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    Chapter 1


    “Holy fuck!” Travis Sinclair stepped into the entrance alley of the building that had once been the den for a lot of shit and a lot of sin, dropped his pack on the cobbled floor, raised his sunglasses and wondered if he’d been transported into some kind of alternate reality. And not a good one at that. From what he could see, the Deacons’ former clubhouse had become a bohemian sanctuary, every available surface displaying some kind of hippie painting or sculpture. He should be happy it no longer resembled a fucked-up bikers’ lair—it’d be easier to sell without that kind of reputation—but, problem was, it now reminded him far too much of his mother.


    The hair on the back of his neck lifted at that thought, and he screwed up his nose as the pungent smell of Eastern-scented incense wafted toward him. He took a tentative step farther inside only to be assaulted by the sounds of someone torturing an old piano in the courtyard ahead. He glared disdainfully at the back of the blond-haired asshole. Even far off, and without seeing his face, the shit looked high on weed. No real musician would be thumping the keys with such intensity while swaying so much he was almost dancing on the stool. He guessed the noise from The Priory—the bar Sophie, Priest’s daughter, now ran next door—was the reason he hadn’t heard any of this crap before.


    He’d been in town for a week—some of it spent with Ajax, Leon and Micah at the bar—long enough to pay his respects to the man who’d been a pseudo–father figure half his life, a man who’d eventually abandoned him exactly like his mom had. The last thing he’d expected, or wanted, was to inherit three properties on Bourbon Street in New Orleans, a city he’d turned his back on ten years ago. A city tourists loved because of its dirty, gothic opulence, its ghosts and zombie history, but which he now hated for those, and other, reasons.


    Turning away from the guy he guessed to be their tenant, Travis took his time to look more closely at some of the so-called art that hung on the walls of the alley and courtyard. Mostly bright-colored paintings, abstract he guessed—things like humans with rabbit’s heads and bright red balloons—and metal sculptures made from crap like old forks. Why anyone would want either stuck on their wall he had no fucking clue. But then again, judging by the lack of any actual customers in the gallery and the paltry amount Billie, the tenant, had been paying Priest to lease the joint, maybe he wasn’t the only one with some taste around here.


    Having walked the length of the short lead-in alley, he came to the entrance of the courtyard and surveyed the scene before him. Where once a pool table—more often than not used as a makeshift mattress for sexual debauchery—had been front and center, now there was a fountain. An honest-to-God motherfucking fountain, with tiers and the frigging fleur-de-lis at the top. Talk about a turnaround. It was hard to reconcile that this was the same place where the Deacons had once held church. Despite the fact that it looked nothing like it had in the club’s heyday, memories Travis had spent the last ten years trying to forget, to put behind him, came at him like gunshots.


    Not all of them were bad, but that didn’t necessarily make them good, either. The Deacons had embraced him and welcomed him into their elite club, but all that had meant nothing in the end. If he’d learned one lesson early in life, it was that the only person you could count on was yourself. He was a lone player now, and that’s the way he intended to stay.


    “G’day, can I help you?”


    At the sound of the soft, chirpy, feminine voice, Travis blinked and shook his head, trying to shake the memories and bring himself back to the now. He’d been so lost in the past he hadn’t even noticed the piano playing had stopped. He turned his head to focus on the figure standing beside him and almost swallowed his tongue. Heat flooded his body as he looked his fill at the sexy little specimen in front of him.


    Turned out the piano player he’d written off as an asshole looked nothing like one after all. And he was a she. A very curvaceous she, with a short, mussed-up blond bob that made him want to slide his fingers up into her hair and yank her mouth to his. And Australian, if her accent was anything to go by. Although she looked curiously at him, her glossy-lipped smile was brighter and more real than any he could ever recall. It stretched across her whole face, lighting up her deep blue eyes. Travis took a moment to lower his gaze, raking it over her body—magic tits that made the palms of his hands itch without even touching them, a slim waist and hips to die for. Even though she wore a flowery skirt so long it brushed the floor, he couldn’t help but imagine her legs wrapped around him. His dick tightened and he thought about how hot it would be to expel some of his anger and frustration inside her.


    She cleared her throat and repeated herself. The smile was still as wide as ever, but the friendliness in her tone had gone down a notch. “Can I help you?” she asked again, pointing to a painting on the wall he hadn’t realized he’d been staring at. One of those weird rabbit/balloon ones. “Do you like that? The artist is a local and so incredibly talented. There’s a story behind each of his canvases.”


    Travis raised an eyebrow. “How much?” he asked, out of curiosity. It’d be a cold day in hell before he’d spend even a couple of bucks on a piece of garbage like that. He’d worked his ass off to get where he was today and wasn’t about to throw his hard-earned cash away on crap. The sexy piece of skirt standing in front of him was much more in line with his taste.


    “The artist likes to speak with potential buyers first.” The woman bit her lower lip and his cock tightened as he imagined biting it himself. “Get an idea of your situation and your passion.”


    In other words, thought Travis, trying to focus on her words rather than her body, the artist was a money-hungry prick who liked to meet his buyers to work out how he could rip them off.


    “Do you want me to call him for you?” she asked, her tone enthusiastic.


    “That won’t be necessary.” He took another glance around. “I could go down to the local elementary school and get something more to my style.”


    Shock flashed across her sweet face, and then she opened her mouth as if to say something, but bored with talking shit, he cut in. “Where’s Billie?”


    She blinked and then crossed her arms over her impressive rack. “Who wants to know?”


    So the little flower child had a backbone. He liked a smart mouth on a woman. He liked a good body and a pretty face too. All these things made for a more interesting lay. What he didn’t like was all this new age crap and this girl was the fucking embodiment of that, from her long skirt and bare feet to the T-shirt with a painted mermaid on the front and the actual flower in her hair. She was probably one of the artists. No doubt she also read tarot cards. Real fucking shame.


    “Travis Sinclair.”


    “And who exactly is Travis Sinclair?” She perched her hands on her hips, which inadvertently thrust her tits upward. Nice. His mouth watered.


    “The new landlord of this place.”


    Her eyes widened and it looked like she might be choking. “Oh.”


    “And you are?”


    She took only a moment to recover, then sighed and rubbed her lips together before finally replying. “I’m Billie Taylor. The tenant.”


    “You’re Billie?” It was his turn for shock. And he hated to be shocked.


    Was this Sophie’s idea of a fucking joke? He’d told her his intention to stay in a room at the old clubhouse, and she’d let him believe Billie was a man. No way he was staying at The Priory with Ajax calling the shots. It was bad enough that Travis couldn’t walk away from all this shit, but that wasn’t an option.


    He wished he had it in him just to give Sophie his share of the inheritance, ride out of this fucking city and never come back. None of them actually needed the real estate—he and Micah had enough money now to never want for anything, and Leon had lived in a fucking bayou for the last decade. By choice. He wasn’t right in the head. And neither was Ajax, which was why giving Sophie his share wasn’t an option. Looked like she and Ajax were together now, which meant he’d be essentially giving his share to Ajax.


    Not in this fucking lifetime.


    “Yep. That’s me.” The blonde lifted her chin high and hit him with another smile, but this one wasn’t friendly at all.


    Shit. When he’d checked out of his hotel on Canal Street a few hours ago he’d assumed their tenant was some burned-out, old artist dude. Having lived here most of his life, he knew there was plenty of that to go around. The idea of moving in with a hippie hadn’t filled him with butterflies and flowers, but he didn’t want to waste any more money on a hotel, and it looked like he wasn’t going to be able to cut and run as fast as he’d hoped.


    Fucking Ajax wanted to keep the joint, revive the damn club, embrace the old brotherhood, and Leon was all for it. They’d spent all night after the funeral downing bourbon, reliving “fond” memories and making plans, and had gotten progressively more obsessed. Only Travis and Micah could see that the best thing for all of them would be to sell off the buildings Priest had left them and get the fuck back out of town. Tallahassee might seem boring in comparison to New Orleans, but it was safe. This place still set him on edge; it made him feel things he didn’t want to feel. Travis knew the longer he stayed, the more likely he was to lose his shit with someone and end up in jail. Again.


    Realizing she was still staring at him, he straightened and then gestured beyond them to the door that led inside. Despite her coolness, her paltry attempts at hostility did nothing to calm the fire rising within him. “Then you can show me to my room,” he told her, indecent suggestion dripping from his tone.


    “Excuse me?”


    Her outraged expression only wound the coil of heat inside him tighter. He turned and headed over to where he’d dumped his bag on the floor. Billie wasn’t wearing any shoes so he didn’t hear her stalking after him, but he felt her. She was following him and if he played his cards right, he could turn what had been a shitty day into one that would blow both their minds. Leaning over, he hitched his pack over his shoulder and then turned, expecting to come face-to-face with her alluring anger, but almost tripping over a little gray dog instead.


    “What the fuck is that?” And where the hell had it come from? He steadied himself against the wall, his fingers closing around the edge of some grotesque fairy painting, and peered down at the thing that had almost resulted in giving him a broken leg. It looked up at him, teeth bared, a low growl emanating from somewhere beneath rolls and rolls of wrinkles. Travis had never been big on small dogs, but he had to give it to this one—it had balls.


    Billie smiled that saccharine smile again. “This is Baxter, and I think what he’s trying to say is you don’t have a room here.”


    “Well, Baxter.” Travis glared down at the pathetic excuse for a dog. “That’s where you’re wrong. In case you misunderstood before, Billie,” he said, looking back to her, “I’m the new owner of this building. And, as it happens, I need a place to stay for a few weeks. Maybe longer.”


    “That may be,” Billie said, standing her ground, although he noted a quiver in her voice, “but I already live here, so you’ll have to find somewhere else.”


    “I don’t think so.” He shook his head and made to move past Billie and Baxter.


    She sidestepped so that she was in his way and Baxter bared his teeth even more, his growl growing deeper. “If you are my new landlord,” Billie said, her tone filled with disgust, “then you’d know I have rights as the tenant. You need to give me notice for an inspection and you definitely can’t just move in.”


    “Sweetheart.” He leaned forward so he was invading her personal space. She smelled sweet, of some kind of strawberry shampoo or something that made his muscles tighten, but he ignored it. “No one tells me what the fuck to do. And if you can afford a lawyer, then you’re not paying us enough rent.”


    “I…I…” Billie blinked, and her tits heaved up and down as she searched for more words.


    He made no apology for looking, waited a beat, and when it seemed she didn’t have anything to add he tossed her one final question. “Can you afford a lawyer?”


    Her shoulders slumped and she shook her head.


    He smirked his victory. “In that case, you, me and Baxter are roommates.”


    
      —
    


    Roommates? Billie gulped, watching as one of the hottest men she’d ever laid eyes on swaggered past her and headed through the alley of paintings into the courtyard, and then opened the door that led inside to her house as if he owned the place. And dammit, apparently he did. That thought made her feel sick to her stomach, just as the way he looked heated other parts of her body.


    Sophie, the previous landlord’s daughter, had told Billie when her father died last month that she had nothing to worry about, that it wouldn’t affect her or her gallery at all. But today’s unwelcome visitor told her otherwise. Having Mr. Arrogant Sinclair getting under her skin 24/7 was very, very worrying indeed. And that was even before she considered what would happen to her and the gallery she’d worked so hard to set up if he decided to increase her rent or, worse, sell the building from under her feet. Just when she’d finally started to get her life on track something like this happened. Something like Travis bloody Sinclair.


    And she’d been naïve enough to think she’d broken free from controlling men.


    Trying to ignore her racing heart, Billie looked down at Baxter, who was looking up at her as if to ask What the hell happened? She bent to ruffle his fur, thankful that he’d at least tried to protect her from this arrogant jerk. Then she glanced around the gallery and gave thanks there were no potential customers lingering, before marching over to the steel entrance gates to close and lock them.


    No matter that his dark gaze made her heart pound; the last thing she wanted was Travis getting the better of her. She hated that he was the reason for shutting up shop in the middle of the afternoon, but she wasn’t going to leave that wanker in her house alone just yet. She’d noticed the way he’d looked her over as if she were a piece of meat, and she didn’t trust him not to look through her underwear drawer. She didn’t trust him, period.


    Whistling to Baxter to follow, she retraced Travis’s steps through the courtyard and into the building. Her dog might be small, but he had a lot of bite, and she felt more confident with him at her side. If Travis tried anything, she had no doubt that Baxter would sink his teeth into the guy’s leg, and the idea of him squealing in pain gave her a tiny bit of joy in what was turning out to be a very crappy day. Although more than likely he’d just kick Baxter in the teeth.


    She stepped inside—he hadn’t bothered to shut the door—and although there was no immediate sign of him besides his backpack on the kitchen floor, her home already felt different. It felt…compromised.


    The rooms at the back of the gallery were far too many for just Billie. In theory there was plenty of room for a housemate, but that wasn’t the point. She hadn’t advertised for one, and if she had, a guy like Travis would be the last person she’d get. She got the feeling that even if they were sharing one of the mammoth French Quarter mansions, she still wouldn’t be able to relax with him around. He’d stalked inside like a tiger, and the sensations he sparked inside her were not at all unpleasant, despite her head telling her to be on guard.


    The sound of doors opening and closing had her heading down the corridor in search of him. She found him, much to her annoyance, in her bedroom, staring into her wardrobe. And although she should have told him to get the hell out, she took her sweet time in announcing herself, choosing instead to take a moment just to look. Her earlier assessment of “hot” didn’t really do him justice. He had dark hair—not short, but by no means long, either—and dark stubble to match. Never before had she found a beard attractive, but his wasn’t long and bushy, and on him, it worked. So much so she had to swallow to stop from drooling. The dark leather jacket only enhanced his appeal, perhaps because it was so far from anything her ex-husband would ever have worn.


    Pity he was such an ass. Not in the same way as her ex perhaps, but an ass just the same.


    She cleared her throat and forced her itchy hormones back in their box. Now was not the time for them to awake from hibernation.


    “This room is mine,” she said, folding her arms and glaring at him with more bravado than she felt as he turned to look at her with his dark, smoldering eyes. She shivered despite herself and almost forgot to add, “If you insist on staying, you’ll have to choose from one of the others.”


    He took his time replying, his gaze sliding downward, scalding her body as if he’d actually touched her. For a moment she thought he was going to object—tell her that not only would he share her house but also her bed—but eventually he shut her wardrobe and nodded. “I always preferred the one next to this anyway.”


    She swallowed. Of all the rooms in the house, he wanted to choose the one right next to hers? How would she sleep knowing he was mere yards away? Still, she was hardly in a position to argue, and if it would get him out of her personal space, well, that was a start.


    “Fine.” She stepped back and gestured for him to leave. The only good thing about having Travis right next door was that she could keep an eye on him. Or was that a bad thing? Argh.


    Surprisingly, he obeyed, stalking past her and smirking again as he did. She hated that she caught a waft of some raw, masculine cologne, which sent ripples of need through her body, rousing places she’d given little thought to over the last year. How ironic that the first sign of life down there had sparked because of a man who seemed intent on messing up her life. Why were the sexiest guys, the best-looking ones, always the biggest jerks?


    He didn’t head straight for his room, instead going into the kitchen, and she found herself following. Her hackles rose as he opened the refrigerator and leaned inside, giving her a perfect view of his perfect butt. Oh help me, God! Had any guy she’d ever known looked so damn fine in faded jeans? Her thighs involuntarily clenched.


    “No beer,” he said as he straightened.


    Despite the traitorous hormones rushing through her body, she shook her head. It went against the grain of every single cell in her body not to be hospitable, but then again she hadn’t invited him to stay here with her. “Nope. Sorry. But there’s a bar next door.”


    She wished he’d go back to it. He had to be one of the Deacons that had been hanging around The Priory the last few days. Sophie had given her a brief history of the motorcycle club—apparently it had disbanded around the time of Katrina—and informed her that it would be unlikely any of its members would hang around after her father’s funeral. But, dammit, it looked like she’d been wrong on that account. Billie needed to go see Sophie, make sure this guy was for real. For all she knew he could be anybody. He hadn’t shown her any proof that he owned the building, but something—maybe the way he’d leaned into her face when he told her no one tells him what the fuck to do—made her cautious. He was like a wild animal, and she didn’t want to make any sudden moves.


    He smiled wickedly and leaned back against the counter, looking her over again, making her feel aroused and insulted all at once. “I know it. The bar and this place used to be my home.”


    “Is that right?” She wondered about Travis Sinclair. He had the leather jacket, the swagger in his step and the don’t-mess-with-me attitude of a biker, but there was something about him that didn’t fit the image. He wore no patches like a couple of other guys she’d seen hanging around next door, but that wasn’t it. There was something else she couldn’t quite put her finger on. “And where is your home now?”


    She waited for him to tell her it was none of her fucking business, but he shrugged off his jacket, hung it over one of the odd chairs that sat around her kitchen table and then pulled back the seat and straddled it. “Tallahassee,” he said as he leaned down and yanked a laptop out of his pack. It was a flashy MacBook Air—not at all the type of computer she’d expect of a biker. He didn’t even glance her way as he put it on the table in front of him, lifted the lid and tapped his boots against the tiled floor as he waited for the computer to spring to life.


    No idea where Tallahassee was—geography had never been her thing—she vowed to google it later. Leaning back against the kitchen counter, she wiped her palm across her brow, feeling hot and more than a little bothered. Being warm in itself wasn’t unusual in New Orleans or in Western Australia where she came from, but the weather had nothing to do with the rise in her body temperature. And that disturbed her.


    Her eyes zoned in on the bad-boy ink that traveled the length of his sculpted and tanned forearms, and the heat that had been simmering inside her boiled over.


    Until this moment she’d have said she wasn’t a fan of body art—personally, she preferred her art on walls or in gardens—but Travis’s tattoos changed her opinion. And that was bad, because with her divorce only recently official, the last thing she wanted in her life was another man who thought he could walk all over her.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 2


    “Where in Australia are you from?” Travis’s question jolted Billie’s dangerous thoughts, and she startled slightly and stepped on Baxter’s paw.


    The dog yelped, so she reached down and scooped him up. Holding him against her chest was comforting and also helped to masquerade the fact that her treacherous nipples were pointing through her cotton T-shirt, literally begging him to gape at them. What was with that? He’d been nothing but unpleasant since he stepped into the gallery and yet she couldn’t stop staring at him.


    “Umm…” Where am I from again? Finally, after an embarrassing pause, she remembered. “Perth, in Western Australia.”


    Technically she’d lived most of her life in Claremont, a well-to-do suburb not far from the city, but she figured Perth was close enough and he might actually have heard of it.


    “Long way from home,” he drawled, and it kind of sounded like an insult.


    She hugged Baxter closely. “Home is New Orleans now.”


    He raised an eyebrow. “You actually like this shit hole?”


    She nodded once slowly, growing increasingly annoyed. He might be hot, but his attitude sucked. “Uh, affirmative. I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t.”


    “What do you find so appealing?” He crossed his arms over his broad chest, hugging the seat as he stared at her.


    “You mean aside from the beignets?”


    She’d fallen in love with the vibrant city years ago when they’d watched a documentary about it in school. The art and music, the bohemian way of life had appealed to her, and visiting the French Quarter had been on her bucket list ever since. When she’d finally come here it had felt more like home than anywhere she ever had been before, and so she’d stayed, but she got the feeling Mr. Smug Leather Jacket wouldn’t understand any of that.


    Yet, when he didn’t reply, she couldn’t help herself. “Let’s see, there’s the history, the food, the cemeteries, the art, the people, the cultural diversity, the plantations, the funky shops, the Tabasco sauce, the Mardi Gras, the ghosts…”


    Baxter squirmed in her arms.


    Travis finally spoke, nodding toward her pup. “I think you’re even boring the mutt.”


    Heaving a breath in irritation, Billie plopped Baxter down on the ground and he trotted out into the courtyard, no doubt to slink off to his favorite afternoon nap spot under the piano. He’d obviously decided Travis wasn’t a threat. Personally she wasn’t so sure—she didn’t like the way her body seemed to be in direct opposition to her head where he was concerned.


    “So if you hate this place so much, why are you even here?” she asked.


    He half-chuckled and hit her with a look she couldn’t decipher. “Trust me, I don’t plan on staying for long.”


    “Good,” she snapped before she could think better of it.


    “For me, yes. But maybe not for you. Because when I sell this dump to the highest bidder, you won’t have a place to lay your pretty head at night or anywhere to hang your precious art, which, by the looks of it, makes me think I’m doing you a favor.”


    His words were like a dagger twisting in her heart; she had no reply, but she bit down on her lower lip to stop it quivering. Maybe she really did need to see a lawyer; surely the lease she’d had with Mr. Lombard meant something. And Sophie. Billie needed to check her facts before she started letting Travis Sinclair get under her skin.


    She shrugged, pretending his words didn’t affect her in the slightest, pretending this building, its contents and all it stood for didn’t mean the world to her. “I can sleep almost anywhere, and this isn’t my art, I merely sell it.”


    He raised that dark, sinister brow again and his lips twisted up at the edges. Man, they were hot. His whole damn face was a work of art. “You make much money?” he asked.


    Money! That thought extinguished the sexy one. She wanted to scream that money didn’t make the world go round, that there were more important things in life than wealth and how many zeroes were on your bank balance, but she summoned everything she had to shrug instead. “Enough. Now if you don’t mind, I’ve got to get back out there.”


    “I don’t mind at all. Far be it from me to keep you from your important business.” And he unfolded his arms and glared down at his computer screen. What was he doing? She itched to ask him or to peer over his shoulder at the screen, but there were two problems with that.


    One, she didn’t want him to think she was interested. And two, she couldn’t risk getting up close and personal with him again. When he’d leaned into her earlier, they’d been so close she could smell the coffee on his breath and count the stubble on his jaw. Not that she’d had the wherewithal to do the latter, because being that close to him had hindered her ability to think straight.


    Yep, distance was definitely required. She forced herself to take a step toward the door and then paused. “I’d tell you to make yourself at home, but if you’re going to sell the place, there’s no point.”


    And with that she flounced out into the courtyard and took a deep breath the moment she was far enough away that he couldn’t hear. Although he’d unsettled her, she didn’t want to give him any indication of this fact. As wild animals can smell your fear, she guessed Travis Sinclair would only get worse if he knew the effect he had on her. Trying to forget that he was making himself at home in her kitchen, Billie trekked across the courtyard and down the little alley to open the gallery again.


    She pushed back the iron gate, secured it against the wall and looked out onto Bourbon Street. It was late afternoon on Thursday and the tourists were already filling the streets, their happy laughter drifting toward her as they chugged down bright-colored cocktails in plastic tumblers. Baxter awoke and tottered out after her, collapsing on a spot on the pavement just outside the gallery. She smiled, soaking in the ambience that generally relaxed her. There was no place on earth like the French Quarter, where folks from all walks of life came together and drank alcohol on the pavement (or sidewalk, as the locals called it). She loved that there were strip clubs and tattoo parlors right next to a swanky restaurant or jazz bar, and then farther along, a shop selling voodoo. Bands play music right in the middle of the street, and fortune-tellers and artists alike set up alongside each other in Jackson Square. Her favorite thing in the world was strolling through the streets, and it never ceased to amaze her what she’d find. No matter how many times she walked along Royal Street or down Chartres, she always found a new boutique or another café to try. There was something magical about the place, and sometimes she swore that the shops changed on a daily basis.


    An elderly couple walking past—the woman wearing Mardi Gras beads—stopped, both of them stooping down to scratch Baxter behind the ears. He rolled over onto his back and stuck his legs up in the air, demanding a belly rub.


    Billie smiled at the couple. “He’s such a tart.” She hoped she and Baxter could lure them into the gallery; she hoped maybe other wanderers would see them enter and follow. Travis would see the crowds and realize her gallery wasn’t something to snicker at.


    “He’s adorable,” replied the woman. She had some kind of European accent, but before Billie could ask them where they were from, the couple waved and walked past, on up the cracked pavement


    The Priory next door. Billie’s gaze lingered on the bar—the onetime bikers’ hangout was a dimly lit, no-frills kind of place that had given her the heebie-jeebies on the few occasions she’d stepped inside, but if she wanted to ask Sophie about Travis, well, there was no time like the present.


    Knowing she could see the entrance of the gallery from inside the bar, she sucked in another breath, ordered Baxter to “stay” and then headed next door.


    Classic rock music blared from the stereo when she stepped inside and a stench you’d never smell in Australia anymore assaulted her. Strong liquor mixed with cigarette smoke. She tried not to breathe in too much of it as she ventured farther inside, pausing while her eyes acclimatized to the darkness. A couple of women—actually they looked more like teenage girls dressed in tight black clothing—sat at the old wooden bar, drinking and giggling alongside a man who looked like a cross between a criminal and Tarzan. He wasn’t blatantly good-looking in the way Travis was, but still, there was something strangely alluring about him and she wondered if he was also one of the infamous Deacons.


    One of the girls looked at Billie disdainfully. “Can we help you? You want a drink or something?”


    “I’m looking for Sophie.”


    “She’s out back, stocktaking or something,” the other girl said, nodding toward a door behind the bar.


    “Thanks.” Billie didn’t reckon the girls heard her as she made her way around the bar, trying not to grimace at the stains on the black-and-white tiled linoleum floor. This bar could be amazing—something really cute and funky like her gallery—if only Sophie spruced it up a little. She walked past the rows of glasses and bottles that adorned the wall and shelving, and pushed open the door at the end.


    “Ajax. Stop.”


    At Sophie’s words, Billie blinked and then gasped, her hand rushing to cover her mouth as she realized what she’d stumbled upon. Sophie was propped on a bench, her denim skirt up around her waist, a man’s head at her crotch and her hands in his hair tugging him upward. While something in Billie’s brain told her to turn and run, she found herself frozen to the spot, mesmerized, and if she were honest, a little turned on by the blatant sexuality in front of her.


    “Stop, Ajax.” Sophie shoved the guy and although he barely moved, he chuckled, stood, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and then turned around to grin wickedly at Billie.


    Now, this dude looked like a biker! She couldn’t help but stare at his dark blond hair, slicked back as if the only comb he ever used was his fingers, and his piercing blue eyes. They were far too alluring for someone with so many menacing tattoos littering his skin. And his close-cropped beard did nothing to hide his arrogant expression.


    “You joining us?” he asked, and she couldn’t quite tell whether or not he was serious.


    Billie gulped, her cheeks flaring. Why oh why was she still standing here? “Um…I…” She started to back away. Hell, she’d never be able to look Sophie in the eye again. Could this day get any worse?


    “Leave her alone.” Sophie was pulling down her skirt and straightening as she spoke. She looked at Billie and shrugged. “He makes me a little wild.”


    Ajax’s grin widened. “Is that what you call it?” And Sophie shot him a glare but her eyes showed adoration, not annoyance.


    “Billie’s from next door,” Sophie told him. “She runs the gallery in the old clubhouse.”


    “Art in the old clubhouse?” Ajax folded his arms across his chest and stared at Billie unnervingly. So bikers weren’t the shaking-hands type, then? “That’s fucking tragic.”


    “I’m guessing you’ve met Cash?” Sophie said to Billie.


    “Who?”


    Sophie smirked. “Oh, sorry, I mean Travis. He’s going by his legal name now, but he’ll always be Cash to the club.”


    Ajax snorted. “He’ll always be a dick.”


    Sophie rolled her eyes. “You’re all dicks. Always have been.” She looked back to Billie. “He and Cash don’t exactly see eye to eye.”


    Ajax’s smile was practically lethal. “In the sense that I’m gonna cut off his balls and feed them to the alligators if he doesn’t shape the fuck up.”


    “Is it true he owns the gallery?” Billie asked, hoping to distract Ajax from his thoughts of mutilation.


    The big biker eyed her. “Why? What did he tell you?”


    “Nothing much. Just that the building is his, and he plans to sell it to the highest bidder and toss me out on the street.” Billie felt tears she didn’t want prickling to break free.


    “That’s terrible.” Ajax looked at Sophie, his gaze unreadable but a hint of laughter in his voice. “What kind of jackass treats a woman like that?”


    Was he being sarcastic? The tone of Ajax’s voice made Billie think he was yanking her chain. An uneasy quiver scuttled down her spine.


    “Don’t worry,” Sophie said to Billie. “It’s true, Travis does own the gallery, but so do Ajax and two of the other Deacons. He can’t sell it without their consent.”


    “Which he’s not getting,” Ajax growled. “He might be my brother, but I’m definitely not his bitch.”


    Billie couldn’t help but puff out a breath of relief. Ajax might not be the kind of guy she wanted to meet in a dark alley, but his words were music to her ears. “Thanks. I guess I’ll be going now. Sorry about…” Billie swallowed and gestured toward them, then wished she could just evaporate.


    “No problem.” Sophie turned back to Ajax, grabbing hold of the leather vest he wore, yanking him against her and leaving no doubt in Billie’s mind that they were going to finish what’d she’d walked in on. “Just shut that door on your way out.”


    Ajax laughed as Billie fled. She felt like a total idiot, an innocent little girl who’d walked in on a grown-up party, but at least she had Ajax’s word—whatever that was worth—that Travis wouldn’t be selling her gallery anytime soon. Travis was an arrogant ass, and although he’d attempted to intimidate her, although he, too, was a tough biker, he didn’t scare her quite the way Ajax did. She had no doubt that if Travis tried any funny business with the building, Ajax would put a stop to it fast.


    As she walked back through the bar, slinking past the teens and Tarzan, she shuddered, not wanting to imagine what kinds of things Ajax might do to him. She’d watched Sons of Anarchy and guessed whatever he had planned, it wouldn’t be pretty, but that wasn’t her problem. The welfare of Travis Sinclair wasn’t her problem; Travis himself was.


    And something told her he was going to be a very big problem indeed.


    
      —
    


    Travis was fucking starving. He’d been working for hours trying to ignore the sweet, fruity smell of Billie that lingered in the air, the happy, grating voices that occasionally wafted in from the gallery and the tension in his muscles whenever he thought of Ajax’s stupidity. While setting the ball rolling on his latest security contract, he’d been researching estate laws and joint tenancy so that at least the next time Ajax and/or Leon ambushed him, he could set them straight. He wasn’t sure whether he could trust the lawyer who had delivered the will. He’d worked for Priest and the club forever, and although he appeared legit, his association with an outlaw club likely meant he could be trusted about as much as Ajax.


    Unable to concentrate, Travis let out a frustrated puff of air, pushed back his seat and grabbed his jacket. It was far too hot for leather in New Orleans, and it wasn’t like he needed to advertise he was a Deacon anymore; besides, this jacket had no patches. The only club affiliation he had these days was inked into his back. But he felt naked walking the French Quarter without his jacket. He shrugged into it, grabbed his sunglasses off the table and slipped them on, despite the fact that it was early evening and unnecessary.


    He took them for security, in case he recognized an old enemy and needed to be incognito. Without Deacons’ patches the Ministry likely wouldn’t bat an eyelid in his direction, and that’s the way he wanted it. He was done with that shit—fighting for the sake of fighting, fighting for the fucking brotherhood. What a fucking joke. In the end, Priest and the Deacons had treated him no better than his pathetic excuse for a mother, and he owed nothing to any of them.


    He shut his laptop, then dug around in a bowl on the kitchen counter that looked to be full of keys. “Bingo,” he said as he found one labeled courtyard. He didn’t know how late he’d be and guessed Billie wouldn’t want to wait up to let him in. Although waking her up could be interesting. An image of her looking all sleepy and disheveled landed in his head and he shoved aside the arousal that flared within him at the thought.


    Stepping out into the gallery, he shook his head, still unable to believe the change. It was like going to sleep in a brothel and waking up in Disneyland, not that he’d ever been to Disneyland or ever planned to go. He glanced around, paying little attention to the artwork as his gaze zeroed in on Billie near the entrance, chatting to some asshole with dreadlocks and a Hawaiian shirt. The guy reached across and brushed something off her shoulder. Travis’s gut tightened at the thought of another dude touching her when he’d been unable to get the image of touching her himself out of his head these last few hours. Maybe this guy looked more like Billie’s type, but that didn’t mean Travis liked it.


    He liked it even less when she smiled up at the man and then giggled at something he said. Travis narrowed his eyes as the man folded his hands in front of his chest as if he were begging. Dumb-ass bastard. Shoving his hands in his pockets, he started toward the gate to Bourbon Street, but something out of the corner of his eye caught his attention.


    He stalled in front of the multicolored picture of mermaids swimming with alligators; it incorporated paint and material and glitter and all sorts of other shit you’d find in a preschool. It wasn’t to his taste or anything, but something about it stirred a memory he couldn’t quite put a finger on. Had he seen the same mermaids somewhere else? He ran a hand through his hair in frustration, about to move on when Billie approached and the air around him filled with the scent of strawberries again.


    “Before you tell me that’s a piece of crap or something and that it’s a scam for me to try and sell it, consider this…the artist who created this reformed her life thanks to her art.”


    He wondered why she thought he’d care but he stared at her, taking the opportunity for a close-up ogle. He’d been a jerk earlier, simply because he could be, simply because Ajax had riled him up, simply because this was New Orleans, and Billie had been there for him to take out his frustrations on. He’d calmed a little now, but he kinda liked it when she was pissy with him. Her tits heaved up and down and her eyes sparked with passion. He pretended to listen as she went on about some woman who’d lived on the streets, almost died of an overdose and then met an artist who offered art therapy classes, which brought her back from the brink.


    “That loser giving you trouble?” he asked, not uttering any words of sympathy or understanding about the woman, instead nodding toward the guy who was now talking to a group of ladies about a sculpture. He was talking with his hands and the women seemed to be hanging on his every word.


    Billie frowned and followed his gaze. “Who? Rolley?”


    Travis sniggered. “What kind of a name is Rolley?”


    “It’s no stranger than Cash.” She cocked her head to the side. “Why are you called Cash anyway?”


    His jaw tightened. Who’d told her his road name? Had she spoken to Ajax or Blue? Even Prince? Nah, Prince wouldn’t have told anyone; he wanted to move on from the past as much as Travis did. Ignoring her question, he persisted. “He’s obviously interested in you.”


    “So?” She tried to flick her hair back off her shoulder as if it had once been long. He liked it short, cropped around her chin. Made her look a little like a naughty pixie. “What’s it to you? Is it such a stretch of your imagination to believe that someone might find me attractive?”


    Travis raised his eyebrows. Fuck no, it wasn’t a stretch at all. At that moment he was fantasizing about punishing the pixie. He unashamedly glanced down over her body, imagining exactly what she’d look like without that little T-shirt and flowing skirt.


    Clearly flustered by his gaze, Billie crossed her arms over her chest. “Rolley is a nice guy.” The insinuation was clear—she didn’t consider Travis a nice guy. She’d be right. “And a very talented artist, but I’m only interested in him in a professional capacity. Fact is, I’m not interested in any man.”


    “Is that right?” He’d bet his Harley he could make her interested, although it could be fun if she did put up a bit of a fight. “Do you ride for the other team then?”


    “No.” She screwed up her pretty little face in obvious irritation. “Just because I don’t want to be some man’s property,” she hissed, lowering her voice, “doesn’t make me a lesbian.”


    He held up his hands. “Hey, don’t get so defensive. I don’t have a problem with lesbians. Do you? ’Cause that’s kind of not kosher these days.”


    She glared at him. “Are you always this infuriating?”


    He shrugged. “If you’re not a lesbian, are you in training for the convent?”


    “This conversation is ridiculous,” she snapped. “But if you must know, I’m recently divorced and not in a hurry to get shackled to a man again.”


    He smirked. “Who said anything about tying anyone up?” Although his pants shrunk a couple of sizes at the thought of Billie’s hands tied to the bedpost with his belt while he thrust into her.


    Her cheeks went bright red and he hit her with his most suggestive smile. He wondered what kind of cocksucker her ex-husband must be. Travis never planned on getting married himself but if he ever did, no wife of his would cut and run.


    “I…um…” She stuttered as if she didn’t know what to say.


    He leaned forward and whispered in her ear. “I’m going out to get some food, but if you feel like some company later, you let me know. Remember, I’ll be sleeping right next door to your room.”


    And with that he turned and stalked away. He passed Rolley and the women he was trying to con into buying a sculpture and was almost at the gate when Billie called after him.


    “There’ll be a snowstorm in hell before that happens!”


    He didn’t turn back, but he imagined from the tone of her voice that she had her hands on her hips and a glower on her face. As he stepped out onto Bourbon Street, he glanced left and right at the hordes of people stumbling up and down the road. Although it was only early evening, there was already a pool of vomit not too far from his feet. He chuckled. Yep, New Orleans was as close to hell as anyplace on earth, and he might not be a weather forecaster but if he decided he wanted snow, then there’d be snow.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 3


    As Travis left the gallery without even a backward glance in her direction, Billie slumped down onto a painted wooden bench and pressed her hand against her racing heart. She may have put on an act of bravado, but the truth was there was a raging inferno inside her body and it was all Travis Sinclair’s fault. It felt like everything he said to her carried sexual innuendo, even when it didn’t. But that thing about “tying anyone up” had definitely been full of suggestion and possibility, and dammit, it had turned her on.


    Even in bed, her ex-husband and ex-boyfriends had never spoken to her in such a manner. She’d once suggested spicing things up a little in the bedroom and Saxon had bought her a jar of chocolate body paint, but they had never used it. He’d read the label and decided it sounded too messy. She couldn’t imagine Travis buying or needing body paint to mix things up; she reckoned he had his own bag of tricks and they’d be far messier, far dirtier than body paint. Whether she liked it or not, she was curious. A hot flush spread through her at the thought, her nipples were hard, and between her thighs she tingled with awareness as she actually contemplated running out onto Bourbon Street and chasing him down.


    What was wrong with her? Maybe it was because she hadn’t had sex in forever. Her bitter split with Saxon had put her off men, but she’d thought her vibrator did a pretty good job of satisfying her sexual appetite. Then again, she guessed nothing matched the real thing, and without a doubt Travis’s real thing would be impressive. She swallowed and closed her eyes and…shook her head and opened them again.


    What was she doing thinking about his penis?


    She’d only just met the guy that afternoon and she didn’t even like him. Who cares if he looked like Chris Hemsworth’s dark-haired brother in leather? Bad boys had never been her weakness.


    “Are you okay, Billie?”


