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CHAPTER 1
LUKE
IT WASN’T JUST the smooth curves of her body, or the way she smiled as she got caught up in a thought, or those rare moments of vulnerability that made me want to sweep her into my arms whenever she was near. It was the fear that I could lose her at any minute. With even the slightest turn of events, I could lose her.
Angel’s slim hips swayed in perfect rhythm with her laugh as she walked toward me. She strolled casually across the yard knowing full well that every movement had me mesmerized. In many ways she still seemed like a mirage, like she had on the day she’d found me in the desert. Only now, everything about her affected me physically and mentally, reminding me that she was all too real. But the man she approached was a phantom. There was nothing genuine about me except that I was fucking crazy about her. And she was the only thing still holding me together.
Angel stopped in front of the porch steps and gazed down at me with her teal blue eyes. “You look bored. Apple?” she held out her hand. I shook my head. She lifted the fruit to her mouth and took a bite. Then she turned around and sat on the step below me. She leaned back between my thighs and rested her head back against my chest. I wrapped my arms around her. There was no way to be close to Angel without touching her. It was impossible.
“My grandfather wanted to see you,” she said. “But I told him that you were mine for another hour.” The sweet, crisp fragrance of apple filled the air as she took another bite. Her grandfather, Dreygon Sharpe, had been so preoccupied with his scheming, he’d hardly given any thought to the man he had imprisoned in his compound. The irony of it all was that he’d grown used to me. He almost seemed to like me, and as his admiration grew, his distrust of me waned. For now, it seemed, the president of the notorious Bedlam Motorcycle Club, had no clue that he was housing the enemy. It was hard to know what he’d do if he found out that I was a Drug Enforcement Administration agent. Killing a federal agent might just finally bring the system down on him. Dreygon Sharpe never took missteps. It was what had kept him in power and out of jail. His minions always took the fall if the club got caught in illicit activities. At the agency, we always referred to him as Mr. Clean. He managed to keep his own hands greased enough that nothing would ever stick to him. The district attorney would get really close to having something solid on him and then Dreygon would slip out of his grasp. He was smart, cunning and, from what I could tell, completely insane.
Angel tossed the apple core into the bushes and relaxed back against me. I slipped my hands beneath the hem of her shirt. Her bare skin felt like silk under my fingers. Lying to her had been unbearable, but I’d had to come up with a false history. For her sake and for mine. She knew the sickening details of my capture and torture. I’d laid all of that out to her on that black night when my memory had returned with the visions of being chained to a wall and my ear attached to the trigger of a gun, a gun that would eventually blow apart my best friend’s head. I’d needed to say it out loud before it became wedged in my brain like a railroad stake. And she had listened. I poured out the horror of it all and she’d listened. Her beautiful face took in the ugly reality of what I’d been through without showing any judgment or revulsion. It had kept me from blowing off my own head. She had kept me from that.
For several weeks, self-loathing and denial had plagued me, and more than once I’d begged her for something to end my misery. The compound was plush with drugs of every nature, but every time I sank into a depression where suicide seemed the only option, Angel would bring me out of the darkness. Now, dreams of revenge had replaced the longing to end it all. I was going to make them pay. The Bent for Hell MC was going to pay for what they did, one way or another.
“What should we do to entertain ourselves?” Angel asked.
My hands moved up to her bra, and I felt for the clasp. “Well, Doc, I can think of a few things. And they all require that you disrobe.” I popped the bra open, and her perfect breasts sprang free. I cupped them with my hands and rubbed my thumbs across her nipples. She responded by pushing them harder against my fingers. My hunger for Angel was insatiable. I couldn’t get enough of her. Everything about her was so goddamned erotic that even when I was alone, all I had to do was think of her and I got hard. And it seemed she couldn’t get enough of me either.
She leaned her head back. Her thick, dark lashes shadowed her cheeks as her eyes drifted shut. “You should never stop touching me, Reno,” she said dreamily. Only Angel knew that my real name was Luke. I’d made up a fake name of Josh Frankfort, but it hadn’t mattered. Dreygon still called me Son, a name I loathed coming from him, and Gunner still lovingly referred to me as Stray. The others had adopted Reno.
My name was about the only real thing Angel knew about me. I’d conjured up a story about Dex and me being a couple of mechanics who’d ended up in the midst of a bar fight that went horribly wrong. Next thing we knew we’d been drugged and bound and thrown into a van by strangers. I’d told the same story to Dreygon but without Dex. For all he knew, I had been alone, and after I’d been beaten, my attackers had dumped me in the middle of nowhere to die.
“Evie,” Jericho’s voice broke the sensual silence that surrounded us.
I slid my hands out from under her shirt, and Angel moaned in disappointment.
“I swear that guy has fucking radar that goes off every time I touch you,” I said. To Angel, Jericho was a best friend, someone to talk to and confide in, one of the few people she could trust behind these walls. But it was plain to see that he loved her in an entirely different way. And I couldn’t blame him.
“What do you want, Richo?” Angel was as frustrated by the interruption.
“Dreygon wants Reno, right now.”
Her shoulders dropped. “Fine.” She waved Jericho on. He wasn’t happy about the dismissal. “My grandfather is like a spoiled child.” She pushed to her feet and I followed. Then she leaned her body against mine and peered up at me. She fingered the earlobe she had sewn together. “A bit Frankenstein looking but not too bad for a rookie surgeon.” She brushed her fingertips along the stubble on my chin. “I’ll wait for you in my cabin. Don’t be long.”
I smiled. “As if I have anything to say about that. Any idea what he wants from me?”
She shook her head. “Probably wants your opinion on something. He seems to rely on you more and more.”
I leaned down and kissed her lips. “Well, that’s what we wanted, right?” Our plan for me to appear loyal to the club and earn our eventual freedom had taken a strange turn. Only this time, Angel wasn’t in on it. I’d gone from clueless amnesia victim to undercover special agent, only my superiors had no idea that I’d accidentally infiltrated Dreygon Sharpe’s world.
A fucked-up chain of events had taken me from a highly organized undercover sting operation of one outlaw MC into a rival club’s secret world. I could only assume that there were agents conducting a discrete search for me. I’d most likely been written off as a casualty, but they wouldn’t stop looking until they found me, dead or alive. Since I’d been undercover, it would make the search more difficult. Knowing that I could be in danger, they wouldn’t risk putting out the word that one of their agents was missing. And for that I was thankful. Information like that would spread quickly in Dreygon’s circles.
As it was, I knew my time was limited. I would either have to figure a way out of here or die trying. I would have taken the chance already, but there was one huge thing holding me back— my heart. It wasn’t just my heart, it was my soul. Hell, it was my whole fucking being. I’d always been a dedicated DEA agent, but when it came to picking between the girl or the job, the agency didn’t have a chance.
Then there was an even more obvious complication. Dreygon Sharpe’s actions and motives were volatile. It was hard to know what he was thinking or what he would do next. Angel’s feelings toward her grandfather changed so drastically from situation to situation, it wasn’t easy to tell how she felt about him. But, in the end, I had to face the fact that he was her grandfather and, aside from her aunt, her only real family.
Dreygon was in his office, a bleak brick building with a metal door and low roof. It was always hot inside, like the interior of a fucking pizza oven. He’d made a pathetic attempt at cooling the place by propping a fan in one of the small windows high up in the wall.
Dreygon was standing over his table looking down at something. He glanced back as I walked inside. “There you are. Finally pried you away from my granddaughter. Need your opinion. Come look at this.” For a man in his sixties, he never looked weak or susceptible. His steel fists and wood plank posture always made him look intimidating. As a younger man, it was obvious, that he had been nothing short of menacing.
Gunner and Max, two of my least favorite people, flanked each side of the table. Gunner shot me his usual hard look of disapproval as I stepped inside.
I circled around Dreygon. A submachine gun lay on the table in front of him. The wrinkles around his eyes deepened as he gauged my reaction to the weapon. I quickly tamped down any show of emotion. It was an UMP40, a weapon of choice for the DEA.
My jaw tightened, but I forced a casual tone. It was hard to put on a glass exterior when my heart was slamming against my ribs. “Big gun.” There was never any way of knowing what Dreygon was up to. As unpredictable as his actions were, there was always a calculated reason behind them. The old man would know that this was a weapon law enforcement used, and it seemed his only motive for showing it to me would be to get a reaction.
“Ever use anything like this?” he asked. While there was nothing leading in his tone, I couldn’t help but think that my time here was coming to an end, a bloody end.
I shook my head. “Told you I learned to shoot handguns at a target range. I’ve never been near anything like that, and I’d like to keep it that way.”
“You disappoint me, Son. Thought you’d eye this thing like candy.” He shrugged. “I guess you don’t have the kind of mettle that goes with a weapon like this.”
He was goading me, but I kept my cool. “Don’t know if it has anything to do with my mettle. I’ve just never had a need to fire a million rounds of ammo.”
He laughed. It was never a pleasant sound. “A million? Shit, when they invent that gun then the human race will be over.”
“So, what are you planning to do with that thing?” I asked it with an edge of humor to convince him that none of this meant anything to me.
Gunner’s eyes widened as Dreygon lifted up the gun and gazed at it as if he was holding a fine sculpture. “Revolution. There are plenty of people out there who would pay top dollar for this weapon. Tired of putting bread on the tables of two-bit drug dealers. Going a more lucrative route this time. I’m a business man, and if I don’t make a living, no one in this compound eats.” He looked at me now, but it was impossible to read his thoughts. “Including you.”
“Hey, I’m all for good business and making money.” It was all the opinion I could muster for him. I turned to leave hoping he’d let me escape.
“Don’t you want to fire it a few rounds?” he called before I reached the door.
“Not really interested. I prefer a handgun.” Again, I tried to leave.
“Fucking my granddaughter is turning you into a pussy whipped marshmallow.” I cringed at his words. He was prodding me into something, but I wasn’t sure what. He knew damn well that bringing Angel up in the conversation would get to me and it had. I had to consciously relax my fingers. They badly wanted to curl into fists.
He watched me for a reaction.
I put on my poker face. “Yeah, I guess it has.”
He lowered the weapon but not without first pointing it at each of us. Max’s eyes bulged and Gunner held his breath. “I think you’ve had enough of Angel today. I need you for more important things than entertaining my granddaughter. Besides, it’s only going to make it that much harder when she goes off to marry.”
The old man was full of acid today. As rage seethed beneath the surface, I kept my exterior cool. For some reason, the bastard had decided to test me, and this time he did it without stringing me up in his dungeon. This time he was messing with my head.
“Told you this isn’t the middle ages, Dreygon. You can’t force Angel to marry anyone.”
His thick fingers caressed the butt of the gun tenderly as he grinned at me. “She’s not ever going to be yours, Boy.” He switched to calling me boy when he wanted to make me feel small, but I never felt small in his presence and it drove him nuts.
I didn’t bother to respond. As far as I was concerned, she was already mine. “So are we giving that thing a whirl?” I asked. I figured my acting skills were getting better each day, and if necessary, I could make that weapon look foreign in my hands. But my sudden enthusiasm, along with the heated tension between us, seemed to have changed his mind about handing it over to me.
“Not today,” he said. “We’re going to figure out some pricing. I’ve got a whole shipment of these beauties coming into the compound tomorrow. Jericho and Gunner are driving them in, and I want you to go along and act as a watchman. I need a marksman like you in the back of the truck in case there’s any trouble.” This was how he did things. Once again he would have little connection to the illegal arms. Knowing the way he worked, he’d made sure there was no paperwork to prove anything either.
Dreygon stepped closer to me. The man always reeked of weed and sweat. “How do you feel about that? You on board?” He knew damn well I had no choice but to be. I would play along. For now, it seemed, he had no idea that he was feeding volumes of damning information to a DEA agent.
“I’m on board.” I looked down at the weapon questioningly.
“We’ll get you something smaller but just as deadly. I don’t want to hand you over a submachine gun if you’ve never used one.”
“Right.”



 


CHAPTER 2
LUKE
4 months earlier

FIVE OF US had gone on the raid, nothing too explosive or earth shattering, just a report of domestic violence in a rundown house on an otherwise not completely shabby street. Several of the men living there had been on our watch list for months, and the 911 call had given us a reason to go inside. Our black SUV pulled up to the curb two houses down, and wrapped in bullet proof vests, we climbed out onto the sidewalk. The quiet street with semi-green lawns and boxy houses transformed into the scene from a video game as we crossed the sidewalk with our Glocks strapped to our thighs and our UMP40’s gripped tightly in our hands.
The usual rush of adrenaline pulsed through my veins as it always did when we first landed at a new scene. It was the eyesore house on the block, the house that, no doubt, all the other neighbors complained about, the house that brought down the value of the street. An eerie calm swept around the tiny, littered yard in front of the suspect’s home. Eerie calm was always worse than chaos. With chaos you knew where bullets were coming from, where the guns were at and how many. Unsettling quiet meant anything could happen or that an opportunity had been missed and the people inside had fled.
The air outside was brisk but sweat dripped down my back beneath the heavy vest. Sometimes the protective gear made it all seem surreal and somehow easier, easier to face down an angry gun, easier to deal with the prospect of dying or the even shittier possibility of having to kill someone. I’d only ever killed one person, and, even then I’d aimed to take out the guy’s leg. He dove at the last second and landed straight in the path of my hollow point. I’d stood over him a good five minutes hoping to catch one flicker of movement, one sign of life, but he was dead. And I’d killed him. He’d been only twenty-two, two years younger than me, and it had taken far longer than I’d expected to get over it. My dad had always warned me that having balls of steel wasn’t enough for the job. He’d warned that I needed a heart of steel too. Something he never had, and it had been his downfall in the end. And something told me it would be mine too.
Like well-programmed robots, we assumed our assigned positions with no more than faint hand signals between us. Sometimes the choreography of our movements made everything feel more fluid, more secure. Everything would go as planned, and in several minutes, we’d have our suspects in custody. Then we’d all pile back into the Chevy and head back to the office. Sometimes that was how it all went down. Sometimes. And then there were times when a wrench was thrown into the plan, a wrench that could slap all of us out of robot mode and back into the stark reality that we were human.
Dex, my partner and best friend, slid the bill of his black cap to the back of his head, signaling the rest of us to be ready. Dex had both the balls and heart of steel needed for the job of DEA agent, but sometimes they got in the way of his decision making. His black boots kicked up dust as he lumbered toward the front door with the battering ram. As he swung it back, gunshots shattered the silence and exploded through the front door. The battering ram rocketed out of Dex’s hand as he flew back and landed with a solid thump in the front yard. I jumped in front of Dex’s motionless body and fired toward what was left of the front door. It splintered in every direction. A deadly quiet fell over the yard again.
Detective Carson radioed for back-up and an ambulance as he and the other two officers moved in on the house. A groan of pain rolled from Dex’s mouth, and I released the breath I’d been holding.
He lifted a shaky arm and touched the singed hole in his vest. “Fuck that hurt.”
“Yeah? I think it might have hurt more without the vest.”
Dex held up his hand. His pinky was tweaked at a right angle. “That damn battering ram nearly took off my finger.”
“I’ll cover you. Go bitch and moan somewhere else, Dex. You’re still in the line of fire.” With some effort and more grunts of pain, he pushed to his feet, stumbled over to the side of the yard and dropped to his knees.
The gaping hole in the door revealed a dark, empty entryway and then a woman’s pale face appeared through the shards of wood. There was a large forearm wrapped around her neck. The coward attached to the forearm was using the woman as a shield. Sunlight glinted off the barrel of a pistol, and I jumped toward the brick retaining wall alongside the house.
“Female hostage,” Carson’s voice came through the walkie-talkie. “Hold your fire.”
Dex had propped himself up against the back of the wall. His jaw was clenched tightly in pain.
“Dex, you all right?”
“Yeah,” he sucked in a breath, “think I broke a rib. Fucking hate broken ribs.”
Sirens sounded in the distance. For a fleeting second, the only other sound was the woman’s strangled cries of terror and then bullets sprayed from a side window. Carson and the others returned fire on the house, and the hurricane of ammo stopped. I could no longer see the woman or any other signs of life. Carson motioned us to move closer.
With my weapon raised, I took several steps toward the house, hoping to get a sense of where the woman was being held. Bullets flew from the side window again with no real target. It seemed they were just firing blindly to keep us back. The men inside were probably scared shitless at this point, which usually meant something stupid was going to happen next. The woman’s scream ripped through the air, and my feet moved instinctually toward the house.
“Stay where you are, Barringer.” Carson’s command sliced through the speaker. “I don’t need two men down.”
The woman screamed again. Then another sound followed that was tiny at first but then grew in intensity . . . and impact. Not much shocked us. We’d been on enough raids to expect anything, but a collective gasp rolled around the yard when a baby, not more than two years old, waddled through the splintered doorway. Dazed and confused as if he’d just woken from a nap, the toddler wandered aimlessly toward the yard, clutching a bottle and wearing only a loose-fitting diaper.
“Hold your fire,” Carson commanded unnecessarily.
Unfortunately, the assholes inside were not under Carson’s command. Shots rang out again. The baby startled and fell forward. The woman’s terrified screams were loud enough to be heard over the gunfire. Four squad cars came to a screeching stop along the street, and the red light of an ambulance loomed in the distance.
Increased manpower was going to push the suspects even further past the point of reason. Every muscle in my body tensed as I watched the baby push to his feet again, his wails now mingling with his mother’s screams.
“God dammit, Luke, stand down,” Carson always switched to my first name when he was pissed. And ignoring his orders was going to piss him off plenty. I slid my submachine gun across to Dex and hopped over the short wall. Bullets whizzed past my head. The heavy vest slowed my motion, and the distance between the baby and me seemed to stretch as I scrambled across the brittle front lawn. The baby’s eyes opened wide, and he fell back on his bottom just as my arms reached out and grabbed hold of him. With the toddler tucked securely inside my arms, I continued on the same trajectory across the grass. The men inside followed my path across the yard with their guns. I ducked behind the wall on the opposite side.
An officer squatted down and ran toward me. She grabbed hold of the infant and scurried back toward the squad car. Another round of bullets showered the front yard. I peered over the wall and across the lawn. My UMP40 was still in Dex’s care.
I pulled my Glock from my holster. Carson cast an angry scowl over his shoulder as I moved into position next to him. The woman’s screams had subsided. There was no telling what was happening inside the bullet riddled walls of the house. For a brief moment, the normal sounds of the neighborhood returned. Birds twittered on the electrical lines stretching overhead, and from behind fences and gates, dogs barked angrily at the uniformed strangers now filling the street.
Just as Carson signaled us to move in on the house, a large, unarmed male stumbled out onto the small front stoop. His steps were as wobbly as the baby’s, and he scratched himself as if parasites were swarming beneath his skin. Coke bugs, the delusional nightmare that critters were crawling under your skin was one of the scarier side effects of crack. His red face twisted, and his eyes rolled back in his head. He dropped to the ground, convulsing and writhing in pain. Carson lifted his hand for us to stay put and then a second figure burst from the house. It was the woman. She cried out and dropped to her knees next to the man. His seizure had stopped. In fact, he had stopped moving altogether. His skin began to take on the clammy glow of death.
As the woman lifted her face, it became clear that she was more a girl than a woman, not more than sixteen. A hard life and a lot of hits on a crack pipe could blur the lines of age. “Where’s my baby?” she asked weakly.
Carson moved toward her, his gun still aimed at the suspect on the ground. “Put your hands behind your head.” The rest of us kept our weapons aimed at the house.
She lifted her shaky arms and pressed her hands behind her head. Tears left clean streaks of pink on her cheeks as she stared up at Carson with round eyes. A large bruise stained one side of her face. “Where’s my baby?”
“Your baby is safe. Who else is inside?”
“Just one other guy.” She pointed to the body on the ground. “His brother. He’s been shot.”
Carson motioned down at the body. “Who is this?”
She sobbed once. “My boyfriend. He took a lot of hits of crack and then he just started acting crazy, started attacking his brother. I think the stuff was bad.”
The man’s contorted expression had smoothed and his color was draining away. “Good call, I’d say,” Carson said.
The medics had reached Dex, and out of the corner of my eye, I saw him being led down the sidewalk to the ambulance. He always complained about wearing the unwieldy vest, but today it had saved his life, and I was fucking thankful.
Three of us moved cautiously toward the shredded front door. The girl had no reason to lie at this point. She was in trouble either way, and she’d most likely lose her baby for awhile as well. There was a stained futon and table in the front room. The table was littered with pipes, lighters and several rocks of crack.
A deep groan came from around the corner. I lifted my gun and stepped around the doorway. The suspect was propped up against the bed. His face was black and blue, and his nose was broken. Blood streamed over the back of his hand as he pressed it against the wound on his side. He struggled to talk. “Where’s my brother?”
I shook my head, and he understood my silence.
He squeezed his eyes shut. “That goddamned dealer, he’s peddling some deadly fucking base.” He squeezed the words out as if each syllable was stealing his last breath.
“Who was it?”
He hesitated.
“Look, you’ll be off the streets for awhile,” I stared down at the hole in his side. “Or maybe for good. And that base just took your brother’s life.”
The prospect of death prodded the name out of him. “It was Pulse. He’s been pushing some really tainted shit lately.” He laughed weakly and pressed his hand harder against his wound. “That mother fucker better find himself a good hiding place.”
***
“Hey, Stevens, you’re back,” I heard someone call across the noisy office.
I peered up from my paperwork. Dex walked across the floor with a greasy bag clutched in his hand.
“You’d better have a breakfast burrito for me in that bag. Otherwise don’t even bother to stop by my desk.”
Dex stood over my desk and fished inside the bag. He pulled out an orange paper wrapped burrito and dropped it in the center of my paperwork. The smell of grilled onions made up for the grease stain spreading across the documents.
“Hey man, thanks for having my back out there.” I could barely hear him over the rattle of the burrito wrapper.
“I didn’t have your back, Dex. You got shot. Wasn’t ready for it, and I’m sorry about that.”
“You jumped out there to cover me without thinking twice about it, Luke. You had my back.”
I nodded but I still wasn’t convinced. I’d gone over the whole thing in my head more than once, and I’d come to the conclusion that I should have covered him better.
Dex dragged a chair across the floor and sat at my desk. “Hey, remember that little brunette we went to junior high and high school with?”
I blinked at him. “Care to elaborate or am I going to have to go through every brunette in my memory?”
“Well, you banged most of them, I’m sure there’s a catalogue of them up there in your skull. Her name was Jasmine, and she always wore those tight sweaters.”
I stared at him still.
“Big tits and big brown eyes?” he added with an edge of irritation.
“Oh yeah, her. She did look fine in those sweaters.”
“She was my nurse at the hospital, and she’s as hot as ever.” He leaned back. “I was thinking of asking her out. After my little brush with death—”
“You walked to the ambulance,” I mumbled over a mouthful of food.
“Only because of my vest.”
“Do you mean the vest you always have a bitch fit about when we’re about to go on a raid?”
He waved his hand. “Yeah, yeah. Anyhow, I was thinking it is time to settle down.”
I sucked in a piece of egg and covered my mouth to cough. “Sorry, Bro, it’s just that you make plans to settle down every time you meet a cute girl.”
“Fuck you, Luke. Not everyone can be a Barringer brother. Some of us have to work to get a lady’s attention.”
“Hey, I work at it.”
He lifted an irritated brow at me. “Smiling in the direction of a girl is not work, so shut the hell up about your work.”
“Stevens, glad to see you back,” Detective Carson walked up behind him. “You’re just in time.”
We both looked up at Carson questioningly. The man always insisted on wearing a tie, but it was always askew, giving him a permanently frazzled look. “You’ll never guess who’s in the interrogation room right now.”
“Is she blonde?” Dex shot back.
Carson rolled his eyes.
“Hey, if we’re going to play twenty questions then I decided to start with last month’s centerfold.”
“Thought you might have been a little humbled by your experience out there, Stevens, but obviously not.” A faint grin broke on his face. “You know that little weasel who’s been pushing the deadly junk?”
“Pulse?” I sat forward. “He came to us?”
Carson nodded. “Scared shitless and looking for some protection. Seems every junkie on the street is out looking for him. He’s willing to talk if we keep his skinny ass from getting torn to shreds.” He motioned down to my half eaten burrito. “So finish that artery clogger, and come down to interrogation.”
His real name was Francis Higgins, a name completely incongruent with the character. On the streets he went by the name Pulse, mostly because he constantly twitched like a nervous Chihuahua. He was one of those thin, watery, pathetic guys who looked as if he could be washed away with one good rain storm. His eyes were too big for his gaunt face, and they darted back and forth in the small interrogation room as if man-eating zombies might peel out of the cement walls at any moment. The metal cuffs clinkered against the table as his hands shook uncontrollably. From the terrified, exhausted expression on his face, it seemed he’d been on the run for awhile.
Carson and I sat in the chairs across from him. Dex leaned against the wall in a manner that was just threatening enough to keep the little creep nervous. Although he hardly needed help with that. He looked as if he might crap his pants with one sudden move from any of us.
Carson leaned forward, and Pulse’s eyes popped wider. “Francis, we’re—”
“Ple— please don’t call me Francis,” he stuttered. “Only my dear mother, God rest her soul, called me Francis. Call me Pulse.”
Carson looked irritated. “Higgins,” he said firmly, assuring him that his nickname stayed in the streets. “We’re prepared to offer you the protection you need, and from rumblings in the neighborhood, you need it now or you’ll be dead soon.”
Higgins flinched at his words.
“You’re going to have to give us some information on who’s handing out the tainted crack. It’s been packed with levamisole and some other shit too. The lab is analyzing the stuff now. That’s why your customers are getting sick . . . and dying.”
Higgins dropped his face. Giving up sources was a quick way to an ugly execution on the street, but it seemed he was screwed regardless.
I leaned back and stared coldly at the guy. “Looks like either way you end up in a box then. We already know you’ve been dealing for Griffin. His club, Bent for Hell, is known for cutting their supplies with all kinds of shit, everything under the sun, because for them it’s all about the money. And if a few junkies,” I motioned toward him, “or dealers, die because of it, they could care less because there are always more to take your places.” I leaned forward and his eyes bugged out as if I was going to reach across and wrap my hand around his throat. “You’re replaceable. As long as it doesn’t affect their profit, you can end up face down in the gutter and they won’t blink an eye. Without us, you’re dead in a week.”
Dex pushed his giant frame off the wall and walked up next to the guy. Higgins was too scared to look up at him. “I don’t know, Detective Carson, this worm doesn’t look reliable. I say we just dump him back out on the sidewalk—”
“No!” Higgins blurted. “I’ve got everything you need to know. Just don’t put me out there.” He looked pleadingly at Carson, and I actually felt sort of sorry for the little weasel. He was not more than twenty-five, but he looked as if he’d lived on the streets for a hundred years. His mom had been a whore and a junkie. The guy had never had a chance at a real life. “Please don’t send me back out there. I know when the next shipment comes in for Griffin. He’s getting stuff that comes from one of those narco-submarines, from Columbia or some place like that. I know when the trucks are moving.”
Carson pulled out a pad of paper and a pen. “All right, Higgins, let’s have all of it.”



