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Dedication

To the amazing readers who support and cheer me on, a thousand thanks. You are what this business is all about. 



CHAPTER ONE

I’m a strong, confident woman, with real talent and a future in Hollywood, that’s what he wants. That’s what he needs. Time to suck it up and show him what he’s missing out on.

Beth Ravens closed her eyes, picked up the shot glass, and took a deep breath. The bar at Wilde’s was crowded and she had to focus to hear herself think. But this was her ritual: keep her back to the room, take the shot, then turn around and lights, camera, action, she was Beth Ravens, Bartender of Your Dreams! Trouble was there were no cameras, and the biker-audience in this bar had given up on dreams a long time ago.

The room quieted a moment and the lone click of a pool cue making its mark echoed around the bar, swiftly followed by a roar and the deep-bellied laughter of about fifty bikers as a small guy with barely any facial hair beat an older guy in black leather with a beard to his nipples.

“You going to drink that or just breathe with it? Your shift starts in two minutes, girl.”

Beth made a face at her boss, Briony. The owner of Wilde’s could talk the tan off a leather jacket, but her heart was gold all the way through, and for Beth, meeting Briony had been the one and only good thing about having to take a job in a bar while she waited for the hundred and one auditions she’d crammed into the past few months to start paying off. “Give me half a minute.”

“I’ll give you a whole one if you can down that without making a face,” Briony said with a grin.

“Okay, okay.” Beth took a deep breath and knocked her shot back then instantly shuddered as the liquor coated her throat and burned its golden way down to her stomach. Tequila was not her drink, but they didn’t serve wine or gin and tonic around here, and both bourbon and whiskey made her want to barf just from smelling them. She’d tried asking for vodka and orange. Once. But when the entire bar watched her drink it like she was drinking snot, she didn’t make that mistake again. Other than beer, there wasn’t much else on offer at Wilde’s on a Tuesday evening and this first, fortifying drink was how she got through the nights here. She put the glass down, then moved it slightly to the left to make it equidistant between her hands. Better.

“Is now a bad time, girls? Only my throat is about to close up. It’s dryer than a witch’s tit out there. Pour us a shot of Jack, will you?” The rumbling baritone of Grim McKinley slid over Beth like a warm coat on a cold day and Beth straightened her shoulders, looking down to make sure her girls were in order before she put them on show.

Okay. Briony wasn’t the only good thing about Wilde’s. Like tequila, Grim’s voice did things to Beth’s insides that were hot and wet and quite frankly weren’t good for you, but if you let it in, man, it felt good. And tonight, Beth had decided she was going to tell Grim the reasons they should be together. Trouble was, she wasn’t sure if he’d agree or laugh her all the way home.

Despite her best attempts at flirting, and his decidedly Hollywood reputation as a player, Grim didn’t seem to see past her black Wilde’s apron or the glasses of beer she’d passed him every Tuesday night for the past two months. She was a waitress, period, in his eyes. But tonight was going to change that. Briony had let her ditch the apron and Beth was ready to put on a show. That was what she came to LA from Australia to do, after all. She had a lot to prove, and she wanted the whole deal: fame, fortune, and fantasy prince. Reading all those fairy tales when she was a kid had to pay off somehow, right?

Grim worked in Hollywood. The real Hollywood, and he was the only part of Wilde’s that fit in with her plans: Hollywood action movie roles, check. Ability to hold a conversation that didn’t start and end with “carburetors, spark plugs, and torque,” check. Jaw chiseled enough to cut rock at fifty meters, check. Hair thick enough to hold its shape in one of the hurricanes she’d seen in Texas, check. Eyes to drown in when she was living at his place and they practiced their lines together over romantic breakfast coffee, check, check, check. He was her Prince Charming, only he didn’t know it. Yet.

If she could hitch her future to Grim’s star-shaped rocket ship, they’d be the next Hollywood double-barrel acronym, no question. Grimeth? Begrim? She’d take whatever it was if she got to be with him because he was seriously the WHOLE package. And if they got together she’d do better at auditions, she just knew it—who wouldn’t have more confidence with the perfect man on their arm?

Smoothing down her dress, Beth felt the sleek slide of satin underneath. She never wore slinky lingerie, favoring practical stiff cotton bras that held her girls in check. But if she was going to keep Grim’s attention for the long haul, then she needed all the help she could get. “And I’m counting on you girls to put on your best performance,” she muttered to her double Ds. She grabbed the Jack Daniel’s bottle and a glass and turned, her full-beam smile already plastered on her face. “This should soothe your poor, dry throat,” she almost purred as she poured the drink and then slid the shot glass along the bar toward Grim, letting herself bend at the waist just enough that any hot-blooded man would have noticed the way her breasts were only delicately tethered by lace and satin under her crisp white shirt.

“Cheers. Keep the change.” He tossed a note on the bar and walked over to the pool game, which had drawn most of the bar into its David and Goliath competition vortex.

Shit. Beth looked down and yep, her girls were playing along. Grim either hadn’t seen them, or he just plain wasn’t interested.

“Don’t worry, babe. He’ll be back in ten minutes. It’s just that no one has ever beaten Rocco’s brother at pool before. Like, ever. The boys have been taking bets. Just ’cause he’s not a biker doesn’t mean Grim doesn’t have money on that game.” Briony nodded over toward the tables. “It’s not you, honest. I’d do you if I wasn’t, you know, straight and married.” Briony wiggled the giant rock on her finger she’d had less than a year. Briony was a master at getting men do what she wanted, Beth reminded herself. Heck, she’d managed to get the guy who wanted to tear down her bar to not only rebuild it, but to marry her too. If Briony thought Beth still had a shot with Grim, then she was golden. As long as she didn’t overthink it.

She looked over at the pool tables. Grim’s crisp white T-shirt and clean jeans were as out of place at Wilde’s as an Armani suit, but the leather-heads let him get away with it because he played a biker on the big screen. Hanging at Wilde’s was work. Research, she’d heard him tell some of the men over a beer and Briony confirmed it.

He was so much perfect wrapped up in man that Beth had fluffed her lines every time she’d tried to approach him. Grim McKinley made her knees forget their bones and her heart ratchet up to top speed. If she didn’t do something about her crush, and soon, she might well have health problems as well as money ones.

She watched him some more as he slapped another guy on the shoulder and grinned his cute, lopsided grin. You got this, girl.

Right. She set her jaw. WWMWD? Since she’d surrendered to the reality that getting work as an actress in LA was not going to be a cakewalk, or even a walk without cake, What Would Mae West Do had become Beth’s mantra. If growing a thicker skin, and maybe a pair of rock-hard balls, was what it took to make it, then that’s what she was going to do. Just like her old-school big-screen heroine. Beth had gotten through plenty worse to get here.

Growing up in small-town Australia should have been idyllic. But it should have been polio-free too. Beth had just been unlucky, that’s what the doctors said, her vaccination had failed and she’d somehow gotten polio as a baby. It left her with misshapen legs and had taken multiple operations over the years, a bunch of titanium hardware, and a ton of physical therapy to get her walking on her own. But here she was now. Walking with barely a limp, living in LA and about to land her dream man, swiftly followed by a dream role in Hollywood. One that would give her a platform to talk about how polio affected lives in places that didn’t have the resources Australia did, and that left kids stuck with the physical repercussions of the disease forever.

Okay, she might not be there yet, but she would be, and it would be so much easier with her Prince Charming on her arm. She just needed to stick to her plan and tick her goals off her list. Order and focus, that’s what would win this race. And she had plenty of that.

Beth moved a stack of beer coasters in front of her into a perfect line, then swiped around them with a wet cloth folded neatly into eighths for maximum absorbency while she decided which option from her carefully selected range of conversation openers would be best to lure Grim in.

“Drink this. It’ll put hairs on your chest. Either that or it’ll give you balls, I can’t remember. But it’ll certainly stop you overthinking things like I can totally see you doing. He’s just a guy. A stupid one if he hasn’t noticed you yet, sure, but still just a guy.”

But he wasn’t just a guy. Beth gulped. He was the perfect guy. Maybe she needed to break with her plan and have another drink.

Briony pushed another shot of tequila at Beth and dislodged her beer coaster arrangement. Beth had to take a strong inhalation at the disarray in front of her. They’re coasters. Not your life. Beth readjusted them before picking up the glass and staring at the liquor. Go with it. You can do this. She thought of her mom’s reminder when she’d been waiting to board her plane to LA a year ago. “Not everything is going to go to plan over there and that’s okay. Sometimes you’ll have to run with things and see where they take you. It will be okay.” Gasping as the liquor went down again, Beth stuck out her tongue as the inside of her mouth was instantly coated with a battery acid sensation. “Remind me why I drink this stuff? What’s wrong with a nice chilled glass of white wine, instead of”—she shuddered—“dirt water?”

Briony laughed. “Come on, you’re not going to bring up the worm thing again.”

When she’d started at Wilde’s and begun her drink-of-the-day ritual, Beth had had to try very hard not gag on the idea that there was a worm at the bottom of each and every bottle of tequila. But she was persistent. Everyone had always told her that. And she was not about to quit now: not tequila, not Grim, not LA. She was going to get Grim on her arm, and get noticed, get work, and get turning her dreams into reality. That was what she did: she made stuff happen.

At least the tequila was doing what it was supposed to. Beth’s insides were warm. Decidedly warm. The extra shot wasn’t calculated into her get - Grim - and - keep - him plan, but heck, this plan was so far outside her comfort zone it might as well have been made on a different planet.

These past three months though, she’d felt like everything and everyone came from a different planet. Hollywood was the dream of at least five of her high school classmates back in Melbourne, Australia, but she was the only one who had put a stick in the sand and jumped the hell over it to get here. And what was more, this was the first thing she’d done without her parents. They were 100 percent behind her, as long as she was happy, but the trouble was, trailing along to hundreds of auditions and waitressing at Wilde’s wasn’t exactly how she’d thought things would turn out. When she’d been lying in her hospital bed, dreaming about this time in her future, there had not been visions of hanging out with the biggest collection of dirty bike leather this side of the Hollywood Hills. What’s more, being at Wilde’s was not getting her the work she wanted. And not getting work definitely didn’t fit with her dwindling bank account. She had a month’s savings left. Working and living in the bunkhouse for free at Wilde’s meant she’d been able to subsist without touching it, but if anything shifted, she’d be in trouble. She kicked the bar by accident and rubbed at her knee where it had connected with something hard. Hard pretty much summed it up; she was stuck between a rock and a solid lump of bike chrome.

And then, bam, there he was. “That little shit just lost me twenty bucks. Can you believe it? Everyone said Roy was unbeatable. I’ll have a beer, thanks, love,” Grim said without even looking up.

Her whole body perked up. Inhaling the scent of Grim McKinley, Beth let it roam around her body. The clean shower scent he brought with him was streets ahead of the warm dirt smell of the tequila she’d just knocked back, but perhaps it was also because he came with a tang of trees, old leather, and . . . man. Just the smell of Grim McKinley put a pack of brightly feathered galahs from back home in Australia in her stomach, screaming their cocky little heads off.

“Here you go, Grim.”

He looked up. Finally. And before his gaze got to her face, it got stuck, snagged, in the valley between her girls.

“I’m sure a big star on the rise like you won’t miss the twenty bucks though.”

His gaze finally detached itself from her cleavage and made its way up to her eyes. “Oh, no. Kid earned it fair and square. I should know better than to bet on something that everyone says is a sure thing. Just call me a sucker.”

“I’d rather call you a sure thing.” You did not just say that! But she had, and she saw it hit Grim right in the ego. A slow, wide smile stretched across his face.

“Well, don’t you say the nicest things. What was your name again?”

“Beth. Beth Ravens.”

He took her hand in his and it was warm and strong and—

“Oy, McKinley. Get over here. Kid’s got a story for you.”

Grim smiled at her again. “I’ll be back.”

She pulled on an auburn curl, resisting the urge to cram it into her mouth as she’d done as a child. He’d smiled at her. She looked down at the hand that had been in his only moments ago. He’d taken her hand. She put her hand to her cheek. Still warm.

“Oh my goodness, girl, you got it bad.” Briony laughed at her flushed face. “Sorry to drag you away from your infatuation, but I need you to go swap a beer keg downstairs.”

Beth looked over at Grim again. He was coming back. He’d said so. But when she’d swapped the beer lines over in the basement and swung back into the bar, Grim was nowhere to be seen.

Shit. Beth closed her eyes in a slow blink. The walls of Wilde’s bent a moment, the long wooden bar threatening to come to life and wrap its wooden limbs around her heart and squeeze the hope out of it. But then she opened them again. No, this didn’t change anything; she was going to seduce Grim McKinley, tonight, and she was going to make it in this town. She was tired and lonely and starting to doubt whether she had it. If she didn’t catch a break soon, she was afraid she’d slip into being a hospitality worker rather than a Hollywood hopeful. Grim was the first step in her go-get-it plan and she was screwing it up.

“Sorry, babe. He said something about needing to get some sleep before a big shoot.”

The disappointment turned to cement in Beth’s stomach.

“He might not be asleep yet though. Go find him. He booked a room, which is a first for him.”

* * *

Facing the hotel room door, Beth had to take three deep breaths before she put her hand on the doorknob. What if he’s got someone in there with him? What if they want you to join them?! Well, that would be that then. Throwing herself at one man she could cope with, in her mind at least; jumping in the middle of a biker-babe sandwich, not so much.

Putting an ear to the door, she prayed no one would walk down the long corridor and make her feel like even more of a sad sack. Private rejection, dealable. Public Peeping Tomism, less of an easy thing to walk away from when she worked here.

All was quiet on the other side of the wooden door. Beth shrugged her shoulders back, thrust her girls out front and center, turned the cool, metal door handle, and walked into the room, her line on her lips. The words froze there when she found the room in darkness, and the soft hush of a sleeping form in the bed.

Now what, genius? Shutting the door and hearing it click behind her, Beth went on instinct. Sure, she’d planned on seducing Grim with carefully constructed words. But maybe this was better, maybe her body could help her out even more. Really? The tequila in her system gave her a high five and a thumbs-up, but the part of her mind that had needed her best friend to arrange her prom date for her shrunk from the thought of slipping into bed with a sleeping stranger. But he’s not a stranger. He’s your future. Yes. She stood straighter.

Channeling her best Mae West sass, Beth stepped out of her shoes and made her way to the bed. Yep, solitary male in there. No extra biker-babe action to deal with. Taking a deep breath, she slid her dress off, folded it and lay it carefully on the floor, then pulled back the covers, gently, and edged her way into the bed. For a moment all she could do was lay still and hold her breath, sure that she’d wake him and he’d kick her out. But his breathing didn’t change. If anything it deepened and Beth allowed the exhale to leak out slowly. Successfully nestled beside Grim, she bit her lip, trying to decide what to do next.

WWMWD? Right. Summoning her best seductress spirit, she slid a hand over his chest. His skin was hot, and firm, like she’d known it would be, but the reality was even hotter. He was—literally—hot. The heat pouring off Grim’s skin spread up her fingers and palms and through her arms to her shoulders and suddenly she discovered she could do this. Beth Ravens could do whatever it took and she was, she was . . . ! The confidence zipping around her veins with the tequila, Beth circled his bare chest with her fingertips and relished the smoothness under her fingers. There was coiled strength there, the muscles twitching in his sleep, and her mind started spiraling down a fantasy path where those muscles flexed and he wrapped his arms around her, sweeping her away into their fabulous future.

“Well, this is a nice way to be woken up.” The dark rumble of Grim’s voice was deeper, a just-woken-up growl, but it nonetheless stole its way under Beth’s skin and stroked every part of her body. She froze. Her muscles, her veins, her very skin, tightened as if she were out on the desert plains ready to run Grim down and devour him, rather than . . . oh wait, that was the plan. Wasn’t it?

Taking a deep breath, she forced herself to unclench her muscles. Then, not letting her mind overthink the lust-fiesta her body was running with, Beth ran her hand down from Grim’s chest to his bicep and then put her teeth to his shoulder, nipping it quickly. “Why don’t you just go with it and see what happens?” she murmured. “I think you’ll find that we’re going to be the perfect match.”

A hand found her stomach and pulled her into an embrace with his hot, hard body. “I can do that,” he said.

He pulled her on top of him, holding her firmly around the waist with broad hands and forcing her legs open with his thigh. Beth gasped, not quite ready for the reality of what was happening. The dirty dark corner of her mind she usually ignored didn’t care though and got out its pom-poms to cheer her on. She pushed up on him, her hands on his chest as she sat astride his hard, ready cock. The only thing separating them was her silk underwear.

“Don’t like it on top?” he growled.

Beth shook her head, then, looking down at the form she could only just make out, replied, “I like it well enough, I just didn’t realize you and I were going to fit so well so fast.” If she’d thought of that line alone in her bedroom she would have fist-pumped the air for her WWMWD triumph, but perched atop Grim, all she could do was grin into the darkness.

“I think you’re right, little bird. I think we’re going to be the perfect match.” And with that, he snaked both hands up her sides, pausing to let his thumbs trail the underside of her silk-clad girls like he owned them already.

“Well . . .” But Beth didn’t have the words to combat the shiver his warm hands had on her girls. Her nipples stood to attention immediately, hard pebbles under the silk and every circle his thumbs gave them only made them more determined to get closer to him.

“I was almost asleep. Do you know that? I thought I was for a minute. Thought that I must be dreaming, because a delicious woman had crawled into my bed. Do you want to know what happened next in my dream?”

Oh, god. Was this really going to happen? Beth bit her lip, hard, to stop herself from blurting out anything awkward or stupid. Did she want to know what happened next? Oh holy love scene, romantic movie lust fest, did she ever! “Uh-huh,” she managed.

“I peeled off this slinky stuff you’ve practically poured over yourself, and I took my time tasting every last morsel of you.”

“Really?” The word was out in breathless wonder before she could stop it but if he noticed the little-girl tone in her voice it didn’t bother him.

“Oh, yes. And then I put my head between your legs and took a long, lingering lick. You were already wet and you begged me to put you out of your misery. Does that sound like something you’d do?”

“I don’t know, maybe.”

“Only maybe? Well, maybe we should find out.” He took her hands and moved them off his chest, pulled them toward his head ’til every part of her was pressed flat against him. Her body might have been screaming with lust, but Beth had to fight her mind hard to not push away and slow everything the hell down. This was what she needed to do, right? This was the plan.

And then his lips touched hers, and bam, the rest of the world disappeared into a foggy mess of oblivion. Soft, heavenly soft, his lips nudged at hers and she found herself kissing Grim McKinley. Her stomach clenched as one hand roamed over her body, the other winding in her hair, pulling her head back just enough to be fierce rather than forceful. As his mouth demanded more and more of hers, Beth found herself wanting to know the full extent of what all the powerful muscle underneath her could do. What would it be like if the thick thigh muscles she felt under her own legs pressed her down as he buried himself inside her? Her stomach stopped clenching and went into full-steel lust mode. Just standing around him had always made her feel delicate and feminine, a tough order when her girls were the first thing to enter any room and her butt took a good couple of seconds to catch up after her. But under Grim’s hands, Beth felt just the right size.

“God, you have glorious curves,” he said, as if reading her thoughts. “I want to hold onto them all night and make you ride me so hard you won’t be able to walk in the morning.” He thrust his groin up to meet hers and Beth found herself rocking against him in a steady rhythm. Every drop of blood seemed to have found its way between her thighs and all she wanted was for him to make good on his threat. “Yes, please,” she managed in little more than a whimper.

“You don’t have to ask me twice.” He released her hair and pushed her back up so she straddled him before he spread his hands over the small of her back and waist. Pulling her over his hard length, he chuckled. “You, little bird, are all kinds of magnificent and I haven’t even gotten to see the half of you. Remind me to thank Grim for his birthday present.”

Through the fog of lust, his words registered in the important bit of her brain that scanned for bullshit. “Remind me to thank Grim.” His hands were still pulling at her waist and she was still riding him, her body wishing her underwear would just melt out of the way already, but her mind was running down an underground tunnel looking for the light switch. Finally, it found one. “I’m sorry. Did you say it was your birthday?”

“Indeed I did. And I think it’s about time we unwrapped my present, don’t you?” His hands started to pull down her panties but she put her hands on his.

“And you need to thank Grim for . . . me?”

“Unless someone else gift-wrapped you for me. Although those morons downstairs are more likely to try to get you into their beds than shuffle you upstairs to mine. I didn’t believe it when Grim booked me a room, but to add you like a cherry on top, maybe we’re getting along better than I thought.”

“I did not shuffle upstairs.”

That got him. He paused, his hard body a flat plane under hers and Beth struggled to get off him. “Hey, I’m sorry. I’m sure you didn’t shuffle. I’m sure you shimmied, or slunk, or, hell, I don’t know, where are you going? What’s there to be offended by in that?”

If only he knew. But Beth wasn’t about to go into the deep dark recesses of her limping, shuffling past with a stranger who was . . . ohmygod . . . was he a stranger? “You’re not Grim? Grim McKinley?”

His body tightened before he said, “’Fraid not, little bird.”

Beth almost fell out of the bed in her haste to get out of it but when she was finally standing on the floor instead of rubbing herself all over a stranger like a filth magnet, she bit her lip to stop the sob spilling out. Oh, god. Looking around in the dim light she couldn’t see her clothes and couldn’t decide whether crawling about in front of him trying to find them or leaving without them was worse.

“You don’t have to fly out of here, little bird.” His voice was full of mirth, like he was playing with her.

Screw that. She stood up tall, no matter that he couldn’t see her, and said in her best Mae West tone, “I am not a little bird.” In the gloom, she saw her dress and scooped it up before sliding into her shoes.

“So, I stand corrected. Either way. What’s the hurry? It’s not like Grim has a steady girl.” Suddenly the mirth dropped from his voice, and his tone dropped. “Or does he? Oh, shit.”

“No, no. We’re not . . . I’m not . . .” That did it, she almost ran for the door, sliding her dress on as she went, but when she got her hand on the handle it didn’t budge. She tried it again. Nothing.

“Change your mind?” The growl came from the bed.

“No.” She rattled the doorknob. “I just can’t . . .” She yanked hard on the doorknob and then tried turning it again. Nothing.

“Shit.” She kicked the door and heard the crack before she registered what it was. “Oh, nooooo.”



CHAPTER TWO

The sound that came from the woman who had only moments ago been writhing over his cock like a dream was pure desperation. Defeat. She was suffering and by the sounds of it on the brink of tears and Rusty McKinley didn’t do suffering. He was up out of bed before she had a chance to take another breath.

“Hey, hey, let me help you.” He felt for the woman by the door.

“I’m fine, will be fine, I just . . .”

“I can’t see what’s going on. Hang on.” Rusty flicked on the light switch, revealing a glorious tumble of auburn curls and beneath it, a pale face twisted in embarrassment. He looked down and pulled a sheet off the bed to wrap around his naked body, his hard-on protesting all the while.

“No. Wait. Oh, god. I did break my shoe.” And she dissolved into a mess of sobs. He looked down her legs and saw the heel hanging off one of the stilettos still on her foot. Bummer, but surely not something to cry about?

Her face hidden under her hair, Rusty couldn’t tell whether it was just her broken shoe or embarrassment that had tipped his mystery woman over the edge, but while he waited, she managed to catch a breath for a moment. “Sorry. I just, oh, god. Why is the door locked?”

He tried it and she was right. “Must be jammed.”

She shrugged miserably.

Rusty gave the door a tentative push with his shoulder but it was good quality, solid. If he gave it a bigger shove he’d probably rip the lock out or injure himself, neither of which seemed appealing. But he was still curious about the woman who had just crept into his bed. “Would you like me to get you a drink or something?”

She dissolved into another round of tears and Rusty hissed his breath out through his teeth. Okay, so maybe not. He pulled on his thumb, feeling where he’d caught it earlier against the ragged edge of a bike exhaust. “I’ll call downstairs,” he tried when her crying faltered again.

“Then everyone will hear about this and I’m done,” she said, finally turning her tear-streaked face up to him. Whoa. Although red-rimmed and puffy, the eyes that stared up at him were the brightest green he’d ever seen with blue flecks around their very edges. Perhaps it was the way they were framed by the curly shock of auburn hair, or that they were set in such pale skin, but her eyes caught up all of her fear, embarrassment, and terror and shone it up at him as if she were begging him to fix it.

“It can’t really be that bad, can it?” he said. “Turn up in the wrong room. With the wrong guy. No biggie, little bird. Come on, sit down while I call downstairs.”

Before she could protest, he took her hand and led her to the bed, relishing the feeling of her soft fingers in his hands. She limped over, one shoe on and one shoe off, with her hair a mess and her dress on, but somewhat sideways. He sat but she remained standing. Biting her lip, she swiped at a stray curl determined to stay in her face.

“Rusty McKinley,” he said, holding out a hand. “At your service.”

“Oh, god.” A little color had returned to her face and now a new flush of pink stole over her cheeks and neck. She dropped down onto the bed and kicked off her other shoe.

“No, not God. Just Rusty. Although I am damn good with a wrench and people have called me the touch-up god before.”

Finally, a smile twitched at her lips. The effect was in an instant both innocent and sexy and Rusty wanted nothing more than to make it happen again. “So, can I call downstairs for someone to let us out or do you want to fake an injury and we could stretcher you out of here?” He’d been going for humor but the joke fell flatter than his mom’s cakes. Her face dropped and the small wobble in her chin threatened tears again. “Oh, no, I didn’t mean . . . Don’t cry. I mean, fuckers downstairs can barely string a sentence together, they ain’t gonna judge.”

“Shit,” she said and huffed out a huge breath. “Shit, shit, shit.” She reached down and moved her shoes together so that they were in line with each other. It seemed to calm her.

In the pause that followed, Rusty wasn’t sure if he was supposed to laugh or pat the woman comfortingly on the back. In the end, he did neither. “Well. Can’t say I was expecting you this evening.”

“No. I don’t suppose you were expecting any of it.” The woman sighed again, dramatically, and instead of rushing in with help as he usually did, Rusty let her take her time. “I’m sorry. I thought you were Grim.”

“Shame. I’m much better in the sack than him.”

This time the smile lingered longer and it changed her face again. Her cheekbones appeared proudly and a dimple in her left cheek hollowed out charmingly. With her mussed hair, the flush of pain and embarrassment still coloring her cheeks, and her eyes now finally holding the glimmer of humor, the woman was two-thirds bombshell and one-third goddess. “Shall we start over? I’m Rusty McKinley. Been out of town for a month or so getting some parts. I have the bike garage down the road.”

“Beth Ravens. I’m an actress.”

Rusty’s ears perked up. This was interesting. He cocked his head and looked at her with a more critical eye.

“But I work in the bar here. Or at least I do at the moment, until, you know, or at least until I get another shot, which was supposed to happen already, so I thought at least getting the guy would be a start, you know, for my confidence and stuff, and then, well, I . . . shit.”

“Sorry, you lost me there.”

“You must think I’m an utter flake.” The smile left her eyes and instead there was only disappointment.

“Hell, I don’t know you from a bar of soap. But the last thing I’d add in a sentence with Beth Ravens would be flake.”

“Really?” She took a deep, shuddering breath. “Man, thanks. That’s the nicest thing anyone’s said to me today.”

“You need to get better friends.”

The sigh was huge again. “I know. That’s what all this was about.” She waved an arm around the room then blushed again.

“You wanted to be friends with Grim?” He tried not to make his voice sound completely incredulous, but he could tell by the way she hardened her jaw that he’d failed. “Sorry. But he’s not exactly the making friends type, and . . .”

“A bit more than friends, obviously. But either way jumping into bed with him was a stupid way to try and make it happen anyway,” she finished his sentence. Not exactly the way he would have phrased it but, heck, she wasn’t far off. She paused and he waited and watched. He’d had more tail than a herd of horses, so having a woman jump in his bed wasn’t that big of a deal. But having one think he was his brother, now that was new. The types of women they liked were night and day apart.

The emotions washed over her face: embarrassment, righteousness, sorrow, a little touch of fear. Wow, but no wonder she was an actress. An idea started to form in his head as he watched her wring her hands and flash those insanely expressive eyes of hers at him.

“I’m striking out, big time. And I needed Grim on my arm. Knowing that I’m not alone out there would just make me feel . . . better. And he’s just perfect.” She sighed and he winced. “He’s going places in the industry and if we got together I’d start being noticed as something more than tits and arse.”

Rusty couldn’t help it, he snorted. “That’s one way of putting it.”

She shrugged. “I knew this town was tough, but screw that. Screw giving up before I even got going. I’m going to make it.”

“I don’t doubt that, little bird. You have more whomph than a tankful of gasoline. But you figured Grim was going to help you make it? You sure about that?”

“Why not? It’s worked for plenty of other couples. Two birds, one stone: love of my life secured, tick, career boosted, tick tick. I don’t know if you’ve noticed but your brother is doing good. Devil Dares is selling out everywhere, amazing for such a low-budget independent film, and there’s talk about the script being nominated for an Oscar. If that happens and I walk down the red carpet with Grim, guess whose name gets to the top of casting lists a whole lot faster? Being a girl from Australia who isn’t blond and whose bra size is, well, generous . . .” She took a deep breath. “Let’s just say it’s not all about talent in this town.” Beth shook her head. “I’m sorry, I’m totally oversharing. But hell, I can’t overshare much more with you, can I?”

He should have called downstairs for someone to let her out and gotten her the hell out of there. He should have cut her off and called his brother to come and pick up the pieces. But Rusty didn’t move. Didn’t take his eyes off Beth Ravens. What are you doing? You trying to get ripped off again? His last relationship had taught him that women on a mission, women like Beth, were dangerous. Dangerous and expensive, and yet, the way Beth had been so open about her ambitions, about what she wanted, that was different from his ex. Different and refreshing. Really? Really. Beth wasn’t a biker for one thing, that much was clear. The girl was innocence personified. Well, almost.

She shifted and looked down at her shoes sitting on the floor, the heel of one at an odd angle, and sucked in air through her teeth.

“They expensive?”

“The most expensive pair I own. They’re my audition shoes. Jesus, I’m so clumsy. How the hell am I going to rock stilettos on any red carpet if I can’t even make it out of a room?”

“It was dark. You were in a rush.”

“I was. Sorry. This is not usually my style. I had a whole speech ready but then Grim left and Briony told me he’d booked a room upstairs. Would have been nice if he’d put an I’ve-booked-the-room-for-my-brother-for-his-birthday sign on the door so I didn’t have to make such an idiot of myself.”

“You didn’t hear me complaining.”

“No, I didn’t.” She looked up at him from under her long dark lashes and a flash of what had almost happened rattled through him like a hot Harley in a race. “This sort of thing happen to you all the time, does it?”

“Woman slides into my bed in the deep dark of night and drives me crazy without even asking my name? Oh yes, happens all the time. I usually wake up partway through though.” He smiled at her and her pupils dilated. God, she was sexy, no question. “I’m no angel, but you’re something special, little bird.”

She pulled at a long strand of curly hair and chewed on the end of it, then caught herself and tucked it behind her ear. “Why do you call me little bird?”

That gave him pause. “I don’t really know. It just sort of came out. You appeared out of nowhere like a little bird, perched on top of me. And that tiny waist of yours, and your skin smooth as feathers, guess it just seemed about right.”

“Huh.”

The silence filled the room and for the second time that evening, Rusty found himself unsure whether he wanted to break it. Beth Ravens had gotten under his skin, and he couldn’t work out whether he wanted to let her settle there, or yank her out and give her back to his brother like she wanted. As she started chewing on another strand of hair, her full lips caught up in a pout as good as Monroe pulled in her day, the idea that had been just a flicker, fleshed out and started walking around his brain demanding attention.

Beth Ravens was more than a hot body and luscious lips. She was an opportunity. An opportunity to sort his shit out, give his TV show a real shot at happening, and an opportunity to screw with his brother for a change.

Grim looked after himself. Period. Give his brother this same opportunity and the guy wouldn’t blink before working out a way to milk it while Rusty was left behind eating road dust.

Rusty needed a break. Hell, he’d earned it.

“I’ll get you a drink while you think about whether I can call downstairs anytime soon.” He pulled two beers from the fridge and handed one to her. He took a long sip of his own.

Their folks had died when they were teens, and it made Grim focus on himself, deciding that he was going to “be someone” and screw anyone that got in the way. Rusty, well, he went deep, black, and dark, and tried hard to give life the slip. He rode hard and fast and furious ’til he fell for a girl who he thought would give him everything he wanted, and instead took everything he owned. It threw him into a depression. Lost as to what to do with his life, Rusty stood up when Grim got into trouble for gambling at a Reapers of Menace table back home in Illinois. Rusty could handle himself around the club, but Grim would have just gotten into more trouble. It was probably madness, but it made a kind of sense for the brothers at the time. Now though, Rusty mostly felt like his brother had used him.

He looked at Beth, who hadn’t taken a sip of her beer at all but was just pulling at the label. Girl definitely looked like she could use a break.

When Rusty had agreed to work off Grim’s debt with the Illinois chapter of the Reapers of Menace MC, it was on the basis that Grim would get set up in LA and make sure Rusty had a place to land when he got there. A fresh start for both of them. Grim had the earning potential, it had just been bad luck that landed him on the wrong side of the Reapers. What Grim hadn’t let on was that the Reapers didn’t think the deal ended in two years. Rusty was a good rider and he’d become a good driver and he’d run a few big jobs for the club, making them a ton of cash. They kept making excuses about needing him to stay on.

Rusty rubbed his nose where the break had healed but never felt quite the same. He’d done plenty for the Reapers and they knew it. But a few of them hadn’t wanted him to go. A little gentle persuasion with his fists had helped, but it had taken the head of the club stepping in to get out. As long as he didn’t go back to Illinois, the Reapers wouldn’t go after him. That was the deal. Or that was supposed to be the deal.

