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				Chapter 1

				Angel

				“Angel, go see what your mother is up to. Tell her Gracie has dinner ready.” 

				“O.K. Grandpa.” It was cold enough to see my breath, so I brought an invisible cigarette to my mouth and puffed out some pretend smoke. I put my Barbie doll back on her horse and ran to our cabin. Mom and I had decorated the door with pine tree branches for Christmas, and the needles had begun to turn brown. I stooped down to sweep up some of the fallen ones onto my palm. 

				“I warned you. I warned you.” Mom sounded angry. I thought she’d been alone in the cabin, but she was talking to someone. I waited for a response to see who she’d spoken so sharply to, but no one replied. The metal doorknob was cold beneath my fingers. It was unlocked. I pushed open the door. 

				I giggled as I looked inside but then sucked in a breath when I saw the look on my mom’s face. The room was covered with white fuzzy material as if a pillow had exploded. 

				The temperature outside was freezing, but my mom was wearing her favorite green halter top and shorts. She leaned down, picked up a small brown object and waved it in the air. “It had to be done, Angel. He wouldn’t stop shouting at me.” It took me a second to recognize what she was holding. I blinked hard to stop my tears from flowing.

				I walked over to a large pile of white stuffing and stared down at Stewart’s decapitated head. His orange glass eyes stared up at me in terror. Mom had brought Stewart home for me after Grandma had died. He’d been my favorite toy, and I never went to bed without him tucked beneath the covers. 

				Mom walked over and put her arm around my shoulder. “I’m sorry, Angel, but he was evil. I had to destroy him.” 

				“Stewart was a teddy bear,” I sobbed. “How could he be evil?”

				She laughed, but it sounded different. It was hollow and twisted, not musical and smooth like her normal laugh. The other mom was back. The one who I didn’t know. The one who I wished I never had to see. The one who scared me. 

				Mom sat silently for a long minute. Then she glanced around the room and gasped. “Oh my, Angel. What have you done here?”

				I peered up at her through tear blurred eyes. “What?”

				“Look at this mess you made. It looks like a snowstorm.” She laughed again, but this time it sounded familiar. She kissed the top of my head. “Let’s go eat dinner. I’m starved. Then I’ll help you clean this up.” She walked to the door, but I was frozen in shock. I stared around the room at the remnants of the bear I loved. 

				“Angel?” she called again.

				“Angel?” Jericho’s deep voice popped me out of my musings. “Earth to Angel.” He snapped his fingers in front of my face, and I swatted at his hand as if I were shooing away an annoying fly. 

				“Stop it, you pest.”

				“You’ve got to stop daydreaming about that guy so much. You were totally off in space.”

				I stared at the monitor. It was still on the article about schizophrenia. I’d been in the middle of reading it when the memory of my mom had floated into my head. “I wasn’t dreaming about Luke.”

				Jericho leaned on the wobbly desk and stared down at me with a cocky grin. “It was about me, wasn’t it?”

				I rolled my eyes. “God, you are such a self-absorbed rooster. Stop leaning on the desk. You’re shaking the computer.”

			

			
				He got up and glanced at the screen. Now it was his turn for the eye roll. “Shit, Angel, you’ve got to stop reading all that medical stuff. It’s dangerous.”

				“How is my knowing stuff about health dangerous?”

				He leaned on the desk again. “Let’s see. When I was eleven and I had a pain in the side of my head, with all the confidence of an internet doctor, you told me I had a brain tumor and that it was possible I might not live more than a year. I spent four days thinking I was done for, and it turned out to be an earache.” 

				“I was only thirteen at the time.” 

				“Then two years later, I was eating a bag of gummy worms and you told me I’d have diabetes in the morning and that I would have to get a shot every day for the rest of my life.”

				I smiled. “That was wishful thinking on my part because I badly wanted to learn how to give injections. But I will admit that it was a silly prediction. Diabetes starts from a lack of insulin, not gorging on gummy worms.”

				“That’s not the point.” He looked down at me, and a rare serious expression crossed his face. “Just because your mom had it, and your grandfather seems a little unhinged, it doesn’t mean you’re going to suffer from it.”

				“It can be hereditary, Richo. It’s entirely possible.”

				Cash came out of the bedroom with mussed up hair and an eleven o’clock in the morning shadow of black stubble. He was shirtless and the stitches on his side made him look even more dangerous than the massive arms and chest. 

				“Well, look who has risen from the dead,” Jericho said. “Thought you were going to sleep all damn day. What did Drake say about borrowing one of his bikes?”

				Cash combed his long hair back and reached for a glass. “Hey, Mr. Enthusiasm, tone it the fuck down. It’s too early.”

				“It’s almost noon,” Jericho said. 

				“Exactly.” Cash poured himself some orange juice and drank it down in one long gulp. “He said we could borrow a bike—”

				“Whooee!” Jericho yelled. 

				Cash stared at him from the kitchen with a look that could not have been interpreted as anything but highly annoyed. 

				“Let me finish, you goofball. We can only use it until three today. So, you’re out of luck.”

				“What do you mean I’m out of luck? I’d give my right nut to get on a damn bike today. You’re not going without me.”

				Cash hadn’t meant to, but he’d glanced my way and then quickly returned his attention to the carton of orange juice. 

				“Too late, Cash,” I said.

				“Too late for what?”

				“I saw that look. You two are bored of babysitting me and, frankly, I’m pretty darn bored of being your charge. Both of you go. I’ll be fine.”

				Cash brought the glass up to his mouth. “Not a chance we’re leaving you here alone.” He gulped down the juice and placed the glass in the sink. “Jericho can go another time.”

				Jericho sank down on the couch and flopped his legs out in front of him in a teen style sulk. “That is totally fucked.”

				I sighed. “Great, now I’m going to be stuck with Grumpy all afternoon.”

				“And I’m stuck with Doc.”

				“I know.” I got up from the computer chair. “Take me with you.”

				Cash shook his head. “Barringer will be pissed.”

				“We could just go out for lunch or something and come right back,” I said. “He won’t even know.” I felt guilty about hatching a plan behind Luke’s back, but Jericho had been stuck watching over me for weeks, and now Cash had been pulled into it as well. And the truth was, I was going a bit stir crazy myself. I saw no harm in taking a short cruise on a motorcycle. “If I stay here with nothing to do and only the internet and its various medical reference sites to entertain me, then I’ll have each of us matched to some dreaded disease by the end of the week.”

			

			
				 Jericho looked pleadingly at Cash. “It’s true. Come on, before we all come down with the plague. We could ride out to that burger stand on the highway, the one with the great chocolate shakes. We’ll eat and come right back.”

				Cash stared at both of us as if we were two obnoxious kids begging to go to the park. He crossed his arms, and the muscles in his shoulders flexed. He was still thinner than he had been, but he looked just as menacing as ever. “Fine, but I’m not taking the heat for it if Barringer finds out.” He left the kitchen but then stopped. “I was just going to give you a ride on my bike, Richo. How do I get both of you over there?”

				“How far away is Drake’s?” I asked.

				“About five miles.” 

				“Surely you can leave me for a few minutes while you go pick up the bike.”

				Cash didn’t look convinced. 

				“I’ll be fine. I won’t answer the door or even look out a window.”

				He grunted in surrender. “Why do I feel like I’m shooting myself in the foot over this whole adventure?” He walked out of the room.

				“Thanks, Evie,” Jericho said.

				I pointed a finger at him. “Luke can never know. I hate keeping any secrets from him, but he can never know.” I’d gotten so angry at Luke for keeping stuff from me, and now I was doing it to him. But I needed badly to get out. We’d been cooped up for days, and the walls were closing in on me— on all of us. I knew Cash was getting incredibly antsy, and Jericho was not far behind. His leg grew stronger each day, and, occasionally, I would catch that faraway look in his eyes. He was dying to get out on the open road and live his life again. A short trip and a bite to eat— it wasn’t a big deal. 

				Cash came back out and stood over me. “Hey, Doctor Angel.” He lifted up the small knife that he’d always kept tucked in his motorcycle boot. “I need you to cut out these damn stitches. They’ve been in long enough, and I’m not going back to that hospital.”

				I leaned forward and examined the skin. “They do look ready to come out. In fact, leaving them in too long is not a good idea either. I imagine they could become infected or worse, get stuck in there for good. Surgical scissors would be better. I used to carry them in my bag.”

				“Yeah, well I’m not climbing the compound wall to retrieve your bag, so this blade will have to do.”

				 I took hold of the knife. The tip was small and sharp. “It should work.” I smiled. “And you know I’m always up for a good unraveling.” 

				***

				The burger place looked like a shack that had dropped off the back of a truck and the owner had just started up a restaurant where it’d landed. There was nothing for several miles in either direction, but every wobbly picnic table was filled. The food was good, and that was all people needed to convince themselves to make the trip. For us, it had been for the juicy burgers and the stretch of open road that led us there. Even I had to admit, being back on a bike felt exhilarating. 

				Cash finished his last bite of burger. “I could almost eat two of those things.” He looked over at Jericho. “Drake said the cops pulled a couple of the Bent for Hell guys in for questioning about Gunner’s death.”

				Jericho sucked on the straw of his shake and drained the cup to the last drop. “Yeah? Did they have anything on them?”

				Cash shook his head. “Hell no, they’re just grabbing at anything they can. We know that Dreygon was behind it. I’m just surprised the club hasn’t started to turn on him. Gunner was a fool, but he was a Paxton.”

				I snatched the last French fry from the basket and grinned across the table at a disappointed Jericho. “Honestly,” I said, “I think everyone is scared shitless of my grandfather.”

			

			
				Cash shrugged. “Could be. But I don’t think this reign of terror to get the troops in line is going to last long for him. Even the most intimidating ship captains eventually faced mutiny.”

				Jericho held up his soda cup. “Then here’s to a quick and clean mutiny.” 

				We smooshed cups together. “Thanks for buying us lunch, Cash,” I said. 

				“Guess I should have figured that you two wouldn’t have any money to pay,” Cash said. “My supply is running out too. I’ve got enough for two more months of rent and then I’ll be penniless.”

				“What are you going to do then?” Jericho reached for a fry on his plate but Cash blocked his hand. “What are any of us going to do, for that matter?”

				Cash took the lid off his coke and swigged back the rest of the drink. “Not sure about you two but I’m going to head out and look for work. I’m leaving Nevada for good. If Dreygon wants to come after me, he’ll have to cross state lines. I’m not going to stay holed up in some hideaway waiting for that asshole to get me.”

				“Then take me with you,” Jericho said.

				Cash shook his head. “Can’t take care of myself yet, Richo. I need to find work and get settled first.”

				Jericho crushed his cup in his hand. “Getting pretty fucking tired of being treated like a burden. I can work too, you know? We could get a place together.”

				“You need to stay here and keep an eye on Angel while Luke’s at work.”

				“So I’m the burden. Both of you can go. Take off on your bikes, throw shit to the wind and be off with you. I don’t need any protection.”

				“You’re both being dramatic. And Dreygon is the burden. He’s put a chain around all our necks.” Cash balled up his trash and stood to throw it away. “Now that I think about it, that chain has always been there, he’s just tightened it some. Let’s go. We need to take Angel home and return the bikes.”

				Jericho trudged back to the motorcycle, and I followed Cash to his. “I can’t even take off on my own Harley because it’s being held hostage in Dreygon’s garage,” Jericho complained. “How the fuck am I going to get it back, Cash?”

				“You’re not. Doesn’t Dreygon own the title on it?”

				Jericho didn’t answer. He swung his leg over the bike and yanked on the helmet. “Nothing like feeling completely worthless. Even this fucking helmet is borrowed.” On the ride to the burger stand, Jericho had been beaming the second we pulled onto the highway. He rode a Harley the way I rode a horse, completely content and ridiculously happy. 

				I climbed on behind Cash, and we headed out onto the road. The adventure had started out great, but the realities of our situations had cast a bleak mood over all of us.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 2 

				Luke

				I’d finished my reports early, and I’d decided to surprise Angel with a weekend away. While it was impossible to relax completely, a few days in a cabin near Tahoe seemed like a good way to try. 

				I drove toward Cash’s house. It was obvious he was getting restless, and I was sure he’d need to find work soon. I knew little about Cash except that he seemed trustworthy, he was tough as shit and he was on the opposite side of Dreygon. Both he and Jericho had lived a long time in the compound and had depended on the club for their livelihoods. Now they were alone, and I was sure neither of them had any fortune saved up. 

				My phone rang and Carson’s voice came through the speaker. “You were out of here so fast I didn’t get a chance to talk to you.”

				“I finished up early and decided to get a start on my weekend. What’s up?”

				“I got a call from that friend of mine at the county office. It’s about the birth certificate.”

				I turned the corner onto the small street where Cash lived. His bike wasn’t in the driveway. “What did she say?” 

				“She couldn’t find a birth certificate for an Evangeline Sharpe born in Nevada. Maybe she was given a different name on the certificate, or maybe she was born in a different state. I could ask her to check for you, but it might be easier if you find out where the girl was born first.”

				“I’m trying to do this without her knowing. The whole thing is really farfetched and crazy. It’s not anything I want to tell her about because it’s way out there.”

				He paused. “Just exactly what are you up to?”

				“I can’t even tell you yet.” I pulled up to the house. Something wasn’t right. It was too quiet, and Cash wasn’t home. “I’ll see if I can find out where she was born without causing too much suspicion. I’ve got to go, Carson. Thanks.” I’d planned on surprising Angel with getting off early and the weekend trip, but it seemed that they’d surprised me instead. 

				I knocked on the door, but the house was empty. I pulled out my phone. I called Angel first, but she didn’t answer. Jericho and Cash weren’t answering either. They had only one motorcycle between them, so how the hell did they leave together? A new possible scenario took hold, and my gut twisted into a knot. I searched around the front of the house. There were no signs of a struggle or forced entry. None of it made sense. 

				Just as I reached the gate to the backyard, two motorcycles turned the corner. Even with helmets on, it was easy to see that Jericho was on the front bike and Cash was on the second. Angel was tucked in behind him. 

				I had to make a conscious effort to unfurl my fingers from the tight fists at my sides. The bike motors vibrated loudly as they rolled toward the house. As they neared, I told myself to wait for an explanation. There had to be a good reason, a good fucking reason, that they’d ridden off on motorcycles with Angel. I was sure that Dreygon had done enough shit to prove that he was dangerous, but it seemed Jericho and Cash needed more. 

				I scrubbed my hair back, but it did nothing to cool the flames. 

				Jericho pulled in first, and it was more than obvious that he had not expected to see me standing on the driveway. Stay calm, I reminded myself. She’s safe. There’s no reason to get pissed. I stretched my fingers out in an effort to keep them from curling, but the second that Cash took off his helmet and stepped off the bike, my internal battle was lost. I lumbered toward him and drew my arm back. Angel stepped in front of him. 

				“Don’t you dare, Luke. No more broken noses or black eyes. I swear to all of you, if I see one more eruption of testosterone, or one more fist being thrown, I will walk away from all of you.” There was enough determination in her tone to make her threat convincing.

			

			
				 I looked at Cash. He was still on the defense, ready to fight if necessary. 

				I turned back to Angel. “You should have let me know.” 

				“You would have said no.”

				“Yep.” 

				Cash gave a cue to Jericho to head back out on the bikes. I could only assume the one bike had been borrowed. 

				Angel reached for my hand, but I pulled it back. “You’re asking too much, Luke. I hate being this piece of precious cargo that’s being shipped from place to place under tight security. Maybe it would be better if we just lived our lives and we’ll see what happens.”

				I was feeling the sting of betrayal, and it was hard for me to keep my cool. “Great. And maybe I’ll just walk down the middle of the fucking street instead of the sidewalk and wait to see what happens.”

				“How is that analogy even close?” 

				“That’s just it, Angel. It is close. Both ideas are ridiculous and dangerous.” 

				She fell silent as she seemed to be absorbing my words. One of her long, thin braids fell across her cheek, and she pushed it off her face. Everything about Angel, even those thin, out of place braids, made my heart ache for her. She’d made it home safely, I reminded myself. My heart was just returning to its normal pace. Her eyes were shiny with unshed tears as she faced me again. 

				“You have a dangerous job. I have to watch you leave every day and wonder if you’ll be all right.” The tears broke free. “Jericho and Cash aren’t going to stick around much longer, and I can’t blame them. I hate being tended to like a helpless, little girl.”

				“They’re in just as much danger as you, but they’ll have to make their own decisions. We’ll figure something out once they leave.” I stepped closer to her and brushed another errant strand of hair from her face. 

				“I can’t live like this for much longer, Luke. Just like Richo and Cash, I’ve been stuck in the club life. Now that I’m free, I want to work.” More tears fell. “I want to learn to drive a car.” She sobbed. “I want to take some college classes. I want to be normal.”

				“Normal is highly overrated.” I pulled her into my arms. Her moist eyes were teal-blue pools. “I want all that for you too, but you’re not free yet. I’m working on it. Just promise me you’ll stay safe in the meantime.”

				She pressed her face against my shoulder. “I’ll try. But those cheeseburgers and shakes were really worth the risk.”

				I squeezed her. “I’ve got a surprise for you.”

				She peered up at me. “I couldn’t eat another bite, but if you brought me a candy bar, I might find room.” This was a girl who’d had few good surprises in her life, and she never expected much from anyone. But she was big on giving. It was one of the many traits that made her so amazing. It was ironic to consider, but it seemed that much of her character could be attributed to her highly unusual upbringing. 

				“Then I promise to buy you a candy bar for the road. I’ve booked us a cabin in Lake Tahoe. I thought we could drive up there tonight and spend the weekend on the lake. The summer tourists have cleared out, and it’s too early for the winter skiers. It should be perfect.”

				She kissed me. “Sounds more than perfect to me. Will there be a bathtub?”

				I laughed. “Not sure.” 

				“Can you teach me to drive on the way up there?”

				“Uh, have you been on the road around Tahoe? I’ll teach you when we get back, preferably on roads that don’t have five hundred foot drop offs on one side.”

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 3 

				Luke

				Angel pulled her faded army jacket tighter around herself. 

				I flipped on the car heater. “It’s going to smell dusty. I haven’t turned on the heat for months.” The perpetually green trees around the lake masked the beginning of fall, but the chill of the new season was in the air. “We’re at a much higher elevation.” The sun was just setting, and parts of the lake were still brightly lit by its rays, while other parts were shrouded in the chalky silver of dusk.

				Angel gazed out the window. “I haven’t been here since I was a teenager, and then we only rode through.” She smiled over at me. “Although, it’s pretty damn amazing on the back of a Harley.”

				“I’ll bet. They have boat rentals. Maybe we should go out on the lake tomorrow. Or we could hike down the trail to Emerald Bay.” I pointed ahead through the windshield to the round green cove.

				“I forgot about that tiny island. The water around it is so rich in color. I’m definitely up for a hike.”

				“Sounds good.” 

				Angel sat up to get a better view of the lake. “It almost doesn’t look real. It’s like a surreal image some landscape painter dreamed up in his head and then used the darkest blues and greens he could find to create.”

				“It’s definitely one of the jewels of the west,” I said.

				I pulled off onto the road that led to our rental. Tall pines lined both sides of it, tossing us into an artificial night. We came to a row of tiny cabins with gray, metal roofs that were littered with pine needles. “Look for number eight.” 

				Angel pressed her face to the window. “It’s that one with the barbecue on the front porch.” She sat back. “They almost look like the cabins at the compound.”

				I faced her. “Is that all right?”

				“Of course. I do occasionally feel moments of homesickness for that place. It was my home for years.” Sadness crept into her words. “But it’s hard to separate the bad stuff from the good. It’s all like one big blur now.”

				“That big blur is called life. We all have good and bad mixed together. Your blur is just more colorful than most.”

				She leaned over the console and kissed me. “I’m looking very forward to this, to all the hiking, and sightseeing and stuff.”

				“The stuff. I fucking love the stuff.”

				The small cabin opened into a living room with a faded couch sitting in front of a squat, stone fireplace. There was one bedroom, a postage stamp sized kitchen and a bathroom. Wood floors stretched throughout, interrupted only by the occasional braided rug. A highly polished plank of pine served as a mantle over the hearth, and a vase with dusty fake flowers sat perched on one corner of it. A basket of precut wood waited nearby. The kitchen was one long, white tile counter and a small refrigerator and stove. There was a radio with a CD player on the end of the counter. The CD case lying next to it had Frank Sinatra on the cover. I pressed the play button, and Sinatra’s mellow, deep voice sailed around the room.

				Angel peeked into the bedroom that was mostly bed, with little room to walk on either side. “I love it. It’s perfect.” She pushed open the bathroom door. “Well, almost. There’s only a shower.” She walked over and threw her arms around my neck.

				“About that stuff—” I said.

			

			
				She looked around and tapped a finger on her chin. “I say since we’re in a rustic cabin, we should do as the rustics would do.”

				“The rustics?”

				“That’s right. I say we scoot back that couch and carry the bedding out here. Start the fireplace—”

				“I like where this is going.” I went directly to couch moving. I shoved one side, and it slid back easily. I grinned up at Angel. “Must be the adrenaline that came from thinking about stuff.”

				“You mean like the people who get super human strength in an emergency and suddenly they can lift a car?”

				I laughed at the comparison. “Something like that, although moving a couch for sex might be a little less heroic.” I pushed the sofa back far enough that it nearly blocked the front door. “Hey, there we go. Now a bear can’t come inside. That reminds me, I told Gage about that bear that visited on the rainy night. Gage said he shows up whenever there is a storm. He doesn’t like to get wet.”

				“That is so cute. How is Gage?” 

				“I guess he got bucked off that horse he was breaking and hurt his shoulder. But he said it wasn’t broken. I think he sort of liked having us there. That place gets kind of lonely, and he doesn’t have a girlfriend at the moment.”

				Angel stared out the window. “I do miss that place. I think if I ever become a doctor, I would like to work in a small town like that.”

				“You mean when you become a doctor. Don’t know if there’s much call for my line of work in a small town, but you never know. That is, assuming that once you’re a big shot doctor  you’ll still want to hang out with the likes of me…and my testosterone.”

				She sashayed over and pressed against me. “I’m pretty sure I could make time for you in my busy schedule. And I rather like the testosterone, as long as it’s being put to good use.” Her hand smoothed over my cock that was already hard just from having her so close. “You start the fire, and I’ll bring out the blankets.” 

				There was a box of long fireplace matches on the mantle. I tossed a few good chunks of wood and some of the smaller kindling into the hearth. The wood was dry, and the fire started quickly. Angel returned with the blankets and pillows just as I slid the fireplace screen in front of the emerging flames. 

				We spread the blankets down on the floor. The air inside the cabin was cooling with the loss of daylight. The flickering glow from the hearth illuminated Angel’s face, and I leaned against the arm of the couch and watched her arrange the pillows. I could not draw my gaze away. 

