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Description
She never should’ve agreed to a girls’ night out.
Untamed, Book Four, Eternal Brethren Military Romantic Suspense Series
Quinn “Wrangler” McCord is brash and impatient, known to push buttons, skirt tradition, and be counted on to stir things up. As the brother of the undercover motorcycle club’s president, and one of the youngest members, he never pushes enough to damage his career as a Navy SEAL. Underneath the false front, all isn’t jovial. Memories of a past mistake, one he can never rectify, haunt him, pushing him to take chances. Whether it’s a mission or a new woman, he’s always up for a challenge. Anything to help forget what he left behind.
Rebecca North clawed her way out of a devastating breakup to become a respected paralegal. She’s come a long way from the lost young woman who had few choices and little money, becoming confident, independent…and a mother. Her new job in Liberty Lake provides a great income and brings her closer to home and her mother. It never occurs to Becca her safe haven will be the place where her past and present collide.
A short flirtation at the club’s bar turns into an explosive reunion. Recovering quickly, he jumps at the chance to heal his mistakes. She can’t turn him down fast enough, wanting nothing to do with the cocky motorcycle club member. A man who’ll never be allowed back into her life.
Intentions, though, are fragile. When Becca is threatened by the very men the Eternal Brethren are tasked to neutralize, Wrangler wastes no time spiriting her away. Protecting people from danger is something he’s trained to do. Overcoming the pain he’d caused isn’t. Especially when the secret she never intends to divulge stands before him, his bright, searching eyes the same as his.
Will a common cause be the thread which holds them together? Or will past mistakes and a secret life he can’t share be too much for either to overcome?
Untamed is the fourth book in the Eternal Brethren Military Romantic Suspense Series by best seller Shirleen Davies. It is a stand-alone, full-length novel with no cliffhanger and a guaranteed HEA.
PLEASE NOTE: This series contains strong language common within the military. It is also a steamy romance with open door love scenes. 
Book 1: Steadfast
Book 2: Shattered
Book 3: Haunted
Book 4: Untamed
Book 5: Devoted
Visit my website for a list of characters for each series.
https://www.shirleendavies.com/books/character-lists/
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Chapter One
Eternal Brethren Clubhouse
Liberty Lake, Arizona
Fall
Quinn “Wrangler” McCord crawled silently over the uneven desert ground. Even the thickness of his tactical gear couldn’t stop the discomfort to his chest and stomach from them scraping across the sharp rocks. At least his night vision goggles helped avoid saguaro cactus and venomous scorpions.
Taking point had been his idea, one he’d fought Caid “Wrath” McCord for approval. His oldest brother and president of Eternal Brethren could be a real pain when in command mode.
Behind him, Rock led a small team of experienced Navy SEALs on the recon mission. Men who’d been handpicked years before by Wrath and Admiral Grayson. The undercover motorcycle club had been on many assignments since its founding, each one completed without loss of life to a single Brethren.
The time had come for the original nine members, the Posse, to take some of the less risky missions, allowing new members to complete the more perilous assignments. To Wrath’s irritation, Wrangler always stood at the front of the line.
Tonight, though, Wrangler was teamed with three of the Posse. Rock, their sergeant-at-arms, plus Gunner and Moses. He’d trust them on his six anytime.
The unmistakable sound of laughter had him stilling. Grayson’s order had sent them to a possible location where traffickers held kidnapped teenagers and young women before shipping them to buyers throughout the world. If the information provided was accurate, they might have a major break in a ring which had alluded them for months.
A consortium that included the Night Devils, one of the worst outlaw motorcycle gangs in the western United States. Into drug smuggling, money laundering, human trafficking, and moving illegal merchandise, the MC didn’t care how they made money. Or who got hurt in the process.
The Night Devils president, Burn, was smart. He used different gang members for different runs, sometimes having simultaneous jobs going on the same night. The variety of activities, and his approach, didn’t make it easy to close them down. And they were only one of the outlaw MCs the Brethren tracked.
Inching closer, Wrangler lowered his voice and spoke into his comm unit. “Two buildings half a klick ahead. The larger one could be a warehouse. Movement between both. I need to get closer.”
“Roger. We’ve got you.” Rock’s words reassured him they knew his position. “Do not approach until we rendezvous.”
Wrangler would’ve preferred to go in alone, get the intel they needed, and retreat. He might be on point, but Rock was the man in charge for this recon mission.
“I’ll report when in position.”
Rising to a crouch, Wrangler increased his speed, dropping to the ground when within fifty yards of the buildings. Two men walked out of the smaller, woodsided one. Talking and laughing, they made their way to the larger building constructed of weathered corrugated metal, an indication of its age.
From his position, he guessed the ground level to be three thousand square feet. If people were being held inside, it might contain a bathroom, as well as cots or pallets. Anything more would be unusual. There were no luxuries in the human trafficking trade.
Not long after the men disappeared inside the warehouse, two of them emerged again, shepherding a group of what looked like young boys around the side of the building toward two outhouses.
“Fuck.” The disgusted growl whipped through his comm unit to the others.
“Report, Wrangler.”
Pulling out a pair of night vision binoculars, he confirmed the first sighting to Rock. “There are four boys, hands bound in front of them, being moved from the warehouse to portable toilets. Ankles are tied, with about a foot of give. Estimating they’re between eight and twelve years of age. Two men guarding them. There may be more children inside.”
“Hold your position. We’re twenty yards behind you.”
Every fiber in his body urged Wrangler forward, urgency surging through him. Shifting the binoculars in a wider arc, his jaw clenched at headlights approaching from the north. Two vans, most likely their transportation to another location, stopped outside the warehouse door.
“Two vehicles have taken positions outside the entrance to the warehouse. Both drivers are getting out, walking to the smaller building.”
“Roger that, Wrangler. Continue to hold your position. We’re almost there.”
Watching the boys enter and exit the two toilets, he cursed when the guards marched them toward the waiting vans, huddling them together several feet away. Another group of three boys, tied in the same fashion as the first, left the warehouse with the other man Wrangler had first spotted, beginning the same routine, when Rock, Gunner, and Moses moved beside him. A moment later, a third man left the warehouse, joining the first group of children.
Lowering the binoculars, he handed them to Rock. “Seven boys. Three men plus two drivers. They’re moving them out tonight. We can’t let them get away.”
“Dammit,” Rock muttered, seeing the same horrifying images as Wrangler. “We’re on a recon mission, not a DA, Wrangler.” The four weren’t approved for a direct action mission. 
“We don’t have time to be blessed by Grayson,” he argued, not willing to allow the young boys to disappear into a black abyss from which they might never emerge.
Rock already knew Wrangler’s vote. He looked at Gunner and Moses.
“I can’t be this close and not help those boys, Rock.” Gunner was already preparing his M4 rifle.
Moses began doing the same. “I’m right with him, boss. If those vans leave, the boys may never be recovered.”
Rock checked his own M4, making a decision. “Moses and Gunner, take out the tires on the front van, then move to the second. I don’t have to tell you men the safety of the children is paramount. They will return fire and use the children as shields.” He looked at Wrangler. “You’re with me. Have the drivers left the shack?”
He held up the binoculars. “They’re coming out now. The three men with the boys are walking around the vans to join them.”
“Anyone guarding the kids?” Rock asked.
Lowering the binoculars, a slow grin appeared on Wrangler’s face. “Nope.”
“Dumb shits. All right. Change of orders. The five men are clustered up right now. Moses, take out the drivers. Gunner, you’ve got the three guards. They’re the ones with the UZIs. Give us to the count of twenty to take our positions. We’ll be heading straight for the children the instant you fire your first shots. When the five men are down, move forward to provide cover.”
Rock looked at Wrangler. Crouching, he gave a brisk hand signal before moving as fast as he dared into position. Wrangler stayed right behind him, glad the men had no idea of their presence. They got to within fifteen yards from the children when Gunner and Moses executed their orders.
The two drivers hit the ground, followed by one of the other three. They thought that left only two men, but their count had been wrong.
Hearing the gunfire, two more men rushed from the smaller building, both holding UZIs. Shouting, they pointed their weapons into the dark, firing wildly. Though their shots weren’t accurate, their bullets forced Gunner and Moses to flatten themselves on the hard ground.
Rock dropped to a knee, raising his M4, hitting one. Continuing to fire, his shots provided cover for Wrangler to approach the children, motioning them toward him. Five stumbled forward, unable to run with the bindings on their legs. A sixth held another boy’s hand, unable to get the frightened child to move. 
Crouching, Wrangler pointed for the first five to continue behind the barn, his heart breaking at the terror on the young faces. He heard the scream of another man. Making his way to the last two children, he lowered the M4, scooping the youngest up while gripping the hand of the last boy.
A blast of gunfire whizzed past, missing him and the children by inches. Making a quick decision, he rushed to the open door of one of the vans, shoving the boys into the back. Whipping around, his heart stopped at the sight of a man aiming an UZI at his chest. Having no time to raise his M4, all Wrangler could do was unsheathe his knife before the trafficker pulled the trigger, then pray the bullets didn’t pass through him to the boys.
In a way, his prayer was answered. The man’s slight pause was all his team needed. In a split second, two bullets hit his chest, eyes going wide in shock before he fell backward and collapsed to the ground.
Handing the younger boy to Rock, Wrangler grabbed the older one and jumped from the van, heading straight toward the group huddling on the far side of the warehouse. Rock set down the child, adjusting his comm unit.
“Gunner and Moses. Report.”
“Office is clear and secure, Rock,” Gunner answered. “I took IDs and anything else that could help us identify the bodies.”
“Warehouse and vans are clear and secure. This place is a hovel.” Moses didn’t hide his disgust. “I’ve got keys to the vehicles.”
“What do you want to do about the stash of weapons, boss?” Gunner asked.
“Leave them,” Rock replied. “We don’t want to be found with a load of UZIs. Rendezvous with Wrangler and me on the northeast side of the warehouse. We’ve got to get the kids back to our transport and haul our butts out of here before the law shows up.”
“And the bodies, Rock?” Moses asked. A devout Christian and expert sniper, he had no sympathy for men such as the ones they eliminated tonight.
“Forget them. Getting the boys to safety is our new priority, men.” Taking a few steps away, Rock’s voice became urgent. “Team A to base.”
“Go ahead.”
“Tangos dispatched, area neutralized, Wrath. We have seven children needing transportation and medical attention.”
“Already on it. Look up and to the north.”
Wrangler heard the whap-whap of an approaching helo, pointing to the approaching lights. “Now isn’t that a beautiful sight.”
“Gunner, set off the flares.”
“On it.”
Pulling out their ka-bar knives, Wrangler and Rock moved between the boys, removing the bindings. When Moses arrived, he removed his medical kit, pulling out disinfectant and a tube of salve.
“I can’t get them all with what I have.”
“Start with the youngest, Moses. The helo will have a kit you can use for the others.” Rock checked the injuries on each child, wincing at the bleeding wounds.
Wrangler slipped his ka-bar under the bindings of a trembling young boy. “You’re going to be fine, son. We’ll get you out of here and back to your family.”
A tear trailed down the boy’s face, features crumbling. “I don’t have any family.”
“Most of us don’t, mister.” A somewhat older boy, fighting to keep fear at bay, moved next to Wrangler. “That’s why they took us. We had no place to go.”
The four hardened combat veterans shared a look. They’d seen this too many times to count. Orphans, runaways, and abandoned children without a home or food. Traffickers targeted vulnerable boys and girls, especially those without families. No one to report them missing. No one who cared.
“I’ll get in touch with Becca once we return to the clubhouse.” 
Wrangler’s head snapped to Rock. “Becca?”
Grimacing, Rock nodded. “Sorry, man. I should’ve kept that to myself.”
“To hell with that. Why call her?” Wrangler still hadn’t gotten over the reappearance in Liberty Lake of the woman he left behind ten years ago.
He’d volunteered for mission after mission over the last few weeks, doing all he could to keep his thoughts from straying to her. Seeing Becca at Robbie’s Bar with Wrath’s wife, Cara, had been a devastating kick to his gut.
“She’s got a network of families willing take in kids such as these.” Rock nodded at the seven wide-eyed boys. “Started forming it years ago when she worked in Phoenix.”
“And you know this how?”
“Cara handles legal stuff for Tess, including me adopting Travis. Since Becca is her paralegal, she prepares the majority of the docs.” Rock shrugged. “Becca and Tess have become friends.”
After Moses finished with the children, Wrangler huddled them together while Rock, Gunner, and Moses directed the helo. The minute it landed, he herded the boys to the door, helping his teammates load them inside.
When they stepped away, several of the boys scooted toward the door, one of the oldest shouting to them.
“Where are you going?” The quiver in his voice hit every man in the gut.
Wrangler waved. “We’ll catch up with you soon. For now, do whatever the men on the helo tell you. All right?”
Sad, confused faces stared at the ground as the bird lifted into the air and sped away.
 