When he’d finally gotten to LA though, Grim hadn’t exactly welcomed him with open arms. Sure, he’d lent him the small amount of money Rusty was short for the garage. To be fair he should have asked for a whole lot more given how much he’d had to work off for Grim, but Rusty had taken the money and so he couldn’t complain. And then Grim had introduced him to a few people like stunt man Jake Slade, and his girl Lucy. But that had been it. No real contact, no real family. Rusty had been lonely and bored and looking for company. He’d gotten used to the noise and community of MC life and he missed it. But with the few guys still pissed at him back in Illinois he’d given up on MC life. Then he found Wilde’s. The Hell’s boys were a good fit. More brotherhood than bank robbery. And they weren’t the Reapers. When Rocco, the head of the Raising Hellfire MC, asked if Rusty wanted to take on the Hell’s boys’ bikes at his garage, Rusty decided it must have been a sign and joined up properly. Rusty just didn’t tell them the whole story of where he’d come from or why. His time in the Reapers was in the past, LA was his fresh start.

Rusty looked at the woman next to him again and tried to picture her on Grim’s arm on a red carpet. Nah, he couldn’t see it. But . . . An idea blossomed and he saw it playing out in front of him. Yes. It could work.

Here was a chance to get back on an equal footing with Grim. Hell, to play him at his own game, a chance for Rusty to get a little of what came to Grim so easily. “I have a little proposition for you,” he said to Beth.

“I think we’re past propositions, don’t you?” she said, pulling her dress farther down her thighs.

Although his muscles squeezed at the thought of yanking the dress away and finishing what she’d started, he kept his hands by his sides. “You want to get to know my brother and make it big in this town, right?”

She nodded.

“I might be able to help.”

Her eyes grew huge. “Oh, shit. Have I made an even bigger fool of myself? I thought you said you owned a garage. I thought you were a biker. You’re not in Hollywood, are you?”

“I do own a garage. One that would make the perfect setting for a reality show.”

“And I fit into that how?”

“I’ve been working with a producer, he’s a client. He wants me to shoot a pilot, but reckons I need more drama in the shop. Need another character. Girl like you, reckon you’d add drama in an instant.”

“You want me to be in a show about bikes?” She laughed. “I can act, but I don’t know that I’m good enough to fake being a bike mechanic. Not in front of true fans.”

“The workshop is a mess, and we need an office manager anyway now that we’re getting busy. You take the job, you’re part of the show. Two birds, one stone, like you say. You help me make the pilot happen and I’ll even introduce you to my brother, properly. Fame and fortune, love and marriage swiftly follow,” he said sarcastically. “Win, win, win, all the way home.”

“Wait.” She sat up, suddenly totally focused on him. “Are you serious?”

“As water in a fuel tank.”

He could almost see the cogs of her brain starting to click into gear with the idea.

“When you say a pilot, it’s not the type where you want me to take my clothes off and ride your bike, right?”

He sat back, his eyebrows almost ratcheting off his forehead. “Ha, no. I mean, your, ahem, assets, wouldn’t exactly be bad for ratings, but this is about bikes. Big, beautiful, pimped-out bikes and the people who make them that way.”

She looked down at her broken shoe a moment and readjusted it to be perfectly in line with the other. “And what happened tonight never leaves this room?”

“It’s our little secret.”

“Okay then.”

“Lemme try that door again.”

She put a hand on his arm. “There’s no catch?”

“No catch. Except if you suck at being an office manager. Then we might need to rethink it.”

“I’ll be an amazing office manager. I’m organized and focused. You should see me with a spreadsheet. But I’ll have to stay on here while we see if this will work out for both of us. Don’t worry”—she held up a hand—“I can do both. I just need to keep this job ’cause I get to live in the bunkhouse rent-free with it.”

“We can work out your salary if you fit in with the workshop and the TV project.”

She bit her lip. “I do want to do film, but hell, I’ll take anything that doesn’t involve serving beer to that bunch of leather-heads downstairs. At least you can hold a conversation that has more content than a tool belt.”

“I’ll give you that last one, but the TV show is about bikers. I assumed you liked ’em, given you work here.”

“Oh, I’m sure there’s plenty to like about bikers. Your brother’s managing to fake it, right? Just don’t make me ride anything, or, I don’t know, try and fix anything. I failed shop at school, I failed almost everything except English and drama. I can’t even bake.”

“No cakes needed, I promise. And you can learn all the stuff about tools you need to play it on-screen. I’m a great teacher.”

She pursed her lips and Rusty would have sworn he felt them on his own. Then her face changed.

“You screw me over and I’ll find a way to take you down.”

Rusty threw back his head and laughed. “I’d like to see you try, little bird.”

“I will. I’m smart and desperate. So, don’t . . .” He saw her lips form words then dismiss them. “Don’t fuck with me.”

He held back the laugh and just nodded. She didn’t curse, that much was obvious. But rather than making her seem ridiculous, it just made her endearing. “Wouldn’t dream of it. You put my garage on the map and I’ll make sure that my brother never finds out how we met.”

“And you’ll make sure he falls in love with me,” she added quickly.

A strange rush sped through Rusty’s bloodstream but he forced it down. His brother got everything he wanted, but this time Rusty was going to get something out of it too. “I can’t promise that. My brother is a fickle beast. But I can make sure you make a good impression. And he’d be a fool to turn you down.”

Their eyes locked and Rusty wondered, again, what would have happened if he hadn’t mentioned that using Grim’s room had been a birthday present just when he did. “You work hard and the world’s your oyster. My mom always told me that.”

Finally, she smiled, a smile that took over her whole face and brightened the room. “So did mine.” Resolution flashed in her eyes. “I have to make it work here, for her. And for my dad. They’ve both been amazing about me coming over here straight out of film school. I am going to make it. I just have to. So, I’m in. For now, at least.”

“Perfect. We can go over your duties and the outline for the show I’ve been working on tomorrow. Ten o’clock.”

She shifted and looked at the door. “How am I going to get out of here without anyone seeing me?”

“We’ll take the back stairs. And I’ll go first. Anyone comes along, I’ll distract them.”

She tugged her dress down as she stood, suddenly his partner in crime. It was nice, he realized. The sort of nice that meant trouble with a capital T. Sweet bundle of innocence like her was not his sort of thing. Hell, he’d decided to swear off women entirely not all that long ago. But he wasn’t about to just give her over to his brother without working on his own dreams. Not this time. The prospect of making the show he’d started dreaming about since he got here seeped into his skin and warmed him like a shot of bourbon.

“I’m in the bunkhouse out back,” she said and he nodded, jiggling the door handle while lifting it up at the same time.

He was going to make this happen. Make something just for him. Rusty thought about the smell of engine oil in the garage. It was soothing. He looked down at the woman watching him. His brother always managed to get things handed to him on a silver platter. What if he didn’t introduce them? The smirk felt good, but Rusty knew it wouldn’t last. Honor above all, that’s what Rocco had drilled into him when he’d joined the Raising Hellfire club. And he’d lived by it ever since. Keeping Beth Ravens in his life was about work, period, and if she and Grim hit it off, well, that was their business.

“There we go.” The door handle unseized and opened with a creak. “See you at ten a.m. tomorrow downstairs. We can eat and talk, then I’ll give you a lift to the garage.”



CHAPTER THREE

Beth flicked her eyes open and stared at the rusty springs of the bunk bed above. Her knee throbbed from where she’d hit it on the bar the night before, her ankle ached where she’d twisted it breaking her shoe, and her head was woolly. “All in all, a great morning then.” She closed her eyes again, willing the colossal mess that had been her evening to be all a dream.

Eyes open, wide awake. Nope.

Heaving a sigh, Beth looked out the open window. Everything was still and quiet at that time in the morning, and Beth let herself breathe in the smell of the world waking up just for a moment. It was a long way away from the dusty scents of the small farm where she’d grown up, farther still from the strong eucalyptus tree smell that would greet her each morning when she let the dogs out. On the outskirts of Melbourne, life had been simple, acting still mostly a dream, and now, here she was. Almost penniless. She tried not to let the sigh overwhelm her. Today was a new day. Period.

Shifting her legs, she winced. Everything hurt. It took her back to her childhood. Her mother’s voice came into her head. “You are not your past. The future is waiting for you to take it. Now.” Being the only girl who couldn’t play sports was a gift, her parents always told her. It had allowed her to find her feet as an actor earlier than others.

It had been a gift, but not as they had meant it. Onstage she could escape into characters who relished their body’s quirks, who were strong and proud and didn’t care what others thought. That was the woman she pictured herself as, but was too scared to allow herself to be. Onstage she could be her best self. The self that any Prince Charming would have slayed a bullying dragon for.

She’d lived her whole school life as Elizalimp or Limpalong Lizabeth, depending on how kind the kids at school were feeling that day. And it was only after her final operation that she realized she hadn’t needed to let it define her as much as it had. Her fear about being different, about not fitting in had made her run away into the world of her imagination and the only place she’d found solace had been in acting class.

Now her limp was gone and she was struggling with fitting in in an entirely different way. Funny how life turned out sometimes. Nothing was ever as easy as you thought it would be when you were dreaming it up. Well you ain’t limpy anymore but you just found a fairy godmother to help with the Prince Charming. Okay, so more of a fairy god-biker, but she’d take it.

Rusty McKinley. Sheesh. If someone had asked her yesterday how her night would have turned out she would NOT have seen him and his proposal coming. She took a deep breath.

Swinging her legs over the side of the bunk, she sat up. The hangover pain wasn’t that bad if she distracted herself. Her phone pinged and she reached for it. An appointment reminder flashed on her screen. RUSTY, 10 A.M., BISTRO. Oh, god. Her body swelled, heating up as the memory of the night flooded back . . . Don’t dwell on it now. She needed to move forward, that’s what her mom would have told her. For a second she thought longingly of calling her Mom and downloading the whole night. And then reality kicked in. Not even a swamp-load of angry crocodiles could have convinced her to tell her mom about last night.

It had seemed a good idea to come out here on her own. Force herself to jump into her new life without a parachute. This was a town where everyone was searching, after all, it made people hungry, passionate, driven. And it would add to her story when she made it big—make it easier to fund-raise to fight polio in other countries. But the lack of friends and well, anyone, for support was starting to get old.

“That’s why I need Grim,” she said out loud. The acronyms she’d come up with for the two of them sounded more like wizarding names than anything Hollywood though. “Elizagrim.” That was a little better. She might have reinvented herself as Beth over here, but it didn’t mean she couldn’t use her past to form her future.

She thought about the tall, dark actor: his eyes pools of chocolate and his voice thick with gravel. Sleek and focused, but with a lot of soul, she was sure, she would unwrap his glossy exterior and they would share their dreams together. The characters he played on the big screen were always darkly brooding but soft-centered. Letting herself daydream, she stood beside him on the red carpet, swathed in gently flowing silk as he looked down at her adoringly. It was a future she was going to make happen.

But sitting on her bunk, staring at the unadorned timber boards on the wall, she admitted to herself there was something else scratching at the edges of her fantasy. Something that kept creeping over her skin and nipping at her neck in a delicious but dangerous way: Rusty McKinley.

“The brother.” Saying that out loud didn’t help much either. Thinking of the tall, dark biker, her skin tightened like it was waiting for his touch. “It’s just shock. And your ego feeling stupid that you threw yourself at him.” Yes, that was it. And then he goes all fairy godmother. Sure the outfit would have looked ridiculous on him, but offering her the opportunity to work on a pilot could be her way to finally catch a break in this town. “Or it could be a complete mess.” Either way she was going to be seeing Rusty McKinley again. Thinking about his hands on her, their sure, steady grip on her waist, their strength, the callouses on his palms, just brought the heat back between her thighs, The blood rushed there, urging her to do something about it, to revel in the memory and let herself surrender to it. She took a deep breath and stood, unsteadily. “I need a pint of hot coffee and a cold shower.”

It didn’t help. The water flowing over her just reminded her of kissing Rusty. How wet he’d made her, how hot she’d felt under his gaze. “Oh, god.” If she didn’t get rid of her lust-haze she was going to be about as useful as tits on a bull. Give in, her mind urged her with a hot whisper and, biting her lip, Beth gripped the wall of the shower for support while her hand found her sweet spot between her legs. The water poured over her head and shoulders, and she let her finger part her folds and work at the aching nub of her clitoris. Quickly, the tension built, her body almost shaking with concentration as she tried to focus on getting thoughts of Rusty out of her head and giving in to the sensation, but just as she felt she’d caught the anonymous tail of her oblivion, her mind would start up a constant chatter and she’d be back to thinking of Rusty. “Oh to hell with it.” She let go. Let herself imagine it was Rusty’s hand between her thighs, let her head fall back and the water cascade down her throat as if it was his tongue. Her legs started to shudder and she came with such force she had to stop herself from calling out his name. But even as she put both hands on the wall, she still felt him with her. His hands, his fingers, his hot, dark gaze. This was not how it was supposed to go.

“You gonna be in there all day? Some of us have a shift to get to.” One of the women from housekeeping banged on the door and finally, the thoughts of Rusty dimmed just as the trailing bliss of her orgasm lessened to a hum. The best part? The coffee and the orgasm killed the remains of her hangover.

“I’m just coming, sorry.” As the words left her mouth, Beth smiled. This was good. She’d taken herself, ahem, in hand, and now she’d be able to focus. Dressing quickly, she walked out of the bathroom and apologized again to the woman waiting in the hall before she half-hobbled downstairs on her sore ankle.

* * *

Wilde’s menu wasn’t exactly Michelin starred, but there was zero chance of her being able to eat anything until she’d cleared the air anyway. Beth shifted the salt and pepper into the exact center of the table and took a breath. “Okay, so I just need to say something first,” she said as soon as Rusty had joined her at a table and the waitress had put a plate of eggs down in front of each of them.

“Right? Sounds ominous.”

“That girl you met last night? That’s not me. I’m organized and careful and smart. Heck, a casting agent said I was wholesome the other day and I don’t disagree.”

He cleared his throat. “Wholesome? You sure you know what that means?”

She felt the blush but stiffened rather than succumbing to it. “Of course I know what it means. I told you I don’t usually do . . .” She waved her hand at him. “Last night was an aberration. A one-off.”

“So you said,” he drawled. “It’s just, I don’t quite know how to put it, but have you looked in the mirror recently?”

Now her back really straightened. “I beg your pardon?”

Rusty wiped a piece of bread around his plate to finish off his breakfast and leaned back in his chair. “Where are you from again?”

“Australia,” she huffed.

“Remind me to head out to Australia when I’m rich and famous and find me a nice wholesome girl to look at.”

“If you think insulting me is going to make me work with you—”

“Who said anything about insulting? I didn’t say you didn’t look good. It’s just where I come from, wholesome usually doesn’t get up in the morning looking like it could fire up a man’s appetite faster than the smell of a plate of bacon. Your hair, your . . .” He waved his hands to indicate her curves. “Wholesome is buttoned-up cardigans and slacks. You, my dear, are what we’d call a bombshell.” He surveyed her for a moment. “I mean, look at your dress.”

“It’s vintage,” she said, unable to think of anything better to say. The dress was mostly white, covered with tiny pink roses. It was cinched at the waist, sure, and had a sweetheart line that did some seriously molding of her girls, leaving a sharp line of cleavage on display. But it was still knee-length, not short, and it was flared over her hips, not tight. It might have been a bit on the flirty side back in the 1950s, but by today’s standards it was wholesome.

Beth closed her eyes a moment, trying to remember why she’d brought all this up in the first place. “The point is, although it wouldn’t be the first word I’d put on my résumé, I am wholesome. I grew up on a small farm. There’s not a single scandal anyone’s going to find out about me or my family, ever, and I hardly even drink. So if I’m going to be working on your pilot, it’s going to be good. No half measures. I get your office into shape and we work to make sure we have a good script and get us a good crew. And I get a . . . writer’s credit,” she added, just to see if he’d take it.

“I’m not sure you’re in a position to be making demands.”

That got her and she readjusted her knife and fork to calm herself. “Nonetheless, that’s what I want.”

He shrugged. “Sure.”

“Really?”

“You say you can make it good, that’s what I want. I don’t care about how we get there.”

Buoyed by his nonchalance, Beth pushed again. “And you are going to introduce me to Grim. If I’m going to do TV with you, then I’ll need to have connections in film so I don’t get typecast.”

“That so?” Rusty eyed her with complete calm and she didn’t have one clue about what he was thinking.

Man, the guy didn’t give much away. “I would be good for him.”

“Let’s get my pilot going first and then I’ll see about introducing you.”

She opened her mouth to protest but Rusty held up his hand. “Time to get to work, little bird.”

Beth gave herself a little shake. She shouldn’t have been surprised. Rusty was a man, a biker no less, and he wasn’t going to be giving out favors just because she asked nicely. What mattered was getting along with Grim’s brother so that she could date her lust-crush. All she needed to do was stick to the plan. “You better tell me about your project then.”

“Ever been to a biker garage?”

She raised an eyebrow at him. “I know our definitions differ, but”—she pointed a finger at herself—“wholesome, remember? In what universe would a girl wearing a dress like this have been to a biker garage?”

“In about ninety-two percent of the male fantasies in this hotel?”

She blushed. Again. But she couldn’t help tugging at the hem of her floral dress. A dress she’d thought had a pretty, fresh, fifties vibe, but which under the gaze of Rusty McKinley had turned into a too tight, too short vixen-suit.

“Come on,” he said, standing. “Best thing is for you to see it. I’ll give you a ride.”

He led her out of the bistro and into the parking lot.

“Oh. Hell. No.”

Rusty turned to her and frowned. “What now? You work in a biker hotel and you want to date my brother. A brother who plays a biker for a living and you don’t want to get on a bike?”

“Not a bike like that.” Beth pointed at the huge chrome monster Rusty had put his keys into.

“This is hardly big.”

“Excuse me?”

“This bike. It’s not like I ride a real monster. You should see some of the beasts that come through the shop.”

“I’m not sure I want to.”

“How much do you actually know about bikes?”

She shrugged. “Enough to know that they cause plenty of accidents. My mom was a nurse for a while. She wouldn’t even let my dad ride a trail bike on the farm.”

Rusty whistled. “This might not work out.”

Beth froze. She’d awoken this morning with a giant hangover and a pile of hot heavy regret, but the one thing that had held her together was the fact she was going to meet Grim properly. “What do you mean? What might not work out? I don’t have to like bikes to make a pilot about them. I’m an actress, remember, that’s what I do.” Her voice was a little shrill, even to her ears, and she realized that the thundering in her chest was her heart.

He must have heard it too. “You’re scared.”

“Not scared. Just sensible. I agreed to take an office job and to help you with your show, not die in a screaming heap of twisted metal.”

“You need to be able to sit on one without having palpitations to be in a show about them, little bird.” His voice was softer. “That pretty little face of yours might be able to sell honey to a bee, but it’s screaming, ‘Get me the hell away from here’ at the moment, and you can’t hide that on camera.”

Beth gave in to her nerves and stuffed a stray strand of hair into her mouth and chewed. Hard. He was right. Her heart was just about bursting out of her chest and she could feel her shoulders knotting as the thought of riding the machine in front of her stole through her body. “What do I do?” It was almost a whisper.

“We break you in. Slowly,” he said in a voice that matched hers. “Don’t worry. I won’t make you ride anything you can’t handle. But first . . .” He took her hand. “It won’t bite. Honestly.” The hot tingle of the contact slid up her hand but was cooled instantly by the touch of cold chrome. She shivered despite the warm day and closed her eyes.

“That’s it. She’s a gentle mistress, my Nancy. I wouldn’t let you get near her if I thought she might hurt you.”

Beth snapped her eyes open and pulled the piece of hair out of her mouth. “Nancy?”

Rusty wiggled his eyebrows and pointed at his bike.

“You call that pile of death-metal Nancy?”

He sucked in air through his teeth and pulled her hand away. “Don’t let her hear you. I’m trying to break you in softly, remember? Offend a bike like her and you’re tarmac-topping for sure.”

“Oh, god.” The groan came out of her before she could stop it. “Am I really going to do this?” She looked up at him. “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?”

He shrugged. “Not every day you get to break a girl’s bike-virginity.”

He was laughing at her now that he knew she was going to go through with it. Doesn’t matter what he thinks though. This is about you. Fear wasn’t enough reason to stop her from doing this. Not when a short ride on a motorbike might be the difference between getting a shot at TV and not.

“You’re going to climb on nice and slow. There we go.” He helped her get closer to the seat and Beth puffed out all her breath.

“Now lift your leg over.”

The laughter was unbidden. “I’m wearing a dress, remember?”

He shrugged. “It’s not that tight. Hitch it up and then, I dunno, tuck it under your butt.”

She tried to lift up her leg then realized she was going to give him a floor show of her underwear. “Look away please.” He did, but not before she saw the smirk. She lifted her leg up and over the back of the seat of the bike. Nancy, she corrected herself, rolling her eyes as she did.

But then, she was sitting on the bike. Sitting with about a hundred horsepower of dormant energy between her legs, her dress was tucked under her safely, and no one was dead.

“Look at you. Anyone would think you rode a bike every day.”

Beth sat up straighter. It wasn’t that bad. In fact, the cool chrome against her hot legs was nice. Sexy even. The wind eddied in a little gust around them and the bit of her skirt that wasn’t tucked under lifted, just enough to reveal more thigh than was wholesome in anybody’s vocabulary. His eyes flicked toward it and she realized, suddenly, that he felt it too. That his gruffness this morning had been as much to mask his uncertainty about what had passed between them as her stammering defense of her actions the night before.

“Try this on.” He handed her a helmet and when his hand brushed hers a million goose bumps leapt to attention, sure that this was their chance to take over her skin once and for all. And then, she didn’t get a chance to think anymore because he was suddenly on the bike with her and the motor had started and he was revving the hundred horsepower and . . . “Ohmygod, what are you doing, let me off!”

“What’s that? I can’t hear you,” he said and revved the engine harder.

She tried to scramble off the back but couldn’t work out how to do it without smearing herself down the side of the rapidly heating exhaust pipe. She yanked off her helmet and yelled toward where his ears must have been under his helmet, “I said, let me off.”

Rusty let the bike idle and twisted in his seat as much as he could. Pulling off his helmet he looked her in the eye. “You need to be able to at least sit on a bike, and you need to get to the garage. But if you don’t want to ride the bike, you don’t have to.” The implication was there, clear in his words and his face told her he would be disappointed. She realized she’d be disappointed too. About not getting her chance with Grim, about not getting a shot at some TV work that might one day fill her bank balance and fit her aspirations a whole lot better than working at the bar would, and also about not being tucked up behind Rusty on his big . . . Nancy. The final thought was enough to shake her out of her panic-induced fear-freeze. Taking a deep breath, she nodded. “Will you promise to go slowly?”

“Glacial,” he said.

“And not take any risks?”

He held back a smirk. “By not taking any risks, do you mean not overtaking grandmas who drive slower than snails?”

She nodded tightly.

“If you say so. Slow and steady wins the race, right?”

“Exactly,” she said and before her brain kicked in to remind her that she currently had a throbbing pile of metal ready to drive her to her death between her legs, she pulled her helmet on.

Rusty must have grasped the shortness of the window of opportunity and pulled his own helmet on just as fast. Then, true to his word, he rolled, super slowly, out of the Wilde’s Hotel parking lot and onto the road.

To say Beth held on tight to his leather jacket was an understatement. If she could have welded her hands to his waist she wouldn’t have had a better grip. But after a while, Beth risked unclenching her face and opened one eye to see what the world looked like as it whizzed by. Her helmet was still pressed into his back and she didn’t unlock her arms, but the universe didn’t end. Buoyed by her success, and the fact that watching things go past rather than approach made her feel a little ill, she loosened her grip and straightened her head. Raised up on the back portion of the bike seat, Beth could see over Rusty’s shoulder, just, and what she saw shouldn’t have had much of an effect on her. But she caught her breath and held it, only letting it out slowly when Rusty took a corner.

The road stretched out in front of her in a sweeping curve. It was the same view as it would have been in a car only it wasn’t. Without a windshield, the world was right in her face. The road a deeper color, the trees flying by, breathing sculptures intent on reaching their limbs higher, and the wind, the wind was a living thing that took her breath and threatened to keep it. That tugged at her dress, at her skin, at her whole self and wanted to fling her into the sky, across the road, through the trees. The wind on the back of Rusty’s bike should have terrified Beth into a screaming fit, but instead it woke her up and made her want to sing. Her deep-seated fear about her past didn’t rear its ugly head, warning her off. Instead, it joined in the party and wanted to dance.

This was like flying, like soaring Riding like this made her feel free the same way she did when she was lost in a part that fit her like a glove. She could be another person, a truer version of herself, and with the solid hulk of Rusty in front of her to hold onto, she felt, incredibly, safe.

When they pulled into his garage she almost bounced off the bike.

“Slow enough for you? No one died and no grannies were insulted by being overtaken.” Then Rusty did a double take of her face before a smile spread wide across his. “You enjoyed it, didn’t you?”

Beth tried to frown. “No. I didn’t. It was terrifying.”

His smile spread further and his dark eyes glinted. “That’s the whole point, isn’t it? It’s terrifying and electrifying and fucking great all rolled into one?”

Beth couldn’t control the edge of her mouth and she felt the smile slip out before she could stop it.

“I knew it. It’s always the ones who protest about hating it so much that turn out to be daredevils.”

“Agreeing to try out your bike hardly qualifies me as a daredevil.” She tried to be stern, but it didn’t wash, the excitement was still caught up in her throat and her voice came out squeaky.

“Indeed,” Rusty said, a chuckle underpinning his words. “Note to self: Beth Ravens is wholesome, doesn’t like speed or motorbikes or anything to do with risk.” Then his tone changed. “That’s why she flew halfway across the world to throw everything into getting into a profession that chews up more women than tourists taking pictures of the Hollywood sign.”

“Touché. But I still say I’m wholesome.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Tomato, tomahto.”

Pulling herself up to her full five-foot height, Beth stood as tall as she could. Not nearly a patch on his six-two frame, but still, she looked him in the eye. “If you want to follow the song and call the whole thing off, just say it.”

“Is that what you want?”

It was do or die time. There wasn’t much more she had left to lose. “No.”

“Good. Let me show you around.”



CHAPTER FOUR

Beth calmed her face as much as she could when she walked into Rusty’s garage. But for her, the scene inside was like something out of a National Geographic magazine. The men working on the bikes were huge. Huge, mostly hairy, and tattooed in places that must have hurt more than being bitten by a snake.

Sure, the guys at Wilde’s were big and inked up to the eyeballs, but other than one or two standouts, none of them except Rusty were this sort of size. None of the mechanics at the chop shop were any shorter than Rusty, and two of them were at least twice his width. She wondered how on earth they had the mobility to get at the delicate parts inside a motorbike engine. And then one of them stood aside and she saw the beast he was working on.

“Holy mother of monsters.”

“I told you my bike wasn’t big.”

“And I didn’t believe you.”

“I thought you worked at Wilde’s?” Rusty voiced the incredulity she’d just been pondering.

“I know. Maybe I’ve been living under a rock but I’ve never seen anything like that roll into the parking lot.”

“There’s been a convention upstate,” one of the giants muttered in a thick Mexican accent.

“You might have missed them then,” said Rusty, “although most of the guys who go to Wilde’s don’t have the cash to own anything as beautiful as that.”

“Beautiful?”

Everyone in the shop froze and Beth wished she could have stuffed her entire head of hair into her mouth before the word had come out.

Rusty just looked at her hard. “She’s new,” he said to his team. “Doesn’t know her ass from her elbow but she’ll learn.”

“If you say so,” said the Mexican giant, giving her a look that said she better learn if she wanted to live without his huge wrench implanted somewhere very uncomfortable.

Shut the heck up, girl.

“See anything you do like?” Rusty asked her.

“It’s not that I don’t like it. It’s just, I mean, wow. These things are huge and so shiny and . . . complicated.” Ahead of her was an incredible bike—a chopper, she corrected herself. Painted bright metallic orange with flames on its tank, it should have been the picture of cliché, but somehow the flames melded with the form of the bike so they weren’t cheesy or ordinary. They were beautiful, an intricate pattern that made the bike seem ready to take off rather than just rush at traffic. “That one is amazing.”

“See, told you she’d learn,” Rusty said to the giant. The guy shrugged, apparently satisfied she wasn’t about to insult his life’s work and Beth breathed a little easier. “Where’d you find her?” the giant asked.

“She works at Wilde’s,” Rusty replied for her. “Actress. Gonna be the office manager here for a bit and then get the pilot happening. Make us all famous.” Beth felt the blush rush over her skin and she dropped her eyes so she didn’t have to look at Rusty and think about how they’d really met. But he saved her by changing the topic back to the bike she’d pointed out. “What do you like about it?”

Beth tipped her head to the side and let herself consider her answer properly, giving herself time to regain a semblance of calm. “I can’t tell you exactly,” she started. “I like how the front bit is so long, like it’s been stretched. It’s almost a cartoon of itself but it’s also totally in proportion. And the color and the gleam to it and the flames. I love how the flames seem alive.”

“Huh.” Rusty nodded. Despite his lack of commentary, his obvious pleasure warmed her. Tickled something just underneath her skin that she couldn’t put a name to. What are you doing? This is work, remember?

“What would you say about it if someone asked you to describe it?”

She put on her business voice. “Someone who wanted to buy it or someone who wanted to admire it?”

“The latter. If you were describing it for my show. Describing it so people got excited about it.”

“Can I think about it for a second?”

He nodded. “Chose your two favorite bikes.” Rusty started walking off and Beth rushed to keep up with him. The three giant men in the shop must have decided they either didn’t care about her or she was insignificant enough not to matter because they completely ignored her. Rusty checked in with each of them, pointed out where things could be more refined, where to get a rare tool from, who to try for a secondhand part.

This was the same and yet a different Rusty from the one she’d thus far encountered. He was quiet but firm with his instructions. He was in charge. In control. The king of his world. Taking his instructions to heart, she scanned the shop looking for her two favorite pieces and trying to work out what she could say about them that wouldn’t sound crass or simple. She settled on a sleek black bike with red and white internal rims on the tires, and the orange chopper. And what exactly are you going to say about them? That they’re pretty? Maybe. Maybe that’s what Rusty was after.

“And through here is where Lucy works.”

“Lucy?”

Rusty pushed open a set of double doors to reveal a slender figure crouched over a bike half hidden by a shower of sparks and a plume of smoke. “Best mechanic around. My brother introduced me to her boyfriend, Jake, and when her last boss had an accident and shut up shop I made a place for her, fast. Got a natural affinity for custom builds. Well, she’s got a natural affinity with anything with torque really. Woman is a genius, but don’t tell her I said that.” The sparks stopped flying and Rusty nodded as the woman waved and then started in on the pile of metal in front of her.

A mix of, of what, jealousy and envy, washed through Beth. She pushed it down. There was nothing to be jealous of. No part of her wanted to work with hot molten steel, with or without Rusty McKinley to watch. “You have a female mechanic? With those guys out there?”

Rusty raised an eyebrow at her.

“Not that she shouldn’t work here.” Beth stumbled over a way to excuse her reaction. “Just that, they don’t seem to be the sharing-their-space type.”

“They’re the love-this-job type. Lucy had a run of shitty luck, but she’s the best and she knows bikes like most women know shoe stores. Honestly it was shit luck that her old boss had an accident, but it worked out well for me. She does most of the Hell’s boys’ bikes from Wilde’s, which makes her happy too. Long story,” he said as she opened her mouth to ask what he meant. “Short story is if my guys get to work with the best, they’re happy. Introducing me to her and Jake is the one thing my brother did get right.” Rusty was silent a long minute and Beth wondered if she’d ever hear the long story he’d alluded to. But she couldn’t tell if it was about Lucy or his brother.

“Bet there aren’t too many equal opportunity employers in the bike industry though. Sounds like Grim is one of the good guys.”

“Come on, this way.” As if they’d never spoken about Grim, Rusty led her out of Lucy’s part of the shop. Weaving through the benches, bike parts, and racks of tools, she followed him to a desk covered in stacks of papers. One lonely filing cabinet sitting open and mostly empty in the corner.

“I see why you need an office manager.”

He shrugged. “This is some of it, the rest is upstairs.”

“There’s more?”

They went upstairs and into a room with a large table, filing cabinets, a kitchenette, and a wall covered with note cards with scene headings, ideas and phrases jotted down in no particular order, and magazine clippings. At the top was a card that said simply: THE SHOW. When he shut the door, they were suddenly in a world of quiet.

“Soundproof, mostly,” he said at her obvious confusion. “Be pretty hard to live with that racket day in and day out.”

“You live up here?” She looked around and yes, through a doorway she could see a bed and a dresser with a stack of laundry on top. Her shoulders hunched at the thought of the mess of unfolded washing and who knew what other uncategorized, unsorted untidiness in the room, but she forced herself to focus on the man in front of her. The man who is going help rewrite your future, remember? “So, this is it?” She gazed at the wall of notes and tried to follow the mess of thoughts and images in front of her.

“This is what’s come out of my head so far.”

“Do you have a script or anything?”

“It’s a reality show. I know some of those shows are pretty much all scripted, but this one doesn’t need to be. I don’t want it to be. People who love bikes, love bikes, period. And we create the best bikes there are.”

“I don’t mean to be rude, but that doesn’t sound like much of a pitch. Did you think about getting Grim to be in it?”

“No. I didn’t.”

Huh. That was a strong reaction. “Wouldn’t he be the obvious choice? Biker on-screen and off.”

“He’s no biker. Doesn’t have the love.”

Definitely tension there and Beth knew better than to push it after the last time. “Okay. But where’s the drama, the intrigue?”

“That’s why you’re here, remember?”

“Right. And what else?”

“Did you not see the guys who work here?”

“Sure. And they will look impressive on TV, but what are they going to say to the camera? It’s not like they’re actors.”

“It’s about case studies. Each episode will showcase a client, or a couple of clients, their interaction with the team, and then the process of making the bike.”

Beth had to fight hard not to roll her eyes. She couldn’t think of anything more boring. But watching him she saw a spark of excitement that would no doubt translate onto camera. Just like Grim. It must run in the family, she figured. “Hasn’t that already been done?”