    She sucked in a breath, summoned a smile and looked up at Rolley, who now stood in front of her. “Yep. All good. Did you make a sale?” She gestured toward the front of the gallery where Rolley’s cutlery and crockery sculptures were displayed.


    He shoved his hands in his pockets and shook his head. “Not yet, but the ladies are staying in town a few more days and promised to come back.”


    “That’s really great.” She tried to sound enthusiastic because she was—all sales, even potential ones, were to be celebrated—but Travis had knocked the wind out of her, and she couldn’t focus on anything except his offer to keep her company later. Without a doubt he wasn’t offering to share a cup of coffee and some cookies. Whenever he looked at her it was with heat and intent, as if she were dessert and he wanted to eat her up.


    “Who was that guy?” Rolley asked, sitting down on the bench beside her.


    “Oh, Travis?” she said, trying to sound nonchalant when she felt anything but. “He’s the new landlord of the building. Well, one of them.”


    Rolley frowned. “What was he doing here? Is he going to increase your rent?”


    Billie tried to laugh, but it came out more like a defeated sigh. If only that was the worst of it. She could deal with landlord issues if only the landlord in question didn’t make every cell in her body swelter. “Right now he’s staying here while he tries to convince the other owners to sell the property.”


    “Who are the other owners?”


    “Ever heard of the Deacons of Bourbon Street?”


    Rolley’s eyes widened, and a look of horror flashed across his face. He’d lived in New Orleans all his life, and his expression told Billie he knew them all too well. “He’s one of them?”


    She nodded. “You knew the building was owned by Mr. Lombard—they call him Priest. Well, he died and left his property to four bikers apparently. I would have thought he’d leave it to his daughter—so did she, and she assured me nothing would change, but…” Billie’s voice drifted off as she remembered her conversation with Sophie and the man she’d called Ajax that afternoon. He hadn’t seemed too keen on the art gallery either.


    “Hey, it’ll be all right.” Rolley put his arm around her shoulder and pulled her into his side before she realized what he was doing. It felt like a hug from an old friend, but she knew his words were empty. He couldn’t guarantee things would be okay even if he wanted them to be. What kind of chance would he stand against four rough, mean biker dudes?


    Still, his sentiments were nice, and she appreciated them. That was Rolley all over—nice. He was also cute in a surfer, boy-next-door kind of way. And he was one of the most talented artists she’d ever met. He could make ordinary everyday household odds and ends into the most unique and beautiful pieces of art. She knew he liked her, as he asked her out almost every time he came into the gallery, but she’d told him she wasn’t ready to date again. Still, he didn’t seem to know how to take no for an answer. Only half an hour ago, he’d asked her to go to Café Du Monde with him later that night for beignets.


    She adored beignets and couldn’t imagine ever tiring of them, but she didn’t want to give Rolley the wrong idea. Nothing had changed; she still wasn’t ready for another relationship, but if her body’s reaction to Travis was anything to go by…maybe she was ready for sex.


    “Do you want me to stay here with you tonight?”


    She jumped at Rolley’s words. Had she said the sex thing out loud? Lord, she hoped not. As sweet as Rolley was, looking at him didn’t make her insides tremble the way they did when she looked at Travis. Not that she planned on having sex with him either. She might be feeling horny, but she had a few requirements before she took her clothes off for a guy—the most important being that she actually liked him.


    Maybe having Rolley stay over would be a good thing. Maybe if Travis thought she and Rolley were an item he’d back off with his wicked tongue. She dismissed this idea almost as soon as she thought it—for one thing, she didn’t want to use Rolley, and two, she doubted Travis would care if she were taken.


    “Thanks, but I’ll be fine.” Billie slipped out of Rolley’s grasp and stood, hoping the quake in her voice didn’t give her away. As long as she didn’t give Travis any indication of interest, she would be fine. And safe. “Are you still okay to look after the gallery while I work on Saturday night?”


    “Of course, you know I’d do anything for you.” He smiled goofily at her, and she tried to smile back.


    Two or three nights a week she worked for a local tour company, giving ghost tours around the French Quarter. The income she got subsidized what she made at the gallery and meant she could pay her bills and buy food, but she also loved the work. It meant meeting new people all the time and sharing her love of this great place; besides, she’d always had a fascination with ghost stories.


    “Thanks.”


    A young couple had entered the gallery and were admiring the painting Travis had seemed taken with earlier. Billie walked over to them hoping they’d be the chatty type that could help take her mind off the biker, the building and her carnal thoughts.


    “Hiya,” she said brightly as she approached. “That’s one of my favorite paintings.” Truthfully they were all her favorites.


    “It’s beautiful. I’ve always loved mermaids.” The woman leaned in close and grinned at the detail. “How much is it?”


    “That one’s five hundred dollars, but the artist is also happy to take commissions if you have a color scheme you like or want your mermaid to look like someone in particular.”


    “That’s cute,” said the woman, looking to her man.


    He laughed. “Do you want to get one that looks like you? Or do you really like this one?”


    “I love it.” The sparkle in her eyes and in the diamond on her ring finger told Billie she’d made a sale. Lorna’s artwork was one of her biggest sellers; she couldn’t wait to call her and tell her to come and collect her earnings.


    “Great.” Billie took the painting down off the wall and wrapped it in a layer of delicate tissue and then some bubble wrap for protection, happy to have something to occupy herself. The couple pottered around the rest of the gallery, bought one of Rolley’s cutlery animals, and then went off to have dinner in Jackson Square.


    The rest of the evening dragged. Although Billie was doing what she loved, talking with the locals and tourists that came into the gallery to admire the art, she kept glancing up at the entrance, on the lookout for Travis Sinclair. As much as she told herself she didn’t care, she couldn’t help wondering what he was getting up to out there. Was he dining at one of her favorite restaurants? No, she couldn’t imagine him in a place like Soho or Muriel’s; he’d likely gone next door to drink and chat up chicks at The Priory. Or to a strip club.


    She sighed when the time came to close up and Travis still hadn’t returned. Why was she disappointed? Her prayers would be answered if he never came back. Rolley asked again if she wanted him to stay, but she politely declined and bid him good night before locking up.


    A thought struck. How would Travis get back in? As far as she knew he didn’t have a key, although likely picking locks was just another one of his talents, along with talking dirty and being able to undress a girl with his eyes. He’d made her feel naked simply by looking at her.


    She gulped, her body temperature rocketing again at the memory. Inside the house, she poured herself an ice-cold glass of water and downed it in a few gulps. As much as she wanted the problem of Travis to disappear, another crazy part of her wanted him to come back and undress her properly. To touch her with his hands and his mouth and talk dirty to her in the way she knew he could.


    How she’d ever manage to sleep feeling like this she didn’t know.


    
      —
    


    Billie the Aussie had made him hard, and as Travis stalked down Bourbon Street, he decided he needed to get himself laid before he went back to her quaint little gallery. Fully charged and on the prowl, he passed a number of tourist shops selling plastic junk—the usual Mardi Gras beads and signs proclaiming BEWARE—LOOSE WOMEN AND PICKPOCKETS.


    Wasn’t that the truth. The French Quarter was alive with debauchery and women more than willing to spread their legs for cash, a few drinks or a bit of biker ink. It wouldn’t take much to get himself some hot pussy for a few hours, but he was a little more picky than he had been back in the day. And tonight, none of the women lingering in front of seedy bars or on street corners with their skimpy outfits, high-heeled boots and cheap red lipstick made him want to stick his dick in them.


    Because all he could think about was sticking it in Billie.


    Fuck, she was hot. All blond and tanned and sunny natured, classy even. The epitome of everything he was not. Everything he didn’t usually go for in a woman. But suddenly his usual tastes seemed cheap and bland. He couldn’t put his finger on why, but from the moment she hit him with her fresh smile, he’d wanted to bend her over the piano and to hell with introductions.


    Maybe it had simply been his mood, meeting her so close after his altercation with Ajax and Leon, which had made him feel as if his life hadn’t actually moved on at all. He hated feeling like Ajax’s bitch, but knew all too well what Ajax or Leon did to traitors. What they would do to him if he didn’t at least try to help them dig around the details of Priest’s death.


    But damn, did he look like a fucking homicide detective?


    Shaking his head at the thought he continued down Bourbon Street, scowling as hundreds of losers on bicycles streamed past him shouting “Happy Thursday” as they tried to fill the French Quarter with love, peace and laughter. If he were still wearing his Deacons cut, those cyclists would have hurried past him, not daring to try and meet his gaze. Although he didn’t often ponder his past life, he couldn’t help remembering what it felt like to ride through this town feeling like fucking royalty. For a boy who’d never had much of anything in life except a mother who cared more about voodoo and getting laid than her own son, the Deacons had given him a perverted kind of self-worth. In Tallahassee he was just another businessman, in New Orleans he’d been a part of something—people looked at him and his brothers with awe and a kind of fearful respect.


    He’d liked it, whether he wanted to admit it or not. Priest had been responsible for that. He’d been the one who’d seen Travis’s potential and welcomed him into the fold. Made him feel part of a family for the first time in his life. A sick and twisted family, but a family nonetheless. From the moment he’d patched into the Deacons, Travis had known his brothers would always have his back.


    But Priest was dead—accident, murder, even suicide, who the fuck could tell? And revenge and all the things he used to stand for wouldn’t bring him back. And it would risk the comfortable and close-to-normal existence that Travis had finally achieved this last decade. Depending on what they uncovered, it could get him thrown in jail or even killed.


    Once the horde of bicycles finally passed, Travis continued on until he saw a group of women, obviously enjoying a bachelorette party, walk into a bar. He looked up at the sign—it was a tacky tourist joint with cheap cocktails on tap, the kind of place he wouldn’t have been seen dead in when he was a fully fledged Deacon, but it seemed as good a place as any right now to find what he needed. He walked inside and up to the bar and assessed the group of bachelorettes. Yep, he’d find something suitable here.


    “Hey,” said a woman with Dolly Parton breasts trying to pop out of her tiny pink top. The word “Bride” was scrawled in silver writing across her breasts. Excellent. Some babe about to get hitched wouldn’t be looking for more than he could offer, but hell, she deserved a good time before she was shackled for life in eternal matrimony and he was just the guy to give it to her.


    He got out his wallet, slapped a note on the bar and ordered cocktails for the bride and her entourage. Once upon a time he didn’t buy drinks for women, but he’d moved up in the world and he liked to uphold a charade of good manners, even if he abandoned them the moment he got anyone naked. It was more fun this way. When he flashed his cash around, women got a certain idea of him; when he fucked them up against a wall, they forgot all about his money.


    “Ooh, generous—I like that in a man.” The bride leaned into him so he could see right down her cleavage.


    He whispered, “You ain’t seen nothing yet.” And reached around to cup her ass.


    The blushing bride squeaked and her eyes widened. He saw a mixture of shock and curiosity.


    “Where are you from?” he asked, making an attempt at conversation.


    “California.” She giggled as if this were the funniest thing in the world.


    “What brought you to New Orleans?”


    “I’ve always wanted to visit. Heard it was a lot of fun and I wanted a little fun.” She batted her eyelids up at him. “Do you know where I might find some fun, big guy?”


    “Come with me and I’ll show you.” He caught her hand in his and started walking toward the back of the bar, which he guessed like most places around here opened up into some kind of courtyard. Sure enough, off to one side were a couple of shabby doors leading to the bathrooms. He kicked one open and pulled the bride inside.


    “I don’t even know your name,” she whispered as the door banged shut behind them.


    He pushed her up against the wall, put his hands on either side of her head and glared into her eyes. “You don’t need to. Not for what I have in mind. Consider this your last hurrah.”


    She licked her lips. “Do you have a condom?”


    “Is the pope a motherfucking Catholic?” He pulled one out of his back pocket and dropped it between her tits.


    She giggled as she grabbed it and then whipped her T-shirt off over her head. As he put his hands on her tits, she ripped the plastic packet open with her teeth and tugged at his belt buckle. She yanked him free and then dropped to her knees, rolled the condom over him and then sucked him into her mouth. The phrase “gagging for it” came into his head and he didn’t mean himself. Maybe it was the latex, but it was the worst fucking BJ he’d ever had in his life. You shouldn’t be able to think while being sucked off, and you definitely shouldn’t be thinking of another woman.


    But hell, all he could think about was Billie on her knees at his feet. Her head at his groin and her mouth covering his cock. He grabbed the woman’s hair and yanked her off of him—


    “What’s wrong?” the bride asked, looking up at him as he shoved himself back in his jeans and buckled up his belt.


    He offered her no answer and gave no apology. “Enjoy your party.” Then, he opened the door and stalked out before she had a chance to dress herself. He left the trashy bar, aware of the eyes of the bachelorette girls boring into his back but not even glancing their way, instead heading straight for a joint where he knew he could find hard liquor, the best burger in town and a dingy corner where no one would bother him. He didn’t want to go back to Billie in his current mood or he was liable to do something the old Travis would do.


    Finally, sometime after midnight, he made his way back to the gallery, still tense, still fucking frustrated and feeling as if he’d punch the next person he saw in the face. Unfortunately, he found Ajax and Leon on the sidewalk just outside The Priory, and they weren’t the type you punched in the face if you valued your life. They both wore their Deacons cuts with pride, and he got the feeling they were waiting for him.


    “Evening, boys,” he said, digging the key out of his pocket and continuing on to the gallery.


    “ ‘Boys?’ ” Ajax grunted. “This isn’t prep school.”


    Travis felt his brothers right behind him as he pushed open the steel gate; it whined as if in protest, and he wondered if Billie heard it. Or if she was already asleep in bed.


    “Aren’t you going to invite us in?” Leon asked.


    Travis turned his head to look at them. “I didn’t think you needed an invitation. You own this shit hole too.”


    Ajax nodded. “Glad you’ve seen sense.”


    Leon and Ajax swaggered into the gallery, which was dimly lit with a few security lights.


    “This is cute,” Leon said, jabbing his finger into one of the rabbit-human-balloon paintings. Cute wasn’t a word Travis had ever heard Leon use before and his tone said he thought it anything but.


    “This is a fucking travesty.” Ajax glared around disdainfully, looking as if he’d swallowed a lemon whole.


    Although Travis agreed with them on the one hand, he felt strangely protective of the place that was clearly Billie’s love and life. What was that about?


    He shrugged. “Priest let it happen.” And maybe that showed that he wasn’t the person they wanted to believe he was. Ajax and Leon remembered him as this great guy who lived for the club and his brothers, but if that were the case he wouldn’t have tossed them all away like trash. Travis didn’t have any love left for the man who’d pretended to give a damn, who’d given him a family and then snatched it all away.


    Without another word the three of them trekked inside. Ajax and Leon snooped around the kitchen, opening and closing cupboards, cursing under their breath at Billie’s pretty things before pulling back chairs and parking themselves at the table.


    “It’s not what it used to be,” Travis said, deciding to get straight to the nitty-gritty. None of them were the type to sit and make small talk over cups of tea.


    Ajax leaned back in his seat, pulled out his cigarettes and lit up. “It could be.”


    Travis sat opposite him. “You buy Micah and me out, it’s all yours. You don’t want to do that, we sell and split the profits.”


    “You don’t fucking tell me what to do,” Ajax growled, his blue eyes narrowed. Leon didn’t say a word, but the expression on his face echoed Ajax’s.


    Travis glared right back, refusing to be intimidated. Ajax might have been Priest’s VP, but with Priest dead and the Deacons disbanded, Travis didn’t have to take his orders or his shit anymore. “Priest named us as joint heirs. If we can’t agree on what to do with the properties, the estate will—”


    “Don’t hit me with your legal shit, pretty boy,” Ajax snapped. “I don’t give a fuck about that. These buildings are Deacons buildings and that’s the way they’ll always be. I’m not here to talk about that. I’m here to talk about Priest’s murder.”


    “It was a fucking accident,” Travis said, unsure whether he believed this to be the case or not.


    “No such thing as accidents,” Leon growled, his fists clenched on the tabletop. “You think Priest would crash his bike?”


    “So what the fuck if it wasn’t?” Travis eyed Ajax’s cigarette, wishing he hadn’t kicked the habit years ago. He could really use one right now. “What the fuck has it got to do with us?”


    “Where’s your loyalty?” Ajax hollered. “You’re a fucking disgrace.”


    “Don’t talk to me about fucking loyalty. What loyalty did Priest show us when the shit hit the fan all those years ago?”


    “He sent us away to protect us, to protect the club!”


    Travis scoffed at Ajax. “What a fucking joke. The club doesn’t even exist. He sent us away to save his skin, I’m telling you.”


    None of them knew exactly what had gone down ten years ago. One minute they were going straight, becoming the respectable biker club that does charity rides for sick kids and all that. Next minute they were doing one last job. Well, someone had fucked up—they’d killed the wrong person or something—and a side of Priest they’d never seen before had come out to play, proving to Travis you could never trust anyone.


    For the first time Travis could remember, Ajax looked a little worn down. “He left us his property, didn’t he? That’s gotta mean something.”


    “Yeah, but why? Have you thought about that? Could just be because he felt guilty, and this was his way of making things right. As if giving us shit will fix the past. Or it could be something more. Whatever it is, I don’t want to be involved. The best thing for all of us is to sell this shit and go the fuck our separate ways again.”


    “Not gonna happen.” Leon again, this time with the look in his eyes he used to get when he was in enforcer mode.


    The skin on Travis’s back—the one branded with the Deacons mark—crawled as he remembered watching Leon cut the tattoo off a traitor once. There was no point trying to reason with these two, no point trying to make a deal. That would be like making a deal with the devil—if he didn’t do what they wanted, they’d simply kill him or remove his ink. Painfully. They likely wouldn’t let him off the hook even if he agreed to give them his share of Priest’s shit. So…


    “Fine, have it your way. I’m in.” At least if they thought he was on their side, they’d stop hassling him, and that would give him time to work out his own game plan. “Tell me what you know.”

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 4


    Billie sat up in bed, clutching Baxter to her chest, her heart still as she strained to hear the gruff, heated voices in her kitchen. It sounded like Travis was back, and this time he had company. The part of her that never knew when to keep her mouth shut wanted to throw back the sheets, march out there and tell them to keep the noise down—normal people were trying to sleep—but she didn’t have a death wish. And, if her ears weren’t playing tricks on her, these men were discussing whether or not Sophie’s father had been killed and what they should do to the murderers if that were the case. They’d likely think nothing of shutting her up if she got in the way of their evil plotting.


    “Fudge, Baxter,” she whispered, running her fingers over his velvet-soft fur. “What have we gotten ourselves mixed up in?”


    He barked in response and she clapped her hand over his little muzzle. “Shh,” she hissed.


    “All the fuck I know is that something’s not right,” roared one of the men.


    Billie startled. It wasn’t Travis—she already had the sound of his voice imprinted on her brain—but it might have been Ajax, Sophie’s guy. How many bikers were out there? And was that cigarette smoke she could smell? She screwed up her nose in disgust. She’d never be able to get the stench out of her things.


    A third voice sounded. “If Priest had had a heart attack on the road it’d be one thing, but if he lost control of his bike, then some motherfucker is responsible.”


    “And they’re going to pay.” Definitely Ajax. Did he ever not sound like he was about to shove his hand down someone’s throat and rip out their tonsils?


    Billie shivered, despite the balmy temperature.


    “Question is who the fuck would want him dead?” came Travis’s voice, and Billie felt a flicker of something she didn’t want to feel down in her nether regions. Her libido had been missing in action for over a year. Why, out of all the men in the world, did her treacherous body have to come alive again for him? She supposed it could be worse; she could be having hot flushes over Ajax.


    “Do you really want me to list the enemies he made over the years?” Speaking of Ajax.


    The voices lowered and although she could hear they were still in deep discussion, she couldn’t make out any of their words. If she weren’t frozen with fear, she’d have crept across the room and pulled back her door a fraction to listen, to try and ascertain exactly what these men were planning, but maybe it was better if she didn’t know anyway.


    Could she be charged as an accessory to a crime if she’d heard them planning it?


    But they weren’t planning anything yet. It sounded like they thought someone had murdered Mr. Lombard but hadn’t any idea who that someone was.


    Should she call the police? Tell them what she thought the Deacons were up to? She dismissed the idea almost immediately because yeah, she could just imagine what Ajax would do if he knew she was even contemplating such an act. Deciding it was better to be ignorant, Billie leaned across her bed and grabbed her earphones off the bedside table. She tucked Baxter under the sheets with her, popped her music in her ears and tried to forget about the fact that at least three big, bad bikers were currently plotting revenge in her kitchen. Maybe it was just a nightmare. Maybe if she fell asleep she’d wake up in a few hours and find everything back to blissful normalcy.


    Sleep didn’t come easily. The soft lyrics of her favorite band did nothing to ease her nerves, and it was only at six o’clock in the morning, when she finally heard Ajax and the other man leave, that she let out the breath she felt like she’d been holding for hours. Baxter jumped down off her bed, trotted across to the door and whined to be let out. She sighed and climbed out of bed, knowing if she didn’t oblige there’d be a puddle on her bedroom floor within minutes.


    She crossed the room and opened her door a fraction. Baxter shot out and down the corridor, but Billie waited a moment and listened. Was Travis still here? If so, hopefully he’d finally retreated to bed. Bed? Her mouth went dry and heat curled low in her belly at the thought of Travis and bed in the same sentence. Disgusted with herself, she pushed the thought aside and stepped into the corridor only to come face-to-face with the devil himself, his permanent three-day growth far more appealing than it ought to be.


    He caught her in his arms as she crashed into him. “Is there a fire somewhere?” he drawled, his illegally sexy voice washing over her as he smoothed his thumbs over her hips.


    For one second her body rejoiced at the touch of his fingers through the thin cotton of her pajamas and the thrill of being this close to Travis Sinclair shot through her body. Then, thank the Lord, logic and common sense showed their heads again. She lifted her hands, palmed them against his solid chest and shoved him. “Get your hands off of me.”


    He barely moved, but his lips twisted in a cocky grin as he shoved the hands that had just been on her into his pockets. “Someone got out on the wrong side of the bed.”


    “To get out on the wrong side, I’d actually have had to go to sleep,” she snapped, “and there were loud intruders in my house making that impossible.”


    She glared at him, waiting for an apology or a flicker of unease in his eyes at the knowledge that she’d been awake and listening to their conversation. Of course, neither came.


    Instead, Travis shrugged a shoulder and said, “I’m going for a shower. Care to join me?”


    Yes, yelped her hormones—at an image of Travis naked with a bar of slippery soap in his hands and hot water sluicing over his even hotter body. “What?” She shook her head, trying to rid her mind of that image.


    “Aren’t you Australians all about saving water?”


    Argh. The man was a menace. Not rewarding his ridiculous (and tempting) question with a reply, she stormed past him. “Excuse me, I have to go let Baxter out.”


    As she headed down the corridor and into the kitchen-slash-living area, the sound of Travis chuckling, and then the water in the bathroom turning on made her blood boil. It was bad enough that he’d moved in uninvited and brought his undesirable associates into her home, but flirting with her and being so suggestive was downright unacceptable. She opened the door onto the courtyard to let Baxter out and then, as he ambled over to the tiny garden area and lifted his leg, she went back into her bedroom, ignoring the sounds of the shower in the bathroom across the hall. Her gym clothes were on and her sneakers tied up in record time.


    “Baxter,” she called as she stepped into the courtyard and closed the door behind her. He trotted over to her, his behind swishing excitedly despite the fact that he had a short stump instead of a tail. Billie bent down and clipped the leash on his collar, unable to resist scooping him up for a quick cuddle. He might be small, but his soft fur against her cheek offered a comfort she needed at that moment.


    “You’re adorable, you know that?” she whispered to the top of his little head. He made a whimper in response, and she put him back on the cobbled floor, clutching his leash in her hand like a lifeline. “Come on, let’s go.”


    She let herself out of the gate and then locked it again, noting that the lock didn’t look damaged or compromised, indicating Travis did know how to break and enter without leaving a trace. She shuddered. Or maybe the Deacons had a key. Yes, of course—Priest would have had one. Did this knowledge make her feel better or worse?


    Trying to ignore the sick feeling in her gut, she started down Bourbon Street, hoping her daily walk with Baxter would help rid some of the pent-up energy in her body that seemed to be multiplying every second she spent in Travis Sinclair’s company. Had it really been less than a day since he’d waltzed into the gallery, claiming it as his own?


    At this early hour of the morning, the French Quarter was pretty much deserted except for the street cleaners sweeping up last night’s shenanigans, homeless folks in the alleys and the odd drunk asleep on the sidewalk. Usually she didn’t even notice these things—instead looking up at the gorgeous old buildings, wondering which ones were haunted and admiring the beautiful architecture so different from anything in her hometown—but today she couldn’t help seeing New Orleans through Travis’s dark-colored glasses. The loathing in his voice when he spoke about this town, its streets and its people echoed in her mind like a song she hated but couldn’t get out of her head. Her skin crawled and her stomach revolted when she dodged a puddle of vomit on the ground. What did she love about this place?


    But then she walked past the gallery that sold the famous Blue Dog paintings and she remembered. She’d come here because of what it stood for and the freedom it gave her to be who she really wanted to be. She was the happiest she’d been in a long time here, finally being true to herself and going after her dreams. Here the people accepted her for who she was, not who they wanted her to be. The thought that some mean, rough, tough bikers might rip that all out from under her feet made her blood boil.


    If she had any sense she’d up and leave, cut her losses—such as the hefty security deposit she’d put down—and run, but buildings like this didn’t come up every day in the French Quarter and she couldn’t bring herself to walk away. What would she tell all her artists? And really, what did she have to lose?


    Travis Sinclair might be wreaking havoc with her body, he might have set her on edge with his threats of eviction and his intimidating presence, but she would not let him ruin this place for her.


    He would not rob her of her essence, which she’d only recently reclaimed.


    Feeling determined to go about her business as if it hadn’t just been invaded by bikers, she continued on her walk, soaking up the eclectic beauty in the streets of New Orleans, refilling her mind bank with all the things she could throw at him when he tried to fill her head with his crap.


    By the time she and Baxter arrived back at the gallery, the house was quiet, and Billie breathed a sigh of relief that she wouldn’t have to deal with her uninvited guest. She fed Baxter his breakfast, then made a cup of tea and some toast for herself. Part of her wanted to bang pots and pans together in the kitchen to give Travis a dose of his own medicine—why should he be able to sleep peacefully when he’d made it impossible for her last night? But if she woke him he might try to drag her into his den.


    She hated that this thought thrilled her as much as it irritated her.


    After nibbling on the toast—her hunger seemed to have deserted her—she headed down the corridor for the bathroom. If she kept going through the motions—daily walk, breakfast, shower, open the gallery—maybe she could forget Travis was even there. But as she passed his room and noticed the door open, she couldn’t stop herself from peering in. Her legs froze and her tummy twisted inside out as her gaze came to rest on the sight on the bed.


    He lay there on his stomach, dead to the world, his body sprawled across the mattress like a chalk outline at a crime scene. The thin sheet that stopped just above his hips left little to the imagination, and Billie’s tongue darted out to moisten her lips as she stared at the perfection before her. All tanned skin, hard, smooth planes and a full-back tattoo that appealed and intrigued more than she’d ever imagined such a thing would. His wasn’t a body you could just decide to forget. It was beautiful. In fact, it was one she wouldn’t mind painting into something she could look at forever.


    She tiptoed closer—aware she was playing with fire but curious, from an artist’s point of view she told herself, about his ink. Although her knowledge of biker tattoos was limited, she understood that the eerie skull in the middle of his back branded him to a particular club. That Ajax and the rest of the Deacons would have identical insignias etched into their skin, signifying exactly where their loyalties lay. But she gasped in recognition as her eyes fell on another tattoo—the image of Jesus, his arms outstretched, was an uncanny representation of the statue whose eerie shadow loomed across St. Louis Cathedral every night. That had been one of the first photos she’d taken when she landed in New Orleans. It seemed sacrilegious, yet still she wanted to reach out and trace the outline with her finger. Or maybe even her tongue.


    “Need some company? You come to take me up on my offer?” Travis drawled, not moving so much as a muscle.


    She startled and then swallowed as liquid heat rushed through her, pooling in her cheeks and between her legs. Thank God he wasn’t looking at her. “No,” she choked, wishing she could rewind the clock ten minutes. “I…I…” She racked her brain for some kind of logical reason why she was standing over the end of his bed.


    “Yes?” he asked, his tone amused.


    “I just came to ask if you wanted me to make dinner for you tonight.” It was the first excuse that came into her head, and she cursed it the moment the words were out.


    Travis rolled over and the sheet peaked where his erection stood loud, proud and ready. Her whole body shivered and she couldn’t help but stare.


    “Dinner?” It sounded like he thought this was the funniest thing anyone had ever suggested.


    “Yes.” She nodded and crossed her arms over her chest. “You know, meat and three veggies, eaten at the end of the day? Sometimes people share it over conversation.”


    “I’m not big on conversation.” He smirked and shifted so he clasped his hands behind his head. His whole stance was cocky and inviting. “I think there are better ways to spend our time. Don’t you?”


    The way he looked at her left no doubt as to what he thought those “better ways” were.


    Irritated at the tingles that flittered through her body as much as she was by him, she shook her head in annoyance. “Fine. Forget I asked. I was simply trying to be hospitable. If you don’t know what that means, look it up in the dictionary. And sweet dreams.”


    With that, Billie turned and stormed out of the room, pulling his door shut behind her so she couldn’t be tempted to return and offer him something else instead. Something more like dessert. Somewhere inside her she felt a tiny stab of disappointment that Travis hadn’t accepted her ill-offered dinner invitation. How stupid. It had been a lucky escape. Imagine if he’d said yes. What did one cook a biker for dinner, anyway? And what would they talk about? Her art degree? Drug deals? Gun trafficking? How many people he’d knifed or torched? She shuddered. It wasn’t like they had anything in common.


    Besides chemistry. So much chemistry. No matter how much she wished they didn’t, she couldn’t deny the flare of attraction that arced between them whenever they were together. But where it was the first interest her body had shown in anyone in a very long time, she guessed Travis acted that way around anyone with a vagina. And she had no desire to break her sex drought with a man-whore.


    Yes, it was a very good idea he hadn’t taken her up on her rash invitation to share a meal.


    
      —
    


    Travis didn’t roll out of bed until well after midday and the first thing he thought of when he did was Billie—the way she’d looked as she stood over the end of his bed and invited him to dinner. Her blond hair falling messily across her face and her eyes sparking with annoyance had been more of a turn-on than any tight top or short skirt he’d seen on Bourbon Street last night. He’d been so damn tempted to accept her offer, but common sense had landed in the nick of time. He didn’t do wining and dining women, and he certainly didn’t make conversation for the sake of it.


    Still, he couldn’t help being curious. What would Billie cook? What would they find to talk about? What would such a normal date feel like? He racked his brain for the last actual date he’d been on, but he couldn’t think of one. Dating assumed a certain mutual hope for a relationship and he steered clear of those. Not that she’d called it a date exactly, but if he’d accepted her hospitality, he’d have to show his appreciation some way. His cock hardened at the thought and he ran a frustrated hand through his hair as he contemplated the day ahead. Trying to exorcise thoughts of Billie from his mind, he got dressed, forcing himself to think of Priest and how the hell they were going to investigate his death. Despite Ajax’s hunch that it was murder, they had fuck-all for information, and yet somehow the others thought Travis would be able to find some.


    “You’re the smart one,” they’d said last night, alluding to the fact that back in the day Travis had looked after the club’s finances and hacked into computer systems whenever necessary, a talent he’d since leveraged into a legitimate career.


    “You work out who is responsible and we’ll take it from there,” Ajax had added, glancing at Leon. Their dark, knowing expressions were identical, and Travis had no doubt that they would exact this revenge in the most gruesome way possible, whereas he’d much prefer to hand over any evidence to the police. Not that he’d admit this to his brothers.


    Once he’d have been all too eager to jump in, but times had changed. Priest had exiled him, and that rejection, losing his place in the club, had almost killed him. But he’d risen above it. He’d adapted; he’d changed, learned to control his anger issues, and the new Travis didn’t believe in vigilante justice. He’d made a more than comfortable existence without it, and he wanted to return to that normalcy as soon as fucking possible.


    With that thought as motivation, he yanked on his boots and headed out into the kitchen. A quick look inside Billie’s refrigerator and cupboards revealed nothing that appealed, so he decided to head next door to The Priory and grab something from the bar. He opened the door into the gallery and was immediately hit with the sickly sweet smell of incense and what sounded like whales fucking, fighting to be heard above the lapping water of the fountain. There were a surprising number of people strolling through the gallery, exclaiming cheerfully over the weird so-called art that adorned the walls.


    They turned to look at him as he emerged but he ignored them, his gaze shooting straight to Billie right near the front gate, where she stood chatting animatedly with a trio of women. She wore a bright yellow sundress that accentuated every curve of her body, and for the first time in a long time he wished to hell he still looked like the big, bad biker whose presence would clear the gallery of everyone but her. He craved her attention; he wanted to ruffle her feathers and watch her get all flustered as she tried to pretend she wasn’t interested. A surefire way to get all that was to piss her off.


    His carnal thoughts making him hard again, he sat down at her desk, leaned back in the seat and took a moment to take stock. Without thinking, his hands went to the mouse of her computer and he started clicking, wondering exactly how much money she made in a business like this. Sure, people were likely to wander through the courtyard and admire the produce, so to speak, but were they actually prepared to fork out hard-earned cash? He quickly located last month’s sales record.


    “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Billie was next to him before he had the chance to take a good look.


    He glanced up at her. “Just seeing what kind of profits you turn over.”


    “That’s none of your business,” she hissed, clearly irate but not wanting to make a scene in front of potential customers.


    He leaned back in her less-than-comfy seat and crossed his arms. “I think it is. You’re paying almost nothing in rent and I don’t like to be ripped off.”


    “Nothing?” She held her chin high. “I’m not ripping anyone off. If you have a problem with my rent, why don’t you talk to your friends? You know…the others who also own this building. I’ve spoken to Ajax and he promised he won’t sell, so maybe you should stop acting like such a jerk and find some other hobby. I’ve heard knitting is good for the soul.”


    Knitting? He raised his eyebrows. “You think I’m a jerk?” It was the lamest insult anyone had ever hit him with, yet somehow it irked.


    “Oh, I don’t think, I know.” She perched her hands on her hips. “I just don’t understand why you’re picking on me.”


    He half-chuckled. “This isn’t personal, honey. This is business. And just so you know, Ajax’s word means jack shit. At least to you. He doesn’t give a fuck about art or your livelihood any more than I do, but where I just want to sell this building and get out of town, he wants to turn it back into a biker’s lair.”


    Her eyes widened, and for a moment he wondered if she was close to tears. Something inside him squeezed in the place where some people had a heart and he felt like the jerk she’d just accused him of being. Although he’d use a stronger word. Still, being a jerk was better than getting walked all over.


    “Don’t call me ‘honey,’ ” she snapped, surprising him as she leaned across him to switch off the computer. Whether she meant them to or not, her breasts swished in his face. “And keep your nose out of my fucking business.”


    He blinked, impressed and of course incredibly turned on by her bravado and language. It was in total opposition to the way she looked. As long as she didn’t talk to Ajax or Leon like that, she’d be safe.


    “Well, since you asked nicely…” He smirked, palmed his hands on her desk and pushed himself into a stand. “Guess I’ll see you later.”


    “Not if I’m lucky,” she called after him, obviously forgetting about keeping her voice down.


    Grinning, he stalked through the courtyard and out onto the street, once again aroused by his interactions with Billie. Although she wasn’t his usual type, she was proving to be a fun distraction from the serious reason he was stuck in fucking New Orleans. His smile faded as he headed next door and inside The Priory, which had once been like a second home to him. The first being the clubhouse, because Lord knew wherever his mother shacked up had never felt like home.


    For a second, he paused in the open doorway, glancing down Bourbon Street and wondering what had become of the woman whose name was printed on his birth certificate. Did she still trawl the streets at night? Sleep in gutters when she was too drug-fucked to make it home? Or had she finally succeeded in killing herself and made a permanent home in one of the local cemeteries? Whatever. He didn’t care, and he didn’t want to waste precious time thinking about her when he could be making leeway in the Priest investigation or even bantering some more with Billie.


    “Afternoon,” Sophie said, setting a bottle of beer in front of him when he sidled up to the bar and claimed a stool. “Ajax says you and he are finally seeing eye-to-eye on the whole Dad thing.”


    “Something like that.” His fingers closed around the cool glass. “Listen, Soph, do you have any idea who might have had a vendetta against Priest?”


    She sighed. “I’ve already told Ajax that while I agree Dad’s death is suspicious, I can’t think who would suddenly have wanted to kill him. Things changed after Katrina, after you guys left. Dad cleaned the fuck up. As far as I know, he hadn’t been involved in anything shady for over a decade—the Ministry has the monopoly on criminal activity around here now.”


    Travis’s fist clenched around the bottle at the mention of the bunch of bastards who had been the Deacons’ archenemies. Although he didn’t want to be part of this world anymore—he liked his freedom, thank you very much, he liked not feeling like he owed anyone—it irked him that the Ministry wreaked havoc in the French Quarter. “Could his death be on them?”


    “Why?”


    Travis snorted. “Since when did the Ministry need a reason to kill anyone?”


    Sophie paused in polishing a glass and shrugged one shoulder. “True. As I said, I have no fucking clue about any of this.”


    Travis took a swig of his beer, making a mental list of suspects. The Ministry was the most obvious possibility, but he got the feeling that something bigger was going on than their rival biker gang. Unfortunately, so far he didn’t have a whole host of other options.


    “Do you know if he owed anyone any money?” he asked eventually.


    Sophie shook her head. “Not as far as I know. But if he did, you guys should watch your backs, because the type of people he’d owe money to wouldn’t stop wanting it just because he’s six feet under.”


    Great, as if Ajax and Leon wanting a piece of him weren’t bad enough. He sighed, drinking more beer while he worked out his game plan. “I’m going to need to take a look at the business records and Priest’s computers, bank statements, all that shit, to see if I can uncover anything suspicious. You okay with that?”


    She shrugged. “Whatever it takes. You know where the office is, and Dad’s stuff is still upstairs as he left it. Fuck knows I haven’t had time to deal with it.”


    “Thanks.” Travis nodded and took another mouthful. Then, “Where’s Ajax today?”


    “He and Blue have gone for a ride.”