				She straightened out the quilt and then glanced up briefly and smiled. “What are you looking at?”

				“I’m looking at you.”

				Even in the wavering light of the newborn fire, I could see a blush rise in her cheeks. She continued to smooth out the bedding. 

				“Leave it,” I said. She peered up at me. “Take off those clothes, Evangeline. I want to see you naked in front of the glow of the fire.” 

				With uncharacteristic shyness, she tucked her hair behind her ear and slid her jacket off as if this was the first time I would see her naked. She was so fucking hot, it actually seemed like the first time. Every time we were together, it felt like new. She was such a puzzle— wild and uninhibited one minute, a woman so hot with desire that she practically begged for rough sex. The next minute, she was sweet and coy, and I knew she wanted me to be gentle. And she could change midstream without warning. 

				She peeled off her shirt in a manner that told me the slightly shy Angel was standing in front of me, but as each piece of clothing came off, she seemed to be absorbing both the warmth of the fire and the heat of my gaze on her naked skin. 

				She pushed off her boots and socks and then smiled seductively before turning her back to me. Her fingers pushed her pants and panties all the way down to her ankles. My erection pushed against the fly of my jeans as she exposed herself fully to me. Slowly, she stretched up and turned around. Her hands went behind her head, to give me a perfect view of her beautiful breasts. The rose colored nipples were taut and beckoned me to touch them. I walked over and wrapped my arm around her back and drew her close. My palm moved over her smooth, bare skin. Holding her naked in my arms was always pure pleasure. 

			

			
				She rested her head on my shoulder, and we moved to the music. “Reno, at moments like this, it’s hard for me to believe that we’ll be anything but happy for the rest of our lives. Tell me I’m right.”

				“Happily ever after. I promise.” I slid my hand along the curve of her back and turned her around in my arms. She leaned her back against my chest as I moved my hands over her breasts and belly, exploring her entire silky body. Then my fingers trailed down to her pussy. A small moan of pleasure puffed from her lips, and the sound of it made my cock even harder. I caressed her clit and she melted against me with each stroke. Moisture coated my fingers as they slid in between the folds. 

				Without warning, she dropped to her hands and knees on the blankets. I couldn’t get my pants off fast enough. The fire crackled and waves of heat lapped over our bare skin. I knelt behind her. I pushed her knees farther apart and held her still with one hand while the other hand reached around and continued massaging her clit. She lifted her ass high in the air to meet my cock as I pushed deep inside of her pussy. She rocked against my hand. 

				“Harder Reno, please.” 

				I drove into her faster, slamming against her with every thrust. She lifted herself to meet each blow. My fingers moved through the cream between the folds of her pussy until she clutched the blanket in her fingers and cried out in ecstasy. Her screams of pleasure sent me over the edge and I pulled out and pressed my cock against her ass, spilling hot seed over her skin. 

				I wrapped my arm around her and I pulled her toward me as I rolled down onto my side. I kissed the back of her shoulder and neck and she nestled against me.

				She took hold of my hand and pulled my arm tighter around her. “That fire feels so nice. I think it’s going to get cold up here tonight. I’m glad I brought my long underwear to sleep in.” She laughed. 

				“What’s so funny?”

				“I really am a rustic. Most girls planning to spend a sensual weekend in a mountain cabin with their boyfriend would pack lacy lingerie. I’ve packed long johns.”

				“Then I’m a rustic too. While I have nothing against lacy lingerie, I find you incredibly tempting in those things.”

				The flames had softened and the wood glowed red, pushing an astonishing amount of heat into the room. Angel spun around and faced me. “So, what you’re saying is, I’ve spoiled you with my provocative long underwear?”

				“You’ve definitely spoiled me. Can’t tell you how many times during the day, I get hard just thinking about this mouth.” I ran my finger over her bottom lip and then I brushed my thumb over her nipple. “And these breasts.” I trailed my hand down. “Or this pussy.”

				She kissed my chest. “An erection at work, that must be rather inconvenient.” 

				“It’s torture. In fact, every moment away from you is pure agony.”

				“Well, if it makes you feel any better, there are times in the day when all I can think about is you touching me.” 

				“Good to hear. Of course, knowing that is only going to intensify my feelings during the day when I’m away from you because I’m going to be thinking about you, thinking about me and…”

				“It’s a vicious cycle, isn’t it?” She curled into my arms. “I hope it never ends.”

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 4 

				Angel

				The majestic scenery changed at every corner of the trail. My feet plodded down the uneven, semi-paved path, and I had to make an effort not to trip on a jutting stone or take a careless step that might send me skidding down to the bay on my butt.  But with the incredible views in front of me, it was hard to focus on my feet. “I just realized something,” I said, as I practically skipped down the slope.

				“What’s that?” Luke stopped and hopped up onto a large boulder to look down at the cove below.

				“This is all very nice and pleasant and easy because we are heading decidedly downhill. Something tells me, the return trip might not be as enjoyable.” 

				“Good observation.” He jumped down and took hold of my hand. “We hiked down here as a family when Seth and I were six. My mom had been wanting to go on a tour of the Vikingsholm. We had a great time on the beach, but when it was time to walk back up to the car, we got about a hundred feet and Seth just stopped. He begged my dad to carry him, but Dad told him he was too heavy. He sat in the center of the trail with his arms crossed and the funniest baby face. Gage and I kept making fun of him—of course—because that’s what supportive brothers do.” He laughed. “We still tease him about it.”

				“So, what happened?”

				“My mom looked at him and told him that he’d miss out on the ice cream we were going to eat once we got off the trail. He hopped up and basically ran all the way to the top.” 

				“Clever woman, your mom.”

				“Yeah, she always had lots of those tricks up her sleeve.”

				“Look at that.” I pointed along the wall of granite that bordered one side of the trail. A small waterfall cascaded from a fissure in the side of the rocks. Neon green moss and tiny plants grew alongside it. “It looks like a miniature nature scene for fairies.” I turned my face up to the bit of sunlight that managed to poke past the evergreens. “This place truly is magical. It would be a cool place to get married.” I had no idea why I’d brought up marriage except that we were having such a great time together, and while I knew it wasn’t the case, it felt as if everything was perfect in our world. 

				“We’re on the California side of the lake, right?” I asked.

				“Yep. The cabin is in California too.”

				I stopped to watch a chipmunk grab up a crumb of something from the trail. The tiny critter stared up at me for a second and then scurried off with its treasure. “Then, I can now say that I’ve had sex in California.”

				He dropped his arm around my shoulder. “That sounds like a challenge.”

				“It does?”

				“I think we should make a vow to have sex at least once in every one of the fifty states.”

				I stopped and looked at him. “Let’s do it. I could even make a scrapbook about it. Well, maybe not, but it would be fun to try.” 

				We continued down the path. The deeper we walked into the valley, the taller the sides of the mountains surrounding us grew. We’d passed only one other couple on the trail. Luke had been right about fall being in between tourist seasons. We nearly had the entire place to ourselves.

				“Were you born in Nevada?” Luke asked.

				I smiled. “Not too sure how my birth came up during an idea to have sex in fifty states but—” I thought about his question. “To be honest, I’m not certain. My mom never really talked about it much. I’m pretty sure I was born in Nevada. My mom had left Dreygon’s compound for awhile, but I don’t think she ever traveled too far. She never had any money. What about you?”

			

			
				“Seth and I were born in Reno, but Gage was born in California. That’s where my dad had his first job. Gage used to tell Seth and me that that was the reason he was so much cooler than us.”

				The bay came into view. The shallow water near the beach was a crystal clear blue. But farther out, the water took on amazing jewel tones. “I can see why they call it Emerald Bay.” A massive house made of stone and wood, and with turrets and windows to rival any medieval castle, sat nestled amongst the cedars and pines. “I take it this is the Vikingsholm?”

				“Yeah, it’s pretty cool inside, but I think you have to come during the busy season to get a tour. Back in the early part of the twentieth century, a rich couple bought this land and that little island out there. They had the house built like architecture they’d seen in Sweden, or something like that.”

				We walked along the front facade. Every stone was set perfectly in place, and the dark wood windows gave it the aura of a house built centuries ago. 

				“It’s an amazing place. And to live here on Emerald Bay— can’t imagine how awesome that would be. Still, it would have been cooler if it had actually been built by Vikings.”

				“Why is that?”

				I shrugged. “I don’t know, there’s just always a certain romantic mystique about Vikings.”

				“What is it with girls and their obsession with Vikings…and pirates? Something tells me they weren’t the nicest guys.”

				“I’m sure if faced down with the real thing, they’d be a disappointment. And I don’t want to imagine how they would smell.” I stood up on a stump and gazed at the incredible stretch of beach, ribbons of ivory sand flanked on either side by rich shades of green that only nature could produce. “Part of the lure comes from the idea of these big, steel shouldered men who feared nothing and left on long journeys and adventures.” I walked up to Luke. “Then they’d return after months at sea, hungry for their women.” I ran my fingers along his forearm. “It’s that level of desire that can only be achieved by months of wanting something, dreaming of something—” I lifted my mouth for a kiss, but I merely teased him with a brush of my lips. “— a need that burns so deeply, it can only be satisfied with wild, unconstrained, nearly ravaging sex.” I pressed my body against his. “It’s mercy at the hands of a lover so dangerous and daunting that he scares you as much as he thrills you.”

				“Holy shit, is that what those romance novels do to women? Talk about high expectations. It’s a wonder that any of us men ever get laid with those types of scenarios to aspire to.”

				I pressed my finger against his mouth. “Shh, you’re killing the Viking vision for me.” I walked out toward the beach. Luke followed. 

				“You do realize that most of those long journeys included murdering and raping and lots of smashing of bones and heads?”

				I kicked a pinecone along the sand. “Not my Vikings. They only engaged in some mild pillaging and other manly things that did not include harming people.”

				Three boats were anchored in the bay. Several older couples, who looked to be enjoying retirement, sat having a picnic on the beach. One of the women fed the crusts of her sandwich to three very eager geese. Another boat had anchored off the tiny island, and the people were hiking up its craggy surface to the stone ruin on top. 

				Luke noticed the direction I was looking. “I remember my mom telling me that that small stone house was a tearoom the rich couple had built for parties.”

				The hikers were halfway to their destination. “Tea party on the top of a remote island, some people really live the dream.” 

				Luke took my hand and we walked toward the water. “So, let me get this straight. You want the uninhibited savagery that goes with crazy, mind-blowing sex. Just not the savagery that goes with a proper bout of marauding.”

				“Exactly.”

				“I think I can deliver that, only I’m not planning any long journeys at the moment. In fact, given our current situation, if I were, I’d be taking my sweet little wench along with me.”

			

			
				I slipped off my boots and socks and picked them up in my hands. The sand was coarse, almost like gravel that had been smoothed only slightly by the gentle current. It hurt my feet, but I was determined to get them wet. The clear water felt glacial as it lapped over my skin, and instantly, my toes ached from the bitter cold. “So much for testing the waters.” I sat down to dry off my feet and pull my boots back on.  

				Luke sat down next to me, but he was deep in thought.

				I smiled. “Are you still thinking about this Viking thing?”

				He forced back a grin. “Not going to lie. It has me intrigued. I mean, I hate to think one day I’d come home from the drudgery of a long work day only to find that some seven foot giant named Sven, dressed in animal skins and smelling like the salt of the sea, has swept my sultry maiden off for a more exciting sex life.”

				I laughed and something about the sound of it seemed to make the three mallard ducks swimming past decide to head in the other direction. “Jeez, my cackle just sent those poor ducks running for cover.” I wrapped my arm around Luke’s. “You don’t have to worry. You already are my dangerous man.”

				“Good to know.” He stood and offered me his hand. “Up for some exploration?” 

				I placed my hand in his, and he yanked me to my feet. We walked away from the beach in front of the Vikingsholm and traveled along the shore where the sand became dotted with grasses and rocks. Large granite boulders that reminded me of the rocks behind the compound, created a somewhat treacherous, but nonetheless climbable, footpath along the water and into a thicket of pine trees growing along the shore. Twice I had to grab Luke’s arm to keep from sliding into a crevice. “If I break my ankle, keep in mind that you’ll have to carry me up that steep trail back to the car,” I said.

				“You’re light enough.” 

				I used my arms to balance as if traveling a high wire instead of a sculpture of hastily arranged boulders. “I guarantee that halfway up the hill, with me on your back, it would start to feel as if you were dragging one of these massive stones up the trail.” He hopped down off the rocks and then turned around. I placed my hands on his shoulders, and he took hold of my waist and lowered me to flat ground. It was littered with pine needles and slippery green algae grew in patches, but it was far easier to traverse than the granite. 

				Luke took my hand and led me through the trees. The fragrance of pine hung thick in the air. Several chipmunks flashed their colorful backs as they climbed a trunk to watch the intruders from a higher branch. The dense shade of the fragrant canopy blocked the sunlight, and the temperature dropped dramatically. A fleeting chill rolled through me.

				Luke pointed ahead to a break in the branches where a column of light poured in through the void. We walked beneath the opening, and I lifted my face to the warmth. “Now this is perfection in nature.”

				“I’ll say.” Luke was gazing at me as he answered.

				I wrapped my arms around his neck. “Thank you for bringing me here. It really took my mind off of everything.”

				“That was my plan.” He smoothed my hair back away from my face. “You know how you mentioned earlier that this would be a perfect place to get married?”

				My face heated. “I was just saying that in general. I didn’t mean anything by it.” 

				“Oh, too bad,” he said with genuine disappointment. “Because I was thinking the same thing. There isn’t anyone else out there for me, Angel.” He shook his head. “Sometimes it scares the shit out of me, thinking how crazy I am about you. Once everything is cleared up back home—”

				I squirmed out of his arms. “If it gets cleared up.” I walked over and picked up a pinecone. I rolled it around on my palm. A sticky, pungent substance dripped onto my thumb. I rubbed it between my fingers, but it stuck to my skin like tar. The subject of our future was always so fraught with complication that it was hard to accept sometimes. Luke walked up behind me, and I lifted my sticky thumb. I forced a smile. “I guess I’ll be taking a little pine home with me now. It seems permanent. Kind of like my grandfather.” 

				He took hold of my wrist and touched my fingers. Even that small gesture sent warmth through my body. He rubbed my thumb between his thumb and forefinger, and the sap rolled up into sticky crumbs and fell off. “See, I took care of that. And I’ll do the same with your grandfather.”

			

			
				He was so confident when he spoke of it, and I’d put all of my trust in him. He was my knight. He’d freed me from my tower, and I was sure he’d eventually free me from my grandfather. Our love was stronger than anything Dreygon could throw our way, but there was one cold, ugly fact that hung over my head that even Luke could do nothing about. 

				“Luke, promise me that if I start to have the same problems as my mother—”

				He opened his mouth to speak, but I raised my hand to stop him. 

				“Promise me that if I start to lose my grip on reality like my mom, and now my grandfather, promise that you’ll leave. I don’t ever want you to see me like that. It was so scary watching my mom’s personality disintegrate into a complete stranger. If that happens, you have to promise that you’ll leave.”

				“You can’t ask that of me, Angel. I won’t leave you for that, but I think you’re worrying about nothing.”

				“Am I? It can be inherited. I know this frightening fact because I’ve got nothing to do all day except read shit on the internet, and all of it points to me heading down the same path as my mom. And while you might be able to stop Dreygon one day, you won’t be able to keep me from my genes.” 

				“First of all, you need to stop reading stuff online. And secondly—” He paused as if something heavy weighed on his mind. “Secondly, don’t underestimate my powers. We brave Vikings, pirates, knights, princes and whatever else that dreamy mind of yours wants to conjure, can do amazing things.” He pulled me closer and kissed me long and deep, stealing my breath with each stroke of his tongue. My head spun from it. 

				His pale gray eyes glistened, and a faint smile tilted his mouth. “I think you’re in need of some tender ravaging. It’ll take your mind off things.”

				“Tender ravaging? Interesting concept. Exactly how is that done?”

				“Well, milady, I will show you.” He glanced around. “Ah ha.” He took my hand and pulled me along behind him to a tree with a trunk the width of a small car. It was in a location that was, at that moment, receiving a generous amount of sunlight. He motioned for me to stand in front of the tree. I walked up the small incline that had been formed by a massive complex of tree roots beneath the hard packed soil. 

				Luke peered up at me with a glint in his eyes. The sunlight warmed my face, and the scent of fragrant pine and fresh water wafted through the tangle of trees. It was a perfect picture of nature with the man I adored standing in the center of it. 

				I lifted my hands up above my head and turned my hip out. “Should I pose for a picture?”

				He walked to the tree, reached up and took hold of both my wrists in one hand. He held my hands suspended above my head and used the trunk for support. “You could pose, but I don’t have my phone with me. Besides, pictures aren’t in my ravaging plans.” He held tightly to my wrists. His free hand slipped beneath the hem of my shirt, and he caressed my skin with slightly calloused fingertips. 

				I glanced around. The area was secluded enough, but it was still a state park. And anyone had access, anyone, that is, who wanted to tackle the pile of boulders leading there. “What if someone comes?” I asked.

				“They’ll have to find their own tree.” He lifted my shirt and tugged my bra down below my nipples. They hardened in the cool breeze and beneath his hungry scrutiny. 

				“We can’t just—”

				He lifted his mouth away from the swell of my breast and pressed it against my lips. “Shh, my beautiful wench. I can’t ravage you if you keep talking.” He kissed me lightly. “Now close your eyes and relax.”

				“But you’re holding my hands above my head.”

				“That’s the ravaging part of my plan.” He unzipped my jeans, and I struggled to free my wrists. He waved an admonishing finger at me and then trailed that same finger along the skin of my stomach to the top of my jeans. He pushed my pants down, and again, I wriggled in his grasp. His grip tightened. He lowered my jeans to my knees and my panties followed. While the air around us was crisp enough to produce a shiver, delicious, warm sunlight combed through the chill, stroking my nearly naked body. 

				Luke held my hands tightly and took a long moment to stare down at my exposed pussy. “God, you are beyond gorgeous, my irresistible—” His fingers pushed between the folds and found my throbbing clit. He kissed my neck. “My wet—” A moan rolled up from my throat as he ran his tongue along it. Then his fingers plunged inside of me and I sucked in a breath. “My wanton wench. I want to touch you like this all fucking day,” he whispered against my ear. His mouth covered mine. His fingers moved deeper, finding the spot inside of me that made my pussy clench around his hand. He smiled against my lips, knowing full well that he’d just found the sweet spot, the spot that made me more than his prisoner, the spot that he knew would make me beg for release. His warm breath fluttered over my mouth. “I want to spend every damn minute of the day with my mouth on you and my hands touching you. I want to bury my cock in you until you scream out my name.” Every suggestive word coupled with the rhythmic movement of his hand between my thighs brought me closer to the edge. 

			

			
				He held my wrists securely above my head, leaving me completely vulnerable and wanting more. My head lulled back as my eyes drifted shut. My arms and bound hands scraped lightly against the rough surface of the tree. A minty breeze blew across my exposed skin, but heat raged between my legs. I moved instinctively against his skilled fingers. I turned my face and pressed my mouth against my arm to stifle my cry as my pussy exploded with release. 

				As Luke freed my wrists, my knees collapsed, and he caught me before I dropped to the ground.

				I draped my arms around his neck, feeling like a helpless rag doll in his embrace. He pulled my pants up with one hand as he held me against him with the other. I never liked feeling weak or vulnerable, but in his arms, it felt right and natural. It was a luxury I’d allowed myself. I was completely his to do with as he pleased, and he knew it. 

				I lost myself in his soapy scent and nestled my face against his neck. “That was well worth the treacherous climb over those rocks.” 

				“Thought it would be.”

				I peered up at him. “But I feel greedy. How can I repay you?”

				“You’ll find a way.” He kissed my nose and lent me his hand to climb back down from the spot where he’d held me captive, a bout of captivity that wouldn’t soon be forgotten. My pussy still ached sweetly from it. 

				He walked me through the clearing. “I don’t know about you but I’m hungry.”

				“I’m starved.”

				“If you’re a good girl, I might even give you a piggy-back ride going up the trail.” 

				I wrapped my arm around his and squeezed it. “And if I’m a bad girl?”

				He stopped and drew me to him, a wicked grin crossing his lips. “Bad earns you an entirely different set of consequences.” 

				***

				The dying fire caused a significant drop in temperature in the cabin, and I pulled the covers up around us. With no road or town nearby, and only a cricket’s song and the occasional creaking of the cabin walls to disrupt the quiet, it was easy to imagine that we were completely alone in the mountains. We’d found the blanket covered floor in front of the fire more inviting than a bed shoved into a cramped room. And so, for the second night, we’d stretched out in front of the fireplace. 

				I turned and faced Luke. He slept soundly next to me. His long lashes cast shadows on his cheeks. Bright red embers lit the hearth and cast their glow out over our makeshift bed. I sat up and drew the blanket to my chin. Luke stirred next to me, but he was still asleep. 

				I felt so close to him, a man who I’d not even known long. I was convinced now more than ever that we were meant for each other. I knew Luke would do everything in his power to keep me safe, but there were too many things that went beyond that power. His courage had been unwavering, and he’d met every threat head on, and with success, but some things couldn’t be changed. 

				Luke jerked slightly, and his head rolled from side to side on the pillow. The terrible dreams that haunted his sleep had returned. The men who’d caused these persistent nightmares were behind bars and faced long jail terms, but the visions of what had happened to him during those horrid days, when he and Dex had endured unspeakable torture, remained real and raw. It was rare when he slept through the night, and there were times when he looked weary from it. 

				He groaned and his fingers clamped into fists. Even fast asleep, the tension in his jaw caused the muscle in the side of his cheek to twitch. The department had sent him to a psychologist to talk about the incident, but he’d gone twice and then decided it only made things worse. 

			

			
				His mouth pulled tight. “Fuck!” he blurted as he jolted awake. He took the usual few seconds to figure out where he was and then he looked over at me. I was still sitting with the blanket pulled up to my chin. He scrubbed his face. “I’m sorry, Baby, did I wake you?”

				I shook my head. “No, I was awake.” I thought about the first few nights he’d spent at the compound before his mind had allowed him to grasp the gravity of what had happened. His subconscious had created a wall to protect him from the harsh reality. That night, like many other nights, I’d found ways to comfort him, to help him relax and forget about the hideous visions still stuck in his head. They were disturbing memories that would never leave him, but I found I could relieve some of his sorrow. 

				I leaned down onto my elbow and caressed his face. Sometimes the pain of everything was as fresh in his face as if it had just happened. That emotion was there now. I kissed his brow and his eyes drifted shut, but the tension wouldn’t be erased that easily. 