“Not like ours. Ours will be better.”

“Why? What sort of clients do you have?”

Rusty beamed. “That’s where the drama comes in. We’ve only been open a year but we’ve already got some pretty A-list clients. And we have their wives, and the Hell’s boys and the way they raise the money for their bike addiction. And we’ll have an episode where we pimp out someone’s bike for a charity. You know, some awesome youth-worker guy or something has been riding around on a shit-box for years and we’ll work it over so he’s got the baddest ride out there. Keep him cool with the kids.”

“Okay, so if there is some family drama thrown in, a bit of intrigue, a bit of lifestyles of the rich and crazy, and cute kids . . . maybe,” Beth said. “And you, you’ll look good on camera.”

“Oh, no. I’m not going to be in it. It’s my shop. But it’s not about me.”

“What?”

“There’s plenty without me.”

“Whatever,” was all she said. Maybe he felt insecure about seeing himself on TV given who his brother was. She’d have to change his mind on that one. He’d look great on-screen.

“And we have a producer on board. But he’s been waiting for me to come up with something to pitch for months. He’ll get bored if I don’t come up with something soon, but that’s not my field. You organize the office and the show and you’ll be welcome as long as you need.”

Having a producer already interested changed everything. Beth rubbed her hands together and looked closer at the mess of note cards on the wall. “First thing we need is to get this into better order.”

“Is that so? What about downstairs?”

“I’ll do both, don’t worry. I’m very organized and I told you if I was in, I was all in. No doing things in half measures. The better I know what you’ve been thinking for the show, the better we can work out how to script the pilot. Right?” Things always just worked out better when she had control.

His smirk did that thing to her skin again. “Right. But first tell me which ones were your favorite bikes. I need to know you can at least pretend to give a shit about ’em, otherwise this is a pointless exercise. You might just be an office manager but to be in the show you need to be an office manager who gets bikes. You asked for a minute. I gave you ten. So, sell ’em to me. Hang on, let me film it.” He pulled out his cell and nodded at her when he’d opened up the camera.

Beth took a breath and closed her eyes for a moment. Then she walked over to the table and picked up a glossy tool brochure. She ran her fingers down the cover, focusing on lavishing as much attention as she had in her on it, then she snapped her eyes up and gave Rusty both barrels. “Downstairs is a machine like you’ve never seen. It’s not the biggest in the shop. Nor is it painted the brightest or most opulent color. But its sleek black lines, coupled with the fat tires give it style. Character. Sass. This black little number has red rims and white oversized tires and fits me perfectly. When I sit in it I can already feel the wind in my hair and when the boys start her up, boy, she purrs like a well-fed tiger.” She stopped and gave Rusty a grin. “That work for you? Not too sexy? I thought I might be laying it on too thick, but then I figured, bike shop, sexy sells, right?”

For a moment, she caught him looking at her, still lost in her description. Written in his features was a heady mix of admiration and . . . longing. He’s just excited by you talking about his bikes like that. But that wasn’t how it felt. He’d been looking at her with longing and the thought of it rushed through her, making that itch just under her skin flare up and burst through to the surface. And then he cleared his throat. “Not bad.”

Beth let the thought that she’d gotten to him, really gotten to him, swell. “I’ll take that as a compliment. One day I’m going to get more than a two-word answer out of you though, you wait.”

That did it, a slow smile spread over his face. “Is that what you do? Acting wise? Sexy? I thought you were all about being Little Miss Wholesome?”

“I do whatever the part requires. I should show you my reel.”

“Yes. Now.”

She nodded and tapped the address of her agent’s site into his phone, pulling up her profile and cringing, as she always did, at the head shot her agent had chosen. It was an older one, where she looked so happy, so young, so . . . innocent. She sat, heavily, disappointment always close to the surface that her career hadn’t taken off yet.

“Nice photo.”

“Oh, I hate it,” she said, waving a hand. “It makes me look about fifteen. But whatever. The thing is I’m not getting any roles anyway. I got quite a few auditions when I first got here but the last couple of months have been dry.”

“It’ll happen,” was all he said, but he said it with such certainty that Beth felt immediately better. What was it about Rusty McKinley that tapped into something deep inside her and made her feel . . . ? She wasn’t sure how she felt. But it was something new, and vital, and . . . hot. Probably something to do with him being Grim’s brother. Maybe that was it. “Anyway, at least my reel has a bit more scope.” She pressed play and watched herself on the screen for the millionth time. As her on-screen self ate macaroni, Beth flicked her eyes to Rusty again. He watched the screen avidly, laughing in all the right places and when she did the scene with the kitten, no way, did she see a sheen of moisture in his eyes? When it wrapped up he turned to her with a curt nod. “Even better this time,” he said.

“Wait? What? You’ve already seen it?”

“Last night. Just doing my homework.”

Beth puffed out her cheeks. “Could have said.”

“You didn’t ask.”

“Okay then, smart guy, did you like what I said? About your bike? The black one?”

“What about the second one?”

“I already described it. The orange one. That one is all about the flames. You want me to do it for the camera again?”

He nodded. “But do it differently. With a different tone or whatever. Pretend you’re already working here.”

She thought for a moment then brought her best bitch. “This baby is smooth to ride, and sweet to behold. She’s got flames down her tank, but they’re not just pretty. And she isn’t just a bike. This one is a living streak of hot fire, burning up the road, and soaring out into space if you let her. Treat her right and she’ll take you places you never thought you’d even see, to worlds where the sun is always setting in a rich ball of golden fire.” She paused. “Sorry, that was cheesy as hell. But, different enough?”

“Yep.”

She waited. “Aaaand?”

“Good. Both were good.”

“That’s it? Jeez-Louise, it’s like getting tears from a croc.”

He shrugged. “This is about winning over the producer. Not me. I’m already sold. Glad you liked my flame detail.”

That gave her pause. “You painted those flames?”

“Freehand. It’s my thing.”

“Wow.” The guy wasn’t just full of surprises, he was a walking, talking contradiction. Gruff one minute, able to paint like that the next, employing the most terrifying-looking mechanics she’d ever seen in one room, then having a Lucy working on bikes the room over. “Maybe I picked the wrong brother. You must be Grim’s biggest competition.” She almost pushed her fist into her mouth as soon as the words were out and she saw his face drop.

“My brother and I do things differently,” he said. “But he’s family and I’m always there for family, period. But this . . .” He swept his hand around the shop. “This is my chance to have my own thing. To make my mark in LA. Have my own piece of pie.”

“He’d want you to do well, wouldn’t he?”

Rusty shrugged. “Yeah. Sure.” The way he carefully chose his words about Grim caught Beth’s notice. But tension was to be expected when one brother was an up-and-coming movie star and the other ran a bike shop. She dismissed it as brotherly rivalry and focused on the job at hand. “Right then. I better get to work. Once I’ve gotten that pile of paper downstairs filed, I’ll need lists of all your potential clients, their bikes, and I need to talk to your guys again. I need to decide where the richest material is then we need to dig deeper to find some dirt.”

He chuckled. A deep, rumbling sound. “And here was I thinking you were just a pretty face.”

She ignored him and the odd sensation that kept whizzing around her stomach when he laughed like that. This was about fulfilling her side of the bargain: have a shot at a TV show, get together with Grim. End of story.

Trouble was the only thing she knew about motorbikes was that they killed you, and the people that rode them had a rebel streak that usually ended badly. You just rode a bike. With Rusty. Yes, but that was to check that she could. Now all she had to do was do a good job here and make sure she got to show him how right she and his brother would be together.



CHAPTER FIVE

It was his own fault. Every time Beth brought up Grim, Rusty felt the tension pouring into his shoulders and hated himself for it. Grim was his brother. All the family he had left. He should be the bigger man and be happy that a nice girl like Beth wanted to be with his brother. Rusty snorted and Beth turned but he just waved her back to looking at the stack of notes about the shop. Beth might think that Grim could shit media coverage and banknotes, but his brother was definitely on the darker side of wholesome.

When Rusty turned up in LA after getting himself out of his brother’s indenture with the Reapers, Grim’s face had dropped. Like a stone. Of course he’d covered well, had introduced him to Jake and Lucy and put up some money toward the garage. But he hadn’t been happy about it. Grim was all about Grim.

It was supposed to be the other way around. Grim was the older brother, the one who should have been looking out for Rusty after their dad died in a car crash and their mom died a year later. Rusty had been a teenager, vulnerable, needy. But the accident had just pushed Grim further into himself ’til all he could focus on was getting famous. How he got there, who he crushed on the way up, didn’t seem to matter to Grim.

Well now it was Rusty’s turn. The garage was going to take off. It was a dream his pop had had and now Rusty was going to make it a reality.

So here he was. Rusty looked around the apartment he’d installed above the workshop. Beth was at the desk, looking at his pin-board of notes for the show. She’d spent a week downstairs and sorted through all the paperwork in record time. She’d gotten him to download some free systems software she’d found on the net and had made a couple of spreadsheets that even he could work through. She wasn’t kidding when she said she was efficient. In fact she might be the smartest hire he’d made after getting Lucy Black to be his lead mechanic. He figured it was time to show her the bones of his TV show and see what she made of it.

He’d only gotten a tiny share of any cash he brought home when he was with the Reapers in Illinois, the rest went to paying off Grim’s debt, so things had always been tight. Now he subsisted on the paltry income he got from running the shop on the tightest budget possible. But he wanted Grim’s name off the title to the workshop and the only way to do that was make more money. The TV show was his ticket to making that happen. It had to. With Beth in the mix, it was looking like it might just happen.

Rusty’s eyes strayed down the line of Beth’s back to her hips and his hands surged with the memory of having nothing between them except the thinnest scrap of satin. Stop it. He’d introduce her to his brother like he’d promised. And he’d give Grim a swift kick up the ass if he was an idiot to her. So stop looking at her like that. He lifted his eyes from where they’d lingered, watching the hem of her skirt lift as she reached up to pin another card chock full of notes about a bike he’d thought would make a good episode for the TV show.

“I can’t believe I’m saying this, but meeting you might turn out to be a good thing.” Beth broke into his thoughts.

“That’s what all the girls say.” Watching her smile falter and fall made him regret his words as soon as they were out.

She recovered fast and rolled her eyes. “Just when I was trying to play nice.”

“Sorry. Not much call for nice around here.”

“Clearly. When did you last tidy up?”

He was impressed. Every time he threw a barb at her she got right back up again, usually with something smart to say. “Never had much time for tidying. Things just get into a mess again.”

He realized that as she’d been looking at all the notes and episode cards that he and the producer had brainstormed and put up on the board, she’d systematically removed some of them and those that were left were now all pinned in perfect lines back on the board. Huh.

“I’m good at this,” she said defensively. “I did a bunch of papers on screenwriting at film school back in Australia and I interned for a TV station.”

“So you’re not just an actress.”

“Well, I am. But I enjoyed those bits too. I just figured I’d do the acting part first.”

He shrugged. “I told you I’m no expert. Show me what you’ve done.” He waved a hand at the wall. “Looks more complicated than it needs to be.”

“This isn’t even the half of it,” she said confidently. “And if you don’t agree with me, well, I’ll just beat you over the head with a bit of chrome or something until you do.”

He couldn’t help himself; he laughed. She was so cute when she was trying to be threatening. “It’s okay. You’re hired, remember? The downstairs desk has never looked so neat.”

“You need some system is all.”

“Why were you wasting time in a bar when you could have been running my workshop all this time?”

“Because the bar is flexible. Meant I could go to auditions whenever I needed to. Standard story.”

“Right. Of course. Sorry. Well, you’re welcome to take an audition or two if you’re working here. As long as you get all your work done. But first we gotta get this pilot made.”

“Thanks.” She looked up at him from under her lashes and he felt a tightening in his groin.

The moment lengthened ’til he cleared his throat and she turned back to the wall of note cards. He watched her back, the curve of her spine accentuated by her dress, and had to curl his hands into fists to stop himself for reaching out to her and pulling her, hard, against his chest. She wants Grim, remember.

“If we just put these here, and then move this group here . . .” When she’d repinned everything on the wall to her satisfaction, grouping them by bike type and client and potential drama, he started to see what she saw in the notes. “Hey, I never thought of putting it together like that.”

“We need to get some shots of your team. And you, of course.” She scribbled on a card and put it up on the wall.

“I don’t know about that.”

“You can’t want a show about your shop and expect to not be in it. It might not end up in the final cut, but we have to try. Come on.” He let her drag him back downstairs and film him on her phone with Tiny going over a glorious bike he was sure the owner would want in the show.

“I can’t say that.” Tiny loomed over Beth but she didn’t flinch, even under his gigantic shadow. “No one will believe it.”

“Of course you can. You can say anything because at first everyone will be too scared to not believe you. And then you’ll look at the camera and they’ll see your eyes and realize that they’re the biggest part of you. They’ll see your heart in then.”

Rusty watched Tiny’s face melt and a slow smile spread across his face.

Lucy snorted. “She’s got your number, Tiny.”

But Beth turned her charm on her next. “Don’t worry, I won’t try and make you be in this.”

“Why not?”

Rusty almost laughed out loud. Beth had Lucy right where she wanted her by denying her a shot at being on-screen too.

“I know you’ve got bigger things to do. So few female mechanics in the world, you don’t want to waste your time faffing about being on camera instead of doing real work. What sort of message would that send?”

“Too right,” said Lucy. Beth kept up a steady stream of encouragement with Tiny but Rusty saw her sneak a few glances back at Lucy, who was coaxing an empty fuel tank back into shape. Then out of nowhere Lucy stopped and walked up to Beth. “You don’t think it’s exactly because there ain’t many female mechanics in the world that I should be in your stupid-ass show.”

Beth pretended to think about it. “So that people get it? You’re right, you should be the most visible one in this workshop. You should definitely be in it.”

Lucy nodded then smirked. “Nice try, babe. Waiting for me to come up with the old but I should be in your show.”

Beth laughed. “I know. Sorry, I didn’t think it would work. But seriously, you should be in it. Otherwise there will be nothing nice to look at.” Beth looked around the workshop and held her hands up.

“Unless you manage to get Rusty to take his shirt off,” said Lucy. The two women looked at each other and cackled and Rusty shook his head. How did she know how to read people so well?

He watched Beth bossing his team around for longer than he should have. But seeing her amongst the bike pieces, he realized he might just have struck gold. Her little instructions and insights had them all grinning within minutes. She even had Tiny laughing and he couldn’t remember the last time the big man had cracked anything more than a chuckle.

When Rusty filmed a few pieces with her, him explaining the technical aspects and her pretending to be the office manager for real, dropping delicately sexy hints about who the client was, he felt the warmth of her attention too and made up an excuse to reshoot the shot just to feel the glow of her attention a bit longer.

Then there was a roar at the door and three bikers pulled up.

“Martinez!” Tiny called and walked away from Beth as the tall, dark Hell’s boy swung his leg over his bike. The guy was a picture of darkness. Dark hair, dark eyes, a dark glower. Rusty watched as Beth’s face closed down.

“You poaching Wilde’s staff?” Martinez asked Rusty, nodding at Beth.

“No one poached me,” Beth said instantly and Rusty laughed. “He’s just having me on.”

Martinez gave Rusty a light punch in the arm and ducked when Rusty swung back. “Rusty by name, rusty by nature, old man.”

“Who are you calling old?” Rusty ran his hands down the chassis of Martinez’s bike and clicked his tongue against his teeth disapprovingly.

“Oy. Big mitts off. No one but Lucy touches The Fire.”

Beth groaned and everyone turned to her. Rusty watched her squirm but she was saved by Lucy who put a hand on her shoulder. “Yes, he calls his bike The Fire. And yes he’s an ass-hat. He thinks it makes him all mysterious and fly.”

“Don’t need a bike for that,” Martinez said and wiggled his eyebrows at Lucy.

“Enough already,” Rusty cut in. There was work to do and not much time to do it in. “Lucy, fix his bike. Everyone else, back to work. Beth, we need to go over this footage.”

“Footage?” Martinez asked.

“Reckons he’s gonna make us all stars,” Lucy said and then snorted. “Make us look like a bunch of dicks more like.”

“I promise you won’t look like a dick,” said Beth quietly.

“Fair call. Bethy here is going to do her best to not make us look like dicks. Except Tiny, there’s no hope for him.” Tiny gave a fake growl and the two of them pretended to face off.

“Come on,” Rusty said and pulled Beth upstairs, unwilling to defend her anymore in front of everyone. In his experience, letting people know you needed them never turned out well.

But over sandwiches as they watched the footage he’d taken of her, the feeling of striking it lucky returned. She looked just as good on camera as in real life. Animated and bright, she drew the focus in the shop, making him . . . he wasn’t quite sure what she did but she made him care about the bike. About the bike, the client, the work that went into making everything fit together. “Who would have guessed having you slide into my bed would turn out so nicely for both of us.”

Her mouth was full of sandwich and she struggled to get any words out. Taking a giant swallow, she said, “You said if I did this you wouldn’t mention that night again.”

“And I won’t, to anyone else. I’m just saying that you never know what life is going to throw at you. Perhaps we were meant to meet.”

She pursed her lips. “No. We definitely weren’t. But seeing as we have, we’re both making the most of it.”

Damn. This was not going like he’d thought it would. Talking women into bed he could do, conversing with them in daylight, not so much. And talking to Beth made him uncomfortable in a way he hadn’t been for a long, long while. So what if watching her made him act like a teenager with a first-date boner? “Don’t get your panties in a knot. I was trying to be nice. I asked you to show me your stuff and you have. You might even get a director’s credit on the pilot if you keep this up.”

She softened. “You don’t care that I don’t know anything about bikes?”

“You’ll learn,” he said. “Smart girl like you.”

They sat in awkward silence a while, both eating their sandwiches. He looked through to his apartment and another thought struck him. “Do you like staying at Wilde’s?”

“Are you kidding? Sharing a room with who knows how many on any given night? Last week two guys crashed and I woke up because I thought there was a bear in the room. Their snores were worse than a koala orgy.”

“I don’t even know what that means.” He shook his head. “You can move into the spare room upstairs and live like a real petrol head. It’ll be a crash course. Get you right inside this world. What do they call that? Method acting or something?”

Beth tipped her head to the side and looked at him carefully. “It is called method acting. And I guess it’s not a terrible idea. If you’re serious about me being able to go to auditions as well as work here that would be great. I’d much prefer to do this than pour beers. Are you sure?”

Rusty shrugged, belying the twist of anticipation in his stomach. “The room’s just sitting there. If it makes this project happen better and faster, then it works for me.”

“And it won’t be weird when I start seeing Grim?”

Of course it would be weird. “What if I decide not to introduce you?”

“Then this is off. You need me. But I need Grim. He’s my perfect man. If you set me up with your brother I’ll give this thing my all. And you won’t regret it. We’ll blow this producer’s pants off.”

He smirked. “Socks, little bird, I think you mean socks. Although if you blow his pants off he’s bound to say yes, so knock yourself out. It’s settled then, we up your technical knowledge, get this show in production, and you’ll have parts being thrown at you so you won’t have to stay in anyone’s spare room.”

“True. Okay.” She finally defrosted completely. “I’m in. But you will have to be in it.”

“We’ll see.”

“Indeed we will. “I’ll sort everything out back at Wilde’s first then come and stay in a couple of days. Grim and I will be able to talk about our bike research too. Win, win right?”

Right.

She looked at her watch. “Okay, we have this afternoon to go through all of this and then make a plan. If you’re sure about the client you want to use in the pilot then you need to get ahold of him so we can get this whole thing scripted.”

“You didn’t script what we did downstairs and it came out great.”

“Not who says what and when. Just what shots we need to get; the story. You know. I’m sitting at my desk then a call comes in. The bike rolls in and we all chat about how cool it is and what we need to do to it, blah, blah. I assume you don’t have much money for this, so the cheapest way is to plan it out before the camera starts rolling. Who’s going to shoot it?”

“Haven’t got that far yet.”

“Well, we need to sort that out too. If there is another show out there already then this one has to look and feel and be better.”

They spent the rest of the afternoon hunched over footage, Beth taking notes in between him on the phone to his client. He also discovered another client was an editor, one who would shoot and edit the whole thing in exchange for Rusty doing work on his bike.

By the evening, Rusty’s head was spinning at the possibility that this show was going to happen. Happen-happen, and he looked over at Beth with gratitude. This might actually fucking work.

Her stomach gave a giant growl.

“Pizza?”

“Heck yes.”

Picking up the phone again he ordered two pies and when they arrived, he led Beth into the living room of his apartment. “I’ll tidy up the spare room, but it’s private and has its own bathroom.” He poked his head in the room then shut the door on it. He was suddenly acutely aware of everything: the crumpled sheets on the spare bed, the faded couch, the pile of papers on the coffee table, the dirty cup sitting next to them, the stack of books that hadn’t quite made it to the bookshelf yet, the bachelor-sized TV that dominated one full wall of the living area. The lack of any other signs of living. He’d always lived sparsely, didn’t see the point in having lots of furniture just to look at. He spent all his money on parts for the shop now. Where he put his head in the evenings was just a temporary distraction from making this garage every bit as great as the one his dad had planned before he died.

At least the apartment was mostly clean though. He watched Beth take it in properly and wondered what was going on in her head. She walked over to the bookcase. There were three frames up there. Two his mom had given him of the four of them, and the other showed a picture of his dad he’d found in his mom’s things. Beth picked up the two family shots.

“Look at how little Grim was. I can’t even picture him as a kid. Feels like he came out of the womb all grown up. What was he like when you were younger?”

Of course that was the thing she focused on. Rusty gave himself a mental shake and dropped onto the sofa. “He was an ordinary kid. We had a pretty good life. Dad was around, which was pretty out of the ordinary around there. My folks were a tight unit back then. True love and all that.”

She came over to sit next to him, still holding the photographs as he opened the two boxes of pizza. “Your mom and dad passed?”

Rusty tore off a chunk of pizza with his teeth but had to wait for the cheese to cool so he could chew and swallow before he replied. “My dad first. Then Mom got sick. Real sick. Reckoned the grief turned into a growth in her stomach.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. It’s life.”

“Was it broken heart syndrome? I’ve heard of that.”

“No, it was cancer. Plain old cancer. Ask a lot of questions, don’t you?”

“Sorry.” She bit her lip and put down the photos, picking up a slice of pizza instead. “I just . . . it’s a good opportunity to hear more about you before we put you on camera. And it’s nice to hear about Grim too, although I guess it’s kinda cheating.”

Cramming more pizza into his mouth, Rusty wondered at his reaction. Whether she ended up with Grim or not was none of his business. Hell, if she was half as organized in her dating technique as she was at getting his show in order, she really would be good for Grim. Right there he decided to make sure of it. If she was seeing Grim instead of talking about him, this distraction would go away. Grim would soon show his real stripes and Rusty wouldn’t have to hear about it. That would be better, wouldn’t it?

“I’ll set you two up for the weekend.”

“Really?”

“Yes, little bird. I’ll set you up.”

She paused, her slice of margarita half eaten, her eyes suddenly sparkling. “What sort of pizza does he like?”

“Anything with meat on it.”

Her face fell.

“Surely a woman can’t subsist on margarita pizzas alone?”

“I’m vegetarian.”

“Oh. Right. You don’t have to eat the same pie though, do you?”

“True.”

Rusty snorted.

She looked down at the photographs again. “What about in this one? Where are you all?”

Rusty looked at the photo of the four of them, sun-drenched, standing on a pier, and grinning at the camera and let himself fall back into the memory. “It was summer. We’d gone down to Mexico to visit my grandma, my dad’s mom.”

Beth looked up at him. “And?”

“And what?”

She held up the photograph. “And what else?”

“I caught a fish. Grim didn’t. I gave him mine.” Despite his lack of dialogue, Rusty remembered the moment precisely. His grandmother had taken him aside and given him an amulet of Saint Joseph. He was like his dad, she’d told him, and one day he’d be the man of the house. The man of the family. When she looked Rusty in the eye, he saw how she’d seen him: strong, tall, ready to take charge. And so when his dad had died and his mother had fallen apart, he stepped up and Grim had let him.

“I always wanted an older brother,” Beth said wistfully and he looked at her sharply, checking she wasn’t making fun.

“Why?”

“It was just me and Mom and Dad. Having someone else there would have taken the pressure off.” She took a deep breath and he waited. Something was coming and he didn’t want to steal her moment. “I wasn’t very well when I was younger. So they poured all their energy into me.”

“You’re okay now?”

“Fine. I’m totally fine. And I’ll always be grateful for everything they did for me. They’ve supported me in everything I do. Always believed in me.”

“They sound great.”

“They were. They are. But a girl has to find her own feet at some point, right? So I came out here. I think if I’d had a sibling the pressure wouldn’t have been quite so intense. You know, to make things happen. And make a difference on top of it too.” She straightened. “But it’s okay. Because they are happening. I’m making sure of it.” The grin she directed at him warmed him to his very core but she seemed to catch herself and her face changed. “And you’re helping, so thanks. Maybe while we’re working on this show you could be my big-brother surrogate.” She took a huge bite of pizza. The warmth in his stomach dissipated.

“Sure.”

She nodded, as if they’d made a pact, and returned to eating her pizza in earnest.

This was good. It made things clean and clear. So why did her thinking about him as a big brother make him want to head downstairs and take an engine apart? “I’m going to watch a movie.”

“Great. What have you got?” She leaned back on the sofa. Big brother, big brother. Scanning through the list he found Grim’s latest: motorbikes and torque in every scene. “Something with motorbikes in it. Probably not really your cup of tea.” He sat, a little farther away from Beth, but because the sofa was old, the sag drew them together.

“Perfect. This is the one Grim is in. Great. Two parts of research in one, right?” Her voice was the same as it had been before, but there was an edge to it and when he looked down, he noticed that her hands were tightly holding onto the edge of her cushion. Using it like a shield between the two of them? Or to stop herself from touching him in case she felt . . . something like you’re feeling? Stop it. You’re setting her up with your brother. But he didn’t clench his thighs quite as tightly, and when the sag of the couch led them inevitably closer and closer together, he didn’t feel as badly as he should have that her thigh pressed up against his.

Watching his brother scream across the screen on a bike that really should have been better tuned, Rusty wondered, for the millionth time, what it was about his brother that sent women, nice women like Beth especially, into palpitations about him. Sure, all women liked a bad boy, but the character Grim played had a renegade attitude without a cause. And in real life he was less bad boy, more boy band. In fact, when Grim had first been cast as a biker Rusty had roared with laughter, and told the Hell’s boys about it. Something that hadn’t gone down well with his brother. To be fair there had been pranks, but Grim should have been able to take them. Like Beth said, it was research, right?

But the biker roles were just a stepping stone, according to Grim. A way to show his versatility. Now that he’d been in LA a while though, Rusty wondered if any of the bad-boy habits Grim played on-screen had a closer connection to Grim’s life than his brother let on. And he wondered whether the gambling debt he’d worked off for his brother had had as much to do with bad luck as Grim said.

The film was average. An all-action no-character thrill fest that should have appealed to Rusty simply because of the sheer number of bike scenes. But the bikes weren’t well tuned and all he could see were the faults in the action sequences, driving round and round the plot holes.

Beth however, was captivated. When Grim tore through a warehouse at top speed and burst through the fake wall, she gave a little scream and leaned in to Rusty’s chest. He clenched his jaw, hell, he clenched pretty much everything but he didn’t pull away. Neither did she. Tucked in at his side he could smell the fresh, bright scent of her hair. A smell that was so out of place in his daily life that it stole his entire concentration. Compared to oil, grease, and man, Beth smelled like his memories of summer. Like cut hay and sunshine, and wildflowers in a vase. He could almost taste the lemonade his grandmother used to make them down in Mexico. And then Beth moved and he caught another scent. Her musk. The tension ricocheted through his body again, but this time headed straight down and his pants suddenly seemed too tight.

Beth leaned forward to grab another piece of pizza and he couldn’t help it, he watched how the top of her dress stretched over her chest and gave him a quick glance at the slope of her breast.

Not helping.

He watched her take a bite and close her eyes a moment as she chewed. “Is it cold?” he asked?

“Yep. Man, I love cold American pizza. Almost more than hot pizza. I know this isn’t like cold, out-of-the-fridge cold, but still.”

Finally, the tension released a fraction and Rusty snorted. “You should write down some of the shit you say.”

“No seriously,” she said, her focus still on the movie. “I always thought that pizza was pizza, but yours is so much better than ours back home. And all the New Yorkers I’ve met say that it’s even better in New York. I, seriously, cannot wait to try it.”

Grabbing a slice of his own, Rusty leaned back and took a bite. His body taunted him as his leg brushed against hers but he just chewed, solidly, and ignored the clamor in his bloodstream. Hell, man, calm the fuck down. If someone had asked him to rate loving cold pizza as a contributing hotness factor, he would have laughed. What the hell was he doing letting her under his skin like this?

Just then the hero on-screen pulled his bike to a screeching halt in front of the heroine and Rusty watched Beth watch the TV. Their dialogue was about as cheesy as the pizza in front of him, but he saw Beth follow their every word. Her face softened, her eyes widened, and when they moved in for the kiss, she squirmed so close to him that Rusty couldn’t help but throw an arm across the back of the couch to support himself against the sagging in the middle. She fit. Man, she fit, and his whole body was hell-bent on trying to talk his brain into letting her fit a whole lot closer.

He stood up, needing to get away from her. “Beer?”

“No, thanks.”

“Something else?”

“I don’t suppose you’ve got a gin and tonic?” Her face was cute, her nose wrinkled, eyes wide, clearly not expecting him to have any and he found himself smiling.

“You suppose right.” He headed for the kitchen and came back with two beers. “This is all I’ve got.”

She sighed. “That’s the worst thing about working at Wilde’s. I thought it would be social, you know, work in a bar, meet people, get together after work. But when they clock out, everyone is drunk or on their way to getting drunk and I’m sitting in the corner making polite conversation like an idiot who no one remembers in the morning.”

“Oh, sorry, I misunderstood. You don’t drink?” He’d flipped the top on his but stopped halfway through opening hers.

“Not that much. And not beer. Or bourbon. Or pretty much anything else that they serve at Wilde’s.”

“Right.” He grinned suddenly. “Did you ask for a G and T at Wilde’s?”

She rolled her eyes. “Not with that accent.” She imitated his terrible attempt at a British monarch crossed with an Australian cowboy. “What’s wrong with a G and T anyway? It’s refreshing.”

He snorted and the tension lessoned further. “Maybe you just haven’t tried the right sort of beer.”

“You mean one with water and hops and malt? Oh, yes, I have. They all taste like dog’s piss. That’s what my dad would say.”

“Shit. Your dad doesn’t like beer? Please don’t tell me he drinks G and T too?”

“He doesn’t drink at all. Neither of my parents do. I think it’s a hangover from when they were working full-time on project Get Elizabeth Better.”

Get Elizabeth Better? But before he could ask her what she meant she was distracted by a huge crash in the film. She gasped as the hero’s bike slid under a moving car. The heroine ran to him and as she held the bloodied body, light rain began to fall. If Beth hadn’t been there, Rusty would have thrown a cushion at the TV, but when he heard a sob, he looked down to see that her face was crumpled, her eyes welling. Seriously?

“I don’t mean to be insensitive, but it’s a movie, you know that, right? He’s going to be okay.”

The joke brought a small lift to her lips, which widened when she thumped him with a pillow. But when the credits rolled she sobered again and reached for his beer, taking a long slug. “I guess it doesn’t taste completely of dog piss.”

“Oh, gee, thanks.” He reached for the other one and left her to finish his. “Maybe your dad got it wrong. Dads do that, you know.”

She looked at him sharply and he was struck again by how bright the green of her eyes was.

“It was a struggle for my parents to have me. They tried for years and then, when I finally did come along, I got sick and it made my legs wonky. I had to have leg braces for years. And then a bunch of operations.”

“Shit.” He went to stop the film, but then thought better of it, instead turning it down and letting the credit music run out so she didn’t feel like the spotlight had focused on her. “Sick?”

“Polio.”

“But isn’t there—”

“A vaccine? Yes. Mine just didn’t work. And then I somehow contracted this disease that is almost eradicated in first-world countries. But look at me now.” She threw up her hands in a parody of a Broadway musical exaltation. “Jokes aside, I’m lucky. There are plenty who aren’t. So I have to make it. I owe it to all of them.”

“Big goal. Don’t you think that’s quite a lot to put on yourself?”

She shrugged.

“And you’re fine now?”

“Except for the fact that I’m flat broke, I’m fine, yes. I was in braces for eleven years. Most of my childhood. I was in and out of the hospital before that too. Until you’ve been stuck in a hospital ward for months by yourself you can’t even begin to know what boredom is. Luckily I loved reading fairy tales when I was a little kid but I’ve found out life doesn’t always have such happy endings.” She took a breath and took another sip of beer, then made the cutest face when she remembered she didn’t like it. “I dunno, I guess after the whole struggle of having me, and then the never-ending circuit of doctors’ appointments to get me walking, even when so many of them said I’d never walk again . . . maybe my folks forgot about drinking.”

“Or they were too scared to.”

She looked at him as if he’d stumbled into the darkest recesses of her closet.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean . . .”

“No. You’re right. They were scared. Scared of everything. You wouldn’t have known it the way they fought for me. I got to do everything any other kid in my class did. Swim class, school trips, pony riding.” She looked up at the TV but he could see she was looking through it. “There was always an edge. They wouldn’t let people define me by my disability. But they defined themselves by it.”

Rusty let her go on, watching as her face flicked between triumph, frustration, and sorrow. Then, when the pause lengthened, he felt obligated to fill it. “So you came out here to get away from too much attention?”

“No. Yes. Sort of. My parents have been amazing. Are amazing. They’ll probably still be amazing when they’re ninety years old. And they supported me when I went into acting, even though so many people fail. I didn’t leave to get away from them, I left so that they could have a break from me.”

