untamed. Because for the first time in her life, that was how she felt and more, she kind of liked it. As if she’d only been waiting, all this time, for the opportunity to step outside of her careful little life. She slowed her breathing—some kind of panic, she told herself, though she knew it wasn’t that. Not quite that. The stars reasserted themselves in the soft night, and her eyes adjusted. She realized she knew where they were. Outside of town near the old railway bridge where, rumor had it, loose girls went with dangerous boys in high school and came back without their reputations. Not that she’d know firsthand. The railroad hadn’t come through this part of the parish in decades, but that only added to the place’s lure. Though as far as she could tell, they had it to themselves tonight. Every looming, decrepit inch.

The rational part of her brain, unable to deal with what was happening, launched into an explanation of why no one else was out here tonight as if she required that information to continue breathing. It was too late, of course, for high school kids who likely had curfews. There was nothing between Holly and Uptown but a bayou chorus with the usual mysterious splashes and unnerving loon calls. And the faint starlight, making them both shine.

She couldn’t tell, as he reached over and took her helmet from her to loop it over the nearest handlebar, if she was shaking because she was off in the darkness alone with him or if it was aftershocks from the bike ride. Or more likely, both.

“I’m not gonna ask if you enjoyed that,” he murmured, rich and dark, like the Louisiana night itself. “I could tell you did. You melted all over me.”

It would take a far stronger woman than Holly had ever been to keep from wondering if he would say something a lot like that after sex. Which she was definitely not picturing. Because she certainly didn’t now have his shoulders and back and gloriously taut and ridged abdomen burned into her senses forever.

“Are you going to tell me lies to get in my pants and then write my name in a high school bathroom stall?” Holly asked. She didn’t sound like herself, really. She sounded like the sort of girl who would be out on the old railway bridge with a very, very wicked man. Soft and amused at once. She liked it. “Because I heard that’s the only thing that happens to girls who come out here.”

Uptown laughed, then reached over and took her hand as if it was the most natural thing in the world. As if they’d held hands a million times. He laced his fingers in hers as if he already knew how well they fit and then he tugged her along with him as he walked out toward the bridge that stretched above the lazy river that hardly seemed to move at all and even so, moved a little too fast to qualify as another bayou.

He led her out over the old trestles, slowing as she picked her way carefully over the ancient wood in her too high, horny-bastard platform heels, taking care not to topple between the cracks.

When they were out in the middle of the bridge, Holly thought her heart might somersault through her ribs with all that not-panic, but all he did was sit down. He let his legs dangle over the side, high enough from the water’s surface that no pissy alligator could view him as bait. He tilted his head back to look up at her, still holding her hand, and waited.

And what was she going to do? Turn around and mince her way back off the damned bridge, forced to tiptoe because of the shoes on uneven ground? Even if she did—then what? Start the long and thankless walk back into town? It would take her most of what little was left of the night, and that was if she didn’t encounter an alligator all hopped up on its mating season and looking for reasons to bite.

Why on earth are you pretending you don’t want to sit down? she asked herself then, because the truth was, she couldn’t think of a single thing she wanted more. She wanted to be the girl he’d brought out here, flushed with her own daring on the back of a Harley. She wanted to be the infinitely more wicked girl who sat down with him out here where no one could see them and did…whatever came next.

She wanted to stop pretending, for once.

Holly knew she shouldn’t want any of this. She shouldn’t want more from a man like Uptown. It wasn’t as if she didn’t know the perils of that kind of thing. Wanting more was very likely how Katelyn had ended up where she was now, a position Holly refused to name in her head, though she could still see the way her friend had looked at her earlier when she’d discussed the old ladies. And Digger Guillot, the DKMC president. Holly didn’t want that, surely. There was deciding to step away from the life her father had planned for her because her father was, as maybe she’d always known on some level, a big liar. That wasn’t the same thing as jumping off the sort of cliff Katelyn had. She didn’t want that.

Wasn’t that the trouble though? Holly didn’t know what the hell she wanted, when left to her own devices. She’d never had to worry her pretty head about that before, not with so many expectations already laid out for her, spoken and unspoken. She wasn’t sure she even knew how.

“Sit with me,” Uptown said, grinning at her.

And that made sense. She felt it, everywhere. Yes, Holly thought, with every last cell of her body, conviction stamped deep, like bone.

This was exactly what she wanted.

This night. This man. This, whatever that meant.

She eased herself down, letting her own feet hang over the edge, relieved that the shoes she wore had straps around the ankles that kept them tethered to her. The water was a long way down, and there was no telling what lurked in it. She swung her legs like pendulums and didn’t object when he pulled her closer to him, slinging an arm over her shoulders. His arm was heavy, solid. Sheer muscle, just like the rest of him, but something about the weight of it made her quiver, deep inside. It made her feel safe.

It got her wet.

So wet she was surprised she didn’t turn into a puddle, then and there.

“What are you doing now?” he asked her, his voice calm. Easy. As if they’d spent endless nights together just like this, hanging out in the dark and talking.

But that would involve getting used to Uptown and Holly couldn’t imagine that ever happening. She was lost in the feel of him, all around her. The scent of him, male and right. His huge, hard body next to hers, so that every breath she took set her on fire. The fact that he was so calm, so relaxed in comparison, should have humiliated her, but it seemed a little too hard to care about that when, if she turned her head, she could bury her face in the crook of his neck.

For a giddy, dizzy moment, she couldn’t think about anything else.

“With your life,” he added when she didn’t respond. Because she couldn’t. “You went off to college. You graduated. Don’t you have some fancy life all planned?” He made a sound that was a little too hard to be a laugh. She knew his laughter by now—because it was a blazing thing inside of her, bright and hot and wild—and this wasn’t it. “Let me guess. Your daddy makes those decisions.”

Was it better or worse that he wasn’t wrong about that? Holly kept her eyes focused out on the river, where she could see the water moving and a faint suggestion of the stars on the murky surface.

“Some girls might take a little umbrage at that notion,” she pointed out. Quietly. “Even if it was true. Maybe especially if it was true. This is the twenty-first century and Lagrange isn’t a medieval keep. And even if it was, my father is just the mayor, not some grand high king who can make royal proclamations and expect me to follow them.”

“Does he know that?” She could feel Uptown’s gaze on the side of her face, probing and insistent. After a moment, he looked to the river again. Happily, his arm stayed put.

Holly thought that maybe, when she was back in her mint green and crisp white childhood bedroom that had always felt like a showroom and not quite her own, she would retreat beneath her covers and hide from the world and live forever on the memory of that tough, strong arm around her. Holding her tight. Keeping her close. Making her aware of her body and her skin and the places she was too warm in a way only a humid summer ever had before.

“I haven’t consulted my father about my plans, as a matter of fact,” Holly answered him finally. And there were so many things she didn’t want to know. Most especially, why Uptown was so familiar with her father and his fondness for issuing decrees. Or, more accurately, she had a very good idea why but didn’t want to get into it because it might do something to move his arm off her shoulders and his body away from hers. “For all he knows I’m going to backpack across the world for a year or two until I find myself. Likely on a far-off beach somewhere unpronounceable, where I’ll live off the land and make jewelry from the local grasses.” She cleared her throat. “Or something.”

“Are you?”

Holly sighed. “No. I’d like to see Europe and stay in nice hotels in famous neighborhoods, sure. But I don’t think I need to trek around with a pack like a turtle lugging its own house, collecting situational tattoos and questionable piercings like mementos.”

“The longer you talk about the shit you’re not doing, the more I think you’re avoiding the question, babe.”

It was her turn to laugh. “I’m not avoiding it. I just don’t know.” She reached up and tucked a chunk of her hair behind one ear. And then decided to be honest, for once. Because if she couldn’t be honest here, on a bridge in the middle of the night with only a very bad biker to hear her, maybe she wasn’t capable of honesty at all. “Everyone seemed to just know, suddenly. Out of the blue. All my friends are going into graduate programs or getting their teaching credentials or getting married. Or they’re going off to work in some career they somehow woke up and knew was the one for them at some point before graduation. I never woke up and knew anything. My life hasn’t ever changed all that much and I didn’t imagine it would after college. My daddy has certain expectations. He always has.” She shrugged. “But I pretended I had a whole new life planned out, too, because that seemed to be expected and what else could I do?”

“Tell prying assholes to mind their own business. Including me.” He shifted slightly, there beside her. “Do what you want, babe. Anyone who tells you that you can’t is either trying to trap you or is trapped themselves. And if you buy into that shit? It’s on you.”

She moved a little closer to him without thinking. Then she thought about it and liked it, so she smiled at him, too. “I think maybe the road not taken looks a little clearer to an outlaw biker.”

He leaned back as he laughed, rocking her with him, and her heart flipped over in her chest. And the kinds of trouble she was in here washed over her, but it stopped mattering. It all stopped mattering. Because she’d been so good for so long. She’d pretended not to see anything but her duties, her obligations, her father’s expectations. All her life. Surely she’d earned the right to a little bit of trouble, this far out of town where nobody could see her.

Especially because Uptown was talking. “I wasn’t always an outlaw biker. For a long time I was just a kid with no choices. Then I decided that was bullshit. There’s always a choice. You just might not like it very much.”

Holly wanted to ask him about that kid with no choices, but she didn’t quite dare.

“Well, I decided my choice was to move down to Lafayette and get a cute little apartment,” she told him. “Or maybe Baton Rouge, whatever.” She blew out a breath. “I figured I’d join the Junior League when I was old enough, like my mother did back when. I’d get a job, do a little charity, and that’s a whole life, right? Not even a bad life, if you think about it.”

“It sounds boring as fuck, babe.”

Of course it did. To a man like Uptown, a little life like that was a kind of death. Holly didn’t want to think about the part of her that agreed. She shook her head, entirely too aware she was too close to him. That his face was right there. And that she was less scared of that—of him—by the second.

“Not everyone is seized with an urge to be a doctor or a lawyer or a Devil’s Keeper at a young age. Some of us have to stagger on out into the world and figure it out as we go.”

And Holly had to accept that she wasn’t honest after all, because she couldn’t quite bring herself to mention the other, better things she’d imagined she’d be doing with her life. Finding that appropriate someone. Settling down. Finally having a family that was hers—that wasn’t all silence and pretending and terrible ghosts everyone acted as if they couldn’t see. Finally having a place she belonged.

She couldn’t possibly tell this man that.

“What do you want?” Uptown asked, his voice as unflinching as the gaze he leveled at her from all of an inch away. “What do you dream about?”

And Holly couldn’t have said why the question made her so…edgy. She didn’t want to talk about the family she wanted or the family she already had that had always made her long for a real one. Tonight the only dreams she remembered clearly—the only ones she was prepared to admit to herself, anyway—were the ones starring him.

“I don’t know.”

“Let’s pretend that what you laid out just now isn’t the most depressing shit I’ve ever heard,” he said, that same steel in his voice. Which didn’t make him sound like he was pretending much of anything. Because why would he? He wore his identity right there on his chest, visible to anyone and everyone who looked. “You’re gonna throw something at a map and randomly pick a city. That’s not a plan. That’s called flailing. So is hoping you’ll also randomly trip over some asshole who fits into whatever the hell accidental life you stumble into once you get there.”

That stung. “I didn’t say that.”

“You didn’t have to say it, princess. It’s who you are.”

How did he do that? How did he make her feel ashamed of herself when he couldn’t possibly know her heart? More importantly, when had she let this rude, overbearing man close enough to her that he could make her feel anything?

“You don’t have any idea who I am,” she gritted out.

Uptown let out a hard, low laugh. “Do you? Are you gonna choose something or is your half-assed decision to avoid making a choice gonna turn into your whole life? Just like that.” He snapped his fingers and Holly glared at him. “But instead of waiting for a sad, boring death in some suburb with three kids who hate you and a douchebag husband who bangs a new bitch every time he leaves on a business trip, you’re here. Sucked back into Lagrange to watch your old man’s downfall up close and personal. Why?”

“Is this how you lure all the girls?” she asked, a little sharply. Maybe more than a little, because she’d spent years deliberately not asking herself these questions. She didn’t much like it when he asked them for her. “Because if it is, I can’t imagine why someone didn’t push you off this bridge years ago.”

“I thought we went over this.” He shifted then, so he could trace the line of her jaw with one of his deliciously rough fingertips. Her breath caught and she had to remind herself of how rude he was. How overbearing. “Normally I just fuck them ’til they scream, princess. But I’m not doing that with you.”

That scraped at her, a lot harder than any snide comments about her future, and she frowned at him.

“You’re not?”

She felt him smile more than saw it. “No. Not tonight.”

“Is this biker chivalry? Is that actually a thing?” She tried to keep the outrage from her voice and failed. It had been bad enough—or surprising, anyway—that first night in Dumb Gator’s. He’d told her he wanted to be the one to break her, which had been as thrilling as it had been a little overwhelming and then he’d…walked out of the office. Then disappeared for a week. Talk about a mixed message. Her frown tipped over into a full-on scowl and she didn’t try too hard to stop it. “Why do I get the special treatment that no one actually wants?”

He laughed again. Then he turned, wrapping one of his hard hands over the nape of her neck and holding her still. She lost that heavy arm over her shoulders, but it was difficult to mind too much when he was holding her like that, keeping her face near his. Taking control, in case she’d had any illusions on that score.

His voice was gentle. “You’re a virgin, baby.”

Holly wanted to die. She froze into a column of ice at the same time a wave of sheer humiliation washed over her. There was a large part of her that wanted to simply tip forward over the side of the bridge and let the river take her, because who talked about these things? So…baldly?

He’d indicated that he thought she was a virgin before. But this was different. He wasn’t throwing something at her to shock her. He knew.

He knew.

“That’s not a secret and I’m not ashamed of it,” she made herself say with every last scrap of her resolve. Because both of those things had been true before tonight. Before right this minute. “But I don’t see how that’s anyone’s business but mine.”

“Princess, you have no idea what you’re talking about,” Uptown said, and that gentle note in his voice was gone. Evaporated, as if it had never been, and something like a shiver snaked down her spine.

“You told me what you were talking about, though.” She tipped her chin up, which was harder to do than it should have been with his hand on her neck. His palm seemed hotter than before, as if he was branding her with his touch, but maybe that was just the temperature inside her. That raging, impossible fire. “In detail. I rode off with you anyway.”

“Are you begging me to fuck you, Holly?” he asked, stark and to the point. It cut through her. Then seemed to bleed sensation deep between her legs, so intense she was grateful she was already sitting down. “Because if you are, then beg. If you’re not, if I were you, I’d stop pushing. I’m not a preppy Ole Miss frat boy, ready to dance around on a leash because you’re pretty and like to hold your pussy in reserve like a big-game trophy.”

There were so many things she could have been offended by in that growled little speech, delivered so close to her face. But Holly ignored them, because it occurred to her that as alive and free as she’d felt on the back of his motorcycle, she felt no different now. And if she was truly honest for a change, she’d had a taste of this exact sensation all those years ago behind the church, just watching him. She wanted to call it panic, but it wasn’t. It seared through her in the same way. It made her aware. It made her feel breathless and out of control. But this wasn’t panic.

It was him.

“Would begging work?” She didn’t know where she got the nerve to ask that, and she regretted it almost in the next second. She could feel the way he stilled, that powerful body of his very nearly vibrating with a different kind of tension, as if he was coiling up to strike. Just in case she’d forgotten that this man was a predator. “Not that I’m planning to, ah, do anything about my virginity. But if I were, would that do the trick?”

Uptown shook his head, a strange little smile toying with those perfect lips of his. Holly didn’t see him move, but suddenly she was off balance and his arm was there behind her. He held her at an angle while he leaned over her, and then bore her down until she was on her back on the railroad tie and he was half on top of her. Trapping her, she understood, as her pulse rabbited through her body and she did absolutely nothing to fight it.

Absolutely nothing but lie there and marvel at the sight of this beautiful, dangerous man, propped up over her with his cut falling open to show off his mouthwatering chest.

“I keep wondering what makes you different from other women,” he said, and it was a low accusation, not a compliment.

“There are other virgins in the world,” she told him. Tartly. “I’m not some kind of unicorn just because you haven’t met any of them.”

He shook his head, his lips pressed together and a hot, hard gleam in his gaze. She’d found that look unnerving enough with the bar at Dumb Gator’s between them. It was nothing short of sheer madness now that she was on her back and he was looming there above her, blocking out the stars. And her breath. And the whole, wide world.

“The way you talk back,” Uptown said, as if he was tasting her again, a slow, hot slide. “The way you pretend not to see things and don’t bother to hide the fact you’re being stubborn when it’s nothing but dumb. This mix of wide-eyed and mouthy.”

“You’re used to a different sort of woman,” she said, thinking she should really do something about the fact he was lying on her like this. In a minute, she promised herself, because there were too many parts of her softening and obliging and yearning, and she’d never felt anything like it before. “Women who audition in the offices of bars with extreme sexual acts, for example. That’s not me.”

Uptown slowly lowered his head toward hers. So very slowly. She could feel her heart in her temples. Her ears. Her body was staging a full-scale riot. There was nothing but a damp, insistent greed between her legs, which she thought she should find alarming. If he came any closer, if he did any of the terrible, glorious things she could see like promises stamped all over his beautiful face, surely she would die.

One more minute, she told herself. You can die in a minute.

“I get it,” he murmured, a gruff sound a little like wonder. “You don’t know any better, growing up with nothing but your daddy’s bluster in your head. You think you’re safe.”

And then he bent his head and covered her mouth with his.


Chapter 5

Once, when Holly had been a little girl, she’d put her fingers on a red-hot grill at one of the town picnics in the park out behind town hall. She’d snatched her hand back almost instantly. And there had been a shuddering moment of staring at her fingers and the faint red marks on the tips, wondering if maybe she’d imagined the heat, the sting, or if she’d moved fast enough to avoid hurting herself. But then all that sensation had walloped her, so intense that for another sheer, dizzying slam of her heart she’d been unable to process it as pain or pleasure or something else altogether.

This was worse. Much, much worse.

Though when the sensation of Uptown’s mouth on hers penetrated her shock, it didn’t hurt.

It burned her alive.

He didn’t kiss her like this was their first time. He started in a place most boys she knew hadn’t dared work their way up to over the course of many dates over months—open mouth, greedy tongue, deep and wet and hot.

So hot she had no choice but to surrender herself to the searing, soaring madness of it.

He rolled a little more on top of her, gathering her closer to his powerful frame, and he took her over. There was no coaxing, no tentative exploration. Uptown took what he wanted, and what he wanted was everything.

She discovered she wanted to give it to him. Again and again and again.

Holly had no idea that all this time she’d been kissing the wrong people and not all that well. Because it had always been faintly awkward. Strange at first, with gradual improvements over time. Difficult to understand exactly what to do, where to put her hands, how to act while figuring out some new boy’s rhythms. She’d never quite turned her head off or lost herself in it the way people always claimed they did.

She’d always thought those people were predisposed to be dramatic about these things. Maybe it made them feel like their lives were Hollywood movies, and she couldn’t begrudge them that. But reality had always been a bit of a letdown.

Uptown was not.

Tonight—with him—she just wrapped herself around his solid, hard-packed body and let herself go for the first time ever. Lost, found, it didn’t matter. She didn’t care what he was doing as long as he didn’t stop. God help her, she thought if he stopped she might die. She trailed her fingers down his smooth leather cut, over the DKMC logo there, to the waistband of his jeans. She didn’t continue on to his butt, because maybe she wasn’t that lost or that daring, no matter the mad, revolutionary feelings pounding through her. Then she thought what the hell and shoved her hands beneath his T-shirt. She ran her palms up the length of his wide, hard back, or that part of the smooth, muscled expanse she could reach, and Uptown rewarded her with a low growl of pleasure she could actually taste.

She could taste him.

He held her face between his hands, keeping her exactly where he wanted her while he did what he liked, and she wanted him to keep doing it forever. He switched up the angle, taking the kiss deeper, dirtier. He ate at her mouth as if he could taste the distinct flavor of every shudder that shot through her body. He rubbed himself against her while he did it, big and sexy and impossibly bold. There was nothing the least bit shy about him or the focused, intent way he pursued the most sensation—the deepest kiss, the hottest drag of his mouth against hers, his hard chest a provocative ache against her suddenly wildly sensitive nipples. He made her head spin and her pussy clench to match, until she was rocking herself against the big thigh he thrust between her legs with the sort of heedless abandon she’d have thought was a lie—and an embarrassment—only a few hours before.

Something huge and dark was coming at her, she could feel it from far off. Sensation barreled through her, as wild and heedless and impossible as he was, and she moaned against his mouth as she threw herself toward it and writhed against him, trying to get there. Uptown pulled back then, his own breath hard between them, looking fierce. Almost furious.

“Don’t you dare come against my leg,” he growled at her, as if something that took so much work under normal circumstances was about to spontaneously occur there and then. Holly blinked and considered the blazing, raging heat between her legs and that massive thing she could feel bearing down on her with a certain exhilarating inevitability. Hell. Maybe it was. “The first time I make you come isn’t going to be like we’re two fucking teenagers on a school night before curfew, fully clothed, pretending we’re not doing exactly what we’re doing.”

He wasn’t mad, despite his harsh tone. She knew that with the same bedrock certainty that she knew she was about to come from this, from rocking herself against his thigh when her previous experiences with orgasms had involved her own guilty hand beneath her bedcovers and the odd pool jet.

“Lucky teenagers,” Holly whispered, her lips nearly touching his.

He muttered something that sounded like a curse, then kissed her again, deeper than before. Wilder. And she couldn’t stop herself. She didn’t try. She pressed against him, desperate and mindless and needy—

Then he rolled away, leaving her gasping.

She was dizzy again, and this time, she wanted to spin out into it forever. She wanted to fall off into the night and get swallowed up in the sweet, thick Louisiana dark, until she was flying again the way she had on the back of his bike. She was already more than halfway there. So close to that tantalizing oblivion that she could sense its shape already. She could feel it licking between her legs, coiled tight in her belly, making her breasts feel full with the same greed.

And more than all of that she wanted the weight of him again, pressing her down against the railroad ties, changing her and reshaping her that easily.

Holly didn’t question the fact that she was different now. Forever changed. Possibly marked eternally by that kiss. She just knew it was true.

She sat up slowly. Carefully, as if she expected that slick riot inside of her to express itself like cuts and bruises all over her skin, indelible scars to mark her as his for all time. As if she wanted nothing more than to wear this night forever, like a tattoo.

Uptown was sitting a little apart from her, his hands in fists on his thighs and his brooding attention on the river below. Holly could feel his tension. She knew, somehow, that he was as close to exploding as she felt. But she imagined it would look different when a big, tough outlaw biker did it.

And she didn’t have words to explain, even inside her own head, how much she wanted him to explode all over her.

“Did you really come out here as a teenager?” And if it cost her to sound so conversational, so unbothered by what had just happened, so very much the way she usually did, as if her lips didn’t feel swollen and she wasn’t wet and unsettled and shaken straight through—but she pushed that aside. “It seems a little conventional for someone who also utilized the family tombs behind the church in broad daylight.”

“If conventional was what it took, I gave it a shot,” Uptown said, after a long moment when she thought maybe he wouldn’t reply. She kept her gaze trained on his big fists with all his dangerous rings gleaming in the faint starlight. “I’m all about results, princess. Whatever gets me where I need to go.”

She didn’t get the sense he was talking about sex. Or not only about sex.

“I don’t know anything about you.” It was easier to make herself sound cheerful when she could see it was working. Slowly, carefully, he uncurled his fingers. He took a deep, long breath that she could feel beside her as well as hear. “As far as I can tell, you appeared fully formed exactly as you are. Part of the club, obviously very dangerous, and still trailed after by every last female in south Louisiana.”

“I grew up right here in the parish,” he told her after a moment, and she could tell the threat of that explosion had faded. She didn’t know how she felt about that. Pleased? Regretful? Terrified it would never happen again? “But not the way you did. I went from my mama’s shitty trailer to my grandfather’s old fishing shack out in the bayou. Back and forth, depending on how messed up my mama’s life was at any given time. Then he died and it was just her bad decisions and the shitty trailer and all the assholes she let share it.”

Holly let out a breath, which was how she realized she’d been holding it.

Uptown slid her a look she couldn’t quite read, though she could feel it in her gut. “You think that tells you all my deep, dark secrets? You think if you hear a few cleaned-up stories you know me?”

Holly thought he was like the bayou that murmured all around them in this part of the world. Secrets sunk deep into more secrets. Shifting and mysterious, as treacherous as it was seductive. Not for everyone, the stark beauty of the swamp. Some couldn’t see it at all. Some were afraid of it. Still others found it no more than a curiosity on their way to another party in New Orleans. Something to check off the tourist list with a plantation tour and some beignets. But those the swamp caught, it kept.

She knew better than to tell him that.

“I don’t think I know your mama,” she said instead, as if they were at a garden party instead of up high on an old bridge out past the town line, wrecking reputations and crossing boundaries.

“You wouldn’t.” He didn’t look over at her then, but everything seemed to get darker. He didn’t clench his fists again, but the line of his shoulders seemed wider. Harder. Or as if he was building a kind of wall with his own body, his mood was that intense. “Unless you spend a lot of time with junkies. And I don’t think you do.”

“No,” she agreed. Then she considered it for a moment and realized she’d lied, because when it came to her mother and her pills she always lied. She always had, protecting the family name or her mother or a twisted combination of both, maybe. And she didn’t know how to stop. “Not that I’m aware of, anyway.”

“You’d be aware. There’s no pretending it’s something else.” He shook his head. “The thing about heroin is that it takes its sweet-ass time killing you. Long after you ruin your life and the lives of everyone who ever gave a shit about you, there you are. Still hustling. Still jonesing. Still hitting up your kid for cash, still selling whatever you can get your hands on. Still claiming you’re gonna get clean. Lying, turning tricks, sleeping rough. But you don’t die, even if everything you were or could have been died so long ago no one can remember it anymore. It’s slow-motion suicide.”

Holly didn’t know which one of them was more surprised by that outburst, him or her. His bitter words seemed to cling to his shoulders, bolstering that wall, making him seem farther away when he was right there beside her. She wanted to reach out to him. She wanted to put her hands on him, to offer him comfort, but she didn’t dare.

And it turned out that was how she stopped lying about her mother. Because it was the only way she could reach out and touch him.

