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Montana Lee wants a life outside of
Rattler City, Nevada, a hellhole of a town where the law strikes fear in its
residents. Slapped with a reputation from a mother she hardly knew and a debt
that keeps her slaving for pennies at the bar, her dream of escaping to become
a dancer remains out of reach. But the winds change when a muscle-bound drifter
named Lawson struts into town exuding danger and an undercurrent of raw sexual
energy. Convinced he’s the key to her escape, Montana makes it a priority to
capture his attention.

Anger and darkness have consumed
Lawson for years, leading him back to the town that robbed him of his
childhood. His plans for vengeance are simple—find the stolen money, kill the
one responsible for the demise of his family and destroy the town. He didn’t
count on Montana or her will to seduce…both proving impossible to
ignore.
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Chapter One



He breezed into the bar, a flurry of rough denim and
attitude. Fire blazed behind his silvery-blue eyes. Jaws clenched as though he
had fangs for teeth. The glimmer of a dimple in his left cheek as he twisted
his face into a sneer gave away the fact that he was indeed human. In one fluid
motion he grabbed the pool stick from one of the regulars and slammed the
unsuspecting cuss up against the wall.

“I don’t like scum who touch my truck. Catch my drift?”

Amos shook in his raggedy-ass boots, and if he hadn’t been
wearing his oversized coat, everyone else would have noticed him piss his
pants. Montana Lee happened to have been close enough to smell the pungent
odor, but ignored it, too intrigued by the testosterone-induced altercation.

The Stetson-wearing stranger let go of Amos and the
sniveling man sank to the floor, the whites of his eyes stained yellow in the
dim light. No one spoke. No one moved. Even the jukebox quieted.

Mister Mysterious guzzled back a pint of beer and propped
his body against the bar. Montana remembered how her limbs worked and shut off
the water faucet before the sink overflowed. A shattered shot glass lay at her
feet.

He was the roughest thing she’d seen in all her twenty-three
years. His fine ass filled out tight black jeans, and a well-chiseled chest
peeked out from his white shirt missing its top two buttons. From beneath his
hat, dark shoulder-length hair, black as oil, beckoned her fingers to run
through it, and his eyes raged like a butcher after a fresh killing.

He glanced in her direction and she almost swallowed her
gum. She wondered how he liked his women.

She wanted to be his woman, if only for a night.

Again the dimple made its appearance, and a hint of mischief
accompanied his smile.

From his back pocket he pulled out a wad of bills and tossed
it onto the countertop. Montana jutted out her breasts and leaned over for
show. While not model perfect, her lean muscles and curves provoked attention.

To her dismay, his eyes remained upright.

Stung by his disinterest, she pivoted and pushed a loose
hair from her brow. Feeding his ego didn’t rate high on her priority list.

Montana snagged a dishtowel and busied herself with drying
glasses. She blew a large pink bubble with her gum to the count of ten, sucked
it back in and faced the now empty space at the bar.

The door ahead swung shut.

On the floor, Amos snored, oblivious to the dark stain on
his pants. With the tip of her boot, she poked his side.

“Amos?”

His eyes opened a crack and a jack-o’-lantern grin bunched
his wrinkled face. “What’s a pretty girl like you doing working in a place like
this?”

She scooped her arms under his back to help him up. The foul
combination of body odor, whiskey and urine hit hard and sent her stomach into
spasms.

Blinking back tears, she hollered, “Can I get some help
here?”

Bigsby, a regular, pulled him to his feet.

“Thanks,” she said, impressed by the scrawny man’s strength.

“Sure thing, girly. Whatcha gonna do for me in return?”

Montana ignored his unsettling question and beamed at Amos.
“Now, you best get on home, you hear? Ava will be worried.”

Amos staggered between tables along his path to the door,
toppling chairs and offending drinkers with his stench. She considered propping
the door open to air out the place but changed her mind when deafening cheers
erupted. Some leotard-wearing bastard on TV got thrown into the ropes, flew a
good two feet back into the ring, only to meet an outstretched arm of his
opponent that sent him into a stupor for the full count of ten.

Montana rolled her eyes and straightened salt shakers on
tables. She wondered about the stranger’s intentions in the hell-hole known as
Rattler City, Nevada. Other than gravel roads and withering old buildings,
there wasn’t much for people to see. She’d wanted out since the day she’d
arrived.

Her eyes flickered to the clock. The second hand taunted her
with its penchant to slow during the final minutes of work. Sometimes stopping
altogether. She drummed her nails along the countertop. The activity around her
disappeared into a pink haze as she blew bubble after bubble.

At midnight her breath whooshed out and noise resumed.

She cupped her hands around her mouth. “Okay, boys, time to
go home. See ya’ll tomorrow.”

The men filed out as if they were headed off to war. After a
brief check throughout the bar and toilet for stragglers, she locked the door.

“Finally. Some goddamn peace around here.”

Montana swept up the broken shot glass, wiped down tables,
stacked chairs and restocked napkins. The register added up right for a
change—her tips, not so much. The blue-and-chrome jukebox, her one true vice,
played an upbeat tune. Most nights she’d stay late and dance. Her dream of
performing onstage never far from her mind.

She leaned against the jukebox with its blinking
electric-blue lights. Through the window she admired the moon. She longed to
reach out and grasp its crescent point, to find something worthwhile to hold
onto that would spirit her away. To start over in a new place without a
reputation hanging over her like a noose.

Deemed a lowlife piece of trash from folks in the town, she
didn’t expect to amount to anything. Her blink-and-you-missed-it childhood
consisted of a beat-up trailer, a neglectful mother who died too young and a
string of so-called uncles, some who paid her the wrong kind of attention. When
it came to men, she knew to watch her back.

The dark-haired drifter returned to her thoughts. He’d
stirred up a dust cloud deep within her soul. An unbearable, restless ache. She
pictured his hands. Manly. Tornado strong. Able to fling grown men like Amos,
or leotard-wearing bastards like the guy from TV, into oblivion. Able to hoist
her up and around his waist and take her hard against the wall.

A slow burn smoldered between her thighs.

Dragging herself away from the window, she checked the safe,
grabbed her keys and locked up. Outside, the dry heat invaded her body like a
dirty old man.

Her skin bristled at the familiar rattle and hum of Deputy
Garvey’s car. He pulled alongside her, leaving little room to walk.

“Hey, beautiful. Lookin’ hot tonight.”

Musty cigar and cheap booze emanated from his car.

She angled her face his way, pinched her nose and waved him
on. Though three years older, he didn’t act it, and with his curly blond hair,
he didn’t look it either.

“How ’bout I get a bucket of ice and help cool you off.”

Montana stopped. “I let a bunch of drunken men out of the
bar not even ten minutes ago. Shouldn’t you be driving up and down Duncan
Street?”

“Now why would I be looking after some drunkards when
there’s a mighty right vision in need of an escort home?” His dirt-brown eyes
reflected his unsavory intentions.

She glanced forward. An empty road lay ahead. Not a witness
in sight. The scenario she expected if she climbed into his car didn’t appeal in
the least. Even with a deputy. The law in Rattler City didn’t protect its
citizens. The law frightened them.

She dragged the toe of her boot along the loose gravel.
“Look, I’ve told you before, I prefer to walk home. It’s the only time I’m
outside all day. Besides, my legs need a good stretch.”

Garvey’s lips molded into a distorted shape. “I can think of
other ways to stretch those legs of yours.”

Her body tensed at the visual. “Thanks, but no.”

Eyes wild, he rolled up the window halfway. “One of these days
I’m going to haul your sweet ass into my car and give you a helluva ride.”

“Doubt that.”

For years he’d spouted veiled threats about getting with
her.

“Last chance.”

“No chance,” she said and continued on. The gravel dug into
her boots, making it impossible to move fast enough.

Garvey revved the engine and spun the car, sending rocks at
the back of her legs.

“Stupid asshole,” she mumbled.

She’d never be desperate enough to settle for the likes of
Garvey. But he’d continue hounding her until the day she left town. And Montana
wanted out now.

Dance halls beckoned with spotlights and glittering outfits.
Her name flashing on the marquee. The need to escape rippled through her veins.
She attributed it to the stranger’s arrival. Stuck didn’t seem a state of mind
he’d ever find himself in. He’d mentioned a truck. With him she’d have a ride
and protection.

Renewed energy quickened her pace. After a shower to slough
away the booze and cigarettes and drunk men from her skin, she’d figure out a
way to convince the drifter to get her away from her empty life, and out of
Rattler City.





Chapter Two



His eyes watered at the cloying fungus and underlying smoke
in the motel room. Rattler City reeked of lies and deceit.

Eyelids heavy, he collapsed onto the bed. Rain pelted the
window like a child plunking piano keys. He hated the rain. It gave his
shoulder grief.

Lawson scratched at the two-day stubble on his chin. His
initial idea to keep a low profile failed. Set off by the reed-thin man pissing
on the rear tire of his truck, he’d lost his cool. Not that he cared what
others thought, he did regret his tantrum in front of the sultry brunette. He
liked how she flirted, breathtaking with her green, cat-like eyes and rose-red
lips. He’d have preferred his hands on her lissome body rather than around a
drunk’s neck. With her lean legs tucked into high-heel fuck-me boots, she
reminded him of a not-so-innocent Snow White trapped in a cavern of perverted
old men.

Arm draped over his eyes, he groaned. His purpose in Rattler
City didn’t allow time for women and he reiterated to himself his strict
policies—never form attachments. Never buy a woman. Keep thoughts from both
heads separated. Rules created after one too many mishaps.

Lawson rummaged a silver dollar from his pocket and let it
tumble back and forth along his knuckles. His grandmother’s last words echoed
in his mind.

You think the coin’s worthless now, but I guarantee it
will be priceless when you need it most.

The silver dollar was all he had left of her. Someday he
hoped to understand the meaning behind her words.

He rolled to his side and his gaze followed the spidery
cracks along the mustard-colored walls. Years of planning and preparing, and
finally, he was where he wanted…and didn’t want to be. Come morning he’d scope
out the town and scout people for information. In return he’d feed them
whatever they wanted. Food. Money. Bullshit.

He flopped to his back and pressed the silver dollar to his
lips, its smooth surface warm. “They’re all going to pay,” he said. “Just like
I said they would.”

The coils inside the mattress poked into his body. Injuries
left him no stranger to pain. His usual remedy of beer until he blacked out
wouldn’t cut it. For the next few days, he needed his thoughts clear and
reflexes sharp. It took focus to kill a man and torch a town.

* * * * *

Sunshine seeped in through the flimsy moth-eaten curtains
far too early in his opinion. Lawson moved to a sitting position and snarled.
Sharp stabbing pain sliced through his shoulder. Damn rain. Head against the
wall, he waited until the room stopped spiraling.

He teetered into the bathroom for a shower. Nerve-shattering
clangs resounded from the pipes, and blobs of rusty water splattered the tile.
He fought with the knob until it stopped and then tried the faucet. Clear water
poured out. Hurriedly, he scrubbed his face and hair and dressed in a fresh
shirt and jeans. Lawson ran his hand through his hair and dropped his dusky
black hat on his head. The brief sleep had done him good. Before he hit the
town he aimed to find something greasy with a pound and a half of ketchup.

An elderly man with the name Frank on his shirt sat behind
the front desk, his nose in a tattered book.

Lawson rapped his knuckles on the desk. “Morning.”

“Morning, sir,” the man wheezed. “What can I do for you?”

“Tell me where I can get a decent meal around here.”

“That would be Libby’s.” Frank pointed a bony finger across
the street toward a building with pasty windows. “If you don’t mind greasy
fried food.”

Lawson punched himself in the gut. “Got an iron stomach.
Grease works for me.”

“Suit yerself.”

“About the shower.” He hated to complain but sink baths
weren’t his style. “All I get is rusty water.”

A reddish tinge mottled the man’s face. “I’m sorry, sir.
I’ll fix it straight away. We don’t get many overnight visitors.”

He figured. “Much appreciated.”

Lawson followed the tempting aroma of grease into Libby’s.

“Be right with ya, honey.” A cherub-faced woman smiled in
his direction and hiked a large tray over the heads of people eating as she
made her way to a back table. Bacon, eggs and fresh hash browns frying made his
stomach turn flip-flops. He barely remembered the last good meal he’d eaten.

Libby returned and ushered him through a maze of tables.
“It’s a right busy morning, sugar. Credit day and all. You mind sharing part of
a table with another group? I’m fresh outta empty chairs.”

Too hungry to argue, Lawson nodded. “I suppose not.”

“I’ll seat you with Russ and Corbet. They be fine men and
won’t give you trouble.”

His gaze followed to the table. They looked decent enough.
He just wanted food.

“I’m Libby, in case you didn’t read the sign out front. Here
we go.” She pulled out the chair and slapped a menu in his hands. “Gentlemen,
we got us a hungry man who needs a seat. Ya’ll won’t mind sharing, will ya?”

Both men tipped their ball caps at the woman and shook their
heads.

“Sure thing. A man’s gotta eat. Have a seat, mister. Gotta
git here early if you’s wanna table to yerself.”

“Thanks. I’ll know better next time.” Lawson set his hat on
the table and squeezed into a seat more accustomed for the undernourished.

“You know what you want, darlin’, or should I give you a
few?”

He glanced at Libby’s apple cheeks and watched her long
earrings sway. “I’d like a big plate of hash browns, eggs over easy and the
greasiest bacon you can do.”

Her eyes lit like fireworks. “You’re a guy after my own
heart. Be right back with your order.”

“First time in Rattler City, mister?”

Lawson turned his attention from the bright-yellow walls and
fixtures to his table mates. They were comical in their overalls.

“Been here once, long time ago.”

“You here visitin’ a friend?”

He brushed invisible lint from his Stetson. “Don’t have
friends around here. Thought I’d take a breather on my way to Washington. Place
seems nice enough.”

The men leered at one another, their brows disappearing into
their caps. “Name’s Corbet.” He reached forward and Lawson returned the
handshake. “Ain’t reckon we ever heard anyone use them two words together about
this town. Whatcha think, Russ?”

With his big belly and green cap, his friend looked every
bit the part of a country farmer. “Nope. I’ve seen turtles race through these
parts, if you catch my drift.”

Lawson leaned forward on his elbows. “Hm. I must be missing
something.”

Corbet sucked up the rest of what looked like coffee and
shook his head. “You see, ain’t nuthin’ but poor folk ’round here. Trash.
That’s what the sheriff calls us. No good, filthy trash. This town has nuthin’
to offer travelers ’cept a warning. Spend yer money or git the hell out.”

Russ wiped his forehead with a checkered handkerchief. “It’s
true. Sheriff don’t like strangers pokin’ where they don’t belong. So, if you’s
gotta notion in yer head ’bout staying, I’d think twice.”

“If everyone’s so poor, how do you have the money to eat and
drink?”

“We’re on a credit system here,” Corbet explained. “Russ and
I yield some decent crops each year, so we ain’t as bad off as most folks. If
you prove yer worth, you can eat well enough. But you have to mind yer
business.”

Lawson processed the information and then lowered his voice.
“What can you tell me about Clint Mitchum?”

Both men visibly shuddered. Russ leaned in. “Mitchum runs
this place with an iron fist. You don’t wanna git in his face. He has no
problem shootin’ for the sake of shootin’.”

Lawson leaned back in his chair at the same time Libby
arrived with his plate.

“Here ya go, honey. You enjoy. Can I get you something to
whet your whistle?”

“Water will do.”

He smothered the hash browns with ketchup and dug into the
food as if it was his last meal. His new friends kept talking.

“People ’round here are too scared to complain about the way
we’s treated, see. The law don’t work for no one but the law.”

Russ peered around before he added, “If I was you, I’d hole
up somewhere’s else.”

Libby breezed by and left a glass of water in her wake. The
two men blinked and sat back, beads of sweat dotting their foreheads.

He hated seeing good, honest folk bullied. Not even a full
day in town and he pitied the residents. Satisfied from all the grease, Lawson
patted his stomach. “See, I’m one of those curious types. The more you tell me
to go, the more I’m itching to stay.” He grabbed a toothpick and worked it
between his teeth.

Russ thumbed his overall straps. “It’s yer funeral.”

He chuckled. “There will be a funeral around here, boys, but
it won’t be mine. I told you I didn’t have friends here, and that’s the truth.
But what I do have is an enemy.”

In unison the farmers quipped, “Who?”

“Clint Mitchum.”

Eyes wide, both men drew invisible crosses across their
chests. “We won’t say nuthin’, mister. Promise.”

He managed a sincere smile. “The thought never crossed my
mind. I trust you.” After an intentional dramatic pause he said, “Well, fellas,
where do I pay, here or…”

“Alls you gotta do is flag down Libby,” Corbet offered.
“She’s a peach.”

Lawson’s mind shifted to another peach. The one from the
bar.

He caught Libby’s attention and pulled out some bills from
his wallet.

“Anything else I can get you, sugar?” The wrinkles around
the woman’s eyes showed her age, and at the same time her smile erased a few.

“Nope. Best food I’ve had in months. What’s the damage?”

“Seven dollars.”

“Here’s ten. Keep the change. I’ll be back.”

“That’s what I like to hear. Have yerself a good day,
honey.”

Lawson got up and lodged his wallet into his back pocket. He
grabbed his hat and another toothpick. “Nice meeting you, fellas. I appreciated
the company.”

“You just ’member what we said ’bout the law,” Russ
whispered. “We can’t do nuthin’ to help ya if you’s git thrown in the slammer.
Or worse.”

Again he tipped his head. “Appreciate the sentiment.”

With his belly full, he sauntered outside. The muggy heat
gripped him in a stronghold. Lawson donned his hat and contemplated which
direction to go.

And then he saw the peach.

Her short skirts and shapely legs were going to be the death
of him. He stepped back inside Libby’s and watched from the doorway until she’d
passed.

Feeling foolish for hiding from a woman, he cursed and
headed in the opposite direction. At the end of the street, all indecent
thoughts of the brunette halted. His adrenaline spiked. Fists tightened. The
sharp odor of lies and deceit polluted the air. Evil walked these streets. Evil
by the name of Clint Mitchum.

Lawson forced his shoulders down and his feet to keep
moving. What lay ahead had haunted him for too long. The time to face his past
drew near.





Chapter Three



Montana had left for work early after the trailer’s lack of
airflow had strangled her lungs. With full intent to entice the
rough-and-tumble stranger who had plagued her sleep, she’d chosen to wear a
short black skirt with a lace-trimmed white tank top, sleek black boots and her
silver chain with the horseshoe pendant that hung suggestively between her
breasts. If he still planned to ignore her, she’d get creative.

She opened the back door of the bar and scooted inside. A
blast of cold from the fan in the back room hit her chest like a windstorm,
much to the delight of her scruffy boss.

“Happy to see me, sweetheart?”

“Dream on, Chuck,” she said and pointed to her breasts.
“Your hands will never touch these babies.”

He wiped a fake tear. “You’re breaking my heart.”

“I’d rather break your balls. Now leave me alone. My shift
starts soon.”

“You do realize we could have a better working environment
if you showed a little more skin. Don’t you ever want a raise?”

“Not if it means selling my soul, no.” She knew Chuck didn’t
have the money, regardless if she paraded around topless.

“You don’t have to be such an ice princess.”

Hand raised, she waggled her finger in his face. “And you
don’t have to be such a prick. You’re my boss, so I expect you to behave
better.” Satisfied with her lecture, she smiled and asked, “Now, are there any
specials today?”

“Wings. I’m doing up a ton of them, so make sure you hit up
everybody with ’em.”

She crinkled her nose. Her boss didn’t know a thing about
cooking. “I’ll think about it.”

Chuck hauled his body out of the chair, his eyes focused on
her chest. “Just do it.”

Disgusted, she crossed her arms. Only one man deserved the
honor of staring at her breasts today.

After Chuck wandered into the kitchen, she primped her hair
and streaked gloss along her lips. When the clock struck noon she meandered
through the bar, enjoying the momentary peace, and then unlocked the door. The
usual lineup of locals poured in to waste their time and get hammered.

“Wings are the special today, boys,” she shouted. “Chuck
made ’em so don’t expect too much.”

She popped a stick of gum in her mouth and hit a switch on
the wall. The television set crackled to life. All heads swiveled toward it and
the quiet disappeared.

“Hey, legs, I’d like some of them wings.”

She glowered at Bigsby. “Legs? I have a name. If you want
those chicken wings, you’d best pay me some respect.”

“If you want a tip, you’ll do as you’re told,” he retorted.
“Got me, sweetheart?”

Montana extended her middle finger. A collection of cheers
resounded along with a couple lewd comments. God she hated her job.

On her way to the kitchen she shouldered away a tear.
Restlessness mingled with her ever present despair. Nothing but a ghost kept
her tied down to a dead-end job and a broken-down trailer. A ghost of a woman
she remembered little about. But if she found a way to leave, she’d take it.
Her dreams of dancing lay in the compassion of a man who had slapped her in the
face with his rugged good looks and self-serving angst. She’d need to pull
herself together enough to snare the guy into taking her away. Otherwise she
didn’t have a hope to escape.

* * * * *

From the other side of the street, Lawson watched the deputy
toss his still-lit cigarette to the ground and disappear inside the jail. He
waited, in case Mitchum appeared.

Heat beat down on his back. Sweat stung his eyes.

The building looked bigger than he remembered with a fresh
coat of paint. He wondered whose money paid for that. Impatience tugged at him.
The impulse to walk inside and put three bullets into the son of a bitch’s
chest gnawed hard. He’d love to watch Mitchum’s eyes roll back into his skull.

Lawson pushed down the fury. It would wait. He wanted to see
what had become of the rest of the place.

Pity for the townspeople grew as he passed rows of rundown
buildings. Russ and Corbet weren’t lying about it being a nothing town. Broken
windows, torn shingles, smashed-in doors and scattered garbage filled his view.
The grungy odor mixed with the heat and made his throat constrict. He didn’t
understand how people lived this way.