“I’m sure they wouldn’t want that.”

“Exactly. They wouldn’t want that. But they totally needed it. Can you imagine spending your whole adult life being defined by looking out for someone else? I mean, I know all parents do that, but giving up literally everything else that defines you to care for another person. That’s my folks. And they deserve better than that. They deserve to have more than that. Especially when I’m fine now.” The way she said the last sentence was so fierce, so strong that Rusty reached out and put his hand over hers, needing to touch her. For a moment she looked up at him and he saw all the hurt in her face. The strength it had taken to prove the doctors wrong, the triumph that she had. And he thought he saw a glimmer of how hard she was working, right now, to be the perfect daughter so that when her folks called she could be fine and not cause them any more worry.

He looked around for something to make her feel better, to let her rest from working herself so hard for a moment, and his eyes settled on the photographs she’d brought over from the bookcase. “Grim was a klutz as a kid. He used to try and follow me up trees but he always got stuck, or fell down, or got a stick through his shin.”

There, he’d picked the right topic. Beth turned to look at him and the torment in her eyes was already lighter. He couldn’t help himself, he wanted to stoke that glimmer of light even while he knew it was because he’d mentioned his brother.

“I remember once we were on vacation, at the beach, down with my grandmother, the one I told you about. She lived not too far from a beach. It wasn’t a beautiful white sandy beach or anything, probably polluted if I think hard about it, but we were kids. It was hot, we didn’t care. We’d run down there one day after lunch, and the world was baking. So hot you couldn’t walk over the sand to get to the water. I climbed a tree and it was cool there. Grim stood at the bottom for ages, trying to work out the best branch to use to climb up. In the end I started throwing pinecones to get him to come up. He started climbing, but before he could get halfway up, a squirrel freaked out and ran down the tree trunk, over his hand, and down his back. Now he’s freaking out and wiggling all over the place, so the squirrel bites him on the ass before it runs all the way down the tree and up another one.”

“Oh my god. Was he okay? Did he fall?”

Rusty chuckled at the memory. “Nah. He just hollered for help ’til I climbed down and showed him where to put his feet.”

Finally, he was rewarded with a big grin from Beth. “Thank you.”

“What for?”

“For sharing that with me. For pulling me out of my own arse. Grim is lucky to have you for a brother.” She grinned again. “Even if you did let a squirrel bite him on the butt.”

Rusty snorted. “Wasn’t my fault. He just invites that sort of thing.”

Beth’s smile grew gentler. Just then the lights flickered and a howl of wind blew at the window.

“Man, it’s getting wild out,” Rusty said, standing to look out the window.

“Yes.” She stood, smoothing down her dress. “I’d better get going.” She pulled out her phone and booked an Uber. “Are you still okay about me staying here while we work on your project?”

“Sure.” Really? Rusty though about what just sitting next to her on the sofa had done to him. No, not really. But he’d done it now.

“Great.” She started toward the door and he followed, watching the exaggerated way her hips swayed after sitting on the saggy couch for too long. Thank goodness she wasn’t staying tonight.

There was an awkward silence between them, then Rusty walked toward her again. “Let me help you down the stairs.”

“Oh, no, I’ll be okay. You’ve done heaps already.” But he pushed open the door and walked with her down the stairs toward the main entrance, the bench lights below the only illumination.

“Thank you for tonight. For telling me all that stuff about your brother.”

“What about the cold pizza and the beer?”

“That too.”

He didn’t want her to go. At the workshop door, she turned to him, but just as she did the lights flickered again and then plunged them into darkness.

“Might be a broken fuse.” Rusty fumbled his way along the wall until he found the fuses and flicked a couple of switches but nothing happened. “Shit.”

“Power’s out?”

“Looks like it.” Leaving his hand on the wall he headed back toward the sound of Beth’s voice and where he knew the main door was.

“I can’t see anything,” she said.

“Here.” He put out a hand and found her arm. Her fingers wound around his hand and his lust-fest overload kicked back in. She didn’t let go.

“You okay?”

“Yes. Yes, thanks.” Her voice was softer. Close. And when he took a step toward it, his stomach pressed up against her body. He could feel her breath on his neck. “Well, bye.”

Bending, he went to kiss her good-bye on the cheek on impulse and found . . . soft lips. Soft, soft lips.

He was back in his brother’s room at Wilde’s the week before. Her hands on his body, her kisses opening his mouth, urging his tongue from his mouth. Her body anything but wholesome. His hands strayed from her shoulders down her arms and then he came into contact with her hands and he remembered. He remembered she’d mistaken him once, and she’d run. She’d spent the evening wanting information about his brother. Adrenaline and jealousy and frustration flooded through his body. She was going to realize she’d made the same mistake in the dark again, and she was going to run, but this time he couldn’t afford to let her go. He needed her for his pilot. No one had gotten fired up about it like she had, and seeing everything they’d shot today had made him clear that this had to happen. He took a step back. “I’m sorry.”

“No, no, I’m sorry. I think I hear my ride.” And then she did it again. She ran. Ran out of his workshop and into the night.

But she kissed me. Again. Rusty shook his head. It didn’t mean anything. She was probably just lost in the emotion of talking about her past, about thinking of the life she was trying to build all on her own. But she kissed me. It was true. And more to the point, he kissed her. Rusty locked up, checking she’d gotten into the car safely, and then, lights still off, he went to have a cold shower.



CHAPTER SIX

All was quiet on the street when she’d arrived at the workshop a couple of days later, so Beth hadn’t expected to find Rusty and his brother almost at blows when she got to the door.

“What are you thinking? Putting this place on TV? What if the Reapers back home see you?” It was Grim’s voice. Angry, frustrated. Beth hung back and hugged the wall so the McKinley brothers wouldn’t see her.

“I’m square with them, that was the deal.” Rusty’s voice was low, dangerous.

“They don’t make deals like that.”

“Says the guy who was more than happy for me to clean up his shit with them. Was that the plan? That I would just quietly mop up your mess forever? The deal was that I’d pay off your debt so that we could both make a fresh start up here. And when I get here what do I find? A big brother who would rather I’d just disappeared.”

“That isn’t fair. I found this place. I lent you some money to get started.”

“And made sure you kept a slice of the pie from it. I found a way to make this place make more money so I can buy you out. What, now you don’t want me to? Tell me how I came out better off after dealing with your shit for you?”

Beth bit her lip. She should reveal herself, but it sounded like they needed this. To clear the air, to work through whatever was eating at Rusty. She hung back.

“You know nothing about TV. Give it up. Running a garage was Dad’s dream, not yours.”

“Who says it’s not mine too? Did you miss the part where I became a bike mechanic?”

“Not being on TV. You hate that sort of attention. You putting yourself out there like that, it’s dangerous.”

Rusty paused. “What is that supposed to mean?”

There was silence and Beth risked opening the door a crack to watch Rusty and Grim facing off.

Watching them, Beth couldn’t help compare the two brothers. Grim was the taller one by a slender fraction, but somehow Rusty dominated the conversation. And despite his old leather jacket and less sleek appearance, he didn’t look scruffy next to Grim. Just . . . more solid. Rusty had hinted at the tension between them, but it had either gotten bigger recently or Rusty was a better actor than she’d given him credit for.

“The Reapers down here have history with the Hell’s boys. They work out who you are, it gets messy.”

“But they’re not going to know I was in with the Reapers in Illinois, are they? Not unless someone says something.”

“Whatever. I have money tied up in the place too, remember.”

“Money that I’m trying to pay you back.”

“Should have never lent it to you in the first place, then you wouldn’t be in this position.”

“Fuck off. It was hardly anything. I paid for this place, you should never have gotten to have a say in it. I was just a stupid hick kid doing what you wanted. Again. Well, it stops now. This is my garage. You don’t get a say.”

“That’s not how it works in the real world. I’m an owner too. I could sell it if I wanted.”

“Fuck you.” Rusty started toward his brother and Beth wondered if she needed to intervene, although what effect she thought she would have against the two giant brothers she had no idea.

Grim waved a hand. “Sure. Leave it, okay, just leave it. I’m not going to sell your garage, for fuck’s sake. Chill.”

“Why don’t I believe you?”

“Because you don’t believe anyone. You don’t trust anyone with anything. No wonder you ended up back in a club and don’t have a woman in your life. You’re such an asshole.”

“You’re the asshole. Maybe you shouldn’t meet Beth, you’re just going to break the poor girl’s heart.”

Beth’s ears perked up. They’d been talking about her?

“Not your call. She’s the one who wants to hook up, right? So it’s done. Tell her I’ll pick her up at eight,” Grim said, but Beth couldn’t tell if he was happy to be meeting her or just doing it to spite his brother.

“Don’t pick her up. She’ll meet you at Wilde’s. In case she needs to make a getaway,” Rusty growled.

“Jesus, Rust.”

“And don’t be a prick to her.”

“Fuck off.”

Beth quickly hid behind the side of the building as Grim stormed out of the workshop, slammed into his car, and drove off. Only when he’d turned the corner did she venture back out, to find Rusty watching her.

“How much of that did you hear?”

“Enough.”

“It’s a long story.”

“Sure,” she said. But her body ached with holding back the questions. Why would Grim think making a TV show was dangerous? Surely he’d want his brother to succeed. And why would Grim have a debt with the Reapers?

“So you told him about me?”

“Let’s get to work.”

* * *

Beth’s whole body was a mass of nerves. The shivery, cold kind that could slide into teeth chattering if she let them. Rusty was determined she was going to get back on a bike but her body wasn’t keen on cooperating. She sat back on her chair and stared at the pin-board that had their whole pilot mapped out in detail except for the one card she couldn’t bring herself to add.

“Suck it up, Ravens. It’s good for you.”

She’d been working nonstop at Rusty’s garage, the two of them planning the TV show around her dealing with office work and him under a bike. Had she known how much there was to know about bikes she might have told him to keep his job, but remarkably, the research part had turned out to be pretty fun. Rusty was remarkably patient and thorough, even to her control-freak level. He took her through the history of the bike engine, its evolution from clunky machine to streamlined bundle. From the first axle-based bone-breaker bike to the current smooth-riding suspension-laden beauties. From chopper to roadster and everything in between, when he said he was going to give her a crash course he meant it. But it was all interesting, and day by day, she found herself wanting to start their lessons earlier and earlier. Or at least wanting to start with Rusty earlier and earlier.

It was all very well getting up to speed about bikes for this show, but that was where she’d like it to end. She held up the card with the words BETH’S RIDE written on it. “This whole idea you have of me turning up to work on a bike. I don’t think it’s going to fly.”

“You’re going to fly, and you’re going to like it. Promise.”

She couldn’t help the smile. “I guess getting all these skills is going to be a killer addition to take into auditions with me. But still, me, riding a bike on my own, even just for camera, it’s not going to happen.”

“That will be for the final episode. So there’s something to look forward to. This is just you getting a ride on our client’s bike ’cause you like it so much.” Rusty raised an eyebrow.

Every time he did that it made the shape of his face change, emphasizing the strong square of his jaw and bringing out the dark luster of his eyes.

And you learning all this has nothing to do with making him happy? No, of course not. This was just her side of the bargain. But every time he came over to her desk or upstairs to the apartment, and she showed him the latest idea for a segment she’d thought of and he turned his face to her, open with admiration for her organizational skills, her heart swelled.

“You can be chicken shit about getting on a bike all you like, but it’s going to happen. Now, if you want to wuss out on meeting my brother tonight, that’s another matter.”

She looked up at him sharply. How did he manage to fray her nerves like that? Her heart might have swelled under his praise, but now it was quavering and she was about to put it on the line. With Grim. With her future. What if Grim had left on purpose when she’d so obviously flirted with him? She might just not be his type. No point thinking like that. No one got anywhere with negative thinking. She had a plan and sticking to the plan always worked. She was going on a date with Grim, tonight.

The nerves started scratching at her skin again, making her want to tidy something to calm herself. Breathe in, breathe out, fill your cup to the brim with golden light and transformative energy. Beth rolled her eyes at herself. Her mom’s meditation tapes had played over and over in the car when she was a kid, but somehow the concept of cups full of light had never really rocked her world. Still, she had a plan. And the plan was the important thing. Just stick to the plan. “Does he remember me from Wilde’s?” she asked in a small voice, trying to sound casual.

“We got a bit distracted talking about other things. I’m sure he does. Who wouldn’t remember you?”

“Thanks.” She pulled on a strand of hair but before she could stuff it into her mouth Rusty took it from her and smoothed it down. “Stop fretting. He’s just a guy.”

“Easy for you to say.” She pushed a pin into the card and put it up on the board. The whole pilot was ready to go. She stood up, and grabbing a cloth from the counter behind her, wiped down the bench where Rusty’s coffee cup had left a dirty ring.

“You work here as an office manager. You know you don’t have to clean every day too, right?”

Beth looked behind her to where the spare room she’d moved into the night before was still much dirtier than she liked.

She’d moved her stuff into the spare room after giving it a giant once-over. “I’m going to find the actual floorboards underneath the grime in there.”

“Was cleaner than mine.”

She smirked. When she’d moved the bed away from the wall and seen the dust balls almost multiplying before her eyes she’d realized just how long it had been since the place had been swept or vacuumed, or, well, anything. “Sorry if I go a bit overboard. It’s just my thing. I like order.”

“I know.” He moved her pencil a little to the left and she couldn’t help herself, she moved it back again so it was in line with the notebook she’d been taking notes in. Looking up at him she saw he was smiling, a broad smile, teasing and toying with her.

“I can’t help it. But it makes me very efficient, you can’t argue with that.”

“No, I can’t. So, go. Have dinner with Grim. We’ll start work again in the morning.” He turned and went back downstairs and Beth was left wondering at how his tone had changed when he’d mentioned her date. Still—she looked at her watch—she didn’t have time to dwell on it. Forty-three minutes was plenty of time to shower and dress on an ordinary day but—she looked at her list—this was no ordinary day.



CHAPTER SEVEN

Plucked, polished, and primed, Beth arrived at Wilde’s bistro two minutes late with her heart already racing. She was never late. Never. But she also never strode into a stranger’s room and threw herself into their bed, so if there was ever a month to try out new things, then this was it. She’d stood in the parking lot and counted down. Grim probably wasn’t even there yet and she didn’t want to seem too eager. One minute ticked into two and then she couldn’t stand there any longer. She pushed through the doors into the bistro.

He was there. Sitting at a table by himself, a glass of red wine already in his hand. Beth’s breath caught in the back of her throat like it did whenever she saw him and the cold nerves slid over her skin trying to turn her into a solid ice sculpture. One that would be dripping all over the carpet if she didn’t get her shit together. You got this. The princess always got the prince, right? WWMWD? Mae West would saunter over, run a finger down Grim’s neck, and make sure she got his attention and kept it. Okay. Grow a pair, girl. Time to grab your gorgeous future by its denim-clad balls. Beth pulled at the black-and-red fifties dress she hoped said sultry rather than slutty and straightened her shoulders.

And then five bikers walked over and surrounded him. Damn it.

“You said you had something to share?” It was the guy, Martinez, who had shown up at Rusty’s shop the other day.

Grim nodded. “I’ve heard things. About one of your guys coming from out of town with some links to another gang.”

Martinez sat down on the chair and leaned in. “What other gang?”

“The Reapers.”

Beth stiffened. Was Grim talking about Rusty? She turned slightly and tried to look like she was there to meet someone else. But she must have been more obvious than she realized as one of the other Hell’s boys noticed her and nudged Martinez. He stood. “Looks like you’ve got company.”

Beth closed the distance between then and Grim took her hand. “So you’re Beth.” He looked up at her and there they were, the deep dark pools of his eyes. The gaze that had ripped through her from the movie screen when she’d first realized that Grim was the one for her. The one who held her future in his hands. “We’ve missed you in the bar, haven’t we, boys?” His voice might not be as deep as Rusty’s but it was still bone-destroyingly intoxicating. On film, it was evened out, softer, but in real life it was rough, his consonants broken at the edges as if he smoked a couple of packs of cigarettes a day. Oh shit, Beth realized, he probably did. Cigarette smoke gave her a headache. People work through that stuff every day. Chill.

“Guess we’ll leave you alone, seeing as you’ve got company,” Martinez said. “We’ll talk later. But if what you’re saying is true, and anyone else knows about it, watch yourself.” They left.

Beth was still standing, so slid as gracefully as she could manage into her seat. “Everything okay?”

Grim waved a hand. “It’ll be fine. Sure. Fine.” But his eyes didn’t match his voice. He was worried, nervous, she realized. Time to put him at ease.

“I wasn’t sure if you knew who I was.”

“Of course. You worked in the bar, right?”

Beth beamed. “Yes. But only part time. I’m an actress.” Beth let her shoulders fall back and her girls take center stage.

His eyes traveled down her chest and lingered before heading back to her eyes. Round one to the girls.

“Right. Great. Another actor. Cool.” He sat back in his chair, finally focused on her. “Have I seen you in anything?”

This was good. This was polite conversation, right? So what if they hadn’t ever gotten to talk when she was at Wilde’s. He probably had to ration out what he remembered, given that he was working on scripts all day every day. “Oh, probably not. I only just got to town and they don’t screen any of the stuff I shot in Australia over here.” A white lie but a small one. She’d hardly only just got to town, but telling him all the auditions she’d managed to get to in the last six months had turned to nothing was hardly a great way to start a relationship. The last part was true anyway, they certainly wouldn’t show any of the pet food and dishwasher powder commercials she’d shot in Australia in LA. She toyed with her wineglass, acutely aware that the other women in the restaurant would have sent poison-tipped darts into her back with their eyes if they could. Her skin was alive with the sensation of being watched, as if she was already on-screen.

“Australia. So like Home and Away? I’ve seen old episodes on cable.” He tipped his head to the side, giving her a full up and down and Beth felt the blush reaching up from the bottom of her feet to spread sticky fingers over every part of her. His pupils dilated, making his eyes even darker, and he licked his lips. Round two to the dress.

“They usually have blondes on that show, right? Ever thought of going blond? Have to admit I’ve got a thing for blondes.”

You got him. He was watching her closely, his handsome face open in a smile, his eyes trained on her, and only her. “I’ve thought about it. I could probably go more strawberry blond.” She tried her best sexy kitten purr but it didn’t quite come out right. Probably because what she was saying wasn’t true. She looked awful with blond hair. Her pale skin faded to practically nothing and she looked like a homeless ghost.

Plan A had been to chat with him, get advice, make him realize that she was serious about his world, and get him to invite her into it because of her wit and charm. Plan B had been to let the girls do most of the work and then reel him in with her wit and charm. Looks like plan B and the girls might win the day.

“I’ve just come off shooting a film with an amazing blonde. She’s not from here either. Maybe you know her. Where were you from again?”

“Australia.”

“Maybe that’s it. Started with an A, but she’s got a different accent. What else sounds like Australia?”

Was he really asking her if she knew an unnamed actor because she came from somewhere starting with an A? The warm puddle of honey that her confidence had been feeding on shrank a little. “Austria?”

“Hey, yeah, Austria. Is that close to you? Do you know her?”

OMFG. “What’s her name?”

“Nancy? No, Nelle, no, Nadia. Yeah, Nadia, that’s it.”

She waited but that was all he gave her. “Nadia from Austria. I don’t think so.”

“Well, you guys should definitely meet, she could give you some advice seeing as you’re new in town.”

“Yeah. Sure. Sounds great.”

A waiter approached with two plates of food. “Thank Christ, I’m starving. I ordered a platter to share. Feel free to order some other stuff too. Hope you’re hungry.” He beamed and for a moment, her disbelief at his question faded and she saw the handsome man in front of her as if a spotlight was focused on him. His smile filled his whole face, and his eyes warmed, brimming with laughter. It made you want to be with him, be the one that had brought such light into the world. This was what was going to make him a star. This and his ability to play the bad boy. Then his smile faded and she missed it instantly.

A stack of ribs with all the trimmings was placed in the center of the table and Beth pushed out her own smile, but it felt like it might crack her face right off. She caught the waiter by the shirtsleeve. “Could you bring me some bread, please? And a salad?”

Grim nodded approvingly. “Great idea. I’ll have some bread too.” He lifted his wine to her and ripped a giant hunk of meat from the edge of his first rib. The certainty she’d felt under the full-beam of the smile was gone.

Pecking at the salad greens on the side of the plate then giving up when she realized they’d been drowned in rib sauce too, Beth focused on Grim. Stick to the plan. “You like blondes, red wine, and ribs. Anything else?”

He grinned at her. “Oh yes. Fast cars, mad cash, and rabbits.”

She laughed. “Rabbits?”

His grin got broader. “The floppy-eared kind. I had one as a kid. Big pile of white fluff.”

Just when she was wondering if her Prince Charming was seriously lacking in charm, he pulled that out. This was good. This was flirting, right? “I never had any pets. But I always wanted one. What was its name?”

“Fluffalina.”

“Cute.”

“Sort of. Scratched the fuck out of me mostly. But I’m a sucker for punishment. Especially from cute girls.” His smile was still broad, but it was dirtier. Darker.

She changed the subject. “So, given you’re the Hollywood expert, maybe you could take me under your wing and share some tips?”

He grabbed a napkin and wiped his mouth. “Sure. It’s all about being seen. People keep seeing you enough they think there must be something going on. Especially if you’re at the right places.”

“Right places?”

“You know, gatherings. Events. Parties.”

“Of course. Right.” The one Hollywood party she’d managed to get invited to had been full of people dressed as Victorian lords and ladies. Even the poodle had been dressed up. When she’d walked in wearing a bikini and sun wrap, everyone had looked her up and down then turned away. She’d left early.

Beth started toying with a strand of hair and then forcibly stopped herself. This was it. This was when she made her move and made her future happen. Dropping her voice lower she stroked her neck, letting her finger trail down to her collarbone and off to the side. “I do love to party.”

His eyes followed her finger as she took it back up the side of her neck, along her jaw, and ended on her lips. Catching her eyes, he blinked, then smiled, softly. Not the full smile but an echo of it. Then holding her gaze he took another enormous bite of the ribs.

Really? Why did he have to like ribs? Of all the things. But as if he heard her thoughts he set down his food and wiped his mouth again. “Perhaps you, me, and Austrian Nadia could go to a party together sometime.”

Really, really? “Perhaps,” she managed. “But I don’t know Nadia. I do know I want to get to know you better though.”

“I’m sure we can sort that out.” He went back to his ribs and Beth kept the smile on her face, almost devouring the bread rolls in one gulp when they arrived. In between him stripping his ribs bare he told her about his life. Well, he told her about his things. About his car, his condo, his new set of golf clubs. When he moved on to how he was trying to get a sponsorship deal with Rolex and showed her a watch glinting with gold, Beth wasn’t sure she had it in her to hold the tight smile without letting it set her face permanently, as if rigor mortis had arrived early.

“What about when you were starting out?” she asked when he paused. “How did you get your first big break?”

“I slept with the casting director.” He waited and then laughed. “Just joking. I did what you’re doing. I asked around. I went to some parties, then I slept with the casting director.”

She laughed along with him, but the creeping feeling on her skin grew stronger and she couldn’t tell whether he was joking or not.

“And did you always want to act?”

“I knew I wanted my life to be bigger than it’d been back home,” he said. “I wanted to make something of myself, you know, be a name, a someone. Not have to worry about where my next meal is coming from like we did growing up.”

“You grew up in poverty?” Her heart immediately softened. Of course he and Rusty would want to have big shiny things around them if they’d grown up with nothing.

“We weren’t living in a car or anything, but my folks were focused on providing for others. I mean, it’s great and all, but focusing on your family first is what counts, don’t you think?

She nodded like she understood. Family did come first where she was from, but it sounded more like Grim was resentful of his parents for sharing their love, rather than that he’d missed out on any of it. And he hadn’t really answered her question. “But you love acting now? It was the right choice?”

He shrugged. “It’s fun enough. And it’s not like it’s hard or anything. But it’s mostly boring. All that standing around.”

“And it’s not like it’s hard or anything.” His words ran around in her head like it was an echo chamber. Rusty had told her at least three times over the past couple of days how hard acting must be and how he appreciated her helping his team to work out how to be in front of the camera.

“Hey, you haven’t eaten any of the ribs.” He looked genuinely crestfallen and Beth would have sighed in relief if it hadn’t been obvious she’d been doing it. He cared. Obviously he cared about the people around him. He just had to put up barriers about certain things. That’s what anyone in the public eye would do, right?

“I wasn’t that hungry,” she said.

“Oh? You sure?”

“Yes, it’s fine.”

“Great. Well, shall we get out of here then?” The crestfallen face fell away as swiftly as it had appeared.

“Absolutely.” She stood, relieved to be moving. “Where to next?”

“Just through to the bar. I need to smooth some things out.” He nodded at someone over her shoulder.

“Oh.” She tried not to let the disappointment through but obviously failed.

“Call it research; that’s what I do. Some of the guys are extras in a film I’m doing next.”

He paid—points to Grim—and when they walked out of the bistro he put a hand on the small of her back. That was nice, gentlemanly.

But in the bar, none of the men really involved her in conversation. She stood, just to the side of Grim, his hand now gesturing wildly about a move he’d had to do on-set rather than resting on her back, and she watched his animated face race through a bevy of emotions.

Standing next to him at the bar, she realized he was a little taller than Rusty. But rather than making her feel protected, she just sort of felt . . . short, next to him.

Watching him talk to the other men she realized why the camera liked him and why he’d fallen into acting. His body moved with a slow grace that was captivating. And in contrast to Rusty, his face told his mind’s story. Was that a talent? Maybe. Certainly helped him look good. It wasn’t like he’d had any big speaking roles yet. She coughed. That was unfair. He was clearly talented and whether he wanted to act or not, Hollywood had come knocking. That counted for something.

The tension of earlier had reappeared. Grim was putting on a good show, but she didn’t buy it, and neither, it seemed, did anyone else. Martinez was stiff, watching, and Grim kept glancing at her and then away. Then he turned to her and brought her into the conversation as if he’d read her mind. The others didn’t say much but they all nodded and grinned at Grim’s story about Austrian Nadia and how she’d managed to ride a bike on-set in a dress without showing anyone her panties. It was sorta funny. Sorta. Kinda. A little bit. But Beth chuckled along in all the right places and watched Grim out of the corner of her eye. When his hand lingered on the small of her back again, her skin tingled and pepped her up. When she knocked back the shot of tequila that he bought her she felt better. He wanted her at his side. For support. For friendship. This was good. She was getting her plan back on track.

“Tell us an audition story, babe,” Grim said and Beth beamed. He called me babe. And she had the perfect story.

“I was in this office full of women, all of them gorgeous, but none of them with quite the same . . . assets . . . as I have,” she started. The bikers grumbled a measure of appreciation and when Grim gave her a little squeeze of encouragement Beth wanted to squeal with joy. She cleared her voice instead. “I get called into the casting room, handed a script, and there’s two dead-faced guys sitting at a desk. ‘If you could read from the top of page two,’ they say. I look at the script, scan the first few lines to get my head in it and realize it’s a kid’s movie. I’m reading a cat. I start giving it my best hellllllo, this couldn’t be more purrfect.”

Beth watched the crowd. Martinez’s eyes flicked between her and Grim, but the rest of the Hell’s boys were avidly waiting for the punchline. “Then one of the guys stands up. Right in the middle of my lines. ‘This is shit,’ he says.”

“What an ass,” one of the younger Hell’s boys said and Beth could have kissed him. “I know, right? But it happens. But the other guy stands up then too. ‘This is not shit. It’s comedy.’ So now I’m interested. They start going at it, turns out they’re the writers and one of them wanted this character to be a cat, the other one wanted it to be a dog. I shit you not,” she said to the smirk from Martinez. “Then, the guy who stood up first grabs the other one and starts kissing him.”

“On the mouth?” The young Hell’s guy’s eyes were wide, he was totally invested in her story.

Beth nodded. “They have this big heart-to-heart about going back to the drawing board and maybe switching out the cat for a mongoose.”

“No fucking way.”

“Yes, fucking way.”

“What did you do?” Grim asked, his eyes bright with humor.

“I put the script down on a chair and started walking to the door. And when I got there I gave them a meow and got the hell out of there.”

Grim laughed sharply. “That’s Hollywood. Nice story, babe.” He handed her another shot of tequila and she downed it, feeling triumphant. This was good. The plan was definitely back on track.

But after her third shot of tequila on a stomach empty of everything except two tiny bread rolls and a sad-looking salad, she wasn’t sure what the plan had been. Grim was her happily-ever-after, Prince Charming and all, right? So wasn’t he supposed to be putting her on a white horse about now? Now, wait, he’d owned a white horse as a kid and wanted her to dress up like a princess and ride it. No, wait, it was a white rabbit, right, in a hat? . . . She closed her eyes to stop herself swaying and for a moment the bar shrank, the blackness of her mind filling up with the contact of Grim’s hand on her back. Only it wasn’t Grim’s hand on her back. It was Rusty’s. Rusty. Was he in the plan?

“You’re sure about everything?” It was Martinez. The other bikers had drifted off and it was just the three of them standing together. Sure about what? She’d missed something while she was daydreaming about horses and rabbits.

“I’m sure. Just keep it on the down-low. Don’t want it getting around. But I don’t want the idiot getting himself into trouble either. This is between the two of us,” Grim said.

“This is bigger than the two of us.”

“Doesn’t need to be,” Grim said.

She frowned, trying to work out what they were talking about. “Whatz did I miiiish?”

Martinez and Grim looked at her as if they’d forgotten she was there.

“This conversation isn’t over. Don’t say anything else to anyone.” Martinez left abruptly and Beth couldn’t work out what she’d missed.

“Few too many tequilas, huh? Think it’s time to get you home.”

Beth opened her eyes and found Grim right in her field of vision. His dark eyes swam before her and she looked to see how similar they were to Rusty’s, a few shades lighter, she realized. More of an amber color at their depths and with flecks of gold. Rusty’s were an oil slick over hot chocolate. Dark, deep, a place to drown, and probably not very good for you.

“Sorry I’ve been a bit distracted all night. Those boys wanted to talk. And it’s not a good idea to turn them down. Need a ride home?” Grim said.

That was nice. Gentlemanly. “I’m . . .” She stopped herself from saying she’d just moved to Rusty’s and focused on making her words come out clearly. “I’m not far away. I’ll call a cab.” She was nervous, now that the evening was at a close. She could feel the tequila rushing around her. It would be too easy to mess this up, and she didn’t want to mess this up. Not with Grim.

“You don’t have to, you know.” He pulled a lock of her hair from behind her ear and wound it around his finger. “We’ve hardly gotten to know each other yet. No more bikers to distract us now. You can tell me all about Austria.”

“Australia.”

“Yeah. You can tell me all about it. I bet the girls over there are real go-getters, you seem like the type to make things happen.”

She smiled, the tequila making her bold. “I came over here to make things happen, that’s for sure.” His hand on her hip was nice. Warm. And the way his fingers toyed at the belt on her dress . . . she realized his thumb was in her belt loop and she was suddenly pulled to his side.

“You sure you need to leave?”

This was it, the moment she pulled his chin down to hers and finished all the things she’d started with Rusty. But Grim beat her to it. His mouth met hers and she waited for the honey-lust to take over her body. There was a stirring, her heartbeat speeding up a little, but she wasn’t ready to rip off his clothes, not like she had been with Rusty. Must be too much tequila.

“Not bad, kitty cat. But I think you can do better,” he growled when he pulled back. His voice held less gravel than Rusty’s, she realized. As if Rusty’s bike had kicked it up into the back of his throat and it got lodged there. Grim’s tone should have been joint-looseningly sexy, no, it was, it was sexy, but . . . but Rusty’s voice makes you melt harder and faster. To shut off her mind she wound her hands around Grim’s neck and pulled him down into another kiss. His lips pillowed against hers, his hands captured her whole waist and brought her closer. It was a nice kiss. A nice kiss.

“I can get us a room upstairs.”

Beth smoothed her hands down the front of his chest and discovered the hard planes that lay under his shirt. Not quite as broad as Rusty’s. She shook her head then looked up into his eyes but had to focus hard to see him properly. “Let’s make sure that happens. But not tonight. I’ll give you my number.” The words rolled out of her easily, the tequila smoothing their way. She’d been ready to do whatever it took to get Grim’s attention that night when she was desperate and scared she’d never get another shot. But now that she had Grim’s eyes on her, watching her, undressing her as she stood there, showing her that he had most definitely noticed her, she wanted to keep them on her. For good. She wanted it all, prince, white horse, the full fairy tale, and that didn’t happen if you fell into bed with a guy on the first date.

“Okay.” He plugged her digits into his phone and walked her to the door, her cab already waiting at the curb.

“I had a really nice time,” she said, aware, even in her drunken state that she was gushing.

“Me too. Sure you don’t want to make it a better time?”

“Good things come to those that wait. I should know, I’ve been waiting for you for a while.”

He grinned. “I’ll see if there’s any jobs going on the film I’m in, shall I?”

“Oh, that would be fantastic!” There, they had a connection already, she could feel it. She smiled up at him and Grim winked at her. “Least I can do for a buddy of my brother’s. I’ll see you soon, babe.”

And he walked back into the bar.

Sliding into the seat of the car, Beth watched Wilde’s slip away into darkness as they drove off. She allowed herself a moment to gloat. She’d done it, she’d kissed her biggest crush, and she was going to see him again. When he’d put her in the spotlight she’d shone and she’d seen the way his face lit up with pride. When he wasn’t distracted by bikers and work, they’d fall into each other’s arms and realize what a great fit they were for each other.

Back at Rusty’s she stole upstairs as quietly as she could. The last thing she wanted was to discuss her night with Grim’s brother. And yet . . . and yet the only thing she wanted was to discuss her night with Grim’s brother. She peered into the living space but the TV was off and there was no light from under Rusty’s door. He was either out or asleep. The thought of him being out, being with another woman, suddenly stuck a sharp pin in her side and Beth rubbed at the spot unconsciously.