“My mama pops pills like they’re Skittles,” Holly offered. She’d never said that out loud before. Not to anyone. Not even the people who knew her mama and could see for themselves how loopy she was on the odd days she actually made it out of her bedroom. But he’d said “slow-motion suicide” and she knew what that looked like. What it felt like to watch from the sidelines, helpless and grim. And here on the old railroad bridge an hour or so before dawn, with a dangerous man she hardly knew right there beside her, she admitted to herself that she felt just as bitter about it as Uptown did. And that she always had. Her mama had abandoned her without actually going anywhere, leaving all her responsibilities for Holly to handle whether she wanted them or not. “Percocet, mostly. Vicodin on special occasions. With a Valium and white wine chaser. She used to try to get out of bed sometimes and pretend to be involved, but that was a long time ago. A long, long time ago.”

The way he looked at her then made her skin pull tight, then prickle.

“Are you trying to bond with me over crappy mothers?” His voice hinted at all manner of insidious, unsettling things she chose not to identify, and now that wall he’d put up all around himself was in his dark gaze, too. And pressing hard into her. Encroaching. Making her pulse seem to explode in her throat. “On the one hand there’s the mayor’s sad, doped-up wife on her rich-lady pills. On the other there’s a junkie whore who has to score street H where she can find it. You think that makes us the same? You think we’re buddies now?”

Now was the time to say something self-deprecating and offbeat. Something to snap him out of whatever this was. Holly was good at moments like this. She’d spent her life contorting herself around her father’s many moods, obliging him and flattering him and amusing him in turn, because that had been her job as long as her mother failed to emerge from her bedroom. By now it was practically a reflex.

“God, I hope not,” she said instead of something light and airy and amusing. Because she didn’t want to contort, maybe. Not with him. Or she couldn’t do it under all that bittersweet scrutiny, which amounted to about the same thing.

Uptown studied her. He didn’t reply, so she kept going.

“I don’t want to be buddies,” she told him with a fervor that was only going to get her in trouble. She understood that. But she couldn’t seem to stop, and maybe she was already in over her head. Maybe it had been too late since the moment she’d walked into Dumb Gator’s in defiance of her father and everything he’d insisted he wanted for her entire life up to that point. She’d thought it was going to be working in the bar that wrecked everything, but no one had noticed. Maybe Uptown was the bomb she needed to destroy her tiny little life enough that she could finally leave it. God knew, that was how he felt to her already. “I have a whole lot of buddies. In fact, I’m everybody’s best friend.”

His lips twitched slightly, all the dark, bitter tension of the moment easing. Not disappearing, but smoothing out a little. “If you mean everybody with a dick, then no, babe. You’re not.”

“Really, I am. I’m a master of the friend zone. Everybody says so.”

“That’s not actually being friends, no matter what they say. You get that, right? You’re ignoring the fact they want to fuck you by treating them like one of your girlfriends and they do it because they’re hoping you might slip up some drunken evening and let them fuck you anyway.” There was a heat in his gaze that made her feel shivery. It was much better than that wall. Than all that tension. It was better and it was terrifying and she felt it like an ache all through her body and into her bones, deep and lush. “They all let you get away with it because they’re little fucking bitches.”

“That’s not what I would have called the numerous men of my acquaintance who are, in fact, friends.”

“Nothing friendly about that kind of hide-and-seek bullshit. It’s a scam weak men run to take advantage of women who don’t want to be mean.” Uptown shook his head. “Let’s be real clear, Holly. I want to fuck you. If we get friendly, that’s great, but mostly I just want you on my cock and I don’t give a fuck if you’re mean, rude, whatever, as long as everyone’s getting off. If you say no, I might try to convince you of the error of your ways, granted. But I’m not going to be a dickless wonder, pretending I want to hang out on the couch watching girlie shit. I’m not going to fake falling asleep on you to cop a feel.”

Holly folded her hands in front of her and she turned her head so she could study his fascinating, beautiful face.

“Like I said, I don’t want to be your buddy.”

His grin was slow, wolfish and hot, and his eyes gleamed in the dark.

“Why, princess,” he said, mocking her. “Are you propositioning me?”

“Certainly not. A lady never does the propositioning. It’s crass.”

And she was out in the dark in the middle of the night with the most exciting man she’d ever met—something she’d thought about him when she was sixteen and had stumbled across the most erotic situation she’d ever seen. That hadn’t changed. If anything, knowing Uptown a little better made him even more exciting. She was out on the old railroad bridge she’d carefully avoided all these years, destroying her reputation the way she’d daydreamed about doing in high school while she was busy being sweet and chaste and good, because it was expected. Her father was very publicly and irrevocably not the man she’d dutifully tried to imagine he was, the man he’d thundered at her to believe he was, and she was bartending at Dumb Gator’s, an establishment she’d gone her whole life pretending just wasn’t there.

A casual observer might think she was on a mission to ruin her life.

They’d be right. Her father’s arrest had changed everything. It had ripped away all those lies she’d spent her life calling truths. It had exposed all the ugliness beneath the charade she’d invested so much time in performing. And there was no pretending any longer that her life wasn’t just one more of the lies he’d told her that she’d set about acting as if she believed.

No more.

She might not know how to go about crafting the life she really wanted when she’d spent so much of the one she’d had already beneath her father’s thumb, but she did know this—she’d felt gloriously free exactly two times, ever, and they’d both been tonight.

Once on the back of his bike. And the other when he’d kissed her.

Holly stopped thinking. What had thinking ever done for her except keep her in the same box playing the same game of pretend—where she had nothing to look forward to but ending up like her mother, sprawled out in the master bedroom of a plantation house in a bayou town, shut down and blissed out and gone as if she’d never been?

The very idea made her stomach hurt. She leaned close to Uptown instead, pressing against his arm like she belonged there and more, had spent a whole lot of time in that very same position, soaking him in. And then she lifted her mouth and she kissed him.

He let her.

She fit her lips to his, learning the contours of that ridiculous, remarkable mouth that had haunted her for years. She could feel him toying with her, his lips curving as if he was still smiling at her explorations. He didn’t let her go deeper. He didn’t let her get intense. He just played with her while she got madder and more desperate, hot and wet and cranky, and then he pulled away.

She heard the little noise she made. As mournful as it was pissed.

And he was definitely smiling then, though it felt indulgent rather than mocking. She told herself that was something.

“That tasted like a proposition and you’re right, it was crass as fuck,” he said against her mouth. And maybe he was mocking and indulgent at once. One big, hard hand smoothed its way down the length of her hair, and it said something about her that she found that as comforting as she did stirring. He laughed, like he knew that, too. Like he knew everything even before she did. Like he was a bomb all right, and he’d already started detonating, whether she was ready for him or not. “I got to tell you, princess. I’m fucking shocked.”

—

Uptown really was shocked, but not at pretty Holly Chambless who tasted like sweet, ripe strawberries and who was going to kill him with her artless, innocent, seeking kisses. If he didn’t lose his shit and sink into her first.

He was shocked at himself because he didn’t do it, here and now and with no finesse whatsoever.

Uptown wasn’t a biker who lived outside the law because he was big on impulse control. If he wanted something, he took it. It made life clean and easy, most of the time. It tended to clear up any confusion.

He told himself it was the fact Holly was a pawn in a bigger game that was keeping him from tugging off her jeans and settling himself nice and tight between her smooth thighs, then thrusting on home. He told himself he was being strategic, saving that virgin pussy for a time when taking it could do the most damage to her douchebag father.

But he had the sinking, unwelcome notion that he’d actually been telling the truth when he’d said he wasn’t going to make her come for the first time out here like hundreds of desperate, horny teenagers had been doing as long as anyone could remember. As if he thought she was too special for that. Or as if he wanted her to be special, which was even worse, when his favorite hobby was fucking as many groupies as he could handle in any given evening and going back for more after a beer or two. Uptown liked pussy, and a lot of it. He liked improbable positions and he liked getting creative, because it was always, always fun. It was always good. He’d never liked to put a lid on his sex drive, no matter what that lid was. No old lady for him. No possessive crap, no psycho exes, no clinging and whiny girls to ruin an evening with their shit. None of that crap for him. Quantity made quality, in his opinion.

He’d never wanted one woman badly enough that no one else could scratch that itch. He’d never really believed it was even possible to be that discerning when pussy, after all, was still pussy no matter whose legs it was between. It had been bad enough before. Getting close to Holly had made the Shreveport bitches unattractive. Now he’d tasted her. He’d wanted to drown himself in her eager mouth, then teach her how to take him there, then repeat the learning experience with his aching cock deep in her hot, wet, untried cunt—but not here.

He wanted to take his time. He wanted to get his lips and his tongue on every inch of her sweet little body until he knew how her skin tasted everywhere, how her pussy smelled when she was creamy and ripe, how her come felt in his mouth. He wanted to make it so good that sweet little Holly Chambless was as much of an addict as her mother and his, a sickness that only he could ever cure.

He refused to examine that possessive bullshit. Inside of him, taking him over and making crazy fucking thoughts like that seem perfectly normal and reasonable. He couldn’t let himself think about any of it, because he knew it wouldn’t lead anywhere good.

“Killian,” she whispered, and he didn’t correct her, not when her lips were damp from his and he could see her tits poking at him from beneath her shirt. Not when she was squirming where she sat, like she’d kill someone for something hard between her legs to ease that ache.

He didn’t correct her.

And that was fucking chilling. He’d earned his name. Uptown was who he was. Killian was a weak kid who’d died the day he’d joined the Devil’s Keepers and made himself a man.

Uptown let go of her before he could make this mess any worse. Then he rolled to his feet before he really did forget himself and what he wanted from this. From her. No matter how tight her ass was and how much he wanted to get his hands all over it.

His mother was an addict and had been for a long time. Pretty, funny Michelle Chenier was gone and in her place was the zombie bitch who’d killed her. The empty husk of a woman who stole, lied, fucked, and whatever else to get her next fix. But Uptown still remembered who she’d been before she’d graduated from occasional, recreational user who partied sometimes but always took care of her son into the lost cause she was now.

He remembered what she’d been like, back when he was young and it was just the two of them. She’d been barely seventeen when she’d had him and she’d always treated him more like a small friend than her child. He remembered those days. They’d been broke, sure, but his grandfather had helped out while he’d been alive and life had been sweet enough despite the things it lacked. But then his grandfather had died and everything had changed. And Uptown remembered exactly who’d kicked her down this road she couldn’t get off.

More than that, he could remember exactly what the mayor sounded like when he was fucking Uptown’s mother’s face. Like a dirty, disgusting pig, grunting while she choked there on her knees and then thanked him afterward. Anything she had to do to get that little plastic baggie he would toss at her like she was the trash, not him.

Oh yeah. Some shit was burned into his head and Uptown figured it always would be—but the good news was, he had a new plan for handling that.

Drugs were going to kill his mama one of these days, but not fast enough. Not before she burned out every last shred of humanity inside of her, scrambled her brain and destroyed her body. Uptown couldn’t save his mother. He’d tried. God knows, he’d tried. He’d spent a good ten years doing everything he could, first as a desperate teenager and later as a Devil’s Keeper with all the money and influence the patch on his back commanded, and it didn’t make any difference. He couldn’t reach the girl she’d been. He couldn’t access that funny, sweet mother he remembered. He couldn’t bring her back, or relive the years both of them had lost to her habit, or change any of the things they’d both lived through.

He’d mourned his mother for years. Especially when he had to roust her off his front step or refuse to give her the money she’d long ago stopped pretending was for food or rent. When he had to decide whether or not to bail her out of jail for soliciting or buying or both. When he had to do any of the grim, terrible shit no one should have to do for someone they’d once loved. Much less his own fucking mother. He couldn’t do anything about that. He couldn’t make any of it go away. He couldn’t make it better.

But he could make the asshole who’d given her heroin the first time, then kept her supplied with the shit so she wouldn’t complain about the sick things he did to her in a trailer with her young son present, pay.

Pay and pay and pay.

And it didn’t matter what his cock was trying to tell him now. Holly Chambless was the key to ruining Benny Chambless’s charade of a life and Uptown knew it.

“You don’t look shocked,” Holly said, making him realize he’d gone off into his head for who knew how long. “You look like you’re leaving.”

She was still sitting there like a wet dream, her hair down around her shoulders, her nipples like beads beneath her tank top, and her endlessly long legs swinging over the side of the railroad bridge. Uptown bet he could throw a stone and hit twenty horny fuckers who’d woken up sticky to an image just like this one while Holly was in high school, very clearly not the type of girl who followed a boy to a place like this and let him get his hands all over her.

He didn’t say anything, because he wasn’t entirely sure what might come out of his mouth and Uptown definitely didn’t like the sensation. He reached down and slid his hands beneath her arms, then hoisted her up, grinning when she let out a little sound of surprise. He set her on her own two feet, then took her hand again the way he had on the way out here.

There were so many things he wasn’t letting himself think about too much. The way her soft gaze met his, then dropped, while her fingers curled around his and held tight. The way she moved when he did without complaint, picking her way across the old bridge with a certain grace that made his pulse slam through his cock again and again, like it was trying to teach him a lesson. Or remind him why he didn’t do restraint.

She was too pretty. That had always been true. For years he’d comforted himself with the knowledge that she was likely a snotty little bitch, but as far as he could tell, she wasn’t. She was funny. She was a little lost, maybe, but Uptown didn’t know many people who weren’t at some point or another, and none of them had grown up with Benny in their faces. She was doing okay, all things considered. He’d been a little lost himself until he’d committed to the club.

He’d expected to want to fuck her. He had a dick, after all, and she had that ass. He hadn’t imagined it would be any kind of hardship.

But it had never crossed his mind that he might like her.

Uptown didn’t want to think about that, either.

So he didn’t. He put her on the back of his bike and he took her for a ride. They crisscrossed the parish until the sun came up. Holly clung to his back and there was nothing but the thick, sweet air and the road beneath them, spooling out forever. Riding was the closest Uptown ever came to praying, and even that seemed a little bit better than usual with her thighs gripping his hips, her arms wrapped tight around his middle, and her chin tucked on his shoulder.

It felt less like a prayer out there, bathed in warm gold as the sunlight chased the night away, and more like the answer to one.

And when he finally swung back around and took her home, he roared up the long-ass drive that led to the graceful old plantation house. The historic old house was pure white and gleaming in the morning sun, and Uptown had never felt dirtier or more like the unwanted bastard he was. His filthy outlaw feet had certainly never crossed Benny’s exalted threshold in his lifetime despite the many times the asshole mayor had invited himself into that ratty old trailer and more than that, right on into Uptown’s mother besides.

Just go into the other room, his mother would whisper, her expression that mix of despair and excitement it always was when the mayor’s shiny Caddy would roll up outside. Uptown knew what that meant. The woman she was losing to the drugs wanted to stop, wanted to tell Benny to go away, wanted to climb on up out of that pit. But the addict wanted whatever he brought her, no matter what he’d make her do to get it.

You don’t need to do this, he’d argue sometimes, but she’d shush him.

You’re too young to understand, she’d say.

But that was the trouble, of course. No one stayed a kid too long with an addict for a single parent. He hadn’t had that option. Ever.

Maybe he revved his engine extra loud as he roared toward the half-circle in front of the house, bursting with colorful flowers and the kind of class a swamp rat like Uptown would never have and had long since convinced himself he didn’t want. Maybe he wanted to send a message that this time around, Benny should think about hiding in a fucking closet when he pulled up.

But the mayor had never been too smart. Because when Uptown finally made it up to the wide veranda that wrapped around the whole first floor of the house, Benny was waiting there on the front step, out in the open, like he had nothing to fear.

With a shotgun in his hand.


Chapter 6

At first Holly thought she was seeing things.

There was something particularly exhilarating about roaring up the long, stately drive toward the old plantation house her daddy loved so much, the motorcycle between her legs and Uptown in front of her, all part of a thrilling gesture of joyous disrespect toward her entire dutiful childhood. Her childhood and her good-girl persona and the whole life she’d led up until she’d come home from college, still trying to convince herself her daddy was the good, upstanding, moral man he’d always insisted he was.

Holly had wanted to believe him. She’d needed to believe him. Her mother was a lost cause and absent even when she was awake and upright and in the same room, which meant her daddy was all she had. She’d been determined to believe he was the man he’d always claimed he was, no matter what evidence she might have tripped over to the contrary.

Now she clung to the tough, hard biker who made the massive motorcycle purr so easily beneath him, unable to stop grinning madly and maybe even a little goofily. Uptown had never claimed to be a saint. Quite the opposite. And Holly felt unfettered. Set free. She felt as if she was suddenly catapulting hot and wild and a little bit reckless toward an entirely different sort of future. Or at least, this morning, with him, it felt as if a bright and gleaming future was possible and more than that, would be a whole lot more exciting than the one she’d always expected she’d have.

She saw the figure on the wide, pristine front porch, always carefully staged to look perfect in any potential photographs. Between the soft white pillars, the carefully placed rocking chairs, and the cozy porch swing bedecked with colorful pillows, the veranda looked like a slice of sweetly welcoming Americana. It looked like the epitome of southern gentility. It looked like Benny Chambless and his frail wife and pretty daughter must spend the cooler Louisiana evenings—assuming such things existed—sitting out on that porch with sweet tea at the ready, content and happy smiles on their faces, and a little desultory conversation while the heat of the day eased off into the sweet warmth of the bayou nights.

The truth, of course, was that Holly had never sat out on that porch in her life, much less to while away a congenial evening with her parents, who she’d never seen be anything like congenial to each other in all her days. Daddy growled orders. Mama stumbled into walls and passed out in her chair at dinner on the few occasions she bothered to get out of bed.

The veranda was a lie.

Her first thought when she saw that there really was a person standing very still on the front step—that she wasn’t seeing things, after all—was that it had to be one of the people from the mayor’s office, who were forever charging back and forth between the town hall and her father’s study. Although not as much since she’d been home this time as throughout her childhood. And not usually this early in the morning.

But as Uptown drew closer to the house Holly saw, with a horrifying drop of her stomach, that it was not just some kind of panicked mirage brought on by kissing a man she’d run from when she was sixteen. It was her father standing there. Waiting.

She didn’t realize until the bike came to a stop and Uptown slammed his booted foot to the ground that she was digging her nails into him, through the soft material of the T-shirt covering his ridged abdomen. So hard her fingers cramped—but she didn’t let go. She couldn’t.

Uptown cut off his engine. The silence was a living thing then, and Holly’s ears seemed to fill in the noise on their own, an anxious roaring that made her more than a little light-headed.

She stared up at her father, aware of too many things at once. The faint suggestion of a possible breeze, tickling at the ends of her hair but otherwise not amounting to much. The sounds of early summer all around them, from the birds to the insects to the sound of lawn mowers in the distance. The faint creak of the porch swing as it moved on its own. Her father’s familiar, broad form, frozen stock-still with what was very clearly sheer fury. He was emanating outrage from the steps like a lighthouse blazing through a thick storm and Holly felt it like a hand wrapped tight around her throat.

For a long, tense moment, nothing happened.

Holly tried to tell herself this was a nightmare. That this wasn’t really happening. That she’d fallen asleep out on that railroad bridge and certainly wasn’t here in her parents’ driveway, staring up at her father in the full, bright shame of the sort of morning afters she’d heard other girls talk about for years but had never experienced herself. In the days she’d spent shuffling through the house since graduation, waiting to confront her father—wanting it with every fiber of her being and finding herself disappointed each day it didn’t happen, each day her tiny little rebellion carried on unnoticed and unremarked upon—she hadn’t imagined it would happen like this.

A little after dawn on the back of a Devil’s Keepers motorcycle, windblown and disheveled and clinging to Uptown’s body like she knew it well, looking for all the world as if she’d been doing…exactly what she’d been doing, and a whole lot more.

Holly had never been in trouble before. She’d always done the right thing, the expected thing. She’d never caused her father a moment’s pause or worry. And even now—even knowing that he couldn’t possibly be who he’d pretended to be all her life and that it didn’t matter anyway because she was an adult who could do as she pleased—she felt raw straight through because she knew she’d disappointed him terribly.

Maybe, a voice inside of her whispered, you’re getting this all mixed up. The man was just arrested. He disappointed you, not the other way around.

Her father, it was impossible not to notice, did not look like his usual dapper self.

She’d never seen him unshaven unless he was ill, and that had happened only a handful of times throughout the whole of her childhood. Today he had the shadow of several days’ growth on his jaw, and it made her stomach feel…uncertain. It made her as uneasy as the undershirt he wore right out there in the full light of day, the khakis he’d obviously thrown on in a hurry or maybe even slept in if those wrinkles were to be believed, and the shotgun he held there at his side as if he was looking for a reason to use it.

Holly didn’t recognize this man. He looked like a scary, Halloween rendition of her smooth, stylish father, always the mayor, always ready for company, always put together and sure of himself. Looking at him made that raw thing inside of her feel darker, wider. Well-nigh insurmountable. He made her want to curl up somewhere and cry, and the crazy part was, she didn’t know which one of them she’d cry for.

One moment rolled into the next, and no one moved. No one spoke. As if they were all frozen into place—though not Uptown, Holly thought from a distance. He wasn’t affected. Not the way she was. He was simply waiting as if he could wait forever, his eyes on her father but not as if he found anything particularly threatening about an unshowered older man with a shotgun. If he was even slightly intimidated by the father of the woman he’d just brought home—after clearly keeping her out all night doing god knew what—he gave no outward sign of it.

If anything, Uptown seemed to find the whole thing amusing.

Holly had no idea why she found that so comforting. Like a rush of warmth all the way through her.

Uptown shifted then, one hand coming to gently tug her hands off his stomach, where she was still digging her nails deep into him. He kept his eyes trained on her father, up there on the porch, but Holly noted he still didn’t seem particularly intimidated. Not by the gun. Certainly not by the man. She could feel the total lack of tension in his body as he peeled her hands away and shifted forward on the bike.

Some part of her filed that away, how calm he was. How that made him seem both infinitely more dangerous and somehow safe as well. It would be something to think about if she survived this awful little confrontation intact.

Of course, she wasn’t sure that was possible.

“Baby,” Uptown said in his low, rough way. “You need to climb off.”

And his voice seemed to cut through the thick, still air despite the fact it was so quiet. His deep rumble of words seemed to ricochet off the live oak trees and descend like a cloud to envelop the whole of the wide front porch. Holly was sure she could feel them all around her like so much Spanish moss, choking her and cluttering up her vision. Making it impossible to get her bearings.

But she kept her gaze trained on her father. Her heart was in her throat, pounding hard and threatening to strangle her. She had to remind herself that she really was an adult, no matter how it felt at the moment. She could go where she liked, do what she wanted. That this was true even if her father hadn’t been arrested. She had every right in the world to do as she pleased—but that felt like a cold comfort indeed while she was facing down her obviously furious father dressed in last night’s clothes.

She swung off the bike. Her feet hit the ground in those impractical shoes and she took a step away from the bike, then stopped. Her father’s incredulous gaze ran all over her, lingering on the tank top that hadn’t felt particularly skimpy until that very moment and then spending a little too much time on her shoes, as if each one of them had been whittled directly from Satan’s horns. That part she understood. They were shoes she’d bought to be silly with her sorority sisters last year on Halloween, vampy and trashy by design. They were nosebleed high, deliberately dramatic platform heels that looked like she’d worn them for exactly one purpose: catering to packs of horny bastards. Which, of course, she had.

But all the fiery speeches she’d planned to deliver, all the righteous indignation she’d practiced in her head and in the mirrors while wafting around this house like a ghost day after day after day, abandoned her now as if they’d never been.

Her father had been arrested and was on an indefinite, forced leave from the mayor’s office. He was as corrupt as they said he was, Holly was sure, because it made sense of so many things she’d tried to ignore all her life. The truth was, he’d disappointed her deeply, so deeply she hadn’t really let herself consider the ramifications too closely. But he was still her daddy.

And Holly found she didn’t much like him looking at her like he’d never seen her clearly before, and what he saw standing before him in the morning light was pure trash. She swallowed hard over a throat gone dry and knees that wobbled like she was a scared little girl again. Then she took a few moments longer than necessary to peel off her helmet because her hands didn’t want to work. The soft leather dangled from her fingers when she was done and she liked that, because it disguised the way they trembled with nerves.

“Morning, Daddy,” she said brightly, to cover the awkwardness. Or anyway, she tried to make herself sound as calm and cheerful as ever. As if there was nothing going on. As if Uptown was a member of the Junior League, dropping her off after a lovely afternoon of enriching charity work.

She heard a faint noise from behind her, as if Uptown had actually snorted with laughter or derision or some combination thereof, but she didn’t look to see. She didn’t quite dare. Her attention was focused entirely on her father and the glare he was leveling straight at her, with his lip curled for emphasis in case she’d missed the telltale signs of his temper in that glitter in his eyes and the red flush all over his face and neck.

“Get in the house, Holly,” her father snarled, his cheeks getting brighter and more ominous by the second. “Now.”

It felt like a punch to the gut. Holly’s breath left her in a rush, because she’d never heard that tone from her father before. Not ever. He was a blustery man, sure. He hollered and carried on. But he’d never spoken to her in all her life with all that sneering, unmistakable contempt.

She didn’t know how to process it. Her father’s gaze met hers and it was flat and dark. Holly flinched like he’d backhanded her.

And she would never know what she might have done next. If she would have obeyed him, running shamefacedly into the house and awaiting further judgment, or if she would have stood her ground. She didn’t know which would have been better, or which might have made her feel less raw and undone by this gruesome little scene. She never would.

Because Uptown had finished rolling his bike onto its stand and he stepped up behind her. She felt the heat of him, bold and unmistakable, in that quick beat before he slid an arm around her, his hand splaying wide over her belly as he hauled her back against his chest.

Holly was too shocked to protest—and more shocked to discover that she wasn’t sure if she wanted to protest in the first place. What was the matter with her? What Uptown was doing was the equivalent of waving his middle finger in her father’s face and she was sure he knew it. Her father certainly did. She stared up at her daddy’s face, watching him flush that much darker shade of red she’d spent her life learning to avoid, while Uptown held her against him like he wanted nothing more in all the world than to antagonize her father into doing something stupid with that shotgun.

It occurred to her in a flash of insight that he did. Of course he did. Hadn’t she ignored the fact he’d seemed a little overfamiliar with her father before? Hadn’t she gone out of her way not to think about why?

Maybe, just maybe, it was time to pull her head out of the sand.