Chapter Two
Becca North finished the Articles of Organization for one of Cara’s new clients, sliding the documents into a file for the meeting tomorrow morning. A quick glance at the clock indicated she still had thirty minutes before leaving to pick up Jamie from his afterschool program.
“Do you have time to prepare one more set of articles before you leave?” Cara McCord walked from her office, eyes scanning the document in her hand.
“Sure.”
“Another new client.” 
Sitting, Cara handed the paper to Becca, her gaze moving to the framed picture on the desk. “It’s been weeks since you saw Wrangler at Robbie’s. Have you spoken to him since?”
Feeling her face heat, she gave a terse shake of her head. “No. After what I said, it’s doubtful he has any desire to speak with me again.”
“What about you, Becca?” Reaching across the desk, Cara picked up the picture of nine-year-old Jamie, the son Wrangler had no idea existed. “So handsome.”
Swallowing the knot of dread which always occurred when she thought of telling Wrangler about his son, she clasped her hands together on the desk.
“He’s Quinn’s son.” Becca couldn’t get used to his Eternal Brethren nickname. Nor could she reconcile the boy she grew up with belonging to an outlaw motorcycle club.
“I know.” Setting the picture down, Cara didn’t press. It broke her heart to see how much Becca still loved Wrangler, the pain he’d caused, and the secret she kept locked away.
“You must think me an awful person for keeping something so important from him.”
“I believe you did what you thought best for you and Jamie.”
“We were a couple for three years. My senior year in high school until he graduated from college and joined the Navy at the end of my sophomore year. We’d talked a lot about getting married between the time I graduated and started law school. I never doubted his love.” Her strained voice spoke to the pain Becca still carried.
“Our last night together was awful. We shared a tiny apartment near the college.” She glanced at Cara. “Our parents didn’t know. His thought he lived with another male student, and mine believed I was in a dorm. Both of us had jobs, shared the chores, and helped each other with assignments. I’d never been so happy. Then he graduated and everything changed.”
“At Robbie’s, you said he never contacted you once he left for boot camp.”
Staring at her clasped hands, Becca shook her head. She couldn’t believe after ten years, she had spotted Wrangler at Robbie’s.
When accepting the job in Liberty Lake, she knew there might be the possibility of running into her ex. From what her mother knew, he was still in the Navy. The knowledge gave Becca a false sense of security.
The encounter at Robbie’s hadn’t gone well. All the anger and hurt she’d carried with her since his departure spewed forth while her new friends and members of Eternal Brethren stood nearby. They’d heard all of it. How Wrangler had walked away, never contacting her as he’d promised. Becca counted it a small miracle she hadn’t mentioned Jamie. Except for Cara, his existence remained a secret.
“Not a word. Not long after he left, I began getting sick. Mornings, afternoons, evenings. The time of day didn’t matter. The fact I hadn’t had a period in a while didn’t register. I went to the free clinic to see if I could get something to feel better. That’s when I learned I was pregnant.” Twisting her hands together, her lips drew into a thin line. “I so wanted to tell Quinn, but there was no way to reach him. After two attempts to go through the public affairs office on base, I accepted they’d provide no information. He didn’t list me as someone important.” She choked on the last before jutting her chin out in a defiant pose. “I realized it was going to be just me and my baby.”
“What about his parents?” Cara asked. “You must’ve met Stuart and Belinda.”
“Many times. I picked up the phone on several occasions, but never made the call. I was nineteen, pregnant, and the father of my child wanted nothing to do with me. Quinn had moved on, leaving me behind.” 
Becca shifted in the chair. “You have to understand. Quinn was cocky, proud, and selfish in a lot of ways. His leaving crushed me, Cara. The humiliation was hard enough to handle without calling his parents and begging for their help.”
Cara did understand. The McCord brothers were wonderful men who would do anything for those they loved. She could understand how Becca believed Wrangler’s refusal to contact her indicated he’d severed all ties. A slow ache built in her chest for the wonderful woman he’d left behind.
“What about your parents?”
Biting her lower lip, Becca swiped an errant strand of hair from her face. “My mother knew, but we made the decision not to tell my father. Jamie was three before he and my older brother found out. Both threatened to go to the McCord ranch, force Quinn to marry me.”
A grim smile turned up the corners of Cara’s mouth. “The reason you didn’t tell them in the beginning.”
“Yes. Besides, Quinn was off somewhere doing his job, serving the country. My parents lived on little income. There was never much left over for my brother or me. By the time Dad learned about Jamie, I’d gotten my degree as a paralegal and had a good job with medical benefits.”
Pulling out a drawer, she withdrew a picture from her purse. “This was our apartment at the time.”
Taking it, Cara studied the image. The walls were a dirty tan, the furniture old and torn, carpet not much more than a few threads of fabric. But the toddler sitting in the middle of the stark room smiled with joy, hands raised at the camera, unaware of his surroundings.
“I keep the picture to remind me how far we’ve come since Quinn left.” Slipping it back into her purse, she turned toward Cara. “It was never my intention to keep Jamie away from him. After all those years without a word, we became our own family, his part in creating it fading. My plan was to get settled here, then reach out to Stuart and Belinda. If nothing else, they deserve to get to know their grandson. They’re wonderful people and were always good to me.”
“They are, and you know they’ll offer any help you need. The bigger question is, what do you intend to do about Wrangler?”
Becca let out a mirthless chuckle. “I’m building up the courage to tell him. It’s just…I don’t want anything from him. Jamie and I are doing fine.”
“You do understand he’ll insist on shared custody.”
Swallowing, she ignored the stab of pain at knowing he’d want to spend time with his son but not her. “Yes. I assume you’ll handle the documents for us.”
A grin appeared on Cara’s face. “Pro bono, of course.”
“But—”
“Family and friends discount. And there’ll be no arguing about it.” 
Standing, Cara straightened her skirt, staring down at a woman who’d become a friend. “Let me know what I can do to help you, Becca. Wrangler may be my brother-in-law, but I’ll still do anything I can for you.”

“Slow down, man. You’re going to be drunk before we have dinner.” Rock walked around the pool table at Robbie’s, his attention on a sulking Wrangler.
“Stow it. I know how to hold my liquor.”
“Yeah. As long as it’s in a glass.” Rock took a shot, just missing the pocket.
A few feet away, Ghost snickered, taking a sip of beer before taking his own shot. Dropping the ball, he took a couple more shots before missing.
“When are you going to get over yourself and find a way to talk to Becca?”
Ghost’s question caused Wrangler to choke on his beer. “What the hell?”
“You’ve been doing two things since you and Becca blew up in the parking lot. Risking yourself on missions and drinking yourself into oblivion.” Ghost leaned on his pool cue. “You do both very well, by the way.”
Wrangler wanted to knock the grin off his friend’s face. It would’ve been easy if his words weren’t so true. He’d been an ass to everyone since seeing Becca for the first time in ten years. Wrangler still hadn’t recovered from the sharp punch to his gut. If possible, she was more beautiful than when they’d been together.
“You’re an idiot, Ghost.”
Throwing back his head, letting out a deep laugh, Rock grinned at him. “That’s what he’s talking about, man. Your kickback attitude has taken a nosedive since seeing her. How many women have you been with since that night?”
“Screw off,” Wrangler groused, tipping up the bottle for another sip.
This caused both Ghost and Rock to laugh. Walking up to him, Ghost settled a hand on his shoulder. “Do you need me to be your wingman, buddy? Find you a willing woman to take the edge off?”
Shrugging off Ghost’s hand, he slammed the bottle onto a table, creating a volcanic reaction. “Damn.” Wrangler wiped beer from his face and shirt. His friends didn’t even try to hide their broad grins. “I’m out of here.”
Sobering, Rock grabbed Wrangler’s shoulder before he got two feet away. “You aren’t going anywhere except into the dining room for some food. Afterward, I’ll drive your sorry ass home.”
“The hell you will.” The belligerent tone, so unlike the jokester they knew, told them just how far gone Wrangler was.
Crossing his arms, Rock’s gaze bored into him. “You’ve got two choices. Have dinner with Ghost and me, then let one of us drive you home. Or be left off the mission list for a month.”
“No fucking way you’re doing that to me.” Reaching out a hand to steady himself, Wrangler tried to mask the slur in his voice. “Wrath won’t allow it.”
“That’s where you’re wrong.” Pulling out his phone, Rock’s finger hovered over Wrath’s number. “You want to find out?”
Scrubbing both hands over his face before shredding fingers through his hair, Wrangler glared at him. “No.” Grabbing his jacket, he tried to slip into it, unable to find the armholes after three attempts. “Shit.”
Taking the jacket from him, Rock turned him toward the dining room. “Come on. Fill yourself up with steak, a baked potato, and coffee. In a couple hours, you’ll be back to your usual pain in our asses self.”
Picking up the bottles, nodding at Mike, the bar manager, Ghost followed them into the dining room. It had been a good decision to build two outside entrances. One entering the bar and one into the dining room, with an inside opening between the two. Both rooms were full most Wednesdays through Saturdays. If the Eternal Brethren didn’t own the place, they’d find themselves on a waiting list most nights.
Taking a seat at their usual table in the corner, Rock ordered coffee, water, steaks, and potatoes all around. “We did good getting those kids away from the traffickers.”
A slow, somewhat goofy smile appeared on Wrangler’s face. “They were good boys.”
Sipping his coffee, Rock’s gaze passed over the room, taking in each diner. “With luck, they’ll get placed in good homes real soon.”
“Why don’t you and Tessa adopt one of them, Rock?” Ghost knew the couple wanted a houseful of children. “Doesn’t mean you can’t have a couple more of your own.”
Looking down, studying his coffee, Rock shrugged. “We talked about it. Tess isn’t certain she wants to adopt just yet. Travis turned two not long ago. She’d like him to be closer to three before we add another.”
Leaning forward, Ghost pinned him with a look. “I was kidding.”
“Tess and I aren’t. We’ve talked about having a couple more of our own and adopting another two. If Becca can’t find a home for one of the boys, I’ll talk to Tess again.”
“It’s a good plan. Dani and I want kids, but not for a few more years.” 
Ghost and Dani had married a few weeks earlier at Freedom Meadow, the McCord ranch near Claraden. For now, she still worked at WETC, the military and law enforcement training center a few hours away in eastern Arizona. They saw each other whenever they could, which wasn’t enough for either of them. It was a situation they hoped to resolve soon.
Wrangler drank his coffee, trying to concentrate on the conversation. Wrath, Rock, and Ghost were the only married members of Eternal Brethren. They’d been lucky to find women who understood the odd circumstances of their work and didn’t balk at not being told more than what they were cleared to know. Most of the time, it wasn’t much.
Wrangler had once had a woman like them. Someone who loved and supported him no matter the challenges. He’d been too young, selfish, and stupid to realize the treasure in his life. If only…
“Hey, Wrangler. Did you hear me?” Rock snapped fingers in front of his face.
“Thought you were talking domestic shit.” At least his slur had evened out.
“I asked when you were going to show some balls and contact Becca.”
Shoving aside his irritation, Wrangler fisted his hands on his thighs. “I haven’t figured it out yet.”
“Saturday at our place.”
Brow lifting, he shot a confused look at Rock.
“Tess is planning a barbecue and you’re invited, as are Wrath, Cara, Ghost, Dani, and several others, including Becca. It will give you a chance to talk with her. Take a walk around the lake, maybe clear the air a little.”
Barking out an incredulous laugh, Wrangler clasped his hands behind his head. “Clear the air? Hell, the woman wants nothing to do with me. Forget about us walking around the lake. She’d rather I drown in it.”
Although Rock and Ghost laughed, both saw the flash of pain on their friend’s face.
“It’s up to you, man. No matter what comes out of it, we’d like you there. Nobody makes better salsa and guacamole than you, Wrangler.”
Sitting up, he scratched his chin. “As long as I bring the ingredients. Gotta do it right or not at all.” Holding up his cup of coffee, he saluted them, already beginning to regret his decision.
 



Chapter Three
Eternal Brethren Clubhouse
“How old is the information?” Ghost leaned over Wrath’s shoulder to read the latest intel from Admiral Grayson.
“No more than a few hours.”
“A lot can change in an hour when we’re talking about human smuggling.” Walking around the table, Ghost sat down, strumming fingers on it. “Twelve more kids.”
“According to this, it includes boys and girls this time.” Wrath thought of Cara and the child she carried. 
He’d been both excited and scared when she’d told him about the pregnancy a couple weeks before Ghost and Dani’s wedding. And it wasn’t the fear of being a new father.
The threat of child trafficking became more real when considering his own little boy could someday be at risk. Most of those taken were orphans with no place to go, not children in a secure home with parents who loved them. Still, the danger remained. Given the right circumstances, all children were vulnerable.
“Why do they want us involved in this one, Wrath? With all the intel, it seems the Feds are better equipped to rescue the kids.”
“They are. Except for one dirty detail. It’s believed at least one agent, possibly more, is involved with the traffickers.”
Ghost’s eyes widened. “Damn…”
“Yeah. Since the recovery last week, the FBI Director has requested us until they discover the traitor in their ranks.”
Scrubbing a hand down his face, Ghost gave a terse shake of his head. “That could take years. You know how slow they can be about tracking down inside activity. No one wants to learn it’s one of their own on the take. I mean, it’s all about money in the trafficking world. Following the money trail can take a long time.”
“I said the same to Grayson. The director may want us handling the majority of raids, but that doesn’t mean the admiral agreed to it. He’s taking it one request at a time. Bottom line, he doesn’t want us becoming the scapegoat if the intel is wrong.”
“We should let the Feds take care of their own damn problem.” Ghost’s attention slipped to the picture on Wrath’s wall of the boys they’d rescued on the last assignment. “The thing is, those kids need a chance, no matter who takes on the mission.”
“According to Grayson, we’re in a better position than the Feds. Our undercover status gives us an edge in most cases. For now, he’s limiting us to missions where transport is through Arizona or New Mexico. Which brings me to Grayson’s latest correspondence.”
Turning around, Wrath grabbed a document from the printer, handing it to Ghost. Scanning it, his eyes narrowed. 
“Tonight? Doesn’t give us much time.”
“That, my friend, is why we’re being tagged. It’s close to home, and we can deploy a lot faster than any other team.”
“We’ll need more men than last time, Wrath. Four isn’t going to be enough to rescue a dozen kids.”
“This might be a good time to mix it up. Five of the Posse and a few newer guys. You, Rock, Gunner, Moses, and Tracker, plus two or three others we still need to identify.”
“Wrangler is not going to like being left out, Prez. Missions, training, the gym, and Robbie’s are all that’s keeping him on even footing. Remember, if he’s not with us, he’ll be your pain in the ass.”
Standing, Wrath paced to the bulletproof window with a view to the newly rebuilt garage and warehouse. “Seeing Becca again really messed him up. When she got in his face at Robbie’s, I thought he’d come unglued.” Turning, he crossed his arms, leaning against the wall. “From what I know now, it’s his own damn fault. All this time, we thought it was Becca who ghosted, not my brother.”
“Whatever happened, he’s beating himself up over it. The only time he’s focused is in training or on a run. I say he goes with us tonight. Believe me, you don’t want to deal with a pissed off Wrangler right now.”
Rubbing his chin, Wrath thought about all the times he’d meant to sit down with his brother, talk out what had gone down ten years ago. New additions to the club and added missions hadn’t provided the time.
“I should’ve talked to him before now.”
“Trust me. The guy’s not ready to have a heart-to-heart with his big brother.”
“I don’t give a shit if he’s ready or not. I’ll plug him into the mission tonight, but afterward, we’re getting whatever’s bothering him into the open. At some point, it’s going to affect the team, and I will not let that happen.”
Chuckling, Ghost stood, tossing the mission details on the desk. “Include Ethan. It might require both of you to get through Wrangler’s thick head.”