 


Chapter 3
Angel
Present

I glanced out the window. Luke stared down at the ground as he walked purposefully toward my cabin. His mood didn’t look great but then he’d just spent time with my grandfather. Grandpa tended to sour everyone’s mood, especially lately.
He lifted his face. There were times when he didn’t know I was watching him and I’d catch a profound sadness in his expression. This was one of those times. I quickly devised a plan to snap him out of his funk.
He crossed the swath of hard-packed dirt that bordered the cabins. I yanked off my t-shirt and bra. My shorts and panties dropped to the floor as his foot hit the first step. He knocked. I stayed hidden behind the door as I opened it. Some of his anguish disappeared as I peered around the edge.
He stepped into the room. His pale gray eyes rounded as he looked at me. I shoved the door shut and held my arms up in the air.
“I’ve been waiting for you, Reno.” I jumped into his arms, and his hands went beneath my naked bottom as I wrapped my legs around his waist. “What took you so damn long?” I asked between kisses on his face and neck.
“Shit, I want to be greeted just like this every time I walk into a room. Only it has to be you doing the greeting.”
I lowered my feet to the ground and pressed up against him. His cock was hard behind the fly of his jeans. “Thought you’d never get here.” I kissed his neck again. “I almost started without you.”
He took hold of my waist, pushed me back and gazed down at me. “Promise you’ll never start without me unless I’m here to watch it.”
I laughed. “There’s something a little twisted about the logistics of that. But you’d like that, huh?”
“Oh, fuck yeah,” he said deeply.
“Hmm,” I tapped my chin teasingly. “Well, I’m all about the fuck yeah stuff.” I strolled slowly over to my dresser and reached inside for a condom package. I laid it on the top of the dresser. Then I peered seductively back at him over my shoulder. He stood in the center of the room looking as breathtaking as always. The glimmer of sadness in his expression had morphed into the hunger of desire. A look I much preferred to see.
I took hold of the dresser with one hand, spread my legs slightly and then I reached down between my legs. I stroked my throbbing clit and pushed my ass out farther with each stroke. I was slick with need and what I needed was Luke.
His footsteps pounded the wood plank floor, and my head spun as he neared me. Heat radiated from his body, and I could hear every breath he took. The zipper on his fly buzzed and he reached for the condom. He hadn’t touched me yet, but I continued to massage my pussy with my fingertips in eager anticipation.
He leaned his mouth next to my ear. “Do you know what you do to me, Evangeline?” His tongue traced along my earlobe.
I pushed my ass out farther, but he still hadn’t put his hands on me. “God, Luke, this is torture. Touch me, damn it. Fuck me before I die from wanting you.”
He pushed his mouth lightly against my ear. “Do you really want me?”
“Yes,” I said breathlessly. I pulled my hand from between my legs, but he grabbed hold of my wrist and pressed it back again.
“No, don’t stop. I’m so fucking turned on watching you—” His control dissolved. He wrapped his hand in my hair and tugged it so that my head dropped back some. Then he wrapped it around his wrist and held it tightly as he grasped my hip with the other hand. His grip was rough, almost punishing, and I wanted him desperately.
Luke tilted my ass out and pushed his hard cock deep inside my waiting pussy. I cried out in relief as he filled me again and again. He pulled my hair slightly and held me with a vice grip as he pushed deeper inside of me. His fingers nearly bruised my flesh as he yanked me against him.
I clutched the dresser to keep from collapsing to the ground and then we moved faster, slamming rhythmically into each other. He groaned in climax just as my pussy clenched around him. My entire body shuddered in his grasp. His touch gentled as he pulled me back against his hard chest.
“I can’t tell you how badly I needed that, how badly I needed you when I walked over here,” he said quietly.
I spun around and faced him. “Did my grandfather do something?”
He shook his head. “Let’s not bring him up. I’ve got you naked in my arms, and that’s the only damn thing I need.” He took my hand and walked me to the bed. We stretched out on the quilt, and I turned my back to him and he pulled me into his arms. Even after what we’d just done, there was an icy tension surrounding him.
I took hold of his hand and pulled his arm tighter around me. His chest pressed against my back, and he kissed my shoulder. The light kiss had a touch of hopelessness to it.
“What’s wrong, Luke? I mean other than all the obvious stuff. What’s the old man up to now?” He didn’t answer. “Uh, I’ve lived with him my whole life. Nothing you can say will shock me.”
“Has he always been in the arms dealing business?”
I wasn’t sure how to answer. Sometimes I worried that Luke would become so repulsed by my grandfather that he would decide to have nothing to do with me either. I had to remind myself that all of this was an act on his part. He wasn’t truly a part of my sordid world. To me he was a new world, a world I was much more suited for. “He’s done some pretty shady stuff for money. Drugs, guns, prostitutes. I try to pretend it’s not happening. Otherwise I’ll end up like my mom.”
The silence that followed was thick with questions, his and mine. He started with his and I hadn’t expected it. At least not yet.
“If you had to choose, Angel, if you had to choose between staying here with him or leaving with me . . .?
My throat felt dry. Losing Luke would be unbearable, but leaving here was close to impossible. “I wish it was that simple. My grandfather wouldn’t just let me walk out of here with a ‘come back and see us soon’. It would be dangerous for both of us.”
“I’d keep you safe. I’d never let anything happen to you.”
“My grandfather has a lot of enemies out there.” Whenever I talked out loud about my situation, about the ugly lot in life I’d been handed, it sounded worse than ever.
“I’m not talking about leaving here and then coming back to visit—” His words dropped off. They’d been cryptic at first and then he laid it out bare. “If you leave with me, you won’t ever see him again. I never want to lose you, Angel. But I won’t give up my freedom, and I won’t be a part of his world.”
I lifted his arm up off of me. I could feel his body tense as I sat up on the edge of the bed. My eyes ached with tears. The harsh quiet in the room made my head hurt. But the funny thing about it all was that I’d gone through this same scenario in my mind at least a dozen times.
“Aunt Gracie wanted to bake some apple pies,” I said lightly as if both of us weren’t wearing the weight of this around our hearts. “I told her I’d help.”
He didn’t say a word. I couldn’t look at him. I needed to think this out without seeing his face, that face that had already been etched into my memory. I pulled on my shorts. My fingers trembled as I put on my bra, knowing full well that he watched every move. But I couldn’t stop the shaking. My grandfather was evil, he was twisted, but he and Gracie were all I had. I’d been in his care since I was a baby. With the exception of a few years with my grandmother and my unstable mom, it had always been him. The man on the bed, the man who’d taken hold of my soul almost immediately, was still very much a stranger. He’d told me scattered details of his life, but I really didn’t know much else about him. Except that he stirred every emotion inside of me. Except that since I’d met him I couldn’t stand to be without him. Except that I spent every waking minute and even minutes asleep thinking about him.
I could still feel his gaze on me as I slid on my shoes. In the distance some motorcycles rumbled into the compound, and Ripper barked at something. But my cabin was as still as a winter night on the tundra. I’d gone through this in my head. And more than once. I hadn’t expected him to ask it yet, but I’d gone through this. It had caught me off guard, but, deep down, I knew the answer was already there.
I reached for the doorknob and turned it. Then I looked over at him. His gray eyes were flat with anguish again, and my chest ached at the sight. “I choose you,” I said quietly, and walked out the door.
***
Aunt Gracie’s face was scrunched up as she rolled out the pie dough. It wasn’t out of concentration, and it was a look I’d seen far too often lately.
“Aunt Gracie, does your head hurt again?”
“Bad headache, Angel. But I promised Dad some pie.” She swiped a finger across her forehead to push back a strand of hair and left a white streak of flour on her skin. Aunt Gracie had difficulty with most things, even communicating, but when it came to cooking and baking she was pure genius. There were other people like her in the world, people who could barely function in society but who excelled at one thing, as if all the switches in their brains had been dimmed except one. And that one switch had received all of the power. She loved to cook and spent most of her day in the kitchen.
I walked into the back room and grabbed the blood pressure monitor from the cabinet. Gracie’s headaches had become more intense and more frequent, and it worried me.
“Aunt Gracie, let me take your blood pressure.”
She cringed when she saw the cuff. “That thing squeezes too hard. I hate that thing.”
“I know, Gracie, but it only squeezes hard for a little while. I want to make sure you’re feeling all right. Please?”
She let go of the rolling pin. “I guess, but I don’t like that thing.” I pushed up her sleeve and wrapped the cuff around her arm. The buzz of the motor made Aunt Gracie tense.
“Relax, it won’t hurt you.” I wondered if I should take my own blood pressure. Those last moments in the cabin still had hold of me. Coward that I was, I hadn’t stuck around for Luke’s reaction.
And then as if he’d felt me thinking about him, the door to the kitchen opened and he walked in. He was as striking dressed as he was naked. The thrift store jeans and t-shirts I’d bought him had fit perfectly. I’d touched and held him enough to know exactly the sizes he needed. I had everything about Luke memorized.
Gracie leaned toward me. “It’s the looker.”
“It sure is.” The cuff relaxed, and I checked the numbers. They were too high. Of course it might have been because ‘the looker’ had walked in right then. “Gracie, I want you to go in and rest. I’ll finish the pies, all right. Your blood pressure is too high. That’s why your head hurts. Grandpa has to take you to the doctor this week.”
She shook her head. “No doctor, Angel.” The mention of a doctor was a mistake. It would only upset her more. She was terrified of them. “All right but you have to rest. I’m going to shut the blinds so that it’s quiet and dark in there. Then you close your eyes and rest.”
It was always hard to get Gracie to leave the kitchen, but I sensed that the ache in her head made it easier for her to comply. She stood from the stool. “Don’t forget the cinnamon.”
“I won’t.” I followed her into the backroom and pulled the shades down to block out any sunlight. She stretched out on the futon and went to turn on the television. I took the remote from her hand. She pushed out her bottom lip like a small pouting child.
“No television. It will make your head hurt more. Rest.”
She sighed in disappointment, but stretched out on the futon and closed her eyes. Getting Grandpa to take her to the doctor would be as tough as getting her to go, but this couldn’t be ignored anymore. She needed medication to control her blood pressure and soon.
The worry must have shown on my face as I walked back into the kitchen and closed Gracie’s door behind me.
“Is she all right?” Luke asked.
I shook my head. “Her blood pressure is too high. She needs to see a doctor,” I smiled thinking about his nickname for me. “I mean a real doctor.”
“Will your grandfather take her?”
“Will Aunt Gracie go is the real question.” I washed my hands and surveyed the counter. “At least she has the pie dough rolled out.” I spoke casually as if we hadn’t just had a life changing discussion, as if I hadn’t basically just told him that I would give up my whole existence and my family to be with him. I picked up the bowl of apples. He circled behind the counter. He took the bowl from my hand and put it back down. He gazed at me in that way that went directly into my chest and grabbed my heart. Then, without a word, he took hold of my arms, pulled me to him and lowered his mouth to mine. His kiss was long and deep and held all the emotion that had swirled through my room just moments before. It was sealed now. There was nothing anyone, not even my crazy grandfather, could do to pull us apart.
He lifted his face and looked at the clutter on the counter. “I can help. I used to help my mom make pies for the holidays.”
I smiled at that notion. “That is so fucking cute. I can just see you now.”
“Hey, I rolled a mean pie crust. Of course, it looked as if a blizzard of white flour had blown through the kitchen once I was done, but the pies looked good.”
“Great. You can put the dough in the pie pans, and I’ll peel the apples.” I picked up an apple and dragged the peeler across its surface. “You’ve never said much about your family.” I lowered the fruit and stared over at him. “Holy shit, I’ve been a selfish ninny. They must be frantic about you. I can’t believe I just thought about that.”
He pressed the pie dough into the pan and shook his head. “You haven’t thought about it because I haven’t brought it up. I just have two brothers, and yeah, they’re probably freaking out. My dad died of a heart attack a few years back, and my mom,” he stopped and seemed to get lost in a distant memory. There was that horrible sorrow again. “My mom died when I was a kid, just like yours.” He crimped the sides of the pie like a true baker. “My dad taught me how to shoot a gun, but my mom taught me how to bake pies . . .among other things.”
“What did your dad do that made him so good with a gun?” It was an innocent and logical enough question, but it had startled him.
“Uh, he was in business. He just liked shooting at the target range for a hobby,” he said quickly as if he’d just come up with it.
“That’s all right, Luke. You don’t have to talk about this. I’m being too nosy.”
“No, that’s fine. I don’t mind.” He finished one pie plate and went on to the next. A faraway look glimmered in his eyes. “I wasn’t there when my mom died, like you were, but I remember every detail of that awful day.” He finished the crust and sat on Gracie’s stool. “I was at school in my fourth grade classroom. My twin brother, Seth,” he paused, “and Dex were in the same class. Dex was always there. We were inseparable.” Bringing up Dex had thrown him off his stride. He stared down at his flour covered fingers, and I waited for him to come back to the present. Several times a day he would fade back to the horrible day when Dex had died, but I’d found that if I waited quietly without saying anything, he would surface from the darkness again. He picked up a piece of spare dough and rolled it in his fingertips. “Mrs. Henry, the school principal, walked into our classroom. With her long, sharp nose, skinny legs and seemingly endless supply of pink sweaters, she’d earned the nickname Flamingo from the students. She always wore that pink sweater. Always. Even if it was ninety degrees, she’d have that pink sweater on. The only time you saw the elusive white starched blouse beneath was when you got called into the principal’s office. Once you were summoned to sit in the chair across from her desk, the chair the office staff had called the Gage chair because my older brother Gage had spent so much time there, that’s when she’d take off that fucking pink sweater and hang it politely on the back of her chair. That day she came into the room without the sweater, and her face matched her white blouse. We all quieted down as we always did whenever she walked into the room. She leaned over and whispered something into my teacher’s ear. My teacher, Mrs. Fremont, reached back and grabbed the edge of her desk for support. Then she looked across the room at me. ‘Luke and Seth, Mrs. Henry needs to speak with you,’ she’d said shakily. Nothing about her voice or expression seemed like the woman who’d just taught us how to reduce fractions ten minutes earlier. The school hallway stretched on endlessly, and every scenario went through my head, but never the scenario that met us in the principal’s office. Gage was balled up in the chair crying so hard he looked close to puking. My brother Gage never cried. Never.” Luke swiped a finger absently through the film of flour on the counter.
“‘Is Dad dead?’ Seth had found the courage to ask first. Gage looked to Mrs. Henry for help. Mrs. Henry sat down at her desk as if she needed the support of her chair. ‘Boys, I’m afraid I have some terrible news,’ she’d said quietly. ‘I called your mom to come take Gage home for the day. On the drive here, she was in an accident’. Right then the door to the principal’s office burst open. My dad stumbled inside looking as if someone had reached into his chest and ripped out his heart.”
Luke looked up and stared out at the window as if he was imagining his own neighborhood. “Just three corners from the school, and a half mile from our house, a cement truck ran a stop sign, killing our mom.” He turned back to me. “Gage always blamed himself. If he hadn’t gotten in trouble for fighting on the playground, our mom wouldn’t have been driving through that intersection. My brother, who’d already found more than his share of trouble, became too much for my dad to raise on his own. He sent Gage up north to live on my grandfather’s ranch. He never came back. He still lives up there.”
“And Seth?” I asked. “He’s your twin?”
“Yeah, fraternal. We’re nothing alike. Seth and I shared a womb, but that is where the similarity ends. He has my mom’s light brown hair and blue eyes, and I inherited my dad’s black hair and gray eyes. Seth takes everything in stride, and I take everything personally.”
I smiled. “Sounds like your dad had his hands full.” There was one more question that I’d avoided and with good reason. “Was there anyone else special in your life?”
He stopped as if he needed to think about it. For a moment, I worried that there had been. He sensed my concern and seemed to pause longer just to tease me.
“No one,” he said finally. My shoulders relaxed in relief.
I’d finished the monotonous task of apple peeling and coring. Luke watched me as I chopped up the fruit and tossed it into a bowl with sugar and cinnamon. We piled the mixture into the two pie crusts and slid them into the oven.
“Want something to drink?” I asked. “There’s some soda in the fridge. I’m just going to look in on Gracie and then we can sit out on the porch while we wait for the pies to bake.”
“Sounds good.”
I handed him a cold drink, peeked silently in back to make sure Gracie was sleeping and followed him out onto the porch.
Gracie’s orange tabby cat, Whiskers, hopped into my lap the second I sat down. I rubbed his ears, and he responded with a loud purr. I pressed the cold soda can against my forehead. “I didn’t realize how hot it was today until we stepped out of that kitchen.” I seemed to be mastering the art of small talk, and I knew my main motive for chatting about the darn weather was to avoid anything heavier. I’d told him, unquestionably, that I wanted to stay with him no matter what happened. But there were so many paths this whole thing could take, it was too hard to think about for now. I would be happy just continuing as we were, alone most of the time and left to do what we liked. But the conversation about his family had reminded me that he hadn’t been placed on this earth solely for me.
“Luke,” I said quietly, “I know you need to get back to your life again.”
He reached over and took my hand. “We need to get back to it,” he amended. “I’ll figure something out, Angel. Not sure what yet, but yeah, I need to get out of here soon.” He grew quiet. There was something much more he hadn’t told me yet. Something that weighed heavily on his mind every time we talked about the reality of our situation. I held my breath hoping that he’d decided to let go of the secret, but he remained silent.
At times, it was easy to convince myself that this could end easily. We could just walk out of the compound hand in hand with my grandfather’s blessing and farewell. And just as the notion of having Luke all to myself forever crossed my mind, my grandfather appeared in the distance. At first I breathed a sigh of relief as it seemed he wasn’t heading our direction. But Luke’s whole body tensed next to me as my grandfather turned toward the kitchen.
There was always a slight hitch in his step, an old football injury he’d always claimed. His silver earrings caught the sunlight as he crossed the yard, and he wore the leathery but congenial expression that I liked to see. He so rarely looked friendly anymore, seeing it now made me lower my guard. A mistake.
“Grandpa,” I called before he could start the conversation, “Gracie needs to see a doctor. Her blood pressure is too high.”
His mouth straightened in irritation. “You’ve told me that many times, Angel, but your aunt doesn’t want to see a doctor. And I can’t say that I blame her.”
“So, you’re going to let her make a decision like that? She doesn’t understand the danger,” I pleaded, but I’d already lost his attention. He was staring at Luke.
“So Josh,” it was the first time he’d called Luke by the fake name, and the tone he used was chilling. “I had a friend of mine do a little sniffing around. He could only find three men by the name of Josh Frankfurt. One is dead. One of them lives in Alaska. One is a dentist in California. Are you a dentist, Josh?” He pulled down his bottom lip. “Cause if you are, I’m having a problem with my front teeth.”
“Don’t need to be a dentist to know you’ve shoved too much coke up your nose,” Luke said.
I always marveled at how cool Luke could stay when being faced down by my intimidating grandfather.
Grandpa laughed and nodded in agreement. “Like that sharp tongue of yours. Like a lot of things about you, Son, but I’m getting sick of being lied to.” Grandpa looked at him expectantly as if he thought Luke would spill his guts right then and there, but Luke didn’t say a word. I was confused and slightly upset that he didn’t just tell him his real name was Luke, but there had to have been a good reason he’d kept it to himself.
A few endless, tense seconds followed but then Grandpa laughed. “I’ll figure it out soon enough. Until then, I guess Angel has a play friend.”
I opened my mouth to protest, but Luke placed a discrete hand on mine to quiet me.
“We’re all going to Mickey’s Saloon tonight for some beer and pool.” Grandpa looked at Luke. “Had any experience on a bike?”
“I can ride, if that’s what you’re asking.”
“Good.”
“He’s staying here with me,” I said confidently.
“You’re going too.” He turned to leave but then stopped. The almost amiable look from moments before had vanished completely. Lately he didn’t even look like the same man I’d known as a kid. He seemed harder and colder with each passing day, and it terrified me. It was entirely possible that he’d always been just as sick as my mom but had just hidden it better. “And do something with your hair and clothes for a change, Angel. I’m tired of you looking as if you just crawled out of three days at Woodstock. I want you to look your best tonight.”
His words stunned me. I had no response. He’d never criticized my appearance or my clothes. I was slowly losing my grandfather, and he was being replaced by an unpredictable asshole. And now I’d brought Luke into my wholly unstable world. Hell, I hadn’t just brought him into it, I’d made him the center of my grandfather’s attention.
My grandfather walked away, and it seemed both Luke and I released the breaths we’d been holding. I glanced over at Luke. He stared straight ahead, and while there were times when I could read his thoughts, this wasn’t one of them.
“I guess if we’re both going it won’t be too bad,” I said.
He nodded but didn’t seem too convinced. Truthfully, I wasn’t convinced either. My evil grandfather was up to something. Luke knew it too.