    Fucking fabulous. While Ajax and Leon had bullied him into their crusade, they were fucking off on a joyride. Travis would much rather be riding his own bike out of town than sniffing around this joint, but they’d made it clear what the consequences would be if he did anything of the sort. And although he had no desire to be drawn back into the fold, he also didn’t want to be at the receiving end of Leon’s enforcer punishments. “What about Micah? Seen any sign of him the last couple of days?”


    “Prince?” She raised one pretty eyebrow. “I’m not his fucking keeper, but rumor has it he’s staying in the Hotel Monteleone.”


    “I see.” Travis had never set foot in that high-class establishment, but maybe he’d pay him a visit sometime. Why should Micah be living in the lap of luxury while Travis was stuck with the dirty work? “I’ll have a burger and then I’ll check out the office.”


    “Sure.” Sophie turned toward a redheaded barmaid down the other end of the bar. “Can you get Cash here a Priory Special?”


    Travis cringed at her use of his road name. It had sounded cool all those years ago, but now it made him sound like a wannabe. Maybe because now he actually had money and in the end he’d achieved it through legitimate means, not extortion and gun trafficking and all the other shit the Deacons had been involved with. He’d discovered there was a certain thrill in achieving success through hard work rather than ill-gotten gains, and not having to watch his back wherever he went was an added benefit. No matter what Ajax or Leon thought, no way Travis was going back to all that.


    Sophie went off to serve other patrons, and Travis finished his beer and tapped his fingers against the solid wood of the bar counter while he waited for his lunch. The redhead tried to flirt with him when she delivered it, but he just asked for another beer. She wasn’t bad looking, but she didn’t stand out the way Billie did, and besides, he wanted to focus on the task at hand. He scarfed down the beer and the burger and then headed out back to start examining Priest’s records.


    The sooner he got to the bottom of all this, the sooner he could get the fuck back out of town.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 5


    Travis spent the best part of twenty-four hours holed up at The Priory, the noise in the bar getting progressively louder as the night went on and then finally dying out completely in the early hours of Saturday morning. And he found nothing. Not a fucking thing in Priest’s records that gave any indication of something shady at play. He’d checked out Priest’s bank records, trawled through emails sent and received in the last year or so, and it was all mind-numbingly boring. But he’d kept going, always thinking that the next document might hold the key.


    “Did you stay here all night?” Sophie asked, sauntering into the office with a cup of coffee around midday.


    “I want to get to the bottom of this.” He eyed her mug. “Is that for me?”


    She raised an eyebrow. “Under normal circumstances I’d tell you to make your own damn coffee, but you look like shit, so I’m going to make an exception.” She handed him the mug and he took it as if it were a million-dollar check. As he guzzled the much needed caffeine, she leaned against the desk and scrutinized him. “Did you uncover anything useful?”


    “Nope.” Silence reigned a few moments as he drank and they both pondered this fact. He didn’t know what Sophie was thinking, but he was wondering if maybe Priest’s death truly was a tragic accident. Like him, Ajax and Leon had been shocked and devastated by the news of Priest’s death. Like him, they probably harbored plenty of guilt about never coming back, never trying to make contact with Priest, never questioning the reason he’d sent them away. So maybe this was simply clutching at straws. Ajax wanted someone to blame, a target for the revenge he needed, which would somehow make him feel less guilty about what had happened to the Deacons. Still, Ajax was Ajax, and he wouldn’t take kindly to Travis hitting him with such a theory.


    “I’m going to dig around some of his acquaintances,” Travis said, putting his empty mug down on the desk. “I’ll need a list of anyone he had anything to do with. Suppliers here, drinking buddies, the mechanic who fixed his bike, anyone. Got it?”


    Sophie nodded. “I’ll get onto it today.”


    Travis heaved himself out of the office chair and grabbed his jacket off the back. He was almost at the door when Sophie spoke.


    “Don’t you miss it?” she asked.


    He looked back at her. “Miss what?”


    “The club, the brotherhood, being a part of something. I know I missed you guys when you were gone.”


    Travis closed his eyes and ran a hand through his hair. “Fuck no.”


    And then he turned and stalked out of the office before she could look him in the eye. He didn’t want to miss this. Didn’t want to miss being part of the Deacons because that would make leaving again impossible. It would open him up to things he didn’t want to feel. Walking away from the brotherhood and Priest ten years ago had felt like someone had torn out all his internal organs. He’d felt empty, broken. Somehow Priest’s rejection had been harder to take, more disappointing, than all those times his mother had failed to look out for him. In the end, Priest hadn’t acted any more like family than his mother had.


    But he’d recovered. He’d learned to live for no one but himself, to rely on no one.


    The bright light of the early afternoon sun almost blinded him as he walked outside, and his head throbbed as if he’d been on a bender all night. He wished. While Ajax and Leon had been holding up the bar and Micah was fuck knows where doing fuck knows what, he’d been the one stuck doing the painstakingly boring groundwork. As he strode the few steps toward the gallery, a gray lump outside moved and he recognized it as Billie’s little dog. Animals lying on the sidewalk—often with signs around their necks begging for money—weren’t unusual in these parts, but he didn’t expect this one to greet him as if he were a long lost friend.


    The dog, Baxter if he recalled correctly, lifted his head at the sound of footsteps and then started jumping up at him, his tongue lolling out, slobber getting all over Travis’s jeans. He tried to shake the mutt off, but it was a stubborn thing and followed him right into the gallery, still dancing around as if Travis were royalty.


    “Baxter, stop it!” came Billie’s voice as they emerged into the courtyard. She was standing near the fountain, fiddling with some twinkle lights or something, and he guessed the anger in her tone wasn’t because she cared about Baxter putting dog saliva on him but more the friendliness her dog was showing toward him. The enemy.


    Pretending to barely notice her, he stooped down to scratch Baxter around the ears. He had to admit, when you got used to it, the mutt was kinda cute. “Hey there, little fella. That feel good?”


    “So, you do have at least one nice bone in your body.”


    Travis straightened and finally looked at Billie, amused by the fury in her narrowed eyes and her arms-folded-over-chest don’t-mess-with-me stance. “Oh, baby, I can be very nice when I want to. You just say the word.”


    “Whatever!” She turned away and went back to the tiny lights she was adjusting around the fountain. It gave him a nice view of her ass and he took a moment to admire it, to imagine what it would feel like naked in his hands. It had been a long night, and Billie as eye candy was a welcome distraction from the stuff with Ajax. In fact, he wouldn’t mind being a little more hands-on in terms of appreciation and putting some of his frustrations and pent-up energy to good use.


    “That wasn’t the word I was thinking, but it’ll do.”


    Before Billie could anticipate what he meant, he stepped toward her, put his hands on her hips and spun her around to face him. Her sky-blue eyes widened as he stooped his head and pressed his mouth against hers.


    Her lips tasted even better than he’d imagined and he pulled her closer, loving the feel of her breasts crushed against his chest as he slid his hands up her back and into her unbelievably soft hair. He deepened the kiss, taking everything he wanted and more, not caring about the tourists that watched them, not caring about anything except the way Billie tasted. For a moment, she melted in his arms. Her stiff body loosened and she whimpered as he shoved his tongue into her mouth. His cock hardened, wanting in on the action, wanting her mouth on it instead. He lowered his hands to her buttocks, pressing her against him. She gasped as the hard bulge in his jeans pressed against her belly, and fuck, the sound almost had him coming on the spot.


    He couldn’t recall ever being this turned on by a simple lip-lock.


    But then she ripped her mouth from his and glared at him. “Travis! What the hell are you doing?” She was still so close her warm breath tickled his face.


    “Being nice,” he whispered back, fighting the urge to simply sling her over his shoulder and carry her into the house. If there weren’t people in the gallery, he would have, but he wasn’t an animal. Not these days, anyway.


    “Nice?” She sounded as if she were choking. Or maybe about to faint. He found he didn’t like either idea, so he steadied her by keeping his hands against the small of her back.


    “Don’t tell me you didn’t enjoy it, because we both know that’s not true.” He stroked his fingers low across her back.


    She shook him off and stepped away, putting distance and a big ugly sculpture between them. “I would rather kiss a hippopotamus.” Unfortunately for Billie, her nipples peaked like beacons through the thin cotton of her dress, announcing her words as a blatant lie.


    He made sure she saw him looking, and then shrugged as if he couldn’t care less whether she wanted to kiss him again or not. He ignored the twitch of his dick that made him a liar. He didn’t chase women and he wasn’t going to chase this one, no matter how her lips had felt against his. Anyway, after that kiss, he felt confident it wouldn’t be long before she came begging.


    “Suit yourself. But can I suggest an alligator? You might find one of those more easily than a hippopotamus.”


    Then, before she could hit him with some smart-ass reply, he turned and headed into the house, trying to walk normally despite the fact that his jeans felt two sizes too small.


    
      —
    


    Nice? Was that what he called that? Billie clenched her hands so her nails dug into her palms as she tried to regulate her breathing, annoyed that potential customers had seen her in such an unprofessional embrace. Even more annoyed by how much she’d enjoyed it. In fact, enjoyed probably wasn’t a strong enough word. Was there any such expression that could define the feelings Travis’s lips had ignited inside her? She’d never been kissed like that before. With strength and hunger, as if she were his last meal and he wanted to gobble her up before she went cold.


    Yeah, right, a voice inside her mocked. Although she hated herself for it, she’d never be anything but hot around Travis Sinclair. It was a good thing she had to go out and do a ghost tour that night, because if she stayed in, she didn’t know what her wicked libido might entice her to do. Her mouth went dry at that prospect, and she swallowed to try and bring moisture back.


    She had to remember who this man was. He wasn’t only the baddest boy she’d ever found attractive, he also wanted to sell her home and her livelihood out from under her. That was what really mattered here. How could she feel such lascivious things about him when he threatened everything that mattered to her?


    “Aw, is this your dog?” asked an English accent beside her, jolting Billie from her thoughts.


    She forced herself to smile at a young woman who was bending down in front of her, giving Baxter a belly rub. “Yes.” Traitorous little beast, she thought, as Baxter basked in the attention. His welcome of Travis a few moments ago was unacceptable. She’d thought animals were supposed to be good judges of character. Then again, she’d let the insufferable man put his lips on her, so she could hardly blame Baxter for his actions.


    “He’s adorable.” For a second Billie thought the woman meant Travis, but then she added with a smile, “I love it how there are animals all over town here. We”—she gestured to another girl who was looking at some of the paintings—“keep seeing cats in the shop windows. Do you mind if I take a photo?”


    “Not at all.” Billie shook her head and tried to focus on the woman. “I like it too. It’s one of the first things I noticed when I came here. A lot of people lost their pets in Katrina and since then, they’ve kept their animals close.”


    While the woman snapped photos with her smartphone, Billie asked, “Are you on holiday?”


    “Yep. Gap year. We’re backpacking the globe, working where we can and basically having a ball. Do you live here? Is this your gallery?”


    Billie nodded. “Yes, and yes. Although I haven’t been in New Orleans that long.”


    “That’s an Australian accent, isn’t it?” The woman stopped rubbing Baxter’s tummy and straightened. “We’re heading Down Under after America. I wasn’t sure I could handle an Aussie summer, although it’s pretty hot here today.” She wiped her hand across her brow.


    “You should have been here a few months ago.”


    The woman grinned. “I have a feeling I’m glad we weren’t, although there’s something so magical about this place, maybe I could have handled it.”


    “I know what you mean.” Billie smiled wistfully, thinking about how the French Quarter had felt like home from the moment she stepped out of the taxi that had brought her from the airport.


    “Did you meet your boyfriend here?”


    “What?” Billie spluttered as it dawned on her that this time, the Englishwoman was referring to Travis. “He’s not my boyfriend, he’s…” A pain in the ass? Bad news? Possibly plotting murder? The best kisser of my life? “My landlord,” she managed eventually.


    The English girl’s mouth dropped open. “I wish my landlord kissed like that.”


    “No, you don’t,” said her friend coming over and joining the conversation. “Your landlord is a fat, balding old man.”


    “True.” The woman screwed up her face and then both girls laughed, but Billie’s traitorous mind had rewound to the moment Travis had yanked her against him and put his mouth on hers as if he were staking a claim. Her knees wobbled with the memory and she didn’t know how she’d ever think straight again. It would be much simpler if Travis were fat, balding and old, but he was about as far from that as any man could get. It shouldn’t be legal for outlaws to possess such hard muscles and devastating good looks.


    “Did you pay your rent early or something?” asked one of the women.


    “Huh?” Billie looked at them, befuddled.


    “The kiss? Was it because you’re a good tenant?”


    “Um…” Truthfully, Billie had no clue what that kiss had been about and she didn’t want to talk about it with strangers. He was probably simply trying to screw with her head, so she wanted to somehow exorcise it from her mind. “Let me know if you ladies need any help.”


    And with that she summoned a smile, walked over to her desk and flopped down onto her seat to try and pull herself together. She couldn’t let Travis get to her. No matter how much her greedy hormones had to say on the issue.


    Five hours later when Rolley strolled into the gallery, carrying a box of beignets with the Café Du Monde logo on the side, Billie had never been happier to see him in her life. Not because he carried her favorite treats, but because she needed to escape before she lost her mind. Not thinking about Travis, his kiss or the fact that he was inside and would be more than willing to pick up where they’d left off had been torture. And impossible.


    She’d labored through the afternoon, struggling to do the thing she normally did best—chat with tourists about the pieces in her gallery and the magic of New Orleans—because all she could think about was having Travis’s lips on hers again. And other parts of her body also. What kind of person did that make her? She had friends who waxed lyrical about their love of makeup sex, one of her old colleagues had admitted to frequently picking fights with her husband so they could have the kind of sex that only happened after a heated argument, but Billie had never been able to understand. When she made love, she wanted it to be just that, so why all of a sudden could she not stop thinking about what it might be like to fuck the brains out of Travis Sinclair? A man she barely knew and didn’t even like.


    “Rolley!” He almost dropped the pastry box as she launched herself at him and hugged him like she’d never done before.


    “Billie?” When she let him go, he looked at her like she was high on drugs. “Are you okay?”


    She nodded. “Sorry, long day and I’m starving.” She eyed the box of beignets—not that she thought she could stomach even half of one in her agitated state—and pretended that was the reason for her overly effusive hug. Normally she was careful not to lead Rolley on, but tonight his feelings for her had slipped her mind as it was far too full of other stuff.


    He beamed, his grin stretching from ear to ear as he pulled back the lid on the box. “They’re all yours.”


    “You’re going to make me fat.”


    “Impossible. But even if you were, you’d still be gorgeous.”


    Billie ignored his compliment and took a beignet but didn’t put it into her mouth. “Are you sure you’ll be okay here tonight? I still have a houseguest.”


    “The biker?” Rolley rolled his eyes. “I’ll be fine. As long as he doesn’t start intimidating the customers, I won’t have to rough him up.”


    Billie smiled, thinking about how Rolley couldn’t even bring himself to kill an insect. He was one of the good guys, and it would be so much better if her body had chosen him for its sudden obsession. “Call me if there are any issues.”


    “There won’t be.” He took a beignet out of the box and put the rest down on her desk. “You have a good night.”


    “Thanks.” She started down the alley toward the entrance and then realized she didn’t have her bag, her ghost tour T-shirt or name badge. Dammit, she’d hoped to escape without another run-in with Travis. Taking a deep breath, she went back past Rolley, pretending to take a bite of the beignet, and then snuck into her house. She felt like some kind of cat burglar as she crept through the kitchen and tiptoed down the corridor to her bedroom, cringing when one of the ancient floorboards creaked under her feet.


    Despite her best intentions, she glanced into Travis’s room and then breathed a sigh of relief as she saw him passed out on the bed. This time she wouldn’t make the mistake of going any closer.


    
      —
    


    Travis woke to the sound of the sliding door closing and the scent of strawberries lingering in the air. Where the fuck was he? He sat up in bed, feeling as if he’d been dozing for days, and looked around the room. Within seconds everything came flooding back: the fact that he was back in NOLA, once again mired in the MC and shacked up with a pretty little artist bitch who wanted to hate him but had melted beneath his touch.


    He inhaled deeply, guessing Billie was responsible for the sweet aroma. His stomach grumbled, but it wasn’t food he was hungry for. He rolled out of bed, tugged on his jeans and a shirt and then decided to head out into the gallery for a little fix, but when he emerged he was disappointed. The only person in the gallery was the dark-haired hippie, doing something with pliers and cutlery. So he was responsible for the little figures made of spoons and forks that people apparently handed over their hard-earned cash for.


    Travis glared at him. “Where’s Billie?”


    The guy with the pathetic name glared right back. “She’s out. Working.”


    “I thought she worked here?”


    Rolley shrugged. “Maybe she does something else as well.”


    Travis’s fists clenched at his sides, not liking where his mind went when it thought of what exactly Billie’s other employment might be. Was she stripping in some seedy club? Serving drinks topless? “What exactly does she do?”


    “What’s it to you?” Rolley snapped. Travis noticed his grip tighten on the pliers as if he thought he could use them as a weapon.


    Hah! It would be funny if it weren’t so pathetic. If Travis wanted, he could make Rolley talk, but he no longer used his fists to get things done. Besides, it was true. Billie meant nothing to him. He shrugged. “Just curious.” And then he noticed the Café Du Monde box on the desk where Rolley was working. Without asking, he leaned over and helped himself.


    “Hey, they’re for Billie!” Rolley snatched the box and held it against his chest as Travis sank his teeth into the first beignet he’d had in a very long while.


    He didn’t have much of a sweet tooth, but damn, he’d forgotten how good these things were. No wonder people trekked from all over the world to taste them. He popped the rest of the fried dough into his mouth, thinking about how much better it would be hot, and strode out of the gallery without another word to Rolley.


    Although it wasn’t quite seven o’clock, The Priory was already abuzz with people and loud music, but Travis wasn’t in the mood for another run-in with Ajax and/or Leon. He could go ask Sophie if she’d made that list yet and then start working his way through it, but something had him heading in the direction of the Hotel Monteleone instead. Micah had been keeping a low profile over the last week, appearing only when Ajax absolutely demanded it, but Travis saw no reason why he should get away with this. They both wanted out and with their two heads working together, they might uncover answers faster.


    He strode down the middle of the street—because that’s what you did in the French Quarter—dodging the already tipsy tourists exclaiming over the sights, the people as much as the actual buildings. Old homeless women on bikes proclaiming the message of the Lord; people shouting down from balconies asking women below to flash their tits for tacky, plastic beads; so-called musicians set up in the middle of the road busking; horses and carts giving those who didn’t want to step in vomit a more refined tour of the Quarter; scary-looking guys holding signs saying BIG ASS BEERS, and a tour group sipping cheap Hurricane cocktails out of large plastic tumblers while they listened to some woman tell them this was one of the most haunted cities in the world. He couldn’t believe people actually paid to listen to that crap or believed the bullshit stories fed to them by the tour guides.


    “It’s great to have y’all here tonight.”


    Travis stopped in his tracks, almost stumbling on a crack in the road as he heard the Aussie voice at the front of the crowd, attempting a bit of the local lingo. He’d know that voice anywhere. Pushing past a couple of guys who were sipping girly drinks, he almost tripped again at the sight of his tenant in dark skinny jeans and a fitted polo shirt with some kind of logo on her breast pocket.


    Ghost tours were her other job? He supposed it beat some of the other alternatives.


    Billie tossed her wide smile at the group. “I’m so excited to share with you some of the awesomely spooky history of New Orleans. There’s three hundred years of pirate, voodoo and zombie history right here; it’s a magical place and almost every building has some kind of haunting or ghost-sighting story to tell. Unfortunately we’ve only got an hour tonight, but I’m going to do my best to show you as many haunted sites as possible. But please”—she lowered her voice to a theatrical stage whisper, a streetlamp flickering behind her adding to the eerie effect—“be careful. This city has one of the highest rates of missing persons in the world, so be sure to watch each other’s backs.”


    While the tourists muttered their excited fear, Travis couldn’t help but snort at this dramatic warning. Sure, people disappeared in the French Quarter on a fairly regular basis, but there was generally a logical reason. The Deacons had been responsible for a number of such disappearances, the Ministry many others, but the tourists didn’t want to know about the real underworld of New Orleans. Billie met his gaze as he smirked, and he knew he’d been caught. He lifted a hand and gave her a little wave. Her eyes widened, then narrowed as if she’d swallowed something sour, before she hit him with a deadly glare.


    “And remember, this tour is for paying guests only. If you haven’t already shown me your ticket, please do so now or head inside and buy one.” She nodded toward the tacky tourist bar they were gathered in front of.


    A couple of people broke away from the group, but Billie ignored them, raising her eyebrows at Travis instead. He’d never imagined going on one of these tours in his life, never mind paying for it, but he guessed Billie thought he’d either leave or refuse to pay. He wouldn’t put it past her to call security. Fortunately for him, he wasn’t scared of security, but he couldn’t shake the desire to irritate the hell out of her and ruffle all her pretty little feathers.


    With a smile in her direction, he turned and headed into the pub behind them, pushing through the crowd of low-rent drunks to get to the bar. He handed over good money for a ticket and then went back onto the street. Billie’s group was already halfway down the block, but he strode to catch up. She was talking about a restaurant that had a resident French ghost when she looked up and saw him. She stumbled over her words, losing her train of thought, as he flashed the ticket for her perusal.


    “Welcome,” she finally said. “Glad you could join us.” But she didn’t sound happy at all. She glanced at the building behind them and then back to the group. “Now, where was I?”


    “You were saying the ghost was a winemaker and had impeccable standards in his restaurant?” he told her.


    “Oh, yes, right.” Billie didn’t thank him or smile. “Although it is believed there are a number of spirits in this particular restaurant, its French founder is said to be the most active and has never quite relinquished control. He wasn’t a nobleman, but he had a taste for fine things and good service, and still ensures this is what patrons of his restaurant experience today. Many of the staff here tell stories about him moving the silverware, napkins, tables—anything if it is not to his liking.”


    He bit his tongue as the gullible people around him exclaimed over these things, getting more and more excited as Billie took them to some of the famous buildings of the French Quarter. They paused again on Royal Street.


    “Right behind us now is arguably the most haunted house in New Orleans, known as the LaLaurie Mansion.” She gestured at the three-story house behind her as a number of the group lifted their smartphones and started snapping.


    Aside from the delicate ironwork on the second-story balconies, the house was nothing special on the outside, but rumor said it once held a lavish interior, the place of many extravagant social gatherings. It reminded Travis a little of the Delecroix mansion, which was supposedly one of the properties they’d inherited from Priest.


    “It was owned by Dr. Louis LaLaurie and his wife Delphine, and it is well documented that Delphine was a brutally cruel women who tortured her slaves on these very premises.”


    Travis listened as Billie went on to tell a story he’d heard a number of variations of over the years. You didn’t grow up in the French Quarter without learning about its checkered past. He’d never had much interest in the paranormal, which was pretty much the “normal” in New Orleans, but Billie’s words enchanted him. Her voice was soft and lyrical, and if he weren’t such a cynic maybe he would have bought into the fantasy, but he couldn’t stop thinking about the first woman who’d told him these stories. His own mother had been so fascinated by all things ghosts and voodoo that she hadn’t even realized that tales of vampires, zombies and ghosts didn’t make good bedtime stories for a young child.


    Then again, that wasn’t the only thing she’d screwed up when it came to motherhood.


    Travis’s head started to throb. What the hell he was doing strolling through the streets of the French Quarter with a bunch of tourists listening to this crap? As if he didn’t have anything better to do.


    “And behind us is one of the many haunted hotels in the area,” Billie told the crowd when they stopped in front of another building. “This hotel was once a morgue, and you can imagine the number of spirits who might haunt it. There’ve been rumors of children who died in the building during the city’s outbreak of yellow fever in 1905 running up and down the stairs at night. People actually come to this hotel because they want a paranormal experience. I particularly like the story of young honeymooners who stayed about fifteen years ago. They left disappointed after a week and requested their money back as they had not seen, felt or heard any ghosts. Two weeks later they developed the film in their camera and found a photo of the two of them sleeping taken from above. Convinced their mystery photographer was a ghost, they repaid their fee and now visit every year on their anniversary.”


    While the crowd around him sighed, Travis scoffed. People could be so damn gullible. “One of the hotel staff probably snuck into their room and took a photo,” he said, loud enough so that everyone turned to look at him. “In fact, there’s a reasonable explanation for most of your stories.”


    “I see we have a nonbeliever in our midst.” Billie tried to sound mocking, but the quiver in her voice gave away her annoyance.


    “Not a nonbeliever, just a man who’s seen enough to sort the trash from the truth, and what you’re dishing out, sweetheart, is trash.”


    Billie crossed her arms over her chest and glared at him. “The hotel doors have locks, and the couple would have had to be pretty heavy sleepers not to wake up for an intruder, who then somehow hovered above them and snapped a photo.”


    Travis shrugged one shoulder lazily. “What hotel doesn’t have a master key?”


    “Fine,” Billie snapped. “Even if a member of the staff did sneak in, how do you account for them taking a photo from above the bed?”


    Maybe she had a point there, but he wasn’t one to admit defeat. “They probably have peepholes or a special camera stand.”


    Billie rolled her eyes. “There’s always one.” She lifted her chin high and smiled at the crowd, but it wasn’t the full smile she gave the people that came into the gallery and she certainly didn’t aim it at him. “I hope you’ve enjoyed the tour so far. We have just one more stop, and I think this story is going to really intrigue you.”


    “If that asshole doesn’t ruin it for us,” muttered a weedy-looking guy only a few feet away from Billie.


    Knowing the guy was referring to him, Travis’s jaw tightened and he was about to retort when something made him bite his tongue. He was being an ass simply for the sake of being an ass. But that’s what being back in New Orleans did to him.


    It unbalanced him. Made him act like someone even he didn’t like.


    Billie led the still eager crowd onto the last stop of the night—a pub rumored to have been the haunt of a number of famous locals. As she spoke about Andrew Jackson and even voodoo queen Marie Laveau, Travis slipped away from the group and headed toward the Hotel Monteleone.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 6


    How Baxter could sleep while Billie tossed and turned in bed she had no clue, but he was snoring soundly beside her, oblivious to her inner turmoil. She craved the sweet oblivion the dog had, but the thoughts of Travis that invaded her head prevented that. It was one thing for him to stake a claim on the gallery—that was bad enough—but he’d had no right to do what he’d done that night. No right to try and make her look stupid when she was working.


    When he’d appeared in the midst of her tour group, for a few brief moments she’d been glad. At least her body, tingling with awareness, had been happy to see him. She’d been stupid enough to believe he might actually be interested in what she had to say. Crazy and hopeful, when all he’d wanted was the chance to aggravate her again. This time in public.


    Fury tensed her muscles and she gripped her pillow hard against her chest. This could not go on. Tomorrow morning she was going to sit him down and have a chat. Or rather confront him and make him listen. Travis had already told her he didn’t do conversation. Well, that was fine, because she planned on doing all the talking. She was going to lay it on him, tell Mr. Worships Himself Sinclair that she wouldn’t be walked all over. And she wasn’t going to let him touch her in the process.


    If he were here now, she’d do it right this minute, but she hadn’t heard Travis come in yet. She glanced at her watch—it was way past midnight. Where could he be? Her mind led her to a number of possible places, most of which would boast a bevy of women eager to please a hot bad boy. Her ribs squeezed tight around her heart at the thought. Why did this even bother her? They were welcome to him. But as her hormones screamed that she was a liar, she heard the groaning of the gate at the front of the gallery and was still.


    She listened to heavy footsteps trudging across the courtyard. The door to the house opened and the footsteps grew louder, closer. Then there was one single but loud knock on her bedroom door. She sat up straight and was yanking the sheets around her neck and cursing herself for not putting furniture in front of the door, when it opened and Travis filled the doorway, light from the hall spilling over him. He looked like some kind of fallen angel.


    “What are you doing here?” she spat, unsure whether she was scared, pissed off or aroused by his presence in her bedroom. Maybe a cocktail of all three.


    As he stepped into the room and switched on her light, Baxter stirred, lifting his head and then leaping off the bed to go and greet the enemy. Billie’s insides contracted at the sight of Travis stooping to scratch her little dog on the neck. “I’m sorry for acting like a jerk today,” he said finally.


    Well, that was unexpected. She raised an eyebrow, wondering if he was referring to manhandling her without permission or trying to ruin her tour that night. He obviously thought his behavior the other days was acceptable. “So, the big, bad biker can apologize?”


    He shrugged. “Occasionally. When I’m in the wrong, which just so you know, isn’t often. But to show I mean it I’m taking you out for beignets.”


    Maybe she was asleep, because this had to be some crazy-ass concoction of her vivid imagination. “It’s two o’clock in the morning.”


    “And?” Travis ran a hand through his hair, and she shivered imagining that hand on her instead. “There’s a reason Café Du Monde is open 24/7—it’s always time for beignets.”


    Her stomach rumbled loudly in agreement but she ignored it. “And, I don’t take kindly to being told what to do.” Lord knows her ex had been the king of that. Well, she hadn’t finally broken free of her marriage to let someone she hardly knew pick up where Saxon had left off. “Have you ever considered I might be more likely to say yes if you asked me rather than told me?”


    “Fine.” Travis’s expression was one of stone. “Would you do me the great honor of coming out and sharing a plate of beignets?”


    Billie laughed despite herself. Travis Sinclair was one surprise after another. “Why?”


    He sighed as if exasperated by her. “Because I’m hungry. I feel like beignets and I know how much you like them. Are you coming or not?”


    Part of her knew that going anywhere with Travis Sinclair would be a very bad idea indeed, but she couldn’t help herself. They’d gotten off to a bad start but he was making the effort to be civil, and she could sense how difficult that was for him. Shouldn’t she meet him halfway? Maybe if they got to know each other, she’d be able to convince him not to sell the gallery. Besides, it wasn’t like he’d asked her out for gumbo; they were talking beignets and, having been unable to eat all day, she was quite literally starving.


    “Okay.” She tightened her grip on the sheets and nodded toward the door. “If you let me get dressed, I’ll come.”


    “Go ahead.” He didn’t make a move to go.


    “In private,” she clarified as she gestured to her bedroom door.


    “Right, sure.” He chuckled as he backed away. Then, “Not like I haven’t seen it all before, sweetheart.”


    Ignoring that comment as the door shut behind Travis, Billie dressed quickly in jeans and a light sweater. Was she crazy to be going out with this man in the middle of the night? Possibly lack of sleep was affecting her judgment. Pushing that thought aside, she grabbed her bag and went out into the kitchen, where Travis and Baxter (who had followed him out) were waiting.


    “We taking the mutt?” Travis asked gruffly.


    “Yes.” Baxter went almost everywhere with her and, despite the fact that he seemed to have chosen Travis as his new best friend, she felt certain if she were in danger Baxter would do his best to protect her.


    “In that case, let’s go.” Travis gestured to the door, holding it open for her to walk through. As she did so, he brushed his hand against the small of her back and she shivered, feeling more alive, more female, than she ever had before. She swallowed and continued on, neither of them speaking as they walked out onto Bourbon Street.


    “Where’d you get that key?” Billie asked as Travis locked the gate behind them.


    “Pilfered it,” he informed her with a wicked spark in his eyes.


    She shook her head; she supposed it was better than him breaking and entering. They walked past The Priory, Baxter trotting like a chaperone between their feet. Travis didn’t even glance inside the bar, and a number of questions bubbled on Billie’s tongue about his connection to the biker gang. But no conversation could be held in the middle of all the noise and partying of a still crowded Bourbon Street, and Travis was liable to tell her to mind her own business, so she continued on, soaking up the sights, which always fascinated her, as they turned onto St. Ann Street in the direction of Café Du Monde.


    Billie had been a regular at the famous café when she’d first arrived in New Orleans, but she’d always come during the day. It looked spectacular at night, its bright lights making the place appear like something out of a fairy tale. While it wasn’t crowded, there were enough people sitting at the tables to keep the waitstaff busy, and the smells wafting from the white and green building made her mouth water. Travis led them to a table on the sidewalk only a few yards from the street.


    They’d barely taken their seats when a dark-skinned waiter, dressed in the café’s black pants, white shirt and white paper hat, arrived beside them. “How y’all doing?” he asked. “What can I get for you?”


    “An order of beignets,” Travis said, his tone saying this was the stupidest question ever. He looked to Billie. “Do you want a drink?”


    She nodded. “I’ll have a hot chocolate.”


    “Right.” Travis looked back to the waiter. “A hot chocolate for the lady and a black coffee.”


    Lady? Billie tried to ignore the warmth that flooded her having him, of all people, call her that.


    “Coming right up.” The waiter beamed happily despite Travis’s less than friendly vibe. And then he walked away, leaving Billie and Travis alone. Well, Baxter was there, too, but he’d already curled up under the table at their feet.


    Billie smiled tentatively at Travis, not because she’d forgiven him for being a jerk, but because she wanted to pretend this was just a normal outing of friends. Not a date, because that would make her think of the things that sometimes come at the end of dates and thoughts like that were unhealthy, to say the least. “So, you grew up round here?” she asked brightly.


    He stared at her unnervingly, and for a moment she thought he might remind her that he didn’t do conversation, but then he nodded. “Yep.”


    “Is your family still here?” she asked, undeterred by his one-word answer.


    “I don’t have a family.”


    Oh. Something inside her squeezed at this blunt statement, but she guessed he wouldn’t want her sympathy. “Did the stork deliver you to the French Quarter, then?”


    The hard line of his jaw shifted slightly as his mouth curved up at one end. His near-smile touched her nether regions, and she couldn’t help but imagine what expression he might make when he was in the throes of passion. Thankfully, he spoke before that image had time to take hold. “No. I had a mother, briefly, if you could call her that, and I guess I had a father too, although my mother had no fucking clue who he was.”


    She honestly didn’t know what to say to that, but luckily their sunny waiter arrived with the beignets and their steaming drinks.


    “Enjoy,” he said, putting the bill down on the table.


    Travis nodded at the guy—Billie guessed this was the closest he got to an actual thanks—and then he pushed the plate toward her to take the first one.


    “Thank you.” She picked one up, the sugar spilling down onto her sweater as she lifted it to her mouth. His gesture was almost gentlemanly. Maybe deep beneath that hard-core interior there was a softer side to Travis Sinclair, a little like the fried dough that melted in her mouth.


    “What about you?” he asked, lifting his mug to his lips, not touching the beignets.


    She blinked and then, realizing he was referring to her family, swallowed her mouthful before speaking. Her family was normal to the point of boring and couldn’t understand why she always had to make waves—her mother’s words when she’d finally announced she was leaving Saxon. “My family are all in Western Australia—my mum and dad, my two older brothers, their perfect wives and angelic children.”


    He smirked, telling her he hadn’t missed her sarcasm. “Your parents are still married? To each other? That’s unique.”


    “They’re still together because they are stubborn and don’t want to halve their assets, not because they can actually stand to be in the same room together.”


    He chuckled. “And what’s this husband of yours like? Perfect like the rest of the family?”


    She rubbed at the sugar she could feel dusting her upper lip. “Firstly, he’s my ex-husband, and yes, my family does think he’s perfect, but I know better. He’s selfish, materialistic and manipulative; got jealous whenever I so much as talked to another man; was controlling about what I wore, where I went and who I saw, and unsupportive of the things that mattered to me.”


    “He didn’t appreciate art?”


    “No.” She glared at him. “You and he have that in common.”


    “I appreciate art. See?” He pushed up the sleeves of his long-sleeved T-shirt one after the other and she sucked in a breath at the sight of his tanned, sculpted forearms covered in ink.


    “Do they all mean something?” she asked, her fingers twitching to touch them. She could see a dagger through a heart and a fleur-de-lis cross, which surprised her considering he hated New Orleans, and lots of other scary-looking things. He was more ink than skin, and if she’d met him in a dark alley alone at night she’d probably have been terrified. Instead, she was curious. Intrigued by this man so different from anyone she’d ever known.


    “Pretty much,” he told her.


    She ignored the letters that spelled TRUST NO ONE across his knuckles and reached out and touched a finger to the dollar sign on his wrist. “Has this one got something to do with ‘Cash’?” she asked, trying to ignore the warmth that shot up her arm at the connection. Whoops. She’d resolved not to let him touch her, and then she’d gone and touched him.


    He took a moment, staring down at her fingers on his arm, and for some reason she couldn’t drag her hand away. He felt good, soft yet hard. Hot. Exactly like his lips had felt earlier that day. Goose bumps sprouted on her skin at the recollection and she fought the urge to run her hand even higher.


    “Yeah,” he said eventually, looking down into her eyes, his expression unreadable.


    “And?” she prompted him, finally removing her hand and using it to pick up another beignet. Eating was much safer than touching.


    “It means I’m good with numbers, money, computers and shit like that. The brothers appreciated it and yeah, that’s how I got my road name.”


    “The brothers? I thought you said you didn’t have any family.”


    “I don’t. I meant the Deacons.”


    “Oh right, so what? You’re the Deacons’ treasurer?” She took a bite of the beignet, thankful for television, which had given her a tiny insight into the MC world.


    “Was,” he corrected. “I’ve been elsewhere for the best part of a decade. We all have.”


    She didn’t care about the others. “What have you been up to?”


    He raised an eyebrow as if he wasn’t used to answering to anyone. “I’m a security analyst.”


    “What does that entail?”


    He chuckled, as if he could tell she didn’t know whether that was a real job. “I show big companies how insecure their computer programs are, how easily they can be hacked into, and then I create a solution for them. Some people call what I do penetration testing.”


    “So basically you’re a glorified computer hacker?” She didn’t know whether to be impressed or appalled. Lord knew where he’d learned the tricks of that particular trade.


    He shrugged, his expression giving very little away.


    “So you work for yourself?” she asked, ridiculously curious. “You contract your services out?”


    He nodded.


    “What kind of training did you have to do for that?”


    “I’ve always been good with computers and taught myself a lot of what I know.” She guessed she knew what he meant by that, but his next words surprised her. “But I’ve got an MBA as well.”


    As she digested this information, garnering the courage to ask him more and maybe question the meaning of some of his more menacing tattoos, he reached across the table and wiped his thumb slowly across her lip. Her whole body stilled, her heart feeling as if it were beating outside her body, and she completely lost her train of thought. Someone who’d practically just admitted to a past life of crime should not be so attractive to her.