				“Relax, Reno,” I whispered, ushering him back to those first days when I’d taken care of him, when I’d realized I’d found the man who would change my life forever. I kissed his neck. He lifted his hand to me, but I pushed it back down. I hovered my lips over his. “It’s my turn.” We were each other’s solace against the grim truths that nearly smothered us. 

				I trailed my mouth along the hard muscles of his chest. He pulled in a deep breath as my tongue ran along his taut abdomen. A low groan rumbled deep in his throat as my fingers wrapped around his cock. It grew hard and firm in my grasp. His eyes were still closed, and some of the tension in his jaw and body dissolved as I rubbed my finger around the slick tip of his erection. His hand reached for me again, but I took hold of his wrist and kissed his palm. Then I lowered it back down to the blanket.

				I ran my tongue up along the hard shaft, and my lips played briefly with the moist tip before I took him into my mouth. Another groan vibrated from his chest, and he moved his pelvis to push himself deeper. One hand cupped his balls while the other ran up and down along his erection, plunging him into the moisture of my mouth. 

				“Fuck yeah, Baby.” The low hoarse sound of his voice assured me that I’d taken him from a state of agitation to one where his mind and body could relax and absorb intense pleasure. I pulled my mouth slowly along his cock at first and then my lips tightened around him as I sensed his urgency. He could not keep his hands quiet any longer. He reached down and wrapped his fingers in my hair, holding me firmly against him as his hips moved in rhythm with my mouth. His movements quickened until his body went rigid. He grasped my hair tightly as his hot seed spilled into my mouth. 

				I wiped my lips with the back of my hand and stretched out next to him. His breathing was just slowing as I pulled the blanket up over us. I kissed his shoulder. “Do you feel better?”

				He turned onto his side and pulled me into his arms. “Always— whenever I’m with you.”

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 5 

				Luke

				A school bus beat us to the block where the house was located. “Damn it,” I said. “We’ll have to wait until they’re gone.” 

				The search warrant had come through late in the afternoon, which had basically screwed my day. After a slow morning, I’d planned on stopping by the Reno Police Department to visit the chief detective. Detective Randall had been my dad’s partner for twenty years. He’d always been like an uncle to us, and even though we hadn’t kept in touch too much since my dad’s death, I was sure he’d be glad to see me. And I was sure he’d let me look at their old case files. I needed to read more about the Starlight Baby. The details Dad had pinned to his cork board were sketchy at best. I needed something more solid to go on before I went in and opened up a shitload of emotion in everyone’s lives, including my own. Now the visit would have to wait. 

				“Junior high?” Ritter asked. 

				A dozen or so kids nearly flew down the steps of the bus, thrilled to be free from school for another afternoon. “Looks that way. Let’s hope they head home fast. I’m getting sick of sitting here.” 

				The house we were searching was half a block away. The driveway was empty, and the trash cans were sitting out on the curb. They were the only cans on the street, and our suspect’s lazy habit of not bringing them in had been his undoing. A neighbor with knowledge of science had noticed dozens of empty cold medicine boxes in their trash. The pseudoephedrine from the tablets was a substance used in meth production. 

				“After all this, I hope someone is home,” I grumbled. 

				“The neighbors who called in the complaint said the man never leaves, but he gets plenty of visitors. That circular driveway makes for a highly convenient drive thru service. Hopefully, it’ll be quick. We find the equipment and lab, shut him down and take him in.” Ritter glanced over at me. “It looks like this is the last place you want to be today.” 

				“Yeah, these types of busts always seem so meaningless.” Two boys, with a fresh crop of zits and that gawky posture that comes from growing three inches in a month, stood on the sidewalk looking at one of their phones. “Come on, guys, go home already,” I said.

				Greene leaned forward from the backseat. “Look Barringer, Ritter and I never really got a chance to say anything to you, but we’re both real sorry about Dex. He was a good friend to everyone.”

				“Yeah, thanks. He was the best.” Greene sat back, and we waited for the street to clear. The two boys laughed at something on the phone and then headed down the sidewalk, eventually disappearing around the corner. 

				The three of us got out and walked toward the house with the warrant in hand. We had our Glocks and vests but nothing more. Greene held the battering ram at his side, but we hoped they would just cooperate and let us in. Most at-home meth labs were just small, simple set-ups, and the people who ran them were usually amateur enough to give up without a fight. Few wanted an altercation with agents or police. 

				We walked up to the house, and instantly, it seemed there was a flurry of activity inside. A door slammed and it sounded as if someone had entered the attached garage. I stood in front of the garage door, this time with my weapon drawn. Greene and Ritter covered the front door. 

				Ritter knocked. “This is the Reno DEA. We have a warrant to search this property.” 

				There was no answer.

				“We can do this the easy way or the hard way,” Ritter shouted toward the house.

				I heard an engine fire up inside the garage. I motioned for Greene to use the ram. Just as he smashed through the front door, a jeep plowed through the garage door. Its tire grazed my thigh as I jumped clear, landing on my hand. A jolt of pain shot through my wrist, but I managed to fire my gun at the vehicle. A tire blew and the jeep limped toward the end of the driveway and stopped. I jumped up and raced toward it. I saw only one head inside.

			

			
				“I’ve got this covered,” I yelled to Ritter and Greene. They entered the house.

				The driver’s side opened, and a young man in his early twenties stepped out. He looked ready to jump out of his skin with fear. 

				“Who else is inside?” 

				“Just my baby. My wife’s at work.” His voice wavered, and I expected him to break down in tears at any second.

				“Hands behind your head and on your knees.” He complied quickly, and the second his knees hit the asphalt, he bent forward and puked. 

				 Once he’d regained his composure, I read him his rights and cuffed him.

				“Who’s going to take care of my son in the meantime?”

				“If you were cooking up meth in the house, then your concern for your kid is a little late.”

				Greene walked out holding the crying baby. Being a father of four, he quickly handed the upset infant his car keys and the wails stopped. He walked over to me. The suspect looked back at Greene. 

				“No one told you to turn around,” I snapped. 

				“I’ll call child services,” Greene said. 

				The suspect’s head dropped. “What have I done?” 

				Greene glanced back at what was left of the garage door. “Well, that went off with more drama than I’d expected. At least no one got hurt.”

				I lifted up both arms. “Really?” My wrist was twisted so that my thumb was pointing in entirely the wrong direction.

				“Damn. It looks like you were born with two right hands,” Greene said. 

				“Then I guess it’s lucky I’m right handed, although, this other right hand doesn’t feel too useful at the moment.”

				“Do you think it’s broken?”

				I shrugged. “My fingers are numb, and it hurts like shit. But I’m hoping it can just be popped back into place.”

				“Looks like you just earned yourself a few days off, and we’re going to be short agents again. At least we took care of this.” Some squad cars pulled up to the house to take the suspect into custody.

				I nodded but wasn’t feeling Greene’s enthusiasm, and it wasn’t because of my wrist. “Yeah, we stopped another home lab, but sometimes it feels like we’re just stomping out little embers only to have more embers flare up somewhere else. Feels sort of meaningless.”

				Greene smoothed his hand over the baby’s tufts of blonde hair. “I don’t think this little guy thinks it was meaningless. That house smells so toxic inside, I’m surprised he’s this happy and healthy. We probably just saved his life.”

				I reached forward and touched the little guy’s arm. He shook the keys in his round little fist and laughed at the noise it made. 

				“Yeah, I guess you’re right.”

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 6 

				Luke

				While none of the previous day had gone as I’d hoped, I’d at least landed on my wrist in such a way that with a short dose of anesthesia and a little manipulation, the bones were back in place. But I’d be wearing a brace for weeks, and Carson had to add another name to his list of injured agents. In that respect, it worked out fine for me. My unexpected sick leave meant I’d be able to spend time at home. Jericho and Angel had been home alone for a few days. Cash had gone off on his own, and he’d told Jericho not to expect him back for a week. Cash hadn’t let on about where he was going or what he was up to, and as far as I was concerned, he was an adult who was free to do whatever the hell he wanted. 

				Injury or not, before I could go on leave, I had a mound of paperwork on my desk that had to get done. I was just finishing up the last bits of it when my phone rang. “Hey, Jericho, what’s up? I’ve got one stop to make on the way home, but I should be back soon.”

				“Cash won’t answer his phone.”

				“If he’s on the road, he’s not going to be able to answer it.”

				“It’s not even on. It just goes straight to voicemail.”

				I used my free hand to hastily shove reports into file folders. I was anxious to get done with the work so I could get over to see Detective Randall. “Maybe he didn’t take his charger with him. Look, Richo, Cash can take care of himself. There’s nothing we can do but wait until he comes back home.”

				“Something’s wrong, I’m sure of it.”

				“I think you’re just bored and looking for things to keep your mind occupied. What’s Angel up to?”

				“She’s reading, and damn right I’m bored. So fucking bored I’m going to start pulling my hair out.” He paused. “Your brother called me.”

				“What? Who, Gage?”

				“Yeah.”

				“What did he want?”

				“He says there is an opening for an entry level logger at his jobsite. I think I might do it, Luke. I’ve got to do something, you know?”

				“Yeah. Hey, if you think it’s something you’d be good at, you should go for it. Gage doesn’t do stuff like that often, so he obviously thinks highly of you. And, believe me, respect from Gage is hard earned.”

				I could feel him nearly smiling through the phone as I spoke. Jericho was really one of the truly lost souls to come out of this whole thing. He’d grown up in the club, but Dreygon had brutally removed him. Angel had me, and Cash had himself. But Jericho wasn’t ready to face the world completely on his own yet. 

				“What will we do about Angel if I leave?” Jericho asked.

				“Not sure yet.” 

				“We haven’t heard from Dreygon in awhile, do you think he’s done with us? Maybe we’re all hiding out for nothing.”

				“That’s wishful thinking, Jericho. Remember that drug bust that turned out to be a total scam?”

				Jericho laughed. “The furniture bust, you mean?” He laughed again. “I have to hand it to the old man, it was pretty damn classic.” 

				“Yeah, well, the informant isn’t laughing, wherever he is. Carson said they haven’t heard from him, and things don’t look good. Dreygon is still out there terrorizing the world, he was just temporarily distracted from us.” I dropped the files into my drawer. “You should think about going back to Montana. Tell Angel I’ll be there soon. And stop worrying about Cash. He killed those two guys in the morgue as easily as he’d put bread in the fucking toaster.”

			

			
				“Yeah, all right.” He didn’t seem too convinced. “Later.”

				***

				Detective Randall looked up from his lunch. A wide grin split his face. The lines around his eyes were deeper and he’d added some chin and belly. “Luke.” He waved me into his office. “Come and sit. It’s been such a long time.” 

				I sat down across from him. He lifted a chicken tender up from the Styrofoam container. “Would you like a piece? It’s good dipped in this dressing.”

				“No, I’m good.”

				He swallowed a bite, and as he took sip of soda, he noticed the brace on my wrist. “What happened to your arm?”

				“Nothing too bad. Just dislocated it as I was diving out of the path of a jeep. The suspect apparently thought smashing through his garage door was his best route to freedom. I think his jeep might not have agreed.”

				He searched the chicken tenders for just the right piece. “I’ve dealt with some suspects who were so damn dumb it was a wonder they’d managed to survive to adulthood.”

				“Yep. Most are pretty knuckleheaded, which is how they ended up in trouble in the first place.” I thought briefly of Dreygon, who defied logic and the odds with his ability to escape getting caught. He was more cunning than most, that was for damn sure.  

				“How are your brothers?” He paused, and his mouth pulled tight. “I went to Dex’s funeral.” He clicked his tongue and shook his head. “Such a loss and we were all so worried about you, thinking the worst but hoping for the best. Thank God our prayers were answered, and here you are.” His chair squeaked as he sat forward. “It’s so good to see you, Luke. So, what are Seth and Gage up to?”

				“The usual. Last I heard, Seth was out to sea near the Port of Los Angeles, and Gage is up at the ranch and still logging. Some friends and I stayed with him for awhile.”

				He shoved in another chicken tender and gulped it down with his drink. “I always felt a little sorry for Gage. It seemed like your dad gave up on him just a little too fast.”

				I nodded. “I think Gage feels the same. My mom’s death just hit us all in different ways, especially Gage. But he’s happy now, and I think my dad’s plan kept him out of trouble.”

				“So true, so true.” He picked up another piece of chicken and crinkled his nose at it. “I think I’ve had enough.” He dropped it back into the container. “What can I do for you, Luke? You said something on the phone about some of your dad’s old case files.”

				“One file in particular— the one about the Starlight Baby. Do you remember it?”

				He leaned back in his chair. “How could I forget? Such a tragedy, and those poor parents. We actually had to consider them as suspects for awhile because there just weren’t any other leads. That was over twenty years ago, and it caused your dad plenty of grief, I can tell you that.”

				“Yeah, he never got over that one.”

				“What do you want with the file? It’s over in archives, but I’m sure I can find it easily. The stuff is all by date. It was in ‘91, just after my Carolyn was born. We all had little ones at home. That’s why it hit us all especially hard.”

				“A parent’s worst nightmare, I imagine,” I said.

				“Absolutely, and those poor people have had to go on living, never knowing what happened to their daughter.” He pushed up from his chair. “Let’s go down to archives. I could use the walk after that greasy lunch.”

				“Do you know whatever became of the parents?” I asked.

				Friendly nods greeted me as we walked down the line of offices. One man, who I always remembered being at Dad’s Christmas parties, poked his head out of his office. His real hair had been replaced by an obvious toupee, but he still had the long handlebar moustache. He pointed. “Seth?” he asked.

			

			
				I shook my head and went to correct him but he tried again. “Gage, right?”

				“No, I’m Luke.”

				He smacked the wall like he’d known it all along. “I was just going to say Luke.” 

				“Good to see you,” I said, not feeling too badly about not remembering his name.

				We stepped into the elevator and traveled down to the basement. “From what I remember, the parents split up after a few years.” Another round of tongue clicking followed. “That happens a lot after a big tragedy. It’s almost as if the spouse is too big a reminder of the pain.”

				“That makes sense.” The elevator chimed and the doors opened.

				“They were both doctors.” 

				My stride faltered as I stepped out of the elevator.

				“Watch yourself there,” Randall said.

				“Did you say doctors?” 

				“Well, at the time they were Residents over at County. She was going to be a surgeon, I think. They had everything going for them and then their world just opened up and spit out the worst life had to offer.”

				The notes in my dad’s office had been scattered, and some had been hard to interpret, but nowhere had I read that the parents were doctors. “Do you think they still practice medicine in Nevada, or did they move on?”

				Randall opened the door to the archives. A young woman was sitting at a desk typing away on a computer. “Luke, this is Rachel. She’s updating our filing system down here from the nineteenth century to the twenty-first.” Rachel laughed at his comment.

				“We’re just here to look at a cold case file.” 

				I followed him along a row of bookshelves that were set up like a library system. Someone had handwritten the years in black pen on index cards. The cards were stuck on the ends of the shelves with masking tape. He tapped a shelf. “Here we are. Oh, and about your question. Last I heard, the wife took a position in Texas, but the husband stayed in Nevada.” Randall looked back at me. “Might be he decided to stay close to the scene of the crime in case the girl was found. I don’t think you ever stop looking, you know? It’s like leaving a candle in the window for a missing soldier hoping that someday the lost person will find their way home.”

				He stared straight up. “Always on the top shelf, why are they always on the top shelf? You’d think there was nothing but empty boxes on all these lower ones.” He sized me up. “I’ll bet you can reach it if you step on that bottom shelf. It’s the light pink box. You’re dad did that. Pink went along with his filing system at home.”

				I placed the toe of my shoe on the bottom shelf and stretched my good arm up until it made contact with the corner of the box. I got hold of it and slid it off the shelf. My dad’s handwriting was scrawled across the white label, which had turned pale yellow with age. I ran my fingers over the letters. Randall seemed to sense what I was thinking. 

				“Your father was the last person to touch that box.” 

				Everything about the penmanship on top was so familiar. It was almost like hearing his voice. He would always leave notes for Seth and me on the refrigerator in the same sprawling, nearly illegible print. 

				“There’s a table and chair over by the wall if you want to sit and look through it.” Randall’s voice popped me out of my thoughts. “I can’t let you take it out of here.”

				“Right, I understand.” I lifted the box up. “It feels pretty heavy considering there wasn’t much evidence.”

				“Those are just pages and pages of reports we had to write about the case. Sometimes it seemed we were just going in circles and chasing our own tails. Of course, when the story broke, it was all over the papers, and every Good Samaritan in Nevada came forward to say that they were sure they’d seen the baby, whether it was in a cart at the grocery store, or at an airport, or at the post office. One lady even accused her neighbor of pretending to be pregnant and then stealing the girl. Everyone was looking for the little Starlight Baby. She was a striking little thing too, according to her picture. And she had a tiny brown birthmark on her shoulder that looked a little like a star. Although from what I saw in pictures, it looked more like a smashed flower. But the press managed to work that birthmark into the story.” He shook his head. “‘Kissed by a Star’ that was the headline. For us, it was the perfect distinguishing mark for locating the missing infant.” He hitched up his pants and sighed. “But we never found her. Like she vanished into thin air.”

			

			
				“Maybe the kidnappers hid the birthmark,” I said, and his eyes widened at my notion. I hadn’t meant to voice it aloud, but the more he spoke, the tighter my gut knotted with the inconceivable and mind-blowing idea that I’d found the baby. Only now, she was a young woman and the love of my life.

				The lines around Randall’s eyes creased as he seemed suddenly curious about what I wanted with the box. Before he could ask the obvious question, I answered.

				“It’s just a hunch, and it’s really farfetched, but you’ll be the first to know if anything comes of this,” I said.

				He looked slightly stunned by my explanation but didn’t ask anything else. “There’s a pad of paper on the desk if you need it.”

				“Thanks.” I carried the box to the table and sat down. My wrist hurt like hell, and I propped it up on the arm of the chair to keep it elevated. I stared at the box for a few seconds before removing the top. It smelled of dust and aging paper and an earthy odor that I was sure was the lingering scent of my dad’s cigarettes. There was hardly a time when he didn’t have one tucked in his mouth or between his fingers. It was the main source of contention between my parents. My mom would beg him to quit before it killed him. Turned out he should have listened. 

				I peered into the box. Everything was arranged in manila folders, and more of my dad’s writing met me inside. I hadn’t thought about the fact that he would be a big part of this box, and I hadn’t expected my profound reaction either. 

				Most of the files were, as Randall had mentioned, reports of people spotting the baby that had not panned out. There was a file marked ‘Baby Lyndsey’. I pulled it out of the stack. I hadn’t even considered the obvious fact that the baby wouldn’t be named Evangeline. I opened the folder. There was a poor quality copy of the birth certificate clipped to several pictures. The baby was born on Valentine’s Day in Reno, Nevada. Her parents were Richard Palmer and Marilyn Haberwood. 

				I slid the birth certificate off to look at the images. The first photos were the hospital pictures of a tiny, wrinkly faced baby swathed tightly in blankets. The next photo was a young woman sitting in a rocking chair in a nicely decorated nursery. The wall behind her had colorful ponies prancing around on the wallpaper. She was beaming down at the baby in her arms. It wasn’t easy to see the baby’s face, but the woman was exceptionally pretty with dark hair and blue eyes. I had the sensation of someone blowing air on the back of my neck, and I lifted my shoulders in response. While the woman had an entirely different nose, and her face was rounder, something in her expression reminded me of Angel. I ran my finger over the bundle in her arms. It was still too outrageous to believe that the woman in the picture might have been holding Evangeline Sharpe.

				The next picture was of the baby lying on her stomach, propped up on chubby arms. The tiny birthmark was visible. The edge of it curled a bit around the baby’s shoulder. Angel’s burn scar ended before the shoulder, but it would make sense that as the baby had grown, the mark would’ve shifted slightly. The exact eye color was hard to see in the twenty-year-old photo, but they were definitely vivid and blue. 

				I continued through the box. There were numerous pictures and diagrams of the nursery and the window she was purportedly taken through. I lifted one picture and had to bring it closer to recognize what it was. It was an orange peel. It was the one piece of evidence that really stood out to me. It was an odd, unexpected thing to find in a baby’s nursery, and as I’d read, both parents had insisted that they had not eaten an orange in any days prior to the baby’s disappearance. It had to have been the kidnapper’s.

				I sat back and stared down at the pile of papers and pictures. Dreygon and his daughters had lived in complete seclusion, off the grid, as most people called it, for years. They lived in Nevada, but away from everyone else, a world inside a world. And they had very little contact with outsiders. Angel told me that her grandfather had only let her go to a small private school, and even that had made him anxious. He had kept her sheltered with the excuse that she was his granddaughter and that it would be dangerous for her to be out where rival clubs could kidnap her. But the real danger for Angel had been inside the compound walls. And if my hunch proved true, there would been every reason in the world for Dreygon to keep her hidden. 

				Gunner had long term family connections in the club. If he’d known about the kidnapping, it would have given Dreygon a perfect motive for killing him. The old man had been so slick, he was impossible to catch. Every crime he’d committed up to now would be nothing compared to this. Everything was pointing to my theory as being entirely provable, but how I was going to do that, I wasn’t completely sure. The most daunting thought of all was bringing this whole damn idea up to Angel. The ramifications were enormous, and I couldn’t even imagine how it would affect her if this whole thing turned out to be true.

			

			
				My phone rang and it jarred me from my state of contemplation. It was Angel. Sometimes it seemed we were so connected, I wondered if she could have sensed that I’d been thinking about her. Of course, I was always thinking about her. 

				“Hey, Baby.” 

				“Hi, hope I’m not interrupting your work.”

				I picked up the picture of the missing infant and tried to match the voice coming through the phone with the face staring back at me.

				“Nope. Everything all right there?”

				“Well, actually—”

				 I sat forward. “Is something wrong?”

				“Cash needs our help.” There was a slight waver in her voice.

				“What happened?”

				I heard her sniffle. “He was ambushed by some club members. He managed to get to a friend’s house, but we need to pick him up. Can you come home soon?”

				I started piling the information back into the box. “I’m on my way.”

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 7 

				Angel

				Lauren met us at the door of her small apartment. Her eyes darted in both directions along the moldy smelling corridor before motioning us to hurry inside. I hadn’t seen her for several years, since Cash had stopped dating her. She had lived with him at the compound for six months, but he’d grown tired of her constant state of being completely wasted. It was obvious that the drugs were still a big part of her life, and they had robbed her of some of her beauty. It was sad to see her such a mess. 

				Lauren stared with a good dose of suspicion at Luke.

				“He’s a friend,” Jericho assured her, leaving out the part that would surely send the longtime junkie running from her apartment.

				“I’m glad you guys are here. He was on Highway 50 when they attacked him. Can’t believe he managed to make it here without crashing.” Her thin fingers shook as she lit a cigarette. “He said something about being out on bail and not wanting to go to the hospital.”