Purse slung over her shoulder, Becca carefully juggled her cup of coffee while holding two thick legal books. Approaching the desk, a sigh of relief burst forth when the heavy tomes slipped from her arm without jostling the coffee.
After tucking Jamie into bed last night, she’d stayed up until well after midnight studying the complexities of family law. She might not be in school, but Becca held out hope of returning for a law degree. Glancing at the framed picture of her son, she acknowledged it might not happen until long after he’d graduated from high school.
Her chest tightened, the thought of Jamie growing up reminding her of the upcoming barbeque. And Quinn.
She’d thought more than once about calling Tessa, giving her regrets. Each time her finger hovered over the number, Becca forced herself to slip the phone away. Living in Liberty Lake, it wouldn’t take Quinn long to learn about her having a son. Once he discovered Jamie’s age, it wouldn’t be hard to piece everything together and confront her. It would be best for her to pick the time and place, and it appeared both had already been determined.
“Good morning.” Cara blew into the office with her usual morning smile and uncommon energy for a pregnant woman close to four months along.
“You’re in early.” Becca watched Cara rush through the door of her office, dropping what she held onto the desk. “Do you want coffee?”
“Decaf would be great.”
A few minutes later, Becca handed her a full cup, turning to leave.
“Do you have a few minutes to go over some files you prepared?”
“Let me grab my notebook.” Returning to the front, she picked up the pad, then heard the door open. Looking up, she gasped and took a faltering step backward, almost stumbling before catching herself on the arm of a chair.
“Quinn. I mean, Mr. McCord.” 
Heart tripping, an aching knot building in her chest, she glanced at the framed image of her son. Their son. Gripping the calendar, she scanned the page, sending up a prayer he wouldn’t walk around the desk to look over her shoulder.
“I don’t see you on the calendar.” 
Sitting down, she did the same with the scheduling program on her computer, licking her lips as apprehension pulsed through her. He could not find out about Jamie. Not this way, not today.
“You aren’t on this calendar either.” When he didn’t respond, she looked up to see his gaze locked on her. “Mr. McCord?”
Her use of his last name galvanized him. “It’s Quinn, Becca. Mr. McCord is my father.”
Lips thinning, she lifted her chin, ignoring his comment. “Did you come in for a meeting with Cara?”
“No. I stopped by to talk with you, if you have time.”
“Not possible. I’ve got a full schedule.”
Raising a brow, he crossed his arms. “Then it will have to be lunch or dinner.”
Standing, she pressed her hands on the desk, leaning toward him. “I have plans for lunch, and dinner tonight, and tomorrow night, and the night after that. In fact, I don’t recall a single night in the future where you’ll play a part.” She didn’t realize how much her voice had risen until noticing Cara standing a few feet away.
“Is everything all right?”
Becca straightened, never taking her gaze from Quinn’s, sending up a second prayer her boss wouldn’t do anything to draw his attention to the photo.
“No. Mr. McCord was just leaving.”
Moving closer, Cara touched her brother-in-law’s arm. “Did you want to see me?”
Rigid features softening, he covered her hand with his. “Not this time.”
“Then what brought you here today?”
“I came to talk with her.” He gave a quick nod in Becca’s direction.
Irritation flashed before she shoved it aside. “Unfortunately, my schedule is too busy for a discussion of old times.”
Taking his arm, Cara guided him into the hall, closing the door behind them. “You can talk to her at the barbeque on Saturday.”
“I’d hoped for time to say what’s needed without being surrounded by a bunch of people.”
Pressing a hand to her growing stomach, Cara leaned against the wall. “And what is needed? More of what everyone heard in Robbie’s parking lot?”
Rubbing the back of his neck, he grimaced. “No.” He looked at the closed door. What had seemed a good idea a few hours ago had gone to hell the instant he’d walked into the office. “I want to explain, Cara. Walking away wasn’t as simple as Becca thinks.”
She loved her brother-in-law, hated to see the easygoing man struggle with a grave mistake in his past. “Did you truly mean to never contact her again once you left for the Navy?”
Throat thickening, he nodded. “Yeah, I guess I did.”
Eyes widening in surprise, she shook her head.
“You didn’t expect me to admit it?”
“Maybe.” Cara studied his face. “Mostly, I don’t understand why you want to dig up the past if you don’t love her. You cut ties with Becca years ago. Why hurt her further?”
Lifting his hands, he scrubbed both through his hair, letting out a deep breath. “I don’t know. I just…” Taking a few paces away, he turned back, placing a fisted hand over his heart. “She’s still here. I’ve never gotten Becca out of my system.”
“I see.” Although she didn’t. “Do you still love her?”
Jaw clenching, he gave an abrupt shake of his head, not answering.
Which was a lie. He’d known the instant he’d spotted her at Robbie’s that his love had never died.
What he’d believed to be the best course of action ten years ago now seemed selfish, the coward’s way of dealing with a commitment he hadn’t been quite ready to make. He’d desired freedom to travel, the chance to meet other women, time to make certain what he felt for Becca was real.
It took ten years and a surprise reunion to realize the depth of his mistake. Now he couldn’t get her out of his thoughts. Not by volunteering for every mission or the quantity of alcohol he consumed.
For those reasons, his older brothers had dragged him out of a semi-stupor the evening before, pounding on his front door until he stumbled to open it. They didn’t wait to be invited inside, shoving the door wide and stalking past him.
The mission to rescue the children the night before had been a bust. Not one bit of intel had proven correct. The nine teammates had kept their positions, watching, weapons ready, but after nine hours, Wrath had called it off.
Since returning, he’d attended a short debrief, a subsequent meeting with Wrath, Ghost, and Rock, and spent an hour in the gym before heading home. He’d wolfed down a sandwich with more than a couple beers and fallen asleep. Wrangler didn’t know how long he’d been out when Wrath and their middle brother, Sheriff Ethan McCord, arrived, insisting they discuss his history with Becca.
The intervention didn’t go as his older brothers had expected. Wrangler’s mea culpa stayed buried inside. The only person who’d hear it would be Becca, assuming she ever spoke to him again.
Over several cups of coffee, he’d once again admitted, as he’d done in Robbie’s parking lot, the split had been all on him. Not until seeing her again did Wrangler understand the depth of the devastation he’d left behind. After all this time, her hatred for him raged, the pain of his departure flashing in her eyes with each hotly spoken word.
Weeks later, he hadn’t been able to get her out of his mind. Each night started the same. A beer followed by a shot of whiskey, repeating until his brain had numbed, until he accepted the real problem.
He wanted a second chance with a woman who despised him.
 



Chapter Four
A low moan escaped Becca’s lips, the pleasure too intense. Quinn continued to suckle one pink nipple, his teeth scraping over it before soothing the aching nub with a slow swipe of his tongue.
Wrapping her arms around his neck, she tried to tug him on top, his chuckle signaling he wasn’t letting her take control.
“Not yet, Bec. I haven’t had enough of your sweet taste.” Lifting his head, he captured her mouth in a searing kiss, his tongue delving inside as his hand massaged one soft globe before moving to the other.
Slipping one hand down their bodies, she wrapped her fingers around his thick, hot erection, squeezing lightly before stroking. In one quick move, Quinn grasped her wrist.
“Not yet, babe. It will be over much too soon.” Releasing her, he cupped her mound, fingers playing in the soft, silky curls.
Moving his mouth to one breast, he sucked deeply, feeling her arch against him as his hand delved between her moist folds. Slipping two fingers inside, he thrust in and out, feeling her body writhe with heat and growing need. 
Her wild response always amazed him, creating a burning need no other woman could fulfill. When the sweet torment became unbearable, he rolled on top, pushed her legs apart, and thrust inside.
She pushed against him, meeting each thrust. His pace increased, becoming urgent and frenzied as his skin slapped against hers. Burying her face in his neck, she rasped out his name on a burst of release so powerful, it robbed her of breath. He thrust two more times, surging forward to follow her over the edge.

Becca slowly opened her eyes, unexpected tears streaming down her face. She hated these dreams. Would do anything never to experience another.
Over the years, they’d become too intense and much too real. Since running into him at Robbie’s, the dreams had come more often, robbing her of sleep and messing with already fragile emotions when it came to the man she still loved.
She wanted to hate him, prayed to feel disgust and scorn for the man who’d left her and their unborn child behind. No matter how she tried to harden her heart, the efforts were useless. One look at him and all the years melted away. To her consternation, the hate went with it.
It didn’t mean she ever wanted to rekindle what they’d had. Never again would a man hold the power to crush her with one selfish act. As much as Becca still loved him, wished they’d faced life together, she refused to be so vulnerable a second time.

Becca’s hands shook as she laid a clean shirt and jeans on Jamie’s bed. He’d spent the morning at a baseball camp before they walked to a nearby skate park. On the way home an hour later, they stopped for burgers and fries.
She glanced at the World of Warcraft clock on the wall. “An hour before the barbeque starts,” Becca mumbled to herself, debating whether to be stylishly late or arrive just in time to eat and leave.
Taking her shower, then drying her long, golden brown hair, she let the thick waves fall over her shoulders. The way Quinn liked it.
A rush of annoyance pushed her to grab a band, combing her hair into a ponytail. Looking in the mirror, a small grin curved her lips. Very small and very tentative. All she allowed herself most days.
Other than Jamie, there’d been little to smile about over the years. They celebrated birthdays, holidays, and milestones, such as good report cards and a raise in her wages. She’d raised Jamie on her own, with an occasional twenty or thirty dollars from her mother.
Attaining her paralegal degree had doubled her take home pay, added benefits, and still allowed her to work a couple shifts each week at a nearby café. She and Jamie were still close with the older woman who’d taken care of him.
Mrs. Bowles had refused all but a small amount of money each week, preferring to trade her babysitting services for trips to the grocery, drugstore, and favorite Mexican restaurant. It had worked well for both, until Becca had accepted the job in Liberty Lake.
Jamie loved the woman who’d become more of a grandmother than sitter, necessitating frequent trips back to Phoenix. Maybe she should’ve begged off the barbeque today and headed south, instead of feeling as if she were walking a tightrope. A precarious situation she couldn’t afford to fail. 
She moved to the bathroom door, knocking. “Jamie, are you out of the shower yet?”
“Yeah, Mom.”
“The clothes you picked out are washed and on the bed.”
The door swung open, a bright smile flashing across Jamie’s damp face as he looked out. “Really? Thanks, Mom. I didn’t think you’d have time to wash them.”
Ruffling his damp hair, her heart swelled. “I’m going to change. We’ll leave here in half an hour.”
“This is going to be a totally awesome day.”
Becca hoped so, but a nagging sense of foreboding had persisted for days, ever since Cara mentioned the barbeque. It had grown worse after Quinn stopped by the office. His presence threw her off, fear rearing up, afraid he’d spot the framed photo of Jamie.
It had taken months to perfect the poised, sophisticated persona she wanted others to see. Inside, she’d always be the outdoorsy tomboy who had driven her parents crazy. The same characteristics which had first attracted Quinn to her.
What she’d give to join a community softball or soccer team. Becca would love a place to go on Saturday mornings while Jamie had practice, giving her a chance to meet other women.
She picked out jeans, a white blouse, and sandals, slipping into them. Grabbing her brush, she pulled loose the ponytail and brushed out her hair. Becca searched for peace, knowing she’d need it for the storm to come. She began talking through what she planned to tell Quinn.
After several minutes, she pulled her hair back into a ponytail, closing her eyes. “This is a nightmare.” Her mumbled words underscored the fear she felt at the coming confrontation. Becca had no doubt it wouldn’t be a civil conversation. She hoped it didn’t escalate into a shouting match with everyone standing nearby, as had happened at Robbie’s. Worse, a fight couldn’t happen with Jamie within earshot.
Only one person in Liberty Lake knew of his existence. Becca didn’t know why she hadn’t thought of this earlier. Picking up her phone, she touched Cara’s number, hoping she’d pick up.
“Do not tell me you’ve changed your mind and aren’t coming, Becca.”
“Not changing my mind, but I do need to ask for your help.”
“Hold on. I’m standing next to Wrath, Tessa, and Ghost. We came early to help set up.” Cara’s voice lowered as she walked. “Okay, what can I do for you?”
“You’re the only person in town who knows about Jamie and that Quinn is his father.”
“Right…”
“I need you to be with Jamie when I ask Quinn for a few minutes to talk. I’m afraid the discussion might not go well, and I don’t want Jamie in the middle of it. And I definitely don’t want him overhearing us.”
“No problem. I think Rock and Tessa invited neighbors who have children. I might even put him on Travis duty.”
“Tessa’s son?”
“He’s just over two, and normally a real sweet boy. Some days, though, he can be a handful.”
“That would be wonderful. Thanks, Cara. Jamie and I will see you soon.”

You’re making a mistake. You’re making a mistake. 
The thought took hold, repeating over and over on the drive to Tessa’s. Becca’s panic increased with each mile, her doubt rising to the point she couldn’t draw a full breath.
What had seemed the perfect place and time to have the most crucial conversation of her life now felt wrong. She glanced over at Jamie, her heart melting. Handsome, inquisitive, smart, and so much like Quinn.
Slowing her red Chevy sedan, she pulled to the side of the road and stopped.
“Why are we stopping, Mom?”
Letting go of her death grip on the steering wheel, she wiped damp hands down her jeans. Before she could reply, two things happened. Her phone rang, and a group of motorcycles approached from the opposite direction.
Gaze locked on the riders, she grabbed her phone. “Hello?”
“Wow, Mom. Look at that!” Jamie sat up, pointing at the bikes. Nodding, she held the phone closer to her ear.
“Becca, it’s Cara. The barbecue has been postponed. Wrath got a call, rounded up the guys, and they left about five minutes ago. We’re all supposed to head home and wait for someone to contact us.”
Thank you. Thank you. Thank you.

“That’s too bad.”
Spotting Quinn in the middle of the group, she shifted toward the passenger side, glad for the tinted windows. They rode past, not sparing her a look.
“It may still happen later today, but more likely, it’ll be tomorrow. Can you still come?”
Panic subsiding, Becca slumped against the seat. “Unfortunately, no. We’ve got plans to head down to Phoenix to visit a friend. She used to take care of Jamie for me.”
“I’m sorry today won’t work out for the talk you planned.”
“It’s all right, Cara. Trying to explain around a large group of Quinn’s friends might not be the best idea.” She glanced at Jamie, his wide eyes following the riders as the bikes disappeared down the road. “I’ll figure something out.”
“So you still plan to tell him?”
She looked at her son again, relieved his attention was still focused behind them. “Yes.”
“Well, if you need someone to watch Jamie while you two meet, let me know. I’ll do whatever I can for you.”
Closing her eyes, she let out a ragged breath, thankful to have a friend like Cara. “I might take you up on that. I’ll have to think about what to do next.”
“I’m here if you need me. See you Monday.”
“See you, Cara.” 
Sliding her phone into her purse, Becca stared straight ahead, her mind racing.
“Are you all right, Mom?”
“I’m fine, but I have some bad news. The barbecue has been postponed.”
Face falling, he crumpled down into the seat. “Oh.”
“There will be other parties.”
Crossing his arms, he stared out the window. “I know.”
“Tell you what. Let’s go to the pizza place you like that has the arcade.”
Perking up, he turned toward her. “Can we go to the skateboard park afterward?”
“Sure. It’s Saturday. We can do anything we want.”