His grandmother once described Cage Crossing as a blend of
Victorian splendor and western prairie. Now, a neglected ghost town seemed more
appropriate.

Between an old dress shop and an abandoned paper store stood
the bank. Like the jail, it appeared renovated. He’d enjoy leveling the place.

At the far end of the street, Lawson sucked in his breath.
His steps slowed. The hairs on his neck bristled. A large black depression,
void of vegetation and life, was all that remained of the house his grandfather
had built. The house he’d played in as a boy.

He stopped. He vaguely remembered the two-story spread with
its steep roof pitches, dormers, turrets and gable trim. Many afternoons were
spent sipping lemonade on the steps of the wraparound porch adorned with turned
posts and decorative railings. His body swayed. The sweet scent of strawberries
shocked his senses. Memories returned of tummy aches from eating bucketfuls of
fresh berries that he’d helped pick. And the strawberry-rhubarb pies his mother
baked.

Lawson knelt and circled his fingers through the dirt. Big
reeds of bluestem, up to eight feet tall, once grew along the backside of the
house, while purple rising stars and orange butterfly weed ran along the front
walkway. Each summer, his grandpa taught him how to recognize birds by their
song. He still recognized the call of meadowlarks and chestnut-collared
longspurs.

“I’m here, gramps,” he said. “I’m back to finish what they
started.”

A lump swelled in his throat. He stood and extended his hand
toward the ghost house. Swiping air, he whispered, “You’ll never be forgotten.”

His arm dropped. Lawson blinked. He didn’t have time for tears.
Head bowed, he released a hiss of breath and made his way back. As he passed
the jail, the pfft of a match being struck sounded sharp to his ears. He
raised his head in time to see the deputy approach.

“Something I can help you with, mister? Folks don’t like it
when strangers wander around these parts. Makes ’em nervous.”

He sized up the deputy. Young punk with a toy gun and zero
ambition. Harmless. If he wanted to intimidate, his plan failed. Two punches
and he’d roll like tumbleweed.

Lawson formed a half-smile. “Folks don’t like it, or you
don’t?”

The deputy lit his cigarette and waved the match flameless.
“Pardon?”

“I’ll be on my way.”

“How long you in town for?”

“Three days tops.”

Deputy Gutless rippled his lips as if he wanted to speak but
didn’t know any words. After a couple deep drags, he tossed his cigarette and
went back inside the jail, ending his mini-interrogation.

Again he waited for a sign of Mitchum, but one didn’t come.
The sun bore down on him as if it had an agenda. Lawson removed his hat and
mopped his forehead with his sleeve. All the dirt he’d kicked around had dried
his throat right out. He wanted a drink. He needed to think. And he longed for
another glimpse of the sweet little peach. A short stop in the bar sounded like
a plan.





Chapter Four



Montana plodded around in her heels stocking napkins,
toothpicks and coasters, in between serving drinks. The boys had bet on a
wrestling match and were hollering so loudly her head throbbed. She tossed some
change from her tips into the jukebox, but the music didn’t help.

Behind her, a voice slurred, “Hey, missy, we’ve got us
s-ssome empty bowls over here. Get us s-ssome peanuts.”

She speared the unkempt featherweight Martin a defiant
glance over her shoulder. “It’s Montana.”

“I don’t want to go to Montana,” he rasped and broke out
into a half-coughing, half-laughing fit. His buddies patted him on the shoulder
and burst into laughter along with him.

What she wouldn’t give to grab Martin by his emaciated neck
and crush his bones. Display her anger the way tall and sexy had, without a
care who got hurt. Maybe then she’d get respect. Instead she snatched the empty
bowl from his skeletal fingers. “I’ll get your damn peanuts, but if you aren’t
careful, I’ll stop pouring your beer.”

That sobered him up.

“Hey, now that ain’t right. You can’t tell me when to quit
drinking.”

“Actually, Martin, I can. I have the right to refuse any of
you losers a drink when I see fit.”

“Same goes with your tip there, missy,” Bigsby belted out.

Why did everyone threaten her livelihood? “Aw, you fellas
are too good to me.”

Montana tuned out the rest of their immature banter and made
a beeline for the bar. She knew better than to pick fights with the lot of
them. If she wanted respect it would require taking off her shirt and rubbing
her breasts in their unshaved faces, an idea they could keep in their
intoxicated fantasies. Her mother’s reputation didn’t help. She’d heard the
stories of her dancing topless on the tables for mere quarters, not caring how
many nicotine-stained fingers spread her thighs. What a shadow to live in.

From under the bar she grabbed a bag of peanuts and snagged
a pitcher of beer. Halfway back to Martin’s table, a strange quiet captured her
attention. Looking around, she saw every bleary eye facing front with mouths
frozen in mid-conversation. Montana glanced over her shoulder to see what had
prompted the change, and caught her breath. In all his rugged glory, the
gorgeous stranger demanded attention. He had hers in a heartbeat. This time,
Mister Succulent wore snug black jeans with a button-down shirt that hugged his
sturdy physique. She swallowed hard, aware of the arousal between her thighs.

Ignoring the stony-faced leers, he took a seat at an empty
table at the front. Noise resumed and she tossed Martin’s bowl of peanuts at
him. Now came the hard part. How to act.

Part of her wanted nothing more than to be close to this
guy, but at the same time she feared him. He was different, and represented a
dangerous territory she longed to explore. But what if he rejected her? Her
throat tightened at the prospect of hearing his voice. Get a grip, she
ordered herself. Treat him like every other male in the bar. It wouldn’t
be easy, but she’d give it a go.

Montana took a deep breath and approached him, all the while
heat fanning her face.

“Evening. What can I get for you?” Much to her dismay her
voice cracked. To compensate, she gave him a hard look as if she meant
business, but in the veil of his stare, it didn’t last.

His gaze stole over her like a rough caress. The kind of
caress she’d expect from him with his manly hands and impeccable strength. The
kind of caress she longed for.

“I’ll have a beer and something hot to eat.”

The husky timbre of his voice vibrated deep in her core. Hot
to eat? Montana shuddered at the thought of his face buried between her legs.
Now there was something hot to eat. Her mind relished the thought of his
sandpaper stubble tickling against her delicate skin, cock erect and ready to
burst from the seam of his pants. She nearly spilled the pitcher of beer in her
hands just thinking about his hard body slamming into hers.

Despite the vivid imagery, she gathered her composure.
“Sure. I think I can manage that.”

His eyes never left hers. “What’s good?”

If he played his cards right, she could be very, very good.

“The wings. They’re our special.”

“I’ll have some of those. Extra spicy.”

She shifted her weight, feeling the dampness along her
panties. “Fries on the side?”

He ran his gaze along her body in a way that made her melt.
“Sure. I like those long, thick and extra greasy.”

Taking an order had never been such a turn-on before, but
his words were wrapped in seduction. She had to tear herself from his
penetrating gaze now or she’d go crazy with need. “You got it. Be right back
with your order.”

Montana hurried into the back, her heart thundering. Did he
smell her desire? She knew better than to show her weakness to a complete
stranger, but damn if he didn’t turn her into a bundle of nerves. Pleasurable
nerves at that. His eyes stripped her bare. But did he like what lay beneath?
She wanted to be whatever he wanted and needed, if only for a night. Because
once she had him, she’d find a way to keep him.

* * * * *

Lawson dragged a hand over his whiskered face. His rapid
heartbeat drowned out the chatter from inside the bar. He came for a drink, but
the gorgeous brunette stirred up a hunger that he knew even food couldn’t
quell.

She returned from the back with his order, hips swaying to
the rhythm of his pulse.

“Enjoy.”

He tipped his chin to the plate of wings smothered in sauce.
At this point, nothing would satisfy his hunger like her sexy thighs around his
waist.

Grumbling, he bit into the chicken. Tangy heat nipped his
tongue and his eyes watered. He clamped the beer mug and brought it to his
mouth in haste, welcoming the cool liquid down his throat. Through a haze of
tears he caught the dark-haired beauty flash him a wicked grin. His body
seized. Lawson clutched the mug with his other hand before it took a nosedive.

What the hell?

He set his beer down and directed himself to keep focus on
why he’d come back to Rattler City, and not on the woman. He’d seen and been
with plenty. Miss Miles of Legs didn’t mean anything. Sure, her tight shirt and
nothing of a skirt showed off a knockout bod, and her perfect little hips… He
snatched a chicken wing and chewed as if it might fly away. He could do this.
Eat. Drink. Get the hell out of there. Good plan, good plan.

Distracted by the flickering television, he glanced over and
caught some asshole grab Miss Legs and thrust her onto his lap. Tension ripped
through his shoulders. He hated men who disrespected women.

His eyes sought hers—green, beautiful and flecked with fear.

Lawson turned back to his plate, desperate to ignore his
instinct. She worked in the bar. She probably dealt with the same idiots every
day and knew how to handle the situation. He almost convinced himself to remain
uninvolved. But the fear in her eyes made it impossible.

He propelled himself to his feet. The table wobbled and his
chair upended. Muscles taut, jaw clenched, he strode forward.

“Take your hands off the lady,” he snarled.

The asshole’s gray, watery eyes darted around the room
before settling on him. “Suppose I’m giving her a chance to earn a big fat
tip,” he cracked and gestured at his lap.

Lawson struggled to keep his wits about him. “I get that you
want to appear tough, seeing as how your friends all have their eyes on you.
I’d do the same in your situation if some stranger got up in my face.” He
waited a beat and then drew his face right up close. “But I’m not someone you
want to tangle with.”

The man squirmed. Lawson could only imagine what thoughts
swirled in his inebriated mind.

“I don’t know who you think you are…”

Lawson’s hand shot out and enclosed around the drunken man’s
throat. “If I thought it important, I’d have introduced myself. Now, let the
lady go and I won’t leave an imprint of my fist in your face.”

A rickety smile strained the man’s lips. “Ah hell, I don’t
want trouble,” he said and shoved her off.

“Smart move.” Lawson released his throat, grabbed a tuft of
his thinning hair and slammed his head against the tabletop. “Don’t touch her
again.”

Beside him the vixen stood, her lips curved in a way that
made him want to give up his drifter lifestyle forever.

“Thank you, mister.”

“Name’s Lawson.”

She stretched out her hand. “I’m Montana. Montana Lee.”

Her touch seared like a branding iron, forever embossed on
his flesh. Ribbons of pink dusted her cheeks with an irresistibility that roped
his throat and left it hog-tied. He turned his head to ground himself back in
the moment. His beer, a million miles away.

“Thanks for rescuing me,” she said, her voice gentle on his
ears.

The rope loosened from his throat long enough for him to
splutter, “You deal with that a lot?”

She shrugged, unveiling the soft curve of her shoulder.
“Only when they’re drunk.” Her eyes tracked a slow path from his boots to his
hat and settled on his face. “What brings you here?”

“Just passing through.”

Her brows slanted. “Hm. I don’t think so.”

“Think what you like. It don’t matter.”

Again she studied him. His temples drummed. He wished his
legs remembered how to move.

Another moment ticked by. A smile spread across her lips,
brightening her face. “I think I have you figured out.”

Lawson chuckled. “Oh yeah?”

“Yeah.” She tapped her fingers against her chin. “You’re a
hard case and decided to find a little out-of-the-way dive of a place to pump
that ego back up.”

He smiled in amusement. “Go on.”

“You haven’t been laid in a few months, and all that pent-up
sexual need is taking its toll. You figured if you play hero to the only female
in the room, she’ll fall into your arms and let you whisk her off into the
sunset. Oh, and all that macho bullshit you fling around is just a way to cover
those inner battle wounds you collected in your youth.”

His mouth grew heavy. She crossed her arms and challenged
him with her precocious stance.

He tempered the urge to spew a tirade. “Hate to say you’re
wrong, but you’re wrong.”

Hands to her waist, she nodded, her long hair caressing her
shoulders. “I think I’m just right.”

Her long black lashes mesmerized him with the way they rose
and lowered. He wanted to reel the control back to his side, but she held the
line tight.

Lawson turned and, with heavy steps plodded back to the table,
righted the chair and downed his beer to the final drop. He thrust the mug back
down, ran his sleeve along his mouth and belched.

Fresh air beckoned him. He whipped a twenty-dollar bill from
his wallet and slapped it on the table. “Thanks for the grub,” he rumbled.
“Keep the change.”

Eyes straight, he strode through the bar, past the red-faced
asshole massaging his throat and into the muggy air. His lungs expanded. He’d
made a mistake walking in there. It wasn’t a bar. It was a lion’s den.
Montana’s cat-like eyes observed too much. She’d clawed away his defenses and
pounced on his pride. He declared the bar off limits.

Grumbling, he shuffled toward the Galloping Motel for rest
and to get his head on straight.

A dull scraping noise from behind turned his legs to lead.

He turned and faced a vortex of darkness. His eyes, slow to
adjust, searched the night. Why the hell were there no lights? Trash cans
moved, or so he thought. The heat made him delirious. Lungs tight, he cocked
his head and listened.

His pulse thumped.

Sweat beaded his brow and soaked his collar.

Moments passed and he didn’t hear anything more. Lawson
turned back around and took a few steps when the noise repeated.

He pulled out his gun and fired two shots into the night.
Careless, he knew, but he didn’t need someone firing a round of lead into him
before he’d finished his business.

Satisfied, he tucked his gun into his pants. Sleep, he
needed sleep. And he needed to keep his mind off the sultry vixen from the bar.
Nothing good would ever come from getting involved.

He couldn’t afford to care for anyone in a town he sought to
destroy.





Chapter Five



She waited until the crunch of gravel faded. An ear-piercing
scream wedged in her throat. Weak-kneed, she leaned against the wall outside
the bar, her pulse erratic. Montana sank down, her limbs loose, uncoordinated.
She hugged her knees and drew a ragged breath.

Beside her lay two bullets.

Her mind replayed the moments before her nerves exploded.

Concealed behind the dumpster, she’d been admiring Lawson’s
tight butt and sexy swagger. Until a rat appeared. With the toe of her boot,
she’d meant only to kick the rodent away, but instead she’d kicked the
dumpster.

Metal clanged and echoed. She’d stayed low, easing toward
the door. The rat scurried onto a woodpile, squealing in delight. A board had
slid and created a mini avalanche. Wincing, Montana had reached for the knob. Pop
pop went the gun. Above her head, two objects had ricocheted off the
building, followed by a sprinkling of neon green.

“Montana Lee. What the hell?”

A second scream stuck in her throat. She burst to her feet,
hands pressed into the wall for balance.

Chuck stood in the doorway, hands outstretched, brows
arched. “Were you asleep?”

Her lips wouldn’t pry apart. She shook her head.

“What the hell happened to the sign?” He volleyed his head
from the broken sign to the ground. “Damn vandals.” Gesturing to the door, he
said, “I need you back inside. I’ve gotta take off.”

Montana didn’t want to go inside. She wanted to go home,
curl her body into a ball and pretend she had a mother who’d once comforted her
with soothing words and lullabies.

Her gaze fell back to the bullets. Shot for snooping. What a
way to go.

“Montana?”

“Yeah, sure,” she mumbled and unsealed herself from the
wall.

“What were you doing out here?”

“I-I needed air,” she lied.

“So, everything’s good, you’re all under control, right? I
can leave?”

His words drifted out warbled. What control? She didn’t have
anything under control. Not her heart rate. Not her nerves. And even more apparent,
not her life.

“Montana!”

She cringed at Chuck’s impatient tone. “Go home,” she said,
her voice hoarse. “I deal with enough assholes inside. I don’t need to deal
with one outside, too.”

“Nice.” He slid past her. “Night, then. See ya tomorrow.”

“Yeah.”

Montana slunk inside and closed the door. She re-tied her
apron, the strings having come undone, and filled a pitcher of beer. Why the
hell had Lawson fired blindly into the night? Who did that? His short fuse
disturbed her. Bad enough that he’d left the bar like an ass—throwing money on
the table the same way men had tossed money at her mother on their way out. Did
she want to trust someone so impulsive?

She’d made a move. He didn’t bite. She refused to waste her
time.

Tears stung her eyes.

She was stuck in a dead-end town, and stuck on a man who
almost shot her dead.

* * * * *

Lawson stormed the motel room, adrenaline pumping. His
fingers opened and closed. What an idiot. He shouldn’t have fired into the
dark. What if he’d shot an innocent person? A drunk? What if he’d shot Montana?
He couldn’t go firing a gun whenever he got spooked. Most small towns kept him
on edge, but this town damn near made him mental. Too many memories. Too many
ghosts.

Pulse still racing, he worked to calm his breath. Put focus back
onto his plan. His reason for returning to this repulsive place. But he wanted
Montana. He burned for her. There’d be no rest tonight if he didn’t see her.
Taste her.

Lawson pictured the sensuous curve of her shoulder. Soft,
creamy skin that he ached to brush his lips against. And her legs. He wanted
them locked around his waist as he…ah hell. She was right about the pent-up
sexual need. He hadn’t counted on there being one good thing in Rattler City.
One pretty little thing he’d have a hard time leaving behind.

Frustrated, he stalked back to the bar, through the door and
straight to the counter, ignoring the hush that followed his arrival.

His breath hitched when she walked out from the back
carrying a pitcher of beer.

Without thinking, he slapped his hand on the counter and
demanded, “Get me a glass and a bottle of whiskey.” Screw the manners, she
hated him anyways.

Her lips thinned. “You again. I’ll deal with you in a
moment.”

Lawson beat his fingers against his jeans. Both knees
bobbed. He watched her in motion, the way she swiveled her body between tables,
gathering glasses, pouring beer, collecting plates in the provocative crook of
her arm. Graceful. Fluid. Moving like a panther.

Moments later she disappeared into the back. His patience
waned. Did she think he’d leave if she didn’t serve him?

Tension trickled into his neck and shoulders. She took too
long. His urgency to see her turned obsessive. At least everyone had quit
staring.

To his relief, she returned with a glass and bottle of
whiskey in hand.

“Here.” She slammed the bottle down hard enough to shatter.

“Thanks.”

“Don’t talk to me,” she snapped.

He didn’t recognize the hardened look on her face.

She walked away and damn if she didn’t put an extra swish in
her sway.

Montana. He’d never been to Montana, but suddenly he wanted
to visit. Explore the beautiful open range. Sink his teeth into the fine
foundation and tease his fingers through the dewy grass.

Lawson poured another glass of whiskey. And another after
the second one slid down too easy. Tension drained from his muscles and he
nodded to the music. His intent to stay sharp dulled with each drink. He
drafted a new plan in his head. One he found feasible.

Tonight he aimed to get Montana alone.





Chapter Six



Montana bit back a string of harsh words. What did he want?
He’d stormed out, almost killed her and then returned to what, finish the job?
She hated the way he sat on the stool, gawking at her like a dog itching to
play ball. Now that she didn’t want to play, he did. Bastard.

At midnight she ushered the locals out the door. Lawson
remained at the bar, smug and defiant.

Irritated, she threw down the washcloth and stomped over.

“I guess you didn’t hear. It’s closing time. That means
leave.”

He smirked and pointed at his half-filled glass. “I’ll go
when I’m done with my drink.”

She snatched the glass from his hands and splashed the
remaining whiskey in his face.

“You’re finished.”

His grin lessened. He grabbed hold of her wrist and pulled
her from around the bar into him. Montana sputtered words even she didn’t
understand. Pressed close to his chest, she didn’t know whether to be scared,
mad or privileged.

“You’ve got a lot of sass for something so petite,” he
growled.

A drop of whiskey slid down his cheek. She ached to catch it
with her tongue. With minimal effort, she half-struggled to get out of his
stronghold, more for show than want. She couldn’t deny the excitement of his
body, or seeing her reflection in his silvery eyes. Still, she didn’t want him
to know her level of enthusiasm.

“You’ve been avoiding me,” he rasped.

His potent aura of danger filled her senses.

Montana worried her lip and wondered when she’d stopped
being mad at him.

Heart racing, she asked, “Why did you come back?”

“Couldn’t sleep.” He flashed a wry grin. “Not without knowing
how you taste.”

“Words meant to flatter, I suppose.”

“Honest words.”

“Ha,” she scoffed.

His voice lowered. “I believe me.”

She groaned. “That’s because you’re a self-centered ass.”

One thick brow rose, but he didn’t dispute her words.

Chin high, she continued, “I won’t let you have your way.”

“No?”

Her pulse elevated. “I need you to go so I can close the
bar.”

Lawson released her and walked with purpose toward the door.
Regret sank in. She stared after him, her arm extended, wishing she had a rod
to reel him back.

At the door, he twisted the sign to read closed and flipped
the lock. “The bar is officially closed,” he announced.

He strutted by her and kept going. With a wicked gleam, he
reached behind the bar and topped his glass from a new bottle of whiskey.

Montana jerked her gaze away. Arms crossed, she circled the
bar. A sultry jazz song played on the jukebox. A song about a very hot, very
sticky need between two people. The singer crooned with a passion she longed to
know.

With forced sweetness, she asked, “Would you mind leaving? I
have to finish cleaning up so I can go home.”

“Then finish.” An arrogant smile tainted his handsome
features. “I’m not stopping you.”

Her sweetness dissolved. What a piece of work. “You think
you’re a badass but you’re nothing but a whiskey-drinking snake with too much
time on your hands, and a bad habit of picking on people you deem weak.”

He rounded the bar, ferocious eyes ablaze. “I’ve heard
enough lip from you.”

Startled, Montana hustled back until she bumped into the pool
table. Trapped, she shielded herself.

He wrapped his hands around her arms and pulled her in, his
eyes shadowed by his hat. “You think I’m a snake?”

Her lips quivered. His warm, smoky breath fanned her face.

She ran her tongue along her lower lip. “A no good, rotten,
dirty snake.”

Lawson pushed her into the pool table with his upper thighs,
his cock firm. Her jaw went lax.