				I gasped. “Is he that bad off? Where is he?”

				Jericho didn’t wait for an answer. He walked straight into the bedroom. “Holy fucking hell,” he said. 

				I took a deep breath and braced myself for what was around the corner. Luke followed behind. Cash was propped up against a pillow. He was holding a towel against his head, and it was stained with blood. One side of his mouth had a gash, and it was swollen to the size of a golf ball. His shirt was ripped to shreds, and there was plenty of blood everywhere. It was just hard to tell if all of it had come from his head wound or mouth or someplace else.

				“It looks worse than it is,” Cash mumbled from his swollen mouth.

				“Bro, I fucking hope so cuz it looks bad. Like you just stepped out of one of those crazy chainsaw murder movies.” Jericho tried hard to force a light tone, but I knew this whole thing made him nervous.

				Lauren stood in the doorway. “Can you guys get him out of here soon? I don’t need any trouble from Bedlam.”

				“So, it was definitely Bedlam?” Luke asked.

				Cash held the cloth against his face and nodded weakly. “I was riding down the highway, and three of them came up around me.”

				“Who was it?” Jericho asked.

				“Not completely sure of the third guy but Hoover and Blade were there.”

				“Assholes,” Jericho said.

				“What happened?” Luke asked. 

				“They ran me off the road. I tried to outrace them.” Cash stopped and touched his mouth. His uncovered eye squeezed shut as he winced from the pain.  He leaned his head back against the wall. “I hit a deep rut and laid the bike down. I hit the dirt hard enough to blackout. Before I could suck air back into my lungs, they were pounding on me.”

				 I sat on the bed next to him and touched his hand that held the cloth. “Can I see?”

				“See it? I was counting on you to stitch me up. But for now—” He glanced toward a highly agitated Lauren. “—I’ve been warned not to get blood on the bedding, so I’ll keep the cloth here.”

				Lauren was anxious for us to leave.

				“Can you walk?” Luke asked.

			

			
				“Yeah, like a zombie whose limbs might fall off at any moment, but I can move.” Cash moved in slow motion as he placed his feet on the ground. “Richo, get my boots.”

				Jericho helped him get his boots on and then Cash put an arm around his shoulder. “Thanks Lo Lo,” Cash said. The pet name made her smile. 

				“Sure thing. And try to stay the fuck out of trouble.” For a second she looked at him with the same longing I used to see when she’d lived at the compound. Unfortunately for her, she’d always had the same longing look when she gazed at a line of cocaine. 

				Luke ducked under Cash’s other arm. I walked behind holding Cash’s leather motorcycle coat. He’d, of course, stopped wearing his Bedlam cut long ago, and I still hadn’t gotten used to seeing him without it. From behind, weakened by the pain and dressed only in a bloodied t-shirt, he looked almost like a stranger.

				Cash’s bike was parked under a carport in the corner. “Should I ride it home?” Jericho asked.

				“The handle bars are tweaked,” Cash said.

				“Besides, I’m not sure about you being out on the road on that thing alone,” Luke said. “We’ll come back for it another time.”

				Luke kept an eye on the surrounding parking lot as Jericho got Cash into the backseat. I slid in next to Cash. I sat up on my knees and leaned over him. I balanced on the seat as Luke drove out of the parking lot. “Let me see the gash. Is it near your eye?”

				“Not sure.” He scrunched his face in pain as he lowered the towel.

				An ugly, gaping cut about three inches long ran nearly perpendicular to his dark eyebrow. “Thank goodness they didn’t get your eye. But you really should see a doctor. You’ll need antibiotics even if I stitch it up. Shit, it seems like I was just removing stitches from your skin.”

				“No doctors. I don’t need any more trouble than what I’ve already got.”

				Luke glanced up in the mirror. “If this was Bedlam, then we need to let your lawyer know. This will prove self-defense, and Scoffield needs to get you back under protection.”

				Cash leaned his head back and misery covered his face. It seemed to be more from the weight of his situation than the pain he was experiencing. “I don’t want any protection. I’m fucked either way.”

				Jericho looked back over the seat at him. “Why do you think they only beat you instead of killing you?”

				Cash chuckled and it was filled with misery. “They told me that this was my new punishment, a sentence handed down from the president.” Cash glanced over at me with an apologetic look. “They said that death was too kind for snitches. Instead, I get to heal up and just as I’m feeling better, they are going to come after me again. I’ll be looking over my shoulder everywhere I go. I’m screwed. I should’ve stayed with the club.”

				“No, you did the right thing, Cash,” I said, but I knew my words were futile, especially with the way he was feeling. His eyes drifted shut. I worried that he’d taken enough blows to the head to have a concussion. I reached over and lifted his eyelid to gauge the size of his pupil. His eye closed the second I let it go. Being gentler with the eye beneath the cut, I lifted its lid. 

				“Why are you pulling my eyelids?” he said groggily.

				“Hold still. I’m checking your pupils.”

				“Are they still there?”

				“Yes, and they seem to be the same size and not necessarily dilated. But I still say you need to see a doctor. I don’t have access to Dreygon’s pharmaceutical counter anymore. You’ll need an antibiotic, and what if there’s internal bleeding?”

				“Angel, you’re darkening my mood, and it’s already pretty black.”

				I sat back against the seat.

				“I’ve still got almost an entire bottle of antibiotics,” Jericho said. 

				“From where?” I asked.

				“They gave them to me for my leg. But I only took two. They made my stomach feel like shit.”

				“Great, that will add to my torment,” Cash muttered. 

			

			
				“You were supposed to take them,” I said. “You’re lucky you didn’t get an infection. I should have been keeping a better watch on you, you goofball.”

				“Yes, Ma,” Jericho said.

				“Shut up, you ass. I’m going to need to get some Superglue from the store,” I said.

				Cash rolled his head to the side and looked up at me. His face was swollen and bruised, yet he still looked startlingly handsome. “Are you planning on gluing shut Richo’s mouth, cuz I’ll hold him down for you.”

				“No, I don’t think there’s glue strong enough to keep that jaw from flapping.” 

				Luke laughed, and Jericho shot him an angry scowl.

				“Superglue is a good way to seal shut a cut without stitches. I’m going to glue you back together.”

				“No needles and thread?”

				“Nope.”

				“Then glue is the only good thing that’s happened all day.”

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 8 

				Angel

				I placed my hand on Cash’s forehead, and he opened his eyes. “My brain is still there if that’s what you’re wondering.”

				“I’m just checking to see if you have a temperature.” I lowered my hand and looked down at him. “Do you mean you know nothing about the legendary ‘checking for fever’ mom touch?”

				“Hell, I don’t even know anything about moms, let alone the checking for fever legend.”

				I sat down next to him on the bed. “You poor thing. I knew you lived with your dad, but I guess I just always figured your mom was around.”

				“Nope,” he said in that hardened tone I was so used to hearing. “She left before I could remember what she looked like. Somehow, she’d convinced herself I’d be fine in my dad’s care. It was a fucking awesome plan.” Anger replaced the hard edge but there was no self-pity in his voice. And he’d had plenty to feel pity about.

				“Well, according to my palm, you don’t have fever.”

				He squinted toward the window. Faded sunlight filtered through the half-closed slats. “How long was I sleeping for?”

				“Three days.”

				His eyes opened wide and then he remembered the cut over his brow. “Three fucking days?”

				Now I felt guilty for messing with him. “I’m kidding. It’s been about two hours.”

				He scooted up, but it seemed that every muscle in his body ached. His chest and back were covered with bruises, and I’d been keeping a close eye on him in case he worsened, signaling possible internal bleeding. But the damage seemed to be mostly superficial. 

				“I think it’s lucky you had on that padded leather jacket. It must have absorbed some of the impact of their fists. I think you’ll be feeling a lot better in a few days.” I looked down at the cuts on his knuckles that I’d cleaned and disinfected. “Looks like you got in a few good punches too.”

				“Yeah, a few.” It was dawning on him again, the bleakness of his situation. He was a man without a home or family or place in the world at the moment. And to top it off, the world appeared to be against him.

				“Cash, I’m sorry that my grandfather is such a monster.”

				“It’s not your fault, Angel. You have no control over it. I’m just glad Barringer got you out of there.” He pulled in a deep breath. “I smell food, really good food.” He sucked in another breath and looked hopefully at me. “Carne asada?”

				“Luke went out to pick up some tacos, but you’ve got a bad cut on the inside of your mouth. The whole right side of your face is swollen from it. Spicy food will be torture.”

				“Then it’s a good thing I have a left side. It will be more torturous to know that those two are out there shoveling down tacos without me.”

				I stood. “All right. I’ll bring you one, but this is definitely going against doctor’s orders.” Before I could leave the room, Jericho stepped into the doorway with a taco in one hand and a bag in the other.

				Cash lifted his head. “You fucking better not step in here with that thing unless you have one for me.”

				Jericho held up the grease-stained bag. “Now, would I stand in front of you and eat this without bringing you one?”

				Cash sat up and shut his eyes for a second.

			

			
				“Are you dizzy?” I asked.

				“Little bit.” He leaned back against the wall and opened his eyes. “Bring me that food. I’m starved.”

				“Where’s Luke?” I asked.

				“He finished eating and headed into the office.” Jericho handed Cash the bag. 

				“Don’t forget about that cut,” I said. “Although I’m pretty sure you’ll be well aware of it after one bite of that taco.” 

				I walked out of the room and down the hall to the office. The door was only slightly ajar. I knocked and poked my head inside. Luke swept some papers into a file and looked up from the chair. He’d been oddly quiet since we’d gotten Cash home. Of course, this latest attack was just another reminder that Dreygon was still out there. 

				Whenever my grandfather grew quiet and unnoticed for a chunk of time, it was easy to wipe him out of our minds. But he was still around, lurking in those dark, cold shadows that only a man as wicked as him could produce.

				“How is your arm?” I walked over and leaned on the desk next to him. He reached up and took hold of me and pulled me down onto his lap. “It hurts but I’m sure it’s nothing compared to what Cash is feeling.” His hand caressed my arm. 

				I lowered my head onto his shoulder. “What the hell are we going to do, Reno?”

				“I’m not too sure yet.” He stared down at the file folder on the desk.

				“What are you working on?”

				For some reason, my perfectly predictable question had caught him off guard.

				“Uh, nothing in particular. I put in a call to Detective Scoffield to let him know what happened. I know Cash doesn’t want any witness protection, but I’m certain this last attack will help him when he gets to his hearing. The murders were clearly self-defense, and when the department realizes that they failed to protect him, even though he didn’t help that cause at all, they’ll push to have the charges dropped. Or, at least, that’s what we can hope for.”

				I sighed. “Good. Something needs to go right for him soon. It’s rare to see Cash in such despair. That would at least help put his mind at ease about going to jail.”

				“Sonavabitch,” Cash’s curse shot down the hall.

				“Should you go check on him?” Luke asked.

				“No, he decided to eat a taco.”

				“With that mouth? That’s determination mixed with gnarly hunger and a sprinkling of stupidity.”

				 I smiled. “I’ll say. Boy, when you guys want something, nothing stops you from getting it.”

				“That is so true. In fact, there’s something I’ve been wanting all afternoon, but now that we’re babysitting the biker twins again, I haven’t had a chance to get it. Go shut that damn door and meet me over there on that little couch.”

				“It’s a very small couch,” I said. “In fact, I would call it an extra wide chair.”

				“Yep, and it smells like old tobacco, but…determination, remember?” He lifted his arm. “And I have an ouchy that needs tending.”

				I reached down and rubbed my hand over the fly of his jeans. His erection pressed back against the fabric. “I’ll say.” I got up and went to the door. I could hear Jericho and Cash talking as I quietly shut  it. I glanced over at Luke who was already taking off his pants. He’d pulled a foil package from his wallet. 

				“Shouldn’t we hang a tie on the doorknob or something? Jericho is likely to bust right in.”

				Now naked from the waist down, and with his cock standing erect in front of him, Luke reached into the desk drawer and hastily wrote something on a sticky note. He walked over and showed it to me. It said ‘do not disturb’. He grinned smugly, opened the door and stuck it on the outside before closing it again with a bang.

				“Of course, you are assuming that Richo will take the time to read it and then actually listen to what it tells him.”

			

			
				Luke pulled me against him, and his cock pressed into my abdomen. “If he knows what’s good for him, he’ll stay the hell out.” He fumbled with the button on my pants as he spoke. His mouth devoured mine as he pushed my jeans to the floor. I nearly pitched sideways in my hurry to step out of them. 

				Luke took roughly hold of my arm and led me to the couch. I laughed. “You are especially ravenous, Reno. It’s almost as if you’ve been on one of those long Viking journeys or something.”

				He sat in the chair and yanked me down to straddle his lap. “I don’t need any fucking journey to be this hard for you. And watching you have to constantly tend to those two out there makes me fucking wild with jealousy. I want you all to myself for awhile.” Without warning he pushed his fingers into my pussy. He smiled up at me. “And you seem to want me too.”

				“Always.” I leaned down and kissed him as his fingers probed the wet folds. 

				I took the condom from between the fingers of his injured arm and rolled it on. He was right. I wanted him badly. When I’d first walked into the office, I hadn’t been thinking about this but his hunger, his need to possess me had made me just as ravenous. I plunged down over his hard cock and rocked back and forth. He was holding back, giving me a chance to catch up to the urgency that had consumed him. I moved feverishly over him, taking him deeper with each movement until we came together. 

				I collapsed down, and he wrapped his arms around me. The only sounds were the deep murmurs of Cash and Jericho’s conversation pressing against the office door, and our breathing returning to normal. 

				“I know you don’t like it when I act possessive, Angel. I’m sorry. It’s just sometimes I need you all to myself. Watching you play doctor and tend to Cash’s wounds made me feel envious. I was thinking back to those first few weeks at the compound when you were taking care of me, and I don’t know. . . “

				I pressed my fingers against his mouth and scooted down in his arms, draping my legs over one side of the chair. “Don’t ever apologize for wanting me, Luke. Never apologize for that.” I rested my head against his shoulder and closed my eyes, content and safe in his arms. 

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 9 

				Luke

				I drank down a cup of coffee, but my stomach was too knotted to consider breakfast. 

				Angel’s lips and cheeks looked particularly blushed as she leaned over the counter nibbling on a muffin. Her teal blue eyes sparkled as she smiled, and as usual, it took me a second to recover from looking at the girl in front of me. I wondered if I was the only one to notice the silvery halo of light that surrounded her wherever she stood. And it was that face and that smile that gave me the strength to see this through. I needed to find out whether or not my hunch was correct, even if it meant causing some people emotional pain. 

				She picked up a muffin crumb from her plate and pushed it between her lush lips. I knew her well enough to know she was teasing me with those lips. God, I loved those fucking lips. “It seems that for someone on a week’s disability pay you sure have to go into work a lot.” She licked the crumb topping off her finger, again tempting me, and damn if it wasn’t working. I was already close to jumping the counter and pulling her into my arms. “I’d almost think you were heading off to see another girl.” 

				My head told me that once I touched her, it would be all over, and I’d have to take her back to bed. But it didn’t stop me from walking around the counter. I took hold of her arm and dragged her plump lips to my mouth. I kissed her and ran my tongue across her bottom lip. “Hmm, a girl that tastes like cinnamon. I like it.” I kissed her again. “How the hell am I supposed to think about another girl when I spend every minute of the day thinking about you?” I took a bite of her muffin. “But I like that you’re the jealous one for a change. Makes me feel like less of a jerk.”  

				She offered me the last bite of her muffin, which I took. “Every minute of the day, huh?”

				“Every damn minute.” I held her tightly against me. I’d started it by walking over, within arm’s reach of her, and now, I was going to have to figure out a way to stop touching her. According to the information I’d gotten, Dr. Palmer’s patient hours started at nine, and I wanted to get there a few minutes before. It sucked having to lay this on the doctor at the beginning of the day, but with Cash off his feet, I hated to leave Angel and Jericho alone in the evening. 

				“I have to go before I can’t leave,” I said with one last quick kiss. “God, I feel like a junkie trying to talk myself away from my favorite drug. The withdrawals will start the second I leave this house.”

				I released her, and she sighed disappointedly. “And I shared my muffin with you.”

				“I’ll be back soon. Keep those plump, cinnamon-flavored lips ready.” I pointed to the doorknob and glanced back at her. “Deadbolt this right now.” 

				I fished the paper with the address out of my pocket as I walked to my car. We’d had a light flirtatious moment, but the weight of what I was about to do, hit me the second I shut the door. While so many tiny details pointed to the possibility of this notion being a reality, it still seemed too implausible to believe. 

				Many times, Angel had insisted that she’d been meant to find me out there in the desert. She’d devised the romantic theory that I was her hero, the man who would save her from her cement tower. She’d saved me more than once, and I’d returned the favor. Never could I have imagined that we were destined for each other because of my connection to the missing baby, the baby my dad had spent so many years agonizing over. Those unbelievable odds stuck in the back of my mind assuring me that this just couldn’t be. But there was no way this idea was just going to disappear. I had to find out for sure, and that meant having to involve other people, people whose emotions were so deeply entrenched in this that just bringing it up would be soul ripping. And bringing it up to Angel seemed the most daunting task of all. But first, I needed to talk to Dr. Palmer, the man who’d suffered the disappearance of his daughter twenty-two years ago, and who, no doubt, still suffered. 

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 10 

				Luke

				It was a fairly new medical building with lots of windows between walls of brick. Feathery ferns popped out of the planters lining the walk to Dr. Palmer’s suite. He was a cardiologist, and from the information I’d gleaned on-line, he was highly respected in his field. 

				A woman with a mound of curly auburn hair and a friendly smile looked up from behind the glass in front of the receptionist’s desk. “Just sign in. You’re a bit early. Mr. Dhumar?”

				“No, actually I don’t have an appointment.” I stepped up to the counter. There were several voices coming from the back room, and one was a man’s deep, somewhat authoritative, tone. I wondered if it was Dr. Palmer. My body tightened with nerves. Suddenly, this seemed harder than ever. 

				The woman’s smile had faded. “I’m sorry, but you’ll need an appointment.”

				“I’m not here as a patient. I need to talk to Dr. Palmer about a personal matter.”

				“That’s not possible.” She ripped off a piece of paper from her notepad and pushed it through the slot, along with a pen. “Just leave your name, number and a brief message, and I’ll make sure the doctor receives it.”

				I’d had an inkling that this was going to be more complicated than simply walking in and talking to a doctor. It was hard to get in to see a doctor even with a scheduled appointment. I nearly had to laugh to myself thinking about leaving a quickly written note with what I had to tell the man. I reached for my wallet, and the woman’s eyes creased with suspicion. 

				“I’m just getting my wallet,” I assured her. It was hard to imagine that they had a lot of trouble or armed robbers coming into a cardiologist’s office, but her expression had definitely morphed from friendly to mistrustful. A tall man in a white doctor’s coat walked into the reception area, but I only caught a glimpse of his face before he turned to the row of files on the back wall. He had distinguished looking gray tips on his sideburns and a straight, intelligent profile.

				Another case of nerves rattled me for a second. I wasn’t looking forward to any of this. More than once, I’d told myself to abandon the whole damn idea, but I knew it would eat at me for the rest of my life.  

				I took a deep breath and opened the wallet to my badge. The receptionist’s eyes rounded, and she sucked in a worried breath.

				“I’m Special Agent Luke Barringer, and it’s very important I speak to Dr. Palmer.” The doctor turned around. He walked up to the window and stared through it. The hairs stood up on my neck. I wasn’t sure if I was just looking so hard for a similarity that I’d imagined it, or if it was actually there. Something about the man reminded me of Angel. It was the confident way he held himself. 

				“What is this about?” Dr. Palmer asked.

				“Sir, excuse me for disturbing you this morning. I know you’re a busy man. There is no emergency, but there is something I must talk to you about.”

				He was still staring at me. Finally he spoke. “Did you say your name was Barringer?”

				“Yes, Dr. Palmer. Luke Barringer.”

				He didn’t need to ask the question. It was clear enough on his face. My dad’s name had to have been wedged in his memory like everything else from that horrible period of time.

				“Yes, I’m his son.” It was all I needed to say. 

				His face smoothed, and his mouth pulled tight. He was rendered speechless for a moment. “Buzz him in, Terry. And hold my calls.”

			

			
				Without looking at me, he turned down a short hall. His white coat fluttered behind him as he walked into an office. I stepped inside, and he shut the door. I’d gone over a dozen different ways to approach this on the way to the office, but all those rehearsals had been wiped clean. Before I could start, he began the conversation in a sharp, angry tone.

				“I am sorry about your dad, but I can’t imagine what you have to say to me, Mr. Barringer.”

				“Sir, I haven’t come to cause you anguish.”

				He leaned against his desk, making it clear that he wouldn’t be offering me the courtesy of a seat, and that I wouldn’t be staying long. I was certain that even with all the work my dad had put into the case, the fact that he’d failed to find the baby had to have put an angry rift between them. This couldn’t have been more evident now than in the expression of the man whose posture reminded me so much of Angel’s, I couldn’t stop staring.

				“You have two minutes,” he said. “Why are you here?”

				With all I had to say, two minutes seemed impossible. I decided to start at the beginning and hoped my story would intrigue him enough to give me more time. “Several months ago, you might have read in the paper about a DEA agent’s remains being found. He’d been killed in an undercover operation.”

				His brow tipped up, which was to be expected. “I read something about it.”

				“Well, two agents were involved in the operation. The dead man was my partner. I was the second agent. Our covers had been blown, and the men we were trying to catch tortured us and— my partner was killed.”

				“I’m sorry. But I still can’t imagine what this has to do with me.”

				His impatient tone was making it harder. I had so much to tell him, but I feared he wouldn’t stay to listen much longer. “My captors left me out in the desert to die. A young woman was out riding her horse and she found me. She took me to her grandfather’s compound, a remote, walled in section of land beneath the rain shadow of the mountains off Highway 50.” My throat had gone dry. “The girl’s grandfather was Dreygon Sharpe, the president of the Bedlam Motorcycle Club. You may or may not have heard of them.”

				“They are pretty notorious in these parts. I’ve heard of them.” Some of his impatience had been replaced by interest.

				“Sharpe had been living out there, off the grid, for years. He had two daughters. One of them had problems with mental illness. Schizophrenia, possibly, but she was never taken to a professional for help. After a year or so away, she arrived one day with a baby girl.” His shoulders straightened at the phrase ‘baby girl’, and he crossed his arms over his chest. “That baby is now twenty-two years old, and as you might have guessed, she is the girl who found me in the desert. Her name is Evangeline.”

				He got up. This conversation was upsetting him, and it was obvious he didn’t want to hear more. 

				I stepped toward him. “Please, just let me finish. I know you’ve been to hell and back, but let me finish.”