 


CHAPTER 4
LUKE
THERE WAS A light knock on my door. I’d managed to doze off for an hour, and any time I could sleep smoothly for longer than fifteen minutes was like gold. I wondered if my sleep pattern would ever be normal again, or if the haunting urge to stay awake so that Dex would survive was so ingrained now, it would never leave.
Angel walked in. Rather than follow her grandfather’s command to look less Woodstock, she’d gone hardcore hippie with a short mod dress, long black boots and a headband to match.
“I fucking love that dress.” I stepped in front of her and ran my fingers up her bare thigh and beneath the hem of the dress to her panties. “Now take it off.”
She laughed. “I would but the king awaits with his line of noisy chariots.” She handed me a blue bandana. “You’ll need this. It’s a slow, torturous and very dusty ride to the main road.”
“Damn, I thought you were going to ask me to tie you up with it.”
Her eyes sparkled at that suggestion. “I like the way you think, Reno. Maybe later.” She sighed and her mouth turned down. “Are you dreading this as much as I am?”
“More so.” It was obvious Dreygon was up to something, and I had the shitty feeling that he’d asked Angel to pretty up because her intended would be at this, no doubt, sleazy saloon. I’d come dangerously close to telling her about his creepy arranged marriage plans but then had decided against it. It would only upset her, and since there was no way it was going to happen, I couldn’t find a reason to tell her.
We walked toward the massive metal shed that housed the motorcycles. All afternoon I’d imagined myself getting on the bike with Angel tucked securely behind me and riding far away from this place and her grandfather. But the old man wasn’t stupid or careless enough to let me climb on a bike with his granddaughter. I was sure of that.
Gunner, Cash and Jericho were already on their bikes. Candy was behind Gunner. Dreygon motioned me over to an older model Harley in the back of the shed. Angel followed close behind. “This bike is yours . . . for tonight. It only has a half gallon of gas in it in case you had any ideas in your head.” He handed me a helmet. “Don’t want you to break any laws,” he sneered. “Angel,” he shot a disapproving glance at her clothes, “get your helmet. You’ll ride with Cash.”
“Why can’t I ride—”
He raised up a hand to silence her.
“Fine,” she said. She stomped over to the wall and grabbed a helmet. She tied a bandana around the bottom half of her face. Then she climbed behind Cash. I’d never been the jealous type, but seeing her long, bare legs and arms go around Cash made my jaw clench. She was already so tightly tethered to my heart, I hated the thought of any man getting near her. Sometimes I was both shocked and terrified at how strong my feelings for her had become.
The bike vibrated beneath me as we rolled toward the wrought iron gates. Max was staying behind. He waved us through. The open desert landscape spread out in front of us like a welcoming mat to the free world, to my world. Aside from one very erotic afternoon by a small mountain pond, Angel and I had not been outside of the walls since she’d brought me to Dreygon’s compound. I longed to get away from him. I stayed for one reason and one reason only— Angel.
Salty dust penetrated the thin cotton cloth covering my nose and mouth. My eyes burned as we rolled slowly over the sandy path. The sagebrush and shrubs looked completely different and even less inviting under moonlight, but the sky above was littered with stars. There were no city lights to dim them. I could almost taste freedom as my hands gripped the bars of the bike. The distance to the main road made escape from the compound daunting but not impossible, as long as one was motivated enough to attempt it. I was definitely motivated.
Angel’s long hair flowed out behind her as Cash pulled out onto the highway. Once the tires hit smooth asphalt, the urge to grab some throttle hit me. The cold night air cut through my shirt and stung my eyes. It felt pretty fucking awesome. The only thing missing was Angel’s long legs hugging me from behind.
Roaring along the open road on the bike was a rush, and it was easy to see how people could be readily drawn into the club way of life. Living on the edge and traveling from place to place without true societal shackles had its appeal.
Unfortunately, the trip on the road was short. Dreygon turned his bike off onto a roughly paved driveway, and I rolled down behind him. We pulled the bikes in front of a rundown little building with a half lit sign that read Mick Sal. Two other bikes were parked in front of the place, but, otherwise, the lot was deserted. Three of the four parking lot lights flickered weakly and the fourth had been shattered.
It took me a second to notice that Dreygon and his men had taken a profound interest in the other two bikes. Two guys came out of the bar just as I turned off the engine. There was something about the way the one guy moved that jarred me.
I threw my leg over the seat and walked closer to the others. They’d formed a half circle around the bikes. Angel came up and stood behind me. One of the helmets that hung from the handle bars had the words ‘move the fuck over, cager’ painted on the back. I’d seen the phrase before. And while bikers sometimes referred to car drivers as cagers, this particular message had been locked somewhere in the dark visions surrounding Dex’s death.
I was now doubly thankful for the bandana tied around my face. The two men wore cuts with Bent for Hell patches. My fists were balls of steel, and my body was wound so tightly, one wrong move would have sent me flying toward them.
Jericho looked over at Angel. “Go inside with Candy,” he said sharply. She hesitated. I turned and motioned for her to go. Her blue eyes shined with worry as she glanced back at me. She disappeared inside.
Dreygon looked over at me and grinned. He thought I was ready to rumble with these guys because they were in a rival club. He had no idea my real reason for wanting to tear the flesh from their bones. Having the guy so close, within striking distance, wiped away any caution or reason. I wanted to kill him so badly, I didn’t care if he recognized me and told everyone.
The two men looked plenty scared, but they worked hard to cover it. The guy whose movements I’d recognized reached his hand up and scrubbed his hair back. The back of his hand had been tattooed with the hand of a skeleton. A tattoo I’d seen before, in my nightmares, in the darkest hours of night when the agonizing vision of Dex’s death came back to me. I could hear my pulse in my ears. I flexed my fingers to get the blood flowing again. The murdering asshole kept glancing at me as if something about me bugged him.
“Looks like you boys stepped out of your territory,” Dreygon said as he casually lit a joint.
The other guy spoke up. “Don’t want no trouble, Sharpe. We just stopped for a quick beer. We’re heading back to Reno right now.”
There was a long, tense silence, or at least it was silent to everyone else. My head was filled with a voice urging me to rip them to shreds.
“You’re damn right you’d better be heading the fuck out of here.” Dreygon looked back at me. “What do you say, Boy? Looks like you really want to take a crack at this idiot.”
The guy eyed me suspiciously. “Inviting new people into your club, eh Dreygon? I heard you were desperate to expand. Good luck with that. Bent for Hell is going to be swallowing up this whole territory soon and then you’ll have to trade in the bike for one of those old man classic cars. At least you have a pair of saggy old balls you can hang from the rearview mirror.”
Dreygon faced him, and the guy fidgeted some under his cold glare. “Let’s go inside everyone so these two boys can get back on the road.” Dreygon walked forward and then, without warning, his elbow shot out and flew into the guy’s nose. Blood spurted in every direction. The guy dropped to his knees. Dreygon walked toward the saloon without looking back. Jericho and Gunner followed him.
The fucker was just pushing to his feet as I stepped up to him. I shot my knee into his face to double up on the nose break. He landed flat on his back. Dreygon had stopped in the doorway of the saloon to watch, but this wasn’t for him. This was for Dex. I leaned down over the bloodied asshole. I knew I was taking a chance at being recognized, but I didn’t give a shit.
I pulled the bandana down so he could hear my words clearly. And they were meant only for his ears. “You’d better sleep with one eye open from now on because I’m coming for you.” His eyes bulged over the dark circles that were already forming around his eye sockets.
Cash had remained behind to see that they left. He stared at me as I strolled past him toward the bar.
Angel ran to me as I stepped inside. Rock and roll exploded from the jukebox, and the windows rattled from the sound. Angel looked so fucking hot standing in the center of the dark, grungy bar that I grabbed her to me and kissed her hard. The incident outside had sent adrenaline coursing through my veins, and if we’d been alone, I would have ripped her dress off and fucked her on top of one of the pool tables. She seemed to sense what I was thinking and threw her arms around me as if she had no plans of letting go any time soon. And I was good with that.
She dragged me over to a booth. The bench was hard, sticky and sour smelling like the whole damn place. Tobacco smoke had turned the cracked plaster walls a dingy yellow. The man behind the bar, who I could only surmise was Mickey, was a stout, tough looking guy who looked as if nothing could intimidate him, not even his MC clients. Jericho, Cash and Gunner sat on stools at the counter. Candy had wandered off to talk to someone in the pool hall.
Dreygon pulled up a chair at the booth Angel and I had fallen into, throwing a cold blanket over any plans I’d had of touching her beneath the table. “Hey, Mick,” Dreygon’s voice shot over the music, “hope you pissed in those beers before you served those two assholes.”
Mickey tossed a wet rag over his shoulder and shoved some beers toward Jericho, Gunner and Cash. Then he carried a pitcher of beer and glasses to the table. “They just came in for a drink before heading back on the road. I’ve got to pay my bills somehow, Sharpe. Last thing I can afford to do is turn away paying customers.”
Dreygon lifted a thick gray brow at him and tossed him a twenty. “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Just keep the beers coming. There are some guys meeting us here, so you’ll make plenty of cash tonight. That way you can keep adding to that stash of porn I know you have back there in your DVD collection.”
Mickey’s shrug made his belly wobble. “Not much else to entertain out here.”
Dreygon returned his attention to me, but he was the last person I wanted to talk to. “You’ve got one hell of a temper.” He glanced over at Gunner. “Gunner has a temper too, but he never puts it to good use. I like what I saw out there.”
Dreygon was convinced I’d hit the asshole because of the club. I let him think it. It could only help. The door opened and a group of bikers walked inside. Dreygon stood from the table to greet them. The oldest man, maybe just ten years younger than Dreygon, wore a president’s badge. There were two guys who looked about the same age as Jericho and one who looked to be in his early thirties. He was the one who eyed Angel as if she was a chocolate covered ice cream. I tensed. Angel took hold of my hand under the table. “Slow down there, killer. I think you’ve already proved yourself enough tonight. These guys are from a local club, The Cruisers.” Angel thought my show outside was part of the act too. “My grandfather wants the two clubs to merge to make it one strong outlaw club under the Bedlam name.”
Her grandfather’s plan was coming all too clear now. But none of it mattered because no one was getting near her, not even the son of the fucking MC president. Feeling ridiculously possessive, I took advantage of our seconds alone to drag my fingers up her thigh. Her long lashes fluttered seductively down over her teal blue eyes. She leaned over and kissed me and pushed my fingers up against her warm pussy. I stroked the silky fabric of her panties, and she moaned against my mouth.
Dreygon’s loud voice chilled the heat between us. “Hey, Reno,” he’d never used the nickname before. “Do you play pool?” he asked.
“I play.”
Dreygon laid a heavy hand on a shoulder of one of the younger guys. “This is Everett, and he needs someone to play against. Join him.” The man had a talent for morphing a friendly suggestion into a command with just a few words.
I looked over at Angel. She motioned toward the pool room. “You might as well go. Sitting this close to you is just going to be torture anyway.”
I leaned over and kissed her. “Just don’t start anything without me.” I grabbed a beer and slid from the booth, and suddenly it seemed that everyone was watching us.
Angel slid out behind me, seemingly unaware of the attention we’d drawn. “I’m going to buy a glass of wine. This beer tastes awful.” Before I walked out of reach, she took hold of my hand and hopped up on her tiptoes to kiss me. We were still the center of attention, but it didn’t matter. Standing in a crowd of people with Angel was no different than standing alone with her. She was the only person I saw, the only person that mattered. She smiled and wiped some of her lipstick off my bottom lip with her thumb. “I’ll come watch you play in a minute.”
The way my pool partner shuffled behind me toward the table made it was clear he hadn’t really wanted to play. Jericho had found a dark corner and a pretty cocktail waitress and had started his own private party at the back of the room. The wide, unobstructed passageway between the rooms gave me a clear view of the bar area. Angel was leaning over the counter ordering a glass of wine, and it seemed every male in the room, with the exception of her grandfather, watched her. Jealousy had been completely foreign to me. Now it ripped into me with a vengeance.
With little enthusiasm, my glum faced pool partner took the break shot.
“You didn’t really want to play, did you?” I asked.
“Haven’t even had a fucking beer yet, and they’ve pushed me over to the kid’s table.”
I laughed. “Then I guess I’m stuck at the kid’s table with you.” I looked back through to the bar. Angel turned around with her glass of wine, and the thirty-something guy moved right in on her. She glanced my direction as he spoke to her. He noticed her lack of attention and glanced my way. He stepped around to block my view of her. This night out was all part of Dreygon’s outdated idea on courtship. The old man was a master schemer, but he was pretty damn transparent with his plans.
I leaned over the table and took a shot. My concentration was fucked, and I’d be lucky to get any ball in a pocket. I looked at Everett. “What’s the name of your big friend with the long blond ponytail and beard?”
“Johnny?”
“Is he the dude talking to Angel at the bar?”
“Yeah, that’s him. He’s the president’s son. He’ll be taking over the club in a few years. His old man has lung cancer.” He leaned over and fired three solids into the pockets.
I peered through to the bar. More people had come inside. Dreygon sat in the booth deep in discussion with the club president. Occasionally, they’d glance in Angel’s direction. The asshole had brought her here tonight to meet the man she’d been promised to. It was an easy plan to follow. He promises his granddaughter’s hand in marriage and, in return, he gets the smaller club to join Bedlam. And he’d pushed me into the pool room to get me out of the way. The whole thing was so comically obvious, it was almost hard to believe that Dreygon had been the mastermind behind it.
“If you’re done babysitting me then I think I’m hanging up the pool cue, Everett. It’s been nice playing with you.”
I went to hang up the cue when Dreygon’s voice echoed through the room. “What are you doing?”
I turned around. “I’m giving the babysitter the night off. He wants a beer, and neither of us is in the mood for pool.”
“Well, I was just coming to watch you both play, so why don’t you grab that cue again.”
We stared at each other, a game of chicken we played often. Dreygon broke first. “Angel knows how to take care of herself. Why don’t you let some of the other men talk to her for a change.”
“She’s not some possession you can barter with.”
He laughed. “Is that so? Because you seem to be pretty fucking possessive when it comes to my granddaughter.”
Everett laid his cue down on the table. The conversation seemed to make him uneasy.
“Everett, pick up that cue,” Dreygon commanded. “The game isn’t over.” Now he turned his scowl toward me. “Finish the game. Thought you had more confidence than that, Son. If she’s truly in love with you then a little attention from other men isn’t going to change that.”
He was a warped old bastard, and he knew how to fuck with my mind. I picked up the cue and leaned over the table. Now I wanted this game to be over. I took care of every ball in a few shots. The black ball stared at me from across the table. It was at an impossible angle so I took a wild shot and missed.
Everett had even less enthusiasm for the game now, especially with Dreygon breathing down our necks. I looked through toward the other room. Angel smiled weakly at something Johnny said to her and then as if she’d felt me watching her, she glanced my direction. Our gazes locked instantly. Johnny glanced back to see what had Angel’s attention. His jaw jutted forward in anger. He turned around and said something to Angel. Her mouth dropped into a frown. She tried to push past him, but he grabbed hold of her wrist. She yanked it free.
“This is fucking bullshit.” I smacked the pool cue hard against the table, startling both Everett and Dreygon. I stormed into the barroom, pushed through the others, and stood face to face with Johnny. He was taller and thicker than me. “I’m taking her with me.” I took hold of Angel’s hand and pulled her through to the pool room. Dreygon had been right. I was fucking possessive when it came to Angel, and there was no way I could stop myself. I didn’t want to stop.
I expected to see a storm of rage in Dreygon’s expression but instead a wicked smile pulled at the corners of his mouth. I pulled Angel along to the last table. My hands went roughly around her waist, and I lifted her up to sit on the edge of the table. I leaned between her legs and ran my hands up the sleek leather of her boots. She threw her arms around my neck and our mouths slammed together. We kissed long and deep as if we were the only people standing in the room.
Angel was nearly breathless as she lifted her mouth from mine. “Shit, Reno, don’t ever leave me alone like that again.” She leaned in to kiss me again and her eyes widened. “Watch out!”
Two tree trunk sized arms wrapped around my chest like iron straps. Angel scooted on her butt to the center of the table to get out of the way.
I leaned down and brought my elbow up like an ax about to cut wood. Johnny’s jaw snapped shut, and his grip fell away. I swung around. His fist clipped my chin. The ring on his finger sliced open my skin and blood dripped onto my shirt. The fight had gathered a small crowd of spectators, but no one seemed inclined to jump in. I kicked out and made contact with his neck. He stumbled back and coughed a few times. A combination of pure rage and being struck in the throat turned his face red.
His huge arms shot out and he lunged at me like a charging bull. He shoved me hard against the edge of the pool table. Pain shot through my back, and I dropped to my knees.
Angel hung her head over. “Get up, Luke.” Then she squealed. I shot to my feet at the sound of it. Jericho had grabbed her by the waist to pull her out of the way. She squirmed and protested, but she was no match for him.
The bull was coming at me again. I threw a right jab at his face, and even though the guy seemed to be built of fucking stone, I’d done some damage. He reached behind him on the wall and grabbed off a pool cue. My back ached from being smacked on the pool table, but I managed to duck and weave out of the way of the swinging stick. It whirred past my head twice, but on the third round, he brought it back so fast it caught me on the side of the face. I’d only see the proverbial stars twice before, both times after falling off my skateboard as a kid, but I was definitely seeing them now. I staggered over to the same table that had nailed me in the back and grabbed it for support.
“Reno!” Angel’s voice call to me somewhere from the spinning room and Dreygon shouted her name right after. I worked hard to gain my bearings, but my ears rang and nothing was in focus . . . with the exception of the same pool cue cutting through the air again. Stunned from the blow to my head, my reflexes jammed, and I couldn’t think which way to move. Two hands pushed me. Angel screamed as I fell sideways. The cue had struck her as she pushed me out of the way.
“I’m fine,” she said weakly. She held her arm against her. This time Cash swept in and picked up Angel. He carried her away.
Turned out all I need was a little prodding, and my head cleared instantly.
I charged at the guy ready for blood. I grabbed the end of the pool stick, wrenched it out of his fat fist and threw it to the floor. My foot shot out and I struck his knee. A sickening cracking sound followed. He grabbed his knee and tottered backward. My fist flew into his face before he could recover. He dropped onto his ass with a thud.
Angel being struck by the cue had raised the tension in the room, and the cohesive group of spectators had torn into two distinct clubs. Random fists started flying. Gunner picked up a guy and threw him across one of the pool tables. Jericho ducked out of the way of a flying chair and then he used that same chair to crown a guy in the head. The chair cracked in half along with the guy’s skull. My sparring partner attempted to stand, but I was done. I needed to get Angel out of the bar. He made a wild grab for me. I kicked out and nailed him in the face, slamming him into the wall. He was out cold.
Blood sprayed through the room like red confetti. I searched frantically through the minefield of flying fists. Angel was standing in a corner with a chair in front of her like a lion tamer trying to keep the beasts away. I pushed through the melee. Not realizing it was me, she shoved the chair up toward my face.
“Angel.”
She dropped her four-legged shield and jumped into my arms. I carried her through the scrimmage to the front door. Mickey passed us with a pistol in his hand. It seemed he was done with tonight’s clientele.
We slammed out the door and raced to the bike. I handed her the helmet, and we climbed on. A shot rang out, startling both of us. Angel’s eyes went wide with fear.
“I think he was just firing it into the air to stop them from destroying his place,” I assured her.
I started up the bike. Angel wrapped her arms tightly around my waist. I looked back at her. “How far do you think a half gallon of gas will get us?”
“Not far enough. But I know a fun place off the road.” Her lip tilted up seductively.
“Definitely up for fun.” I pulled out onto the road. We were both fucking pumped with energy. Just being in their world had made me that much angrier, that much more willing to take a life. I was on the other side of justice at the moment, and I hated to admit it, but it didn’t feel all that wrong. There was something satisfying about making pudding out of an asshole’s face. Or it could have all just been because of my insane obsession with the girl holding onto me.
She pressed her body against mine and tightened her hold on me. It felt as if jolts of electricity were being shot between our bodies. Angel was like an explosion of everything I desired, a hurricane of love, sex, turmoil and emotion that knocked me fucking senseless.
The road was dead quiet. With no streetlamps and only a sliver of a moon, the wavering headlight on the old bike had to work hard to light the way.
Angel shivered as the cold night air brushed over her bare thighs. She hugged me tighter and slid her hands beneath my shirt for warmth. “Turn off the road where you see that yellow sign up ahead,” she said loudly over my shoulder.
It was not a road but a clear path between a sea of thorny shrubs and spindly trees. We disappeared into a cloud of dust.
Angel brought her mouth close to my ear. “About a half mile ahead is an outcropping of rocks.”
The gray granite slabs were easy to spot. They were worn smooth from sand and wind, and they nearly glowed white beneath the dim moonlight. Before I’d even stopped the bike, Angel had slid her hands from beneath my shirt and down into my pants. Her fingers teased my hard cock. I turned the engine off and leaned back against her as she continued to smooth her hand over my erection. She lightly kissed the bump on the side of my head. “Does it hurt?” she asked.
“Huh?” My eyes drifted shut at the intoxicating feel of her touch. “I can’t feel anything except those long, sweet fingers of yours wrapped around my cock.”
Reluctantly, I pulled her hand from me. “There won’t be anything left for you,” I said.
She threw her long leg over the seat and took off her helmet. She was as breathtaking in waning moonlight as she was in full daylight. I untied the bandana from my neck and swung it around. “Now that I’ve got you out here in the middle of nowhere, what do you think I should do with you?”
“Anything you’d like, my wicked captor.” She reached under her dress and slid her panties down past her boots.
Watching the tiny, silk panties fall to the ground nearly made me come right then. She was insatiable, and my need for her went beyond lust, beyond hunger. I’d never felt anything as intense as my desire for her.
I gazed long and hard at her. “Turn around, Baby.”
She complied. I pulled her hands together and then noticed the red mark on her frail forearm. She flinched as I touched it.
“Are you sure about this?”
“It can’t hurt nearly as bad as that bump on your head.” She looked back at me over her shoulder and bit her lip seductively. “Besides, I’m already your prisoner.”
I tied the bandana around her wrists and leaned my mouth to her ear. “You have the right to be unbelievably hot, and you have the right to come until you scream out my name, beneath this starlit sky.”
I turned her around. Her eyes closed as I lifted her onto the rock in front of me. She leaned back on her bound hands and spread her knees. My hands slid up her smooth, inner thighs. I could feel the heat long before my fingers reached her pussy.
She went to move her hands and then smiled as she remembered they were bound behind her. “But how will I be able to touch you?” she asked.
“You won’t. I’m going to touch you,” my voice was gritty with need. My hand slid up to the slick folds, and my thumb caressed her clit.
She opened her legs wider. Her head lulled back as I pushed my fingers inside of her. Long strands of hair danced in the desert breeze and the vague light from the night sky cast a silvery glow over her, making her look even more unreal. She moved over my probing fingers. “God Luke, I’m already close to coming.” Again she struggled to bring her hands forward.
“Fuck me, please. Luke, I can’t bear it. I want to take you in my hands right now.” She pulled at the bandana and cried out in frustration. “Take me, Luke, now, please,” her words were faint but filled with pleading.
I unzipped my fly and my cock sprang eagerly out. I pulled her hips closer. Her bound hands were hardly enough to support her as I slid deep inside of her. Her long legs went around my waist, and she held me tightly against her.
I braced my hands on the rocks on either side of her. We weren’t touching each other with our hands. Every sensation was centered in one place where I rocked hard and hot inside of her. As we both neared climax, I grabbed hold of her hips and held her tightly. Tiny, soft moans of pleasure rolled from her lush lips as I moved against her.
She wriggled her arms but couldn’t free them. “Luke! Oh my god, Luke!” she cried out into the endless night sky as her slick pussy tightened around me. She’d barely caught her breath as I came to the front edge of ecstasy. I slid out quickly, and my hot seed ran along her thigh as I pressed my cock against her.
She covered my mouth with her luscious lips. “God, you make me so horny. I can’t stop thinking about you, hard and inside of me.” She laughed. “Again?”
I scrubbed my hair with my fingers. “Don’t think that’s possible. Give me a few minutes.”
She took hold of my hand. “If I ever get lucky enough to fulfill my dream of becoming a doctor, I’m going to figure out something that will help get rid of that disappointing lag time.”
“You’d be a rich doctor indeed.” I climbed up on the rock next to her. She lifted her arms to remind me that her wrists were tied.
“Hmm, I kind of like this whole captive thing.”
“I have an itch,” she said pleadingly. “Please take it off.”
I sighed. “All right.” I took the bandana from her wrists.
She rubbed her nose. “My nose is devious. It always itches when my hands are busy.”
We both laid back on the smooth, cold rock. The sky was black velvet. The stars were so huddled, it seemed as if they were touching each other.
“How did you know about this place?” I asked.
“It’s on my list of ‘awesome things that make my life bearable’.”
Sometimes she spoke lightly of her highly unconventional life, as if it was more entertaining than ugly. Then there were other times when an emptiness came along with her words. This was one of those moments. I reached over and took hold of her hand.
“It’s a brief list . . .with a long name.” She smiled softly. “These rocks under the stars, my horse and my dogs, Aunt Gracie’s laugh and warm slippers in winter.”
“It’s a good list,” I said. “Was kind of hoping I might make the list, but that’s cool.”
“Nah.” She held my arm tightly against her. “I had to start a new list for you.”
I turned to look at her without lifting my head and was quickly reminded of the big, tender lump on the side of my skull. “Does this list have an equally impressive title?”
“Yep.” She stared up at the sky. “You’re at the top of my ‘breathtaking, heart stealing man who has worked his way into my soul’ list. In fact, you’re the only name on the list.” She looked over at me. The shade of night could not dim the brilliant blue of her eyes. “Being with you gives me hope, hope that I might leave this bizarre fairy tale and live a real life. I’ve never had hope before.”
I leaned over and kissed her. “I made a promise awhile back that I wasn’t leaving this place without you, Evangeline, and I never break a promise.” Then I thought about the lie, it was always there, the lie that felt like a roll of barbed wire in my gut. “Angel, if you found out something about me that you weren’t expecting, something that might make it even harder for us, would you—”
“Nothing would matter, Luke. I’d still want to leave with you.” She leaned up on her elbow and gazed down at me. Her long hair tickled my arm. “Unless you tell me you like to kick puppies or something like that. Then I’d have to tell you to be on your way.”
I reached up, placed my hand behind her head and pulled her mouth to mine. “Never kicked up a puppy in my life.” I kissed her. I was sure my true identity would never even cross her mind. The truth, no doubt, would have a huge impact, but I depended on the fact that she wanted me as much as I wanted her. Nothing could drive us apart.
She lay back again and we listened to the chorus of the desert, crickets chatting, small critters skittering through the dust and the faint howl of the wind.
“Jericho and I used to come here to look for shooting stars.”
I looked over at her with a raised brow.
“Stop looking at me like that. Remember you weren’t always in my life. And something tells me you were no priest up there in Reno.” Her arm shot up. “Is that the North Star or Venus?”
“Sorry, I didn’t pay that much attention in astronomy.”
She lowered her hand. “My mom told me that I was born with a birthmark that looked like a star.”
“Really? That’s weird. That sounds so familiar. Don’t know why. That dejavu shit sure is crazy. Where is the birthmark?”
She pointed to the scar on her shoulder. “It was another reason my mom had given for Gracie burning me. Besides being jealous that I was taking up too much of her sister’s time, she was also mad because she wanted a star.” Angel grew quiet. I’d brought up the scar in the kitchen, and her aunt had insisted that her mom and grandfather had burned her shoulder. She sighed darkly. “My mom was so fucking nuts, I’m surprised I lived past my fourth birthday.” The distinct rumble of Harleys sounded in the distance. The lights were heading our direction. “Damn that Jericho. He’s such a traitor lately.” She jumped down from the rock. “Help me find my panties. Unless you want my grandfather to find them first.”
I slid down. “Shit, I don’t need that. What do you think he’s going to do to me now that I screwed up your arranged marriage?” The words had left my mouth before I had a chance to stop the stupidity.
Her bottom lip dropped open. “What are you talking about?”
I paused for a second, but it was too late to back track. “Tonight was a set up. Your grandfather and the president of that other club had made plans for you to marry the guy’s son. It’s part of his scheme to merge the two clubs.”
She stared at me as I handed her the panties. The bikes were closing in on us. A cloud of dust drifted overhead. She struggled to pull the panties over her boots. I hadn’t noticed the stream of tears on her cheeks until she straightened.
“Why are you so upset?” I asked. “I’m sure tonight put an end to those plans. Besides, I was never going to let it happen.”
Her bottom lip trembled. Seeing her cry made my chest tighten. She wasn’t upset with Dreygon. She was pissed at me.
“How long?” her wavering voice was nearly drowned out by the clamor of the bikes.
I looked at her unsure how to answer.
She slammed her hands against my chest. “How long did you know?” she sobbed. “Why would you keep that from me?”
The bikes formed a vibrating circle of steel around us. The headlights skewered us like spotlights on a stage. “Let’s go home,” Dreygon’s demand came through a glowing curtain of powder. “Angel, you get on with Cash. That boy has been between your legs enough for one night.” They were words that normally would have made her cringe, but it wasn’t about her despicable grandfather right now. It was about me. I’d kept a secret from her, and I’d just lost her trust.
“I’m sorry, Angel.”
She wiped clumsily at her tears and wandered through the haze to Cash’s bike. I climbed onto mine, knowing full well I was in for some major shit from Dreygon once we got back to the compound. I didn’t care. No amount of beating or whipping or whatever other sick form of punishment he could drum up was going to feel as bad as having Angel disappointed in me. And I hadn’t even worried about keeping this from her. I hadn’t expected it to be such a problem. I could only imagine her reaction once she discovered what else I’d been keeping from her. I’d been delusional to think she wouldn’t be all that upset.