“Are you afraid of snakes?”

Her throat thickened. She nodded.

“If I let you go, will you run?”

His grip loosened, as if to test her. Montana studied the
intensity in his face, the angle of his brows, the perfect slope of his nose. A
man with brains and brawn. A man she didn’t have any business trying to tame.

“I’m not going anywhere,” she confessed.

For too many ticks of the clock, he held her captive, his
towering form exuding heady waves of heat. Her body sagged from her weighted
breath. She didn’t think she’d last another moment under his dark gaze.

The suggestive lyrics of the music filled the silence. Words
about need. Words about want. Words about filling that need, and how nothing
else mattered.

Montana dipped her head, but he captured her chin.

His thumb stroked her bottom lip. “That mouth will get you
into trouble.”

He removed his hat and tossed it onto the next table. An
inky black strand of hair fell across his brow. Her fingers twitched. Half a
heartbeat later he sliced his tongue between her lips. Currants, peach and a
hint of vanilla exploded inside her mouth. Heat rippled beneath her skin. The
final tendrils of resistance softened.

She slipped her arms around his neck and welcomed the fiery
kisses. Inexperienced, she followed his lead. Matched the stroke of his tongue.
Returned the hard, fast rhythm of his desire.

When he broke away, she released a stifled moan.

Montana searched his eyes and recognized the burning hunger
behind them. “I didn’t say you could kiss me,” she mumbled.

His thumb outlined her lips and caressed the rise of her
cheek. “Tell me you don’t want more, and I’ll stop.”

“I’m not easy,” she countered. “I don’t sleep around.”

Crinkles bracketed his eyes. “Listen, beautiful, I won’t be
here long enough to take you out and date you proper. Unless you say otherwise,
I’m going for it.”

Montana smirked. Like the song from the jukebox repeated, it
was about filling a need. A hot, sticky need. She wanted to fill that need with
him.

He smiled. “Are you done talking?”

“Maybe.”

“About damn time.”

“Bastard,” she hissed.

Humor creased his brows. He traced his fingers over her
collarbone. Inside her core, an inferno raged. There’d be no more silly
fantasies playing in her head. She had a hard-bodied reality standing before
her eyes.

Lawson pulled her close and sealed his mouth over hers. Heat
seared her throat. Dizzy and feverish, she anchored herself to his body,
melting further with each generous kiss. His hands dragged through her hair and
swept up along her face. Her lungs begged for air, but she didn’t stop. Too
caught up in his whiskey-laced taste. Too caught up in him.

At the parting of his lips, she gulped air.

“I can’t get enough,” he said gruffly.

He brought her in tight and rested his chin on her head. She
wilted. The scent of danger and his raw masculinity ringed her body. His heart
raced against her ear, a quick-paced staccato. Eyes closed, she imagined all
her nights this way.

He pulled back a fraction and held her face in his hands.
Gently, he kissed the corners of her mouth and brushed his lips along the side
of her neck. Arousal blossomed low in her belly. His hands slid to her waist,
sending goose bumps along her skin. He gathered the end of her shirt in his
fists and pulled the thin layer of material over her head.

His dark lashes lowered and she straightened, basking in his
smoldering gaze. She’d never felt more brazen.

“No bra?”

“Hate them,” she said. “Don’t like being tied down by
anything.”

“Bet you’d like it if I tied you up.”

The deep resonance of his voice tripped her pulse.

Lawson cupped her breasts. His tongue draped a blanket of
warmth around each nipple, taking care to bring each one to full peak. She trembled.
Her body alive and awakened by his touch. The jukebox switched to a sensual
rhapsody.

He flicked his thumbs along her nipples and took one between
his teeth. She lashed beneath him, unprepared for the exquisite rush.

Head raised, he pinched a nipple. “You’re quite the little
charmer.”

“What do you mean?” Her words came out breathy, labored.

“Bet you get all the boys riled up, and then just when their
dicks are about to pop, you walk away and never look back.”

Desire pooled between her thighs. Her only thoughts on what
he’d do to her next. “I’m not like that.”

He pinched her other nipple and pulled it taut. “I think you
like to play hard to get.”

Montana shook her head.

“Or do you just like it hard?”

She rested her hand on the bulge of his jeans. “I like it
hard as I can get it.”

“Thought so.”

With an impressive swiftness, he reached under her skirt and
caught hold of the sides of her panties. The damp silk slid down the length of
her legs. She toed them to the side. He hiked up her skirt around her waist and
lifted her onto the edge of the pool table.

Montana worked the buttons of his denim apart and eased them
over his briefs. She freed his erection and stroked him from base to tip. In
urgency he yanked off his shirt. She weakened and ran her hands along the
scarred planes.

“I swear you put a spell on me,” he rasped. “I had no
intention of touching you.”

Her pulse pounded in her ears. “I did.”

She chuckled at the surprise on his face.

“You put a spell on me, or you intended for me to touch
you?”

Mischief tugged her lips. “Both.”

He pushed her back so her hands rested along the green felt
of the table, and savored each nipple. Montana arched. A slow building pressure
within her core intensified. She wanted him with a ferocity that frightened
her. But tiny threads of doubt consumed her. Here was a man who’d had plenty of
women. Sophisticated, beautiful, adventurous women. A man of his caliber didn’t
want the daughter of a whore. He deserved better.

Before she had a chance to voice her second thoughts, Lawson
rested his palm between her thighs. “You’ve got something here that I want.”

Her lashes fluttered. The heavy-with-need tone coupled with
his tormented gaze stripped away all doubts. “Then take it. What are you
waiting for?”

He opened her with two fingers. A cry escaped her throat. He
grazed his thumb along her moist slit. “So soft. So wet.”

Her pulse throbbed in her ears, her neck, her chest.

“Please, take me,” she sobbed.

“On. My. Time.”

“I want it hard and fast,” she said, her voice sharp.
“Remember?”

“If I slide my cock inside you right now, I’m done for.”

Montana bit her lip at the blunt admission. “Oh.”

“Like I said. On my time.”

He lowered his chin between her thighs, his breath warm
against her dampness. She shifted beneath him, half out of her mind with
longing. Lips pressed tight, she forced back words meant to hurry him. She
didn’t want to anger him. Or worse, give him reason to leave.

He worked one finger around her moist folds and teased his
tongue along her hardened clit. He hummed in pleasure, the vibrations making
her even more receptive. She watched the way he coaxed her open with two
fingers, three fingers. Parting her. Readying her. His magnificent mouth sealed
over her clit and her nipples beaded painfully.

“Lawson,” she whispered, loving the feel of her tongue
against her teeth as she pronounced his name. “You make me feel so good.”

She loved the ticklish delight of his stubble against her
mound. And his tufts of hair that brushed her belly. So sensitive, she felt
even the most featherweight of touches.

In a sudden turn he ravished her clit, his fingers driving
deeper. Faster.

He raised his head, replacing his mouth with his other
fingers, the sheen of her juices apparent in the dim light. “Let go, Montana.
Let yourself fall.”

She nodded and rocked her body against his fingers, the felt
of the pool table soft against her back. A smile tipped his full masculine lips
and he returned them to her clit, stroking his tongue just enough to help her
reach the peak.

Her fingers raked behind her as she cried out, falling over
the edge and allowing the black velvet sea to catch her. She floated for mere
moments before a surge of desire knocked her back to reality. And the reality
was that she wanted more.

Montana reached forward, tugging his black briefs farther
down, and wrapped her hand around his cock.

With force, he turned her around and leaned her over the
table. The sound of a foil wrapper followed.

Montana stared at the green felt, seeing where she’d raked
her nails. Bigsby would flip.

“You ready for more of a hard time?”

She swallowed down a knot of need in her throat. “Oh god,
yes.”

Her thighs trembled with impatience. The tip of his cock
teased her longer than she cared for. She considered slamming back into him
when he entered her, clean and fast. Filling her in length and width. He needed
only to thrust once and pleasure exploded to every fiber of her being. Breasts
heavy, her nipples scraped along the pool table, heightening all her senses.

“You’re a tight little thing.”

She widened her thighs and stuck her butt out to
accommodate. He drove deeper.

Montana snuck a look over her shoulder, marveling at the
intensity in his eyes, the tensing of his jaw. He had a handsome face she could
stare at forever. She caught the dark, dangerous gleam in his eyes. Lust-filled
liquid pools that made her breath hitch.

“Ready to take it harder?”

Her jaw slackened at his words. She gripped the sides of the
pool table. Lawson drove into her again and again, his cock thick and hot. Legs
tense for full impact, she clung to the table. He showed no mercy. He’d
penetrate deep and withdraw long enough to elicit a sob, only to fill her
completely again. His hand moved to the juncture between her thighs and rubbed
her clit. Her body bucked against the dual stimulation. She didn’t care that
the front of her thighs would sport bruises by morning. She didn’t care that
her nipples were raw from the friction against the felt. And she didn’t care
that she was going to have a difficult time carrying trays of beer and food
with her sore arms from clenching so hard. This was the kind of scintillating,
rough-and-tumble, thigh-numbing, full-out, high-octane sex she’d pined for.

He gripped her hips in his moist, strong hands and continued
to take her hard and fast and deep.

Heat flooded her face as she neared the peak. She forced her
hips back into him, meeting his ever increasing pace, readying herself for the
climax. Wave after wave crashed into her and this time she let herself freefall
while he barreled into her once more. His hands clenched her hips tight, nearly
lifting her from the table, and then a deep, resonating growl erupted from his
throat.

Her pulse throbbed to the steady beat of the music. Behind
her she heard a hiss of air and then a quiet mumble of words. Montana feared
his regret.

He withdrew and on shaky legs she turned. She opened her
mouth to comment, when he silenced her with a kiss. She tasted herself on his
tongue and kissed him back with renewed vigor. Lawson pulled away, leaving her
lips raw and swollen.

“Whoa there. Easy.”

“Sorry.”

“Did you want to go back to my place?”

Feeling shy, she tugged her skirt down. “Why?”

“To talk, or something.”

“I thought that you…”

He pressed his finger to her lips. “Don’t read into it. I
just don’t fuck and go.”

Montana smiled. She’d been wrong about him. He had a tender
side. And she planned to use that to her full advantage. “Sure. Let me find my
panties.”





Chapter Seven



Clint Mitchum tired of pacing and sat down at the kitchen
table. He stared at his half-eaten sandwich and pushed the plate aside, opting
for stale beer. The walls vibrated. A moment later the front door slammed.

Garvey ambled in and tossed his keys to the counter,
plopping into the chair beside him.

“Hey pop, can’t sleep?”

Clint took in the boy’s ever expanding paunch. “Nah, my
mind’s racing.”

“Cooking up a new scheme?”

Garvey’s ignorance aggravated him. “No. On account of the
stranger. He’s bad news.”

“I dunno. Looks harmless enough. Shifty-eyed, though. Least
he’s spending money.”

Clint pounded his fist. “You got sticks in those ears, boy?
He’s oozing trouble out his armpits. And we don’t want his tainted money.”

“Oh. Okay.”

He ran his hand across his face, aware of the extra wrinkles
he’d developed in the last year. “There’s something familiar about him and I don’t
like it.”

“Familiar how?”

“If I knew I wouldn’t be sitting here,” he said with
impatience. “My gut’s all tangled, and that only happens when something’s about
to cause me a mess of problems.”

“Sorry, pop. You gonna finish that sandwich?” Garvey gave him
a hopeful look that ratcheted his anger a notch higher.

“Shut up, boy. You need to hear what I’m saying. I want you
to get your ass over to Montana’s place in the morning.”

“What for?”

“To see if she’s alone. From the way her mother behaved, I
can’t trust her to not be thinking this newcomer’s her meal ticket outta here.”

“You sayin’ he might be with her?”

Clint chuckled. “Wipe that green off your face. That whore
can have any man she wants, and she knows it. She’ll sink her nails into this
guy and run off with him. Everyone knows she’s itching to leave, but we need to
make sure that doesn’t happen.”

“Maybe he ain’t seen her yet.” Garvey reached toward the
sandwich, but Clint knocked his hand out of the way and shoved the plate to the
corner.

“No man misses the likes of Montana Lee.”

“What do I do if he’s there?”

“Beat the shit outta him and then lock him up. We can’t have
strangers sniffin’ around the woman you plan to marry, can we?”

Garvey scratched his elbow. “Ah hell. She’s always telling
me to get lost.”

“All women do that. They don’t know what they want. But I’ll
say this, you’ve been nothing but a coward. Letting her tell you what to do.”

“I’m not a coward.”

“You’re a damn momma’s boy,” he said. “Quit taking no for an
answer. It’s up to you to make an honest woman out of her. The second she
tastes freedom you’ll never get a second chance.”

“Dammit, pop.”

“Act like a man and remind her who’s in control. Women like
to be told what to do. Don’t let her think she’s got your pecker wrapped around
her little finger. Put her in her place.”

“She’s a tough little thing,” Garvey whined. “Has quite a
mouth on her. I get near her and I’m all tongue-tied.”

Clint drummed his fingers. “Once you get into her panties, I
guarantee that’ll change.”

A smile creased the boy’s lips. “Doubt it.”

“Trust me. The novelty wears off. Sooner than you think.”

“She’s not like any of the other women here.”

Clint snorted. “Course not. She’s the daughter of a whore.”
He licked his lips and relaxed into the chair. “Look, sometimes you gotta take
what you want. Otherwise someone will step in and take what’s yours. See?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Now, get some sleep. I expect you up early.”

Garvey nodded and sauntered down the hall, his head down
like a defeated dog.

While he’d done his best to raise the boy, Clint hated how
little they were alike. Too soft in the middle and not much smarts. Still, he’d
been strapped with him.

Clint leaned forward, his head pounding. The stranger meant
trouble. He didn’t need trouble. And Little Miss Short Skirt didn’t need the
motivation to skip town. His father didn’t stand for outsiders, and neither did
he. A bullet could be mighty persuasive.

* * * * *

Garvey knew sleep wouldn’t come with Montana on his mind.
She occupied his every thought. Not hard when she paraded around in slinky
clothes that showed off her figure. Or when the sun hit her shiny gloss and
made her lips irresistible. None of the women in town compared to Montana Lee.

If she’d let him, she’d understand how much he cared. He
wanted her happy and smiling and his. He wanted to come home to her after
another wasted day and make love ’til sunrise.

Garvey removed his gun and holster, and sank to the bed.

Now he had a stranger to contend with. He didn’t need the
competition.

His pop had a point. Maybe it was time to prove his
intentions to Montana. Maybe she’d respect him more for it. She lit him on
fire, even when she treated him like dirt. He knew the novelty of being with
her would never wear off. All the nights he’d stood outside her window and
watched her undress. Seen her step out from the shower, dewy wet and fresh
looking.

Garvey didn’t want anyone else touching her. He was done
being pushed away. Come morning he’d give Montana the kind of attention she
wanted. Whether she begged him to or not.





Chapter Eight



Lawson picked at the chipped paint in his motel room. He
didn’t know why he’d invited Montana back, but he didn’t want to bail right
after sex like he always did. Had he any sense, he would’ve kept his ass out of
the bar.

She sat on the bed, her nipples plump beneath her nothing of
a shirt. The nipples he’d had his lips around. She’d been so hot, so damn
responsive that even when he wanted to turn and run, he couldn’t ignore the
pull. The scent of her lingered on his skin, his fingers, his entire body. Fuck
she smelled good.

Lawson ran a hand through his hair. He needed to get his
mind off her body and back to why he’d returned to Rattler City.

He glanced around, uncomfortable and craving beer.

“Did you want me to leave?” She looked up at him, her eyes
big and expectant.

“I didn’t say that.” He hated the way she read his thoughts.

Her features clouded. “Are you sorry you fucked me?”

Lawson fiddled with the chipped wall some more. What could
he say? She was the devil in disguise. A sexy little seductress hell bent on
destroying all the plans he’d worked up over the years. He’d already told her
straight out—no attachments. She couldn’t give him grief about it later.

“I’m sorry you’re here at all,” he said. “Why do you stay?
You don’t belong in this place.”

She sighed. “It’s complicated.”

“What’s complicated?”

“I don’t have enough money to leave. I’d never make it on my
own.”

“You work,” he pointed out. “I’m sure you get decent tips.”

Montana shook her head. “I can’t up and leave like you. I
have obligations and responsibilities.”

All he heard were excuses. “Like what?”

“Like my momma’s debt. Half my earnings go toward paying off
her loans.”

Lawson leaned his shoulder against the wall. “I don’t
understand.”

“My momma borrowed a lot of money to help pay for our home
when we moved here, and for food and clothes. It took her a while to get a job.
After she died there was a large sum of money still waiting to be taken care
of, and I had to borrow more to pay for her burial.”

Sounded more like slavery to him. “Doesn’t seem right to
me.”

“It’s the law.”

He wanted to shoot a great big hole through the law. “Seems
to me the law wouldn’t be this big entity if you and the rest of the town took
a stand and did something to change it.”

“Are you kidding? Mitchum doesn’t take crap from nobody. If
you cross him you’ll pay with your life.”

“That so?”

“Yeah. I know of a few men who went against Mitchum over a
land deed, and they wound up dead. It keeps everyone quiet.”

While that didn’t surprise him, he hated hearing about people
who cowered in fear, especially when it meant assholes profited.

“Do you really think they’d kill you if you stopped paying
on your momma’s debt?”

She paused, chewing her lip. “I don’t know. I’m afraid to
find out.”

“Why do you let people take advantage of you? You seem like
a smart girl. Act like one.”

Her feet hit the floor and she marched right up into his
face. “I am smart. I’m also stuck.”

“No one is ever stuck,” he insisted. “Pick up and go. What
are they going to do to you?”

She blinked, her eyes glossy with tears. “Maybe you’re a
rebel, but I’m scared. My childhood was shit. I have no idea who my father is.
My mom spent every night with a different guy, which made for an awful lot of
uncles.”

He rolled his shoulders. “She probably didn’t know any better.”

“For a while, I felt like I was the parent. And then she
died. Some sudden illness. And I had nowhere to go and no one to turn to. Since
then I’ve worked my ass off to not be like her.”

“Good. But how does that make you stuck?”

Her voice rose. “Because I’m stuck paying for her sins.
Because at the snap of his fingers, Mitchum can send twenty men after me for a
nice fat reward. Because I’ll never get far enough fast enough to be out of
their reach.” She paused for a breath, her eyes like sparks from a fire. “I
swore that once I broke free from this place, I’d never come back. Not by
choice and not by force. Everything will be worse for me here if I’m caught.
Understand?”

“So you’re scared.”

“Dammit, I said that I’m scared. I’m not a reckless wanderer
like you. I don’t drive a fancy truck. Do you see anyone around here with a
truck? The only vehicles are owned by the law. If you want to pay for gas you
might as well sell a loved one, it will cost as much. We’re all prisoners here.
Screw you if you can’t understand.”

Lawson reached for her, but she reeled away.

“Don’t pity me.”

“I don’t.”

“Right. Lie to me some more.”

“I haven’t lied.”

“Then stop judging me.”

Lawson saw through the tough girl act, but didn’t want to
say anything. He just wanted her to go so he could stop picturing her on the
pool table and think straight. He knew that if he took her out of Rattler City,
he’d never let her go. A mistake he knew better than to follow through with.

* * * * *

Not wanting the spotlight on her, Montana shifted the focus.
“Tell me, what’s your story? Restless man out playing vigilante? Bounty hunter?
Murderer?”

His jaw tensed.

“Come on,” she prodded. “I’ve shared parts of my sordid
little history. Actually, I’ve shared a lot with you tonight. It’s only fair.”

After several minutes of silent coaxing, he conceded. “Did
you know this town used to have a different name?”

She shook her head.

“It used to be called Cage Crossing. A thriving town with
beautiful homes and good-natured people. What took years to build ended up
destroyed in a day.”

The name Cage sounded familiar, but she didn’t know from
where. “What happened?”

“My grandfather and his father helped build the city, and
eventually my grandpa ran the bank. JR Mitchum, Clint’s father, up and got
greedy one day. He’d always had an issue with my grandpa because he married my
grandma. The way I heard it, she had all the men eating out of the palm of her
hand, but she had eyes only for my gramps.”

Montana arched a brow. “So there’s a little romance in your
blood.”

“Nope. Skipped a generation or two.”

Her shoulders sagged.

“JR had it fixed in his mind to do whatever it took to bring
down my grandpa and soil his reputation. Hoped it would make my grandma leave
him. Only, it brought them closer.”

He paused and then smiled, and she imagined a woman every
bit as stubborn as Lawson.

“Course that pissed JR off even more,” he continued, “so he
made it his mission to turn the town against gramps. The sheriff at the time
went missing, and the judge appointed JR to take his place. No doubt from some
coaxing with cash. Pretty soon Mitchum started pocketing the townspeople’s
money, raising their property taxes and increasing prices on goods. He became
your all-around bully who happened to have the law on his side.”

Feeling the wind knocked out of her, Montana sat back on the
bed. “So people put their money in the bank and then Mitchum stole from the
bank?”

“Yep. But he did far worse things. He regulated how many
children a family could have. Young girls were sent away to orphanages, older
ones were sent to whore houses. I heard he made a percentage off each one.”

Her stomach soured. “How did he get away with all of it?”

“With the law holding everyone’s lives for ransom, they
easily swept everything under the dirt. The Mitchums bought off the law in the
surrounding towns so that no one had anyone to turn to.”

“My god.” Montana shook her head. She’d always considered
Mitchum a bogeyman, but now she realized he was worse than any nightmare.

“Wasn’t long before JR put his son, Clint, to work at the
bank. A week later he claimed that gramps stole wads of cash.”

She searched his eyes. “Did people believe him?”

“Grandma said they didn’t, but who knows. The Cage name got
hammered into the ground along with my grandpa’s reputation.”

“Did he fight the accusations?”

His expression softened. “With words, yes, but he was a
peaceful man. Didn’t have the heart for violence.”

