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				Chapter 1  

				Angel

				The jagged bolt of light split the charcoal sky in two. Swollen black clouds had floated in so quickly, it almost seemed as if they’d just formed spontaneously over Gage’s ranch. I heard Luke stirring in the bedroom. He’d slept later than usual. I’d gotten up with Gage. Now he’d left for work, and I stayed in the small living room wrapped in a cotton throw and nursing my coffee. It was definitely colder up here. 

				The first drops plunked down on the roof like someone drumming a table with fingers, but another bolt of lightning and clap of thunder brought a deluge that was so heavy rainwater came down in sheets off the porch portico.

				I gasped. “The horses.” I raced into the bedroom. Luke was sitting on the edge of the bed looking groggy. He still suffered from long bouts of insomnia. The nightmare with Dex had permanently screwed up his sleep. There were times when it didn’t seem to affect him much and times when he looked bleary eyed and tired. This seemed to be one of those days. I squirmed out of my long johns.

				Luke watched me with undivided interest. “I was just going to suggest you get naked.” I yanked on my jeans. 

				“That was not going to be part of my suggestion.”

				“I’ve got to get the horses into the barn.”

				“But it’s pouring.”

				“That’s why I’ve got to get the horses inside. And there’s lightning and thunder too.” I sat on the bed and pulled on my boots. “Chance is a total chicken when it comes to thunder. Besides, it’s not safe for them out there. Too many trees.” 

				Luke swung his feet to the floor. “I’ll get dressed and come out to help.”

				“That’d be great.”

				Gage’s dogs looked up from the large floor pillows in the front room. Then, obviously uninterested in going out in the storm, their big heads dropped back down. I pulled my sweatshirt hood up over my head in a ridiculous attempt to keep it dry. A cotton sweatshirt was a pathetic excuse for rain gear. It was soaked twenty feet into my journey across the yard. My boots sucked into puddles with every step. 

				The raindrops were as big and heavy as hail. Lightning cracked the air and thunder followed seconds later. It had gotten closer. When I was younger and Aunt Gracie came to my cabin, afraid of the storm, we’d always count Mississippis to see how far the storm was. I couldn’t have counted more than two this time. 

				Gage’s three horses looked miserable and wet. Rain poured down off their withers and backs, and they stared at me with a plea to get them inside. I was pretty sure that if I opened the gate, they’d run voluntarily to the barn. Unfortunately, Chance was going to make that too hard. My massive horse paced the fence like a crazed beast. Nervous steam puffed from his flared nostrils, and his white feathers were covered in mud. 

				Lightning lit up the dark gray sky just as I reached the gate. The thunder that followed caused all the horses to startle, but my brilliant, brave steed was no longer waiting around to see what else Mother Nature had in store. He charged toward the fence, and at seventeen hands, he easily jumped it. Off he went, with no real idea where the hell he was heading, but he’d obviously convinced himself he could outrun the scary noises. 

				“Chance!” I yelled, knowing full well it was futile. 

				Gage’s horses lined up obediently at the gate. I snatched a halter off the post, but, as I’d assumed, they led themselves out of the pasture and straight into the barn. Gage’s horses were obviously a bit more Montana savvy, but there was no excuse for my silly animal. We’d had plenty of thunderstorms in Nevada. 

			

			
				I followed the horses into the barn. It seemed the lightning had slowed some. Hopefully, Chance, who was generally not big on spending energy, had stopped once he reached the shelter of the trees. 

				Gage’s horses milled about the barn aisle, waiting for me to open up stalls. Only one, a mare, seemed to wonder if she should have followed the big dumb horse instead, but I managed to corral her into the stall. Footsteps sounded behind me. 

				“Wow, you sexy cowgirl, you’ve already got them all in,” Luke said.

				“Not quite.” I waved my hand around the barn. “Notice any super big head missing.”

				“Where is he?”

				“Out there somewhere.” I tossed the halter over my shoulder. The thunder and lightning had subsided, but the clouds seemed determined to rid themselves of every drop of moisture. Luke followed me out. Dry swaths of dirt were now rippling rivers of mud, and a fierce wind had picked up. It pushed the tall trees into an evergreen belly dance as it whistled across the fields. 

				I pointed in the direction Chance had dashed. “He ran that way but I couldn’t see him once he disappeared over the ridge.” We jogged to the top of the small slope. I was as wet as if I’d been standing in a shower, and water sloshed inside my boots. I looked over at Luke. Like me, he’d pulled the hood of his sweatshirt up over his head and rain dripped over his face like a curtain. I pointed to our soaked clothes. “We’re just a dopey pair of city folk,” I said.

				“And your horse is a dopey city horse too, apparently,” Luke’s voice was nearly drowned out by the downpour. 

				“Let’s split up.” I handed him the halter and I kept the rope. Now that the thunder had stopped, I was sure Chance would follow with just a rope around his neck. “His hoof prints have already been washed away.” I spoke loudly over the wind and rain. “You go that direction, and I’ll go this way. Chance doesn’t like to move much. He probably stopped once he realized how much energy running off in terror was taking him.”

				Luke nodded and turned down toward a copse of trees. I sprinted off in the opposite direction. My boots slid several feet down a rain drenched slope of grass, and once I regained my footing, I raced toward a line of tall pine trees. Once inside the small forest, the smoky daylight dwindled, and it was hard to see anything but the maze of massive tree trunks directly in front of me. “Chance!” I called hoping that there wasn’t some grizzly bear amongst the trees with the same name as my horse. The trees were close together, and it seemed too tight inside the thicket for a very large, slightly unhinged horse. 

				I left the shelter of the trees. The rain had lightened some, but it was still coming down at a faster rate than the earth could absorb. Every narrow gulley became a gurgling stream. And my attempts to jump over them all became almost comical. My boots and jeans were so soaked, I realized it was rather ridiculous to waste the energy, and I began to just plow through them. 

				In the distance, I heard a snort, and I crossed my fingers that it was my horse and not some other animal with big enough nostrils to make the same sound. I ran in the direction of the noise and stopped at the edge of a river bank.

				Chance stood in the middle of the river up to his knees and hocks in rushing rainwater. He shook like a scared puppy and didn’t seem inclined to move out of his predicament. Without any forethought or, what would have been more logical, a moment of hesitation, I plunged into the icy rippling water. The current was stronger than I’d predicted, and I fell right to my knees. Chance stared down at me with a look that fell somewhere between curiosity and boredom. I stood up and stomped through the rushing water toward him. He didn’t even have the sense to realize I was pissed at him. He stuck his nose against my shoulder as if to say thanks for coming on this adventure with me. 

				I tossed the rope around his neck and started walking but was snapped back as if I held a bungee cord. “Chance!” I shouted, “move”. The water level seemed to be rising with each passing minute, and the water now circled midway around my thighs. My teeth clacked together as the cold began to seep into my bones. 

				I pulled again, but Chance lifted his head and fought the rope. There was no way to out muscle a Shire horse, so I dropped the rope from his neck and circled behind his giant horse butt. His ears turned back to follow my movement, and sensing that I was about to snap him one with the rope, he flicked his long, wet tail out and whipped me across the cheek. I lunged forward and pushed against his butt. He didn’t budge an inch. His tail was swinging furiously now. Something wasn’t right. Chance was stubborn but never had he been this ornery. 

			

			
				Using all my weight, I shoved him hard again. Only one back leg took a tentative step. I went to the other leg and reached down below the turbulent surface. His fetlock and heel were jammed between two large rocks, and the strong current kept the large stones securely in place around my horse’s leg. 

				I crouched down, submerging myself all the way to my neck, and pulled at the rock. I was working against rushing water. I raced back to shore to look for a sturdy branch. Chance, panicked, thinking I was leaving him to a watery grave, and he tried to follow but then snorted in distress. His front hoof came up, and he pawed at the water. 

				I found a flimsy branch and returned to the river, worried that Chance might hurt himself more if I stayed out too long. The water was to the top of my thighs. I went back to the stuck leg and shoved the branch beneath the rock. I leaned down on it. It snapped in two, and I fell back into a nasty pile of rocks. My head went beneath the water, and I shot up with a gasp. Pain shot through my tailbone and tears stung my eyes. 

				As I pushed to standing, large feet plunged in next to me. Fingers wrapped around my arm and Luke helped me to my feet. “What are you doing, Angel? It’s freezing in here, and the water level is rising.”

				My shoulders shrank in exasperation. “But it’s so much damn fun.”

				He looked confused and a little disappointed at my angry retort. 

				“Sorry, I didn’t mean to be bitchy, Chance’s leg is stuck between two rocks. Can you move them? I couldn’t.”

				Luke waded over to the horse. Chance twisted back to sniff Luke. The water was high enough that when Luke crouched down it flowed over his head. He disappeared for several long tense seconds and then came up with a grunt. Chance flew toward the bank and trotted up it. His back leg looked sore and running was probably not an option, so he decided to take the opportunity to graze on the fresh blades of grass growing along the water. Luke and I climbed up onto the bank. 

				The rain had stopped completely, but a bitter wind had kicked up. A shiver went through me. 

				Luke grabbed my hand. “Your lips are blue. Let’s get you back to the cabin.”

				“No argument from me. Thank you for moving the rock.” I stared down at my hands. “I don’t know why I’m so damn weak. I always did a lot of work and gardening at the compound, but I’m still a wimp. I couldn’t budge that rock.”

				“Well, you were working against a pretty rambunctious current.” He took my hand and rubbed it between his palms, but it did  little to warm my numb fingers. “Besides, these are a surgeon’s hands, right? They’re meant for more important things.” He tugged at his crudely stitched earlobe. 

				I took the wet halter from Luke’s shoulder and the soaking rope from mine and put them on Chance. The small adventure that had nearly gotten everyone, including the horse himself, killed, had given him a hearty appetite, and I had to yank his big flapping lips away from the grass. I lifted his large head and pressed my face toward his long nose. “Now you’re going to give yourself a major stomachache to go along with that swollen fetlock, and then we’re just going to shoot you between the eyes and put you out of your misery.” Chance snorted in disappointment at having to leave behind his personal patch of grass. We headed back toward the ranch.     

				A rainbow curled down out of the clearing sky, and it seemed to end right behind the farmhouse. We reached the hillside that led down to the barn. Gage’s truck was sitting in the gravel driveway. 

				“They must have called work off,” Luke said. Chance was hardly putting any weight on his back leg. Luke caught my concern. “Gage knows a lot about horses. I’m sure he can look at Chance’s leg and see if we need to call a vet.”

				“I don’t have money for a vet,” I said. 

				“I have some. But let’s see what Gage says first.”

				Chance was relieved to see the inside of his stall. I gave him a flake of hay, and he settled right into munching on it. Luke and I headed up to the house. Jericho stood on the porch. He stared down at us with his arms draped over the crutches.

				“I was keeping watch from here, making sure nothing washed away.” He looked at Luke and me. “Although, it looks like you two might have washed away anyhow. It was really coming down, eh?”

			

			
				“This is mostly from the river.” I sidled past Jericho to get inside and get dry.

				“Why the hell were you two swimming in the river in the middle of a rainstorm?”

				“Ask the horse,” Luke muttered as he followed behind me. 

				Jericho hobbled in behind us. He leaned on one crutch to free a hand and shut the door. The second crutch fell to the floor. He hopped over to it and bent down to pick it up. “I’m officially tired of these damn things. I almost got permanently stuck in between two loose floorboards on the porch.”

				“Then when you’re done limping around on those things, I can set you up with a tool belt and you can fix those loose boards.” Gage filled the doorway between the front room and the kitchen. He was holding a carton of milk in his hand. He looked at both of us. “There’s a bunch of rain gear in the hall closet.” 

				Luke sighed. “Yeah, well that information is a little late. The work day is over?”

				“Yep.” He looked out the front window. “It’s wet out there.” He looked pointedly at the puddles forming around our feet. “And in here too. But thanks for getting the horses in. Anyone give you trouble?”

				“Only my stupid knucklehead of a horse. His leg got caught in some rocks in the river, and he’s looking pretty lame from it.” 

				 “I’ll bet.” Gage sucked down some milk. “I’ll go out and take a look.”

				“That’d be awesome,” I said.

				“No sense in sitting around here, and the foods getting kind of low,” Gage said. “If you guys are up for it, we can head down the road to the Raven’s Nest and get something to eat.”

				“Haven’t been there in a long time. Is Russell still running the place?” Luke asked.

				“Nah, the old guy died last year. The place is in limbo right now. Apparently, he was no longer speaking to his daughter, his only kid, so he willed the Raven’s Nest to his granddaughter. She’s some flighty Hollywood type, trying to make it in show business or something like that. I’m just waiting for her to put it up for sale and then I’m swooping in to buy it.”

				“What?” Luke asked. “You’re kidding.”

				“Nope, I’m dead serious. I’m tired of logging. Not getting any younger.”

				A laugh spurted from Luke’s lips. “You’re twenty-six.”

				“Yeah, and logging makes you age three years for every one year of life, so I figure I should be celebrating my thirtieth birthday next month. Just like there are dog years, there are logging years too.”

				“Who knew.” Luke said. “We’ll be up for some lunch after we get warm and dry.” We walked into the bedroom, and he closed the door behind us. “I’m thinking you and me and a long hot shower, preferably at the same time.”

				I rolled my wet jeans down. My skin was bright red from the cold. “I won’t say no to that.” Water still drained from the sweatshirt as I lifted it over my head. “Shit, even the water in my clothes is wet. I can’t believe that silly—” 

				I hadn’t finished my sentence before Luke had me in his arms. His skin was as icy cold as mine but the heat between us fired up in seconds. He led me into the bathroom and turned the shower on. While we waited for the water to warm to a comforting steamy mist, he rubbed the skin on my back and shoulders. “You’re like the world’s most enticing popsicle,” he said.

				I laughed and leaned into his arms. “That could be interpreted in so many ways.” I peered up at him. “Tell me this can last, Luke. This unbelievable happiness, tell me it will always be like this.”

				He didn’t answer right away. “I’m going to make it so, Angel.” He lifted my chin. “Nothing will ever come between us again. I’ll make sure of it.” 

				An inviting mist floated up from the shower stall, coating the mirror and the fixtures with a silky layer of condensation. We stepped inside the shower, and Luke’s arms snaked around my waist. Our bodies pressed together, always a perfect fit. The warm water trickled down over our heads as he lowered his mouth to kiss me. 

				“Hmm,” I said, “I’m feeling much warmer already.” 

				Luke’s hands smoothed over my breasts and his thumbs drew circles around my taut nipples. After being so damn cold, the steamy water and his soothing touch felt like heaven. His mouth trailed along my neck and shoulder. I reached down and took hold of his erect cock and tucked it between my legs. He groaned in pleasure. 

			

			
				His touch warmed my skin more, and the lingering chill disappeared. The wild sudden storm, the crazy morning chasing my horse, my even crazier previous life and grandfather, all of it melted away with the feel of Luke’s hands on me, the hands of the man I loved to the point that he never left my thoughts. Not even for a second. 

				The narrow shower required creativity, and some contortionist skills were necessary. At first I tried to hook my leg around his waist, but there just wasn’t enough room for his muscular arms to go around me without his elbows smacking fixtures or soap racks. But the urgent need kept us persistent. 

				I turned to the back of the shower and braced my hands against the smooth tile. I jutted my bottom out toward him, and he took hold of my hips and drew me toward him. He had to crouch down some but that didn’t stop him. A tiny cry squeaked from my throat as he plunged into my waiting pussy. His hand slipped down in front of me and between my legs where he deftly massaged my clit. 

				I pushed harder against the wall to meet his almost punishing thrusts. Steam seemed to rise off our naked skin, mingling with the opaque, hot moisture in the shower. I stifled a scream on my arm as I climaxed around the urgent motion of his cock. Then his hand left my clit and his fingers ground into my hips as he held me against him. He pulled out and his deep moan echoed off the tile wall. His grip on me loosened and his hands slid across my belly. He pulled me back against his chest. “Has all the cold been washed away?” he asked.

				“What cold?”

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 2 

				Luke

				Angel and I had finally pried ourselves away from each other long enough to get dressed. If it hadn’t been for the hunger pains in my stomach, I could have just as easily skipped going to lunch and stayed in bed with her all day. 

				We finally emerged from the bedroom and I was almost surprised that Gage hadn’t just left without us. My brother wasn’t really the type to wait for anyone. Jericho stood behind Gage as he fished for something in the hall closet. The bright yellow rain slickers, still dry and cozy, filled one side of the space. Gage yanked out a coat and tossed it to Jericho, who nearly dropped a crutch in his effort to snatch it from the air. 

				“You didn’t bring a coat?” I asked Jericho.

				“Only my cut and Gage said they’re not allowed in the Raven’s Nest.”

				Gage pulled out another coat and yanked it onto his shoulders. “Ten years ago, two different clubs ended up in the Nest at the same time. They tore things up pretty badly inside, so rather than ban club members, Russell just told them they had to leave their cuts outside.”

				“Are there a lot of clubs out this way?” Angel asked.

				Gage shook his head. “Nah, most of the time it’s just bikes riding through. You don’t have to worry, Angel, you’ve got three of us around to protect you.” He motioned toward Jericho. “Even Tiny Tim, over here, could probably knock someone senseless with one of those crutches.” He patted his stomach and looked at me. “After what must have been the world’s longest shower session, I’m starved.”

				I took hold of Angel’s hand. “Yeah, well, we were really, really cold.” 

				“Please stop,” Jericho said. “Those of us who have been forced into involuntary celibacy do not want to hear about your shower escapades.” 

				We walked outside. The storm had left as quickly as it had arrived, leaving behind emerald green pastures and tiny diamonds of water on every leaf and branch. Even the mountains looked bluer, as if the heavy downpour had washed away layers of dust from their surfaces. The air was thick with the scent of rainwater, pine and grass. 

				I sat in the back with Angel. Jericho dropped his crutches in the bed and hopped along the side of the truck to the front seat. There was a glint of sadness in Angel’s eyes as she watched him make his way to the door. 

				“He’ll be fine,” I said. “He’s actually moving pretty well considering it hasn’t been all that long.”

				She nodded and then turned her face out the window. “Still can’t believe Dreygon did that. He’s always loved Jericho. Sometimes, it seemed he loved him more than me.”

				Jericho slid in and heard the tail end of Angel’s comment. “Who loved who more?”

				“Never mind, Richo. Not every conversation is about you,” Angel said.

				Gage climbed into the truck. He turned back to Angel. “I checked on Chance. He looks pretty sore, and his fetlock feels hot, but I think if he’s confined to his stall for a few days, he should be fine.”

				“Thanks for looking at him.” 

				Gage turned back around and started the truck. “It’s just a good thing he was smart enough not to panic once his leg got stuck. Could’ve been a lot worse. I guess he thought he’d been hobbled.”

				“If he’d been truly smart, he wouldn’t have gotten stuck in the first place,” Angel said.

				 We headed off the ranch and out onto the main road. Rainwater had left deep trenches along each side of the two lane stretch of highway. But now that the sun had returned, the landscape was teeming with life. Two hawks circled above a patchy meadow, looking for burrowing animals that’d been flooded out of their homes. Jericho sat forward as we passed our old motocross track. Wind, rain and nonuse had flattened most of the jumps. 

			

			
				He turned back with enthusiasm. “Is that—” Jericho began.

				“Yep,” I answered recognizing the MX gleam in his eye, a gleam I knew too well. “It’s not as impressive as yours. It used to look much better though.” I looked at my brother. “I guess you haven’t been out there for awhile.”

				“No time and no one to race.” 

				“Well, I think you’ve got a few willing competitors now,” I said. “When you’re up to it, Jericho—”

				He looked back at me. “Oh, I’m up for it. You just put a bike under my ass, and I’m up for it. This leg won’t stop me from spitting dirt in your face, Reno.”

				“You’re on.” 

				The conversation and Jericho’s enthusiasm to ride despite his injury put a smile back on Angel’s face. 

				“The bikes are going to need some maintenance,” Gage said. “I drained the old gasoline a long time ago, but they need oil changes and new air filters.”

				“We can do that,” I said. 

				We turned off onto the road that led to the Raven’s Nest. The small uneven lot was filled with trucks and jeeps. Russell, the man who’d owned the place, had come from a long line of loggers. His grandfather had been one of the first to join in a strike against the industry. Back then, the men lived in squalid, lice infested camps during logging season, and the work was back breaking and deadly. Russell had worked at a time when the horrid camps and measly pay had been replaced by better equipment and enough pay for a man to keep his family fed. But no matter the innovations and improvements in work conditions, logging still always topped the list of most dangerous jobs. Russell had bought the Raven’s Nest after he’d lost half his foot. He’d always claimed that the broken chain slicing off his foot had been the best damn thing that had ever happened to him. I hadn’t been to the Nest in a few years, but the atmosphere was always casual and the food was always good. 

				“I guess everyone else had the same idea once work was cancelled.” Gage parked and looked back at Angel. “I apologize in advance for the behavior of my coworkers.” 

				Luke smiled at me. “Just imagine walking into an eighteenth century bar on the Caribbean after Blackbeard and his mates have come in from a month at sea, pillaging and plundering. Only replace the scent of salt and rum with the smell of beer and freshly cut timber. But there will be no difference in manners.”

				“Yes, because I grew up in a posh household where everyone always said thank you and please.” Sometimes, it seemed, Luke forgot my sordid roots. Not sure how it was possible since my grandfather was the king of it all. 

				“Yeah, I guess it won’t be too shocking for you.”

				We headed inside. The crush of warm bodies, after coming in from the brisk air, had managed to produce its own manmade cloud of beer, sweat and manly aftershave. The lighting inside came from hundreds of tiny bulbs that stuck up out of deer antlers. Most of the little bulbs were usually broken, and on a cloudy day, the interior of the Nest was as dark as a cave. The massive room was a maze of thick polished oak, rustic tile and dark green fake leather. Not much, if anything, had changed since I’d last been there. 

				My brother’s head stuck up above most of the others. 

				“Hey, Barringer,” someone called out. “We were wonderin’ where you were.”

				The other men had always treated Gage with an air of respect that he hadn’t really ever worked to earn. They just knew him as the man who was always honest, who took no shit from anyone, and who could pop an arm out of a shoulder socket in an arm wrestling match using only a sliver of his strength. Fortunately, very few people had been foolish enough to challenge him after his last traumatized opponent. 

				Angel saw the restroom sign and pointed toward it. “I’ll be right back.” She pushed through the crowd and I watched her. The second one of the other men stopped her to introduce himself, my fists clenched along with my jaw. 

			

			
				Gage sensed my tension immediately. He glanced in the direction that my eyes were glued. “Cool it, Luke. They saw you come in with her. They’re just being friendly.” 

				Angel laughed at something the guy said and then continued on toward the restroom. “She knows how to take care of herself,” Gage added. “So don’t be a dick.”

				I scrubbed my hair back, something that I’d always done to cool my head when it needed to be cooled. “Fuck you, Gage. You don’t know what we’ve been through. In fact, it’s still not over.”

				“Her grandfather isn’t here today, so you can relax. She’ll be fine. She’s not going anywhere. Angel never takes her eyes off of you. The two of you are so attached, it almost worries me.”

				I looked at him. 

				“I’ve just never seen you this wrapped up in a girl before. Maybe it’s just envy on my part. Can’t even imagine what it would be like.”

				I shook some of the tension out of my shoulders. “I wasn’t ready for it either. But trust me, you’ll know when it happens.”

				“If it happens,” Gage added. 

				Jericho was garnering a lot of attention with his crutches and because he was Jericho. Rita, a woman who had worked at the Raven’s Nest since I could remember, came over with her order pad. She always wore crazy rhinestone clips in her short red hair. Today’s adornment was a flashy red and green dragonfly. 