Holly knew she had to do something here, because no one else would. She had to calm this situation down and appease her father before something truly bad happened—and she realized as she thought it that what she was concerned about was Uptown getting shot. Not about the damage the powerful man holding her could do to her father, probably with no more than one punch. When had that happened? Had she really shifted a lifetime of loyalty from her father to a man who was little more than a stranger to her—and a decidedly lethal one at that? After a little bit of kissing on a railway bridge?

It didn’t matter how she felt. That her life had changed. It sounded ridiculous to even think such things. Uptown had moments like that all over this town, from family tomb to railroad tie, with an ever-revolving cast of women just as willing as she’d been, and she was a fool if she thought there was anything more to it than the physical.

I guess that makes you a big old fool, that voice inside her whispered.

But there were bigger things to worry about than her own humiliation, or the jolt of something like recognition that went through her at the thought of being really, truly loyal to a man like Uptown and getting his loyalty in return. All the things that could mean. She thought of Crystal Guillot’s swagger through a crowded bar, utterly certain not one of the ruthless, dangerous men there would dare lay a finger on her. A little burst of something that felt a lot like power surged through her—

You kissed him, she snapped at herself. And he refused to have sex with you despite the fact he’s had sex with everyone and everything in St. Germain Parish. Including the kitchen sink. Maybe hold off on planning the wedding, you idiot.

She pulled in a breath to do what she could to ease the standoff on her father’s front porch, and who cared that she didn’t really understand what was happening inside of her, but Uptown beat her to it.

“You planning to do something with that shotgun, Benny?” he asked, a drawling note in his voice Holly had never heard before, as if he was a predator toying with his neatly trapped and much smaller prey. It made him sound infinitely more dangerous than he already was. A little shiver started at the base of her skull and then skated down her spine, making her feel chilled in the damp heat of another stifling Louisiana morning. “Do you think taking me out will make your situation any better?”

“Why don’t you go fuck yourself,” her father suggested, all snarl and glower.

Holly actually gasped. Like the pearl-clutching vestal virgin she supposed she was, technically. It wasn’t the word “fuck” itself, which of course she’d heard and even used herself on occasion, though she generally tried not to curse. But she’d never heard such a thing come out of her father’s mouth. She could count on one hand the number of times she’d heard him use foul language, ever. It had always been in response to accidentally hurting himself. And it had never been that word.

“Benny, Benny.” She’d never heard Uptown use this particular tone, either. Lazy and hard at once. Provoking, even. To say nothing of the upsetting way he used her father’s first name. Like they went back, the two of them. A notion that made that shiver trickle down her back all over again—or maybe that was because of the way he was dragging his thumb in an easy up-and-down pattern where it rested on her belly, slow and insinuating, like a lover’s caress he couldn’t quite help. “Is that any way to talk to a friend?”

Her father’s cheeks quivered with rage. “You’re not my friend, son.”

“Call me that again,” Uptown invited him, and there was nothing but straight murder in his voice. Holly stiffened, happy she couldn’t see his face but also suddenly wild with panic about what seemed to be happening here whether she wanted it to or not. She tried to pull away from him, but Uptown’s palm tightened against the tender curve of her belly, holding her in place. Firmly. “I didn’t fucking like it when I was ten. I like it less now, and guess what, Benny? I’m a whole lot bigger than I was back then.”

Holly’s head spun at the confirmation she hadn’t wanted. That her father and her…But she didn’t know what to call him. Almost lover? Fellow railroad bridge aficionado? Either way, Uptown, whoever he was to her, had a history with her father.

“I’m still the mayor of Lagrange,” her father threw at him. “Don’t you dare talk to me like I don’t deserve some respect.”

Uptown laughed. “Respect, Benny? You want to talk about respect? Now? To me, of all people?”

Holly expected her father to explode. But though the flush all over his round face got darker and more ominous, he stayed silent. And somehow that was the most disturbing thing by far, with the little, knowing laugh Uptown let out a close second.

“You better hope that we’re friends,” Uptown said after a moment, in that same tone. Hard as nails. Insinuating. As if he thought something was funny, but not in a good way. “Because friends might give friends a little leeway when it comes to paying back debts. If your friendship with the club is over, Benny, where does that leave you?” His hand tightened against Holly’s belly and all she could do was suck in a sharp breath, too much sensation washing through her and over her. Too much everything to move, and the worst part was, she didn’t know what she wanted. One part of her wanted to hide herself away. Another wanted to press herself against Uptown like a cat, and who cared what her father thought about it. She wasn’t sure she recognized either version of herself. “You know how this goes. If you’re not a friend, you’re an enemy. Is that what you want?”

“You assholes did this to me,” her father threw out, his wide face tight and red and dark, making him look smaller, somehow, the more he puffed himself up. Desperate. “Do you think I don’t know you could have stopped it and you didn’t? You wanted that dickhead sheriff to arrest me.”

“Where’s our money?” There was nothing teasing or lazy in Uptown’s voice then, right there over her shoulder, and Holly was absurdly glad—again—that she couldn’t see the expression on his face. She could see her father’s reaction to it and that was alarming enough.

It shuddered all the way through her, making her feet tingle with its force, and later, when she could breathe again, she’d have to face the unsavory truth that something inside of her she’d never encountered before found the fact that the man holding her was that intimidating, that he could unnerve the father who had loomed so large over her all her life…thrilling.

There’s something wrong with you, she told herself sternly. But her father had been such a challenging presence as long as she could remember. Thundering this, demanding that. She’d never imagined that could change, or that when it did, it would be because of a man who’d kissed her like he needed her and could make such a massive figure seem small in comparison. She’d never imagined it could be so easy to topple her daddy’s little throne.

And she was all too aware what kind of terrible daughter it made her to think these things.

Uptown laughed again, because her father didn’t answer. He only stood there, glaring down at them, his hand clenching and re-clenching on that shotgun like he kept talking himself out of stupidity—but barely.

“You think if you ignore this it will just go away?” Uptown asked, still sounding merciless. “What—we’ll forget? The money you personally owe is enough to make anyone nervous, I grant you, but you and that fat fuck piece of shit lawyer played your games with the club for years. Where do we begin to tally up that shit, Benny?”

“Leave Ward Thayer out of this,” her father blustered, when even Holly could see he was in no position to demand any such thing. “He’s a good man with a family—”

“He’s a dead man,” Uptown promised him in a matter-of-fact, yet lethal tone that was as vicious as the cut of a knife. Holly had no doubt that he was not being remotely metaphoric. She shuddered, but his hand on her belly held her still. “The only question you should be asking yourself is how much you’re gonna wish you were him. He’s getting off easy, if you think about it. You’re not going to have that option. Because between you and me, friend, I’m the one who gets to decide how this goes for you. And guess what? I want you to pay and pay and pay.”

Holly shivered. Uptown’s hand tightened against her belly again, and it didn’t seem to matter that he’d just made all kinds of threats right there in front of her. She could still feel all that wildfire streak through her, lighting her up and making her crave him. Even here. Even now.

What did that make her?

“I don’t have any money,” her father said bluntly. Then he laughed, a hollow scrape. “Or didn’t you hear? That pissant do-gooder sheriff and his asshole prosecutor froze all my assets.”

“Then it looks like we have a problem,” Uptown said, and Holly was so busy hating herself for finding him hot even while he did and said such savage things that it took her a moment to understand what that note in his voice was.

Satisfaction.

She went a little cold at that. A little numb. And a whole, ragged host of other things she couldn’t quite name. They sloshed around inside of her, making her feel outside herself. Making her head spin and her stomach knot.

And still, she felt the way Uptown gripped her, sure and steady, like he could hold her there forever if he wanted, trapped between his big, hard hand and the wall of his chest. It hummed inside her like a separate pulse. It throbbed, deep and low and needy, between her legs. It made her feel wild. Different. Changed.

“You need to tell Digger to come talk to me himself,” her father was saying, all bluster again. Loud and hearty, as if he’d decided he was taking back control of this situation. As if he’d ever had it in the first place—but Holly could see the panic in his eyes. And she found there was no particular joy in that. She didn’t find her father’s downfall all that satisfying. Fascinating, yes. But not satisfying.

In all those fiery speeches she’d practiced, she’d focused on her own feelings. She’d concentrated on how betrayed she felt and how disillusioned she was by all of this. But she hadn’t stopped to consider whether or not the accusations were true. She’d accepted that he was guilty on the spot. As did everyone else, it seemed. Clearly she’d always known, on some level, that her father wasn’t what he seemed. And it was only now really hitting her that despite all of that, she still loved him the way she always had—or she wanted to love him, anyway. Whatever that meant in her family. And more than that, she didn’t want whatever this thing was between him and Uptown to explode the way she could feel it was about to do. She wanted Uptown to blow up her life, maybe, but not her whole world.

“I don’t need to tell Digger shit.” Uptown shifted, moving Holly to one side of his big body, and she couldn’t keep herself from looking up at him as he did it. He glanced at her, but she couldn’t read him. His jaw was hard, his mouth set in a belligerent line. His gaze was a dark thing as it met hers, intense and searching, but he moved it back to her father before she could do much more than catch her breath. “You owe the club a lot of money, Benny. Money we didn’t lend you. Money you stole because that’s the kind of shit-for-brains dumbass you are. You don’t have a lot of options. Some of the brothers are surprised. They figured that after all the shit the club did for you over the years, you’d get that this kind of crap is unacceptable. But not me. I know exactly what kind of scumbag you are, don’t I?”

“This has nothing to do with you, boy,” her father hurled at him, something more than simple panic in his gaze.

Holly winced at the word “boy.” But Uptown only laughed.

It was not a nice laugh.

“Here’s a little incentive for you, Mr. Mayor,” he said, a sharp sort of emphasis on “Mr. Mayor” that made Holly feel jittery. She didn’t understand how her father responded to it with nothing but a low growl. “You take as much time as you need to think it over. What you owe, how you’re gonna pay it, what you think the penalty should be for someone who outright stole from the club for years and thought he could get away with it. To say nothing of all that shit you pulled with Ward Thayer that I have to tell you, feels a lot like a good, old-fashioned, double-crossing, backstabbing betrayal. You douchebags were supposed to keep the club out of trouble and our members out of jail, not do everything you could to make sure our brothers got longer sentences than they should have. Sugar should have been out years ago.”

“Sugar Bellamy killed that man,” her father argued, but Holly thought he looked a little sick to his stomach. “You’re bringing your personal feelings into club business.”

“Am I?” Uptown smirked. “I’ll pray real hard about that, Benny. And in the meantime, me and your girl?”

He released Holly as he said it, but he did it slow. He let his hand slide off her body in a way that spoke of great intimacy and satiation. Or maybe it was the look he gave her then, hungry and dark. He might as well have outright announced that they’d had sex. A lot of sex. The kind of sweaty, dirty biker sex she was afraid to let herself imagine too closely, because she couldn’t tell if it scared her or intrigued her. She might have been impressed by his ability to transmit so much with so little if she hadn’t been so horrified that he’d done it here. Right here. Right in her father’s face.

And he was still talking. “We’re gonna keep getting friendly. I can’t imagine what your golf buddies are gonna think when they find out your sweet little prom queen virgin, everyone’s wet dream, is getting herself so down and dirty with a scumbag like me. Might take the shine off her altogether. There’s a chance you might win in court. But you can’t magically clean up your girl after I ruin her, can you?”

Holly felt split in two then. Again. And more painfully this time. There was the part of her that had felt so free and beautiful on the back of his bike, or when she’d kissed him like she could do it forever. That part felt crushed.

And then there was the other part of her, practical and realistic whether she wanted to be or not, that thought, Of course.

Of course a man like Uptown would never look twice at a girl like her without an ulterior motive. She had no chest to display in too-tight Harley-Davidson tank tops. No wild blond hair that bikers could tug on the way she’d seen them do in Dumb Gator’s while they were playing their rough games on the pool tables and up against the walls. No ability to flirt, much less instantly get friendly the way bombshells like Katelyn did on a dime. And that was his kind of woman. That was what he wanted. She’d known that since she was sixteen and she’d seen the woman—all of that woman, literally, from the requisite big hair to a tiny bandage masquerading as a skirt that he’d shoved up around her waist—he’d held splayed wide open as he’d pounded into her on the raised stone tomb behind the church.

Of course none of this had been about her or all those magically intense feelings inside of her when she was near him.

Of course this was a revenge thing for him that had nothing to do with her. She was a tool he was using to bludgeon her father, nothing more. It made sense.

It all made sense, and she had no one to blame but herself for that aching, raw thing that seared her from the inside out.

“We’re not…” Holly whispered, or tried to, but no one was paying attention to her.

Her father was turning purple. His face seemed to shine hot, rage and something much uglier stamped all over him. And Uptown was only grinning back at that display, his eyes dark and oddly expectant at once.

“Yeah,” Uptown said with obvious satisfaction when all her father could do was sputter. “That’s what I thought. You’re a piece of shit, Benny. Always have been, always will be.”

“Get off my land,” her father gritted out, his voice strangled. “Before I use this shotgun.”

Uptown only laughed at that, which somehow made the whole thing worse. It made her father seem that much weaker. He was still laughing as he turned, running a hand over his dirty blond hair and then plucking Holly’s helmet from her nerveless fingers. His gaze raked over her, lingering on her pale face and then the pulse hammering at her neck. His mouth was unsmiling as he raised his dark eyes back up to hers and held her gaze for a beat or two. He looked harsh and forbidding, but no less beautiful. Never the slightest bit less beautiful. That was the part that got to her the most.

Of course, she thought again, furious with herself. Just look at him. He’s wild and gorgeous and free, and not for you. Never for you. How could you have imagined otherwise?

“I’ll pick you up for your shift,” Uptown told her, and it wasn’t a request. It was a direct order, like she was nothing more than a good little foot soldier and he already knew he could count on her obedience. And she’d been the one thinking about loyalty, so maybe he could. It was like he knew her better than she knew herself—but how was that possible? “Be ready at eight.”

Then he swung onto his bike, started it up like there was no one watching him with malicious intent and a shotgun in one hand, and then he took his sweet time roaring off down the long drive.

Leaving Holly to deal with her father. And the great big mess Uptown had left behind.

She made herself turn back around so she was facing her father full on. She forced herself to lift her head and meet his gaze. She might be quivering deep inside, but she didn’t have to show it.

“Daddy,” she began, working hard to keep her voice even, “I—”

“You fucking whore.” He didn’t sound like himself. He didn’t sound like a man—he sounded like some kind of enraged creature, so beside himself his words barely made it out of his mouth, past all that fury.

Holly thought that if he’d charged down the steps and slapped her across her face, she couldn’t have been more shocked. Or more surprised.

She felt split down the middle all over again. Split and then split again, and she was starting to wonder what was left of her. If she would end up nothing more than ash and slivers.

But this time that feeling of being wrenched in two was almost a good thing, because she could ignore that traumatized little girl inside of her, who wanted nothing more than to curl up in a ball and sob over the loss of the man she’d tried so hard to believe in all her life. The loss of that fantasy version of Mayor Benny Chambless, her daddy, she’d been invested in for so long. She could concentrate on the other part, the tougher part, who stood tall and met her father’s gaze as if he didn’t scare her or disappoint her or make her wonder exactly what she’d gotten out of the blinders she’d been wearing all this time.

But she knew. Family. She’d gotten to pretend they were the kind of family she saw on television—maybe a little rough around the edges, but essentially good and filled with love. The more she wore her blinders, the more she could pretend that was what she had right here.

Not that it mattered, because her blinders were gone now.

“That is an ugly thing to say to anyone.” Her voice was hushed but steady. Maybe even a little bit fierce. “Especially your own daughter.”

Her father’s eyes narrowed, making his cheeks look rounder and redder.

“What would you call it, Holly? Rolling up on the back of a motorcycle like one of those tramps who flaunt themselves all over this town? Like you’re no better than any one of the sluts that swamp rat piece of trash has had crawling all over him his whole life?”

“I can assure you,” she said stiffly, opting not to entertain any images of sluts all over Uptown, “that I am neither a tramp nor a whore, and I can’t for the life of me imagine why you would think otherwise no matter how angry you are. He gave me a ride home, that’s all.”

That wasn’t all, of course, but she didn’t see how a kiss—or a lot of kisses—counted. It still didn’t make her a tramp or a whore. In fact, she felt pretty strongly that whatever she might or might not have done with Uptown, it wouldn’t render her a tramp, a whore, a slut, or any other damn thing her father chose to call her. From where she stood, it didn’t sound as if Mayor Benny Chambless ought to be calling any pots or kettles black.

But her father wasn’t listening to her, in any case. He started to pace the wide front step, running one hand over his mostly bald head while he still kept a hard grip on that shotgun with the other.

“I should have known they’d pull something like this,” he muttered. He swung another condemning look her way, this one more vicious than before. “I thought you were smarter than this. I thought I raised you better. How could you walk right into a trap like that? He’s not wrong, you know. If it gets out that he’s had his hands all over you, you might as well be garbage for all the good you’ll do me.”

It hurt to take a breath, but Holly made herself. It was that or pass out where she stood, and she refused to let that happen. She squared her shoulders as if that could repel all the deeply messed-up things he’d just said. As if that could make them go away.

Because it was one thing to suspect the truth behind the comfortable lies that had ordered her life. It was another entirely to hear them flat out.

“You raised me to be honest and to try to be a good person,” she heard herself say, as if from a long way off. As if she was brave instead of sick and scared. And as if she had nothing at all in common with the potential garbage slut he seemed to think he was addressing. “Not to steal from anyone.”

Her father stopped pacing, his scowl taking over his whole face and making her stomach flip in dread and something else. Something far stickier and more complicated than fear.

Shame, a small voice inside of her intoned, hushed and certain. You’re ashamed of him. Of all of this. The mess. The arrest. The terrible things that keep coming out of his mouth.

Holly had no earthly idea what to do with it. With an idea that would have seemed so far beyond impossible a month ago that she would have laughed out loud if anyone had suggested it. Ashamed of her father? Shamed by association with him, thanks to the blood in her veins? Impossible.

And yet here they were.

“You better watch your mouth,” he warned her, and that made it worse. He sounded…mean. Nothing more, nothing less. No shades of gray, no mitigating circumstances, no possibility she’d misconstrued his words. Just purely mean, all the way through.

“Did you do it?” she countered, because maybe she had a death wish. Or maybe, for once, she wanted to know the truth. Not all the lies and misdirection, for a change. Because she couldn’t think of anything else that could shift the weight of all that shame from her, heavy and thick, as cloying as the spring flowers on the breeze. “Did you take money from criminals and then steal from them, too?”

Holly couldn’t process the look she saw on her father’s face then. She wished she hadn’t witnessed it, because it made her stomach lurch dangerously and she thought for a panicked moment that she might actually get sick.

Contempt. Fury. Outrage. Disgust. All wrapped into one terrible expression, like beneath all that, he wanted to hurt her.

Her. His daughter. His only child.

He looked like a stranger. A deeply nasty one.

“You’re no use to me soiled and used by biker scum, Holly,” he told her with a calm that would likely be chilling in retrospect. After the initial horror of what he was saying to her passed. After she survived the horrible way he was looking at her, as if she was a dirty, broken thing he wanted to throw away because she was polluting his sweet, manicured lawn. As if it was only the fact he might soil himself in the process that was keeping him from throwing her out into the road here and now. “Your purpose is to keep your mouth shut, look pretty, and do what I tell you, since your worthless mother couldn’t manage to do it herself. And now, after all the work and care I put into you, you’re no better than that dumb bitch. Which means you’re no goddamned use to me at all.”

And then he sneered at her as if she was even less than that. As if she disgusted him down deep into his bones. Then her father, the man she’d held above all others since she was small and tried so hard to believe in ever after, turned and walked away from her, leaving her childhood in shattered little pieces all around her.

Slivers and ash, just as she’d predicted, smashed down flat into dust.

He didn’t look back.


Chapter 7

When pretty little Holly Chambless walked into Dumb Gator’s this time, Uptown was forced to face the unpleasant fact that her appearance made him…relieved.

Relieved, for God’s sake.

Like he was some weak-ass little bitch of a man who spent his time fretting over the inscrutable behavior of females. A description he was more than a little bit appalled to recognize fit him after today.

She hadn’t been at her big-ass house when he’d gone to pick her up, and he hadn’t much liked the rush of conflicting feelings he’d had about that. He hadn’t liked the fact there’d been any fucking feelings at all. He’d pounded on Benny’s fuck you red front door, but no one had answered it, not even one of the servants he knew perfectly well Benny liked to keep around. The whole place had been still. Silent.

Uptown had not been pleased, and then when he’d gotten to Dumb Gator’s, her perky little convertible had been gone from its spot out front where she usually parked it, so sweet and shiny and begging to get sprayed with paint-chipping gravel.

And yeah, he hadn’t loved that, either. But he’d had to suck it up and pretend he didn’t notice. That he wasn’t sitting around trying to figure out if she was just avoiding him after this morning, if Benny had locked her up in the basement, or if she’d hightailed it out of Lagrange to get away from all this shit, which he figured he couldn’t really blame her for, either.

Though the edgy thing that ate at his insides like some kind of acid suggested that probably, he would.

By the time Holly sauntered into the bar awhile later, looking as fresh and sweet and out of place as ever, Uptown was past edgy and well on into something a whole lot darker.

“Something up your ass tonight, brother?” Chaser was sprawled in the booth across from Uptown, working his way through a critical whiskey situation that had required he liberate the entire bottle from behind the bar to expedite the process. “You’re twitchy as fuck.”

Uptown cut a glare his way, then returned it to Holly as she pranced through the crowd like some low-country Disney princess. His little swamp prom queen, too good for this place and too sweet for him, and yet there he was with a raging hard-on and the taste of her heavy in his mouth. Like she wasn’t a pawn at all. Like he just wanted her, straight up, and Benny was the distraction.

To say that didn’t sit right with him was understating the situation.

“Too much shit going down I don’t like,” he muttered. Because there was no way in hell he was sharing his fucking feelings with one of the club’s deadliest enforcers like he was a weepy little bitch and Chaser might throw him a tissue. Chaser had a teenage daughter at home, already making a name for herself with all the trouble she kicked up and the problems she liked to cause. The last thing he needed was one of his brothers acting like another one of his daughter Kaylee’s sullen friends, for fuck’s sake. “Too much crap.”

“There’s always too much crap.” Chaser shoved the whiskey bottle an inch or so across the scarred wood surface toward Uptown. “Drink up.”

“Whiskey isn’t gonna solve the problem.”

“Maybe not.” Chaser shrugged, though his expression stayed set and dark the way it usually did. “But it sure helps the bullshit go down easier.”

Uptown didn’t think anything was going to help the current load of crap wash down, easy or otherwise. He and Chaser had spent a bruising afternoon cleaning out another brand-new meth lab where a bunch of douchebags had started cooking their poison in the bayous inside the town limits. That had meant tracking rumors and shifty motherfuckers through the swamp and then dealing with what they found, because the club’s zero-tolerance policy on drug shit within Lagrange’s borders meant that no one could be left to get away with breaking the rules. It wasn’t that it was straight-up disrespect, though it was and that had to be addressed. It also sent a bad message to all the other scumbags out there. It encouraged them to get creative.

Got some vermin out in the swamps, Chaser had said when Uptown had rolled into the clubhouse around noon, after a few hours of restless sleep that he’d spent fighting off wet dreams like a fucking thirteen-year-old boy who didn’t know what his dick was for. Digger thinks you and me should do a little exterminating.

That right there was a problem, of course, though neither one of them had pointed it out, standing there in the clubhouse surrounded by too many ears. Digger knew how very, very little either Chaser or Uptown wanted to be around tweakers. Everybody knew they’d had their fill. Uptown’s mother’s banshee appearances at the clubhouse door were legendary. Waco liked to do an impression of her that about shattered glass. Tick and Butler often retold the stories of packing her into the back of a pickup and hosing her off at the nearest car wash because she clearly hadn’t bathed in a while. All hilarious—if it hadn’t been Uptown’s mother they were talking about.

Meanwhile Chaser’s junkie ex had taken four-year-old Kaylee and run. Chaser had spent years tracking them down through the shitholes of the South and Midwest, only to finally find his ten-year-old daughter abandoned in a flophouse in Kansas. Destiny, that kidnapping bitch, had gone off with another biker according to all reports—one who wore a Black Dogs patch and was only too happy to supply her with an endless quantity of shit to shove up her nose.

It seemed like there were any number of brothers around who could handle the tweaker problems in Lagrange without worrying they might stumble across a family member or the mother of their kid while they were cleaning out flophouses and handling makeshift labs. And yet Uptown couldn’t help thinking that Digger kept choosing the two of them for a reason.

But all the reasons he could think of pointed to the kind of bad shit no one wanted to talk about. Everyone knew Greeley, their sergeant at arms, had gotten in Digger’s face about these things back when his woman’s stalker was in town and had turned out to be connected to the cartel, earning the asshole a free pass no one thought he deserved. But business was business, and the club couldn’t afford to bite the hand that fed them. At least not over one random dickhead. Greeley, not surprisingly, had seen things another way—and the brother wasn’t shy about sharing his opinions.

Still, nothing had come of it. Greeley had made nice with Digger because it wasn’t smart to start a war without knowing all the weapons in play. And those brothers—Uptown included—who wanted to see what Digger would do next had been forced to wait.

Finally, Benny had been arrested, the way they’d known he was going to be for months now, thanks to friends of the club inside the sheriff’s office. Uptown had thought the town would turn on the Devil’s Keepers once that happened. He’d expected a mob with pitchforks or a few huffy assholes citing parish codes, because that was the usual progression of things around here when people were forced to look at what actually kept the town going.

And he’d expected Digger to react to any acts against the club as personal attacks on him. Because they all knew that when Dig thought someone was coming at him, he usually opted for the nuclear response.

So Uptown didn’t know how to interpret being repeatedly sent out to perform tweaker janitorial services all over Lagrange. It didn’t seem like Digger’s style to wage a little psychological warfare. Then again, he was the one who kept sending the two of them out. Not any of the other brothers. Just Chaser and Uptown.

How many is this now? Uptown had asked Chaser, but he’d been talking more to the brothers nearby who were no doubt listening in. It seems like the local loser drug addict community isn’t getting the club’s message this year.