Something in his voice made her think he wished that hadn’t
been the case. “Does that upset you?”

His eyes downturned. “I don’t begrudge him for not taking a
stand. I’d have done different, but he handled it the way he wanted.”

“So he went to jail?”

“Nope.” He paused and paced along the room. Quick strides
that turned him into a blur. “They shot him and burned his house to the ground.
My mom tried to stop them, and she got shot, along with my week-old baby
sister. They all burned.”

Her hands covered her mouth. “Oh, Lawson.” She wanted to run
to him and hold him, but the tension he wore on his face deterred her.

“My grandma and I were on our way back from the mercantile
when we saw smoke billowing in the distance. By sunset, Cage Crossing had
become a hole in the ground.”

Montana winced. “I’m so sorry. What did you do? Where did
you go?”

He paused, his jaw clenched. “We moved to Arizona. Grandma
had a friend who lived there. I don’t know how she convinced JR to let her go,
but I guess since gramps no longer had her, it didn’t matter as much. She never
loved another man.”

“Where was your father through all of this?”

Montana caught a glimpse of pain in his eyes before he went
back to pacing. “About a month before the fire, he was shipped off on some
train with a handful of men to do business for Mitchum. None of them returned.”

“You think it was on purpose?”

He faced her. “Had to be. I’ve been all over the area
throughout the years looking for clues, but they covered it up so well that
there’s no trace. Somewhere they disappeared.”

“Jesus. So the Mitchums erased everything good that your
family did for the town.”

“Yep.”

“And then erased them.”

“Uh huh.”

“And you’re here to make Mitchum pay.”

He nodded.

“But JR set the fire,” she reasoned. “How does Clint figure
into this other than accusing your grandpa and being born into a rotten
family?”

“Clint was the one who shot my mom and sister. He has the
same evil that ran through his family’s blood. It would seem that so far he has
been carrying on the Mitchum legacy.” He took the silver dollar out of his
pocket, flipped it and caught it in his palm. “When my grandma died, I swore
I’d return to Rattler City and hunt down Clint and anyone else who helped bring
Cage Crossing to ruin. And then burn the place down.”

She took a few minutes to absorb it all, wrestling in her
mind for anything of comfort to say. It dawned on her that while she understood
his motivation, she still didn’t understand the man.

“You know, the more you tell me, the more mysterious you
become. I don’t know what makes you tick.”

“I’m a man who learned that there isn’t room for friends in
life. Enemies are easier. You take your enemies out. Everyone’s better off.”

“Am I an enemy?”

“No. And you’re not a friend.”

Montana pushed off the bed to her feet and approached him.

He stepped away, his head shaking.

Her skin bristled at the blatant rejection but she played it
cool.

“So what’s the plan once you leave here?”

“Headed to Washington.”

“Got a girl there?” She regretted the words once they were
out. He didn’t belong to her.

“I’m going to pay Bremmer Dubois a visit.”

Her brows knitted. “Who’s he?”

“A low-life who shot my grandma while holding up a store.
He’s getting out of jail because of overcrowding. Or so he thinks.”

She cringed. “So, you’re going to drive your way around the
world knocking off everyone who did you wrong?”

“It’s my life to do as I please.”

“People do change.”

“Not anyone I know.” He cut her off with a sharp look. “I
grew up with the knowledge that you couldn’t wait around for the law to serve
up justice. If you waited around for every Tom, Dick and Harry Hard-On to
finish out their sentences, or get their asses behind bars, you’d find yourself
an old man.”

“You can’t go and kill everyone blindly,” she said.

“Justice is blind. Rather than find protection, my family
lost their lives at the hands of the law. They didn’t do anything wrong, but
they paid dearly, and everyone who loved them paid, and continues to pay.”

“Yes but…”

“I’m not a good guy, understand? Whatever you’ve built up in
your head about me, it’s an illusion. I know you see me as your ticket out of
here, but sugar, it’s not going to happen. I ride alone and I sure as hell
don’t have time for skirts. Much as I loved the feel of your body beneath me,
it’s not going to lead to anything more.”

“You could at least take me to the next state. I haven’t had
it so easy.”

“Oh boo hoo, you had a whore for a mother. I’m not sure how
traumatized you can be when you—”

She slapped him so hard she swore her hand cracked.

“Fuck you! You’re an insensitive jerk who doesn’t have a
clue about the real world. You’re missing the big picture if all you care about
is an eye for an eye.”

Montana bolted for the door.

“It’s four in the morning,” he called out. “At least wait
until the sun is up.”

She whipped around. “I’m not staying here another second.
You got what you wanted from me. Leave me the hell alone. Bastard. I should’ve
kicked you out of the bar instead of taking you between my thighs.”

“Gotta love the beauty of hindsight.”

Montana slammed the door. Her body quaked. She took a few
steps, turned, turned back and kept walking. There’d be no going back. No
begging him for second chances. His words hurt. They stabbed her heart into
tiny pieces. Not only was Lawson born a Cage, he was a rattling cage. And
dangerous. The stray bullets should’ve been enough warning for her to keep
away. But it seemed men made her stupid. Traits of her mother.

The scent of rain marked the air. Thunder rumbled low in the
sky. Her situation became clear. Like her mother, she’d die in this town.





Chapter Nine



Lawson stood at the door, one hand on the wall, shaking his
head. He deserved the slap. He’d take on anyone who bad-mouthed his family. Why
should she do any different? He also deserved to be standing there like an ass
at four in the morning. There’d been a reason why women weren’t written into
his plans. Women meant trouble. By veering from the plan, he’d asked for
trouble.

Grumbling, he paced. He wanted to go shoot some rounds into
the night. Or drive like a maniac along the dirt roads. He was stuck in a
nothing town with nothing to do except think about a woman. The room smelled
like her—hell, he smelled like her. All bubble gum, bar and sex.

Tired of pacing, he settled into the stiff armchair, head
back, and stared at the ceiling. So he’d said the wrong thing. He didn’t owe
her anything. Why should he be sorry?

Lawson propped a foot on his knee, his lips pressed firm. He
should be happy she left. And pissed off too. Then she’d leave him alone for
good. The way he wanted.

Bobbing his leg, he tried to picture the moment when he’d
confront Mitchum. To his irritation, the scenario came up blank. Instead he pictured
Montana. The way her eyes darkened to a deep emerald-green when he got her
riled up. And he’d done that a little too well.

Guilt seeped into his conscience.

“Damn you, Montana.”

He clambered to his feet and headed outside. It occurred to
him that he didn’t have a clue where she lived. Seeing a light on in the diner,
he sprinted over and knocked on the window. Libby gestured to the door and met
him there dressed in a red housecoat, her dangly earrings swaying.

“You’re a tad early, love. You must really like my cookin’.”

“Sure do, but I’m here for another reason.”

“I can see that.”

“Pardon?”

She nodded her chin at him. “Yer zipper, honey. To me that
says yer distracted. And other than you, there ain’t nuthin’ else to be
distracted by in this place than the lovely Miss Lee. Am I right?”

Face heated, he turned away to fix the situation.

“Uh, thanks. And yeah, I’m looking for Montana.”

“She know yer comin’?”

“She’ll probably tell me to get lost.”

“Uh huh. Sweet girl. Grew up too fast. Tell you what. Since
I like you, I’ll tell you how to get to her house. But you best be a gentleman
with her, she ain’t had it easy.”

“Yes ma’am.”

* * * * *

Montana’s anger reignited at the sight of Garvey’s car in
front of her trailer. Tired and sore from the long walk home, she blanched at
the thought of another interrogation.

She tiptoed to the passenger side and peeked in, surprised
to find the car empty.

Probably taking a leak.

Before he noticed her home, she rushed inside and closed the
door. Eye to the peephole, she strained to see out. Nothing moved. Satisfied,
she flipped around and relaxed against the door.

A flicker of gold drew her attention. Her body jolted as if
she’d tripped a wire. A garbled scream tumbled between her gut and throat.
Still wearing his badge, Garvey sat slouched on the sofa with his boots propped
up on the coffee table.

Hand to her chest, she shot arrows of fury with her glare.

“Jesus, Garvey, what the hell are you doing here?”

He shrugged. “Sheriff’s orders.”

The still air inside the trailer made her mind sluggish. She
inhaled and exhaled slowly, waiting for her breath to regulate. Other than a
crushed beer can on the floor, nothing looked out of place.

Arms crossed, she asked, “You have nothing better to do than
snoop around my house?”

Garvey clicked his tongue. “Ah hell, Montana, you know
better than that.”

“Do I? How’d you get inside?”

“The door was unlocked. I was worried.”

Her arms fell to her sides, slapping her legs. “Well, I’m
fine. Now get out. I’m exhausted.”

He leaned forward but made no attempt to leave. “Where’ve
you been all night?”

“The heat kept me up.” She wished he’d go. Her toes throbbed
and she needed sleep. “I went for a walk.”

“All night?”

The barrage of questions provoked her annoyance. “What’s it
to you? I’ll come and go as I please. This is my place.”

His boots slid from the table to the floor. “Don’t talk to
me like that, it confuses me. I wish you’d quit playing hard to get all the
damn time.”

For a moment she swore the trailer tipped. Montana pressed
her palms to the door to stay steady. “You got rocks for brains? It’s not
playing hard to get since I’m not interested. I’ve told you, I don’t have
feelings for you, and never will. When will you listen?”

“When you quit messing around and tell me you’ll be my
wife.” His face flushed. “I know you don’t really mean what you say.”

Again the trailer tipped. “Wait a sec, back things up. You
want to know when I’ll be your wife?”

“Yep.”

“Tell you what. When hell freezes over, you come on back and
propose.”

He stood and his body cast a long shadow against the light.
“Why you gotta be like that? I like you somethin’ fierce. It’s not right
talkin’ to me the way you do.”

“This is my house and I’ll talk the way I want.” She hoped
he didn’t hear the waver in her voice.

Garvey smiled with a mouthful of smug. “It ain’t paid for
yet, so, it ain’t yours.”

“Fuck off.”

He pointed toward her. “There you go again.”

Montana aimed her thumb at the door. “Out.”

“After I have a look around.”

She paused. Where was this going? “For what?”

“To make sure all’s the way it should be.”

Her lips pursed. “You being here without my permission isn’t
the way it should be at all.”

“I see that fire in yer eyes. Damn if you ain’t teasing me.”

She blinked. Nothing she said had got through his dense
brain. “I’m very serious. Go.”

“You been seeing that stranger?”

Montana shifted her weight. He was fishing. “There was some
drifter in, had a drink or two. Why?”

“Sheriff says he’s trouble.” He took a step toward her.
“What do you have to say about that?”

She dropped her voice. “I couldn’t care less about some
stupid stranger.”

“You sure you didn’t flirt with him?”

Garvey continued forward, his eyes greedy.

She stepped back and her heel hit the door. “I didn’t.”

“You probably shook them titties at him. No one can resist
your sweet cherry pits.”

The trailer shrank around his giant form. She wet her lips.
Somehow she’d swallowed her voice.

“Do they make you as hot as you make me?”

A bitter taste filled her mouth. “I don’t feel anything for
you.”

He unbuckled his belt and a sick feeling rose in her
stomach.

“If you raised that skirt and pulled down those panties
you’d feel something. You’d feel a lot.”

“Please leave.”

“I’m not ready.”

Her eyes watered from his cigarette and beer breath against
her face. “I’m asking nice.”

“You sure are. Give me ten minutes and you’ll be glad you
did.”

She’d seen Garvey drunk, but never this forward. “Why are
you acting like this?”

“Being a nice guy don’t work, so I’m gonna take what I
want.”

Montana slid her hand to the doorknob. In the small space
he’d left her, she twisted her body and went to pull open the door. Garvey’s
arms wrapped tight around her waist.

“Let go,” she cried.

He dragged her across the room and wrestled her to the sofa.
The pillows fell around her face, smothering her.

“Garvey, don’t do this!”

“Hush, now. You’re gonna love it. I promise.”





Chapter Ten



Lawson rounded the corner and stopped to rehearse his
apology. Montana’s trailer sat up ahead surrounded by a mess of trees. Not what
he considered safe for a young woman who lived alone. But he reminded himself
that her safety didn’t concern him.

He was headed to her door when he noticed the police car.
He’d be pissed if she went behind his back and told Deputy Gutless the truth of
his identity.

Spewing obscenities, he walked away.

A muffled scream stopped him cold. He sprinted to her door.

“Montana?”

On a muted sob, he kicked the door open.

His body stiffened. Montana struggled with the deputy, her
body pinned beneath him.

“Get off her right now, asshole, and I’m not asking.”

The deputy cocked his head. “Hey, asshole, walk away, and
I’ll act like I didn’t see you.”

“Get off her or I’ll throw you off.”

Montana whimpered. “Garvey, please do what he says.”

“Stay out of this,” he hissed and went for his holster.

Lawson lunged, taking a lamp with him. He grabbed Garvey’s
forearm, pinned it behind his back and shoved him into the corner, collapsing a
table on his way down.

The deputy heaved himself to his feet and Lawson swung his
arm, nailing him in the mouth.

“Don’t ever touch her again,” he snarled, his teeth
vibrating.

“You just bought yourself time in the slammer.” Red-faced,
Deputy Gutless reached for his handcuffs.

From his back pocket, Lawson pulled a knife. “Leave, or I’ll
demonstrate how I gutted a guy in the military.”

Garvey’s hand halted. Sweat beaded his forehead. “My pop
will be hearing about this.”

“That’s right, go run home to your daddy. I’m terrified.”

“You ought to be. He’s the sheriff.”

An invisible fist punched Lawson in the gut. Another fucking
Mitchum? Why didn’t he hear about that until just now? He held his fighting
stance while Mitchum Jr. backed toward the door.

“I’ll be back, Montana.” His mouth pulled back into a
wolfish sneer. “I aim to finish what I started.”

“Like hell,” she seethed.

Lawson readied his fist but the deputy booked out to his
car. Standing guard in the doorway, he waited until the car lights faded.

He took a sharp intake of air and faced Montana. “You okay?”

She palmed her eyes dry and slammed a fist into a pillow.

“Damn you. What are you doing? Don’t you know how to stay
away?”

His eye twitched. “Hello? I saved you.”

“That’s not the point.” She rubbed her eyes and ran her
hands along her thighs. “You don’t need them in your business.”

“I’ll handle myself.”

Concern etched her delicate features. “I’m scared for you.”

“Don’t be.” He rubbed the top of his head. “Hell, I didn’t
know there were two Mitchums.”

“I thought you knew.”

He chuckled. “No matter. I can take that one in my sleep.”

“I’m sure.”

Lawson eyed her lithe form. Her hair lay in a tangled mess. Lips
pouted. The strap of her shirt hung off her shoulder, showing the swell of her
breast. Damn her for not wearing a bra.

As if she’d read his mind, Montana slid from the couch and
straightened her clothes. “Why were you coming to see me?”

His rehearsed apology fell flat on his tongue. He needed to
cut all ties. He cared more than he wanted, and anything he said now would
haunt him later.

“I forget.”

He walked out the door and didn’t stop until he’d reached
the motel.

* * * * *

The floor moved under Clint Mitchum, followed by a slam.
Garvey stalked inside.

He lit a cigarette and poked his head down the hall. “Did
you see Montana like I said?”

Garvey answered over his shoulder. “Yeah.”

Amusement creased his brow at the sight of dried blood in
the corner of the boy’s mouth. “Did she sock you?”

“No. The stranger did.”

His neck tensed. “Now how did that happen?”

“You won’t want to hear it.”

Lips curled, he said, “Tell me.”

His tolerance thinned as he listened to Garvey’s account of
what took place. Was the boy so stupid that he didn’t bother to fight back? “I
can’t believe you didn’t haul his ass in.”

“Pop, he had a knife.”

“And?” He jabbed his finger against the boy’s holster.
“Christ. You had a gun. Why didn’t you use it?”

Garvey looked at him with unfocused eyes.

“Ah hell, I’ll deal with him myself.”

“No, I’ll do it, Pop.”

“Forget it. You’re a coward. A momma’s boy. Had you pegged
from the start.”

Garvey’s face blanched. “He had the upper hand, is all.”

Furious, Clint resisted the urge to split his lip further.
“Boy, one day you’ll be running this town. You want to embarrass the Mitchum
name?”

“No, sir.”

“You looking to drag our family name into the ground?”

“No, sir. I’m not.”

“Then prove to me you ain’t a coward. It’s nothing to kill
someone.” He swiped Garvey’s gun from his holster. “You point and shoot.”

“’K, Pop.”

Through the wispy smoke of his cigarette, he watched Garvey
sulk into his bedroom. Clint shut his eyes tight. Times like this made him want
to come clean to the boy that he wasn’t his flesh and blood. That he’d been
duped by a whore into thinking he’d fathered him, until he’d received a letter
from a nurse. She’d mentioned that the whore had died the week prior from
pneumonia, but not before confessing in a state of delirium that she’d robbed
and stabbed the man who was Garvey’s real father.

A note had followed with a birth certificate, his name
scratched out. Straight after, he’d taken Garvey to a specialist in another
town for confirmation. Not wanting anyone to know, he chose to raise Garvey and
mold him into a Mitchum.

Except his idea continued to fail. The boy lacked sense,
balls and a gut for violence. Nothing like a Mitchum.

Clint extinguished his cigarette in an ashtray and knocked
on Garvey’s door.

“I’m off. Your gun’s on the counter. When you’re done
sniveling like a baby, get your ass to the jail.”

He didn’t wait for a reply. Fuming, he grabbed a strong cup
of coffee. He’d need it to get through the morning.

* * * * *

Stretched out on his bed, Garvey forced his trembling hands
still. His father’s disappointment left him distraught. He’d seen the regret in
his eyes. Regret at having a son who failed him. He hated being a Mitchum.
Because of his name, everyone loathed him, including Montana.

He recalled her body squirming beneath him. He’d have taken
her all the way had the stranger not interrupted.

Garvey rolled to his side. His throat felt tight. He wanted
to please his pop. Be the son he expected. Be the man he expected. He didn’t
want to be a coward. The next time he encountered the stranger, he’d shoot him
between the eyes, and he’d do so in front of Montana to show her how tough he
could be when provoked. His future wife needed to fear him, and to understand
what he’d do to any man who messed with her. She needed to know that he’d be
handling her body, and her life.





Chapter Eleven



Montana didn’t sleep, too busy hashing over Lawson’s words.
She’d displayed a horrid temper to a man she wanted to impress. Not push away.
He’d saved her, and she’d acted like a petulant child. She was losing sight of
her goal.

Out her window, the sun peeked over the treetops. A brand
new day. A fresh start. She showered and threw on a short black skirt and a
tight red tank. Empowered, she left to find Lawson and make him forget all
about her tantrum.

Several knocks later on his motel room door, she wondered if
he’d gone to Libby’s or just plain wanted nothing to do with her. She persuaded
Frank, with a little cleavage-baring move, to open Lawson’s door.

Relieved to see the room empty, she poked her head inside Libby’s.

“Morning, Montana,” greeted Libby. “Haven’t seen your lovely
face in here for ages. How you been, darlin’?”

“Good, thanks.” She checked the tables but didn’t see any
sign of Lawson.

“Can I get you a menu? A cup of coffee?”

“Uh, no, thanks. I’m…I’ve gotta go.”

“Sure thing.” Libby leaned in, her voice soft. “If you’re
looking for Handsome, he’s in the motel parking lot. Been out there a while.”

Montana cocked her head toward the window and then looked
back at Libby. She wanted to ask how she knew, but remembered that Libby knew
all. “Thanks.”

“Sure, honey. Don’t be a stranger here.”

“I won’t.”

She stepped outside and shielded her eyes from the sun.
There he stood beside his beast of a truck among rows of junked cars. Montana
stole toward him. Her stomach twisted and turned. Her palms, sweaty. The thump
thump thump of her pulse amplified with each step. She lagged long enough
to admire his strong profile, the forward tilt of his hat, how his shirt fit
with an ironed-on flair. In the midst of enjoying the fine view, she heard a
rumblefrom the sky. Rain crashed down in
sheets. She heard Lawson curse and hurtle into his truck.

Used to the sudden downpours, she waited out the rain.
Within moments the rain stopped and the sun slipped from the clouds. The truck
door squeaked open and Lawson jumped out, grumbling something while staring up
into the sky. Not wanting to waste another minute, she held her head high, and
started toward him.

* * * * *

Lawson stiffened at the crunch of gravel behind him.
Expecting the sheriff or his useless sidekick, he readied his knife.

Instead, he took in the sight of Montana. Her body soaked
from the rain, hair slicked along her face and trailing her neck. Her top
shrink-wrapped to her curves. He swallowed down a lustful moan.

“Got caught in the rain.”

He nodded, his tongue wedged in a knot.

“Sorry for earlier.” Her lips formed a smile that made his
entire body throb. “I am glad you were there.”

“Not a big deal.” His voice came out distant. “Got over it
like, five seconds later.”

She crossed her arms behind her back and rotated to the
right, then left. “Yeah, you’re tough like that. I envy you.”

He’d just gotten his headspace back into game plan, and like
a switch she’d turned it off. “Did you want something?”

“Just to say a proper thank you.” She’d stopped rotating and
fidgeted with her hands. “Without you, Garvey would’ve…”

“Don’t. I haven’t eaten yet. I don’t need the visual to ruin
my appetite.”

She gestured toward his truck. “What are you doing out
here?”

“Someone went through my things.”

“How can you tell?”

“Stuff’s out of place. Except, it’s all here. I might be
paranoid.”

“I know how that feels. I wake up some mornings with the
feeling that someone watched me while I slept. Creeps me out.”

She moved closer and he jerked away.

“Back off, okay?”

“Why?”

“Just, you need to go.”

Montana advanced, her pretty eyes full of intent. “I can’t
stay away. You sparked something in me. I want more.”