				His body was rigid beneath the white lab coat. “No, let me finish this now,” he said, and this time there was a waver in his voice. “Nine times. Nine times, that is how many times we were given hope that our baby had been found. Every time, it turned out to be false, and every time, my wife and I relived the heartbreak.”

				“I understand—”

				He released a harsh laugh. “No, that’s just it. You don’t. No one does unless they’ve lived it. Our world came apart that day, and it never came back together. We both threw ourselves into our work, and we never started a family again.”

				I was losing him fast. “She has teal-blue eyes, and she wants to be a doctor,” I blurted, deciding to get out all the information I could before he ushered me through the door.

				“Those are some vague clues, Barringer.” 

				It was hard to think, and I searched for the important stuff in my muddled brain. “Evangeline used to have a birthmark on her shoulder that was shaped like a star, but when she was a baby, her mother and grandfather purposely burned it. The distinguishing birthmark was covered by a scar.”

				He sat back against the desk. My last declaration had knocked the wind from him. He shook his head. “If it’s covered than how do you know it was shaped like a star?” He got up to show me to the door.

				“Evangeline’s mother had an unusual habit,” I said quickly as he reached for the doorknob. “She liked to chew on orange peels.”

			

			
				He stopped, and instead of opening the door, he braced his hands against it for support. He stared down at the tile floor. 

				“Dreygon Sharpe has lived off the grid all this time. No one goes into that compound without his permission. He took care to never let the girl out in public much. She had a secluded life, but she is the most amazing person I’ve ever met.” He still hadn’t turned to face me, but it seemed I had his undivided attention now. I pulled out my phone and pulled up the picture of Angel riding her horse. “She is extremely smart and obsessed with medicine and becoming a doctor, almost as if it is in her blood.”

				He turned around. He was a good degree paler. 

				“Sir, maybe you should sit down.”

				He shook his head. I lifted my phone. He pulled glasses out of his pocket with a shaky hand. He stared at the picture for a long moment. “She’s a beautiful girl, but still, this is all too farfetched.”

				“I agree. But I had someone check into a birth certificate for Evangeline Sharpe and none existed.”

				“Did this girl come up with this outlandish theory? Maybe she just wants away from that dangerous grandfather.”

				“Yes, she does want to be free of him, but she has no idea I’m here. I have not had the courage to bring this up to her yet. I know the evidence is scant, but I think it’s compelling enough to at least consider this a possibility. Wouldn’t you want to know if your daughter was still alive?”

				“That’s a stupid question. Of course, I want to know.” There was a tentative knock on his door. “I’ll be out in a minute,” he scolded. Footsteps retreated.

				He took a deep breath and leaned against the front of his desk again. It was obvious he was debating whether or not to give this any credence. He straightened and walked around to the other side of the desk. He quickly scribbled down a name on a piece of paper. “Take the girl to this medical laboratory and ask for this technician. The lab is inside County Hospital. Tell her you need to have Buccal cells swabbed from the inside of the cheek for a paternity test. I’ll call the technician and give her the heads up. I’ll go over there on my lunch break and have a sample taken as well.” He spoke quickly, almost as if he feared he would change his mind if he didn’t get the information out fast enough. 

				I took the paper from him. His expression had hardened again. “You need to understand that this is very difficult for me. I refuse to let myself even think that this could be my daughter. I can’t suffer that disappointment again, but I would be remiss if I didn’t at least try this.”

				“Thank you.” I turned to leave.

				“And not one damn word about this to my wife, do you understand?”

				I faced him again. 

				“If you so much as approach her, I’ll have your badge.”

				“I thought Dr. Haberwood was out of state.”

				“We reunited two years ago. Marilyn is a surgeon at County Hospital. We’d broken up at one point but then realized we had one huge thing in common. We’d both been devastated by the loss of a baby. We needed each other.”

				I nodded. “Good bye, Dr. Palmer.” I walked out. It felt as if I’d had all the energy sucked out of me. It had been harder than I’d thought, but now I had something much harder to do.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 11 

				Angel

				I was carrying out the tray I’d assembled with the first aid items I needed to take care of Cash when Luke pulled into the driveway. With nothing better to do, and quietly going out of his mind with boredom, Jericho had fallen asleep on the chair in Cash’s room. The house was quiet.

				Luke walked inside. My heart did its usual flutter dance, a unique heartbeat that occurred whenever Luke was near. I’d only known him for several months, but it felt as if we’d been connected forever. 

				I placed the tray on the kitchen counter. “What’s wrong? You look a little off kilter.” 

				He smiled at my unique wording and then lumbered across the room and wrapped his arms around me.

				“If it’s muffins you’re after, I don’t have any.”

				He squeezed me harder. “No, my cinnamon girl, it’s not a muffin I’m after.”

				I peered up at him. “Cinnamon girl, there’s a song about that. My grandfather used to play it all the time through those lousy speakers. I mean Dreygon. I’m still having a hard time coming to grips with the idea that I have no relatives.” The muscles in his back tensed beneath my fingers at those last words. “Luke? What’s wrong?”

				“Nothing.” His arms tightened as if he had no intention of ever letting go. “I just needed to hold you.”

				I lowered my face to his shoulder. “Lucky for you, I could stand in these arms all day.” Something wasn’t right. I lifted my head. “But, unfortunately for you, I can tell when something has upset you, and this is not a regular holding session. What’s wrong?”

				He sighed, and the sound of it reminded me of someone releasing the cap on a shaken soda bottle. It was the distinctive sound of pressure being released. Whatever he’d been keeping from me was about to be set free, and from the look on his face, it was big. 

				Now a healthy dose of alarm shot through me. “You’re scaring me.”

				He shook his head. “No, don’t be scared.” He took my hand. I followed him in silence as we trudged down the hall to the office. He shut the door once we were inside.

				“Should I get the sticky notes?” I asked, hoping to lighten the mood and shake whatever it was that had hold of him.

				He smiled. “No, not this time.” He walked over to the desk and motioned for me to sit in the chair. The manila folder I’d often caught him browsing through sat in the center of the desk. 

				He leaned down next to me. “Remember when I told you about the cases that my dad never solved?” 

				I glanced over at the cork board on the wall. Some of the papers and pictures were missing. “I remember. What happened to the pink push pins?”

				He opened the folder. “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.”

				“That was the case with the missing baby girl, right?” I was even more baffled than I’d been when he’d first walked me down the hall to the office. “Did they find her?”

				He stared down at the floor. “Maybe.”

				“That’s good, isn’t it? How old would she be?” I knew that the case had been important to his dad, and that it had been hard on him to never solve it. Still, I had no idea why it was having such a profound effect on Luke.

				“She’d be twenty-two.” His long, black lashes lifted up, and he looked over at me. “The same age as you.”

				I nodded. “Wow, that’s a long time to be separated from the parents.” I went along with the conversation because, for whatever reason, this was obviously important to him.

			

			
				He flipped open to the pages of notes. “The baby was born with a birthmark on her shoulder that was shaped like a star.”

				I glanced down at the highlighted sentence that discussed the birthmark, and a faint, but unexplained, shiver ran down my spine. “Luke, you’ve got to tell me what this about. This mysterious conversation we’re having is kind of freaking me out.”

				His Adam’s apple moved up and down with a hard swallow. He looked into my eyes. It seemed the bandage was about to come off. “Angel, I think there’s a chance that you are the Starlight Baby.”

				I stared up at him and then an unexpected laugh shot past my lips. But there was no humor in Luke’s face.

				“As much as you want me not to be part of Dreygon Sharpe’s family, I hate to tell you but he’s my grandfather. Believe me, there have been many times when I too have wished that it wasn’t true, but that can’t be changed.” I stood. “I’m sorry. If it’s too much for you to accept then I can leave. But don’t start coming up with wild theories.”

				He took hold of my wrist. “Shit, Angel, is that why you think I’m doing this? I just spent the morning telling a man who is a complete stranger that I may have located his long lost daughter. Do you really think I’m doing this to find a fast way to disconnect you from Dreygon?”

				I pulled my hand away. “You told the father that I might be his daughter? Are you fucking nuts?”

				“There was only one piece of evidence at the crime scene.” He reached for a piece of paper, but I was done with this insanity. He held it up, but I pushed it out of my face. “It was an orange peel with teeth marks,” he said sharply. “The person who slipped into the baby’s nursery that night was chewing an orange peel.”

				Like a small kid, I covered my ears. I didn’t want to hear more. Luke kept talking. Now that he’d started this, there was no way to stop, even if the whole damn thing might tear us apart. All I could think was that he didn’t want the real me. He wanted to invent a new version, a version of a girl who should never have been part of Dreygon’s grungy world.

				“I had someone in the county office check for your birth certificate. She couldn’t find it.”

				His words were muffled by the hands pressed against my ears, but they were loud enough to hear. I lowered my arms and stared at him as if I were looking at a complete stranger. Just minutes before I was having to consciously slow my heart rate because the man I’d become so completely attached to had walked into the house. Now I didn’t even know him. 

				“You have people checking up on me behind my back?” The words squeaked out. “Did you check to see if I had a fucking police record too?” I spun around, but he grabbed my arm. I smacked his hand away.

				“It’s a wild fucking theory, Angel, I know. But so far I’ve found nothing to disprove it.” Luke’s face looked tight with despair. He’d talked himself into this, and now that he’d brought it up, there was no taking any of it back.

				Tears clouded my eyes, and I was pissed that, as usual, I was crying at the worst possible time. “Except for one major flaw in your hypothesis— I am Angelica Sharpe’s daughter and Dreygon Sharpe’s granddaughter. And I’m sorry if that is too irksome for you to accept, Luke.” I flew out of the office and nearly smacked into Jericho as he stepped out of Cash’s room.

				“What’s wrong, Evie?”

				“Not now, Richo,” I sobbed. I got to the bedroom and shut the door behind me. It took me a few minutes to stop the tears and catch my breath. I went into the bathroom to wash my face. I stared into the mirror. My eyes were puffy and my nose was red. I wasn’t sure what had me more terrified— the thought that Luke couldn’t accept who I really was, or that the whole fucking thing might be possible. I hadn’t let on to him that it seemed weirdly plausible, mostly because I hadn’t even let myself think it. Now, I felt myself coming apart at the mere thought of it. 

				My hands shook almost uncontrollably as I pulled off my t-shirt. I twisted my shoulder to look at the burn scar. It was in a place where I hardly ever saw it, and I rarely thought of it. I remembered back to one of the last conversations I’d had with Aunt Gracie, my aunt, the woman who had helped raise me from infancy. I’d grown up believing that Gracie had scarred me because she’d been jealous of me garnering so much of my mom’s attention. I’d heard stories of the birthmark. When Gracie had insisted that my mother and grandfather had burned me, it’d thrown me completely. There had been no explanation for why they would do such an atrocious thing, and I figured I would never know. But I knew one thing for sure, Gracie never lied. What if they’d been covering up a birthmark that could distinguish me from other babies? What if my whole fucking life had been a farce? I dropped down to the floor and pulled my knees to my chest. It was all too overwhelming to believe.

			

			
			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 12 

				Angel

				Somewhere amidst a mosaic of odd dreams about orange peel pancakes, star-shaped flames and baby cribs, I heard the door to the bedroom open and shut. I snuggled tighter beneath the quilt, completely sure that I wasn’t ready to talk to Luke, but equally sure that I wanted to be in his arms. The bed shifted as he sat down. I stayed cradled in my blanket cocoon. My head throbbed as I pressed it deeper into my pillow.

				“I know the evidence is thin, but the things that line up are so unusual, it made me think that it might be possible. All along it has seemed that we were meant to find each other, and when I started piecing this together—” He paused. “First I thought that I was losing my mind, but then the more I found out, the less farfetched it seemed. Yeah, it’s fucking nuts to even consider, but I think to ignore the coincidences would be fucking nuts too. This would explain what Gunner knew that got him killed. This would explain Dreygon’s insane need to keep control of you. He has slipped through every net thrown at him, but there would be no way to slip through this one.”

				I closed my eyes and listened to his reasons, trying hard to come up with arguments but failing miserably in my attempts. I still couldn’t bring myself to pull my face from the covers.

				“Angel, if for one second you think I’m doing this because I don’t want to accept who you really are and where you grew up— then you mustn’t have noticed how I have to catch my breath every time you walk into a room. You mustn’t have noticed that when we stand in a crowd of people, you’re the only person I see. You mustn’t have noticed that my whole life circles around you now. I’d throw myself in front of a fucking train if it meant keeping you out of harm’s way. I thought that had been clear but obviously not. It took every ounce of courage I had to bring this up to you. I knew you’d be upset and angry, but never did I expect you to think that my motive had been to wipe away who you are. You couldn’t be more wrong. I fell madly in love with you right in the center of that gritty world. I knew that I was crazy about you even before I could remember my own name.” 

				I pushed down the cover and turned to face him. “Maybe we’re both crazy then.” He reached over and pushed a long strand of hair off my face. “They would have to perform a paternity test. It would be the only way to know for sure.” I sat up, and my head spun from crying and thinking and wondering. “They swab the inside of the cheek for—”

				“Buccal cells,” Luke finished. “I know, because the man I talked to his morning told me. He’s a doctor.” 

				My throat thickened, and I closed my eyes.

				“Both parents of the Starlight Baby are doctors,” he said.

				I swayed a bit and he pulled me into his arms and held me. His chin rubbed the top of my head as he spoke. “Angel, whatever way this turns out, you’ll stay with me, won’t you?”

				I thought about the whole thing and the explosive and heartbreaking prospects that he’d pushed into my head, but as much as I loved him, I wasn’t sure if I could endure all of this. Luke had fallen into my life and nothing had been the same since. But now it seemed my entire existence would be ripped to shreds, and nothing about me would be real anymore. 

				I pressed my cheek against his chest. The sound of his heartbeat and his soapy scent were comforting, but this was a potential reality even his strong arms couldn’t protect me from. “I don’t know, Luke.”

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 13 

				Luke

				Angel had hardly spoken two words to me since the day before when I’d confessed to her what I’d been up to. She’d become quiet and withdrawn, only leaving the bedroom long enough to check in on Cash. Both Cash and Jericho wanted to know what was going on, but I’d abruptly shut down their questions with a shake of my head. 

				I was sitting on the couch staring absently at the television when Angel walked out and sat next to me. I didn’t try to touch her. There was nothing worse than having her pull away from me. Anytime it happened, it felt as if someone were driving a knife through my heart.

				“Cash has to go to a hearing tomorrow,” she said quietly. “I know he’s too proud to ask, but I think he’d like it if you went along.”

				I turned down the sound on the television but didn’t turn to face her. Looking at Angel in this state of sadness was too hard, especially since I’d been the one to cause it. “I’ll go with him. Is he physically up to it?”

				“Not really, but I think he wants to get it over with.”

				“No problem. I think his injuries will only help his case.”

				She sat silently next to me and stretched her long legs out to rest her feet on the edge of the coffee table. We both gazed at the muted television. I’d realized that the only thing I could do was wait to see if I’d made a compelling enough argument for her take a paternity test. I’d laid something so big on her, there was no way that it would just fade away. It wasn’t one of those things you could just ignore until it stopped picking at you. 

				“When I was a little girl—” Her soft voice filled the quiet room. “My mom used to wake me in the middle of the night, even if it was a school night. She’d hand me my coat and slippers and we’d scurry across the compound yard to the kitchen.” The faint, hollow sound of homesickness edged her tone. “She’d cut off huge chunks of raw cookie dough from one of those slice and bake rolls and then we’d sit out on the porch eating it and watching the stars. And the whole time, I would wonder if all moms pulled their daughters out of bed for a midnight raw cookie dough run. It was those moments, when she was just wild and fun, and not in one of her strange distant moods, that I thought I was lucky to have her.” Angel scooted down and crossed her thin arms tightly around herself. She peered over at me and looked lost in despair. “What would become of those memories, those sporadic but awesome memories of my childhood, if it turned out everything was a lie? What would happen to those memories of my mom if it turned out she had committed a crime so horrible it had no equal punishment?”

				“You have to remember, she was sick. I expect in time that would help make it seem less villainous and more the act of woman who was not in her right mind.” I knew my words were like tossing a glass of water on a forest fire, but I’d started this and I needed to find a way to make it less explosive. 

				“I need to do this now,” she said. “Let’s get it over with before I go nuts thinking about it.”

				***

				As we walked through the automatic glass doors, I briefly wondered if there was a possibility of running into Dr. Palmer at the hospital. I hoped that we wouldn’t. The lab was on the fourth floor. Angel stepped into the elevator next to me. She’d been silent on the entire car ride. It seemed almost as if I’d severed every tie between us with this. She was distant and angry and while I couldn’t blame her, it still didn’t make it any easier for me to accept. I glanced down at the doctor’s note. We were to ask for a woman named Carol.

				The waiting room of the lab was crowded with people. We walked up to the desk, and the guy behind it scooted a clipboard in front of us without even looking up. “Just sign in.”

			

			
				“We need to talk to Carol,” I said. 

				“Your name?” 

				“Luke Barringer.”

				He slid over to the phone and picked it up. “Luke Barringer is here to see you.” He hung up. “She’ll be out in a few minutes. Have a seat.”

				There were no two seats together. I sat next to an elderly woman with a walker, and Angel squeezed herself in between a man with a massive belly and a little kid who was whimpering, most likely having realized that some type of needle was waiting for him behind one of the closed doors. 

				Angel stared down at the hands in her lap. She looked pale and thin. I hadn’t seen her eat or drink anything since the day before. It seemed I had managed to find the one thing that scared the hell out of an otherwise dauntless girl.

				A woman walked out in a white lab coat. Her large eyes glanced quickly around the waiting area and landed on me. “Luke Barringer?” she asked. Then she shot a puzzled look at the elderly woman next to me. 

				I stood and glanced over at Angel. She pulled in a deep breath and got up. We drew some angry scowls from people who’d been waiting longer.

				The woman motioned for us to follow without another word. We stepped into a small room that was filled with trays of implements, microscope slides and glass vials. Carol’s mouth tightened some, and there was a glimmer of anger in her blue eyes as she looked at me. Then her harsh gaze fell on Angel, almost as if she’d had to will herself to look at her. That’s when I noticed that her nametag read Carol Palmer. One glimpse at Angel and her entire demeanor changed from cold and confident to distressed, as if something had just thrown her off her stride. She shook it off quickly. 

				“I just need to swab the inside of your cheek,” she said in a businesslike tone.

				Angel walked over to the chair and sat in it. For the shortest second, she looked my way, and it seemed every emotion in the world was rushing through her. Somewhere in that fleeting glance was a ‘how could you do this to me’ expression, and it went straight into my chest. 

				The swabbing took only a few seconds. I was sure I’d detected Carol’s hands shaking a bit as she labeled the sample. There was enough tension in the tiny room to fill a concert hall. Angel got up from the chair, and Carol looked at both of us. 

				“This is not the first time my brother has gone through something like this, and I can tell you it takes a huge toll on him.” There was an edge of warning in her tone that seemed to say ‘if this turns out to be wrong then fuck you both for doing this’.

				I nodded and we left the room. I’d become the demon in so many people’s lives almost overnight that it would have been comical if it hadn’t been so shitty. There were moments when I’d almost convinced myself that I was being stupid, that I was only seeing the connections because I wanted to solve this one case for my dad. And with Angel so pissed at me, it seemed that even if I was right, it still might have been better just to have left it alone. 

				The elevator bell rang, and Angel and I rushed down the corridor. A woman in a white lab coat stepped inside the elevator and noticed us hurrying toward it. She held the door for us.

				“Thank you,” I said. 

				“No problem.” She was wearing a doctor’s necklace, the stethoscope. She flashed us a gracious smile and as her gaze fell on Angel, the doctor looked struck for a brief moment. But Angel had that affect on almost everyone. There was no real reason for my attention to land on her nametag but it had. Dr. Haberwood. It was an unusual enough name that it left no doubt in my mind. The elevator stopped, and the doctor stepped out and strode purposefully toward the patient rooms.

				Angel walked out still steeped in her own deep thoughts, with, of course, no inkling that, if my wild hunch proved true, she’d just been standing in the elevator with her real mother.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 14 

				Angel

				Luke and I had slept in the same bed, but there was an invisible barrier between us at the moment, a barrier that I’d erected. The strangest part about feeling so distraught and so inexplicably estranged from Luke was that I yearned for the comfort of his arms every minute of the day. But I couldn’t bring myself to go near him. I felt as if I was dangling from a thin piece of string hundreds of feet above Earth, a string that might snap at any time and send me crashing to the ground. And even Luke wouldn’t be able catch me.

				Cash had struggled to dress. He hadn’t really gotten out of bed since we’d brought him home from Lauren’s, and that seemed to have less to do with pain and more to do with the cloud of depression that had settled over him once the bleak reality of his situation had sunk in. But from the stiff way he’d held himself as he got ready, it was clear that the injuries still bothered him plenty. Still, he improved daily, and the glue was doing its job of healing up the cut over his eye. Luke’s dress shirt fit Cash well enough, but he only had jeans for the bottom half. With his long hair combed back neatly and a close shave, he looked presentable enough for the courtroom.

				I walked up and straightened the collar on the shirt. “It’s nice to have you smell like soap for a change.” I punctuated my compliment with a kiss on his cheek. “You clean up nicely, Cash Tremaine.”

				Luke came out of the back with a small handgun. “I’m going to leave this on the top of the refrigerator, just in case. Don’t let Jericho sleep too long.”

				I nodded, and, as usual, my silent response seemed to strike him like a slap in the face. Jericho and Cash knew something significant had happened between us, but we’d kept the entire thing to ourselves. They seemed to know not to ask anything about it. 

				Cash pulled a small knife from his pocket. “Keep this blade tucked into your boot if you happen to go outside.”

				“But don’t go outside unless the house is on fire,” Luke amended. “And deadbolt the door.”

				“Yep, go before you’re late, and good luck.” They walked out. Luke’s car started and rolled out the driveway and down the street.

				It was still early enough that the floors in the house were cold on bare feet. Jericho would sleep for several more hours, and there would be no point in waking him early. He’d just be grouchy about it. He had nothing to do and nothing to occupy his mind. I knew he’d been spending time on the phone talking to other club members, and I feared that he wouldn’t stick around much longer, Dreygon threat or not. His old life was calling him back, and with the complete and utter boredom that was consuming him these days, I couldn’t blame him. His leg had healed to a slight limp that was most noticeable after he stood up but that lessened with each step.

				I laid Cash’s knife on the counter and smiled, knowing full well that I would be just as likely to use it as the gun. It wasn’t in my nature to do harm, no matter what the threat. But for the time being, and thanks to the men in my life who were always prepared for an attack, I was armed and ready for whatever hazard came my way. 