				She clucked her tongue as she looked down at Jericho’s leg. “You poor baby. Let’s get y’all to a table.” It took her a second glance to recognize me. “Luke, right? Haven’t seen you in these parts in awhile. Where’s Seth?”

				“Underwater somewhere, I imagine,” I said.

				She looked around. “What about your friend? The one with the great smile?” 

				Gage stepped in to answer. “Uh, we lost Dex. He was on official business, and he got shot.”

				Her face dropped. “Oh, I’m so sorry.” She put her hand on my arm. “I know you two were real close.”

				She led us to a booth that was just being cleared. Several other patrons tried to snag it first, but she shooed them away. “We’ve got a young man on crutches.” She sidled up next to Jericho and pinched his cheek. “And if he isn’t the finest damn young man that’s crossed that threshold in a long while . . .” 

				Jericho slid into the booth with a satisfied smile. 

				Gage slid in too. 

				I glanced toward the restrooms. There was no sign of Angel yet. “I’m going to go over there and wait for her so she knows where we’re sitting.” The excuse sounded even lamer after I’d said it. Gage’s eye roll was deserved, but it still pissed me off. I got up and walked away. 

				“We need to get you a hat that says ‘I’m a dick’ on the crown,” Gage called to me.

				I raised my middle finger up in the air and continued on, even knowing full well that my brother was right. I reached the small hallway just as Angel came out of the ladies’ room.

				Her eyes rounded. “Were you waiting for me?”

				“I guess.” I was feeling slightly embarrassed at my possessiveness, but I couldn’t seem to stop myself. “We’re at a booth. Jericho’s already got Rita, the senior waitress on staff, wrapped around his finger, and he didn’t have to say a word.”

				“Not surprising.”

				It wasn’t easy, and it took all my control, but I didn’t hold her hand or any part of her as we walked back through the maze of patrons. Angel walked in front of me, and the line of men sipped their beers and watched her stroll past. One of them, a man with a full beard and handlebar moustache reached out and grabbed her hand. “We hardly ever get pretty new faces to talk to in this place,” he said.

				 I squeezed between him and Angel, and his moustache twitched in anger. “You’ll have to wait for another pretty face then,” I said.

				The short, curt conversation caught the attention of some of the other men standing nearby. Angel grabbed my hand and yanked me through the crowd toward the booth. She wasn’t happy with me, and I wasn’t feeling too good about myself either. She didn’t stop at the table but kept pulling me along until we were outside of the restaurant. 

			

			
				“I’m sorry, Angel. I know I’m being an asshole.” 

				She trudged through the lot without responding or looking back. We reached the truck. She released my hand but she still hadn’t looked at me. She gazed out at the open fields across the way for a long moment and then turned to me. Her teal-blue gaze held every emotion, and it was hard to know what she was thinking.

				I opened my mouth to speak, but she pressed her finger against my lips. Then she leaned her body against mine and placed her palm against my face. “Luke, I don’t want to be some possession that you feel you have to protect to the point that no one else can look at or talk to me. I grew up with that. My grandfather would have stuck me in an iron cage and tossed food scraps inside, if he’d thought he could have gotten away with it.”

				“I’m sorry, Angel. I don’t mean to be so obsessive, but I- I can’t stand the thought of ever losing you. Being with you has made me crazy with greed. I don’t want to share you with anyone. I don’t want to share you with the world. I want you all to myself.”

				She kissed me unexpectedly. “You have me all to yourself. There’s no one out there that means as much to me. You know that, right? You know that I’m just as crazy about you. But I don’t want to have to worry about you starting a damn fist fight any time a guy blinks in my direction.” She kissed me again. “So stop it, O.K.?”

				“I will try my hardest,” I said.

				She looked a little disappointed at my response.

				“That’s all I can do. I can’t promise, but I’m going to try and keep my fists unfurled and my jealous rage to a low roar.” I ran my fingers along her arm. “Besides, this isn’t my fault. It’s yours.”

				She leaned back. “And why is it my fault?”

				I pulled her to me. “If you weren’t so fucking unbelievable, I wouldn’t be so nuts about you, and I wouldn’t spend every goddamn minute watching you or touching you or thinking about you.” She relaxed in my arms again and I kissed her. “And if I weren’t weak with hunger, I’d drag you into the back of that truck and slide off those panties right now,” I said.

				“Well, at least you’re always consistent,” she said. “I’m starved too. Let’s go inside, and try and tamp down some of that testosterone, all right?”

				“Check.”

				We walked back inside and met a puzzled look from Gage and Jericho. Angel scooted into the booth. Gaze looked at both of us. “Do I even want to know where you’ve been?”

				“Told you so,” Jericho quipped. 

				Angel laughed. “That’s right, we did it right there on the hood of the truck.”

				Gage’s eyes rounded. 

				“Hey, Mr. Gullible,” I said, “did you order lunch yet?”

				He nodded. “Sure did. Jericho and I are having steaks. Don’t know what you two are having. You didn’t leave any instructions on your way past the table.”

				Rita came back with some water. “There you are, Luke.” She winked at Angel. “So you’re the pretty new face that everyone’s talking about.” She pulled out her notepad. “What’ll you have?”

				“Chicken salad sandwich,” Angel said.

				I motioned toward Gage and Jericho. “I’ll have what these two are having.” 

				“Great. Food shouldn’t take too long. Most of these guys will be clearing out of here soon. Their pockets are empty, and their bellies are full.” 

				Two men stopped at the table. One was the guy with the twitchy moustache. “So, Rita says this is your brother, eh Gage?” he asked.

				“Yep. Luke, this is Sam.”

				“Should have figured he was a Barringer.” I had no idea whether the comment was a compliment or an insult, but Gage’s face seemed to be leaning toward insult. “See you at work tomorrow.”

			

			
				“Yeah.” It was all Gage could muster for the guy, so I concluded he wasn’t a friend. 

				He made a point of smiling at Angel before he and his buddies walked out. 

				“Barringer, didn’t see you over there,” another voice came from the row of black barstools that lined the counter. “That colt is ready to break.” The man’s bushy gray hair was tucked under a cowboy hat, and his boots looked shiny and unused.

				Gage acknowledged him with a chin lift. “Told you, Redmond, I’m not breaking that colt until you have him cut. I’m not dealing with a stallion. Don’t have the time or patience or death wish.”

				“I know. The vet gelded him last month. He’s ready to go.”

				A young woman walked into the room and some of the male patrons greeted her enthusiastically. “Thank god it’s Friday!” they shouted simultaneously. 

				Angel and I looked at each other in puzzlement. 

				“Did we sleep through Thursday?” I asked.

				“I don’t think so.”

				She looked to be about Angel’s age with blonde hair tied up in a bun, large dark brown eyes and curves in all the right places. Jericho nearly slipped out of the booth as he watched her float past. 

				“Bring him out this weekend then.” Gage was still holding a conversation with the horse owner. Jericho ignored the fact that he was still talking and elbowed him to get his attention. Gage waved him away like an annoying bug. “You still feeding him all that grain?” Gage asked the man.

				“Yep, I needed to get some weight on him.”

				“Well, stop. It makes them too hot—” 

				Jericho, who’d obviously decided that the crutches gave him protection from harm, elbowed Gage again. This time my brother grabbed Jericho’s fist and twisted his arm at an abnormal angle. Jericho winced in pain. “Are you going to stop elbowing me? Because those crutches are going to be that much more annoying with a broken arm.” Gage released him.

				Having had his arm twisted into a pretzel, did not put a damper on Jericho’s quest for information. “I just wanted to know the name of that piece of sugar behind the counter who just put on the apron.”

				Gage glanced in the direction of the blonde. “Tell you what, why don’t you go call her a piece of sugar, and she’ll probably tell you her name. She likes that kind of stuff.”

				“Really?” 

				“Sure, and then she’ll hand you your balls wrapped in one of those bar napkins,” Gage said.

				Angel laughed.

				“So, the flattery approach isn’t going to work on her?” Jericho surmised, obviously not deterred by Gage’s rather vivid description of the consequence.

				“Calling a girl sugar isn’t exactly a form of flattery,” Angel said. “Just go talk to her, Richo. And be yourself. Girls fall all over themselves for your attention. You must be doing something right.”

				“Yeah?” Jericho looked at Gage for some sort of affirmation. He’d taken an instant liking to my brother, and I couldn’t help but wonder if he was sort of a replacement for Cash, who I knew Jericho missed. Gage seemed to like Jericho too, but my brother always had a strange way of showing it. 

				Gage raised a brow. “What the hell are you looking at me for?”

				“Just figured you knew her, that’s all.”

				“Friday’s the widow of a friend of mine. He died a year and a half ago when his truck slid off the road in a blizzard. Go ahead and talk to her. Just don’t be disappointed. She hasn’t dated anyone since David died.”

				“Did you just call her Friday?” I asked.

				“Yep, that’s what they call her around here. She used to just work on weekends and whenever we saw her in here, we knew it was Friday and the start of the weekend. So she earned the nickname. Her real name is Kristina.”

			

			
				Jericho grabbed hold of the crutches, levered himself out of the booth and swung around in the direction of the counter. The girl glanced up from the glasses she was filling but then returned her attention to her task.

				“What are the odds he’s going to get her number?” I asked.

				The fake leather seat squeaked as Gage leaned back against it. “Not good. Many have tried but everyone has come up empty handed.” 

				“Yeah, but Jericho is not everyone.” Angel said. “Do they have bands and entertainment here? I noticed some wood tiles on the floor like a makeshift stage.”

				“Occasionally, they get some singer or band to play. Some are good and some aren’t, but it’s one of the few places in the area to hang out.”

				Rita returned with the food. 

				“Hey Rita,” Gage said, “what’s happening with this place? Is it up for sale yet?”

				She shook her head. “Not yet.” Lines crinkled along her eyes as she smiled at Gage. “You still thinking of buying it?”

				“Yep,” Gage said confidently. “You’ll let me know when it comes on the market, right?”

				“Working for Gage Barringer?” She fanned herself dramatically. “You’re damn right I’ll tell ya. Only wish I could afford it myself. From what I’ve heard, the granddaughter didn’t even know she was getting the place. I haven’t seen her since she was a little girl.” She reached to the next table, grabbed the steak sauce and put it down in front of Gage. “Never really knew why Russell stopped talking to his daughter, but he hardly ever got to see his granddaughter.” She smiled at Angel. “Isn’t that sad, a grandfather not getting to see his kin?”

				Angel’s mouth dropped open for a second, but she recouped quickly. “It’s tragic.”

				“Can I get y’all anything else?” Rita glanced across the room to where Jericho stood leaning over the counter talking to Friday. She hardly looked up at him, but I had to give him credit for persistence. “They’d make a cute couple,” Rita said, “I wish that girl would find someone. Sometimes she looks so sad and lonely.” With that she left the table. 

				Gage stabbed his fork into the steak. “I’m so fucking hungry, I might just eat Jericho’s if he doesn’t get back to the table by the time I’m done with mine.”

				Angel’s cheeks puffed out with a big bite of chicken sandwich. She swiped a drip of mayo from her lip with her pinky and swallowed. “It’s so good my eyes are watering.” She leaned in for another bite. 

				“The food is great here. I guess it’s a good thing.” Gage carved off a piece of steak. “There’s nothing worse than dozens of hungry loggers. And if you don’t offer them big plates of delicious food, they’ll run you out of town fast.”

				Jericho’s crutches thunked on the wood floor as he positioned them beneath his arms. 

				“He looks kind of bummed.” I looked at Angel to see if she agreed. She was pretty occupied by her sandwich, but she peered up at him over her bread. 

				She shrugged. “Can’t tell.”

				Jericho got to the booth, slid onto the seat and rested the crutches against the table. “She asked me what happened to my leg, and I told her I got shot.” 

				“Way to work the sympathy, Dude,” I said. “What’d she say?”

				“She told me I should be more careful when I’m cleaning my guns.”

				Gage burst out with laughter and drank some water to clear his throat. “Sorry, Buddy, she doesn’t give her number out to anyone.”

				Jericho shot a puzzled look at him. “I never said I didn’t get her number.”

				Now Gage sucked in a breath and had to clear his throat with another sip of water. “Can’t be. Let me see it. She probably gave you a fake number.”

				Jericho pulled a paper out of his pocket and showed it to Gage. My brother looked at it.

				“Well, color me fucking impressed,” Gage said. 

				Angel was still gazing dreamily at her sandwich. “Told you so.” She took a bite and closed her eyes to enjoy the taste of it. 

			

			
			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 3 

				Angel

				The black and white gelding pranced nervously around the pen. Gage patiently waited in the center for the horse to tire. His dogs, Rake and Ranger, sat obediently outside of the corral watching him.

				I patted both dogs and then rested my forearms on the pipe running along the top of the enclosure. “He sure moves nicely.”

				“Yeah, he’s bred from some world champion cutting horse. His owner, the guy you saw at Raven’s Nest, likes to compete. He also has cattle, so a good cutting horse can come in handy.” The horse stopped along the edge of the pen. Gage walked toward the animal. “Whoa,” he said quietly. He slipped the halter around the horse’s head and patted its neck.

				Tools clanged in the shed where the motorcycles had been stored, and I could hear Luke and Jericho laughing about something. It was a relief to have Jericho safe with us and not with Dreygon. I’d never considered that he could be in danger at the compound, but I’d been so wrong. Obviously, no one was safe when it came to my murderous grandfather. The days out at the ranch and far away from the black cloud of the club had been pure bliss, but there was always that annoying feeling that anything could still happen. 

				It was hard to tell how Jericho felt about all this. He’d grown up in the club life. Occasionally, I would catch a wistful, faraway look in his eyes, and it seemed he was thinking about Nevada. I knew for certain that he missed his bike and his friends back home, but with his injury and the lingering threat of Dreygon doing more harm, he was far better off with us. 

				The horse stood still, with the exception of flaring nostrils and twitching withers, as Gage laid a saddle blanket over its back. He stood there for awhile to let the horse get used to the feel of it. Gage glanced over at me. Like his brothers, he was startlingly handsome, and this wild, rustic setting seemed to fit him perfectly. The black cowboy hat wasn’t too bad either. 

				“Did you learn about horses from your grandfather?” I asked.

				“Nah, he didn’t know much about horses. He worked for the railroad for years. When he retired, he bought this place. He just wanted to live away from people and cities and noise. Our grandmother died a year after they moved out here, but he stayed on. He had a barn, but he didn’t get a horse until I moved in with him. Thought it would be a good way to teach me responsibility.” He slid the blanket off, and the horse stood stock still  as he calmly placed it back on. 

				“I’ve never seen a horse being broken before. I expected it to be a bit more—”

				“Exciting?” he finished. “It’ll get more exciting once I climb on his back. He’ll probably shoot me up like a geyser a few times. I’m just getting him used to the tack for the first couple days. It takes a lot of patience to do it right. You do something wrong, like tighten a cinch too fast or let the stirrup smack ‘em when you’re lowering it, and it can make them jumpy for the rest of their lives. I had a friend whose horse would fall right down onto its side if you tightened the cinch too fast.”

				“That would suck. So, if your grandfather didn’t teach you about horses, who did?”

				“The horses. I learned everything by trial and error.” He laughed, and the horse flinched at the sound of it. He patted its neck to calm it. “And there were a lot of errors and a few broken bones. Mine not theirs. But my grandfather had been right. Working with the horses was hard work, and it taught me responsibility. Kept me out of trouble. Something I’d been having a real problem with back home.”

				“Luke mentioned something to me about the Gage chair in the principal’s office.”

				He creased his brows in thought. “Oh yeah, I forgot about that. Sometimes I spent more time with the women in the office than with the classroom teacher.” His mouth pulled down at the sides, and it seemed he was thinking about the day his mom died.

			

			
				“My mom died when I was young just like you guys. It was really awful not having her,” I said.

				He nodded but didn’t add to the conversation. He didn’t seem like the type to open up easily about his emotions. In that way, he was very different than Luke. And from what Luke had told me about the tragic day when they’d lost their mom, Gage had blamed himself because his mom had been killed on her way to pick him up from the principal’s office.

				Gage picked the saddle up off the railing and walked slowly toward the horse. It sidestepped several feet, but Gage patiently followed it. Its feet skittered some when he lowered the saddle onto its back, but then the horse snorted softly and relaxed. It seemed to understand that Gage wasn’t there to do harm. 

				“How about you?” Gage asked. “Where did you learn about horses?”

				“I guess my answer would be like yours. Chance taught me the do’s and don’ts pretty fast. My grandfather’s compound is out in the middle of nowhere, and I didn’t have much of a social life. So I spent a lot of time with my animals. Chance was only semi-broke when I got him. The guy was anxious to get rid of him. I thought he was awesome from the moment I sat on his back.”

				A motorcycle fired up inside the shed. The horse bolted forward. The saddle slipped off. “Goddammit, I told them not to start up the bikes until I was done.”

				The bike turned off. I glanced in the direction of the shed. Luke peeked out. Gage lifted his arms in a ‘what the hell’ gesture.

				“Sorry, we forgot about the horse.” Luke disappeared back into the shed.

				Gage walked over and picked his saddle and blanket up out of the dirt. This time it took longer to convince the horse to accept the tack, but Gage eventually won the battle of wills.

				He tightened the cinch, not enough for a rider, but snug enough that he could lead the horse around. 

				“It seems like this one won’t be all that hard to break,” I said. “He seems like a mellow horse.”

				“Yeah, he hasn’t done anything stupid yet, which is a good sign. But all he’s doing today is wearing a saddle. It’s a whole different thing when you put a bit in his mouth and climb onto his back.”

				“I guess that makes sense.” Footsteps pounded the dirt behind me. I looked back over my shoulder. Luke and Jericho were heading toward the round pen. Jericho was relying less on the crutches and putting more weight on his leg. However, his limp was still profound, and it saddened me every time I saw it. But I had to remember not to show it. Jericho had caught me watching him through misty eyes as he walked into the kitchen the day before, and he’d been more angered about me pitying him than about having the limp in the first place. 

				“You about done with the horse for the morning?” Luke asked. “Richo and I are ready to go play in the dirt.”

				“Give me a few more minutes,” Gage said.

				“Well, I’m going in to start a load of laundry. Otherwise I’ll be walking around naked soon.” I’d said it innocently enough but wanted to take the words back once they’d left my mouth. From the expressions surrounding me, I’d caught everyone’s full attention. 

				“And that would be a problem how?” Jericho was the first to verbalize what they all seemed to be thinking, but a red hot glare from Luke quickly wiped the grin from his face.

				“All right, then. I’m going to leave you boys to your play day.” I headed toward the house.

				“Aren’t you going to watch us ride?” Jericho asked.

				I waved off the invite. “Just remember, you had an operation on that leg recently.”

				“The hospital is forty minutes away,” I could hear Gage say as I crossed the yard. “And if they air lift you out of here, you’ll get a really big bill in the mail.”

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 4 

				Angel

				I was down to one highly impractical denim mini skirt, a long-sleeved t-shirt and my boots that had finally dried completely. The long miles of walking and hiking up Angel’s Ridge, and the terrible rainstorm, had really taken their toll on my beloved boots. I wasn’t sure they’d last much longer, and I doubted I could ever find another pair that fit me so perfectly. I would wear them until the soles fell off and the lace hooks disintegrated. I pulled on the skirt and t-shirt and threw everything else into the washer. 

				In the distance, the buzz of dirt bikes echoed off the mountainside. As much as I’d hoped Jericho was taking it easy, there was nothing in his nature that would make me think he actually was. And he, like most men, was highly competitive, especially, it seemed, when it came to Luke. 

				I grabbed a banana from the kitchen and walked outside. Gage pulled up in an old golf cart. Rake and Ranger sat like sentries in the back. Gage’s dogs only had eyes for him. I could usually warm myself into an animal’s heart pretty quickly, but they were only slightly receptive to my strokes and friendly words. When Gage was near, they focused solely on him. While he was away at work, they slept until his return. It was actually kind of cool how nuts they were about him. 

				“You want a ride out to the track? I decided it might be kind of entertaining to watch.”

				“Sure.” I climbed into the front seat and yanked at the hem of my skirt to keep it from inching up. Gage seemed amused by my modesty. “I’m not used to wearing skirts, but everything else needed to be washed.”

				“Hey, no complaints here.”

				We drove up onto the road. The scenery stole my breath every time I walked outside. It was still hard to get over not being confined inside the ugly walls of the compound. Now, more than ever, I had the feeling that they were there to keep people in rather than keep danger out. The longer I spent away from the place, the stronger the theory grew that I’d been Dreygon’s unwitting prisoner.

				When the sunlight hit the landscape just right, it was a swirl of deep buttery yellows and sharp greens with every shade in between. Occasionally, there would be a small shed or wooden shack or a stretch of fence line built from rustic planks of wood, but for the most part, nature rolled on uninterrupted. 

				The banana balanced in my lap. I had one hand wrapped around my hair to hold it out of my face, and I used the other to steady myself on the seat. “It’s just amazing out here. I can see why you decided to stay.”

				“It gets a little lonely, but I can’t imagine ever living in a city again.”

				I glanced back at the dogs. They were concentrating on not popping out of the golf cart as we hopped and skipped over ruts in the road. “They look like they’re used to this form of travel.”

				“The property stretches on for about half a mile, so this golf cart comes in handy. I’d always planned to put up some more pastures and a quality barn out here so I could breed quarter horses, but I’m just not sure it’s lucrative enough. It’s a business with a very high overhead, and it takes a long time to build a name for yourself.”

				“So you think running the Raven’s Nest would be a better business opportunity?”

				“A little less rugged, but yeah, I think it would be just what I need.”

				We came to the crude path that led down to the homemade track. Jericho and Luke were already racing each other like a couple of little boys with their hair on fire. They both had on black helmets and goggles but I knew Luke had a black t-shirt on and Jericho wore gray. In a fun twist of irony, Luke had had to lend Jericho clothing just as he’d lent it to Luke at the compound. It was lucky they were both so close in size. Jericho had only had a bloodied shirt and the jeans that now had a bullet hole in them. 

				Again, I struggled to keep my skirt from flashing the world my pink panties as I climbed out of the golf cart. “My legs must have gotten longer,” I muttered. “I swear this skirt didn’t used to be so short.”

			

			
				“Still no complaining,” Gage quipped. His dry personality reminded me a lot of Luke’s. They had far more similarities than Luke had with his twin brother. The dogs hopped off and wandered, noses down, toward the shrubs lining the track.

				The reddish dirt had been packed hard as cement by the rainstorm, and there was surprisingly little dust in the air as they flew off the jumps. Jericho had a commanding lead even with his injured leg. 

				“Luke has always been pretty fast, but it looks like Jericho is whooping his ass.” Gage sat on a tree stump. There was a semi-circle of tree stumps as if they’d been brought there just for spectators. He patted the one next to him. Now I was really regretting my skirt. 

				“I think I’ll stand.”

				 I walked down closer to the track. It seemed fairly impressive but then I didn’t know enough about it to be a great judge. An occasional patch of weeds marred the otherwise cleared stretch of land, but the guys were doing a pretty good job of flattening them. 

				Luke caught up to Jericho on one turn, but he couldn’t sneak past him. As he dropped to the inside, Richo went inside too. When Luke tried to go around him, Richo swept out and kept in front. The jumps were where Jericho really had the advantage. And my warning to take it easy had been completely ignored. As I’d figured it would be. 

				Gage walked up next to me. “Shit, I’d love to see him when he’s not injured.”