“We’re all here, Admiral.” Wrath shot a look at Ghost, Rock, Raider, and Wrangler sitting across the desk, faces grim.
“Gentlemen, we have a situation. A little over an hour ago, two young women were abducted getting into their car at the university in Flagstaff.”
“A prank, sir?” Wrath asked. They’d seen it on college campuses before. Students nabbing other students for fun.
“Not this time. One of the girls is Admiral Cutler’s daughter.”
Ghost leaned forward. “The admiral commanding the Pacific Fleet, sir?”
“The same. I expect Cutler to arrive from Pearl Harbor this afternoon.”
“Isn’t this a job for local authorities or the FBI, sir?” Rock asked.
“Normally, yes. There’s video surveillance of the kidnapping. Four men, all wearing ski masks. The girls were thrown into an older model white van registered to Stan White.”
The men looked at each other, shaking their heads. “We don’t recognize the name, sir.”
“Probably because he now goes by Abdul-Bari Zahir.”
“Sonofabitch.” Ghost shot out of the chair, leaning down to rest his hands on the desk. “He’s the leader of the western New Mexico cell. The one who worked with Rex Barnes to bomb WETC.”
A few months before, a series of explosions had rocked the elite training center while Ghost, Rock, and Raider were students. Raider had suffered first and second degree burns, and was not yet back to full active duty. Dani, now Ghost’s wife, was still one of the instructors.
“We expect Zahir to hold them for ransom or a trade of some kind.”
“What do you want us to do, Admiral?” Wrath glanced at Ghost, a warning in his eyes.
“I’m sending your orders now. There is some good news. The admiral had tracking devices installed in his daughter’s purses, shoes, some clothing, and her car. The car is still at the lot, but whatever she’s wearing includes a GPS.”
Opening his secure transmission, Wrath studied the orders. “According to this, they’re coming right at us.”
“So far, a straight line toward the Mexican border. We estimate them to hit your area in less than an hour. Fast deployment is critical on this, Commander.”
“We’re already moving, sir.”
“I don’t need to tell you it’s essential to keep your identities secret. No one can learn about your connection to Eternal Brethren.”
A grim smile tugged at Wrath’s lips. “They’ll never have a clue, sir.”
“I’ve got my team working to allow you access to the tracker she’s carrying.”
“Thank you, sir.” Wrath lifted a brow. “Raider?”
“Already on it, Prez.” Heading to a hidden door in Wrath’s office, he took the steps downstairs to their state of the art communications center. 
“Ghost, you’re the team lead on this. Rock and Wrangler will be with you, plus Tracker, Moses, Fargo, and Gunner. Take the van and the truck.”
“Roger, Prez. We’re already out the door.” Ghost gave a chin lift, indicating the others should head outside to the club’s arsenal and tactical gear storage. “I’ll get the others.”
Rock and Wrangler jogged to the large building in the back, laying out the gear needed for the mission. By the time the men arrived, everything was set.
“Rock, you have the truck with Gunner and Fargo. I’ll be in the van with Wrangler, Tracker, and Moses.”
“Roger.”
“Wrangler, do a vehicle check.”
“On my way, Ghost.”
Walking to a large map on the wall, Ghost saw Wrath join them. Getting a nod, he explained his plan.
“Raider will provide us with their location. Rock, you’ll pull in front of their van and slow down, letting my team force them off the road. You’ll trap their vehicle in the front. We’ll pin them from the back. Gunner and Fargo, you have the driver and anyone in the passenger seat. Wrangler, Moses, and I will move in to take those in the back. Rock and Tracker, you’ll provide cover. We have to use the element of surprise, men. It’s the only way we’ll get those girls back alive.”
Rock’s jaw worked as he mentally went through the options. “Once they spot us, they’ll use the girls for cover.”
“Not if we move fast enough, use their surprise to our advantage. We have to convince them it’s in their best interest to let the girls go.”
Wrangler joined them. “The vehicles are ready, Ghost.”
Ghost looked at each man. “Comm check, gentlemen.” After they confirmed, he grabbed his M4. “This mission’s a go.”
 



Chapter Five
“They’re heading straight toward you, Ghost. Estimated ETA ten minutes, assuming they don’t turn off.”
“Roger that, Raider. We’re in position. You got that, Rock?”
“Sure thing, Ghost.”
Time ticked by, seconds feeling like minutes until the white van appeared in Rock’s rearview mirror. “Here we go, boys.”
Pulling the truck onto the almost deserted road, he didn’t accelerate, allowing the van to catch them. Another glance confirmed Ghost and his team were on the van’s tail. Ignoring the sound of their horn urging him to go faster, Rock slowed, then pulled to the left to thwart the kidnapper’s attempt to go around him. Scanning the road ahead, his focus locked on a spot a hundred yards in front.
“One minute, Ghost. Are you ready?” Rock slowed further, smirking when their horn sounded again. They attempted to pass him once more. Again, he stopped the maneuver, slowing until they were going less than five miles an hour.
In an orchestrated move, Ghost’s team shot forward beside the white van. A couple quick twists of the wheel nudged the kidnappers onto the shoulder and a wide, dirt road. Coming to a stop, Rock’s team burst from the truck, Gunner and Fargo rushing to the van windows, their M4s aimed at the driver and passenger.
Before the kidnappers had time to regroup, Ghost slid open the side door of the van and stepped back, Wrangler and Moses next to him, M4s aimed at the last of the men.
“Drop your weapons.” Ghost’s shouted words had barely left his mouth when a burst of gunfire peppered the ground around them. Moving out of the way, they didn’t have time to return fire before another burst flashed through the van.
“Shooter down.” Gunner’s voice came across clear and calm, no indication he’d taken out the tango.
Peering inside, guns to their shoulders, Ghost and Wrangler checked for anyone else in the back of the van while Moses kept his gun trained on the man huddled next to the two frightened young women.
“You, get outside.” Ghost ignored the tears streaming down the scared faces, motioning with his gun for the tango to exit the van. Gunner and Fargo did the same with the driver and passenger. Shoving the three to the ground, they secured them with zip ties.
“Wrangler, Moses, Fargo, secure the van.”
Sweeping the vehicle, they removed a satellite phone and checked the body for identification, ignoring the pleading eyes of the two hostages. It wasn’t their job to release their bonds. 
 That would come later.
“The van is clear, Ghost.” Wrangler stilled at the sound of sirens.
“Right on time.” Rock shot a look at Ghost, who nodded.
Leaving the young women, his men returned to their vehicles, taking a quick look behind them. Confirming who approached, they returned to the road seconds before Ethan and his deputies surrounded the van.

Becca sat on the cold cement step built for spectators to view the skateboard park, a grin tugging at her mouth as Jamie maneuvered his board up and down the halfpipe with the ease of a more experienced rider. If she remembered right, today he wanted to practice several tricks the older boys had shown him.
Stopping, he flipped the board into his hands, taking the steps to sit down next to her. “Did you see that, Mom?”
She understood what he asked. “I believe you did a 50-50 and a disaster.” Becca mentioned two tricks Jamie had been working on.
“No, Mom. I did a rock ‘n roll to fakie.” Standing, he tucked the board under his arm. “I’ll do it again so you can see.”
Before she could stop him, Jamie ran to the quarter pipe, setting the board on the ground. Taking a couple breaths, he shoved off, riding up the ramp. At the top edge, he stopped, rocking a little before going back down the ramp and skating away in the opposite direction. Flipping the board into his hands, he waved, excitement flowing off him.
Swallowing the lump of pride, Becca waved back. This was his fifth board since receiving his first one on his sixth birthday. Each one costing more, digging into their moderate budget. Other women in the law firm where she worked warned her against it. They’d talk of broken arms, twisted ankles, sprained wrists. Becca thanked them but did what she thought best for her son.
An active boy who preferred the outdoors to video games, she’d enrolled him in tee-ball, then soccer and peewee baseball before moving to Liberty Lake. None of them claimed all his energy. Skateboarding had been the answer.
Running up the steps, he stopped in front of her. “Can we go to the Burger Palace for dinner?”
Reaching out, she swiped a strand of dark brown hair off his forehead. “Aren’t you still full from all the pizza you ate at lunch?”
His guileless, deep blue eyes widened. “That was hours ago, Mom. A boy has to keep up his strength.”
Laughing, she grabbed her purse and stood, loving how he threw her words back at her. “All right, but we aren’t stopping at the ice cream shop.” 
“That’s okay. We still have some at home.”
Jumping down the steps, he hurried to the car, tossing the skateboard into the back seat before climbing into the front. Waiting for his mother to settle into the driver’s seat, he watched the older kids practice their tricks. 
“I’m going to be as good as they are someday.”
“I don’t doubt it. If you want something bad enough, you’ll work hard to get it.”
Jamie’s features tensed, his gaze focusing on one of the better skaters. “When I make a lot of money, the first thing I’m going to do is buy us a house, Mom. It’ll have a back yard, and we can get a dog. Maybe two.” He didn’t look at her, his attention locked on those in the park.
Hands tightening on the wheel, her chest squeezed. She’d never realized how much he wanted a home, a yard, a dog. He’d mention them once in a while, usually after visiting a friend who had all three, but not as if they were important. Obviously, she’d missed the signs, the longing of a young boy for a permanent place, not a continuous stream of apartments.
No matter how nice the apartment, it wasn’t the same as being able to dash out the back door into your own private playground. Or owning a dog of your own.

Becca watched Jamie and another boy play foosball in the corner of the Burger Palace. Before that, they’d faced off for a few games of air hockey. She’d been able to salvage the disappointment of the canceled barbeque with pizza, the skate park, burgers, and the promise of foosball and air hockey.
Popping another fry into her mouth, she picked up her soda, taking a large sip. It was hard work keeping up with an active nine-year-old. When they got home, she knew he’d plop in front of the TV and play one of his video games. Once in a while, he’d ask her to join him. Tonight, she wanted to slip into sleep pants and a loose top, make a cup of tea, and watch him play.
“Hello, Becca.”
Her heart stilled at the familiar voice that hadn’t changed in ten years. Without an invitation, Quinn sat down across from her, setting his burger, fries, and drink onto the table.
Panic rushed through her. He couldn’t be here, not with Jamie twenty feet away and her unprepared to explain a son he’d never met. A tight knot of dread formed in her chest, throat constricting to a point she couldn’t draw a full breath.
She had to think, find a way to get Jamie out of there without Quinn noticing. It wouldn’t be long before he tired of the games and returned, wondering about the man at their table.
“You’re not going to speak to me?”
Her gaze snapped to Quinn. “What are you doing here?”
Brow lifting, a cocky smile curved his lips before he bit into the animal-style burger. Grabbing his drink, he swallowed, his gaze never leaving hers. “Eating.”
“I mean, why are you sitting at my table?”
“Easy.” Licking his lips, he grabbed several fries. “You’re alone, and I needed a place to sit. Nothing nefarious, Bec.”
A flash of pain ripped through her at his use of the old nickname. No one else had ever shortened her name to those three letters. A word she’d always loved to hear coming from his lips. Now, she couldn’t bear the sound of it.
Setting the burger down, he leaned back, studying her. Wrangler hadn’t missed the taut lines appearing around her mouth or the hurt in her eyes. The fact he’d been there a few short minutes and had already upset her caused his stomach to churn with regret.
“All I want is some time with you, Becca.”
Shooting a look at Jamie, she prayed he’d continue to play and not return to their table. “Why, Quinn?”
“Why?”
She speared him with an incredulous gaze. “Yes. Why now? You obviously had no intention of ever contacting me again. I showed up at Robbie’s, and all of a sudden, you want to spend time with me, as if we’re old friends who’ve fallen out of touch. Well, that isn’t how it works. Not for me anyway.”
“You have every right to hate me. What I did was inexcusable.”
“And cruel.” The words were clipped, devoid of emotion.
“Yes, it was.” Shoving the half-eaten burger aside, he rested his arms on the table. “I was an ass. You meant everything to me.”
Mouth twisting, she shook her head, refusing to accept his words. “That’s a lie, Quinn.” Her hands lifted to grip the edge of the table.
Jaw clenching, he didn’t respond. 
“You made a conscious decision to never see or talk to me again. It took weeks of calling the base public affairs office to realize you never had any intention of coming back. I wasn’t even included on your emergency contact list.”
She leaned toward him, her voice trembling. “You didn’t even have the decency to tell me we were over. Instead, you acted as if you still planned to be a part of my life. It was all a lie.” 
Sitting back, she swallowed the bile building in her throat. “How long before you left did you make the decision, Quinn? A day, a week, a month?” 
Blinking to stop the pool of tears, she steeled herself, keeping her voice low. “You have no right to expect anything from me. Not my time, and certainly not my friendship.”
Reaching to grab her purse, she meant to leave before her gaze caught on Jamie. She couldn’t head outside without him, hoping Quinn would leave. All she could do was wait it out and hope Jamie continued to play with his companion, unaware of the turmoil at the front of the restaurant.
Becca felt trapped, caught in the same nightmare she’d had many times over the years. She and Jamie sat on the floor in a closed room, hunched over something she’d never been able to make out. Slowly, the door to the room opened. Quinn filled the opening, shock, confusion, and anger clear on his face.
Each time, Becca jolted awake, tears streaming down her cheeks, trembling with anxiety. The nightmare never varied. Quinn, the outsider, watching the family he didn’t know existed. With every nightmare, she’d vow to track him down and tell him about his son. She never had.
This day could very well become her Waterloo.
 



Chapter Six
Wrangler stretched out his long legs, crossing them at the ankles, impeding Becca’s attempt to leave. He’d said nothing when she grabbed her purse, watching various emotions cross her face before she set it back down.
What bothered him was the panicked look in her eyes, the tense muscles in her face and jaw. He’d never seen her so strung out, as if she might crash at any time. The Becca he remembered had always been easygoing, slow to anger, quick to forgive, with a spine of steel. The woman across the table from him showed none of those traits. Another pang of guilt stabbed him. Had his leaving been the cause of such a dramatic change?
She’d been correct about him having no right to expect anything from her. He’d lost the privilege ten years ago.
“I’m not asking for you to allow me back into your life, Bec.”
“Don’t call me that. It’s Rebecca or Becca.” She set her clasped hands on the table, her knuckles turning white.
Yep, right on the edge. “What I’m trying to say, Becca, is I just want some time to explain my reasons.”
“If memory serves, your reasons were clear. We were young. You wanted time to explore the world. You weren’t ready to make a lifetime commitment. I don’t believe you mentioned other women, but I could read between the lines. What I didn’t foresee, never expected, was not to hear from you again.”
Shifting in the seat, taking a quick glance into the game area, she straightened her spine. “We’ve been over a long time, Quinn. My dreams changed years ago. I’ve created a good life. There’s no reason to dredge up old wounds. I’m sorry my being in Liberty Lake bothers you, but you’ll have to learn to live with it. The same as I learned to live without you.”
Becca prayed he’d get the hint and leave. “I’m sure you have more important things to do than sit here, waiting for something that will never happen.”
“Never is a long time.” 
Out of habit, his gaze moved around the large interior to the darkened room packed with arcade games. Attention landing on two young boys playing air hockey, his lips tipped into a grin, recalling all the times he, Caid, and Ethan had challenged each other. That hadn’t changed in all the years since.
“Aren’t you even a little curious about my life over the last ten years? I’m definitely curious about you.”
“No.”
He ignored her curt reply. “For instance, why are you working as a paralegal instead of a lawyer?”
“I changed my mind.” The tick at the corner of her eye signaled the lie.
“I’ve never known anyone so focused on a goal. You talked about it from the time we started going out. After getting your law degree, you planned to work with one of the big firms in Phoenix. Stay long enough...” His voice trailed off, recalling the rest of what they’d discussed.
“Long enough to get a job wherever you were stationed,” she continued for him.
A pain so sharp he grimaced slashed through him. “Was my leaving the reason you never pursued it?”
She’d been taking slow, measured breaths, willing herself to stay calm until convincing him to leave. Her will was fading. She wanted to scream that his leaving changed her entire life, demolishing her dreams and dashing her hopes.
“I appreciate you wanting to know about my past, but that isn’t going to happen.” Gripping her purse, she stood, not sure what her next move would be, knowing she had to get away from him. “There’s some place I have to be.” Her body rigid in indecision, she waited for him to give up. Thankfully, she didn’t wait long.
Standing, he looked down at her. At just over six feet, he towered over her five-foot-four height. It had been one reason he’d hesitated asking her out in high school. It hadn’t taken long to realize her short stature hid a core of steel, big heart, and determined nature.
He’d loved her quick mind, sweet sense of humor, and loyalty. Within weeks, he’d fallen in love.
During college, after he’d made his decision to follow his oldest brother into the Navy, she’d been there for him. Supportive, willing to follow him anywhere, excited for their future.
A powerful rush of reality hit him. If he’d stayed, Wrangler would still be a SEAL, probably be a member of Eternal Brethren. She’d have become an attorney. They would’ve fulfilled all their dreams. And they’d still be together.
“No matter what you believe, I never stopped thinking about you, Becca. Leaving was the greatest mistake of my life. This time, I’m not walking away. When you’re ready to talk, I’ll be waiting.”
Watching him turn, closing the short distance to the door, she had the strongest urge to run after him. But the middle of a crowded restaurant wasn’t the time to confess the secret which burned within her. The secret she’d begun to believe should’ve been voiced years ago.
“Mom? Are we leaving?”
Her panicked gaze shot to Jamie, then to Quinn, praying he hadn’t heard the breathless shout. Her heart sank.
Quinn stopped, shoulders tense as he slowly turned around.