    “Sugar,” he said, holding his thumb up in explanation, and she saw the evidence a moment before he opened his mouth and licked it off.


    She gulped and, barely able to breathe and totally incapable of taking her gaze from his mouth, forgot she’d planned on thumping him the next time he put his hands on her. Because now she wished more than anything that he’d do it again.


    “Why have you suddenly started being nice?” she asked, unable to withhold any longer the question that had been weighing on her mind since he’d marched into her bedroom.


    Travis frowned. “Trust me, I’m not nice at all.”


    She rolled her eyes. “You know what I mean. Ever since we met you’ve been doing your damn best to aggravate me and now we’re suddenly playing a different game. It’s almost civilized.”


    He looked at her so intently, she felt her cheeks flush. “Didn’t your mom ever tell you boys pick on girls they like?”


    She swallowed. He liked her? She bit down on the grin that wanted to twist her lips. “I thought you were just an asshole.”


    He laughed, a deep, throaty chuckle that was perhaps the sexiest sound she’d ever heard. “Sweetheart, don’t be fooled by this pretense of civilization. I might like you, but it doesn’t mean I’m not an asshole and it doesn’t mean you should like me back.”


    His words were a warning, but they did nothing to cool the fires burning within her. Until he’d waltzed into her gallery, she’d thought herself happy with her new life in New Orleans. Happy to be man- and commitment-free. But Travis’s attention had reignited long-buried needs, and she was finding it hard to concentrate on anything but the thought of satisfying them. Very soon, if her hormones had any say in the matter.


    “Is anything in the gallery yours?” He leaned back in his seat and clasped his hands behind his head, seemingly unperturbed by touching her or admitting his attraction. Perhaps he was bored of her already? Perhaps the kiss that afternoon hadn’t done for him what it had done for her. Perhaps that’s why he was acting different all of a sudden. Surely if he were still interested, he’d have dragged her into bed rather than out of it to head down the road for a post-midnight snack. He didn’t seem like the type of man to waste time with formalities.


    He looked at her quizzically as if he’d just asked a question and she realized she had no idea what it was. “I’m sorry, what did you say?”


    He smirked knowingly. “I asked what artwork in the gallery belongs to you. Are you an oil paints kinda girl, watercolors, abstract?”


    “Oh.” She shook her head and dragged her hot chocolate toward her, taking comfort from its warmth. “None of them. I used to draw with charcoal, but I haven’t done so in years.”


    “What?” he scoffed. “You’re so passionate about everyone else’s stuff but you don’t make time for your own?”


    “It’s not that…” She sighed, not wanting to admit the truth. That her family and Saxon had made her feel as though art wasn’t a worthwhile occupation. She’d been told so many times to get a real job that she eventually had. And while she’d enjoyed teaching, it had left little time for her own pursuits. And Saxon never liked her painting in the evenings or on weekends when he was home. Eventually it was the thing that had finally pushed her over the edge. If he couldn’t accept her art, then how could he really love her?


    She’d packed her art supplies when she’d left Australia and had tried to draw again while she was traveling, and again when she’d settled in the French Quarter, but it was as though her family’s disapproval had paralyzed her.


    “I’m not really very good.”


    “Bull. Shit.” He looked right into her eyes as if he could see everything she wasn’t saying out loud. “I bet you’re far more talented than everyone else you showcase. Who told you otherwise? Your ex? Your family?”


    “All of them,” she admitted, lifting her hot chocolate to her lips. She took a sip and it tasted sweetly delicious, but it didn’t eradicate the bitter memories of not being good enough.


    “Fuck them,” Travis said, again reaching over and this time touching her cheek and turning her head to look at him. Her skin burned beneath his touch. “Life’s too short to live for anyone but yourself. If drawing makes you happy, then draw.”


    He kept his fingers on her cheek and right now his touch was making her very happy. Other than his excessive use of the f-word, this man almost seemed liked someone totally different from the guy who’d waltzed into her gallery on Thursday afternoon. He was almost likable. In fact, she was beginning to forget what it was that annoyed her about him.


    “You know,” she whispered, “for someone who says he doesn’t do conversation, you’re pretty good at it.”


    
      —
    


    Travis tried to ignore the funny feeling in his chest. Should he be pleased or appalled by her observation? This was so out of character for him, as close to a normal date as he’d ever had in his life, and he didn’t know what to think about that. As a member of the Deacons he’d slept around plenty and lived from one lay to the next, because he was young and that’s what you did until you found an “old lady.” Since leaving NOLA and the club, he’d had a string of one-night stands that occasionally turned into something that lasted a little longer, but he’d always ended it at the first sign of the woman wanting more. He’d never “dated,” that’s for sure. He was far better off on his own.


    Billie she took another sip of hot chocolate. He forced himself to tear his hand from her face, despite wanting to slide it around the back of her neck into her hair and pull her lips to his again. She was right, at least in that he’d talked to her more than he’d spoken to any woman not related to his work in…forever. Why the fuck? He had no clue.


    He’d never rated conversation very high before, preferring to get straight down to business whatever the situation, and talking to Billie had done nothing to douse his desire for her. If anything, it was the opposite. Only now that he liked her as a person, he wasn’t sure messing with her would sit right.


    Everything about her screamed sweet and good, which was pretty much the opposite of everything he was. But it was the first time he’d actually given a damn about another person’s feelings since he’d rode out of the French Quarter and turned his back on everything he thought had mattered.


    “Hey, are they members of your gang?”


    Billie’s words jolted his thoughts and he followed the direction of her gaze to a row of bikes cruising down Decatur Street. Every muscle in his body tightened as five Ministry cocksuckers parked right in front of Café Du Monde. He kept his eyes on the men climbing off their bikes.


    “I wouldn’t be caught dead with them,” he said under his breath.


    Sure, the Deacons hadn’t been angels, but at least they’d had some scruples, something no one would ever accuse the Graveyard Ministry of having.


    “And the Deacons are a club, not a gang,” he told her, sharply.


    “There’s a difference?” Her tone said she found that amusing. She had no idea what kind of danger they might be in if he was recognized. Even without his Deacons colors, he was an enemy; perhaps even more so because he was no longer an active club member and they’d think that made him weak.


    The men yanked off their helmets in perfect synchronization and Travis recognized the Ministry president, Blade, and also Steel and Gator, who used to be part of the Deacons. Men he once considered his brothers. The word traitors came into his head and a bitter taste filled his mouth. It was one thing to walk away from the brotherhood, but quite another to cross over to the dark side.


    As they started toward the café, Travis suddenly realized there were five of them and only one of him. Even if numbers weren’t his thing, he’d have known they weren’t good odds. Much better to stay under the radar, and the only way to do that was…


    He shifted his seat and leaned across to Billie, capturing her head in his hands and dragging her lips against his. Although hyperalert due to the situation, he couldn’t help but lose himself in her mouth. She tasted of everything sweet, and he had a sugar craving like he’d never had before.


    This time, she didn’t pull away. He felt her hands on his chest as she leaned into him, her tongue sliding along the top of his mouth, torturing him in the best way possible. And he wanted more of Billie, so much more.


    “Heard you were back in town.” The rough voice sounded right beside them, stealing all the pleasure from Billie’s kiss.


    Travis’s blood went cold. So much for staying under the radar. His hand still possessively behind Billie’s neck, he slowly pulled back and looked straight into Blade’s dark eyes. Steel, Gator and two guys Travis didn’t recognize stood on either side of their leader, arms folded across their chests as they glared down at him and Billie.


    Blade grinned, but when he curled his lips it wasn’t pleasant. Where some people had dimples, he had scars. “I see it didn’t take long to get yourself a Bourbon Street whore.” He nodded toward Billie, his gaze lingering on her curves.


    Travis stood, his fists clenching at his sides as he stared Blade down. How dare he speak about Billie like that! Or look at her like he wanted her to be the next notch on his bedpost. “Careful what the fuck you say.”


    Only no one stared Blade down and walked away to tell the story—a bit like the situation with Ajax, really. Travis stepped slightly in front of Billie, not wanting her to get mixed up in any of this shit. What had he been thinking bringing her out when he knew all too well the Ministry were all over the Quarter these days?


    Blade frowned and spoke to his brothers, all the while keeping his eyes on Travis. “I think my fucking hearing’s playing tricks on me. Did this motherfucker just tell me what to do?”


    The four other bikers glared at Travis, with Steel and Gator not quite as red-faced as the other two, who looked like they’d be ready to slit his throat the moment Blade gave the signal.


    “You wouldn’t want to cause any trouble in Café Du Monde, now, would you?” Travis gestured around them at the tables still fairly full with tourists. Although his tone was cool, every muscle in his body tightened.


    Blade scowled and shook his head in disgust. “Look at what you’ve become,” he spat. “Too high and mighty to even wear your cut. Lucky thing Priest is dead. It would kill him to see what’s become of you losers.”


    Travis raised one eyebrow, his jaw twitching at the way Blade dared mention Priest. “You know anything about that?”


    “About what?” Blade asked, shrugging one shoulder.


    One of his sidekicks smirked. “Fucking terrible accident, wasn’t it?”


    Blade nodded, a shadow of a smile on his lips. “That’s what I heard.”


    Despite his own feelings about Priest, Travis didn’t take kindly to any Ministry talking this way. He felt anger building inside him, his control slipping away. “It better have been,” he growled, looking from one man to the next, scrutinizing their eyes for any flickers of guilt. Not that they’d probably feel guilty even if they had done away with Priest.


    All five men maintained their hard stares, but that wasn’t anything out of the ordinary.


    “You’re not threatening me, are you?” Blade chuckled as if Travis were delusional, and Travis wondered if perhaps he’d gone too far when there was no one around to watch his back, but Blade knew all the right buttons to push. He’d love him to strike out, love him to lose hold on his tightly wound self-control, but then Blade would be winning a war Travis didn’t want to fight.


    “ ’Course not,” he ground out, using every iota of restraint he had to stop from saying what he really felt. “Just making conversation.”


    Blade snorted. “You really have changed. Come on, brothers, let’s leave Cash to his date. ’Night, sweetheart.” He looked past Travis to Billie and tipped his head. “Although if you need a real man, I’d be happy to oblige.”


    Travis counted to five in his head as Blade and his fucking entourage walked off to order take-out at the counter. It would not do him or Billie any good if he let his anger get the better of him.


    “I’m sorry about that,” he said, finally turning around to face Billie.


    “About what?” Her face was pale as she looked right into his eyes. “About those guys or about kissing me?”


    He swallowed as her question reverberated around his head. Perhaps he should be sorry for kissing her, because in doing so he’d put her on the Ministry’s radar, but he couldn’t bring himself to lie. “About our uninvited guests.”


    She licked her lips and met his gaze. “You’re not responsible for other people’s actions.”


    Her soft lips and the blatant desire in her eyes turned him inside out. Right now he wanted to do a lot more than simply kiss her—the safest way to rid himself of all this pent-up anger was through sex, and she was here, looking all hot and fuckable.


    But first he wanted to take her as far away from his archenemies as he could get.


    “Let’s get out of here.” He bent down and grabbed Baxter’s leash—the little pup was a pathetic guard dog—and then took Billie’s hand with his free one as he stalked out of the café and onto the street. He glanced behind him, making sure the Ministry guys weren’t following, and then dug his cell out of his pocket. The last thing he wanted to do was call for backup, but he couldn’t risk Billie’s safety. She wasn’t part of this world.


    “Blue?” he said, when Leon answered the phone after a few rings. The loud classic rock music of The Priory blared in the background. “I need your help.” He knew that even though they’d been apart for ten years, even though half the time now they acted more like enemies than friends, his brothers would come if he asked. He quickly filled Leon in on the situation, asking him not to tell Ajax, and then shut off the phone and shoved it in his pocket.


    He and Billie started walking back up St. Ann Street, still hand in hand, neither of them saying a word. Travis told himself he was holding Billie’s hand to keep her safe, but truthfully he liked it. Within a few minutes a Harley roared up beside them. Baxter got all feisty, tugging at his leash and barking at Leon as he leaned back on the idling bike and gave Billie the once-over.


    “Let me get this straight,” Leon said, clearly finding this amusing. “You were in Café Du Monde in the middle of the fucking night with a beautiful woman and the Ministry turned up?”


    Travis bristled. “Don’t say another word. Just watch our backs, got it?”


    He knew what Leon was thinking—what the hell was he doing out and about when he could have had Billie in his bed? It was a good fucking question. Being back in New Orleans, this whole damn mess with Priest was fucking with his head.


    Leon revved the bike. “After you.”


    Realizing he was still holding Billie’s hand and imagining exactly what Leon would think of that, Travis reluctantly let her go and continued on. Baxter had a death wish and kept trying to throw himself in front of the bike, so Travis scooped him up and shoved him under his arm, grateful to have the dog to focus on.


    They walked quickly, neither of them saying a word as they continued down St. Ann and then turned onto Bourbon Street, Leon always only a block or so away. The crowds were finally thinning, those still on the streets staggering along the sidewalk as if trying to remember where they were staying.


    “We’ll be okay from here,” Travis told Leon as they arrived in front of The Priory. “Thanks.”


    Leon merely nodded and then revved his bike again as he drove around the back of the building to park it. Travis lowered Baxter onto the pavement as they continued on to the gallery. The little dog stopped and lifted his leg over a pile of vomit, but Travis ignored it, wondering what the hell would happen now.


    He knew what he wanted to happen. What he needed to happen. He wanted to haul Billie into his arms and use her body to help him forget his run-in with the Ministry, to forget why he was here in New Orleans and why he couldn’t just leave. Not yet. To help him expel some of the tension from his body. He wanted to rip off her jeans and lick her pussy until she begged him to take her over that damn piano. His mouth watered, his cock hardened.


    He could practically taste her on his tongue, but didn’t she deserve better than him? Someone who could offer her a pretty future, not just a few fucking-amazing hours between the sheets? While Travis deliberated more than he ever had in his life about a woman, Billie got out her key and unlocked the gate into the gallery. It squeaked as she opened it. Baxter shot inside, no doubt to wash his dirty mouth in the fountain like Travis had seen him do a couple of times already.


    “You coming?” she asked, her eyes wide open as she looked back at him still lingering on the sidewalk.


    He shoved his hands in his pockets and swallowed. She looked so damn lovely standing there in the doorway, the few security lights of the gallery flickering behind her. There was just something special about her. She was so different from the women he usually used to scratch his itch, yet it was obvious what she was offering him and every red blood cell in his body wanted part of that.


    “I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” he said, unable to believe his own ears.


    She frowned slightly, and then sighed. “That’s a pity, because I was hoping you might kiss me again.”


    “Jesus.” He groaned, her sweetly suggestive words making his cock physically ache. “Billie, I’m not a good person to get entangled with. Wasn’t tonight evidence enough of that?” He thought of what it would do to him if the Ministry so much as came near her again. “There’s shit going down, and it’s better you stay away from me.”


    Most women listened to him, but Billie didn’t heed his warning. Instead, she took a couple of steps, closing the distance between them and joining him once again on the sidewalk. She stood right in front of him, so close he could smell her intoxicating strawberry shampoo or whatever the hell it was, and looked up into his eyes. “Travis, let me be the judge of what’s good for me.”


    And then, she leaned up on her tiptoes, wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed her lips against his mouth.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 7


    Every ounce of common sense Billie possessed told her she was playing with fire, but she couldn’t help herself. Her resolve to stay away from Travis Sinclair had well and truly snapped. It was the middle of the night and she was standing outside the gallery on the sidewalk of Bourbon Street, her tongue down a near-stranger’s throat, her insides trembling with raw need and desire, and she felt better, more alive, than she’d ever felt before. She’d known him less than three days but for some insane reason, he didn’t feel like a stranger.


    Maybe it was the illusion of friendship they’d formed, talking and sharing beignets until they’d been rudely interrupted; she didn’t know. But what she did know was that despite the tough-guy act he put on most of the time, despite his association with the Deacons, he wasn’t like those Ministry guys. They’d looked at him like they wanted to kill him and her like she was a piece of pie they wanted to devour in one gulp, yet despite being one against five, he hadn’t stood by while they insulted her, and she respected that. It had been one thing fighting the attraction she felt to him when he was being a jackass, but now, when he’d given her a glimpse of the person he seemed to hide from the world, she was a goner.


    All thoughts of the danger he might bring with him, and the fact that he was essentially an enemy who wanted to do something that would destroy her business, evaporated. She could worry about all that tomorrow. At that moment nothing felt more important than the yearning need he’d ignited inside her.


    And, if the impressive erection she felt pressing against her belly was any indication, Travis needed this as much as she did.


    “Billie,” he groaned, gripping her shoulders and snatching his mouth from hers. “Are you sure about this?” He sounded tortured, as if he were in physical pain. “Because if we cross this line, I’m not fucking stopping until we’re finished.”


    Thank God for that. In reply, she slid her hand down his body and cupped his balls through the hard denim of his jeans. He sucked in a breath. Oh yeah, she’d never been more certain of anything in her life.


    “I don’t want to stop,” she whispered, desperate to have his mouth back on hers. “Why don’t you put your money where your mouth is and show me you’re not all talk. Or maybe you can think of more creative uses for that mouth of yours.”


    If he didn’t give her the release she needed soon, she’d explode.


    He hesitated for all of two seconds and then said, “Let’s hope you don’t regret it.” His mouth found hers again and he kissed her hard, his hands coming down around her back and cupping her buttocks in their effort to drag her closer. As their tongues dueled, he pressed the hardness between his legs right into her and heat coiled low in her belly. She pushed herself even closer, loving the friction of her nipples rubbing against his solid chest, her panties already sopping wet.


    He moved his hands from her butt and slid them up under her sweater, his hot fingers searing her bare skin as he ripped his mouth from hers and started trailing kisses down her neck. They weren’t like any kisses she’d had before—they were rough and demanding, as if he didn’t want to do this but couldn’t help himself. She guessed tomorrow morning she’d wake with his mark all over her skin, and the thought intoxicated her.


    Then he closed his mouth over a nipple, soaking her sweater, and she lost her ability to think straight at all. She moaned and arched up into his mouth, all the nerve endings in her body feeling as if they’d been set alight. He sucked hard, his hands sliding up and down her bare back.


    “I think it’s time to take this inside,” he muttered into her ear, and she was helpless to utter a response. Hell, she’d forgotten they were still outside on the sidewalk, making out for the viewing pleasure of all of Bourbon Street.


    “Good idea,” she whispered as he grabbed her hand and started into the alley. He kicked the gate shut behind them, took two seconds to lock it—thank God someone still had the ability to think straight—and then picked her up and threw her over his shoulder.


    She squealed in surprise, her breasts pressed against his back, her hands landing on his tight butt to steady herself. Damn, he felt good.


    “I’ve been wanting to do that since the moment I met you,” he said as he strode toward the house. His confession turned her on almost as much as his mouth did. What other fantasies was he about to enact?


    They charged into the house, Baxter trotting at Travis’s heels, and as they headed down the corridor for the bedrooms, she realized…this was it.


    “We’re going to have sex,” she squeaked, not meaning to voice this thought aloud.


    Travis chuckled and his grip on her legs tightened. “That’s the plan, baby.”


    She was about to have sex for the first time since she’d walked out on her marriage. With a man who had no qualms about ruining her business and had a number of sketchy connections. Was she insane? Had Travis slipped something into her hot chocolate? How could she go from hating the man to practically throwing herself at him within a matter of hours? Her heart began to pound against Travis’s back, her mind warring with her raging hormones. Good conscience fighting bad.


    “Your room or mine?” he asked, oblivious to the storm raging within her.


    “Mine.” At least then she’d be a fraction in her comfort zone.


    He arrived at her bedroom door and paused. “Time for you to go to bed elsewhere, Baxter,” Travis said, and Billie looked down at the little dog who had no clue what was going on. Join the club, she thought. I’ve lost the plot.


    Travis stepped into her room and shut the door in Baxter’s face. He started whimpering immediately, but Billie had only a few seconds to feel sorry for her puppy before Travis dumped her on the bed and she forgot about the dog altogether.


    He ripped off his long-sleeved T-shirt in one deft movement, unveiling all the glory of his six-pack abs, nicely tanned and covered in even more tattoos. The lights were still on from when he’d stormed into her room earlier, but she barely had time to admire the art before he undid his belt buckle and tugged his jeans and underwear—gulp—down his legs. The erection she’d felt when they were outside on the street sprang free and it was more glorious than she could imagine. It was so big she wasn’t sure how it would ever fit inside her, but she very much wanted to try. Her thighs clenched in anticipation. To hell with doubts, to hell with nerves, to hell with the regrets she might very well have tomorrow.


    So what if she hadn’t had sex in over a year? Wasn’t it like riding a bicycle—once you knew how, you didn’t forget? Saxon might not have lit her on fire for quite some time, but that didn’t mean she didn’t know what she was doing.


    She sat up and pulled herself to the edge of the bed, unashamedly looking her fill of the man in front of her and reaching out to touch him. He sucked in a breath as her fingers closed around his cock, and she glided her hand up and down before taking his balls in her palm. She was about to lean forward and take him into her mouth, when he gripped her shoulders and shoved her back against the bed.


    He leaned over her and unzipped her jeans. Her skin felt as if it were on fire, and it wasn’t the only thing as he slid them down her legs, taking her black cotton panties with them. Tossing them aside, he put his hands on her bare thighs and spread her legs wide. He gazed down at her, his expression hard, and she felt self-conscious again. Shy. Uncomfortable. She tried to close her legs—this wasn’t how things usually happened in her experience. Saxon barely ever bothered to look at her; he usually spent a few seconds stroking between her legs and then thrust into her when he felt ready, missionary position every single time. He’d certainly never stared at her sex like it was something he wanted to gobble up.


    “Don’t,” Travis whispered, his pressure on her thighs warm and firm, stopping her from closing them. “You’re fucking gorgeous. Let me look at you.” And then he reached out and ran his index finger—slowly, tormentingly—over her slit. She couldn’t help herself; she thrust up into his hand, desperate to have his fingers inside her. And he obliged, fucking her with his fingers, first one and then another.


    “Oh,” she moaned, her arms outstretched and her hands gripping the sheets as he so easily found her clit, rubbing over it with just the perfect amount of pressure.


    “That’s the way, baby. You’re so wet, so ready for me, so hot.”


    The pleasure rose within her, Travis’s words and his touch more arousing, more erotic, than anything she’d experienced with Saxon or anyone before. Just when she was approaching the edge, Travis removed his hands and she whimpered. She was about to beg for his fingers back upon her, when he put his mouth there instead.


    She cried out in bliss. Her hands moved to his head, her fingers curling in his hair as his tongue delved deep inside her. Any control she had over the situation vanished as she felt Travis devouring her as if she were ice cream on a stick. A few deft strokes of his talented tongue and she was a panting mess. As if sensing she was close, he added his finger to the mix again, pushing it deep inside and touching it to the most sensitive spot in her body. She lost it. Her orgasm smashed over her, shattering her completely.


    But he kept going, licking and sucking and stroking, and she didn’t know it was possible to feel this good, to come again and again and again in the course of a few minutes.


    “Travis,” she panted. “I can’t take anymore.”


    Without a word, he pulled back and she lay there on the bed, smiling like a lunatic and wondering if she’d ever recover enough to catch her breath. Vaguely she registered the crackling of plastic. And then…oh my…Travis was looming over her. She’d thought herself utterly spent, but as she gazed at his impressive erection sheathed in a condom, energy surged within her. She reached for his cock, desperate to touch him and give him even a fraction of the pleasure he’d given her, but he pushed her hand away, instead reaching for the sweater, now the only thing stopping them being skin on skin. He yanked it over her head and then rid her of her bra with an expertise that told her he had plenty of experience. She pushed that thought aside, not wanting anything to ruin this unreal experience.


    His gaze swept over her body and her nipples throbbed, desperate for his attention, but instead he flipped her over, his hands on her waist as he positioned her onto all fours.


    “You all right?” he asked.


    “Uh-huh.” She wasn’t sure whether she managed to say those words aloud before he entered her and they both gasped. Despite his size, there was none of the pain she sometimes had during lovemaking. No awkwardness or wishing it would be over quick. She was so wet, he slid right in and then stayed there a second, before reaching around and grabbing hold of her breasts. He wasn’t gentle, but it felt fantastic, and then he finally began to thrust. Billie pushed back against him, loving the feeling of him filling her but wanting even more. Wanting everything.


    As he increased his pace inside her, all the while touching and teasing her nipples, setting them on fire, she felt her body taking over. Travis moved his hands to her waist, gripping her hips firmly as he rode her even deeper. He uttered a guttural sound and she lost herself in the moment, screaming and shuddering as Travis brought them both to release, giving her an orgasm unlike any she’d ever had before.


    Sure, she climaxed fine on her own, or when Saxon used his fingers, but she’d never really managed to do so during actual intercourse. She’d accepted this, thinking she was just one of those women who couldn’t come in that manner, but she’d been living a lie.


    Travis Sinclair had just shown her the truth.


    “Fuck me! I haven’t done that in a while,” he said, finally letting go of her hips and sliding out.


    She flopped onto the bed, totally spent, only just finding the energy to turn her head and look at him. His dark skin glistened with perspiration, making his tattoos stand out more than usual. “What? Had sex?”


    He chuckled. “No, had sex in a bed.”


    “Where do you usually have sex?” she asked, before realizing she didn’t really want to know the answer. It wasn’t that she’d harbored any illusions of Travis being a monk, but she didn’t want to ruin the most amazing sexual experience of her life with the knowledge that it was nothing special to him.


    He shrugged. “Boardroom tables, hotel room floors, elevators, showers, hot tubs…”


    “Okay, okay.” She rolled over and held up her hand; it sounded as if he could go on indefinitely, but she’d heard enough. “I get the picture.”


    “Don’t get jealous, princess,” he said, reaching out and trailing his hand from the hollow of her neck down over her belly and to the now incredibly sensitive spot between her legs.


    “I’m not jealous,” she scoffed, trying not to react as his fingers dipped inside. How was it even possible that she’d completely lost it less than a minute ago and already her body was gearing up to take him again?


    “I think you are a little bit. I like it.” He skated his whole palm tenderly over her mound, teasing her with the lightest of touches, and then he removed his hand and scooted to the edge of the bed. She stopped herself from asking him where he was going and if he was coming back, not wanting to appear needy. She didn’t want to need anyone.


    “I’m getting rid of the condom and then I’m taking a shower,” he said as he headed for her bedroom door. “You can join me if you want.”


    She shouldn’t. After the way he’d just made her feel—as if she was just another one of his cheap tarts—she should roll over and try to expel him from her mind. But she wanted to. More than almost anything she’d wanted before, she wanted to trail after him down the corridor and worship him in the shower. She practically salivated thinking about what all those tattoos would look like under the hot spray of water, what their bodies would feel like slick against each other with only water and soap suds between them.


    Without another thought she leaped from the bed and hurried after him, her arms and legs still shaky from the sex. He’d disposed of the condom and was reaching into the shower when she arrived. She paused at the entrance of the bathroom, stealing a moment to simply stare at his naked beauty. While she had no complaints about the sex they’d had, the position hadn’t given her the opportunity to really look at him. As an artist, or a once wannabe artist at least, she was desperate to examine his ink and his beautiful body in more detail. To trail her fingers over his muscles, admiring the detail in his tattoos, imprinting them in her mind.


    He stepped into the shower and dropped his neck back as the water sluiced over him. Billie swallowed, fighting a strong impulse to run down the corridor and grab her pencils and sketch pad. Travis would make a beautiful life model, and she could just imagine him permanently hanging on her wall.


    “Well, don’t just stand there,” he muttered. “Get in here and suck my cock.”


    She blinked. Had she heard that correctly? Maybe he thought she owed him after the amazing things his tongue had done to her. Maybe so, but she was done with men who thought they could control her or order her around. She opened her mouth to tell him to go to hell, but found the words refused to form on her tongue. Instead, what felt like an invisible string pulled her toward him as if she’d lost all control of her body and her senses. Utterly mesmerized by his naked beauty, she found herself stepping into the shower, all but handing herself over to his whims. Despite the warm water, Billie shivered as Travis yanked the stripy multicolored curtain shut behind them.


    His cock was already hard again, pressed against her belly, reminding her of what he’d just demanded. While her head told her to resist on principle, her mouth watered in delicious anticipation. Without another thought, she licked her lips as she dropped onto her knees. His hands came down on the back of her head, forcing her toward him, and she flicked out her tongue and touched it to the tip of his erection. Nothing had ever tasted so good.


    
      —
    


    Anticipation tightened in Travis’s gut as Billie swirled her tongue around his dick, her hand gripping him at the same time, heightening the pleasure. Her touch heated his skin far more than the hot water that rained down on top of them and he let his head fall back, trying to lose himself in the sensations.


    He’d demanded she give him a BJ because he’d wanted to regain the control he’d felt slipping away as he’d ridden her. He hadn’t been kidding when he told her it was the first sex he’d had in a bed in a long while, and the confession had stunned him as much as it had her. In fact, he could barely remember the last time he’d shared a bed with a woman. But it hadn’t just been the location. The sex had been different, too—he’d felt a closeness to Billie he hadn’t felt with any of his sex partners before. He hadn’t just been pleasing her so that he could then get his rocks off; he’d been pleasing her because he wanted to. Needed to.


    And that scared the bejesus out of him.


    It made things personal, which was something he couldn’t allow. Sex for him had never been personal. It had always been about the release, ridding his body of the pent-up tension that seemed to perpetually live inside him. He got angry, and he needed an avenue to expel that anger. Sex was the lesser of two evils, better than beating up on someone, which was the other surefire way to achieve the same result. Although he couldn’t imagine pounding someone would ever feel as good as fucking Billie had. Or as good as what she was now doing with her mouth and tongue.


    He groaned and steadied his hands against the wall of the shower cubicle, the cool tiles a sharp contrast to the heat inside him. Her grip tightened on the bottom of his cock as she sucked him whole into her mouth. She swirled her tongue and then started to suck as if she were as desperate to get him off as he was to get off. He glanced down and the sight of her head moving back and forth in rhythm as she increased her speed almost pushed him over the edge, but he clamped down on his lower lip, wanting to prolong this as much as he could.


    But holy fuck, she was good. It was without a doubt the best head he’d ever had, and as she glanced up and met his gaze, he realized he wasn’t in control here at all. She might be the one on her knees, but he was entirely at her mercy.


    Billie wasn’t anything like the kind of woman he usually fooled around with. She was fun, sweet and naturally beautiful without the need for makeup and slutty clothes. She was softer than the women he sometimes worked with and fiercer than those he usually took to bed. Yet she wasn’t like a biker bitch, either. He couldn’t imagine her ever wanting to wear a patch that read “Property of Cash.” But damn, what a thought…He’d never wanted anyone to wear such a patch anyway and he still didn’t. He was a one-man band, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t indulge in a little more monkey sex with the little gallery owner while he was in town. Didn’t he deserve a distraction from all the other crap?


    If it was possible, she smiled around his cock, licking and then gently nipping the tip before once again swallowing him whole. He lost it. Unable to fight it a moment longer, any grip he had on control spiraled into oblivion. He pressed his hands harder against the tiles as he arched into her mouth and exploded.


    “Fuck! Billie!” Her name echoed around the room, but he almost didn’t recognize his own voice. She swallowed and then he reached down, dragging her up and holding her against him. He pressed his mouth to hers—if anything, his need for her growing stronger—and tasted himself on her lips.


    “Was that okay?” she asked, when they broke apart for air.


    He gazed down at her, admiring the perfect curve of her shoulder, the beautiful swells of her breasts. Was she kidding? How could she imagine that was anything but?


    “Yes,” he told her. “It was fucking spectacular.”


    She rubbed her lips together and then put her hands on his chest. She stared down at his tattoos and he stilled as she traced her fingers over the massive eagle with its wings outstretched across his chest, perched atop the Harley-Davidson logo. But her gaze moved to the fleur-de-lis on his arm. She touched a finger to it.


    “If you hate New Orleans so much, why this?”


    He stared down at her finger. “I didn’t always hate it,” he admitted. “Growing up it wasn’t exactly a fucking paradise, but that wasn’t the city’s fault. And then when I joined the MC, I really felt like this was where I belonged.”


    “So what changed? Why did you leave the club?”


    He sucked in a breath. For some fucked-up reason he felt like telling her about the job they’d done ten years ago and the spiral of events that had followed—that it hadn’t exactly been his choice to walk. But he didn’t talk about his time in the Deacons or what had happened with anyone. He shrugged. “It was time. I wanted a different life for myself. A fresh start.”


    She nodded as if accepting this. “You don’t mind the branding on your back?”


    He shook his head. “No matter who I am now, the MC is a part of me. Always will be.”


    “Which is why you’re still here?”


    “Yes, that’s why I’m still here.” And the only good thing about that was the woman in his arms. If she agreed to it, he might as well make the most of the electricity between them while he was around. He’d just be careful that he was the one calling the shots.


    “Are you any closer to finding out who murdered Mr. Lombard?”


    Travis froze, his cock, which had already been perking up again, softening. “What the hell do you know about that?”


    Despite his tone, she didn’t even flinch. “If you and your friends wanted it to be secret, you should have kept your voices down the night they were over.”


    Fuck! He’d been so focused on the situation, he hadn’t thought about Billie overhearing.


    “Relax,” Billie said, running her hands over him again. “If his death wasn’t an accident, then the murderer needs to be brought to justice. I just hope you find the right guy. Or guys. And maybe consider handing them over to the cops instead of enacting justice yourself. Do you think that other biker club could be involved?”


    Travis captured her mouth again with his. This conversation was over. Even if she wasn’t about to report them to the cops, he didn’t want her in any way involved with the investigation of Priest’s death. Another reason to find the culprit ASAP and get the hell back out of NOLA.


    She forgot about her questions pretty quickly and they stayed in the shower, playing dirty until the water ran cold. Then, against his better judgment, Travis followed Billie back to her room, climbed into her bed, spooned up against her naked body and went to sleep with Baxter curled up on the floor beside them.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 8


    Billie didn’t want to get out of bed. It wasn’t just that muscles she didn’t know she had ached from their overnight workout or the fact that she felt so tired she didn’t know if she’d be able to string a sentence together today. It was that she didn’t want to extricate herself from Travis’s arms. Lying as she was, she could feel something deliciously hard pushing into her back, but his heavy, even breathing told her he was still fast asleep. Waiting until he was awake and then dealing with that hard thing was more appealing than anything else. An illicit shiver washed through her at the thought, but Baxter had his paws up on the bed and she knew from experience that any moment now he would start licking her face. He’d already let her sleep in longer than she usually did.


    Holding her breath, she slid out of Travis’s grasp and snuck out of bed, crossing the room and dressing as quickly and quietly as possible in her underwear, a denim skirt and a fitted T-shirt. She glanced back at Travis as she brushed her hair and almost drooled a little at his bare, bronzed skin and perfect body. He was an artist’s dream, but she wasn’t sure she’d ever be able to do him justice.


    “Come on, Baxter¸” she whispered, knowing she needed to drag herself away and start the day. With the threat of the possible sale of her building over her head, it was more vital than ever that she open the gallery. If Travis saw how much of a success it was, maybe she could get him to reconsider his determination to sell. Besides, he needed to get his strength up, because she very much hoped what they’d done in the early hours of the morning wasn’t going to be a one-off.


    Yawning, Billie dragged herself down the corridor and into the kitchen, Baxter at her heels the whole time. She opened the door to let him into the courtyard and then made a beeline for the coffee machine. Until she’d downed at least one coffee, she never felt alive, and today she needed it more than usual. Three gallons might not even do the job. As the coffee brewed, Baxter trotted back inside and sat beneath his leash, which hung on a hook on the wall.


    “Sorry, little guy, no walk this morning,” she told him as she shook some dog biscuits into his bowl. He gave her a puppy pout and then started on the bowl, while she made herself the coffee and then slumped at the table…both utterly fatigued and invigorated at the same time. She drank slowly, letting the caffeine seep into her bones as she drifted off into recollections of the night before. If she hadn’t just left Travis asleep in her bed, and if her muscles didn’t feel like she’d just run a marathon, she might have thought last night was nothing but a dream. An erotic, naughty dream starring herself and the kind of guy she’d never imagined being into.


    Even at school she’d always crushed on the good boys—the debate team leaders, the guys that topped the class in math or science—the kind of boys her parents approved of. But the days of pleasing others before thinking about her own needs were over. And boy was she into Travis Sinclair. So damn into him that she didn’t even mind if he had a criminal past. He’d reformed, and it wasn’t like they were going to get married or anything—she’d already been there, done that, and realized she wasn’t wife material. No, they were simply going to enjoy each other’s bodies while they had the chance.


    No harm in that, was there?


    Billie decided not to answer that question, instead forcing herself to down the dregs of her coffee, dump the empty mug in the kitchen sink and head out into the gallery to open up. Although she didn’t have official opening hours, she always tried to be available for the eager, early-morning tourists who strolled down Bourbon Street while the revelers of the night before were still sleeping it off. With a final, wistful glance toward her bedroom, she puffed out a breath and headed into the courtyard.


    Sunday mornings were always quiet, and today Billie was grateful for that. She sat back in her chair, keeping one eye on the entrance, half dozing, half daydreaming, with Baxter snoring gently at her feet. Eventually tired of waiting for a customer or, if she were honest, for Travis to surface from slumber, she picked up her sketch pad, which hadn’t been opened in months, and laid it on the desk in front of her. Her fingers shook a little as she chose a piece of charcoal and her heart rate kicked up a notch. Could she do this? She wanted to. She wanted to believe what Travis had said last night about doing what makes you happy, but the voices of Saxon and her family were still strong. Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath and tried to replace thoughts of the naysayers with thoughts of Travis. She started to smile as she remembered being in the shower with him, recalled tracing her fingers over his tattoos, and found they were as vivid in her mind as if he were standing before her like a naked life model.


    Still grinning, she opened her eyes and started sketching. As she swept the charcoal over the paper, she felt her fingers loosening and her whole body relaxing. Who cared if what she drew was an accurate portrayal of the ink on Travis’s skin? She wasn’t obliged to show it to him or anyone else for that matter, but as the almost-forgotten rush of having charcoal between her fingers raced through her body, she couldn’t believe she’d neglected this for so long.