				I unpeeled the banana and offered him a piece. He declined. “Jericho has grown up with motorcycles, street bikes and dirt bikes. They are in his blood. His eyes light up every time he sees one. He built an entire dirt track at my grandfather’s compound all by himself.”

				“That’s impressive. This one took Seth, Luke, Dex and me all summer to build and we had the help of my grandfather’s equipment.”

				“Jericho had a small tractor and his determination and that’s about it.”

				They tore past us on their bikes. Luke had fallen back again. “Looks as if he would have had some potential to go pro if he’d pursued it,” Gage said.

				“My grandfather wouldn’t have allowed it. He had an iron grasp on all our lives.” 

				Gage looked down at me.

				“I’d never really understood that until I brought Luke to the compound.”

				“I never really got a chance to say it, but thank you for saving my brother’s life. I don’t think he would have survived if you hadn’t helped him.”

				My throat seized up as he spoke. “I’m just glad I found him.”

				The two bikes came around the curve where Gage and I were standing. Luke turned and looked our way and nearly slammed into a jump. He slowed down, turned off the track and rode up to us. He shut off the bike and pulled off his helmet and goggles. His hair was drenched in sweat, and dirt covered his face everywhere but around his eyes. 

				“You almost pitched yourself into that jump,” Gage said.

				Luke looked at me. “I blame it on the mini skirt and the banana. They threw off my concentration.”

				 I took an exaggeratedly slow bite of the banana. Both brothers watched with an absurd amount of interest, and I found it wholly amusing. I swallowed my bite, but Luke’s gaze had not left my mouth. “I’m not taking the blame for your lack of skills.”

				He smiled and glanced back at Jericho.

				“That boy is fast,” Gage said.

				Luke nodded. “Hell yeah. I just can’t seem to catch him. And he’s on the older bike.”

				We watched Jericho race around the track on his own. He’d been slowed down by his injury, and I knew it was depressing him. But out there on two wheels, he was free to fly again. “He’s having a blast,” I said.

				“Well, I’m beat already.” Luke looked over at me. “But I’m feeling energetic enough to take you for a ride around the property if you’d like.”

			

			
				“But I’m wearing a skirt.”

				“I’ve seen you climb on a bike in a dress before.”

				“Yeah, but this one is super short.”

				He looked at Gage, and they exchanged one of those conspiratorial men looks that wasn’t as hard to interpret as they wanted to believe.

				“Exactly,” Luke said. He handed Gage the helmet and goggles. “Is that pond still out there? The one past the line of evergreens?”

				“I haven’t been up there in awhile, but I imagine that rainstorm filled it up. It’ll be cold as hell though.”

				 “Do you mind keeping an eye on bonehead out there?” Luke asked.

				“Yeah, I’ll watch him.”

				I climbed onto the bike. The skirt inched up to the tops of my thighs. Gage and Luke shot each other another look. 

				“Oh my gosh, stop with the lascivious glances already you two. I’m not showing more than I would have in a bathing suit.”

				Luke looked back with enthusiasm. “Did you bring one?”

				“I’m not riding around on the back of this bike in a bikini. And, no, I didn’t bring it. Remember, I left my home rather hastily.”

				“You’re right. Besides, the skirt will do just fine.” He reached back and pulled my hand across his taut stomach. Then he turned the bike around, and we rode off toward the hills behind the ranch.

				It had been awhile since I’d ridden on a dirt bike. It was not as comfortable as on the back of a Harley, but it was way more exhilarating. In my teens, Jericho and I had ridden around the property on dirt bikes, but I had so little interest in motorcycles that I grew out of riding pretty quickly. I much preferred riding horses.

				I clutched my arms tighter around Luke’s waist as he climbed a steep, roughly cut hillside. We reached the top, and the descent made me laugh out loud like a kid on a roller coaster. My hair whipped in every direction, but I didn’t dare let go of Luke to push it out of my face. He twisted the throttle, and we flew across a flat stretch of grass toward a clump of trees. 

				Luke made a right turn, and I leaned with him as we sped off around the foliage. We headed into a shallow valley that was bordered on one side by rocky hills and on the other by the trees we’d just circled around. And down in the center of the depression was a small, blue pond. Sunlight beamed down on it without interruption, but I was sure Gage’s assessment of its temperature had been accurate.

				Luke rode down to the bank and stopped the bike. We climbed off. With nothing to prop it up, he laid the bike gently down against the grassy slope. “Hope it starts again,” he said.

				“Maybe you shouldn’t have turned it off.” 

				He sat down and yanked off his boots and then pulled his shirt off over his head. He glanced over at me. “What are you waiting for? Get naked. There’s no one around except birds and bees, which is how they know so much about sex. They always get a front row view when two people fool around out in nature.”

				I laughed. “Is that so?”

				“Yep, that’s my story, and I’m sticking to it.” He pulled off his pants and stood up completely naked and ready in every sense of the word.

				“It’s too cold,” I said.

				“It’s no colder than that pond you took me to behind the compound.”

				“Yeah, but that water was surrounded by ninety degree plus temperatures. It’s no more than sixty-five today. I’m cold just standing here.”

				“Fine. I’m going to wash off the dirt and sweat and then I’ll come warm you up.” He ran down to the water and waded in. “Fuck, that’s cold.” 

				I sat down on a smooth patch of grass and watched Luke talk himself into dunking under. He shot back up through the surface and sucked in a breath. “You were right. It’s too cold.” The clear water dripped off the muscular curves of his shoulders and abdomen. I held my breath as he reached his strong arm up and swiped the water from his hair. Droplets formed on his skin like tiny diamonds, and I couldn’t look away. He smiled as he noticed me watching him.

			

			
				“What?” I asked.

				He shook his head. “Nothing. Do you like what you see?”

				“Very much.” I pushed up to my feet and walked toward him. “I just realized that you need to parade around naked in front of me a lot more. It seems like I’m always the naked one, and you’re fully dressed.” I ran my fingers along the lines of his chest. His skin was cold and wet and every inch of him was tempting. I leaned forward and ran a trail of kisses along his shoulder. The water tasted cool and fresh. He reached for me, but I put up a hand to stop him. 

				“Uh uh, me first.” My hands smoothed over the muscles of his arms and shoulders. He felt beautiful and hard beneath my fingertips. I ran my tongue along his throat while my fingers danced over the hard flesh of his back. He reached for me again, and I grinned as I took hold of his hand. As much as I wanted him to touch me, I wanted to enjoy my exploration a little longer. One hand ran over the smooth muscles of his ass while the other reached around and took hold of his erection. He groaned as my fingers wrapped around him.

				Then I lifted my mouth to his, and he kissed me eagerly. “Shit, Angel, lift that skirt for me, please.” 

				“Soon,” I whispered against his hungry mouth. My thumb ran over the slick tip of his cock, and I moved my hand along it. He moved against my touch. 

				I kissed his neck and his shoulders as my hand held him tightly, moving sensually along his erection. A growl vibrated his throat. He was near to losing control. I released him, took his hand and led him to the soft grassy patch. I pushed my panties down and stepped out of them. That was the final move. The hunger in his eyes made me gasp as he reached for me. 

				He pushed the skirt up around my waist and stopped for a few seconds to gaze at my exposed pussy before grabbing hold of me. We collapsed into the grass. He pushed my legs apart and knelt down between my thighs. He stared down at me and then leaned forward and pressed his tongue into the moist, hot folds of my pussy. He flicked it over my swollen clit. I clutched at the grass as he pushed his mouth against me, teasing me, bringing me close to climax. And then he lifted himself up and over me. We’d both brought each other to the edge, and now we were crazed with need. My legs went around his waist as he buried himself deep inside of me. He rocked against me, first slow and then his thrusts quickened. My fingers dug into his shoulders, and my scream got lost in the vast wilderness surrounding us. 

				He pulled free just before he came, his hot seed spilling over my thigh. He lowered his face and kissed me.

				Luke stretched out next to me, and we gazed up at the crystal blue sky. 

				“I could live like this forever,” I said. “In fact, as long as I have you next to me, I can be happy forever.” 

				“Well, then consider it done and your eternal happiness secured.” He rolled to his side and I turned my face toward him. “Cuz I’m not going anywhere.”

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 5 

				Luke

				Jericho and Gage had already returned home by the time Angel and I pulled up to the shed where the bikes were stored. We put the bike away and headed toward the house.

				“I’m hungry. After riding and all the follow-up activities my stomach feels hollow.”

				“We could make some sandwiches,” Angel said.

				“That works.”

				We stepped into the kitchen. Gage and Jericho were munching on cold pizza. Gage motioned over to my phone. “It’s been ringing like crazy.”

				“Really? Who the hell could be calling me?”

				“Don’t know, don’t care,” Gage said. “Just stop it from buzzing. It’s disturbing our pizza feast.”

				I picked it up and glanced at the screen. Detective Carson had called three times. I dialed his number and walked out of the room. 

				“Barringer, where’ve you been?”

				“On suspension, remember?”

				“Yeah, yeah. Listen, one of Sharpe’s men has shown up dead. He’s over at the Reno morgue. Stabbed to death. It’s out of the DEA hands, of course, but I thought you’d want to know. They couldn’t get ahold of Sharpe, but a couple of the club members agreed to come in and identify the body.”

				There were dozens of Bedlam members I’d never met. Dreygon had invited a large group of them to his party at the compound, but I really only knew the small core of people who lived with Angel.

				“Was it a rival club? Bent for Hell, maybe?”

				“They’re denying it vehemently, but of course, they would. Once they identify the victim and question some of the members, they might have a better idea of what happened. The sheriff’s station put out the description, and the Bedlam members seemed to know pretty quickly who he was. Not many people have their whole head covered with tattoos.”

				“Gunner,” I said under my breath.

				“You knew him?”

				“Sounds like Gunner. He lived at the compound. He was the one who kidnapped Dreygon’s granddaughter. He was after the presidency.”

				Angel popped her head out of the kitchen and pointed to the mustard bottle. I forced a casual expression and nodded yes. 

				“The presidency?” Carson asked. “Then this whole thing might have just taken a new turn. Maybe Homicide needs to look within the Bedlam club for the murderer.” He paused. “Hold on, Luke, the morgue is on the other line. I told them we had an interest in the case, so they were going to let me know.”

				I waited but I already knew who the dead man was. Now I needed to figure out how to tell Angel and Jericho. Gunner was a blowhard, and not the most well-loved guy, but they’d grown up with him. The thing that worried me most was whether or not Dreygon was behind it. Something told me that that notion wasn’t farfetched at all. Angel had told me that Gunner was from a family with high connections to the club. It would be bold for Dreygon to take him out, but none of it seemed out of character for the old man.  

				Carson came back on. “You were right. Some young club member named Rick just identified the body as Gunner Paxton.”

			

			
				“I’m going to catch a flight to Nevada tonight. This might be just what we need to take down Dreygon.”

				“All right. Let me know when you get here.”

				“I will.” I hung up. Jericho’s laughter rumbled through the kitchen. He was still on a high from his ride today. While it seemed he longed to go back to Nevada, he also seemed relieved to be here, out of the fray and away from Dreygon.

				Angel was standing at the kitchen counter cutting a sandwich. 

				Jericho looked up from his pizza. “Why so glum, chum?”

				Angel turned around, and instantly, her face softened with concern. “What is it, Luke? Who was on the phone?” 

				There just wasn’t any easy way to say it. “Gunner’s dead.”

				The knife dropped from Angel’s hand, and she covered her face. Her shoulders shook. I walked over and pulled her into my arms. Jericho looked almost sick. He slunk back in his chair. “Holy fucking hell, the old man did it,” he muttered.

				Angel’s face popped up. She looked at me pleadingly, wanting me to deny what Jericho had just said, but I couldn’t. I really had no idea if it had been Dreygon, but it seemed he was entirely capable of it. I walked Angel to the table and pulled out a chair for her.

				Gage was looking puzzled by our reaction. “Wasn’t Gunner the name of the guy who held Angel hostage?”

				I pulled up a chair and handed Angel a napkin. “Yeah, he was, but he was really just using her to get Dreygon’s share of the club.”

				Angel blotted her cheeks and dropped her hands into her lap. “He kept on telling me I was a pain in the ass.” The last words came out on a sob. “He was a total asshole, but he was our asshole.”

				Jericho stood abruptly, and his crutch fell to the floor. “I should’ve been there. This is Dreygon’s doing. I know it is.” 

				Angel wrapped her arms around herself and sank lower on the seat. If it had been Dreygon, it would make this all that much worse for her.

				“Richo,” I said sharply. He glanced at me, and I inclined my head toward Angel with a ‘cool it’ expression. “We don’t know who did it yet. It might have been Bent for Hell.”

				“Yeah, right. Not likely,” Jericho said.

				I looked at Gage. “I’m flying to Nevada tonight to meet up with Carson.”

				“I’m going too,” Jericho said.

				I looked up at him. “No, you’re not. I want to talk to some people, and you’ll just be in the way.”

				Jericho’s mouth tightened. “Fuck you, Barringer. How will I be in the way? I’m your ticket to getting in to talk to people. You think you’re just going to walk up to the clubhouse or the Rookery and talk to Bedlam members?”

				I looked at him. “The Rookery? Is that that bar on Haven Street? Sounds like a good place to start . . . alone.”

				He laughed grimly. “You can’t just walk in there. They’ll toss you out on your ass if you start asking questions.”

				I shrugged. “I can be pretty persuasive when I want to be.” None of this conversation was helping Angel’s mood. Her eyes were red from crying, and her face was pale. “Look, Jericho, let me go to Nevada and find out what’s happening. I need you here. When Gage is at work, Angel will be all alone.”

				“Do you really have to go?” she asked weakly.

				“I need to find out what’s going on.”

				Jericho kicked the fallen crutch out of his way and tried as hard as he could to stomp off in anger, but his injured leg really ruined the effect. 

				Angel got up. “I’ll go in and sit with him. Growing up, Gunner and Cash were like Jericho’s older brothers. This is going to hit him hard.” 

			

			
				I got up and followed her out of the kitchen. She knew I was behind her, but she didn’t look back at me. I took hold of her hand, and she spun around and fell against me. Her tears moistened my shirt, and her body trembled in my arms. “It’s never going to be right, is it?” she said faintly. “This nightmare is never going to end.”

				I rubbed my hand over her back, and my touch seemed to settle her shuddering breaths. “I’m going to make it right, Angel. I promise.”

				She peered up at me. Her long black lashes were clumped together with tears. “I know you have to go, but I really wish you weren’t leaving.”

				“Yeah, me too. You know I can’t stand to be away from you.” I pushed a long strand of hair from her face. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 6 

				Luke

				Carson picked me up at the airport. “Sally’s out of town visiting her sister,” he said as I tossed my bag into the backseat. “With no one watching your house, it’s safer if you just stay with me.”

				“That’s fine. I’ll pick up my mail tomorrow. So, what’s been happening?” 

				“Not much, yet. A witness came forward, someone who knew Gunner, and said he’d seen a guy in a Bent for Hell cut walk over and confront him at a bar. That was the last anyone saw of him.”

				“Did this witness know the man or give a description?”

				 “He only saw the cut. Nothing else.” 

				“Who was this witness? Is he a Bedlam member?”

				“Nah, just some guy who was hanging out at the bar. It’s a sleazy place called the Rookery. A lot of bikers hang out there. The management tolerates them.”

				“That sounds like a good place to start.”

				“Start what? You’re getting yourself in pretty deep, Luke, and with this suspension on your record now—”

				“You mean I won’t be up for any promotion soon?” I asked.

				He rolled his eyes at me. “Stop with the smartass shit. I’m just trying to watch your back. And it’s not an easy task.”

				“I know. But I’m already in deep. I’ve got Angel to think about.”

				He looked over at me for a second before returning his eyes to the road. “Never thought I’d see Luke Barringer hand over his heart to a girl.”

				I stared out the window. Traffic was sparse and most of the businesses were closing up for the evening. “It’s been handed, sealed and locked away for good, Carson. I’ll risk everything to keep her safe.”

				He reached into the console and pulled out a stick of gum. He held one up to me, but I shook my head. “I finally get rid of the cigarettes, and now, I’m ruining my teeth with gum. But it helps and it’s a slightly less vile vice.” He unwrapped the gum and stuck it in his mouth. “Only you would fall for the granddaughter of one of the most dangerous men in the region,” he mumbled over the gum.

				“Yeah, typical isn’t it? I’m not really into easy, as you may have noticed.”

				He turned onto the off-ramp. “Well, here’s something interesting— the homicide detectives couldn’t contact next of kin. Apparently, his parents are both dead and there’s a brother out there somewhere, but he couldn’t be reached.”

				“Michael Jr., Gunner’s older brother. Angel told me he wanted nothing to do with the club. Gunner’s father, Mike Paxton, had been the president, and Dreygon was his vice president. Gunner wanted to take the presidency from Dreygon. That’s why he took Angel. I’d always considered Gunner a bit of a knucklehead, but now it seems he might have made a better president. Dreygon is nothing short of insane, and Gunner’s death proves it.”

				Carson shook his head. “That’s what I wanted to tell you. Sharpe stepped forward as Gunner’s next of kin. Told the detectives the boy was like a son to him. He made all the funeral arrangements. The detectives aren’t even looking at him as a suspect. Guess he put on quite the drama scene at the morgue when he showed up unexpectedly.”

				“That’s why I’m sure it was him. He is that cunning. He can turn on the feeble old man act when necessary.”

				“He sure had Homicide convinced.”

			

			
				“Can’t believe they were that easily tricked.”

				“They don’t know him like you do.” Carson turned down the street that led toward his house. “And since Dreygon knows you well too, he knows you’re going to be digging into this, which brings me back to our earlier conversation.”

				“I’ll be careful. I’m just going to see if I can talk to a few people, that’s all.” My phone rang. I’d texted Jericho once my plane landed to let them know I’d arrived. He was calling back. “Hey, Jericho, how are you doing?”

				“Fine.”

				“How’s Angel?”

				“Dude, you just left her a few hours ago. I’ve been watching out for Evie her whole life.” He was still holding a major grudge for leaving him behind, among other things.

				“I know you have, Richo. I was just asking. What’s up?”

				“I got a call from a club member, Rick. He’s the guy who came in to identify Gunner’s body. He says he needs to talk to you.” I heard some paper rattling. “I wrote it down. He wants you to meet him at Grand Central Coffee Shop at eleven o’clock tonight. They’re open late. Rick’s a big dude with red hair.”

				“Great. I think he was there with Gunner at the industrial park.” I paused and he read my thoughts through the phone.

				“Here she is,” he said, slightly exasperated.

				“Miss you, Reno.” It was evident in her tone that she was still shaken.

				I glanced over at Carson and lowered my voice. “I miss you too, Baby.”

				Carson held back a smile and shook his head.

				“Jericho just gave me a lead, so hopefully, it won’t take me too long here.”

				“Hurry back,” she said.

				“I will. Love you. Bye.”

				Carson was still shaking his head. “Luke Barringer is love struck. Never thought I’d see the day.”

				“Shit, you act like I was some cold, emotionless bastard when it came to girls.”

				“No, you weren’t that, but you were definitely what they refer to these days as a player.”

				“If you say so. Anyhow, I have a lead. I’m meeting with one of the Bedlam members later tonight. We’ll see if my hunch about Dreygon is right.”

				***

				I stepped inside, and the earthy, rich aroma of coffee swirled around me. While most of the customers seemed to be there for the free internet, it amazed me how many were still sipping coffee at such a late hour. These were the all-nighters, the people who preferred the quiet solitude of night to the clamor and crowds of day. I walked up and bought a bottle of water. I recognized the tall red haired guy who’d seemed relieved when I took Angel from Gunner. He was dressed in a t-shirt and jeans but no cut. This wasn’t exactly the place to wear one. There was no bike out front, so I could only assume he’d left that at home too.

				He was sitting in the darkest corner of the shop with a cup of coffee between his massive freckled hands. I looked pointedly at the chair across from him, and he motioned for me to sit. He glanced around the room and took a moment to survey the small parking lot in front.

				“I’m alone, if that’s what you’re wondering,” I said.

				“It’s not you I’m worried about.” He made an obvious attempt to not look tense. 

				“So, Jericho said you had some information.” I stopped for a second. “I’m sorry about Gunner.”

				“Yeah.” He ran his fingers through his hair and it stood up on end. “I knew he was playing with fire, but Gunner had a hard head. He would never listen to advice. That morning when we got to the diner and saw Angel, he decided to grab her. He’d had no real plan. It was just take her and we’ll deal with the consequences later.” He took a sip of coffee. “A few of us tried to talk him out of it. We’re all fond of her. She’s always been like a piece of sunshine in this club, so sweet and innocent. I’d told Gunner, if he wanted the club, he had to do it the hard way, earn our loyalty. Taking Angel was only going to make that harder for him.” He took another glance outside and then looked back at me. He was young and seemingly the nervous type. But he’d had balls enough to meet me, so he earned a lot of credit for that. 

			

			
				“What did Gunner think he could gain from taking Angel?”

				He seemed to ponder my question as if he wasn’t completely sure. “That’s just it. The whole thing got weird. I just figured he’d hold her ransom for territory or even the president’s patch, but that wasn’t the case.” He moved closer as if he was sure the walls were paying attention to our conversation. “Gunner had something on Dreygon, something that would get him in trouble, and somehow, it all centers around Angel. That’s why I think he had Gunner killed.”

				I sat forward with interest. “So, it wasn’t Bent for Hell. Some witness came forward to claim that they saw Gunner having words with one of their members.”

				Rick shook his head. His shoulders relaxed some as if he’d gotten the biggest thing off his chest now. “I’m sure that was a paid off witness. Gunner wouldn’t be stupid enough to piss off one of those guys. It would start an entire war. But if Dreygon keeps trying to blame them, that battle isn’t too far off. And Bedlam doesn’t have a chance against them.”

				The door opened and Rick looked up. It was two girls with books. He sat back against the chair. “I don’t have any proof that it was Dreygon. He’s an expert at cleaning up his tracks. Besides, he wouldn’t have had any direct involvement with the murder.”

				“No, I know. Nothing ever sticks to that bastard. He’s making the funeral arrangements and playing the part of the beloved friend.”

				Rick shook his head. “With friends like that . . .” He glanced outside once more. “How’s Angel doing? Are you taking good care of her?”

				“I am. She’s a good distance away from here. I’ve got to keep her away from Dreygon. Now, more than ever.”

				He drained his cup. “This should keep me staring at the ceiling all night. I guess I’ll head to a bar and drink some beer to counteract it. I’ll leave first.”

				I nodded. “And thanks. If you find out anything else—”

				“I’ll get in touch with Jericho and then he can contact you. I hope you find something on Dreygon that will finally stick. He’s out of control right now, and the whole club is going to peel open from the inside soon.”

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 7 

				Angel

				The horse bounced across the pen as if tight springs had been attached to each hoof, but Gage managed to hold on. 

				“Shit.” Jericho leaned his arms on the railing of the corral. “And they say that motorcycles are dangerous. At least I have control over which way the bike is going.”

				“Maybe, but you have no control over the other cars and trucks that are sharing the road with you,” I said. 

				Gage trotted the horse around several times and then seemingly decided it was a good place to end a first ride. He’d landed on the ground only once before getting the horse to settle into a frenzied trot. 

				Gage motioned to the chestnut horse we’d saddled earlier. “Why don’t you put the bridle on and then you can ride in here. Turbo is a really fun horse and well broke.”

				Jericho looked over at me. “You’re going to ride a horse named Turbo? Reno will have my head if there’s even one scratch on you.”

				“I’ll be fine. And I think you’re over exaggerating a bit.” I walked over to the horse and grabbed the bridle off the fence post. 