				I poured myself a cup of coffee and leaned over the counter, flipping the pages of a tool catalog. The woman who’d swabbed my cheek had said nothing about the time frame for results, but I knew it was a common enough test that it wouldn’t be long before we heard something. I’d tried, in vain, to push the whole thing from my mind, but it crept back during every unguarded moment. In the lab, the conversation had been short and confusing, but I’d gathered that the woman who’d taken my cell sample was the aunt of the lost baby. She’d looked at me with a flicker of something that was more than just two strangers meeting for the first time, but I’d convinced myself it was only out of curiosity. 

				I went into the bedroom and got dressed. I pulled my boots on to shield my bare feet from the chill of the wood floor. The weather was cooling, and I, for one, was glad to see the sweltering hot backside of summer.

			

			
				More than once I’d considered going into the office to peruse the file on the Starlight Baby and then thought better of it. For now, I told myself that this would pass and only be remembered as a few stressful days in a life that was already flooded with problems. I sat on the couch, and just as I reached for the remote, a weak knock sounded on the front door. My heart jumped. I waited quietly for whoever it was to go away.

				The curtains on the front windows were still shut, and I heard nothing more. Just when I’d relaxed, the knock came again. This time a thin, shaky voice followed. “Angel?” It was a woman’s voice. It sounded familiar, but I couldn’t place it at first. “Angel, it’s me, Candy. I need your help.” She ended her plea with a sob. 

				I crept from the couch and picked up the knife. I slid it down into my boot. Then I walked to the window, lifted the edge of the curtain and peered out. Candy stood at the front edge of the porch, bent over and holding her stomach. Blood dripped from her mouth. She was all alone. 

				I quickly unlocked the door and opened it. Candy’s face lifted. Someone had given her a fat lip, and a bruise was forming on her cheek. She looked ready to fall on her face. I stepped forward, but as I reached for her, someone’s thick, strong arm went around my neck. I opened my mouth to scream, but a calloused palm muffled it, nearly blocking my nose and all my air passages at once. I struggled to suck in a decent breath. The hand didn’t belong to Dreygon. 

				Stale breath tickled my cheek as my captor spoke. “We already saw the cop leave with the snitch, but I know Jericho is still inside. If you wake him, then this time I’ll shoot to kill,” J.D. hissed in my ear. 

				He closed the front door carefully and forced me down the steps. Candy looked at me apologetically. Judging by the shape she was in, she’d had no choice but to participate in this scheme. I glanced around. It was still early, and the neighborhood was quiet. A black truck rolled forward, and even with most of the oxygen being kept from my brain, I still had enough focus to see who was behind the wheel. One of his silver earrings glinted in the light pouring through the front windshield. 

				Candy opened the back door for me before reluctantly climbing into the passenger side. J.D. shoved me hard into the backseat, and I fell to my knees on the floor. His hand slapped my ass hard. “Get up on that seat.” 

				Dreygon was on the phone, but his cold as steel gaze watched me in the rearview mirror. I scowled back at him, and he laughed but kept his conversation going. “Don’t follow too closely,” he told the person on the other end. “Barringer will notice, and that sonavabitch can shoot the nose off a jack rabbit from five hundred feet. Keep me posted.” He hung up and twisted back to look at me. He’d aged some, and there was nothing in his face that reminded me of the grandfather I’d grown up with. The shell of the leathery, drug-withered man was still there, but that was it. 

				“Well, Missy, you sure have taken your grandfather on a goose chase. But you’re back with me now, and that’s where you’ll stay.”

				“I think you’ll just have to kill me then.”

				“That can be arranged.” He started the truck and pulled away from the curb. “In fact, that might be the easiest solution of all. I’m tired of wasting time chasing you down.”

				“Then why the hell don’t you just stop chasing?”

				We turned the corner away from Luke’s street. “That’s not possible.”

				“You’ve never given a damn about me, have you?”

				His eyes flinched in the mirror, and he didn’t answer at first. “You were my granddaughter, Angel. You’re my only flesh and blood. Of course I cared for you. But you are more trouble than you’re worth now. You’ve destroyed everything we had at the compound because you couldn’t resist helping a complete stranger.” He looked over at Candy, who had her hand cupped beneath her chin to catch the drips of blood that flowed from her mouth. “That’s why I knew you’d come out to help Candy. An easy lure, just like when we messed up Jericho.” He lifted his eyes to the mirror. “How is the boy? I had such high hopes for him.” He shook his head in disappointment.

				“The only person you have high hopes for is yourself. You don’t give a damn about anyone, and only the true idiots—” I looked pointedly at J.D.. “—would still do your bidding.”

				“Why, Evangeline, such harsh words for your grandpa.”

			

			
				 I stared out the window. We were getting on the highway that would eventually take us back to the compound. So much had happened in the last thirty-six hours that I felt nearly sick thinking about it, but one thing kept repeating in my head— why was Dreygon so obsessed with keeping me his prisoner? “I’ve been out from your supposed protection for awhile now, and I have never been approached by a rival club. Growing up, you had me scared to death of the enemies that lurked in the shadows. I was a big target, remember? You had to keep me from their clutches because rival clubs would use me against you. Those threats have never materialized, so either you are just paranoid and delusional enough to believe in your own power and worth, or you have some other darker motive.”

				His eyes lifted to the mirror again. “What are you rambling on about, Angel? Sometimes I think you are just as crazy as your mom.” His thick fingers gripped the steering wheel tighter. I’d struck a nerve. Holy fucking hell, I’d struck a nerve. Could it all be true?

				“If she was my mom,” I blurted before I had time to rethink it. A rush of nerves went through me, and I suddenly feared his reaction. 

				He was strangely silent at first and then a monstrous, harsh laugh shot from his mouth. “Just as crazy as your mom,” he repeated.

				J.D. laughed with him, but it was clear he hadn’t really understood the humor of it all. 

				I sat in silence and tried to analyze Dreygon’s reaction, but it was impossible to read what he was thinking. 

				“Are you all right, Candy?” I asked. “I apologize for these two assholes.”

				J.D. tensed in the seat next to me, but Dreygon shot him a quelling glance in the mirror.

				The bruise on Candy’s face had darkened, but her mouth had stopped bleeding. She looked back at me with the same contrite expression. “I’m fine, Angel.” 

				“When we get to the hell hole, I’ll fix you up.”

				“No you won’t,” Dreygon said tersely. “I can’t take a chance having you wander around unattended. You’re like that fucking hamster you used to have that would escape from its cage every night. Then we’d have to spend the next day looking for the damn thing. I kept hoping that Gracie’s cat had finally eaten it, but the fucking thing was immortal. Damn if it didn’t show up alive and happy every time.”

				Hearing him talk about memories of my childhood, fond, meaningful memories, like the ones where we’d tiptoed around the cabin looking for Charlie, my escape artist hamster, made my stomach clench as if an icy hand gripped it. All those memories had been tainted now, tainted with the new memories of the purely evil man sitting behind the steering wheel. 

				“So, you plan to cage me up?”

				He didn’t answer.

				“Are the dogs still there?” I was almost afraid to hear his response.

				“You spoiled them so much, they were useless as guard dogs. When your boyfriend broke the gate, they took off. Ended up at that old widow’s house down the road.”

				“Smart dogs.” I stared out the window. The landscape was looking depressingly familiar. 

				Dreygon pulled his phone out of his pocket. “What’s up?” He listened. “The courthouse? Interesting. Cash must be having his day in front of the judge. You know what to do if you see them.”

				I pulled in a deep breath and looked over at J.D.. A grin streaked across his fat, ruddy face. 

				I sat forward and clutched the top edge of the seat. The usual scent of weed drifted off of Dreygon’s clothing. “You don’t actually think you’ll be able to intimidate the man who can shoot the nose off a rabbit and the man who can snap a neck like a toothpick, do you?” I spoke confidently, but my pulse was pounding in my ears.

				“That’s why I hired a couple of professionals. No more club members to waste.”

				I flopped back against the seat and pushed my arm against my stomach to keep it from churning. One minute I’m in Lake Tahoe spending two dreamy days with the man I love, and the next minute I’m headed back into hell.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter  15 

				Luke

				Jericho had called twice while we were in the courtroom, but he hadn’t left a message. Things were going well for Cash. They’d provided him with a sharp, confident public defender, a young woman who couldn’t have been more than thirty but who really held her own against the state prosecutor, a sour-faced old guy who looked as if he drank kerosene for breakfast, and the judge, a woman who looked as if she’d send a kid to jail for stealing a piece of candy. Ms. Anderson, the public defender, had made it clear that her client was supposed to be under witness protection and that he had been gravely wronged by the system. Even though Cash had left the protection program voluntarily, in the end, he’d risked his life to bring two murderers to justice. When the judge asked why he hadn’t gone to the hospital after this last attack, Ms. Anderson quickly told the judge that it was, again, the state’s fault. Mr. Tremaine had no income because he’d been hiding from people who wanted him dead, and he had no health insurance. A doctor’s visit would have been too costly. 

				With everything going well in the courtroom, I decided to step into the hallway and call Jericho back. I wasn’t too worried because he called a lot. Boredom gave him nothing better to do, and for some reason, he liked to bug me. He answered in one ring. “Shit, I’ve been calling you.”

				“Judges don’t take too kindly to people having cell phone conversations in their courtroom. What’s up?”

				“Why the hell didn’t you tell me Angel was going with you guys this morning?”

				My hand tightened around the phone, and instantly, my heart thumped against my ribs. “What the hell are you talking about? If this is a fucking joke, Richo, then I swear when I get home—”

				“She’s not here. I’ve looked all over for her. And the front door was unlocked.”

				The wind had been knocked out of me, and it took me a second to gather my thoughts. “Who can you call to find out what’s going on? I’ll try Angel’s phone.”

				“Don’t bother. It’s sitting here on the coffee table.”

				“Does it look like there was any kind of a struggle?”

				He was quiet for a second. “Everything looks the same except there are a few drops of blood on the front porch.”

				“Fuck. Who can you still reach in the compound?”

				“Let me make some calls, and I’ll get right back to you. Wait, someone is calling me right now.” He left me and went to answer the second call. The doors to the courtroom opened and Cash walked out with his attorney. The looks on their faces assured me things had gone well, but Cash seemed to sense right away that the same was not true on my end. He had a short conversation with Ms. Anderson and then joined me.

				“Let’s go,” I said. “I’m waiting for Jericho to call me back. Angel is gone.”

				“What? Goddammit.” We hurried out the glass doors and down the long marbled steps of the courthouse. On the way to the car, I spotted a black Challenger with heavily tinted windows. That same black Challenger had followed us some distance on the freeway earlier but had eventually disappeared behind a big rig. I hadn’t give it another thought. The windows were dark, but it was easy enough to see the silhouette of two heads in the front seats. 

				“See that Challenger over there,” I said as we ran to my car. “I think some friends followed us to the courthouse.”

				“I think you might be right.”

				My phone rang. “What’s going on, Richo?”

			

			
				“Candy called. Dreygon used her the same way he used me, as a way to grab Angel. He’s got Angel tied up in the dungeon at the compound, and Candy says he’s crazier than ever. If that’s possible. You’re going to come get me, right?”

				“We don’t have time. Besides, we’ve got some friends tagging along behind us in a black car.”

				“Tell Cash I’m borrowing his bike then. I’ll meet you at the compound.”

				“Meet us at Mickey’s, and we’ll make a plan. But first, call Candy back and find out who’s there right now, so we know what we’re up against. See you soon.” I tossed Cash my keys. “You drive. Oh, and Jericho is borrowing your bike. We’re meeting him at Mickey’s.”

				We got in the car. I reached into the glove box and pulled out my gun.

				“You still as good a shot with your hand in that brace?” Cash asked as he pulled out of the spot. 

				“Yep. All I need is my right hand and my aim, and I can take those two thugs out with two bullets. Maybe even one if I get them at just the right angle.”

				Cash grinned as he glanced over to the side view mirror. 

				“Are they following?” I asked.

				“Yes, they are— in their hardly noticeable, shiny black muscle car with drug dealer tinted windows and shiny chrome wheels.” He pulled out of the parking lot and headed to the highway. “Nothing like leaving a courthouse after a murder hearing only to go out and get into another shitty situation where someone will most likely end up dead. And the one person who really needs to take a bullet to the head is Dreygon. But he’ll skip out of this smelling like a fucking rose.”

				“I wouldn’t count on it. He’s already stretched my last nerve as tight as it will go. And that nerve is attached to my trigger finger. I don’t know if I’ll be able to control myself this time. If he has so much as put one finger on Angel, I’m going to finish him off for good. No matter what the consequence.” I pulled down the visor and slid open the tiny mirror. Our shiny, black tail had fallen back behind traffic. “We’ll see what they do once we reach the deserted part of the highway.”

				Cash peered up in the mirror. “They are trying their hardest to disappear in the crowd back there.”

				“Do you recognize the guys or the car?”

				“No. But the windows are really dark. Can’t hardly see their faces. And as for the car, I’ve never seen it before, but then I haven’t exactly been hanging around club socials lately.”

				“True.” I knew Cash had been feeling down since the last attack, but I had no advice to offer. We needed to put Dreygon behind bars. That would crumble some of the rotten fibers of the club, which would hopefully result in them laying off of Cash. “What do you think you’ll do now that it looks like you’ll get off on self-defense?”

				“Not sure yet but I can’t stick around here much longer.” He looked over at me. “I’m sure that doesn’t come as a shock to you.”

				“No, it doesn’t. I think Jericho is about ready to climb the walls too.”

				“He’s even worse off than me. He was still thinking about heading up to Montana to apply for that logging job. But I don’t know. Richo has never worked hard like that. He was used to being involved with whatever the club was up to.”

				“Then some sweat and blood might be good for him. And, trust me, those logging jobs come with a hearty helping of both. He got along well with Gage. Angel figured that Jericho had attached himself to Gage quickly because my brother reminded him of you.”

				“Yeah, Richo used to follow me around a lot. I always acted annoyed, but I really didn’t mind. I’d never had a younger brother…or anyone for that matter. Dreygon and the people at the compound were my family.”

				“I know. They were Angel’s too.”

				“But it’s over,” he said with a sigh of resignation. “And that’s probably a good thing. Hey, our buddies are right behind us.”

				“Thought maybe they’d gotten bored.” I pressed the button on the console that controlled the moon roof. 

				Cash glanced up as it slid open. “Do you have a periscope, or are you planning on sticking your face up through that hole?”

			

			
				“No periscope. Just me and my eyeballs. I’m hoping they aren’t great shots. But just in case, do a little zigzagging across the lanes.” 

				I readied my gun. “All right, Ziggy, but go easy. Otherwise, I won’t be able to take aim either.”

				The tires thudded over the buttons dividing the lanes as Cash maneuvered the car in a wavy pattern down the quiet highway. I held onto the edge of the opening to gain my balance and pushed through it. The passenger stuck his arm out the window and fired at us. The side view mirror of my car flew off. 

				I ducked back inside. “Shit, those mirrors are expensive to replace.” I looked over at Cash. “I’m going again.” I knelt up on the seat. The wind battered the back of my head as I shot straight at their windshield. The Challenger swerved wildly from side to side as the dark windshield dissolved into thousands of dark green glass pebbles. “I don’t like shooting someone if I can’t see their face.”

				Cash peered up in the rearview, and a rare laugh spurted from his mouth. “Those two fucking clowns. I hope they get moths stuck in their teeth. Unless Dreygon has some new recruits, who he trusted with this assignment, I’d say those guys are hired guns.” 

				“Great, then it’ll be easier to beat some damming information out of them. They won’t have any loyalty to Dreygon.”

				“Don’t be too sure. Some people are afraid of the club even if they don’t belong to it.” He pointed to the nasty cut over his eye. “Because they’re real good at this kind of shit.” 

				I turned back. “I don’t see them anymore.”

				“I think the windshield explosion threw them off their game,” Cash said. “They’ve fallen way behind. We’re almost at the turn off for the compound.”

				“Good. I’ve got an idea. Let’s ditch the car on the opposite side of the road, out of view. They’ll be looking this direction for the turn off.”

				Cash followed my plan, and when we reached the dirt road to the compound, he drove off on the opposite side. 

				I pointed ahead. “Over there, past that lump of shrubs, and hurry so the dust dies down fast.” 

				He pulled the Camaro around behind some spindly foliage. It wasn’t completely camouflaged, but I doubted it could be seen from the road. We climbed out of the car and shot across the highway to the other side. We ran a good distance along the path. I could hear a car nearing. 

				“Back here.” We ducked behind a dense patch of sage brush. “We need to get rid of these idiots before we get to the compound. We’ve got to keep the odds in our favor.”

				A cloud of dust shot up like a small tornado as the car pulled off the highway. We could hear them talking through the newly opened windshield. “Sharpe said the guy was an expert shot,” one of them said.

				“We’ll corner them at the compound,” the other one answered.

				“I don’t think so,” I muttered. I stepped out onto the crude road and walked straight toward the car as it lumbered along at twenty-plus miles per hour. I stopped in the middle of the path. Their eyes and mouths opened wide, but they didn’t have time to draw their weapons before I took out both front tires. The car limped along a few more feet and then got stuck in the first deep rut in the road. 

				I pulled my wallet out of my pocket, a tough task with a brace on my hand. I held up my badge just as the man in the passenger seat raised his gun. I rolled across the rough ground as he fired. I got back up, and I wasn’t imagining the flicker of fear in the driver’s eyes as I strode toward them. But instead of raising my gun, I held up my badge. The sun glinted off the shiny metal, and the man who’d fired his gun looked as if his eyes might pop out. His mouth hung open. 

				“The dude’s a cop,” the driver said. 

				I reached the front of the car. I heard Cash come up behind me. 

				“Actually—” I pointed to the badge. “—if you look closely through your very transparent windshield, it says Special Agent. Do you mean to tell me that Sharpe left out that detail?” I shook my head. “That man, you just can’t trust him.” I pointed my gun at the guy in the passenger’s seat. “Drop that weapon, and any other toys you two have, out the window and then be on your way.” They seemed even more surprised about me offering them their freedom than about the fact that I had a badge. “Hurry, because we’ve got stuff to do, and you two numskulls are holding us up.” 

			

			
				Each man dropped a gun from the window. The driver started the car. Cash and I lifted the front end and freed the wheels from the ditch. It wobbled away like a wounded animal and turned back onto the highway. 

				“Well, that was easy,” Cash said. “I’m surprised that you let them go.”

				“Yeah, I didn’t really.” I pulled out my phone. “Hello, this is Special Agent Luke Barringer of the Reno DEA, and I just had two armed men chase me down Highway 50. They are heading east in a black Challenger with no front tires and no front windshield. They ditched their weapons on the turn off at mile fifteen. I’ll be heading to Dreygon Sharpe’s compound next, and there might be some trouble, so send some cars out there too.” I read the emergency operator my badge number and hung up. “Hopefully they’ll be willing to trade the details of who hired them for a plea bargain. It might be what we need.”

				 We walked back across the highway to the car and drove to Mickey’s Saloon. Cash’s bike was parked out front. Jericho came out to meet us as Cash stopped the car. He got into the backseat.

				“Talked to Candy. Aside from J.D., Hoover and Blade, most everyone else has cleared out of the compound. Max is still there, but he’s harmless.

				 “Hoover and Blade, aren’t those the guys that messed you up?” I asked.

				“Yeah, and I’m pretty damn stoked about getting to meet them face to face again,” Cash said.  

				“From what Candy said, they are also the ones who took out Gunner. They’ve always been the kind of guys who got off on hurting people, and they’ll do anything to be in good standing with Dreygon. By the way, I brought that gun you had stashed on the top of the refrigerator.” Jericho lifted the weapon. 

				“The one Angel was supposed to use to protect herself?” Of course, I’d known she would never touch the thing.

				“Candy said they messed her up, and Angel came out of the house to help her.”

				I twisted around and looked at Jericho. “I’ve got an idea. After I left the compound, I spent a lot of hours trying to figure out how I could get back inside for Angel. Assuming the gate has been fixed—” They both looked at me. “I wrecked it with a tire iron the day they shot Jericho and snatched Angel. Anyway, I think if I get in the right position, I can take out the electrical panel. The power would short out, and we could get through.”

				Jericho grinned. “So, we’re just going to storm the place. I like it. I’ve been wanting a crack at that pig, J.D. too.”

				“Let’s go.” 

				Cash drove the car out of Mickey’s parking lot and onto the highway. We drove back to the turn off. The patrol cars hadn’t been out to retrieve the weapons yet. With the exception of a few birds fluttering in the shrubs, the entire area was deserted. 

				“Been awhile since I’ve driven along this path,” Jericho said almost sadly. “Still can’t believe all the shit that’s gone down since—”

				I looked back at him. “Since Angel walked me through the compound gates?”

				He stopped to think about it. “Well, yeah, since then. Boy, you sure do like to stir things up, Reno. I should have known it that first day when Angel pleaded with me to go into the dungeon and make sure Gunner didn’t kill you.”

				“I remember you standing there watching.” I looked over at Cash. “And you. You never laid a hand on me when I was chained up, but Gunner was sure enjoying himself. I still have that fucking scar on my leg from the branding iron, a little souvenir from my stay at the Bedlam Hilton.”

				Cash looked briefly in my direction. “You were already pretty fucked up by the time we strung you up by your wrists. I saw no point in it. By then, I’d already lost respect for Dreygon. I was thinking about getting the hell out.”

				“I never realized that,” Jericho said. “But then you were never exactly the type to share your feelings.”

			

			
				“Let’s ditch the car before the road starts to go up toward the higher elevation. We’ll hike in so they don’t see us coming. Although, I’m sure Dreygon knows we’re not just sitting at home fretting.”

				Cash pulled the car into a shallow ravine that looked as if it had formed from the occasional downpour. We climbed out. The air was dry, but it was not nearly as hot as it’d been when Angel first found me.

				“Now I’m thinking we should’ve picked up one of those guns,” I said. “Sorry we don’t have a weapon for you. Want to use this one?” 

				Cash shook his head. “Nope, it’s more effective in your hand. I just need my fists. But I wish I had my damn sunglasses.” 

				“You must have been so busy getting all prettied up for the judge you forgot them.” Jericho touched the long sleeve of the dress shirt I’d lent Cash. 

				Cash stared over at him. “Touch me again, Richo, and I might just warm up my fists on you.”

				Dust kicked up around our feet as we trudged uphill. The top of the compound wall came into view. “Home sweet concrete home,” Jericho quipped. “The more I think about it, the more I realize I’m glad to be out of there.”

				We hiked along the side of the compound in the shade of the massive surrounding wall. Before we’d even reached the gate, I could see that it had not been fixed. Instead, a large chain and padlock had been wrapped around it to hold it securely shut. 

				“This might be easier than I thought. I’ll just shoot off the padlock.” 