Chaser had looked across the big, open general room, where that little bitch Whale, son of their questionable president and all-around epic douche, was doing something on a laptop at the bar. He’d hunched over his screen like he thought some of the other brothers—all either sacked out on the couches or watching one of their favorite local strippers play with her collection of piercings like a little afternoon show—might try to get up behind him and see what he was doing.

Uptown didn’t give a single shit what Whale was doing, as a personal policy. Not even when it seemed like the asshole had an unnecessary interest in Holly Chambless when everyone else fully got that she was Uptown’s. But the way Whale seemed to want to flaunt the fact that he was hiding some shit? That made Uptown interested against his will.

Chaser had scowled. A few prospects nearby flinched. Over on the nearest couch, Okie and Butler exchanged a look.

I’m starting to ask myself how that message keeps getting garbled, Chaser had said.

Uptown had shared a pretty grim moment of understanding with Chaser, and then followed him to take out all that grimness on junkie assholes who should have known better, but were too wired to care.

Every time it fell to Uptown to roust some drug fiends out of Lagrange, he had to steel himself for the possibility that one of the zombie assholes he’d find in some or other putrid nest would be his mother. This one was no different. There were two women out in the swamp, one he’d had to look at twice to make sure, because god knew the hard shit made them all look the same. Emaciated and sunken in, like the walking fucking dead.

But his mother hadn’t been out there today, thank fucking Christ. And lucky for Chaser’s ex Destiny, neither had she. He and Chaser had dealt with the situation in that shithole tar shack—thankfully all amateur hour and easily contained. Then they’d spent the rest of the afternoon trying to track down Etienne Marchand, local drug dealer and known piece of shit, who should have nipped this shit in the bud before it became the club’s problem. That being the entire reason he was allowed to exist inside DKMC territory.

What that meant was that Uptown had spent a whole long day neck deep in scumbags and filth. He never loved that aspect of his life. It hit a little too close to home and reminded him way too much of his childhood, if he was honest, when that had been his whole life, against his will. Usually a hot shower, a little whiskey, and an excess of pussy set him right.

But tonight he was in Dumb Gator’s watching a local princess wind her way through a crowd of rough assholes, and it seemed like the dirt on him was a whole lot more than skin deep.

Uptown studied Holly as she took her place behind the bar. She smiled at Bart like he was a friendly shopkeeper instead of a conniving, dirty-minded asshole who was loyal to the club but never quite man enough to patch in. She smiled even wider at her supposed best friend, Katelyn, who looked like she had half a mind to throw the drinks she was making in Holly’s face. She smiled and smiled and smiled, and it should have made his blood run cold. He didn’t trust anyone who smiled that much. Junkies, con men, and sleazy politicians, that was who flashed teeth like that, so indiscriminately.

But Holly looked squeaky clean and he knew, now, that she tasted like sunshine and clear blue skies. And he told himself it was fury at the blood in her veins and the rich-bitch life she’d led that surged in him then. He told himself he wanted nothing more than to corrupt her and only because he wanted to stick it to her father. He wanted to dirty her up and make her like everyone else sunk deep in this swamp town.

But he knew, down in his bones and no matter that he didn’t want to admit it, that his real problem was that he wanted all her pretty smiles for himself.

—

By midnight, Holly was less concerned with the fact Uptown was there, staring at her in his brooding, unsettling way from across the bar, than she was with the outright hostility Katelyn was showing her. Over and over again, and then more obviously still, as the night wore on.

There’d been a crowd earlier, but it had thinned out. That left Holly with nothing to do except pretend Uptown’s distant, watchful gaze wasn’t getting to her—which was hard to do while Katelyn threw evil looks her way. But then the looks stopped being enough for her, apparently. While moving around behind Holly to grab some ice, Katelyn “accidentally” shoved her.

And that was the final straw. Holly could ignore almost anything. But today she’d learned there were two exceptions to that. Her daddy calling her a whore to her face with no remorse. And her supposed best friend actually, physically shoving her after days of increasing hostility.

Holly had always thought she was a decent person. She’d tried to be good. She’d tried to be kind. And yet here she was anyway, trying to figure out how to deal with the truth about her father she’d been ignoring too long, how it had come to pass that her best friend didn’t like her much anymore, and—returning to a topic that had taken up the bulk of her thoughts all day—why it hadn’t even crossed her mind that of course Uptown had some hidden agenda when it came to her.

He wasn’t just one of the outlaw bikers who lorded it over this town. He was widely held to be the most gorgeous of them, by far. An opinion that had been set in stone while he was still answering to the name Killian and charming girls out of their panties in high school. Literally inside the high school, if the legends were to be believed.

What the hell would Uptown want with an untouched virgin like her—especially when, as he’d indicated this morning, her inexperience was written all over her? Not like a beacon of goodness and promise for her future husband, as she’d told herself while refraining from having sex with boys she didn’t like all that much. More like a humiliating tattoo covering far more than merely her cleavage.

Was she really that much of an idiot?

The answer, sadly, was that she was. She’d proved repeatedly that she really, truly was. But the beauty of that was that there was no need to rein herself in. If she was already considered the biggest idiot in St. Germain Parish, it wasn’t as if there was any farther to fall, was there?

“Is something the matter?” she asked Katelyn, and it was harder than usual to keep her tone even. Calm. Not particularly accusatory or worse, hurt.

Katelyn didn’t even look at her, her face set in that mulish expression Holly remembered all too well, from having watched her aim it at other people all throughout their youth. They’d both been cheerleaders back in school. Co-captains of the squad their junior and senior years, in fact. Had they always been this different, even then? Was that yet another thing Holly had failed to see when it was right there in front of her?

“Nothing’s the matter.” Katelyn’s tone was so flat it edged over into belligerence.

“It’s just that you seem a little tense.”

“I’m fine. Never been better, in fact.”

“Glad to hear it. You seem particularly tense at me, though.”

Katelyn sighed theatrically and folded her arms beneath her impressive chest as she leaned back against the wall behind the bar, as if she was so annoyed it was a physical weight upon her very bones and she required support to bear up under it. If it hadn’t been aimed at her, Holly might have applauded.

“Here’s a little newsflash, Holls. Not everything is about you.”

Holly flushed at that, then hated herself for being that sensitive to any suggestion she was selfish. As if it really was the kiss of death, as she’d been told her entire childhood. She’d been expected to be virtuous. She’d had no choice but to make good grades. But every last person in her life, from her daddy to her priest to her teachers to her friends, had been deeply and actively invested in making sure Holly didn’t get a big head. The threat of her potential self-centeredness was so extreme, apparently, that half the town had been engaged in making sure she never succumbed to it. Holly knew on some level that it was inspired by darker motivations on the part of those who’d been so “concerned,” but it still kicked at her—especially when she was sure that was satisfaction in Katelyn’s gaze as it moved over her.

Because, she reminded herself, Katelyn had known her throughout her entire childhood in this town. She knew exactly how to draw blood.

That meant Holly could do the same. But she wouldn’t. And Katelyn probably knew that, too. Holly had always been the one to try to solve problems, unlike Katelyn, who’d taken a more rule by fear approach. Except it occurred to Holly that maybe her recollections of herself as someone who tried to be nice and kind was just so much more bullshit, like everything else in her life seemed to be. Maybe she wasn’t good or decent at all. Maybe she was just a pushover.

“In fact,” Katelyn was drawling, like she felt emboldened by Holly’s reaction, which she probably did, because she’d always warmed to a little blood in the water—especially if she’d put it there, “Lagrange managed to get along just fine while you were off at college. It’s nice that you’ve decided to come on back and grace us with your presence now that you have your fancy degree, but it doesn’t mean I need to throw you a parade every time you show up to work.”

It had been a very long day. Holly had started it off learning that Uptown could kiss her silly even if he was using her as some kind of horrible leverage against her father. More than that, she’d discovered that she wasn’t the moral person she’d always believed herself to be, waiting for marriage and all that—she just hadn’t met a man tempting enough before now. She’d ridden around on Uptown’s motorcycle until she couldn’t see straight and no longer cared what was moral or what was right when it was so good, because there was no pretending that rush of sheer, sweet freedom hadn’t been one of the highlights of her life. Then she’d suffered her father’s contemptuous fury and insults, and seen what she very much feared was his real face. All before eight in the morning. There was a time—yesterday, maybe—when Katelyn’s spiteful words might have really, truly hurt her, but not now.

Or not as much as they might have then, anyway.

“No parade necessary,” Holly said, and she kept her voice as calm and friendly as ever this time. Maybe even a little bit cheerful, because everyone had their own superpowers and that was still hers. No matter if everything else had changed beyond recognition. “But maybe stop being such a bitch.”

Katelyn’s mouth dropped open in a manner that might have been amusing under other circumstances. Because, of course, no one expected sweet little Holly Chambless to fight back. Or stand her ground. Or do anything but take whatever they threw at her and thank them for it.

Sweet little Holly Chambless needs to die in a fire, she thought then. Enough with her.

“Are you fucking kidding me, Holly? You did not just call me a bitch.”

“You tell me the right word then, Katelyn.”

Holly didn’t turn and face the girl whom she had once huddled with in the center of her bed with every light blazing in the room all night because they’d watched a scary-movie marathon on a sleepover—after being expressly forbidden to do just that. She kept her attention on the handful of men left in the bar tonight, the bulk of them gathered around the pool table while a few drunk girls laughed and made loopy spectacles of themselves. She didn’t look over toward the row of booths lining the far wall. She didn’t allow herself to search out Uptown sitting there, sprawled out on a fake-leather seat with that terrifying-looking big guy they all called Chaser and the bottle of whiskey Bart had let him liberate from the bar himself. She’d seen him the moment she walked in the bar. She may or may not have snuck a thousand glances over the past few hours. The truth was, Holly didn’t know how she’d handle any sort of interaction with Uptown after everything that had happened this morning—but of course, she’d come here, hadn’t she? She wanted to find out.

She wanted to see if, whatever his motives, she’d imagined all that wild and potentially disastrous chemistry between them. That it hadn’t been just her, silly and in over her head. Maybe the truth was she wanted to know exactly how foolish she really was.

Pretty goddamned foolish, said a voice deep inside, right on cue. Which wasn’t helpful.

Beside her, Katelyn was quickly shifting from astonishment to anger. Holly knew that particular transformation all too well, and how it usually ended in melodrama and tears. Or once, memorably, a textbook hurled across a science classroom. It was funny how well you could know someone without knowing them at all. Maybe that was the lesson in all of this.

Maybe you should worry less about knowing other people and figure out how to know your own damn self, that caustic little voice in her gut suggested.

She turned then, catching her once best friend’s gaze as it narrowed with temper, never a good sign.

“You’re the one who told me to come here and get a job,” she reminded Katelyn. And there was a little emotion in her voice when she would have said she was perfectly calm. She cleared her throat, not wanting to admit that. Not wanting to deal with it. “You’re supposed to be my friend. Or anyway, I thought that’s what we were. But if anything, you act like I’m trespassing on your territory.”

Katelyn looked impatient. And stubborn. “Because you don’t belong here. Look around. Does this look like your kind of place?”

“I grew up right here in Lagrange, same as you.”

“Not the same as me.” Katelyn rolled her eyes. “Not the same as anyone.”

“I can’t help or change how I was raised,” Holly pointed out quietly, and there was definitely no pretending she wasn’t emotional. And maybe a little bit fierce besides. She could hear it in her own voice. She could taste it. “But you just bumped into me, deliberately, so you could shove me an inch or two. Out of pure malice, and don’t deny it, please. I saw your face. I find it hard to believe you’re so enraged about the specifics of my childhood all these years later that you feel you have no choice but to get physical.”

She noticed Bart was paying them a little too much attention and moved farther down the bar to scoop up a couple of empty beer bottles and a sad little afterthought of a tip.

I thought the point of working in a bar was the tips, she’d said to one of the other girls one night.

Lillian, with her hair dyed fire-engine red and her lips painted to match, had smiled with the sort of intense satisfaction Holly associated with very smug and pampered housecats.

It’s not that kind of bar, honey, she’d drawled. We’re the ones who do the tipping, if you know what I mean.

Holly knew what she meant. Even if she hadn’t done any tipping of that nature on her own. Unless last night counted? But she didn’t want to think about her time with Uptown that way, even if he did. Whatever else happened, whatever the truth was, she wanted to hold that long motorcycle ride and their time on the railway bridge close. Almost sacred. As if it was hers alone and nothing that came after could sully it.

She didn’t know why it felt necessary she do that. For her own survival, if nothing else. She only knew she had no other choice.

When she made it back to Katelyn’s side again, her friend looked a whole lot less mad than she had before. Out of the realm of thrown objects, anyway. Holly figured that was a start. Still, as she wiped down the long counter, every part of her body was on alert, waiting to see what would happen next.

It occurred to her that this was the first time she could remember standing up for herself in any real way—if she didn’t count this morning. Her usual approach was to apologize, no matter the situation, to make everybody calm down and feel better straight off the bat. No need to make things worse. No need to make it about her.

But maybe never making it about her led to a claustrophobic life in a pointless little place somewhere in Lafayette or Baton Rouge, waiting to settle for things she didn’t particularly want simply because it was easier than figuring out what she did want, then fighting for them.

“Everything is so easy for you,” Katelyn said softly. So softly that at first, Holly wasn’t sure she could possibly have heard her correctly. “Even this.”

“That’s not true,” she said when it was clear that Katelyn had not only said it, but meant it. She shook her head. “You know how things were, growing up. You know how drunk my mama always was and how hard it was to live up to all my daddy’s expectations. You were there, Katelyn. You saw it.”

“Sure, things weren’t always amazing,” Katelyn said in a rush, as if she’d been holding on to these things for years and this was her chance at last to get them out. “But it was never bad. Not seriously bad. There was all that money. There was never any worry it would run out. I get that you have problems, Holls. But like…what kind of problems? You just sailed through life here. Nothing touched you. You made it out and still, every time you came home, you were exactly the same. Like nothing ever stains you. Nothing ever leaves a mark.”

On some level it amazed Holly that of all the things that had been thrown at her today, that one hurt the most. She knew she wasn’t a whore. But she had the terrible suspicion that as much as her father had clearly been playing a part all this time, she had been, too. And that left her with the uneasy realization that she was more like her father than she wanted to admit.

Which meant she was as stained and hurt as anyone else. Maybe she just hid it better. Or maybe hiding it was a Chambless family trait.

“My mother, as far as I know, hasn’t gotten out of her bed without the aid of pharmaceuticals since before I was born,” she pointed out. Stiffly. “Maybe you think that counts as not that bad. And I suppose you’re right. She didn’t beat me. She didn’t even rave and carry on and make things particularly awkward. She just disappeared. It was like living with a ghost, but then, I guess that makes me lucky, too. All good southerners need a ghost and a drunk in the family. Isn’t it a law?”

Katelyn let out a little puff of sound, not quite a laugh. “Your mother can’t deal with what she had to do to earn her place in this town,” she replied, her tone dismissive. “But you’ve never had to earn shit. It was handed to you. There might as well have been silver platters. How is that fair?”

Holly stared at Katelyn as if she’d never seen her before while all around her, the bar seemed to fade into nothing.

“What are you talking about?” she asked, through lips that felt numb and her own terrible sense of foreboding. “What do you know about my mother?”

Katelyn sighed. “Oh, come on. I don’t believe anyone’s as naive as you pretend to be.”

“I don’t think I’m naive at all,” Holly said, and she didn’t even feel defensive about it. Because this was the day with no blinders. This was the day she finally saw things as they were, whether she liked it or not. Why stop now? “But I still don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“How do you think your daddy sealed all his deals with his rich little cronies?” Katelyn asked, sounding worldly and jaded in exactly the way Holly had always thought she wanted to—except it seemed a little less enticing suddenly, coming out of her friend’s mouth like that. It sounded worn-out and a little bit dark, if she was honest, in a way that made her stomach clench. She had the sense that she was crossing one of those lines in life that she could never step back over, and this was no kiss on a railway bridge. She opened her mouth to tell her friend that she didn’t want to hear any more, but Katelyn was already talking. “You must have wondered why so many of those country club douchebags from all over the parish were always so very delighted to see your mama on the rare occasions she went out. And if not, you must have noticed how fucked up she was every time she stumbled home.”

“Sure.” Holly shrugged, but her shoulders felt stiff, like they weren’t hers. “She has a few overindulgence issues that were always particularly bad at the country club, but I always thought that was a secret rebellion. She hated those people, which is reasonable. They’re pretty awful.”

“Your daddy whored her out, babe,” Katelyn said, flat and hard. Her gaze searched Holly’s and softened slightly at whatever she saw there. “I’m sorry. You really didn’t know?”

Holly’s lips were so dry they felt cracked and sore, though they couldn’t be. She’d reapplied her lip gloss all of ten minutes ago.

“How do you know this?” she heard herself ask, as if she needed Katelyn to present her with a flowchart or a set of detailed graphs to explain how she could believe such a thing. But deep down, she knew it was true, as little as she wanted to face it. She could see it in her friend’s expression—and worse, she could see what was behind it.

Pity.

“Holly…” Katelyn looked helpless, for what had to be the first time ever, and she shook her head as if she didn’t even know what to say. As if she was having a few second thoughts about this conversation, too. “Everyone knows.”

And Holly lost track of time then. Of herself. It all slipped away from her, as if she took a little vacation from her own body. Oh, she served a few drinks and she even chatted with a few of the roughnecks who bellied up to the bar ready for some Jack and a fight, but she did it on autopilot while her head spun around and around and around.

Katelyn’s revelations were like a key in a lock, a door finally opening and making sense of what lay within. What had always laid within, just waiting for her to see it. To let herself see what had been there all this time.

All those harsh whispers she’d only half understood—or worse, hadn’t wanted to understand. Her mother’s low, distressed murmurs while her father bent his head close to hers, his teeth gritted. Men with red jowls and that sharp, smug look in their eyes when her mother had walked into a room, so frail and out there, like some kind of fragile flower surrounded by sharp-clawed jackals. All the jokes Holly had never understood, with undercurrents that had always made her uncomfortable. All the silences that gathered in the corners of that ostentatious house she’d lived in, so well-behaved it hurt, until they were indistinguishable from the shadows that seemed to claim all those rooms too early.

It broke her heart. It brought her childhood into sharp focus at last. All those lies and fictions swept away by the cold, crisp wind of an unacceptable, unpalatable, unavoidable truth.

She was coming out of the bathroom in the back hall, shaking the excess moisture off her hands, when she nearly ran straight into someone standing there, taking up most of the narrow corridor. Holly murmured something apologetic and tried to step around—but found herself stopped by a hand on her arm.

It took her a moment to understand what was happening. She looked at the hand on her arm, stupidly, and the tattoos she vaguely recognized. Then she finally thought to follow the heavily muscled arm up. And up.

Uptown.

He didn’t smile at her. His expression was uncompromising, his dark eyes unreadable.

And she remembered, as if across the span of decades, that she’d been so nervous about seeing him again that she’d almost left town altogether. She’d gotten one of the maids to drive her out here to pick up her car and after a long, restless sleep in her childhood bedroom with no locks on the door—something she’d accepted as normal her whole life that creeped her out the more she thought about it now—she’d tried to shower the previous night off her. She’d taken soap to the morning as if she could wash it clean. She’d scrubbed and she’d rinsed and when she’d climbed out, she was pink with all her efforts and all the hot water in St. Germain Parish and it didn’t help at all.

She thought she was very likely a new person, but not in a sense of rebirth or renewal. More in the sense of splitting into pieces and burning down into black ash, then hoping like hell something was planning to rise up out of that mess, wings stretched wide to take to the skies. Because if not, she was pretty much screwed.

And now Katelyn had taken that ash and blown it to hell and back, and here she was.

Uptown expected her to yell at him, clearly. He was expecting a fight, or harsh words, or maybe even tears. She could see it in the way he held his strong shoulders in a tense square as he faced her, and the kind of armored patience he wore as he just…waited.

But the only thing she could say she knew for a fact about Uptown was that sooner or later she’d get the unvarnished truth, no matter how painful. He wouldn’t spare her feelings. He wouldn’t lie. He wouldn’t lock her up in a rotting house and slap some pretty paint on it, then tell her the smells she sometimes found blowing in on the breeze were roses.

Not this man. Not ever.

She wasn’t sure that anyone in her life actually cared if they hurt her; when she stopped to consider it, none of them had ever had the courtesy to make that clear. Oh no. They all pretended they cared when they didn’t. Her father, for example. Had he ever cared about her? She’d turned it over and over in her head all day, and she’d come to the jarring, sickening conclusion that he couldn’t possibly have. Because he’d gotten to fucking whore too quickly.

That meant that everything really was a lie. Absolutely everything.

And therefore she might as well live the way she wanted to. She might as well do whatever she liked. Why not? She’d be blamed for it anyway.

She already had been.

Holly tipped her head back so she could lean a little closer to Uptown, and then she watched the way his eyes caught fire. She dared to reach out and put her hands on him, right there on his flat belly, where she could feel his heat and strength through the threadbare T-shirt he wore. She wanted to lift it up, explore beneath it. She wanted to see if she’d left marks when she’d dug her nails into him.

Oh, the terrible things she wanted.

“I don’t want to be a virgin anymore,” she told him, and she thought her voice seemed very loud in the space between them. The jukebox was playing something bluesy and there was the usual raucous laughter from the main area of the bar. She hadn’t yelled. And still, she thought her voice rang out like a gong, although she knew it couldn’t have, really.

Uptown’s hand on her upper arm seemed to get tighter. He reached out to grip her other arm in the same way, and he seemed to drink in the way she shivered, just the tiniest bit, in reaction. But then his dark eyes met hers again, and everything inside her seemed to slow down and turn into honey. Sweet and thick.

“What do you want?” he asked, his voice so low it seemed to wind its way into her blood.

She liked it. It terrified her. She wanted more.

And what was craziest of all was that she didn’t feel like she was rebelling here, or acting out, or careening off her set life path into madness. When she looked at Uptown, she didn’t feel that creeping desperation she’d felt throughout her senior year at Ole Miss. She didn’t feel panicky as she tried to come up with a story to tell other people, or even herself, about what was going to happen next. She didn’t feel that sense that time was bearing down on her, wishing her nothing but ill. She felt nothing but sure.

That this was right. That this was that life she’d been looking for, or he was, anyway. That this—he—was her choice. That tonight, this run-down dive bar on the edge of the bayou was exactly where she was meant to be.

“You,” she said. And when her voice cracked, his fingers pressed deeper into the bare flesh of her arms, and she felt that everywhere. Like a kiss. One of his kisses, intense and daring. “I want you.”


Chapter 8

Uptown didn’t bring many people back to his place.

He’d grown up living in a series of ratty-ass trailers, each with a goddamned revolving door that had always let in the trash. People had trekked in and out at all hours, none of them up to any good. It hadn’t been at all unusual for him to come home from school to find the trailer locked up and empty, stripped of everything because his mother had decided to try to make some cash. It was equally possible he’d arrive home to find the ratty old thing packed full of unsavory assholes in the middle of a “party.” Sometimes he’d gone to sleep with his mother out on the couch, watching TV if they’d paid the bill that month and claiming she was in for the night, only to come out the next morning and find the place trashed, his mother either nowhere to be found, tweaked out while she did something insane like scratch at her own leg for hours, or slumped over in a heap, lost in a total blackout.

The first thing he’d promised himself was that when he had his own place, he’d have fucking locks on the doors and there would never be anyone inside his own walls he didn’t want. Ever.

After he’d patched in with the DKMC he’d lived for a while in a house in town, but that had been too much of a temptation for his mother and all of her scumbag friends. They’d crash out on his doorstep no matter how many times he told them they weren’t welcome. He’d find them huddled in the corners of his garage. No matter how many fights, how many shitty scenes, it always happened again—and Uptown didn’t know why it surprised him. Junkies weren’t exactly great at remembering their own promises. He knew that better than most.

It was all too much of a fucking hassle, so for a long time after that Uptown had lived in one of the rooms in the clubhouse. No one could reach him there unless he wanted them to, or they could somehow get through the entire club first. Sure, his mother had turned up from time to time to make a scene about how ungrateful he was, blah blah blah, but he had to deal with that only if he felt like it. If he didn’t, his brothers stepped in.

I fucking hate this shit, he’d gritted out at Roscoe and Greeley one night, a year or so into living at the clubhouse. His mama had been barefoot and leathery and an embarrassment out in front of the old warehouse, screaming down a fall night. He’d been pretending to ignore her from inside while he nursed a bottle of bourbon, wishing he could be as much of a hard ass as someone like Chaser, who had a standing kill order out on his ex for the shit she’d pulled.

But he was soft where it counted, because he couldn’t do it. He remembered his mother. Even when he looked at the screaming, erratic zombie who’d taken her place, he still saw his mother.

This is why you have brothers, Roscoe had replied at once.

Greeley had slapped a hand onto Uptown’s shoulder. You don’t carry this weight on your own, brother. She’s our problem. Not yours.

And unlike family chats with his mother, always deeply wrenching and hideously emotional and lasting half the goddamned night, neither Greeley nor Roscoe had forgotten everything they’d said come dawn. They hadn’t claimed amnesia or smoked their promises away. They’d stood up from the bar where they’d all been sitting and then they’d gone out and handled the situation, because in the Devil’s Keepers, family wasn’t just a word and some hand-me-down DNA.

It was real blood. It was kept promises. It was life.

A couple of years ago Uptown had reclaimed this land out in the bayou from the enterprising asshole who’d happily taken his grandfather’s pride and joy out of his mother’s hands in exchange for a tiny fraction of what it was worth, barely a week after his grandfather had died.

Holly was the first woman and one of only a handful of people he’d ever brought out here, deep into the bayou, to what his grandfather had always called his shack. The asshole who’d had it since his grandfather had died had mainly come out here to fish, but had put in improvements, too. Redid the roof, screened in a part of the porch. Modernized the kitchen and shored up the docks. It was the only reason the dickhead was still alive.

The bayou was the one place Mama never went no matter how sick she was for a fix. She hated the looming cypress trees. She hated the mists and the water that always felt too alive. She muttered about the eyes on her, and that was when she was stone-cold sober. In the two years since he’d moved back out here, he hadn’t once come home to find her camped out on his doorstep, waiting to drop some sob story on his head so she could rob him blind while he slept.

That made his little shack pretty much paradise.