				“Am I?” Jericho called across the pen. “I don’t think so.”

				 I slid the bit into the horse’s mouth and pushed the bridle over his ears. Chance was still on stall rest, and I hadn’t been on a horse since I’d left the compound with him. I was looking forward to it. I hoped it would take my mind off the darker thoughts I’d been dealing with since Luke had told us that Gunner was dead. 

				Gage walked past me. “I’m going to take him into the barn. Walk Turbo around for a good ten minutes first. He’s always stiff when he comes out of the stall. I think the pasture has drained enough to let them graze again. The summer grass is coming to an end, so we might as well let them enjoy it. Saves me money on feed too. But your boy will have to stay in.”

				“Chance is not going to like that.” I laughed. I led the horse into the pen and closed the gate behind me. Turbo was a perfect gentlemen and stood still as I climbed onto his back. I glanced down at Jericho from the saddle. “I need Gage to teach Chance all these nice manners. I practically have to take a running start to climb on his back.” Turbo went right to the railing and I walked him around. He needed only the slightest touch to move. He was a dream horse compared to my ornery beast. 

				Jericho was just putting his phone away as I walked past.

				“I can’t believe what great service we get out here in the middle of nowhere,” he said. “Luke just texted that he’s coming back tonight.”

				“Yay,” I said. “What do you think Rick wanted to talk to him about?”

				“Your guess is as good as mine.” 

				“I’m so glad Luke is coming back so soon.” The horse moved on automatic pilot. I hardly had to move my arms or legs.

				“Yeah, it’s been pretty awful slumming it with the guy who used to be your best friend.” Jericho put on his well-practiced sad face.

				“Richo, you’ll always be my best friend.”

				“If that isn’t the biggest piece of bullshit.”

				I stopped the horse in front of him with just a quiet ‘whoa’. “Holy shit, this horse is nicely trained.” I looked down at Jericho. “You’re in a really sour mood. What’s wrong?”

			

			
				He scowled up at me. “Do you really have to ask, Evie? See? A few months ago you would’ve known, but now, you only think about Luke.”

				“Richo, stop. What is it?”

				“Let me start the list with my fucking leg is screwed up forever. Gunner is dead, and I can’t even be with the club or attend his funeral. My Harley.” He peered up at me. “My most loyal friend, is stuck inside the compound, and my best friend only has eyes for one guy and that guy is not me.”

				“I don’t know what you want me to say, Richo. I still love you as much as I always have, and I have to agree with Luke, it’s not safe for you to be around the club right now. It seems Gunner’s death is proof of that. This is the perfect opportunity for you to make sure that leg heals back to normal and then you’ll be strutting your stuff at all the clubs and making the girls crazy.” I started the horse around the pen again but glanced back at Jericho. “What happened to that girl from the Raven’s Nest, the one who gave you her number?” 

				He shrugged. “I talked to her once on the phone, but she’s too good for someone like me. I’ve got nothing to offer. The club was all I had, and that’s a pretty shady thing to lead with when you meet a new girl. Especially if she is not the motorcycle club type, which she’s not. She mentioned that her uncle had been a Hell’s Angel, and her father stopped talking to him once he joined up.”

				I circled around to his side again. “I think you’re just having an absurd pity party for yourself today. You’ve got plenty to offer. Maybe you just need to start thinking of life outside the club.” 

				Jericho’s expression soured more. His phone rang, and he yanked it out. His face pulled scrunched in confusion when he looked at the screen. “What the fuck?” he muttered, and turned away to answer it.

				 Gage walked out of the barn. “He looks warmed up. Go ahead and trot him around.”

				I looked over at Jericho. His head was down, and he was deep in conversation. He held his shoulders rigid as he listened to whoever was on the other end. 

				I squeezed my legs and the horse moved easily into a trot. 

				Gage leaned his arms up on the pen to watch.

				“You need to work this magic on Chance,” I said. “He needs some ground manners too. I’ve spoiled him rotten.”

				“When he’s feeling better, I’ll get him out and work with him.” 

				I reached Jericho’s side of the pen just as he was sticking his phone in his pocket. I was not imagining the pallor of his skin. 

				“Who was it?” I asked.

				He shook his head, and it was obvious he was formulating an answer. “Apparently, I won a free two week trip to Hawaii as long as I’m willing to listen to a timeshare sales pitch.”

				“Really? That’s why you look so shaken?”

				“Yep. Those sales calls always piss me off. I’m going to head inside and let you two play with the ponies. My leg is starting to hurt.” He walked away.

				Turbo’s trot was smooth to sit, and we cruised around the pen at a brisk pace. 

				“What was that about?” Gage asked.

				“Not sure. But I’m pretty sure it had nothing to do with a trip to Hawaii.”

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 8 

				Luke

				I checked on the house and grabbed the mail. Everything was in order. No death threats painted on the front door or snakes in the mailbox. I could only assume Dreygon had put off looking for his granddaughter while he terrorized the few people who had dared to question his authority. Rick, who’d sided with Gunner, had definitely looked nervous, and with good reason. Dreygon was ruthless. 

				I’d filled in the homicide detectives on some of the stuff that Rick had mentioned and what I knew about Dreygon and the way he did things, and they promised to look into him as a possible suspect. Unfortunately, there had been very little evidence at the scene other than the victim’s body. They’d found Gunner in an alley between two empty buildings, not far from the industrial park where he’d held Angel hostage. He was hidden behind a forest of weeds. 

				My phone rang. “Hey, Carson, what’s up?”

				“Well, besides everyone here at the office busting my balls for suspending you, I thought you might want to know that the funeral home is picking up Paxton’s body from the morgue in an hour. You never know who might show up to see his send off, and someone’s got to sign for him.”

				“I’ll head over there right now. I thought everyone was pissed at me for ignoring protocol when I smashed that guy’s head in.”

				“Yeah, they were all putting on a professional front, but everyone loved Dex, you know?”

				“Yeah, I do. It sure felt good cracking that asshole’s skull. But you know what? I needed this time off. I’ve got to deal with all this shit first. I need to make sure Angel is safe.”

				“Then I’m glad I could help by suspending you.”

				“Yeah, now if you could figure out a way to pay me too.”

				“You need money?” Carson had stepped in as a father figure after my dad died, and he was still always there when I needed him.

				“Nah, I’m good. I’m going to head over to the morgue. I’ll let you know if anything interesting happens.”

				I hopped in the car and headed to the freeway. The phone rang and Angel’s voice came through the speaker. Just hearing her sweet tone made me smile. “Luke, is everything all right?”

				“Yeah, Baby, it’s all good. What’s up?”

				“I was out riding Gage’s horse—”

				My heart raced ahead. “Did you get hurt?”

				“No, I’m fine. I guess I shouldn’t have started with that. I’m so lame on the phone.”

				“Not lame at all. I was just thinking how hot you sound. I guess we’ve never really spoken over the phone. That’s weird to think. But I’m completely turned on right now just listening to you.”

				She laughed. “I borrowed Gage’s cell phone to call you.”

				“Way to throw cold water on a guy by mentioning his brother.”

				“Sounded like you needed it, Bro. Especially if you’re driving,” Gage’s voice came through loud and clear.

				“Angel, are you on speaker phone?”

				“I don’t know. I guess so. I don’t have to hold the phone to my ear to hear you.” 

				“Yep, that’s speaker. So, what’s up?”

				“Jericho got a call while I was riding, and he looked kind of freaked out about it. He laughed it off as some timeshare sales call, but something is up.”

			

			
				“Did you or Gage catch any of it?” 

				“No, he seemed shocked when he looked at the phone to see who it was and then he turned away. I was riding around the pen, and Gage was in the barn. It wasn’t a very long call.”

				“Where’s Jericho at right now?”

				“He took the dirt bike out for a cruise.” 

				“I’ll try and call him later. Gage,” I figured he was still listening.

				“Yeah?”

				“I’ll be landing at eleven thirty tonight.”

				“I guess I’ll pick you up,” Gage said. “Although, I’ve got to be up at four for work. Couldn’t you get an earlier flight?” 

				“Sorry man, I’ll make it up to you somehow. Now take it off speaker phone so I can talk dirty to my girlfriend without you listening in.”

				“Where’s the fun in that?” Gage asked and then the background noise quieted.

				“Are we alone?”

				“Well, you are,” Angel said softly, “but I’ve still got your brother in the room.”

				“That’s fine, you can just listen. Remember that night on your favorite rocks under the stars with the bandana?”

				She laughed softly. “Yes.” Loud footsteps pounded the floor and grew quiet. “Gage just walked out.”

				“I’m thinking you, naked, and hands bound and me free to do whatever I like . . .and whatever you like.”

				“I’m thinking that could work. Just come home soon.”

				“I will. And don’t worry about Jericho. I’ll call him later.”

				“Love you. Bye.”

				An ivory white van was parked in the loading zone with black and silver letters spelling out Franklin’s Funeral Home on the side. I didn’t see any motorcycles or anyone else for that matter. It was entirely possible that only the funeral home people had shown. I walked in through the front door. 

				A small woman in medical scrubs was looking through some papers on the front desk. “I’ll be right with you,” she said and quickly went to the backroom where all the action seemed to be happening. 

				 I leaned against the counter and listened, trying to eavesdrop on the conversation, but the walls were thick and the voices were muffled. There wasn’t really too much I could gleam from all this anyhow, and now I was wishing I hadn’t bothered to come. 

				I headed back outside and pulled out my phone to see if I could reach Jericho. Then a voice behind me stopped me cold.

				“You and I just can’t stop running into each other, Special Agent Barringer.” Dreygon used his most sarcastic, stinging tone while pronouncing my name. I turned around. He was wearing sunglasses and a wicked smirk.

				“You’ll have to excuse the dark shades. I’ve lost someone very dear to me, and I’m having a hard time getting over it.” He walked closer and every muscle in my body surged with adrenaline. “I guess you came to pay your respects as well.” He clucked his tongue and the sound of it was chilling. “Going to miss old Gunner. Those Bent for Hell assholes will have to pay, I’m afraid.”

				“Just shut the hell up, Sharpe. I know it was you, and I’m going to find a way to prove it.”

				A harsh laugh stuttered from his throat. “Whatever you say, Special Agent. Talked to Jericho today.”

				That explained the phone call and Jericho’s reaction.

				“I knew my granddaughter wouldn’t talk to me now that you’ve poisoned her against me.”

				Now it was my turn for a cold laugh. “Is that what you think? You did that all on your own. She wants nothing to do with you. She’s in my care now, so you won’t ever see or talk to her again.”

				The back door to the morgue opened, and the attendants rolled out the gurney with Gunner’s body. We both watched as they pushed the gurney to the van and lowered it inside. I peered over at Dreygon. His face reminded me of craggy gray stone. Sunglasses or not, there was not even a flicker of emotion.

			

			
				“Poor Gunner,” he said, “I’m just sick about it.” He pushed his glasses up on his head, and dragged his attention away from the van. A glint of ice cold hatred shined in his eyes as he looked at me. “I told Jericho to warn Angel that if she stayed away too long, people she cared about might start meeting with terrible fates.”

				I gritted my teeth and tried my damndest not to flinch at his words. I felt certain Jericho wouldn’t say anything to Angel. This had to be kept from her. And then I thought about the secret of the arranged marriage I’d kept from her, and how upset she’d been with me. But this was different. This was a threat that Dreygon knew would cut straight into Angel’s soul. She would die first before letting harm come to someone else. 

				My teeth ground against each other. “You’re not getting near her. I will kill you first.”

				Dreygon nodded and grinned at my threat. He started to walk away but stopped. “How’s Montana?”

				My fists tightened. It was not all that surprising that he’d already found out where we were staying. Gage, Seth and I were all named on the deed to the ranch. But I had to admit, the old bastard was good. “You’re not there, so it’s fine.”

				“Well, say hello to everyone.” He pushed his sunglasses back down. “I’ll see you later, Barringer.” He walked to a truck that was sitting outside of the parking lot and climbed into it. Sunlight flicked off his silver earrings, and while the windows of the truck were tinted, I could see that he was still watching me.

				I sat in my car and it seemed we were playing a game of chicken until he started the engine of his truck and drove off. I was just coming down from the rush of rage when my phone rang again. It was Jericho.

				“Angel went out with Gage to feed the horses. I’ve been waiting for her to get out of the house. Guess who called me today?” he asked.

				“Dreygon?”

				He hesitated, seemingly a little disappointed that I’d just screwed him out of a chance to surprise me. “Yeah. He was using Gunner’s phone, and for a second, I thought he was pulling a back from the dead move like you.”

				“Nah, I just watched them roll his body into the funeral home’s van. He’s gone and he’s not coming back.”

				Short silence again. “He was calling to tell me that he was cutting me off his friends and family plan.”

				I laughed. It wasn’t the time for it, but it sounded so comical. “You’re on his phone plan?”

				“Not after today. In fact, I’m surprised my phone is still on right now. The money I had was always cash, so I didn’t have a bank account to qualify for a phone contract. Plus, it was cheaper when we were all on the plan together.”

				I thought about the conversation with Angel and how she’d never even known about speaker phone. “Angel was never part of that plan, was she?”

				“Nah, Dreygon never let her have one. And she didn’t care. Who would she have called? She didn’t really have any friends outside of the walls. It was like he had Evie wrapped in an invisible cocoon inside the compound. He always kept a close watch on her as if he’d expected someone to come and take her from him.” He grew quiet for a second. “I guess he’d been right. Anyhow, here’s the shitty stuff. He told me to warn Angel that more members would be harmed if she didn’t return to him.”

				“I know. You didn’t tell her, did you?”

				“No way. That would eat her up. And there’s more, he knows where we are.”

				“I know.”

				“This whole conversation isn’t as exciting as I thought it would be. Are you reading my mind through the phone, or what?”

				The van with Gunner’s body drove off, and the lot was empty. “Just ran into the silver-haired bastard in the parking lot of the morgue.”

				“No fucking way. What did he say?” 

				“The same stuff you just told me. We can’t let Angel know any of this. She’ll blame herself for Gunner’s death. She saw your reaction to Dreygon’s phone call. She asked me to find out what it was about. I’ll tell her that it was Rick just letting you know that the funeral was arranged and you were upset because you knew you wouldn’t be going.”

			

			
				“That should work.”

				 “Listen, when you get a chance, write down any numbers you have on that phone that you think might be needed to nail the old man’s ass to the wall. People who you can trust and that know some of the inner workings of the club.”

				“That used to be Gunner, Cash and me. Not sure who he’s confiding in now with the exception of that asshole who shot me, J.D.. But we don’t have any history of trust or friendship, obviously. I’ll go through my contacts and write them down before he shuts off my phone.”

				The morgue seemed quiet, a good time to go inside and ask some questions. “I’ll be home tonight. In the meantime, I’m going get a hold of Seth and see where he’s at. We might be on the move again. He’s living on a boat on the water. It might be safer for you and Angel out there.”

				“A boat?” There was no enthusiasm in his tone. “A boat on crutches, that’s not going to work.”

				“Better than having to look over your shoulder all the time. I’ll see you soon.”

				The same woman in medical scrubs was now sitting behind the desk sipping a bottle of iced tea. “There you are. Sorry about that. We were busy sending off a body for burial prep.” She got up and walked to the counter. “What can I do for you?”

				“Gunner Paxton, the man they just wheeled out of here, was an acquaintance of mine.”

				She looked at me with a small dose of suspicion, so I pulled out my badge. “I know some of the members of the Bedlam MC, Gunner’s club. In fact, I was just talking to the president, Dreygon Sharpe.”

				She twitched slightly at his name. “He was very intense. I had to talk to him twice, and frankly, I’m glad they have that victim out of here just so I don’t have to deal with that man again. Don’t know what it was about him, but—”

				“Don’t worry, you’re not alone in your assessment. He is scary. I just wanted to know if there were any unusual details about Paxton’s murder. Any evidence that he was being robbed or that there was a big struggle?”

				“No, actually, there wasn’t any struggle, and whoever killed him, knew what they were doing. Straight to the jugular and clean. We’re still trying to figure out what kind of knife it was. We couldn’t find skin or blood or even hair from anyone else on the victim’s clothing, which always leads us to believe that—”

				“It was someone he knew well.” I finished for her.

				 “And trusted. No struggle means he was taken completely by surprise, and the deceased was a big, menacing man. It seemed like he could do some damage if he was attacked.”

				“You’re right.” I thought about my first day at the compound when Gunner had me strung up from the ceiling of the room they called the dungeon. He had definitely enjoyed beating the hell out of me while I was chained up.

				The examiner took a sip of her drink. “Otherwise, that’s all I’ve got. He bled out pretty quickly, I’d say. Probably died in minutes. Whoever it was must have grabbed some weeds from the alley and scratched away all the footprints. Like I said, it was someone who knew what they were doing.”

				I nodded. “Thanks,” I hesitated, and she supplied her name. 

				“Dr. Vogel.”

				“Thanks again, Dr. Vogel. You’ve been a great help.” I walked out to the car. There was no way Gunner would have walked calmly into an alley with a Bent for Hell member and not have been ready to fight. He thought he was ducking behind a building to have a secret conversation with someone he knew, someone he trusted, someone from the Bedlam club. Which was exactly as I’d expected.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 9 

				Angel

				It was well past midnight by the time we reached Gage’s place. Gage and Jericho had gone straight into bed. 

				Luke was back with me, and even though all kinds of ugly stuff was happening outside of our quiet, scenic hiding place, I was always content when he was near. After going for several long, horrid days thinking he was dead, I was always ready to pinch myself whenever I saw him.“It’s such a pretty night,” I said, “the stars seem to be extra bright. Let’s sit on the porch for awhile.” I smiled at him. “I’ve got a treat for you.”

				 The two lines on the sides of his mouth appeared as he grinned. I’d grown extremely fond of those two lines. Just like every angle and plane of his handsome face, they were utterly familiar and appealing. “I’m all for treats.”

				“They are chocolate chip cookies.”

				There was no missing the twinge of disappointment but then he seemed to decide cookies were an almost acceptable alternative to sex. “Cookies are fine. Now if you’re naked when you serve them to me that would make it extra special.”

				I kissed him lightly. “Luke, I know you were all up for something a little more raunchy than baked goods tonight, but I really just need to sit in your arms and feel you near me. The whole Gunner thing has sort of depressed me.”

				“No problem. Cookies, stars and you in my arms? Can’t complain about that scenario. I’ll get a blanket to wrap around us.”

				I carried out two cups of milk and a plate of cookies. Luke was already sitting on the porch. I placed the food down on the step next to him, and he lifted a side of the blanket for me to crawl under. 

				The lights in the barn sprayed a yellow glow over the yard. Tree branches shuddered in the cool breeze, dropping a few tender leaves with each gentle gust and heralding in the change of season.

				“It’s already warm and toasty under here.” I squiggled closer to him. “I’ll bet autumn is beautiful on this ranch.”

				“It is, but winter is brutal.”

				“How was the weather back home?”

				“A lot hotter than here, but there was a hint of fall in the air.”

				It was strange, but occasionally I would get a pang of homesickness for my little cabin in the compound. I’d spent most of my life there, and despite all the awful shit that had happened, I’d been left with plenty of good memories. I couldn’t imagine what a dreary, grim place it had become with all of us gone. I wondered if Rose and Candy had stayed on. Neither of them really had any other place to go, which was a sad thought. 

				“Sometimes, it’s hard for me to believe how much my life has changed since I found you. It feels like I’ve lived a whole lifetime and experienced every emotion in just these last few months.”

				“I know what you mean. Of course, if you hadn’t found me then I’d be long dead and buried, or giving some vultures heartburn, and you’d still be at the compound with your grandfather.” His arm went around my waist and he pulled me closer. Sometimes it seemed we couldn’t get close enough. 

				The stars were a carpet of silver above. The clear air and lack of manmade lights gave them center stage in the night sky. “It does make me sad to think of what’s become of Dreygon. Growing up, there were times when he’d put away the badass MC president persona and be a grandfather.” The crisp whispers of autumn had ushered forth a memory. “I remember one Halloween, he showed up with a giant pumpkin strapped to the rear seat of his motorcycle.”

			

			
				Luke laughed. “That must have been a sight. His Bedlam cut flapping in the wind as he tore down the highway with a pumpkin clinging to his bike. Classic.”

				“The really great part was that he was so excited about the whole thing. We carved that sucker into the scariest damn jack-o’-lantern you’ve ever seen. Of course, we didn’t have a porch to display it, but he stuck a candle inside it and lit it with his joint. He placed it on a table in the center of the yard, and we ate cheeseburgers around our pumpkin.” I stared out at the shadows and silhouettes of the valley that stretched out in front of us. The quiet and solitude reminded me a lot of the compound. “I don’t think my grandfather ever got to do anything fun as a kid.” Just thinking about fond memories had made me slip back into calling him grandfather. “From what my mom had told me, he had a horribly abusive dad. The club had been his only real family.” I thought about Jericho and Cash. The club had been their family too. Jericho’s face constantly showed the anguish he was dealing with by leaving it all behind, and I was sure he wanted to return.

				I reached over and picked up the plate of cookies. The recipe had been Gracie’s. I’d memorized most of them. 

				Luke picked up a cookie. “So what brought the baking session on?”

				I smiled thinking about the day. “I was trying to pass the time while you were away. Gage got home, and I talked him into taking me to the market for the ingredients. Since there was a promise of homemade cookies at the end of it, he volunteered readily.” I glanced over at Luke. “Did you know that he hasn’t had a home baked cookie for years?”

				“I don’t think I have either,” he mumbled over a mouthful.

				“You poor guys.”

				He swallowed and I handed him milk. “I’ll say. These are delicious.”

				“Thanks. Gracie made up the recipe all by herself.” An unplanned laugh spurted from my lips as I thought about our trip to the store earlier that day. 

				Luke gazed over at me. “What’s so funny?”

				I shook my head. “I was just thinking about today’s shopping excursion. It was obvious, when the three of us stepped inside the market— we dragged a grumpy Jericho along— that your brother’s grocery store trips are the highlight of the work day for the two women cashiers. But when I walked in with the two glam twins, they really caused a stir. The female workers and customers were falling all over themselves. It was extremely entertaining to witness.”

				“Yeah, Gage has that affect on women.” Luke put his palm out for another cookie. “Are there more inside, or did those two plow through them already?”

				 “I hid a few extras for you because I figured there wouldn’t be many left. And they were like two kids while I was making them. Jericho kept sticking his spoon in the dough for a taste.”

				“Sounds like he was in a better mood then.”

				“Not really. Did you ever ask him about the phone call?”

				Luke shifted more under the blanket and tightened it around us, but rather than working to make us more snug, which we already were, I sensed that he was buying some time for his answer. “Yeah,” he finally said after some more meaningless ministrations with the blanket and our comfort. “He said it was just that guy Rick letting him know that the funeral had been set for next week. He was upset because he knew he wouldn’t be able to go.”

				I leaned against him not completely sure I bought the whole thing. “Luke,” I said, “don’t keep stuff from me, please. It makes me feel like some silly, little girl that you’re trying to keep safe from the big bad monster. I’ve lived in the MC culture my whole life, and while my mom and grandfather would occasionally try and shield me from stuff, there was just too much to camouflage. So, please, don’t—”

				In the shadows of the porch, I could see his long, dark lashes drop down. “I’m sorry, Angel. I never do anything to hurt you. I just want to protect you, that’s all.”

				“I know.” I leaned over and kissed his cheek. “Just try to remember who I am and where I came from.”