 


Chapter 5
Angel
My life had been a tedious flurry of people disappointing me. Growing up there had been so many occasions when my mom or grandfather had let me down, like a birthday completely forgotten, or acting crude in front of a school friend, or even pulling me from school early to be dragged along on a drug run, that I’d found it was easier just to expect it. Disappointment was part of my life and I’d accepted it, but having Luke keep something major from me made my whole body ache with it. I’d grown to trust him and having the one person who mattered most fail me felt truly awful. But the rotten feel of it was quickly muted by the ominous expression on my grandfather’s face as we parked the bikes. His mouth was pulled tightly, smoothing the lines around it and his earrings, always an almost theatrical inconsistency, glittered in the ivory light of the garage.
Everyone had turned off their engines, but the metal walls still reverberated with the clamor of the bikes. I climbed off of Cash’s motorcycle and took off my helmet. Luke was the last one to park. I hated the flat look on his face as he pulled down the bandana, the same bandana that we’d used for much more erotic purposes just minutes before. Now I regretted reacting so harshly. I was blaming him when I should have been pissed at my irrational grandfather.
Grandpa walked over and picked up a crow bar from his tool shelf and smacked it against his palm. My stomach tightened and I felt sick. Gunner and Jericho stood a distance away. Cash reached out and grabbed my arm before I could run to Luke. He shook his head to warn me to stay put. I struggled to get out of his grasp. I swung my free hand at his face, but he caught it and pulled me toward him.
“It’s all right¸ Angel. Just relax.” Cash had never given me any reason to mistrust him. He’d always been one of the more decent men in the club. He actually had a conscience, or at least he seemed to, but I had no idea what his motives were this time.
I swallowed back the bitter taste that rose in my throat. My grandfather strutted casually over to Luke, still beating his palm with the steel bar. Luke seemed to be bracing himself for whatever the old man was about to throw at him.
The frigid air inside the shed was deadly quiet and yet somehow filled with frenetic energy. The rows of bikes looked like a herd of massive black and chrome animals fast asleep. I shivered from the cold and the horror of what was about to happen.
“Well, Reno, you had quite a night.” My grandfather’s deep voice echoed off the walls. The crow bar rested in his hand now, and his taut, angry shoulders had loosened some. “Thought you might have it in you. Wasn’t completely sure, but you proved it tonight.”
Luke’s gray eyes skewered him as he seemed to be puzzling out his words. “You crazy old man, you set this whole thing up to test my loyalty to the club?”
My grandfather nodded. “One of my best plans yet. Not that I hadn’t promised Angel over to Johnny in exchange for some club membership. I had. But I’d always figured he wasn’t good enough for her. The man I hand Angel over to is going to have to prove that he can protect her.”
I yanked my arm free from Cash’s hand and walked over to my grandfather. “Grandpa, how could you? You’re treating me like a piece of cattle.”
“Everything I do is for your own good,” he answered. It was his form letter response for everything. “Even this set up tonight was for your own good.”
“You were going to just pass me off to Johnny? And you actually believed I would just go along with it like some mindless fool?”
Grandpa looked at me. “Why are you making such a fuss? The right man won, didn’t he?”
“You don’t get to play games with my life. Come on, Reno.”
We turned toward the door and then a horrible thud echoed through the shed. Luke dropped to his knees and curled down into a ball. His arm was pressed against his back.
My insidious grandfather held the crow bar tightly in his fist. He stared down at Luke. “Don’t ever call me crazy old man.” He threw the bar aside and it clanged against the metal wall.
I leaned down to help Luke to his feet. His face was white. He was hunched over in agony and looked close to puking.
“You are a crazy old man, and I fucking hate you!” I screamed.
I braced for the pain as he lifted his hand to slap me, but Luke’s arm shot up and grabbed hold of my grandfather’s arm. Once again that strange mingling of rage and admiration crossed my grandfather’s face.
Luke straightened. He gritted his teeth against the pain and spoke through a clenched jaw. “She’s been under your protection all these years— now she’s under mine.”
Grandpa looked at him long and hard. Then he grinned and nodded. “Get some sleep, Son. We’ve got guns to move in the morning.”
 



 


CHAPTER 6
LUKE
AN ABRUPT KNOCK Startled me and I opened my eyes in the dark room. I’d slept for only a few short spurts of time. The night had been long especially since it had ended with Angel giving me only a light kiss on the mouth and going off to her own cabin. She’d given the excuse that the wild night and the wine had given her a headache, but I knew she was still upset with me.
No light crept through the crusty windows. The sun hadn’t risen yet, and cold night air filled the dingy room. There was no clock, and even after being awake most of the night¸ I had no idea what time it was. My head throbbed from the lump on its side. My back ached from Dreygon’s violent effort to save his pride, and my stomach was empty.
I opened the door. Jericho was on the porch. He tossed a sweatshirt at me.
“Thanks,” I said.
“We’re meeting at the gate in ten minutes.”
“Great. Will they be serving donuts and coffee?”
He smiled. “Should only take a few hours. Gracie will have breakfast going by the time we get back.”
“Good to hear.” I rubbed the knot on my head. “Long fucking night.”
“Yeah.” He looked at me. “If I had to lose her, I’m glad it was to someone like you.”
“Thanks, man,” I said, more than slightly surprised by his admission. “Sometimes I look for words to describe how I feel about her, and there aren’t any. They don’t exist. There’s nothing strong enough.”
“Yeah, Evie has that effect on people. Once she’s wrapped herself around your heart, there’s no letting go.” This was a guy who had to fight girls off, but he made no effort to hide his heartbreak. I felt bad for him. I couldn’t even imagine losing a girl like Angel.
Jericho left and I went in to wash up. The crow bar had done a number on my back and pulling a sweatshirt on over my head was torturous. Angel had been so disappointed in me, she hadn’t even offered an aspirin. I hated leaving the compound on whatever fucked up mission Dreygon had planned for us with her being pissed at me. Since I was going to be armed in the back of a truck hauling illegal guns, it seemed there was a distinct possibility that I might not make it back.
The brisk predawn air smacked me as I stepped outside, clearing my weary head and making everything hurt more. I had no idea what I was heading into or how much threat there would be to this shipment of wares, but I now had a front seat ticket to Dreygon’s illicit business affairs. Outlaw clubs were few and far apart. Most bike clubs formed from a sense of brotherhood, camaraderie amongst people who enjoyed the open, exhilarating life of riding. But the one percenters, as they were sometimes called, who thrived on being bad, were some of the most dangerous people around. And they were tough to stop. They stuck together like a brotherhood, and they had a network of connections that kept them in business, no matter what the business.
I glanced back at Angel’s cabin. It was dark. A large, gray box truck was parked inside the compound gates. I hadn’t seen it come in. Gunner peered out of the driver’s window. Dreygon was nowhere in sight, most likely still asleep in his cabin pretending as if none of this was happening. The loyalty of his crew amazed me. Even Gunner, who obviously despised the man, was sitting willing and ready in the seat of the truck ready to do Dreygon’s bidding.
Jericho stepped around the side of the truck. He had a gun in his hand. “You’ll be in back. There’s no real danger right now. The fun starts once we pick up the goods.”
I smiled at the notion of submachine guns being goods. He handed me the weapon. “How will I keep watch from the back of a box truck?”
“We’ll be switching this truck out when we get there. The other truck has some small windows to keep an eye on things.” Something had caught his eye behind me. I turned around.
She always looked way too innocent and too beautiful to be part of this world. She looked almost lost and a little lonely with her hands tucked in the pockets of her jeans and the hood of her sweatshirt pulled up over her head.
“Hold this.” I handed the gun back to Jericho and headed toward her. She crossed her arms against the cold. We were surrounded by cold night air but the space between us heated instantly. Her disillusioned blue gaze went straight through my chest.
“I’m sorry, Angel. I should have told you.”
She stared down at the ground, and I waited for her to say something. Her arms uncrossed and she wrapped them around my neck. “Don’t do it again, Reno.” My arms went around her and I held her tightly. She was so solid and real in my arms, as if she was meant to be in them. Gunner smacked the side of the truck door to summon me.
Angel was still in my arms. “Be careful,” she said, and then she pressed her mouth to my ear. “Take me away from this place, Luke.” She dropped her arms and headed toward her cabin without looking back.
Dragging my gaze away from her was always impossible. I watched her disappear inside.
“Let’s move,” Gunner said sharply.
I walked back to the truck. Jericho handed me the gun, and I climbed into the back. He looked in at me. “Guess you’ve never done anything like this before.”
“Yeah,” I answered weakly. Unfortunately, I had. And the irony of it all was that that incident had landed me here at the compound. And now I was climbing back into a box truck, ready to transport illegal cargo. It was a little like walking circles when you’re lost.
Jericho shut the door and in the clammy darkness of the box, my mind went straight to Dex and how I’d gotten here in the first place.




 


CHAPTER 7
LUKE
One month earlier

DEX GLANCED OUT the tinted window of the truck. “I’m just glad we’re traveling over land instead of underwater.” He looked over at me. I was always amazed at how relaxed he could be when were heading into a sea of shit. We’d taken painstaking steps to make sure everything was in place. Pulse, the snitch who’d decided to give up damming information in exchange for protection, had hooked us up with the underground courier service that provided trucks and drivers for the transport of illegal goods. The guy who ran the operation didn’t much care who his drivers were as long as they were willing to face possible death for a nice chunk of pay. His drivers never had knowledge of what they were hauling or who they were transporting for. It was a ‘the less you know the better’ kind of job. As long as you had some courage and could drive a truck, you were in. Dex and I had gone undercover as men who’d done this kind of work before. But unlike most drivers, we knew plenty. We were moving a boat load, or a nacro-submarine load, of cocaine to a warehouse owned by Troy Griffin, the president of the Bent from Hell MC.
“I mean have you seen pictures of those narco-submarines?” Dex continued with his philosophizing. They look like something I might have built in the backyard out of my dad’s spare car parts.” He shook his head. “You’d have to pay me a lot more than they’re paying us to get me to travel from Columbia to Mexico in one of those snap together submarines.”
“You do realize that you’re not actually going to get paid as a courier, right? Especially because this job is not going to end successfully.”
“Yeah, yeah.” He drummed a beat on the dashboard. He was amped up. Dex loved stepping into risky situations. He thrived on danger, and even though everything had been carefully planned, this could go a million different ways. Only one of those ways had a happy ending, the one where we make a successful bust and Dex and I walk out with our lives.
We were nearing the abandoned Christmas tree farm where the meet up was to take place. “Who’s playing the dumb, loud mother fucker role today?” Dex asked.
I glanced over at him. “You always do the part justice, you take it.”
He clapped his hands once. “Awesome.”
“And stop acting like a kid on his way to Disneyland. When you’re this pumped up you make mistakes.”
“Right.” He made a pathetic attempt at relaxing.
I glanced over at him. “Now you look like a kid who’s wearing the itchy wool sweater his aunt knitted for him.”
He leaned back on the seat. “Hey, remember that time your dad took us to Disneyland?” he asked.
“Sure do. You puked on my churro.”
“I’d never been to an amusement park. I wasn’t used to those wild rides.”
I smiled over at him. “We were in the Small World ride.”
“Yeah, that boat action was too much. Another reason I’m glad we’re in a truck and not one of those submarines. Shit, they probably use that fucking white school glue to hold those things together.”
“Actually, from what I’ve read, those things are pretty sophisticated. Otherwise the cartels would be losing a lot of money at the bottom of the sea.” Acres of dead and dying pine trees appeared on each side of the road. Dex grew quiet now. The weight of things usually hit him once we had a visual confirmation that something was really going down.
He looked out at the rows of trees. “Why do you think the owners abandoned this place?”
“Probably over farmed. My grandfather used to move crops around and leave fields barren to keep the soil good. Trees take a long time to grow, so you wouldn’t have that luxury.”
“Is Gage still planting stuff now that Pops is gone? Shit, I used to love hanging out up there.”
“I think he still does some farming, but he’s always up in the mountains logging. He doesn’t have much time.” The casual conversation had helped relax Dex. We were both feeling the weight of this, but we always had each others’ backs. I wouldn’t have done this without Dex at my side, and I was sure he felt the same.
A dilapidated farmhouse came into view. There were two trucks parked in front of it. Three sketchy looking guys, including two wearing Bent for Hell cuts, met us. I didn’t recognize anyone but then the club membership had grown a lot in the last five years.
“Do your brothers know what you’re up to?” Dex’s tone had thickened. The adrenaline was still pumping, but it was manifesting itself in a different way. My partner could transform from light hearted clown to fiercely dangerous in the blink of an eye.
“I told them I was going undercover and that’s all. Just in case.”
I stopped the truck, and the three men held securely onto their guns as they waited for us to get out of the truck. We fist bumped below the dashboard.
“Let’s do this,” I said.
We hopped out and Dex went right into his routine. “Beautiful day, ain’t it?” he said loudly.
The men didn’t answer.
We walked up in front of them.
“Yep, after this gig, my partner and me,” Dex inclined his big head my way, “are going to take some of our hard earned cash and buy us some glittery pussy down in Vegas.”
The man without the MC cut scowled at Dex. He had an ill-fitting glass eye that had a yellowish cast to it as if it had fallen into a toilet bowl of piss. “We don’t give a fuck about that.” The deep crevices in his face showed he’d spent a lot of his life in the sun. He even had a slightly fishy smell to him as if he’d just gotten off a boat, which he very likely had. “Arms behind your heads so we can search you. If there is so much as a ball point pen on you, we’re going to shoot you where you stand.” We’d come completely naked of electronics and wires. We had only our clothes, our wits and our fists.
Dex dropped the stupid motherfucker routine and grew uncharacteristically quiet as we lifted our hands behind our heads. The man with the glass eye stepped closer, and his stench grew stronger. He patted me down and then moved to Dex. With one eye, he stared long and hard at Dex. It seemed that the zipper tattoo on the side of Dex’s arm had caught his attention. He had gotten the tattoo after he’d suffered a nasty compound fracture riding motocross. He thought the zipper would look cool over the scar, but it had almost cost him getting hired at the department. Normally, he had it covered, but today we’d dressed for the weather and for our roles of two clueless couriers picking up drugs. The one-eyed creep searched Dex and then nodded his assurance to the other two that we were clean. Tension radiated off of Dex, unusual for him. I could not figure out what had darkened his mood so drastically.
The Bent for Hell guy, with an equally recognizable tattoo of a skeleton hand tattooed over the top of his hand, hopped onto a forklift.
“You,” the one-eyed man pointed at me, “back that truck up over here.” I followed his orders. Dex walked up next to me. We headed back to the truck.
“I know him,” Dex said quickly. “I arrested him three years ago.”
I didn’t look at Dex, to avoid making it look as if we were having a conversation. “You sure?”
“Can’t miss that ugly glass eye.”
We reached the truck.
“You think he recognized you?”
“Can’t miss this fucking zipper tattoo,” he answered, ominously.
“You!” the man called again. “The big stupid one, you come back here and help with the cargo.”
Dex glanced briefly at me. Scared shitless wasn’t a look I’d ever seen on my best friend’s face. Never. He walked away, and I climbed into the truck. My pulse pounded in my ears. I looked up into the rearview. The forklift was waiting with its load. Dex carried a large crate toward the truck. The grimace on his face made it seem as if he was holding the whole damn world in that wood box. We’d combed through every detail and taken every precaution. But it looked as if we were going to be done in by a tattoo.
My mind darted around to the different ways we had out of this, but there was nothing solid. Once we drove off, we could only hope that the guy hadn’t recognized Dex. My friend wasn’t always known for his intuition. He had always been an ‘act before you think’ type of person. I parked the truck and looked back in the mirror. Dex looked grim as he stiffly carried the cargo to the truck. He didn’t need intuition this time. This whole fucking thing had gone awry.
The one-eyed man acted as if everything was going as planned. The truck was filled. I climbed back into the driver’s seat. Dex climbed into the passenger seat, and the two Bent for Hell guys climbed in back with the cargo. The one-eyed man stayed behind. I watched him in the side mirror. He waited for us to get down to the end of the road and then went inside the old house.
Dex didn’t say a word. He kept his eyes straight ahead and so did I. The plan was to drive the drugs fifty miles to a warehouse where some of the Hell crew were waiting to unload. Once emptied, Dex and I were to drive off with the courier truck. And as the truck pulled through the gate, the other agents would storm the place in their armored SUVs.
Fifty miles seemed fucking long all of a sudden. We could hear the two men talking in the back but it seemed like a casual chat. After about ten minutes on the road, Dex relaxed some, and I released my white knuckled grip on the steering wheel.
Neither of us were in the mood for conversation, but I knew we were both thinking the same thing— let this be over soon. The two lane highway was nearly deserted, and I was just as glad not to have a lot of traffic to deal with. A cell phone rang in the back of the truck, but neither of us paid it much mind.
“How are you doing?” I asked quietly.
“I’ve been better.”
The sliding door to the back slid open. I glanced up in the rearview. It was the guy with the skeleton tattoo. He held the phone with his ghoulish hand. He was just finishing his conversation. He shot me a cold glare in the mirror. “You’ve got it, Boss,” he said and hung up.
“Change of plans,” he said sharply. Dex flinched and I had to work hard to keep my cool. “We’re not going to the warehouse after all.”
I looked up in the mirror at him and forced a casual tone. “Uh, our boss said we had to stick to the coordinates you gave him. Otherwise we’re not going to get paid, and I can’t afford—”
The cold barrel of a gun pressed against my temple. “You don’t have a boss anymore, Narc, but you might want to talk to the man upstairs cuz you’re going to be meeting him real soon.”
“Fuck.” Dex stared down at the tattoo on his arm. We’d all had a good laugh about it when he’d gotten it. He’d even scored a few dates because of that tattoo. That fucking zipper tattoo.