She’d dozed in the taxi on the ride home and didn’t feel quite as drunk. Once she’d crawled into bed, Beth pulled her notebook from the dresser beside it.
	
Date Grim McKinley.

	
Get him laughing, show him acting skills.

	
Get involved. Become invaluable, the girl on his arm that he needs.

	
Attend galas with him and get introduced to the right people.

	
Get more auditions with people who already want to give me work.

	
Get more work.

	
Become stupidly successful and make my parents proud.



It was a short list. A plan in bullet points. But Beth smiled as she put a stroke through the first line. Her pen hesitated over the second. They’d made conversation, she’d gotten him to laugh, and her audition story had been a hit.

Just then her phone pinged with a text.

GOOD TO MEET YOU, AUSTRALIAN BETH. WILL KEEP AN EAR OUT FOR ANY JOBS I CAN SUGGEST YOU FOR. LOOKING FORWARD TO SEEING YOU AGAIN.

Beth all but hugged the phone and looked at her list. Yes, she drew a definitive black line through number two. Setting her notebook back on the dresser, she pulled her spare pillow to her chest and snuggled under the covers. The tension in her body dissipated. She was on track. She had this. Grim might not have been the most spectacular kisser, and he might have some stuff going on, but they’d both been a bit drunk—first dates were always like that, right? She’d soon learn how to open him up. He’d texted already. He’d even remembered where she was from, unlike poor Nadia. That was good, wasn’t it?

Yes. She rolled over and tried to turn her brain off. Tomorrow was another day.

Another day with Rusty. Sure, it was with Rusty, but she was going to turn the work to her favor. Their show would get aired, she’d get a writer’s credit even while she was on Grim’s arm at all the right parties, she’d get taken more seriously by Hollywood, and the world would start opening up. Beth Ravens was here for the long haul, and becoming part of ElizaGrim was only going to make that happen more smoothly. WWMWD? Mae West would roll up her sleeves and make sure she got what she wanted. Beth checked the text from Grim again and then tucked it under her pillow to keep his promise safe. The plan was on track, and all she had to do was roll up her own sleeves and stick to it.



CHAPTER EIGHT

Rusty’s mouth was full of sandwich when Beth came out of her room the next day, her red hair wild. Don’t think about her tossing and turning. Don’t think about what she might have done with Grim. She was probably just mixed up from a new bed. His stomach tightened and a knot started forming at its base.

When she gave out a mighty yawn he forced out a smile. “You slept in. Rough night?”

“Guess I’m still getting used to being in a different bed.”

See? “Coffee?”

“Yes, please.” She shuffled along the breakfast bar and sat next to him, checking out the bike magazine he had open in front of him.

“See anything you like?” He pointed at the picture of a sexy-as-hell vintage Triumph, her tank painted a midnight blue that all but shimmered off the page.

She raised an eyebrow. “It’s pretty, sure. But don’t expect me to salivate over it. Not at this time in the morning. And not after I don’t know how many shots of tequila.”

“It’s hardly morning.”

She grabbed his wrist and stared openmouthed at his watch. “I’m so sorry. I never sleep in like this.”

He shrugged. “So, it wasn’t just the bed.” He took a sip of coffee and tried to keep his voice casual. “How did it go?”

She made a face at him and every part of his body hoped that the date had been a complete flop.

She groaned. “It was nice, thank you. But I hate tequila, it tastes like dirt. And every time I drink it I only remember after the shot is halfway to my stomach that it has worms in it, then the shot tries to come halfway back up again and the dirt gets stuck in my throat.”

Her face was adorably messed in a frown and he had to stop himself from smoothing the lines from her skin. But inside he was fist-pumping the air. Nice wasn’t exactly a resounding review for a date. He forced himself to ignore the nice comment and focused on her hangover instead. “Why drink it then?’

“Because that’s what Grim was offering and I didn’t want to be rude. Everyone was drinking shots and, you know, I was there to fit in. We’re going to work, I think. Me and Grim, we’re a good fit. He said he’d have a word with his director about me.”

Damn it. The knot in his stomach hardened to something akin to chrome and Rusty fought hard to keep his face passive. His brother was a self-involved douche and yet she was still hungry for more? Forcing himself to get up, grab a cup, pour her coffee, and then sit back down helped, and when he took another sip of his own drink he let out a long breath. Nothing he could do about that except focus on making himself shine brighter in the long run. Not for her, for himself. “So. I sent the script and those test shots through to the producer last night,” he said.

She took a mouthful of coffee and then all but spat it out.

He got her a dishcloth and she mopped it up, sticking out her tongue as she did. “Too hot.”

Taking a deep breath, she regained her composure. “What did he say? Gah, here’s me rambling on about my night when you’ve been sitting on this all morning.”

Rusty allowed the smile to spread right to the edges of his face. “He loved it. And he loved you.”

Beth grabbed his hand and squeezed. “Really?”

“Fucking really. You were right though. He says I should be in it.”

“Of course I’m right. You have to be in it. So we’re doing this? We’re making a pilot?”

“He was well impressed that you’d already put together a shooting schedule and it turns out he knows Dave, the camera guy.”

“But what did he say? Exactly?”

Rusty put on his best posh voice. “‘Fuck it. I’d usually pitch the series to the networks first but if you’re all set to shoot a pilot and you can, then fuck it. It reads awesome. Do it. And we’ll pitch that. Shows you’re serious.’”

“Ohmygod ohmygod. We’re making a TV show.”

“That we are. Tomorrow.”

She stopped. Dead still. “What?”

“Dave’s available. Client’s bike is available.”

“Shiiiiiit. Okay. I’ll drink a liter of coffee and be bright and perky in ten minutes, promise.”

He didn’t doubt that. Just didn’t know if he wanted the full force of bright and perky Beth Ravens today, she needed to save that for the cameras tomorrow. Although even then it might be a little too perky for his audience. “You’ll be fine. Eat something. See you downstairs.”

Downstairs, however, the workshop was suddenly full with the roar of ten extra bikes. Hell’s boys’ bikes.

Rusty stepped forward and addressed the group.

“You know I’m always here for you, but we’ve got a shit-ton going on at the moment. If you’re still riding ’em, we can fix ’em next week.” Rusty kept his face neutral, but as soon as Rocco, the head of the Raising Hellfire MC took his helmet off, he could see casual wasn’t going to cut it. The other nine guys climbed off their bikes too and came over to stand beside the head of their crew. They weren’t as big as Rusty, but there were ten of them. And Rusty had lost his appetite for fighting since he got to LA. Rusty held up a hand as Tiny approached from behind his shoulder.

Rocco nodded at Tiny but it was an uneasy truce. The workshop fairly crackled with tension, Rusty could feel it creeping over his skin like low static electricity.

“Little bird told me you might have some past you haven’t told us about.” Rocco was never anything but to the point.

The Reapers. Rusty looked at Beth, just coming down the stairs. But no one knew he called her little bird. And she didn’t know squat about his past. More importantly, why would she tell Rocco? He chose his words carefully. “What is it you think you know?”

“Let’s not fuck around. Were you in the Reapers or not?”

There it was. Rusty exhaled. Grim. It had to be Grim. “My brother?”

Rocco eyed him calmly then nodded.

“The fucker.”

“Usually I’d agree with you, but in this instance, I think he might have done you a solid. Why did you not tell me? You had plenty of opportunity.”

“It’s old history.”

“You sure?” Rocco’s face gave nothing away, but Rusty could see the glint in his eye that said he didn’t believe anything was old history.

“We made a deal.”

“What sort of deal?”

“Grim tell you why I was with them in the first place? Did he tell you just how much he sold me up the river?”

“Nope.”

Rusty took a deep breath to stop himself from kicking out at something.

“If there’s really no problem, then there’s no problem. So tell me. What’s your history with the Reapers?” Rocco’s face was still flat, wary, waiting.

“I was in there because of him. Because of his debt. But I earned my way out. I paid off his stupid gambling debt by driving for them, and then I paid my way out. No one got made while I was a driver, no one got caught. Happy days. They made plenty off me. They knew it, I knew it.”

“And?”

“And that’s it. There were a few who didn’t want me to go. Knew they were on to a good thing. But I’d only been supposed to be there for two years to work off Grim’s debt. The rest was a bonus. I was never patched or anything. Mack agreed, in the end. We made a deal.”

“Mack Anthem?”

Rusty nodded. Mack had headed up the Reapers of Menace MC in Illinois. Still did for all he knew. If he hadn’t liked Rusty, things would have been a whole lot different.

“The Reapers never let go when they have something they like. And I figure they probably liked you.”

“They did. But I’m telling you, I got out clean.”

“A deal, huh?”

Rusty nodded. “And anyway, they’re in Illinois. I’ve kept my head down here.”

“Until you make a TV show about your shop.”

Fair call. “True.”

Rocco eyed him up. “Leave it with me. I’ll do some checking out. But for future reference, you should have told me.”

“Lesson learned.”

“Better fucking be.” The older biker walked over to his bike and saddled up. The rest of the Hell’s boys followed suit and soon the garage resonated with the roar of ten motors at once. When they’d left, the room felt both empty and deadly quiet.

“Holy crap.”

Rusty turned to see a very pale Beth standing just behind him. His stomach fell. “If you don’t want to be in the TV show, now is the time to say so.”

Her face creased in an all-over frown. “Why would I pull out?”

“You heard all that?”

“Yeah.”

“That’s my past. It comes with me. Things could get complicated.”

She shrugged. “It’s your past. Like you say. Sounds like you have people looking out for you. I know you don’t think so, but sounds like Grim was just making sure you were all squared away before you got plastered over TV.”

Of course that’s how she would see it. “Whatever.” He turned and stalked to the back of the shop.

“Where are you going?”

“For a ride. Need to test out this bike for tomorrow.”

“Well then, I’m coming too.”

That stopped him in his tracks. Whatever her preference for his ass-hat brother, the woman had balls, given he knew how nervous she’d been the one and only other time he’d gotten her on a bike. “You sure about that? I’m not going to be going slow this time.”

He watched her face flatten with fear, then saw her put it back together. “I’m going to have to do it tomorrow. Best I practice off-camera.”

He gave her a beat to see if she’d change her mind. And then, nothing, so he shrugged and pulled an extra helmet off a bench for her. “You’ll need a jacket.” Because he needed to feel the wind ripping his anger away from him and he needed to get Grim out of his head.

* * *

Beth pulled the helmet down tight and zipped the borrowed leather jacket as high as it would go. After her long sleep-in and the mess with Rocco, the afternoon had come on quickly and the shadows were stretching long and soft across the pavement outside. It wouldn’t be long before it got colder, especially on the back of a bike.

“You sure you want to do this now?”

She nodded. Rusty was pissed and she needed him to shake it. They had to be focused on their pilot and nothing else if they were going to nail it. And they were going to nail it, it was now part of her game plan.

Her head swum with the revelation that Grim had gotten Rusty to pay off his debt with a biker club. That was big. But she could sense there was something much bigger beneath it.

Rusty revved the engine of a huge chrome monster with black flames on the tank and like it had the first time, the threat of having that noise so close to her body shuddered through her. But she clenched her jaw and climbed on the back behind Rusty. He wheeled it to the entrance slowly enough but when he hit the pavement he took off out onto the road. Unlike the first time she’d been on a bike behind him, this time he headed for the open highway as soon as he could. Finding a turnoff and winding up into the hills quickly he didn’t drop speed, just seemed to go onward and upward forever. Out here he gave the machine her head, and Beth had to grip onto his waist tightly.

By the time he stopped, LA was stretched out below them and lights were starting to twinkle in distant windows. Beth felt dizzy with all the twists and turns they’d taken and lost as to the route they’d taken to get there. But her body sang, blood pumping through her veins hard and fast, more alive than it had been for the longest time.

“That was crazy,” she managed when she’d peeled the helmet off.

He laughed, sharply. “That was nothing.”

Putting a hand on his shoulder, Beth stopped him. “It wasn’t nothing. There’s no such thing as nothing. That was you riding out whatever this beef is that you have with Grim. I get it.”

His face told her that he wanted her to get it more than she knew and all she wanted was to smooth the worry away. “Sometimes I just ride all night. It’s the only thing that can truly clear my head. Just me and the road and a bike eating up the miles. It forces you to stop holding onto the dumb stuff that eats you up. On the road you concentrate or you die. So you have to let go.”

“Sounds perfect.”

“It is.”

“Thank you for introducing me to this.” She swept a hand around to take in the view and the bike. “I never thought I’d say it, but it’s beautiful.”

“Like you.”

Rusty always did that, he said what he meant and it was all the more meaningful knowing he didn’t censor himself. It was a rare quality.

A shiver ran through her and her teeth chattered involuntarily. The leather jacket she wore was thick but the wind had still managed to creep inside the seams and steal a good portion of her body warmth. But she felt the heat of his comment shoot through her. “You’re cold,” he said.

“I’ll be fine.”

“No. Come here. Fastest way to hypothermia is to say you’ll be fine. I should have made you put more on before we left. I was too far up my own ass to think about you.”

He pulled her close to him, their faces still out to the ocean and she leaned back against his wide body as he wrapped himself around her. The shivers subsided but she didn’t make any move away, and he didn’t make any to let go.

“You smell good,” he said.

She melted a little more against him as he nuzzled at her hair. “It’s just the air out here. It’s so fresh. Must be the trees,” she managed.

“Yep, that’s what it is. The trees.” His lips were close to her ear. So close that she could feel the whisper of his breath. The blood was still charging around her but now it wasn’t from the ride. Now the heat pooled between her thighs and threatened to melt her resolve to forget about the night she’d accidently met Rusty in the first place.

“Beth—” Rusty started, his deep voice in her ear doing nothing to stop the increase in her body temperature, but just then Rusty’s cell started chirruping from within his leather jacket.

Beth stiffened. “You better get it. It might be important.”

Rusty huffed out a breath and unwrapped his arms from her. She missed them immediately. “Rusty here.”

He might not still be wrapped around her, but she was still close enough to hear that was it Rocco on the other end of the phone.

“Looks like your deal holds.”

Rusty heaved out a giant sigh. “Good.”

“Just be careful. You might have shaken hands with Mack, but that doesn’t mean you’ve done a deal with all the Reapers. Watch yourself. That’s all.” Then he hung up.

Rusty looked down at her. “You heard that?”

She nodded.

“Grim can go fuck himself.”

Beth bit her lip. “I still can’t believe Grim would leave you to pay off his debt.”

“Believe it.”

She chose her next words carefully. “Do you think all of this, this tension between the two of you, is because he feels bad for leaving you behind?”

Rusty’s laugh was hard, without humor. “Grim doesn’t feel bad about shit like that. He’s just pissed because I’m making something of myself and he can’t lord it over me that he’s the successful one.”

“It sounded like he was just looking out for you. Telling Rocco about the Reapers, making sure you didn’t get yourself on TV if it would have put you in danger.”

Rusty stiffened and any closeness they’d had evaporated like the last strands of afternoon light. “Grim doesn’t look out for anyone other than himself. But I’m sure you’ll find that out for yourself soon enough.”

“But you were the one who kept saying you shouldn’t be in the show.”

“I was just being cautious. Anyway, it’s done.” He strode over to the bike. “We should get back. Big day tomorrow and you’ll get too cold if we drive back any later.”

So that was it. All the conversation she was going to get about the history between the two brothers. Beth tried not to be frustrated, but she wanted more. She needed to know what was at the heart of their beef if she was going to be involved in this family. And she was, she reminded herself, she was seeing Grim again soon, and tomorrow she was shooting a pilot with Rusty that was going to change her fortunes in the TV industry for good. And that whole moment with him whispering sweet nothing in your ears? It was just the romance of going for a long hard ride with someone. That and the trees.

* * *

The ride home was uneventful. Beth pulled the exhaustion card and went to her room as soon as they got back to the workshop. With her safely tucked into bed, Rusty let himself collapse onto the sofa. It had taken everything he had to not nibble on her ear when she’d been leaning against him up on the hills above downtown LA.

With the lights coming on ahead of them and the sun setting over the ocean as it stretched out in front, the world had been a pretty picture. Having Beth’s body nestled into his had felt all kinds of right. Too bad. She’s not yours to nibble on.

He closed his eyes a moment and pulled a pillow onto his chest. He let his breathing grow slow and deep. Tried to release the tension of the long messy day. Soon he slipped out of the holds of his conscious mind and his brain tried to work through the day. The sense of her being pressed up against him returned but this time she turned to him and looked up into his face. Her green eyes seemed to have the last dying light of the green forest in them. They sparkled, glinted, questioned him. It didn’t make sense that they fit together so well when she was so short compared to his six-two height, and yet, there she was, tucked into him like . . . perfection.

She didn’t drop her gaze.

“What?”

Her smile was quick. A flash across her face. “Just wondering if you were going to stop staring at me and do something with whatever was growing between your pockets.”

Rusty blinked. She was right, his boner was strong and proud underneath her. “Got any suggestions?”

“How about you let me deal with it for you.” She slithered down his body and released it from his pants in one swift series of belt, button, zipper.

“Dear god.” Her mouth was on him. Her beautiful, full-lipped, daring mouth and oh man did it feel good. Hang on? This couldn’t be happening. Not like this. Beth had been a writhing hot mess of woman when she first climbed into bed with him but she’d been fueled by tequila and desperation and the Beth he’d gotten to know since then was coy. She wouldn’t have him in her mouth as quick as this.

Then she twisted her tongue and he shuddered.

Shut up, brain. He banished his mind and let sensation take him over instead.

“You like that?”

He nodded and looked down at her. Pushing his hand through her auburn curls he pulled her head back so he could see her at work. Watch her mouth caress his cock in long even strokes. Watch her eyelids flutter as she caught him at the back of her throat. Too soon he felt his balls tightening and the threat of an early release and he pulled on her hair to slow her down.

“Oh no, you don’t get to tell me what to do.” She took his hands and held them down at his sides and then went to work on him in earnest. In seconds he was lost, unable to stop the flood of sensation even if he’d wanted to. His body tightened, his heart pumped blood faster than seemed possible, and his breath caught. Then, bam, he was surging into her mouth, his seed shooting hard and hot into the soft recesses of her throat.

She waited for him to stop shuddering and then came up for air, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. “Now that we’ve got that out of the way, best you get ready for a proper night-ride.” She stood and started unbuttoning her shirt. “I think I want to have you on your bike. Turn the engine on so I can feel it rumbling underneath me.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

He started toward his bike and the pillow fell from his chest.

Wait? Pillow?

“Oh dear. Looks like we might have run out of time.”

“No. Hey, where are you going?” But the image of Beth faded into a mess of shadows. Rusty’s eyes fluttered open and he found himself crunched up on the couch. Shit. Beth’s door was shut, but what if she’d come out and seen him writhing there, his cock at full mast, her dream-head in his hands? He rubbed his face.

He stood and checked the light under her door. It was off. Cracking the door open, he peered in on her asleep. Her hair was spread out on the pillow, her breath was steady—she hadn’t seen or heard anything. He breathed out a sigh of relief. But then she rolled over and her hair fell away from her face. With the fall of the hallway light on her pale skin she was as lovely in life as she had been in his dream. For a moment, he just stood there and watched her, half willing her to wake up and call him into her bed.

But her breath stayed regular and slow.

He leaned on the door frame, his eyes tracing the line of her arm thrown over her head on the pillow. Why was he like this around her? She was just a woman. One who was crazy enough to think she was going to find love with his brother. He felt the anger spreading over his skin like a hot and nasty rash after learning that Grim had been talking shit about him to Rocco. No. It wasn’t worth the energy. He wasn’t going to give Grim that much power over him. Not tonight. Not tomorrow.

He shook his head. He needed sleep. Sleep, distance, and a whole lot of control, because while his brother might be a fuckwad who didn’t deserve her, he didn’t want to deny Beth Ravens anything. If she had her heart set on the bastard, then good luck to her. He just hoped he wouldn’t have to pick her up in too many pieces when she realized Grim was about as far away from a Prince Charming as life could manage.

Tomorrow was another day. And tomorrow was the first day that Rusty McKinley had a real shot at making something bigger of his life. He wasn’t about to let Grim take that from him.



CHAPTER NINE

“Right, let’s double-check the shot list. I thought of a couple of other shots we might want, and we need to make sure we leave a little space in case Dave thinks of anything too.” Beth grabbed a piece of toast off his plate and stuffed it unceremoniously into her mouth. “I need to get myself together. I’ll shower and get ready. You go over the list.”

Rusty had already read the shot list until it swam in his eyes. He had no idea if it was good or not. He’d leave that to the experts. The important part was that Rocco was cautiously optimistic that the Reapers would leave it alone. He’d managed to pretend it hadn’t worried him. But ever since the producer and Beth had insisted that he appear in the show as well, he’d been a bit nervous about how that would play out. Well it was okay now. Onward.

Her ass practically poured into a pair of deliciously tight jeans, Beth popped up beside him where he was scanning the shot list. “This is the look we decided on, right? Biker but not too biker?”

He gave her an up and down, taking in the black jeans and tight navy T-shirt he’d had the shop logo printed onto. Every curve was accentuated and the dark color made her pale skin even more translucent. Her eyes were rimmed with dusky blue, making the green brighter and her hair was down, ready to pull a helmet on and off. She looked like the dream pinup of every guy he knew. “Looks fine.”

“Gee, way to pump a girl up.”

“Sorry?”

“Fine translates into ordinary and not all sexy in girl-speak.”

“Since when?”

“Since forever. Do I need to change?”

“No. You look fine. I mean, great. You look great.” Trying not to look at her too hard and holding onto the shot list to make sure his hands didn’t ignore his brain and grab onto a piece of her fine-looking ass without his say-so, he gritted his teeth. “Dave just called. He’s fifteen minutes out.”

“Okay.” Switching from checking in to taking charge, Beth put out a hand for the shot list and grabbed a pen from the bench in front of him. Marking up their priorities, she ticked through the list then dragged his laptop in front of her. “I’ve changed these two around so we can get all the stuff with Tiny done at once. It’ll make him feel more comfortable rather than having to come back to him later in the day. Lucy will be fine however we shoot her; she’s amazing. The rest is about you and me and the bike makes three. Okay?”

He tried to keep up with her whirlwind of typing and talking and as she pointed at the screen and at her color-coded sheet all he could do was nod. It all seemed great to him, better than great. To have someone pour as much passion into his project as he was, but with more technical film know-how and an impeccable eye for detail was a double win for him and he knew it. Those papers she did at film school had taught her more than she realized.

“So, let’s go.” She hit print and he suddenly clicked at something that was missing. “What about the shots of you on the bike?”

“I don’t think we need that in the pilot,” she said.

“Oh, yes, we do. It’s a great angle.”

“It’s hardly boy-meets-girl,” she said dryly.

“I don’t know, it’s pretty close. Girl meets bike, bike takes girl for a ride, girl falls in love with bike and rides off into a sexy hot sunset.”

“I’m not sure that’s really how it goes.”

He shrugged. “It’s staying. Type it back in.”

She sighed but added the shots back in and then hit print again.

But when Dave arrived Beth looked like the wheels had suddenly fallen off her carefully arranged plan. She dragged Rusty aside. “He’s the cameraman?”

Rusty turned to look where she was pointing. Dave had rolled up in his black 1970 Chevrolet and was unloading his equipment. Trying to look at him through Beth’s eyes he saw the greasy shoulder-length hair, the leather jacket with the Raising Hellfire logo, the sunken eye sockets after a long night drinking, and the lit cigarette hanging out his mouth. To be fair, Dave probably did look like he’d nailed too much meth. But still, guy was solid. “Hey, Dave,” he yelled across the workshop. “Need to put the cigarette out so you don’t blow us all up. There’s gas everywhere.”

He turned back to Beth and waited, but she didn’t budge, her face locked in a frown. “What?”

“I mean, I’m sure he’s a nice guy,” she whispered sternly. “But he’s not exactly neat and tidy.”

Rusty laughed. “Hey, Dave. Beth here is freaking out that you’re not a real cameraman.”

Beth shot daggers at him as Dave sauntered over, the faded and ripped black jeans he wore doing nothing to help hide how skinny he was.

“That right?” He looked her up and down and gave her a flick of the eyebrow that could have meant hello, or just as easily, fuck off.

“That’s not what I said at all,” she said. “It’s just that this is a big deal for Rusty, as I’m sure you know, and he needs to get it right.”

Dave snorted through his nose. “Check her out. Where’d you get her, with a voucher from a box of Cheerios? You’re bright and perky and all, but you got any substance to you?”

Rusty laughed again, but stopped himself when he saw the look on Beth’s face. “She’s in the pilot. Play nice.” He turned to Beth. “Dave’s been shooting film for longer than you and I have been eating eggs for breakfast. He might look like shit, but he’s good. Or at least the Coen brothers think so.”

“You’ve shot for the Coen brothers?” Beth’s mouth formed a wonderfully perfect O and Rusty couldn’t help but think about what he could do with it. But then she shut it, fast. “Sorry. I’ll shut up now. I’ve been in town a while but haven’t had a break yet. It feels like a lot is riding on this, for everyone.” She gave Rusty a nervous glance.

Dave nodded, apparently satisfied. “Not that what I look like should make a shit of difference, but okay then. What are we shooting?”

As if he’d given her permission to jump into action, Beth pulled out the shot list and started going through it with Dave.

He put up a hand when she was in mid-spiel and turned to Rusty. “I thought this was your show?”

Rusty shrugged. “She knows more about this than I do, hear her out.”

Once Dave had gone over the shot list, gruffly giving it his seal of approval, the world of Rusty’s workshop became a flurry of noise and activity. Lights popped up all over the shop and Rusty and his team were shunted on and off camera according to the master plan.

“This is great, bro,” Dave said when they broke for lunch. “Really solid idea. And it’s looking sweet on camera. I take back the whole Cheerios thing I said about your girl there. Make sure you keep her, she’s a firecracker.”

Rusty looked over to where Beth was chatting with Tiny about what would happen after lunch. “She’s dating my brother.” Hearing the words out in the world didn’t make them sit any easier in his head.

“Oh. Right. Well, lucky guy. She’s gonna do well if she keeps her shit together. Could make a great director.”

Rusty looked over at her again. Perhaps because he wasn’t in the film world he didn’t think of what they were doing in terms of roles, but she had, in fact, directed the day so far. Worked through the whole concept, written the shot list, worked with his team to get them ready. “Huh. True.”

The afternoon was as productive as the morning until it came time for Beth to get onto the bike they’d just featured. “You sure the owner wants me to get on his bike?”

Rusty grinned and pulled out his cell phone and rang the client. “I’ve got a sexy young woman here who’s worried you wouldn’t want her sitting on your bike. Wait, I’ll send you a pic.” The laugh came out of him before he had a chance to censor it. “No, I don’t think I’ll tell her that exactly, but thanks.”

Beth snapped her head up when he called her sexy but he pretended he didn’t notice. The words had just come out of him unbidden.

“What did he say?” When he hung up, Beth was practically bouncing next to him from nerves.

“You don’t want to know exactly what he said, but he definitely wants you to get on his bike.”

“And ride?” Tiny added from behind him with a smirk.

“Something like that.”

Beth’s blush wasn’t a bright pink flush, but he saw the change of her skin color in her neck and gentled his tone. “It’s not different from last night.”

“That was spur of the moment. This time I’ve had time to think about it again.”

He laughed. “Well, stop thinking and start feeling. Remember the sensation of flying? Of being free?”

“Of the smell of trees?” She looked up at him and it took everything he had to not pull her face up to his and kiss it. “It’s all there. Just waiting. Are you ready?”

She closed her eyes and took a deep breath then straightened and grabbed the helmet off him. The moment crumbled to dust. “Right then. Best get on with it.”

He climbed on the bike and she tucked herself onto the back, curling her hands around his waist tightly. He revved the bike and slowly eased it out of the shop and onto the road.

“And cut!” Rusty saw the words on Dave’s face rather than heard them and cut the engine before pulling off his helmet.

“What? Why?” Rusty asked.

“We got it. Now we need to get in a car so we can shoot you on the road.”

“Wait, you got all that? Like all of it?” Beth had her helmet off now but was still tucked in close behind him.

“Yep.” Dave beamed. “Your mini-meltdown about getting on a bike is gold. I would have loved to hear what that client said but never mind, the audience can guess. Helmets on. Let’s get on the road before we lose the light. If we get you riding as the sun starts to set it could be really great.”

From the backseat of his car, Dave waved them on. Easing out of the lot, Rusty drove off down the road, Beth still tucked in behind him. Her arms were a tight band around his waist, but he knew she wasn’t really scared now. Not after last night. Still, he didn’t want her to freak out unnecessarily so didn’t push the torque too hard. Instead he let the bike have her head at the end, roaring up the road with a twist of the accelerator and hoping they got it on camera. When they got back to the workshop Dave was still grinning and Beth’s grip had lessened.

“Turned you into a leather-head yet?” Rusty said softly to her, and she smiled up at him, her hip resting against the bike.

“It was mostly horrifying. I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to it.”

“Yeah, you will. Just have to relax into the corners a bit more.”

She laughed. “Ever the optimist. Sorry about hanging onto you so tight. I know I’m supposed to lean into the corners, it just seems to go against gravity. I’m a terrible passenger, I know.”

“Hardly,” he said.

“It’s okay. I trust you.” Her hair was mussed by the helmet and he tucked a strand of it behind her ear before the noise of everyone around them rolled back in. Dave came over to talk and Rusty took a step back. The warmth of Beth’s smile was still curling its fingers somewhere deep and warm in his chest but watching her with Dave he tried to shake it off. She was warm with everyone. When she said she had a plan she wasn’t kidding. The warmth she made him feel was just the way she was, nothing more, nothing less. She wanted his brother.

The day wrapped and all the lights and people diminished, Rusty watched Beth flop down on the sofa upstairs. “That was a good day.”

“All that for an hour of footage?”

“More like forty-two minutes. To account for ad breaks.”

Rusty whistled through his teeth but Beth just shrugged. “Dave’s happy. I heard him on the phone to your producer. I think you’re going to end up with a pilot that sells your idea without him having to do much.”

“Thanks to you.”

Her smile was slow and warmed him from the inside out. “It was your idea. I just pushed it around a bit.”

“Dave thinks you make a good director.”

She sat up at that. “Does he? Hey, that’s cool.” But just then her phone pinged again and she scanned the message. “What? Now?” She looked at her watch. “I guess it’s early if you’re on Hollywood time.”

“News?” he asked, even though he didn’t want to know.

“You know how Grim offered to have a word to his director about me? He wants to do it tonight with me right there on his arm. At a party.” She checked her watch again. “Like in an hour. OMG, I can’t go out in an hour. I look a mess and I’m beat.”

“So don’t go.”

She gave him such an are-you-serious look that he almost smiled. “I can’t not go.” Standing, she paced the room. “What do I wear? What do I say when I meet him? Like do I play it sweet or sexy? OMG. I’ll ask Grim.” She fired off a text and kept pacing while waiting for a reply.

“It’ll be fine. Don’t sweat it.”

“Easy for you to say. You’re a natural in front of the camera. Bet Dave didn’t tell you that, did he?”

Rusty was taken aback. “No.”

“Well, it’s true. We had a quick look at some of your shots and you look great. Natural charm. Charisma. Maybe you should give all this up and do film like Grim. You two could be the biker equivalent to the Hemsworths or something.”

Rusty darkened. Grim would never allow that to happen. And anyway, he could never give up working on the bikes. It kept him close to his dad and his dad had always been the one who leveled him out.

Her phone pinged again and he watched her face move from happy to sad to nervous in under a second.

“So?”

“I don’t really know.” She turned her phone to him.

JUST COME HOWEVER YOU COME AS LONG AS IT’S A BIT UNDONE.

Rusty almost laughed. Almost. “He’s saying to dress sexy, but not too sexy.”

“Right. Oh, right. Man, I don’t know. Hang on.” She rushed out of the room only to appear holding two dresses and a pantsuit. “Which?”

“You’re asking me?”

“You’re a guy.”

“They all look the same hanging there like that.”

“Right. Don’t go anywhere.”

She came back wearing dress option one. A pink fifties number that was tight around the bust. Perfectly tight. He couldn’t help himself, no way did he want her wearing that. “If you want everyone looking at your tits all night, wear that one.”

“Shit. Okay, next one.”

The other dress was the exact opposite. The top covered her up to her neck and it was the bottom half that dragged his eyes and wouldn’t let them go. “If tight is good then this works.”

“Double shit. If you think it’s tight then it’s out-of-control tight.” She twisted, trying to look at her butt. “Those jeans you liked were practically painted on and you didn’t even raise an eyebrow at them.” Giving up at trying to look behind her she waved a hand at him. “That’s out too. I want to meet people. Talk to them, not have to pick their eyeballs off the floor when they fall out from staring too much.”

He snorted. She sure had a way with words.

The pantsuit was cute. Black and sleek and crazy low-cut at the front and back. She held it together with one hand. He nodded. “Pretty good.”

“Okay. I’ll take that as great, given your natural proclivity for understatement. This is the one, as long as I tape it down to stop my girls coming out.” She gave a little twirl and a curtsy and popped her leg up for full effect.

“Not sure you’re the sweet as pie type.”

She laughed. “Touché.” Checking her phone she nodded as if needing to confer with herself. “Right. I better get going. I’m meeting Grim in twenty minutes. Wish me luck.”

“Good luck,” he said automatically. He sat, staring at the door for a good minute after she’d gone. Now what? Now he got back to what he’d usually be doing. Eat, work on a bike, have a beer, fall into bed. But the apartment seemed quiet, too quiet. Heading downstairs to the workshop, Rusty started sketching out a new design for the chassis of a bike he was repainting. His usual fallback were the flames that Beth had admired. The swirling curve of them worked so well with the smooth lines of a bike tank. But today he found his hand working in another direction. Letting his pencil sweep across the paper, he emptied his mind of everything but the lines in front of him. For a sweet moment, Beth disappeared, the dynamics in his shop faded, the threat of Grim wanting to have more say about what happened in the garage dropped away and all that was left was the image emerging under his hand.