			

			
				“That’s what’s so hard.” He turned to face me. His pale gray eyes looked silver under the starlight. “You are so not a part of that world. You are everything that is clean and fresh and filled with light, and somehow, you stayed that way even after growing up in that place.” 

				I smiled and tightened my hold on his arm. “Keep talking that way, Reno, and you still might just come between me and my panties tonight.”

				 “Hmm, two treats in one night.” He reached across for another cookie. “I’ll tell you that even though Dreygon is paying for the funeral expenses, I know he had something to do with Gunner’s death.”

				“Wait, he’s paying for it?”

				“You told me yourself Gunner doesn’t really have family.”

				“True. I’m just surprised. Maybe we’ve jumped to conclusions too fast.” I knew it was that little glimmer of hope still buried deep inside that allowed me to think Dreygon might someday redeem himself. Then I only needed to remind myself that he’d ordered Luke’s execution, and the tiny sliver of hope was instantly squashed.

				“I think it’s part of his act,” Luke said.

				“That actually makes him even more diabolical, doesn’t it?” My stomach churned with the ugliness of it all. 

				“Sort of. New topic. This one is ruining the whole stargazing, cookie-eating event.” He pulled me into his lap, and I rested my head against his shoulder. 

				“I like the soap you used.” I took a deep breath. “It’s very provocative.”

				He laughed, and the sound of it bounced off into the sea of endless fields. “I’ll have to call my boss and let him know that the soap in his shower is provocative. Of course, maybe it just smells that way on me.” Beneath the blanket, he trailed his fingers up my arm. “I guess you’ve caught me. The soap and the poetic flattery are both part of my devious plan to come between you and those damn panties.”

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 10 

				Luke

				“The sun is definitely dropping earlier,” Gage said. “Which sucks because then I have less daylight when I get home from work.” He leaned his arms up on the round pen, and we watched Angel lope a horse around. She was in her own world when she was riding a horse. Not too unlike Jericho and me on dirt bikes. Troubles and worries could fade into the landscape when we were racing bikes. 

				“Any word on the Raven’s Nest?” I asked.

				“Nah. Probate and inheritance stuff like that can take months. Remember?”

				“Yeah, that’s true.” 

				Angel smiled down from the horse as she trotted past.

				“You can collect him up more than that,” Gage said. “His trot will smooth out.”

				I smiled over at him. “Listen to you, Cowboy Gage.”

				He shrugged. “One thing I found out about horses is, it’s better to take time to train them right, otherwise, you’re just fighting them all the time. And being twelve hundred pounds, they usually win.” 

				Angel’s long dark hair flowed behind her, and her long lashes shaded her cheeks as she focused on the horse. 

				“She is something else, Luke.”

				“Shit, you don’t have to tell me. There’s hardly a second in my day when I’m not thinking about her.”  I lowered my voice, although Angel was far more interested in the horse than in our conversation. “Sharpe knows we’re here.”

				Very little shocked Gage, and even this piece of news he took with only the slightest shrug. “Let him come. Maybe that would be the easiest way to end this.”

				“It’s never easy with him. For now, I think he’s busy keeping the pieces of his club together, but I have no doubt that he’ll come after Angel. He seems determined to take her back. Sometimes I think it’s just because he hates me so much.”

				Angel turned the horse around and rode the opposite way. “This side feels different. Or am I imagining it?”

				“You’re not imagining it. I have never figured out why he lopes so badly going this direction.”

				“Sometimes, it would be nice if the horses could talk,” she said and continued on.

				“What are you going to do now that he knows that Angel’s here?” 

				I glanced over at her to make sure she hadn’t heard him.

				“You haven’t told her?” he asked.

				“Not yet.” 

				Gage gave me one of those big brother looks, and I turned away from the pen. 

				“You don’t understand the situation, Gage.”

				He figured out my reason for spinning around and followed. “She seems like a pretty level headed person. I just think she should know, so she can stay on guard like the rest of us.”

				I glanced back. Angel continued her ride. “Her grandfather basically told me that she had to come back or more people would end up like Gunner.”

				“Shit, that guy’s a real asshole.”

				“He knows exactly how to get to Angel. And if she knew, she would head straight back to him just to make sure no one got hurt.” Horse hooves neared, and I put an abrupt end to the conversation. We both turned back to face the pen as Angel slowed the horse to a walk.

			

			
				“After this,” Gage said, “you might want to get Chance out and hand walk him around the pen. I think you could turn him out tomorrow. Will he act like an idiot if he gets out there? I don’t want him to reinjure that leg.”

				“After all this time in his stall?” she asked.

				Gage nodded. “Yeah, I guess I’d act like an idiot too. See if you can hand walk him until he gets tired.”

				“Not a problem. He runs out of energy pretty fast.”

				“Hey, there’s a band playing at the Raven’s Nest on Thursday that’s pretty solid. Do you guys want to go?” Gage asked.

				“Sounds good,” I said. “It’ll be nice to get out.” It had been a few days since my return from Nevada, and there had been no incidents or shocking phone calls. The lull in action had been a relaxing change from the past few months. 

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 11

				Angel

				Jericho had announced that he was totally through with the crutches. His limp was still significant, especially right after he stood from sitting. He’d never had a chance to go to any follow-up doctor appointments. I was sure they would have suggested some physical therapy. But the more he moved, the smoother his stride became. 

				Rock music shook the walls of the Raven’s Nest as we pulled into the parking lot. It was filled mostly with trucks, off-road vehicles and motorcycles. Even though none of the bikes looked familiar, seeing them always made me suck in a breath. A few people stood around their cars smoking cigarettes, but from the roar of voices issuing out the open door, the place was already packed.

				Gage went on ahead. Luke took my hand, and we headed toward the Nest. Jericho fell behind, but he waved us on. He’d taken extra care to look spectacular tonight, not that that took much effort on his part. Gage had lent him a blue and black flannel shirt, and it went perfectly with his coloring. I wondered if he was hoping to talk to the girl who worked there. 

				The press of bodies inside had already produced a tropical atmosphere. It was starkly different from the cool arid climate outside. 

				“I’m going to hate this flannel shirt by the end of the night.” Jericho stepped in behind us.I turned around and smoothed down his collar. “Yes, but sometimes beauty takes sacrifice. We girls don’t wear skin tight jeans because they’re comfy.” We had to talk extra loud over the music and thrum of multiple conversations.

				“No, you wear them to drive us guys nuts,” Luke said.

				“That’s right. It’s a sacrifice we make. Otherwise, we’d all be traipsing around in sweatpants.”

				Jericho pulled at the collar I’d just straightened. “But this sacrifice will have the opposite effect if I start sweating.” 

				“So, don’t sweat.” I winked at him.

				He smiled. “Hell, that’s like asking me not to fart.”

				I patted his chest. “Don’t do that either.”  

				Luke forged a path through the crowd, and Jericho and I followed. Gage’s head popped out over everyone else’s. He had found a few vacant places around a bar-height table. It only took a few seconds before the girl who they’d called Friday spotted us and came over. She dropped a few cocktail napkins in front of us but didn’t glance up at Jericho. He didn’t look directly at her either, which was not like him. He glanced around the room and drummed his hands lightly on the table as if he hadn’t noticed her walk up. None of it was his usual behavior.

				“What’ll you guys have?” she asked.

				“A pitcher of beer and three glasses,” Gage said.  

				Friday looked at me. She was extremely pretty with dark brown eyes that were a perfect contrast to her light blonde hair. Her skin was flawless. She wasn’t like any of the other girls Jericho had dated, which would explain his sudden lack of confidence. “Can I get a glass of white wine, please.”

				“Sure thing.” She smiled at Gage. “Rocky got sick with a flu or something. That’s why Rita’s tending bar. There are only two of us waiting tables. He picked the perfect night to be sick.”

				Gage nodded. “I was wondering why Rita was pouring drinks. This is a big crowd too.”

				“I’ll say,” she said. “I’ll be earning my wages tonight. That’s for sure.” She walked away.

			

			
				I looked at Jericho. Now he was avoiding eye contact with me. It was amusing to see him thrown off his game. 

				Luke motioned with his head in the direction that Friday had gone. “Thought you got her number?”

				 Gage tuned into the conversation. “Did you ever talk to her? I told you she never gives out her number.” There was an edge of irritation in his tone. 

				“We’ve talked a few times,” Jericho said. “I’ve just decided she’s out of my league. I’m a futureless nobody with a slightly criminal past. Why the hell would she want someone like me?”

				“I don’t know,” Gage said confidently. “But I’ve never seen her hand out her phone number. She must have seen something.”

				Jericho shrugged it off. Friday returned with the drinks, and I peeked surreptitiously over the brim of my wine glass as she placed the beer mug in front of Jericho. She peered up and smiled at him before walking away. 

				I shot Jericho a ‘what the hell’ look. 

				He lifted his hands in response.                                                                           

				“You’re being silly,” I said. “But that’s fine. It’s your right to be ridiculous.”

				“Whatever, Evie.” He poured himself a beer. 

				A tall brunette with almond shaped eyes and a lot of pink lipstick came up to the table. “Are you dancing tonight, Gage?” she asked.

				He lifted his mug. “Just drinking and listening, Crystal. Maybe later.” She walked away disappointed.

				Luke glanced over at his brother. “You sure are the Casanova. What happened to the guy who found flowers and love notes in his locker every morning?”

				Gage gulped back a big swallow of beer. “I’m not drunk enough to dance.”

				“You two are so interested in our love lives, but you’re just standing here. There’s music. Go dance.” Jericho flipped his fingers in an obnoxious gesture for us to be off.

				 The band started a slow song, and Luke offered me his hand. Which I took. We walked out onto the floor, and he pulled me into his arms. “Now this is cool,” he said. “If I’d had a prom date like you, I would have actually enjoyed myself.”

				I smiled at him. “You didn’t like your prom? I thought it was the social event of the senior year.”

				“For some it was. Seth had a great time. He was voted Prom King. He always ate up that kind of attention.”

				“Not you?”

				“Nah, I hated that kind of stuff. I just went to prom for the make-out session in the hotel room after the dance.”

				“You are kind of one track minded, Reno.”

				He smoothed his hand seductively over my back and rested it on my hip. “I told you I just had the wrong date. I would have danced all night if you’d been with me.”

				I smiled. “No, you wouldn’t have. I’m a terrible dancer. And something tells me, you would have led me up to that hotel room long before the band packed up their instruments.” Every couple had approximately four square feet of dance floor, and it was hard not to invade each other’s space.

				It was a nice excuse to cozy up even closer to him. 

				“You seem like a fine dancer to me,” he said.

				“That’s because we are just wrapped in each other’s arms, shuffling our feet to the music.”

				“Best kind of dancing.” He held me tighter. I rested my head on his shoulder.

				The atmosphere inside was close and stifling, but the music and the lively conversation made it a place you wanted to be. Standing in Luke’s arms on the dance floor made it that much better. “A girl could get used to this kind of life. Riding horses during the day and dancing with extremely attractive guys at night.”

				“Hmm, extremely attractive— I like that description.” He moved his hand to my bottom. “And, I’ve just decided that I definitely like slow songs better than fast.”

			

			
				With that, the song ended, and the band started up a fast paced tune. The slow dancing couples parted, and more people flooded out onto the floor. Luke took my hand and led me out. 

				“I’m amazed there are so many people here,” I said as we reached the table. 

				“Some of them drive forty or fifty miles to come here when the band is good. There isn’t all that much nightlife in the area,” Gage said. “That’s why I think it would be worth buying this place. I just hope it doesn’t fall apart while it’s in transition of ownership.”

				“I think it would be a great business to run,” I said. “I could totally see you managing this place.”

				Gage wasn’t one to show much emotion, but my comment had pleased him. While the music still pounded through the speakers, it seemed some of the conversation had quieted. I took a sip of wine. Out of the corner of my eye, I sensed that Jericho’s shoulders had gone rigid. Luke stood up straighter too. 

				My heartbeat sped up. Luke’s jaw twitched as he kept a close watch on the entrance. Three bikers walked inside. They removed their cuts and hung them on hooks by the door as the rules stated. None of them looked familiar.

				Jericho’s shoulders had lost some of their tension. “They’re from the Midwest. The club calls themselves Iron Fist. They don’t have much to do with the west coast clubs. But they’re not known for being friendly.”

				Gage downed his beer. “That club comes through here every once in awhile. As long as no one hassles them, they just drink and leave.” He smacked his mug on the table. “Well, I’ve got women friends to visit. You people are on your own.” 

				Even with the hundreds of customers and few people on hand to help, Friday managed to make it over to our table the second the pitcher of beer was empty. “More beer?” she asked.

				“Sure,” Luke said. “Want another glass of wine?”

				I shook my head. “I’m good for now.”

				“How is your leg?” she asked Jericho. 

				Jericho stared wide-eyed at her, obviously not expecting the question. Luke elbowed him under the table.

				“Uh, it’s good. I’ll be running marathons in no time.”

				She smiled at his quip. 

				“I was so scared when he got shot.” I stuck my hand out. “Hi, I’m Angel. Jericho and I grew up together. He was protecting me when it happened. He was beaten badly too. Horrible people, the men who shot him.”

				Jericho’s mouth dropped open, and he stared at me as if I’d lost my mind.

				“Oh my gosh,” she said, “and I was teasing you because I thought you were cleaning your own gun. I just assumed it was an accident. You never said anything.” 

				My usually silver-tongued friend just shrugged in response. 

				“I’ll get you some more beer.” She walked away with the empty pitcher.

				“What the fuck, Evie?”

				“What? It’s true, in a convoluted sort of way. Besides, you’ve saved me from a lot of stuff in my life. I just embellished things a bit.”

				Jericho shook his head. “A bit.”

				“I’ve got to tell you,” Luke said. “I think she likes you.” 

				“That’s because she doesn’t know me.”

				I groaned. “Oh my God, here comes the wallow in my own misery party again. Snap out of it, Richo. It’s getting old.” I drained my glass. “I think I will go up and get another one.”

				“Do you want me to come with you?” Luke asked. I raised my brow at him. 

				“Yeah, right. I guess it’s not that far. You probably don’t need a guide.” He looked a little contrite, but I hadn’t meant to make him feel bad. Our conversation during our last visit to the Raven’s Nest had been hard but necessary. 

				The truth was, I relished the fact that I had someone that made me feel so incredibly loved and protected, but I also knew that it could go too far and end up hurting a relationship. Now it seemed he was really trying. It wasn’t easy considering there was always a grave threat hanging over my head. 

			

			
				I felt a touch guilty and needed to wash away the sadness in his expression. I leaned quickly over the table. His eyes widened as I crossed his lips with an unexpected kiss. 

				“Besides,” I said, adding a sultry kick to my voice, “how are you going to be able to watch my ass in these tight jeans if you’re walking next to me.”

				He raised his beer in a toast. “Good point.”

				“And that’s my cue to limp around and mingle.” Jericho grabbed his beer and meandered to the other side of the room where three girls, who’d been eyeing him since he walked in, were enjoying some pink, fruity-looking drinks. 

				I made a point of swishing my hips from side to side as I headed to the bar. 

				Rita, the waitress from our last visit, came up to me. “Hey— Angel, right?”

				“Yes, can I get another glass of white wine?” 

				“Sure thing.” 

				I glanced back at the table, intending to cast a flirtatious smile toward Luke, but Gage had returned and they were deep in conversation. Somewhere, amongst the clamor of the music and people, a phone rang. 

				Rita grunted in frustration, reached behind the counter and her hand came up with the receiver. “Raven’s Nest,” she said loudly, and covered her outside ear with her free hand. “Please say the name louder,” she said, “I can’t hear you.” She paused and then peered in my direction. Her forehead creased with surprise as she passed the phone to me.

				I stared at her as if she was handing me a live grenade. 

				“They’re asking for Angel, and I don’t know any other person in here with that name.”

				A tremor of fear shot through me. “Who is it?” 

				“Wasn’t my business to ask.” She pushed the phone toward me, and I took hold of it, still treating it as if it might explode. I looked back at Luke, hoping he had a phone in his hand and that he was just messing around, but he was still talking to Gage. It seemed he was trying his hardest not to pay too much attention to me. Now I regretted the scolding I’d given him. My heart raced as I lifted the phone to my ear. Everyone I cared about was here with me, and no one else knew I was in Montana. I quickly tried to assure myself that Rita had misheard the name.

				“Hello,” I said, barely loud enough to compensate for the surrounding noise. The voice on the other side came back with loud and clear precision.

				“How’s the band?”

				It was a voice that just months ago, I would have been happy to hear. Now it shook me to my core. I grabbed the edge of the bar to steady myself. Rita slid the wine glass in front of me and sensed my distress immediately. She looked across the room toward Luke’s table. She tried to get his attention, but I waved at her to stop. Reluctantly, she returned to filling more drink orders.

				I pressed a hand over my outside ear. “How did you find me?”

				His inappropriately timed laugh only punctuated the fact that he was losing his mind. “Look around. Several of my acquaintances rolled up to the Raven’s Nest at my request. I’ve got contacts all over the country, Sweetheart. Phoned up some people who I knew were in Montana, and they knew of Barringer’s brother. They said a popular band was playing tonight and that you would probably all be at the Nest. And there you are.”

				It was clear to me now that I was never going to be free of this man. “How did you know we were in Montana?”

				Another laugh that sounded more appropriate for a padded cell. “That part was easy, but I guess your shiny special agent didn’t give you the message.”

				I turned toward the bar and covered my ear more. “What message?”

				“He keeps everything to himself, doesn’t he? I guess he’s just trying to protect his little treasure. You need to return to the compound, Angel. Otherwise, people will suffer. If you ignore my wishes, you will be responsible for the misery of others. And I know you hate that.”

			

			
				Suddenly, the room seemed hot and suffocating. The crowd vibrated with noise, and my head spun. I pressed my hand down on a stool for support.

				 Rita slid a shot of tequila in front of me. “It’s on the house,” she mouthed. I’d really frightened the poor woman, but there was no way I could hide the terror I felt.

				I threw back the tequila and winced as it burned my throat. The glass slipped from my trembling fingers and bounced off the polished wood surface and behind the bar. The air had been sucked from my lungs.

				Dreygon’s chilling tone drowned out the surrounding voices. “I’ll be visiting Cash soon. I’ll tell him hello for you. Come home, Granddaughter. We have a lot to catch up on.” He hung up. I stared down at the phone in my hand, trying to decide if the call had really happened or if I was in the middle of a horrible dream. My arms tingled with numbness as I placed the phone down. If felt as if all the blood had puddled in my feet, and my head was filled with air.

				I willed myself to look across the room at Luke. When our eyes met, his smile vanished instantly. He headed toward me, but I ran toward the exit, fighting my way through elbows and shoulders.

				I reached the door and pushed it open.

				“Angel!” Luke’s deep voice rose above the din of instruments and voices.

				I raced through the parking lot, but I had no real place to go. A memory of me running from Gunner flashed through my head. And now Gunner was dead, and it was because of me. Dizziness blurred my vision as I stumbled toward Gage’s truck. 

				Fingers grasped my arm, and I wrenched it free. “What happened, Angel? What the hell is going on?” Luke asked.

				I glanced toward the Raven’s Nest. Jericho and Gage had followed us out, but they remained near the building.

				“I just got a phone call,” the words squeaked from my dry throat. 

				“What? Who?”

				“Think hard. I’m sure you can puzzle it out.” 

				He was confused by my anger. “Dreygon?”

				“Yep, apparently he knows those three bikers who walked in. They let him know I was here. Gunner’s dead because of me.” My anger had dissolved to tears. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

				“He’s not dead because of you. He’s dead because of Dreygon.”

				“Why don’t you stop treating me like a porcelain princess and treat me like a girl who was raised by Dreygon Sharpe.” I swallowed back a cry, figuring it wouldn’t help my point. “No matter how much you try and deny it, I was part of that sordid world. It’s who I am.”

				He shook his head. “It’s not who you are, and that’s why I need to keep you away from it.”

				I shoved him hard in the chest, but he was like a fucking brick wall. “If anyone else dies it will be my fault because I’m cowering here like some scared rabbit in a hole. I’m going back. I’m not going to let Cash die.”

				“No, no you’re not. Cash can take care of himself.”

				I slumped back against the truck. He reached for me, but I pushed his hands away. “You kept this from me, and I can’t forgive you.”

				 He combed his hair back with his fingers, a habit of his when he was stressed or tense. There was nothing he could say right now that would mollify my anger, and he seemed to sense that. He waved at Jericho and Gage to go back inside. 

				I crossed my arms against the cool night air and the horrible chill I had from hearing Dreygon’s voice. 

				“Angel, I kept it from you for your protection.”

				“Stop it. Stop protecting me then. Either treat me like an adult or leave me the hell alone.”

				Luke’s gray eyes darkened with frustration. “You think the solution is to go back to your grandfather? How can I treat you like an adult when you’re not thinking like one.”

				My hand reacted before my mind had a chance to stop it. I slapped him hard across the face. The hurt in his expression was profound, and it wasn’t from the sting of my palm. 

			

			
				I tasted the salt of my tears on my lips. He was right. I was acting like a kid. “I’m sorry,” I sobbed. “Please leave me alone, Luke. I just don’t want to talk to you right now.”

				“Come back inside and have another glass of wine. I’m sure we can talk Gage and Jericho into leaving.”

				He reached for my hand, but again, I pulled it away. 

				“Angel, you can’t stay out here alone. It’s not safe. Especially if the bastard has people lurking everywhere.” 

				That thought sent a shiver through me. We were miles away in the middle of a vast wilderness, and he’d found me. “I can’t go back inside.” It felt as if my legs were filled with jelly, and my chest was filled with lead.

				“Then I’ll stand out here with you.”

				“No,” I said sharply, and again his expression looked pained. “Go away, Luke, please.” They were words I could never have imagined myself saying, and yet, the sting of his betrayal, of him keeping something so important from me again, was beyond bearing. 

				I reached back and grabbed the door handle. It was unlocked. I opened it, slipped inside and shut it. Luke reached for the handle, but I quickly locked it. “There. I’m safe inside the truck. I don’t need you.” I was hurling horrible words at him, and it seemed every syllable caused him more heartbreak. But I needed more than ever to be alone. 

				“Goddammit, Angel.” He stood there for a second and then walked back toward the Raven’s Nest. I hated the look of defeat in his broad shoulders, but I needed him to go. I watched him disappear inside.

				I crossed my arms tightly across my body and slumped down in the seat. I’d caused Gunner’s death. That hideous notion ran through my head over and over again. My grandfather had killed a man he’d known for years, a man who had been part of our extended family, because of me. I had no idea why. Why the hell was I so important to Dreygon? None of it made sense but then sensibility was something my grandfather seemed to lack. He was truly insane. And as much as I knew Luke was right and that going back would be the end of me, I would never forgive myself if something happened to Cash. 

				I glanced toward the Raven’s Nest. Laughter and music made the windows on the truck wobble. I stared down at my hand. The palm was still pink. The slap was something I badly wanted to take back, but it was too late. And now, here I was, pouting inside a locked truck in the parking lot, proving Luke right. I was acting like a kid. But then, he was completely wrong to not tell me that he’d spoken to Dreygon in Nevada. He was wrong for not telling me about the threats my grandfather had made. 

				My head throbbed. It had started out as such a nice day, but now despair made my chest ache. I felt physically sick from it all. 

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 12

				Luke

				I turned over, and my arm smacked the coffee table. My skull pounded, and I pressed my palm against my head to staunch the pain. After the heated scene with Angel, I’d gone back inside the Raven’s Nest and swallowed down four shots of whiskey. I had needed it. Once I’d let Jericho and Gage know what was going on, we had all decided it was best to head home. The bikers had watched us over the rims of their glasses as the three of us walked out. 