The dirt road that led out to this bit of iffy land without much in the way of an official address ended on the high end of a little slope that hurtled straight down into the swamp. Uptown parked his bike at the top, near the wooden boardwalk his ancestors had built. He wasn’t quite as crazy as Roscoe, with his deep bayou shack hidden somewhere out in all those dark, mysterious waterways, accessible only by pirogue and only if you knew where you were going. This part of the bayou was more or less accessible by wheeled vehicle, depending on whether or not the roads flooded, the way they liked to do when the hurricanes hit. It was just far enough away to keep the world—and his mother—out of his face.

Holly climbed off the bike behind him—more gracefully every time, he noted, which made him uncomfortably hard. Who was he kidding? Every time she inhaled it made him so hard that he hadn’t been comfortable at all since she’d sauntered into Dumb Gator’s that first night. It was long past time he dealt with that. He’d decided at some point tonight—watching her through narrowed eyes as she moved around the bar with that sweet smile on her face that made him want to break things—that it was the denial that was making him crazy. He wasn’t used to it. He’d built her up in his head, that was all. He needed to get in that pussy to get over it, something he was sure would happen pretty naturally once he’d sated himself on her.

But then he’d brought her here. He hadn’t even thought about taking her anywhere else. She’d climbed up behind him and settled herself against his back, and he hadn’t wrestled with where to take her or what it would mean. He’d lost himself in the road, the sweet air on his face, the warmth of Holly behind him and her lean, strong arms wrapped tight around his waist. She was like a drug.

And he’d been dodging cypress trees down the old dirt road that led into the swamp before he thought about it again. That was the kind of sweet oblivion she offered just by riding with him. She was potent as hell.

Uptown swung off his bike, taking her helmet from her and looping it over the handlebar with his. He didn’t say a word, letting the bayou chatter all around them instead, and listened to her pull in a deep breath, then let it out. He reached over and wrapped his hand around her slender wrist, then tugged her along with him as he started down the wooden walkway he knew as well as he knew the shape of his own hand or his face in a mirror. After a moment or two he figured her eyes adjusted to the dark, because she moved less hesitantly. She stayed close without his having to tell her to do it, because whatever else she was, she’d been born and raised in and around these bayous. She knew better than to charge down an unfamiliar path in the dark. He liked that in ways he didn’t want to analyze. Instead, he let himself trip out a little on the scent of her so close behind him. Fresh and clean and sweet, it poured through him like that bottle of whiskey Chaser was downing tonight. Except better.

Much, much better.

One thousand proof and he was already drunk on it. On her. And he hadn’t even started.

I want you, she’d said.

Uptown felt as if she’d used those words to brand him. And he liked the burn, if he was honest.

His shack was built in the usual Cajun style, up on stilts where the small hill behind it sank down into the bayou. It was sturdy, but not pretty, so a man could sit and contemplate the nature of life and the enduring truths of the swamp in any kind of weather and without needing anyone else around him except the sort of critters who thrived out here. The thick, still bayou murmured against the dock down below, the narrow little boat tied up there groaning and stretching with every shift of the water. Uptown led her into the house instead of down the wooden steps to the dock, aware as he slapped on the lights that this wasn’t what Lagrange’s favorite princess was used to. It was simple. Matter-of-fact.

Basically, it was him.

And it pissed him off that he wanted her to like this place. Or at least not recoil from it in horror. He hated he’d put all that on what should have been a fuck, nothing more. Even if it was a good fuck, since when did that shit matter to him?

He didn’t have an answer for that.

And that didn’t keep him from wanting her to like it, did it?

You fucking dumbass.

He let go of her when the screen door slammed behind her. He moved farther into the comfortable living room, aware that she followed him, then stopped in the middle. She let out a small sound. When he turned back to look at her, gritting his teeth to keep from saying something fucked up to divert attention from the fact he wanted her approval like some kind of masochistic puppy, kill him now, she was turning around in a circle.

And he could not possibly begin to describe the look on her face.

“Oh wow.” Her voice was hushed. “Do you really live here? All the time?”

“I do.” He sounded stiff. Wooden. Nothing like himself. “Not really your style, is it, princess?”

Holly laughed, a little ruefully, and he just…ached. She threw that smile of hers around so indiscriminately. It was like she didn’t care what happened to people when it landed on them. Or like she had no idea how it lit up even the darkest of corners, whether they wanted it or not. Including him.

“I have to tell you something, Uptown. If you’d asked me to describe a place you might live, I never would have thought you’d be so…”

The only other people who’d come out here were a few of the brothers. They’d asked where the fucking beer was and told lies about fish they’d caught and gators they’d wrestled. This was excruciating.

But she was still smiling at him. Wider now.

“Neat,” she was saying. “I never would have imagined you’d be so neat. It looks like you were in the military.”

Uptown found his hand on the back of his neck. He didn’t think of himself as neat. Life in the shack was simple, that was all. Everything in it was his.

“I don’t like clutter,” he muttered.

More of her smile, like she was actively trying to kill him. “I can see that.”

And this was the girl who’d offered him her virginity in the back hallway of Dumb Gator’s. Then let him take her way the hell out into the bayou, where she was stranded and stuck with him and certainly not anything like safe. All this after he’d made it clear that he was using her to get at her jackass of a father. There were any number of ways a girl in her situation should have behaved. He’d been ready for all of it. Screaming, threats. Tears. If she’d shown up at Dumb Gator’s at all, that was. If she hadn’t, he’d accepted that he would have gone looking for her.

Well. “Accepted” might be a strong word. But either way, he knew he would have hunted her down.

Holly, apparently oblivious to the narrow way he was watching her, wandered over to his couch and threw herself down on it, still smiling at him and the room and the whole damned world like he’d taken her to some fancy-ass five-star hotel and was about to present her with room service and a bottle of something disgustingly bubbly on top of it.

She tilted her head back toward the slowly spinning ceiling fan, and her smile took over her face. Again. “My daddy hates the bayou. But not me. I love it here.”

It was too much. Uptown was only a man, and not a particularly good one. He couldn’t take any more of this.

He needed to be inside of her. Now.

Whatever animal was clawing at his insides, whatever it was in him that wanted her the way he did, heedless and insane with desire when it should have been nothing more than a fuck or two he’d forget after he came—snapped its chain.

Uptown had to remind himself that she was a virgin. That he couldn’t just rip off her jeans and slam himself into her with no prep, no care, no skill, the way he could have done if she was just another club groupie. But then, if she was, she wouldn’t be here. He set his teeth. He ordered himself to calm the fuck down.

Because he wasn’t going to be satisfied with just having her once, up against a wall. If he was, he could have done that in Dumb Gator’s. He wanted her to scream his name so loud they could hear her an hour or so away in New Orleans. He wanted her coming so hard that this time, when she marked him up with her fingernails the way she had this morning, it was for a far better reason than her douchebag of a father.

There were so many things he wanted to do to that hot little body of hers that he thought it really might kill him if he didn’t start. Now.

“Holly,” he said, and he saw the way her smile faltered.

Because he sounded pissed and he didn’t do a thing to temper it. Or, to be a little more precise, he sounded something close enough to pissed—only much, much dirtier. He saw the exact moment she realized what was happening. What the way he was looking at her meant.

She swallowed. Hard. It should have been impossible for her sweet brown eyes to look that wide, but they did. And she was focused on him like there was nothing else in the entire world, just the way he wanted.

Uptown’s mouth curved, much too intent to be a simple smile. “Take off your clothes.”

—

It didn’t occur to Holly to disobey.

Her heart was hammering wildly in her chest, but she ignored it. She stayed where she was, the little house fading as the look on Uptown’s hard, beautiful face became all she could see. She reached down and eased her shoes off, tossing them aside with a loud thunk against the wood floor.

She stood up then, feeling much smaller than the few inches she’d lost without those heels. Uptown was so much bigger when she was barefoot. He crossed his arms over his chest and he watched her with a very male, very possessive gleam in his dark eyes. It made her think of chocolate, bittersweet and to die for. It made her think that here, with him, she liked being the kind of small that felt like its own kind of strength next to all of that hard, muscled power of his, wrapped up in denim and leather. And hers to touch, surely. Soon.

Holly kept her gaze fixed on him—not that she could think of anything she’d rather look at just then. He looked carved from stone, tough and unforgiving, and it melted her. He melted her. She felt too hot and wildly molten straight through. He turned her into a marshmallow just by staring at her—what would happen when he put his hands on her? She shivered at the thought, then unbuttoned her jeans and shoved them down her hips, shimmying the rest of the way out of them. When she leaned down to tug them off her ankles, she thought he let out a ragged breath. It could have been a curse. But it only spurred her on.

She reached down and found the hem of her tank top, then tugged it up and over her head. That left her in nothing but bikini panties and the ridiculously little almost-bra she was wearing tonight. It was pink and lacy with demi-cups to frame her barely there curves. It offered exactly zero support for her complete lack of breasts. It was window dressing, nothing more.

“Stop.” His voice was rough. Low. It made her break out in goosebumps. “I want to look at you a minute.”

She couldn’t tell if she was shaking now, or just breathing so hard she might as well be. Holly wasn’t sure she could survive all that blazing heat in his gaze, but then it didn’t matter, because he was drinking her in. His eyes seemed to sweep over every bit of exposed skin. Every curve, every limb. And all he was doing was looking at her, letting his hungry gaze roam all over her body as he liked, but she could feel it as if it was his hands, a little bit rough and so big.

What would happen when he did put his hands on her? Would she survive it? Kissing him had shifted everything. It had changed her from the inside out and it had only been last night. Did she want to survive Uptown?

Holly couldn’t quite answer that. She already felt like a completely different person than the one who had graduated from Ole Miss a few short weeks ago. How could she possibly imagine what she’d feel like tomorrow? The next day?

“You gonna get naked?” he asked a few million years later, when she thought she’d stood there forever, trying to control her half-panicked, half-excited breathing.

“I think you need to prepare yourself,” she told him. Apologetically.

“I don’t know what you think you’re hiding, babe.” His mouth curved up in one corner. “I can pretty much see everything already.”

“Not everything.” She reached up behind her, grabbing onto the closure of her bra, but didn’t pull it open. “Not the very serious lack of everything, I mean.”

She paused, but Uptown only stared back at her, implacable. He looked as if he could wait like that forever.

Holly sighed. Then she unclipped her bra and pulled it off in a single, sleek sort of movement, dropping it on the floor next to her tank top and jeans.

He drew in a sharp breath that made his cheekbones look even more feral. Like he’d been sculpted into harder, harsher stone at the sight of her in nothing but a pair of panties.

“I know,” she said, though her voice was tiny. And kind of strangled, because she wanted so desperately to be a woman here. For him. A real woman. The kind of woman she knew he liked. “They barely exist. I’ve been jealous of Katelyn since she basically woke up with breasts one morning when we were twelve. I kept waiting for mine to come along, but they never did.”

“Jesus Christ, shut up.” He growled that. Then he lifted his head and settled that glittering, too hot gaze of his on hers. “Come here, Holly.”

She was moving before she even processed the words. She drifted toward him, gasping when he reached out and hooked a big hand around her neck. He tugged her the rest of the way, hard, and let her slam straight into him.

Uptown made a sound that was too hungry to be a laugh, and it danced all over her bare skin, kicking up a commotion, before it settled between her legs. Then he moved. He slid one strong arm around behind her, then tipped her back so she arched against him, basically shoving her tiny breasts into his face.

“Fucking unbelievable,” he muttered. “You’re perfect.”

Then he bent his head and closed his mouth over one of her nipples, bold and sure.

And everything seemed to explode, catapulting her straight on into a searing white-hot light.

Uptown devoured her.

He kept her bent back like that, off balance and splayed out before him. Putty in his hands, and she loved it. He licked at her, not confining himself to her taut nipples, but applying the same teeth and tongue and ferocity to both of her breasts. All over them.

Holly simply held on to his shoulders as best she could and rode out the storm. Sensation pounded through her. She was wild with it, alive and greedy in his arms. He seemed to know that there was a direct line from her nipples to her pussy, and that every tug of his talented mouth made her ache and shiver and melt all the more.

And then she knew that he had to know, because he reached down and slid his hand beneath the elastic band that held her panties in place on her hips. His big, tough hand, covered in those huge, hard rings that she could feel against her skin and the tattoos she could only imagine. Vividly. He touched her as if he knew exactly where the fires inside her burned.

“Small tits are more sensitive,” he told her gruffly, his mouth in that space between her breasts that she hadn’t known, until this very moment, was perfectly spaced to hold his mouth. His chin. His beautiful face. “I could make you come from this alone.”

But he didn’t. He cupped her pussy for a moment, and she found she was panting. Like she was running flat out. It all felt like too much, too big and too fast, but it didn’t occur to her to pull away from him. It was like taking off on his bike. That impossible lurch, making her think she’d catapult straight off and fall to her death—then nothing but Uptown and the road and the ride. She shuddered, and as if he’d been waiting for that, he started to play with her. Instead of merely cupping her, his fingers slid through her folds and around her clit, like he was learning her as he toyed with her.

It was as if he had all the time in the world. Maybe he did. Maybe he didn’t care that she was…lost in this crisis. He traced the wet seam of her pussy lips, up and down and up again, until she couldn’t tell the difference between her pounding heartbeat and her wild, desperate hunger. He still kept her bent over his arm, his big body over hers while he held her to his chest, and something about the fact that he was fully dressed while she was almost entirely naked made her breath go shallow. Even more shallow, that was. She lost touch with herself then. She splintered, she burned, she disappeared, but this time, Holly knew that Uptown was holding her in his big hands.

She had no qualms about letting herself fall off into all that delicious, delirious need. He would hold her up. She knew he would.

He played with her pussy the way he played with her breasts. Slowly. Methodically. With devastating accuracy, as if he could predict every last one of her reactions before she had them. He knew exactly what he was doing as he traced her pussy lips and then plunged between them to take her clit between two fingers. He pressed, then released. Then pressed again, and her head fell back of its own accord. She surrendered to him completely. All she could do was move her hips while she held on to his cut like it was a lifeline. She heard a strange, rhythmic sound that it took her long moments to understand was her own voice.

“Please,” she was saying. Sobbing, really. “Please, please, please.”

She felt her cheeks get a little crispy when she realized she was begging him for things she couldn’t even name, but she didn’t stop him. She didn’t even try. What she tried to do was meet the wicked little swirls and twists he made with his clever, dangerous fingers, so blunt and talented. She tried to press her aching clit deeper into his hand. She tried to make him throw her over that edge, but he only laughed and continued doing exactly as he pleased.

He toyed with her, holding her exactly where he wanted her as he did as he liked. He’d lifted his head so he could watch her face, and Holly had the strangest notion that he was memorizing her every reaction. That only made it all hotter. Then he twisted his hand, sending a finger deep inside of her, and everything seemed to screech to a halt.

“Shit,” he muttered. It was more like a groan. “You’re so tight.”

“Killian.” She didn’t mean to use that name, but he didn’t react and she forgot she had in the next moment. “I don’t…I mean, I’ve never…”

He didn’t pull his finger out of that slick channel she hardly recognized as part of her. Quite the opposite. She could feel him inside of her. Inside her body, and he rocked his hand a little, sending searing bolts of sensation through her whole body—though it was all concentrated right there. Right where he was touching her.

She lifted her head to watch him, unable to keep from pulling her lip between her teeth. It was that or break apart. Or something worse she couldn’t even identify.

“No one?” he asked, his voice as rough in that moment as his eyes were intense. “You didn’t let any of those Ole Miss assholes get their hands in here? A little third base when no one was looking?”

She lifted her hips, pressing her pussy against his hand and sending that finger a little deeper. And she liked the spinning sort of lightning that washed over her then. A lot. So she did it again. And again.

“I’m not the sports fan you seem to think I am,” she managed to tell him, breathless and arched back over his strong arm, her hair falling all around her, his big, tough, fighter’s hand deep in her panties and more, buried inside her. “I’ve always thought baseball was boring.”

“Depends on the pitcher, princess,” he said with a laugh, and then he moved his hand in a different way.

It was like an explosion. It rocked through her, making her buck against him, as if her hips knew how to do things on their own.

“Take it,” he told her, dropping his mouth to her neck and doing something in the curve where it met her shoulder that made her want to cry. And dance. And cartwheel across the starry night while she was at it. “Fuck my hand.”

“I don’t know how.”

“Baby.” He did something with his teeth and she felt it like an electric shock in her nipples, her clit. And all over her body. “Figure it out.”

Holly thought she’d do anything he told her to do if it felt like this. So good she was sure it might kill her. So good she thought she wouldn’t mind too much if it did.

She moved her hips some more. She swiveled and rocked them into his hand. She learned how to meet each thrust of his finger and her reward was more of his wicked mouth on her neck, then her nipples again and then, when she couldn’t seem to stop moaning, a second finger to go with the first. And this time, when he set a new rhythm, he hit her clit with each stroke.

It all got…dark and tense, insane and hot.

Too much.

But Holly didn’t want him to stop. She thought she might die if he stopped. And she knew, somehow, that the death she’d suffer if he stopped doing this was far, far worse than the one she was heading for if he didn’t.

“Come on, baby,” he said, and he sounded so fierce. So wild, it became part of the madness storming through her, stalking her, coming for her like a train. “Give it to me.”

She didn’t know what he meant. She opened her mouth to tell him so.

But instead she burst into a thousand pieces, screamed out the name he didn’t like, and skyrocketed straight off the side of the world.


Chapter 9

Holly came in shudders, her sweet, hot cunt gripping his fingers and her soft cries washing over Uptown like more of that sunshine of hers.

Except this time, it drove him wild.

Wilder.

He moved over to the couch while she was still shaking in his arms, her eyes screwed shut and her cheeks pink. He pulled out his fingers as he set her down, his mouth curving with satisfaction as she slid a little bit against the leather, as if she was so deeply shaken she was unable to hold herself up.

It was a good start.

He shrugged out of his cut and his T-shirt, too, while he was at it, because he wanted skin. He tugged her fresh, bright panties down from her hips and out of his way, peeling them down her quivering thighs and then off. Then he knelt down before her.

For a moment, he just looked at her. Holly Chambless, sprawled out naked on his couch. Her hair was a dark tangle, tumbling down over her slender body and waving slightly as it slid to each side of her proud little tits. Her sweet brown eyes were dazed, which he could admit made him feel like a god. She was boneless and still panting a little bit, and he’d never seen anything in all his life that was quite this pretty.

He shifted, widening his knees so he could move closer. He slid his palms over her thighs, marveling at how soft she was. She smelled good, as if she’d rubbed something sugary all over her skin, on the off chance she wasn’t sweet enough already. But he’d tasted her. He knew exactly how sweet she was, and he hadn’t even gotten his face in her pussy yet.

Uptown lifted one hand and traced her mouth with his thumb, liking it way too much when her lips parted and he could dip into that lush wetness. He doubted she knew how to suck cock the way he liked it, if at all, but he was surprised to discover that when it came to Holly and her mouth, he had a serious interest in becoming any kind of tutor he needed to be to get her up to speed on that. Looking down at her, her lips closed around his thumb as if she was giving it a dry run, he couldn’t think of anything he’d rather do than teach her. Over and over again.

He waited for her to say something. To call this off. Outline what should have been a truckload of second thoughts. Put up some kind of fight he’d have to knock down and neutralize to earn her. Wasn’t that how it went with the fancy girls?

But she didn’t say a word.

And Uptown thought he could read something on that sweet, dazed face of hers that didn’t make sense. A kind of certainty, maybe, that should have been out of place here. It made something inside him, darker and far more ferocious, echo with the same thing—but that was impossible.

He ignored it. He concentrated on the feel of her silken skin beneath his hand. Her mouth on his thumb. The way her scent was messing him up. The heavy ache in his balls and his cock because he could no longer remember a time he hadn’t wanted her like this. As if she was the whole world.

He pulled his thumb from between her lips and then he shouldered his way between her legs. He tipped her back against the couch, letting her feet dangle down his back, reveling in the smooth slide of her calves against his bare skin. His mouth was already watering. He could smell her pussy, sharp and sweet, the musk of arousal and all Holly. He felt drunk out of his mind, like he’d lost a week to a bottle of moonshine and had no intention of sobering up any time soon. He slid his hands up to take hold of her ass, aware on some level that his hands weren’t as steady as he thought they should have been, and then he lifted her to his face like a feast.

And he knew he was fucked the minute he got her hot, sweet cunt to his lips.

Deeply, epically fucked.

She tasted so good he thought his cock might batter its way out of his jeans. He lost what was left of his mind as he buried his face in her. He couldn’t get enough. All that heat and quivering excitement. The way she shook in his hands and against his lips. He licked up all her cream and it wasn’t enough. He got his chin into it, each rolling motion he made making her sob out something he didn’t think was fully English, though it moved through him like a voodoo chant, rich and deep and dark. He kept going, sucking on her clit until she was bucking up against him, her head thrashing against the leather couch, and then he took as much of her ripe little pussy as he could fit into his mouth.

Holly screamed. Uptown kept going.

He went back and forth between the two, and while he did, he explored that dark valley between her ass cheeks with his restless fingers. He didn’t penetrate her asshole—not yet, not tonight, not for his little virgin—but he rubbed the little puckered nub he found at her back entrance until she was mindless. Or even more mindless. Then he held her there, keeping pressure against her asshole and her clit between his teeth, and this time when she came she screamed out his name again and again and again.

And Uptown figured she could call him Killian all she wanted while she was riding his face like that, her thighs clamped against his ears and her hips working him like she could come and come forever. It even sounded like some kind of song when she called it out like that. Music to his ears, anyway.

Holly collapsed back against the couch and he had to take a moment. He had to get himself under control before he snapped and went a little crazy, which he didn’t think she could handle.

Not tonight, asshole, he growled at himself. Not yet.

Holly was panting so hard each breath came out sounding like a half-moan, and it made Uptown grin. He liked her this way. His naked princess, deconstructed. Hair wild, eyes closed, and all his. He rolled up to his feet, edgy and tense and so ready to get inside her at last that the world was narrowing around him with every punch of his heart against his ribs. It should have made him feel locked down. Trapped. Two things he objected to on every level and always had.

But instead, all he could see was Holly.

He reached down and picked her up, hauling her into his arms. She was flushed and so sensitive that she shivered all over again when he held her against his bare chest. Her breath tangled with his as she slid an arm around his neck, but he didn’t kiss her—because he wouldn’t stop. And if he’d wanted to bang her on the floor or up against a wall, he would have done it already.

Uptown moved across the living room, not bothering to turn on the lights when he hit the hallway, then carried her straight into his bedroom. It was all bed and windows in there, with only the hint of starlight through the tangle of bayou outside. Not enough to see too clearly, but enough. He placed Holly in the center of his bed when he wanted to throw her down and beat her to the mattress, and congratulated himself on being such a goddamned gentleman. She moved her hands against the bedspread as if amazed the bed was made, but he didn’t call her on that. She was naked and beautiful with that killer ass practically begging for his hands, and Uptown thought his cock swelled three sizes at the sight. Or maybe that was the aching thing in his chest.

She was even more perfect than usual here, in his bed at last, with her arms thrown up wide and her nipples red from the way he’d teased them before. Her legs shifted restlessly as if she was having aftershocks. Or was already ramping back up for what was coming next. Uptown kicked off his boots, then got rid of his jeans after grabbing the condom he had in his back pocket.

He crawled up over her, settling between her legs and finally, finally rubbing his cock all over that cunt of hers. Getting it wet and ready. Indulging himself, after all this time.

“Do you have to use that?” she asked, and he looked up to see her watching him, her eyes blissed out and her voice a little cracked. She nodded toward the condom in his hand. “I’ve never done this before. I want to feel you, not latex.”

“You offering to have my kid?” he asked, sounding a lot rougher than he might have if he wasn’t instantly imagining what it would be like to take her tight, virgin cunt skin to skin. Jesus Christ. His cock leaped against the soft, wet cushion of her pussy, making its preferences known like the greedy asshole it was. “That sound like a good plan to you?”

Maybe he imagined her hesitation. “No.”

Uptown was a sick fuck, he accepted that, because there was a part of him that didn’t give a shit if he got her pregnant. That will tie her to you forever, something insane whispered. When the last thing he’d ever wanted was a blood tie to some other crazy woman. His junkie mother had always been more than enough female trouble for him. He had no idea what it was about Holly that made him want to blow up his life.

Reality asserted itself then, and he ripped open the packet, rolling it on with one hand.

“If we keep fucking, you can go on the pill.” He heard himself say it. He couldn’t bring himself to stop. Or take it back, when it might as well have been a goddamned marriage proposal, the suggestion that there was anything between them besides the urge to get off right here and right now. Such that there’d be plans to do it again. Together. He didn’t think he’d ever given any other woman more than a smile. But he was rubbing his cock along that soaking wet furrow of hers, dragging the plump head against her clit with every stroke. He couldn’t make himself care about anything but that. “But tonight we’re gonna use protection.”

He could swear that was disappointment that moved over her face, but she angled herself up, propping herself on her elbows so she could look down between their bodies.

“Can I…?” She looked something like guilty and glazed straight through when she met his gaze. “Can I touch you?”

His heart slammed at him when he realized she meant his dick. And the sad truth was that he was going to come all over her stomach if she didn’t stop.

“No.” He realized how harsh that sounded and relented. A little. “I’m barely holding on as it is, sweetheart. You touch me and I’ll bust a nut in your hands. That’s not the plan.”

He didn’t wait for her to accept that. He shifted, moving higher on the bed so she was completely beneath him, continuing that insistent, rhythmic rubbing of his cock against her clit as he moved. By the time he had her where he wanted her, waiting for him in a languid sort of missionary position that shouldn’t have made him this hot for her when he was usually a fan of the acrobatics, she was starting to breathe a little fast again. Well. Faster.

What he didn’t understand was why this was getting to him. Why he already felt wrecked.

Denial, he told himself again. You’re not great with waiting.

“You okay with this?” he demanded, gruff and a little too edgy. “You don’t mind paying for your daddy’s sins on your back?”

It was as if he wanted her to freak out on him. As if he wanted her to stop this before he lost something here he couldn’t get back.

Uptown had no fucking idea where the hell that thought came from. Or why, when she only looked up at him as if he was her entire world just then, he wanted to do something he couldn’t remember ever doing in his life before, and certainly not to a woman.

Apologize.

He bit his fucking lip because the way things were going tonight he couldn’t be sure it wouldn’t slip right out, making a mockery of every goddamned thing he’d ever stood for. Like a whole lot of pussy without all this…other stuff.