A crash behind him startled him out of his reverie. “That you, Tiny?”

Silence.

Rusty put down his pencil and went to the door. A bike revved up and clicked its headlights on, momentarily blinding Rusty. “Oy. Who’s out there? Show yourself.”

Someone laughed and a bottle landed at Rusty’s feet, smashing instantly. Gasoline—Rusty smelled the fumes straightaway.

“No one likes a turncoat.” A man’s voice, unencumbered by a helmet.

“What the fuck is that supposed to mean? I’m no turncoat. I did my time back home and I left. End of story.”

“Hell’s boys been turning up where they shouldn’t be. Where they wouldn’t know to be unless someone told them. Heard you might know more than you been letting on and spreading it around in all the wrong places.”

“I haven’t told anyone anything.”

“Best keep it that way. Watch your step.”

Then Rusty saw it, the ignition of an old-fashioned lighter, the arc as the rider threw it up into the air, and then—“Fuck!” Rusty threw himself out of the way as the lighter landed on the ground where his feet had been and ignited the gasoline with a WOOMPH.

The biker roared off into the night and Rusty rushed to get a fire extinguisher. When the fire was just a mess of dripping white foam he pulled out his cell to call his brother. “Fuck.” Grim was at the party with Beth and he didn’t want to spoil the night for her. Instead, Rusty tapped Rocco’s name.



CHAPTER TEN

The party had been a whirlwind of faces, names, and introductions, and by the end of it Beth’s head had been spinning. Okay, that might have been helped by the wine as well. Man, if she was going to cut it in the circles Grim ran with, she was going to have to seriously increase her alcohol capacity.

“But it worked.” She whispered the words to herself as she lay tucked up back in bed. Grim had stayed at the party, “working the scene a little more,” as he’d called it, but not before he’d walked her to her cab and nipped her none too gently on the neck in front of a couple of photographers. That wasn’t going to do her profile any disservice, she grinned to herself in the dark.

And then—she hugged herself again—she’d met the director, just like he said, and the guy had promised to send her a script and schedule her in for a reading in a couple of days’ time.

It was all worth it, see? She wrapped the glee around herself tighter and pushed aside the doubt and hurt that had started scratching at her confidence at the start of the night. Grim had introduced her to some low-level production assistant when they’d first gotten there and then had disappeared. For a while she’d wondered if he’d ever reappear, especially when even the production assistant decided she had more important people to talk to. Standing alone at the bar and scanning the room, she’d spied more celebrities than she’d ever seen in one place before—and that included the Hollywood actor–laden magazines she’d used to pore over back in Australia. Waiting, she started a running commentary in her head. And in the red corner, Miss Smile-with-Your-Boobs is approaching the Mr. So-Hot-Right-Now. There it is, the preening dance, and look, Mr. So-Hot-Right-Now is all over it. Okay, so her David Attenborough was a bit off, but it had got her through a lonely part of the evening. But when she spotted Grim doing his own version of a mating dance with two sleek, leggy women she was less amused. Especially when one of them put her hand on his butt and he didn’t move it off.

She’d gathered every ounce of confidence she had, thrown back her glass of bubbles, and straightened her shoulders before charging through the crowd. Coiling her arm through his, she’d accepted limp handshakes from the two women, and after they’d finished with their lukewarm introductions, they’d faded back into the crowd like so much melted sugar. Keeping a smile plastered on her face, she stuck by Grim for the rest of the night. And you got your reward, she reminded herself, as she thought again about the introduction to the director. It was Grim’s job to smooth-talk people, and when he’d explained the two women were casting directors she couldn’t really fault him for wanting to give them his full attention. And he stuck by you for the rest of the night. And that was what mattered. Yes. That and the way he’d shown her off to his director. He kept her by his side and made her feel like a princess. Just like I knew he would.

She sighed. For a while she’d begun to give up hope that her crush would ever be reciprocated and then she’d finally met Grim. “And he’s wonderful.”

Unable to sleep, she looked at the alarm clock on the side of her bed. The perfect time to ring home now that she had news to share. Grabbing her cell she punched in her parents’ number.

“Elizabeth!” Her mother’s voice made her smile instantly.

“Hey, Mumma. Is this a good time?”

“You know anytime is a good time. Let me just call your father in.”

Beth heard her father’s name hollered down the hallway and smirked to herself as she thought of her mother’s perfectly groomed self, yelling like a paratrooper.

“Darling. How goes our intrepid explorer?”

The sound of both of her parents’ voices on the phone seeped out of the handset and wrapped itself around her like a fluffy blanket. Beth closed her eyes. “Good, I think.”

“You think? Since when has there ever been doubt in your mind, young lady?”

Her father was joking, but with his words, Beth allowed herself the glimmer of hesitation. “I met this guy, whose brother introduced me to a bunch of Hollywood types. I have a reading with the director of a film he’s in.”

“Hey, but that’s great. Why the hesitation?”

“No. No hesitation.” Beth snapped her mouth shut. “I doubt they’d make it over there, but there were photographers there, so, you know, if you see any random photos of me—”

“I’ll be sure to cut them out and put them in your scrapbook,” her mother cut in.

Beth smiled.

“Well then, that’s great.” Her dad started in again. “I really hope it happens big time for you. Life over there must be a mad rush of parties I bet.”

She laughed along, but thought about her life for the last few months. A life she hadn’t told her parents the half of. “I’ve just shot a pilot for a TV reality show. It’s getting edited over the next couple of days and then we’re showing it to the producer next week. He wants to shop it around to the networks.”

“Wow. We’ll have to stand in line to get your autograph next.” Her mother paused. “You have a boyfriend then?”

That made Beth open her eyes. She was still committed to her plan for making ElizaGrim the hottest thing this side of the Hollywood Hills, and yet . . . And yet you’re staying in his brother’s spare room. “No. Not really.”

“Well, that’s probably a good way to keep it. For now, at least. Keep work and home life separate. That’s what we were always told,” her mother said, a laugh not far from the surface of her words.

“Ha-ha, very funny,” Beth said. Her parents had worked together forever, still did, and were the closest thing she had to ideal role models of how a couple should operate together in the real world.

“You just be you, Elizabeth.” It was her dad now. “I know there must be loads of pressure to be something you’re not over there. But if you stick to who you are, they’ll see it like we do and you’ll be snapped up in no time.”

It was the closest her father had ever come to saying that he worried about her and it gave Beth pause. “I’m trying. The pilot we shot was pretty fun. They said I might even get a director’s credit.”

“Bloody great!”

“Damien,” her mother chided but Beth only laughed.

“Guess I better go.”

“No problem, little Roo. Remember what I said.” And her parents hung up.

Beth rolled over in bed. Just be herself. She thought back over the last couple weeks. Meeting Rusty, meeting Grim, starting work—real work—on something she could sink her teeth into, and then the party and the offer of a script . . . Looking at the bare wall she thought about Rusty on the other side of it. He’d been amazing today. Kind, calm, focused, determined. And Grim is too, just in a different way. Yes. Different. Both brothers had offered her something amazing but despite her dad’s advice, she couldn’t just be herself and succeed over here. She would be the bigger, better, brighter version of Beth. The version Grim wanted to spent time with. And Rusty? With Rusty she didn’t have to try, he’d already called her sexy while she was in jeans and a T-shirt. But then she didn’t want Rusty. Did she?

* * *

“Thanks so much for letting me sit in on this.” Beth tried not to gush but she couldn’t help it. Sitting in an editing suite should have felt strange. Seeing herself on the small screen, being stopped and started, rewound and fast-forwarded over and over while Dave cut their footage together wasn’t really in her job description. But it felt great and she was glad to have a say in what went out in the episode. “It’s so exciting. And getting all this experience? It’s got to help, right? On my résumé?”

“Don’t tell anyone or they’ll all want a go. Where’s Rusty?” Dave cut her off.

“Busy. Someone spilled some gasoline at the garage last night apparently. He’s been cleaning it up. I don’t know why he wouldn’t just let someone else deal with that though. The thought of our show getting all put together without me would have driven me nuts.”

Dave didn’t look up. “Right.”

The small room stank so badly of smoke and stale human she’d thought she might pass out when she first walked in. But then she saw what was happening under Dave’s fingers and she couldn’t help herself. She was enthralled. “Does this make me a control freak?” she asked him.

He laughed. “Abso-fucking-lutely. But why the hell not, right? Seeing as you can? And you’re pretty damn good at it, anyone ever tell you that?”

Beth did a double take. “At acting?”

“Sure. You’re not bad at that either. But this part. The directing, pulling shots together with me while I edit. You’re a natural.”

Beth sat back in the swivel chair and looked at the back of Dave’s stringy-haired head. “If you’ve shot for the Coen brothers what are you doing shooting and editing something like this?”

“Rusty’s a mate.”

“Yes, but editing and shooting?”

“I know he doesn’t have the cash for a full team. Editing isn’t really my thing anymore but I can do it when I have to. There’s an art in it. Sort of. And I like the producer you guys have got on board. He’ll make it happen.”

She waited for more but there wasn’t any. Dave had dived back into his editing zone and became a hunched mess of twitching fingers rather than a human being without pausing for breath.

Looking through their shot list she realized she had run the day well. Really well. They’d gotten everything they needed for the day and a few extra shots. They had another half day scheduled for next week and they would nail that easily. What’s more, no one had stormed off in a shitty mood like Rusty had worried they would. Perhaps she was good at this. For a moment her imagination ran away with her, being one of those actors who worked in front of and behind the camera . . . that would be dreamtastic.

“Ready to see a segment?” Dave swiveled in his chair to face her.

“Sure. Hit it.”

He pressed play and sat back in his chair, watching the screen with her. It was the scene where Rusty had urged her onto the bike. Next to him she seemed a tiny, slender thing, something she’d never been accused of her entire life. A flicker of glee tickled her under her ribs.

“Not that bad, was it?” Rusty stood just in front of her, the two of them captured in a relatively close midshot. His voice was soft but still audible over the hum of the rest of the workshop, and the way Dave had captured them, Beth couldn’t take her eyes off the screen. In front of her, she smiled up at Rusty. Her hip resting against the bike and her finger coiling in her messy hair, she looked like she wanted to eat up everything he said. Wait. What? Beth blinked but, yes, that’s what she looked like. As if Rusty was the gin in her tonic.

“ . . . I’m a terrible passenger, I know.” Was she flirting with him?

“Hardly,” the on-screen Rusty said.

“It’s okay. I trust you.” What? “I didn’t say that. Did I? Have you cut that section together from something else?” Beth asked.

Dave swiveled closer to her. “From what? You wrote the shot list. That’s all one shot.”

Beth’s mind spun. Had she gotten Rusty McKinley all wrong? Had she gotten herself all wrong?

“Gotta say, kid, you guys work on-screen like bourbon and cola. Didn’t know Rusty had it in him. I know the big brother is the actor, but Rust is the one who should be on-screen. Look at him.”

Beth was. She was looking at him and she wasn’t sure what it was that she was seeing. “We look like a couple,” she said finally. “That’s all wrong. We’ll have to cut it out.”

“What?” Dave raised an eyebrow at her. “Are you nuts? It’s drama gold right there. Show that to any network exec worth his nuts and they’ll be all over it. Relationship drama in this sort of shit is like crack cocaine to an audience. Viewers will lap you two up, so it makes the bigwigs money. End of story.”

“But it’s just a tiny scene.”

“This bit is. But it ties the other parts together and gives them kudos. Leave it in, kid, trust me.”

Beth put a piece of hair into her mouth and chewed, hard. No one else could see her hair right now and Dave definitely didn’t give a rat’s ass about what she looked like. What was going to happen when Grim saw it? His relationship with Rusty was already wound tightly enough. If he saw Rusty looking at her like this when she’d only just managed to get together with him? “I guess Grim will understand that it’s just acting. It’s not like I’m with Rusty, I’m with Grim. Finally,” she said mostly to herself.

“Who cares? The network sure as shit isn’t going to. Don’t worry about it, kid. It’s reality TV, it’s not like it’s real life.”

That made her smile and she waved a hand to try and dismiss her worries. “Okay. You’re the expert.”

Dave swung his chair back to face the monitors and started editing again.

At the end of the day he had most of the pilot blocked out and Beth was impressed. “We did good. I’m so sorry I was such a judgmental cow when I met you.”

“Don’t stress about it. I wasn’t exactly Mr. Charm either. Now, go home and get some sleep or whatever it is that you kids do these days. I’m going to be here a while.”

“We got it all?” she asked.

“Yep. Good job.” Then she was dismissed as he turned back into his hunched self.

* * *

Now what? Standing in front of Rusty’s workshop where the mess of gasoline had been cleaned away, Beth wasn’t sure what she was supposed to do next. Watching herself with Rusty on-screen had shaken her. Taken her back to the night when she’d mistakenly thrown herself into his bed and almost—she gulped at the memory—almost had sex with him. That was just a mistake. A vaguely drunken, late-night mistake. It was, and look at how it had turned out. Grim had kissed her, had paraded her around on his arm, and had introduced her to his director as his girl. Everything was fine. All going to plan.

Pushing through the doors she walked into the empty bike workshop and headed upstairs to Rusty’s apartment. Everything was quiet. Good.

Tucked up in bed, she made her nightly notes in her journal and then turned out the light. Only to hear the deep throaty roar of Rusty’s bike as he came home. Even up in his apartment, his beast of a bike still reverberated through the walls and into her nerves. The silence when the bike stopped was all-encompassing and Beth didn’t know which was worse. The anticipation of him crashing into the apartment like he always did, or it actually happening.

Finally, she heard the thump of his helmet hitting the couch, the slide of his leather jacket being dumped on the floor, and the clink of the fridge and the hiss of a beer being opened.

And how is it that you know exactly what all those sounds are? She pursed her lips as she lay with her arms neatly tucked in at her sides. It was just because she had to pick up the mess each morning so she could get through to the kitchen. Honestly, she didn’t know how anyone could live in such a state.

“You asleep?” The words were hissed through her door and Beth’s whole body stiffened, her eyes flicking open. “Oh, well. Shame. I could have come and read you a bedtime story.” His voice was slurred with drink and he chuckled but didn’t try and open the door. Beth unclenched her hands. He wouldn’t actually come into her room, she was sure of that. No, but what if he did? What would her traitorous body do? Listening carefully for any more movement, she finally relaxed when she heard the thump of Rusty’s own bedroom door.

Closing her eyes, she forced herself to start a relaxing meditation. One that was guaranteed to send her whirring brain into calm-down, shut-down, sleep-time mode.

The edges of her consciousness faded as she fell asleep and suddenly Beth was standing back in the middle of Rusty’s workshop. The dream was so real she thought she could hear her heart beating in her ears. But looking around she realized all the colors were wrong. Everything was too bright, the contrast turned up too high to be real life.

The sound of a bike approached, and Beth’s dream-self stood with her feet apart, waiting. Rusty’s bike roared into his workshop. His helmet off, the motion of the bike made his hair stream out behind him like some sort of eighties music video. It should have been cheesier than a bag of Cheetos but instead it stirred something deep inside Beth’s dreaming-self and she took a step toward him.

He killed the motor and in two steps she was standing with her hip against the bike, just like in the scene Dave had shown her in the editing suite. Rusty looked down at her, his dark eyes practically giving out heat and Beth followed his gaze down, discovering she was wearing nothing but a black lacy negligee. Something she neither owned nor would ever wear.

“Suits you,” he said and her own retort was swallowed when he swept one hand down and plucked her up as if she was nothing more than the scrap of fabric she was wearing.

“Careful, big boy, don’t start something you don’t want to finish.” From somewhere deep in her subconscious, Beth chuckled. Dream-Beth was a hell of a lot mouthier than awake-Beth.

As he slid her onto the seat of his motorbike in front of him Rusty growled. “Don’t worry about me not finishing, little bird. I’m more worried about you not being able to keep up.”

“That so?” Straddled over the tank of the still-warm motor, Beth was acutely aware of what she must look like. Legs open, hands behind her to steady herself, the black lace leaving pretty much nothing to the imagination. She watched Rusty and saw his nostrils flare when she sighed and opened her legs a little wider.

“The rules,” he said.

Dream-Beth cocked an eyebrow. “There are rules?”

He nodded. “Everything in this shop is mine.”

The way he said mine flooded through her, the darkness of possession a thrill rather than a threat. “And what makes you think you get to make the rules?”

“My shop. My world. My rules.”

“But it’s my dream.”

“Exactly. You want this. All of this, just like you want me.” He pulled her toward him when he said that. Slid her down the tank of the bike so her pelvis was locked in with his. So close, she could feel the hard length of his cock beneath his jeans and it took everything she had not to rub herself along it. But then his hands on her waist moved up her body, sliding along the thin fabric as if he would rip it off at any moment.

“What if I don’t agree to your rules?”

“Too late,” he said, and pulled her toward him, bringing his lips to hers. The kiss was an echo of their first contact—it was hot, and soft, and made Beth see bright sparks behind her closed eyes. But as he demanded more of her mouth, it became more than an echo, it was fire and steam and a long hot ride with a charging engine between her legs. When he pulled back she missed the contact immediately. “You’ve overdressed.”

The smirk felt great on her face. “Says the man fully clothed.”

He shucked his jacket and T-shirt as she watched and then she couldn’t help herself, she put a hand to his bare chest and traced the contours there. The man was a living, breathing marble carving. Sliding first one and then the other thin strap off her shoulders, Rusty smoothed the fabric to her waist and then put his hot, hard hand on one breast. She sucked in air through her teeth as he circled the hard nipple with his thumb and the calluses from a thousand bike repairs scratched across her skin.

“Man, you look good enough to eat right now,” he said and she looked up from watching his hand to see a fierce hunger in his eyes she’d never known before.

“I don’t think I’d be all that tasty.”

“Shall we see?” He slung his leg behind him and dismounted the bike, coming around to the back. Pulling her along the leather seat ’til she lay along the bike, he ripped her panties off in one swift movement. “Now you just lay on back and enjoy the ride, little bird.”

Beth gasped as his lips touched the inside of her thigh but as she struggled to sit up he raised his head and put a hand on her stomach. “Don’t worry, little bird, I won’t open the accelerator until you’re good and ready. Just relax and hold on, you don’t want to tip the bike over, now, do you?”

She realized he was right. Although the bike was a monster, she was strewn across it in every sense of the word. If she struggled too much it just might tip and take her with it.

“Shall we see if you’re ready?”

The air left her, sharp and fast and hard as his thumb circled at her entrance, lavishing in the hot, wet world her lust had created. “Oh yes, so ready,” he growled. Holding eye contact with him while he toyed with her sex was mad-crazy hot. Kill-me-and-bury-me-now-it-can’t-get-any-better hot. And if she’d had any breath left in her it was gone as he snaked a finger inside her and curled it to stroke the cushioned side of her sex.

“Oh, you like that don’t you, little bird?” Then the motor started up and her whole body thrummed with the steady vibration. But because it was a dream it didn’t frighten her, it only amplified the sensation. All she could do was whimper out a little moan as he set up a steady rhythm with his finger and massaged her thigh with his other hand as the bike growled beneath her.

“I think I need a taste test now.” Leaving his finger inside her his head dipped between her legs and before she could say another word his mouth was at her center. His tongue teased at her clit before taking turns with his finger to dart inside her and try out her deepest juices.

Spread out on the bike, Beth was just at the right angle to see his head at work between her legs. The sight of his dark hair next to her silky white skin was gorgeous, a black-and-white portrait of lusciousness. Then along with the growl of the bike, she felt air in her hair and realized she was moving. The bike was rolling along a highway, the sun was on her skin, Rusty was still between her thighs, and instead of panicking, she was reveling in the attention.

“Oh yes, little bird,” he said as he came up for air and caught her watching him. “You like to see what I’m doing to you?”

She bit her lip then nodded; what the hell.

He grinned and while he held her gaze slid another finger deep inside her. His grin broadened, Beth felt her eyes bulge, and the moan left her lips without her bidding. When he dipped his head again she felt the tail of her orgasm running up her spine and she struggled to grasp it and hold it down. But just as she thought she was building it up enough to climax he would twist his fingers or shift his tongue and the pleasure would be ramped up even further. Finally he caught her clit in between his teeth and nipped it ever so gently even while his fingers twisted and stroked the sensitive insides of her sex.

“Oh, god!” Bam! She exploded, her breath leaving her, her vision blurred by white hot stars, her whole body shuddering with the strength of her orgasm. Gripping the bed tightly she let go of the sensation, opening her legs wide, thrusting her pelvis up and grabbing a handful of sheets . . .

Sheets? Something swam at her subconscious and she wondered what the distant beeping was and how the sides of Rusty’s bike had gotten so soft.

Wait? Soft?

Rusty lifted his face from between her legs and looked at her hungrily. “Don’t you think it’s time we finished this, little bird?” His bare chest reflected the light, making him seem even more made of stone and her body screamed oh hell yes but her mind was twisting in on itself looking for the crack that was letting light in.

Then the beeping cut through her thoughts. The sharp blaring tones of the security system Rusty had installed to stop desperate Hell’s boys from coming to collect their bikes prematurely.

The sound bore into her and drew her closer still to the surface of her dream. Eyes flickering, she saw bright red lights. Her racing heart stilled a moment in a panic. Where was she, what was . . . ? Her eyes flicked completely open to see her alarm, its bright red numbers illuminated, shouting out its blaring wake-up call.

Hitting the snooze button, she collapsed back on the pillows.

Holy. Mother. Of. Smexy. What the hell had just happened? Starting at the ceiling where the strands of dawn were just starting to stroke color onto it, Beth screwed her eyes shut and then flicked them open again. Yep, she had come, in a dream. Her whole body reverberated with the sensation and when she snuck a hand between her thighs she found her center wet and still practically quivering.

“Shit.” The word was a whisper, but all her panic and lust and trepidation was caught up in it. She had had an orgasm, in a dream, about Rusty McKinley. And it had been one of the biggest and best orgasms of her life.

“Shit.” Saying it again didn’t change anything but it made her feel better. What would have happened if Rusty hadn’t opened his mouth about it being his birthday when she’d first snuck into what she thought was Grim’s bed . . . ? Beth shook her head, unwilling to let herself go there. But her body was a traitor. It wanted to go there. It wanted to go there and then hit repeat about ten times because if dream-Rusty going to work on her with his mouth could make her react like that, what would real-life sex be like?

Beth pulled her pillow out from under her head and hid under it. The last thing she needed was to give in to her dream lust-fest for Rusty. She threw the pillow across the room in frustration. No, the last thing she needed was to give in to her wide-awake lust-fest for Rusty, because having a dream like that was not something she could hide from. Her body wanted Rusty and her mind wasn’t far behind in pulling out the pom-poms. Only thing was, it could never happen. Not while she was making a life and career for herself with his brother.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

“You sure?” Rusty looked Rocco in the eye but the older man didn’t flinch. Instead he nodded, slowly. “Martinez tracked it down, on the quiet.”

Martinez stood behind Rocco and jerked his head up in agreement.

“But you didn’t even know I was in the Reapers back home until a week or so ago,” Rusty protested. “I haven’t told you anything about their shit because I don’t know anything about their shit. Anything I had to do with the Reapers ended when I left Illinois. Period.”

“Doesn’t matter. Their last two jobs fucked up. Their driver was a no-show and three Reapers ended up inside. They’re looking for someone to blame. When they heard you’d been in with the Reapers and had defected to us, that was enough for it to end up in your lap.”

“But it’s got nothing to do with me.”

“You know that, and I know that, but they don’t care about that.”

“Fuck.”

“About sums it up.” Rocco gave him a smile but it was cold, grim. “Reapers heard about your history from somewhere and it wasn’t us. You need to have a word with your brother.”

“No shit.”

“No shit. Sort it out or things will get messy. And I don’t like messy.”

“Heads-up.” Martinez nodded at the door where Grim had just appeared. Rocco and Martinez walked away, giving Rusty some space. Rusty took a long pull on his beer as Grim approached him.

“What’s up, bro?”

Rusty blinked long and slow before he let himself answer. “Having a beer. Seeing the boys.”

Grim nodded, but Rusty saw the tension build in his brother’s face as his older brother rubbed his jaw trying to hold the words in. It didn’t work. “You still going to go through with the TV show idea?”

That was what he cared about? That Rusty got on TV? Rusty glanced over at Rocco but didn’t spill everything yet. Let Grim admit how much he’d screwed up first. “Already shot it.”

Grim’s jaw tensed and his eyes hardened. “What the fuck? I told you it was a bad idea.”

Rusty’s give-a-fuck meter was well and truly switched off. “You know what? I don’t really care what you think.”

“Well, you should. I’m a part owner. You should have asked me before you went ahead with it. Have you shown it to anyone yet?”

“Meeting the producer tomorrow. He wants to pitch it this week.”

“Cancel.”

“Fuck off.”

Grim rubbed at his forehead and Rusty saw, finally, that his brother was worried. Really worried. “I know you’ve been talking. Do you have any idea what you’ve done?” Rusty asked.

Grim ducked his eyes but Rusty wasn’t about to let it go. Here it was. The chance for Grim to admit that he’d ratted out Rusty to the Reapers. The only thing Rusty still didn’t know was why. “Come on. You’ve got that look. Like you put stones in someone’s tank and then realized they’ve driven halfway down the highway. You can’t hide from this. Spill.”

Grim waved at the barkeep and waited ’til he had a beer in his hand before he continued. He took a long pull and then, finally, looked Rusty in the eye. “When I first got up here my agent took me to a bunch of parties. You know, show me around, show me off, whatever.”

What the hell did this have to do with ratting Rusty out with the Reapers? Rusty had to bite his tongue hard. But he managed it and nudged Grim on. “Yeah, and . . . ?”

“I met a bunch of people. People who wanted me to do well. One of them took me under his wing. You know. Introduced me around. And when I landed my first real role he said he’d back me. All the way if I wanted him to.”

Rusty waited for Grim to go on. Grim seemed lost in the memory and Rusty watched the emotions play out on his brother’s face. Pain, frustration, embarrassment. They were all there, it was no wonder that Grim had ended up in the movies. “And?”

“And I let him. I mean, why wouldn’t I? He knew all the right people and he had mad cash. Like crazy. When he said he’d back me I thought that’s what he was doing. Being my sponsor or something. You know, you hear about people behind the scenes making things happen for others. He told me to get out there, live the life. Buy a car, get a lux apartment. That’s how you get noticed here, by being big and loud and shiny and expensive. He gave me a stack of cash and told me to go for it. I used some of the money to put into your garage.”

In Rusty’s experience no one did anything for nothing. Ever. But he didn’t say that. He could see Grim struggling with his confession.

“I did it. I bought the car. I rented the apartment. And then I started getting noticed just like he said. The part I just got is the biggest I’ve had so far and it’s really going to put me on the map. My name is out there, bro. And when I finish and I roll on to the next film, I’m going to start making some real money.”

“So now he wants his back.”

Grim nodded.

Rusty finally clicked. “The money you put up for my garage. He wants that too.”

Grim nodded again. The emotions had fled. Now his face showed only worry. But whether it was for himself or his brother, Rusty couldn’t tell.

“Fuck that. You’re only part owner. You barely lent me thirty grand. And we agreed I’d pay it back in five years. Not now.” Rusty had trouble getting the words out between teeth that felt like they would like nothing more than to grind Grim into tiny bone fragments.

It was clearly not the reaction Grim had been expecting and he stood straighter, his fingers clenched around his beer bottle. Grim’s face paled and his whole body screamed distress, but Rusty was beyond caring about his brother’s feelings.

“I already bailed you out big-time once. I don’t need to do it again.”

“I know you don’t have the money.”

“So you just want my shop.”

“If you sell it now you’ll be able to start over and do your pilot. Better that than having this guy come muscle in on your scene when you’re finally getting some customers to pay you any attention. He’ll demand interest and then we’ll be completely screwed.”

“You fuckwad. Can you hear yourself?”

Finally, Grim’s face changed and took on a more pleading expression. “I’m over the barrel here. Help a brother out.”

“I already helped you out. Plenty. Are you seriously asking me to put everything I’ve worked for this past year in the trash and suck it up for you? Again? I knew you were a self-centered fuck, but this takes it to the next level. How am I supposed to start over without anything?” Rusty knew his voice was getting louder but he didn’t care. Rocco gave him a look but Rusty didn’t need him. Not yet.

“I don’t know. We could work it out. No way you’re making enough to live on in that shop. Isn’t that why you joined Hell’s? To keep your hand in the game? Isn’t that what you do? Someone is going to find out about it and then your garage will be toast anyway.”

Rusty felt like the air had been knocked out of him. It took a moment to recover. “You think I’ve been running gear out of the garage all this time?”

Grim shrugged. “It’s not that big of a stretch, is it?”

Rusty shook his head. The anger turned so hot it was almost a blinding white light in his eyes. “That’s why you did it. You tried telling the Hell’s boys I was in with the Reapers to make them stop me from doing the pilot. And when that didn’t work you let it slip to the Reapers down here. Do you know someone threw gasoline at me? And tossed in a lighter?”

“What? They said they wouldn’t . . .”

Rusty just shook his head. “You shopped me to a rival club because you figured that’s what everyone does. To give me a warning, is that right?”

“I needed you to give up on the idea of the TV thing. If it goes ahead you might lose everything for good.’

“Oh, very noble of you.”

“I’m not a complete shit.”

“No. Just one willing to let me take on your debt not once but twice and then think I should just roll over. Not because you did me a solid, ever, just because you think you’re the center of the fucking universe. I hate to break it to you: I might be a patched biker, but you’re not better than me. And some of the boys in here have been more like brothers to me than you have ever been. Dad must be spinning in his grave listening to the crap that’s coming out of your mouth.”

He should have seen it coming, but he didn’t. Grim pulled back and punched Rusty square on the jaw. Stars swam in bright bursts across the ceiling for a moment before Rusty shook his head and lunged at Grim. The pain flared up, shooting down his neck and he wanted to land some of it on Grim. He got him on the jaw before Grim swung back.

Instantly Grim was pinned between two bikers. “Need some help?” said Martinez in his languid drawl.

Rusty put every ounce of his frustration into his fist and slammed it into his brother’s gut. Grim doubled over and when the Hell’s boys released him he slumped to the floor. “I’ll deal with him,” Rusty said as he shook his fist out.

“He’s not Hell’s boys so you’re entitled to do whatever you want. But make sure you do.” Rocco was right beside him. “He needs to know that you don’t fuck with us and smile about it the next day.”

Grim pulled himself up from the floor and stood wavering, defiant. “Say what you really mean,” he managed.

“You might have the world fooled, but you don’t fool me. You think you’re the fucking sun in everyone’s universe. I don’t know what Beth sees in you,” Rusty spat out.

Grim’s eyes widened. “Wait, what?” Then his face lifted. “That’s just perfect. You’ve got a thing for her, haven’t you?”

“No. You might need to have an ulterior motivation to help someone, but that’s not how I roll. Stop fucking with me and tell your man that he better keep his hands off my shop.”

“Fat chance of that,” said Grim.

“I’m not kidding. You might be my brother, but if you want to keep your pretty little face all shiny for the movies then find another way to pay your man back. I’m through cleaning up your mess.”

Grim laughed. “You’re the one who’s supposed to be all life-smart, but you have no idea how the world works. I’m sorry that the Reapers threw a bit of gasoline at you but that will be nothing if my backer doesn’t get what he wants.”

“If he wants it so much he can come and get it,” Rusty growled.

“Oh, he will.” Grim turned to go, a hand gingerly holding his stomach. “And your pretty little actress? Beth wants the whole fairy-tale happy ending so I’m going to play Prince Charming and give it to her. Your TV series is going to be sunk before it even gets going.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Rusty spat out.

“Nothing. Just don’t say I didn’t warn you.”



CHAPTER TWELVE

Rusty woke the next morning crumpled and tense. Rocco had slapped him on the shoulder and congratulated him on his restraint. Punching Grim in the stomach like that, with two other guys holding him hadn’t felt very restrained, but then Grim’s punch to his jaw had been a long way from controlled. If he hadn’t seen the glimmer of danger in the bar with the Hell’s boys ready to take his brother down, Rusty might have done a lot worse. But while Grim was a complete fuck, he didn’t deserve to end up broken, and that’s what would have happened if Rusty’d let the Hell’s boys loose on him last night.

Martinez had promised he’d made it clear to the Reapers that it wasn’t Rusty at the bottom of their leaks and Rusty would just have to trust that they took him at his word. He’d tried to drink his brother’s deceitful barbs away, and it had worked, for a while. But now, with his head pounding, his jaw throbbing, and staring down the barrel of a full day of work, those bourbon chasers didn’t look quite as appealing. When he stumbled into the kitchen he couldn’t even manage to work the coffee machine, it kept swaying away from him.

Then there was Beth. Showered and dressed, she looked about ten times more ready for the day than he thought he’d ever be. She caught sight of him and from the twist of her mouth, it looked like she agreed. “You remember what day it is, right?”

Rusty checked his watch. “The fifth.”

“And I thought this pilot was your baby.”

The bourbon fog lifted and he remembered why he’d drunk it all in the first place. The three reasons. The first was standing in front of him, hair spiraling into a halo that was just asking for a guy like him to wind his fingers through. The second was that they were meeting with the producer today. And the third had been standing in front of him at Wilde’s. Grim’s callous disregard for his business, his history, and his honor cut him deeper than he realized. Who sold out family like that? And asking him to take on Grim’s fuckups not once but twice . . . ? Rusty shook his head. But the stupidest thing was the part that seemed furthest out of Grim’s grasp: playing around with biker loyalty never got anyone any friends, and no matter what Grim thought he was doing, trying to get an MC crew to give Rusty a “friendly warning” was not what the Reapers did. Not back in Illinois, not anywhere.

When his brother left the bar, Rusty had knocked back a line of shots and kept going. Now he felt them trying to climb back out of his stomach.