    She didn’t mean to draw Travis, only meant to put her recollections of his tattoos down on paper, but she found herself sketching the curve of his shoulder, the taut, hard lines of his chest and lower to the arrow of dark hair that pointed down. She swallowed, heat flushing her cheeks, longing building up within her once again as she tried to recall exactly where each tattoo lived on his skin. So lost in her work, she didn’t notice one of her artists come into the gallery, didn’t even notice Baxter leap up to greet the older woman with the enthusiasm he showed almost everyone.


    “Baxter, you sweet stud muffin, you,” were the words that jolted her from her zone.


    Billie quickly covered over her sketching as she looked up and saw the woman walking toward her.


    “Hi, Lorna.” She stood and went over to hug the older woman. They didn’t know each other that well, but most artists were touchy-feely types and they’d shared a little of their backgrounds with each other. Lorna was a tall, willowy woman who looked as if she might break if Billie held her too tightly, and Billie wondered if her years as a drug user had anything to do with this. Lorna had admitted to a not-so-pretty past in which she’d been an addict and a prostitute to support her habit, but she’d worked hard to turn her life around, and Billie admired that almost as much as she admired her magical mermaid paintings. “I’m so glad you stopped by. Did you get my messages?”


    “Yes, sorry.” Lorna shook her head as if annoyed with herself, all the while rubbing her foot along Baxter’s back. The dog loved it. “I forgot to charge my phone again and the battery went dead, and then I couldn’t find it. So, you’ve sold some more of my paintings?”


    Billie nodded. “They’re selling like hotcakes. Tourists can’t get enough of them, so I hope you’ve got some more for me.”


    “Sure have. There’s another ten or so in the van. I’ll go get them.”


    “Fabulous. Can I help?”


    Lorna shook her head. “No. They’re small ones, so I can manage.”


    “Okay. I’ll go get your money.” As Lorna walked back out of the gallery, Billie shoved her sketchbook in the bottom drawer of her desk and turned to head inside, only to see Travis emerging into the courtyard.


    Her breath caught in her throat at the sight of him in jeans and a black T-shirt, his hair all ruffled as if he’d just rolled out of bed. As he closed the distance between them, she forgot why she was going inside as anticipation thrummed within her. He had that determined look in his eyes, and after what they’d done last night, she thought she had an idea of what was on his mind.


    Sure enough, the moment he stopped in front of her, he swept her into his arms and covered her mouth with his, then kissed her as if he hadn’t just spent most of the night ravishing her body. As if his desire for her was as strong as ever. Wanton heat flooded her body, happiness bursting within her at the confirmation that maybe last night hadn’t been a one-off.


    “Good morning,” he said, finally pulling back, his hands still firmly holding her hips, the pressure igniting a yearning need within her.


    “Yep.” She smiled up at him, fighting the urge to close up shop and lure him back into her bedroom. Probably there wouldn’t be much luring needed. “Sleep well?”


    He nodded. “I have some things I’ve gotta go do, but how about we have that dinner later?”


    She was about to reply that she liked that idea a whole lot, when Travis looked past her and his expression turned dark. He dropped his hands to his sides as if her skin were suddenly boiling and then all but pushed past her.


    “What the fuck are you doing here?” he roared as Lorna came back into the gallery.


    
      —
    


    This was not happening. No fucking way. A ghost had just walked into Billie’s gallery, because the woman carrying an armload of canvases was as good as dead to him. She had been for almost fifteen years, and he’d hoped never to lay eyes on her again.


    Forgetting Billie, he stormed toward his mother, his fists clenched tightly at his side. “Get the fuck out of my building!” He pointed toward the gate, fighting the urge to physically throw her out. Although he normally wouldn’t hurt a woman, he didn’t rate this one any higher than the algae that lived in the swamps and if she didn’t get the message, he’d not be responsible for his actions.


    “Travis.” He heard Billie rushing at him from behind. “What the hell are you doing? Leave Lorna alone.”


    Lorna? So Billie knew her. It wasn’t simply a fucked-up coincidence that she’d chosen today to stroll into the gallery.


    “Stay out of this!” he ordered, holding his hand up to keep Billie back, all the while his eyes never leaving the woman who’d given him life—hah, what a joke! “I said get the fuck out. You’re not welcome here and if you don’t fuck off, I swear I’ll make you.”


    His mom—not that she had any right to that title—simply stood on the spot, her mouth wide open, as if she were frozen. It looked like she was just as surprised to see him as he was to see her, which figured. For one split second he’d wondered if she’d come looking for him, but of course that idea was ludicrous. She’d never bothered about him before, so why the hell would he imagine she might now?


    “Travis. You’re alive.” She almost breathed the words as she hugged the paintings to her chest.


    “Do I have to count to fucking three?”


    “Travis, please,” Billie pleaded from behind, her voice shaky. “What’s gotten into you?”


    He didn’t respond. This had nothing to do with her.


    Lorna slowly raised her chin. “I’m not here to cause trouble; I simply came to give Billie my paintings.” She took a step toward him as if he were a wild beast and she was treading carefully, then she laid the bundle in her arms on the cobbled courtyard floor and took a step back. “I’ll come collect my money later, Billie. Thanks.”


    But as Lorna started toward the door, Travis glanced down at the top painting. She was the mermaid artist? Fuck! That’s why the painting had seemed familiar when he’d looked at it the other day, why something inside him had squeezed at the memory. It suddenly sprang to life, every little bit coming back in full. When he was little, before he realized what his mom was, before she’d gotten bored with being a mom, she’d drawn him mermaids every day. Sometimes with paper, sometimes with pen on his skin—his first tattoos. He’d loved them.


    Something inside him snapped. He didn’t want this memory. Didn’t want Lorna or anything to do with her to be anywhere near him ever again. He bent over and grabbed the canvases off the ground and then hurled them after her, not caring as they collided with one of Rolley’s sculptures and scattered on the floor.


    “You could have hit her.” Billie glared at him as she shot past him and over to Lorna at the entrance. “Are you okay?” she asked, placing a caring arm around his mother.


    “I’m fine,” he heard Lorna reply, her voice sounding as feeble as she looked. Granted she hadn’t seemed high, but looks could be deceiving, and what the fuck did he care anyway? Even if she had cleaned up her act, it was too damn late. Some things were un-fucking-forgivable. Some people should never be parents. Some women should have their tubes tied at birth.


    She looked back at him again and although there was a good distance between them, he saw her blink as if fighting tears. “I’m sorry, Travis. I know nothing I could ever say will make up for the past, but please know that there’s not a day that goes by when I don’t think of you and wish things had been different. Wish I’d been different. I hope—”


    Travis held up a hand. He’d heard enough. “I don’t fucking care what you hope. All I want is to never see you again. Now get the fuck out before I throw you out.”


    “Travis!” Billie glared at him again. “Lorna is one of my exhibitors and therefore she’s always welcome here. You have no right to come in here and—”


    He’d had enough. His fists still clenched, he stormed toward the women. “I have every fucking right!” he shouted, getting up in Billie’s face. Just because they’d fucked didn’t give her the right to butt into his business. “I own this building, remember. And you don’t know shit about this situation, about me or about what this woman really is. So back the fuck off and let me deal with her.”


    Billie stepped in front of Lorna and crossed her arms over her pretty chest. “No. I’m not going to stand by while you abuse one of my artists. You might own this building, but I’m legally still renting it and I won’t have you acting like this and making a scene. You’ll scare off my customers.”


    “It’s okay,” Lorna said softly from behind them. “Billie, Travis is right. This situation is more complicated than you can imagine. But it’s okay, I’m going. And Travis…” She looked up and met his gaze and despite himself, he couldn’t look away. She did look different, more put together, less feral. She even sounded different—as if someone half-decent now inhabited his mother’s body. “I won’t come back. But if you ever want to find me, my door is open.”


    Lorna turned and started out of the gallery, turning right down Bourbon Street, and when she was no longer in his line of sight, he finally loosened his fists.


    “What the hell was that about?” Billie asked, her eyes sparking with fury. “Lorna is—”


    “Lorna was my mother,” he told her, glaring right back. “But most of the time she barely even knew she had a son, too caught up in being a whore and a drug addict.”


    “Your mother? Oh, I see.” Billie was quiet a moment, her hard, angry expression softening slightly. “She’s told me all about that, but she’s changed, I promise you. Being a single mother is hard, but I’m sure she loved you deep down.”


    What did she know about being a single mother? Travis shook his head. “No! Lorna is incapable of loving anyone but herself. It’d be one thing if she’d sold her body to sleazy pricks to provide for her child, for me, but that was never the case. She was a whore to feed her drug and alcohol habit. She never gave a damn about anyone else, especially not her son.”


    Billie frowned. “I’m sure that’s not true. All mothers love their kids. Her addiction obviously prevented her from showing that; she was sick.”


    He laughed bitterly. She was so naïve, so desperate to see the good, but life had taught him that most people had more bad than good in them. His mother was a classic example. “Because of her I saw and heard shit no little kid is supposed to know about. Because of her, I ended up in jail. If I hadn’t found the Deacons, if Priest hadn’t taken me under his wing, who knows what would have become of me. She’s dead to me and always will be.”


    And with that he stormed past Billie and out onto the street. He couldn’t be around her right now. Not in this mood. He was too close to losing it. The shock of seeing Lorna again had reignited the rage that he’d only just contained for years. And he needed to do something to deal with it. Sex might work, but he didn’t want to fuck all his anger out inside of Billie and he doubted she’d consent to that anyway. Not after what had just happened in the gallery.


    Not after she’d all but sided with his mother.


    Fifteen years on and Lorna was still ruining his fucking life. Billie had looked at him like he was the monster and Lorna some misunderstood, slightly frail, middle-aged woman. She’d looked at him in the same way she’d looked at Blade and the Ministry guys last night—with disgust and contempt. And that hurt. He didn’t want to be an animal anymore, but he’d been lying to himself and those around him for years. He was an animal, not much better than the scum who’d tried to rape his mother. Billie was too good to ever understand where he came from and she’d be better off if he stayed the fuck away.


    He could retreat into some sleazy club and lose himself inside some faceless stranger, but he got the feeling that wouldn’t work anymore. It wouldn’t be enough. Not after last night. So alcohol would have to do. He’d numb his feelings, numb the shock, the anger and the pain.


    The door to The Priory was perpetually open—rain, hail or shine—so he stepped inside the familiar building and glanced around, his eyes taking a moment to adjust to the dimly lit interior. He marched up to the bar, brushing past a couple of obvious tourists nursing Hurricanes and giggling as if they were already half drunk after a few sips.


    “Well, if it isn’t the sly dog, Cash,” Sophie said from behind the bar as he parked himself on a stool. “I heard you had a late one last night. Can I get you a drink?”


    “Double shot of bourbon.” He reached for a cardboard coaster that had a fleur-de-lis cross on it (The Priory’s logo) and ripped it in half, but the action did nothing to cool his mood.


    “Didn’t they teach you any manners in business school?” Sophie raised an eyebrow at him.


    “Please,” he growled, ignoring her reference to his MBA. They might find it amusing that he’d gone back to school, but he’d worked damn hard to afford to and he was proud of what he’d achieved. On his own. Without anyone’s help.


    She grinned. “That’s better.” And turned to get his drink. Her chirpiness grated on his nerves—he guessed it was a result of being Ajax’s new property, and he wondered whether Priest would have been happy or furious about that situation.


    As she placed the glass down in front of him, he felt a presence behind him and then two bodies landed on the stools on either side of him. Ajax and Blue. He didn’t bother acknowledging them, instead downing his drink in one long gulp. “Please, can I have another?” he asked Sophie.


    To her credit she didn’t say a word, but filled his glass again and handed it back.


    “Isn’t it a bit early to be tossing those back?” asked Ajax by way of a greeting.


    Travis turned his head just enough to glare at his old friend. “Since when did you care?”


    Ajax shrugged. “True. Any progress on the Priest issue?”


    “Fuck off.” He lifted his glass to his mouth, in no mood to talk business with his so-called brothers. He should have chosen another bar. What the hell had he been thinking? Truth was, he hadn’t been. For years, The Priory and the Deacons had been his safe haven, the place he went when he needed to let off steam, and it was hard to kick a habit so deeply ingrained in you.


    “That’s not very nice,” Ajax said, and both he and Blue chuckled.


    Travis’s grip tightened around his glass.


    “Maybe the little pussy next door is refusing to put out.” Blue glanced past Travis and smirked at Ajax.


    Travis slammed his glass down on the bar, his rage uncoiling even more at the way Blue spoke about Billie. After how she’d just sided with his mother, she wasn’t exactly his favorite person, but that was his grudge and it didn’t mean anyone else had a right to degrade her.


    “Shut your fucking face.” He narrowed his eyes as he leaned into Blue, his fist clenching, ready to swing. “Leave her out of this.”


    Ajax caught his arm as he lifted it to throw a punch. “Whatever the fuck has riled you, how about you use that anger to help us find Priest’s murderer rather than waste it on a brother.”


    Blue was now on his feet, his eyebrows raised and his chin jutted out. Travis knew that stance well. If he wanted to fight, Blue would happily oblige, and likely one of them would leave The Priory on a stretcher or in a box. He sighed, shook his arm free of Ajax’s grip and pushed the heel of his hand against his forehead.


    “Lorna just showed up at the gallery.”


    “Jesus.” Ajax sat back on his stool and Leon relaxed, then leaned against the bar. Sophie stopped wiping the bar and stared at him. These people knew his past; they understood him more than anyone did.


    “I thought she’d be six feet under by now,” Ajax added.


    “No wonder you’re in a fucking mood,” Blue mused.


    Hah, a mood. If that’s what this was, he’d been in it for a long time. Ever since Lorna’s actions had thrown him in jail with no one to bail him out. Yeah, he was still bitter about that.


    If he hadn’t met a Deacon inside, found an ally in the most unlikely place possible, who knew what would have become of him? He’d cut all ties with his so-called mother, imagined she was dead and found a new family in the Deacons of Bourbon Street. So many things he’d done with the MC could have gotten him tossed right back in the slammer, but everything had been worth the risk because being part of the Deacons was the first time in his life he’d ever truly felt like he belonged.


    “What did you do?” Ajax wanted to know.


    “Told her to get the fuck out of my building or I’d make her.”


    The others chuckled.


    “Good to see you haven’t changed too much,” Blue said.


    No, not deep inside, Travis thought. He was still a loose cannon, liable to snap the moment someone aggravated him.


    “You don’t need to talk about it or anything, do you?” Ajax asked, a pained expression on his face.


    Travis gave him a look like he was the one who was crazy. Had hooking up with Sophie turned him all fucking touchy-feely?


    “Fuck no.” He lifted his glass and took another sip. “She’s not worth it. She’s never been worth it. We have bigger things to focus on.” Right now anything was preferable to thinking about his mother, or the fact that he’d probably just blown any chance he ever had of fucking Billie again.


    “Good.” Ajax patted his jeans pocket. “Because I was going to give you my phone and tell you to call someone who cared.”


    Travis couldn’t help but smile. Deep down he knew Ajax and Blue did care. Whether they wanted to or not, they cared about each other, about the Deacons and about Priest, or they wouldn’t fucking be there.


    “Why don’t we go for a ride?” Blue suggested. “Clear our heads and then work out our next step.”


    “You know I’m always up for that.” Ajax pushed off the stool. “You coming, Cash?”


    Travis didn’t even flinch at the name he’d discarded when he left ten years ago. Instead he put down his half-full glass and pushed it back toward Sophie. “Okay.” Maybe a ride was just what the doctor ordered. It had to be better than drinking himself stupid.


    Without saying much, he followed his two old friends out into the secure alley behind The Priory where they’d all been keeping their bikes. Blue and Ajax were already in their leathers, their Deacons cuts in pride of place. They climbed atop their machines and Travis realized they looked like bikers, ready to rule the road, and he looked like a nobody. No longer a businessman in his scruffy jeans and black T-shirt, yet no longer a biker. It was like he was in limbo—stuck between the only two worlds that had ever meant anything to him.


    “What’s wrong?” Leon asked, glaring at him as he stood beside his bike.


    “I haven’t got my leather.”


    “What?” Ajax screwed up his hard face. “How the fuck did you ride into town?”


    Travis shook his head. “I meant it’s next door. With the rest of my stuff. At the gallery.”


    Both men’s expressions grew dark. “We need to talk about that,” Ajax said. “A fucking gallery in the Deacons clubhouse. But later. For now, why don’t you just walk on in and get your shit?”


    Travis swallowed. Because that would mean facing Billie. And although he felt no remorse for the way he’d treated Lorna, an unfamiliar feeling sat in his gut whenever he thought about Billie witnessing all that. He guessed she’d want to have it out with him and…


    Blue interrupted his musing. “It’s the art chick, isn’t it?” He actually cackled. “Lorna isn’t the only woman fucking with your head. Man.”


    “You fucking her?” Ajax asked.


    That had been the thing about the club—everyone knew everyone’s business, and while it had seemed the norm back then, Travis liked to keep his sex life private these days. “What if I am? Not gonna let it stop me going for a ride. Back in a minute.” And with that he strode out of the alley and marched in the direction of the gallery.


    He psyched himself up for a run-in with Billie, but when he arrived he found it wasn’t necessary. The loser Rolley was there, playing with his forks and spoons. The mermaid paintings he’d trashed had been cleaned up and there was no evidence in the gallery of the altercation. Rolley looked up when Travis stalked past the piano and then went quickly back to his work. Good. Travis wasn’t in the mood for discussion, especially not with that hippie.


    He barged into the house, stormed through the kitchen and tried to ignore the lingering scent of strawberries, which evoked memories from last night, as he went into his room. Besides the barely slept-in bed and the bag on the floor, his clothes and other crap spilling out of it, you could hardly tell he’d been here. Maybe he shouldn’t have been. If he’d stayed in The Priory or at a hotel, he’d never have run into Lorna, but neither would he have met Billie. He pushed that thought aside—she was nothing more to him than a good lay—and dug down to the bottom of his bag.


    “Bingo,” he muttered to himself as he pulled his cut out of his bag. He held it up in front of him and stared at it as if it were something planted by aliens. Why had he brought it with him? He’d tucked it away in his wardrobe the last decade, wondering each time he moved whether he should toss it into the trash, but he’d never been able to bring himself to do it. Why? Had his subconscious been harboring thoughts about wearing it again one day? No. He shook his head as he shrugged himself into the leather vest.


    He’d kept it because it was part of his past, part of what had formed him into the man he was today. If the Deacons hadn’t found him, fuck knows what would have become of him on the streets. Not wanting to dwell on all this anymore, simply wanting to lose himself on the road, he threw everything back into his bag, picked it up and slung it over his shoulder. Then he walked back out of the house, and out of the gallery, to join his brothers.


    “What the fuck took you so long?” Ajax growled and then revved his bike, making no comment on Travis’s attire.


    Travis didn’t reply. He simply dumped his bag inside the back door of The Priory, yanked on his helmet and then climbed onto his own bike.


    Ajax rode out first, then Blue, with Travis following close behind. At first it felt strange cruising down the streets of the French Quarter, the wary eyes of tourists turned on them—like he’d traveled back in time—but as they drove farther out and hit the open highway, the magic of the wind against his face, his brothers riding alongside him, started to pour through his body.


    He’d been riding solo for a decade and while there was still a buzz in that, there was nothing like riding in a pack. For a split second he couldn’t help wondering what it would be like to come back, to join forces with Ajax and Blue and to revive the Deacons. But although the thrill of the ride had gone to his head, in truth there were too many reasons not to leave his new life behind—his apartment, his company and the fact that he didn’t have to look over his shoulder wherever he went. Besides, without Priest at the helm, the club wouldn’t be the same. In reality, nothing was ever the same the second time around.


    Travis tried not to think anymore as he roared along the road close behind Blue. They rode for what felt like hours, cruised past a few plantations, and then on their way back into town, Ajax slowed at a bend in the road. Immediately Travis knew what this spot meant and why they were here.


    His body grew cold as he parked on the edge of the road next to the others, then climbed off his bike and took off his helmet. The three of them stared at the cruddy cross on the side of the road, a Deacons logo etched into the wood. It looked pathetic, far too insignificant for a man of Priest’s magnitude. Emotion Travis hadn’t let himself feel, not when he’d heard Priest had died, not even at the funeral, washed over him. His eyes prickled and his breathing slowed as he finally came to terms with the fact that his president wasn’t coming back. The only man he’d ever looked up to was dead, and the police weren’t doing anything about it.


    “It wasn’t a fucking accident,” Ajax said, crossing his arms over his chest. “I don’t care what anyone says.”


    “No way,” Blue agreed.


    “I know.” Travis’s jaw locked and he wiped his eyes with the back of his palm, finally admitting what his gut had told him all along. What he’d been trying to ignore because he’d told himself it didn’t matter. But, it did matter. “My bet’s on the Ministry.” He scowled as he recalled the run-in with Blade and the others last night.


    Ajax looked up. “Blue said you saw some of them?”


    Travis ignored the fact that Blue had obviously been too amused by the situation to keep his trap shut. “Yep, they were mouthing off in Café Du Monde about Priest. Blade was acting real cocky.”


    Anger darkened both Ajax and Blue’s already hard expressions.


    “I could fucking skin him,” Ajax snarled.


    “But with half our guys gone and the other traitors now wrapped up in the Ministry, we can’t take them on our own,” Blue pointed out, his whole stance tense and angry. He wasn’t one who liked to admit defeat. Travis knew his brothers weren’t scared; they just weren’t stupid, either. They were all good fighters, but you didn’t need to be a mathematician to know the three of them couldn’t win up against the whole fucking Ministry. They needed to be smarter than that, use their brains and gather their forces again.


    “We need evidence to take to the cops,” Travis said.


    “The cops? And what the fuck are they going to do?” Ajax threw his hands in the air. “They’re too damn scared of the Ministry—just like they were of the Deacons—to do anything but turn a blind eye.”


    “Let’s worry about that when we have the evidence.”


    “Right. And how the fuck are we gonna get that? Walk into their clubhouse and ask for a confession, start throwing around accusations?”


    “No.” Travis shook his head. “I’m going to do some more digging. Sophie gave me that list of Priest’s business affiliates. I’m gonna hack into their computers, their bank records, but I’m also going to do the same to every last Ministry motherfucker. You’d be amazed what the old paper trail can uncover.”


    “Let’s hope so,” Ajax growled, “because I’m sick of sitting on our fucking hands. I want revenge for Priest, closure for Sophie, for all of us.”


    The three men nodded in agreement and Travis felt something shift inside him. For the time being, he was no longer alone. He wasn’t back, not for good, but while he was in NOLA he was fucking going to be a biker again. And he was going to get to the bottom of Priest’s death even if it killed him; because, for all his faults, Priest had also done a hell of a lot of good and Travis had never wished him dead.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 9


    Leaving Rolley in charge of the gallery, Billie hopped on her bicycle and rode the short distance to Lorna’s house, Baxter trotting alongside her. Her fingers gripped the handlebars harder than they ever had before—not because she was scared of falling off, but because her whole body was tense with fury. And perhaps a smidgen of fear.


    She still couldn’t believe the way Travis had turned from an easygoing, bloody good kisser into a near psychopath in a matter of minutes. She’d easily have believed that of the man she’d met three days ago, but not of the man who’d been almost sweet in Café Du Monde and then made her scream in ecstasy half the night. A traitorous shiver of pleasure zapped through her at the thought.


    She had the worst taste in men, from the control freak of her ex to the bloodthirsty, vengeful reaction Travis had just displayed. What had she been thinking? Or rather what had her hormones been thinking? The wanton hussies had no scruples.


    For a moment back there, she’d actually thought Travis was going to hit his mother. Of course at that stage she hadn’t known the familial connection—Lorna had never mentioned a son—but, whatever his reasons, his aggression had scared her. It had been so unexpected after the night they’d shared and the sweetness he’d shown her when he’d let down his guard.


    She honestly didn’t know which side of Travis Sinclair was the true one. Was he a mean, emotionally messed-up loose cannon? Or was the Travis she’d slept with—the one he hid from the world—the real him? There was the distinct possibility he’d put on that sweet act simply to get inside her pants.


    Argh. Her head ached from the confusion and she wanted to scream.


    Part of her wanted to go after him and make him talk, demand he tell her why he’d lost it in her gallery, but another part of her didn’t think she should push him too far. He wasn’t the chatty type and after all, he did own her building. She needed to think about her business. No matter how she felt inside, she couldn’t afford to risk everything she’d built up here.


    Hoping time and space would give Travis a chance to cool down, she’d chosen the safer option, a visit to Lorna instead. The woman had left without her money; Billie wanted to give it to her and also make sure that Lorna would continue exhibiting with her in spite of what had happened with Travis.


    She propped her bike up against Lorna’s front fence and paused a moment to admire the elaborate designs and motifs that made the ironwork fence a thing of beauty. Honestly, until she’d come to New Orleans, she’d thought the fanciest fences were white picket, but they had nothing on the designs of the French Quarter. And it wasn’t just fences. The local architecture fascinated her. Lorna’s Creole cottage with its bright blue doors, orange window shutters and the jungle of mismatched flower baskets hanging from the roof awnings might not be as magnificent as some of the Quarter’s finer houses, but it made her heart glow just looking at it.


    You could tell two artists lived here, and Billie had felt right at home the two times she’d visited before.


    But admiring the aesthetics was not why she’d come here. Baxter joyfully went ahead of her up the short path and pushed open the screen door with his snout, not bothering to wait for Billie to knock, but she hung back, something akin to guilt making her a little queasy. What would Travis think if he knew she was with his mother right now? Her heart felt heavy at the thought, but then…


    “Lorna, are you in there?” Billie hurried after the dog and called into the house. No man was going to control her anymore and if Travis had a problem with her doing business with one of her artists, well, that was his problem. He shouldn’t have stormed off.


    Within a few seconds the older woman appeared. Her eyes were red and her cheeks blotchy; she’d obviously been crying. In fact as she came closer, Billie could still see dampness on her eyelashes. No matter that she’d been an addict, no matter what kind of mother she’d been to her son, her pain and remorse right now was obvious.


    “Billie.” Lorna attempted a smile as she held the door open. “I’m so sorry for what happened in the gallery.”


    Billie frowned. “Don’t be silly. You’re not the one who needs to apologize. I just came to check you’re okay.”


    Lorna cocked her head to one side. “Do you know my son well?”


    Heat flared within at just how well she knew Travis, but that wasn’t what Lorna meant. “No. I’ve known him all of three days. He told me he didn’t have any family and I never knew you had children, so…”


    “You’d better come inside. I’ll make us some coffee.” Lorna smiled down at Baxter. “Come on, little guy.”


    Billie wavered a moment. She’d only come to give Lorna her money, but she couldn’t leave the woman in such obvious distress. Together, Baxter and Billie followed Lorna down the hallway into a very homey kitchen. The last time Billie had been here, she’d admired the eclectic collection of art and other odds and ends that lined Lorna and her partner’s walls and every available surface. The house could have been an art gallery. It was a rainbow of color, and although none of the furniture matched, it worked so well and suited its owners down to a T. At the same time it felt like home, so much more so than her family’s posh, immaculately kept house in Claremont had ever felt.


    “Take a seat.” Lorna gestured to the table as she started making the drinks.


    Baxter, always happy to lounge, slumped onto the floor—his short, stumpy legs meant it wasn’t much of an effort—and Billie pulled a seat from under the table. As she sat, she noticed a few old Polaroid photos on the table. Without thinking, she reached out to pick one up and glanced down at the bright-eyed, cheeky-grinned, blond baby. Was this Travis? Hard to reconcile the baby with the dark-haired, dark-souled man he was today, but both her brothers had been fair-haired as babies and now boasted near-black mops of hair.


    Lorna crossed to the table with two big mugs of steaming coffee. She gave Billie one shaped like a unicorn, with an actual horn sticking out the side, and despite the situation, it made Billie smile.


    “He was a cutie,” Lorna said, and Billie realized she’d been caught with the photos.


    “Travis?” Billie clarified, looking up to meet her gaze.


    Lorna nodded, a sad smile haunting her lips. She wrapped her hands around her mug—it had hand-painted tiny cats all over—but didn’t lift it to drink. “I’m sorry to bring that bad feeling into your beautiful gallery today. If I’d known, I’d never…”


    Billie cut her off and without thinking, reached across the table to take her hand. “Hey, you don’t need to apologize. Travis was out of line.” No matter how her hormones felt about him, the ruckus he’d caused in her gallery was unacceptable. “He had no right.”


    “Oh, sweetheart.” Lorna looked into Billie’s eyes, her own welling with tears. “He had every right.”


    “I don’t understand.”


    “I don’t talk about this ever because I’m so ashamed, so sad, and I worry that if I start dwelling on it I’ll need something to get me through the pain, and I’m done with those addictions. At least I hope I am. It’s an ongoing uphill battle, but I don’t want to be that woman ever again.”


    Billie nodded, letting Lorna know she understood.


    “But that woman is the one Travis knows, and I’m going to tell you what happened because I don’t want you to think badly of my boy. He’s always meant well, was always a good son, despite his temper, despite what you saw today.”


    Thinking of the way he’d waltzed into her home and threatened to kick her out, of the undesirables he associated with, of the way he’d first treated her, Billie bit her tongue and tried not to raise her eyebrows. He was definitely “good” in bed, but after today, once again she wasn’t sure about the rest.


    “Whereas me?” Lorna continued. “I’m not a good person. And I was a terrible mother.”


    Billie fought the urge to argue this point. The Lorna she knew had been nothing but kind and generous and good, even though she’d admitted to a difficult past.


    Lorna rubbed her lips one over the other and then sighed. “I had Travis at seventeen, and by then I was already on a path of self-destruction. His dad could have been one of about ten guys I was sleeping with at the time and none of them were father material, so I decided to go it alone. Truthfully I probably would have had an abortion, but I thought my lifestyle would do it for me and by the time I realized that wasn’t going to happen, it was too late. And I was strangely attached. The baby kind of symbolized hope for me. Every night I’d promise myself that the next day I’d clean up my act, get help and become the kind of woman who’d be a really good mom.”


    Baxter stirred on the floor and Billie put her foot out to stroke him, not wanting him to distract Lorna from her story.


    “But I never seemed to manage it. I had Travis and fell immediately in love with him, but it wasn’t enough. I wasn’t enough. I had no support and although I’m not using that as an excuse, it was a factor. He was an unsettled baby, would scream and cry all night, and drugs or alcohol helped me through. I convinced myself I was better for Travis when I was using, because I felt better.” Lorna paused and sniffed as if this confession was taking a lot out of her. “I tried to do the good mom thing; we went to parks and I’d tell him stories of the local folklore. He especially loved tales about witches and zombies and ghosts. We got by until he went to school, and then things started to get more intense. I needed more money to look after him, and I’ll admit, to feed my habit. I started sleeping with men for cash or drugs. After a while I wasn’t buying food for my son, because I needed that money for my habit.”


    Billie felt her throat choking up at Lorna’s sad words. She was both angry and heartsick at the situation.


    “Often I had to take Travis with me, and he’d sit in one room drawing or doing math games—he always loved numbers—while I did what needed to be done in the room next door.” Lorna had been staring into her coffee while she told this story, but she looked up at Billie now. “See? I haven’t even told you everything and already you’ve probably changed your opinion of me.”


    “No.” Billie tried to shake her head, but she feared her answer didn’t sound convincing. Truth was, she was looking at Lorna a little differently. It was hard to reconcile the woman sitting in front of her with the woman she spoke about, and her story did make Travis’s actions this morning a whole lot more understandable. However Billie felt about her own parents, at least they’d always tried their best.


    “Well, I wouldn’t blame you if you had,” Lorna said with a sad sigh. “Somehow, despite my downfalls, and there were many, Travis did well at school. And he looked out for me. When I was really high or passed out, he’d watch over me and try and cook for me when I was alert again. He saw so much more than a little boy and then a teenager ever should, but he never stopped being there for me. Until the worst came when he was seventeen.”


    Billie was on the edge of her seat, wondering what could be worse than a little boy having to look after his drug-fucked mother.


    “Travis came home one night…” Lorna’s voice drifted off and she turned pale. Finally, she spoke again. “He found my dealer trying to rape me and he lost it. He beat that loser to a pulp, ignoring my pleas and screams for him to stop. If Danny was dead, where would I get my drugs? And then when the police came after him, I didn’t defend Travis. I didn’t corroborate his story of why he did it because Danny hadn’t died, so I was scared.”


    Silent tears were streaming down Lorna’s face now and Billie was only just containing her own. She felt for Lorna, but everything inside her ached for Travis. “What happened to him? To Travis?”


    Lorna’s chest rose up and down slowly as she took deep breaths. “He went to jail.”


    Billie gasped, her hand rushing to cover her mouth.


    “And that was the last time I saw him. I didn’t have the funds to bail him out, and so I just left him there and went on with my self-destruction. What kind of mother doesn’t stand up for her child?” Lorna asked rhetorically. “It got worse after that, though. I tried to kill myself a number of times and that last time was when I met Felicity. She found me. As you know, I’ve turned a corner since then. I’ve achieved what I thought was impossible and rebirthed myself into a better person, someone I actually like, someone who gets high on life and art rather than things that will destroy me. But there’s one thing I can’t fix, and that is my relationship with my son. For that I’ll always hate myself.”


    Billie didn’t know what to say. Her thoughts were still on Travis being thrown into jail for protecting his mother.


    “How’s he doing now?” Lorna finally asked. “I could barely believe my eyes when I saw him this morning. Last I heard he was riding with the Deacons—Lord knows I blamed myself for him getting in with that crowd—but then Katrina happened and I never heard of him again. I thought the worst, but I never stopped wondering.”


    “He seems to be doing well for himself,” Billie said, her heart aching with sadness for Travis. So many things suddenly made sense—not the least his explosion when he’d first laid eyes on Lorna. “He’s a security analyst now, he has his own business in…” She was about to say Tallahassee, but realized it wasn’t her place to share such details. She felt torn—half of her wanted to help this poor woman, to give her something to hold onto, to let her know that despite his past, her son had turned out okay, but she found her loyalties had well and truly switched back to Travis. She didn’t hate Lorna, and she still admired the woman’s transformation and commitment to fight her addictions, but she also understood where Travis was coming from.


    He might have a tough outer shell, but she guessed inside he was still reeling from his mother’s betrayal. How did a son recover from the knowledge his own mother had chosen her rapist drug dealer over him? Billie wished she could somehow help him heal.


    Lorna smiled. “That’s amazing. I’m so happy for him. Can you tell me anything else? What’s he doing back in the French Quarter?”


    Lorna spoke with such enthusiasm, and Billie could tell she would do anything to rewrite the past. She didn’t know if Travis would ever soften enough to forgive his mom, or even talk to her, but what harm would it do to give Lorna a little of what she wanted?


    “The leader of the Deacons died recently. I guess Travis came back to pay his respects, attend the funeral, and then he found out he’d inherited some property from the man. Travis owns my gallery; he and his friends are my new landlords.”


    “Sheesh.” Lorna raised her eyebrows. “I’d forgotten your place used to be a biker clubhouse. Do you know what they plan to do with it?”


    “Travis wants to sell it and leave town again.” At the reminder that her livelihood was in jeopardy, a cold feeling washed over Billie.


    Lorna nodded sadly, her lips pursed tight. “I guess there’s nothing for him here.” Silence reigned for a few moments, and then Lorna reached across the table and grabbed Billie’s hand. Their gazes met and Lorna looked pleadingly into Billie’s eyes. “I know it’s a long shot, but if you have any chance to put in a good word for me—” She stopped abruptly and shook her head. “I’m sorry, I’m dreaming, I’m being ridiculous—of course there’s nothing anyone can say that will fix the past no matter how much I wish it would, and I shouldn’t ask you to try and influence your landlord when you must be beside yourself about the uncertain future of the gallery.”


    Lorna wiped her eyes and Billie felt her heart squeeze. This woman was utterly repentant, but she would never be able to forgive herself. And her son, the impenetrable Travis Sinclair, housed so much hurt and anger inside him, he’d never be able to live a full life either.


    It was overwhelmingly sad. Billie wished there were something she could do to help both of them. Lorna was right—she was worried about her business, but in the end, her business and the gallery were only things, whereas Lorna and Travis were real people. Whether or not she should, Billie cared about them.


    “I’ll do my best,” she couldn’t help promising. Although she guessed she probably didn’t have any more influence over Travis than Lorna did, she couldn’t let these two broken people go on as they were without at least trying to help.


    “Thank you.” Lorna’s words were barely more than a whisper, but her gratitude was written all over her face.


    
      —
    


    Billie marched back into the gallery, her stomach a maelstrom of emotions—the anger that had filled her when Travis stormed out that morning had vanished, leaving in its wake anxiety and compassion. What would things be like between her and Travis now? She needed somehow to calm the waters without alerting him to the fact that she knew about his past. It didn’t take a PhD to know that he wouldn’t like that she’d been talking to Lorna about him. She hoped to gain his trust somehow and make him feel comfortable enough to tell her his whole story himself.


    “Hey, Rolley,” she said as she approached her artist friend. His brow was furrowed and his tongue sticking out, indicating he was deeply engrossed in his current piece, but he looked up and grinned at her.


    “Hello, my sweet. Did you do what you needed to do?”


    “Yep. Thanks.” After Lorna and Travis had vacated the gallery, Billie had called Rolley and asked if he’d mind coming in and watching over everything for a couple of hours. Of course he’d obliged, and she felt a smidgen of guilt knowing he’d done so because he had a thing for her. But she didn’t have the time, or energy, to worry about that now.


    Baxter trotted into the house and Billie glanced after him. “Have you seen Travis?”


    Rolley glowered. “Yep. He came in about an hour ago, glared at me, went inside, grabbed his bag and then left. He was wearing biker gear and looked like he was ready to kill someone. Good riddance and all that.”


    Billie’s heart clenched. “His bag?”


    Rolley smiled as he nodded. “Guess we’ve seen the last of him.”


    What only yesterday morning would have been good news now made her insides twist and a cold sweat erupt on her palms.


    “You okay?” Rolley asked, looking at her strangely. “I thought you’d be happy about this.”


    “I am,” she lied quickly. Then, “You okay out here for a few moments? I have a couple of things I need to do inside.”


    “Sure.” He grinned happily and waved his hand telling her to go, before turning back to focus on his art.