Holly kept looking at him like that for a long moment, then moved beneath him, rolling her hips in a way that made his eyes cross a little bit, damn her.

“I might not have done this before, but I think mentioning fathers at such a critical moment is pretty widely frowned upon.” She wrinkled her nose. “But I’m getting that from movies, mostly. I could be wrong.”

He doubled down. “It’s a valid fucking question.”

Holly didn’t do any of the things he thought she should. Hell, that maybe he wanted her to do so he could blame this whole situation on her instead of that weird crap inside of him. She reached up instead and ran her hands over the hair on the top of his head, like she wanted to feel him against her palms. He didn’t get that.

Until it occurred to him that maybe she thought she was…soothing him.

And that was the craziest thing yet. It worked. She made that edgy part of him cool down with a simple little touch, so the furious words he’d been about to throw at her just…faded.

Something in him shook at that, so low and so dark he couldn’t identify it. Like a memory of a faraway night he didn’t want to bring any closer. He didn’t want to see what was there, waiting, and tied too closely to the way she was rubbing him, soft and easy.

“I want you,” she said softly, the way she had in the bar. Then she shrugged, never shifting that soft brown gaze from his, her lush mouth not quite giving in to its natural curve. “I don’t care about the rest. I trust you.”

It humbled him, that she should trust him that much. Or at all. It also pissed him off.

“You shouldn’t,” he told her starkly. Almost furiously. “Trusting me is a bad idea, princess. Or maybe you didn’t notice who the fuck I am.”

Holly didn’t look fazed. She slid one of her hands down and molded it to his jaw, then held it there. Uptown had no idea why he didn’t shake her off. Why he felt caught there between her fragile little hand and the soft look in her eyes. He was something far more complicated and doomed than simply trapped and he hated it. Of course he hated it.

Or he would hate it, he was sure, if he could figure out why she had this power over him in the first place.

“Okay,” she whispered, and though she didn’t smile he could hear it in her voice. He could see it in the way her eyes gleamed in the dark. Worst of all, he could feel it inside him, tumbling around and slamming into parts of him he’d forgotten were there, he’d locked them down so long ago. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

She was killing him.

Uptown could talk a great game, but not about this kind of shit. He wouldn’t know where to start. But he figured he had a better way to communicate. He reached down and guided his cock along the molten seam of her juicy cunt, lining himself up with her entrance, though he didn’t push in. Not yet.

He went down on an elbow, then took her mouth. Some part of him expected her to balk at her own taste on his lips, but instead he felt her sweet little pussy get wetter, hotter. He took the kiss deeper. Raunchy and wild, tangling his tongue with hers and taking her mouth like he owned it. Like he owned her.

He didn’t prepare her. He pushed the head of his cock into the narrow fist of her virgin opening and held himself there, barely breaching her. She was tight as fuck, but had no hymen to pop. Still, she jolted as if he’d pierced her, pulling her mouth away from his like she was trying to focus in on the new sensation. Uptown didn’t want that.

“Kiss me,” he told her, his mouth against hers. He nipped at her with his teeth, making goosebumps shiver down her neck. “Concentrate, princess. I want your tongue in my mouth. I want your hands all over my ass. I want you rubbing your tits against my chest like you’re trying to get yourself off. I don’t want you lying here like you’re going into surgery. That shit isn’t hot at all.”

“But my—you—”

She cut herself off as if the words failed her. As if she didn’t know what to say or how to say it. Which had to be a first.

Uptown could feel her straining against him, impatient and determined, like she was trying to impale herself upward and onto his cock. It was cute. He couldn’t deny it was also hot. Her exertion was making her skin feel a little slippery as she tried to work her cunt onto him from below. She was breaking out in a sweat she was trying so hard to fuck him.

He was only a man. There was only so much he could take. He was sure there was a reason he was trying to hold himself back from her but he couldn’t think of it then. It was gone from his head as if it had never been.

“Worry about impressing me with your mouth, Holly.” He shifted, dropping his head even closer to hers while he moved his hips back, keeping his cock in contact with her but out of reach no matter how she pushed herself up against him. “You need to practice for my cock later so here’s a tip. Use a lot of tongue.” He felt her shudder at that, and grinned. “Your tight little pussy is my problem.”

Her breath left her, hard. “Oh my god.”

“It’s not time to moan that, princess,” he promised her, still grinning. “But it will be soon.”

She started on his mouth, his good little obedient girl. He let her ease her way into it, holding himself perfectly still with only the fat head of his cock inside of her. Getting her ready. Telegraphing his goddamn intentions.

It was fucking torture.

But she rocked against him as she got into kissing him, much dirtier and more thorough than he’d have expected from the mayor’s uptight daughter. She kissed like they’d fucked raw and hot a thousand times. She kissed like a blistering wet dream. She wrapped her arms around his neck and she arched her sleek, naked body and those fine little tits into him as he’d ordered, rubbing herself heedlessly and recklessly against him. Over and over again.

God, she was so into it, so crazy hot it hurt. He needed the condom as much to keep himself from coming in about three seconds as anything else.

Slowly, he started to shove his way in, deeper into her cunt. He didn’t want to hurt her. Not when he had a lot of plans involving a pussy this tight and a whole, long night so far away from civilization and his rowdy, distracting brothers. It did occur to him that he hadn’t even sunk himself fully inside of her and already he wanted more—something else he couldn’t remember ever worrying about before. Pussy was a renewable and endless resource, thank god. But Holly was something else. She was more than potent. She was the most dangerous woman he’d ever met, that was obvious in a million ways already, and Uptown couldn’t bring himself to care even a little that she was clearly messing him up. He just wanted to get himself completely inside her.

He rocked his hips a little more each time, surging into her in small, excruciatingly careful increments. Inch by smooth and careful inch. The more she worked herself against him, the farther he went. Her little nipples were hard, bright points against the flat planes of his pectorals. Her mouth was a wonder, lush and open, wet and wild, and she kissed him as if she wanted to keep on doing it forever.

If he couldn’t feel the evidence of her innocence like a fist around his cock, slowly giving way to him, he’d never have believed there was anything untried or untested about her. She was too carnal, too perfect, as if she’d been crafted especially to turn him on. She fit him too well. And she wanted him too much for it to be anything but pure sincerity, obvious in everything she did. He could taste it.

There was something about her that was slamming straight through to the core of him, hitting places he hadn’t known were still there—dark, walled-off parts of himself he’d thought had died a long time ago. He wanted to get the hell away from her and whatever insane spell this was that she was casting over him. But he wanted to be full and deep inside her even more.

Uptown was the one breaking out in a sweat and shaking with adrenaline and need when he finally, finally sank inside her all the way. To the fucking hilt at last, and his heart was pounding heavy and hard like he was hauling ass somewhere. And it took him more than a moment, even two, to pull her mouth from his.

When he did, she was panting as much as he was. Her eyes were unfocused and she looked undone, her chest rising and falling too fast.

At least, he consoled himself, it wasn’t just him.

He couldn’t remember the last time he’d gone slow at all. Much less this slow. Maybe he never had. And as much as he wanted to just slam into her and fuck her deep and proper, he wanted her to enjoy it more. He wouldn’t have said that he was all that into the responsibility of being someone’s first. She didn’t seem to care, the way she was shaking and squirming beneath him, those sharp little nails digging into his ass this time. But if he wanted all his fantasies involving the crazy tight cunt gripping him right now to come true—and he really, really did—he needed to ease her into this. He wanted her to crave him as much when they were done as she did right now.

“Are you ready?” he asked, his voice like gravel.

She considered, her eyes glittery and round. “I don’t know.”

Uptown pulled back, dragging his cock nice and slow as he went. Then he thrust back in, seating himself fully inside her hot, wet channel. Not hard. But with intent.

Her mouth fell open. She looked dazed.

So he did it again.

“You okay?” he asked, when she still didn’t say anything. Her fingernails dug deeper into his butt, her surprisingly tough fingers holding him tight. He didn’t understand why he wasn’t slamming into her, already halfway to roaring out his climax. Or, more accurately, he did understand. He just didn’t recognize himself in all this waiting and fucking caretaking bullshit that he couldn’t seem to stop. “Talk to me, princess.”

“Holy crap,” she whispered. Then she cracked that smile and doomed them both. “You’re inside me.”

And it was too much. It was beyond what any one man could bear, surely.

Uptown dropped down to his elbows, settling himself on top of her so he bore her down into the bed.

“Pull up your knees,” he ordered her, low and gritty. Caretaking time was over.

She obeyed him quickly and prettily, the way she’d done everything else tonight—something he couldn’t concentrate on or he’d lose it. He reached down and tugged one leg even higher, holding her nice and wide as he started to move.

Deep. Slow. So slick it should have killed him. He thought maybe it did, but he wasn’t stopping. He couldn’t stop.

Holly’s hands drifted up his sides, then around to his chest, her palms on his pecs as he set a deliberate pace, as deceptively easy as it was ruthless. He watched her as he did it. He watched the color rise on her face, watched her neck stretch out and get tight. He saw her lips go slack and her eyes glaze over with every slamming, glorious thrust. He pumped himself into her, one hand flat on the mattress for leverage and the other moving from holding her knee up high to tangling into a fist in her hair.

Time knotted, then smoothed out. They were all alone in the thrust, the repeat. The fire that connected them, growing brighter and more intense with every thrust. Every moan. Every gasp. There was sex, Uptown knew, and then there was this. Her face tilted up to his. Her gaze on him, solemn and greedy at once, as his cock found her and took her and made her his. Only and ever his.

He felt like he was inside a church, not behind it.

“You’re about to run out of time, baby,” he told her, hardly recognizing his own voice. All that fierceness. All that wildfire. “You better come.”

“Okay,” she agreed breathlessly, and that thing inside him that he didn’t recognize—that he didn’t want to recognize—flipped over again. “How?”

He laughed at that. He changed his rhythm then, and she moaned. He slid a hand beneath her to lift her ass into each hard thrust, taking her deeper. Harder.

“Give me your tits,” he ordered her, and she arched up for him instantly, making those little greedy noises that were going to haunt him for the rest of his life, he just knew it. Perfect and sweet and sexy as hell. Hot and needy and all for him.

He sucked a nipple into his mouth, hard, fucking her deep and long. She went stiff, her hands grabbing for purchase and her eyes closing like it was all too much for her. He kept going, increasing his pace as she tensed even more, digging her heels into the bed, and then he tipped the balance by reaching down and pinching her clit. Not at all gently.

Holly cried out. Uptown slammed into her and used his teeth on her nipple, and she was a goner. She broke apart, honey and wild shaking, all around him.

And Uptown hauled her even farther beneath him, then let himself go.

He fucked her through one climax and kept right on going. He felt her body catch up to him, tossing her from her first orgasm straight into the next. Frying pan to fire.

And only then, only when she was sobbing and mindless, her mouth wide open and pressed into the skin of his shoulder, did Uptown finally let himself follow, flooding into her and shouting out her name while he did it.

Her name. Like it was etched into his bones.

He couldn’t breathe for a while after that. He couldn’t move. He could only lie there, stretched over her perfect body while still lodged deep inside her, while his heartbeat hit at him like a drum and his head spun around and around like he was wasted when he wasn’t.

Holly Chambless had given him her virginity. He’d taken it. Greedily.

But what was getting to him was the notion that he’d given her something in return. Something he couldn’t even name, from deep in all those shadowy, exiled parts of him he hadn’t looked at in more years than he could count. Something he didn’t want to think about, now or ever.

Something he couldn’t possibly take back.

—

When Holly woke up she was curled in a ball, all alone in Uptown’s wide bed. Sometime during the night, someone—and she didn’t think it had been her—had pulled the covers up over her, though it wasn’t exactly cold. It was May in the Louisiana bayou, which was akin to full summer in some places. Down here the air got thick around February and stayed that way.

She knew exactly where she was the instant she opened her eyes even though she’d never stayed here before, out in this cabin that shouted pure Louisiana from every nook and cranny, every board and screen. It occurred to her to wonder about that—but then she realized that she was in his bed. She was surrounded by his scent. No wonder she’d slept so well and so deeply. She had a faint recollection of him beside her, stretched out on his back at one point and then wrapped around her at another, but they were dim etchings at best, woven in with darker dreams and red-hot memories.

It was a gloomy sort of gray outside the windows, suggesting it was early morning in the misty bayou. Holly swung her feet over the side of the bed and sat there as the little bit of daylight washed over her, taking stock.

For the first time in her entire life, she was waking up and facing a day without her virginity intact.

She kind of thought there should be trumpets, at the very least, but there was only the sound of water licking up against the dock outside.

Holly wasn’t sure it had really occurred to her how much the simple decision to not have sex had defined her all this time. It had sunk in deep to how she thought about herself. She knew it affected how others thought about her. She’d never been particularly moralistic about her choice to wait. Some of her friends had promised themselves to the Lord, others to vague notions of What Their Husbands Were Owed, still others talked about the right guy. Holly had been more worried about disappointing her earthly father than anything else, and that had sort of snowballed as time went on. Once she’d gotten to college it had been habit to say no. A reflex. When pressed, she’d say she was saving herself for marriage, as piously as possible to nip the conversation in the bud, and for a long time she’d even believed that was true.

But then Uptown had kissed her and she’d understood that she hadn’t been saving herself at all, unless it was for him. She simply hadn’t met anyone before him who tempted her enough to bother changing her whole definition.

Or maybe, a small voice inside her suggested, you imprinted on him when you were sixteen.

Holly thought she should feel…something. Some rush of emotion. Some deep, feminine reaction or intuition. Regret, maybe, for not holding on tighter to her convictions—assuming they’d really been convictions and not merely going along to get along, which she could finally admit was how she’d survived life with her father before now. But really, all she wanted to know was when they could do it again. And again. And then a few more times, just to make sure she was getting the hang of it.

And then maybe she could take some time to feel bad that she was some kind of pawn in a DKMC game that was all about her father.

But first, this. Sex. She couldn’t believe that this was what everyone had been talking about all this time. It was as if she’d spent all this time with her face pressed to a glass window, thinking that by looking through it she knew what was happening on the other side.

She could confidently state that she hadn’t known anything. Not one thing. Nothing in her life could have prepared her for the carnal reality of the night she’d just spent, or the man whose hands should really be registered as lethal weapons—and not because of their potential for violence.

And now that she’d jumped straight through that glass window at last, with Uptown, no less, a great many things made a lot more sense. Like Katelyn’s life choices, for example. Was this what her friend got out of her association with the club? How could Holly possibly blame her for that? Because she had nothing to compare it to but her own hand and that time in an otherwise empty hotel pool when she’d furtively pressed herself against the jet and then felt like she was a terrible deviant—but if it was always like this, she could see arranging her life around sex. She could see making it the red-hot center of everything.

If she could feel even a fraction of what she’d felt last night, she’d do it all the time. She wanted to do it again right now.

When she stood, she pulled in a breath, surprised at the faint pulling sensation she felt coming from areas she’d never really paid any attention to or considered much at all before. Like that tender strip of flesh between the top of her thigh and her pussy. Who knew it was so sensitive there? Or that it could actually ache a bit when she moved after all the new positions she’d found herself in last night?

How was it possible she’d been the only inhabitant of her body for all these years—and yet it had taken a big, ferocious, insanely talented biker to teach her all the things it could do?

Holly didn’t feel soiled or stained or altered in some ineffable way, the way she thought she probably should. She felt cheated that she’d waited this long to discover what the whole world clearly already knew. She felt a little bit betrayed that she’d lost out on all these years of orgasms and delirious sensual fire and yes, Uptown himself.

It certainly made her think about that afternoon behind the church in a new light. What if she hadn’t run away? What if, when he’d come toward her, she’d leaned into him instead?

Maybe she’d known all along what she wanted to do with her life. Maybe she’d been denying it to herself since she was a teenager, likely because she’d had no idea what would have happened if she’d asked for what she’d hardly dared admit she wanted. She wouldn’t have known where to start. She couldn’t exactly have walked up to a Devil’s Keeper and asked him if he minded that she’d very probably imprinted on him when he’d thought she was spying.

Holly only knew that ending up here felt more than simply right. It felt a whole lot more like something preordained.

There were no clothes lying around the bedroom, because Killian “Uptown” Chenier was, improbably, a neat freak on top of his day job of being an outlaw biker. Holly took a breath and decided there was no particular need for false modesty. He’d had his mouth and his hands and the rest of him all over her, again and again. What point was there in covering up now?

Especially not if you’re hoping to end up right back in this bed.

Which she was, she could acknowledge to that little voice inside of her. She really, really was.

She padded toward the door of the room in her bare feet, noticing details it had been too dark—and Uptown had been too marvelously all-consuming—to pay any attention to the night before. Like the fact the walls were bare. There was a large print leaning against the far wall in his bedroom, a bold drawing of a motorcycle by someone who was clearly more than a little seduced by the bike and likely the life as well, but that was it for decoration. The living room had been the same, as she recalled. The man liked it stark, which struck her as being at odds with that happy, grinning way he moved through the world, pretty and easy.

Holly raked her fingers through her hair, but didn’t knot it up on the top of her head the way she normally would. Maybe she was a little more modest than she wanted to admit—or a little more overwhelmed by her nakedness here, in Uptown’s house, than she was prepared to acknowledge.

It hadn’t escaped her notice that he’d been holding back last night.

She thought she wanted to handle him—all of him—but could she?

There’s only one way to find out, she told herself firmly.

And with more than a little anticipation.


Chapter 10

Holly made her way into the small hall, past the bathroom and the shadowy second bedroom, stepping out into the main living area just as the gray outside began to give way to some real light. It poured in all the windows, tumbling over the surfaces and seeming to pool on the man who sat with every appearance of bone-deep laziness on the couch that dominated the room, his legs propped up before him, one ankle stacked on top of the other.

He wore nothing but a pair of jeans and all that sudden sunshine, and he took Holly’s breath away.

She knew he was beautiful, of course. Everyone knew he was beautiful. But there was Uptown in all his clothes, sauntering around in the world and causing whiplash wherever he went, and then there was this. This was art. A man chiseled into muscle and bone, bathed in buttery light that made him look like poured honey, with dark, intent eyes and that impossible mouth she’d tasted and tested and lost herself in.

In the light, she could see his tattoos a lot better. He was covered in them. They scrolled over one whole side of his body, a burst of color and texture against his skin. There were words mixed with epic, etched dragons and other mythical creatures, woven into curls and flourishes. He was art himself and he wore more art, and she wanted to know the story of every single mark. She wanted to taste every last one of them.

The things she wanted to know about him, that she thought she might die if she didn’t learn, seemed to fill her then. It made her feel precarious and needy. Or maybe that was just him, the most beautiful man she’d ever seen, so lethal and sexy that she could still feel him between her legs. She was already wet.

Or she was still wet. She couldn’t tell.

What was clear to her as she gazed at him was that it was entirely possible she’d gone and fallen in love with this man. That completely, that fast. Like every cliché of every virgin ever, too dumb to know that sex to a man like him was just sex. A reflex. Like working out, only naked.

Holly chanted those things to herself, but it didn’t help. It didn’t change her greedy, hopeless heart. She still looked at him and felt…wonder. Pure, bright wonder.

She moved toward him, feeling hushed and awed, and that didn’t change when she was closer. When she could see the red nicks of her nails on his hard belly and higher up, on his granite shoulders. When she could really feel the glittering way he looked at her. Through her. As if he could read her far more easily than she could read him.

His vast flat-screen TV was on, some documentary-style program playing, but she didn’t look at it. She could seem to see only him.

When she’d made it as far as the coffee table built from old crates, he sat forward, swiping his T-shirt from the floor and tossing it to her. Holly was surprised she caught it, not because she didn’t know how to catch things, but because her fingers felt as nerveless and silly as the rest of her.

She held the T-shirt where she’d caught it, right there against her belly, and tried not to stare at him like a slack-jawed yokel. It was difficult, because that was exactly how she felt. Worse, she was sure he knew it.

Uptown lifted his chin. She interpreted that to mean he wanted her to put the shirt on, so she did. It was thin and soft from years of wear. And it, too, smelled like him. Like leather and something spicier. It made her nipples pull taut and all those twinge-y places between her legs light up all over again.

Holly decided not to wait for another order. She pulled her hair through the collar of the T-shirt as she skirted the coffee table, then climbed on the soft leather couch beside him, pulling her legs up beneath her as she sat.

Uptown eyed her for what seemed like a very long time, and Holly didn’t have to be an expert in the postcoital behavior of men to get that he was not exactly looking at her with awe and need. Or any of that wonder that was making her heart feel four sizes too big.

“Did I not do it right?” she asked.

She was mostly kidding. Being provocative. She’d been there, after all. She’d felt it when he’d come, groaning out her name like that. Like it was a promise he meant to keep. His chest had been pressed against hers and his heart had been a sledgehammer, and she’d assumed that meant what her own wildly beating heart had meant.

But once she said it out loud, here in the middle of this strangely taut early morning, she wished she hadn’t. She felt herself get red and hot the longer he kept that shrewd, considering stare of his trained on her.

“You don’t think you did it wrong. You came at least five times.” It wasn’t a question. He knew exactly how many times he’d made her come, she was quite sure. Still, Holly couldn’t bring herself to answer him. “You looking for compliments?”

“Well.” She cleared her throat. It didn’t need clearing, and stalling was making his unsmiling mouth look all the more grim. “Yes. Obviously. Some of us have never done that before. A little ‘good job, Holly’ wouldn’t exactly go amiss.”

“Here’s the trouble with you, princess.” And Uptown did not sound particularly complimentary. Or friendly, for that matter. “You’re so busy trying on different personalities that you don’t know what the hell is right or wrong or just plain stupid.”

If that stung a bit, Holly had no intention of letting him see it.

“Like the way you smile all the time in public, you mean?” she asked, fighting to keep her tone even and smooth and unbothered. “And then in private are about the least smiley person I’ve ever met?”

“I can charm the pants off anyone,” he said, his voice a gritty sort of drawl. “Are you really arguing that?”

Holly was not arguing that. Given her current lack of anything resembling pants.

“I hate to disappoint you,” she said carefully, and that dug at her a little bit because she’d said it without thinking, but it was true, “but I’m not really much of an actress. I can be polite to people I don’t like, of course, but that’s not putting on personalities to see if they fit. That’s just good, old-fashioned manners.”

“You don’t know how to inhale unless you’re putting on some kind of act,” he retorted, and she tensed—but it was that strangely determined glitter in his dark chocolate gaze that was getting to her, not his too precise, too deliberate words. “First you were the town’s favorite saint. The prom queen in her chastity belt. Now this.” Another jerk of his chin, taking her in, sitting there naked under his T-shirt. “Your rebellious phase. All over my cock.”

It cost her a bit to keep a thread of laughter in her voice then, but she managed it. However little she felt like laughing at the moment, with him looking at her like that. “So that’s a yes, I did do it wrong? You could have just said so.”

“This is real life.” His voice was much harder than before. And it hadn’t been all that soft to start. “There’s real danger. Wake up, Snow White. I’m an outlaw and I didn’t come after you by accident. Your daddy is dirty and it’s going to get him in worse trouble than he’s already in, believe me. You’re in a world of shit, babe. Why don’t you get that?”

Holly recognized that his words were intended as a slap. They should have hurt her. Set her back, anyway. Knocked her flat.

But maybe the trouble was that she was too inexperienced to pick up on all the ways she was meant to be ashamed. Maybe if she had more context, last night would seem like the manipulative, deliberate revenge sex he seemed to be claiming it was. Instead of what it had been to her. Wonderful. Life altering. Worth whatever she had to pay in the way of a lost reputation or parental disappointment, it was so over-the-top amazing. Not just the orgasms. But all of it. Touching him. Being so close to him she now knew how his body worked. She’d felt the play of his muscles, inside and out. And she was sure she’d glimpsed his emotions, too, no matter what he might say now to the contrary.

The bottom line was, she just didn’t believe him. She didn’t think the way he looked at her had anything to do with her father, and she believed even less that Benny Chambless had been what Uptown had been thinking about while he’d kissed her, taken her, or shouted out her name.

“I get it,” she agreed after a moment. She wanted to reach across the space between them. She wanted to put her hands on him the way she had last night, as much to make herself feel better as to soothe him in some way. She settled for doing neither of those things, and stared down at his chest with all those fascinating tattoos instead. “But I think maybe you should rethink your revenge sex plan. It wasn’t exactly as traumatic as you seem to think.” She blinked. “Is it even possible to have a traumatic orgasm?”

He scowled at her. “It’s time to start taking this seriously,” he told her, his voice hard. “There are brothers in the club way less accommodating than I am. You don’t want them all over you.”

“Do you?”

His eyes glittered harder and his jaw got tight, but he didn’t answer her. And again, maybe she was as naive as Katelyn had accused her of being, or the name “Snow White” suggested, but Holly kind of thought that was an answer in itself.

“Get dressed,” he told her. “I have shit to do that doesn’t involve babysitting an accident waiting to happen.”

But Holly had not waited twenty-two years to have sex only to have a little sex. Uptown might really be done with her. She didn’t want to accept that, but she couldn’t deny it was very likely true, no matter what her goofy heart seemed to think. She knew how these things generally went. She did live in the world, after all. But that only meant that before he scraped her off and went back to his busty biker bitches, she needed to take this opportunity to learn. Everything.

She slid off the couch and onto her knees before she could think better of it, then shifted closer to him, finding her way between his outstretched legs and propping herself up with her hands on his thick, corded thighs. He tensed beneath her, and his face got that dangerously narrow look to it, but she noticed he didn’t push her off him.

“What”—and there was a muscle in his jaw going nuts that she found mesmerizing—“the fuck are you doing?”

“You told me you were going to teach me to use my mouth,” she said, and she was trying to be playful. But there was huskiness in her throat. In her voice. In her whole, entire body, and she wasn’t ready to pretend otherwise. Not yet. “Is that the stuff you have to do?”

—

If it was a fight, Holly won it.

Uptown taught her how to handle that massive cock of his, just as she’d asked. How to love it a little with her hands, then take it in her mouth. He taught her suction and rhythm. He taught her how to worry that little ridge on the underside of the plump head with her tongue, how to keep from using her teeth and then, when it was time, he taught her how to drink him down, every last drop.

And Holly discovered that she loved every second of the lesson.

Then he hauled her into the shower and pinned her to the wall, where he washed her off and then ate her pussy until she was a sodden, sobbing mess inside and out and he was hard again.