				I had come to the conclusion that we needed to leave Montana. At some point, during my alcohol stupor, I’d decided that Seth’s boat would buy us some time. It would be harder to trace us out at sea, even though Dreygon seemed to have spies everywhere. But his minions always rode on two wheels. Like Seth had said, being out on the water would make it tough for them to follow. 

				Now, I just had to convince Angel of the plan. She hadn’t said one word to anybody during the ride home. After we’d gotten back to the ranch, she walked straight into the bedroom and shut the door in a manner that left no room for misinterpretation. I’d flopped down on the couch, wishing that I hadn’t drank the whiskey and that I hadn’t disappointed her so badly again. 

				Morning light pushed past the edges of the living room drapes. I’d fallen asleep fully clothed. Standing up sent a wave of nausea through me, and I swallowed hard to keep it down. 

				I walked to the hallway. The house was quiet, and the doors to all the bedrooms were shut, except for Gage’s. I poked my head into his room. He was already up and out. 

				I knocked on Angel’s door, but there was no reply. I wasn’t surprised. I contemplated not going in for all of one second and then I turned the knob. The bed was empty, and I experienced my usual rush of worry. The bathroom and the kitchen were empty. I headed outside. 

				There was no filter of smog or city dust over the ranch, and with my aching head, the daylight seemed extra harsh. 

				I shaded my eyes with my hand and walked out onto the porch. Gage was sitting on the railing drinking coffee. His two dogs were flopped along the steps sleeping in the sun. 

				Gage continued staring out at his pastures as he spoke. “She took off on a ride about an hour ago.” He looked over at me. “You look like shit.”

				“She rode off alone?”

				“Relax. It’s not like she could ride a horse all the way to Nevada.”

				I turned to go back inside. “If you’re just going to be a fucking asshole about it, then—”

				“I’m not the one you’re pissed at, remember? You wrapped yourself up in this, Luke. Did you think this would was going to be easy? Jericho and Angel came from a whole different world.”

				I turned around. “Don’t you think I fucking know that, Gage? I spent a month in that asshole’s compound. That’s why I knew I had to get Angel out of there. But he keeps creeping up out of nowhere, ready to snatch her back. I can’t lose her, Gage. I can’t.”

				“I agree, but I think you should give her some space.” He squinted at the fields. “I see some dust kicking up on the trail. She’s on her way back. By the way, I talked to Seth.”

				“What did he say? Did you tell him we might head his way?”

				“Yeah, he said it’s fine. I guess the guy he was sharing the boat with left the job early. His wife had a baby on the way. It’s cramped quarters, but there are a few open bunks. He’s working on some bridge near the Port of Los Angeles.” He smiled at me. “Not going to be quite as convenient as this place.”

			

			
				Angel and the horse came around the back of the barn. Her long dark hair hung wild and unruly on her shoulders as the breeze pushed it around her face. She looked content but then riding on a horse always seemed to produce that same expression. 

				“I guess you haven’t told her about leaving this place.” 

				I shook my head but couldn’t draw my gaze away from her. She dropped down off the horse and led it into the barn. 

				He laughed quietly.

				“I’m glad my misery amuses you.”

				Gage stood from the railing. “I mean the girl is fucking amazing, but I just can’t believe how deeply you’ve gotten yourself into this.”

				“That’s only because you haven’t had this happen to you yet. It’s like having the wind knocked out of you but in a good way. You wake up one morning and realize everything in your life has changed. She invades my every thought, Gage. It’s weird, but it’s like we’ve been connected for years. I can’t explain it.”

				He put his hand on my shoulder. “I just hope if anyone ever knocks the wind out of me that she doesn’t come with a wicked grandfather.”

				“Definitely leave that part off the list when you’re looking for the right girl.” I looked toward the barn. “I need to talk to her.” I headed down the steps. 

				“So much for my advice on giving her space.”

				I glanced back at him. “Just wait. Wait until it happens to you.” 

				Angel was carrying the saddle to the rack as I stepped into the barn aisle. She hoisted it up onto the metal bar jutting from the wall and then stared straight ahead as if the saddle held her interest. 

				I moved closer. “This is all new to me, Angel.” She looked down at the ground as I spoke. “I’ve never had someone who means so much to me that I can’t think straight or make good decisions. You’ve got me spinning, and the only thing I know, the only thing that is clear to me, is that I don’t ever want to lose you.” 

				She still hadn’t looked at me as she walked back to the horse. She grabbed a brush from a bucket and ran it brusquely over the horse’s coat. I wasn’t making even a dent in the cold wall she’d put up.

				“All I can say, Angel, is you just have to forgive me.” She bit her lip as I spoke and continued grooming the horse. “Please, just forgive me.” 

				She dropped the brush in the bucket, unhooked the horse from the crossties and led it out of the barn and away from me. 

				I walked back to the house feeling shittier than I’d felt in a long time. Jericho was just shuffling down the hallway as I walked inside. 

				He smiled. “Whoa, you look as if you just got stuck in the rain with your cotton candy.” 

				“Not now, Jericho.”

				“She’s still pissed at you?”

				“Drag that bad leg into the kitchen and get the fuck out of my face.”

				Gage had caught my harsh words and came to the kitchen doorway. Jericho’s mouth had pulled tight and his fists were balled at his sides. 

				I shook my head. “Didn’t mean that, Richo. But we need to get ready to leave here. There’s room for us on Seth’s boat.”

				“Neither of us have ever been on a boat,” Jericho said. “I don’t think it’s a good plan.”

				Nothing, it seemed, was going to go my way. “How the fuck is it possible that you two haven’t been on a damn boat?” I couldn’t seem to stop myself from taking it out on Jericho, but he’d stepped out of the hallway at the wrong time. And sometimes his cocky smile just got on my nerves. 

				“Uh, we lived in Nevada.” His tone was making my blood boil.

				“So? Uh,” I said purposely to mimic him, “Lake Mead, the Colorado River, fucking Lake Tahoe.” 

				He smacked his palm against his head. “Oh, that’s right. I forgot about those champagne and caviar cruises we took along Tahoe’s shore on our cozy family vacations at the resort.”

			

			
				“It’s not my fucking fault you grew up in a shit hole.” There was nothing in my head that could throw the brakes on the harsh crap falling from my mouth. My fingers were curled in tension. Gage saw this coming to a head, but he didn’t stop it. 

				“It’s not my fucking fault that she knew me first,” Jericho yelled. “I loved her long before you even knew she existed. Then you came along and fucked it all up.”

				“She wasn’t in love with you.” And as that last syllable fell from my mouth, his fist came at me. I didn’t duck from it. I deserved to be nailed straight on, and something inside of me said take the punishment. 

				I took a faltering step back and shook the shards of light from my vision. He hit me again. I bounced off the wall. A painting of the ranch ripped from its hook and fell. I threw myself at him. We gripped each other like two fighters in a ring. I thrust my fist into his stomach, and he stumbled sideways as the bad leg gave out on him. He slammed into the console table and my grandmother’s favorite lamp rolled to the floor. Gage walked calmly over and righted it. 

				My head ached. “This is stupid, Richo.” I lowered my hand to him. He grabbed it and jumped up. Then he swung his fist into my side. I felt the pain of it all the way through my gut. He lunged at me before I could recover. In a rolling heap of arms and legs, we crashed through the screen door, breaking off the latch and nearly ripping it from its hinges. 

				The dogs scattered from their naps as we rolled off the porch steps, simultaneously grunting in pain as the edge of each step ground into our backs. Jericho’s elbow swung back and hit me squarely on the nose. Blood dripped from it, and I swiped at it with the back of my hand. My head was swimming from the impact. In the distance, I heard Angel scream. 

				Jericho was as spent as I was, but I’d hurled some really asshole remarks toward him and he wasn’t done with me. And he was fucking tough too. I’d been professionally trained at the academy, but he was holding his own. He was free to continue, but I was done hitting him. He’d been through enough, and I didn’t need any other points against me in Angel’s eyes. He pushed to his feet but then dropped back down in pain. His leg was hurting him. Through the sweat and blood and haze that hadn’t cleared from my head, I saw Angel running toward us.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 13 

				Angel

				“Stupid, stupid men,” I muttered under my breath as I raced toward the porch. And worst of all, Gage seemed to be just standing there watching the whole thing as if he’d been watching a movie. He grabbed me around the waist as I reached Jericho and Luke. Luke’s face and shirt were covered in blood. Jericho gripped his leg in agony. A bruise had started to form around his eye.

				I tried to pry Gage’s arm from my stomach, but it was like an iron clamp. “Dammit, Gage.” 

				“It’s over, Angel. Let them be.”

				I peered up at him, nearly as angry at him as at the two bloodied numbskulls sitting in the dirt. 

				“This might sound like something you don’t want to hear right now,” Gage said, “but I think this really needed to happen. Seems like it’s been brewing for awhile. Otherwise, I would have stopped them.”

				 For a man who showed little emotion, he had a profound grip on other people’s motives and feelings. I relaxed, and he lowered his arm. 

				Luke was the first to push to his feet. He walked over and offered Jericho a hand, which he took after a long moment of hesitation. Jericho winced as Luke helped him up. There were no words exchanged between them. Luke pressed his hand against the blood that dripped from his nose, and Jericho hopped on his good leg up the steps. 

				I followed them inside and went to the kitchen for ice and wet cloths. Luke was leaning against the kitchen counter spitting blood into the sink. He peered up at me through unfocused, gray eyes. Jericho plopped down hard onto a chair. 

				I searched in the freezer and found a frozen steak buried in the back. It looked as if it had been there for years. I handed it to Jericho. “For that eye.” He winced as he pressed it against his face.

				I soaked a kitchen towel with water and handed it to Luke, but he waved it away and walked out. He headed across the yard toward the riding pen. He leaned against the pipe railing, took off his shirt and used it to wipe the blood from his face. Then he tossed it on the ground. 

				I watched him from the kitchen window. I’d seen his face at the height of despair, on the night that his memory had returned, and the expression he wore now, while not as intense, reminded me of that terrible night. 

				“Just give him some time to cool his heels.” Gage grabbed some orange juice from the refrigerator. He sat across from Jericho. “Shit, I wondered where that damn steak had gotten to.”

				Jericho held it out on his palm. “Do you want it back?”

				“Nah, you keep it.” He pointed to his own eye. “That’s going to be pretty once all the color comes out.” 

				I ran the faucet and started washing the breakfast dishes. I watched Luke from the kitchen window, feeling pangs of guilt for how coldly I’d treated him earlier. He hoisted himself up on the top of the pipe corral and scrubbed his hair with his fingers. It stuck up in black spikes all over his head. He looked miserable and incredibly lonely. My heart ached for him. Just one night being upset and away from him had made me miss him terribly. In the barn, he’d asked for my forgiveness, but I hadn’t been ready to give it to him yet. 

				I dropped a cup in the sink. It bounced and the handle snapped off. I lifted it up and showed the two pieces with a look of apology.

				“It was my least favorite cup,” Gage said. 

				I turned off the water. “Maybe I’ll wait and do those later.” I sat next to Jericho. “It’s been one hell of a morning.” 

			

			
				Jericho hid behind his steak and avoided looking at me. I pulled his hand away from his eye. “Look straight at me, Richo, so I can check the size of your pupils.”

				“Put your doctor’s suit away. I don’t want you to look at my fucking pupils.”

				I grabbed his chin and turned his face to mine. I knew Jericho better than anyone, or at least I thought I did. Luke had told me more than once that Jericho’s love for me was not the sibling type of affection I felt for him. Now, I saw that truth in all its bloody and bruised glory. I pressed my palm against his face, and he winced as I touched a bruise. I stared at him. I didn’t need to say anything because just as I knew him, he knew me. He’d already come to grips with my love for Luke long ago. But what Gage had said made sense. This fight, as much as it had freaked me out to see, had needed to happen. 

				“Well, Doctor Angel, am I going to live?” The question should have been comical, but it sent a shiver down my spine. None of us knew for sure if we would outlive Dreygon’s ruthless spree of insanity and murder.

				“I think you’ll be even dopier than you already are, and I think the girls will like that black eye.”

				He looked at Gage and nodded. “It’s true. A black eye is always good for at least one decent blow job.” 

				I smacked Jericho’s arm. It was the only place that wasn’t bruised or battered. 

				“Just speaking the truth.”

				I got up and walked back to the window.

				“Is he still sitting there?” Gage asked.

				“Yeah.”

				Gage stood and walked over to the window. “I think his heels are cooled enough.” 

				I nodded and headed out the screen door. The latch had been broken during the fight, and it swung back and forth on its hinges. I walked down the steps. Luke lifted his face. He was a mess. He watched as I strolled toward him. Last night, I’d told myself that I wasn’t going to talk to him for several days to let him know just how upset I was, but I had no willpower when it came to Luke.

				He dropped down from the top of the corral. His gaze didn’t leave my face, and with only fifty feet to go, my feet took off at a run. I pressed myself against his chest and his strong arms wrapped around me. We didn’t need to say a word to each other. We were so entwined in each other’s emotions, it was as if we could read each other’s thoughts.

				After a few minutes of standing in his arms, I peered up at his face. Streaks of dried blood crossed his skin, and two dark rings were forming beneath his eyes. “How does it look? Crooked?”

				“Not really,” I said.

				“He hit it straight on.”

				I pressed my head against his chest again. “It’s a good thing. Now, I won’t have to throw you back for having a tweaked nose.”

				“Throw me back? Isn’t that what you do when something is too small?” 

				“Well, I know that’s not a problem.” I smiled up at him. “Seriously, let’s put some ice on it. You might need to see a doctor.”

				He lowered his arms and took my hand. “You’re the only doctor I need, and frankly, I miss our little first aid sessions back in that old dusty cabin.”

				We turned and walked toward the house. The horses grazed in the pasture. They’d looked up at one point to see what the commotion on the front porch had been and then they’d returned to their grass. Chance’s tall withers towered above them all as he buried his nose in the green blades. 

				“It’s amazing how totally happy we were in those first weeks, even with the occasional confrontation with Dreygon,” I said. For a long time, I’d convinced myself that it could all just stay the way it had been, that Luke could live with us in the compound and acclimate to our way of life. Of course, I’d had no idea who he was, and I was biased and blinded by the fact that I’d hardly ever been out of that world. Now that I’d left it, I couldn’t ever imagine going back. 

				Luke looked over at me. “Since I’ve promised to tell you everything, we were talking last night, and we thought it might be a good time for all of us to leave Montana.”

			

			
				I stopped. “Really? But I love this place. And Chance is here.”

				“I’m sure Gage won’t mind keeping him until things smooth out.”

				I laughed. “Smooth out? What a quaint way to put it. It sounds like you’re still sugar coating everything for my benefit.” We kept walking. “But where would we go?”

				“Seth is off the coast of California. Most of the time he rents a houseboat and lives out by the job site. It’ll be cramped quarters, but it should be an adventure.”

				I glanced over at him. “Have you mentioned this plan to Jericho?”

				He hesitated. “Yeah, we were discussing the idea when the scuffle broke out.”

				I laughed again. “Scuffle? Seriously stop that, Luke. It was a brawl, not a scuffle. Aside from throwing his fist at a perfectly good nose—”

				He reached up and flinched as he touched his nose. “Actually, that was his elbow, I think. And it’s a hard fucking elbow at that.”

				“Anyhow, what did Jericho say about living on a boat?”

				“Just that you two had never been on one. He didn’t seem too enthusiastic about it.”

				“No, he wouldn’t. He lied. We’ve been on a boat. His dad used to love fishing, and he had a little outboard motor fishing boat. He would take us out on Winnemucca Lake.”

				“Why would he lie?”

				“He was trying to talk you out of it, and telling the truth was a bit embarrassing. Jericho has a terrible problem with seasickness. Motion sickness of any kind, actually. I think it must have something to do with his inner ear. He’d spend the whole fishing trip hanging over the side of the boat, but he wouldn’t have missed that time with his dad for anything. Poor guy, the one thing his father liked to do, that had nothing to do with the club, made him sick as hell.”

				“Shit,” Luke muttered, “he should have just told me.”

				“Anyway, I think that idea is out.”

				We reached the house and went inside. Gage and Jericho were munching on potato chips and laughing about something. They’d formed an instant bond, and I was glad for Jericho. He’d lost everyone close to him in just a short span of time. 

				Luke and I pulled up chairs at the table. “You should have told me you get seasick. I would have understood.”

				Jericho tried to look pissed at me, but his black eye was seriously hampering his facial expressions. 

				“I don’t know why you’re embarrassed,” I said. “It’s a perfectly natural and common problem.”

				Jericho pushed back the chair but rather than stand and stomp away, he squeezed his leg with his hand to stop the pain. “Fucking leg.”

				“Hey, I’ve got some Vicodin from a pulled back muscle.” Gage walked to the kitchen cupboard that held aspirin and other items more suited to a medicine cabinet. He took out a small orange prescription bottle. “Take a couple.” He put the bottle on the table. 

				Jericho needed no prodding. 

				“So, what are you going to do?” Gage asked. “I think you should just stay here for now. There aren’t a lot of ways to sneak up on this place. I’ve cleared most of the tall trees and shrubs away from the house. There are a few extra guns in the safe.” He looked at Jericho. “While most people aren’t as skilled as Wild Bill over here.” He motioned with his head toward Luke. “I assume you can shoot.”

				“I can hit a target if it’s not moving too fast.”

				Luke stared at the side of my face, but I didn’t turn to look at him. “I know you hate guns.”

				I turned to face him. “I do hate them. But I can shoot one if I need to scare someone off. Dreygon gave me my first gun for my eighth birthday. Wasn’t exactly the paint set I’d wanted, but he thought it was appropriate.” His gray eyes rounded, and the dark rings beneath them gave him the look of a shocked raccoon. I smiled. “I could tell you stories about my childhood that would curl your toes, Reno.”

			

			
				“You never did tell me how you got that nickname,” Gage said.

				“When Angel found me, I couldn’t remember anything, not even my own name. But a sliver of memory told me I’d come from Reno, so—”

				“So that’s what I called him.” I smiled over at Luke. “I think it works. I’m with Gage. Let’s just stay here.”

				Jericho was already getting the slightly glazed look of someone who’d downed a few pain pills. “You just want to be where your horse is.”

				“Having Chance here is a bonus, but I think what Gage said is true. The ranch is remote, but it’s easy to see around the house. Or we could go out to the boat, and you could just spend the whole time puking.”

				Gage looked at Luke for a decision. 

				He nodded “Let’s stay here. We’ll just have to be extra vigilant.”

				“Which brings me to something,” Gage said. “I’ll be staying closer to the logging camp for about five days. The timber is at a place that we have to hike to, so we just pitch tents nearby rather than travel back and forth.”

				“You might have mentioned that first. That’s one less pair of eyes.” Luke pressed his fingers against the sides of his nose. It pained him as he spoke. Both guys looked miserable. They’d really done a number on each other. “But I’m sure we can manage. Are you taking the dogs?”

				“There’s a kid down the road a few miles who usually comes up and feeds the horses, but the dogs usually go with me. They’re really good at protecting my tent. Otherwise, it’s amazing how many valuables just walk off on their own. But I can leave them since you’ll all be here to take care of the animals. And I’ll just remember to leave my diamond jewelry and Rolex watch at home.”

				Jericho was definitely straddling the fence between being coherent and feeling loopy. “Can I wear the watch while you’re gone?” he asked.

				Gage shot me a questioning look.

				“I think it’s the pills talking,” I said. “And the smack to the head probably didn’t help.” I sat back. We’d decided to stay but we hadn’t brought up the one subject that was always weighing heavily on me. “Luke—”

				“I know what you’re going to ask—” he said. “What about Cash? Hey, Richo, is your phone still working?”

				“Yep, it’s an awesome paperweight. But for calling people? No. It’s dead.” Jericho reached inside the chip bag and grabbed out a handful. “Shit these pills are giving me the munchies.” He shoveled the chips into his mouth, and an avalanche of crumbs tumbled down his shirt. 

				“Did you write down the numbers you needed?” Luke asked.

				“Yep, I did.” He snapped his fingers as if he’d just figured out why Luke was asking. “I could try and call Cash if my phone wasn’t deceased.”

				“You can use mine.” Luke pulled out his phone. “If you reach him, let him know that Dreygon is on the move and singled him out in a threat.”

				Jericho took the phone. The pills had brought miraculous relief to his leg, and he strolled out of the room almost as if it had never been hurt. 

				Gage shook his head. “That shit is good stuff when it comes to pain.” 

				“Yeah, it’s also highly addictive,” Luke said.

				“Thank you for that, Special Agent Barringer.” Gage grabbed up the bottle. “None for you then.”

				Luke tried to smile but it seemed his whole face hurt. “I don’t need them. I have a personal physician who will tend to all my needs.”

				“Just wait until you get my bill,” I said. 

				Jericho came in a few minutes later with the phone. “He didn’t answer. I left him a message. If there’s anyone who can take care of himself, it’s Cash. He’s sort of a darker, meaner version of Gage.”

				Gage looked up at him in surprise.

				“What? I said darker and meaner than you.”

				“Which, of course, implies that I’m both,” Gage said. 

				I reached over and put my hand on his. “Believe me, if he’s comparing you to Cash, consider it a compliment.”

			

			
				Gage seemed settled by my assurance. 

				Luke took the phone back from Jericho. “I’m going to call the detective who handled Cash’s witness protection case. Maybe he knows how to get word to him.”

				“One way or another, we’ve got to let him know,” I said. “I can’t relax until I know he’s all right.”

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 14 

				Luke

				Gage had left that morning with a warning that a thunderstorm seemed to be looming in the distance. In the end, he’d taken the dogs. They wanted badly to go with him, and he didn’t have the heart to leave them behind. 

				Just as the sun set and the charcoal grays of night settled over the ranch, the first streak of lightning cracked the sky in half. I sat on the top step of the porch, and Angel sat on the step below. She leaned back against me, and we watched the mass of sodden black clouds creep into the valley, rolling across the sea of stars like a dark shroud. The air was heavy with the scent of the coming storm. As was always the case when Angel was near and everything was temporarily right with the world, I found myself wanting her soft, silky skin beneath my fingertips. I reached beneath her sweatshirt and, with some persistence, I found naked skin. I smoothed my palms over her stomach and began my blind quest for a bare breast.

				“How many layers do you have on under this sweatshirt, my little desert star?”

				She giggled and flinched as my thumb ran along the side of her round breast, a tickle spot I knew well. “It’s cold as the Arctic up here. After living in a hot, dry climate for so long, I’ve evolved into a lizard. I need to start stretching out on rocks in the daytime to warm my blood.”

				My thumb found her taut nipple. “There is just nothing about you that says reptile. Sand bunny maybe, but definitely not lizard.” 

				“Sand bunny? Don’t think I’ve ever seen one of those.” She released a soft breath and leaned back between my thighs. Beneath the layers of clothing, I pushed her bra up above her breasts and caressed them.

				“No? They are very elusive, highly sensual creatures that carry their own glow of light wherever they go.”

				“Is that so?” she sighed. She pushed her hardened nipples against my fingers and reached her hands back. She gripped my arms and arched her chest toward my touch. Another bolt of lightning ripped the black sky. A clap of thunder followed. She startled and then relaxed back beneath my hands. “I’m glad Chance is locked in his stall already.”

				“Agreed.” My hands moved down along her abdomen. I leaned down and kissed her neck. I unbuttoned her pants, and she scooted back closer to me. My hands slid down beneath the denim fabric and her panties. 