No, no, no. Becca’s panicked gaze shot from Jamie to Quinn, who stood frozen a few feet away, staring at the boy in front of her.
“Do we have to leave already?” 
The feel of Jamie’s hand on her arm had her looking down. “I, um…” 
“Can’t we stay a little longer? Please?”
Again, her attention moved from Jamie to Quinn, her stomach twisting into a painful knot. It constricted even more when he began walking toward them. Stopping a foot away, his gaze narrowed on Jamie before it flashed back to bore into hers.
“Mom?”
She’d known this day would come, had been preparing for the right time to tell him. After seeing Quinn today, she’d made up her mind not to put it off any longer. By the look on his face, the decision had come too late.
She felt her face drain of color. “Quinn, I…I…”
He tore his gaze away to focus on the boy in front of him. “Hey there. I’m Quinn, a friend of your mom’s.” He held out his hand.
Flashing a wary look at his mother, his small hand shook Quinn’s. “I’m Jamie. My middle name is Quinn. That’s pretty cool.”
He shot a scathing glare at Becca before crouching down. “Yeah, it’s real cool. You’re what? Seven, eight years old?”
A chuckle burst from Jamie’s lips. “I’m nine.”
“Nine, huh? You’re almost a man. I’ll bet you and your dad take real good care of your mother.”
Jamie shook his head, his features turning solemn. “I don’t have a dad. It’s me and Mom.”
Becca winced, feeling a sharp ache seeing surprise, pain, and anger flash across Quinn’s face as he stood. He knew. Guilt and shame thrummed through her at what she’d withheld.
“Mom? Can we please stay a little longer?”
Reaching into his pocket, Quinn extracted some money, shot a warning look at Becca before handing it to Jamie. “Here you go. I need to speak with your mom for a bit before you leave.”
“Thanks!” Taking the money, he ran off, leaving them to stare after him.
After a moment, Quinn broke the silence. Lowering his voice, he glared down at her. “Is he mine?”
“Quinn, I…” 
His voice hardened until what came out was a guttural growl. “Is…he…mine?”
Staring down at her clenched hands, her body trembling at the impact of what she’d kept from both of them, she nodded. “Yes.”

Becca cradled the cup of coffee, staring into it as if the dark liquid would give her the courage to explain her actions, provide answers to the questions he must have burning inside.
After the initial shock, he’d taken her hand, walking to a table in the back where he could watch his son. Leaving her for a few minutes, he’d gotten each of them coffee before taking a seat across from her. She didn’t know how much time passed. Long enough for the cup to cool in her hands.
“Were you ever going to tell me?” The pain in his voice ripped through her already damaged defenses.
Feeling her lower lip quiver, she caught it between her teeth. There were reasons she’d stopped trying to locate him. Reasons she didn’t reach out to his parents. At the time, they made sense, encouraging her to continue a life that didn’t include Jamie’s missing father. Even if he never understood, most of them still held true. Squaring her shoulders, she lifted her chin, her gaze unwavering. 
“Yes, I would’ve told you.” She glanced around the restaurant, relaxing at the sight of Jamie laughing with his new friend.
“I see.”
Setting her cup aside, she rested her arms on the edge of the table. “No, you don’t see.”
Eyes flickering with a mixture of anger and distrust, he snorted. “Then help me understand why you’d keep my son from me for nine years. Nine damn years, Becca. Nine years I can never have back. Not ever.” His voice grew harder, louder, more incredulous with each word.
Licking her lips, she told herself the decisions made all those years ago were right. Becca had done the same every day of every year since Jamie’s birth.
“I tried to locate you, Quinn, tell you about the pregnancy. The people at the base refused to pass along my messages. Even when I told them I was carrying your child.” Her voice broke on the last.
Refusing to let her distress distract him, he forged ahead. “Why didn’t you call my parents? Their number hasn’t changed since I was born. They would’ve known how to reach me.”
“And what? Tell them you abandoned me? And, by the way, I’m pregnant?” Nostrils flaring, she felt her face heat. “Why would I want to be tied to a man who couldn’t wait to get away so he could explore the world, along with other women? You did not want me, Quinn. Why would I think you wanted our child?”
Jaw clenching enough to crack a tooth, he glowered right back at her. He was not the one in the wrong. He wouldn’t have kept a secret as important as a child from her. 
“You should’ve let me know about Jamie. No matter what happened between the two of us, I had a right to know about my son.”
“Any rights you had walked out the door the morning you boarded the bus with no intention of ever coming back.”
Uncrossing his arms, he settled his palms on the table, leaning toward her. “Well, I’m back now, and I want to get to know my son.”
Face paling, the breath whooshed from her. “What?”
“You heard me, Becca. I’m Jamie’s father and want him to know I didn’t abandon him.”
“But it’s too soon. He needs—”
“His father. And I’ll be damned if you keep him away from me any longer.” Standing, he stepped next to her and bent down. “I’ll call you, but I expect to see you and Jamie at my place for dinner tomorrow.”
“But—”
Reaching past Becca, he grabbed her purse, pulling out the phone. Punching in his number and address, he handed it back.
“And don’t even consider leaving town or seeking shelter somewhere else. Tomorrow, Jamie will know he has a real father, one who loves him and will always take care of him.” Straightening, he took one more look at Jamie before turning toward the door.
“Quinn, please don’t do this.”
Glancing over his shoulder, he pinned her with a look which would cower most grown men. “And, Becca?”
“What?”
“I want joint custody.”
 



Chapter Seven
Wrangler pounded on the front door of Wrath’s house, his temper easing a little since leaving Becca and Jamie. It was hard wrapping his head around the fact he had a son. Harder still to understand why she’d kept him a secret.
“Hey, bro. You disappeared from the clubhouse before we had a chance to talk.”
“Did you know?”
“Know?” The surprise on Wrath’s face mollified him a little.
“About my son. Did you know Becca has been keeping him from me all these years?”
A string of curses had Wrangler relaxing. His brother obviously had no idea of Becca’s treachery.
“Hell no, I didn’t know.” Holding the door wide, he motioned him inside. “Did she just tell you?” Heading to the kitchen, Wrath pulled out two beers, handing one to his brother.
“She and Jamie, my son, were at the Burger Palace when I stopped for dinner.” He took several long swallows. “When I went to leave, a boy ran up and called her mom.”
“Shit.”
“Yeah. Right there in front of all the customers was when I learned about my nine-year-old son. And get this. She blames me.” Finishing the beer, he opened the refrigerator, pulling out another. “Becca says because I left her, I wouldn’t want to know about my son. What a load of crap.”
“What the hell is going on?” Cara walked in, gripping a phone in her hand, glaring at Wrangler. “I just got off the phone with Becca. What did you do to her?”
“Me? What did I do to her?” Slamming down the bottle, he took a step toward her.
“Back off.” Wrath stepped between them. Crossing his arms, he formed a protective wall in front of his pregnant wife.
Scrubbing a shaking hand down his face, he let out a breath, moving away. “You know I’d never hurt Cara.”
“You’re still in shock and angry…” Wrath began, his voice trailing off when she stepped in front of him.
“Of course you’d never hurt me.” Setting her phone down, she rested her hip against the counter. “Becca says you want joint custody.”
“I’m not letting her keep Jamie from me any longer, Cara. No matter what you say, he’s my son and I intend to have him in my life. If I have to go to another attorney to handle it, I will. Just say the word.”
A hurt expression crossed her face before she masked it. “I’m not trying to keep your son from you, Wrangler. I’ll tell you what I told Becca. You’re my brother-in-law. You’re family. I’d prefer to represent both of you in an amicable custody agreement. Personally, I believe joint custody is the fair solution. However, if it comes to it, you will always be my priority. Becca understands that.”
Shoulders relaxing, he tilted his head from one side to the other, stretching the tense muscles in his neck. “Thanks, Cara. What a damn clusterfuck.”
Picking up the beer, he drained the bottle before grabbing another from the refrigerator, smirking when Wrath held out his hand. Digging into his pocket, he withdrew the keys to his bike, handing them over. Lifting the bottle to his lips, he stopped, eyes narrowed on Cara.
“Did you know about Jamie?”
She let out a weary breath. “It’s complicated.”
Wrath shot her a disbelieving look. “You knew?”
“I’d seen the picture on her desk, noticed the resemblance, but didn’t ask. I wasn’t certain until you guys had your little disagreement at Robbie’s.”
“Hell, it was a damn tsunami,” Wrangler muttered, sipping his third beer in less than twenty minutes.
“When I confronted her, Becca promised me she’d tell you right away. I think she needed to get her thoughts straight before contacting you.”
Rubbing fingers along his brow, he scoffed. “Get her thoughts straight? All she had to say was, ‘Quinn, I was pregnant when you left. You have a son’.”
“And you would’ve exploded the same as you did tonight. She wanted it to be the two of you, alone, so she could explain the last ten years. It was unfortunate you saw her tonight, but perhaps this was for the best. It’s in the open now, and you’ll be forced to talk it out.”
“There’s nothing to talk out. I want joint custody as soon as possible. I’ve got a job, my own house with plenty of room for Jamie.”
Cocking her head, Cara studied his set expression. “And what about Becca?”
Lifting a brow, his mouth twisted. “What about her? She kept him from me. Now she’ll be forced to share. If I were a real bastard, I’d file for full custody and let her know how it feels to be kept from your child.”
Clearing his throat, Wrath put an arm around Cara’s shoulders. “What she means is, what about you and Becca? Before finding out about Jamie, you were all gung-ho to get back together.”
“I can’t think about that now. Maybe never. She kept him from me. Do you have any idea how I feel, knowing I can never get back those nine years?” Staring down at his boots, Wrangler shook his head. “He’s a great looking kid.”
“Of course he is. All us McCords are one percenters in that area.” Wrath winced when Cara’s elbow jabbed him in his side. “What?”
Glancing up, a slight grin formed on Wrangler’s face. “I’ll bet he’s real smart. Seems to have good manners, too.”
“And where do you think he learned those manners? Who do you think helped him with his homework, encouraged him to succeed?” 
When Wrangler didn’t answer, Cara continued.
“Becca. She’s gone it alone for over nine years. Been mother and father.” She held up a hand when he opened his mouth. “I don’t condone her keeping him from you. Becca admitted she should’ve called Stuart and Belinda, and she regrets not doing it. The reality is that’s all in the past. All you two can do now is go forward, be the best parents you can be for Jamie. He deserves more than two bitter people haggling over him. I love you and care a great deal about Becca. Given time, I’m certain you two can work through the hurt. Do it for Jamie, if not for yourselves.”
Grabbing his bottle, Wrangler stalked into the living room, dropping onto a large easy chair with a view to the valley below. In a split second, his life had changed from a man who would’ve done anything to win Becca back to learning he had a son. A son she’d chosen to keep from him. He didn’t know how to reconcile the woman he thought he still loved with the reality of Jamie’s mother.
Barely noticing Cara and Wrath taking seats nearby, he continued to stare out at the moonlit night. He wanted to pound his chest and shout at the moon while cursing the loss of so many years.
“I told Becca to bring Jamie to my place for dinner tomorrow. I’d like you two to be there.”
Cara nodded at Wrath before responding. “No problem. We’ll bring the food. We can stay with Jamie while you two talk.”
“I want to spend time with him.”
“Maybe it’s best to take it a step at a time. You’ve been hit with a lot and need time to process it all.” Wrath squeezed his wife’s shoulder. “If it had been me, I’d be as upset as you. Still, give yourself time to think through what’s best for Jamie.”
“I’m not waiting weeks or months to get to know my son.”
“No one’s asking you to.” Cara shifted to lean into Wrath’s side. “Just don’t push it. Talk with Becca enough to clear the air. Spend time with Jamie. Arrange to meet with them again so he can get to know you. That may be all you need before telling him. The tricky part will be not throwing Becca under the bus.”
Looking at her, Wrangler raised a brow.
“Come up with a reason you weren’t in his life that both you and Becca can agree on. It’s important you don’t villainize each other.”
Even with the whirlwind of hurt and disbelief swirling through him, Cara’s words made sense. “I’ll do my best.”
“Your best has always been good enough for me, little brother.”
Wrath glanced down at his wife, seeing her brows furrow. “What’s going on it that head of yours?”
“There may be one other problem, and it involves all of us.”
Sitting forward, Wrangler rested his arms on his knees. “What?”
“Your association with Eternal Brethren.”
“What about it?”
“You’ve all made it a point to create the perception of an outlaw motorcycle gang. The town looks the other way most of the time because you run ethical businesses and contribute a good portion of your profits to community groups. You’re like Robin Hood and his Merry Men, but on bikes.”
Both men chuckled, then sobered when her face grew more serious. 
“If Becca decides to hire another attorney and fight you, she could make a case you’re part of a criminal gang. Even with your nice house and fat bank account, most judges will be reluctant to grant you custody with that hanging over you.”
Wrangler gave a slight shrug, signaling he didn’t see the problem. “We show my employment as business owner, which is true.”
“You can bet Becca won’t make it that simple. She’ll describe you as having a connection to a criminal element. A good attorney will hire someone to follow you, get images of you entering and leaving the clubhouse, wearing a cut, looking like the very person you’ve cultivated since the Eternal Brethren was founded.”
He tipped back his head to stare at the ceiling. “Shit.”
“What can we do, sweetheart?” Wrath leaned down, kissing her cheek.
“All this is just coming to me, but there are a few things we need to consider. There are two judges who hear family law cases. One is firmly in the group who thinks Chuck Abernathy is the best police chief Liberty Lake has had in a long time.”
A derisive snort burst from Wrath’s lips. “Ethan believes he’s in deep with the Night Devils. Unfortunately, he hasn’t been able to prove it. I believe it’s time to help our brother out.”
“I’m all in for that,” Wrangler said. “Give me the word and I’m all over Chuckie.”
Cara grinned on a low laugh. “Until then, he’ll be firmly in the camp that says the Eternal Brethren are evil and should be run out of town. Therefore, it’ll be hard to obtain joint custody from him.”
“The other judge?” Wrath asked.
“She and I have become close since I opened my practice. We have lunch every few weeks, discuss new legislation, the plight of single parents.” Cara sent Wrangler a cautious look. “I can guarantee she will not like the fact you left Becca after three years together and never gave her a way to contact you. Her first husband did the same, although their child was already two when he left. Still, she has always been more inclined to include both parents in a custody agreement.”
Pursing her lips, Cara stared at a point across the room before continuing.
“If it comes to it, I would trust her to know the truth about Eternal Brethren.”
“No!” Wrath and Wrangler growled at the same time.
“Hey, I’m not advocating it. I’m just saying she’d keep the knowledge confidential. That doesn’t mean a good attorney wouldn’t figure it out and dig deeper. Might even get Abernathy to help out. The truth of Eternal Brethren’s real mission is always at risk.”
Wrath grunted, rubbing his stubbled chin. “Besides the fact Admiral Grayson will burn our asses if I request permission to share our background with a judge.” 
Wrangler nodded. “He’s already chafed about you, Rock, and Ghost marrying. Each change makes our exposure more of a certainty.”
Squeezing his wife’s shoulder, he kissed her again. “Not if we marry the right women.”
“Yeah, there is that.” 
Wrangler forced his gaze away from the sickeningly happy couple to stare back out the wall of picture windows. Yesterday, he thought there might still be a chance of a future with Becca. Tonight, he had to accept that might no longer be possible.
Standing, Wrath held a hand out to help Cara up. “You know the drill. Last bedroom on the end with its own bathroom. If you need anything else, find it.”
Cara chuckled at her husband’s unique skills as a host.
“Hey, he’s family. He can take care of himself.” Threading his fingers through Cara’s, Wrath took a step toward Wrangler. “This is going to work out. Besides, I’m ready to be an uncle. It’ll give me practice for when ours is born.” He rested his other hand on Cara’s slightly rounded belly.
Throat tightening, he had no response, his thoughts wandering to Jamie and what he was like as a baby. When did he walk, talk, start eating on his own? Did he go to preschool? What sports did his son like? What video games? He didn’t even know what grade Jamie was in.
Each thought had his chest constricting, increasing the knot of agony to where he could barely draw a breath. He’d made so many mistakes in his life. Not one greater than leaving Becca behind.
 