    Billie hurried inside after Baxter and found him a few moments later sitting on the floor in Travis’s room, looking up glumly at the bed where Billie had watched him sprawled in apparent slumber only a few days earlier. An illicit thrill shot through her body, leaving goose bumps on her skin at that recollection, but then she saw that Rolley was right. Travis had taken his bag. He’d even made the damned bed. She sniffed, trying to catch the scent of him, hoping it lingered in the air, but there was nothing. It was as if he’d never been here in the first place.


    He’d really gone. Her knees trembled and she slumped down on the bed before they failed her. How could this feel like such a calamity—as if she’d lost both her legs, rather than just an unwanted houseguest—when she’d only known him a couple of days? Had he merely left her or had he left town? He wouldn’t have gone after Lorna, would he? But even worse than that possibility was the thought of never seeing him again, of never having his hands on her body making her feel things she hadn’t thought possible. No! She sat bolt upright. She couldn’t just let him walk out of her life like that. Quite aside from the fact that she wanted him again badly, he needed her just as much. Even if he didn’t know it.


    Scrambling off the bed, she hurried out of the bedroom, down the corridor and into the courtyard, Baxter struggling to keep up.


    “Back in five,” she called to Rolley, holding up all the fingers on one hand as she ran out onto Bourbon Street, almost took out a woman strolling past, apologized and then headed for The Priory. Last time she’d stepped foot inside this building, her heart had been filled with anxiety and anger over Travis and possible eviction, and now it was racing with another kind of trepidation. What would she do if he wasn’t here?


    Oblivious to the people drinking and enjoying late lunches, Billie rushed inside, not caring when Baxter followed her. She headed straight for the bar and breathed a tiny sigh of relief when she saw Sophie without her scary boyfriend.


    “Hey,” Sophie said, looking up from the magazine she was flicking through. “What can I get you?”


    “Is Travis here?”


    For a second Sophie looked confused and then said, “Oh, right, Cash. No.” She shook her head as a slow smile appeared on her lips. “He’s gone for a ride with the others. Is something going on with you two?”


    Billie was helpless to stop her cheeks from flushing. They burned as if she’d dipped her face in an open fire. “No,” she squeaked.


    Sophie laughed. “Anyone ever tell you you’re a hopeless liar?”


    Billie sighed and eyed the bottles of hard liquor lined up behind the bar. For the first time in her life—she’d never been much of a drinker—she felt like she could do with a shot of something potent.


    As if she were a mind reader, Sophie turned around and fixed Billie a drink. She slapped it down on the bar in front of her. “It’s on the house. Truthfully, I didn’t think Cash was your type.”


    Billie took a large gulp of the drink, wincing as it burned her throat going down. “Neither did I,” she admitted, although now that she’d been with Travis she honestly couldn’t imagine ever wanting anyone else. What a goddamn mess. She’d come here to heal her heart, to find herself, not fall for a tortured bad boy.


    “Can I give you a bit of advice?” Sophie asked, cocking her head to one side and eyeing Billie as if she were a strange exhibit in the zoo.


    “Please do.”


    “Run. I predict the shit is going to hit the fan around here soon and it’s going to get ugly, if not deadly.”


    “Because of your dad?”


    Sophie looked surprised. “He told you?”


    Billie nodded, although technically she’d initially got her information by eavesdropping and Travis had shut her down in the shower when she’d asked questions. Oh…A wave of heat flooded through her at the recollection of the shower.


    “Well, either he’s lost his head out in the big bad world or you’re something special to him, because bikers don’t generally talk to their bitches about this kind of shit.”


    “So, run?” Billie asked, realizing she desperately wanted to mean something to Travis, no matter the consequences. “Is there another option?”


    Sophie raised an eyebrow. “You want Cash? Then you give as good as he does. He’ll probably try to push you away, but being a biker’s old lady is a powerful thing. You need to earn that respect, that position.”


    “Old lady?” Billie dared to ask. She’d heard the term before of course, but Sophie saying it made it real. Was that what she wanted? Hell, three days ago she’d been spouting about never being shackled to a man again, and here she was considering getting serious with her scary-ass landlord. Maybe she truly had lost her mind, the great sex messing with her common sense.


    “Yes. If you’re not from our world, it’s hard to understand, but it’s not a derogatory term. Anything but, in fact. When you’re a brother’s old lady, his property, you’re important not just to him but to the club.”


    “I see. Has Travis had an old lady before?”


    “I can’t speak for what happened in Tallahassee, but not as far as I know. And no offense, but I can’t see him changing his loner ways for someone like you.” Sophie glanced up and down Billie’s body, giving her the once-over. “I’m guessing the sex was fucking great and that’s made you a little delusional.” She grinned. “Lord knows good sex can do that to a girl, but…”


    Billie didn’t hear the rest of Sophie’s sentence. She was too busy thinking about the sex. Yes, it had been off-the-Richter-scale fantastic, but it wasn’t simply her awakened libido that wanted Travis. There was just something about him. Something breathtaking and addictive. Something had shifted inside her since meeting him. In the café last night and during those tender moments post-sex, she’d seen a glimpse of who she believed he really was and she’d felt more herself than she ever had in her life. She wanted to get to know the real man better.


    She wanted to be his first “old lady,” however insane that made her.


    “Thanks,” she told Sophie as she slid off the bar stool and then downed the rest of her drink.


    “Goodbye, Billie.”


    “No.” Billie shook her head. “I’ll be back later, but don’t tell Cash. I want to surprise him.”

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 10


    Later that night, Travis tried to block out the noise from the bar as he sat once again in the office and hacked into computer records. This job was far easier when he knew what he was looking for. He guessed if there was evidence to find it wouldn’t be obvious—it wasn’t like the Ministry would have planned their hit via email—but at least this gave him something to do. Something to keep his mind off of Billie. And Lorna.


    He shook his head at that thought and took another sip of the beer he’d liberated from the bar. The liquid had barely coated his throat when he felt a presence behind him. He turned slowly, expecting to see Ajax or Blue, but almost choked at the sight of Billie standing in the doorway. Or rather Billie’s bad-girl twin. Her blond hair was more mussed up than usual, but it was her outfit that made every muscle in his body tighten. She wore a fitted black T-shirt with the words “Fallen Angel” scrawled across her tits, and he wasn’t sure whether the strip of denim across her thighs was a belt or actually a very short skirt. Either way, his gaze snapped to her long, shapely legs, and the recollection of them wrapped around his body as he drove into her in the shower hit him as if it were a physical blow. Her feet, which were usually bare, were encased in some kind of black, strappy heels, giving him all kinds of fantasies he shouldn’t and didn’t want to be having.


    She looked damn hot—reminded him a little of Sandy from Grease when she went all bad girl at the end—but although she might be dressed like the girls that frequented The Priory, that didn’t mean she was one of them. Looks could be deceiving. But what the hell game was she playing, coming in here looking like that?


    She hit him with a smile and he realized his tongue had been hanging out. Dammit. He snapped his mouth shut and glared at her. “What are you doing here?”


    Her chirpy expression didn’t falter. “I thought we had a dinner date?”


    He made some kind of snort-cum-scoffing noise. “I don’t date, sugar.” And besides, after the little display he’d put on in her gallery this morning, he thought she’d be through with him. He’d sure as hell shown her his true colors.


    She raised her eyebrows. “So what was Café Du Monde?”


    “I couldn’t sleep. I was horny. I wanted your pussy and I knew the only way to get it was to play nice, but I’m not nice. I thought you saw that today.” It wasn’t entirely true—he’d enjoyed her company as much as her body—but he thought he sounded convincing.


    “Maybe I don’t care what I saw today. Maybe I don’t care about your personality; maybe I just want you for your body as well.”


    For a second her words shocked him, but then he chuckled. “In my experience, women say stuff like that but in the end, they can’t keep emotions and sex separate.” Although fuck knows why she’d find anything else to like about him.


    “I’m not a walking cliché, Travis. I’m not asking for a wedding ring, just more of what we had last night. A lot more.”


    “Well, that’s a damn shame, because I’m done with you.” He pretended to go back to what had been keeping him busy on the screen, not daring to look at her for fear she’d see he was lying. It was better this way. For him. And definitely for her.


    “Fine. If you want to punish the both of us, then go ahead. I’m not going to beg.” And with that, she turned on those fucking-amazing heels and stalked out into the bar.


    Travis closed his eyes and let out a sigh of relief. He didn’t know how long he’d have been able to resist her in that outfit. Especially if she did start to beg. Jesus, the thought made his cock ache. Deciding he needed something stronger than beer to distract him, he stood and headed out into the noisy bar. He weaved through the bartenders and was about to serve himself a bourbon when he saw something out of the corner of his eye that made his blood boil.


    “What the fuck?” Instead of walking her pretty little ass back to the gallery, it looked like Billie had bought herself a drink, or someone had bought one for her, and was happily chatting about fuck-knows-what with one of the Quarter’s known dealers. He quickly located Ajax and Blue, informed them of the undesirable loitering in their domain, and then went over to remove Billie before things got ugly.


    She yelped in protest the moment he clamped his hand around her arm. “Stop manhandling me. Where the hell do you think you’re taking me?”


    Travis didn’t reply until they were out back in The Priory’s private courtyard. “If I was manhandling you, you’d know it.”


    Billie glared at him, her breasts heaving up and down—either she was annoyed or out of breath. Maybe both. Either way, he wanted nothing more than to shove his hands up her provocative skirt and cover her mouth with his. Somehow, he summoned all the willpower he possessed and landed his hands on either side of the wall so she couldn’t escape while he read her the riot act.


    “Then what the hell are you doing?” she demanded.


    “What the hell am I doing?” She was priceless. Totally naïve. “I’m rescuing you from getting raped. Or worse.”


    She blinked. “Isn’t that my business? And anyway, what makes you any better than that dude?”


    “Are you doing this to make me jealous?” His fists curled and he forced a couple of deep breaths, then dropped his hands to his sides and took a step back.


    “Is it working?” She licked her lips and it almost pushed him over the edge.


    “Go home.” He nodded in the direction of the gallery. “Go back to where you belong and forget about me. You don’t fit in a place like this, no matter what you’re wearing.” Although The Priory was no longer officially associated with bikers, it was one of the rougher bars on Bourbon Street. The tourists that ventured inside these walls were out for a good time, whatever the cost. “Here women are toys unless they’re property. We’re animals, and right now we’re in the middle of a war.”


    “Are you trying to scare me?” She lifted her chin high and met his gaze head on.


    Hell yes, that was exactly what he was trying to do. For his sake as much as for hers. Fucking her had been stupid enough once, but sleeping with her again would be crazy as well as dangerous. Because what if one more night wasn’t enough? Quite aside from the fact that he was a lone wolf, she was too good for the likes of him.


    He sighed, deciding to use a different tack. “You’d be stupid if you weren’t scared. I’m trying to give you an out; I’m trying to fucking protect you. From me and whatever bad comes with me. You and me, sweetheart, we’re from different worlds. You’re here to bring happiness to tourists, to give them a bright and shiny memory of New Orleans. I’m here to enact justice for an old friend, nothing more. As soon as I’ve done my job I’m out of here. And I’m not gonna pretty things up for you. Blood will likely be spilled, and I don’t want you to get caught in the crossfire of any of that shit.”


    “It’s not working.” She smiled. “The fact that you care about what happens to me only makes me want you more.”


    And then, before he could anticipate what she was about to do, before he could tell her he didn’t care, she pressed up on her toes, clamped her hands around his head and yanked him against her. Their lips met and she shoved her tongue inside his mouth with a ferocity he hadn’t thought her capable of. She took control, sliding her hands down his back and into his jeans, cupping his buttocks in a vise-like grip. It was sexy as hell. And no matter the sirens sounding in his head, he wasn’t man enough to resist.


    The switch he’d been barely keeping control of since she’d come into the office wearing fuck-me shoes and not much else flicked. He’d done his best. He’d tried damn hard to warn her, but she was a stupid little girl who couldn’t take no for an answer. Maybe it was his duty to teach her a lesson.


    He stepped up even closer, pushing her back against the cool, hard wall of The Priory, his cock already hard and threatening to break out of his jeans. As he took control of the kiss, biting her lip and then tasting her right down to her cleavage, he unbuckled his belt and freed himself. Billie squeaked like a frightened mouse, but within seconds she reached out and wrapped her hand around him. The feeling was intense. Stronger than anything he’d ever felt. Her simple touch—she’d barely even moved her hand—sent a jolt of pleasure right to his core. But no, this was about showing her what kind of man he was. He yanked her hand off of him, shoved her skirt up around her waist as he’d been fantasizing and then tore at the scrap of lace that covered her sex. Ripping it hadn’t been his intention, but her panties came off in his hands and he scrunched them up and stashed them in his pocket.


    Then he brushed his fingers across her mound, slipping into the silky folds between her legs, and found her hot and wet. She moaned at his touch and then looked at him with wide-open, desperate eyes when he removed his hand.


    “Travis?” Her voice sounded panicky.


    In reply, he put his hands on her hips, lifted her up and pinned her against the wall. Her legs looped around his waist and he drove into her, fast, furious, taking everything he wanted, everything he needed. He thought she was at his mercy, but the way she clung to his back, her nails digging through his thin T-shirt into his skin, turned him on like nothing else. Tomorrow he would have her mark on his skin. Not to mention the fact that they were doing it in an almost public place, something he hadn’t done in years. He didn’t know who he was at the moment, whether it was fucking Billie that was making him crazy or he was fucking her because he’d already gone insane.


    But he couldn’t get enough of this. Of her. In that moment nothing else mattered—not Priest’s murder, not his mother, not getting back to Tallahassee. Only Billie. He thrust harder, her core muscles tightened around his cock and they both flew over the edge at the same time.


    Afterward, his heart pounding, he held her against him—his hands on her ass, his cock still inside her and her head resting on his shoulder. And he didn’t want to move. He didn’t want to talk or think about their differences, think about anything really. He simply wanted to scoop her up into his arms and take her back to her bedroom and do this over and over again.


    Then it hit him. Holy fuck. “We didn’t use a condom.”


    As he slid out of her and deposited her gently back on the ground, she shrugged and straightened her skirt. “I’m on the pill. And no matter who you say you are, I know you’re not stupid.”


    Meaning she knew he didn’t have unsafe sex with just anyone. This truth unsettled him even more. While he’d been fucking her against the wall, he’d never once thought of protecting either of them. What the hell was that about? Maybe he’d underestimated Billie. Maybe she was more of a vixen than he’d given her credit for, because she didn’t seem at all worried about doing it in the open air. In fact, her face almost glowed and her eyes were wild, as if she was ready to go at it again.


    Why did he feel like he was the one who’d been taught a lesson?

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 11


    “You know I’m not staying,” Travis told Billie. It was hours after they’d left The Priory and they were lying in her bed, legs entwined and his arms wrapped around her in a post-sex haze. They’d made love, then dozed, then made love some more. Just when she’d thought she could never move again, let alone have sex, he’d done something else with his fingers or tongue that had proved her wrong and had her squirming for him again.


    “I know,” she whispered back, not meeting his gaze, hoping he didn’t hear the quiver in her voice. However crazy the notion, she felt like she was halfway in love with him and didn’t want to dwell on the moment when he’d inevitably walk out of her life. It was ridiculous to think he’d ever stick around and too much to hope that someone as independent and damaged as he was would ever ask her to go with him back to Tallahassee. And what would she do in such a place anyway? Her gallery, her new life in which she put her own happiness before the convenience of others, was right here in New Orleans and she loved it. “Let’s just make the most of the time you are here.”


    “If you’re sure.” He snuck his fingers into her hair and massaged the nape of her neck.


    Right now, she wasn’t sure about anything except his touch. And of that she wanted to get as much as he was willing to give. “I am. Although next time you and your brothers are talking, it’d be good if you could discuss your plans for this building, because I feel a little in limbo at the moment. If I’m going to have to move out, I need to start looking for a new space.”


    Her chest tightened at the thought. Lord knew how she’d ever find something as suitable or affordable in the French Quarter again, but thinking about her livelihood was easier than thinking about her heart and the mess it would be in when Travis left.


    He sighed and put his thumb against her chin, encouraging her head upward so she had to look into his eyes. And they were such beautiful eyes. All dark and stormy and sensual. “Ajax and Blue are focused on other things right now.”


    She nodded. “I know, Priest’s murder, but—”


    “But—” He cut her off. “I don’t want you to worry. Before I leave I’ll make sure you’re looked after. Once we’ve avenged Priest, they’ll be in a better place and more amenable. We’ll work something out.”


    A shiver snuck through Billie’s body at the word avenge. Really, what had she gotten herself into? Her head thought her insane, but her body didn’t give a damn about whatever Travis was involved in as long as he kept going down on her. What kind of person did that make her?


    “Thank you,” she whispered, finding that she trusted he would stay true to his word.


    “How did you get the gallery started anyhow?” he asked.


    “It was a case of pure luck and a lot of determination,” she confessed. “I had some money from my divorce and I met a couple of artists on the street, displaying their work in much the same manner as buskers. At that stage I wasn’t really sure what I wanted to do with my life, but I knew I’d like to stay in New Orleans. I kept thinking about how great it would be to have a place to showcase some of the artists I’d met, and then one day I was walking down Bourbon Street and saw the for lease sign on the gate.”


    Travis frowned. “Priest wanted to rent it out?”


    Billie shrugged. “I guess. It said to enquire next door at The Priory, so I went and chatted with Sophie, who introduced me to her dad. I remember thinking he was the scariest-looking dude I’d ever seen, but he was lovely to me. He seemed to think it amusing that I wanted to use the building as an art gallery, but then muttered something about it being empty long enough and agreed to lease it to me anyway. I’ve been here just under a year, and it didn’t take me as long as I thought to build up my group of artists.”


    Billie expected more questions, but Travis simply nodded, then kissed her again. Although talking with him was easy, the touch of his lips made her forget about the gallery, forget about everything except the taste of him.


    She’d thought he’d extricate himself once he’d finished with her for the night, so she was surprised to wake up with the sun peeking through a gap in her curtains and Travis’s arm draped across her chest. Her nipples hardened at the realization, at the delicious feel of his bare arm resting on top of them. She turned her head slowly and smiled at the sight before her, experiencing an intense urge to stroke her fingers across his jawline, to touch the stubble of his beard. Yet he’d wake the moment she did so and although she liked the idea of what might follow when he did, she wanted to record this moment in more than just her memory.


    She barely breathed as she slithered out from under his arm with the skill of Houdini and tiptoed across the floor so as not to wake Baxter, who’d been slumbering alongside them. Some guard dog, she thought as she escaped down the corridor with a smile.


    Less than a minute later she was back with her sketch pad and box of charcoal. She perched herself on the little dresser stool she’d bought from a local secondhand shop, then opened the pad and retrieved a piece of charcoal. All the while, man and dog remained dead to the world.


    For the next half hour, Billie’s fingers were busy filling the paper with the lines and contours of Travis’s amazing body and heart-stopping face. She didn’t think she’d ever be able to quite do him justice, but was still more than happy with her efforts. Lost in the world of her art, she jolted when Travis spoke.


    “What are you doing?” His voice sounded gravelly, sexy from sleep, yet she didn’t know if he’d be pleased with her answer. Generally she asked her subjects’ permission before immortalizing them, but she hadn’t been able to help herself.


    “Sketching.” She swallowed, her grip tightening on the charcoal. “Drawing you.”


    He raised one eyebrow, and for a second her heart halted and the charcoal shook in her fingers. Would he be angry about this? But then he spoke again, and the tone of his voice and expression on his face said he was anything but. “Can I see?”


    Now she was filled with a different kind of nerves. She hadn’t drawn anything for anyone else’s eyes in a very long time; hell, she’d barely even drawn at all until this last week. “It’s not very good.” She hugged the sketch pad to her chest, self-conscious about her nakedness and her art.


    “Let me be the judge of that.” He pushed up into a sitting position and patted the empty space on the mattress beside him. Her mouth went dry at the sight of all his tattoos and she wondered if she’d ever get over how they made her feel. Was it just his tattoos? Or would any guy covered in ink do it for her? He was the first man she’d ever slept with that had body art.


    “Come on,” he whispered encouragingly.


    She realized she’d been staring and forced herself up off the stool and over to him. As she sat on the mattress, Travis pulled her over so she was right up next to him. He wrapped one arm around her and put his other hand on her bare knee as she revealed the sketch to him.


    “Fuck, that’s good. You are one talented minx, aren’t you?”


    She turned her head to look at the expression of awe on his face and a buzz shot through her. He meant it. “It’s just a bit of fun,” she said with a shrug. How could she tell him that he made drawing easy without giving away the fact that she was falling for him? That looking at him and being with him inspired her like nothing had before. Last night she’d lied when she told him she just wanted him for his body, but she didn’t want to scare him away.


    “No.” His tone was forceful. “As much as I don’t like the idea of me hanging on the gallery wall next to a bunch of fairy-tale rabbits and dinnerware no less, this is amazing. You’ve included so much detail. And…” He paused a moment, then shrugged. “I’m not sure how to explain it, but it’s like you’ve captured my soul or something instead. Shit, listen to me. What have you done to me?”


    Travis chuckled and Billie couldn’t help glowing inside and out.


    “It’s okay. I’m not going to display it. This is just for me. I don’t want to share it with anyone.”


    “I’m glad.” He kissed her on the lips firmly but quickly. “But promise me something?”


    “What?” Her mouth went dry thinking about what he could possibly want. The way she felt right now, she’d say yes to just about anything he asked.


    Moving his hand lower so it rested on the small of her naked back, he said, “Do more of this. It’s as good as, if not better than, everything else out there hanging on those walls and you could make some good money from it—a name for yourself.”


    She flinched a little at the mention of money, which reminded her of her ex. “Not everything’s about money, Travis.”


    “Maybe not.” He didn’t sound like he believed that. “But having money sure helps make life easier. Why not make some from doing something you love? Tell you what—I’ll commission you to draw something for me. You reckon you could do my bike in charcoal?”


    “Your motorbike?”


    “No, my tricycle.”


    She rolled her eyes at his obvious sarcasm and leaned toward him, nudging him with her elbow. “I didn’t think you liked art.”


    He dipped his head so his breath tickled her neck as he spoke. “I like your art. I think it’s only fair that you start my collection.”


    “Okay then.” She bit her lower lip to stop a massive grin from exploding across her face. Whatever happened between them in the end, at least if she did this, she’d know he’d always have a part of her. Something that reminded him of her every time he looked up at his wall.


    “How well do you know Lorna?” he asked, surprising her. She’d wanted to talk to him about this but had never imagined he’d be the one to bring it up.


    “Not that well,” she admitted. “I met her a few weeks after I opened the gallery through one of the other artists. We chat when she brings in her paintings, but that’s about the extent of it.” It wasn’t a blatant lie—they’d met outside the gallery only a couple of times. Lorna had been welcoming when they’d first met, had made an effort to make Billie feel at home in the French Quarter.


    She waited for Travis to respond, but he was deathly silent. Finally she couldn’t be patient a moment longer. “I’m guessing you were surprised to see her yesterday?”


    He snorted loudly at that and looked at her like she was a comedian. “Biggest understatement of the century.”


    “You want to tell me why you have such hard feelings against her?”


    She didn’t actually expect him to answer, so she was shocked when he stretched back on the bed, sighed and then started talking.


    “Mom was a teenager, already abusing drugs and alcohol by the time I came along. I know you know Lorna used to be an addict and I’d be damn surprised if she’s clean now.”


    Billie bit her tongue, not jumping to Lorna’s defense, not wanting Travis to know she’d already heard this from his mother.


    “I gave her so many chances, tried to believe there was good in her for so many years when I was growing up,” he said. “Even when we didn’t have food on the table because she was high, even when she took me into the houses of drug dealers or men she slept with for a hit, I still wanted to protect her because she was my mom. I fantasized that one day when I was old enough, I’d make her get clean. Do whatever it took to give her and me a better life.”


    Billie held her breath, already knowing what was coming.


    “Then when I was seventeen, I came home from school to find her sprawled on the couch, a big, ugly man on top of her and her screaming for him to stop.” He sucked in a breath and his features darkened. “He was raping her and hell, she may have been a slut, but that didn’t mean I was going to stand by and let some motherfucker abuse her. I ripped him off her and threw my fist into his face. Until then, I didn’t know that I could even throw a punch like that but instinct and rage, concern for my mom, took over. I beat that man until his face was unrecognizable and Mom begged me to stop. And then she fucking helped him. She tended to him like he was a baby, and I realized then that she would never love me as much as her habit.”


    “What happened then?” Billie asked, already knowing the answer, but wanting him to open up completely to her.


    Travis swallowed; she saw his Adam’s apple move up and down his throat. “He left, and I vowed never again to defend her. She told me he wouldn’t call the police because of who he was, but she was wrong. He did. They found me and they threw me in jail. I told them my reasons for the attack, but even as I gave them my statement, I knew it wouldn’t matter. I guessed she wouldn’t corroborate my story, and I was right. Yesterday was the first time I’d seen her in fifteen years.”


    Oh Travis. She wanted to pull him into her arms and wrap herself around him, but she guessed he would close up if she attempted sympathy. She didn’t know why he’d told her, but she knew it wasn’t because he wanted her to feel sorry for him. Maybe it was because he wanted her to see Lorna for who he thought she really was. Still, whatever the reason, she couldn’t help the happiness that bloomed within her at the fact that he’d opened up.


    “And that’s when you met Priest, in prison?”


    He shook his head. “I met one of the other Deacons—he was inside for a bar brawl that had put some guy in a coma—and for some reason we clicked. When I got out and didn’t have anywhere to go, he invited me to stay with him. The rest, as they say, is history.”


    “What was it like being in a g…I mean club?”


    He laughed. “Were you ever in Girl Scouts?”


    She hit him with a you’ve-got-to-be-kidding-me look. “You’re not going to tell me your club was all about doing good deeds, singing songs around the campfire and earning badges for cooking and sewing?”


    “Well…maybe not exactly, but there are some similarities.”


    She couldn’t help laughing. She loved his sense of humor, even if he rarely let it out to play. “You want to explain some of those similarities?”


    His forehead crinkled a little as if he was deep in thought, but then he shook his head again. “Nope. I’ve got a much better idea.”


    He carefully took the sketch pad and charcoal out of her grasp and laid them on the floor and then turned back to her, pushing her gently down onto the mattress. They were both already naked, so they didn’t need to waste time and got straight down to business instead. Billie appeared to be in a permanent state of arousal around this man, so she was more than ready and willing for all that he had in mind.


    
      —
    


    Travis held Billie tightly, reluctant to let her go after a night of the best fucking of his life.


    “What are you going to do today?” she asked, endeavoring to distract him with words as she tried to sneak out of his grip.


    He tightened his hold on her and whispered into her ear, “You. Over and over and over again.”


    She laughed, a beautiful sound that swam right through him. “Isn’t that what we’ve been doing all night and half the morning?”


    “And I still haven’t had enough.” He pressed his lips against the nape of her neck, grinning when she shivered in his arms. His words and the truth behind them surprised him, as he rarely wanted to spend more than one night with a woman. Something about Billie made him want to hold on a little longer—she made him feel as if there really was good in the world. He pushed this worrying thought aside, deciding to make the most of the moment as he licked his way down to her breasts. Man, had anyone ever tasted better?


    She moaned, a beautiful sound that he couldn’t get enough of, and he wondered if they’d ever get around to crawling out of bed. He had other things to focus on, but right now he only wanted to focus on her.


    “Travis! You need to stop.” Billie giggled as she grabbed hold of his ears and tried to tug him off her.


    “Why?” He twirled his tongue around one nipple and then sucked it right into his mouth.


    She let out a gasp and thrust her hips up off the bed toward him. The hot vee between her legs pressed against his cock and it hardened instantly. It would be so easy and so good to thrust up inside her.


    “Because.” Her voice was more forceful this time and she pushed her hands against his chest. “Because I need to get up and go to work.”


    Baxter sprang up from his comatose state on the floor next to the bed and barked.


    Billie laughed. “And the pup needs to be let out for a pit stop. If he pees on the floor, I’ll make you clean it up.”


    That was almost worth the risk to have Billie writhing beneath or on top of him again, but as he weighed his options she took the chance to make her escape. He groaned as she all but skipped across the room, tugged on some underwear and then covered up with a long, floaty floral skirt and a black fitted top. She threw some bright, chunky beads around her neck.


    “What time does the gallery close?” he asked, already fantasizing about that night. Already imagining ridding her of that sweet little outfit and losing himself inside her.


    She smiled knowingly as she brushed her fingers through her hair. “I close up early on Mondays, actually.”


    “Best news I’ve heard all day.” He stretched out and then linked his hands behind his head.


    “But,” she said as she started out of the room, “I told my boss at the tour company I’d fill in for someone who’s sick, so I’ve got a ghost tour on tonight.”


    “Dammit. You’re going to stand me up for ghosts?”


    She shrugged in the doorway. “Sorry. I can’t afford to turn down paid work at the moment, not with the uncertainty of the gallery and all, but I’m sure you’ll find something to keep yourself occupied.”


    As Billie headed down the hallway, Baxter following closely at her heels, Travis rolled over and put the pillow over his head. Yes, he had plenty to keep him occupied, but he’d much rather stay in bed and gather his energies for later.


    A few moments later the aroma of coffee lured him out. He headed down the corridor and into the kitchen to find Billie cracking eggs into a bowl. She glanced over and smiled at him. “Want some breakfast?”


    He paused a moment, trying to recall a time in his past when he’d ever hung around long enough to have bacon and eggs with a conquest, and came up blank. Breakfast seemed a little cozy; then again, he had worked up quite an appetite overnight. “Sure.”


    Billie turned back to focus on whatever she was doing with the eggs and Travis crossed to the whiz-bang coffee machine, trying to ignore the fact that this scenario was alien to him. Just because he was about to share a meal didn’t mean it was serious. And she knew that. He’d been clear. Hadn’t he? The moment he’d finished helping Ajax and Blue he was out of here. No looking back.


    “Are you thinking about Priest?”


    At Billie’s question, he looked up to find her staring at him. “What?”


    Her lips twisted at the edges. “You looked like you had the weight of the world on your shoulders.”


    He sighed and focused on the coffee machine. “Yeah,” he lied. “I’ve also got some of my own business to attend to.”


    “It’s lucky you work for yourself, or I guess it’d be harder to stick around here,” she said as she poured the eggs into a pan. It sizzled, and she began stirring the eggs with a wooden spoon.


    “I guess so. Although Ajax and Blue don’t really care about shit like that. They’d expect me here anyway.”


    She frowned, and little creases appeared on her forehead. He guessed she was about to make a comment on that, but instead she asked, “When do you want me to start drawing your bike?”


    He shrugged as he laid two mugs of steaming coffee down on the table and pulled out a chair to sit. “As soon as possible, I guess.” Unspoken again was the fact that his days here were numbered.


    “Today? You can bring it into the courtyard and I can draw while I work. People will love it.”


    “I don’t want anyone touching my machine,” he growled, and then took a slug of coffee.


    She smirked. “Don’t worry, baby, I won’t let anyone touch your toys.”


    “Are you mocking me?” He raised an eyebrow, amused. And if he were honest, turned on. Again. Usually girls fawned in his presence; rarely did they poke fun at him, but Billie doing so only made him hot and hard.


    She grinned back and then lifted one shoulder. Her shirt slipped down in the process, giving him a glimpse of the bare, tanned skin of her shoulder, and he forgot all about being teased. Thought about tasting her instead.


    “Are you sure you have to open the gallery today?” He unashamedly looked his fill down her body.


    “Travis!” she scolded. “Do you think about anything else?”


    “Not much,” he admitted. Although the truth was until he’d met her, he’d been in a bit of a dry spell, more focused on his work than women or sex. But now that he’d broken the drought, he couldn’t get enough.


    Shaking her head, she put a plate down on the table in front of him and his nostrils flared at the aromas coming from the simple dish. She’d thrown some chopped tomatoes, cheese and something green into the scrambled eggs and it looked far healthier than anything he usually digested. Still, it smelled amazing, and when he forked a bit up into his mouth, he almost moaned as the flavors melted on his tongue.


    Billie sat down across from him, a smaller plate of eggs in front of her. “You like?”


    He nodded, too busy eating to speak. He liked the eggs, he liked her and he liked the normalcy of sitting down to eat with someone more than he cared to admit. Was this what being in a relationship would be like? He could imagine what his brothers would think if they were flies on the wall right now. They’d think he’d gone soft in the head, but he couldn’t bring himself to care. Billie was good company—in and out of bed. He should stop acting like a woman, stop thinking so much and just damn well enjoy what was on offer.


    They ate in comfortable silence until Baxter came back inside and starting nosing around Billie’s feet. “No walk today, sorry,” she said, glancing down at the sad-looking pup.


    “How often do you walk him?” Travis asked.


    “I try to take him out most mornings, but it’s more because he doesn’t have a garden to run around in and to give me some exercise. He likes the outing, sure, but he’s not the kind of dog that needs too much exercise.”


    As if to prove the point, Baxter slumped down onto the floor next to the table, rested his head on his front paws and then promptly fell asleep. Travis found himself reaching down and ruffling the dog’s head.


    Billie smiled, then stood and reached out to grab his empty plate.


    “I’ll get this,” he said, gesturing to the table. “You go open the gallery. I’ll clean up here, check my email and then bring the bike around.”


    “You sure?”


    He nodded and then stood to join her, unable to resist pulling her in for a quick smooch. She tasted delicious, even better than her cooking, and if her eggs were anything to go by, that was saying something. Her mouth opened for him and she sighed as he slipped a hand around her back and cupped her perfect ass. If he tried hard enough he reckoned he’d be able to convince her not to open the gallery today, but common sense landed at the last moment. Quite aside from the whole Priest issue, this wasn’t a holiday and he still had his own business to keep afloat, so he reluctantly let her go. But he couldn’t help slapping her on the ass as she turned toward the door.


    Her laugh wafted over him in her wake and he grinned down at the slumbering mutt. Baxter roused as Travis cleared the table, looking up at him with those big, sad eyes as if he were the reason Billie hadn’t taken him out walking. Realizing that was likely the case, Travis felt sorry for him and found him some bacon in the fridge. He tossed it down on the floor and while Baxter ate, he went to fetch his laptop and then set up office on Billie’s kitchen table.


    For a couple of hours he dealt with emails from clients and focused on his real job, but by lunchtime he was ready for a break. He found Billie in the gallery busy with a couple of potential buyers, so he snuck past and out onto Bourbon Street. His stomach rumbled and he grabbed a couple of burgers from his favorite fast-food joint, before heading back to The Priory to collect his bike.


    Ajax was sitting by the bar when he arrived. He nodded toward the paper food bag in Travis’s hand. “You brought me lunch? How thoughtful.”


    “Get your own burger,” he said, giving the other man the finger as he stalked past.


    Ajax chuckled. “Guess you got lucky after all.”


    Travis grinned at the accurate observation, knowing that as long as he was on board with hunting Priest’s murderer, Ajax couldn’t care less who he was fucking. He nodded at Sophie as he passed the office on his way out the back, then climbed on his bike and rode the short distance around the corner to the gallery, before disembarking to roll it into the courtyard. Billie still had customers, so he parked the bike in the space they’d agreed on, dropped her burger on the desk and then went back inside, where he shared his own lunch with Baxter.


    “Don’t tell Billie,” he whispered, as he dropped a chunk of his beef patty on the floor. “Don’t want her thinking I’m soft.”

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 12


    Billie knew she was living a fantasy that probably wouldn’t go on forever, but she decided she might as well enjoy it while it lasted and worry about her broken heart when it ended. Over the last week, she’d felt like she’d become closer to Travis than she’d ever been to anyone in her life. She worked in the gallery, chatting with customers and scribbling with her charcoal during the day while he spent long hours at his computer, doing his legitimate work and also the not-so-legitimate stuff he needed to do in the hunt for who murdered Priest, but at night they couldn’t get enough of each other. It wasn’t simply physical—although yes, there was a lot of that as well—he also confided in her about his mission. He confessed his task was to hack into the computer records of everyone associated with the Ministry, and he told her more about the Deacons and the animosity between the two clubs than she guessed he was supposed to.


    But that’s what she liked so much about Travis. Well, one of a growing list of things. He was his own man. Yes, he was back in town at Ajax’s command and working alongside the others for one particular purpose, but he was doing it his way. And spending as much time as he could with her in the process. Yet, despite all this, Billie knew the flimsy line that connected them would snap the moment he wrapped up his business with the Deacons. Late at night, she sometimes lay in his arms imagining that this meant as much to him as it did to her. That he was falling in love with her in the same crazy, wholehearted way that she was falling for him. Sometimes—when they talked over dinner or post sex—she even believed it did, but despite the bliss she couldn’t shake the feeling that it was only a matter of time before she lost him.


    And hers wouldn’t be the only heart broken when that happened. Baxter was perhaps, if it were possible, even more besotted with Travis than she was. Travis pretended to be a real tough dude, and he looked even more the part since he’d started wearing his Deacons cut again, but inside she knew he was a softie. A few times when he didn’t think she was looking, she’d caught him tossing Baxter bits of bacon or other treats under the table. It made her heart turn over in her chest. During the day while Travis worked at his computer in the kitchen, Baxter lay at his feet, only occasionally pottering out to check on Billie in the gallery. Part of her was jealous that her dog seemed to have transferred his affections to what he obviously saw as the alpha male, but she couldn’t really blame him.


    Travis was simply that kind of guy. Even when he was acting all hard-ass, being a sarcastic, infuriating douchebag, you couldn’t spend any length of time in his charismatic company without losing your heart. When Saxon had tried to control her, it had made her want to throw knives, but when Travis went all tough guy, all she wanted to do was take off her clothes.


    Sighing at that thought, she glanced down at her sketch pad, then across at his bike still taking pride of place in the gallery, and bit down on her charcoal pencil. The piece was almost finished—after days of trying to get it exactly how she wanted it—but she was still reluctant to show Travis. Partly because his approval meant more to her than anyone else’s ever had and partly because handing it over would feel like the first nail in the coffin of their fling. It felt symbolic. This would be her goodbye gift to him, but what would she have of him besides bittersweet memories and dreams of what could never be?