“Tough.”

“You want me, Lawson. I can tell by the way your breath
changes around me. And don’t think I’m unaware of the view you’ve got right
now. Me all wet, my shirt skintight. Bet it’s a tempting view.”

He couldn’t argue so he kept his mouth shut.

“The way you threw me on the pool table and had your way
with me, it’s like you couldn’t get enough. I couldn’t get enough. And I want
more.”

The thought of her on the pool table repeated behind his
eyes. “Stop it.”

“You want me. I know you do. There’s energy between us. An
attraction.”

“It’s lust.” He said it in a way that made it sound
revolting. “Pure and simple.”

She inched closer and his body compressed. He forced his
hands to his sides. Without meaning to he glanced at the luscious curves of her
breasts. Her nipples two plump beads. The shirt so damn tight he didn’t see the
point of why it was still on.

His chest rose and fell swiftly. The heat made it difficult
to breathe.

“If you want me to go, tell me to go,” she challenged, and
pursed her lips.

His head screamed it at her with all the rage of a charging
bull. But he couldn’t spit the words out. Nothing prepared him for the level of
want he had for her. Maybe if he kept telling himself he didn’t want her, he’d
believe it.

Lawson inhaled before he passed out, and caught the scent of
her desire. His throat thickened. She breached the nothing of a space between
them. Her nipples pressed against his chest. Forceful. Demanding.

The word “mistake” flickered in his mind right before he
enveloped her damp flesh and crashed his mouth against hers.

He gripped her ass and hoisted her up, bringing her thighs
around his waist. With one eye crooked open, he carried her to the truck and
pressed her against its side long enough to pry open the door.

“Mind your head.”

In one fluid move he brought her inside with him onto his
lap, peeled off her top and buried his face between her breasts. All attempts
by his brain to reason with him, ignored, masked by his rapid pulse.

“Every hard inch of you feels so good,” she murmured.

His cock throbbed beneath the denim. Any sense of control,
lost. He reached across to the glove box and grabbed a condom.

Her fingers scraped at his buttons. “Get these off.”

Even his fingers fumbled as if they were swollen sausages.

“Hurry,” she cried, stress apparent in her voice.

“Trying.” Christ it was hot. Sweat trickled along his face.

Cursing, he tackled the ridiculous amount of buttons. He
considered ripping the damn things off the moment she hiked her skirt up and
pushed her panties to the side. With one last pull, he freed himself of the
denim and briefs.

Using his teeth, he tore open the foil wrapper and sheathed
his erection. Montana grabbed hold of his cock and slid down on him.

He snarled at the wetness of her, groaning as if she was a
drug that he knew he shouldn’t take but tasted too damn good to refuse.

Her eyes flickered beneath her lashes.

“Is this what you want?”

“Yes,” she sobbed. “Oh god, yes.”

His fingers dragged through her hair, taking a clump in his
fist and forcing her seductive eyes on his.

“You’re no good for me. Do you hear?”

Biting her lip, she nodded.

He cupped her ass and helped propel her up and down his
cock. Montana kissed at his lips savagely, her hands hot and all over his face
and head.

He slipped his pinky along her tight little hole. She
gasped, her eyes wide and curious.

“Ever been touched there before?”

“No,” she whispered.

“It’s wild.”

He slid his finger in a fraction of the way and she tossed
her head back, exposing her neck.

“Like it?”

“I like everything you do to me.”

She clung to his body, her nipples hard along his chest. She
moaned. “Deeper. More.”

He slid a second finger inside and she whipped her hair, the
dark strands falling around him like eagle wings.

Thighs squeezed tight, she rode him hard and fast, soft,
breathy words flowing from her lips, her face warm and flushed. He groaned into
the sweet friction. He brought his hands to her hips and pulled her into him,
fast, fast, deep. They stayed locked in some rapid-fire movement, his body a
slave to the driving rhythm. Through cracked eyelids he noted the windows
coated in wisps of white as if to hide their indecency.

“Yes,” she moaned. “Yes, please, please, right there.”

He ignored the burn, the stabbing of pain in his shoulder,
and focused on the edge.

“Now,” she cried.

Her body trembled in his grasp, the contractions of her
climax pulling him off the edge with her. Head back, muscles strained, his body
shuddered. A guttural cry burst from his throat and a rippling of satisfaction
spilled forth.

Lawson pulled her into him, her body alive and writhing
against his chest. Her bubblegum breath came short and fast against his cheek.
She murmured his name and cradled his head. Face smashed against her breasts,
he breathed her in.

In the space of time with her he’d forgotten the darkness
that motivated his actions. The demons that drove him back to a place he woke up
screaming from most nights. The black hole that had sucked away his life and
that of his family. A welcome reprieve, but one he knew was short-lived.

He breathed her in again, one more moment of heaven, before
it faded and he re-entered the darkness. Where nothing good ever happened, and
where he knew he’d be a fool to ever let someone inside.





Chapter Twelve



Montana’s body thrummed. Her limbs were liquid and her body
light. She leaned back just a bit and let her eyes drift over the multitude of
scars etched along his skin. Someday she hoped to hear the story behind each
one.

A damp lock of hair hung above his eye. She tucked it into
place and sprinkled kisses along his forehead.

“That was wonderful,” she said and released a sigh of
content.

His lack of a response brought her level of bliss down a
notch.

Concerned, she asked, “What’s the matter?”

He stared past her with haunted eyes.

Montana placed her hands on either side of his face to try
to make him see her. “Are you…”

“Don’t,” he snapped and yanked her hands down.

Heaviness settled into her chest.

Grateful for the foggy windows, she climbed off and
straightened her skirt.

“I know you don’t think I’m much,” she said, pulling on her
top, “but I have big prospects out there waiting for me.” Montana tilted the
rearview mirror to check her hair. “I’m going to get where I want to be. No
one’s going to slow me down or tell me what to do.” The silence wore on her.
She wiped a small circle of condensation from the window and looked out at the
rusted old cars that once roared to life.

“I’m going to be a dancer,” she continued. “What do you
think of that?”

She craned her neck to find him still staring at the
windshield.

“Think I have a chance?”

“Sure.”

His voice startled her. Wanting to keep him talking, she
blurted, “What about with you? Think I have a chance there?”

He swung his face toward her, eyes neutral. “Like I’ve said
before, there’s nothing between us. There won’t ever be.”

She scooted closer to the door where she hoped his words
couldn’t hurt her.

“You like me more than you let on.”

He cleared his throat. “Nope.”

She didn’t believe him. Montana pushed open the door for
air. “Can’t you give us a chance?”

“I said no.”

Tears filled her eyes and she glanced away. “If you’d let
down your guard…”

“I’m not looking to be used,” he snapped.

Twisting back, she quipped, “I’m not using you.”

“Sure you are. All you care about is getting out of here.”

She shook her head and stared at the dashboard. At one time
that had been true. But the more they were together, the more he touched her,
made her feel like the most wanted woman in the world, the more it messed with
her head and her emotions. What she’d experienced with him had more substance
to it than a brief lust-fueled fuck. He’d filled her with more than flesh.

“You’re wrong. I care about you.”

“Bullshit. You like that I’m something new.”

“I said you’re wrong.”

He smiled as if it hurt his face. “You’re a sweet thing.
You’ll find someone who wants you back.”

Anger bubbled from her core. She slid out from the truck,
body quivering. “You’re a goddamn coward. You’re too scared to care about
anyone because you’ve lost everyone you’ve ever cared about.”

His face flamed. “I didn’t come here for you, and I don’t
want you with me.”

Montana kicked at the dirt. “You plan on being alone
forever?”

“Alone is safe.”

“How so?”

“It means when I die, I won’t leave someone behind to
grieve.”

She understood that. Her mother had left her behind. “Sounds
like you’re scared.”

Lawson slipped out from the truck and came toward her, his
arm outstretched, finger pointing. “What have you done to get out of here on
your own?”

“Done?”

“You whine about how much you hate this place, that you’re a
victim. Do something to change it.”

Her lips trembled. “I don’t know what to do.”

“The only thing I see is you helping everyone to be stuck
here just like yourself.”

“How?”

“You serve alcohol to people who have nothing left to live
for. They drink to numb the pain, to help them forget that they used to have a
good life. Why do you think they’re given such a large tab? The sheriff wants
them inebriated and stupid so he can get away with anything he wants, because
if he’s ever called on anything, it’s his word against a bunch of drunks.”

“It’s a job. I have a debt to pay.” She swiped at her eye,
cursing the stupid tears.

“Don’t start crying.”

“I’m not. I’m mad. I’m mad at you. You push me away, pull me
back and push me away again. You’re a selfish bastard.”

“Good. Get mad if that means knocking you off the pity
stool.”

She stepped forward, readying to swing, and then froze, her
eyes wide.

His brows arched. “That’s right. You have fight in you.
Fight me, I don’t care, get passionate about something. You’re beautiful but
you’ve got more going for you than looks. You’ve got survival skills. You can
get out of here if you want to bad enough.”

“And you’re just a jerk.”

“The only way I know how to be. Don’t plan on changing.”

“Whatever.” She knew that he wanted her to believe that, but
she wasn’t so sure.

“I mean it when I say keep your distance. You’re a
distraction that I don’t need.”

“Fine. I’m gone.”

Montana left without looking back. She didn’t care what he
thought. She wasn’t using him. Not anymore. And he did need her. Even if he
didn’t want to admit it. Even if he found out too late.

* * * * *

Lawson fished the condom wrapper from the seat and crumpled
it in his fist. He was getting dangerously close to fucking everything up.

After checking the truck once more, he dragged his tired ass
to his room and into bed. A few hours’ sleep would refresh him. He did a mental
checklist of where he’d stashed his guns in case the sheriff or deputy visited,
and palmed the magnum beneath his pillow.

Eyes closed, he thought of his grandfather. Cole Cage
wouldn’t be too pleased about his reason for returning. But he’d live with it.
Sometimes violence made the most sense.

The sound of rocks hitting his window sent him diving to the
floor. More rocks splattered, this time with more force. Another round and
they’d crack the glass. He reached beneath the pillowcase and grabbed his
magnum. Someone wanted a few rounds pumped into his chest.

Gun cocked, he waited. His eyes darted between the door and
window. Like hell he’d go to jail without a fight.

Minutes passed and his pulse stabilized. He moved to a
crouch and snuck toward the window. Not seeing anyone, he unlocked the door and
poked his head out. An elderly man motioned to him from about ten feet away.

Lawson placed a finger on his chest.

The old man nodded.

He checked both sides of the street.

“Hurry,” the man said.

“What’s this about?”

“Just come on.”

Lawson tucked the gun in his pants and checked the street
again, certain it was a trap.

“Look, I don’t…”

The man’s voiced raised. “Mr. Cage, you’re going to want to
hear what I have to say.”

Shocked to hear his last name, he sped up. “Shit, man.
You’ve got my attention.”

“Come inside.”

He ducked under the eaves and followed him in.

The shabby house, with its burnt-corn smell and scant
belongings, barely allowed him to stand straight. An old radio in the corner
played a scratchy tune. The elderly man motioned toward two pea-green
recliners. “Have a seat. My back gives out pretty easy these days.”

Lawson noticed several pictures of a pretty woman scattered
around the room. “How do you know my name?”

“You look like your grandfather.”

His eyes widened. “You knew Cole Cage?”

“Went to school with him,” he said and broke into a wheezing
fit. “Excuse me a moment.” He coughed into a rag for another minute and then
inhaled deeply through his nose. “We weren’t in the same class or anything,” he
continued, “but back then we only had the schoolhouse and all of us kids
learned together.” He stuck out his other hand. “Name’s Jake Sanderson.”

Lawson returned the handshake and occupied the other
recliner. “I’d appreciate you keeping who I am under wraps.”

Jake tapped his finger against his lips. “Your secret’s
safe.”

“Much obliged.”

“My wife passed last year. I don’t have much need to talk to
anyone else.”

Lawson looked back to the pictures and removed his hat. “My
condolences. Ruth, my grandmother, died last year, too.”

“Now that’s a shame. She turned many heads around here.
Plenty of suitors lined up for her hand in marriage.”

“So I’ve heard.”

“She chose the right man.”

Lawson nodded.

“Your grandfather was a good, honest man,” he continued.
“Smart too. Excelled in math. Could work any problem put on the chalkboard.
Married young, right after finishing up his final year. Worked hard to care for
his family.”

“Afraid I didn’t pick up any math from him.”

“I’m more of a craftsman myself. Used to rebuild cars, until
Mitchum decided to have them all towed.”

Lawson interrupted. “You wanted to tell me something.”

“I wanted you to know that your grandpa was well thought of
around here. Nothing was ever the same after Mitchum reduced Cage Crossing to
ashes. He might’ve hoped people would forget what he did to your family, but no
one did.”

“I appreciate hearing that.”

Jake leaned in. “Cole knew something was up at the bank, and
knew JR Mitchum took money from the people. That’s why they made his life
hell.”

“I know it,” said Lawson. He scowled. “I plan to find that
money. Mitchum doesn’t deserve it.”

The old man sat back and patted the top of his bald head a
few times. “I heard the money is hidden someplace where no one will find it.”

“You mean other than in the bank vault?”

“I reckon.”

Lawson frowned. “But you don’t know where.”

“I hear the talk. There’ve been many who’ve lost their lives
searching for that money. It’s around. Waiting for the right man to find it.”

Lawson’s leg bobbed.

“I knew change was coming when you drove into town.”

“How so?”

“A Cage has returned home. Already the town is better for
it.”

Uneasy with the praise, Lawson stared at his boots. On a
whole, the townspeople were kind folks. He’d imagined them gutless, having done
nothing to help his grandfather. Getting to know the people, caring about them,
made his task difficult. He’d meant to burn the place to the ground. But now,
he found himself conflicted.

A cold sweat started along his back. He’d overstayed. He
started to get up. “I should get going now.”

“He’d be proud of you,” said Jake.

Lawson went ramrod straight. “I don’t think so.”

“I know it,” the old man said firmly. “He believed in
fairness.”

Throat tight, he said, “I don’t share his philosophy on
handling problems peacefully.”

“Then you’ve learned a valuable lesson from him.”

“I’ve learned how to live and breathe hate.”

Jake shook his head. “You’ve learned to survive.”

“Thanks.” He stuck his hand out and patted the man’s
shoulder. “I appreciate your words about my grandpa.”

“Sure. Like I said, he was a good man. Better man than the
rest of us.”

Lawson placed his hat back on. “I’ll see myself out.”

A light mist hung in the air. Warm and pleasant. He stepped
off Jake’s porch. Fresh prints in the dirt drew his attention. Boot prints that
trailed to the parking lot. He clutched his gun and followed past the rusted
cars, glancing inside and underneath each one. Whoever had been there didn’t
stick around long.

The footprints ended at the driver’s side of his truck. He
checked the seat, the tires and the glove box. Someone had indeed rifled
through his belongings. No paranoia about it. Someone had something on him.

Things were about to escalate fast.





Chapter Thirteen



Garvey whipped through the side streets home, white-knuckled
and riding high on adrenaline. Images of Montana with her head thrust back
through the fogged-up windows replayed in his mind. He’d wanted to open the
door and shoot the bastard, but feared harming Montana. After they’d finished
and Lawson went with Sanderson, he’d looked through the truck and found a birth
certificate. His dad would be proud of him this time.

He peeled into the driveway and nearly took apart the door
in his haste to get out. His legs burned as he raced through the house.

“Pop. Where are you?”

“Around back. Having a smoke.”

Winded, Garvey took a moment to catch his breath.

Toward the back of the house, he repeated, “Pop.”

“What is it, boy?”

“He ain’t no stranger,” he said through a grin.

“How do you mean?”

He thrust a piece of paper in his father’s face. “Poked
around the inside of the stranger’s truck and found this.”

His father straightened and held the paper close to his
face.

“Cage? He’s a goddamn Cage?”

“That’s not all. I saw him go inside Jake Sanderson’s place.
He had to have been in there for fifteen, twenty minutes.”

Admiration streaked his father’s face.

“Now you’re acting like a Mitchum. I’m proud of you, boy.”

His pride soared. “What do we do?”

“Well, first I’m going to pay Jake a visit,” he said. “And
then I’ll figure things out from there.”

“Yes, sir.” Garvey masked his disappointment.

His father took a long drag of his cigarette and snuffed it
out on the bottom of his boot. “I knew we should’ve done away with every last
Cage,” he grumbled. “But my father had too much stock in that woman, Ruth. Let
her go thinking she’d run back into his arms once Cole was gone. Course she
never did. She shouldn’t have been allowed to take that brat with her and
leave.”

Garvey followed his father into the kitchen and watched him
check his gun. He selected a box of bullets from the side drawer. “That was the
only time my old man showed weakness. Around that woman. Not a single one of
’em is worth it, you understand?”

“Yeah, Pop.”

Clint pressed the bullet into the chamber and shoved it into
his holster. “I know you think that whore’s daughter is worth it, but I’m
telling you, they’re selfish creatures. That’s why I keep telling you to get a
handle on her.”

“I know. I’m working on it.”

“You’re going to have to work harder.”

“Yes, sir.”

His father smiled at him again. A genuine smile that made
all the years of eyeing him with disappointment fade. “I’m off to see Jake.
We’ll catch up later.”

“Sure, Pop.”

He’d show his father he wasn’t a coward. He’d shoot Lawson
Cage himself.

* * * * *

Clint knocked several times before the door opened and Jake
Sanderson peered out, his face lined with age.

“Afternoon, Sheriff.”

“Afternoon,” he said, offering his hand with a big Texas
smile. “And it’s Clint. I’m not here on business, so how about we talk like the
old friends we once were.”

Jake ignored his hand and directed his gaze to the ground.
“We were never friends.”

“Sure we were.” He rocked back on his heels and gestured
inside. “You plan to invite me in?”

“Hadn’t thought to.”

Clint held his smile. “Suit yourself. Figured we hadn’t
talked much, wanted to see what you’ve been up to.”

The old man’s shoulders rolled like wheels in sand. “Nothing
much.”

“Been talking to anyone I should know about?”

Jake’s head lifted. “Nope.”

Pissed that he’d lied, Clint didn’t bother with niceties.
“How about any interesting visitors?”

“Nope. Not that I recall.”

“Sure about that?”

“Yep.”

Clint pulled out a cigarette and lit a match on the side
post. He took a few puffs, shook out the flame and looked out into the street.
“Seems we have ourselves an outsider with an agenda. You sure you don’t know
anything about that?”

He turned in time see the old man flinch.

This time his lips curled naturally. “I need you to be
honest, Jake.” He slid his vest open and exposed his gun. “Otherwise innocent
people get hurt. Did you talk to him?”

“Might’ve.”

Clint let the vest slip back. “Well now. What did you two
talk about?”

“The past. How Cole and I were old friends. Such a shame
what happened.” Jake paused to wipe his mouth. “Then again, I guess you aren’t
too heartbroken over it. Seeing as how your family destroyed his.”

Flicking ash to the porch, Clint sneaked a glance behind him
again. “What else was said?”

“Nothing.” The old man’s calmness made him angrier. “I just
thought he should know this town has been nothing without the Cage family.”

Clint dropped the remainder of his cigarette and twisted his
boot overtop. “Is that right.”

“Yep.”

“I’d hate to think you are the sort of man who sides with
the enemy.”

Jake put his hand on the doorway and shifted his foot
forward. In a clear, even voice, he said, “I’ve never sided with a Mitchum in
my life.”

Clint closed his fist around the gun and loosened it from
his holster.

“Still not going to invite me in?”

“Nope.”

Mitchum checked the street once more and then rammed into
Jake, knocking him back and onto the floor. With the gun pressed to the old
man’s forehead, he got to his feet and kicked the door closed. He rested his
boot on Sanderson’s belly and redistributed all his weight.

Jake groaned against the pressure, his face turning
cherry-red.

With a chuckle, Clint dug his boot heel in further. “Sorry
to have to kill you. But then, we weren’t friends anyway.”

He pulled the trigger and watched Jake die.





Chapter Fourteen



Lawson struggled with the way his plans were unraveling.
While he still carried around the rage of what Mitchum did to his family,
something had tempered him since he’d stepped back into his past. He needed to
get himself fired up. Maybe he didn’t want to blow up the town anymore, but he
intended to find the money and kill Mitchum.

The air made him sticky and his throat burned. He needed to
find his edge. A beer sounded ideal.

On entering, the entire room went quiet. Montana motioned
him over, eyes frantic.

“What are you doing? You shouldn’t be here.”

Lawson smirked. “Why? Because I roughed up the deputy?”

“No.” She lowered her voice. “Because of Jake Sanderson.”

“What about Jake?”

“He’s dead.”

The room swayed. “The hell?”

“He was shot and two people witnessed you go inside his
house.”

“Who?”

“Amos and Bigsby.”

Lawson massaged his right temple. “But I didn’t kill Jake.
He invited me into his house. Knew I was a Cage. We talked about my
grandfather. Son of a bitch. He got killed because he talked to me.”

Montana reached out and squeezed his arm. “You didn’t know.”

Heat lashed his face. “I should’ve known. Someone saw me,
not sure who, but Bigsby and Amos weren’t anywhere around. Dammit.”

“What are you going to do?”

The edge he’d been missing ignited. He streaked through the
bar, flinging anything and anyone out of his way.

“Lawson, wait!”

Ignoring Montana, he charged outside. He thought of Jake. A
kind man who’d just lost his wife. A man who insisted he talk with him. Whether
he knew the result of talking with him or not didn’t matter now. But he
couldn’t let it go. Jake had mentioned the money. All but told him that his
grandfather would want him to find it. He needed answers and only one place
came to mind.

He entered the bank and shut the door hard.

A dark-haired man with a moustache stood behind the counter.
“Sir, may I help you?”

“It’s in your best interest to.”

“And you would be?”

“A concerned citizen.”