Uptown carried her to the bed again then, and taught her a few important new positions before he got serious, flipped her beneath him, and pounded them both straight into oblivion.

Last night hadn’t been an anomaly, it turned out. He really was that good. Sex really, truly was that terrific. At least with him.

The day turned ominous while they were recovering from that last round, crashed out in that wide bed of his with nothing but the murmurs of the bayou outside his windows to distract them. She traced his tattoos with her fingertips. He played with her hair. And it seemed to her that all that wonder, all that hushed awe, was working in him as much as it was in her.

Then again, it was entirely possible she was just being naive. How would she know? She bit her lip and kept her comments to herself.

The ride back in from the bayou was through the darkening skies and rising winds of a coming storm, which added a certain electric kick to things. It was exhilarating. Holly hung on to him and let her head tip back as they raced down one road after another, and it really did feel like flying.

Whatever happened next, she told herself, trying to prepare for the worst, she had this. A long, lonely country road on the back of his bike, hurtling straight for the thunder. Full on and unafraid. More living in a single loud, fast ride than she’d done in her previous twenty-two years put together. Some people lived their whole lives like that, she was well aware, locked down and scared and small. But she didn’t intend to be one of them.

After Uptown, she didn’t think she could.

He roared up her father’s driveway again, coming to a stop in the same way he had the day before. Loud and bold and unapologetic. Daring someone to have a problem with it, if she had to guess. Uptown hadn’t talked much since they’d finally crawled out of his bed and taken a second, less thrilling shower. His mouth had been in that same hard line since he’d toweled off, and she could see at a glance that it hadn’t softened during the long ride back into town.

She thought of what Katelyn had said about sleeping with the club president. Digger likes to sample the new girls before they get too jaded on all that biker cock. As if it was assumed that once you slept with one Devil’s Keeper, you slept with them all. Maybe that was the usual progression. Again, how would she know? She knew only that she would not be doing that.

Holly made herself let go of him, though she didn’t want to. She forced herself to climb off the back of his bike and then she curved her lips in one of those polite smiles she’d mentioned to him earlier while she handed over her helmet. She wasn’t pretending anything, like being happy when she wasn’t, she assured herself. She just wasn’t prepared to show him all those emotions surging around inside of her, making her want things she knew she shouldn’t dare ask for.

There were no witnesses on the front porch this time. Uptown studied her for a moment, and Holly had to bite her lip to keep from asking what he saw. Or what he was looking for, for that matter.

“Was that revenge sex?” she asked, maybe a little too brightly.

She didn’t mean to say anything. It was like it leaped from her mouth, and then there it was, spinning around and around between them.

Uptown looked incredulous.

“I don’t have any context,” she continued when it seemed he wasn’t going to answer her. And then she couldn’t seem to hold anything back anyway. She stopped trying. “I want to know how to think about what happened last night.”

“You don’t know how to think? That fancy college education really didn’t do a whole lot for you, princess.”

“Was it a club initiation thing? Is it now expected that I practice all the things you taught me on all your friends? Like, out in that warehouse of yours?” She thought about that for a second as a hard, glittering thing grew more pronounced in his eyes and his mouth looked nothing short of wholly grim. Her curse was that she found that no less beautiful. “Do you watch while it happens? While I, ah, perform?”

“Jesus Christ.”

Something occurred to her, and she leaned a little closer to where he sat, still straddling his bike.

“Does having sex with you make me a slut?” she asked, unable to keep the suppressed excitement out of her voice. Well. Maybe it wasn’t so suppressed. “Am I a biker slut now? Can it happen overnight?”

“You’re not a slut, you’re not auditioning to be a groupie, and you’re not fucking touching anyone else,” he gritted out at her, dark temper stamped all over his face and in that scratch in his voice, too.

Holly eyed him like she thought he might explode. Because he looked like that was imminent. “I thought that was the deal. I thought that was what you were talking about earlier when you told me I was in a world of shit.”

He looked as pissed as he did incredulous.

“Are you out of your mind? You should be walking bowlegged today, not planning to fuck your way through the clubhouse.”

“I didn’t say I wanted to do it. I asked if it was expected.”

She watched as his whole body seemed to tense up, like a fist. He muttered something that sounded like a curse, brutal and filthy.

“What the hell are you doing to me?” he asked.

But even though he turned and looked at her as he said that, swinging off his bike while he did, Holly got the distinct impression he wasn’t speaking to her. Not really.

He stood there before her for a moment, his gorgeous face hard and that intriguing muscle alive in his jaw again. He reached over and slid his hand up over her cheek, the way she’d done to him last night. But his hand was bigger. Harder. And his thumb was so close to her mouth.

She couldn’t be the only one who was remembering when he’d thrust it between her lips last night. His dark eyes kindled with that same flame that had seared her all night long, though his mouth stayed in its hard line.

“I don’t want you fucking anyone but me.”

It was little more than a growl. It wasn’t a request and it wasn’t in any way nice. It was another one of his orders. And still, it made Holly feel warm. Giddy, even. Everywhere.

But she’d grown up in this town. And the fact that he’d been with one woman behind the church that afternoon and another one when she’d pretended not to see him in the local diner that same evening way back when had stuck with her.

“Who do you get to fuck?” she asked.

He shook his head at that, a different light gleaming in his gaze. His mouth seemed to get tighter even as it curved. Slightly. Very slightly. Still, she felt it like a new caress.

“I haven’t touched another woman since you walked into Dumb Gator’s that first night,” he told her, his voice low and something a lot like pissed. “You want to put a collar around my dick?”

She blinked at that. “Uh, no. Is that a club thing? It doesn’t sound fun at all.”

And Holly couldn’t possibly have described the look on his face then. It was somewhere between tortured and amused, as if he couldn’t decide which way to go. Or as if he was stuck there in both.

“It’s not a club thing,” he said, as if it hurt him.

His hand tightened against her cheek, then he dropped it. Instantly, she missed the heat of his palm against her skin. The cool wind that announced the coming storm was tossing her hair around and she caught it into a messy spiral, trying to do something with her hands so she wouldn’t throw herself at him.

“Give me your phone,” he said.

Uptown and his many orders. But he wasn’t the problem, she knew. The problem was she liked obeying him. Maybe because, unlike all the rules she’d dutifully followed all her life, she didn’t have to do what this man told her to do. She just wanted to. After all, he’d never steered her wrong yet. Her pussy clenched at the thought, then pulsed with a new, wet heat. But all she did was reach into her back pocket, as ordered. She tugged her phone free, then handed it to him.

Uptown frowned down at the screen as he took it.

“Your girl Katelyn texted you.” He sounded pissed again, that low, dangerous rumble. “A lot.”

“She does that sometimes.” And in the spirit of all this sharing that was going on, Holly kept going. “Usually when she’s unhappy with me, it has to be said.”

His gaze flashed to hers, then dropped to the phone again. “Tell her she needs to watch her mouth.”

Holly laughed. “Katelyn doesn’t watch her mouth. As policy since the sixth grade. She takes pride in always speaking her mind. No matter what.”

“If she calls you a bitch again,” Uptown said very distinctly, with another one of those lightning-dark glances, “I’m gonna view that as my problem, not yours. Make sure you tell her that.”

Holly had the feeling he was talking in a code and that she should understand what he was saying. But she didn’t want to tell him she didn’t. She made a note to ask Katelyn what it meant—assuming her friend was in the mood to impart biker secrets, which was a big assumption, especially if she’d been texting mean things all night.

Uptown punched in a number and let it ring, making his pocket buzz. He fished out his own phone, swiped it on, then off again.

“Now you have my number,” he said, as he shoved his phone back in his pocket again. There was definitely something in his dark voice that she was missing. But he hadn’t touched anyone but her since that first night. She tried to keep herself from beaming at that little bombshell. “I don’t want to show up at the bar tonight to find your car gone and you God knows where. You call me, princess. Tell me how you’re getting to work. If you need a ride, I’ll come get you.”

“Why didn’t you take me to my car now?”

His mouth gave the impression of crooking slightly without actually moving. “I want you to call me, Holly. Like I said.”

“I can just get a ride to my car at some point today.” She waved her hand at the house. “Someone will help me out.”

“What did I just say?” He sounded harsh, but there was still that faint hint of a curve in the corner of his mouth. It made Holly feel ridiculously warm all over.

“I’ll call you,” she agreed, and then she couldn’t keep herself from smiling at him. “I don’t want to embarrass you, but I thought the guy was supposed to say that.”

His lips twitched. “Later, we’re gonna have a long discussion about your smart mouth.”

“No need.” She smiled wider, and maybe she couldn’t keep her feelings about all this inside as well as she thought. “I think you already showed me how much you like it.”

Uptown handed her phone back to her, then tugged her toward him with a hand around her wrist. She went happily. He bent his head and pressed a hard, possessive kiss on her mouth. It made everything inside her go taut.

“Later,” he said against her mouth, and he sounded just as greedy as she felt.

It was hard not to feel that everywhere, like some kind of love poem.

But she only smiled brightly when he stepped away and swung back onto his bike, because what were her options? Clinging to the cuff of his jeans? She might have been new to sexual relationships, but she wasn’t a complete idiot. He cranked his engine and the tough bike beneath him rumbled its response, louder than the grumbling sky above them as he took off.

If she took her sweet time going up the front steps so she could listen to his motorcycle roar down the drive and out into the road for as long as possible, that was perfectly understandable, she thought. And besides, there was no one around to see her.

In fact, the whole house was oddly still when she walked inside at last. It felt different. Not empty. Just…changed, somehow.

But she stood in the foyer, staring at the usual ostentatious flower arrangement in its big vase, and all those things she hadn’t wanted to remember came flooding back to her. What Katelyn had said about her mother. What that meant about her father. What it all meant about the kind of person she’d spent her life trying so hard to please. And maybe the house hadn’t changed since she’d last been in it. Maybe she was the one who’d changed.

Holly followed an urge she rarely had and took the grand front stairs up to the second floor, then followed the graceful hallway across the house to the master suite that took over the far end. Her father made no secret of the fact he’d moved into one of the guest suites years ago. The master bedroom was her mother’s domain. Holly paused at the door. She took a deep breath, then she pushed her way inside.

The shades were drawn, as they always were. The room was dim, with only a bedside lamp to cut the gloom. Holly moved toward the foot of the grand four-poster the way she always had as a child, making sure she stayed silent. It was early in the day, after all. Meaning it was before three p.m. It had taken her a long time to understand that her mother wasn’t “a bad sleeper.” Her mother was usually dreadfully hungover at this time of day, which made her even shorter tempered and less approachable than usual.

Today was no different than any other day across the years. Her mother’s still, slender form was stretched out beneath the light coverlet she preferred in warmer weather. The ceiling fan moved the air around and did nothing to hide the sound of her deep snores. She had the same glossy brown hair that Holly did, streaked with an elegant silver these days as it fanned out across the pillows.

Holly had been furious with her mother all her life. She’d spent years wishing her mama had just gone ahead and killed herself if this was how she intended to go on living, because it would be easier that way. It would be closure. It would be something more than this. Sleeping her life away, year after year after year.

Her hands were in fists at her sides, though Holly had no recollection of doing that. She listened to her mother sleep that hard, whole sleep that came only with too much self-medicating. She’d never understood her mother, but then, everything made a new sort of sense now. A horrible, revolting sense she didn’t want to accept. But there was no going back.

A man who could whore out his wife, then lie about why she was distraught enough to numb herself into a coma for years, was a monster. Plain and simple. The fact that he’d called his own daughter such a vile name yesterday hardly signified. The fact that he’d stolen money from all kinds of people barely mattered next to the damage he’d done right here, in this room.

And there was no doubt in Holly’s mind that one way or another, she was looking at the fate her father had planned for her. That this darkened room filled with oblivion and pain was the great future she had waiting for her if she left it in his hands. If he would ransom out his own wife, what would he do with a daughter? Especially one he now considered biker trash?

Maybe the reason she’d been unable to come up with a concrete plan for her life after college was because, deep down, she’d always known it wasn’t up to her and worse, it wasn’t likely to be all that much fun. She knew her father’s friends. She knew their hard-eyed, entitled sons. How long would it be before her daddy was encouraging her to marry one of them? And how long after she did—because sweetly docile Holly Chambless always did what made her daddy happy, everyone knew that—would she find herself in a situation like her mother’s in one way or another?

There wasn’t a single one of her father’s friends’ wives who ever looked happy. Holly couldn’t think of even one.

She was shaking when she drifted closer to the bed. She reached out and took her mother’s hand, swallowing hard against the lump in her throat as she held it in hers. It had been so long, she’d forgotten that she and her mama had the same hands. Slender, with the same tapered fingers, and the same funny thumbs that didn’t quite seem to match.

It had been so long.

“He’s going to go to jail,” Holly whispered, leaning in close. “Or worse. Either way he’s not going to be around much longer. I promise. You can wake up soon.” She pulled in a breath. “You can come back, Mama.”

Her mother didn’t stir. She didn’t know why she’d expected otherwise. And still, when Holly left the master bedroom she had to wipe tears from her face.

She wandered back to her childhood room on the other end of the house, far from both the master bedroom and the guest suite her father had taken over at least a decade back. But the room felt oppressive when she stood in it. It was as if the whole house was crashing in on her now that she knew the truth about what had happened here. What was still happening here.

She kicked off her shoes and peeled off her clothes, thinking she wasn’t nearly as tidy as Uptown when she dropped last night’s outfit on the bench at the foot of her bed. She pulled on a pair of white jeans and her favorite blue-and-white-striped top because it was so soft and comfy and she needed that today, then piled her hair on top of her head. It was only then that she realized she was hungry. Starving, in fact.

And she was grinning like a fool again when she remembered all the delicious reasons she had to be hungry today.

She took the back stairs down to the kitchen, straight into the huge cook’s kitchen that neither of her parents had ever prepared a meal in, to her knowledge. She rummaged around in one of the huge, steel fridges until she found some orange juice. She poured herself a glass and was sipping at it, staring out back at the gardens from her place at the sink and trying to decide what she wanted to eat, when she heard a faint noise behind her.

“Don’t start, Daddy,” she said, trying her best to keep her voice even when all she wanted to do was shout. Scream. Something to indicate she knew exactly who he was now. That he couldn’t fool her anymore. “If you don’t have something nice to say, I’m really not in the mood to hear it.”

“I’m not your daddy, bitch.”

The unfamiliar voice had her whipping around. Holly forgot her glass of juice entirely as her heart tried to claw its way out of her body. She threw her hands out in front of her as if she thought she could ward off an attack—

But it was another biker.

She saw the DKMC cut first. Then the familiar face. She frowned, trying to make sense of it. This was Aaron Guillot, the son of the Devil’s Keepers long-term president. Even she knew that. He was roughly Uptown’s age, though he hadn’t exactly had the same effect on the female population of Lagrange, to her recollection. Then again, no one did. Holly looked at his cut and saw the name WHALE printed there, which made no sense at all on such a reedy, notably unimposing man. But then, what did Uptown mean? She supposed she should ask him someday. Once she figured out what was happening here.

“Are you looking for Uptown?” she asked, trying to sound helpful instead of unnerved. Because surely that was the only reason a DKMC brother would be standing in her parents’ kitchen. “He left a little while ago. But I bet he’d come right back if we called him.”

“I’m not here for Uptown.” Whale smirked, and that was when she noticed how flat and mean his eyes looked. “I came for you.”

She didn’t have time to be confused by that. Or even particularly alarmed.

Because Whale didn’t give her any time. He stepped forward and hit her. Hard.

And everything went black.


Chapter 11

Uptown roared back up the mayor’s pretty driveway a few hours later, with Greeley and Chaser flanking him and Roscoe leading the pack. That was what happened when the brothers decided it was time to have a little motivational talk with Benny about all that money he owed the club. Everyone wanted to come play.

They all climbed off their bikes and left them out there in front of the house, where any Lagrange citizen could drive by and see them cluttering up the mayor’s property. Something that they all knew was likely to give the douchebag a stroke. Uptown hung his soft helmet on his handlebars and eyed the rumbling, churning sky like it was an omen rather than another Louisiana storm. The wind was still whipping in his face and thunder muttered in the distance.

It was a perfect time to make a useless tool of a man, all puffed up on what was left of his petty little throne, feel as small and as breakable as he actually was, Uptown thought.

Digger hadn’t seemed all that concerned about the money Benny owed, which was a good thing no matter if it was a little odd, because Uptown was way more interested in making the fucker hurt. But Digger had sent them out anyway, because the longer Benny was walking around in one piece, advertising that it was possible to cross the club and live, the more bullshit they’d have to deal with down the line. That was the trouble with the criminal element. They were always trying shit. The slightest indication that they could get away with something? They’d be all up in it.

“You gonna tell us what happened with the mayor’s little prom queen last night?” Chaser asked as they started for the front door, their boots loud as hell on the gleaming white porch. “Or are you pretending we didn’t all see you haul her out of Dumb Gator’s?”

Uptown was hoping the prom queen in question was locked away in her room in this place, sleeping through whatever was about to happen to her father. He’d sent her a text suggesting she do just that, but she hadn’t answered. One more thing they needed to talk about.

“Did you just upgrade yourself to a ‘we,’ asshole?” Uptown asked. He nodded at Greeley and Roscoe. “Because no one else was there, looking for answers at the bottom of a bottle. That was just you.”

“I’m fucking fascinated by your sex life,” Greeley said, deadpan.

“I’m never looking for answers,” Chaser said, as if mortally offended by the very idea. “I’m looking for the bottom of the goddamn bottle. It means I’m on the way to decently drunk, for a change.”

“What the hell do you think happened?” Uptown grinned. “She taught me how to knit, man. It was beautiful. I’m making you a fucking scarf and a pair of mittens.”

Greeley let out a crack of laughter at that.

“You’re a dick.” But Chaser was grinning. Or as close to grinning as that fucker ever got.

Uptown sighed. “You just lost yourself a matching knit cap, friend. It really would have brought out your eyes.”

But then they all fell silent, because Roscoe had gone aggressively still in front of them. They all froze. And Uptown could hear it then—the creak of the boards that indicated someone was standing on the other side of the door.

Roscoe nodded at Greeley, who pulled out his piece. Then at Chaser, who did the same. They both fell back to make an angle, leaving Uptown to go and knock on the door with Roscoe right there at his back.

He didn’t have to knock. The door swung open as he reached for it, and Benny stood there.

If the mayor noticed the guns drawn on him, he didn’t seem to care. He looked like shit. His mouth was swollen, like someone had popped him one, which Uptown took a little personally. That was his job. The tufts of hair that hung like a spare tire around the base of Benny’s bald head were sticking out in all directions, and the once obnoxiously well-dressed mayor smelled like sour mash and old sweat.

“What else do you want?” the older man demanded, because Benny Chambless sucked at reading situations. Four DKMC members flashing pieces, he owed the club money and a whole lot of explanations, and he came out hard instead of kissing some ass? Uptown just hoped that Holly was smart enough to stay the hell out of the way when things got intense.

“No shotgun?” Uptown drawled, crossing his arms over his chest and taking a moment or two to contemplate all the ways he could break this asshole into pieces. “I’m gonna think you don’t love me anymore, Benny.”

“This is bullshit,” Benny threw back at him. His eyes swung to Roscoe, then back. “Digger knew I was taking a bigger cut of that protection money. He had that whack job kid of his work out the percentages. How is it stealing from the club when I was working with the fucking club?”

Everything inside Uptown went still. Around him, he felt his brothers have the same reaction. Because that didn’t sound like Benny talking shit. That sounded like proof. Or something that could turn into proof, anyway.

It took Benny a minute for it to penetrate that all the other men on the porch were staring at him, and differently than before. His already red face flushed darker. “What now?”

“What the fuck did you just say?” Roscoe asked, in a very quiet voice that should have scared the shit out of Benny.

“Digger and that creepy friend of his always knew what was happening,” Benny complained. That was what got to Uptown. He wasn’t making shit up. He was complaining. “They set it up. Now neither one of them will take my calls. Am I really going down for this? After all I did for the club?”

“Yeah, you’re a real friend,” Chaser muttered. “Always looking out for the club.”

“Club pussy isn’t the same as club interests,” Greeley pointed out, his hard gaze on the mayor like he was a cockroach. “Benny liked to indulge himself, sure. But did that go both ways? Seems to me he was really more of a taker.”

“The club likes givers,” Chaser said, his scary-ass glare on Benny.

But Uptown’s head was spinning. There had been any number of opportunities for Digger to mention that he knew what Benny was up to, but he hadn’t. Why would he keep that to himself? Why would he send the brothers out to collect a debt that wasn’t really a debt?

What the hell was going on?

“Which creepy friend of Digger’s did you talk to?” Uptown asked, and he even smiled, like it was a funny question. When it was anything but funny. “All of his friends are a little creepy. That’s what happens when you spend so much time with drunks and miscreants.”

“Some hulking Neanderthal biker asshole,” Benny snapped, but his wary gaze was on Chaser. Who had put away his piece and was now toying with the huge hunting knife he had strapped to his hip. “With an eye patch, like he thinks he’s some kind of pirate, but don’t tell him that. He doesn’t have much of a sense of humor.”

Uptown felt frozen solid at that. He could tell everyone else was having the same reaction. Because they all knew only one motherfucker who fit that description. To a tee. Fat Irish was the douchebag president of the Little Rock charter of the Black Dogs MC. Rumor was he’d lost his eye in a knife fight with Sugar, one of DKMC’s locked-up brothers, but he liked to tell the world it was from a bar brawl he’d won—that he’d lost the eye and kept right on kicking ass. He was a liar to his bones. He was also a rough and rowdy shit disturber by any measure.

And he was a mortal enemy of the club. It was on his watch that the Black Dogs had started encroaching on the Devils’ territory, trying to fuck up and outright take over DKMC’s agreement with the cartel. He was personally responsible for the growing threat of war between their clubs.

There was no scenario in which Digger should have been hanging out with Fat Irish at all, much less talking cuts of protection money with him and someone like Benny, who was supposed to be a club asset and nothing more.

And Uptown realized that it had been much better to worry about shit with Digger. To wonder. Because then there was still room for doubt.

He didn’t doubt it anymore. He knew. Everyone standing here on the mayor’s front porch knew. Digger had gone bad.

It felt like someone had died. He flashed a glance to either side of him and saw that all his brothers had the same look on their faces. Grim. Pissed. Dark and stunned and murderous besides.

“And it’s bad enough he sent you out twice in one day,” Benny continued, sounding aggrieved, and like he was unaware he’d dropped a bomb. “But that little shit hit me. Look at my face!”

Uptown caught Greeley’s gaze, as dark as he felt. Chaser had gone ominously quiet. And Roscoe, Digger’s VP, was scowling at the floor. Uptown couldn’t imagine what this felt like to him. Betrayal on top of betrayal.

“Who hit you?” Uptown asked Benny, through his teeth. Trust a narcissistic dickhead like Benny to completely fail to recognize that everything had changed. That no one cared about his shit anymore—or not today, anyway. Not when he’d just casually revealed that their club was dying from the inside out. “Did he stick around so I could thank him?”

“Digger’s kid,” Benny snapped. “That wimpy-looking one. He sucker punched me in my own goddamned study.”

That got everyone’s attention. Roscoe finally lifted his head, his gaze gone lethal.

“What the hell did Whale want with you?” Uptown asked. Something itched at him then, like there was something he should have remembered. Why does the fun of popping that cherry go to Uptown? Whale had asked, right there in church. Uptown eyed the dark house behind Benny, and asked the question he was pissed as hell that he didn’t ask from the start. “Where’s Holly?”

Benny scowled at him. “That’s what I’m trying to tell you. He took her.”

—

It was the longest few hours of Uptown’s life.

They tracked Whale out past the Lagrange town limit, out to a crumbling, abandoned old refinery the moss and weeds were taking back into the earth. Whale’s pickup was parked outside, getting pounded by the storm that had finally moved in and squatted down over St. Germain Parish like it wanted to help the brothers kick a little ass.

Uptown’s head was full of Holly’s face and a whole lot of what-ifs. What he would do if Whale hurt her. What he would do if he was too late to keep her from being harmed, or worse. What he would do and how he would do it, in excruciating detail.

And his heart was full of murder.

They’d brought Benny along for this shit, Roscoe’s thinking being that it would be harder for Whale to lie directly to his face about the things the fat fuck had said. They’d left the bikes in Lagrange to make sure Whale couldn’t hear them coming.

And now Uptown was picking his way over the remains of a thousand local parties. Glass and cigarette butts. Beer cans strewn everywhere. The old refinery loomed like a monument to dreams smashed apart and hopes crushed underfoot, a rural Louisiana specialty.

Normally he would take the opportunity to thank god for the club that had saved him from this. That had kept him from following right along in his mother’s footsteps. The swamp was a merciless place. Lose your footing and it sucked you in, deep.

But tonight all he could think about was Holly.

He and his brothers moved silently through the old shithole, the driving rain covering any noise they might have made. Inside, the place was as crappy as it was outside. Uptown followed the faint crackle of a fire, keeping to the shadows as he crept closer, numb from the top of his head to his feet.

The truth was, he wasn’t ready to lose her. He’d barely tasted her. It had been clear from the start that Holly Chambless wasn’t like any of the other women he’d spent time with over the years. He’d waited for her. He wasn’t interested in anyone else.

She’d been like a gut punch from the start. Why hadn’t he locked her down? Why hadn’t he slapped a property patch on her back and made shit all nice and official?

Not that it would have helped Whale be less of a crazy asshole. But it might have helped Holly to know that he knew exactly what that soft look all over her face meant, and he liked it.

He’d been denying that all day, but it was true. He more than liked it.

He crouched behind a pile of old, picked-over machine parts, only half aware of Greeley squatting beside him. Whale was there on the other side, sitting on a block of concrete with a bottle in one hand, a gun in the other, and his attention on the fire.

There was a soft little lump on the ground near him.

Uptown told himself it couldn’t be her. Because if it was, she wasn’t moving.

And he found that after all the shit he’d seen and all the crap he’d done himself, he couldn’t handle it if she was hurt. It would end him, one way or another.

He didn’t have to label that shit with pretty words. It was simple fact.

“Easy,” Greeley murmured next to him. “Roscoe’s got this.”

They’d decided. Uptown had agreed. It made sense for the VP to do this, so there could be no accusations later that it hadn’t been treated right. That Uptown had gone off the handle and acted wrong because his woman was involved.