    Amidst this dismal thought, her phone beeped. She put down her charcoal and dug the phone out of her pocket, glancing down to see a message from Lorna. Her heart clenched and she quickly glanced toward the house, where Travis was working. His mom had sent a few messages over the last few days, but Billie had ignored them, less able to bring herself to intervene in the mother–son relationship the more time she spent with Travis. She wanted to help, but she also respected his decision to leave the past where it was. In the end, reconnecting with Lorna had to be his decision; however, she couldn’t bring herself to tell the woman she’d changed her mind about her promise.


    “Hey. How’s business?”


    Billie startled at Travis’s voice as he emerged from the house into the gallery, Baxter’s furry shadow at his feet. She shoved her phone back into her pocket and summoned a smile. “Slow. I’ve sold a couple of hand-painted magnets this morning, but that’s it. You?”


    He shrugged as he came to stand alongside her desk. As he loomed over her, every cell in her body melted, her hormones begging the question of when they could next get up close and personal with his. “What about my commission? Can I have a peek yet?”


    “No!” She quickly turned her sketch pad over. Distracted by the phone message and his mere presence, she’d forgotten to hide her work, but no way was he seeing it yet. “Not long now,” she promised.


    He frowned. “The suspense is killing me. You artists are cruel creatures, you know.”


    She raised an eyebrow. “Says the man who teased and taunted me into bed.”


    “If I recall, you were the one who made a move on me.”


    She opened her mouth to refute this statement with the facts, but he leaned down and covered her mouth with his before she could. Thank God she was still sitting because his lips on hers, their tongues dancing, made her swoon like a Victorian romance heroine. Every. Single. Time.


    When he finally broke their kiss, she took a moment to catch her breath and then asked, “What about you? How goes your progress?”


    “Not real great, but you just made me feel a whole lot better. I’m heading out to get some lunch. Want me to grab you something?”


    “Thanks.” She nodded. “That would be fab.” He’d attempted to cook her lunch on a couple of occasions, but cooking wasn’t his forte. He managed to mess up even the simplest of toasted sandwiches, but she forgave him because he was very good at other things.


    “Okay.” He patted her on the butt, as he often did. If Saxon had done such a thing she’d have wanted to scream blue murder, but Travis didn’t make her feel like his pet, someone he could order around and train to do as he wanted. No, he made her feel sexy, and whenever he patted her on the bum she forgot about whatever it was she should be doing and simply wanted to throw herself at him. Luckily he spoke again before her newfound hussy tendencies reared their head. “Want to go for a ride later?”


    “Uh…yes, please.” Until a few days ago, she’d thought riding on the back of a bike a reckless thing to do. But like Travis had reformed her thinking on so many things—tattoos, sex, her talents, to name but a few—he’d also changed her opinion on motorcycles. He’d found her an old helmet from somewhere deep inside The Priory and she adored the feeling of being pressed tightly against him, the wind buffeting them as he sped down highways and back alleys alike. His skill on the roads was akin to his skill in the bedroom. She often wondered if there was anything he wasn’t good at. Besides sandwich making, that was.


    They’d only been able to go at night because of her gallery commitments, but she couldn’t get enough of it and wondered what it would be like to learn to ride herself. To have the freedom to get up and take to the road whenever she damn well pleased. When she was on the back of Travis’s bike she forgot about all her woes, forgot about the fact that this thing between them had a rapidly approaching use-by date, forgot about the whole gallery-losing-a-lease issue, and simply lived in the moment.


    Every moment with Travis was an exciting adventure. The rush he gave her was similar only to the one she got whenever she was lost in her art. And he’d given her the confidence to take that up again.


    She waved him goodbye and went back to her work, stopping to eat lunch when he returned with a seafood pizza and a box of beignets. The way to her heart truly was with this local fried dough delicacy.


    “As much as I’d love to sit and chat,” Travis said, standing and grabbing their empty pizza box, “or better still, whisk you inside for another round of dessert, I have work to do, and I think you have company.”


    Frowning, Billie turned her head in the direction of the gallery entrance to see Rolley strolling in, an uncharacteristic scowl in prime position on his face. Travis chuckled, bent over and planted a kiss on the top of her head and then went into the house, Baxter following closely behind. It was the most chaste kiss he’d ever given her, but the way Rolley reacted you’d think Travis had bent her over the piano and had his wicked way.


    “Did I just see what I think I saw?” Rolley’s eyes looked like they were about to pop out of his head.


    Billie smiled sweetly as he approached. “That depends on what you just saw.”


    “You really going to ask me to spell it out?”


    Billie sighed. “Look, Rolley, I don’t want to argue with you, okay?”


    “You can’t seriously tell me you’re dating that jerk.”


    Dating? Was that what they were doing? She doubted Travis would use that definition, even though they went out together in public and slept together every night. Dating sounded like a relationship that actually had a future.


    “No.” She forced a laugh and shook her head. “We’re just being a little more civil now. I can’t afford to make an enemy of my landlord now, can I?”


    Rolley crossed his arms over his chest and glared in the direction Travis had headed. “Well, I hope that’s all it is, because you deserve a lot better than the likes of him, Billie. You deserve the world. Do you know what those dudes are like? They treat their motorbikes better than their women. They treat their women like toys. They…”


    “Sounds like you’ve been watching too many episodes of SOA,” she said with a laugh. Truth was Travis had treated her like a queen this last week and she couldn’t imagine him ever treating her badly, but then again, maybe that was because this was only an interlude for him. Either way, she didn’t want to dwell on this or talk about him with Rolley.


    “Do you know he’s Lorna’s son?” Rolley asked, surprising her.


    Billie frowned, not sure where he was going with this. “Yes, I found out the other day.” She lowered her voice. “I spoke to Lorna about him after she came to deliver some paintings, and things got a little heated between them.”


    “Geez.” Rolley looked genuinely concerned; he was good friends with Lorna’s partner. “Is she okay? Maybe I should go talk to her.”


    Before Billie could say anything more, he turned and charged back out of the gallery. She couldn’t help letting out a breath of relief. Dealing with a happy-go-lucky Rolley had always been fun. He’d been a good friend since she’d settled in the French Quarter, but she didn’t like his irate, jealous streak when he had no claim over her at all.


    For the rest of the afternoon, Billie tried to focus on her art and on the enthusiastic tourists that strolled into the gallery for a look-see and more often than not ended up walking out with a special New Orleans keepsake. That’s what she loved about the gallery she’d established. Although there were some expensive works of art, she also held plenty of pieces that were affordable for the average tourist. She wanted people to be able to take home a small piece of New Orleans, something that wasn’t tacky plastic from a cheap tourist shop like one across the street.


    Still, although she loved her work, she couldn’t help the happy bubble that formed inside her as she finally shut up shop for the day. It was midweek, so the gallery didn’t stay open late, which meant maybe she had time to whip up something special for dinner. She’d always enjoyed cooking, but she liked it so much more now that someone appreciated her efforts. Not only did Travis know how to compliment a woman in the kitchen, he also happily helped with the dishes and made sure he continued to show his appreciation much, much later. Her insides heated at the thought as she stepped into the house.


    Baxter ran to greet her, leaping up at her legs and trying to lick her knees. She laughed and bent down to scoop him up. “Nice effort, little guy. Maybe I’d actually believe you still cared if you’d bothered to come out and sit with me for more than five minutes today.”


    As she walked through to the kitchen—Travis’s makeshift office area—Baxter licked her nose as if trying to make up for ignoring her. She laughed again and put the dog down, expecting Travis to get up when he saw her, to come over and yank her against him, to kiss her till she went boneless, as was becoming his nightly habit. But Travis stayed in his seat, his eyes glued on his computer screen. There was a furrow between his eyebrows that looked like it had been there a while. She started to cross over to him, planning to offer a shoulder massage, when he banged his fist on the kitchen table. Frustration was etched all over his face.


    “Bad day at the office?” she asked.


    He glanced up at her as if he hadn’t until that moment heard her come in, then ran a hand through his hair and attempted a smile. “I’m just tired of getting nowhere.” He sighed and glanced back at the screen. “Maybe we need to take to the streets instead; maybe it’s not—” His words stopped abruptly and his mouth dropped open as he leaned closer to the computer screen. “Holy fuck. How did I miss this?”


    “What?” She hurried across the room to stand behind him and look at the screen, which seemed to display some bank statements.


    “This.” He breathed the word as he touched his index finger to the screen.


    Billie followed his finger to a line that showed a significant amount of money transferred from one account to another. “Laundry?” she read the transaction description aloud. “Must have been a heck load of dirty socks.”


    “Dirty laundry,” Travis breathed. “One day after Priest was murdered.”


    Billie swallowed as goose bumps littered her skin, but they weren’t the kind of shivers she usually got around Travis. “You think someone was paid to kill him? A contract killing?”


    “Looks that way.”


    Billie peered at the name at the top of the statement. “Who is Brendan Lee Tuckett?”


    “He goes by the name of Blade. You met him at Café Du Monde. I knew it. I just knew this hit had Ministry written all over it.” Travis frowned. “It looks like he paid someone to murder Priest, which I’ll admit is odd. Why the fuck didn’t he just slit his throat himself?”


    “And why would he have wanted him dead?” Billie asked, trying not to focus on the visuals. Funny, she no longer felt like cooking and, with all this to digest, she guessed Travis might not be hungry yet either.


    He chuckled. “The Ministry has always wanted to move into the Quarter, into Deacons territory. The question is why did they wait so long? Why now? There’s a lot about this that doesn’t fucking make any sense.”


    “But it’s the evidence you were looking for?” She gulped, realizing that if this Blade guy had killed Priest, then Ajax, Travis and Co. would enact their revenge and once they were done, there’d be nothing keeping Travis here anymore. Her knees quivered and she pulled out a chair to sit down. It was too soon. Despite knowing this time was coming, she wasn’t ready to say goodbye yet. Not by a long shot. Suddenly the fact that Travis’s departure might also mean the demise of her business meant nothing alongside the thought of losing him.


    “It’s a start,” he said, sounding distracted.


    “What will you do now?”


    “I’m going to try and follow this trail a little more, check out a few things, and then I’m going to take it to Ajax.”


    
      —
    


    Once Travis found that first little nugget of evidence, it didn’t take him long to confirm. The money had come from one of Blade’s personal accounts rather than a Ministry account, which was why he’d almost missed it. It was a mammoth amount of cash—the type only exchanged in drug deals, contract killings or the like—and he guessed the recipient was also a member of the Ministry. There was a remote possibility this could be a freaky coincidence, that Blade had done some other dodgy deal around the same time Priest died, but something in Travis’s gut told him that wasn’t the case.


    Anger curled tightly in his stomach at the thought of Blade, of the motherfucking Ministry, taking Priest’s life, making it look like he’d had a road accident. Although he’d thought he didn’t want to get his hands dirty again, he wasn’t sure he was ready to hand over this information to Ajax and Blue and simply walk away. So much for living life on the straight and narrow, so much for believing in legal justice—right now he wanted to be at the front line when his brothers confronted the Ministry president. His fists curled in anticipation. After what felt like hours sitting in this same position, Travis pushed back his seat and stood.


    At the sound of his chair scraping on the floor, Billie looked up from where she’d been sketching on her pad across the other side of the table. “You going out?”


    He nodded and grabbed his cut from the back of the seat. “I’m going to see Ajax and Blue.”


    “At The Priory?”


    “Yep.”


    “Can I come with you?”


    He paused halfway to the door, surprised by her question. “I didn’t think The Priory was your kind of place.”


    Billie cocked her head to one side and hit him with a “really?” look. “And most people would say you’re not my kinda guy, but I think we’ve proved the opposites attract theory by now, don’t you?”


    Travis deliberated only a moment. Ajax wouldn’t like him bringing an outsider into their club business, but Travis didn’t give a fuck. He wanted to have Billie with him as much as he could during the time they had left. “Okay, let’s go.”


    Billie blinked as if she couldn’t believe he’d agreed, but then she put down her sketch pad and smiled. She ran her hands through her hair and then smoothed them over her jeans. “Should I get changed?”


    “Nope.” He shook his head. “You’re perfect the way you are.”


    Billie crossed the room to the fridge, took out a bone for Baxter and then tossed it down to where he was sleeping on the floor. Even before his eyes opened the dog was sniffing at the treat, his muzzle moving before his body. Travis and Billie crept out of the house so as not to alert Baxter to their departure.


    “He’s besotted with you, you know that?” Billie said as Travis pulled the door shut behind them.


    “What can I say?” He shrugged. “Do you blame him?”


    Billie shook her head. “You’re so damn arrogant.” But the way she said it sounded like a compliment. “He’ll miss you when you’re gone.”


    It suddenly struck Travis what tonight’s discovery meant. Unless this Blade thing turned out to be a dead end, he’d soon be free. Free to leave town, to leave the Deacons and the French Quarter behind once and for all. That was what he wanted. Wasn’t it? He’d been harping on about leaving since the moment he returned. His life was no longer in dirty, crazy New Orleans. It was in Tallahassee, where he had a cool apartment, where he wore suits more than he did leather and where he was respected, not because people were scared of him but because of his expertise and knowledge.


    “I’ll miss him, too,” he said. But not half as much as his drop-dead sexy, feisty little owner. Travis got a funny tightening, painful feeling in his chest and reached out to take Billie’s hand as they walked through the dimly lit courtyard, passing his bike, the piano and all the artwork he’d at first turned up his nose at but that now reminded him of Billie. As they closed the gate behind them, they hardly heard its creak over the din coming from The Priory right next door.


    Travis nodded at the bouncers out front and pulled Billie close to his side as they gave her the once-over. Neither of them said a word, but he could read their minds—they wondered what the fuck someone as lovely as her was doing with the likes of him.


    Don’t worry—she won’t be with me long. They were on borrowed time now, and he intended to make the most of every last second with her.


    Inside, they walked toward the bar, Travis surveying the scene as they strode through the throng of people—most of them already well on the way to being wrecked. He recognized a few folks, but there were plenty he didn’t. Plenty of men obviously out on the prowl for a good time. He’d been planning to deposit Billie with Sophie at the bar and then go talk business with Ajax and Blue, but he found he couldn’t leave her on her own. She was too damn gorgeous and there were too many men here who would try to move in on her the moment he was out of sight. He didn’t like that thought one bit.


    Tightening his hold on her hand, he approached Sophie. She looked at Billie and then raised her eyebrows at him, but he ignored her obvious curiosity. “Where’s Ajax?”


    “Out back. Working on Blue’s bike.”


    Without another word, Travis led Sophie around the bar and out through the door that had a PRIVATE sign hanging on it. In the shadows he saw two easily recognizable figures tinkering over Blue’s Harley. Both men looked up as the door clunked shut behind Travis and Billie.


    “Evening,” Travis said with a nod of his head.


    “Hi.” Billie smiled beside him.


    For a moment Blue and Ajax just stared at them. “Is this a social call?” Ajax finally asked, raising his eyebrows at Billie in much the same manner as Sophie had earlier.


    “Not exactly. I’ve found something.”


    Ajax and Blue straightened and gave him their full attention. “About?” Ajax asked.


    “Priest, of course.”


    Ajax’s expression darkened and he gestured to Billie. “What’s she doing here? This is club business.”


    Of course it was. Why the hell had he brought her here? He wasn’t thinking straight. Again. But Ajax wouldn’t take that excuse.


    “Billie’s my…” He was about to say girlfriend, but Ajax and Blue wouldn’t be able to relate to that. “She’s my property.”


    Billie made a choking sound beside him and he squeezed her hand hard, telling her to shut it. He wouldn’t let Ajax or Blue lay a finger on her and they wouldn’t if they believed she was his old lady.


    “She knows the score with Priest, the Ministry, with everything. I trust her,” he told them, and surprised himself when he realized he meant it. After the way his mom had betrayed him and Priest had banished him, he didn’t think he had it in him ever to trust another person, but how else could he explain why he’d opened his soul to Billie? Why he’d told her things about himself he’d never shared with anyone outside the club and why he’d confessed his reason for being back in the Quarter?


    “What the fuck does that mean?” Blue asked, clearly unable to fathom what he was hearing.


    Travis inhaled a quick breath, thinking on his feet. “It means I’m back. You want to revive the Deacons? So long as you meant it about going legitimate, then I’m in. I’m moving back to the Quarter and I’m moving in with Billie. The gallery stays, so we’ll have to find another location for the clubhouse.” He hadn’t realized it himself until he’d said it aloud, but this was exactly what he wanted.


    Ajax opened his mouth and Travis expected him to object. Expected him to tell him that the clubhouse had always been next door to The Priory and that’s where it would fucking well stay, but it was one surprise after another today. “You sure about all that?” he asked instead.


    “Yes.” He nodded and yanked Billie against him, holding her close. He’d never been more certain about anything in his life. This felt right. She felt right. Being back in New Orleans, in The Priory with his brothers ready to reclaim Bourbon Street, felt right. He couldn’t get enough of Billie and the thought of losing her made him feel as if he were about to go into cardiac arrest. Never before had a woman made him ache with need like she did, made him want to spend time with her when they weren’t even fucking. He knew he’d protect her with his own life. He hadn’t meant to fall in love, didn’t think he had it in him, but what else did any of this mean?


    “In that case…” Ajax stepped forward and pulled Travis and Billie into a hug. He slapped Travis on the back. “Congrat-u-fucking-lations. And welcome to the family, Billie.”


    “Yeah, man, well done. Good to have you back, brother.” Blue’s tone was gruff, but the expression in his face told Travis he was stoked. “Guess we’d better get you a Property of Cash badge, then,” he said to Billie.


    “Um…yeah…thanks,” she squeaked, sounding half terrified, half relieved. They had some talking to do, but first he needed to tell his brothers what he’d found.


    “Now, business,” Travis said, glancing quickly around to check that they were truly on their own. “I’ve found some interesting information.”

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 13


    Billie didn’t hear a word of what Travis told his scary-ass biker friends. She was far too hung up on the whole “property” thing. Had he just said that to stop Ajax and Blue from throwing her out onto Bourbon Street? Or had he meant it? The way he’d held her hand as if he never wanted to let go, and the expression, almost aggression, in his eyes when he’d told them what she was to him had sounded damn believable to her.


    And how did she feel about that?


    It wasn’t a question of love—she’d been falling harder and harder for Travis from the day she met him, even before she liked him, and was now well and truly head over heels, in too deep. But property? That set off alarm bells inside her head. Loud ones. Although Saxon had appeared to the world like the perfect husband, he’d treated her exactly like something he owned. And not a prized possession, but rather something he could easily replace if she didn’t tick all his boxes on what he thought a wife should be. Last she’d heard, he’d hooked up with a law student who modeled swimwear in her spare time.


    But Travis was nothing like Saxon. Although he valued money, he’d worked hard for his, and unlike Saxon he knew what it was like to live in poverty. She had no idea about how it felt not knowing where your next meal would come from, so how could she judge him? No, instead she admired him for being stronger than what life had thrown at him. For rising above his circumstances.


    Whereas Saxon had almost been jealous of her art, Travis encouraged it. Saxon made her feel barely necessary during sex, as if any woman would do as long as he got his rocks off, whereas Travis made her feel…so much. How could she even begin to describe the emotions he sparked within her? There were no words. She’d barely been living during her marriage, but in just over a week Travis had awoken her in so many ways.


    It was a sin to try to compare him to Saxon—they weren’t even in the same realm.


    Yes, she wanted Travis. That fact was irrefutable. But she could be stressing for no reason. Until tonight, Travis had never mentioned staying in New Orleans or having anything more than a fling with her, and there was every possibility he’d said what he had simply to protect her.


    A lump formed in her throat at that thought. But if that were the case, then why had he let her come with him in the first place?


    Deep down she was certain he felt the same way she did, but had he truly admitted that to himself yet? It had all happened so fast, yet at the same time she felt like she’d known Travis for eternity.


    “You guys coming in for a celebratory drink?” Ajax’s question startled her out of her reverie.


    “Sure,” Travis replied.


    Billie wished she’d been paying attention. She didn’t know if they were celebrating the information on Blade and the Ministry or Travis coming back into the fold or even her becoming his supposed property, but after he’d told them he trusted her, she wasn’t about to throw that in his face. She could find out whether he meant it later. And if he did, what exactly being a biker’s property entailed. Besides wearing his patch, that is.


    She swallowed, trying to hide her anxiety, and smiled. “Sounds good.”


    The business conversation over for now, the four of them trekked back inside. It was even more crowded now—people dressed in black filling every corner and crevice—but as the bikers approached the bar, the crowd parted, making way. Sophie turned away from the person she’d just handed a drink to and her face lit up as Ajax leaned across the bar and kissed her possessively on the lips. Billie averted her gaze and glanced around The Priory. She’d been here before but never really thought about what she saw. The people that hung out here were real; they didn’t put on airs and graces like those in her social circle back at home or pretend to be anything they were not. They accepted others for who they were.


    “You okay?” Travis leaned down and whispered into her ear. His hand slipped around her back and rested on her hip, his touch sparking shivers that spread quickly through her body.


    “Yep,” she said, turning to look into his eyes. She felt safe, strangely right, being here with Travis. As if this was the place she’d been looking for her whole life. And he looked the part now…much more like the biker than he did when he first arrived. The leather cut suited him and she liked it.


    He grinned back at her. “We’ll have a quick drink and then we’ll make our excuses.”


    As if on cue, Sophie laid four glasses of bourbon one after the other down on the bar between them and then lifted a glass of her own. “What exactly are we celebrating?”


    Ajax turned and looked at Billie. It was almost a smile, and the closest thing she guessed any woman that wasn’t Sophie would ever get. “Billie’s joining the clan.”


    “What?” Sophie’s mouth hung open a moment. “You’re Cash’s old lady?”


    Uncertain of how to answer, Billie looked back to Travis. His thumb slid lazily over her hip and he gave her an encouraging nod. “Yes,” she said, knowing she wanted this to be true more than anything. “I am.”


    “Well, fuck me. Wonders never cease.”


    The others laughed and lifted their glasses, and Billie found herself laughing right along with them. There wasn’t a lot more said on the issue. Sophie had to tend the bar, so Ajax told her he’d fill her in on everything later. He arranged a meeting with Blue and Travis for the following morning, asking Travis to summon some guy called Prince. Then, they finished their drinks and made their excuses to slip away, promising to throw a party for Billie when all the shit had died down.


    “A party?” Billie asked as she and Travis weaved back through the hordes of people. “What for? My birthday isn’t until February.”


    “Good to know.” He squeezed her hand as they slipped out onto Bourbon Street. “But this party isn’t about how many candles you have on your cake; it’s about telling the club that you’re mine.”


    The way he said mine raised the hairs on her arms and the nape of her neck. “Did you,” she whispered, barely able to get the words out, “mean all that about me and you? Or was it just…”


    “I meant it,” he said almost aggressively, pausing on the sidewalk between The Priory and her gallery and taking both her hands as he looked right into her eyes. “I want you, Billie. No way I can stay away from you. Right from the start you snuck under my defenses and made me feel things I didn’t want to feel. Things I didn’t think I was capable of feeling.”


    Although part of her was singing hallelujahs at this news, she felt she needed to say her bit. “It would have been nice if you’d given me an inkling of this before you told your friends.” She’d been walked over before and she wasn’t about to enter into a relationship with a control freak ever again. No matter if the sex did blow her mind. Every. Single. Time.


    He blinked, as if taken aback. “Are you saying you don’t have the same feelings for me?”


    “No,” she said quickly, rushing to assure him that that wasn’t the issue at all. After the week they’d shared, how could he even think that? “Hell, Travis, I’m pretty certain I’m falling in love with you and have been since the moment you kissed me without asking.”


    His lips curled upward and he had the good sense to look sheepish. “Well then…”


    “But,” she said forcefully, “I’m not sure about the whole ‘property’ thing. It sounds so crass and backwards. As if you picked me up for a bargain at your local Walmart.”


    He chuckled and pulled her closer against him. Her insides glowed as he dropped her hands but snuck his up around her back, finding the bare flesh between her sweatshirt and jeans. Who was she kidding? She was a goner. Her body well and truly signed up to this property thing, even if her brain was still clinging onto a few reservations.


    “You’re way too classy for Walmart. And I’m way too choosy. I’ve never wanted to be with anyone long term until I met you. For a decade I haven’t let myself trust or want anyone. But you’ve taught me there is good in the world, alongside the crap, and I want some of that.”


    The battle with her hormones was lost long ago; now she was losing the battle with her tears. He may not have declared undying love, but she could read between the lines. This confession was huge for someone like Travis.


    He continued. “I know if you haven’t been around MC clubs for long, the words property or old lady might seem disrespectful, but I assure you they are anything but.” He pressed a kiss against her forehead before continuing, explaining it to her a lot like Sophie had. But coming from him it sounded appealing. Sexy, even. Then finally, “If you agree to be my old lady, you’ll make me the happiest guy in the world and I promise you, our relationship will be one of mutual respect, encouragement, fun and lots and lots of great sex.”


    He stared down expectantly at her and she realized he was waiting for an answer. How could it be anything but “Yes!”


    The biggest smile she’d ever seen lit his face, and then he leaned over and closed the already tiny gap between them. His hands were in her hair, his mouth claiming her as his own and she knew that despite appearances to the contrary, despite the biker club lingo, Travis would never compromise her in the way Saxon had.


    And that was the last time she ever wanted to think about her ex-husband again.


    Finally, he pulled back, but she was glad he didn’t let her go, because her head was spinning from the events of the last few hours and his unexpected confession. And there were so many more questions taking up her headspace. “What about your work? What about Tallahassee? Are you really moving back to the Quarter?”


    He nodded. “Let’s go inside and discuss this somewhere more comfortable.” The wicked gleam in his eye told her they’d both be horizontal during any conversation, but she didn’t have a problem with that at all.


    Later in bed, with Baxter asleep on the floor beside them, Travis’s fingers trawled lazily through her hair and over the bare skin of her neck as he explained how he could work from anywhere.


    “Tallahassee was never really home,” he confessed, “although I tried to fool myself that it was. I don’t have any real friends there and it was never in my blood, not like the French Quarter, not like the Deacons, not like you.”


    Billie bit her lip, then asked, “The Deacons were an outlaw club, right? Does that mean I should be worried about what you might be getting involved with?”


    He shook his head. “Priest wanted us to go clean years ago, but he got conned into one last job. We torched a building and a guy died.”


    She was quiet as he continued. She knew his past, had accepted him for what he was.


    “None of us have ever been clear on exactly what happened and why Priest sent us away, but it was the brotherhood we missed and that’s what we want to recreate. I’m not looking for a life of crime and I’ll keep working for myself.”


    “Okay. Good.” Because surely she needed to have some scruples. “So what will you do about the Ministry?”


    Travis sighed. “I honestly don’t know because we’re not at full strength, but I don’t want you to worry about that. I’m not going to let any harm come to you, I promise.”


    It wasn’t herself she was worried about. Not wanting to think about that, Billie turned her attentions back to Travis’s body. Tracing her fingers along the lines of his tattoos was rapidly becoming one of her favorite pastimes. For someone who had never given much thought to tattoos in the past, they intrigued her now. Should she get one done?


    She was about to put this question to Travis, but she bit her tongue at the last moment. Maybe she’d surprise him. Maybe she’d get it in someplace only he would see. She grinned, imagining the look on his face when she unveiled it. And then she chuckled as she thought about the look on her family’s face if they ever saw it.


    “What’s so funny?” he asked.


    She shook her head and kissed him again.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 14


    After their first official “church” meeting since the Deacons had returned, Travis followed a still reluctant Micah out of The Priory. But whereas Micah, or Prince as he was known to the club, continued on down Bourbon to whatever had been keeping him busy these last few weeks, Travis turned into the gallery and glanced around at the mix of sculptures and paintings. Funny how you could change your opinion of a place in a matter of days. Billie’s enthusiasm for the art she sold had rubbed off on him, and seeing New Orleans again through her eyes had helped him rekindle a love affair with the city he’d thought long gone. He was in such a good mood that even Rolley’s presence in the gallery didn’t annoy him.


    The scruffy hippie glared at him but Travis ignored it, instead heading inside to go find Billie. Yet as he did a walk through the rooms, calling both Billie and Baxter, he found no sign of either of them, so he dug his cellphone out of his back pocket and dialed Billie’s number. Within a few seconds her ring tone sounded from somewhere in her bedroom.


    Cursing under his breath, he followed the sound until he found the phone lying under the pile of clothes she’d discarded last night before falling into bed with him. It wasn’t as if he needed to see or talk to her, but they’d barely been apart these last few days and after a few hours discussing the Ministry, he was more than ready for a dose of his woman. Where was she? And when would she be back? Damn, he supposed he’d have to ask Rolley if he knew.


    As he headed back down the corridor Billie’s phone beeped in his hand, signaling a message. Without thinking, he glanced down at the screen and almost dropped it when he read who the message was from.


    Lorna—Made any progress?


    What the fuck? Made progress about what? What was his mom messaging Billie about? Hadn’t he told her to stay the fuck away from this place? And surely Billie had gotten the message that he didn’t want her to have anything to do with his mother. Anger burned in his chest, but he told himself to calm the hell down. He checked the phone for other messages and let out a sigh of relief when he saw they were all one-way. This wasn’t Lorna’s first message, but it didn’t look like Billie had replied to any of them. That was something.


    He took a deep breath and continued into the courtyard. Rolley was dealing with a customer, so he bided his time, running his hands back and forth over the piano keys until the other guy was free.


    Then, he tried for friendly. “Hey dude, do you know where Billie is?”


    Rolley screwed up his face. “Why should I tell you?”


    Travis’s grip tightened on Billie’s phone, but he forced himself to keep calm. He needed answers, not to waste time bickering with this loser. He shrugged, held up the phone and spoke slowly so Rolley could understand. “Because she’s mine, and she left her phone behind and I want to go take it to her.”


    “What do you mean she’s yours?”


    Travis smirked as he slipped the cell into his pocket. “You want me to spell it out?” Before Rolley could reply he continued, “When two people are attracted to each other they—”


    He didn’t get to finish his sentence before Rolley burst out laughing. “She’s playing you, man.”


    Travis’s heart went cold. “What the fuck are you talking about?”


    Grinning now, Rolley said, “She’s gone to visit your mom. You really think someone like Billie would fall for someone like you? She’s being nice as a favor to Lorna, to try and convince you to make amends.”


    “What the hell…?” Travis shook his head, his insides twisting. There was so much wrong with this scenario. Billie didn’t seem the type to use sex to get what she wanted, and no amount of sexual favors would ever bring him to forgive his mother, but his stomach churned at the thought.


    “Sorry, man.” Rolley didn’t sound sorry at all. He shrugged and gestured to the gate. “If you don’t believe me, why don’t you go see for yourself?”


    What Travis wanted to do was wipe the smug grin off the hippie artist’s ugly face, but that would only show how bothered he was. And, considering he was the one with Billie between his sheets, he couldn’t quite work out why. Turning his back on the loser, Travis strode out of the gallery and stalked a few blocks down Bourbon Street when he realized he had no idea where Lorna lived. Cursing, he kicked his boot against a crack in the sidewalk and dragged his cell out of his pocket, hoping she was listed. Moments later, he cursed again when he couldn’t find her.


    As much as it would pain him to do so, he was about to go inside and demand Rolley tell him the address when he remembered Billie’s cell was still in his pocket. He yanked it out and brought up his mom’s contact details. “Bingo,” he muttered under his breath, as in addition to her phone number he found her address and email. He knew the street on the edge of the Quarter well, and in his current mood it didn’t take him long to walk there.


    Pausing a moment in front of the brightly painted Creole cottage, he shook his head as he tried to reconcile this chirpy little house with the dirty rooms they’d rented in dodgy townhouses when he was a kid. Could Lorna truly have changed this much? That thought didn’t get the chance to take root before the door opened and he saw his mom and Billie step onto the front porch. At the sight of them together, his heart turned to ice and he felt a physical pain in his gut as if someone had slammed a fist into him.


    Lost in their conversation, neither woman looked his way, and he watched in horror as Lorna patted Billie’s arm before leaning forward and enveloping her in a friendly embrace. They looked a lot closer than Billie had led him to believe.


    His breathing quickened and he had to steady himself on the damn fence.


    Fuck, this was exactly what he hadn’t wanted. Feelings. They made him weak and he despised them; he hated the way seeing Billie with his mother made him feel. As if someone had stabbed a knife into his chest and twisted. Could Rolley be telling the truth? That Billie had been in collusion with Lorna, trying to soften him, to butter him up so she could bring him around to her way of thinking? That is, to make him believe that Lorna was a changed woman who deserved his forgiveness and the chance to walk back into his life.


    Not before hell freezes over.


    How would Billie like it if he’d been plotting with her asshole of an ex-husband? He couldn’t imagine she’d be stoked with that kind of betrayal, and neither was he. If they had any kind of future together, Billie needed to cut all ties with his poor excuse for a mother. That was a deal breaker.


    Trying to swallow the sour taste in his mouth, he shoved open the ornate steel gate and made his presence known.


    “What the hell are you doing here?” he said, marching over to Billie, taking hold of her arm and yanking her away from Lorna. He’d caught her red-handed and she didn’t even have the audacity to look sheepish.


    “Travis!” She glared at him, her hand immediately rushing to rub the spot where he held her. “What are you doing here?”


    He loosened his grip a little but didn’t let go. “What am I doing here? What the fuck are you doing here? You said you barely knew my…Lorna.”


    “Keep your voice down,” she hissed, glancing over at the street, where a few passersby had slowed. “There’s no need to curse and carry on.”


    “I’ll curse as much as I damn well please, and you haven’t answered my question.”


    “Maybe if you asked nicely, I would,” she snapped back, pushing every single button in his body.


    He sucked in a quick breath. “I don’t know why you’re here, but if you think you’re going to convince me to forgive her,” he thrust a finger in his mom’s direction, “then you’re delusional.”


    Billie opened her mouth to say something, but he barreled right over the top of her. “And if you feel the way you say you do about me, then you won’t see Lorna ever again. Understood?”


    Billie blinked and then she shook her head, her blond hair flopping into her eyes. “No, that’s not understood. As I’ve told you before, Lorna is a colleague, an important contributor to my gallery. How would you like it if I told you who you could and couldn’t do business with?”


    “That’s fucking different.”


    “It’s not.” She yanked out of his grasp and slammed her hands on her hips. “My business matters to me, but quite aside from that I want an equal relationship, not a man who thinks he can control me.”


    Travis scoffed. “You’re comparing me with your ex?”


    Billie shrugged. “If the shoe fits, and right now it most definitely does. I can’t be with a man who thinks he can order me around.”


    “Looks like we’re at a standstill, then. Because I can’t be with a woman I can’t trust.”


    They stared each other a few long moments as if each waiting for the other to back down, to beg. But Billie didn’t say a word and her lips were one hard line, giving nothing away.


    “In that case,” he said eventually, “consider this your eviction notice.”


    “What?” Her eyes sparked with disbelief.


    Lorna gasped. “No! Travis, please don’t punish Billie because of me.”


    “Stay the fuck out of this,” he growled, and then spoke again to Billie. “I told you when I arrived I was going to sell the place, and it looks like nothing has changed. I want you to get yourself and your precious art out as soon as you can. Yesterday if possible.”


    “You can’t do that! You have to give me proper notice. Please, Travis,” now she sounded like she was begging, “don’t do this to me. Don’t do this to all the people who display their work in my gallery.”


    “What? Like her?” He thrust his thumb at Lorna. “Like I give a damn about any of them.”


    Billie’s face crumpled, but he ignored the emotions that surged through him—the sympathy, the guilt, the need. He didn’t want to feel so strongly about her when she’d all but thrown his feelings in his face. He wasn’t asking much…just this one thing, and she hadn’t even considering relenting. What he was doing wasn’t exactly legal, but since when had that stopped him from doing anything he wanted? And even if Billie could afford a lawyer, she wouldn’t dare mess with him now that she knew what the Deacons were capable of. His brothers would have no objection to this, since they’d wanted to reclaim the gallery for the clubhouse from the beginning.


    That couldn’t happen fast enough. He needed to erase all evidence of Billie from his building, which would hopefully help eradicate her from his mind.


    He was more angry at himself than at her—angry that he’d let down his defenses and let go of the hard lessons life had taught him. He’d been well and truly screwed over, and evicting her from the building, from his life, was an act of self-preservation.


    Not wanting to be with Billie and Lorna a second longer, he turned in his boots and stormed off back the way he came.


    “Hey, watch where you’re going!” someone shouted at him as he careened around a corner. Travis didn’t even acknowledge the person, never mind apologize—he was too focused on getting back to the gallery and packing his things.


    Rolley was at the piano when he arrived at the gallery, and Travis didn’t make eye contact as he hurried inside. He tried not to look around while he shoved all his belongings back into his bag, nor sniff the air, which was infused with the scent of strawberries, of Billie. Then, he put on his Deacons cut, tugged his bag high on his shoulder and walked next door to The Priory.


    
      —
    


    “I’m so sorry,” Lorna said, her voice shaky as she and Billie watched Travis storm off down the street.


    Billie could barely bring herself to look at the woman. She couldn’t help wishing she hadn’t come here today, but she’d wanted to tell Lorna she couldn’t be a go-between for her. Lorna had understood, was overjoyed simply to hear that Travis had found love and was staying in New Orleans. She probably held hope that if he was nearby and living a fulfilled and happy life then maybe in time his heart would soften toward her as well, but Billie guessed after what had just happened right here on her doorstep that any such fantasies were rapidly evaporating.


    Until a few moments ago, she’d harbored a similar fantasy because she hadn’t believed Travis could truly embrace the future until he’d made amends with his past. She wouldn’t have pushed him, though. Saxon had tried to control her and the last thing she’d wanted to do was try and change or control Travis. She’d thought he was different—that there was something special between them, more than just mind-blowing sex—but he’d just proved her wrong.


    Maybe she was cutting off her nose to spite her face, maybe she’d been unfair considering Travis’s broken past with Lorna, but the insecurities she’d felt with Saxon had raised their ugly heads. If she’d given in to Travis’s demand that she end her business association with Lorna, he’d think he could walk all over her, and no way was she ever entering into that kind of relationship again.


    Lorna tried again, this time reaching out and touching Billie’s arm. “Sweetheart, I’m sorry. But I think I might be able to help you find a new location for the gallery, and you’re always welcome to stay here.”