 


CHAPTER 8
LUKE
GUNNER MANAGED TO hit every pothole in the road, and my head smacked the metal wall of the truck each time. The lump on my head didn’t help. The ridge Dreygon had left on my flesh hurt plenty too. But none of it mattered. Angel had come out to see me this morning, and her plea to get her out of the compound played over and over in my head.
Strangely enough, every time I did something that I was sure would get me strung up in the dungeon or even killed, Dreygon shocked the hell out of me by showing appreciation for it. In his own creepy way, he seemed to like me. Gaining his trust was key. It was the easiest way out of the compound, other than dying. I’d gone through an escape scenario in my head a dozen times. It had all started with gaining enough of Dreygon’s confidence that he would allow Angel and me to drive out of the compound together on some brief excursion. From there I’d contact the agency tell them where we were and they could come pick us up. It would be messy from that point on but with my protection, I was sure I could keep Angel safe.
Keeping my true identity hidden hadn’t been a problem yet. Up until the night before, I’d been cautious and there’d been no real missteps. But rage had gotten the best of me. The asshole had been bleeding badly from his nose but his eyes had definitely rounded as I leaned down to threaten him. It was hard to know if it had been my warning or the face of a dead man that had stunned him. My only hope was that the two clubs had little or no communication. It was obvious from Dreygon’s reaction, to the two men invading what he’d obviously deemed his personal watering hole, that there was no love lost between the clubs.
The truck slowed and then turned sharply. The lack of windows suddenly made me sympathize with the lizards I used to carry around in shoeboxes. The motor turned off, and the driver and passenger doors opened and shut. For a second my heart beat faster thinking that Bent for Hell might already have alerted Dreygon. Maybe I was being taken to a far away location to be shot and dumped. The doors to the back swung open and Jericho motioned me out. There was nothing murderous in his expression. For now, it seemed, I was still part of the crew.
The sun had just started its long climb into the sky. A chill still lingered in the air. We were in an empty parking lot behind a building I didn’t recognize. In fact nothing about the place was familiar. Two doors rolled up on the building. A box truck that matched the one we’d driven in rolled out. This one had small windows placed strategically in each side and in the back doors. We moved quickly. The man who’d pulled the truck out said nothing to us as we climbed inside. He climbed into the empty truck and pulled it into the building. The doors rolled back down and the transaction was complete. I played my part and kept watch around the area with my weapon ready.
Seconds later we were on the road in the matching truck. Only this time, the box wasn’t empty. Dozens of large wooden crates were piled in the center. The wood smelled moldy as if the guns had traveled a good distance.
I sat down on a crate and watched out the back window of the truck. Keeping an eye on all three sides wasn’t going to be easy, but it was still early enough that the highway was mostly deserted. The main scenario that had played out in my head during the ride over was that the feds or ATF agents would be on the trail of these weapons. It would be a fast way out of this whole thing, but I would be leaving Angel behind. And once I left, it would be hard to get back to her. She might even be swept up in the whole damn thing. Dreygon was a fool, and he took way too many chances with her life.
I glanced through the slats on the crates. It looked like there were two submachine guns in each container. I was sitting on about a hundred weapons with a street value of a hundred grand, a sizeable haul for someone like Dreygon, but not necessarily big enough to get the attention of the feds.
Lack of sleep, a long night and the rhythmic movement of the truck made my lids heavy. It was a struggle to keep my attention on the windows.
Jericho slid open the door between the cargo space and the front seat. “How’s it going back there?” he asked.
“It’s going. How much longer? I’m fucking starved.”
“We’ve got about ten more miles until we hit the turn off to the compound.”
“I wasn’t given a lot of details about this. Are we worried about cops or something else?”
“Dreygon’s usually pretty thorough and clean when he does something like this, so we’re not too worried about cops.” I smiled thinking about the fact that he had one guarding his valuable cargo. “Rival clubs get wind of this though and they try to sweep in and reap the rewards without doing any of the leg work . . . “ He looked back into the box. “Or up front costs. Pure profit if they can get their hands on it. Dreygon put just about everything he had into this load. Hopes to double his money.”
Gunner laughed but stayed his eyes on the road. “There aren’t too many banks that can give you that kind of return on your investment.”
“Unless you’re robbing it.” I glanced out the back and side windows. There was a small trail of dust kicking up in the empty landscape outside the side window, which could have been caused by any number of things. I kept my eyes on it. After a few minutes the stream of dust subsided. A gust of wind or a coyote running through the shrubs, no doubt.
Jericho left the sliding door open, and I was thankful for the flow of air. “So what did you say to Belkin last night?” he asked. “Cash said he looked as if he was about to have a stroke after you leaned over him.”
“I take it Belkin is the jerk with the skeleton hand tattoo?” I stalled for time on my answer.
“Yeah, that’s him. He’s a real asshole.” He laughed. “But you gave it to him good. What did you say to him?”
My mind had drifted away from formulating an answer to a new unexplained cloud of dust in the landscape. I went to the window and peered out.
Jericho glanced back. “You see something?”
“Don’t know. It’s weird but I keep seeing trails of dust being kicked up out there, and I can’t figure out what’s causing them.”
“Probably just some animals,” Gunner said. “This time in the morning they’re all out hunting. What the hell?” He slowed the truck. I leaned down to look through the front window. “Is that that fucking chicken farmer?” Gunner sneered.
The pick-up truck was sideways across the road, and there were empty animal crates strewn across both lanes.
Jericho shook his head. “Stupid old fool.”
My mind raced. I was a mess that day, the day the chicken farmer had yanked me out of his truck and dumped me to die, but chances were he would recognize me. Then two pieces of a puzzle came together, and I was stunned I hadn’t seen it right away. “Don’t stop,” I said quickly.
“I can’t drive through all those fucking crates,” Gunner said. He pulled the truck to a stop and went to open his door. I put my hand on his shoulder. He nearly turned around and hit me.
Now there were two streams of dust in the landscape. “It’s an ambush,” I said.
Gunner’s face paled. Jericho and Gunner pulled out their guns and I squeezed through the crates to the side window and slid it open. There were three streams of dust now, and they gathered together overhead in a giant cloud. They were firing on us long before the jeeps busted through the dusty haze. A bullet shattered the driver’s side window but missed Gunner.
“Do any of these UMPs have ammo?” I asked.
“Don’t think so,” Jericho said quickly. He opened his door and slid out and Gunner dropped out behind him. They ducked behind the truck and maneuvered into positions that would allow them a few wild shots but not much more.
Three jeeps were heading toward us. The chicken farmer had already jumped back into his truck. He turned the truck back onto the road and took off, leaving a mosaic of chicken crates behind.
I lifted my weapon and waited for their vehicles to get close enough. It was the Bent for Hell club. The first jeep was within striking distance. I fired and the windshield disintegrated. The jeep came to an abrupt halt, and both men jumped out and raced around to take cover behind the vehicle. Their gun barrels came up over the back seat. I dropped to the ground as they sprayed the truck with bullets. In the lull, I jumped up and peered out. One of the attackers looked straight at me and aimed his gun at the small window. I fired first. A red hole appeared on his forehead. His eyes went wide as if he was shocked that he’d gotten hit. Then he dropped.
The other jeeps quickly became shields for our attackers as they nearly fell out of their vehicles and ducked behind them. Jericho fired a few shots over the front of the truck, but his position made it tough for him to take clear aim. Angry bullets flew from behind the jeeps. They were shooting wildly, quantity over quality, hoping a bullet would land somewhere of importance. I was trained differently. I peered up through the window and shot straight into the front grill of a jeep. Fluid oozed out of the front of it. I scanned the angry faces peering over the seats, but none of them looked familiar. Belkin, as Jericho had called him, was most likely nursing a very broken nose. Which was fine. When I took him out, I wanted him to see my face as I did it.
The cargo box on the truck had been fortified with extra sheets of metal but some of the bullets managed to pierce through. I stayed low beneath the window and dropped flat when they sent another volley of bullets my way. It ended abruptly. I peered up. It seemed they were figuring out what to do about the invisible asshole in the back of the truck. I wasn’t going to wait around and find out what they came up with.
“Hey Reno,” Jericho called into the truck, “you still alive?”
“Yeah but they’re making Swiss cheese of this truck. Be ready,” I said.
I stretched up and took aim at a tire on the second jeep. The vehicle tilted to one side as the tire blew apart. There was only one more vehicle to disable. It had no windshield but it was still mobile. And it seemed that notion was finally dawning on them. They moved toward the one good jeep and piled in. They yanked in the dead man.
“Keep low and get in,” I called out to Gunner and Jericho. “Let’s get out of here.”
Gunner slid into the driver’s seat, and Jericho fell into the cab after him. Gunner started the truck. “We’ve got two flat tires,” he said.
“Doesn’t matter,” I said. “Just plow through those crates.”
The jeep, now loaded down with men, was moving slowly through the loose dirt. I moved to the back window. As the jeep climbed up onto the road I fired a shot into the engine. The box truck limped down the road on two flats, but it didn’t matter. Our ambushers had no way to follow.
The last few miles seemed to stretch on forever, and the journey over the crude path to the compound nearly ended with the truck in a ditch. By the time we pulled through the compound gates, Dreygon and Cash were waiting with Max. For the first time since I’d met Dreygon, the stone exterior had cracked. He looked anxious, but I was sure he was far more worried about his cargo than his men. Jericho opened the back doors, and I hopped out. Gunner was already filling Dreygon’s head with the details.
Some of the icy facade had returned as the old man surveyed the damage to the truck. I got the sense that Gunner had left out one very important detail. And I was sure there was nothing too nefarious about his motive for withholding it other than the fact that it was a huge deal. I’d taken out one of the Bent for Hell crew members. There would be retribution.
Dreygon looked in the back at his cargo and then walked to where we were standing. “You did good. Everything is here. I’ll make some calls to see who double crossed us.”
“Dreygon. . . “ Gunner scrubbed his hair back as he spoke and then he looked at me.
“There was a casualty,” I said.
Dreygon turned to me.
“I took one of the men out.”
“You sure he was dead?”
I nodded. “Hole right between his eyes.” I’d only ever killed one other person while on duty as a DEA agent, and it had taken me a long time to deal with it. This time it was like taking out enemies in a video game. After what Bent for Hell had done to Dex, I was ready to blow all their heads off. It had taken a lot of restraint not to take out more of them, and by the look on Dreygon’s face, it had been a good thing too.
Dreygon stared down at the ground in thought. I never knew how the man was going to react. The night before I was sure I was going to be beaten into a bloody pulp for messing up his arranged marriage plans. Instead he’d congratulated me. Then without warning he pounded me for calling him crazy old man.
Dreygon brushed his hair back with his fingers. “I’ll let the club know to be on alert. In the meantime, no one enters or leaves this place. We’re on lockdown until things calm down. Gracie has breakfast ready, so eat up. We were going to make a supply run today, but now we’ll have to live on what’s left in the kitchen.” With that, he strode away.
I headed to the kitchen. Angel was standing on the front porch wearing a faded army green t-shirt, jean cut-offs and her black army boots. She was flanked on each side by the pit bulls. Everything about her was such an inconsistency. The gritty edge of her second-hand clothing couldn’t hide the delicate, gossamer beauty beneath. Just looking at her made the blood course through my veins.
I climbed the steps and put my arms around her. “Shit, what’s that phrase? Sight for sore eyes?” I breathed in her citrusy fresh scent. “In fact, you are good for every sense, not just my eyes.” I kissed her forehead.
“What happened?” she asked. “My grandfather looked worried.”
I didn’t answer at first.
“Luke?”
“We were ambushed by Bent for Hell, but everyone made it back. So we’re good. She would hear soon enough that we were on lockdown and the reason why, but it wasn’t something I wanted to tell her. She’d grown up in this wild, lawless world and little shocked her, but I wasn’t anxious for her to know that I’d taken another man’s life.
She reached up and pressed her palm against my face. “You look really tired, Reno,” she said quietly. Her eyes looked glassy as she continued. “I should have put some ice on your head and back last night.” There was a waver in her voice. “I should have at least given you an aspirin or something. I feel so terrible.”
I took her wrist and pressed her palm against my mouth. “I let you down, Angel. I’m sorry.”
She shook her head. “No, it was my grandfather who let me down, and I’m getting really tired of it too.” She took my hand and led me inside.
The aroma of pancakes and maple syrup made my mouth water. “Just remembered— I’m starving.”
I sat at the counter. “Where’s Gracie?”
Angel focused on her task of filling a plate with pancakes. “She’s got a headache again. My grandfather has to take her to the doctor today or I’m going to ask one of the guys to drive us into town.” She slid the plate across to me and immediately caught the look on my face. “What’s wrong? Not enough syrup?”
“No, the syrup is fine. I don’t think you’ll be able to take her to the doctor today.”
“I know he’s a stubborn old man, but I’ve got some tricks up my sleeve.”
The screen door swung open. Jericho and Gunner walked inside. “Hell yeah, you must have been reading my mind, Evie. I was just thinking pancakes and syrup.”
“Then it was Gracie reading your mind. She decided on pancakes.” Angel forked another stack of pancakes onto two plates and passed them across the counter.
Jericho pulled up the stool next to me. “Hell of a morning, eh, Reno? Shit, if I was ever in a bomber plane or in an army tank, I sure as hell would want you on the guns.”
Angel looked puzzled. “Why is that?” she asked the question to Jericho but looked at me for an answer. Gunner supplied her with it.
“Your boy shot down one of the Bent for Hell crew.” He added sound effects as he pressed a finger to his forehead. “Dreygon has us on lockdown.”
Angel turned to me.
“I was about to tell you.”
She sat down. “Shit, I’ve got to get Gracie to a doctor.”
“Yeah, that ain’t gonna happen,” Gunner muttered over a mouthful of pancake.
“I’m sure we won’t be stuck here for long. Dreygon will probably work some deal with Griffin,” Jericho said.
“Yeah, a life for a life,” Gunner said with a grim laugh. He pointed his fork at me. “Guess that would be you.” He laughed again.
“Oh, shut the hell up and finish your breakfast,” Angel said. “I’ve been stuck in here all morning and I want to clean up and be done.”
Jericho and Gunner sucked down their breakfasts. I stayed behind to help Angel clean up. She’d been quiet the rest of the meal. “Is that the first time you’ve ever killed someone?” she asked over the running faucet water.
It was a question I should have expected but it still caught me off guard. She sensed my apprehension to answer.
“Sorry, I should have known better than to ask that after what you went through with your best friend.”
“This wasn’t the first time,” I said. And that answer seemed to be enough for her.
She continued washing the dishes but didn’t ask anything more. Sometimes I could read her face but today there was such a mix of emotions that I had no idea what she was thinking, except that she was very worried about her aunt. I picked up a towel to dry the dishes, but she took it from my hand. “You look so tired. Go get some rest.”
“I need to take a shower first. Are you sure you don’t want me to stay and help.”
“I’m sure.”
I stood there for a second. Her silence was killing me. “Angel—”
She put down the towel. “I’m not upset about what you did. You were doing what my grandfather asked of you. And I’m the one that dragged you into this.”
“Stop saying that. You saved my life. This was all meant to be, remember? You and me were meant to be.”
“Just don’t judge me by what goes on in this place. Sometimes I feel like I don’t really exist, like I’m just a shadow that got trapped within the ugly walls.”
I took her hand. “As far as I’m concerned you’re the only thing that is real.” There were moments like this one when I contemplated telling her the truth, my truth. I’d convinced myself that her aversion to Dreygon’s lifestyle would lessen the impact. But I wasn’t ready. I knew I was being a fucking coward. I’d replayed the major confession in my head more than once. If we managed to earn some freedom, I planned to tell her long before we hit the main road. That way she still had a choice. It would destroy me but I would let her know first in case she wanted to turn back.
She leaned against my chest. “I’m just worried about my aunt.” A smile tilted her lips. “I guess if we’re locked in then we’ll just have to make the best of it, like two lovers being snowed in at a remote mountain cabin.”
“Now that’s what I call finding the positive in a bad situation.”



 


Chapter 9
Angel
Five days was long for Chance. The horse had pent up energy, which made cleaning his pen a little precarious. As usual, he followed me around as I mucked up after him, but instead of plodding behind with heavy feet, he trotted and occasionally reared up.
“Shit, I’m standing watch out here to make sure there are no snipers in the wilderness, but I’m beginning to think I should be in there,” Luke said. “That horse looks like he’s about to explode.”
“He just needs to get out. If I could just take him out there in the meadow and trot him around—”
Luke shook his head before I could finish my suggestion.
“You’d be like a sitting duck up there on that giant horse.” He turned and surveyed the surrounding landscape. There were plenty of trees and shrubs to hide anyone who might be out there. My grandfather had been unable to talk to Griffin since the incident. They were actually old friends who’d started out in the Hell club together as twenty year olds. Grandpa never talked about it much, but it seemed the two of them had done some pretty wild things together. Eventually, Grandpa went off on his own, and since then Griffin had always considered him a traitor. But they still had the mutual bond of being members of an outlaw club.
Several chickens squawked and fluttered their wings at each other, startling Chance. He kicked up and swirled his head around like a giant wrecking ball. I waved my arms to push him back.
“That’s it,” Luke said. He climbed into the pen and stood between Chance and me. He put the pistol in his waistband, held his arms up and waved Chance back farther. The horse wasn’t thrilled about having him in the pen, but I was able to finish up without getting a hoof print on my head.
We climbed out. “You’re pretty brave, Reno. I don’t know anyone else who would have climbed in there with Chance when he’s in that wild stallion mood.”
“You were in there,” he reminded me.
“Otherwise, there would be a mountain of shit. I’m just glad I have a month’s supply of hay. Don’t know what I’ll do if this lockdown goes on much longer.”
“Well,” he said suggestively, “at least we haven’t been too bored.” He reached out to grab me, but I backed away.
“I’m not hugging you with that gun in your pants.” I leaned over and kissed him without our bodies touching. “Even though you look dangerously sexy when you’re holding that thing.”
“Yeah?” He reached across and ran his finger along the top of my tank top. Just that small touch sent shockwaves through me, and instantly my knees weakened. We’d been having sex morning, noon and night, and yet all I could think about was having more.
“We should probably go start the afternoon’s entertainment,” he suggested.
I took his hand. “As I’ve told you before, Reno, you never have to ask twice.”
The yard was quiet as we walked through it to my cabin. Cash and Max had been using the long stretch of lockdown to catch up on motorcycle maintenance. Their voices and the clanging of metal rolled out of the garage. Candy and Rose spent most of their time smoking pot and watching soap operas, and I was pretty sure they were keeping Jericho entertained in between episodes. I’d hardly seen my grandfather, and I considered that a blessing. I’d managed to keep Gracie’s blood pressure a bit lower by making her rest in a dark room for several hours a day. I’d taken over most of the kitchen duties, but there was little to do. After a long summer of eating berries the bushes were empty, and the few vegetables I’d managed to grow in the dry climate were finished too. We were getting down to eggs, of which we had an endless supply.
We stepped inside the cabin. Luke walked over and put the gun on my dresser and reached in for a condom. “Holy shit, our supply is low.”
I laughed. “There are several large boxes full of condoms in the warehouse where they keep the black market supply of over the counter stuff. We might run out of food, but we’ll be able to fuck all we want.”
“And I’m completely fine with that.” He walked over and pulled my shirt off over my head. Then with a flick of his fingers, he’d removed my bra.
“You are remarkably talented at taking off bras,” I said.
“I’ve had a bit of practice, I guess.” I reached for his pants but he stopped me. He unzipped my shorts and they dropped around my boots. My panties slid down with them.
I leaned down to unlace my boots.
He shook his head again. “I love those damn boots. Leave them on.”
“They smell like horse shit.”
“True. But leave them on anyway.”
I held his arm for support while I shimmied my shorts and panties off over the boots.
He walked over, sat on the bed and gazed at me. I was completely naked except for my worn black ankle boots. My nipples hardened, and heat pulsed between my legs as he stared hungrily at me.
“Wish I had a fucking camera,” the low, gritty tone of his voice was one I knew well.
I held my arms out. “So, you like what you see?” I turned around slowly and wiggled my ass a bit. By the time I’d turned back around, he’d pushed his shoes and pants off. He leaned back on my bed. I bent down to unlace the boots.
“Leave them,” he commanded.
He stared up at me with dark, glassy eyes as I threw my leg over and straddled him. His hard cock pressed against my pussy. I leaned over and kissed him. He reached for me but this time I stopped him. I took hold of both of his wrists and placed his hands next to his head. “This time you’re my captive, and I’m running the show . . .in my big, black horse shit smelling boots.”
I scooted back and pushed his t-shirt up to expose the muscular ridges of his stomach and chest. I ran my tongue along his skin. He lifted his hand to touch me. I reached over and pressed it back down on the mattress. I shook my finger at him. “Don’t make me get the bandana.”
He smiled, lowered his head back and closed his eyes. I dragged my tongue over his abdomen to the dark path of hair leading to his thick, hard cock. I pushed his legs apart and knelt between them. I cupped his balls with one hand and took his cock in the other. He groaned as my fingers wrapped tightly around him. Another deep sound rolled from his throat as my mouth covered the glistening tip of his erection. My hand moved up and down the long shaft as my tongue played with the tip. I moved my mouth down over him, and he pushed farther into my throat. I teased his cock with my mouth and my hand.
“God, Angel, your mouth is like fucking heaven.”
The solid, hot feel of him in my hands coupled with the rough, urgent sound of his voice made me moist with desire. I brought him close to the edge, but my own greed kept me from finishing. I wanted him between my legs. His body tensed as I drew my mouth and hand away, and he looked up at me with an unfocused gaze. I pushed the condom on and climbed over him. I pressed my palms down over his hands as I slid down over his cock. The second I released him, he reached down and grabbed my ass. He pulled me down harder over him. We moved against each other. His fingers pressed into my flesh, and my pussy splintered into a million pieces as he thrust harder into me. He held me tightly over him as we climaxed together.
I dropped down next to him and he pulled me into his arms. “Gee, that just never gets old,” I said.
His deep laugh bounced off the walls. “Every time feels like the first time. Oh wait, that’s not true. The first time was in a girl’s old playhouse, and it wasn’t all that great.”
I looked up at him. “Holy shit, how old were you?”
“I was fifteen and she was seventeen. I’d ridden over on my skateboard to see her. We were hanging out in her backyard, talking and flirting. Her old playhouse was sitting there in the corner of the yard beneath a giant avocado tree. Just seemed as good a place as any. Especially because her mom was inside cooking dinner. She might have noticed if we’d gone at it on the back lawn. It was pretty cramped quarters and it smelled like melted crayons. My naked ass landed right on her doll tea set. Smashed the hell out of the tea cups and ended up with a circle shaped cut on my butt cheek. But even under those harrowing conditions, it was worth it. At least to me.”
I lowered my head to his shoulder. “A fifteen year old virgin? How long— ten seconds?”
“Maybe five? She was pretty disappointed, but I walked out of that Strawberry Shortcake playhouse like a fucking rooster on steroids.”
I laughed and snuggled against him. There were so many moments like this in our days, moments where it was easy to believe that nothing else existed outside of the cozy walls of my cabin. I closed my eyes. “Wonder what time it is,” I said sleepily. Then my eyes popped open. “I don’t smell anything.”
“Thanks,” Luke said, “good to know.”
“No, I mean it seems like Gracie should have started up the griddles already.” I got up and plucked my shorts off the ground. He propped up an elbow and watched me dress. Even that simple gesture stirred me. “Sometimes Gracie sleeps deeply. I’m glad she’s been resting so much. I’ll go prod her awake.” I finished dressing and smiled down at the boots that were already on my feet. “That’s convenient. So— scrambled, fried or sunny side up?”
Luke groaned and rolled down onto his back. “I just wish those fucking chickens were laying cheeseburgers instead of eggs.”