“I’ll make coffee and eggs. You load up the pilot. Dave is coming in an hour so if there are any glaring issues we have time to change them as long as they’re small. It’ll take too long to fix otherwise. Or that’s what Dave said. We need to be downtown with the final version by two p.m.”

With his laptop plugged into the big screen in his living room and blowing the steam off his coffee, Rusty surreptitiously crossed his fingers that the pilot was great. Hell, he’d take it being good, so long as it ticked the right boxes the producer needed and got made. Grim could get fucked; he wasn’t going to turn his back on his dreams again just because his brother wanted him to.

“Ready?”

He nodded and Beth pressed play. For twenty minutes he chuckled, nodded, and smiled through the footage. It wasn’t just good, it was really great, and Dave had been right when he said Beth was a natural. While she had planned the whole thing meticulously, what he saw on-screen seemed entirely without artifice. The guys in the shop seemed natural, pumped about their work, and the bikes, man, whatever Dave had done with the lighting made them look magic.

And then there was Beth. He stole a look at her, sitting next to him, a frown on her face and a pen in her hand as she watched with a much more critical eye than she probably needed to. Then he heard his voice through the speakers.

“Not that bad, was it?”

On-screen Beth looked up into his eyes and Rusty could have drowned in the shade of green that practically filled the TV. Her hip rested against the bike, her finger coiled in her messy hair and she was looking at him like . . . like she was not thinking about his brother.

“ . . . I’m a terrible passenger, I know.”

“Hardly.”

“It’s okay. I trust you.”

Rusty sat back on the sofa. That was . . . what was that? When he turned, Beth was looking at him cautiously. “Dave kept the camera rolling; I didn’t script it. But Dave says it’s good. Says that we should play on the two of us building something to heighten the drama. That the network execs will lap it up, whether the connection is real or not.”

“Oh, okay. Right. That’s probably a good idea.” So, was what he’d seen real or not? Or had she been putting on a show? Do you want it to be real? The pilot kept playing out in front of him so he paused it.

“What do you think? Do we leave it in or take it out? I wouldn’t want to give your brother the idea that we are a thing.”

It felt like a slap in the face, even though they weren’t a thing. Not even close. “But we’re not a thing. You’re an actress, it’s what you do.”

She smiled shyly. “Right. Great. Dave is totally right. Having a little girl-meets-boy drama in amongst all the bikes does bring it to life.”

Rusty’s chest tightened and an ache set up shop behind his ribs but he straightened, rubbing at his temples to dissipate the last of his hangover. “Of course. If you and Dave think it’s the right thing to do.”

“Absolutely,” she said and when he pressed play again they both sat back awkwardly on the sofa.

Dave arrived and they worked through a few tiny tweaks that seemed to take no time at all and at the same time took hours and hours. Then one thirty arrived and Rusty’s stomach tried valiantly to tie itself in a complicated sailing knot.

And then they were across town and through the giant glass doors of a production house and up an elevator and sitting in a bright white waiting room where Rusty felt about as polished and prepared as a used sparkplug.

“Ohmygod. You’re doing the talking, right? Or should I? We should have rehearsed this,” Beth whispered. She was even more nervous than he was, he realized, and it somehow made him calmer.

“I’ll introduce you. It’s not a pitch, remember. He’s already on board. This is a client. We’re showing him the pilot and answering his questions.”

“Yes. You’re right. We’ve got this.” She grabbed his hand and gave it a squeeze. It felt like he was back on-screen. Beth leaning against a bike in front of him, her eyes holding his and promising to make everything better. Rusty shook his head. She was being encouraging, supportive. That was all.

“I should be better at this. I’ve done so many auditions. But look at me, I’m a mess.”

He turned from where he was sitting on the white padded bench seat to face her square on. “No, you’re not. You’re great. Whatever happens, I want to say thank you. You’ve been amazing. Getting this idea off the ground, getting everyone in the workshop on board, I couldn’t have done it without you.”

The grin was fully formed, warmer than the smiles she’d given him while they were watching the pilot. Every part of his body wanted to cross the line he’d drawn in the sand. To take her face in his hands and steal the breath from her mouth. But she nodded and asked, “Ready?”

Ready? He thought about his conversation with Grim. Screw him. It was his turn to get something he wanted for a change. “Ready.”

Then they were ushered inside and Beth was laughing and patting the producer on the shoulder. And they were watching the pilot, and the producer was laughing in all the right places, and Beth was still smiling, and pointing out little tidbits of detail and the producer was smiling. Smiling and slapping Rusty on the back.

“I have to say when Rusty first pitched it to me I was skeptical. Another bike show was what I thought. And Rusty knows how I love bikes. But this is great. You’re fantastic,” he said, nodding at Beth who ducked her eyes coltishly.

“Thanks. We’ve worked really hard on it. Couldn’t have done it without Beth though.”

“I bet. So, the two of you . . . ?”

“Oh, no,” Beth jumped in. “We’re colleagues.”

“Perfect. Great. And where did Rusty find you?”

Rusty watched Beth bite her lip, looking for an answer. “She knows my brother,” he put in.

“Oh, of course.” The producer beamed, a broad lascivious grin that Rusty wasn’t quite sure about. “Well, folks, I think what we have here is what I’d call a winner. You’ve got it all: sexy bikes, sexy babes, and a few laughs. How many episodes did you say you can plan?”

Beth jumped in. “There are eight clients who have volunteered their bikes to be involved, and all of them have an interesting story or a high profile, so it’s screen-worthy. Plus, we want to do the ‘pimp my ride’ episode where we refurbish a bike for someone in the community that’s been doing great work. Including the pilot, that makes ten episodes.”

The producer put a hand to his chin. “And you have them outlined?”

“We have a one-pager for each,” Beth said with more confidence than Rusty felt. She reached for a folder in her bag and handed the nine neatly typed pages to the producer. He looked over her head at Rusty. “You’ve found yourself a good one here. She’s going to go far. Ever thought of doing any production work? We could use someone like you here.”

Beth laughed along but Rusty could see she was pleased. Her shoulders relaxed and she released the strand of hair she’d been playing with.

He stood up and Beth bounced up with him. “I can keep this copy? I want to show it to the sales team here. We’ll pitch it to the networks next week. There are a shit-ton of hoops to jump through to get this made, but I really think you’ve got something here. Let’s make it happen.”

Beth put out her hand and he shook it vigorously. He led them to the door and it took Rusty a moment to register that the meeting was over. And then they were back out in the white waiting room and the elevator and on the street with the bright sunlight of the afternoon on their faces.

Beth turned to Rusty, her eyes bright, the smile on her face bigger than he’d ever seen it.

“Did you hear him?”

He nodded. “Come on. We need a drink.”

They found a downtown bar that served champagne and Beth was in heaven. Then when it got late and he got tired of the city types giving his jacket a nervous once-over, he loaded Beth into a taxi and took her back to the workshop.

Beth practically bounced up the stairs in front of him and when they pushed through to the apartment she flopped on the sofa with a satisfied sigh. Only to stand up again and start pacing the living room.

He followed her in and stood in the doorway. “Hey, you’re making me dizzy.”

“I know. I’m sorry. I’m feeling dizzy. I mean, do you remember what he said? He said we had something.”

Finally, Rusty allowed himself to let the day’s result out like the cheap champagne bubbles he’d been burping all afternoon. He swept Beth up in his arms and spun her round. “You did it,” he said. “You pulled that all together and he lapped it up, did you see him? You’re amazing. Just amazing.”

She threw her arms around his neck. “We did it,” she replied.

He nodded and his world shrank. All that filled his vision were green eyes. Beth’s green eyes. They were bright and shone from something inside that held more good and pride and hope and life than he could remember seeing since his folks had died. She had brought his idea to life and made it a reality.

“We make a pretty great team,” she said and smoothed her hands over his shoulder blades.

“In so many ways,” he said.

She nodded and in her nod he thought he saw something more. That she felt a flicker of what he felt, that she wanted them to be more than a working team. That the night they’d almost spent together had lingered in her mind as much as it had in his. Her hands moved from his shoulder blades up to toy with the long hair at the nape of his neck. She never took her eyes off his.

Then all of a sudden, his mouth was on hers and he was kissing her, kissing her like he had when she slid into his bed. He pushed her up against the wall and relished the feel of her full, warm body beneath his.

“We shouldn’t,” she said and he stopped himself but didn’t release her from the wall.

“But we both want to. We’ve wanted to from the beginning.” He ran his hand up her side and she shuddered and then she was back at his mouth.

She chose me. His heart cheered as she curled her fingers tightly through the hair at the back of his neck. Even when she was crushed against his body, her warmth transferring to his skin. Even while her mouth was under his and she wasn’t coming up for air.

He walked them into his bedroom and kicked the door shut. For a second his brain raised a red flag that she’d been on a date with his brother a couple nights before. But it was a pretty poor attempt at distraction. Rusty blinked once and it was gone. And then Beth’s fingers were at his shirt buttons and he set her down on the bed and his shirt was off and her shirt was too and her bra was somewhere behind him on the floor and . . . oh, man.

“You’re glorious.” Her skin was as pale as moonlight and the way her hair tumbled down over her incredible breasts framed them in a way that made his hands almost shake with the want to hold them.

“You’re not too shabby yourself. Come here.”

This was new. This was the Beth that he’d first met. The one who knew what she wanted and how she was going to get it. But that Beth had thought he was Grim. This Beth looked him in the eye when she spoke and knew exactly who he was.

Climbing onto the bed with her, he nudged her backward so she lay back, her hair spreading out over the pillow. “You have no idea, do you?” He growled at her, then he couldn’t stop himself—he took one of her perfect breasts into his mouth and luxuriated over the soft, plump flesh.

She arched her back up to him and he felt her hands at his belt buckle. She slid his zipper carefully down then slipped his briefs down. He released her breast and gasped at the contact of her cold fingers on his hot skin. “This time I want to see you. And for you to see me. No secrets. No surprises. Deal?”

She nodded and ran her fingers up his chest. Lying below him, her face open, her eyes gazing up at him, she was everything his dreams had conjured. But the real-life Beth Ravens was even better, she was stripped bare and her eyes were alive with lust, all of it trained on him.

“I want to take it slow. To taste every part of you,” he said.

“And I want to have you now.” She pulled his head toward her and the kiss almost dissolved his resolve. Her mouth was hot, and sweet, like iced tea, and her tongue dared him to let go, to lose himself in her. When she wove her hands through his hair he almost did but he managed to push up on his hands and take a long shuddering breath. He sat back on his knees to keep himself out of reach. “You are going to end me if you kiss me like that again.”

“Good. Come back here.”

“No.” he lowered his head to brush her nipple with his lips. She shuddered and reached for him but he took hold of her hands and pushed them back over her head. “Am I going to have to tie you up?”

That quietened her. “Is that what you want? For me to be compliant?”

“What I want,” he said, tracing the spot on the side of her breast that made her shudder deliciously. “Is to make you come so hard you see stars. I want to be the name on your tongue. To be the one whose bed you remember climbing into forever.”

Her smile was coy, but she was pleased by his answer, he could tell by the way she bit her lip and by the flash of hunger that passed over her eyes. Trailing his finger, he circled her entire breast. So soft. But soft didn’t even begin to cover it. Her skin was powdery, velvety, perfect. Soft was an entirely inadequate expression for what she was.

He bent and kissed the underside of her breast, then the other, and she gasped so hard it made his chest tighten. Leaving a trail of kisses down her chest, he scooted back on his knees until he was at her feet and only then did he allow himself to touch her with his hands. Pushing her legs open, he gazed a moment at her lush center. “I bet you taste as delicious as you look.” She squirmed but he held her firmly and kissed a trail up her inner thigh.

“Oh.” This gasp was sharper so he kissed her again, and then licked, a long, languid line in between her folds. Beth arched up and her gasp turned to a moan, but he wanted more than that, he wanted to make her scream.

Her hands now free to do as they pleased, she wound them through his hair. No longer determined to pull him up her body, she guided his caresses, and he found a rhythm that sent her writhing toward his mouth.

Giving up any teasing, he slipped a finger inside her, even as he sent his tongue along the seam of her body. When he circled the hard nub of her clit, she pulled his hair tight, sending hot cravings through his body from the roots of his hair to his balls.

He added another finger and looked up, watching her face as he slid in and out of her wet pussy. Her head was back, her eyes closed, and while he could see the tension gripping the muscles in her thighs, she’d spread her legs wide to give him more access. To let him in. To let him have her. He could have shattered her right there, he could feel her tightening inside, her muscles gripping his fingers. But he didn’t want that. He wanted this to be the best sex she’d ever had. He wanted to own her.

Twisting his finger, he searched for the soft spot behind her mons and stroked there, stretching her, deepening his ministrations.

“So good,” she managed. There it was, the change in texture of her flesh. He pressed his fingers against it and used his mouth on her clit at the same time. “Holy crap. Don’t stop. Rusty. Oh.” Her fingers twisted harder in his hair and she pulled him closer to her body. Cock throbbing, his whole body aching for her, it was all he could do not to rip her hands from his head and thrust himself deep inside her, but instead he worked her harder, deeper, ’til she was shaking, her waist writhing, her hips bucking as she came. “Rusty.”

He left his fingers inside her ’til she calmed and then slowly, slowly withdrew. The air hissed out of her as her sensitive center released him. Kissing her thighs before he crawled up her body, he smiled as he saw her face. Her eyelids still fluttered, her chest rose and fell, and the bright rose-flush of orgasm had pinked up her décolletage. Those breasts, those legs, her full, soft stomach, her skin. His fingers itched for all of it.

“You look like you could keep doing that all day.”

His eyes flicked up to her face at the question. “I could,” he replied.

She was still satiated, her eyes wide, her lips pump and pink. But she looked more like a cat that had licked up her milk and now wanted a full bowl of ice cream than someone who was done. In answer, she pushed him over onto his back and climbed on top of him. He only had enough time to roll on a condom he’d stashed in his bedside cabinet before she’d slid all the way down him.

She. Was. Perfect.

Hands on her hips, he led her gently up and down his rock-hard cock, but with her inhibitions released by her orgasm, it seemed Beth was determined to make him lose his mind. Pulling at his hands, she pushed them over his head. “My turn.”

“Yes, ma’am.” With her leaning over him he got to watch her breasts move against his body, got to watch her face as she rode his cock, deep, so deep he couldn’t believe she didn’t cry out. If it could have lasted all day he would have sold his shop, hell, even his bike, and lived in the heaven that was Beth Ravens riding him. But all too soon he felt his balls tighten and his breath catch.

She felt it too. “Coming with me?” She was tightening too, he realized. And then he was there, he was spiraling and her velvet center was stroking him harder as she kept riding him, milking him.

For a moment he couldn’t see. Couldn’t talk. Couldn’t breathe. Then the air rushed into his lungs, and the furniture started coming back into focus. She tumbled off of him and they lay side by side. Panting, breathless. Both lost to the sensations they’d shared. They dozed. Slept. Woke and made love all over again.

When the first strands of sunlight started creeping under the curtains, Rusty was tired and sore in a way he hadn’t been in years. In the best way. Tucked into each other, neither of them had the words to say where they’d been but they didn’t need to. Rusty could feel the shift. He trusted her. She trusted him. He’d set out to own her, and had come down the other side lost in her instead.

When the light grew stronger and he finally resurfaced from their bliss-bubble, he rolled onto his side and watched her. Running a finger down her cheek, Rusty let himself ask the words that had been tugging at his throat. “What next?”

She blinked slowly before she rolled back over to look him in the eye. “I don’t know what next. Not about us. This was never supposed to happen.”

“This?” He pointed at the clothes strewn around the room. “Or this?” And he put a hand over her heart so he could feel it beating under his fingers.

“Neither of them.”

He nodded and a small knot formed in his chest. If she’d put her fingers there, the beat would have been tighter, bound up by the fear of what she might say next.

“But it did.” He said it as gently as he could so he didn’t scare her away.

She nodded and he let out a small smile. “I don’t know what happens next between us. But I know that I don’t want this to be a one-off. Whatever this is, it’s bigger than us. Do you feel that?” Her finger trailed his chest as she spoke and he caught it to stop himself from getting distracted again. This was important. This conversation. Perhaps the most important conversation he’d had in a long time. He nodded, not trusting himself to speak.

“Maybe what we saw on-screen was real after all. Dave saw it, the producer saw it, why didn’t we?”

“Because we couldn’t,” he managed. “It made everything too hard.”

“True.”

“You have a gift.” He said it more fiercely than he’d intended but he meant every word. “You deserve to have the world see you on the big screen. And the little screen. You should be bigger than this, bigger than all of us.” He didn’t say my brother included, but he wanted to. Wanted her to acknowledge that Grim wasn’t the hero she’d painted him to be. Instead he leaned over and ran his lips over hers. The light contact with her mouth ran shudders down his spine all over again. She pulled back and laughed. “We can’t do this all day.”

“Who says? I could let you ride me all day and all night.” He raised an eyebrow and she batted him off. She was suddenly somber.

“I have to talk to your brother.”

He froze. No, you don’t. Don’t ever talk to him again. Promise me.

She bit her lip and he wanted to take her teeth away and kiss her plump pink mouth better. He paused to let her work out what to say next. Hoping she saw the world as he did. Hoping she’d seen that her dream of a life with Grim wasn’t as rosy as she’d once hoped. But he knew it was a big dream, one that might still hold a slender glimmer of hope even thought she’d just slept with him. So he stayed quiet, still, didn’t push her in case he frightened her away.

She took a breath and spoke, barely louder than a whisper. “I don’t want to be with him anymore.”

If he could have jumped off the bed and run a circle around the room, fist pumping as he went, Rusty would have. But he clenched his teeth together and gave her even more time.

“I am going to need him in my life though. He promised to help me out and I need people like him on my side. You understand that, right?”

“Sure.” He didn’t, but for her he would suck it up and try.

“Okay. Well, I guess we really should get up.” Her phone pinged and he waved at her to get it. “See. I must have sensed it coming,” she said and scrabbled in her jeans for her phone then clambered back into bed. The messy frown on her face lifted as he watched. “Oh my god!”

“Oh your god good?”

“Oh my god fantastic.”

He waited until she’d finished rereading the text.

“Grim says his director wants me to audition for a part in the film he’s in. They’re casting now, this morning! How amazing is that?”

The knot that had been loosening, suddenly turned from rope to crumbling concrete, bits breaking off and making Rusty’s insides ache. But it was okay. She’d just said she wasn’t going to be with Grim. Still, didn’t mean he couldn’t be pissed that his brother had any part in Beth’s life. “Amazing.”

She stopped bouncing and ran a hand down his face. Her voice softened. “This might actually be happening. Be happy for me.”

“I am. You know I am.”

Her smile was so warm he wanted to pull her down and bury himself in her all over again but she rolled out of bed and he had a chance to admire her gorgeous curves before she grabbed her clothes and held them in a bundle in front of her. “I’m going to shower. I have to meet Grim in an hour. But then I’ll be back.”

“You’ll talk to him. About us?”

She nodded. “Wish me luck.”

“Good luck,” Rusty said. “For everything.” But as she left the room, he couldn’t help the small, petty part of himself that wished she wouldn’t get the part. That she would stay and make the TV show with him. And what? That you’ll ride off into the sunset together? Yeah, right. Girls like Beth didn’t stick around guys like him for long. She was going places. But once his show was up and running, maybe he would be too.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Beth walked out of the casting room and wanted to collapse into a heap of spent nerves but there were too many people about. Too many people, and Grim. He stood up from where he’d been sitting, waiting, and came to take her hand.

“You look lovely, and I’ll bet you killed it in there.”

“Thanks.” Beth was taken aback by the change in Grim. His eyes were bright, his face animated, and for the first time he was focused entirely on her. He walked her out of the small lobby where six women sat waiting their turn to audition, every one of them looking on in unveiled envy that she was the one with Grim McKinley on her arm.

“I mean it. I’ll put in a good word for you, but I’m sure you’ll get it.”

“You didn’t even see the audition.”

“No, but I saw the way they looked at you as you went in. And I saw their faces as you went out. You’ve got the look, and that’s half the battle. That and I’m sure you’re able to act the crap out of the role.”

Beth’s head spun. When she’d said out loud that she didn’t want to be with Grim anymore as a couple, a weight had lifted from her shoulders she hadn’t even realized had been sitting there. But now, with the full force of Grim’s charm focused on her, she wondered whether she’d been too hasty. Grim was the one who could take her career places. And this new Grim was the one she’d daydreamed about for months. The full Prince Charming, the one who wanted her career to shine as much as his so they could be a success story together. If she was going to tell the world her story about her struggle to walk, to build a platform to help eradicate polio across the world, having him by her side would make it so much easier.

And then there was Rusty. For a moment, the rush and thrill of being with him filled her nerve endings. Her skin heated, her heart quickened, and she had to cram a piece of her hair into her mouth to calm herself. Rusty was the biker who moved her body and soul. But he moved them into places she wasn’t even sure she was ready to go. WWMWD? Right now, she had no idea.

“Shall we get out of here?”

She nodded, not trusting herself to speak. He led her to one of the many cafés that were staffed by aspiring actors like herself and pulled out a chair for her.

“So, Rusty tells me you’ve shot your pilot already. How did it go?”

“It went well, actually.”

“Good. Good. Rusty will be pleased.”

She sat up straighter. The conversation she’d heard between him and Rusty had been brutal, and Grim had made it clear that he thought making a TV show about Rusty’s shop was not a good idea. “I thought you didn’t want him to make it?”

Now he was the one to sit up straighter. His eyes narrowed. “Is that what he told you?”

“No. I heard you fighting.”

Grim visibly relaxed. “Right. Yeah. Brotherly love, huh? Guess I wasn’t quite ready to share my spotlight yet.” He grinned and Beth found herself caught up in the grin. It was contagious, conspiratorial, cute. “What did the producer think? Has he sent it out to the networks yet?”

Okay. If Rusty had already told him that they had a producer on board it meant they were talking about it at least. That was good, wasn’t it? Beth allowed herself a smile. “He loved it. It’s pretty exciting.”

“As exciting as getting a part in this movie?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. I mean, I don’t have the part yet, do I? And just because one producer liked our pilot doesn’t meant that he’ll be able to sell it. Or that I’ll be a part of it. The show is about the bikes. The bikes and the boys in that shop.”

“Are you sure about that?”

She raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, I saw you in there, just before. The girls in that waiting room all looked pissed at you. They can tell you’ve got something going.” He smirked. “Or maybe it was this.” He held up his phone and showed her an obscure online newspaper with the pictures of them kissing underneath a heading that read WHO’S THE NEW STARLET IN TOWN?

New starlet? She’d take that sort of headline any day. “Wow, that’s only come out now?”

“My agent gave the photographer a nudge, figured it wouldn’t harm your chances of getting the role.”

The waitress delivered their coffees and looked longingly at Grim and enviously at Beth. Maybe he was right. Maybe things were finally changing. “That’s very nice of you. But I’m hardly a new starlet. I haven’t had a callback in well over two months.”

“That’s because you’ve been going to the wrong auditions. And I have to be honest with you, being attached to a reality TV show might not do you that many favors.”

Frowning, she stirred too much sugar into her coffee and then set the spoon in exactly the right spot to be equidistant from the handle and the midpoint of the cup. “Do you really think so? Seems to me that everyone does some sort of reality TV at the moment. I mean, what’s Instagram if not a reality TV show into your own life?”

He sat back and smiled. “Fair enough. I was just checking that you were totally committed to the idea.”

She shrugged. “I’m committed to getting the show up for Rusty. I don’t necessarily have to be in the whole thing, but I enjoyed working on it. Dave thinks I should direct some episodes. Get a director’s credit.”

“Director’s credit, huh, good for you. Can you show it to me? Maybe I can help.”

“I have the trailer on my phone.”

“That’ll do it. Show me.”

This was good, wasn’t it? Having Grim pass his eye over their work. He might add something they’d missed. Something that would help make Rusty’s dream a reality. She pulled up the email from Dave, which had the two-minute trailer he’d roughed out from their pilot edit. The scene with her and Rusty wasn’t in it, but there were a few shots of them looking at each other like coconspirators. She suddenly felt nervous, and went to put the phone away. “It’s not polished. We worked on the pilot and the trailer was a bit of an afterthought.”

“No excuses. If it’s good, then it’s good. I should be able to see that.” He put out his hand. Good one, genius. If you don’t give it to him now you’ll look all kinds of rude. Pressing play, Beth handed the phone to Grim and watched him as he viewed it.

His face moved between a frown and laughter but he didn’t take his eyes off the screen. In fact, it looked like he was studying it a whole lot harder than she’d expect anyone to look at a trailer for a TV reality show. She heard the ending music but he pushed play and watched the whole thing over again. Was that weird? Beth took a sip of her coffee and tried to chill. He was just double-checking perhaps, looking out for his brother?

He handed the phone back to her and despite the flashing kaleidoscope of emotions she knew he was capable of, his face gave nothing away. In the end she had to ask, “So? Is the producer right? Is it good?”

Grim shrugged. “Not bad. Not bad at all. Can you email me the full pilot? To see if my agent can help with the sales deal.”

“I guess.”

“Great. Always good to come at these things from a couple of angles.” He took a sip of coffee. “How many guys work at the shop?”

“Six, and Lucy.”

“Lucy. Right. And they all work standard hours? Monday to Saturday? Seven a.m. ’til what, five p.m.?”

“I guess. I know Rusty has Sundays off.” This was weird. “What are you thinking?”

“Just, you know, getting a lay of the land. Glad he’s closed tomorrow, good for Rusty to have a day off. Are there always that many bikes in there? Looked like more than seven people could handle.”

Now she was confused. “They work on more than one bike at a time. Do you think there are too many? Are the shots crowded?” She started to pull up the trailer on her phone but Grim put a hand over hers.

“No. It’s fine. I’m just interested. Want to see my brother do well.”

“Right.” Beth felt better.

“Why don’t you and Rusty go out and celebrate finishing the pilot on Sunday? Whatever happens with it, it’s an achievement. Take him to breakfast. He works too hard. Make him take the day off properly. My treat.”

Something crackled over Beth’s skin. This didn’t seem like the sort of relationship the two brothers had. “I don’t know if he’ll accept it.”

“So don’t tell him it’s on me. I’ll book you a table at Mirabel’s. Ten o’clock. Make Rusty wear something other than leather.” Grim knocked back the rest of his coffee and stood, and Beth didn’t feel like she could do anything other than follow his lead.

* * *

Rusty had slept alone last night, afraid if he pushed too hard too fast it would all come tumbling down. Every part of him wanted to creep into her bed when he heard her come home from her auditioning and networking with Grim. To ask her what she was thinking, what she and Grim had talked about, but he held off. He wanted her, all of her. But he wanted her to come to him when she was ready, so he could wait.

Then this morning, Rusty had been surprised that Beth wanted to go out to breakfast with him. Surprised and pleased that she wanted to go out in public with him when she’d been spending so much time on Grim’s arm, but when they’d turned up at Mirabel’s he’d felt distinctly uncomfortable. It was a restaurant full of Hollywood hoi polloi. Actors, directors, people determined to be seen. Beth was animated, alive, pointing out the people she recognized: directors, producers, people behind the camera that he’d hardly even heard of.

But he was happy just watching her take it all in. He was happy sitting and watching her, period. Sure, the waiters looked down their noses at him—the neck tattoo poking out of his T-shirt was probably slightly more dirty ink than they were used to. And to be fair there wasn’t anyone else here in a T-shirt, with or without tattoos. But he was with Beth. His Beth.

The past couple weeks with her had been amazing. Earth-shattering. Life-changing. Seriously, all the trashy magazine headlines in the world couldn’t sum up how he’d felt knowing that he’d had Beth in his bed. Maybe tonight he’d have her back in there again. The thought of it warmed him, gave the snooty restaurant a golden glow it probably didn’t deserve.

“Grim thought the pilot looked good.”

Rusty swam back out of his rose-tinted haze and focused on the reason he was so fuzzy. It took him a second to register what she’d said. “He’s seen it?”

“Just the trailer. Watched it three times.” She gave him a big smile.

But before he could say anything one of the snooty waiters came and took their order.

“Don’t tell me. He was all worried about you. Told you to get out of the pilot and focus on being with him?”

“No. Actually . . .” She pursed her lips but her eyes were still cheerful. “He agreed that pretty much everyone has a bit of reality TV on their résumé these days. You should give him more credit. I think he genuinely wants what’s best for you.”

Rusty nodded warily, waiting for the punch line. Because with his brother, there was always a punch line. “My brother, protector of men.” He laughed, but quietly.

“I know you have had your differences, but you’re still brothers. I would have given anything to have had a brother,” Beth said, and he realized she’d gone very quiet.

This wasn’t good. He took a deep breath. “When Pop died, Grim was okay, but I took it hard. I was younger; Pop had been my hero my whole life. I guess Grim had moved past that, started to become his own person, all of that. I went into myself. Looked for meaning or some shit. But it was dark in there. Dark dark. Then when Mom died the year after, I kinda lost it for a while. I started picking fights, did a bit of petty theft. And then I started hanging around the Reapers. Just, you know, at parties and stuff. Around the edges. They had what looked like family.”

“I’ve never understood that,” Beth said carefully. “How can a group of men you don’t know be family?”

“If you have a group of people who don’t have anyone else, I guess they just fill the gap as best they can. We all knew about loyalty. I reckon it’s the one thing that everyone inside a club has missed out on in life and so when they find it, they cling to it like their life depends on it. Loyalty to the club above all.” He paused, and yes, it was a truth he’d never articulated, but it resonated with him on a deep level. “Anyway, when Grim got into trouble, it wasn’t that big of a leap for me to join up, take on his debt, be part of the Reapers’ family for real.”

“Sounds like it was as much your choice as his.”

“It was, to start. Until I got in and found out what a mess he’d left for me to inherit. And what a mission it would be to get out again. Grim sold me up the river and when I got out, he never even once said thanks.”

“Sounds like you still have a lot to work through.”

“Something like that.”

“He seems genuinely concerned about you now.”

Rusty felt, rather than heard, a cold edge slip into Beth’s voice and he pulled back. “Grim is worried about his investment. He lent me some money for my garage when I first got set up, only it turns out it wasn’t his money to lend. He owes a whole ton of cash and the guy he owes it to wants the garage. Grim’s worried this guy will take it all and then I’ll lose out on my garage and the TV show. Grim wants me to walk away now. Start over, and then do the show.”

“That’s hardly fair to you,” Beth said and Rusty could have kissed her.

“That’s what I told him. I’ve paid his debt already.”

“But what if he’s right?”

“The Hell’s boys have my back.”

“Because that’s what family does?” Her smile was light, and Rusty let go of the tension he’d hadn’t realized he’d been holding. She put a hand over his and as it always did, it sent sparks brighter than a sparkplug’s through his fingers. He forced himself to ask the question that had been hovering ever since she went out to meet Grim. She’d kept quiet about it except for perfunctory answers to his questions. “What about you? Will you raise a glass to me? To us?”

The smile was slow and warm and it filled Rusty up just looking at it creep across her face. “I keep trying to talk myself out of this . . .” She waved a hand between them.

“You want to be with my brother.” The words tasted bitter as they came out.

“It was my plan. I’ve had a crush on him for months; I told you that. And he’s more connected, in the right industry, and can take me places I’ve been struggling to get to on my own.”

He stayed sitting upright, but every part of Rusty slumped. This was it. It was over. She’d finally realized that he was just a biker with a knack for making motors sound pretty and chassis look hot. His brother had won. Of course he had.

“But I can’t deny how I feel about you, Rusty McKinley.”

His head snapped up. “What did you say?”

“Just that we don’t make sense. But I feel things with you I didn’t know I could feel. You make everything seem possible. Is it bad that I want my cake and to eat it too? Can you and your brother patch things up enough so that I can still work with him?”

“I can try.” For her, he’d try and move heaven and earth.

The waiter appeared with their food and as they ate, Beth became her usual bouncy self. This was good, Rusty thought. Her hesitation to start with had been concern about the Reapers coming after him. Damn Grim. If he hadn’t just promised Beth that he’d try and make an effort with his brother, he’d gladly never see him again.

But this was the start of something real. Beth, him, the garage—he was going to get his life back. If Beth needed him to make nice with Grim as part of it, then so be it. But if Grim’s backer started making trouble, Rusty had Rocco and the Hell’s boys’ assurance that they’d help out. It was his time. His time to start building something.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Back at the garage though, thoughts of building something, anything, fled.

The small workshop door swung open to reveal four guys with black-and-white bandanas wrapped around their mouths loading tools into bags in the gloom of the workshop. Rusty stopped dead in his tracks. “What the actual fuck?”

Their heads jerked up when Rusty called out and one of them ran toward Rusty, punching him hard in the stomach so he crumpled over just like Grim had done a few nights earlier.

Rusty watched, winded, as the guy pulled on the main door chains and opened the full roller door before he leaped onto a bike. Beth tried to pull him down but he pushed her hard, and she fell, sprawling across the concrete.

“Beth.” Dragging himself up, he went to check on her.

“I’m fine,” she said, but she had blood coming from a cut on her head.

“You’re bleeding.”

“It’s just a scratch. Go, stop them.”

Pulling her hand away to make sure it was just a scratch, Rusty satisfied himself and then ran toward the center of the workshop, dialing Rocco’s number as he went. “I don’t know what you’ve heard, but I’m sweet with the Reapers. You’ve got no beef with me. Put everything back where you found it and this goes no further.”

The guy at the door finally had it open enough to drive a bike through. “Or what?”

“Or the Hell’s boys will fuck you into next week,” Rusty snarled.

“They can try.” All four men were astride bikes now. Custom bikes, Rusty realized, that his guys had just finished.

“Oh, no, you don’t, you fuckers,” he said and ran for the closest one. Too late. The guy, lean and long, revved the bike and pulled it into a wheelie as it headed straight for Rusty. It knocked him down.

“Rusty!” He heard Beth’s scream before he lost consciousness for a moment. Then, when he came to, it was to see the guy in black standing over him.