				She rested her head back against me and closed her eyes. Her lips parted, and she moaned as my fingers slid into the slick folds of her pussy. “God, Reno, I crave your touch all day.” She parted her thighs. I pulled her up to sit right between my legs on the top step. “Relax your head on my shoulder, Baby.” She was nearly limp in my arms as she soaked in the pleasure of my fingers stroking her swollen clit. She opened her legs farther and I pushed my fingers deeper. She rocked against my hand and moved with the same urgency as the approaching storm. Then beneath a clap of thunder, she shuddered and cried out in pleasure.

				We sat for a few minutes watching the weather bear down on the ranch. She sighed contentedly and buttoned up her jeans. “I suddenly have a new fondness for thunderstorms.” She turned and hooked her long legs over my thigh. I cradled her in my arms. “I know you have an important job back in Nevada, but I think I could stay out here with you forever.”

				“Let’s see if you say that in the middle of November when these porch steps are buried deep in snow.” 

				“You always bring up the terrible winter, but all I can picture is you and me snuggled beneath the quilts on the bed like two hibernating—” She smiled and kissed my chin. “—horny bears, waiting for the green of spring to break free from the snow. Gage could just push some food and drinks into our cave once in awhile.”

				“When you put it that way.” A brisk gust of wind swirled around the porch, and the drumming of heavy raindrops on the roof and portico followed. The next breeze carried the cold rain up onto the porch, and Angel laughed as the icy water sprayed us. We jumped to our feet and hurried inside. 

			

			
				Jericho was in the back den watching movies on the computer. “Who’s making the popcorn? I just found that old Hitchcock movie Psycho on You Tube,” he called.

				I popped my head into the room. “Not sure if we need to watch a movie about a psycho, if you know what I mean.”

				“Ah come on,” he pleaded. “It’s black and white, and even the shower scene seems pretty corny now.” 

				I looked at Angel for a decision. 

				She shrugged. “I’ll put the popcorn in the microwave.” 

				I went in and sat down in my grandfather’s big leather chair. It still smelled faintly of his cigars. There was plenty of room for Angel to sit with me. The den had been something my grandfather had added onto the house. The walls were made of pine and he’d kept them natural. They’d grown darker with age. He’d built a long hearth of stone. Gage, Seth and I had helped him carry each rock into the house. I could remember smashing my fingers more than once. But it had turned out to be the masterpiece my grandfather had visualized. I thought about him sitting in the chair, puffing his cigar and reading a book. I realized more than ever now, how lucky I’d been to have him as a grandpa.

				Lightning lit the room and then everything went black. The house, now void of clocks, refrigerator motors and scary movies, grew eerily quiet. Then Angel’s scream ripped through the silence, and the two of us flew out of the room, nearly slamming into each other as we headed toward the kitchen. 

				Angel stood in the dark room, clutching a bag of microwave popcorn to her chest. She held up a shaky finger. “A shadow just passed the window.”

				I reached up on top of the refrigerator for the two handguns we’d placed there. I handed one to Jericho. “It’s dark, so don’t be trigger happy.”

				He scowled at me for the admonition and took the gun. I motioned for him to go to the den and look out. “Angel, go stand in the hallway where you’re not near any windows.” 

				The bench scraped the wood planks of the porch as if someone had pushed it. I headed toward the front of the house. The wood planks of the porch creaked. We were definitely not alone. The power had gone off, and I’d assumed it had been the storm. Now I was not so sure. I knew the electrical box was on the back of the house. Whoever was outside, would have had to walk past the kitchen window to move from the back of the house to the front. 

				Jericho walked into room. “There’s no one out back.” 

				I motioned for him to duck down, and he dropped, remembering too late that his leg would not support a crouch. He fell to his knees. “Fucking leg,” he muttered, and pushed to his feet. He leaned over as far as possible. 

				I stooped down in front of the window and pushed back the corner of the curtains. It was pitch black outside, and a milky condensation had formed on the window pane from someone’s warm breath. Adrenaline pumped through my muscles, and my shoulders and arms flexed with anger. I was done with this shit. I was ready to take someone out. Just as I dropped the corner of the drapes, the porch creaked again. Jericho had positioned himself against the wall behind the door. He had his gun pointed up, but he was ready to shoot whoever might have the balls to force their way inside.

				I scooted down to the other side of the window. Whoever it was had to know by now that we knew they were out there. I lifted the drapes again. 

				I sucked in a breath as black eyes stared back at me through the foggy pane. “Holy shit.” 

				Jericho raised his gun. “Is it Dreygon?” 

				“No. It’s a bear.”

				At the word bear, Angel stepped out of the dark hallway. “I want to see.”

				Reluctantly, Jericho lowered his gun. We all hunched down at the window and sat like observers at the zoo. The black bear was small and young. For the longest time, it sat on the porch as if it was waiting for the rain to stop. Occasionally, it would glance back at the window, seemingly knowing we were watching it, but not the least bit afraid.

			

			
				“I thought bears liked the water,” Jericho said.

				Angel wiped away some of the fog from our breath and moved her face closer to the pane for a better look. “Maybe they only like water when it’s filled with fish.” 

				 The tension was just draining from my body. I shook my head. “Never thought I’d be this relieved to come face to face with a bear.”

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 15 

				Angel

				I slipped Chance’s halter off, and without taking one step, he dropped his big head to graze. After several days inside their stalls, I was sure the horses would buck and kick at their newfound freedom, but they were far more interested in eating. The pasture had dried enough, and it promised to be a perfectly beautiful and crisp day.

				I locked the pasture gate. Luke walked toward me, and it was obvious from his expression that he had bad news. I steeled myself to hear whatever it was. I’d been the one to insist he not keep anything from me, and now I had to be tough enough to endure it.

				“What’s wrong?” I asked before he reached me.

				“I just got off the phone with the detective who helped get Cash out in return for some evidence. Turns out they lost contact with him about three weeks ago.”

				“Weren’t they supposed to protect him? What a bunch of dimwits.”

				He stopped in front of me. “Wasn’t their fault. They set Cash up, but I guess he was bored or unhappy or whatever. He left the place they’d relocated him to, and they have no idea where he went. It’s out of their hands now.” 

				His jaw was still tight with concern. He hadn’t told me everything yet. 

				“There’s more, isn’t there?”

				“After I talked to Scoffield, my boss called. One of the agents broke his ankle while golfing.” He shook his head. “Ironic, huh? Spends his day with high powered weapons and raiding crack houses and hurts himself on the fucking golf course. Anyhow, he’s on sick leave, and another agent was already in the hospital for surgery. Carson is down two men. He’s reversed my suspension. He needs me to come in and work.”

				I glanced back at the horses. Their manes flowed in the breeze, and their tails flicked happily behind them with each chomp of grass. I’d always known our visit here was temporary, but I could have easily stayed longer. “What are we going to do?”

				“Gage will be back tomorrow, but he works during the day. I think you and Jericho should come home with me.” He reached forward and took my hand. “After that scary, but rather comical, adventure with the bear the other night, I realized it’s going to get old fast, hiding and constantly being on guard. I don’t want to run from Dreygon anymore. I want to rid our lives of him, once and for all.”

				 “It does seem as if we can never truly be happy until this threat is no longer hanging over us. Have you told Jericho? He won’t mind, of course. He’s been itching to get back to Nevada.” I took a deep breath of the fresh, fragrant air. “But I will miss this place a lot.”

				“We can visit anytime. And I’m sure Chance won’t mind staying behind.” 

				Chance lifted his head at the sound of his name, snorted once and then returned to his breakfast. 

				“Jericho is going to have to understand that he’s still not safe. He can’t just go wandering back to his old haunts and his old friends. Dreygon used him once as a lure to get you back, and there’s no doubt in my mind that he’ll do it again. We’ll stay at my house. Not sure yet how this will all play out, but while I’m at work, you two will just have to stay holed up in the house. Detective Carson can’t get anyone stationed out front like before, but he promised to talk to the head of the department to get more patrol cars in the area. Like always, it should be a fucking adventure.” There was an edge of frustration in his tone. He was growing tired of this. And I was too. 

				“This is completely wretched,” I said. “I’m sorry I brought this crap into your life, Reno.”

			

			
				His arms snaked around my back, and he hauled me against him. “I’m not sorry at all.” 

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 16 

				Luke

				“Hey look, it’s Barringer.” Ritter was the first to welcome me as I stepped into the semi-chaotic room where the desks were arranged in a senseless order and every agent had to do their own housekeeping, or in this case desk keeping. Someone had cleaned off Dex’s desk. It still sat across from mine, stark and lonely, a constant reminder that he was gone. Ritter followed me to my messy corner. I pulled out my chair, sat down and stared up at him. He leaned down and seemed to be looking for something.

				“Can I help you with something, Rit?”

				“Just looking to see where you hid the box of donuts.”

				“The box of donuts?” 

				He sighed dramatically and glanced around. “He didn’t bring them.” Another round of sighs and grumbles made their way through the room.

				“What the hell are you all moaning about?” I asked.

				“If you’ve been away on suspension then it is proper etiquette to bring your office mates a box of donuts. You know, as a way of redeeming yourself for your poor behavior,” Ritter said.

				I stared at him with a look that made him take a step back. “I obviously forgot to refer to my special agent book of etiquette.” 

				He waved his hand. “You wouldn’t have found it there.” Greene, one of the detectives came up behind him with a yellow piece of paper, which he held up like a town crier. 

				Ritter raised his hand with a flourish at the paper. “It’s here on our list of rules for people coming off suspension.” 

				I glanced at the paper. It had been written hastily in permanent black marker. “Oh, I see, yes. Donuts is the first rule. Maybe tomorrow, but as for the rest of the rules— I don’t wipe asses, babysit kids or give massages.”

				Ritter’s brow furrowed on the last one. He looked over at the paper. 

				Greene nodded to assure him it was there. “When they heard it was Barringer, the women added that one to the list.”

				Carson poked his head out of his office. “Don’t you clowns have work to do? Barringer, get in here,” he barked.

				“Nice to see you too, Sir. I’ll be right in.” I stood. “I might consider the massages if it’s the women, but I’m not touching your hairy back, Ritter.” I sidled past him. 

				“Fine. We’ll come up with some suitable substitutions,” he called as I stepped into Carson’s office.

				“Shut the damn door.” His chair creaked as he plunked down on it and he motioned for me to sit too. 

				He looked even more disheveled than usual, and instead of a crooked tie, he hadn’t bothered to put one on at all. His eyes were red from lack of sleep.

				“The couch, huh?” I asked. 

				He grumbled something under his breath and then looked at me. “Don’t want to talk about it.”

				“That’s fine.”

				Then he scooted forward so quickly on his rolling chair that it smacked the desk. “I’m spending too much time at the job. Can you fucking believe it? She wants me to take more time off.”

				“Maybe you should. You do put in more than your share of hours around here.”

			

			
				“Because otherwise, this place would fall apart.” He moved the stapler off some papers and slammed it down hard enough produce a staple. “Never mind about that. We’ve got some information on a big shipment of cocaine.”

				“All right.” 

				He peered up at me with slightly bloodshot eyes. “Bedlam is behind it.”

				He had my full attention now. “How did you find this out?”

				He slumped back. Sleeping on the couch had made him extra grumpy. “I’ve got people all over the fucking place, Barringer. You don’t need to question my methods.”

				I put up a hand. “Whoa there. Easy Carson. It’s just that Dreygon isn’t usually too loose with this kind of information.”

				“So, you’re a damn expert on Sharpe now?”

				I looked at him. “Yes, I am.”

				His jaw twitched at my quick, but cocky, response and then he seemed to conclude that I was right. “From the information we’ve received, in five days, a large brown box truck will be heading along the U.S. 50 toward Sharpe’s compound, and it will be loaded down with cocaine.” 

				“What’s the plan? Roadblock?”

				“There’s no time for anything more elaborate.” The phone on his desk rang. His assistant picked it up. “We’ll have enough vehicles and men out there—”

				“Detective Carson,” his assistant’s voice came through the intercom, “the county morgue is on line one.”

				“Fucking hell,” he mumbled. It was rare to see him thrown this far off his game. “I’m dealing with dead people more than live ones lately.” He snatched up the phone. “This is Carson.” The voice on the other side was a just a low, indecipherable mumble, but seconds into the call, Carson peered up at me as if the conversation would interest me. My intuition proved right. “As a matter of fact, I have Special Agent Barringer sitting right here in my office.” He covered the mouth piece. “There are two unidentified bodies in the morgue. One probable broken neck, the other most likely head trauma. Both victims are wearing Bedlam cuts.”

				I slumped back. My stomach clenched in a knot. If one of them was Cash, it would be the last straw for Angel. 

				Carson looked at me again. “Do you know someone who can go down there and identify them?”

				“Yeah, unfortunately. I’ve got to go home and pick them up. We’ll be over there in an hour.”

				***

				“It’s not Cash,” Angel said for the third time. She twisted one of her thin braids around her finger and then untwisted it. “I just know it’s not him.”

				“The club has a pretty big membership, doesn’t it?” I asked.

				“Exactly,” Angel said more to convince herself than me. It was tearing me up inside knowing how scary this was for her. If the worst happened and we found Cash lying on one of the steel tables with a paper tag on his toe then Angel would not forgive herself. And I’d have an even harder time convincing her that she shouldn’t take the blame. 

				I glanced up in the rearview mirror. Jericho sat as still as a stone statue in the backseat. He hadn’t said a word since I’d broken the news to them. He stared out the window and made it clear that he didn’t want to talk. 

				We pulled into the lot, and it occurred to me that we could easily meet up with Dreygon. I parked the car and looked over at Angel. Her face was pale and she bit her lip in worry. She’d had to have a ridiculous amount of courage her whole life, and it was part of what made her so amazing. I took her hand and kissed the knuckles. “If you want, Jericho and I can go—”

				She shook her head. “No, I can handle this.” She pulled in a deep breath and released it. “Let’s go get this over with.”

				The same woman from my last visit, Dr. Vogel, walked out of the backroom in her light blue scrubs. There were some stains on the front of her shirt that were better left to the imagination. “Special Agent Barringer, right?”

			

			
				“Yes. Hello, Dr. Vogel. These are two people who are familiar with the members of the motorcycle club. Detective Carson mentioned the victims were with the Bedlam MC.”

				“They were wearing the patch on their jackets, so we can only assume. There was no other identification. To be honest, I was putting off contacting Mr. Sharpe. This sounds very unprofessional, and given where we’re standing and all, well frankly, the man was rather creepy.”

				“Actually, it’s not unprofessional at all,” I said. “You are right on target with that description.”

				Dr. Vogel smiled weakly at Angel and then seemed to be searching for the correct words. “The victims received a great deal of trauma. I’m not sure if—”

				“Are they this way?” Angel headed toward the hallway without an answer. 

				We followed her into the room where the bodies were brought for examination. A sickening, hard to describe odor struck us as we stepped inside, and I had to conscientiously work to keep my breakfast down. Jericho hesitated near the entrance and it seemed evident that he was losing his breakfast battle. Drills and implements that looked more suited to a torture dungeon were scattered on a cart.  Overhead fluorescent lights beamed on the stainless steel tables and counters, adding to the macabre atmosphere. 

				Angel walked up to the first table. The corpse was enclosed in a body bag. Another filled bag lay on the adjacent table. Jericho’s face switched between powdery white and khaki green as he came closer. Angel stared down at the covered body, looking pale but astoundingly brave. The woman unzipped the bag and drew it back away from the face and shoulders. Jericho stumbled over to the trash can near the door and puked. 

				Angel closed her eyes with relief, and a small puff of air blew from her lips. The first body wasn’t Cash. It was a face I’d never seen before. The man had a straggly blond beard and a ring through his nose. The side of his skull was dented in.

				 Angel looked across the room at Jericho, who clutched the doorway to keep from falling on his face. He sucked in deep breaths of air. “Kingley Orson?” Angel asked, and he nodded.

				Dr. Vogel picked up her chart, and Angel spelled the name for her.

				“He was definitely one of Dreygon’s cronies. He used to do a lot of his dirty work.” Angel was handling this with the confidence of a pro, and I was starting to feel extra stupid for trying to wrap her in cotton and keep her from the ugly stuff. During my time at the compound, she’d proven how strong she was. I didn’t know when or how I’d convinced myself she wasn’t. It seemed to just come from my innate need to protect her. 

				We walked to the next table. “It’s not Cash,” she said to me before the doctor had opened it. This time it wasn’t to assure herself. It was pure deduction. “Cash is well over six feet tall.” She was right. The second victim was far shorter. 

				Jericho looked as if he’d just had his insides twisted inside out, which he sort of had. Listening to him retch up his guts hadn’t helped my stomach either. The doctor unzipped the next bag. Jericho wandered over, looking as pale as the cadaver on the table. The victim was a man well past his forties with peppered gray hair and a deep scar in his chin. It took me a second to decide that my eyes weren’t playing a trick on me. Something seemed completely off about the man on the table. 

				“I guess the cause of death was a broken neck,” Angel said. 

				Doctor Vogel looked impressed. “You know your anatomy.” 

				Angel held back a grin. She peered up at Jericho and, apparently for the first time, noticed what a terrible turn he had taken. “Oh my gosh, you look worse than him, Richo. We need to get you out of here. I can’t remember his name, but I know I’ve seen him before.”

				“Walt Jansen,” Jericho said weakly and then limped out of the room.

				The doctor zipped up the bag and wrote down the name. “Do you know any of the next of kin?”

				Angel shook her head. “They were in the club. They hung around with my grandfather, but that’s all I know.”

				“And your grandfather’s name?”

			

			
				“Dreygon Sharpe.”

				The doctor looked slightly embarrassed. “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize—”

				“No,” Angel said, “it’s fine. I find him creepy too.”

				Doctor Vogel held back a grin and motioned for us to walk out. My phone rang as we stepped into the front room. Jericho was sitting outside on the edge of the dock where the coroner’s van usually parked. His head was hanging low as he seemed to be trying to regain his bearings. 

				I pulled my phone out. It was Carson. 

				Angel shook her head. “I feel guilty because I’m so relieved it wasn’t Cash,” she said just as I answered. I took hold of her hand to assure her there was no harm in being relieved. The emotion in her teal eyes made me temporarily forget that I’d just answered the phone.

				“Barringer?”

				“Yeah, sorry, Carson. We’re still at the morgue.” Angel walked outside to check on Jericho.

				“I thought I heard someone mention Cash.”

				“Yeah, that was Angel. She was talking about a person, not money.”

				“I know, but how did you guys know already? I only just got word.”

				I scrubbed my hair back not completely sure where this conversation was headed. “What are you talking about?”

				“Cash Tremaine, the guy the Reno police just brought in for questioning. There’s a good chain of evidence linking this guy, Cash, to the murders of those two men on the tables. He’s also part of the Bedlam MC.”

				“I know. I mean, no, he’s not anymore. Cash is the one Scoffield put under witness protection. You need to call him right away. This was clearly self-defense.”

				Carson absorbed that for a second. “He took out two men in self-defense?” 

				“Yeah, you’d have to know the guy to believe it. He’s the man who let me go instead of shooting me like Sharpe had ordered.”

				“I’ll call Scoffield right now.”

				“Oh, and Carson—”

				“Yeah, yeah, I’ll see what I can do to get you in to talk to him.”

				“Thanks. I owe you again. If you need a different couch to sleep on, mine is pretty comfy.”

				“Don’t push your luck, Barringer.”

				I walked outside. Even though he’d been arrested for murder, I knew Jericho and Angel would be glad to know that Cash was safe. Angel stood up and she lowered her hand for Jericho to take. The color had returned to his face. 

				“Look who is back from the dead,” I said. “And we didn’t even need to stand on the deck of a boat.”

				“Shut up.” Jericho turned to head to the car. 

				“Thought you might want to know that they just arrested the man who they think killed those two inside.”

				Angel turned to me. “It couldn’t have been Dreygon. Those two were loyal to him.”

				“Yes, they were. No doubt, it was Dreygon who sent them to kill Cash.”

				Jericho’s eyes rounded. “Cash did that?”

				“That’s who they’ve brought in for questioning.”

				Jericho nodded as if all the puzzle pieces were falling neatly into place. “That would explain why they looked so very dead.”

				Angel laughed. “I think there’s only one degree of dead, Richo.”

				The Camaro beeped as I unlocked it. 

				Jericho looked over the top of the car at her. “Nope, there’s just plain dead. You know, a heart attack or something. And there’s very dead like what Cash did to those two guys—” 

				“Allegedly,” I added.

			

			
				“Right, but it does look like Cash’s work.” 

				We slid into the car. Angel looked back over the seat at him. “Is that it?”

				 “No, there’s also extremely dead, which involves lots of missing flesh and limbs. But, I think after the morning I just had, I don’t want to get into any details. Especially not in Reno’s fancy Chevy.”

				“Good idea,” I said. “Are you all up for a visit to the police station?”

				That question wiped some of the color from Jericho’s face again. “Why would we be up for that?”

				“Relax. I just thought we’d try to get in to talk to Cash. I’ve got a badge, remember?”

				“How can we forget?” Jericho said.

				“Let’s go,” Angel said. “I would love to see him.”

				I pulled out of the lot. 

				“Shit, my stomach is empty,” Jericho complained.

				I glanced back at him. “We know, unfortunately.”

				Jericho slumped back in the seat. “I guess that means I can eat breakfast again. This time I have a hankering for a breakfast burrito.”

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 17 

				Angel

				It had been nearly a week since they’d arrested Cash. Only Luke had been allowed in to talk to him and that had been more because of the witness protection thing than anything else. The evidence and the fact that he’d been under protection made it clear enough that Cash had been acting in self-defense. While he was not free, the judge had released him on bail. Because of the possible dangers, Luke had made Jericho and me stay home while he’d gone to pick him up. They’d released him under high security, but I knew there was no reason for it. Dreygon would never be careless enough to threaten someone directly in front of a jailhouse. 

				We’d had no problems at the house since our return, but the threat always hung heavy in the air as we knew it wasn’t if but when. Dreygon was obviously not through with any of this, but the way his last act of murder had unfolded and failed, had probably thrown him off his game some. 

				Luke’s car pulled into the driveway. Even though one of Luke’s strict rules was for us not to stand by a window, we walked to the front one to watch them come out of the car. Several unmarked, but obvious, vehicles had followed them home. Cash had declined any more witness protection. It was probably not the smartest decision, but I wasn’t surprised. Cash was someone who preferred to make his own decisions. He hated to rely on anyone else. He’d had a hard life as a kid, and it’d made him tough, independent and not a huge fan of people, in general. And now he’d proven that he was more than capable of taking care of himself. 

				The front door opened and Cash and Luke walked in. His black hair was even longer than Jericho’s. His face was thinner and covered in black stubble. While his shoulders and arms were still cut with muscles, he looked underweight. 

				Jericho walked up to him and gave him a quick bro hug. It was something I’d never seen before. Hugs between men at the compound just didn’t happen. I, on the other hand, had never had a problem with them.

				Cash smiled weakly at me. “Hey, little Angel.” I crossed the floor in three long strides. He wrapped his arms around me. I could easily count the number of times Cash and I had hugged on one hand, but now it felt completely natural. He was the reason I still had Luke in my life, and I would never forget that. He kissed the top of my head and lowered his arms.

				“I’ll make some sandwiches,” I said. “You feel really skinny.” I pointed at him. “Mustard but no mayo, right?”

				He nodded. 

				“Go ahead and sit,” Luke said. “You’ll be sleeping in my brother’s room, so I’ll put your duffle bag in there.” 

				“Thanks. It’ll just be a day or two until I figure out where to go.”

				Luke returned from the bedroom and sat with Jericho and Cash. 