But that lump on the floor that had to be Holly wasn’t moving. Roscoe was taking too long.

Uptown tensed, about to get in there and deal with this himself and who cared what the consequences were—

“I know you’re awake,” Whale snarled, still staring at the fire. Then he signed his death warrant by sticking out his leg. And kicking her.

Uptown started to rise. Greeley cursed and rose with him.

But though Holly had jerked when Whale kicked her, she gave no sign of being in any pain when she sat up a moment later. Her hair was piled on top of her head with only little bits falling down, and it made her look more vulnerable. She crossed her legs, her back straight, as she gazed at Whale.

She’d never looked more like a princess in her life.

“You’ve now hit me in the head and kicked me,” she pointed out, her voice clear as a bell and totally even. Something warm moved through Uptown then, taking away the numbness. Making him alarmingly close to happy, despite the circumstances, because she was okay. She was still herself. Holly frowned at Whale as if she was disappointed in him. “That’s not very nice.”

Pure Holly.

Whale bared his teeth. “Shut the fuck up.”

“That is rude,” Holly admonished him. “What are you thinking? I know your mother. I was chatting with her just the other day. I can’t imagine she’ll like finding out she raised a son like this. How shameful.”

“Is she…” Greeley stopped, looking at Holly in astonishment. “Is she scolding him? While he has a gun on her?”

And for the first time since that moment on the mayor’s front porch, Uptown relaxed a little bit.

“Oh yeah,” he said, and he didn’t try to hide the pride in his voice. He didn’t even care when Greeley shot him a deeply amused sort of look that promised all kinds of shit later. He didn’t care about anything except this—she was alive and she was relatively unharmed. Uptown had every intention of keeping her that way, for the rest of his goddamned life. “That’s my girl.”

—

Holly understood that she should have been scared.

Whale was bigger than her, and a little bit drunk if she was reading that sloppy look on his face right—to say nothing of his breath—and had already proved he had no qualms about hurting her. But instead, she was annoyed.

Her head hurt. When she lifted a hand to feel her temple, it was tender to the touch and made her stomach feel a little iffy, and she didn’t think there was anything the least bit healthy about that. And now her hip ached, too, from that unnecessarily vicious kick.

Yes, she’d been awake. Pretending to still be passed out, because she didn’t know where she was and it had taken her long, confused minutes to remember what had happened.

“My mother doesn’t talk to the whores,” Whale was snarling at her. “She’s above you.”

That was when Holly noticed the gun he was holding, and things got a little more tense. Inside her, anyway. Whale continued to wave it around, half threat and half danger to himself. She knew which half she wanted to win.

“You’re not so high and mighty anymore, are you?” Whale continued. “Why don’t you get on your knees and show me what Uptown taught you. He’s dirty as fuck. I bet you suck a cock real good, don’t you?”

She knew it was stupid. She knew she should try to appease him. She knew she should do whatever it took to survive this, even the things her mind veered away from. She thought about her mother lying in that bed, year after year, her rebellion in her resistance. In her refusal to get up, clean up, play her part. And Holly couldn’t bring herself to do it. She just couldn’t.

“I can promise you,” she said softly, and she lifted her gaze to Whale’s, hoping he saw the open defiance on her face, “that you will never, ever know.”

Whale snarled at her. “You’re a little snot-nosed bitch. You’ve always thought you were better than everyone else. Not anymore. Your father’s a dead man whether he goes to prison or gets tagged before he makes it there, and you’re nothing but one more biker tramp.” He sneered. “Good thing you’re young. Play your cards right and you could have a few good years on the pole down at Petit Joe’s. Turn a few tricks, make a few movies, who knows? You could make something of yourself.”

He shifted on his concrete seat, turning to face her. She didn’t know what he’d used to make his fire, but it smelled wrong. Like there were chemicals in the smoke. And she really didn’t like the way he was looking at her.

“I’m glad you’ve given my future so much thought,” she managed to say.

Looking around, she could make out old machines and industrial windows. Like they were in some kind of factory. She could hear the rain slamming into the roof and dripping in through the open parts of the ceiling.

Whale leaned closer, tapping his gun against his knee. If he was doing it to threaten her, it worked. Her eyes kept being drawn to it. But it was the hard look on his face that was worse.

“I like this part,” he told her. “A girl with morals in the middle of her downward spiral. All the lines you draw. All the things you’re so sure you won’t do, and then, one by one, there you are. Doing it all.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m not in a downward spiral. Unless you count being kidnapped.” She saw temper spark in his gaze and had to fight to keep a tremor out of her voice. “But we both know you’re going to let me go, right?”

“Sure,” Whale said. And Holly really, really didn’t like the way his gaze moved over her, like he could see her breasts through her shirt. Like she had breasts to see. He smirked. “Eventually.”

Finally, Holly thought, she felt as scared as she should have from the start.

But that was when another biker showed up. He strolled out from the shadows as if he’d been invited to this party, and Holly’s stomach sank. Because she assumed his appearance wasn’t an accident. That Whale wasn’t doing this—whatever it was—alone.

Which meant she was in a whole lot more trouble.

This biker was not ugly inside and out like Whale. This one was built rugged. His dark brown hair was shaggy and he was solid and rangy, moving in a lazy way with his hands in his pockets, with a half-smile on his face that made her think of Uptown.

And then Holly had to order herself not to think about Uptown, or she’d cry. And she didn’t need anyone to tell her that the last thing she should do was show that kind of weakness now.

“What the hell are you doing here?” Whale snarled at the new guy, which gave Holly a little bit of hope. Maybe they weren’t a team. Maybe she had a chance. She looked around for something she could use to protect herself as Whale rose to his feet and faced the newcomer. “No one invited you to this party.”

“It doesn’t look like much of a party, brother,” the new man said in a friendly voice. So friendly that Holly jerked a bit, then looked up at him. To find his blue eyes were ice cold. He moved closer to the fire and she read his name on his cut: T’ROSCOE. She knew that name. He was the club’s VP. “In fact, that looks a lot like the mayor’s daughter.”

“How did you know to look for me here?” Whale sounded suspicious.

Roscoe smiled. “Got some high-grade civilian pussy out this way I like to tap every now and then. I was driving back and saw your truck. Thought you might be in trouble.”

Whale considered that. Holly found the narrow neck of a beer bottle, still connected to a shattered base, and wrapped her hand around it.

“Uptown wasn’t getting shit done,” Whale said after a moment, and he sounded less creepy and disgusting than he had when he’d been talking about her future as a whore. Now he sounded a lot like her father, all puffed up and officious. “So I had to step in. I told Benny to bring the money he owes the club if he wants to see his daughter in one piece again.”

“Oh, bad plan,” Holly chimed in. She smiled when both men turned to look at her. “My daddy washed his hands of me, I’m afraid. He’s not about to come running to save me. Especially not if he has to pay for the privilege.”

“Why would Benny come and pay you, Whale?” Roscoe asked, looking so pleasant and relaxed it set off an alarm somewhere deep inside Holly. “You already knew he was stealing from the club.”

Whale bared his teeth. “You think you’re so smart, don’t you? You tricked the brothers into voting for you and making you VP, but you and I know you stole it from me.”

“I didn’t steal shit.” Roscoe still looked friendly.

“Benny will do what he’s told,” Whale said grandly. “The club owns him. If I tell him I want money, he’ll bring it. That’s how it works—or did you not know that? Maybe that’s why you’re not a very good VP.”

Roscoe nodded toward the shadows. “He’s here, brother. But he doesn’t have any money.”

And Holly’s mouth dropped open when Chaser appeared, pushing her father in front of him.

“What the hell is happening?” Whale demanded. He scowled at Benny. “Where’s the fucking money?”

“I told you I don’t have it,” Benny retorted.

What he did not do, Holly noticed, was demand his daughter’s release.

The bikers all started shouting at each other. Holly stayed where she was, cross-legged by the fire with her broken beer bottle weapon at her side. Her father looked even worse than the last time she’d seen him. He glanced over at her, and she couldn’t imagine what he saw. She had dirt all over her white jeans. She was sure she had a bruise on her face. But his mouth tightened as if she’d rolled into his office like this, bedraggled and dirty.

“I know what you did,” she said. Softly, but he was looking right at her from only a few feet away. She knew he understood her. “To Mama.”

Her father smiled and destroyed any remaining hope she might have had that he was some kind of a decent person, because it didn’t reach his cold eyes at all.

“Your mother,” he said very distinctly, “was good for exactly one thing. And then she decided to put herself in a coma. I thought I could count on you.” He sighed. “But you’re the biggest disappointment of my life.”

“So much for the cavalry,” Holly muttered, and told herself it didn’t hurt.

Because soon enough it wouldn’t, she knew. Soon enough, if she survived this, she’d wonder how she ever even pretended to believe this man and his act. She already did. She could feel his influence on her fading, like the rain was washing away whatever Uptown hadn’t cured her of already.

Don’t think about Uptown.

But she couldn’t seem to help herself.

The fight got louder, and she heard her father weigh in, saying something officious-sounding about an Irishman.

“Shut your fucking mouth, you useless fat fuck,” Whale growled. Then he took the hand that was holding his gun and he slammed it into her father’s face.

Holly gasped, then slapped a hand over her mouth because she didn’t want to draw any attention to herself. But she didn’t have to worry. No one was paying her any mind at all. No one was watching her father crumple to the ground, where he landed hard and laid still.

“You need to think real hard about the next thing you say,” Roscoe was telling Whale. And he no longer sounded the least bit friendly.

“Thanks for the advice.” Whale’s voice was furious, but not at all cowed. “Go fuck yourself. Your time is almost up, brother. You won’t be quite so full of yourself when you’re not rocking that VP patch, will you?”

“Jesus Christ, enough.”

Holly thought she was imagining that voice, because it was the one she wanted to hear most. She refused to look up for a breath, then another, because she was too afraid that there would be nothing but the rain against the roof and the same three men arguing in a knot next to her father’s still form.

But when she dared look, Uptown was there. It was really, truly him.

Her heart flipped over in her chest, and she felt it then. All the emotions she’d been holding at bay, trying to pretend she wasn’t feeling them or anything. All the terror and disorientation. Her head spun. It was as if she’d thrown up a wall the moment she’d woken up here, but Uptown’s appearance knocked it down flat. Because she knew that whatever else happened here, she’d be safe.

He’d keep her safe.

“Whine, whine, whine,” Uptown was saying as he walked across the floor, his hard gaze on Whale. “It seems like that’s all you ever do. No one would have voted for you, asshole. Wake up.”

He slid a look to Holly, searing and hot, and she felt it move through her long after he looked back to Whale.

“No one voted for you, either,” Whale threw at him.

Uptown laughed. “My name wasn’t in the ring. Neither was yours. No one cares who your daddy is.”

“But let’s talk about your daddy,” Roscoe suggested. “He’s up to some bad shit. It can’t end well. Are you sure you want to back him?”

Whale laughed. “You have no idea how stupid you sound.”

“I’m over this,” Uptown said, sounding impatient. “I want my woman and guess what, asshole? I’m taking this to the table.”

“A whore is fair game,” Whale scoffed. “I have as much right to her as you do.”

Holly decided it was not the time to assert her belief that she got to decide her fate, not them.

“Did you touch her?” And though Uptown’s voice got quieter, it was far scarier. “Will I find a single mark on her body from your hand?”

“You think you can claim anything you want, with that pretty-boy face and that dumb smile,” Whale ranted at him.

“I think you’re a little obsessed with me,” Uptown retorted.

Whale only scoffed. “You were supposed to handle the Benny situation and you couldn’t do it. You were supposed to use her to get to him and you didn’t do that, either. I’m doing it. The bitch isn’t yours. The minute she walked into Dumb Gator’s she was easy pickings and you know it.”

“The minute she walked into Dumb Gator’s,” Uptown growled, a ferocity in his voice Holly had never heard before, “she was mine. You touch my property again and I’ll take your fucking head off.”

Holly knew she should muster up some outrage at that stark declaration of ownership, but she couldn’t. She liked it too much. So much it felt like she could suddenly breathe again.

Uptown and Whale were in each other’s faces. The man who’d walked out of the shadows with Uptown, all dark beard and a darker glare, caught her gaze and lifted his chin. Holly took the hint. Slowly, she eased herself up onto her feet. She wished she had shoes, but she didn’t. So she carefully started inching her way around the fire, ignoring the things that poked into her bare feet as she moved. Whale’s back was to her and he was facing off with the other men. If she could get around him, that would end this conversation. Or it should.

“This isn’t your club anymore, dickhead,” Whale said, low and furious. “It’s mine. And I don’t need your permission to handle any bitch the way I want.”

And then everything slowed down.

Whale turned, and his face twisted when he saw Holly standing. His hand shot up, so he was pointing that gun of his right at her.

And Holly froze. She didn’t run. She didn’t dive for cover. She wasn’t sure she even breathed. If asked, she would have confidently asserted that she could handle herself in a crisis. But here she was. A gun trained on her and she might as well have been made of stone.

Luckily, the bikers had no such problems. They moved—and fast.

Roscoe punched Whale in the arm, so hard Holly thought she could feel the impact from a few feet away. But Whale dropped the gun.

“Don’t do it—” Chaser was growling at him.

Uptown didn’t speak. He looked absolutely lethal, carved in denim and leather like some kind of avenging angel. His dark eyes were cold and trained on Whale. It took Holly a panicked beat to realize his gun was, too.

For a moment there was nothing but the rain on the roof, drumming down from above and drowning everything else out.

Then Whale moved.

He threw himself at Holly—and the fire.

She heard a crack and a whizzing sound and then she was hitting the hard ground with a bone-jolting wallop and Whale on top of her.

And all she could think was: fight.

She bucked and twisted, tearing herself out from under him, and she was panting or sobbing, she couldn’t tell which, when familiar hands pulled her up. Then straight off her feet and into his arms.

“Tell me you’re okay,” Uptown said, intense and hard against her mouth.

Holly couldn’t speak. She wrapped herself around him. She didn’t care if there was an audience, she crossed her legs around his waist and she clung to his neck and she wondered if she’d ever breathe normally again.

“Princess, focus,” he ordered her, still so dark and in her ear, while his hands moved restlessly over every part of her he could reach. “Are you hurt?”

“I’m fine,” she whispered. “I’m perfectly fine.”

And she felt a kind of current go through him, this tough man she would have said feared nothing. She felt him let out a breath, long and low.

He shifted her then, so he could hold her in his arms like some kind of Scarlett O’Hara. Holly slid her arm around his neck and then, only then, did she look around.

Whale was still on the floor. Still not moving. Her father was sitting up, but he was uncharacteristically quiet.

“Deal with Benny,” Uptown bit out.

It took Holly a minute to realize he was talking to his brothers.

“That’s your shit,” Chaser said. “Your payback.”

“I don’t care about him anymore.” Uptown shrugged. He looked down at Holly. “Do you?”

And it was tempting to bury her head in his shoulder. To pretend she didn’t know what was happening here, or what Uptown was asking her. She knew who he was. She knew what he did. She’d grown up right here in Lagrange, fully cognizant of the club and its activities whether she’d admitted that to herself or not. And Uptown had shot a man right here, right in front of her, and she couldn’t bring herself to regret that.

She looked at her father. Mayor Benny Chambless. He didn’t beg, of course. His face was red, but he looked haughty. As if he expected nothing at all from the daughter he’d written off as a whore.

Holly had given that man twenty-two years of her life. All her good behavior. And if she let this happen, she’d be giving him the rest of her life. He’d sit on her conscience forever, squat and horrible. Holly refused to let that happen. She refused to let her father take one more thing from her.

“Don’t,” she said, loud enough to carry.

She looked away from her father then, to the pitiless men standing over him who she knew, somehow, would do as she asked. Then she finally met the gaze of the beautiful man who held her. Who she thought could hold her forever, if she needed it.

“Make him pay, Killian,” she whispered. “He should sit in jail and pay.”

And when Uptown carried her out into the rain, she didn’t look back.

Holly clung to him as he strode through the dark, not caring that she was soaked in an instant. She leaned her face into his neck and thought she could happily stay there forever. She shut her eyes and let him carry her.

And when he finally made it to his truck and tore open the door to seat her carefully, so carefully, on the passenger seat, she tilted back her head to look him in the eyes again.

“I love you,” she said.

It went through him like another blast. The rain was all over him, plastering his hair to his face and his cut and T-shirt to his chest. His gaze went dark and something like troubled, and even though he reached in and took her face in his hands, his mouth stayed in that hard line that made her a little too giddy.

“I know how to make you come,” he said gruffly. “It’s not the same thing.”

But Holly only smiled. “For me it is.”

Uptown’s breath left him again, and his grip tightened just enough that she was aware of the tension in the rest of his body.

“You’re a princess,” he said. “You deserve better than this life.”

“You love the life.”

“I’m a dirtbag, baby. Born and raised.” The smile didn’t reach his eyes. “This is the life that fits me.”

Holly shifted forward so she could get close to him, not caring that the rain was falling all over them, sliding down their skin and pooling in the seat with her. She sat in the wedge of the open door and she wrapped her hands around his wrists.

“My entire life was a lie,” she said fiercely. “Until you.”

“Listen to me,” he said, gruff and ruthless, with that intense gleam in his eyes that made her…raw. And wet. Needy and worried and a little bit desperate. “The kind of man I am, I don’t take commitments lightly. You get that, right? And you’re young. Just out of college and your daddy was hard on you. You might change your mind.” He leaned a little closer to her. “Baby, you need to understand that I would not take that well.”

She pushed forward when he didn’t, and got her mouth on his. And she knew what to do now. How to taste him and toy with him a little. How to tempt him.

“I think I imprinted on you when I was sixteen,” she whispered when they were both breathing heavy. “Do you ever wonder what would have happened if I hadn’t run away that day?”

He laughed, a dark sound in all that wet, and still it danced in her like fire.

“All the time,” he told her roughly. “All the damn time.”

And she didn’t know who kissed who then. It was a fever and a wild, drumming need, brighter and hotter than the rain that fell all around them. He shifted her back on the truck’s bench seat while he angled his jaw for a hotter, slicker fit. Then his hands were moving, sleek and demanding down her body until he found the waistband of her jeans.

Two tugs and he’d opened her fly, and he was stroking his way into her pussy even as she was wriggling her hips to get her jeans down, and then she was coming in sharp, hot, insane jolts all over his hand.

“You’re the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen,” he said against her neck. “The most beautiful thing I’ve ever touched.”

And when she stopped shuddering and bucking, she still wanted him. He’d tugged her jeans and panties off one leg and was working on his fly. She reached down and pulled out his cock and they both groaned.

Then he was there, pushing into her, as big and hard and perfect as she remembered, skin to skin this time the way she’d wanted, and he slid all the way home in that first, delirious thrust.

“I thought he was going to kill me,” Holly whispered.

“Like hell,” Uptown muttered.

But here, in the dark, she called him by that other name. As if it was hers. And he let her.

And when he had her strung out on him again, shaking and begging with each deep thrust of his demanding cock, he got down close. Holly thought his eyes were the whole world. They were her whole world.

“Make me your future,” he said, and it sounded like another one of his orders, fierce and sure. “Make me your life, princess. You won’t regret it.”

She already didn’t regret it. She didn’t regret a thing.

“I can do that,” she whispered.

And then she locked her ankles in the small of his back, gloried in the rain that fell down on them like some kind of bayou baptism, and let him throw them both straight into forever.


Chapter 12

Two years later, Uptown waited for Benny Chambless to meet him in a prison waiting room a few hours away from Lagrange.

Uptown didn’t usually like prisons. He visited his brothers behind bars because that was the least he could do for his family, but he never liked it. This, though, was different. This was exactly where a pig like Benny deserved to be.

It gave him enormous pleasure to see the man who’d ruined his mother’s life in here, tricked out in a prison jumpsuit and no threat to anybody. His woman was a smart little thing. He never forgot that she was the one who’d saved Benny’s life, allowing Benny’s corruption trial and subsequent sentence to happen. It was like Christmas every time Uptown thought about it.

Shit hadn’t always been easy, but it was good.

Uptown had spent that first night after the refinery with Holly, but he’d left her early the next morning. He’d wanted to claim her officially, with a property patch and a party at the clubhouse to celebrate his taking an old lady—but he had some music to face first. He’d shot Whale. He’d do it again in a heartbeat, but that didn’t change the fact he’d taken down a brother. And not just any brother—his president’s son.

But when he’d called Roscoe to tell his VP that he was going in to talk to Digger and take what was coming to him at the table, Roscoe had stopped him.

“You heard what he told me,” Roscoe had said. “It’s not our club anymore.”

“I don’t like it any more this morning than I did last night.”

Roscoe had sighed. “If shit goes down, we’re going to need you. You can’t be sidelined or exiled or worse.”

Uptown had understood where his VP was coming from, but it didn’t sit right.

“I don’t regret a thing,” he’d said. “But I can’t sit at that table and look my brothers in the face if I don’t come clean.”

“Are they our brothers?” Roscoe had asked. “Or is our club rotting from the inside out? I don’t want to sacrifice you to find out.”

There was no getting around it. They’d all known it then. The club was splitting. It seemed like war was in the air and there was no getting away from it—and if that was the case, even if it ripped his heart out, Uptown knew who he wanted at his back.

“I’m with you, brother,” he’d told Roscoe, sealing his fate.

In the visiting room, he looked up and smiled as he saw Benny heading for him, the old man’s customary scowl on his face.

Club business was none of Benny’s concern, so Uptown thought about Holly instead. It was so hard to look at this shuffling old asshole, locked up as he deserved, and see his woman anywhere in the man who’d helped make her.

Holly was sunshine. If she’d ever wavered, from that night outside the refinery straight through to now, she’d never showed it. She’d slid right into the life, taken a property patch and worn it proudly. She’d never had a second thought, not even when it seemed that the other old ladies weren’t necessarily welcoming her with open arms.

“They’re not sure they like me,” she’d told Uptown one night at Dumb Gator’s, where she no longer worked. Because the last thing Uptown needed was to fight every asshole who ogled her, which was what would happen if she kept slinging drinks. Hell no. “Because I don’t like their rules.”

“Fuck them,” he’d replied.

But he was still sitting there when Crystal came sauntering over later. He was hanging out on the customer side of the bar while Holly laughed with her friends behind it. If the news—the lie they’d constructed—that Whale had finally turned out to be the punk bitch everyone had known he was and taken off bothered her, a hardened old lady like Crystal didn’t show it. She’d smiled at Holly, while managing to not look at Katelyn in a way that made her thoughts on the blonde perfectly clear.

“You know you can’t keep talking to all that trash,” she’d said very distinctly. She indicated Katelyn and the other girls behind the bar. “That’s not how shit works in this club.”

Holly had smiled back, as sunny as ever. “I mean no disrespect, Crystal. But I’m going to talk to whoever I want, whenever I want.”

And then she’d slung her arm over her stunned friend’s shoulders, in case she hadn’t been clear enough.

Uptown had only shrugged when Crystal had turned to him.

“I don’t give a fuck who she talks to,” he’d said.

That was the first time he’d ever seen Katelyn get teary.

He was still grinning about that when Benny sat down across from him in prison.

“Just you,” Benny said darkly.

“Just me.”

“I want to see my daughter. And my granddaughter.”

Uptown grinned wider. “That’s not up to you, old man.”

Holly had gotten pregnant fast. While her father went on trial, she’d skipped court to help her mother take her first steps toward sobriety, because family was what was important—not the nasty man who’d torn hers into pieces. It even made Uptown think that maybe, the next time he crossed paths with his own mother, he might try again to help her. And Holly’s commitment to her mother meant a lot of Uptown in the mayor’s fancy house. They went back and forth between town and the bayou, and he found that as long as he had his woman wrapped around him when he went to sleep, and there beside him to wake up in a variety of creative ways, he was good. He was more than good.

The more she loved him, in her huge, uncompromising, matter-of-fact way, the more easy he became with his princess being all messed up with a man like him. Every day he stopped seeing the differences between them, because they just belonged together. It was that simple.

He married her when she was big and round with his kid, so she could always look at those pictures and remember what a bad girl she was at heart, getting pregnant with a biker’s baby and running around with him without a care in the world.

“I should be ashamed,” she’d said in her white dress, her hands on her belly.

But her smile was so big it was impossible to look at the pictures without smiling in return.

And then she took it all one step further, and gave him his daughter.

“I think this is what I wanted to do with my life,” she’d whispered that first night in the hospital, holding the tiny little life they’d created and smiling so bright it hurt his heart. She’d looked up at him then, still smiling. “All this time. What I wanted was this.”

“I love you,” he’d said then, at last. He’d watched her eyes fill with tears but he knew her now. He knew they were tears of joy. “I can’t promise you that I’ll be a good man. But I’ll be good to you, Holly. And her. I swear it.”

“Silly man,” she said, her voice catching. “You’re the best man I know.”

Sitting there in prison with Benny, Uptown thought that maybe she needed some more context before she made that determination. Not that he had any intention of giving it to her. He sat there the way he always did, listening to Benny complain for a long, long time. About everything.

“Holly was right,” he said when the old man was done whining. “It’s better that you do your time, Mr. Mayor. You have that coming.”

He didn’t grin when he looked at Benny then. The slimy old fucker who had taken so much from him. And had given him the world. The truth was, he wouldn’t trade a minute of his shitty childhood, not when it had led him to Holly. It was worth it.

It was worth anything.

Benny deserved to pay and keep paying. But Uptown was done.

“Are you gloating?” Benny asked sourly. “Still?”

“This is goodbye,” Uptown replied. Happily. “I’m not coming back.”

And he left his father-in-law behind him, shouting out his toothless threats at the walls. Uptown didn’t take a full breath until he cleared the last gate, blinking in the summer heat and sunshine, letting Louisiana take him in one of her humid embraces.

His woman—his wife—was waiting for him out by the car the way she always did when he made these trips. She was holding the baby’s chubby hands as the little one stubbornly tried to walk. From a distance, Uptown could hear the sound of her voice in the air, sweet and right. And the giggles of a little girl who would never have to hide in a closet from predators like Benny. Who would always have two parents who would protect her with their own lives, if necessary.

Holly looked up as if she sensed him, and shot that smile of hers at him. Big and bright enough to drown out the summer. She made him feel clean.

Hope, Uptown thought. Home.

And most of all, his.
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