 


CHAPTER 10
LUKE
I PULLED ON my jeans and shoes. Angel disappeared into the kitchen as I stepped out onto her porch. Jericho was heading across the yard, looking as if he was bursting with information. I hoped it had to do with some kind of truce and an end to the compound’s lockdown. Angel was anxious to get her aunt to a doctor. And since the whole lockdown had been my fault, I felt doubly crappy about it.
“Where’s Angel?” Jericho looked past me as if he expected her to step out behind me.
“She went over to wake Gracie from her nap. What’s up?”
“All kinds of heavy shit going down.”
“Yeah?” I walked down the steps. “Did Dreygon finally reach the Bent for Hell president? What the hell’s his name?” I still tried my best to look completely novice in the MC world.
“Griffin. And there’s a reason Dreygon hasn’t been able to contact him. It’s the same reason we haven’t seen any form of retaliation. Some of our members in Reno said a few of the Bent for Hell crew got taken in for questioning. And you’ll never guess for what.”
I shrugged. “Drugs?”
“Nope. They found the remains of a narc, a DEA agent somewhere near Tahoe.”
Behind these walls, I’d perfected my ‘whatever’ expression, but the wind had been knocked from me and it took me a second to compose myself.
“I know, big stuff, huh?” Jericho took my change in demeanor as a ‘wow that’s unbelievable’ reaction.
“Yeah, big stuff,” the words barely cracked out of my throat, but Jericho was no longer paying attention to me. He stared over my shoulder at something behind me. His brow creased. “What the hell is wrong with Evie?”
I spun around. Angel was crying as she raced across the yard toward us. I caught her before she fell headlong into the dirt. “Whoa, what’s wrong?”
She was shaking and crying so hard she could barely catch her breath and then I knew. Something had happened to Gracie. “Where’s Dreygon?” I asked Jericho.
“I’ll go get him.”
“Tell him to hurry,” Angel cried after him. “Gracie’s had a stroke.” I followed her back to the kitchen.
Her aunt was stretched out on the futon. Her arm was hanging limply to the floor, and her mouth and face looked flaccid and pulled down to one side. Angel knelt beside her aunt and placed her hand on her forehead. “We’re going to get you some help, Auntie,” she sobbed.
Once again, I felt helpless. Angel had come to my aid so often in the past weeks, and when she needed me, it always seemed I was incapable of helping her. “What can I do?” I asked, knowing full well it was a useless offer.
Angel didn’t take her eyes off her aunt. “There’s a medication that can minimize the damage if it’s given within a few hours of the stroke.” Her shoulders shook. “I hadn’t checked on her in a while. It might already be too late.” She stood and ran to me. I circled my arms around her. She pressed her face against my chest. “It will take an hour before any ambulance can get out here. If my grandfather even allows it.”
The kitchen door flew open. It was a strange sight, seeing a man like Dreygon Sharpe distraught, but the look on his face could only have been described as anguish. He moved slowly, as if he had weights on his ankles, toward Gracie. I always thought of the woman as Angel’s aunt, but I’d rarely put her in the context of being Dreygon’s daughter. That reality became profoundly obvious as he walked over to the couch. He leaned down and picked up her limp hand. Gracie stirred slightly from his touch. He smoothed his hand over her forehead and for the briefest moment in time, Dreygon Sharpe appeared vulnerable, human like the rest of us. “I’ve called for an ambulance to meet us at the road, but it’ll be at least forty-five minutes.” He looked at Angel for reassurance that Gracie would be all right even with the delay of medical help. Angel’s knowledge of medicine and first aid was impressive, but this went beyond her skills.
“There is a drug they inject with certain strokes that will stop the damage, but it has to be given within several hours of the first symptoms.” Angel had calmed down considerably. She spoke in a measured tone as if she was a doctor giving information to a distressed father. Then her composure melted as quickly as it had appeared. She ran to her grandfather and threw her arms around him. It was the first real show of affection I’d seen between them.
An engine rumbled outside the kitchen door. “That’s Cash with my truck.” Dreygon motioned for me to pick up Gracie’s legs, and he took her shoulders. Angel held open the kitchen door and we carried her to the truck. Angel hopped in the opposite side and cradled Gracie’s head in her lap. Dreygon slid into the driver’s seat.
I came around to his side. “Angel will be safer in the ambulance with her aunt.”
He nodded. I stepped out of the way. The truck tires kicked up gravel as Dreygon turned it around and drove out of the compound.
***
It had been two hours. Cash and Jericho had settled on the table and benches outside with beers. I walked over and pointed at a beer questioningly. Cash nodded.
I picked up the can and sat down. “Any word?” Being without a telephone had been much easier than I thought, especially because the only person I really wanted to talk to had been right by my side every day.
“Nothing yet,” Cash said. The first few weeks Cash had barely said two words to me. We still hadn’t had any big long conversation, but he wasn’t ignoring me anymore either. “We were just talking about the Bent for Hell club and the dead DEA agent.”
It was a topic I’d dreaded. Gracie’s emergency had interrupted Jericho, and I’d hoped the subject would be dropped for now.
Cash looked at me across the table. “I guess they really did a number on the guy. Took them awhile to identify what was left of him. No more teeth apparently.”
I stared down at my beer, knowing full well that Cash was telling me the details and gauging my reaction. I had to keep myself from crushing the can in my fist.
“That sucks.” I took a drink of beer, but my throat was tight.
Jericho looked over at me and now I regretted joining them. “What sucks? That they’re questioning Griffin and his club, or that the guy got so messed up they couldn’t even identify him?”
I shrugged and gulped back the beer. There was no way to get up now without them thinking it strange. The beer can smacked the table harder than I’d intended. “Both, I guess.”
Cash slugged back his beer and popped open another. “What did you say to Belkin the other night at Mickey’s?”
They were trying to corner me, but I was done with their interrogation. “Who?” I asked innocently.
“The asshole you kneed in the face,” Cash continued. “You leaned over and said something that scared the shit out of him.”
“Don’t remember. I was just trying to show Dreygon that I was with you guys. I guess I just threatened to hurt him more. Don’t know for sure. Why is it such a big fucking deal? Is that the guy they arrested?”
“Yeah, that’s one of them.” Cash’s phone rang, and he pulled it out of his pocket. “Hey, what’s up?” He waited for a response. “Sorry to hear that, Boss. She was a good lady. Are you and Angel heading back?” He paused. “All right. See you soon.” He put the phone down. “Gracie didn’t make it.” Cash stood from the table. “I’ll go let the others know.”
Jericho shook his head. “Shit. This is going to be really hard on Evie.”
“Yeah.” I got up. “Thanks for the beer.” I walked back to my cabin to wait for Angel to return. I was going to be there for her if she needed me. I really fucking hoped she needed me because I sure as hell needed her.
 



 


Chapter 11
Angel
The landscape whirred by as the truck headed along the highway. My eyes ached from crying and my head felt as if it was filled with air.
“I’m just glad your grandmother isn’t around. Losing both daughters would have been too much.”
“What about you?” I asked sharply. “I warned you many times that Gracie’s high blood pressure needed to be dealt with. You ignored it just like you ignored it when Mom started losing her mind. Both of them could have been helped. The only reason you’re childless now is because of the life you lead.”
His thick fingers twisted around the steering wheel. “I’m not going to argue with you tonight, Angel. It’s not the time or place.” It was one of those rare times when he was the rational one and I was the unstable one. But the true impact of Gracie dying hadn’t even hit yet. I was still numb from shock, but losing her had just made life at the compound that much worse.
I slumped down in the seat like a rag doll and closed my eyes. My head ached and my stomach felt sick. Like a lame horse, the truck trudged along the unpaved road to the cement tower, a tower that I’d been locked in forever. A tower I was ready to climb out of at any expense.
Jericho opened the gate and we drove through. I already felt her absence and the place seemed a little darker because of it. There were no lights on in Luke’s cabin. I would have been disappointed if my entire body hadn’t already been shaken to its core. We parked the truck and I ran to Jericho.
“So sorry, Evie.”
I hugged him and realized that I’d missed his arms. I’d been horrible to my best friend. Since Luke’s arrival, I had basically ignored him. He deserved better.
I peered up at him. “You’re the best friend a girl could have, Richo. Promise me we’ll always be friends.”
He squeezed me tighter. “Always, Evie.”



 


CHAPTER 12
LUKE
THE LOUD RUMBLE shook the cabin walls and windows, and I shot straight up in bed. The cabin was completely dark but then a flash of bright light lit it. Then blackness quickly followed. I’d fallen asleep. The one time when I’d hoped to stay awake, to wait for Angel, I’d dropped off into a deep sleep. I pulled on my shoes. Another flash of light was followed by thunder. After endless days of nearly cloud free skies and hot sun, a thunderstorm had settled over the compound.
The flickering lights of a television lit up several of the cabins, including Dreygon’s, and I wondered if Angel was with him. When our mom died, the four of us, my dad, my brothers and I had sat around the kitchen table staring at each other in disbelief for several days. Death was a shock that really knocked you senseless. I remembered feeling as if all the energy had been wrung from my muscles and someone had emptied my head. My mom’s relatives came to stay with us, and I wanted badly for all of them to go away so the four of us could just stay there at our kitchen table and wait for Mom to walk back through the door.
A dark ridge of clouds had settled over the mountain peaks like a gray wool hat. The sky lit up with a constant flow of electricity. Only a few heavy drops fell. Angel’s cabin was dark. I wanted to kick myself for falling asleep. She’d come back here to find that I didn’t care enough to stay awake for her.
The television turned off in Dreygon’s cabin. Now I doubted that Angel was there. I walked across the yard to her cabin and climbed the steps. I hesitated, wondering if I should be waking her, but I needed to see her. I needed to let her know that I’d fallen asleep accidentally. I knocked but there was no answer. I tried again but she didn’t respond. Across the way, the two dogs were sitting in front of the kitchen steps.
I headed in their direction. A flash of lightning illuminated the porch. Angel was sitting on the bench that her aunt had always sat on. The cat was sleeping on her lap.
Her eyes were puffy from crying, but she forced a weak smile as she gazed down at me.
“I’m a heel. I was waiting for you but I fell asleep.” I climbed the steps and sat next to her. The cat leapt off her lap and hid under the bench. “When I try to fall asleep, I stay awake. But tonight I tried to stay awake and I dozed right off.”
“Maybe you’ve found a cure for insomnia.” She sounded frail in the shadows of the porch. She leaned her head against my shoulder. “I’m glad you slept.”
“Always the doctor. Always looking for a cure.”
“There’s no cure for this feeling of hollowness.” She laughed weakly. “I wonder what dimwit decided that time was the best cure. If that’s the case then I want to be catapulted a year ahead because this feels so shitty.”
“Yeah, it sure does.”
A crack of thunder shattered the quiet. “Cool thunderstorm, huh? Gracie always used to come over to my cabin and spend the night when there was thunder and lightning.” She laughed softly. “She would tell me that she was worried that I might be scared.”
Angel lifted her head and climbed into my lap. I held her securely in my arms. “It’s all changing, Luke. My world was always fucked up but it seems worse than ever now. Gracie was my one tether to reality. It’s like that one thread hanging from the sweater that you pull and you realize the whole damn thing is unraveling. Gracie was that thread.”
I kissed the top of her head.
“Don’t know how much this helps, but you’ve got me.”
She snuggled against me. “It helps a lot.”
After the beer, I’d gone back to my cabin thinking I had to get out of here in the next few days or this was all going to end badly, but Gracie’s death would make that even more impossible now. Angel would never want to leave her grandfather in the middle of this. But I was running out of time. Cash’s and Jericho’s line of questioning tonight proved that. If I didn’t get out of here soon, I was dead.



 


Chapter 13
Angel
I was surprised at how quickly I’d broken down my grandfather’s refusal to let me leave the compound. Gracie’s death and the turmoil in the club had taken its toll on him. It seemed I rarely saw him anymore when he wasn’t stoned out of his mind. With Griffin and the Bent for Hell MC dealing with their own problems, he had lifted the lockdown. It had taken a rather minor amount of pleading before he agreed to let me climb to the top of Angel’s Ridge with Gracie’s ashes. I planned to sprinkle them over the edge where my mom had fallen from. It just seemed right. Maybe somehow they could find each other again.
Luke met me outside of my cabin. He looked tired and tense, but that was usual for him lately. He’d had it with this place. He wanted to get back to his life, and it seemed he was more anxious than ever to leave. But it wasn’t feasible or safe at the moment. He’d been dragged into the business of the club without ever wanting it. He’d done it for me.
At first, Gracie’s death had made the notion of me leaving harder than before. But I finally felt closure after we’d held a rather unorthodox funeral, consisting of a group of Bedlam members sitting around, getting drunk and talking about her delicious chili and barbecue chicken. Everything was different now. Without Gracie, leaving here would be that much easier.
I pulled my backpack over my shoulder. I’d wrapped the blue urn that held Gracie’s ashes in a cloth to keep it from breaking. Candy and I had baked several of Gracie’s apple pies for the visitors who’d come to pay their respects. I’d wrapped up two slices and stuffed them in the backpack next to the urn.
I looked pointedly down at the gun in Luke’s hand. “I packed up Gracie and some pie, and you’re packing a weapon.”
“Your grandfather insisted. Should I leave it behind?”
I looked at him but didn’t need to say anything.
“Right.” He walked into my cabin and returned without the gun.
“Much better.” I took his hand. “Max shut off the wire fence. It’s a lot faster through the back.”
“How high up is Angel’s Ridge?”
“Remember that hike over the granite slabs to the pond?”
“Uh, yeah. That was a hike I will never forget. Is that where we’re heading?”
“Angel’s Ridge is about two thousand feet above that. The climb gets steeper, and the air gets thinner. Think you’re up to it, Reno?”
“I think I can manage it.”
Chance and the chickens struck up a chorus the second they spotted us coming around the corner. “I have spoiled the hell out of my horse and chickens. They think I’m out here to give them a second breakfast.” I squeezed Luke’s hand tightly in mine. “Thanks for making this trek with me. It’s kind of a long, arduous hike alone.”
“Hey, I get to spend the morning with the only person who matters to me. Can’t imagine anything better. And I have to admit, getting out from behind those stark walls is a bonus.”
“You know it’s easier now,” I said.
Luke peered over at me.
“It’s easier to think of leaving here now that Gracie’s gone,” my voice wavered as it always did when I mentioned my aunt. “You always tell me that I’m a contradiction in this place, but Aunt Gracie was the true contradiction. She never saw the bad stuff, or if she did, she didn’t understand that it was bad. She never saw past the pyramid of sugar cubes she’d built in front of her coffee cup. Everything was sweet and crystal white in her world. And sometimes when I was near her, the bad stuff didn’t seem all that awful anymore. She was my buffer. Now I’ve lost that.”
“I’m glad you had her all this time then. She must be part of the reason you grew up to be so amazing, so grounded.”
“I used to feel grounded, but lately, I’m not too sure. Of course, the hot hunk walking next to me might have something to do with that.”
Luke looked the opposite direction as if he was looking for someone. Then he turned back to me and pointed at his chest. “Oh, you mean me?”
I laughed and grabbed his hand. “Hurry, let’s get out of this wretched place.”
We reached the wire fence and climbed through. We were out. We were on the other side. Luke seemed to feel the same surge of freedom. He picked up his pace and pulled me along.
“What’s on the other side of the mountains?” Luke asked.
It was early, and the sun wasn’t too brutal yet. “Some pretty rough terrain. I mean probably not rough for the likes of Daniel Boone or Lewis and Clarke, but for two twenty-first century marshmallows like ourselves, it’s bad.” We hit the first outcropping of granite slabs and started our climb. “Probably a strange reason for a hike, but I think it’s what Gracie would have wanted. She didn’t really understand the concept of death. In her mind, my mom just left and decided to never come back.” I didn’t need to dwell on sad things. The scenery was breathtaking and so was the man next to me. “Have you done much hiking?”
“I used to hike with my brothers sometimes. My late grandfather owned a ranch in Montana, and there were always plenty of places to hike. That’s where my brother, Gage, lives.”
“So he’s a rancher?”
He laughed. “He likes to think he is. He does break colts as a part time job. But I think that’s just because he loves participating in any activity where broken bones and concussions are a possible outcome. Ranch was really too grand of a word. I guess I always considered it one because as a kid the place looked massive, and my grandfather always had a few cows grazing in his fields. Right now Gage has a logging job to pay for things. My brother, Seth, came out of the navy and went into underwater welding. Another hazardous profession. My dad always used to shake his head and wonder why we all chose such dangerous jobs.”
“I didn’t know being a mechanic was so dangerous.”
“Uh, well, no, not really.” Luke stepped up onto a sharply tilted rock and lowered his hand for me to take. He seemed to be contemplating what to say next. I knew there was something big he kept from me, something that made this whole thing that much more impossible. And that was the reason I hadn’t prodded him more. I didn’t want impossible. I wanted happily ever after. “Angel—”
“Oh no. It’s never good when you start with that tone. Oh, why the hell did I start this conversation? Sometimes I don’t know when to shut up.”
He stopped and turned to me. His dark lashes curtained his eyes. “I need to tell you something.”
His expression was grave. My throat tightened. I was hiking up to a ridge to scatter the ashes of one of the few people in my life that I truly loved. I wasn’t ready for what he wanted to tell me. I pressed a finger against his mouth. “Please, no. Let me say good-bye to Gracie first.”
He nodded.
I hopped up on my toes and kissed him. We continued our climb. The compound shrank in size as we hiked over layer upon layer of rock. The sagebrush and drought hardy shrubs were vanishing and being steadily replaced by fresh smelling evergreens.
“Is that rushing water I hear?” Luke asked.
“Yeah. When we get to the ridge you’ll be able to see it better. It’s from the snow melt. It travels along the inside edge of the mountain for several miles and drops off into a decent sized waterfall.”
“It’s hard to think of all that water when your grandfather’s compound is sitting in the center of a dust bowl.”
“That’s the result of being in the rain shadow of the mountains. But the well he had dug for the compound has never run dry. The ridge is this way. Follow me.” I’d climbed up to Angel’s Ridge only three times since the day my mom had jumped. I walked over to the depression in the rock where we’d sat and ate lunch on that horrible day. The sky was a crystal blue. Only the front edge of the compound was visible. I lowered the backpack to the ground. Luke walked up behind me and pulled me against him.
“Awesome view,” he said. “It’s so quiet up here. Even the animals don’t seem to like to make the hike.”
“Well, I sure couldn’t talk any of those lazy buttheads down in the compound into making the trek. It’s not really all that bad, and I think it’s worth the effort.”
“I’m glad no one else came. I prefer to have you all to myself.” Luke lowered his arms and walked closer to the edge.
My stomach lurched up and down like a yoyo. “Don’t get too close. It always makes me dizzy to look down to the valley below. I get the same feeling when someone else gets near the edge.”
“I can see the river you were talking about. It looks as if it winds all the way down and ends near the road.”
“The road is still a good distance away.” He was constantly searching for possible escape routes, and it broke my heart. “It’s about twenty miles of river and then another five to the road. The next town is miles away.”
He stared longingly down at the water.
I pulled the urn with Gracie’s ashes out of my backpack, unwrapped the cloth and walked over to him. “I’ve been thinking, maybe we just need to sit down with my grandfather, preferably when he isn’t completely wasted, and talk to him. After the night at Mickey’s, he seems to trust you when it comes to protecting me.”
“Yeah, not sure about that. And if it doesn’t work then we’ll have put the notion of us leaving in his head. It’ll be even harder to get out.”
“Yeah, I guess I’m crazy for even considering it.” I opened the lid on the urn. I licked my finger and held it up in the air. “Just making sure it’s blowing in the right direction.” I stared into the soft mound of ashes. “Aunt Gracie, I’ll miss you so much.” Tears welled up as they had so often these last few days. “I hope you find that heaven is filled with apple pies, sugar cubes and everything that makes you laugh. Give mom a kiss for me.” I tossed the ashes, and they floated over the edge of the ridge and fell away from view.
It was amazing to think how drastically my life had changed in less than a month. I’d spent the years after my mom’s death just surviving. With the exception of Aunt Gracie, Jericho and my pets, no one had paid much attention to me. Friendships were rare, but now I had someone who had become an integral part of my life. And I would risk anything to keep it that way.
I turned to Luke. His gray eyes always looked metallic in bright sunlight. “Everything is changing.” I wrapped my arms around him and pressed my face to his chest. “And as sorry as I am that I pulled you into my grandfather’s creepy world, I’m so glad I found you.”
“Angel, I’d follow you into any creepy world you could offer.”
I peered up at him and laughed.
“You’re right,” he said, “this one is already pretty fucking creepy. But you get my meaning.”