				I peered over the kitchen counter as I made the sandwiches. “Why don’t you just stay here with us for now?” I had the important members of my core family with me, and I didn’t want to lose that. 

				“It’s too dangerous,” Cash said. “Now I’m really on the shit list. Dreygon isn’t the type to forgive and forget.”

				“Cash is right,” Luke said. “We can find him a place. And, I was thinking it might not be a bad idea for Jericho and Angel to stay with you during the day while I’m at work. They both have phones now, and if we found a place near my work, I could be there fast.”

				“What?” Jericho asked. “I don’t need a damn babysitter.”

				“Safety in numbers, Richo,” Luke said. “That’s all I’m saying.”

			

			
				I carried the sandwiches out and sat next to Luke on the arm of the big chair. 

				Jericho picked up his plate. “So, where have you been all this time?” 

				Cash grabbed up his sandwich and leaned back on the couch. “All over the fucking place. First, they sent me to some funky out of the way small town in Washington. They actually got me a position as a motorcycle mechanic, but the guy who owned the shop was a total asshole. Don’t know how anyone could stand to work under him.”

				“This coming from a man who worked for Dreygon Sharpe for years,” Luke said.

				Cash shook his head. “The club wasn’t work. It was my family, and once I’d gone off into hiding, I realized how alone I was. Being in that small town was like landing on Mars. Everyone seemed alien, like we weren’t even the same species. The club life was all I’d known since I was a teenager when Dreygon took me in.” He lowered the sandwich back to the plate without taking a bite. 

				Most of the time, Cash was one of those people who was impossible to read. That had never been more evident than on the day he took Luke off for what I thought was an execution. He’d never shown a glimmer of what he was truly up to. But now, he looked like a man completely lost and without direction. “Dreygon just isn’t the same man anymore. I don’t know what happened to him, but—”

				“He’s lost his fucking mind,” Jericho said. “He had J.D. beat the crap out of me and then shoot me in the leg just to get Angel back.”

				Cash looked at Jericho. “I thought I detected a limp. Just don’t understand any of it.” He seemed to be reconsidering his sandwich.

				“Eat, Cash, you look like a shadow of your former self,” I said.

				He smiled and picked up the food. “Little Angel, still taking care of everyone.” He took a bite.

				“What happened after the small town?” I asked.

				“Not much. Once they got my testimony and brought in their two suspects, they basically left me on my own. Which I sort of expected. And I was glad for it, but I grew restless pretty fast. For awhile, Jericho and I kept in contact. He told me that Gunner was trying to take the president’s patch. I thought I’d head back to Nevada and help him. I knew I couldn’t come back to the club once I’d given testimony against two members, but I thought that with Dreygon out of power, things would be easier for me.” He stared down at his plate. “Stupid fucking Gunner. He always was the kind of guy who would play with live matches in a warehouse full of dynamite.”

				“Gunner knew something about me that no one else except my grandfather seems to know,” I said. “Do you know what it could be?”

				Cash sat in thought for a second. “No idea. Do you think that’s why Dreygon had him killed?”

				“Could be,” Luke spoke up. “Did you know that they’re trying to pin his murder on Bent for Hell.”

				“Yeah, that’s what I heard.” Cash shook his head. “That’ll start a range war for sure. And the Bedlam Club is shrinking fast. Thanks to their crazy fucking leader.”

				“That was Myers and Fitch, right, that you snitched on?” Jericho asked, and then instantly regretted his wording. “Sorry, I mean turned in evidence against. No one really gave a damn about those hotheads anyhow. They were always dangerous and stupid.”

				“They didn’t have a great standing with the club anymore, but you know that my turning evidence against them is the highest form of treason in our world. But it had always eaten me up inside that I hadn’t done anything to stop them from killing that man.”

				“Because they would have shot you dead on the spot,” Jericho said.

				“Probably, but it wasn’t an excuse.”

				Jericho swallowed a bite of sandwich. “Exactly what happened to Orson and Jansen, or are you allowed to talk about it?”

				Cash shrugged. “Haven’t been told not to. They took my statement. I told them I did it. Detective Scoffield said he’d make sure that I got a good public defender.” He took a small bite. “Those two were pretty stupid about the whole thing. For a few days, they’d been cruising by my apartment building, so I knew something was up. Dreygon must be running out of people to carry out his orders. Those two have never been the brightest bulbs in the pack. Then one day, I was in the carport at the apartment, working on my bike, and I heard someone come up behind me. Just as I reached over to grab my wrench for protection, they fired a shot. Went right through the bike and ricocheted off the brick wall at the back of the carport. I swung around and nailed Orson in the head. He went down like a sack of potatoes. Jansen stared at me as if I’d grown horns. I told him to just go and I’d call the police to let them know what I’d done. Idiot lunged at me with a blade, and well. . . .” Cash looked at me.

			

			
				“Yeah, we saw,” I said. 

				He looked almost embarrassed about what he’d done. 

				“You had no choice. The guy came at you with a knife,” Luke said.

				Cash reached for his shirt. “Actually, that blade is going to help me get off on self-defense.” He lifted his shirt and showed a long line of stitches up his side. 

				“Oh my gosh, Cash. You should have told me,” I said. “I gave you a big ole hug.”

				He smiled weakly. “No one in their right mind, stitches or not, would turn down an Angel hug.” 

				I held back my grin and pointed down to remind him of his sandwich.

				He picked it up and once he started eating it, he nearly sucked it in. I got up to make him another. Luke continued the conversation. 

				“Cash, do you know anything about Dreygon buying a big load of cocaine?”

				He chewed and swallowed. “Dreygon? I think his money supply was burned up after he had to pay off Bent for Hell to keep quiet about the DEA agent in his compound.” He finished his sandwich, sat back and looked over at Luke. “I’d had my suspicions about you all along, but I kept them to myself. Still, even I didn’t see what was coming.”

				Luke leaned forward and rested his forearms on his thighs. “Listen, about that. Thanks for not blowing my head off.”

				“No problem. Can’t imagine that Dreygon has any big deal in the works right now. He’s too busy knocking off club members to worry about business. What did you hear?” 

				I cut the sandwich in two and returned to the living room with it.

				“Just that something’s going down soon and we’re hoping to nail Dreygon’s ass to the wall.” Luke took hold of my hand and kissed it. “Sure would help the rest of us get on with our lives.”

				Cash lifted his sandwich in a toast. “Here’s to you nailing his wrinkled old ass to the wall then.”

				I stood in the center of the room and smiled at all of them, the three people who meant the most to me. Jericho looked beyond thrilled to have his close friend back in his life. He hadn’t stopped smiling since Cash walked into the house. Cash, who looked thin and weary and a uncharacteristically shaken by it all, seemed content just to be sitting with familiar faces. And then there was Luke, the man who I was so nuts about, just having him in the same room made my knees weak. 

				“What are you beaming about, Angel?” Jericho asked. “You look like a little girl who just got handed a fluffy kitten.”

				“That’s how I feel too. I’m just happy that we’re all together and safe.” As the last words left my mouth, I ducked instinctively. Just as my brain sorted out that the explosive noise behind me was breaking glass, Luke became a massive blur. From the corner of my eye I saw him fly toward me. I braced for the impact as he pushed me out of the path of the flaming object that had been hurled through the front window. With much more chivalry than Gunner, rather than land directly on top of me, Luke took the brunt of the fall on his back. He rolled me over and then shielded me with his body. Crumbs of glass still tumbled to the ground like crystal balls of hail. Jericho and Cash had jumped up to stomp out the flames. The wood floor around the object was singed and smoke curled up from the burnt mass. Cash moved closer to the wall and peered out of the broken window pane. 

				As Luke and I sat up, the smoke alarm went off, and I jumped into his arms. 

				“You’re all right,” Luke said.

			

			
				“Thanks to your super power moves,” Jericho said. “Shit, I didn’t know humans could move that fast.”

				“I had the advantage. From where I was sitting, I could see the damn thing flying toward the window. I was shooting across the floor to Angel before it even cracked the glass.” Luke glanced over at Cash. “Do you see anything?”

				Cash surveyed the entire yard. “Nothing. Must have been a drive by.” 

				“Holy shit,” Jericho muttered as he stared down at what was left of our fire bomb. 

				Luke and I got up and walked over to it. The angel’s face looked eerie, scarred as it was by the flames and glass. Her white satin dress had melted to her porcelain body. Instead of legs, she had a metal cone, the perfect bottom for sitting on the top of the Christmas tree. A brick was tied to her neck with a piece of wire. 

				Cash walked over and peered down. “He’s getting crazier by the day.”

				My body was just unwinding from the shock of it all, but I was still shaking. The man out there was not the man I’d once known as my grandfather. I stared down at it and the angel, my badly disfigured effigy, stared up at me with dead blue eyes. I turned to Luke and fell into his arms.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 18 

				Luke

				Standing on the side of the highway with nothing but dry acres of sagebrush and tumbleweed on either side carried me back to the last time I’d walked the same stretch of road. My feet had been covered in blisters and blood from my long hike out to the highway. After the mind blowing relief of not being executed and tossed into a river, I’d hiked for nearly two days, being pushed along by adrenaline and a need to survive so that I could come back to the same place to rescue the woman I loved. So much had happened since Angel had first found me near death from dehydration that it was hard to believe it had been such a short span of time.

				Detective Carson came around the side of the SUV. The road block had consisted of the usual stop signs stretched across the lanes. Behind the barrier of signs, four police cars were parked end to end. There were enough uniforms and armed personnel for a small army. 

				If all went as planned, there was a chance we could pin this directly on Dreygon. I knew it was a long shot, but if the plan worked, it would be worth the effort. Every morning, I woke up wondering what Dreygon might do to try and snatch Angel from me. Having both Jericho and Cash nearby to help keep her safe had put my mind at ease, but living with constant worry was getting old fast. 

				“Barringer,” Carson called me over. His phone was pressed to his ear. “The truck is about four miles out.”

				I scanned the surrounding landscape. “Tell the officers to keep a close watch for trails of dust on either side of the road. Remember that truckload of submachine guns I told you about?”

				“Yep. I told you I handed it over to ATF, and they couldn’t get a trace on them.”

				“I know, but that’s not why I brought them up. We were ambushed by the Bent for Hell club. They drove through the sagebrush to get to us. The only thing I kept seeing was an unexplained cloud of dust. Let them know to keep a watch for activity off the road.”

				“Right. We’ve got a few sharpshooters standing in the shrubs to take out tires in case they choose to ignore the road block.”

				A diesel truck rolled toward us and came to a stop. Carson walked over and talked to the driver for a second. Then he motioned for two of the signs and one of the police cars to be moved.” Everything was put right back into place. Carson glanced my direction. “Glad this piece of road rarely gets used. Otherwise, this would be impossible.”

				Tires chewing rough asphalt sounded in the distance. Carson gave the cue for everyone to be ready. A box truck, much like the one we’d taken for moving guns, appeared on the horizon. Heat fumed off of the black road in waves as the truck rolled toward us. 

				Tension muted the entire scene. The sharpshooters readied their weapons. Anything could happen, but unless the back of the truck was filled with armed men and protective gear, the two drivers were done here. I had no details of where or how this information had gotten to Carson, and sometimes it was better not to ask. The vehicle approached the road block. For a second, it seemed that it might slam through the signs but then it rolled to a polite stop. 

				The officers swarmed the truck. “Step out with your hands behind your heads,” Carson ordered.

				The doors opened reluctantly. Two rather stunned looking guys, not more than twenty years old, stepped out of the front cab with their hands behind their heads. 

				They were searched.

				“Anyone else in the truck?” Carson asked.

				If these two had been hired by Dreygon, they didn’t have a clue what they were hauling. One of them looked close to tears, or at least close to wetting his pants, and the other looked pissed and slightly defiant. It was clear that neither men had any idea what all this was about. I walked up next to Carson. I knew he was thinking the same thing as me.

			

			
				“Do you think we’ve got the right truck?” I asked.

				“Same description. How many brown box trucks could be coming down this road at the exact same time?” Carson motioned a few officers to open the back of the truck. Three of them circled around the back with their weapons ready. Behind us, on the opposite side of the road block, the pulse of motorcycles grew louder. I spun around just as three bikes came over the hill. Dreygon was always easy to spot. He carried himself like no one else, with absurd confidence as if he considered himself immortal. 

				“It’s Sharpe,” I said.

				“Detective Carson, Sir.” The female officer peered around the truck. “There’s nothing inside but furniture.”

				Carson looked back. “Are you sure? Check inside everything.”

				She climbed back inside the truck. Dreygon and the two other riders parked their bikes and removed their helmets. They walked calmly toward us. I was anything but calm. 

				“You can’t shoot him down for no reason,” Carson spoke from the side of his mouth.

				“I’ve got plenty of reason.” My trigger finger tightened, and I badly just wanted to shoot the motherfucker dead as he strolled toward us with his wicked grin and leathery skin. 

				He stopped and looked around. “Gentlemen, is there a problem?” he asked. Just the sound of his voice made my jaw clench. His cold, murderous gaze landed on me. It was a complete contradiction to the light, friendly tone he was using. He wanted me dead as badly as I wanted him dead. “Special Agent Barringer, why have you stopped my furniture delivery? I’ve been looking forward to redecorating my cabin all morning . . .” He waved his gloved hand toward the truck. “And now this.”

				“Sonavabitch,” Carson muttered. 

				The officers came out from behind the truck. Carson looked hopefully in their direction, but the lead man shook his head. 

				I pulled out my phone. This had obviously been a set up, and there had to be a motive other than making fools of us. Angel’s phone rang repeatedly. “Pick up, damn it.”  I dialed Jericho’s number next. Still no answer.

				Dreygon flinched, but just barely, as I stormed toward him. I grabbed his shirt. He lifted a defiant chin at me. “If you’ve done anything to her, I will tear you to fucking shreds.” The words shot out between gritted teeth. The entire field of officers watched to see what I’d do next.

				Dreygon stared back at me for a second. Hatred gleamed in his eyes. There was no one who was better at a mindfuck than Sharpe. “Detective, are you going to do something about this, or do I have to file brutality charges?”

				Carson walked up next to me and placed his hand on my arm. I wrenched it away from his touch. 

				I still had hold of Dreygon’s shirt, but what I really wanted was to wrap my hands around his throat. 

				“Detective Carson, is it?” Dreygon asked with mock civility. 

				Carson’s jaw twitched at the question. 

				“I guess someone fed you some bad information. And your young cocksure agent here seems to be threatening me for buying furniture.”

				“You know damn well why I’m ready to tear out your fucking throat, and it’s got nothing to do with furniture.”

				“I would never hurt my own granddaughter.” He stared hard at me and forced a chilling grin. “I just want her to be back home with me. She’s my only family now.”

				My phone rang.

				He glanced down at my pocket. “That’s probably Angel right now. Tell her that Grandpa says hello.” 

				Reluctantly, I released him, pulled out my phone and looked at the screen. It was Angel. I walked away. “Angel?”

			

			
				“Hey, Reno, did you call?”

				“Why the fuck didn’t you answer your phone?”

				She grew quiet for a second. “I was in the shower. What’s going on?”

				“Sorry, I was just worried about you. Jericho didn’t answer either.”

				“I think he’s taking a nap. You’re kind of freaking me out.”

				“No, it’s all right. Is Cash still there?”

				“Yeah, he’s watching television in the front room.” She paused. “Are you coming home soon? You sound upset.”

				“I didn’t mean to worry you. I’ll be home in a few hours. You all need to keep an extra lookout though. Some shit went down today. I’ll tell you about it when I get home.”

				“See you soon. Love you.”

				“I love you too.” Some of the rage had drained from my body at the sound of her voice.  

				The road block was being cleared. Dreygon and his friends had returned to their bikes. His dark eyes skewered me once more before he pulled on his helmet and straddled his Harley. 

				 Carson hung up his phone. “I had to let my informant know that Dreygon was on to him. He obviously planned this to find out who was leaking information.” The riders turned around and took off toward the compound. The shaken furniture delivery guys climbed back into their truck and followed them. 

				“Are you going to get him some protection?”

				“He declined it. Well, looks like we’re done here.” He glanced in the direction that Dreygon had ridden. “That man is as mad as a rabid dog and twice as dangerous. And slippery as a fucking squid soaked in olive oil.”

				“Poetically put and very accurate. My patience is wearing thin with him. I wanted badly just to kill him where he stood.”

				“That was pretty obvious to everyone. Don’t let him mess with your head though. Otherwise, you’ll end up in jail and he’ll be on the outside of the bars.”

				“Or dead,” I added.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 19 

				Angel

				Luke had come to pick me up at the small house Cash had rented a few miles away, and it seemed that he wasn’t going to let me out of his sight for the remainder of the night. I was fine with that. He’d told us all about the fake drug shipment, and the conversation with the psychotic old man, who used to play hide and seek with me. Jericho decided to stay behind at Cash’s and we’d thrown the whole safety in numbers thing out the window in favor of a night alone. It was something Luke seemed to want badly, and once we got into his car, I realized I did too. 

				“The new window looks so shiny,” I said as we pulled into the driveway.

				“It seems like I’m going to have to replace all of them so they match.” He got out and looked around as I stepped out of the car. We didn’t hang out in the front yard any longer than we needed to. We walked inside. Luke locked the door and did a quick search of the house with me stuck closely behind his back as if a ghost might pop out at us.

				“This is so ridiculous,” I said. “Having to check every corner of the yard and house. What are we going to do?” 

				Confident that the place was empty and we that were alone, he wrapped his strong arms around me. “Not sure yet. I really just wanted to take him out today, him and his smug grin. But you’re safe, and that’s all that matters. When he rode up and I realized he’d planned the whole damn circus act, I was sure—” He squeezed me tighter. “And then you didn’t answer your phone.” 

				I pressed my fingers against his mouth. “I’m here now, Reno, safe and sound in your arms, and I’m not going anywhere.” I trailed my fingers down his hard chest. “I say, that since we’re completely alone, we should pretend that Dreygon doesn’t even exist.” I leaned forward and kissed his neck.

				“Dreygon, who?” He swallowed as my tongue ran along his throat. “I should probably take a shower.”

				“Or we could both get into that massive tub.”

				“We could definitely do that.” He took my hand and led me down the hallway to the bathroom. I turned on the water and put in a few scoops of bubble bath. He came up behind me and lifted my shirt up over my head. His mouth pressed against my shoulder as he slid my bra strap down. He fingered my burn scar. His gaze lingered on it for a second and then his hands smoothed over my belly and found the button on my jeans. Rose smelling fragrance filled the air, and steam rose off the bathtub. He turned me around naked in his arms and held me against him. “This is so damn nice,” he said. “I like Jericho and Cash, but being here with you, all alone and having you all to myself, is like fucking heaven.” His hand pressed against my face, and he kissed me. 

				He lifted his mouth from mine and yanked off his shirt. I couldn’t keep my hands off him while he stripped off his pants. His chest and arms were like smooth stone, hard and strong. I stepped into the bath and giggled as tufts of bubbles floated up like soapy clouds. “I might have overdone the bubble bath.”

				He sat behind me and pulled me between his legs. I leaned my back against his chest, and he caressed my wet, naked skin with his slightly calloused fingertips. 

				“Who needs a Loofah.” I closed my eyes. “When you touch me, Reno, all the crappy stuff just falls away.” I raised my palm with a lump of bubbles and blew on it. The mass blew apart into hundreds of tiny bubbles that appeared iridescent under the light. “Luke?”

				“Yeah, Baby?”

				“This sounds strange, but I feel like you’ve always been a part of my life— like we’ve always been connected. When I saw you in the desert, so sick and beaten, a little voice in my head whispered ‘there he is’. Does that sound weird?” 

			

			
				“No, I felt the same way.” His deep voice rolled off the tile walls. 

				I sighed in pleasure as his hands explored every inch of my skin.

				“I think this bath needs some soap.” I leaned forward and grabbed the bar off the dish.

				As I scooted back, his fingers found my scar again. “You told me you had a birthmark on this shoulder, didn’t you?” 

				“Yes. Of course, I never saw it. I was a baby when—” I stopped. This highly sensual bath was not the place to discuss my wacky childhood.

				“What did Gracie say it looked like?”

				“A flower. But my mom thought it looked like a star. You do realize how quickly this is killing the mood, right?”

				He pulled his fingers away from the scar. “Sorry, definitely don’t want to kill the mood. Where were we?” 

				“I was here.” I leaned back against his chest and pulled his hands around me. “In your arms, where I’m supposed to be.”

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 20 

				Luke

				Angel pulled a brush out of the bathroom drawer and used the end of her towel to clear the mirror. “I’ll meet you in the bedroom. If I don’t brush it out tonight, I will live with the regret all day tomorrow.”

				I pulled on my jeans. “That’s fine. I’ve got to do a couple things in the office first.” I plodded down the hallway and pushed open the door to my dad’s office. I stood there in the dark for a few seconds and then flicked on the light. Right in the middle of a bubble bath with the most amazing, enticing woman I’d ever met, strands of an idea began twisting into a knot in my head, one of those stubborn knots that was hard to untangle. I walked over to my dad’s cork board with its colorful array of push pins. None of this was possible, the notion that had taken hold in the back of my mind bordered on insane. 

				Angel hummed to herself, and the sweet sound of it drifted along the empty hallway. “Ouch,” she said. “I should have used conditioner.”

				I sucked in a steadying breath and pulled out all the pink pins. The newspaper articles and my dad’s hastily scribbled notes drifted down like leaves falling off a tree. I gathered them up, closed the door slightly and sat at the desk. I shuffled through the pages, mostly just skimming the information. Something in my subconscious warned me not to look too closely or this crazy tangle of an idea would start to unravel into coherent, organized strands. I rubbed my finger over the phrase orange peel. I stared at the two words as if they might jump off the page at me. 

				Angel popped her face into the office. Her long, wet hair was pulled back in a braid. A smile lit her face, making her look that much more beautiful. There were still times when I had to convince myself she was real. “Are you coming to bed?”

				I slid the papers into a hasty pile. “Yep. Hey, did you once tell me your mom used to have a habit of chewing orange peels?”

				“Wow, this is really the night of weird questions. Yes, she chewed them all the time. I tried it once but never could find the pleasure in it.” She walked into the room. “What are you up to, Reno?”

				I shook my head. “Nothing. No more weird questions, I promise. I’ll be there in just a second. I’m going to let Carson know I’ll be a little late tomorrow. Figure we’ve got the place to ourselves, so I’m not planning on getting much sleep.”

				She smiled. “I might go to the kitchen and get a snack then. Sounds like I’m going to needs some energy.” She left the office. I waited until her footsteps reached the front room. I pulled the phone out of my pocket.

				“Barringer?”

				“Yeah, hey Carson. I need a favor.” 

				“I can barely hear you,” he said.

				“I’m talking low on purpose. Don’t know why that isn’t obvious. I need you to talk to your friend over at the county office, the one who has access to birth, death and marriage certificates.”

				“Holy smokes, you’re already getting married?”

				“What? No. I just need you to ask her if she can find a birth certificate for Evangeline Sharpe. She was born in ninety-one.”

				“All right. I’ll do it, but it seems like a strange request.”

				I stared down at the pile of articles and evidence. “Something tells me things are about to get even stranger.”

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Rain Shadow Book 5

				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 back. Everything about her, 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 up close to her and brushed another errant strand of hair from her face. 

				“I can’t live like this for much longer, Luke. Just like those two inside, 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.”

				I pulled her into my arms and she peered up at me with big teal eyes. “Normal is highly overrated. I want all that for you too, but you’re not free yet, Angel. I’m working on it though. Just promise me you’ll stay safe in the meantime.”
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