    Not meaning to be harsh, Billie yanked away from Lorna’s touch. Travis had been the last to touch her and however much of a sad case it made her, she didn’t want anyone else to erase the memory of him. Besides, she couldn’t consider the future of the gallery now, not when her heart felt as if someone had poured boiling water over it.


    “Thanks,” she managed, “but I can’t think about that at the moment.” And then she turned and fled, Baxter hurrying behind her.


    When she’d left the gallery that morning, she’d had a smile on her face and a spring in her step. She’d never felt happier, freer, in her whole life. Now she’d hit rock bottom. Even the magic of New Orleans could do nothing to drag her out of this hole. As she walked back into her once happy place, although it appeared as before, all she felt was emptiness. She didn’t know whether to burst into tears or a tantrum.


    Rolley was chatting amicably to a couple of young women, so obviously tourists judging by the Mardi Gras beads that hung around their necks, and something suddenly clicked in her head.


    How had Travis known she’d be at Lorna’s place?


    Even though he was in the middle of a possible sale, Billie marched right over to Rolley. “We’ve been evicted!” she shouted, gesturing around her, not caring that she was being unprofessional. If Travis had his way, there soon wouldn’t even be a gallery. “All this is over.”


    A look of shock flashed across his face and the two women looked to each other, their eyes wide.


    “What?” Rolley asked.


    “Somehow Travis found me at Lorna’s today. What the fuck do you know about that?”


    He blinked at her fury, no doubt taken aback by her swearing. Yes, she’d been hanging around a biker a lot lately and his language had rubbed off on her, but sometimes only curse words got the job done. This felt like one of those times.


    Rolley’s eyes darted from side to side like some kind of skittish cat looking for an escape, announcing his guilt loud and clear.


    “Rolley?” she demanded.


    “I only told him the truth,” he spat. “The biker wanted to know where you were and I told him. I thought he’d be pleased his mom and his girlfriend were getting along so well.”


    Billie glared at him, speechless. He knew the bad blood between Travis and Lorna would make Travis anything but happy with such a scenario. But it cut deep that Travis had believed Rolley without question. Although it was the truth, she wished he’d had a little bit of faith and trust in her. Then, none of this might be happening.


    “Well, you were wrong,” she whispered, the fight whooshing out of her as reality sunk in and despair overwhelmed her. “And now this is finished.” As she gestured around them, tears welled in her eyes. She squeezed them shut a moment, willing the waterworks away, because they weren’t only for the imminent closure of her gallery and she was scared that if she started bawling about Travis, she’d never be able to stop.


    “No.” Rolley shook his head, but Billie turned to look at the confused customers.


    “Sorry, ladies, we’re closing early today. I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”


    Rolley saw them out, locked the gate and came back to her. “I’ve been thinking, there must be something we can—”


    “You too. Go!” she ordered, pointing right back at the gate. She needed to be alone. “I’m going inside to call the other artists, tell them the bad news. Get all your stuff and be gone before I come back out.”


    He opened his mouth as if to protest, but she hit him with her best don’t-mess-with-me look and he backed down like a meek little possum. Despite his good looks, his charm, his fun-loving personality and their shared passion for the arts, this was why she’d never felt anything for Rolley. He lacked the backbone she wanted in a lover.


    What a mess! She needed a man who would stand up to her, but not one who’d walk all over her. Maybe that really was a fantasy.


    Still seething, Billie went back inside, whistling for Baxter to follow her. For a second she considered going next door to The Priory and trying to talk sense into Travis, but something held her back.


    Was it self-preservation? What little was left of her pride?


    No, she wasn’t going to run after him. She wasn’t going to spend her life chasing someone who couldn’t get over himself enough to trust her.


    Deciding to begin the arduous task of calling her artists and relaying the bad news, she grabbed her cell off the counter and slumped onto the sofa, immediately wincing in pain.


    She bit her bottom lip to distract herself from the slicing feeling of the fresh tattoo coming into contact with the furniture. In the shock of the last hour, she’d forgotten about her trip to a downtown tattoo parlor only hours ago. How stupid and pathetic could she get? Imagine having a guy’s name etched into your butt when you’d barely known him two weeks. But that’s what she’d done.


    Travis’s name was engraved in a bold pink font with a tiny Harley-Davidson motorbike identical to the one he rode, identical to the picture she’d sketched, just beneath it.


    It had felt so right—as if he was the yin to her yang, the black to her white, the hot to her cold—that she’d gotten carried away by the fairy tale. Maybe because he didn’t look or act like your typical Prince Charming, she’d more easily believed what they had was the real deal. Whatever; she was now a fool with a broken heart and a permanent reminder of her crazy affair on her behind. If only she’d gone to see Lorna first, before getting the tattoo, then maybe Travis wouldn’t have found her there.


    But thank God she hadn’t gotten it in a more prominent place. No one would ever see it where it was, except for future lovers.


    Something halfway between a laugh and a snort escaped her mouth as she eased herself back off the sofa. Future lovers? As if Saxon and then Travis hadn’t taught her enough about the male of the species. Whatever package they came in, they were all the same, and she didn’t want anything to do with any of them ever again.


    
      —
    


    Despite Billie’s brave pep talk to herself, the next few days were hard. She ignored the music coming from The Priory every night, trying not to wonder if Travis was there and what he might be getting up to. There was too much work to do to wallow in her heartache and besides, the pain in her butt was so bad it helped distract her from the absolute emptiness that plagued the rest of her body. She assisted the artists in packing up their pieces and hugged and cried with many of them as she said her goodbyes. They all wanted to know if she’d be staying in the Quarter, if they could catch up for drinks sometime, but Billie told them no. She resigned from her ghost tour gig because although she had no idea where she and Baxter would go next, she couldn’t stay here. Travis had ruined this city for her.


    Whenever she thought of New Orleans now, it wouldn’t be the beautiful architecture, the almost magical atmosphere of the place, the street musicians, the spooky history or the fabulous food that came to mind. It would be the expression on his face as he loomed above her and then thrust inside.


    She swallowed, her eyes moistening again at the thought as her insides twisted in their efforts to match the pain on her butt that constantly reminded her of her stupidity.


    “Baxter?” She called to the dog and then sniffed as she waited for him to come to her. He’d been lamenting by the gate, watching the people walking by on Bourbon Street, on constant vigil for one particular person. Whining at every passerby as if he were in some kind of prison. It was almost as if he blamed Billie for Travis’s absence. No matter how much she tried to butter him up with treats to show her affection, he barely gave her the time of day.


    “Damn dog,” she sighed when he didn’t come running. She called again, this time shaking his tin of treats, and when he still didn’t appear, she went out into the gallery to look for him. The courtyard, which she’d once loved, now looked so forlorn. She’d even had to get rid of the piano. Only two of the artists still had to collect their paintings, and then it would be time to hand in her keys at The Priory. There were really not many places left where Baxter could hide. Not finding him outside, she went back into the house, did a quick search and came up blank.


    Then, she started to panic.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 15


    Travis spent most of his time holed up in one of the rooms above The Priory working, occasionally venturing downstairs for a beer and to discuss the Ministry issue with Ajax and Blue. They still hadn’t decided what to do about the information he’d found, because none of them wanted to go into Ministry territory all heavy-handed when their own club wasn’t yet back to full strength. Which was a drag, because Travis was in the mood to wreak havoc.


    He’d assumed within a couple of days of moving out of Billie’s place that he’d start to feel like himself again. Every night he went downstairs hoping that some tart’s short skirt would pique his interest—he figured fucking someone else might help him obliterate the taste and feel of Billie—but so far he hadn’t been able to bring himself to even talk to another woman. Sophie had guessed what his sour mood was about and told him to either get over Billie or go the fuck back to her.


    “I don’t want your hangdog expression turning away my customers,” she’d said last night.


    It was easy for her to hand out advice when she was so loved up, but she and Ajax were partly to blame for his grumpiness. How was he supposed to forget Billie when they constantly reminded him what it was like to be one part of a whole? They seemed truly happy, and Travis couldn’t help the jealousy that sparked within him. Ajax, although still hard around the edges and still not someone you’d want to mess with, had definitely changed since shacking up with Sophie.


    Needing some fresh air and to break this cycle of unhelpful thoughts, he took himself downstairs, sat down on a stool and kicked his boot into the old oak of the bar. He was considering whether it was too early for a drink and decided maybe it would be better to go for a ride, when he felt something warm and furry at his feet.


    “Baxter?” he said, glancing down.


    “You know that pup?” Sophie asked, coming in from the back. “I was about to call the pound.”


    And he was about to tell her it was Billie’s dog and ask if she could take him back, but something stopped him. Instead, he stooped down and scooped him up. “Yep. I’ll take him back where he belongs.”


    He hadn’t seen Billie since his explosion at Lorna’s and he wanted to, dammit. Just one last time. Maybe one last hit was what he needed before he exorcised her from his mind altogether.


    Baxter nuzzling against his neck and licking his face in a way that was quite embarrassing, Travis went out onto the street and turned toward the gallery. Watching from above The Priory, he’d seen the trail of people coming and going over the last few days, collecting pieces of art and taking them away, but he didn’t expect to feel so bereft when he looked through the ornate ironwork gate and saw it almost empty.


    And he was responsible. He’d taken away the life and color of the building, stolen the place where so many locals showcased their work and where Billie and Baxter had made themselves a home. He’d done some pretty bad shit in his life, but somehow this made him feel worse than any of it. Baxter still in his arms, he tried the gate, but it was locked. He’d have to go get a key from next door. As he turned, a thought struck him cold.


    Could she have left already and abandoned Baxter?


    As unlikely as it seemed, the place looked deserted, and if she was heading back to Australia, she might have thought Baxter was better off here. Maybe she sent him toward The Priory, assuming someone would take him in? Something inside him constricted at the thought—not because he was worried about the dog so much but because of what it meant.


    “Are you trying to kidnap my dog now?”


    A voice he’d recognize anywhere jolted his jumble of thoughts, and he spun around and came face-to-face with Billie as she approached from the other direction. Her face glistened with perspiration and she was breathing heavily as if she’d just run a marathon. She glared at him like he was the devil incarnate. Fuck, she was gorgeous. If anything, the scowl on her face only made her more attractive. He couldn’t help glancing down her body, taking in her short skirt and knee-high boots. Although her top was of the baggy variety, he knew the curves beneath it all too well and his hormones stood at attention.


    “Do you mind?” she spat, crossing her arms over her chest and shaking her head at him.


    He chose to ignore that question, answering her first one instead. “I’m just trying to bring the stupid mutt back to you. I found him next door.”


    She closed the distance between them and snatched the dog from him. “Well…Thanks.” It sounded like those two words almost killed her.


    They stood there in silence, glaring at each other for what felt like an eternity. A voice inside Travis’s head told him to walk away, but his legs wouldn’t listen. Probably because they were attached to his dick, and his dick thought walking away was a stupid idea.


    “Well, I guess this is it,” Billie said eventually.


    He waited for her to say something deep and meaningful about their time together, but she fished her key out of her pocket and, struggling with Baxter in her arms, turned to open the gate. She cursed as she fumbled with the key in the lock and he slid his arm around her and assisted, easily turning the key and then pushing the gate open for her. Without thinking, he put a hand on her butt as she passed by him and she flinched as if he’d touched her with a hot flame.


    That hurt, but then she took a few steps and he saw that she was limping. His touch hadn’t been that hard. “What the hell’s wrong with your leg?”


    “Nothing,” she called back without even turning to look at him.


    But he could tell that was bullshit. She was hurt, and for some insane reason he wanted to make sure it wasn’t anything serious. Uninvited, he followed her right inside the house.


    “Don’t lie to me, Billie. Tell me what happened.”


    “What do you care?” she asked, dumping Baxter on the floor near his bowl and wincing again.


    He opened his mouth but no words came out. It was a good question and he had no idea how to answer it.


    “If you must know, I got a tattoo,” she admitted. “It’s still a little tender.”


    “A tattoo? On your ass?” He smiled at the thought. That was something he really, really wanted to see. And not just because she had the hottest butt he’d ever laid eyes on. He wanted to know what kind of tattoo she’d chosen.


    “Surprised, Travis? If you must know, I’m regretting it immensely. And not just because it hurts like hell.”


    “What is it?”


    She rubbed her lips together a moment as if considering whether or not to tell him, and then glanced down at the dog. “Baxter.”


    “You got that ugly mutt etched into your ass?” It didn’t make sense. If the tattoo was that innocuous, wouldn’t she have gotten it somewhere she could show it off?


    She nodded. “Not that it’s any of your damn business. Now, if there’s nothing else, do you mind running away again, please?”


    Always so polite. Even when she was pissed off. “When did you get it?”


    “A few days ago.”


    He frowned. “Let me take a look? It shouldn’t still be that painful.”


    “I don’t want you looking at my butt!”


    He raised an eyebrow at her mortified expression. “I’ve seen it before, babe.”


    “Yes, but that was different.” She pouted, hugging Baxter close as if he would protect her from Travis’s prying eyes. “And don’t call me ‘babe.’ ”


    Ignoring her objections, he stepped toward her and spun her around so she was facing away from him. As he reached out and eased her skirt up, bunching it around her waist like a belt, she sucked in a breath and steadied herself on the counter. Despite the erotic nature of their position and the way he peeled back her panties to look beneath, he wasn’t thinking sexual thoughts when he laid his eyes on her tattoo.


    “Jesus, Billie.” Not only was the skin raw and puffing along the ink lines, it was swollen. It was one of the mostly badly infected tattoos he’d ever seen, but not so bad that he couldn’t make out the design. That was no dog on her right butt cheek, it was his name and his bike—he guessed a miniature image of the picture she’d sketched, the picture he had yet to see. Something primal shifted inside him.


    “I thought the pain was normal,” she whispered.


    He was more off balance than he’d ever felt in his life. This mark wasn’t in pen like the pictures his mom had drawn on his skin when he was a child. This was permanent. “Why’d you get it?”


    “Because I’m a fool.” She tugged away from him, yanked down her skirt and glared at him again. “For some crazy reason I fell in love with you and believed you when you told me you felt the same way. I got this so that every time we had sex, you’d be reminded of what you meant to me and also to show my willingness to accept and become part of your way of life.”


    Each word she uttered felt like another tug of barbed wire closing around his heart. She was angry, raw and laying her heart on the line.


    “Then why’d you go see Lorna behind my back? You know how I feel about her.”


    “I do.” She sighed, sounding defeated. “But you never told me I couldn’t see your mother and, as I made clear, if you did I would have told you to go to hell. Not because I want to be best friends with Lorna, not because I don’t love you, but because I have some self-respect. I’m not going to be ordered around by anyone anymore.”


    He raked a hand through his hair, frustrated because a part of him respected and admired her stance. But…his mother?


    “And I understand why you feel the way you do,” she continued. “Lorna was a pretty monumental fuck-up, but she has to live with her guilt about that forever. I know what you think, but she’s not a bad person. Just like you’re not a bad person either. You’ve both done some bad things, but they’re not who you are.”


    “And that was your plan?” He was desperately trying to hold on to his anger. “To bring me around to your way of thinking? To set up some kind of mediation between me and her?”


    “I’ll admit, I thought about that to start with, but that was before I gave you my heart. Then I realized that no matter what I felt, something like that had to be your decision and my only business was to love you as you are. I hoped that for your sake, one day you’d be able to let go of your anger, but the other day when I went to Lorna’s it was to tell her that I wouldn’t sneak around behind your back. It was to say goodbye.”


    And that was it. He believed her. No one had ever truly loved him before, but he knew he could trust her. Her love had changed him. Unable to put how he felt into words, all he could do was pull her into his arms and kiss her like mad.


    Kiss her like he never wanted to let go. Which he didn’t.


    
      —
    


    Travis’s lips crashing down on Billie’s was the last thing she expected, and she froze for a moment in shock. Then the thoughts invaded—what did this mean? Had he changed his mind about her? How did she feel about that? Next came the feelings, the taste of him as his tongue pushed into her mouth, the familiar sensations deep inside her as he cupped his hands around her face and rocked his body against hers. He was hard, and she wanted him like an addict wanted her next fix.


    But, summoning all the willpower she had, she tore her lips from his and pushed her hands against his solid chest—she needed more than just a quick fuck up against the counter. Quite aside from the fact that she wasn’t sure her butt could handle such an act in its sensitive state, she loved this man, and it would break her heart to be with him and then watch him run again.


    “What are you doing?” She panted a little, trying to catch her breath.


    “I’m kissing my woman. I’ve missed it.” He stepped closer again, but she increased the pressure of her palms on his chest.


    “Whoa…let’s slow down a moment. You don’t evict someone you care about, you don’t order her around, you don’t—”


    He interrupted her. “Do you want me to grovel? Because I will.”


    “Huh?” Her head spun.


    “Maybe I’m not making myself clear.” He shoved his hands in his pockets and she tried not to mourn the loss of them on her skin. It would be easier to maintain her head if there was distance between them. “I’m sorry, Billie. I shouldn’t have told you who you can and can’t see. I fucked up. No one’s ever offered me love or any kind of shit like that and I just…I didn’t know how to deal with it. I’m even considering talking to Lorna. Do you know how scary all that is?”


    His lips lifted at the edges, and she felt the tension and sadness that had been plaguing her these last few days ebbing away. “I didn’t think anything scared you, Cash.”


    He chuckled, reached out and brushed his thumb over her finger. Her nerve endings stood to attention; the gesture was sweet and hot all at once. “Love does,” he admitted. “It fucking terrifies me. You do, too. The thought of losing you is scarier than anything I’ve ever faced before. And trust me, I’ve faced some pretty scary shit.”


    “So you’ve told me.”


    “Yes.” He lowered his head and leaned his forehead against hers. “And yet you still want to be with me. At least I hope you still do.”


    “I do,” she whispered. “And I promise you I’ll never go behind your back about anything else ever again. I only went to see your mom without telling you because I didn’t want to hurt you.”


    “Shh. I know everything you do is with the best intentions. You’re too fucking good for anything else.”


    “I can be bad if I want to,” she protested, thinking of the tattoo on her butt and all the naughty things she’d done with him.


    “And I like the bad you just as much as the good you.”


    Her lady bits flared in anticipation and desire. She gave him her most seductive smile. “Wanna show me?”


    “Yes.” He nodded, smoldering heat in his tone and his eyes. “Definitely yes, but first I think I need to do some first aid.”


    “What?”


    “Your ass.” He pointed toward her butt.


    “Oh, that.” Funny, his kiss and his confession had almost obliterated the pain.


    With a chuckle, Travis took her hand and led her into the bedroom. With a gentleness she’d never expected of a big, bad biker, he hunted down first aid supplies and started tending her butt.


    She lay flat on her stomach on the bed, her backside fully exposed, yet under his soft caress it wasn’t long before she forgot about her wound. Instead of pain, when he touched her, all she felt was heat and need and want.


    “Travis,” she hissed, squeezing her thighs together as his fingers rubbed in some kind of antiseptic cream. “Forget about playing Florence Nightingale—I’ve got other needs that need seeing to.”


    “Oh yeah? What kind of needs?” he asked, crawling up her body and lowering his mouth to her ear.


    “Um…” She couldn’t think with his breath so close to her neck. “Carnal ones?”


    In reply, he pressed his mouth against her neck, biting her, branding her, making her want him more than she thought possible. “I think I can help with those as well.”


    At his words, desperate need zapped through her body—it had been days since she’d had him inside her and that needed to be rectified immediately. Without a thought to her tattoo, she rolled over into a sitting position and then shoved him down onto the mattress. Starting with his boots, then his T-shirt and jeans, she made quick work of his clothing. Thanks to his skillful first aid, she was already naked from the waist down and that was all she needed.


    She climbed on top of him and sank right down onto his shaft. A moan escaped her lips as her body accommodated him. She met his gaze and grinned.


    “Damn, you feel good,” he uttered, sliding his hand into her hair and pulling her mouth toward his.


    “Good?” she whispered, starting to move slowly up and down his cock. “Who wants to be good when being bad is so…much…more…fun?”


    In reply, he smashed his lips against hers, planted his hands on her thighs and met each move she made with a fast, hard thrust of his own. Her clit pulsed against him and she knew it wouldn’t take long to be exactly where she wanted to be. Hell, she was already there and, if the way he cursed her name was any indication, so was he. And being bad with Travis was better than anything she’d ever experienced before. Thoroughly spent, she flopped against him, her ear pressed against his chest as she listened to the beat of his racing heart. A sound more beautiful than any she’d ever heard, and one she’d never tire of listening to.


    Then, he brushed back her hair and whispered, “I love you, Billie,” and she had to reassess because those words and his voice…they were the most beautiful things ever.
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    Chapter 1


    Leonidas St. John Delacroix III—who way preferred to be known as Blue—kicked his boots up onto the worn wood of the chair in front of him and leaned back to survey the bar.


    Fuck, the more things changed, the more things stayed the same. Ten years since he’d set foot in The Priory, the bar his old motorcycle club, the Deacons of Bourbon Street, used to frequent, and it was like he’d never left. Still the same shitty cracked black-and-white-tiled linoleum floor. The same layer of grime that coated said floor and the worn and peeling wallpaper on the walls—a combination of sweat, spilled alcohol, and years-old cigarette smoke. Same fans on the ceiling, turning lazily, moving the muggy air exactly nowhere.


    And same kind of crowd. Tourists looking for the authentic New Orleans experience, a few locals looking for escape, and the usual down-and-outs looking for oblivion.


    Except it wasn’t entirely the same.


    The Deacons who used to call this bar home were conspicuous by their absence. Since a hurricane nearly destroyed their town and the death of the old man, Priest, their president, had nearly destroyed the MC, the club was in ruins, its members dispersed.


    It broke his heart if he thought about it too much. Just like it had broken his heart when Priest had exiled him from New Orleans to a nowhere town on the Louisiana bayou ten years earlier. A heart that had stayed broken throughout the long years he’d spent there, marking time, keeping the vows he’d made to himself. Until the day came to return.


    Blue grinned savagely to himself. Well, fuck, now that day was here. Ajax had given him the call a couple of weeks earlier, giving him the news Priest had died and he was needed back home. And he hadn’t been able to get back fast enough.


    It was just a pity that the club that had once been more a family to him than his own blood relatives was a now a mere shadow of its former self. Hell, not even a shadow. More like a ghost.


    But, shit, but he wasn’t going to think of it in those terms. He had his last vow still to fulfill. There were four Deacons left and if it was the last thing he did, he was going to restore the MC back to its former glory. And get a little payback for Priest’s death while he was at it.


    Murder and revenge. Fuck, he missed this place.


    He folded his arms and narrowed his gaze, focusing on the bar with its pitted wood and ancient bottles stacked behind it on glass shelves. Fancy liquors that no one ever drank. Beer or bourbon, that was the deal here.


    A woman was leaning against the bar. She had her back to him, tight jeans showcasing generous hips and a nicely rounded ass.


    He let his gaze move over her, allowing himself to enjoy the sight. It had been a long time since he’d had anything decent of the female persuasion to look at—not many chicks out where he’d been living. Hell, a long time since he’d touched a woman at all. The brothers would probably call him crazy if they found out he’d been celibate all this time, but that had all been part of his vows.


    He wouldn’t wear his cut. Wouldn’t ride his Harley. Wouldn’t touch a woman until the day he rode back up Bourbon Street, a Deacon again.


    The woman shook her hair back, long and straight, gleaming copper in the dim lighting of the bar. A memory turned in his head of another copper-haired girl. Serious sky-blue eyes in a passionate, willful face. Younger than him, but not enough that he didn’t listen to what she had to say. A friendship that had grown after he’d left the Delacroix ancestral mansion for the streets of New Orleans and the Deacons.


    A friendship he’d broken when he’d had to leave.


    Alice Day. What had happened to her in the ten years he’d been gone? He should look her up, see what the deal was. Her father had been the Deacons’ mechanic, another one who’d passed away while Blue had been living in exile.


    At the bar, the woman shifted on her feet and he found his gaze traveling down her slender thighs to the heavy black boots she wore. Not at all like the other women in the bar, with shoes so high it was a wonder they didn’t fall off them and break their necks.


    The boots drew attention to the long length of her legs, encased in black denim. Nice. Very nice indeed. He couldn’t see her face, but that didn’t matter when she had legs like that.


    Typical. Now his fucking dick was starting to get interested. Which wasn’t any great surprise considering how long it had been since it was anywhere near warm female flesh. Goddamn, were the others going to get here or what? Because if not, he had some ideas about what he could be doing to celebrate the end of ten years of exile. A couple of very good ideas, in fact. Like going over to the bar and introducing himself to the owner of that lovely ass, for example.


    He glanced down at the watch that sat on a heavy leather strap around his wrist—a gift from Priest when he turned twenty-one. Fuck this shit. It was ten p.m. already. He had other stuff to do.


    At that point a tall figure strode into the bar, the crowds near the doors instantly giving way. Blond hair, blue eyes. Ajax. The Deacon’s ex–VP and the one who’d called him out of his Louisiana swamp with the news of Priest’s death and the inheritance he, Ajax, Prince, and Cash were now heirs to. This Bourbon Street bar and the former Deacons clubhouse that was part of the property. A clubhouse that was now a fucking art gallery—of all things—and looked like it would stay that way.


    His jaw tightened. Another nail in the Deacons’ coffin. Good thing he’d come armed with a crowbar.


    As Ajax approached, Blue took his boots off the chair in front of him and gave it a small kick toward the other man.


    “So,” Ajax said as he grabbed the chair back and sat down. He didn’t apologize for being late—Ajax never apologized for anything. “Are you ready to solve this Ministry problem?”


    “Yeah, and if Prince and Cash don’t get here soon, I say we plan it without them.”


    The “Ministry problem” concerned the Graveyard Ministry, a rival MC, and the evidence that the Deacons had uncovered so far pointed to them being responsible for Priest’s murder.


    It hadn’t come as any great surprise to Blue. The Ministry had been trying to muscle in on Deacons territory for years before the hurricane had destroyed everything. And since the Deacons had dispersed, the rival club had spread their influence far and wide. Must have seemed like the perfect opportunity to obliterate the Deacons wholesale by taking down their president.


    Motherfuckers. They weren’t going to last long if he had anything to do with it.


    At that moment the phone in the pocket of his jeans buzzed. Pulling it out, he looked down at the screen. A curt text from Prince. Can’t make it tonight. Fill me in later.


    Blue’s lip curled. Christ, he knew the guy hadn’t wanted to come back to New Orleans, full of excuses about some fancy-ass job in San Francisco, but didn’t he realize how important this was? Priest had been murdered, and it was up to the brothers to find out who’d done it. And extract some justice for it.


    So much for brotherhood. Asshole. Well, Prince didn’t have to be part of it if he didn’t want to. Blue wasn’t enforcing shit these days—or at least, not now. All that was left was for Cash to show up—if he could bear to tear himself away from the sweet little gallery owner he’d hooked up with, that was.


    A peculiar feeling turned over in Blue’s gut at the thought. Kind of like…envy. Jesus, what the hell was that about? He didn’t want an old lady. Never had. Being alone was what he did best and since he’d been away, that’s how he preferred it. No one to tell you what to do. No one to bitch about something you did that she didn’t like. Yeah, being alone suited him down to the fucking ground.


    Better that than being led around by his dick like his old man, at least.


    “Don’t tell me,” Ajax said, leaning back in his chair and folding his arms. “Prince isn’t coming.”


    “No.” Blue put his phone away. “His royal fucking majesty requests that we fill him in later.”


    “Cash?”


    “Yo.” The guy materialized out of the crowd at the sound of his name, approaching the table and pulling out a third chair before sitting down. “I’m here.” He was running a hand through his dark hair and scratching his beard like he’d just got out of bed. Maybe he had.


    And considering what he had waiting for him at home just through the courtyard out the back of the bar, Blue didn’t blame him.


    “Not keeping you up, are we?” Ajax asked, eyeing Cash.


    The other man lifted a shoulder and gave him a grin that could only be described as smug. “Five minutes, man. That’s all I can spare. Don’t want to keep a lady waiting, right?”


    Christ. The sappy look on the dude’s face was sickening. “All right, keep your dick in your pants,” Blue said. “This isn’t going to take long.”


    “No.” Ajax sat forward, elbows on his knees. “In fact it’s real simple. We know Priest was murdered and we have record of a payment made by Blade for a shitload of laundry the day after Priest died. Seems like an easy equation to me. We take Blade and the motherfucker who carried out the hit down.”


    “Sounds good to me.” Blue picked up the beer sitting on the table and took a sip. “Actually, I’d be happy to take on that responsibility.” Truth be told, he couldn’t wait. Blade was the Ministry’s president, a nasty fuck who’d been eyeing Deacon territory for a long time, and Cash had found evidence the guy had paid for a hit on Priest.


    With ten years of anger building in his gut, Blue was ready to unleash hell.


    Cash rubbed his chin. “Yeah, but exactly how are you going to do that when there’s a whole bunch of them and not many of us?”


    Cash had a point. The Deacons weren’t at full strength. Christ, they weren’t even at half strength. And as much as it galled, they had to be careful. There were only four of them and until they managed to call the rest home, treading lightly made logical sense.


    “Good fucking question.” Ajax’s gaze settled on him. “We need to figure out how many of them there are, their arsenal, that kind of shit. You have contacts, Blue. What do you know about where the Ministry’s at these days?”


    Yeah, he had contacts. People who’d been sending him information about what was happening in the city since he and the others had shipped out. And none of that information had been good. “I know that there were some traitors who shifted allegiance after Katrina. Ministry took them in, no questions asked. Pricks. Ministry’s been wanting in on Deacon territory for years, so it’s not that big a surprise.”


    “Maybe they’ll be willing to tell us. Get some insider info. And if they’re not willing, we can apply some leverage if need be.” Ajax’s blue eyes narrowed. “You still remember how to do that, right?”


    Like he’d ever forgotten. “I’m sure that can be arranged.”


    “Then I say we do it,” Cash said, surprising Blue for a moment since the guy had been dead set against any kind of revenge a week or so ago. “We need to take them down.”


    Ajax gave only a short nod. “Okay, but we need to plan this right. I’m getting what brothers I can find together, plus I’ve got some merc buddies that owe me favors, but I want more Ministry intel.” He glanced at Blue. “Let me know when you find something.”


    The other two didn’t stick around for beers and small talk, both of them taking off pretty much straight away, leaving Blue to his own devices. Which suited him just fine since the redhead by the bar was still there.


    The Ministry could wait for the night. He had a private welcome-home party to organize.


    Pushing back his chair, he got to his feet and stalked over to the bar. As he got closer, he heard her laugh, a husky sound that moved over his skin like the sensual heat of a Louisiana night. And he felt the reaction, a deep, visceral pull.


    You left it too long.


    Yeah, he had. But he’d make up for all those long, lonely years with her. She was his coming-home present to himself. And what a fucking gift she was.


    There was a guy standing next to her, but one look at Blue and he backed away quickly, leaving him some room at the bar beside her. Blue didn’t acknowledge the man—he was a Deacon, and this was his damn place. Instead he leaned his hip against the bar and folded his arms. The woman had her head turned away, not noticing him yet.


    Fuck, that hair. Russet red, like leaves in the fall. He wanted to touch it. “Hey beautiful,” he said, pitching his voice low to cut through the noise of the bar around them. “Can I buy you a drink?”


    
      —
    


    Alice hadn’t heard that voice in ten years but still, she’d know it anywhere. Deep, rough. Dark. Like the special black beer in her glass, the one that had an alcoholic kick to it like a mule.


    Leon.


    For a second that was all she could hear. Then shock coursed through her like a bucket of icy water dumped over her head and she whipped her head around.


    There was a man standing next to her, tall enough that she had to tilt her head back really far to look at him. His muscular arms were crossed over the hard wall of his chest, the tanned skin etched with ink. Familiar tattoos. Familiar broad shoulders.


    Oh God. It was him, wasn’t it?


    She made herself look up farther, to his face. And, yes, familiar face, too.


    It was fucking Leon.


    Straight dark brows. High cheekbones. The same wide mouth that she’d imagined kissing more than once back when she’d been sixteen and in the throes of her hopeless crush on him. Same nose, the one that looked like it had been broken several times and yet did nothing to detract from his beauty. Because however he might have scorned the description, Leon Delacroix had always been beautiful.


    His eyes were dark brown, and she’d used to find it fascinating how dark they were in comparison to his hair, a rich, heavy gold.


    Now, though, that hair had been cut ruthlessly short and those eyes were widening in shock as recognition hit him too.


    “Alice?” he said in disbelief. “Fucking hell, is that you?”


    She blinked, taking him in, struggling to get a hold on the sudden, wild burst of anger that had followed hard on the heels of the shock.


    He’d left ten years ago without a goodbye, without even a backward glance. And she’d never heard from him since. Not an email, not a phone call, not a text. It was like he’d dropped off the face of the planet.


    She’d been so angry at the time, so hurt. No, she wasn’t his girlfriend, but she’d known him since she was fourteen years old and she’d thought that should have meant something to him. But then her father had died and things had gotten tough, and she’d had to put aside that anger and focus on what really mattered. The motorcycle shop that had once been her father’s. That was now hers.


    Getting a grip, she swallowed back the anger and the rush of words that threatened to spill out. Trying for cool and tough, her usual modus operandi when it came to massive, tattooed guys who wanted something from her. “Yeah, it’s me,” she said and gave him a slow once-over, keeping a sneer on her face. “Hey Leon, haven’t seen you for a long time. Years even.”


    He was still looking at her like he couldn’t believe his eyes. “It is you. Christ…What happened to you, kid? You look…” He stopped suddenly, his mouth hardening, dark brows arrowing down. “Should you be wearing jeans like that?”


    Oh for God’s sake. Even ten years ago he’d been like a protective older brother. She was so over that shit now. “Hmmm. Interesting. Not ‘Hi Alice, how are you?’ Or ‘I’m sorry for leaving without telling you.’ Even an ‘I meant to say goodbye’ would be nice. But no, all I get is a ‘Should you be wearing jeans like that’?” She picked up her beer and took a healthy swallow. “Such a fucking gentleman. But then why expect anything different? It’s only been ten years after all.”


    His expression darkened. And yet for all her anger she couldn’t stop looking at him. Staring at the changes in him, the lines around his eyes and mouth, the shadows that flickered through his gaze. He looked harder than he had. Meaner. As if time had tempered him like a blade, honing his edge.


    An old fascination stirred. She gave it a mental kick. Hard. No, not again. She wasn’t falling down that slope again. She’d cried all the tears she’d had in the world over two men: her father and Leon fucking Delacroix. She was done crying.


    “Didn’t Pete tell you why we left? I asked him to fill you in.”


    “Yeah, he filled me in. He told me you had to go out of town and that you wouldn’t be back. Ever. Right after he told me he was dying of terminal cancer. Nice timing. I’m sure he appreciated it too.”


    Leon’s gaze was darker than the night outside. A muscle jumped in the side of his jaw. “I heard he passed. I’m sorry.”


    “Oh, you’re sorry? You’re sorry?” Her voice had risen. Jesus, she needed to get a handle on herself. Her father had died eight years ago and the pain had faded. At least, she thought the pain had faded.


    And he must have noticed because he said, “Hey, Ally,” and put out a hand to touch her shoulder.


    She avoided the hand. “I’m not Ally, Leon. Not to you. Not anymore. And spare me your ‘I’m sorry.’ I don’t want to hear it now.”


    His frown deepened. “Okay, okay. I get it. But let me at least buy you a beer and we can talk about—”


    “We are not going to be talking about anything. Because I am getting out of here.” She drained the rest of her beer, then pushed herself away from the bar. Only to find six foot four of hard, muscular male between her and escape. “What the hell?”


    There was darkness in his eyes. And intent. Same old Leon. He’d always hated being told no. “At least let me tell you why I had to go.”


    “I don’t fucking think so. Maybe if you’d had the decency to tell me yourself ten years ago, it might have been a different story. But you didn’t. Now get out of my damn way—I have things to do.”


    Leon didn’t move. He had his enforcer face on. The one that told you that you were in deep shit and there was no escape. He’d put the fear of God into many men, but never her. Because she’d known him since he was sixteen years old. And though he’d done violence to others, she knew he’d never hurt her.


    Not until he took off out of your life without even a goodbye.


    Yeah. Until that.


    She crossed her arms, stared up at him. “What? You’re going to stop me from leaving, big man?”


    “Sure. Why not?”


    Alice stepped forward, getting right up into his space. And it wasn’t until she had that she realized what a damn stupid mistake it was. Because she remembered this, the hard warmth of his body and the scent of him, soap and leather and something else she could never identify. A warm, woody smell that was all Leon.


    She’d used to daydream for hours about him. About his arms around her and his mouth on hers. First, chaste little kisses and then, as she’d gotten older and learned what it was that men and women did together in the privacy of their bedrooms, not so chaste.


    It made her heart beat faster, desire turn over inside her. A desire she thought she’d crushed ten years earlier.


    Jesus, what a joke. She owned a garage, spent her days fixing bikes and interacting with more muscle-bound guys than graced a Hollywood movie studio, and yet none of them had ever turned her on as instantly as Leon had.


    His features were like granite as he stared down at her, immovable as a mountain.


    “Get out of the way.”


    “So that’s it? That’s all I get? You won’t even sit down and listen to what I have to say? What happened to loyalty?”


    “Loyalty? To you?”


    “To the Deacons.”


    And for the first time she noticed he was wearing his cut over his T-shirt, the leather vest with the MC patch on the back. God, she remembered it. Her father had one just the same, with the skull on the back. That patch used to cast such a shadow over Bourbon Street…


    But no, that shadow was gone. And so, too, was any feeling she had for the man standing in front of her. She had a new family now. And a new loyalty.


    “The Deacons? Christ, the Deacons don’t own this quarter anymore, in case you hadn’t noticed.”


    His jaw was tight, anger glinting in the depths of his dark eyes. “I don’t think so. Why do you think I’m here? We’ve come to take back what’s ours.”


    “Yeah, well, that doesn’t include me. So get the hell out of my way.”


    Still he didn’t move. “You’re a Deacon, too, Alice. Or have you forgotten?”


    “That’s the thing. I’m not a Deacon anymore.” She jerked up the left sleeve of her T-shirt and exposed the tattoo she’d gotten five years ago on the anniversary of her father’s death. Claiming a new family. “I’m a Ministry girl now.”
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