 


CHAPTER 14
LUKE
IT WAS THAT sinking feeling you get when you’re not sure why but you know something shitty is about to happen. Or it could have just been because we were back in the compound. After several hours away, hiking through the mountains with Angel, that small taste of freedom had made me even more anxious to leave. Walking thirty or forty miles didn’t seem nearly as impossible now. But I wasn’t sure about Angel. She sensed my urgency to leave but didn’t understand just how volatile the situation had become. I needed to tell her everything, and I planned to do just that once we got back to the cabins.
Jericho, Cash, Gunner and Max were huddled in a circle in front of the kitchen, deep in conversation. Their faces looked grim. My body went rigid. Something was up.
“Wonder what that’s about,” Angel said casually.
Jericho looked up as we approached.
“What’s going on Richo? You guys all look as if someone just ate the last cookie in the cookie jar.” Jericho didn’t smile at her comment. I wasn’t garnering any suspicious glares, which put my mind somewhat at ease. Whatever was going on, it didn’t seem to have anything to do with me.
“Griffin left a message on Dreygon’s phone that there was a truce,” Jericho said.
“That’s good, right?” Angel asked.
Cash shook his head. “He said we were already even. Which means that they must have taken out someone in the club. Dreygon is calling around to find out what’s going on.”
Right then, Dreygon walked out of the kitchen with his phone pressed to his ear. “Yeah, let me know as soon as you hear,” he said before hanging up. He shook his head and came down the steps. “No one has heard anything. Everyone seems accounted for so far. No idea what the hell is going on.” He looked at Angel. “So, you went to the ridge?”
“Yep, she’s floating with her sister now.”
He’d lost both children, but there was only a glimmer of emotion in his hard face. His phone rang. “It’s Griffin.” He answered it. “What the fuck is going on?” he asked sharply. His brow creased, deepening all the wrinkles in his sun-weathered skin, as he listened. “What desert gift? You’ve been snorting too much blow. You’re not making any sense, Griff.”
My body stiffened, and a surge of adrenaline pumped through my veins. Dreygon turned away from us and listened again. His shoulders went rigid and waves of anger seemed to roll off of him. Angel looked questioningly at Jericho. He shrugged in response. He had no idea what Griffin was telling him, but I knew.
My mind raced. I was standing in the middle of Dreygon’s prison with all of his guards standing around me. I was fucked. Angel looked at me. She, no doubt, sensed that something was going on and that it had to do with me.
“Sonavabitch,” Dreygon muttered. He put his phone in his pocket but didn’t face us. His tightly wound posture reminded me of a lion waiting to pounce on its prey. And that prey was me.
“What’s going on?” Cash asked.
Dreygon rubbed his face with his hand and sighed loudly as he turned around. If it had been physically possible, flames would have been shooting from his angry nostrils. He stepped directly in front of me. I didn’t flinch but stared down hard at him as he stuck the barrel of his gun under my chin.
Angel sucked in a breath. “What are you doing?”
Dreygon looked straight at me as he spoke to Gunner and Cash. “Grab him.” They hesitated for only a second and then took hold of my arms.
“Angel knew nothing,” I said quickly. “She had no idea.” The old man in front of me looked insane with rage. He had already proven himself to be a fucking madman, and I worried that he might take this out on Angel. And I would no longer be around to protect her.
Angel reached for her grandfather’s arm. He lowered the pistol and grabbed roughly ahold of her face. She cried out as his fingers dug into her skin. I struggled to free my arms, but Gunner and Cash had an iron grip on me.
“You brought a fucking DEA agent into my compound? You stupid, spoiled girl. I will never forgive your mother for bringing you home.” He released her, and she stumbled back.“You’re crazy,” she screamed at her grandfather. “He’s not an agent.” Dreygon’s fingerprints were still on her skin. Tears ran down her face. She looked at me. “Tell him, Luke. Tell him you’re not,” she cried.
I looked at her. “I’m sorry.” I’d fucked this up badly, and now I was going to lose her for good. It felt as if someone had punched me square in the chest.
Angel swayed on her feet. Jericho raced over and caught her before she collapsed. I’d done this to her. She’d been nothing but honest and good to me, and this was how I repaid her, with a shocking lie that was going to cost me my life. I’d broken my promise to her. I was leaving this fucking hell hole without her.
Dreygon paced back and forth like an angry animal in a cage trying to figure a way out.
“What the hell does Griffin have to do with this bag of shit?” Gunner asked.
Dreygon skewered me with eyes so cold, they were almost not human.
“You want to tell him or should I?”
“It’s all yours,” I said tersely.
“Bent for Hell found out their couriers were undercover DEA agents. They killed one and left the other for dead . . . at my doorstep.” Dreygon chuckled. “Griffin thought it would be a great practical joke leaving a dead federal agent outside my compound. But what he didn’t realize was that my granddaughter thinks she’s a goddamned saint who has to save every stray she finds.”
Tears streamed down Angel’s face.
My teeth clenched. “You fucking scumbag. Leave her out of this.”
The stale smell of weed circled around him as he came toe to toe with me. My fists rounded, which only made my two captors tighten their grips more. I waited for his knuckles to blow into my face but instead he grabbed my throat. “Anything that happens to her is your fault.” His fingers pushed into my neck and I struggled to breathe. “Just remember that as your brain is being splattered by a bullet.” He let go, and I sucked in air.
“Two of Griffin’s men are being held by the cops.” Dreygon looked around at the others. “One of them is Belkin, who saw this asshole the other night at Mickey’s. Griffin is blackmailing me. They haven’t talked yet. If they had, this place would already be swarming with feds and we’d all be in jail.” He pointed an angry finger at Angel. “Including you.”
Angel’s face was pale. She could barely stand on her own, but she lifted her chin defiantly. “I wouldn’t have done anything differently.”
“No, because you’ve got yourself convinced that you are on the side of good and the rest of us are on the side of evil. But you’re part of this club whether you like it or not. And if we all go down then you go down too.” Dreygon sneered at her and continued. “As long as I pay Griffin every penny of profit from my arms deal, his guys will keep quiet.” He turned to me. “Just like you boys with badges, we clubs have a code of honor too. We watch each other’s backs when it comes to the cops.”
“Yeah, our code of honor doesn’t usually include blackmail and illegal arms deals.”
His chuckle grew angrier each time. “Still cocky even when you know your head’s about get a bullet. It’s too bad. If you hadn’t been a fucking narc, you would have been a great addition to the club.”
Angel wrenched free from Jericho’s grasp. “You can’t kill him. It will only make things worse,” she pleaded.
Dreygon’s laugh chilled the warm air.
“You boys tie him up. And tie him up good. You’ve both seen how tough he is.” He stepped toward me again and pretended to throw his fist at me. It was pissing him off that his approach hadn’t made me flinch yet. There was sand and grit in the deep crevices of his leathery skin as he pushed his face up to mine. “I guess this explains why you’re so damn good with a gun and your fists, huh?”
“We feds like to hit whatever we aim at. We’re not make-believe gunslingers like you idiots, just flashing your hardware around with no real talent for using it.”
He pulled his face away and then his fist flew into my jaw. A bone inside my face cracked and sent shockwaves of pain through me. With Gunner and Cash holding onto my arms, my face took the full impact of the hit. The buildings and the people blurred, but Angel’s scream was crystal clear. Cash and Gunner shook me so that I stood up straight.
I stretched my jaw but it only made the pain worse. “Assholes,” I muttered.
Dreygon pointed his gun at me again. “Shut the hell up, Narc, or I’ll shoot your head off right here.”
“Do it then,” I said. “Let’s get it the fuck over with already. Just get Angel out of here first.”
I knew that Angel was still absorbing the significance of my betrayal. She hated me now. She had to. But my love for her was still so strong the only thing that truly bothered me about dying was not being able to hold her in my arms again.
“You’d like that, wouldn’t you, Boy? Have your blood splattered all over my compound. Then they’d finally have me, wouldn’t they?” With his weathered skin, earrings and sinister grin, he resembled a pirate about to send me off the plank. “Gunner, get him tied up and shove him into the truck. Then drive up the river as far as the truck will go. Shoot him in the head and dump him in the water. Hopefully his carcass will get stuck in some rocks and be lost forever.”
“No,” Angel cried. “You’re a monster. I wish you were dead.” Her words seemed to have no effect on him. He was a cold bastard.
“Not going to go to the electric chair for you, Dreygon,” Gunner said.
Dreygon turned to face him. “What the fuck did you just say?”
“I do all your dirty work without question, but I’m not killing a federal agent. That’s like signing my own death warrant.”
Dreygon’s face twisted with anger. He lifted his pistol and aimed it at Gunner. “Why don’t I just sign it for you.” His hand shook as he seemed to be deciding whether or not to kill him.
“I’ll do it,” Cash said. Dreygon pointed the gun at Gunner for a few more tense seconds and then lowered it.
“Max,” Cash said, “go to the dungeon and get some rope.”
“I always thought you were different, Cash,” Angel sobbed. “I was so wrong.”
Cash flinched at her words. I was never quite sure about the guy, but now I knew. He’d volunteered so readily, it was obvious he’d always had it out for me.
Dreygon stared at Gunner with murder in his eyes and then he turned to me. “All this time that you’ve been lying to us, Boy, I guess you were gathering up what you thought was a nice bundle of damning information about this club.”
“You take yourself too seriously, old man. There wasn’t much to gather from this cartoon operation. Up until the load of guns, I didn’t see anything more than an old man sucking in more weed than the audience at a Grateful Dead concert.”
His face twisted at my words.
“I hadn’t really planned to end up here.” I looked at Angel. Her blue eyes were glossy with tears, and the hurt in her face was too much to bear. And I’d caused it. “But I don’t regret one damn minute. I’m just glad I got to spend my last few weeks of life with you, Evangeline. I never knew I could love someone as much as I love you. Every minute has been fucking heaven.” Her tears flowed faster as I spoke, but I would never see her again. I needed for her to know. “I hope you break free from this place and this man. I only wish I could have been the one to save you.”
She ran forward and threw her arms around me. I ached to hold her but my hands couldn’t move.
“You get out of this place, do you hear me? Angels don’t belong in hell.” Her tears moistened my shirt as she pressed her face against me. “Find a way out. Promise me you’ll find a way out.”
“I can’t do it without you.” Her voice was barely audible. “You were supposed to take me with you. We were meant to be together.”
My throat seized up as she spoke. I’d promised her, and now I’d failed her . . . miserably.
Max shuffled across the yard with two ropes slung over his shoulder. He circled behind me. Gunner yanked my hands back and up at a sharp angle, giving me no freedom to try anything. There wasn’t much to try. I was surrounded, and Dreygon had a gun.
Angel still clung to me like she had when Gunner had chained me up in the dungeon. She’d saved me then from the pain of the whip, but I’d done nothing except cause her heartache. Her entire body trembled, and I couldn’t do anything to comfort her.
Cash double checked the knots and pulled them tight enough that my hands began to tingle. Then he stooped down and hobbled my feet so that one six inch step would send me on my face.
I was going to my execution. Several weeks ago, after the nightmarish reality of Dex’s death had hit me, I would have welcomed a bullet to my head. Now I wasn’t ready for the grave. The girl wrapped around me made leaving this life much harder.
“Let go of him, Angel,” Dreygon scolded.
She looked over her shoulder at him. “Fuck you. I’m never going to talk to you again. Cash is going to have to shoot me too.”
It was obvious Dreygon had to restrain himself. “Jericho, go tie her up in the dungeon. She’s been needing a whipping for a long time.”
“Don’t you fucking lay a hand on her,” I yelled. I struggled against the ropes but it was useless. Anger heated my face. “They will get you for this, Sharpe. They are going to lock you up. You’re going to spend the rest of your life waiting for your execution day. And I’m glad of it.”
“You’re lucky then. You won’t have to wait long for yours.” He looked at Jericho. “Take her to the dungeon now.”
Jericho walked over and took hold of Angel’s arm. He tucked her behind him. “No fucking way.”
Dreygon’s mouth tightened with rage. “Did you just say no to me? Maybe I’ll beat the shit out of you first.”
“That’s fine, but you’ll have to kill me before you lay a hand on Evie.”
Dreygon was losing control of his crew. His eyes bulged from his red face. He looked at Cash. “What the fuck are you waiting for? Get this asshole out of here and press the gun close. I want his brains to splatter over the whole fucking mountainside.”
Cash took hold of my arm.
“Luke!” Angel tried to follow, but Jericho had hold of her.
“I’m coming back for you, Angel. Do you hear me? You stay alive because I’m coming back for you.” Cash yanked me, and I fell sideways. My hobbled feet dragged lines through the dirt as he pulled me toward the garage. “Do you fucking hear me, Angel? I’m coming back for you!”
Angel fell to her knees. “Luke, don’t leave me here alone!”
Cash yanked me along. Her plea made me fight harder. I wriggled wildly, and for a second, I was free from his grasp. But the ropes made my limbs useless.
The truck was parked in front of the garage. Cash grabbed me from behind. I swung my head back into his face.
He temporarily dropped his arms. “Fucking hell, would you stop squirming like a trussed up pig.”
“You’ve been waiting for this, haven’t you, you mother fucker? All the time, just watching me from beneath those cool dude black shades, and all the time, you were just itching to shoot me in the head.”
“Yeah, that’s it. You figured me out.” He shoved me hard into the truck, and I fell between the seat and the dash.
My bound legs moved as one, and together, I managed to kick him hard enough that he stumbled back. He caught himself and came at me again. My legs shot out but this time he was ready. He grabbed my feet and twisted them painfully before shoving my legs into the truck and slamming the door shut.
He climbed inside. I struggled up onto the seat. My legs were my only weapon, but all my efforts were useless. I knew they would be, but having to leave Angel had ripped me up inside, and I decided I wasn’t going to go easy. I kicked at his hand as he went to put the keys in ignition. The keys dropped to the floor. Cash sighed and stared down at the steering wheel for a second. The last thing I saw was his massive fist.



 


Chapter 15
Angel
The gates closed behind the jeep, and Jericho finally let me go. My legs felt like rubber. I pressed my arm against my stomach to keep from puking. I flew toward the wrought iron bars. My fingers wrapped tightly around them. The jeep disappeared behind a cloud of dust. Jericho came up behind me, and I spun around and pounded him with my fists. And he let me.
“Why did you stop me?” I cried.
He finally tired of my assault and took hold of my wrists. “What were you going to do, Evie, tackle Cash to the ground? There was nothing you could do. Did you know he was a DEA agent?”
“No.” When I’d discovered who Luke was it had felt as if all the oxygen had been sucked from my head. “He tried to tell me, but I didn’t want to listen.” At first my anguish came from the betrayal. But it was nothing compared to the pain of knowing that I was going to lose him forever. “I won’t stay another day in this place.” I turned around and grabbed the gate again. I put my boot in between two of the bars and tried to hoist myself up.
Jericho put his hand on my arm. “Come on, Evie, a monkey couldn’t climb this gate. I’ll walk you to your cabin. Do you want me to bring you something? Whiskey or a beer?”
“You men are unfuckingbelievable. Do you really think a shot of whiskey is going to help this? Cash just drove off with the man I love and because, like all of you, Cash is a fucking barbarian, he’s going to kill him as easily as if he was putting on shoes.”
Jericho flinched at my harsh words, but there was no way I could stop the rage that flowed through me. “I’m sorry, Richo. I love you, but I can’t stay in here. I will find a way out if I have to dig a fucking tunnel. I want away from this place and from that old man forever.”
I stumbled toward my cabin and pushed inside. The dogs jumped up and followed behind me. The depression of Luke’s long, hard body still remained on my quilt. I ran my hand over it. “Luke.” I dropped to my knees. My head spun and my limbs felt as heavy as stone. There was no word black enough to describe it. Despair was too light and feathery. I saw no way of ever dealing with this. This was anguish that even time could not erase. I curled up in a ball on the floor. The dogs laid down next to me. I wasn’t certain that I would ever move from the spot again.



 


CHAPTER 16
LUKE
MY HEAD SMACKED sharply against glass, but the real pain was in my face. My hands were shoved uncomfortably behind my back, and I couldn’t move them. I opened my eyes and reality came back to me in one sickening thud. I attempted to sit up, but the ropes biting into my wrists and the pain in my head made it tough. I wedged my shoulder against the door to prop myself upright and looked over at the driver.
Cash had dried blood smeared across his face. I’d done it to him with the back of my head. He glanced over at me but then returned his eyes to the rough terrain. The truck climbed a sharp hill of dirt. We hit a soft spot and for a long minute the tires spun.
I glanced over at him. “That would be pretty fucking funny if this thing pitched backward and you died with me.”
He didn’t answer. I stared out the window. The landscape was just as harsh as the desert below only with steeper climbs and more rocks. Nothing friendly about it except shade . . . and water. Dreygon had mentioned the river, and we were driving toward it. It was where Cash would toss my dead body. I saw no way out of this, and all I could think about was Dex. Now I knew how those last hours must have felt. It was a mixture of terror and a strange feeling of resignation. You knew the end was coming and death was always a damn scary notion, but when there was no way to avoid it, it was best to embrace it.
I shook my head. “I promised to help her.” The anger I felt at myself for letting Angel down was almost more overwhelming than the prospect of a violent death. I kicked the floorboards but Cash barely flinched. “I fucking promised her, and now she’s stuck in that goddamned fortress.” I turned to him. “Fuck all of you assholes. When I meet you in hell, I’m kicking everyone of your asses.”
He seemed to consider my threat. “I believe it.”
“I’d always thought Gunner was the biggest prick at the compound, but you look completely at ease in the role of executioner.”
“Gunner likes to think he’s the biggest prick, but he’s a clown.” He pulled the jeep up onto a solid, flat piece of ground.
I couldn’t see the river, but I could hear it. He got out, came around to my side and opened the door. He was definitely on the defense this time.
I looked at him. “Sorry, you’re going to have to carry me like a newly wed bride. I’m not getting out.”
He shrugged. “If you hadn’t been such a cocky sonavabitch then we might have been friends, Reno.”
I looked at him. “It’s Barringer. Special Agent Luke Barringer. And we would never have been friends.”
He reached in and grabbed hold of my arm. I fell out of the jeep, but it didn’t stop him. He dragged me over the rocks and pine needles to the bank of the river. He yanked me to my knees. “Stay still.”
I stared down at the water. It wasn’t a roaring rapid, but it wasn’t a tranquil stream either. I wondered how far I could stay afloat with my arms and legs tied. Cash pulled off his shirt and threw it into the water. Then he peeled off his pants.
I glanced at him over my shoulder. “What the fuck?”
“Don’t flatter yourself.” He stuck his gun in the band on his boxers and pulled out a switchblade. He sawed through the rope on my hands. I moved my arms in a circle to get the circulation back in my hands. “I’m going to let you cut the rope on your feet, but if you try and use it on me, I will go back to the original plan and shoot you in the head.”
A hundred questions flew through my mind, but I didn’t open my mouth. I sat down and cut through the rope around my ankles.
Cash threw his jeans into the river. “Dreygon is going to expect to see blood splattered on my clothes. I’ll tell him that I ditched them to hide evidence.”
I was free of my bindings. I pushed to my feet.
“You’re not out of the woods yet. Literally. Follow this river for as long as you can. It’s a good twenty-five miles until the road.”
“Don’t know how to thank you,” I said completely stunned.
“I do. When you get to Reno, you find Detective Scoffield and tell him I’m ready to get out. I’ll tell him everything he needs to know, but he needs to get me out cleanly.”
“So you’re turning on Dreygon?”
“It’s not about him. Dreygon used to be a different man. He pulled me off the streets. Basically saved my life. But I’m ready to get out. A few years back I witnessed two club members beat a bar owner to death. Detective Scoffield needs my testimony to get the guys. I’m done being loyal to these murderers. I’m just done with all of it. So talk to Scoffield for me.”
“You’ve got it. Will you be all right in the mean time?”
He lifted his gun in the air and fired. Birds were shocked out of their perches and several squirrels ran from their holes. “I’ll be fine. I just killed a DEA agent for Dreygon. Don’t think he’ll question my loyalty. Just don’t get caught, or we’ll both be floating face down in that river.”
“Can you—”
I didn’t need to finish my question. “She hates me now, which is the worst part of all this, but I’ll keep an eye on her. You need to get her out of there and soon. Dreygon is getting crazier each day. Don’t know if it’s the drugs or what, but he’s going out of his fucking mind. And as he loses control and the club falls apart, he gets more dangerous.” He glanced up to the sky. “You’ve only got a few hours of daylight left, so you’d better move it.”
“I’ll talk to Scoffield the minute I get back. Will you let Angel know I’m coming back for her?”
He shook his head. “That’s too dangerous. This is just between you and me.”
“Hey, man, thanks. I won’t forget this.” I headed along the river. If I moved fast enough I could cover a lot of ground before nightfall.



 


CHAPTER 17
LUKE
TWENTY-FIVE FLAT miles could have been covered in four or five hours. I could have run at least half of it, but the same distance with rocks, tree roots and chunks of earth that had been worn away by rain made the trek much slower. And given that I’d already hiked for several hours up the ridge earlier in the day and had only eaten a slice of apple pie for sustenance, my strength was not at its peak. But the adrenaline of being free, the mind blowing rush of having resigned myself to a bloody death and then finding that I would live, gave me enough energy to surge on.
Cash had been holding as many lies as me, it seemed. I wondered how long he’d been wanting out. Angel had told me that he’d been taken in by Dreygon at seventeen. Cash had basically been homeless, and his courage had impressed her grandfather. But now the man who had given him a home had gone mad. The club had saved his life, but he wanted out. And from what I knew about outlaw MC’s, getting out was harder than getting in. Cash would most likely have to go into hiding once he was free of the club. Especially if he was turning in evidence against Bedlam members.
I’d traveled in the shadow of the mountain for several hours. But enough sunlight had trickled through the heavy pine canopy to allow me to see my way without falling into any deep crevices. The river smoothed out in some areas, and I’d considered jumping in and floating downstream to give my feet a break. But the sun would sink behind the mountaintops soon, and the temperature would sink with it. It had already cooled significantly since I’d started.
Unlike when I’d been dropped in the desert, this time I had plenty of the one essential for survival. Water. I’d come to an area where the bank dropped low enough to make access to the water easy. I slid down a mushy slope, crouched next to the river, and scooped up some of the icy water. It was crystal clear, but there was a slight algae taste to it. I lapped it up like a thirsty dog and then splashed some on my face. Somewhere in the chaos of the last few hours, my jaw had been cracked or badly bruised. I wasn’t sure which, but it hurt like hell.
I sat down to rest, and my mind went straight to Angel. We’d spent all our waking hours together for these past weeks, and now, being without her felt completely wrong. Even after she’d been the one to save me, and more than once, she was convinced that she’d stumbled upon me because was I meant to save her. And that hadn’t happened . . . yet. But once I got the hell out of the wilderness, I’d be heading straight back to the compound. I wasn’t sure how any of this would unfold yet, but I was coming back just as soon as I could. Not being there now, when Dreygon was obviously growing more insane each day, made me nuts with frustration. I had to trust that Jericho and Cash would keep her safe until my return. Cash’s dire warning had replayed more than once in my head. I needed to get her out of there soon.
I pushed to my feet and hiked along the river until the path was cut off. I pulled myself up the embankment and found solid ground. My stomach churned with hunger, and my ill-fitting shoes had already ground blisters into my heels. The sun was dropping, and I had less than an hour of light. Travel in this unpredictable terrain would be impossible at night. I would need to find a place to stay for the night soon.
With the insomnia that had plagued me these past weeks, my body had somehow grown used to going without much sleep. It was a newfound skill that would come in handy in the dark. Most of the day critters had stayed out of my way. But the night prowlers were considerably more dangerous and predatory.
As I walked along, I kept an eye out for a good place to wait out the night. Cold air crept down the mountainside, and the thin shirt on my back provided little protection. Each step was taking more and more effort. The rough terrain made it hard to gauge how far I’d traveled. There was still no sign of a road or any civilization. I was completely alone. . . but I was alive.
The forest floor grew soft and loamy as I traveled into an area where I was sure few people had been. The musty smell of tree moss overwhelmed even the pungent smell of pine. Only a few strands of weak sunlight were brave enough to push through the shield of branches overhead.
One wrong step took me careening down a small slope. I lost my balance and fell head over heels until my back smacked against a rock, stopping my progress. I laid there for a long minute catching my breath and letting the pain in my back subside. The shards of blue sky above slowly turned to the pink slabs of dusk.
Moisture from the soil soaked through my shirt. Hunger was definitely taking its toll, and it burned a hole in my stomach. I sat up and peered at the slippery slope I’d just rolled down. Coming down had been painful but fast. Going back up would be a different story.
I pushed to my sore feet. Using exposed tree roots and the occasional solid section of footing, I climbed back up and away from the glacial spray of the river.
I came upon a massive tree with a large chunk missing from its trunk, most likely the result of a lightning strike. I piled up some forest debris inside the crevice and sat down in it. Bark poked my back, and I was sure I wasn’t completely alone in my pine nook, but it seemed the best place around for now. It would definitely be a long night.