Chapter Eight
Becca woke to a persistent pulsing in her head, eyes fused shut from too little sleep and too much crying. Slowly, her eyelids lost their grasp and cracked open, a sliver of sun indicating it was indeed morning. Thank goodness it was Sunday with nowhere to go.
Except Quinn’s.
The thought made her anxiety from the night before return. What had been a wonderful day with Jamie turned into a complete shitstorm. In all the years they’d been together, Becca had never seen Quinn so angry, so hurt. But what had she expected?
The slim thread of doubt about her decision had come back to bite her in a big way. Not only that, but the sliver of doubt had grown into a cyclone of guilt, manifesting into a sleepless night and a torturous crying spell. Something she hadn’t done since before Jamie was born.
Cara had warned her not to waste any more time before talking with Quinn. It was a small town. Eventually, she and Jamie would run into him somewhere, and it wouldn’t be pretty. Although Becca had agreed, she’d put it off. One week led to another, then one more, until the invitation to the barbecue.
Becca had prepared herself for a confrontation with Quinn, practiced the words, steeled herself against his expected fury. She’d been ready to offer supervised visitation. After last night, she realized how petty and self-centered the request would have sounded.
Quinn wanted nothing less than joint custody, and in her heart, Becca knew he deserved time to become the father their son needed. Her mind, however, fought her heart at every step. A part of her, a large part if she were honest, still wanted to punish him for leaving. 
He’d gone off, lived the life he dreamed about, achieved his goals, while she spent every minute taking care of Jamie or working to pay rent and put food on the table. Every dream Becca had vanished the day she accepted he’d never return.
That had been the last time she’d shed a tear over Quinn McCord. Hated him, loved him, wished he suffered as she had, but never again wasted another minute crying over him. Until last night.
Hearing her phone signal a text, Becca grabbed it from the nightstand, staring at the name.
Quinn.
A sharp stab to her heart caused the phone to drop onto the bed, his message unread. She felt torn in two. One part wanted to stay, watch Quinn become a father, pretend they still had a chance at love. The other part, the one pulsing with each breath, urged her to take Jamie and run.
She’d come to Liberty Lake in desperation. Seeing the job Cara posted had been the perfect opportunity to stay. 
Her time at the law firm, and with the man she’d been seeing, had come to an abrupt end the evening she’d wandered into Victor’s home office. The one room in the house he’d never shown her.
Becca had been drawn to a photo on his desk, which led her gaze to a stack of folders. A few minutes later, heart pounding at what she’d read, Becca slipped one under her jacket. Giving a quick apology about Jamie’s sitter becoming ill, she’d hurried home. Three days later, she’d found herself much closer to her past than she’d ever intended.
Becca had no idea what Victor would do after discovering she’d been the one to steal the file. What she found curious was the fact he hadn’t tried to find her.
Or maybe he hadn’t decided what to do about her finding such a damaging secret. Because Becca would bet her life Victor knew she’d been the one to break his trust.
“Mom?”
Shoving aside her concerns over Victor and dread about the looming dinner with Quinn, she walked to the door, pulling it open, her lips tipping into a grin. “Morning, sweetie.”
Jamie’s hair stuck out in all directions, the threadbare Star Wars pajamas too short in the sleeves and legs. She’d bought him others, but he’d been stubborn about wearing those each night.
“Can we make bacon and pancakes for breakfast?”
Reaching out, she ruffled his already messed up hair. “We sure can. I’ll be right there.”
“Okay, but I’m starving.”
Returning to the bed, she picked up the phone, reading Quinn’s message.
Four o’clock at my place. Caid and Cara will be there. Is there anything Jamie doesn’t eat?
So curt and concise. Much as she suspected their conversation would be this evening.
Jamie eats everything. Whatever you have will be fine.
She waited a couple minutes after sending, wondering if he’d respond. He didn’t.
“Mom?”
Slipping into a flannel shirt and sandals, Becca headed to the kitchen, heart thudding in her chest. The day she dreaded for years had caught up with her. She had to get control of her apprehension and what she knew would happen in a few hours. After today, her life and Jamie’s would never be the same again.

Phoenix
“She’s still in Liberty Lake and working for Cara McCord. Just the two of them, Victor. It’s an easy enough place to break into.”
Setting his elbows on the desk, Victor Ellison rested his chin on clasped hands. “Not yet, Dorn.”
“She’s been gone over two months. What she took could destroy both of us.” Lowering himself into a chair on the other side of the desk, Dorn Rawlins crossed his muscular legs, deep lines of worry between his eyes.
Victor’s bland expression didn’t change. “We still have no proof Rebecca took the file. If she did, why hasn’t she done something with the information?”
Standing, he walked to a bookshelf, picking up a bronze statue of a little boy. Holding the sculpture up, he examined the details before setting it down. “She’s a smart woman, Dorn. I suspect she’s scared about what will happen to her and Jamie if she makes the contents public.” Shaking his head, Victor shoved his hands into his pockets before turning to face Dorn. “Keep your men watching her. Let me know if she does anything outside of her normal routine.”
“By then it might be too late.”
Leaning a hip against his desk, Victor raised a hand, rubbing his jaw. “Where does she spend her time when she isn’t working?”
“The same as she did here. Picks up her son from school, takes him to whatever activities he has going, and goes home. Except for the couple months you were seeing her, the schedule hasn’t changed since she moved to Liberty Lake.”
“No boyfriend?”
“None that my men have seen. She has lunch in the office most days. If not, she goes somewhere with Cara McCord. That’s my biggest worry.”
“I know, Dorn. You’re afraid Rebecca will confide in her boss, who’ll pass along the information to her husband.”
“The president of Eternal Brethren.”
A feral grin curved the corners of Victor’s mouth. “The motorcycle club in an ongoing territory dispute with the Night Devils.”
“Don’t forget the third player in this game. Demons Blood are smack in the middle of the territory dispute. They are also one of Cara McCord’s clients. Which means Rebecca will have access to their legal files.”
Victor narrowed his gaze on his longtime friend and confidante. “Are you suggesting we blackmail Rebecca?”
“Blackmail is much too dirty a business for us. I’d prefer to persuade your ex-girlfriend to help us, and in return, we make certain she and her son receive our protection. After all, once she learns we’re aware of her job and apartment in Liberty Lake, she’ll either run or be inclined to deal with us. My men will use their most subtle approach to convince Miss North of the right choice.”
Waving a hand in the air, Victor shook his head. “This will only work if she is the one who stole the file.”
“Do you truly believe she isn’t the one who took it? Nothing else makes sense.”
Smoothing a hand over already slicked-back hair, Victor’s features didn’t change. Not even a twitch at the actions he was about to trigger.
“You’re right. We need that file back. Alert the men. Have them do whatever is needed to retrieve it, Dorn.”
Dorn shoved himself up, moving toward the door. “Anything?”
“Anything.”

Becca sipped her soda, watching Jamie in an impromptu soccer game with Wrath and Rock. It was odd seeing two grown men laugh and high-five when one of them made a goal.
“They never grow up.” Cara wrapped foil over the plate of cooked burgers. “The guys are usually in charge of the barbecue.”
Brows drawing together, Becca looked down at the remaining patties on the grill. There were enough for a crowd three times the number of people at Wrangler’s. “Are these not all right?”
Rock and Tessa had joined Wrath and Cara in coming over. The only person missing was Wrangler. According to Cara, he’d made a quick run to the store.
“Are you kidding?” Cara asked. “They’re great. We’ll let them take a pass on the cooking part today. Maybe we’ll luck out and they’ll volunteer to do the cleanup inside.”
Becca nodded, then stilled at the sound of a lone motorcycle. Heart thumping against her ribs, she watched as Wrangler parked his bike next to the others. His gaze met hers for a few tense seconds before he dismounted, grabbing a bag strapped behind him.
Walking past her without a word, he headed into the house. The action underscored how angry he still was at the way he’d learned about Jamie. Becca didn’t blame him, but she wasn’t the bad guy. They’d both played a role in what would happen today.
A few minutes later, he returned with a couple bags of chips and a bowl brimming with salsa.
“Food’s on!” Wrangler didn’t spare her a glance before joining the men.
She watched him still when Jamie ran up. They stared at each other a couple seconds before Wrangler shook off whatever he’d been thinking and smiled.
“Hey, Jamie. Glad you and your mom could join us. Are you ready to eat?”
“Mom says I’m always ready to eat.”
Chuckling, he set a hand on Jamie’s shoulder, the gesture causing tears to threaten. Whirling away, Becca wrapped her arms around her waist, hurrying inside the house so no one would notice her distress.
Several times she wondered if this was the best place to let Jamie learn the identity of his father. Maybe it would be better to do it at home, just the three of them. It was too late to change the course of today’s actions.
By the time she felt under control and walked outside, the others were finishing their meals.
“Grab some food, Becca. It’s all great.” Cara held out a plate.
Shaking her head, she sat down in an open spot between Tessa and Jamie. “Are you full yet?”
“Not yet. Wrangler said I can have as many burgers as I want.”
She glanced at him at the other end of the picnic table, his expression dark, brooding. “Then go for it, because I’m not cooking tonight.”
When they’d finished, the guys did the cleanup, Jamie right there with them. Grabbing a cookie from a covered plate, Becca nibbled it, watching her son. He was having a good time, enjoying his time around the men.
“Are you all right? Do you need more time?” Cara stood next to her, a hand resting on her protruding stomach.
“No, I’m not all right. And yes, I’d like more time, but Quinn isn’t going to let me have it. He’s adamant about Jamie learning about him today. He’s…” Her voice cracked, as did her heart. “He wants joint custody.”
Cara took Becca’s arm, guiding her out of the kitchen and around the house to the barn. Stopping, she shot a look behind them, making certain no one had followed.
“It’s not an unexpected request, Becca. I don’t know all of what happened yesterday. Only what Wrangler told me. You know it had to be a shock to Wrangler, learning about Jamie. It’s no surprise he wants to get to know him, and the only way to do that is to share custody with you.”
Swatting at the tears falling down her cheeks, Becca glanced at the house, then away. “I don’t want to lose Jamie the way I lost Quinn.”
“Oh, Becca. Wrangler won’t take him away from you.”
Rounding on her, she crossed her arms. “You really believe that? He left me without a seed of remorse. Quinn doesn’t care a damn about me, Cara. All he wants is his son, and if I get hurt in the process, so be it.”
“I can’t believe he’d ever do that to you.”
Becca snorted, lips twisting. “Don’t you understand? He’s already walked away once. There’s nothing stopping him from taking Jamie and disappearing.” Glancing behind Cara, she saw Wrangler looking out a back window at them before turning away. “If he ever loved me, he never would have left the way he did. Hurting me now wouldn’t cause him a minute of sleep.”
“You haven’t been around him in years, Becca. He made a horrible mistake, never contacting you as he’d promised. Wrangler was young and stupid. The same as all men, there are days he can be a senseless jerk. But he isn’t cruel.”
“Maybe not to you, Cara. You forget I’ve seen firsthand how selfish and pitiless Quinn can be.”
 



Chapter Nine
Wrangler stood back from the window, unable to stop watching Becca. The fear on her face, tears streaming down her cheeks, tore at him. He’d been a selfish prick all those years ago.
As much as he didn’t want to accept it, Wrangler understood why Becca stopped trying to find him. He’d left her alone, never written or called, never gave her a way to contact him. That was all on him.
If the situation were reversed, Wrangler knew he’d have given up trying to find her the same as Becca had. Worse, he’d caused the sweet, beautiful woman more pain than he’d ever intended.
The bright, ready smile and mischief in her eyes had disappeared over the years, replaced with distrust and a wariness he hadn’t anticipated. His actions had broken her in a way he’d never imagined. No longer could he hide behind the excuse they’d been young and didn’t know what love was. He sure as hell knew what it was now, and it stood in his back yard. If only he’d realized it ten years ago.
“You ready for a two-on-two soccer game?” Rock took a step closer, following Wrangler’s gaze. “What are you going to do?”
Shaking off the guilt, he tore his attention away from Becca. “Get custody of my son.” He moved to walk pass Rock, stopping when the larger, more muscular man stepped into his path.
“Don’t be stupid. It’s not Becca’s fault you walked all those years ago.”
Nostrils flaring, he glared at his friend. “My son is none of your business, Rock. Move out of my way.”
“Not until you get over your anger and take care of business the right way.”
Crossing his arms, jaw tight, he huffed out a frustrated breath. “I suppose you know the right way?”
Snickering, a grin tilted Rock’s mouth upward. “Damn straight I do. I don’t know much about Becca and Jamie. What I’m sure about is that lady did all she could to raise a good boy. And from what I’ve seen, she’s done a tremendous job without help from you or anyone else. You damn well better remember that when you’re deciding how to move forward.” Rock clasped his shoulder. “Becca loved you once and loves your kid. I don’t want to beat the shit out of you because you break her heart a second time.”
Confusion flashed across Wrangler’s face.
“An idiot can see you still love her. Find a way you and Becca can make this thing work without destroying each other.”