				We pressed up against the wall. “Once I fire my gun, they’ll know we’ve arrived, so be ready. Jericho and I will lead since we have weapons.” I looked over at him. He’d been joking with Cash just seconds before, but now that we were at the gate, his jaw was clenched tightly. I doubted that he’d ever expected to walk into this place with a gun drawn. 

				“Don’t hesitate. I assure you, they won’t. And remember, J.D. already shot you once.” That reminder seemed to make the tension worse. Once you’ve been hit with a bullet, it’s not something you wanted to experience again. “You all right?” I asked him.

				Jericho nodded. “Fuck yeah. Better than all right. Let’s go.”

				One bullet shattered the padlock. The sound of it echoed off Angel’s Ridge, and immediately, there was activity inside the compound. Max was the first person at the gate. His bulgy eyes wobbled in fear as the three of us pushed open the heavy wrought iron and walked inside. 

				“Go, Max,” Cash ordered. “Get out now before all hell breaks loose in here.”

				Max hesitated, but for only a second, before dashing around the gate and racing out into the surrounding desert. A tall man with a face like a bulldog, a shaved head and a gun in his hand came out of one of the cabins without shoes or a shirt. 

				“That’s Hoover,” Cash said. 

				Hoover raised his weapon, but I took out his knee before he could get in a shot. He yelled out and clutched his leg before pitching sideways off the porch steps. By the time Cash reached him, he’d managed to lift his gun in the air. Cash kicked it out of his hand and then brought the heel of his foot down on Hoover’s face. 

				J. D. came out of the kitchen with another guy, who I could only assume was Blade. Blade was thin and tall with sharp shoulders and elbows, and I wondered if Blade was a nickname because of his shape. They turned over the bench on the kitchen porch and ducked behind it. 

				I motioned for Jericho to take cover, and I pressed along the side of the cabin where Hoover lay bleeding in the dirt. Cash ignored the bullets coming our way. He leaned over, grabbed Hoover by the neck and squeezed. Hoover clawed frantically at Cash’s arm, but he only tightened his grip. Hoover’s face turned bright red.

				“Cash,” I called, “let him be. You don’t want another dead man on your record. The judge might not be so nice next time.”

				Cash gave him one more squeeze and tiny, pathetic squeaks spurted from Hoover’s bulbous lips. Then Cash released him and took cover with me. J.D. was firing blindly into the courtyard, with no real purpose to his shots. The one person who was conspicuously absent was Dreygon. Knowing him, the old shit had pulled a chair up to the window of his cabin to watch the show. 

			

			
				“I’m going to get closer,” I said to Cash. “They keep popping up like moles in a carnival game. I can whack them before they disappear back into their holes.” 

				Jericho watched from across the way as I raced toward the next building. It was Angel’s old cabin. The flowers in the front box were withered and dead, and the dog pillows she’d placed on the porch were covered in dust. 

				I peered around the edge of the structure. Some of the shrubbery had grown tall and scraggly, but I still had a clear view of the kitchen porch. I wasn’t at the right angle to get in a good shot. I’d have to walk out into the clearing and hope that my speed and aim would still give me the advantage without cover. I walked away from the cabin and strode toward them just as I’d done with the men who’d been hired to follow us. 

				Blade took a shot, and the bullet grazed my thigh just as I fired one into his hand. His gun flew from his grasp and bounced down the porch steps. I grabbed my leg but managed to stay upright. It was just a flesh wound, but it fucking hurt. Blood dripped down the leg of my pants. I straightened just as I saw the glint of J.D.’s gun. Another shot rang out. Jericho had stepped out of cover and taken a clean shot at J.D., who’d been too focused on me to notice the other shooter.

				Cash lumbered toward me. “Richo and I have this. Go get Angel.” 

				I handed him my gun. “You’ll need it more than me.” Gunfire sounded behind me, but I didn’t look back. I was far more confident in Jericho and Cash’s skills than in the two assholes hiding behind the bench. There was no sound coming from the small building, or as it was better known, the dungeon. It had been the first place I’d been dragged to when I arrived in Dreygon’s slice of hell. 

				If Dreygon had harmed Angel in any way, I was sure I would not be able to control myself. I would tear the fucker apart with my bare hands. I reached the top step, sure that I would have to kick in the door. But it was slightly ajar, and that should have been my first clue that something wasn’t right.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 16 

				Angel

				My knees ached from being pressed down on the rough, cement floor. It was stained with brownish-red patches of dried blood, and the entire room smelled sour of bruised flesh and sweat. Dreygon pushed the pistol barrel harder against my temple, but I didn’t flinch. I hated the man too much to show any fear. It was only rage that seethed through me, and now, more than ever, I wondered if he really was my grandfather. 

				Dreygon laughed quietly. It was a cold, cutting sound. “Guess who is coming this way?” He rattled the heavy chain he held behind his back. “We’ll give him a nice welcome.”

				The door pushed open. My eyes squeezed shut against the harsh light that now poured into the dark room. But even through the blinding sunlight, I could recognize the broad shouldered silhouette in front of me. Tears streamed down my face, the second my eyes had adjusted and his shocked face came into focus.

				“Unarmed, eh?” Dreygon sneered. “You always did have a massive pair of balls. But I still don’t trust you. Put your hands behind your head.”

				Luke lifted his arms and pressed his hands against the back of his head. 

				“Well, it seems, the Calvary has arrived.” Dreygon said. “And I see you brought the two traitors with you.” He pushed the gun harder against my head, and I winced at the pain. 

				Luke glared at Dreygon as if he would tear his throat out at any second. But Dreygon had the upper hand, and my heart beat wildly with the fear that he would kill Luke this time.

				“This is between you and me,” Luke said. “Let Angel out of here right now and then you can do what you want with me.”

				“I’m fucking tired of seeing your goddamned face, Boy!” Dreygon’s booming voice bounced off the brick walls. The loud, angry reaction was out of character. Even when facing down his fiercest enemies, Dreygon always kept that chilling, cold demeanor. It was what had always made him especially menacing. “I’ve been trying to keep my hands clean of your blood, but I’m done. Let them put me in the fucking electric chair. I just want to see you die, Barringer. Now get over here and kneel down right in front of this pretty little thorn in my side. Otherwise, you can watch her die first.

				Luke walked forward. A long trail of blood streamed down the side of his pants. They were ripped open at the thigh. He dropped down to his knees in front of me, and having him so close sent a waterfall of tears down my face. 

				“I’m sorry, Angel,” Luke said quietly. 

				My shoulders shook with a sob. 

				“I’m not a complete monster,” Dreygon snarled from above. “I’ll let you kiss him good-bye.”

				I wiped at my tears and leaned forward. Luke placed his hands on each side of my face and pulled my mouth against his. 

				“Enough,” Dreygon snarled. “Let’s finish this. I see Cash coming this way.” The second Luke pulled away from me, Dreygon swung the chain at him. Luke flew sideways. Dreygon pulled the gun from my head and stood over Luke. It was happening again. I was going to lose the man I loved, all at the hand of the man who’d raised me. 

				I reached into my boot and pulled out the knife Cash had given me. “No fucking way!” I screamed. I lunged toward Dreygon. I’d meant to shock the hell out of him by sticking the blade into his shoulder, but he turned at the last second. The knife went through his neck. Terror shot through me as I realized what I’d done. Dreygon’s eyes widened for a second. I pulled the blade out and a fountain of blood erupted from his jugular vein.

			

			
				Dreygon dropped to his knees. 

				“No!” I pressed my hand against the slice in his neck. Blood sprayed over my face and clothes as I tried futilely tried to staunch the fatal flow of blood. Dreygon’s dark eyes didn’t leave my face as his color and life drained away, all of it streaming like a river over my hand and arm. The red puddle around my knees was an inch deep, but I still pressed firmly against the cut vein. “I need something to stop the blood flow,” I cried. 

				Luke just looked at me. Deep down I knew there was no way to save him, but I hadn’t accepted it yet. Dreygon collapsed down to the ground, his arms and legs convulsed as if he were drowning in the pool of blood.

				“I didn’t meant to,” I sobbed, but he no longer heard me. “You turned at the wrong time.” More light came into the room, and I heard footsteps behind me. 

				“Holy shit,” Jericho muttered. 

				I kept my hand pressed against Dreygon’s neck. He’d stopped moving. Luke walked over and tried to help me up. I pushed him away with my free hand while I kept my fingers pressed against the severed flesh on Dreygon’s neck. The flow of blood had slowed to a trickle, and the pressure beneath my fingertips had all but disappeared. Dreygon’s face looked like cold, white marble as death smoothed out the wrinkles and harsh lines. His mouth turned up the smallest bit, and for a brief second, he reminded me of the grandfather who’d played tag with me in the courtyard. 

				“The police are here.” Cash’s deep voice echoed off the brick walls.

				I peered up at Luke from my swamp of blood. My clothing and skin were soaked. “Will they arrest me?”

				Luke shook his head. “You just saved a federal agent…again. They might just give you a medal.”

				I looked back at the body on the floor and the nightmarish scene that had been brought on by one small knife wound. If it hadn’t been for the warm, sticky liquid covering my clothes and arms, I could almost have believed that I was on the couch watching a scene from a horror movie. I heard many voices outside, and there seemed to be a flurry of activity. While it had never bothered me before, suddenly, the salty, metallic smell of fresh blood sickened me. I held my arm against my stomach to halt the waves of nausea. 

				Luke lowered his hand for me. My fingers trembled wildly as I raised my arm. That was when I realized that my arm, shoulder and entire body were shaking almost uncontrollably. I managed to place my red hand on Luke’s strong, clean palm, and he helped me to my feet. The room swayed as I looked down at my bloodstained clothing. As my head came up, the room turned upside down, and Luke caught me before I slumped back down into the red puddle.

				“Get me out of here, please.” It took all of my strength to speak.

				Luke lifted me into his arms, and I leaned my head against his shoulder.

				Two policemen were climbing the steps to the gray brick building as Luke stepped out.

				“Is she hurt?” one of the officers asked.

				“No, she stabbed the man inside. He was about to shoot me in the head.” Luke motioned for Jericho to pull out the wallet from his back pocket. “I’m with the Reno DEA, and this woman just saved my life.” He looked down at me. “Again.”

				“We’ll need a statement from both of you,” an officer said. 

				“We’ll be back soon. Take everyone else’s statements first.” Luke carried me across the yard. Candy was sitting on the porch of her cabin, holding an ice pack to her face and talking to a police officer. The yard was overrun with police and emergency crews. It looked nothing like the compound. Dreygon’s fortress was no longer. Dreygon was no longer, and I had killed him. 

				Luke carried me past the table where we’d carved the giant jack-o’-lantern, Grandpa and me. But that man had left the compound long ago, and he’d taken any fond memories with him, leaving only an evil doppelganger behind. The man lying in his own blood in the dungeon looked and sounded like my grandfather, but that was where the similarities ended. Somehow, in the madness of becoming the ruthless, egotistical president of a motorcycle club, he’d lost his soul and his conscience. He’d lost everyone who loved him, and the person who had loved him the most, his granddaughter, had, in the end, destroyed him. 

				Luke carried me into the bathroom. He reached into the shower stall and turned on the water. The inside of the bathroom was so familiar, with its mold-stained tile and macabre decor of cobwebs, rat shit and the tiny bat who always perched in the corner where the ceiling and the top of the wall didn’t quiet meet. I’d stood so many times in front of the warped mirrors over the sink brushing my teeth and hair. I’d stood in the dank cement room so many times, yet it felt as if I was standing in a strange, unfriendly place. 

			

			
				I stood like a limp doll as Luke stripped me of my blood covered clothes. I had a hard time staying upright, and more than once, he had to grip my arm firmly to keep me from sinking to the floor. A good amount of blood had been transferred to the nice shirt he’d worn for court. 

				I touched the stain on his sleeve. “I’m sorry, Reno.”

				“I never liked this shirt much anyhow.” 

				“No, I’m not talking about the shirt.” Tears flowed again, and in the hazy mirror, I could see the clean streaks they were leaving on my bloodstained face.

				Luke leaned over, and I braced myself on his shoulders as he took off my boots and jeans. Once he had me stripped naked, he took my hand and walked me into the weak, warm stream of water. The bar of soap that I’d always kept there was still sitting in the little plastic basket of sundries I’d arranged for myself. But my limbs were useless. I felt as if someone had just run me down with a steamroller. 

				The water swirling around my feet, and trying to find its way down the drain, was bright red in color. It looked surreal as it circled my bare toes and ankles. 

				Fully clothed, Luke stepped into the shower. He picked up the bar of soap and my sponge and lathered my skin. I stood still with my face turned up to the water, letting it wash all the blood from my skin and hair, while Luke cleaned every drop, every reminder of those last horrible moments, from my body. But what I’d done, could never be cleansed from my mind.

				“I was just going to stab him in the shoulder,” I sobbed. “I was just going to stun him long enough to reach for his gun.” My shoulders shook again. “At the last second he turned.” 

				Luke put down the soap and pulled me into his arms. “Shh, it’s all right, Angel. He was a dangerous man, and he led a dangerous life.” I pressed my face into his shirt, and the water turned cold as he held me quietly and waited for me to finish a long needed cry.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 17 

				Luke

				Shock and sheer exhaustion had taken their toll on Angel. We’d taken Jericho back to Mickey’s for the bike. Cash drove us home, and Angel slept in my arms in the backseat. The police had taken statements. They’d hauled in a pretty messed up J.D. for kidnapping, and the other two men would be charged with accessory to kidnapping after they received some much needed first aid. Cash had gotten some revenge on them. Candy went to the hospital in an ambulance. Rose had left the compound months ago, and no one had seen Max after we’d told him to take off. They’d called the coroner to pick up Dreygon. Angel had held tightly to my arm as they pushed the gurney into the back of the van. 

				We’d left last, after packing the rest of Angel’s belongings, which weren’t much, into the trunk of the car. A gloomy sky of clouds hung over the empty compound. It’d looked like a starkly walled ghost town as we drove away.

				Angel snuggled her face against my chest, and a soft, sweet sound floated from her lips. I had her back where she belonged, in my arms. I had no idea what would happen after this, but for now, I was reveling in every second of having her tucked against me. All of this would stick with her forever, and I hated that she’d had to endure something so ugly. But the turn of events today had freed her for good from Dreygon Sharpe. Even though she hadn’t planned it, she’d just freed everyone from his control. 

				“What do you think will happen to the club now?” I asked Cash.

				“That’s hard to say. Gunner would have been the next logical president, but since he’s gone, they’ll probably ride rudderless for awhile. I hope, for the club’s sake, someone decent steps into power. I know Dreygon had been grooming Jericho for the position. His dad had a lot of loyal connections within Bedlam. But, like me, he’s done with it.”

				I knew it would be hard on Angel when the final threads of her family, Cash and Jericho, had gone, but it was inevitable. “Do you think the club is finished punishing you?”

				“Can’t say for sure, but I’m not worried.”

				“No, after I saw what you did to Hoover and Blade in those few short minutes, I’m sure you aren’t.” Angel wriggled in my arms again. “Where do you think you’ll go now?”

				“I’ve got to find work somewhere. Might head to the coast to see what’s going on over there. Not sure yet.” He peered up in the mirror. “Never would have guessed that day Angel brought you into the compound that things would  turn out like this.”

				“Yeah, I wouldn’t have guessed it either.” I looked down at the girl in my arms. As much as I’d turned her life inside out, she’d done the same for me. I hadn’t expected for one person to take complete control of my heart. “It’s as if it was all meant to be,” I said, more to myself than to Cash.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 18 

				Luke

				The house was still quiet as I slipped out of the bedroom and closed the door. Cash and Jericho were asleep and, after a restless night, Angel slept soundly too. She’d startled awake at least a dozen times, and each time, it had taken a long while for her to fall back asleep. She always comforted me when my sleep was agitated with nightmares, and now, it was my turn to ease her pain. 

				I started the coffee pot and stared out the window of the house. Kids were strolling along the sidewalks with their backpacks, heading to school, and people were driving off for a day of work. I’d never been the type to want a quiet, ordinary life, but at the moment, it sounded pretty fucking tempting. 

				I’d taken the brace off my wrist because it was starting to irritate me. My hand seemed to have full motion again, and the pain wasn’t any worse than a mild toothache. I would be heading back to work soon. Angel wanted to start school and learn to drive and live a real life outside of the compound, and I planned to help her do that. But there was still one big twist ahead. A few days earlier, I’d felt somewhat confident that Angel could be the Starlight Baby, but now I wasn’t sure at all. I’d gone over all the coincidences in my head many times, and I could just as easily convince myself it was true as convince myself that it had been a crazy idea. 

				I sat on the couch and flipped on the television. The flesh wound on my leg stung as it rubbed against the inside of my jeans. All of us had come out of the nightmare virtually unscathed, and I was thankful as hell for that. There had been a few seconds in the dungeon when I was sure that I was a dead man and that Dreygon would finally get his wish to see my head blown off. All I could think about in those seconds was that I didn’t want to leave Angel alone.

				My phone rang and I pulled it out. It was Dr. Palmer. I pulled in a deep breath and answered it. “Hello.”

				“Luke Barringer?”

				“Yes, Dr. Palmer, it’s me.”

				There was a long pause, and it seemed the man was trying to catch his breath.

				“Dr. Palmer?”

				“She is our daughter,” his voice broke. “You’ve found our baby.” 

				I scrubbed my fingers through my hair, trying to decide if I was actually awake. But the emotion coming through the phone assured me that I wasn’t sleeping. This was happening. My hunch had proven correct, and the long lost Starlight Baby was tucked under the covers in my bed.  

				It took the doctor a few moments to recover. I could only assume it was the first time he’d said it out loud. His voice still hadn’t come back to him, and it was drained and hoarse as he spoke. “I haven’t said anything to my wife yet. She went in to perform surgery an hour ago, and I don’t expect her out for three or four hours.” I could hear him swallow hard through the phone. “Is the girl— is Lyndsey there with you?”

				It took me a second to straighten in my head who he was asking about. “We know her as Angel.” I didn’t know why I’d felt the need to correct the man. He’d just received the most stunning news of his life, but to me she was Angel, a name that suited her perfectly. 

				The impact of the phone call had temporarily wiped away the explosive events of the day before. Angel had just experienced something so traumatic, I was sure it would take her years to fully recover. Now I had something even more alarming to tell her. As strong as she was, there was no way of knowing how she would react to this news. Just the mention of it as a possibility had sent her into an emotional spiral, and she had been furious with me for even suggesting it. 

				“She’s sleeping.” I decided not to bring up anything about the previous day. It wasn’t necessary for him to know anything else yet. I’d told him some of the details about Angel’s life, and no doubt, he would learn them all eventually.

			

			
				“I’m heading home now. Obviously, once I got the test results I cancelled my appointments. I only wish that I could have talked to my wife before she went into surgery. I’ll text you our address. Can you bring her to the house?”

				“Of course, but I need to tell her first. This isn’t going to be easy.”

				“Once this gets out, I’m afraid the media will explode with it. It seems you’d be too young to remember, but our case was in all the headlines.”

				“I’ve no doubt about that, and I do think the longer this is kept quiet, the better. At least until all of you have time to absorb it.”

				“Absolutely.” He had regained his composure some, and it seemed his mind was racing with questions. “What about the monsters who took her? When will they be arrested? Do we know their whereabouts?”

				“They are both dead. The woman who stole your baby died of suicide when Angel was a young girl, and from what I can tell the only other person who knew about the kidnapped baby was the woman’s father. He died— he died yesterday. It is a long story but you’ll hear all of it soon enough.”

				Silence followed and I was sure I heard a sigh of relief through the phone. “I’m glad they are dead. I don’t know if I could face them in a courtroom.”

				“We’ll be there in a few hours.” I absorbed the impact of this as well. I was now faced with the task of telling the woman I loved that her entire childhood had been a scam, that she’d been born to a completely different life and upbringing. The layers of emotion that cradled her story were too immense to unpeel all at once. She would have to come to grips with the bleak truth that the mom who raised her, the mom she had loved dearly, had been her kidnapper.

				I got up and paced the room a few times, wondering if I should walk in and wake her. But I wasn’t ready yet. I needed to work up the courage to tell her and be prepared for whatever reaction she might have. Her life was about to change far more dramatically than it already had in the last twenty-four hours, in the last few months, for that matter. And, selfishly, I worried about how this would affect our relationship. I hoped that somewhere in the midst of it all, she’d still have a place for me in her life.

				My phone rang again and I tensed. It seemed every phone call lately had been more than just a ‘what’s up’ chat. It was Gage. “Hey, whatever it is, I hope it’s not anything dramatic because I’m up to my fucking eyeballs with drama at the moment.”

				“Morning to you, too. Shit. I was just going to let you know that Seth left me a message. He’s going to be out of cell phone range for a few weeks, so we won’t be able to reach him.”

				“All right.” I scrubbed my hair back with my fingers and then decided to head out to the front porch to talk.

				“So, what the hell drama are you talking about? Is everyone all right?”

				“Yeah, no, well, yeah. Dreygon snatched Angel right from the front stoop of the house. Jericho, Cash and I stormed the compound. Dreygon nearly killed me, but Angel stabbed in him in the throat and he’s dead.”

				Gage was quiet, and I knew he was waiting for me to laugh and say ‘not really’. “You’re kidding, right?”

				“Nope.” I sat on the top step and stared out at the quiet street. Two women were dressed in fancy matching jogging suits only they were walking and drinking cups of coffee with their morning exercise. “Now do you want to hear the really big news?”

				“Fucking hell,” Gage said. “There’s more?”

				“Way more. You know that case of the missing baby that Dad anguished over for years?”

				“The Starlight Baby? Yeah,” he said. “What about it?”

				“Angel is that baby.”

				This time he laughed, and he waited for me to join him. “You can’t be serious.”

				“I can and I am. The paternity test just came back. I haven’t told her yet— about the test, I mean. She was really upset when I told her that I thought she might be the missing girl.”

				“I’ll bet. Shit, I can’t believe it. What were the odds of her finding you out there in the desert? What were the odds of you two crossing paths?”

			

			
				“I know. It’s mind-boggling. The weirdest part about it is we both connected so quickly, it was like deep down we knew we were supposed to meet.” 

				“Destiny?”

				“I guess that’s what it’s called.” I heard movement inside the house. Someone had opened a kitchen cupboard. “Gage, I’ve got to go. I think Angel is up.”

				“Good luck, Bro. Let me know what happens.”

				“I will.”

				I stayed out on the porch for another minute figuring out what to say. Then I reached for the knob and turned it. Angel picked up the coffee pot as I walked inside. She looked weary and sad and a little lost. She glanced down at the phone in my hand and then her gaze shot to my face.

				Turned out I hadn’t needed to spend any time compiling the right words to tell her. She read it in my face. “Luke?”

				I nodded. The coffee pot crashed to the floor. 