 


Chapter 18
Angel
I uncurled from my fetal position. My back and neck were stiff from sleeping on the floor. The dogs had moved onto the comfort of the bed, but I hadn’t had the energy or will to pull myself onto the mattress. I sat up and yanked the quilt around my shoulders. It was still early, but the sun had come up. Then yesterday’s horrid events crept back into my head, and I sank down again.
My eyes ached from crying. I pulled the quilt over my head and buried myself in its soft warmth. I breathed in deeply. Luke’s scent was still fresh. I’d lost him. That reality was so devastating, I wanted to die with the thought of it. There was no one else out there for me except him. Now he was gone, and I was alone in my grandfather’s asylum.
A knock startled me. “Evie, it’s me.”
“Go away, Richo.”
The door opened, and he stepped inside carrying something wrapped in a paper towel. He lowered his hand to me. “I made it myself.”
I looked at the bread smeared thinly with jam. “I couldn’t keep anything down, Richo. You eat it since you had to work hard to make it.”
He sat down on the floor next to me. “I’m really sorry everything turned out this way, Evie.”
“Are you?” He tensed. My coldness hurt him, but I was in too much pain to stop. “It’s just you didn’t seem to like him.”
He grew quiet and stared down at the bread in his hand. Then he shook his head. “All you chicks think you know everything a guy is thinking, but most of the time you’re clueless.”
“I really don’t need this right now, Ri—”
“I was fucking jealous, Evie. How could you not see it? Even he saw it. You think of me as a brother, but I sure as hell don’t think of you as a sister.”
I looked at the side of his face. Sometimes he was too perfectly sculpted to seem real. “I guess I was clueless, Richo. I don’t know what to say.”
“Nothing to say.” A shot rang out. Jericho tossed the bread and pulled me down against the floor. Another shot was fired, followed by my grandfather’s sinister laugh.
“Stay down,” Jericho said sharply. He stooped low and went over to the window. He flinched as another gunshot broke the silence. He lifted the curtains and peered out. “Holy shit, he’s staggering drunk or high or knowing him, both.” Jericho dropped the curtain and crawled back to where he’d left me stretched out on the floor. He dropped down next to me and stared up at the ceiling. “Gunner took off this morning. Packed up his stuff and left. His refusal to kill the fed yesterday put him at odds with Dreygon. He knew he was no longer welcome. Max said Gunner was leaving to go meet up with some of the members. He wants to drum up support for his presidency. He seems to think that this is the time for an overthrow.”
Another bullet whizzed through the air, and I moved closer to Jericho.
“He’s just firing at the sky . . . for now. He looks pretty close to passing out anyway.”
“While I know that Gunner’s refusal was to save his own ass, there was a brief moment in time when I actually liked the guy. But Cash—” my voice broke off. I struggled to push it from my mind, or I’d go insane with the thought of it.
“Cash came back yesterday and disappeared into his cabin. Didn’t want to talk to anyone. Haven’t seen him since. Not sure what the hell is going on with him, but I was as shocked as you.”
“I’ll never forgive him.” The gunshots had stopped. “Do you think he’s done?”
“Maybe. Wait, do you mean with firing into the air or being president?”
“Both, I guess.”
“He probably stumbled back to his cabin to pass out. But as far as his presidency, there are still a lot of people who admire and fear him. Loyalty doesn’t just pop up over night. It takes years of proving yourself, and Dreygon has done that. But he’s become pretty irrational and crazy lately. That kind of behavior loses the loyalty he worked hard to gain. He might be seeing the end of his reign soon. Just don’t know if Gunner has what it takes to step into his shoes.”
“Gunner doesn’t have what it takes, and you know it. Grandpa was prepping you for the role. Surely you know that.”
“No interest. This club is starting to feel like a vice around my chest. I can hardly breathe when I think of it. We’re all fucking prisoners, Evie, even you.”
“I’m not a prisoner, and I’m not part of the club. I’m just here out of circumstance, and I plan to change that.”
With the hailstorm of bullets quieted, Jericho sat up and leaned against the bed. I joined him. “After yesterday, when I refused to take you to the dungeon, it seemed as if Dreygon was done with me too. I’m just waiting until he sobers up. Not sure what he’s going to do next. But freedom from this place is starting to sound pretty good.”
I took hold of his arm. “Thank you for stepping in. I never thought anyone would have to protect me from my grandfather.” My eyes ached again. “Gracie’s gone, and the man I once knew as Grandpa has transformed into something monstrous. And Luke. . . “ I rested my head back and closed my eyes. My head throbbed with the grim truth of it all.



 


CHAPTER 19
LUKE
I WAS STILL stiff from being crouched in a tree all night. Fatigue and hunger gnawed at my muscles. The sun was straight up in the sky, which meant I’d been traveling for a good five hours. The river and I had parted two hours earlier, but I’d continued along the same path. I had no idea if I was traveling in the right direction, but I was pretty sure I wasn’t going in circles because the river never returned. Blood from my broken blisters made the inside of my shoes slippery and wet. But my throat was dry as cotton.
The foliage was slowly changing from evergreen to more deciduous, which meant I’d traveled to a lower elevation. And with everything else counting against me, I was at least relieved to be traveling down instead of up. My legs were so tired, they swung forward like loose pendulums, and I managed to wrench an ankle in every hole.
I’d been so focused on staying upright, I hadn’t noticed another abrupt change in landscape. I was out from under the tall trees completely and the shade was gone too. I was heading back into an area that was more desert than forest. Sagebrush popped up again, reminding me of the day that Angel had stumbled upon me. She was so amazing that I’d had to convince myself that she was real and not just the imaginary visions of a dying man. But now she’d become so profoundly real to me, she was all I could think about. She owned me. I’d already come to the conclusion that I would risk anything, even my job, to get her back.
Hours before, wedged into a hollowed out tree trunk, I’d had the cold to contend with. Now the sun was my enemy. I’d taken a good long drink before the river had left my sight, but I was thoroughly parched now. After traveling along a cool, clear rush of water for miles, I was now in a place that hadn’t seen a drip of moisture for weeks. It gave me hope that the road was not far off. My journey seemed endless, but I would find my way back to civilization. I had to. I had to get back to Angel.
***
A frigid, lonely dawn had turned to mid day heat and back to the cool, quiet of dusk. The landscape kept repeating itself, or at least it looked that way to my tired eyes. Without the river flowing in one distinct direction to guide me, it was far more likely that I was traveling in circles. Dehydration and hunger were taking their toll. At least the pain in my stomach had taken my mind off my feet. Blood now sloshed in my shoes, and my heels and toes were shredded.
It seemed I’d be spending another night in the wilderness. There were far less shelters in the low growing shrubs. I sat on a rock to rest my feet and scrubbed my face with my hands, realizing too late that I had a major sunburn. It was the first true moment of hopelessness I’d felt since Cash had thrown me into the truck.
I leaned my hands back on the rock and thought about Angel’s ‘rocks under the stars’, as she’d called them. Thinking about holding her, touching her and breathing in her sweet scent made my current state seem even more miserable. I needed to refocus. This time I would travel during the night. I had to. I had to find water soon and waiting out the night was too long. After all that had happened, it would just be too damn ironic to end up back where I’d begun, dying of thirst in the desert. Then a light appeared in the distance. It wasn’t a short spurt of energy like lightning. It was the wavering stream of a car’s headlights. The highway was in sight.
I moved in long painful strides in the direction of the lights. The asphalt would cool in the dark, and I counted on it being much easier to walk along than the mountains and the desert.
Once in sight, I ran toward the two lane stretch of road. My legs could barely support me, but I managed to get there without falling on my face. There were no cars in sight, which was what I’d expected. I was certain that Cash had pointed me in this way because Dreygon rarely rode this way. I would have little chance of running into him. I headed in the direction the car had gone.
I trudged on for what seemed an eternity. There was a half moon above, and it made the painted line between the lanes glow yellow. The road and surrounding land were so deserted, it felt as if I was the only living thing on the planet. Then two headlights appeared like glowing eyes in the distance. As the car neared, a blinding spotlight came out of the side window and lit up the road like daylight. It was a highway patrol car. It slowed and then pulled over.
“Hands behind your head,” a voice came over the loudspeaker.
I lifted my hands and dropped to my knees in exhaustion. Two officers got out and approached me with caution. One pointed a flashlight in my eyes.
“Let’s see some identification.”
“I don’t have any.” My throat was so dry, it was hard to speak. “I’m Special Agent Luke Barringer of the Reno Drug Enforcement Administration. Call and ask for Detective Carson. He’ll know me. And if you have any water in that vehicle, I’d really appreciate a sip.”
One of the officers returned to the car to make a call.
I pushed to my feet. It took me a few seconds to gain my balance.
“Let’s get you to the squad car. I have a water bottle inside if you don’t mind some of my backwash,” the officer said.
I smiled weakly. “I’m so thirsty, you could have scooped the water up from the gutter and I’d still drink it.”
I’d been walking for hours, but the last few steps to the patrol car were fucking torture. I collapsed into the backseat. The officer handed me his water. Angel’s warning to drink slowly drifted through my tired mind. I closed my burning eyes as the cool liquid coated my throat. I finished the water off just as a familiar voice came through the speaker.
“This is Carson.”
My chest tightened at the sound of his voice. There had been so many times in the past few days that I was sure I would die, hearing Carson sent a tidal wave of emotion through me. I relaxed against the seat and listened as the officer spoke to him.
“Detective Carson, this is Officer Davis of the Nevada Highway Patrol. We’ve found a young male wandering along the interstate. He has identified himself as Special Agent Luke Barringer.”
A profound silence followed. “Where is he? Is he all right?”
The officer handed me the phone. “Hey, Carson,” the words were tight in my throat. “It’s me.”
“Fucking hell, Luke. You’re alive,” his voice broke. The ache in my eyes produced rare tears. “My god, Luke. Can’t tell you how good is to hear your voice.” Sally, his wife, cried out in the background. “Thought you were— fucking hell, Luke.”
I laughed weakly. “I know exactly how you feel.” Having to leave Angel behind, the emotional mind fuck of thinking I was going to die and the realization that I was going to return to the DEA office without Dex was too much. “Carson,” I pressed my fingers against my eyes, “they made me kill Dex. They rigged up a gun—” I scooted down into the seat wanting to be swallowed up by it.
“Don’t talk, Luke. We need to get you back home. Your brothers are at your house. They’ve been here helping in the search. I’ve got Sally calling them right now on the house phone. She’s balling her head off though.” He turned his mouth from the phone to talk to his wife. “Don’t cry or you’ll freak them out. Women,” he sighed as if we’d been holding it together. “I’m going to pick up your brothers and head out to the highway patrol office right now. Do we need a police escort to get you back here safely?”
“Nah, I think I’m safe for now.”
“Guess there’s a lot of debriefing waiting when we get you back to town.”
“Yeah, I guess.”
The highway patrol officer started the car. He swung it around, and I watched the barren landscape slide past as we headed back to town.
“Luke,” Gage’s voice came through the speaker. “Luke, shit, Luke,” The brother who I’d only seen cry twice in my life could barely speak. “Are you all right?”
“Yeah, I’m fine. It’s a long story, but I’m fucking tired.”
Seth’s voice came through next. “Get your ass home, Bro,” he said with a half cry and half laugh. “You’ve got some explaining to do. And you’ve got Gage bawling like a damn baby.”
I smiled. “No fucking way. You know what you have to do, don’t you?”
“What’s that?”
“Snap a picture and post it.” Just hearing their voices relieved some of the misery.
“I’m on it. Seriously, Luke, we thought we’d lost you.”
“It was fucking close.” My throat seized up. “Wish we were both coming home.”
“Yeah, I know.” Dex had been like a third brother to all of us.
“See you both soon.” I handed the phone to the patrolman. Then I leaned back against the seat and closed my eyes. The past few weeks limped through my weary head. So much had happened, and in the midst of the chaos I’d fallen crazy in love. I was free of Dreygon Sharpe’s tyranny, but now I was attached to his world more than ever. As soon as I got home, I needed to figure a way to get back to her. None of this was over until Angel was with me. 




 


CHAPTER 20
LUKE
THEY TREATED THE blisters on my feet and I ate two rubbery vending machine burritos. I sat in the chief’s office while I waited for Carson and my brothers to arrive. When I heard their loud voices in the lobby, I hobbled out to them on tender feet. It had been months since I’d seen either brother. Gage looked even bigger than I remembered, and Seth looked as cool and calm as ever.
Gage walked over and threw his heavy arms around me. “Little brother, shit it’s good to see you. It’s so fucking good to see you.”
Seth hugged me next. “I knew you were alive. I am now a full believer that twins can feel each other’s pain. I knew you were still alive.”
“Were your feet hurting too?” I directed his attention down to my shredded feet.
“Shit, no, my feet are still pretty. Those look like two pieces of hamburger. And what the hell happened to your ear.”
The question jarred me. There was no way I was ready to answer it. I shook my head and Seth seemed to understand.
Carson looked as wrung out as I felt. He’d lost one man and had been sure he’d lost a second until just a few hours ago. The lines around his face had definitely deepened since I’d seen him last. He threw an arm around me next. “Haven’t told everyone yet, but there’s going to be quite a celebration tomorrow.”
I smiled. “Is that your subtle way of telling me I have to be at work tomorrow?”
“Not on duty, of course, but I think people are going to want to see you. And if you’re ready to talk . . .”
“I’ll be ready. Just not completely sure where to start.”
“Let’s get you to the car, and if you’re up to it, you can tell us where the hell you’ve been for a month.”
“Shit, has it been that long?” The officer who’d brought me in handed me my shoes. “You can toss these,” I said. “I never want to see them again.” I looked down at my tattered feet. “Don’t know when I’ll be able to wear shoes again. Thanks for all your help, and I owe you a water. And I’ll hold the backwash.”
He laughed. “Just glad you’re safe.”
We headed out to the car. The station was in the center of a small strip of stores and businesses. The ride back in the squad car had been a good ten miles. I wouldn’t have made it if they hadn’t found me. Gage climbed into the front seat with Carson, and Seth and I climbed in back.
“Shit, still can’t believe you’re sitting here next to me,” Seth rubbed his hand roughly through my hair. He always kept a cool exterior, but I knew this had been eating him up inside.
“When did you guys get into town?” I asked.
Gage looked over the seat at me. “I’ve been down here since the day after you were reported missing. And Seth came a few days later, proving once again, that I’m the better brother.”
“Hey, I was out to sea. If I could have swam in, I would have, but it was too far and too damn cold. We were welding the bottom of a stalled tanker out on the Atlantic.”
“Then I guess I forgive you for taking your time getting here,” I said.
I looked at Gage. “What about your job and Penelope?”
“The job will be there when I get back . . .unfortunately. Not that many people lined up to do logging. Penelope, on the other hand, will not be there when I get back because we broke up three months ago.”
“Oh, sorry, didn’t know.”
“Nothing to be sorry about. It was never meant to be.” Gage had been with dozens of girls, and it was never meant to be. It had been that way for me until Angel had walked into my life. Now I was convinced that it had to be her, or I would spend the rest of my life alone. There was no one else who could fill a void left behind by someone like Angel. No one else came close.
“So Luke,” Carson glanced up in his rearview mirror, “I have to ask the obvious question. Where the hell have you been since the failed sting operation?”
“You’ll probably find this hard to believe, but I’ve been in Dreygon Sharpe’s compound.”
He processed that for a second. “How the hell?”
Seth looked over at me. “Who is Dreygon Sharpe?”
“He’s the president of the Bedlam motorcycle club,” Carson answered for me. “I don’t understand the connection. I thought Bent for Hell was a rival club. You were with Dex. How did you end up there?”
I looked out the window. The highway had stretched to four lanes and we were heading back to Reno. Dex had been staying with me in my father’s house, and his absence was going to be the worst part about going home. “You know, Carson, I’m not ready to talk about Dex. You’re going to have to give me some time.” The reality of how Dex died burned like an everlasting flame. Occasionally it could be doused. Angel could douse it. But then it would flame up again as if someone had poured gasoline on it.
Carson fell silent, but he deserved some explanation.
“The guys from Bent for Hell left me to die in the desert. And they thought it would be a great practical joke to leave a dead DEA agent outside of Dreygon’s compound. Only the joke was on them because I didn’t die.”
“You always were as tough as fucking rawhide,” Seth said.
“No, I would have died, but a girl found me.” I swallowed hard thinking how badly I wanted Angel to be with me right now. “Dreygon Sharpe’s granddaughter, Angel, was out with her horse, and she found me. She took me into the compound and nursed me back to health.”
“Do you mean to tell me that Sharpe was keeping a DEA agent prisoner in his fortress? That old bastard has even bigger balls than I thought,” Carson said.
“In his defense, he didn’t know I was an agent. Neither did I, at first.”
Carson’s brow wrinkled in the mirror.
“I was in bad shape when Angel found me. After what happened, I’d blocked everything out.” I thought about how hard it had been when it had all come back to me. “Couldn’t even remember my own fucking name for awhile. Dreygon discovered my true identity yesterday, and I’d be dead right now but one of the men closest to him is looking to get out of the club.”
Gage glanced back at me. He obviously sensed the change in my mood. “So this girl, Angel, is she still there?”
“Yeah, she’s there.” I gazed out the window and watched as a more familiar world rolled by, a world that existed outside of Dreygon’s compound, a world that Angel belonged in. “And I’m going back for her.”



 


Chapter 21
Angel
My plan had been ridiculously simple. Candy and I had been put in charge of the kitchen, but I’d refused to go near it. My assistant, Candy, had bowed out of the job offer immediately. But for my last night at the compound, I’d decided that it was time to cook up some stew. I’d used Gracie’s recipe but added a special ingredient— ground up sleeping pills. Enough to knock everyone on their asses at least for one night. I’d picked stew because it was Max’s favorite. He ate three bowls of it.
It had only been four days since the horrid day when they’d taken Luke away from me. Jericho was the only person I was still talking to and even those conversations were short and meaningless. I could not even look at my grandfather, and madman that he was, he’d just laughed it off as if I was going to get over my anger eventually. But I didn’t need to get over my anger because the man no longer existed for me. I still had a hard time swallowing that I was in any way related to him. Deep down, I hoped that Gunner would come in and take over the club. My grandfather deserved it.
A shiver ran through me as my feet hit the cold floor. It was still too early for the dogs. They barely lifted their heads from my mattress. I regretted leaving them behind, but since I had no idea where I was going I couldn’t take them along. I’d left Jericho a note, which he would see once he woke, telling him that I would always care deeply for him and to please feed and water the chickens.
I pulled my sweatshirt up over my head and swung my backpack over my shoulder. An eerie quiet covered the compound as I stepped onto my porch. I wouldn’t miss its utilitarian buildings or run down cabins or moldy bathrooms. Even though I had no clue where I was heading, I was glad to be leaving this place for good. If the worst happened and I was kidnapped by a rival club, I would still be away from this place and that’s all that mattered. Some of my last weeks at the compound had been the best weeks of my life. I’d fallen madly in love, to the point where I hadn’t even been able to think straight when Luke was near. Now this place was a painful almost paralyzing reminder that my one true soulmate had left this earth without me. There had been a reason that Luke and I had been thrown together. After just one day with him it felt as if we’d been meant for each other, somewhere, somehow, destiny had brought us together. It wasn’t supposed to end like this. There were times in the past few days when something inside told me he wasn’t dead, that he was still out there waiting for me. But that was just me wishing so hard for him to be alive that I was almost convinced of it. My heart had been shattered beyond repair, but I’d always been a survivor.
I walked toward the gate first. Max wasn’t even at his post. He’d been assigned the early morning shift but my doctored stew had knocked him out. I could pull the switch and leave right now but there was one friend who was going with me, at least for the first part of my journey.
I hurried across the yard and around the cabins to Chance’s stall. He lifted his head and looked surprised to see me so early. I walked over to the hook on the wall and picked up his bridle.
“Hey, big guy, up for a morning ride?” I slid the bit into his mouth and adjusted the headstall. He plodded behind me as I led him through the yard. A noise from my grandfather’s cabin made me stop. I waited but everything remained quiet. Chance and I continued to the gate. I pulled the switch. I had no way to close it once we were out, but I didn’t care. Max would probably stumble out eventually and shut it before anyone noticed that he’d left it open. Jericho liked to sleep late, so I had a good four hours before anyone would know I was gone.
The wrought iron gate swung open and I glanced back to make sure the yard was still deserted. The place looked grim and harsh and the opposite of home. I walked through and climbed on Chance’s back. I never turned around after that.
The brisk morning air gave Chance energy and he trotted along through the sagebrush. He picked up his pace when we hit the road. His hooves clacked the asphalt, scaring the birds from the bushes. Chance lifted his head and snorted in delight as he realized we were heading toward his favorite place. Five miles down the road from the compound, a woman named Kathy, who’d been widowed for years, lived on a small farm with her horses, dogs and goats. Chance loved the place because there were other horses, and Kathy always brought out an apple for him when she saw us. She’d always admired Chance.
I didn’t see Kathy, but her horses were already out in their turnout pen. Chance loped toward the pen, and his horse friends all whinnied to him. Kathy came out onto her porch to see what the noise was about. She shielded her eyes with her hand. “Angel, you two are out early.”
I slid off of Chance and led him to her. “Could you watch him for me, Kathy. I have to go away for awhile, and I don’t know when I’ll be back. But I know he’ll be in good hands here.”
She had the kind of brown eyes that looked as if they could see straight into your mind. She knew I was leaving for good. She took the reins. “I’d be happy to watch Chance for you, Angel. You take care now. Do you need anything?”
“No, I’m set. Thanks, Kathy.” I turned around and kissed Chance’s nose. Then I headed back toward the road.
Several roadrunners scurried across the asphalt, and the jackrabbits were out nibbling at the dry foliage. It was eerily quiet and the blue sky above promised scorching heat. There was a long stretch of highway between me and a different life. I would have to watch over my shoulder wherever I went, and I had no idea what I’d do for money or shelter yet. But I didn’t mind. I was free.



 
RAIN SHADOW BOOK 3
Four hours into a long, hot trek down the highway, freedom was no longer such a grand notion. My elation at being alone outside of the compound walls had shriveled to a mere flicker of optimism. But as tired and hungry as I was, I was still glad to be free of Dreygon Sharpe’s control. After what he’d done, I could no longer think of the man as my grandfather. He was a stranger to me now..
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