Wrangler thought of Rock’s words as he watched Jamie kick the ball around with Tess and Wrath. Cara’s voice had him turning to see her and Becca returning to the kitchen. They took one look at him and their conversation stalled.
“Great pasta salad, Wrangler. I didn’t know you could make anything besides barbequing steak.”
Forcing a grin, he watched Becca as he replied to Cara. “It’s Mom’s recipe. Pretty hard to mess it up.”
Glancing between the two, Cara moved to the door. “I think I’ll go see if they’ll let me join them. I used to be pretty good at soccer.”
Neither spoke for several long moments. The tension built until Wrangler took a step toward her, wincing when Becca took a step back.
Crossing his arms, he leaned against the counter. “How do you want to do this?”
“Not at all.”
Stifling a chuckle, he dropped his arms. “This is going to happen today, Becca. It’s time I was a part of Jamie’s life.”
“It won’t be easy, Quinn.”
“I don’t expect it to be.”
Giving a slight shake of her head, she met his gaze. “You don’t understand.” She paced to the other side of the spacious kitchen, putting more space between them. “As Jamie got older, he asked about his father. A lot, Quinn. For so many years, I’d shoved aside his questions, giving him little information, other than his father was busy working.”
Wrangler’s throat worked, but he didn’t respond.
“By the time he turned seven, I found it impossible to keep the truth from him. Jamie has always been inquisitive, questioning everything. One evening after dinner, he asked again. Actually, he asked why you left us. It broke my heart to see the hurt on his face.” Shoving aside her concern over how Wrangler might react, she hurried on. “I told him the truth, Quinn.”
His features hardened. “Which was?”
“I told Jamie you left me before learning about him. He continued pressing, asking why I didn’t let you know. He was certain you’d come running back to us if you knew about him. Every child’s fantasy, I suppose. You know, that they’re truly wanted and loved by both parents. Anyway, I explained you didn’t want to be found, Quinn.” Clasping her hands in front of her, Becca let out a distressed sigh. “He never asked me about you again. Although I did overhear him talking with friends over the years.”
“And?”
“Jamie told his friends you didn’t want us. Didn’t care anything about us, and…” Her troubled gaze met his. “I’m sorry, Quinn. He told his friends he hates you.”

Charging at Wrangler, Jamie shoved into him, beating his hands on his father’s chest. “I hate you. Hate you! You didn’t want me or Mom.” Tears began to stream down his face. He didn’t care, consumed with fury at a father who cared nothing about him. Didn’t want him.
“Jamie, honey.” Becca came up behind him, placing her hands on his shoulders, drawing him back. “This isn’t going to help.” She looked up at Quinn, wincing at the pain on his face, yet he said nothing.
Turning, Jamie wrapped his arms around Becca’s waist, laying his head against her stomach. “I hate him,” he choked out. Glancing over his shoulder, he glared at his father. Dropping his arms from around his mother, he ran, heading toward the lake, then veering right, continuing on a path along the water’s edge.
“Jamie!” Becca started to follow, stopping when Quinn grabbed her arm.
“I’ll go.”
“You’re the last person he needs.”
“I’m the only person my son needs right now. You stay here. I’ll bring him back when he’s ready.”
“No!” She grabbed his arm, trying to stop his progress. Quinn was too big, too strong, shaking her off with little effort. Trying to catch up to him, she stopped when Wrath, Cara, Rock, and Tessa came up beside her.
Wrath placed an arm over her shoulders. “Let him do this, Becca.”
“He doesn’t know what to say.”
Snorting out a laugh, he tightened his hold when she tried to get away. “Wrangler knows a lot about kids. Knows how their minds work. He might surprise you.”
“Look, Becca.” Tessa moved in front of her. “There is nothing you can do right now to change the pain Jamie and Wrangler are feeling. They need to talk, even if Jamie screams at him. Until he vents his anger, they won’t be able to have a real conversation.”
Crossing her arms, she glared at her friend. “And you know this how?”
Rock placed a hand on the small of Tessa’s back, offering support. “I’m a pediatrician. Part of what I do is help families through tough times, such as this. I sit through sessions where children and parents talk through abandonment, adoption, foster care. Every issue you can imagine. Once the secret is out, there’s no way to draw it back. All you can do is immediate damage control, then move on in whatever way works for everyone.”
Cara set a hand on Becca’s arm. “Wrangler is good at damage control. Give him a chance.”
She glanced around her friends, trying to spot Jamie and his father. “How long do I give them?”
“As long as it takes, Becca,” Tessa offered. “I doubt they’ll be gone for too long. Come on. It’ll be better if you keep busy. Let’s go break out the brownies you made.”

“Jamie, wait!” Wrangler could’ve caught up with him at any time. He preferred his son stop on his own.
“Leave me alone.”
“I’m afraid I can’t do that, son.”
Halting, Jamie turned around, swiping at tears. “Don’t call me that. I don’t need a father, especially not you.” Whirling back around, he continued along the path, shoulders slumping.
It took several more minutes for Jamie to stop. Glancing behind him, he glared at Wrangler. “Stop following me.”
“I can’t do that.”
“Why not?” Jamie shot back.
Approaching slowly, Wrangler stopped a few feet away, not wanting him to take off again. “No matter how much you hate me, you’re my son.”
“I don’t want to be your son.”
Arms hanging loose at his sides, he took another step closer. “I don’t blame you. I’d feel the same if my father had abandoned me.”
Slowly, Jamie lifted his face. “Mom said you didn’t know about me.”
“It’s true. I didn’t.”
“She tried to find you.”
Letting out a pained breath, Wrangler bent down, picking up a smooth, flat rock, skimming it across the water’s surface.
“She did. I didn’t want to be found.”
Grabbing another rock, he rubbed it between his fingers before sending it off to glide across the water.
“Why didn’t you love my mom?”
The question, asked in an almost grown-up tone, caused Wrangler’s chest to squeeze. “I’ve always loved your mother, Jamie.”
“That’s a lie! You don’t leave someone you love.” Turning his back on him, Jamie started back along the trail, Wrangler right behind him.
“You’re right. What I did was wrong. If I could go back, change my decision, I would.”
Not responding, Jamie kept walking.
“I’ve never stopped loving your mother. And I love you. I hope you’ll give me the chance to prove it.”
Whirling on him, Jamie stormed forward, shoving Wrangler away. “Don’t say that. You don’t love me or Mom.” Anger gave way to tears as he pounded on his father’s chest. “I hate you.”
Tears gave way to sobs before Wrangler wrapped his arms around Jamie, ignoring the moisture on his own face. “I hate myself, son.”

Pacing back and forth beside the picnic table, Becca continued to send a worried look at the lake. “They’ve been gone so long. What if something happened?”
Walking to her, Wrath settled an arm over her shoulders. “Wrangler will never let anything hurt Jamie.”
“How do you know that?”
“Because I know my brother. He’d protect him with his life.”
Moving away, she took several steps closer to the water. “We should’ve waited to tell him until it was just the three of us.”
Tessa shook her head. “It wouldn’t have mattered where you were or what was said. As soon as Jamie learned Wrangler was his father, he would’ve reacted the same way.”
Cara nodded. “He never expected to meet his father. This came as a complete surprise. He’ll need time to accept Wrangler into his life.”
“What if Jamie never accepts him?”
“All boys want to know their father. Want to be loved by both parents. Jamie’s no exception,” Tessa said.
“Plus, he’s young, Becca. His anger will subside and curiosity will take over. He’ll want to know all he can about Wrangler and his life,” Cara added.
“What if he hates both of us?”
Before anyone could respond, the sound of muffled voices had them turning toward the lake. Wrangler and Jamie came into view a moment later, Wrangler’s hand on his son’s shoulder. Looking up, Jamie’s face brightened when he spotted Becca. Running toward her, a smile broke across his tear-stained face.
“He’s going to take me for a ride on his motorcycle, Mom. It’s all right, isn’t it?”
Wrapping her arms around him, she lifted her gaze to Wrangler’s, who nodded. “If you do exactly as your father asks, then yes, you can go on a ride with him. But not today. We need to get home. Remember, you have school tomorrow.”
Whipping around, he stepped closer to Wrangler. “Can you pick me up from school?”
Heart hammering at the question, he looked once more at Becca. “If it’s all right with your mother.”
“I don’t—”
“Please, Mom.”
Stepping to within a couple feet of Becca, Wrangler stared down at their son. “If you’re not comfortable, I can pick him up another time.”
“I’ll be fine, Mom.” Jamie looked at his father. “Right?”
“You can count on it. I’ll bring a helmet your size. But it’s up to you to wear the right gear.”
Jamie’s brows furrowed. “Gear?”
“Long pants and a jacket.”
“Great. So, can he come to school, Mom?”
Becca watched the two, already jealous at the bond they’d begun to form. At least Jamie was giving his father a chance.
“All right. I’ll let the school know tomorrow morning.”
Jumping up and down, Jamie hugged her. “Thanks.”
“Go get your backpack and ball. We need to head out.”
Waiting until he’d disappeared into the house, she shifted toward Wrangler. “It went all right?”
Shrugging, he ran a hand through his hair, noticing the others had drifted away, giving them space. “As well as you’d expect. He still hates me, but is willing to give me a shot at being his dad.”
“All right.”
Wrangler wanted to ask if she’d give him another chance, but knew it would be too much, and way too soon. “I’d like to spend time with him alone, Becca. Will you allow me to do that?”
She took a minute to respond, coming to terms with the change in their lives. “How much time?”
“As much as you’ll allow me. I could pick him up after school tomorrow and take him to the climbing wall, then to the Pizza Joint.”
“He’s never been to a climbing wall.” 
Wrangler looked beyond her to Jamie, who exploded from the house. “It’s going to work out all right, Becca. You just need to trust me.”
 



Chapter Ten
Becca tossed her purse on the desk Monday morning, still trying to come to terms with the events of the day before. Jamie had been excited about the motorcycle ride later today, but less so when it came to spending time with Quinn.
It had taken quite a bit of time for him to settle down and fall asleep, even asking her to read him a story. Something he hadn’t done in a couple years. Afterward, she’d sat in the living room while sipping a glass of wine. Something she never did, which resulted in her own sleepless night.
Jamie’s announcement while preparing for bed had stunned Becca. Quinn told their son he’d always loved her. A complete lie, of course. He would’ve said anything to get Jamie to give him a chance. As long as he didn’t disappoint him, she didn’t care if he lied about having feelings for her. He’d done it in the past, so why not now?
Shoving her purse into a drawer, Becca checked messages, made coffee, and looked over the files on her desk, her unease growing. Cara normally arrived in the office long before now. She knew her boss still fought morning sickness, although the bouts were coming less often.
Shaking off the worry, Becca grabbed Cara’s messages. Opening the door to her office, she stepped inside, her stomach lurching.
“Oh, my God.” Rushing forward, she turned in a circle, fear tightening her throat.
Cara’s desk had been cleared, the contents, along with files from several open cabinets, strewn across the floor. Taking a hesitant step, she bent down, picking up a broken frame holding a picture of Cara and Wrath riding their Harleys.
Breaths coming in gasps, she hurried to her desk, dialing Cara’s number. Getting voicemail, she clutched the phone to her ear.
“Where are you? You need to get to the office right away.” 
Ending the call, she hesitated a moment before dialing Wrath’s number. He picked up on the second ring.
“It’s Becca. I tried to reach Cara, but she didn’t answer.”
“What’s wrong?”
“Someone broke in and destroyed Cara’s office. I was going to call the police, but remembered none of you trusted Abernathy.”
“You did the right thing, Becca. I’ll call Ethan and we’ll join you at the office.”
“All right.”
“I want you to go downstairs and wait for us. Don’t stay in the office alone.”
She wanted to ask why, but he’d already hung up. Walking back to Cara’s office, she pulled out her phone, taking several pictures. Becca knew she should heed Wrath’s directive and leave, but something tugged at her.
Shaking it off, Becca snatched her purse from the drawer and headed downstairs. She’d just set foot on the first floor when Quinn charged inside, followed by Wrath and Ethan.
“Is Cara with you?” Becca asked.
Wrath shook his head. “She had a flat tire down the road from our house. Road service is there now. She knows there’s a problem and will get here as soon as they’re finished.”
“I left the office door open. All the damage is in Cara’s office.”
Wrath bounded up the stairs while Ethan took a step closer to Becca.
“It’s been a long time, Becca.”
“I know. It’s good to see you again, Ethan. Will this cause problems with the police chief?”
“No more than Abernathy already has with me. I’ll need you to stay close so I can get a statement. Wrangler, keep Becca with you.” He sent his brother a meaningful look, getting a nod before following Wrath upstairs.
Left alone, they stared at each other, neither speaking for several long moments before Wrangler broke the silence. “Do you want to sit down?”
Wrapping her arms around her waist, she shook her head. “I’m too worried to sit down.”
“Any idea who broke in?”
“None. I mean, she deals with cases where emotions run high. Divorces, domestic abuse, child custody.” Becca lifted her head, her eyes locking on his, seeing nothing except concern. “It could be any number of people. The only clients I’d rule out are the ones where she handles business matters, such as the work Cara does for Demons Blood.”
“Drago has some kind of weird affection for Cara. He’d never do something like this, and none of his crew would do it without his direct order.”
“I met him and Pacho once when they met with Cara. Both were pretty frightening, but Drago turned out to be quite charming.”
This brought a bark of laughter from Wrangler. “Charming? Wrath’s going to love that one.”
Becca stared at him, the flash of joy on his face, the sound of his deep laugh. How she’d missed both over the years.
“If any other MC would have the balls to rifle through Cara’s office, it would be the Night Devils. Burn, their president, has no love for Wrath or any of the Eternal Brethren. You may have heard about all the trouble they caused Rock and Tessa.”
Becca’s brain raced at the name of the MC in Victor’s files. “A little from Tessa.” 
“The Night Devils weren’t in it alone, though.”
Her body stiffened. Did Wrangler know about Victor and his enforcer, Dorn? “What do you mean?”
Hearing footfalls on the stairs, he looked up. “The Devils were working with others. I can’t say more, but I’ll be talking with Wrath and Ethan about it.”
“It’s definitely a mess up there.” Ethan walked toward them at the same time Cara burst into the building. Breaths coming in pants, she hurried to Becca.
“What happened?”
Ethan answered. “Someone broke into your office. Becca’s area was untouched. Yours is a mess. No broken furniture, but every file drawer was emptied, most of the books were tossed onto the floor, and your desk was cleared.”
“This is in pretty good shape.” Wrath came up behind Cara, holding up the picture Becca had seen earlier. “Needs new glass, but it’s salvageable.” Settling an arm over his wife’s shoulders, he kissed her before guiding Cara to the stairs. “Come on. Maybe you can figure out if they found what they wanted.”
“What they wanted?” Cara’s voice trailed down the stairs as she and Wrath headed upward.
“I need to ask you some questions, Becca.”
Tearing her attention away from Cara, she looked at Ethan. “I don’t know anything except what you saw.”
“You’d be surprised what you might remember.”
Twenty minutes passed before Ethan finished taking notes. All the while, Wrangler had made phone calls, getting the word out about what happened and putting the Brethren on guard. Rock and Ghost made a decision to position two men at Wrath’s home.
He also called Jamie’s school, telling them of the break-in and confirming the only two people allowed to pick him up were him and Becca. It was a necessary precaution. The school hadn’t pushed back. Wrangler had a text to his son the moment he’d walked outside.
Do not leave the school grounds without me or your mom. Will explain later.
Several minutes later, he let out a relieved breath at Jamie’s response. Although he hated the one letter responses, at least he got what he wanted.
K.
Cara and Wrath returned by the time Ethan and Becca finished and Wrangler ended his last call. “Can you tell if anything is missing, Cara?” Becca asked.
Weariness settled over her boss, a hand resting on her stomach. “I won’t be able to confirm anything until we’ve put everything away. I can’t think of a single client who’d do something like this. It could be their ex-spouses, but…” Her brows scrunched together before Cara shook her head. “No, that doesn’t make sense. Stealing files wouldn’t help them.”
“Who monitors the camera footage?” Ethan asked.
“The security officers. They’re located in the main administration building of the school. These buildings hold professional offices, but we use the same security team. Would you like me to call them?” Cara asked.
“Chief Abernathy would have my head if I went through the footage before his men. I’ll call Deputy Bettencourt. She’s one of my deputies. Married to Jacob Walker, one of Abernathy’s officers. Vela will apprise Jacob of what happened and he’ll take it from there. I’ll just happen to be present when he arrives to view the footage.”
Wrath wrapped an arm around Cara’s waist, pulling her close. “How long, Ethan?”
“I’ll let Vela know we need this done today. Cara, can you and Becca get your office back together soon?”
“Yes,” Becca answered. “I’ll stay until it’s finished. The hard part will be discovering if anything’s missing from the files upstairs. I’ll have to go through all the electronic docs to learn what might be missing.”
“We’ll figure that out once all the files are put away, Becca,” Cara said.
“I’d better get started.” Becca shot a quick look at Wrangler before heading to the stairs.
“Becca.”
“Yes?”
“I’ve got Jamie after school. Yeah?”
Her features stilled before softening. “Yes, you’ve got him, Quinn.”