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 19 

				Angel

				I’d left behind my beloved boots, along with all my other bloodied clothing, at the compound. I felt lost without them. Something about those old black boots had made me feel strong, a bit invulnerable, and in the end, they’d hidden the knife that had saved Luke’s life. That was what I’d done. I’d been repeating that in my head to keep myself from going mad with guilt over taking a man’s life. And not just any man, but the one who had pretended to be my grandfather all my life. I sat down and tied the thin leather straps of my sandals around my ankles in Ancient Greek fashion. They fit the newly opened Pandora’s box that was my life. They were odd, vintage sandals that I’d fallen in love with the second I’d discovered them in a heap of old shoes at the thrift store. I hadn’t worn them for months, and my feet felt just one step above being barefoot, especially since my toes were used to being clad in black leather. 

				I walked to the mirror over the dresser and glanced in it. I looked pale and drawn and a touch disoriented. The blue eyes staring back at me weren’t my own. They belonged to a stranger, a girl whose real life had been dissolved and replaced by a pretend one.

				I wrapped my arms around myself to steady the trembling. I’d been plagued with gooseflesh and shivers from the second I’d seen the look on Luke’s face. He hadn’t said a word, but I’d known immediately. 

				I glanced down at my dress and tugged uselessly at the too short hem. My second-hand garb would have to do. I pressed my hand against my stomach to calm the butterflies. I wasn’t sure I could go through with this. 

				I walked out to the living room. Luke stood up from the big chair. Jericho and Cash sat like stone statues on the couch. Their shock at the news was still fresh on their faces. I was feeling that same shock through my entire body, and I felt sick from it. 

				My hands and knees were shaking again, and I could do nothing to stop them. “Luke, I can’t go. I can’t do this.” Even my voice was not my own.

				He nodded. “I’ll call Dr. Palmer and let him know. But remember, they’ve been waiting twenty-two years to see their daughter. And I think they will be fucking amazed when they meet her.”

				 I sniffled. “Don’t make me cry again. I already look ridiculous with my bulbous nose and red eyes,” I sobbed. “How can I do this? How can I meet two complete strangers and pretend they are my parents? How the hell did this happen?”

				Cash and Jericho got up to leave the room. “No,” I said. “Don’t you two waddle out of here like chickens. You two were part of my family, my fake family. How the fuck did this happen?”

				Cash looked down at the ground. “I had no idea, Angel. I swear to you. Gunner never said a word. If he had…” 

				Jericho walked over and put his arms around me. “You’re my sister and best friend, Evie. Nothing can change that ever. I’m sorry for what your mom— for what Angelica did, but my life would have sucked without you.”

				I pressed my face into his shirt in a pathetic attempt to stop the tears. 

				“What do you want to do, Angel?” Luke asked. 

				I lifted my face, and Jericho lowered his arms. My head spun. I looked at the three men standing around me, they were my family, they would always be my family. If nothing else, I always had them. I took a deep breath. “I’m ready.”

				***

			

			
				I’d kept my arm pressed against my stomach for the entire ride to keep from getting sick. 

				After making Luke turn the car around twice, which he’d done without argument, we turned the corner onto the street where the people lived. In my mind they were still ‘the people’. I couldn’t see how it was possible for me to ever think of them as my parents, as harsh as that seemed. But in my head they were still two people, two doctors, who’d had to endure the unexplained loss of their baby. I couldn’t imagine how I’d ever fill that void.

				The street already seemed like a foreign place to me. Every lawn was perfectly mowed and in shades of green that were so rich, they looked fake. The houses were like something out of a magazine with crisply painted walls, shiny window frames and elegant front doors. “Is it too late to turn around?” I asked.

				Luke pulled the car over and looked at me. “I can’t even pretend to know what you’re going through right now. But I can tell you this— you are exceptional in every way, Angel. You are incredibly smart, unbelievably beautiful and so unique that there is no one else like you on this whole fucking planet. You grew up in that strange compound, but you are far more sophisticated and knowledgeable than any girl I’ve ever met. To be honest, I don’t know if you would have turned out this amazing if you’d grown up in one of these fancy houses. They are going to be blown away when they meet you. I promise. And whatever happens—” He leaned over the console and kissed me. “—you are the most important part of my life, and I’m here for you.”

				My throat tightened as he spoke. “Don’t ever leave me, Reno.” 

				“Not a chance in hell.” He looked questioningly at me, and I nodded. He drove away from the curb, and we coasted another few blocks before he pulled over again. “We’re here.”

				The massive two story house peered down at us from atop its grassy perch. The windows sparkled in the sunlight that filtered through a massive tree, growing up from the center of the yard. A white porch surrounded the entire front of the house, and a set of wicker chairs with floral printed cushions sat in one corner. 

				“I’ve never been in a house like this,” I said. 

				“Me neither.” He got out and walked around to my door. I managed, somehow, to step out of the car. I took hold of Luke’s arm and then pulled him to a stop on the third step up the walkway to the house. “Maybe you should go in there first. Maybe you need to tell them more about me and tell them what I did yesterday. Maybe they won’t even want to meet me.”

				“Fine, I’ll go up and mention that you saved the life of a federal agent yesterday and that it wasn’t the first time you’d done so.”

				“Luke, you know what I mean.” I was on the verge of tears again. “Please. Oh, forget it.” I let go of his arm. “I can’t do this.” 

				Luke reached for me, but I swung my hand back and accidentally bopped him on the nose. “Angel, stop. You belong here.” He threw his arms around my waist, and I struggled to get out of his grasp.

				“Take me home, Luke, please. I don’t belong here. I don’t belong anywhere.” I grabbed at his arms, but he was too strong. He pulled me closer and held me against him so I couldn’t move or wiggle. “Angel,” he said.

				“I’m not Angel or Evangeline. I don’t even have a real name,” I sobbed.

				“Angel,” he spoke again. And then it dawned on me that he’d said my name not to bring me out of my moment of hysteria but to get my attention. I looked slowly back toward the house.

				A man stood in a light blue dress shirt and black slacks watching us from the top of the porch. He was tall and slender with broad shoulders, shoulders that seemed to be bearing the weight of all this. Luke lowered his arms slowly as if he worried I might bolt. The thought crossed my mind more than once before I willed my feet to turn around and move up the steps. 

				He had large, expressive green eyes, the man who was my true father. Father, what a foreign word that was to me. I’d never called anyone dad, and now he stood in front of me as if he’d just been conjured up out of smoke. “Lyndsey.”

				I stared up at him. “Angel.” My throat nearly seized up as I spoke. It had grown as dry as cotton gauze, and my head felt as if it might float away like a newly released helium balloon. 

				“Yes, of course.”

				I climbed the last few steps and stood in front of him. He smelled of a spicy cologne, and I liked it. And I liked the firm set of his mouth. It was a strange thing to notice but I had. It was a mouth that could read bedtime stories to a kid just as easily as it could give medical advice to a patient. 

			

			
				It seemed, at first, that he was at a loss for words then he blurted out a request. “May I hug you?” 

				“I was hoping you wou—” The last word was lost on a cry as he reached forward and pulled me into his arms. It was a hug I should have experienced hundreds of times already, but I hadn’t. I’d had my father’s hugs taken out of my life by someone I’d trusted and loved. But what she had taken from the man whose arms were around me now, so tightly that it seemed he would not be able to release them, had been far worse. I’d had no concept of the pain or suffering my disappearance had caused. I had lived what I thought was the life that I’d been born into. I’d had no notion of the heartbreak or sorrow people suffered because of me. 

				He lowered his arms. “Let’s go inside.”

				The marble entryway led to a comfortable looking family room with dark wood floors and pale blue furniture. “Where is my moth—” I stopped and my father looked back at me. “I’m sorry, I don’t know what to call her… or you.” 

				“You can call me whatever you’re comfortable with, but I hope that in time you will consider calling me Dad.” His hands shook as he motioned for us to sit. He didn’t strike me as a man who ever had trembling hands, but this was more than even the most confident and stoic man could endure without some degree of shaking. I was holding myself together, but barely. 

				He sat next to me on the couch. “Your mother has been in surgery all morning. I left word for her to come straight home, but I haven’t told her yet.”

				I could not hide my surprise.

				He took my hand in his. I stared down at it. It was a doctor’s hand, a strong, wise hand that had, at its fingertips, the talent to heal others. It was what I’d always imagined my hands doing. 

				“She’ll be here soon. There were other incidences where the police were certain they’d found our ba—” He hesitated, and he closed his eyes as if he was still trying to decide whether this was real. “There have been other times when we were given hope that you’d been found. Obviously, they never panned out.” He looked over at Luke. “And when this brave man approached me, I nearly bit his head off in frustration.”

				Luke smiled. “It was a little rough, but I couldn’t blame you.”

				“I couldn’t do this to Marilyn again, so I decided to wait until the results came in. Only my sister knows, and she is bursting at the seams to tell everyone. But she’s been sworn to secrecy under the threat of a major round of big brother noogies.” He had a brilliant set of perfect white teeth, and I grew to like him more with each second. 

				I smiled at his response, and he stared at me. “My God, you are beautiful just like your mother.” His voice broke and tears welled up in his eyes. We were in each other’s arms again. The muscles in his back tensed as a car pulled up to the house. “That’s Marilyn, your mother,” he said. “Christ, I can’t believe I’m saying that.”

				“I wonder if you should break it to her first,” Luke suggested. “We could wait in the next room.”

				He thought about it. “Yes, good idea, but Luke, why don’t you stay so I can explain to her how this all began.” I stood and followed my father to a room off the main room. It had a gleaming mahogany table and crystal chandelier, a dining room, I decided. He looked at me, and I was quickly growing accustomed to his face, it had lines of wisdom and charm, a good combination. And there was not an ounce of evil behind his warm grin. 

				I could hear the front door open as he took hold of my hands. “I hate to even leave your side,” he said, and kissed the top of my head before exiting the room. Seconds later, I heard her voice, the voice of the woman who was supposed to have sung me lullabies and comforted me when I scraped a knee. It was a strong but melodious voice, one that was distinct enough to memorize almost instantly. And I had. I stood behind a slightly ajar door, just out of sight of the room where they were all standing. I could hear the conversation. I hadn’t realized at first that I was twisting the worn cotton fabric of my dress in my fingers as I listened.

				“What on earth, Richard? All I had was a vague and slightly alarming note to head home after the surgery. Who is this young man?” She sounded worried rather than angry.

				“Marilyn, this is Luke Barringer. He is a special agent for the DEA.” I shook my head. Only a man would start with something that would be even more alarming than the original note.

				“My God, what has happened?” she asked. “Wait, did you say Barringer?”

			

			
				“Yes, and this has to do with our baby.” I wanted badly to see her, but I couldn’t without showing myself.

				“Mr. Barringer approached me at work a few days ago. He knew of the case, of course, and matched some of the evidence in his father’s files with a girl he’d met. She’d been living in her grandfather’s off-the-grid compound up in the remote part of the desert off Highway 50.”

				“No,” she said with a slightly frantic laugh. “Not again. I won’t go through this again. Thank you for your time, Mr. Barringer, but—”

				“Marilyn,” my father said sharply. “We’ve already taken a paternity test.”

				“You’ve done all this without telling me?” her voice wavered, and the strength that was there earlier had faded. “I don’t understand.”

				“I didn’t want you to get your hopes up. She is our daughter. The girl is our daughter and her name is Angel.”

				I heard a short cry, and I had the urge to run out and throw my arms around her. “How is this possible?” she sobbed. “How can it be? Where is she? When will I meet her? My God, where is she?” she said frantically.

				A profound silence followed and then sharp heels clacked over the wood floor, and she stepped into the dining room. My own eyes stared back at me from a creamy smooth, ivory face.

				“Hello,” I said meekly.

				She dropped to her knees. I reached her before Luke and my father. 

				I leaned down and took hold of her hands. They were icy cold and shaky. “Let me help you. Let’s get you to the couch where we can elevate your feet.” I helped her up. She wavered slightly, but shook off help from the men. “No, I’m fine.” She held tightly to my hands, and I held tightly to hers as we walked to the couch. Her shoulders shook with a sob as she gazed at me. “You were in the elevator at the hospital. I remember your extraordinary face.”

				I looked questioningly at Luke and he nodded. 

				She pulled her hand from mine and reached up to my face with trembling fingers. “It is you. My baby, it is you. You were so young when you were taken from me, but I’d know this face anywhere.” 

				I fell into her arms and we cried. The emotion radiating from her was almost too much to comprehend. All of it was too much to comprehend. One crazed decision by a woman, a woman who I should never have known, and my entire life had changed forever. And being only a few months old, I’d had no say in any of it. I was unwittingly taken from the life I was supposed to have to a completely different upbringing, a childhood that was so far out on the spectrum that I was sure few kids had experienced the same. 

				The man who just a few seconds ago was a stranger, but a stranger who had suffered the last twenty-two years because of me, a stranger who I could now refer to as Dad, sat next to us on the couch. His strong, capable arms went around the both of us. I was sitting with my parents, my real family in the middle of the house I should have grown up in. Somewhere between the sobs, I heard the front door open and shut. I could only assume that Luke had walked out to leave us alone. And that’s when it hit me, the irony of it all. If none of this had happened, if twenty plus years ago Angelica Sharpe hadn’t had the audacity to think she could steal off with another woman’s baby and raise her as her own, then I never would have met Luke. At the same time, if I had never met Luke, I never would have discovered that I was the missing Starlight Baby. I never would have even known about the baby if I hadn’t met Luke. It was a strange circle of thought, and it had no real beginning or end, like the chicken or the egg question. I’d always felt that Luke and I had been connected forever, and it seemed, I’d been right all along.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 20 

				Luke

				One month later

				


				I drove up to the house with its immaculate, rolling front lawn and stared at its stately elegance for a moment. It was certainly a far cry from the stark walls and crudely built cabins of the compound. But Angel could have grown up anywhere and still been perfect. 

				The front door opened as I was just halfway up the long set of steps to the house. Angel was wearing a pair of jeans and a white sweater and her long shiny hair was swept up in a pony-tail. She hopped down the steps toward me and threw her arms around my neck for a quick kiss. 

				She pointed down at the worn, black lace up boots on her feet. “Look what we found. They feel almost exactly like my old ones. Marilyn—” She smiled. “I mean, my mom drove me to an army surplus store to find them. She kept trying to talk me into going to the mall to find a new pair, but once I’d found them, she decided they’d been worth the hunt.” She took my hand. “Why don’t you come inside. They are setting up tables for the party.”

				I stopped her from going back to the house. “No.” I pulled her back into my arms. “I’ve been sharing you with your new family and relatives, the police, the press and in an hour I have to share you with a hundred people coming to celebrate your return. Please, Baby, I need to have you all to myself for an hour. I’m going fucking nuts without you.” 

				She kissed me again. “I’ll just go let them know we’ll be back in an hour.” She ran into the house, and her mom came to the door and waved to us as we left. 

				“She’s having a little problem with separation,” Angel said as we reached the car. “Sometimes she’ll come peek in my bedroom if I’ve been in there too long, and I know that she’s just checking to make sure I’m still there.”

				“I imagine she’ll be like that for awhile. You were right in deciding to move in with them. After all this time, they deserve some time with their daughter.”

				We climbed into the car. 

				She smiled over at me. “I confess, I thought it would be fun to have a traditional dating life for awhile, one where you come to pick me up at the house all formal like and everything. Is that totally weird, or what?”

				“Not at all. As long as I’m the only other person involved in this new traditional dating life.” There had been moments when I’d worried that I would lose Angel to this new life. She would meet so many new people, and in spring, she would start city college. The thought of it weighed heavily on my mind.

				“A maiden always stays true to her knight.” She reached over and took hold of my hand. “Luke, there has never been anyone for me but you. I think that’s obvious more than ever now. We were meant to be together. Too bad Gage and Seth are at the house right now, I was thinking we could spend that hour alone doing stuff.”

				I pulled away from the curb. “We think alike, and you know how much I love stuff. When I left, I told my brothers to make sure that they were gone when I returned.”

				“By the way, I mentioned to Dad— I love saying that word— I told him that we were very sexually active—”

				“You what? Holy shit. And you used the word very? You couldn’t have used the word mildly?”

				She blinked at me completely unaware of why I would be so upset. “I guess I still have to learn some things about this traditional dating stuff.” She slumped back dejectedly. “I guess I still have to learn the rules of civil society.”

			

			
				“No, no you don’t, Angel. You have to stay exactly the way you are and let society adapt to you. I’m sorry I reacted like that.”

				“Truthfully, he didn’t seem all that shocked. He is a doctor after all,” she said with a prideful smile. “He suggested I get some birth control since I’m starting school and a pregnancy would be very inconvenient. Becoming a doctor takes a lot of years.” She turned in her seatbelt and faced me. “My mom is an orthopedic surgeon. How cool is that? I’m thinking of going into the same field. And get this— when she was younger, she rode horses. She rode hunter-jumpers.”

				“Is that where the horse flies over the fences?”

				“Yep, and we’ve decided to take some lessons together.”

				“Sounds kind of dangerous,” I said.

				“Yes, because motocross is just like packing balls of cotton in a box.”

				“I guess having a bone surgeon in the family might come in handy. Are Cash and Jericho coming today?”

				“They said they would.” She grew quiet for a second. “Jericho says he’s going back to the club. He says it’s different now that Dreygon is gone. They picked a new president, this guy named Stowe. Dreygon hated the guy, but the club members respect him and he wants to open a bar so the club can earn some legitimate money. He wants to work on building up a better reputation for Bedlam. Jericho wants to be part of it.”

				“That doesn’t sound too terrible.”

				“I guess not. Cash is leaving town next week. He’s going to head to the coast to see if he can find work. I hope he’ll be all right alone.”

				“Cash? If anyone is good on their own, it’s Cash.”

				“I suppose.” She relaxed back in the seat. “Enough talk about everyone else, how are you doing? I know I’ve been neglecting you some, but you understand.”

				“I am definitely feeling neglected. But I do understand.” 

				She leaned over the console. “Well then . . .” She placed her hand on my thigh and moved it along to the front of my jeans and rubbed her palm against my cock. It strained against my fly. “I guess I have an hour to make up for weeks of neglect.”

				***

				Hardly having patience for the tedious chore of putting a key in the lock, I nearly kicked in my own front door. I slammed it shut behind us and yanked off Angel’s sweater before she had a chance to take one more step. She fumbled to get my shirt off. My mouth devoured hers as we struggled desperately to shed the rest of our clothing. 

				“It’s been too fucking long.” I grabbed her hand and pulled her down the hall to my bedroom. I nearly pushed her down onto the bed, and she laughed at how wild I’d become. “Now I’m understanding that whole long journey Viking thing,” I said. I lowered myself over her and her long legs went around my waist. I reached for the condom on my dresser and barely had the composure to put it on before I drove myself into her. She cried out and met my urgency with her own. 

				“Faster, Reno.”

				I slid my hand beneath her ass and brought her higher to meet my thrusts. Seconds later, she cried out, and I pushed into her one last time before my own release came in shuddering waves. I collapsed down next to her and pulled her into my arms. 

				Angel snuggled against me, and I realized how badly I’d been missing having her tucked in my arms.

				She sighed contentedly. “It’s all so surreal for me still. Sometimes I think I’m going to wake up and find myself in my little cabin all alone and stuck in that world. I wonder if I would have turned out completely different if I’d grown up as Lyndsey Palmer instead of Evangeline Sharpe.”

				“I’m sure you would have been different, but your heart, your compassion for people and animals, was something you were born with. That would have been there no matter what, and that’s what makes you so awesome.”

			

			
				She kissed my shoulder. “You’re pretty damn awesome yourself, Special Agent Luke Barringer. And you’re a damn fine detective.” She stroked her fingers over my chest. “And you’re highly skilled in the stuff department, which is quite the bonus.”

				“Otherwise, I’d be kicked to the curb, is that what you’re saying?”

				She laughed. 

				“Did the name debate get cleared up?” I asked.

				“Yes. I’m officially Lyndsey Palmer on the birth certificate, and that’s how it will stay. But they’ll call me Angel. I could understand their point of view, but they could see my side too. My whole life has changed drastically, and it seemed really jarring to suddenly be called a completely different name. I needed to hang on to that part of my identity, even if it was tied to the Sharpe women. I don’t want to forget that part of my life. It was my childhood, and it will always be part of me. Besides, Mom thinks Angel is a very fitting nickname.”

				I kissed her forehead. “I couldn’t agree more.”

				


			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 21

				Angel

				It was an almost ridiculously lavish party, but it had made my parents happy and so I’d gone along with it. It was mostly people from their world, but the most important people of my old world were there too, and I couldn’t have been more thrilled. 

				Cash, Jericho, Gage and Seth sat around the bonfire sipping beers and talking to Luke. I picked up yet another whipped cream cupcake and headed over to them. “What are you wallflowers doing alone over here? My new cousins and some of my parents’ female work colleagues are having a debate about which one of you is the hunkiest.”

				“I’m, no doubt, coming out on top of that debate,” Jericho said. He’d brushed his long hair back off his face and worn a nice shirt and jeans. He always cleaned up spectacularly. 

				“I don’t know about that,” I said. “It seems to be pretty evenly divided between all of you.” I sat down next to Luke.

				Cash glanced around at the yard. “These are some pretty nice digs you’ve got yourself, Angel. I guess it’s a step up from your old family, eh?”

				I looked over at him. Cash rarely showed emotion, but there was a twinge of homesickness for the old days visible in his face. “Not a step up but a step over, Cash. You guys are still my number one family. Don’t ever forget that.”

				He nodded. 

				“Speaking of family,” I said, “Gage, how is my big baby?”

				He pointed at his chest. “Oh, you mean the horse. He’s fine. He sort of owns the pasture, mostly because he outweighs all the other horses by five hundred pounds.”

				“Thank you so much for taking care of him for me.”

				“It’s not a problem.”

				“So, Luke, when are you going to marry this girl?” Seth asked in his typical bold fashion. “Gage and I are waiting for a sister.”

				Luke smiled over at me. “Just as soon as she’ll have me.”

				I took hold of his arm. “I’ve got news for you, Reno. You’ve been mine since the first second I laid eyes on you.” I leaned over and kissed him to a chorus of wolf calls and cheers.

			

		

	
		
			
				GAGE

				(The Barringer Brothers)

				Coming October 2014

				After nearly losing his friend in a logging accident, Gage Barringer is convinced now more than ever that he needs to find a different job. But his side business of breaking colts at the small Montana ranch he inherited from his grandfather doesn’t earn him enough money. He has his mind set on running The Raven’s Nest, a popular bar and restaurant near his ranch. The original owner has died and Gage is waiting for it to be put up for sale. But there is a five-foot-four, brown eyed, obstacle in his way, an obstacle with lips made for sin and a voice made for breaking hearts. And Summer Donovan is one road block Gage Barringer won’t be able to find a way around.
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