“Nice job. I’m going to enjoy my ride.” He threw something down on Rusty’s face, a bandana, Rusty realized, with the Reapers of Menace’s silver knight helmet logo with a long black lightning bolt through it.

When we came to again, Rocco was there and Martinez was interrogating Beth.

“She didn’t have anything to do with it. She was with me the whole time.”

Rocco nodded and Beth rushed over to Rusty. “Are you okay? I thought they’d killed you.”

He tried sitting up more but it hurt. Everywhere.

“You’ll have to go to hospital for that.” Rocco pointed at Rusty’s arm, the elbow pointing in the wrong direction.

Rusty waved him off. He looked around the workshop, taking it all in. The place was cleared out.

Every bike in the place was gone. The racks of tools stood empty, and the shelf of parts at the back of the shop was stripped bare.

“When you were out they backed a truck up to the door and drove everything in,” Beth said. “I tried to stop them . . .”

He looked at her properly and saw the black eye that was already starting to swell. “They hit you?”

“I’m fine. We should go. Get you to hospital,” she said.

“In a minute.” Struggling to get up, he walked over to the main roller door, cradling his arm. “It’s not broken,” he said.

“So they found another way in. Inside job?” Rocco asked.

Rusty shook his head vigorously and then regretted it. “My guys are solid. Let’s find out. There are cameras upstairs.”

He, Rocco, and Beth trudged up the stairs and Rusty pulled up the morning’s footage.

And there it was. At the back of the workshop was a small window, barely big enough for a grown man to get through. But on-screen, he saw a skinny figure dressed all in black shimmy through the window and then open the front doors wide. Men poured in. Men in leather. Black leather with the silver knight helmet logo with a long black lightning bolt emblazoned on the back. “What the actual fuck?” Rusty rewound the footage, but it was the same. “Recognize any of them?” he said to Rocco.

The older man shook his head but went to the door and yelled down the stairs. “Martinez!”

Martinez went through the footage. “Not from here,” was his verdict.

“But I had a deal with Mack,” Rusty muttered.

“Let me do some digging.” Rocco and Martinez went back downstairs and Rusty was left sitting in the apartment with Beth.

Beth put a hand on his shoulder. “So Grim was right? They came after you.”

“I don’t know how, or why.” Then the thought struck him and the rage flowed through him, hot and ice cold at the same time. “What else did you and Grim talk about yesterday?” He heard his voice. It was cold. Quiet. Brutal. “What did you tell him about my shop?”

Beth cowered under his angry glare but he couldn’t turn it off. Not until he knew what had happened between her and his brother. “I hardly said anything. He asked about how you ran it. The boys. And he watched the trailer like I said.”

“What’s in the trailer?” Rusty reached for his laptop and fired up the trailer. There . . . the shot of the back widow, and later, a view of outside, of the unused alleyway that ran behind the workshop. His own brother had cased the joint via video. “The fucker sold me out.”

“Hang on. You can’t blame Grim for this.”

“Oh, really. And why is that?”

“He’s not the one in an MC.”

Rusty grimaced. So it did matter to her that he was patched. He should have known.

“And why on earth would he rob his own brother’s shop?” she asked.

Rusty was already flicking through the files on his laptop. He found what he was looking for and pulled it up. INSURANCE. His finger stabbed at the screen; he couldn’t believe he’d been so stupid.

“Your brother has been nothing but kind to me. Especially recently. He’s opened doors for me that have been shut for months.”

She was defending him. The woman he’d only moments ago been thinking about building a life with, was defending his fucktard brother even while the evidence that he was a complete shit was playing out in front of her. Had he gotten her all wrong? Had Grim really won again?

But Beth either hadn’t registered his incredulity or didn’t get it. “And even though he was worried about you doing the TV show because of something like this happening, he agreed to support you. He said he’d even shop the show around for us with his agent.”

The full magnitude of what his brother had done hit Rusty in the guts like a bike at full speed. “You sent him the full pilot?”

She nodded. “Just an emailed version. I told him that we already had a producer but he said it would be better to have a few options. You can’t argue with that. This town is fickle if nothing else. Having Grim on our side is good for this show.”

“He’s going to take it all.”

“Don’t be silly. He’s your brother. He’s the one that was worried about these Reaper guys coming after you. Looks like he was right. It seems he has both of our best interests at heart. Maybe it’s time for you two to let go of the past and start to build something new together.”

Rusty stood from where he’d been sitting and turned to face Beth properly. “My brother has no one’s interests but his own at heart and if you believe anything else, you’re a bigger fool than I took you for, Beth Ravens. I wanted you the moment I knew you wanted my brother.” He flinched as he said the words, knowing they weren’t true. Knowing that he wanted her, mind, body, and spirit, and had right from the start. It had nothing to do with his brother for a change. But right now he needed to lash out to stop the pain that was threatening to explode inside him. And she was the closest target. “I wanted to have a taste of what comes so easy for him. But it looks like I was the fool in that particular shit-sandwich.”

The gasp was audible and the shock drained her face of all color, but Rusty couldn’t stop now that he’d started. All the frustration and rage against his brother came rushing out at the one person who’d dared to stand up for him. “He’s smart, I’ll give him that. Getting the Illinois Reapers to do the job was a stroke of genius. They’ve got connections down here, but the LA chapter have got plausible deniability so they’re not going to start a turf war with the Hell’s boys. Twenty bikes. Fuck. Twenty of the best bikes we’ve had in here since we opened.” He rubbed his face again with his good hand, but he wasn’t done. “Everyone knows my past with them so it’s easy to write it off to bad blood. But I tell you, we were square. There’s no reason for them to be up here unless this is a paid job.”

He pointed at the insurance papers again. “His name is on these. No one was going to give me insurance, not with my background, so he signed for it. Fuck. Don’t you see? He sends a check back to Illinois, the Reapers are in and out, and he takes half the insurance payout. His debt is paid, he fucks me over all in one go. I’ll never get work here again. Not when people think their bikes might get taken by an out-of-town MC. And you can bet your pretty little ass he’s selling me out with the TV pilot too. He shops it around like you say, and our producer will walk. No point in him busting a gut for us if he thinks we’re not all-in with him.”

“But that can’t be right. Grim got me this last audition. And he’s genuinely interested in my career. In making sure I do well in this town. He’s done more for me in a couple of weeks than anyone else has done the whole time I’ve been here.”

The breath felt ragged going in and worse coming out, but the words were flowing now and Rusty couldn’t have stopped them if he’d wanted to. “You know, you say you’re all about making it here on your own. About how you’re going to show your folks that you can be a big star and make something bigger of your life. Fuck me, you want to cure polio. But you still want someone to hold your hand. You want Grim because he makes you feel safe. Because if he’s by your side you don’t have to make it on your own. But all he really wants is to get into your pants.”

She slapped him. Hard. Harder than he’d have given her tiny frame credit for.

“Come on. Smart girl like you, you know what he wants. Hell, you even tried to give it to him if I recall correctly. Sorry I got in the way of that.”

If she could have breathed fire he figured she would have given it a go right then and there. She drew herself up to her full five-foot-nothing height and put her hands on her hips. “I was desperate. You know that. But you also know that’s not who I am. I thought you were one of the good guys. A man who stood up for what he believed in. All that talk about loyalty, it was just a line. Why would your precious club rip off your shop if they were all about loyalty? You don’t have any proof that Grim was involved; you don’t have anything on him at all.” She paused, as if trying to consider whether Grim could really be behind the break-in like Rusty knew he was, but then couldn’t bring herself to give it credence.

Rusty was matter-of-fact. “It was him.”

“I just can’t believe that. Seems to me more likely that there’s something else going on here.” She looked at him hard. “I wouldn’t have believed it, but you’re jealous, aren’t you?”

“Jealous? Of my brother?” He laughed but it was a bitter, cold sound, even to his own ears. “He’ll never be happy. Always chasing the next role, the flashier car, the bigger paycheck. I didn’t think you were like him, but if you can’t see him for who he really is when I’m standing right in front of you with the evidence, then you’re more like him than I thought.”

“Screw you, Rusty McKinley.”

“Oh you already did, little bird. It was fun while it lasted.” He turned away and heard, rather than saw her leave. His heart paused for a beat, but he was so full of adrenaline and hurt, fear and rage, that he ignored it, focusing instead on what to do next.

Rocco came up the stairs after she’d left.

“You did a good job on that broad. She definitely wasn’t in on it?”

“No. Leave her be. She and Grim deserve each other.”

“Fair enough.” Rocco paused. “You’re going to have to call the cops on this one. We get involved and there’s a good chance you’ll lose everything. You need to report it to collect insurance.”

“I get the cops involved and I lose everything anyway. No one is going to come back here if they think the Reapers will come over from Illinois anytime they like and steal their bikes. Those motors were custom. It’s not like they’re going to be able to sell them.”

“They’re already stripped down for parts.” Rocco’s face showed that the idea of such beautiful bikes being reduced to parts hurt him as much as it hurt Rusty.

“Fuck.”

“Pretty much.” Rocco paused. “Want me to go and visit your brother?”

Rusty shook his head. “No, it’s time I pulled his head out of his ass myself.”

“Well, if you need someone to put it back up there once you’re done, you give us a shout. He’s no family to you.”

Rusty felt the words like hard chunks of concrete. “He’s no family to you.” It was true. Grim had finally managed to sever the one thing that Rusty had thought held them together. But if this clusterfuck trail really did lead back to his brother, it looked like their blood connection wasn’t going to be strong enough to hold anything.

“Boys will drop you at the hospital gate. Come on. Get your arm fixed. You can see your brother after. I’ll make sure he doesn’t go anywhere.”



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

“Someone beat me to it, huh?” Rusty looked at his brother’s puffy eye and broken nose and the satisfaction at seeing his brother in a bloody mess wasn’t as great as he’d thought it would’ve been. Looking around the apartment it was clear that whoever had done this, had done a thorough job. All the furniture was gone, and there was a gap with just wires hanging out of a hole where the giant TV screen had once hung above the mantel.

“Go on. You can have this arm, I think the other one is broken.” Grim held out his left arm from where he sat on the floor and Rusty tipped his head. It was true, the right arm was at a funny angle like his had been.

“Shit, bro. What happened? Those bikes are worth a fortune. How much did you borrow?”

Grim’s face fell and he tried to stand but the pain wracked his body and the anger eked out of Rusty. No matter what his shit of a brother had done, he couldn’t hurt him more than he was already hurting.

“Come on. Let’s get you some ice. And if you want to work in movies anymore you’re going to have to get that nose looked at.”

The trip to the hospital was uneventful. Six hours later with painkillers on board, his nose reset, and his arm in a plaster cast, and sitting on the sofa in Rusty’s apartment, Grim was slightly more comfortable. “Seriously, if you need to have a go, this is the time. I can’t even feel my face.”

Rusty sat at the other end and opened a beer with his good arm. He said nothing and waited for his brother to start talking. His anger still boiled below the surface of his skin, a living surge of lava that he knew would erupt if Grim tried to wiggle his way out of his responsibility.

Grim knew it and he took a deep ragged breath before he started talking. “It wasn’t supposed to go like this. They were supposed to come up, take five bikes, and leave.” He held up his good hand as Rusty opened his mouth to interrupt. “Let me get this out and then you can yell at me for being an idiot. Can I have one of those?” He nodded at Rusty’s beer.

“No.” It was difficult, but Rusty held back the rest of what he wanted to say like Grim had asked.

“Fair enough.” Grim shook his head at himself. “You always were the smart one, you know that, right? Mom knew it, Dad loved you for it, the only one who didn’t know it was you.”

Rusty sat back and took another slug of his beer to distract himself. This was not what he had been expecting Grim to say. But he didn’t have time to dwell on it as Grim continued. “I figured the insurance payout was a better way to get the money I owed than making you sell your precious garage, so we could both get what we wanted. My guy would leave you alone, you could keep doing whatever you do after a bit of a reconfigure. No harm done. I just didn’t think that the Reapers would screw you over so thoroughly. And I didn’t expect them to come visit me.”

“Well, then you’re an idiot.”

“I know. They came to my place first. I guess it wasn’t that hard to find me. I haven’t made a secret of where I live—you can’t, you know, in this town. You want the media on your doorstep if you’re going to be front-page material. But I should have stayed at Wilde’s last night.” He took a breath and Rusty could tell his ribs were hurting, three of them were broken but he didn’t move, not while Grim was talking. “You’ll be pleased to know that there are still plenty of guys back in Illinois who thought your paying my debt was a shit move too.” He pointed at his nose.

Rusty nodded. “It was. But that’s history. My shop though, why would they—”

“They didn’t know it was yours.”

The deep knot that all the people he’d counted on as family had turned against him loosened and Rusty let out the breath he hadn’t known he was holding.

“I doubt they would have done it if they had. They had plenty to say about you. Plenty to say about loyalty. In between breaking my nose and my arm.”

“But the guys who were there. They threw a bandana in my face. One of them ran me down.”

“New guys,” Grim said. “Up for adventure. Hendrix said as much as he was breaking my arm.”

Rusty drained the rest of his beer, stood, and went to the fridge. He brought two beers back and sat on the couch. Opening them both, he handed one to Grim. That was all he needed to know really. Not how much Grim owed. Not why he did it. Just that there were still people in the world who had his back.

“You’re a better man than me. And I’m sorry,” Grim said.

“I know.”

The two men drank their beers for a long minute. “How are you going to make it right?”

Grim nodded as if he’d expected nothing less. “I’ll make sure people know it’s not your fault. And that the Reapers aren’t about to come back up here and rip you off. Call them if you like. Tell them what a shit I am.”

“They’ll already know. Rocco’s been on the phone to Mack.”

Grim’s face paled and he took another swig of beer. The silence deepened and Grim fidgeted, the painkillers probably starting to wear off.

“I’ll talk to them. Otherwise they’ll destroy you.” Rusty said the words blandly but he knew the truth in them. Loyalty above all. It was the mantra the MCs lived by. The only one that really mattered.

The bikes were gone. Across the state, a ride all night to get here. It was probably just the added attraction of taking Grim down that had brought them up here in the first place.

“At least you got the girl.” Grim’s comment came out of the uneasy silence and made Rusty straighten.

“Beth?” He almost laughed. “She wanted you. Wanted everything you had, you know that, right?”

Grim shrugged. “She’s something, that girl. If I hadn’t been so up my own ass I might have done something about it. But she’s yours, that much is obvious. I watched the pilot.”

Beth. Her name echoed around his head. “I’m not the right guy for her.”

Grim raised an arm to rub at his face and then groaned when the pain of moving hit him. “You’re really going to pull the I’m-not-good-enough card? Of course you’re not good enough. Neither of us are. But you’re the one she wants.”

“I told her I only wanted her to get back at you. And that she was too scared to make it on her own.”

Grim shook his head. “Man, I really did a number on you. Fuck, I’m sorry, bro. But now you have to fix it. You can’t add missing out on the girl to the list of things I’m responsible for in your life. I know I was a shit when Dad died, and when Mom went, I just couldn’t . . .” He took a deep shuddering breath. “You went off the rails, sure, but you stayed true to who you were. Who Dad would have wanted you to be. I was supposed to be making a name for myself and all I’ve done is make life shit for you. I really am sorry, bro.”

“Thanks. I needed to hear you say that.”

“I know. I’m sorry it took me so long. I won’t ever take you for granted again.”

Rusty hesitated, and Grim rolled his eyes at him. “Call her. Now.”

* * *

In the kitchen, Rusty waited for what felt like an eternity for Beth to pick up. But the phone just rang out and her voice message, perky and bright, filled his ear instead. He grabbed the office landline and tried her number again. She picked up.

“Beth. Don’t hang up. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said all that stuff. The baggage with my brother and me, sometimes it takes over.”

“No shit.” Her voice was hard. He could hear the hurt in it and it killed him that he had put it there.

“Can I see you?”

“No. You can go to hell.”

“But what about the show?”

She laughed, bitterly. “That’s what this is about? Your precious show? There is no show. Not with me in it. You might think all your misfortunes are because of your brother, but you forget that you make your own choices. You could have chosen not to take on his shit. You could have chosen to love me. But you didn’t. You wanted me because I wanted your brother. You’re wrong about me, you’re wrong about everything. Good-bye, Rusty.”

The dial tone was the loneliest sound Rusty could remember hearing. He held the phone to his ear until it changed into the busy signal and then finally set it back in the holder.

You could have chosen to love me . . . He already had, he realized. Having her in his apartment, watching her with his guys, lavishing attention over her body in his bed. He loved her. Had since the moment she’d started talking. And she was right. He’d been so eaten up about the rivalry with his brother that he’d forgotten to live his own life properly.

Rusty stalked into the living room where his brother had laid back on the sofa, trying to get comfortable. “Get up. Thousands wouldn’t, but I forgive you. You want to make up for being a shit, now’s the time.”

Grim struggled to his feet. “How?”

“We make this TV show happen. We make sure Beth is the star. And then we show her that I do believe in her. That I know her.”



CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Beth counted to one hundred as she stared at her suitcase, trying to decide whether to pack or not, trying to stay calm and focused. When she’d stormed out of Rusty’s she’d gone back to Wilde’s and thrown herself on Briony’s mercy. There had been a space in the bunkhouse, but no jobs available. She was back to living on her savings, and they weren’t going to last long.

The film role had dissolved as soon as Grim had been out of action. With a broken nose, he couldn’t shoot anything for a couple of months and it turned out he wasn’t so big of a star that anyone would wait. It seemed like he’d sold them as a package. A package that was now out of cash and out of chances. Without him on her arm she was just another actress looking for a break. One with a black eye still fading.

With hardly any money, no job, and no permanent place to stay, giving up and flying back to the other side of the world seemed like a good option. She looked at the suitcase again and pictured her parent’s faces when she arrived home. But she couldn’t do it. She wasn’t ready. And she wasn’t a quitter.

She sat up straighter. Mae West wouldn’t have done it. She would have pulled up her boots and gotten back to work. Beth shook her head at herself. You almost lost sight of who you are, girl. Focusing on Grim, then Rusty, had been where her trouble started and ended. She wasn’t just another actress. She was Beth Ravens, and it was time she told the world.

There were other waitressing jobs. Other dumps to stay in. Her bank account had enough money for two more weeks to make something happen and this time it would be completely on her own. The image of Rusty spewing his vitriol over her came back to her and she shook her head to rid herself of the memory. She would make it alone. All on her own.

Beth looked around the room. This she had not missed. She’d settled in at Rusty’s more than she’d realized and being back here was a short, sharp kick in the reality-guts. But the thrill of auditioning, of walking through the film lots, and the glimmer of hope that this time, this time, she was going to get lucky—she would miss that if she gave it up too soon. Anything else? Okay. So, she was going to miss him. She pulled out her phone and scrolled through the missed calls. Twenty of them. All from Rusty. But Rusty McKinley was as big an ass as his brother. He might have gotten under her skin but only because he was toxic, like a virus.

That was the problem, that was why it was so hard to shake the memory of him, she decided. He’d gotten into her body when her immunity was low, when she was desperate and hopeful and was willing to see good in anyone. Not now. Now she was going to fight the memories of him and push them out. So what if the way he held her had made her feel whole? So what if what he did to her body was like riding a comet to the moon? So what if he told her how incredible she was and when she looked up into his deep dark eyes, she thought she saw that he believed it, that he believed in her 100 hundred percent? It was all an act. Him and his brother, they deserved each other and one day they’d both probably be big stars. But right now, after Rusty had admitted he only cared about her being in his life to finish his TV show, after he’d told her she couldn’t do it alone, she was going to shove any memory, any sensation or thought or flicker of Rusty McKinley out of her body. And she wasn’t going to let him back in.

WWMWD? The pinup star sure as heck wouldn’t spend her time moping about in a place like this. Her phone started buzzing in her hand. An unlisted number. As she answered, her heart fluttered as it always did that this would be the call.

“Hello?” Even in her own ears, her voice sounded overexcited, too keen.

“You win the lottery or something?”

“I’m sorry?”

“It’s Dave. You sounded like you just got handed a bunch of cash.”

So it wasn’t the call then. Beth scanned through a mental list of the Daves she knew before it clicked. The rasping voice, the legacy of thousands of cigarettes. “Rusty’s friend.”

“Indeed.” He coughed and Beth winced—this right here was why she’d never started smoking. “Heard you and Rusty had a fight.”

“Did you now?” She shrugged, even though he couldn’t see it. Then she gave up all pretense of being perky and slumped onto her bunk. “Yep.”

“I didn’t pick you for a quitter.”

“Seriously? Your friend is a douchebag.”

“Probably. But he’s also a fucking good guy. Don’t give up on him. Don’t give up on any of it.”

She waited for the punch line but there wasn’t one.

“What are you doing now?” he finally asked.

“I’ll have to leave if I don’t get work soon. I won’t have a choice.”

“You always have a choice.” His voice softened and she heard a note of wistfulness in it that made her doubt herself. “You’ve got something, girl. You shine in front of the camera and behind it. Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise. If I had a job I’d give it to you.”

That warmed her heart and for a moment she saw the future Rusty had painted for her: starring in his show, sleeping in his bed, nuzzling in the wonderful embrace of his arms. But then she looked up at the bare timber walls and remembered she had two weeks to turn things around for herself. Her chances weren’t looking good. “Thanks.”

“Huh.” He paused and she wondered if that was it. If he’d just called to say good-bye. “Would you mind if I sent you something?”

“An email?”

“I’ve got your address.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Okay. I’m sending it in five. Sit tight.” And he hung up.

Beth looked at her phone. That was kind of weird. But then Dave was a weird guy; she didn’t know what else she’d expect of him.

She’d tucked her suitcase away when her phone pinged again. She checked the time. Exactly five minutes had passed. She’d give Dave that, he was true to his word. Sitting down again, she pulled up the email and clicked open the attachment. It was a video.

“Once, in a hot and distant land, there was a maiden with fiery hair and an even hotter heart.” It was Tiny. Reading from a script. Beth smiled. The giant man looked so uncomfortable reading the fairy tale on-camera that it made her want to hug him. But then it cut to Lucy. “The maiden came into this place and made everyone do a bunch of shit on-camera.” Lucy scowled to someone and waved a hand at him. “I know that’s not what it says on the script, but the script is lame. She’s smarter than that.”

Beth laughed.

Tiny shuffled back on-screen with another one of the boys from the workshop. The workshop that she could see now had a full tool rack and a couple of bikes up on benches again. That was good. Rusty had managed to get some customers back. “The maiden showed everyone how good they were at their jobs. And it made the people glad,” Tiny read.

“Yeah, glad,” said the guy next to him.

That gave Beth pause. She’d never thought shooting the pilot would affect the boys in Rusty’s workshop like that.

Then the camera panned and Grim walked into the frame. His nose was bruised, he still had the remnants of a black eye, and his arm was in a sling. She’d known about the broken nose when her film part slipped away, but no matter what he’d done to Rusty, she felt sorry to see him injured. It looked nasty.

“The maiden was fair of word and fair of heart and all who met her wished her well. None more than the fool she’d tried so hard to befriend. If he’d known what depths he would fall to, he would never have betrayed her trust.” So that was what this was, an apology. With a nod to her childhood love of fairy tales. She had to give the McKinley boys credit, it was original.

Grim continued. “The dark rider—that’s Rusty—knew from the moment he met her that she was special and when she refused his calls, it broke his heart into a thousand pieces.”

Rusty was going to get his brother to do his apologizing for him? Beth almost shut the video down but just then Lucy leapt back into the shot. “What this bunch of dicks are trying to say is that they miss you. And that Grim is a total fucktard.” A huge hand—Tiny’s—grabbed Lucy around the waist and pulled her out of the shot. Grim stood there with a goofy grin on his face and saluted the camera. “Friends and family gathered around and tried to put the pieces back together, but without the maiden, the dark rider was done for. He was an empty shell of a man. All who knew her thought that the maiden would relent, and that she would allow the dark rider back into her heart. But the only one who knew the truth of that was her.”

The video ended, cut to black. Beth waited. But that was it. No Rusty. No apology. Nothing. “Bastard.”

Then there was a knock at the door.

She opened it and saw Grim and Tiny standing there.

“What the hell? What are you doing here?”

“You want to come with us.”

“I don’t think I do.”

“Yeah, you do. Come on,” said Tiny and he gave her a smile so sweet she almost smiled back.

“Where are we going? It better not be to Rusty’s workshop because that bridge is well and truly burned,” she declared.

“Fair enough. But we’re not going to the workshop. Come.”

* * *

When they rolled up at the Children’s Hospital Los Angeles, Beth was confused. “I don’t get it. Why are we here?”

“We heard you spent a bunch of time in hospitals when you were a kid,” said Tiny.

So this was about Rusty. Beth tried to be angry but being back at a hospital just made her sad for the child she’d once been and the children who were still in pain. She was supposed to be helping. She was supposed to have made a difference by now. “I don’t need this. He shouldn’t have shared that with anyone. It’s not who I am anymore,” she said.

“We know,” said Grim. “Come.”

Once they got out of the elevator and entered the ward, Beth suddenly came to a stop. “What’s going on?” A wall of leather-clad men turned as one and Rocco, the head of the Raising Hellfire MC walked toward her.

“Heard that life in a hospital was a bit boring. We figured we better spice it up a bit.”

Beth looked at a nurse, who was hovering nearby. “Is this okay? They’re not freaking the kids out or anything?”

The nurse beamed. “Have a look for yourself.”

Beth did. She went around the ward and found that the Hell’s boys had brought games and toys with them, but more than that, they brought the smell of the road and the outdoors. And on the faces of the kids who had been stuck in bed just like she had been, she saw the thrill of adventure alive in their eyes.

Grim was suddenly beside her. “Rusty’s idea.”

“Really?”

“Really. Not bad, huh?”

She spent over an hour there. Playing with kids, talking, watching the Hell’s boys tease and cajole the children and flirt with the nurses. Whatever sort of ass Rusty was, he wasn’t a heartless one. This was a good idea. She wished she’d thought of it.

Then visiting hours were over and Grim came over to her side. “Last surprise, come on.” He took her elbow and steered her out of the ward where the Hell’s boys were still extracting cackles of laughter from a group of kids.

In the parking lot, a doctor complete with a white coat was standing next to Tiny. The guy looked like he was about to die of fright. When he saw her approaching he smiled weakly. “Do you know what’s going on?”

She shook her head just before a motorbike roared into the parking lot and drove right up to them, closely followed by Dave’s clapped-out car. Dave was hanging out of the window with a camera in hand.

The bike stopped and the noise dropped away. She didn’t have to wait for the rider to pull off his helmet before she recognized the broad shoulders. The old thrill rushed through her and when his helmet was off, seeing his face split by a grin and his dark eyes focused entirely on her warmed her in a way she wished it didn’t. No, stop it. She pushed the sensation down and tucked it behind some ribs. “What is going on? This guy is scared half to death.”

Rusty turned to the doctor and slapped his calloused hand on the guy’s shoulder. “He doesn’t need to be.” He pointed at the bike. “Do you like what we’ve done with her?”

Beth dragged her eyes away from Rusty and looked at the bike. It was beautiful, even to her eyes. The doctor looked closer and took a step forward to run his hands over the chassis. “It looks like my bike. Only, well, it’s what I wish my bike looked like.”

Rusty put a hand inside his pocket and pulled out an envelope. He gave it to the doctor and let him read it, all the while casting glances at Beth. The doctor’s face brightened, then his mouth dropped open.

Something clicked and Beth looked over at Dave who was filming the whole thing. Then back to Rusty. “It’s his bike?”

Rusty nodded. “This is Clint. The head of pediatric orthopedics,” he said, nodding at the doctor.

“And you worked up his bike,” Beth said. The anger left her as she realized what he’d done. That he’d listened to everything she’d told him. That he knew her. Really knew her. “You did this for me?”

Rusty nodded. Taking her hand, he kissed it gently on the palm. Then, not letting it go, he turned to Clint. “This amazing woman had a tough start in life. But she’s a fighter, just like the kids you’ve got in there.” He pointed to the hospital. “We’ve asked around, and you’re the guy everyone turns to when they have to fix something impossible. You’re the guy who turns kids’ lives around.” Beth watched him as he spoke and the thrill and heat she’d pushed away started pulling at her ribs, trying to get out. No. Now is not the time to start feeling all the feels. Except it was. And her body didn’t care what she had to say about it. Rusty still held her hand, and the touch seeped into her skin until she felt full. Like if she let him go she might never be warm again.

“The bike is yours. As a thank-you from everyone in your community. And especially as a thank-you from me. Without guys like you, I wouldn’t have met a woman like Beth.” Rusty handed the keys and helmet over to the doctor. “Go on. Take her out for a spin.”

The doctor grinned and Beth could see him having to hold himself back from leaping onto the bike. Still, he didn’t screw around and, seated, he gave Rusty a big thumbs-up. Rusty pointed upstairs and Beth could see some small faces at the window. Clint waved and all the kids waved back before the doctor roared out of the parking lot.

When the noise of the bike had dwindled, Rusty turned to Beth, her hand still in his. Her body was full of feels, but her mind was still aching with the burn of his words. “Is this your idea of an apology?”

“It’s the start of it.”

“Well, you get points for effort, I guess.”

He beamed. “I’ll take them.”

The pause lingered and she tried to pull her hand free of his, but he wouldn’t let her.

“I wanted you to see that I’m sincere.” He got down on one knee.

“Wait? What? Get up.”

“Don’t worry. I’m not going to propose. Yet. I just need you to hear me. Really hear me. This is what my dad used to do for my mom. He’d get down on his knee and he’d tell her all the things he’d done wrong and he’d ask her forgiveness. And then she’d sit on his knee and he’d tell her that she was the most beautiful woman in the world.”

Beth bit her lip. It was a wonderful memory. One that any child would love to bear witness to. “I’m listening.”

“I’m no fairy-tale ending. I’m a man with a dark past and a shitty relationship with the only remaining family I’ve got left. My brother and I have been through some pretty fucked-up times. But we’re working through it. I forgave him. He fessed up to being a fuckwad.”

Beth smirked. She’d never get used to hearing Americans say fuckwad.

“And he promised to help me get you back.” He took a deep breath. “I know we didn’t meet in the most ordinary of circumstances. Fuck, it was pretty messed up actually. But it reminds me of something that I love about you: your passion, your commitment to your dreams, your true and honest heart. It breaks me into pieces to think that you don’t know that I believe in you. Especially when I know that you are every bit as talented as your folks told you you were.

“You deserve every success, Beth Ravens.” He put his hand inside his jacket pocket again and pulled out another set of papers. “I don’t know why I thought it would be a good idea to put everything in there; it’s bent to fuck. Sorry.”

Beth snorted. That was one way of putting it.

“Here.”

She took the paper from his outstretched hand. It was a contract. A contract for . . . “You got the TV show?”

He beamed. “We got it.”

“What if I don’t want it? What if I want to make it on my own? Totally on my own.”

His face fell. “Read it through.”

She scanned it quickly. “They want me be in it—the whole thing? And . . .” She read further. “I get a director’s credit on the pilot?”

“If you want it, you get to be an assistant producer on one of the episodes too. Dave put in a good word. Learn the ropes behind the camera too.”

This was her lifeline. The reason she could stay in LA and build her career back up. But she looked down at Rusty. “Is that why you want me to stay?” She pulled her hand out of his. “So you can make your precious TV show? I should have known. Men like you—”

“No.” He caught her hand again. “I want you to stay because it makes you happy. I want you to know that you did this. You made this TV show a reality. I want you to stay and give me another chance.

“I was caught up in the mess with my brother so deep I didn’t allow myself to register how jealous I was of him. How much that envy had gotten into my bones. You came into my life because you thought I was him. But I wanted you all for myself. I always have. Always will. And I have no doubt in my mind that you are going to do great things in this town. All on your own. I love you, Beth Ravens. I’m down on my knee, hoping that you will forgive me. Telling you that you are the most beautiful woman in the world.”

“And you look like a dick!”

Beth’s head shot up and she realized the parking lot of the hospital was suddenly full of bikers. She waited for Rusty to get up and dust himself off and pretend he was kidding. But he didn’t. He stayed down on his knee and looked up at her pleadingly. “I don’t care who sees me like this if it makes you listen. I know I’m not the man of your dreams. I’m not in the movies. Hell, not even close. But we have something special. And I’ll support you all the way. Be mine?”

The pause lengthened and Beth’s heart raced so hard she wondered if she would have a heart attack.

“Come on, love. Look at him. You’ve got him by the balls now.”

“Shut up, Martinez,” Rusty growled.

Finally, Beth let her doubt go. She looked up and saw Dave still rolling, and from behind the camera he gave her a thumbs-up.

That the man in front of her was willing to put it all out there, in front of a whole biker club, in front of a TV camera, was good enough. “Okay.”

“Okay you forgive me?”

She closed the distance between them and sat on his bent leg, throwing her arms around the cold leather of his jacket. “Okay I’ll be yours. You break any of those promises you just made and the Hell’s boys will have your nuts in a vise.” She looked over Rusty’s shoulder. “Right, boys?”

“Too right, hon,” one of them said.

“I love you,” Rusty said and Beth’s heart felt like it might burst. “You can’t give up. This show is going to take off, and then you’ll be able to do whatever you want. Direct, act, produce. You decide.”

Beth waved him off. “Say it again.”

“That you can act?”

“No. That you love me.”

His smile filled his face and Beth saw again the light that shone deep in the dark recesses of his eyes. It was true. She could see it. Putting a hand to his face, she pulled him into a deep kiss. Their lips met and the current that coursed through her sent her whole body to singing. When they came up for air he was still there, her dark rider. In faintly faded leather.

“And cut!” Dave called and Beth threw back her head and laughed.

Rusty gave him the finger and didn’t take his eyes off her. “I love you. More than anything. But can I get off the concrete now? I think my knee is going to disintegrate.”

“Oh, no,” she said, laughing. “I think you’re going to have to start adopting some Mae West mantras. And right now, she has the perfect one.” She smiled. “Too much of a good thing is wonderful.”
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