He watched the man’s Adam’s apple bob a few times. “I’ve not
seen you here before.”

“Nope, and you won’t see me for long.”

Lawson locked the door and pulled the shades down. “You’re closing
early today.”

“Hold on there, mister.” The man scurried out from behind
the partitioned area. “Excuse me, sir. You can’t…”

Lawson drew his gun. “Answer my questions, and you can get
back to your business of robbing people. Who are you?”

“Stan Flogelman.”

“And what do you do?”

“Run the bank. Odd jobs. Whatever’s needed.”

“So you know the layout of this place.”

“Yes, I do. With my eyes closed.”

“I’m going to need you to point out where the vault is
located.”

“It’s in the back,” he said and stretched his arm behind
him. “You need a key to get in. The vault’s protected by bars.”

“Don’t matter. I need to get in there.”

“I can’t permit you to do that, sir.”

Lawson plastered a grin on his face. “I’m giving you that
permission.”

Flogelman nodded and led him behind the partition. With a
shaky hand he unlocked the vault. “There you go. Not much in it, I’m afraid.”

Confusion etched Lawson’s brow. “I see that.”

“Will you be taking all of it?”

“What?” He spun around. “I’m not here to rob the place.” He
had to think. Where else would Mitchum hide large sums of money?

“Is there another facility where the town’s money is held?”

“No, sir. This is it.”

“Hm.” He thought for a moment and Montana came to his mind.
“Who takes care of Montana’s financial affairs?”

“Clint Mitchum.”

He chewed his lip. “Why would he do that?”

“After her mother, Miranda, died, he wanted to make sure she
was taken care of.”

“Is that normal for the sheriff to do something of that
nature?”

The banker looked at him as if he spoke Chinese. “I don’t
understand.”

“Does he do that for anyone else?”

“Not that I reckon, no.”

“What do you know about Montana’s debt?”

“I didn’t know she had any.”

“Her mother’s debt,” he said, beyond impatient. “The money
Montana owes the town because of her mother’s previous financial discord. I
don’t think you’re a dumb man. Don’t you keep records or receipts?”

“Course.”

“Show me.”

Flogelman ushered him toward the next room. “In here.”

Lawson followed him into an enclosed room. File cabinets
lined the walls.

“Well?”

Stan opened a drawer and thumbed through folders. After
several minutes he pulled one out.

“Here’s her file. Appears Mitchum’s been writing checks in
her name.”

“For what?”

“I can’t tell you that.”

“Why the hell not?”

“Because like Jake Sanderson, if I talk I’ll be shot.”

Lawson raised a hand. “I didn’t kill him.”

“I believe you. I’ve known Sanderson my entire life. He knew
the risk in speaking with you.”

A pang of guilt shot through him. “Look, I don’t know how to
ask nice. If this gun helps loosen your tongue, then I’m prepared to use it.”

“You kill me or Mitchum kills me. Either way I’m a dead
man.”

“Then die with some goddamn pride.”

He watched the man’s eyes, the way they contemplated his
words. “Montana’s money pays off Clint’s debts.”

“What sort of debts?”

“He’s got his hands in any illegal activity you can think
of.”

“Corrupt son of a bitch,” he grumbled. “What did he do with
the town’s money?”

“Beats me.”

“Jake said he stashed it somewhere.”

“Then he must’ve. Jake wouldn’t make shit up.”

Lawson nodded. “Can’t figure out why he’d swindle Montana
out of her money.”

“Mitchum is Montana’s father.”

The words exploded like shrapnel inside his chest. “Son of a
bitch.” All this time she hadn’t said a damn word about it. Unless. “Does she
know?”

“Nope. No one knows, except me. Fortunately she’s blessed
with her momma’s good looks.”

“She mentioned her mother died of an illness.”

“That’s what she was told.”

“Then what’s the truth?”

“Miranda killed herself. She couldn’t take being under
Clint’s control.”

He closed his eyes and took a moment to gather his thoughts.
“And you don’t think Montana deserves the truth?”

“Everyone felt she’d suffered enough.”

“But she doesn’t know the truth about her life. When she
leaves this place…”

Flogelman released a dry laugh. “Mitchum won’t ever let her
leave. He makes sure his secrets stay in one place.”

Lawson tensed. “So in his opinion, Montana’s forever
indebted to him.”

“Yep. Hell, he wants Garvey to marry her so he can keep tabs
on her.”

“Sick bastard.”

“Always has been.”

“Hang on a sec. If Garvey’s his son…”

Stan shook his head.

“He’s not his son?”

“Nope.”

Christ. He’d come looking for heaps of cash and stumbled on
a mountain of secrets. “Let me guess. Only you know?”

“That’s right.”

“How is it you’ve been entrusted with all this secret information?”

“I used to administer DNA tests in another town. Made good
money that way. He sought me out. To keep my mouth shut, Mitchum brought me to
Rattler City, and I’ve been here since.”

“Another secret.”

“Yep.”

Lawson shifted his weight. “Shit. This just keeps getting
more twisted.”

“Most things that have to do with Mitchum are.” Stan
replaced the file and closed the cabinet.

“Why doesn’t anyone stop him?”

He chuckled. “You treat a man well when he’s got you by the
balls. Mitchum’s got something on each one of us.”

“No one should have that kind of power.” Least of all a
bully.

Stan crooked a brow. “Tell me. What’s your business here?”

“To take away that power.”

“Good luck there.”

“If Jake says the money is stashed, I have to find it.”

“I don’t know about a hidden stash,” said Stan. “He’s never
mentioned it to me. Then again I don’t know a lot about Mitchum’s doings and I
prefer it that way. Tell you what. You’re welcome to search the bank.” Stan
glanced at his watch. “Come back at five. I’ll keep the back door unlocked.
You’ll have at best an hour before I stop by and lock everything up.”

A trap came to Lawson’s mind. But he needed the money.
“You’d do that?”

“If you can get your ass out of there within the hour.”

“I can.”

“Then I will.”

“Why help me?”

Stan released a long exhale. “I may go along with Mitchum to
his face, but I don’t advocate any of it. I’m tired of seeing this town
deteriorate.”

“Got it.”

Lawson left the bank, his stomach full of rocks. He’d slept
with the daughter of the man he came to kill. Of all the ways to put a dent in
his plans, it had to include a woman. But this was Montana. Not an ordinary
woman at all. She deserved to know the truth about her money. He’d tell her and
be done. She’d fast become a liability that he couldn’t afford.

Lawson dawdled to the bar, keeping one eye over his
shoulder. He half expected to get shot in the back. Outside of the bar he gave
himself a pep talk. Giving bad news to people never did sit well with him.

Montana’s eyes sparkled when he walked through the door. The
rocks in his stomach tumbled.

“You’re back,” she said, her voice full of sunshine and
sweetness. Too bad he was about to start a shit storm.

“Um, yeah.”

“I wasn’t expecting to see you again.”

“Well. We need to talk.”

“I suppose I’m free,” she said, searching the crowd. “Until
someone runs out of beer.”

“This is important.” His nerves knotted. He wanted to bolt.

Her smile dwindled. “Okay.”

“It’s about your debt.”

She held up a finger. “Wait. I think we both need a
whiskey.”

Over drinks, he filled Montana in on the truth about her
money. He’d let her cry and let her vent.

A few beats later, she spoke. “How did you find out?”

“I can be persuasive.”

Head in her hands, she groaned. “You must think I’m an
idiot.”

“The only idiots are the ones running this tar pit.”

She glanced up, her eyes puffy and red. “What should I do?”

“I can’t help you there. I just figured you should know.”

Lawson watched her stare out at the bar. His body sagged. He
felt like an ass not telling her about Mitchum or her mother.

Checking the clock, he wanted the world to crumble overtop
him. “I hate to do this, but I have to go. I’m expected somewhere. I can’t be
late.”

“Oh. Okay.”

“I’d stay if I could.”

“Uh huh. Will I see you later?”

Her fallen expression made it difficult to lie. “I don’t
think so. Maybe?”

She nodded, her lashes damp and thick.

Lawson pulled his weighted body to his feet and lumbered
away. Her pain didn’t concern him, or so he told himself.





Chapter Fifteen



Montana shuffled around the bar in a daze. She had trouble
swallowing the news she’d been fed.

“Afternoon, Montana.”

The hairs on her arm spiked. She turned. “Garvey.”

“Where’s your boyfriend?”

Her mouth tightened. “Don’t have one.”

“You know who I mean.”

She folded her arms and looked him square in the eye. “No, I
don’t.”

His face pinched. “That guy Lawson. Has he been in?”

“It’s not a crime for a man to come in for a drink. This is
a bar.”

“You’re not as pretty when you’re being a smartass.”

Montana clasped her hands. “Best news I’ve heard all day.”
She smiled inside from the irritation that creased his brow.

“I’m here for Lawson. He’s under arrest for the murder of
Jake Sanderson. And for assaulting an officer of the law.”

“Just ’cause you carry a badge doesn’t mean you can force
yourself on someone and get away with it.”

Garvey stepped close, his mouth to her ear. “You know you
wanted it.”

She struck out at his face.

He caught her wrist with a viper hold and twisted.

“Ow. Let go.”

Heads turned but no one moved to help.

He released her, his eyes venomous. “You’ve got customers to
serve. Best you get back to work. Remember, you have a debt to repay.”

The words hit the bottom of her stomach. “Sure, Garvey.”

“See ya around.”

Montana stroked her wrist. She hated Garvey more than ever.
She wanted to pull his gun from his holster and use it on him. Not like she
knew how to use a gun. But if she did, she’d fire until the barrel emptied.

* * * * *

Clint stood, leaned up against the car waiting for Garvey.

“Hey Pop, what’re you doing here?”

“We need to talk with Chuck.”

“What for?”

“We’re going to take Montana for a ride. I need to make sure
he keeps the buffoons in there loaded and stupid.”

“What can I do?”

“You handle Montana.”

“My pleasure.”

Clint bit back the frustration at seeing Garvey’s juvenile
grin.

“I’m going to head to the back. I want you to drive the car
around.”

“You got it, Pop.”

Ignoring the odors of piss and garbage, Clint banged on the
back door.

Chuck answered and he pushed his way inside.

“Hey, what’s going on?”

“Leave the door open. Garvey’s coming.”

“What’d you push me for?”

“I ain’t got time to explain. I need to borrow Montana for
the night.”

“But I’m not feeling well,” he whined. “I planned to…”

“Leave early,” he finished. “We all know you go hook up with
that tramp Betsy instead of finishing out your shifts. Tonight you’ll have to
close up yourself. There’s some extra money in it for you.”

Clint caught the flicker in his eye and knew he’d been
bought.

“Fine,” he grumbled. “I’ll stay.”

“All ready, Pop.” Garvey waltzed inside, his paunch bigger
than the last time Clint had seen it.

“’Bout time.” He swung a glance at Chuck. “Go ask Montana to
come back here, but don’t tell her why. We’ll take care of that part.”

“If you say so.”

Clint motioned to Garvey. “Go stand over there. When she
walks by you grab her from behind.”

Garvey nodded. “Sure, Pop.”

He stared at the boy. Whatever prompted the change, he liked
it. Made his heart proud to know he hadn’t failed the Mitchum name after all.

Montana entered the back area and flinched. “What are—”

Garvey grabbed her arms and held them behind her.

“Garvey, what the hell are you doing?”

Clint reached out and held her chin. “We have business with
you, young lady. I suggest you quit squirming and shut your mouth.”

She jerked her face away. “Whatever. How long will this
take?”

“Few hours,” Clint answered.

Her lips pursed. “Dammit. I make good tips my last hour.”

“Now see,” started Garvey. “If you married me, I wouldn’t
make you work.”

“I’ll never marry you,” she spat.

Garvey thrust her over his shoulder and winked. “Okay, Pops,
what’s next?”

“Need to make a stop at the house first. We have to make our
pretty little guest more presentable.”





Chapter Sixteen



Montana sat slumped in the backseat with Clint beside her.
Garvey’s crazed eyes flared in the rearview mirror.

“What are you going to do to me?”

“Just fix you up a bit,” said Clint and patted her thigh.
“Don’t worry, we won’t hurt you. Much.”

“Sure about that?” She directed the question to Garvey. Her
wrist still throbbed from his previous vice-like grip.

“You just do what you’re told, and you’ll be fine,” snapped
Clint.

“Hey, Pop,” said Garvey. “There are some men out in front of
the house.”

Montana arranged herself for a better look. “Who are they?”

“Some old friends come to help me wrangle up a prisoner.”

She knew he meant Lawson. “He hasn’t done anything.”

“He killed Jake Sanderson. He roughed up my boy. He’s a
Cage. All good reasons to hang him.”

“Where’s the proof that he killed Jake? No one saw him do
it.”

“I did,” said Garvey. His mouth filled the mirror with a
vile grin.

Montana cocked a brow. “Oh really?”

“I saw him go inside Jake’s house.”

“But you don’t know what went on in there,” she reasoned.

“Why else would he go in there but to kill him?”

“To talk. He’s innocent.”

Garvey stopped the car.

“You two stay in here,” said Clint, opening the door. “I’ve
got some things to talk to them boys about.”

She fixed her gaze at Garvey. “He’s innocent and you know
it.”

“Like hell he’s innocent. I suppose you want me to think
you’re innocent too?”

“I don’t care what you think about me.”

Garvey twisted to face her. “Neither one of you are
innocent. I saw you.”

“You saw me what?”

“In the truck. Acting like a whore. Guess you’re more like
your momma than I thought.”

Her breath quickened.

“What did you see?”

“Enough.”

“Jesus, you watched?”

“Couldn’t tear my eyes away. Should’ve been us together. You
disappoint me.”

She understood the change in him. Any rational thoughts in
his head were replaced by a true hatred for Lawson. “Get over yourself. You
know your father killed Jake. He’s nothing but a heartless, murdering bastard.”

Garvey reached over and gnarled her hair in his fist. “My
pops is a good guy. Someday he’s going to be your father-in-law. I suggest you
start showing respect.”

“That will never happen. I don’t care what you do to me.
I’ll never, ever be your wife. Now let me go.”

Clint swung open the door and ducked down. “Okay, let’s get
you inside, little miss.” With forceful hands he wrenched her out of the car.

“Where you taking her, Pop?”

“You just never mind, boy. Wait here until we come back
out.”

Montana pulled away. “I can walk on my own.”

“Just come on,” he said, and shoved her into the arms of a
large man who loomed a good three feet taller than her. She didn’t dare put up
a fight against him. He’d break her bones.

“Take her in the house. Tie her up and get a gag around that
mouth. She’s a mouthy one. Rough her up enough so it shows. Then bring her back
out here.”

“Please, let me go,” she sobbed.

The large man grunted and carried her into Mitchum’s house.

He kicked out a chair from the kitchen table and dropped her
into it.

Montana shook her head. “Please, I beg you. Don’t.”

He tied the rope tight around her body, giving her little
room to move. The rope bit into her skin but she didn’t complain. Taking a
white cloth from his inside pocket, he wrapped it around her mouth.

“I’m not big on roughing up a woman,” he said.

She softened her eyes, hoping he’d take that as her way of
being grateful.

Clint stepped into view and her body jerked.

“Then how about you go wait outside while I take care of her
myself.”

He brought his face close, his crude breath an assault on
her senses. “I’m not going to do much. Just enough to shake up Mr. Cage. I
won’t do anything permanent to that pretty face.”

He rolled his shirtsleeves to his elbows.

Montana shut her eyes and waited for the first blow.





Chapter Seventeen



Lawson made a quick detour to his truck and then hauled ass
to the bank. Before he slipped inside the back door, Russ and Corbet called out
to him.

“Hey, stranger. Heard you’s was still around.”

“Fellas,” he said and tipped his hat. “I’m stubborn that
way.” He glanced around and then leaned into them. “You two don’t want to be
standing around in the open talking to me.”

Russ twisted around and then nodded, his eyes the size of wagon
wheels. “We’ll be quick. We just thought you should know some men showed up in
town this morn’.”

“The kind of men that means trouble,” added Corbet.

Curious, Lawson asked, “Do you know who they are?”

“Friends of Mitchum’s.”

“Well, I appreciate the heads up.”

Russ nodded. “Be careful.”

“Yeah,” Corbet said. “You seem like good people.”

“Nowhere near as good as you two. Now go on, get out of
here.”

He didn’t need to have their deaths on his conscience too.
It was getting pretty crowded up there. He also didn’t have time to wonder
about these supposed friends of Mitchum’s. No doubt he’d run into them soon
enough. Until then he had a bank to search. He’d already lost valuable time.

Grateful to Flogelman for leaving the door unlocked, he went
inside and poked around loose floor boards, behind the walls, and up around the
ceiling. Inside the small office room he rummaged through the file cabinet, but
other than files of all the illegal activity Mitchum took part in, nothing
revealed the location of the money.

To his surprise, Flogelman had left the vault open. He
rechecked inside and underneath it, but came up empty.

Out of time, he headed for the door.

He stopped short.

Clint, Garvey and three men he’d never seen before blocked
the exit with guns aimed in his direction.

“Mr. Cage. I figured it was only a matter of time before you
sniffed around where you didn’t belong.”

He glowered. Mitchum looked just like he’d always pictured.
A weasel in bad need of a shave with beady eyes and claws for hands. “You
should’ve thrown a welcome back party for me.”

Clint grunted. “That’s just it. You ain’t welcome here.”

“Huh. I’ve felt nothing but welcome.”

“If you mean Montana,” the weasel scoffed, “she’ll welcome
any male on two legs.”

Lawson nodded toward the deputy. “Except you, from what I
hear.”

The gun shook in Garvey’s hand.

Lawson reached for his knife.

Two of the men, one with hair that looked like straw and the
other with short graying hair, lunged. Lawson backed away but Straw Man did
some fancy move that upended his legs and flipped him to the ground.

A hideous crack resounded. His shoulder flared. He knew it
had dislocated.

“Get off me,” he shouted, momentarily paralyzed.

“It’s okay, Roy,” he heard Mitchum say, and Straw Man
climbed off wearing a foul excuse for a smile and holding his knife. Lawson
vowed to get that knife back.

He moved to get up but Mitchum brought his boot heel down
hard on his shoulder. Lawson rolled to his side. Did everyone know about his
bad shoulder? “Going to have to do more than that to keep me down.”

Garvey swept forward and kicked him in the gut. So much for
it being made of iron.

He clutched his stomach and turned over to his back.
“Anybody else care to take a shot?” Not really meaning the challenge, Lawson
threw his gaze to the man in the corner who stood with his arms crossed. A big
lumberjack of a man with zero emotion on his face. If that guy messed with him,
he’d be dead.

The man said nothing, and fortunately didn’t come at him.

Mitchum chuckled, swinging his gun on his finger. A possessed
grin took up residence on his face. “You made a fool decision coming back here.
Can’t figure it out.”

“I came back to kill you,” he spluttered.

“What did I ever do that wasn’t deserved?”

Lawson gritted his teeth and managed to sit up. The room
spun. “Plenty.”

“As you can see, the town has gotten along fine without a
Cage. I aim to keep it that way.”

“The Cages—”

“Were nothing but thieves and liars,” Mitchum finished.
“Thought you’d have learned from your father and grandfather to mind your own
business, but I guess smarts don’t run in your blood.”

A sharp spasm racked Lawson’s body. “My grandfather was an
honorable man. He earned every penny he made. He didn’t steal a damn thing, and
you know it.”

“Hardly matters now.” Mitchum crouched down. “Look, I want
to be a nice guy.”

“Fuck you.”

Clint laughed and cocked his head. “You know, I could let
you drive away with your legs attached, or I could repeat the Cage family
history. We got us some wood that needs burning. What do you think?”

“I don’t give a rat’s ass what you do to me. I’ll come for
you even if I have to claw my way through dirt. You’re going down. And Cage
Crossing will be restored.”

The gray-haired man inched toward him. Clint put his hand
out. “Not yet, Tom.” He smiled in a way that turned Lawson’s veins to ice. “I
have something that may persuade you to rethink coming after me.”

“There’s nothing you can possibly have that will…”

Lawson’s words faded.

Two men wearing tan hats brought in Montana, her wrists
bound behind her, a gag around her mouth. Her cheeks were swollen and tears
streaked her beautiful face.

“The hell?”

Mitchum straightened, his weasel eyes even beadier than
before. “What do you think? Are you motivated to get out of Rattler City for
good?”

“What did you do to her?”

“She makes a pretty little bargaining chip. Don’t she?”

All his muscles bunched. “Who the hell messed her up?”

“Ah now, let’s see, I don’t recall. I’m sure they didn’t
take any pleasure in it.”

“She has nothing to do with my coming here. Let her go.”

“I get your word that you’re outta here within the hour, and
I’ll do just that.”

“You’re messed up, man. Using your own daughter to bait me.”

Lawson’s breath seized.

Montana’s face paled to a shade whiter than the cloth around
her mouth.

“Who the hell told you?” Mitchum snarled.

His insides knotted. He hadn’t meant for that to slip.
Especially not without having told Montana first. “I forget.”

Garvey lowered his gun and looked to his father. Mitchum’s
men glanced to one another, their faces registering question marks.

Red-faced, Mitchum cocked his gun. “Ah hell. Guess my little
secret’s out.”

“Pop?”

“Shut up, Garvey.”

“But Pop.”

“Shut it!”

“Dammit, Pop. I need to say something.”

Mitchum drew his gun up and aimed it at Garvey’s head. “I
said shut the hell up. Yes, the bitch is my daughter.”

“Then she’s my sister?”

Clint’s face screwed up into something inhuman. “Been
meaning to tell ya, boy. You ain’t my flesh and blood.”

Lawson winced. Much as he hated Garvey and thought him an
ass for messing with Montana, the guy didn’t have the Mitchum blood in him. He
wasn’t a monster. He just didn’t know any better.

Shock spread across Garvey’s face like a sunrise. “Why
didn’t you say something before?”

“Doesn’t matter now,” Mitchum grumbled and lowered the gun.

“But Pop.”

“Just shut the hell up. I’ve more important things to deal
with.”

Garvey lumbered toward him, hands outstretched, palms up. “I
need—”

“Enough!” Clint raised his gun and pulled the trigger.

A strangled scream from Montana sliced the air.

Garvey stared wide-eyed. Blood bubbled from a hole in his
head. A small red stream ran down his face. He reeled and then fell like a
stiff board to the floor.

Numb, Lawson got to his feet.

“Ah hell,” spat Mitchum and eyed everyone like a child
caught kicking the dog. “He provoked me.”

An ink spot of blood grew beneath Garvey’s body.

Stan Flogelman walked in, took one look and staggered
backward. “What the hell happened here?”

Mitchum holstered his gun. “This man here is Lawson Cage. He
tried to rob the bank and then shot Garvey.”

Stan looked to Montana and then over to him.

Lawson shook his head.

“I-I should get the doc.”

“Don’t bother,” snapped Mitchum. “He’s dead. Get Thatcher in
here to haul away the body. And have his wife, Ethel, clean up the mess. Tell
them I’ll triple their credit for a month.”

Several moments passed before Stan nodded and left.

Lawson stared at the red ink spot. He didn’t feel his
shoulder. He didn’t feel anything. All his life he’d considered himself strong.
Capable to handle anything. He’d had practice for years. But his mind
unraveled. Slowly. Enough to notice.

He felt like a kid again. That moment of lost when the
strawberries disappeared behind great billowing clouds of gray smoke. That
moment when the birds went forever quiet. That moment when the place he’d called
home for seven years became nothing but a barbecue pit of stolen memories.

Lawson shook his head. So far two people had died by
Mitchum’s hand, and he’d done nothing but help it along. If anything happened
to Montana, he’d go ballistic. He stared at Mitchum. A man he’d considered a
monster. A destroyer. The devil. But he didn’t see any of that now. Before him
stood an old man. Wrinkled like dried fruit. A wasted human being.

“Guess you won’t be up for father of the year,” he said.

Mitchum slammed him to the ground and kicked him hard enough
to empty his lungs.

Gripping his chest, Lawson wheezed.

He looked to Montana, her eyes swollen and red-rimmed.
Looking defeated in a way that made his heart thud.

Mitchum motioned to his men. “Go find some scraps of wood
and stack ’em where Cage Crossing used to be. Tomorrow we’re gonna have us a
family reunion.”

Lawson staggered to his feet. For a full minute everything
shifted. His temples throbbed. He leaned forward, hands on his knees, and took
a deep breath.

When the world quit swimming, he asked, “Why don’t you just
kill me now?”

The weasel’s eyes bore into him. “Not on the agenda.
Besides, I want to give the folks a chance to come out and see you burn like
the rest of your family did. Well, with the exception of your father.”

His eye twitched. “I know you killed him.”

“Hang on now. I tried to help him. I offered him and some
other men a chance to make money by burying bodies in the desert. Last I heard
he passed out in one of them graves. Got buried alive. Maybe I could get one of
the boys here to dig him up to join you tomorrow.”

“Fuck you.”

Mitchum pointed to the big barrel of a man. “Luke, go lock
’em in the vault. We’ll deal with them tomorrow.”

The big barrel moved toward him. “You want ’em locked
together?”

“Yep. Let’s give the lovers here a chance to say goodbye.”

Lawson pushed back on the ground and his silver dollar fell
to the ground. Lawson went to pick it up when Mitchum’s boot trapped his wrist.

“Every cent in this town belongs to me,” he said and tucked
it into his holster.

Luke grabbed Lawson by the shoulders and dragged him into
the vault. To his relief he showed more care in moving Montana.

Snickering, Mitchum slammed the vault door. “Don’t get too
cozy in there.”

After they’d left, Lawson clambered to his feet. Unable to
stand the pain anymore, he rammed his shoulder hard against the corner wall and
listened to the delicious crunch of bones. His mind whirled for a moment. Sweet
mother of pain.

He helped Montana to her feet and untied her hands.

“You okay?”

She pulled down the gag. “Yeah. What did you just do?”

“Set my shoulder back in place.”

“Sounds like it hurt.”

“Trust me, it hurt worse before.” He thumbed away the
stubborn tears on her cheek. “Who hurt you?”

“Doesn’t matter.”

“Was it Garvey?”

She shook her head and gestured to where Garvey lay. “Why?”

“I don’t know.”

Her lips trembled.

“I’m sorry you got involved. They only hurt you to get a
rise out of me.”

“I’m not sorry.”

“I don’t like to see you hurt. No man should ever raise his
hand to you.” His blood thundered through his veins. He’d been careless. He’d
risked her life the moment he showed interest in her. A stupid dumbass mistake
that could’ve cost her. Mitchum might’ve spared her now, but he didn’t trust
him to spare her a second time.

Lawson started to pace. “Christ. Nothing’s gone right. For
years I saw this day. Clearer than any other day of my life. And now, it’s
blank. Son of a bitch.” He wiped at the blood on his lip with his shirt. “I’ve
been making one mistake after another since I got here. I can’t understand what
changed.”

Montana reached for him but he kept pacing.

“It sounded easy. Take the money. Kill Mitchum. Burn the
town. Destroy everything. Make it all go away like the Mitchums did to me, my
family. Make everyone pay for not standing up for my gramps. But I’m here now.
I’m not sure what to do.”

“You’ll figure it out.”

“Things are different. I don’t want to destroy the town. I
haven’t a clue where the money’s at. I can’t kill Mitchum because he’s your—”

Montana’s hand shot up. “Show me how to use that gun of
yours and I’ll shoot him dead myself.”

“I’m sorry that I didn’t tell you about Mitchum. I should’ve
told you. I didn’t plan to say that out loud.”

“Not sure I would’ve believed you then. I don’t want to
believe it now.”

“I know.”

“Is there anything else I should know? Anything else you’re
keeping secret?”

She had a right to know about her past. Sometimes knowing
the past is what gets you through life. He knew all about that.

Lawson took a deep breath and told her the truth about her
mother’s death.





Chapter Eighteen



Montana stood silent, lips frozen in an O shape, heart
pounding. This wasn’t happening. Had she ever been told anything in her life
other than lies?

“She killed herself?” The words were razor-blade sharp on
her tongue.

He nodded. “Seems she wanted out from under Mitchum’s thumb.
Probably wanted better for you and didn’t feel she could deliver.”

A draft stole over her skin. She held her arms. “I’m going
to end up like her, aren’t I? Trapped.”

“No. You won’t. You’re stronger.”

“How do you know?”

“I just do. I see you.”

She looked down at her hands. “But you don’t know for sure.
I’m nothing but a ruthless, heartless, crazy two-bit tramp. It’s in my genes.”

Her knees buckled.

Lawson reached out and caught her.

“Easy now. None of that is true.”

“Yes it is.”

She melted into him and sobbed. Her mother had wanted out so
bad she’d killed herself. She’d been stuck in a rotten life with no other way
out. She didn’t have a handsome hero to save her and spirit her away.

Lawson stroked her back, soothing her with whispered words
of comfort. But the horror of being Mitchum’s daughter hit her hard. Her mouth
went dry.

She untangled herself from Lawson’s safety net and moved
away. “You must hate me. I must make you sick. You were with me, a Mitchum…”

“Stop it.” His voice deepened. “You’re nothing like him. You
weren’t raised by him. You share blood. Nothing more. And you aren’t your
mother. You decide your fate. Not them.”

Her body shuddered. She wiped the tears from her cheeks. “I
feel guilty about what happened to Garvey.”

“Don’t. Like you, he wasn’t a Mitchum. Even being raised by
one still didn’t corrupt him.”

“I’m sick of all the secrets, all the lies, all the
bullshit. Always feeling like I’m being watched.” Montana hated that she whined,
but it all overwhelmed her. She’d hated her life before learning all of this.

“You probably were. Stan said that Mitchum keeps a handle on
his secrets. Wait.” He rubbed his chin. “You said you wake up in the morning
with the feeling that someone had watched you sleep, right?”

She sniffled. “Yeah. All the time.”

“Well shit.”

“What?”

Montana heard voices behind them. She peered over her
shoulder through the bars surrounding the vault room. Thatcher and his wife
Ethel ambled in, faces solemn, each carrying buckets of soapy water and
sponges. They hovered around the body and then rolled it onto a tarp. Together
they knelt and scrubbed away the blood.

She returned her attention to Lawson and asked, “What were
you going to say before?”

“I know where the money is.”

“What money?”

“The town’s money. The money JR Mitchum accused my
grandfather of stealing. The money the Mitchums have been making off innocent
people for decades. It makes sense. Clint has been keeping a very close eye on
you, and when he couldn’t, he sent Garvey. They did watch over you.”

“Well, where do you think it is?”

“Inside your place.”

She shivered at the thought of something hidden in her
trailer without her knowing. “Where do you think he stashed it?”

“I don’t know. But it has to be in there.”

Another voice called out. One she recognized.

“I warned you about being in the bank longer than an hour,”
Stan said as he neared the vault.

Lawson exhaled. “Got held up.”

“I see that.”

Stan pulled a ring of keys from his belt and unlocked the
vault. “Since I’m going to die for helping you,” he said, “might as well be
after I release you.”

“Much obliged.”

Montana pushed the door open. She took one look at Garvey’s
body and ran outside. She’d wished him dead enough times, more so in the past
couple of days, but not now.

“It’s going to be okay,” Lawson said, stealing up behind
her.

She worried her lip. “I want to help in some way.”

“I know.”

Montana spun to face him. “I mean it.” She narrowed her
eyes. “You owe me for keeping secrets from me.”

“Hey, I didn’t want to be the one to tell you.”

Arms crossed, she tapped her toe.

After a considerable pause, he gave her a firm nod. “There’s
one thing you can do for me, but you won’t like it.”

“I’ll do anything.”

He leaned in to whisper in her ear.

* * * * *

He waited until she’d become a speck in the distance. With
her help, he’d have the time needed to grab the money and follow through with
the rest of his plan.

Thatcher appeared in the doorway and dragged the tarp with
Garvey’s body splayed on top. His wife stumbled after him, her face ashen.
Bloody water sloshed from the buckets. Lawson nodded but neither of them
acknowledged him. He didn’t take it personally.

Stan Flogelman approached him with a good-natured grin on
his face. “Do you always stir up trouble when passing through?”

Lawson shrugged. “Nah, happens pretty much anywhere I go.”

“I didn’t rat you out, just so you know. And I didn’t know
Mitchum had sent for his henchmen.”

“Figured. I didn’t kill Garvey. I’m responsible, though. I
gave Mitchum the ammo to do it.”

“You spilled the beans, did you?”

“Guilty.”

“Had to come out someday. That boy never did anything right
in his eyes. I’m surprised it didn’t happen sooner.”

“Can’t say I thought much of him, but he didn’t deserve to
go out like that.”

“Nope. Was nothing but a dumb kid.” Stan ran his thumb along
his forehead. “You know this ain’t just your fight anymore.”

“How’s that?”

“When I say you stirred things up, I meant it in a good way.
You stirred up people around here. The deaths of Jake and Garvey aren’t being
taken lightly.”

“I didn’t come here to get people riled up,” he said. “I
have my own agenda.”

“Yeah, but they needed to be riled up. They don’t want to
keep living this way. Afraid to say anything, do anything. Living in fear of
Mitchum.”

“So you’re saying the town wants to fight?”

“With your help, yes.”

“Can’t say I’m sorry to hear it.”

Stan stroked his mustache and asked, “Did you find the
money?”

“Nope. Not in the bank. But I have a hunch where I can find
it.”

“Yeah?”

“Can I trust you?”

“Oh hell yeah.”

“Good, ’cause I’ll need help. Once I have the money, I want
you to distribute it out.”

“You lost me.”

“The town’s going to need a new sheriff. I’d say you’re the
ideal choice.”

Stan put his fists on his hips. “I don’t know about that.”

“Someone needs to lead these people,” Lawson explained.
“Jake would want you to be the guy. I know it. I’m not wrong here.”

“Jake, huh? Let me think on it a spell. What is it you
need?”

“For the money to go back into the town. Help get people
living again. A way for them to make a living, be healthy. I’m going to start
by taking out the offending buildings.”

Stans brows rose. “Those would be?”

“The bank, the jail and Mitchum’s home.”

“How the hell are you going to do that?”

Lawson grinned. “Dynamite.”

“Whoo wee. I like the way you think.”

Lawson nodded. “Those men that were with Mitchum. Think you
can entice them to help if money is part of the equation?”

“They’ll do anything for money. Especially once they find
out Mitchum doesn’t have any.”

“Counting on that.”

He explained his new plan. With help, he thought it might
work. A plan where the right people profited and the weasel got strung up by
his neck.

“It’s going to be a long night,” said Lawson, rubbing his
face. “Hope you’re up to it.”

Stan chuckled. “Hell. It would be worth losing a month’s
worth of sleep. I’ll catch you tomorrow then.”

“Yep, see ya.”

Lawson had one more stop to make before the sun set. He
followed the creek to the abandoned railroad tracks where as a boy he used to
scavenge for frogs. Old memories flooded his mind. Even after all these years,
he still knew his way around.





Chapter Nineteen



Half an hour later, he reached the old mine shaft. Birch and
willow trees swayed in the warm breeze above it. There he worked the wooden
slats off the entrance. The nails had rusted over time but were easy enough to
pry out.

A cloud of dust swarmed his head and he waved it away but
not before ingesting some. He coughed a few times to clear his throat and then
stuck his head inside. To his relief the shaft hadn’t caved in. Enough light
poured in to allow him to see. Had he thought ahead, he’d have snagged his
flashlight from the truck. Lawson took his time getting in, more because of his
size than anything else. It had been much easier to fit as a boy.

Glancing around, he nodded. It had made a good hiding spot
once before. It would make a good hiding spot again. Perfect to keep the money
in.

Lawson worked fast to stack some loose rocks against the far
side, not wanting to lose daylight. He found that he didn’t have the same
affection for small spaces as before.

When he’d moved the last rock, he heard something shifting
above his head. Dirt showered down on him, followed by stones and debris.
Lawson crouched and covered his head. He hurried toward the entrance but a group
of large rocks tumbled and blocked his way out.

In the dark he fought to calm his breath. His head throbbed.
A rise of panic from his gut made it difficult for him to think straight. He
needed to breathe.

In slow.

Out slow.

His body shook.

The mine enclosed around him. He pawed at the rocks,
ignoring the increase of dirt sprinkling down, hitting his hat and spilling to
the ground.

The ground tilted beneath him, or so he thought. His legs
buckled and he went down with a thump on his butt.

Lawson didn’t know how much time had passed. Movement
overhead alerted him out of his daze, as if something walked above him. Perhaps
a bear or wolverine. He held his breath. The movement came closer.

Dim light shone through tiny cracks between the rocks.

“Lawson, you in there?”

“Yeah,” he hollered, not recognizing the voice.

His pulse thudded twice before the voice replied, “Hang on.
I’ll get you out.”

Not knowing who stood on the other side, he hated that he
didn’t have his knife.

Considerable time passed and the rocks were removed from the
entrance.

“You should be able to squeeze out of there.”

Lawson readied himself for whatever awaited him.

He took a welcome breath of air in and blinked against the
twilight. He’d expected a group of men. He only saw one. A man he recognized.
One of Mitchum’s. The large one with a boulder for a body and who, he hated to
admit, intimidated the snot out of him. His bones ached thinking about how bad
they’d take a beating.

“Uh, thanks.”

“Sure. Name’s Luke.”

“Guess you know I got out of the vault.”

“I’d be disappointed if you hadn’t.”

He studied the man. “Where’s everyone else?”

“Not here.”

“Aren’t you going to haul me off somewhere?”

“Nah. I overheard you and Stan talking earlier.”

Lawson’s lip twitched. “That so?”

“Yeah. I followed you here. But then you disappeared. Heard
the cave-in and then I heard you hollering.”

Lawson cleared his throat. “I hollered?”

“Oh yeah.”

He didn’t remember. “Why were you following me?”

“Wanted to talk.”

“Okay.”

“I’m a man greatly persuaded by money.”

“I’d guess that.”

Luke’s face hardened. “Let me set you straight on something.
It ain’t about loyalty with me. What I’ve done for Mitchum is what keeps my
family fed and my land paid for. I don’t get some perverse sense of pleasure
from hurting others.”

“Okay. So you have a few scruples. Doesn’t make me trust
you.”

“I understand.”

He didn’t trust anyone, least of all someone who had the
ability to kick his ass. “For all I know you’re setting me up.”

“It’s your call,” Luke said. “I don’t agree with Mitchum’s
killing of that young deputy, and I sure as hell don’t agree with what happened
to Jake Sanderson. Like your grandfather, he was a well-respected man. One of
the few who stood up for Cole Cage. Got the shit beat out of him for it, not by
me, but he made sure folks remembered him.”

Lawson wished he’d had the time to get to know Jake better.
Guilt continued to eat away at him. He blew air through his lips and asked,
“Where are you going with all this?”

“Mitchum’s lost his damn mind. I’m done taking his orders.
Cut me in on some of that money you’re sitting on, and you’re free to go about
your business. I’ll see to it no one’s in your way.”

“What about the others? Won’t one of them snitch?”

“They’re more scared of me than Mitchum. And besides, I’m
the one who pays them their share.”

Lawson nodded. “Look, I’ll give you a fair amount, but my
interest is the money going back into the town. Where it belongs. I’ll need you
to do something in return.”

“Good by me.”

“Without knowing first?”

“I told you. I’m persuaded by money.” Luke reached into his
pocket and removed a knife.

“Here. I thought you might want this.”

Lawson took hold of the knife and smoothed his hand along
the sleek handle, his initials etched along the side. “Appreciate it. Belonged
to my father.”

“Had a feeling it had personal value. Reason I made sure I
had possession of it.”

“Gotta say I’m glad you aren’t here to finish me off. I’d
tangle with most anyone, but wouldn’t want to mess with you.”

“I’m thick-skinned,” Luke said with a chuckle. “Makes me
look stronger than I am.”

“By now I’m sure Mitchum knows I got out of the vault room.”

“Yeah. He came back to release Montana. I expect he thinks
you ain’t going anywhere with her. I figure come morning he’ll hunt you.”

“Yeah, about that. I’ve an idea.” Lawson looked around,
surprised to find the sky had darkened. “I’ll explain while we walk. We can
discuss money and details as well.”

“Lead the way.”

* * * * *

Clint dug out his keys for the trailer and turned the lock.
He’d waited outside and watched Montana crawl into bed. Some nights he swore he
was looking at her mother. He wished to hell she wasn’t his daughter.

Careful to bypass the creaky spots, he stalked into her room
and hovered over her like he did most nights. He’d watch her sleep. Listen to
her slow, even breath. Watch the way she stirred. With the heat she didn’t need
a blanket. Her body all curled up, hands gently fisted. A true sleeping beauty.

He loved and hated her. A constant reminder of where he’d
failed. Of when he’d been weak. It had given him great pleasure to hit her.
More than he’d realized. Hell, his father had beaten him with far worse than
his hands.

Satisfied the girl and the money were where they should be,
he left the trailer and sat on the edge of the porch. He lit a cigarette. In
the morning he’d deal with Lawson Cage. Then he’d be done with the entire
family. They’d haunted him for years. Kept him paranoid and looking over his
shoulder.

Some nights he’d feel a cold trickle down his back, as if
something stood there, judging him. That’s when he’d turned to booze. Anything
to keep his ass awake during the night.

He stood and walked to his truck, starting it without the
lights on.

Not wanting to go home, he drove around awhile, taking some
of the old dirt roads. He’d have to get rid of Stan. No one else knew about
Garvey. And no one else had the key to the vault room. Here he’d entrusted him
all these years, and a Cage got him to switch his allegiance. No one crossed
him and lived to tell.

An hour went by and he pulled next to his house. Resting his
chin on the steering wheel, he watched the sunrise. God he was tired. He’d been
tired for ages.

* * * * *

Montana swung her feet from the bed and stood. The putrid
scent of cigarettes, stale beer and too much aftershave filled her room. She’d
heard the front door open and knew Clint had let himself in. Her goddamn father
had stood right beside her bed. Watched her without saying a word.

She trembled. No way did she plan to sleep now.

Her head ached. Thinking about what Lawson wanted her to do
made her skin crawl. But she didn’t want to let him down. She wasn’t stupid. He
planned to leave tomorrow. Everything would go down tomorrow. And nothing about
his words or his plans included whisking her out of Rattler City.

She thought about the money hidden in her house. She looked
around, not sure where one would hide money in a nothing of a trailer. She’d
leave it to Lawson to find. She trusted him. He mattered. He was the real in
her life. Her dreams, her future plans, her aspirations to dance—those were fairy
tales. No wonder her mother had killed herself. How else would she have ever
left?





Chapter Twenty



Just after noon, Montana phoned Mitchum. She fought the
shakiness in her voice.

“I need your assistance at the bar.”

“What for?”

“I’m having a problem with one of the regulars.”

“Someone’s drunk already? You ain’t even been open an hour.”

“It’s Amos. He’s trashing the place.” She glanced at the
nail marks along the pool table and couldn’t help but smile. “He tore the felt
on the pool table. We can’t afford a new one. I’ve asked him to leave, but he
won’t listen.”

Amos sat at the bar with his head down, body slumped,
groaning. She’d purposely filled him with one too many drinks.

“Can you just come take care of him? Please?”

She waited, her heart thumping. Part of her wanted him to
say no.

“Yeah. I’ll be right over.”

“Sorry, Amos,” she said and patted the drunken man’s head.

Not even five minutes passed and Clint burst through the
door. He grabbed Amos by his shirt collar and yanked him off the stool. “I’m
putting a hold on your credit for a week,” he spat.

Too wasted to respond, Amos grinned like a child being
promised ice cream.

Clint pulled him through the bar and Montana heard him
shout, “Now get your ass home.”

Brushing his hands together, he came back inside and stopped
at the pool table. She couldn’t believe that he showed no remorse for Garvey’s
death. Acting as if it was another day. Nothing special. Nothing different.

“Damn shame about the table,” he said and raised his eyes to
meet hers. “He won’t give you any trouble.”

“Thanks.”

He turned to leave and she faltered.

“Wait.” She hurried over to the jukebox on toothpicks for
legs and punched a button. “That was great of you to help me like that.”

Clint shrugged. “Doing my job.”

Her stomach tightened. She had to make the monster stay.

Montana gestured to the jukebox. “What do you say?”

“’Bout what?”

“A dance with me.”

His brows slashed. “Why would I do something like that?”

“Can’t a girl dance with her daddy?”

His face mashed into an expression that looked as if it
involved every muscle in his face. “I suppose I could do that.”

“Good.” She placed her hands on either side of his waist and
let him do the same. His aftershave burned her throat.

His crazed smile unnerved her. “Never thought I’d see the
day when you knew you were mine and didn’t run away screaming. Especially after
what I did to you yesterday. It wasn’t personal, mind you.” He touched her
cheek with a crooked finger. “I needed to make a point. You understand. Don’t
you?”

Inside she crumbled, but she held it together. For Lawson.
For Lawson. She repeated it like a mantra, desperate to believe it and breathe
it and live it. “Of course. I’m glad to know that I have someone here. I’ve
always felt so alone.”

“We’ll get to know each other real well. Don’t you worry.”

The way he dragged his eyes over her body made her queasy.
Again she thought of Lawson and cracked a smile.

“You look like her, your mother. Great body. Long hair.
Brilliant smile that makes men cave.”

“Stop,” she said lightly. “You’re embarrassing me.”

He raised his hand to her horseshoe necklace and clasped it
between his fingers.

Breath tight, she willed her feet to keep moving. Her lungs
to keep working.

“I gave you this for your seventh birthday. Right before
your momma died.”

Her throat constricted. “You gave it to me?”

“Sure did.”

“But. I mean.” Her head went fuzzy—nothing in her life held
a thread of truth. “I thought she gave it to me.”

“Nah. She couldn’t afford to buy you anything. See, I was
trying to get her to take me back, but she refused. Looks like she wanted you
to have it anyhow.”

The necklace grew heavy around her neck. Its previous
sentiment faded. She felt owned by him. Like a slave.

In the next moment, Clint’s face got stony. “What the hell
are you up to, girl?”

Montana blinked fast. “What do you mean?”

“What’s going on here?”

He pushed her away and darted his head around. “You little
tramp.”

“What? I don’t understand. What’s the matter?”

“What are you doing? Why do I feel I’ve been set up?”

She wrung her hands and did her best to look offended. “I’m
trying to get to know you. I just want to know my fath-father.”

He slapped her cheek. Pain bloomed fast. “There’s another
thing that’s like your momma. Her face went all rose colored when she lied.
Just like yours.”

“I’m not…”

His hand rose to strike again, but he pivoted and booked out
of the bar.

She didn’t bother to stop him. Lawson would be out of her
house by now.

Soon Lawson would be out of her life.





Chapter Twenty-One



Lawson had spent hours inside Montana’s trailer searching
for the money. Inside drawers, beneath floorboards, behind furniture and
appliances, anywhere he figured a man might stash his life’s savings. The
harder he searched the more sure he was the money would turn up. Why the hell
else would Mitchum keep close tabs on Montana? He’d already spent a
considerable amount of time looking for holes outside and around the trailer,
but came up empty. It had to be inside.

He took his time searching her bedroom. His hands fell
across the skirt she’d worn the night at the bar. The one he’d hiked up to her
waist. Everything smelled like her. All feminine and sweet. It drove him crazy.

Lawson went back into the main room of the trailer. Hands on
hips, he grumbled under his breath. He’d checked underneath the sofa once and decided
to check again. He scooted the sofa away from the wall again and kicked at the
floorboards. Frustration raged through his body. Time ticked away. Time he
didn’t have.

He launched himself over the sofa and heard a thump.
Glancing back, he noticed two boards had come loose. He pulled the boards away
and several of the ones surrounding them. Cash boxes and bags filled the
spacious area. On his knees, he bent down and looked at the large hole. It
appeared Mitchum had created a hole in the bottom of the trailer that extended
underground with a chute to keep out the weather and elements.

Lawson opened one of the bags. Stacks of green bills poured
out.

He heard a rustling on the porch. His body stilled.
Footsteps moved to the right and to the left, and he saw a figure in the
window.

His forehead broke out in a cold sweat. He’d taken too much
time.

* * * * *

“Mr. Mitchum.”

Clint spun around at the familiar voice.

“What’re you—”

His words died. Five men in masks had him surrounded.

“What the hell? What are you idiots up to?”

Luke spoke in a husky voice. “You’ll need to come with us.”

“What the hell for?”

“Just do it.”

He didn’t have time for more distractions. Had the men lost
their minds sometime during the night? “Those masks don’t fool me. You think
I’m that stupid? I’d recognize you all with a box on your heads. Especially
you, Luke. I don’t know there’s a bigger man than you anywhere in these parts.
What game you playing here?”

Luke pulled his mask off. “No game,” he said. Roy, Tom and
the others followed his lead.

“Look, I have the money. I planned to pay you tomorrow.”

“We got paid. Triple what you offered.”

“How? Who?”

“By Lawson Cage.”

He snarled. “See here, I don’t have time for this bullshit.
You know I’m good for my money.”

Luke aimed a pistol to his gut. “Seems the money ain’t yours
anymore. You’ll be coming with us. The townsfolk are throwing you a going away
party.”

Clint went for his gun. “I ain’t going away.”

“No, but everything you own and think you own is.” Luke
lowered his pistol and pulled the trigger.

A bullet hit Clint in the toe.

Mitchum hollered and sank to the ground. Roy and Dan
wrestled the gun from his hand and kicked it to Luke.

“Get my horse. I ain’t carrying his broke ass.”

It took the three of them to hoist up on the horse. Blood
dripped from his boot like a leaky faucet. He went in and out of consciousness
several times, struggling to keep alert.

Ice-cold water on his head managed to revive him long enough
to learn he’d been tied to a chair in the same place Cage Crossing burned.

“This is a big mistake.”

“Seems you owe a lot of people money,” Luke said. “They’ve
come to collect.”

Clint watched the townspeople gather along the streets.

Luke stood in front of him, his big lumbering body blocking
the sun. He punched him in the face until his vision blurred.

“See, I don’t hit women. I hit scumbags who don’t pay up.”

“What are you going to do?”

“You’re going to sit here and watch everything precious to
you disappear.”

Clint swallowed blood. His front upper tooth hung loose.
Stan Flogelman came up and ripped his sheriff badge from his shirt.

“I’m afraid you’re no longer in the position to do anything
about…well…anything.”

The sun made his face hurt more. At this point he wished it
would melt his ass. The Mitchum name would die with him. If his father could
see him, he’d tell him to take his own sorry life. He probably would.





Chapter Twenty-Two



Lawson tentatively approached the door.

“Who is it?”

“Russ and Corbet.”

Relieved, he took several deep breaths and let them in.

“Hey. Did ya find the money?”

“Yep.” He pointed behind him.

“Damn,” gushed Russ. “We’s got the wheelbarrows you asked
fer. And plenty of folks to push ’em.”

“Great. I’ll need it. There’s more than I expected.”

Stan Flogelman pulled up with Lawson’s truck and hopped out.
They joined him outside on the porch.

“Everything’s set,” he said.

“Good. They got Mitchum?”

“Yep. Roped to a chair. Has front-row seat to watch the bank
and jail blow. I told him about his house. Didn’t look pleased.”

“I’m heartbroken. Did you think on what we discussed
earlier? About the sheriff’s position?”

“Hard to think on anything else.” He stretched and pushed at
a floorboard with his boot. “Ah hell. I suppose I can do it.”

Lawson patted his shoulder. “You’ll be fair. That’s more
than what this town has ever had.”

“There’s one other thing,” Stan said and pulled a rolled-up
paper from his back pocket. “I’ve taken the liberty to design the new bank and
jail. I’d like to name the bank Cage Crossing Community Bank. What do you
think?”

Lawson stared at the design. “When did you find time to draw
this?”

“Been working on it for years. Finished it late last night.
Or maybe early this morning.”

“I’m impressed. You see to it that this happens, okay?”

“Will do.”

“Cole Cage would be proud.”

“I plan to make sure Jake is given a proper burial beside
his wife.”

Lawson nodded. “I’d say you’ve got your new duties down just
fine.”

“It’s going to take some time to get the bank built. Where
you keeping the money in the meantime?”

“There’s an underground railway that caved a long time ago.
I used to play there when I was small. Until my mom found out and tanned my
butt raw. I have some people over there fixing it up. The money will be safe
there to store.”

“You’re not worried about it being stolen?”

“Nope. The only crook in this town isn’t going anywhere near
it. Now I gotta get the show started.”

“Libby said to stop by if you’d like some greasy food to
take with you on the road.”

His stomach rumbled. “Sounds perfect.”

* * * * *

“You drive safe, sugar,” Libby called after him. “You’ll be
missed ’round here.”

Lawson held up the boxes of food. “Thanks again. I’m going
to miss you and your fine cooking.”

He revved the engine and turned down the main street of
town.

People lined up on either side of the street like a group of
parade watchers. He’d never seen so many people out on the street at one time.

He drove by and saw Mitchum strapped to a chair, looking
roughed up and displeased. A bully beaten at his own game. Luke stood beside
him, a slow grin forming on his face. While it wasn’t the showdown he’d first
concocted, he didn’t mind the change.

Lawson parked the truck and slipped his gun inside the
waistband of his jeans. Insurance should his plans go awry. He got out and
stood in front of Mitchum. “Looks like you’ve got a great view here from
beneath the new Cage Crossing sign.”

“You can’t win,” grumbled Mitchum. “Blowing up a few
buildings won’t stop me.”

“Not about winning,” he said. “I came here to make right
some of the wrongs done to my family. I’ve nothing left to prove.”

Mitchum’s lips curled as if he’d tasted something rotten.
“Thought you said you were going to kill me.”

“I was. I’ve thought about it long and hard for twenty-five
years. Every damn day.”

“And instead you’re going to run. You’re a goddamn momma’s
boy. Like Garvey was.”

“You’ve no idea the things I’ve done in my life,” he said,
forcing himself to remain calm, in control. “But no matter.” He reached into
Clint’s holster and pulled out the silver dollar. “I’ve got what I want. I’m
leaving you with nothing. The Mitchum name means nothing. Your reign is over.”

“Like hell it is.”

He shrugged and slid the coin into his pocket. “You can’t
infect this town anymore. The people run it now. They’ll keep you on a short
leash. It’s what you deserve.”

“Admit it. You’re a coward. Like all Cages. Run like your
grandmother ran. Run because the Cage name brings nothing but shame.”

Lawson pulled his magnum and cocked it. He pushed the tip up
into Mitchum’s quivering jowls. “Listen, you fuck. I’m not running. I’m moving
on. You’re nothing, and I’m done wasting time on nothing.”

His arm shook. Adrenaline pumped through his veins. In his
head he heard the words shoot him shoot him shoot him. If he shot him
now the bastard would be out of everyone’s lives. For good. Forever. He wanted
it bad. To pull the trigger. To end a life that had taken so many lives.
Innocent lives. To see his eyes roll up into his fucking head. Why let him
live?

“Lawson.”

“Go away, Luke,” he said through clenched teeth. “I’ve got
this.”

“Oh, I know you do. No question. But uh, you know, people
are out here waiting for the fireworks. And uh, there are women and children
out here.”

The words hit a nerve. Lawson’s arm went limp at his side.
“Point made,” he said and rotated toward Luke. “Promise me you don’t ever let
him have control again.”

“I swear it. He’s done. Now you best finish up what you
started. The town’s waiting for you. They’ve waited for you a long time.”

He inhaled sharply and let the rage ebb. “Right.”

“You’ll never be rid of me,” Mitchum said, his eyes too big
for his face. “I’m going to stick with you. I’ll be that niggle you can’t
shake.”

Lawson balled his fingers into a fist but didn’t react. “You
hope that’s what will happen, but I can guarantee that once I leave here, I’ll
never think of you again.”

He tipped his chin to Luke and turned away.

Back in his truck he drove down the street. Kids waved and
cheered. For a moment he felt outside of himself. No, he felt calm. Not
motivated by revenge. Motivated by doing the right thing. He imagined his
grandfather smiling at him, proud of the man he’d become. He wouldn’t have
liked the man from before. But he couldn’t leave without leaving something to
remember him by. The townspeople wanted a show, so he’d give them one.

Lawson drove all the way down and then turned the truck
around. He pushed the accelerator and steered straight. In his mind he
envisioned what the town might look like someday. People passing one another,
smiling, enjoying their lives.

At the corner of the old mercantile, he glimpsed Montana,
her eyes wide and expectant. His chest tightened. He continued driving. Lawson
wanted to pretend that she didn’t mean a damn thing to him.

“Drive on,” he mumbled under his breath, “drive on and don’t
look back.”

He thought of his grandmother’s words about how gramps was
everywhere before they got together, and she couldn’t shake him. But then she
realized that she didn’t want to shake him. She wanted him. He hadn’t been able
to shake Montana from the moment he caught sight of her. And he didn’t want to
know what it would be like without her.

With a groan of defeat, he pumped the brakes, reached over
and threw open the passenger door. She ran up to the door, her dark hair
swirling behind her.

“Get in.”





Chapter Twenty-Three



Montana scrambled into the truck. She barely had time to
shut the door when Lawson accelerated. Her body thrust around as if she’d
climbed onto a mechanical bull. Dirt and gravel showered the windows of the
mercantile.

“Jesus, Lawson, give me a chance to sit down, will ya?”

Montana strapped the seatbelt on and smeared hair from her
face. She got comfortable and pulled her feet in when she banged her heels
against something. A metal box. She reached down and pulled it out. “What’s
this?”

“Take a look.”

She opened the lid and gasped. “Oh my god. You found the
money.”

“That’s only a small part of it.”

“There must be thousands in here.”

“At least.”

She put her hand to her mouth and stared at all the bills.
“I didn’t even know Rattler City had this much.”

“A good chunk of it is yours. You worked for it, and you
deserve it.”

“So do you.”

“I’m not a big fan of money. Never did understand its
value.”

Montana closed the lid and pushed the box back behind her
feet.

“Now hang on tight, I’m going to turn this sucker around.”

He circled the truck, his hands overlapping the steering
wheel. She gripped the side, convinced they were going to tip.

The truck came to a screeching halt. Lawson kicked open the
door and grabbed a gasoline can from behind the seat.

She tore out of the truck and rushed to his side.

“Wait. What are you doing?”

“I told you what I planned to do.”

“But that was before,” she said, her voice squeaky. “Things
are different now.”

“Get back in the truck.”

Montana grabbed his arm. She wanted to shake him. “Hang on.
Is this necessary?”

“I know what I’m doing,” he shouted.

“Will this bring your grandfather back? Your family? What
will you get from this?”

“Closure. Now get back in the truck. Please.”

“Closure? By blowing shit up?” She knew he was dangerous,
but did she miss he was crazy too?

“My grandfather would’ve done it for me.”

“But you said he didn’t believe in violence.”

“In his own way he would’ve sought justice.”

Hands to her hips, she realized nothing she said had any
impact. “Just tell me what you’re going to do.”

“Explosives are in the jail, the bank and Mitchum’s house.
Russ and Corbet already made a trail of gasoline from the house and jail. I
light the fuse and that’s it. All three disappear.”

“Where’d you get explosives?”

“Brought them with me. Kept them below my seat.”

“But…we had sex on that seat.”

“It was a blast,” he said with a wink.

She groaned at his attempt at humor. “You sure nothing else
will blow?”

“It’s all safe. With Mitchum out of the way, the town can
thrive. Stan’s in charge of the town, and he’ll see to it that people are
treated well. I’ll explain it all to you on the road. Now get back inside the
truck. Once I light this baby we’ll need to haul ass.”

Montana glimpsed the townspeople all huddled far enough away
to be safe, but still able to watch. To appease him, she got back into the
truck.

Lawson opened the gas can and poured the flammable liquid
all along the ground.

He opened the door and flipped open the lighter.

“Shit! The flame won’t start.”



Frantic, Lawson fumbled under the seats and along the back.
“Do you have matches, a lighter, anything?”

Montana shook her head.

“Never mind.”

He drove forward. A young boy with big brown eyes sat
hunkered down by a bench in front of the old dress shop.

Lawson waved him over.

“Son, do you know where I can get some matches or a lighter?”

“Have a lighter in my pocket, mister.” The pug-nosed boy
held it up, its silvery case shiny against the sunlight. “I hide it from my
papa ’cause I don’t like it when he smokes.”

“Smart boy. Think I can have it?”

The boy’s mouth curled up in one corner. “Gonna have to pay
for it, mister.”

Lawson chuckled. “Fair enough. Name your price.”

The boy shrugged. “I dunno. A dollar?”

A smile spread across Lawson’s face. He reached into his
jeans and pulled out his silver dollar. “This here is special, you hear? Don’t
ever let anyone tell you different.”

He ran the coin along his knuckles, kissed it and flipped it
with his thumb to land in the boy’s palm.

“Thanks, mister.” On tiptoes he reached up and placed the
lighter in Lawson’s hand.

“Now, I want you to stay back. There’s going to be noise and
a lot of smoke.”

“Yes, sir.”

Lawson put the truck into reverse.

Montana grabbed his arm. “I don’t think this is a good
idea.”

“It’s perfect.”

“Jesus, Lawson.”

“Do you trust me?”

She stared into his eyes. “Yes. You know I do.”

He stopped the truck, jumped out and flipped open the
lighter. A trail of flames burst to life.

Lawson ran back and hopped into the driver’s seat. “Now hang
on.”

“Wait,” she cried.

“There’s no time.”

“I said wait!”

Montana rolled the window down and pulled the horseshoe
necklace from around her neck. “It’s bad enough I have his blood. I sure as
hell don’t need any fucking mementos.” She tossed the necklace into the flames.

“I’m ready. Let’s go.”

Lawson slammed the pedal to the floor. With each thunderous
boom, the darkness inside him faded.





Chapter Twenty-Four



Excitement coursed through her. She’d never expected to
leave Rattler City. Hoped for it. Dreamed about it. Wished for it. But never
believed it.

At the far edge of town, Stan Flogelman raised his hand and
stepped out to the road.

Lawson slowed beside him. “Hey, partner.”

“Looks like justice got served.”

“Hope this new start will be what the town needs,” said
Lawson.

“I know it will. Jake would’ve loved this.”

“Wish he was here to see it.”

Stan attached a shiny silver star to his vest. “He’s here.
He’s watching.”

“Bet you’re right.”

“You know you’re welcome here anytime. Wouldn’t be the same
without a Cage visiting once in a while.”

“I’ll consider it.”

Stan ducked down and nodded at her. “Take care, Montana.”

“You too, Stan. I always knew you were a good guy.”

“Glad someone did. Even I’d forgotten.”

“You’ve got all kinds of time to make things right.”

“I sure do.”

Lawson tipped his hat. “Take care of this town.”

“I will. Bye now.”

They drove on, passed the sign that now read Leaving Cage
Crossing.

She glanced at Lawson.

“I’m sorry your original plans didn’t work out.”

“I’m not. Things ended up better for it.”

He turned to look at her and flashed a dimpled smile.

“You paying attention to the road over there, Mr. Cage?”

“Trying to. Got distracted for a minute.”

“You’ve been distracted ever since you got into town.”

“That’s your fault.” Their eyes met and he snorted. “What am
I going to do with you?”

She shifted her body toward him, her hand propped on the
seatback. “You’re going to love me, Cage. Against your own stubborn will you’re
going to love me. And the day you do, I’ll be beside you, naked, and spent from
riding your cock raw all night.”

“There’s one small problem,” he said.

“What’s that?”

“I already love you. Didn’t you figure that out? There’s no
way you’d be sitting in this truck if I didn’t.”

Her face and body heated. “Well I-I’d hoped. I didn’t know.”
Her nose tingled and her eyes welled with tears.

“You made sure of it,” he said and pointed his finger at
her. “The way you swing those hips. The sparkle in your eye when you bitch me
out. The sweet way you taste. You set out to snare me and you damn well
succeeded.”

Montana glanced at her nails. “Now I did not.”

“You did too. Look at me and tell me to my face that I’m
wrong.”

“Well. You know, it’s a wonder I fell in love with you at
all. With your big ego and stubborn ways. And especially after you almost
killed me with those stray bullets.”

Lawson swerved and pulled the truck over. He turned, his
face flush. “That was you I shot at? Jesus. I’m sorry.”

“Someday I’ll forgive you.”

“I’m surprised you didn’t stay away. Not knowing what I
might do.”

Shivers raced up her back at the way his eyes smoldered.

She ran her fingers along his forearm. “Guess I’m attracted
to danger.”

“Guess I’m attracted to trouble.” He rested his hand against
her cheek and leaned in. His lips burned. It seemed forever since they’d
kissed.

“You’re my light,” he murmured. “You guided me from the
darkness.”

“You’re taking me away from mine.” She caught his lower lip
and kissed him deep.

“We make a good pair.”

“Yes, we do.”

Lawson pulled back onto the road, his arm holding her close.
“I’m yours. I hope you don’t regret it. I’m not the easiest guy to love.”

“Good. I hate easy.”

Montana snuggled against him, ready for whatever dangers and
adventure lay ahead. Maybe she couldn’t tame the rattling cage within him, but
she’d love him through every sunset and sunrise for the rest of her life.
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