Eternal Brethren Clubhouse
“Could’ve been the Night Devils, Wrath,” Rock said, leaning back in his chair.
“What would be their reason?” Ghost asked.
“Get information on Demons Blood and us. They may figure Cara does legal work for us.”
“She doesn’t, Rock,” Wrath said.
“We know that, but the Devils don’t. It may be a risk Burn is willing to take.”
Picking up the secure burner phone, Wrath called Drago, president of Demons Blood, a rival club, but one they’d associated with in the past. Those times had been with Admiral Grayson’s approval.
“Drago, it’s Wrath. Cara’s office was raided last night, and it wasn’t the police.”
“Fuck. Any idea who?”
“Not yet. Have you heard anything about the Demons being on the move?” Wrath heard Drago cover the phone, shouting at someone. 
“Neither Pacho or Snake have picked up anything about Cara. Doesn’t mean they didn’t do it. Give me an hour and I’ll get back to you.” Drago ended the call before Wrath could answer.
“I’ve got some news, Prez.” Raider stood in the opening of their hidden door to the communications room below, commonly known as the dungeon. “You need to come see it.”
Wrath motioned to the others. “Let’s go. Wrangler, let Tracker know where we are, then meet us in the dungeon.”
Hurrying down the stairs, they gathered behind Raider. “What do you have?” Wrath asked.
“I hacked the surveillance cameras at Cara’s building.”
Slapping him on the back, Wrath leaned closer. “Show us.”
“It’s right here.” Raider pointed to the screen. “Three o’clock this morning. Three men used a key to open the front door.”
“Fuck,” Ghost spit out, bending down for a better look. “Are they wearing cuts?”
“Yeah. All three are wearing them. At this point, we don’t know which MC. Anyway, it appears they had a key to Cara’s office. There are no cameras inside, so the next part shows them leaving.” Raider glanced over his shoulder, a grin forming. “Look at this.”
Zooming in, he focused on the black cuts worn by MC members. “There’s nothing on this one to identify them. Same with the second. But the third one… Also, note that not one of them has any files.”
A few keystrokes later, he focused on the last man leaving Cara’s office. “Watch when he locks the door and turns.”
Wrangler crowded into the group, staring at the large screen. “What are we seeing?”
“Watch,” Rock answered.
Securing the lock, the last man turned slowly, taking a quick look around. Raider stopped the footage, zooming in a little more before focusing.
“Sonofabitch,” Wrath spit out, fists clenching at his sides.
“It’s Mario, the Devils VP.” Wrangler leaned down. “Why would Burn order a raid on Cara’s office?”
Hearing the door open at the top of the stairs, they all turned, hands resting on their guns. Tracker stopped halfway down.
“Prez, there’s someone here you’ll want to talk to.”
“We’re a little busy, Tracker.”
“Not too busy to talk to me.”
Wrath’s body tensed at the familiar voice he hadn’t heard in months. A man he still didn’t completely trust. Drawing his gun, he nodded to the others to do the same as the man stepped past Tracker, continuing down the stairs. Spotting the guns, a cynical grin twisted his mouth.
“You gonna shoot me, Wrath, or listen to what I’ve come to tell you?”
“Fuck, Jif.” Wrath slid the 9mm into its holster, motioning for the others to do the same. “What the hell are you doing here?”
“Taking a huge chance.”
“I get that. But why?”
Crossing his arms, Jif’s features hardened. “There’s a war coming, Wrath, and it’s going to come down on all of us.”
 



Chapter Eleven
Becca rested her hands on her hips, taking another visual sweep of Cara’s office. So far, no files were missing. A great relief to both of them.
“It makes no sense for someone to destroy your office and take nothing with them. Not even your computer or mine. Maybe they’ll find something on the security feed.”
“I hope so. You know, whoever did this could have downloaded what they wanted on a flash drive. Unless they catch who did this, we won’t know if they have electronic files until they use the information. It could end up being a real nightmare.” Lowering herself into her chair, Cara covered her face with her hands.
“At least there aren’t any appointments scheduled for today. I’m going to check messages again, make certain there’ve been no urgent calls.”
Reaching her desk, Becca pulled open a drawer, sorting through the documents. Another wave of relief rushed through her. The file she’d taken from Victor lay undisturbed at the bottom. If whoever had broken in was looking for it, they’d have gone through her desk, not just the contents of Cara’s office.
Sitting, Becca debated what to do next. She’d always intended to let Cara know about the file, have her review the documents. Whenever the opportunity arose, she held back.
Cara learning of the incriminating contents would do nothing except put her in danger, something Becca couldn’t do. She’d never meant to make the file public. Her intent had always been to use it as a way to keep Victor from coming after her and Jamie. She’d hoped the threat of exposing him and his man, Dorn, would be a deterrent from seeking her out.
Becca now realized the stupidity of her idea. She wanted to believe the break-in had nothing to do with her. But what if it did? It wasn’t as if she tried to hide the fact she’d come to Liberty Lake. She hadn’t hidden her identity, hoping the fact she had the file would deter Victor from following her. What if she’d been wrong?
“Becca, why don’t you go home? It’s been a long day. With Wrangler picking up Jamie, you could take some time for yourself. When was the last time you did something just for you?”
Blowing out a soft chuckle, Becca grinned. “I honestly don’t remember. It would be nice to get my nails done.”
“And it would keep your mind off how Jamie and Wrangler are getting along.”    
“How did you know I was thinking of them being alone for the first time?”
“Because I’d be doing the same, Becca.” Cara rested a hand on the desk, leaning forward. “They’re going to be fine.”
Shoulders slumping, she nodded. “I know. It’s just that I’ve been the only parent in his life for so long. He relies on me for so much. To be truthful, I rely on Jamie.”
“Letting someone else into your lives is going to be difficult, especially for you, Becca. You’ve been mother and father, the sole role model, doled out discipline and love. You know, sharing custody with Wrangler isn’t a bad thing.”
“No?”
“Having him share the responsibility for Jamie will give you time to do what you’ve had to put off, Becca. Now’s your chance to chase your own dreams.”
“Law school,” she breathed out. “I hadn’t thought about that.”
“And I’m certain you’ll have no problem being accepted. In fact, you should apply right now.” Reaching into her purse, Cara pulled out an envelope, handing it to Becca. “There’s still time to start the next session.”
Taking the envelope, she stared at it for several moments before raising her gaze to Cara’s. “That’s only a few weeks away.”
“I know. But there is a way to expedite it. You’ll need to get it back to me tomorrow, though. I want to hand deliver it to the admissions office.”
She held the envelope to her chest. “You really think I have a chance of starting the new session?”
“I’m certain of it, Becca. Now get out of here. I’ll see you early tomorrow.”

“This is sooo awesome.” Jamie ran his hand along the handlebars of Wrangler’s tricked out Harley, then along the leather seat. “The other kids are going to be so jealous.” Looking over his shoulder, he smiled at the sight of several boys standing a few feet away, eyes glued to the bike.
Wrangler couldn’t help the grin at his son’s enthusiasm. “Are you ready to go?” He held out a black helmet with red and yellow flames.
Eyes wide, Jamie took the helmet. “This is cool.”
Setting it on his head, he waited while Wrangler adjusted the straps before securing them. Next, he checked Jamie’s backpack, noting the skateboard before making certain the pack would stay in place.
“I’ll slow it down for your first ride, Jamie. You’ll need to wrap your arms around my waist and hold tight. You follow my motions. When I lean, you lean the same amount. You got it?”
Nodding briskly, Jamie’s body hummed with excitement. “Got it.”
“Okay. Let me get on first. At my nod, you’ll get on behind me. You ready?”
“Ready!”
Mounting, he righted the bike and started the engine before giving Jamie a chin lift. Once settled behind him, Wrangler twisted the throttle a couple times, revving the engine. His chest tightened at the same time his lips tilted upward at Jamie’s laughter.
Pulling into traffic, he headed toward one of the winding county roads. He’d take it easy, not intending to rush Jamie’s first ride. The feel of his son’s small arms wrapped around him sent an unexpected wave of emotion through Wrangler.
Feeling Jamie’s arms loosen, he glanced over his shoulder. “Don’t let go.”
Immediately, his son tightened his hold, voice rising above the rumble of the bike. “This is great. Can we go faster?”
“Not today, bud.” He felt Jamie lean closer to his ear.
“All right,” he groaned, causing a pang of longing to grow in Wrangler’s chest.
He’d missed so much. Too damn much, and most of it was his own fault. Anger still clung to him, but as each day passed, it was directed more at himself than Becca. Wrangler couldn’t put the blame on her when she’d tried to reach him. What she hadn’t done was reach out to his parents.
Belinda and Stuart McCord would’ve done whatever they could for Becca. During and after the pregnancy. All she had to do was make one phone call. Just one call and her life and Jamie’s would’ve been different.
The thought made him wonder about her parents and if they offered support. Wrangler remembered they had little money back when he and Becca were together. Since reconnecting with her, she hadn’t mentioned her family at all.
The roar of motorcycles behind them had Wrangler glancing into his mirror. They were too far away to make out any identifying marks, but a bad feeling shot through him.
As they got closer, he saw they wore cuts, his protective instincts roaring to life. He didn’t know if they belonged to Demons Blood or Night Devils, but they weren’t Eternal Brethren.
“Jamie!”
“Yeah?”
“Hold on tight!” The instant Jamie’s arms squeezed his waist, Wrangler picked up speed. The move surprised the group following them, giving him time to increase the distance between them. 
Making a turn, he took a two lane road out of town, again picking up speed as he headed to the Eternal Brethren clubhouse. Checking the mirror again, he saw the group gaining on him.
If he’d been alone, Wrangler would be riding full-out, leaving them far behind. With Jamie behind him, he refused to take the chance.
Seeing the clubhouse up ahead, he slowed, nodding at the brother guarding the gate. By the time he reached the entrance, the gate was already open, allowing him to pull around to the back. He killed the engine as Rock and Tracker walked toward them.
Getting off, he sent a meaningful look at Rock. “Keep him with you.” He didn’t wait for a reply before dashing back to the front. 
“Hey, buddy. It’s good to see you again.” Rock helped Jamie off the bike. “So you got a ride on your dad’s bike. How’d you like it?”
“Great. I want one just like his when I’m older.”
Setting a hand on Jamie’s shoulder, Rock glanced toward the front before taking the boy inside. Raider had already alerted them of a group of riders following Wrangler. Once he’d pulled into the clubhouse, the bikers had turned around, but not before Raider identified their cuts.
“How about I show you the gym? If you want to have your own bike, you’re going to need to put some meat on those skinny arms and legs.”
Jamie giggled, staring around the large front room of the clubhouse, unaware of the tension radiating off the men.
“Mom says I’m too young to go to the gym.” His eyes widened when he spotted the pool table.
Rock scanned the room, knowing the threat had disappeared when the bikers turned away. Still, the men stayed ready. Nothing should ever be assumed.
The front door opened, Wrangler going straight to Jamie and Rock, Tracker a few feet behind. Giving a quick shake of his head at Rock’s unspoken question, he set a hand on his son’s shoulder. “Thanks, Rock. Let Wrath know I need to talk to him before Jamie and I take off.”
“You got it. See you later, Jamie.”
“Bye, Rock.”
Wrangler looked down at his son. “What do you think of our clubhouse?”
“It’s cool. Rock said I could see the gym. Can we play pool afterward and go to the skate park?”
Chuckling, Wrangler ruffled his hair. “Whoa, dude. That’s a lot to squeeze in before dinner. How about we play pool today? I’ll take you to the park later this week.”
Confusion drew Jamie’s brows together. “You want to pick me up from school again?”
Ignoring the lump in his throat, Wrangler knelt down. “I’m your father, Jamie. I want to see you as often as you and your mom will let me.”
Looking away, Jamie didn’t say anything for a long moment before turning back. “I don’t want Mom to feel bad.”
Straightening, Wrangler guided his son toward the pool table. “Why would she feel bad?” He picked up one of the shorter cues, handing it to Jamie.
Studying the cue, he gripped it with both hands. “I’m all Mom has. We’re a team.”
“And she’ll think you’re changing teams if you and I spend time together?”
Lips tilting into a frown, Jamie nodded. “Maybe.”
“I’d never do anything to come between you and your mother. All I want is time to get to know you. I made a bad decision years ago, Jamie. I’m hoping you and your mom will give me a chance to make it up to both of you. Do you think I can have that chance?”
“I want to, but Mom is still mad that you left us. She tries to hide it, but she’s been crying a lot the last few days.” He looked up at Wrangler, his eyes clouded in misery. “I don’t like it when she’s sad.”
Neither did Wrangler. Guilt slammed into him. While he’d been out saving the country and playing hard, Becca had struggled as a single mother.
Wrangler had built his dream home, avoiding commitments, except those to his job and fellow SEALs. Becca and Jamie scraped by to pay for a two bedroom apartment with a balcony but no yard. He’d never felt as much a failure as he did looking into the distressed gaze of his son.
“Your mom should never be sad, Jamie. I’ll talk to her and make certain she’s okay with us spending time together. Would that be all right?”
“I guess so. Can we play pool now?”
Stifling a chuckle at the swift change of subject, Wrangler grabbed his own cue. “Do you want to rack the balls and take the break shot?”
Jamie’s face brightened. “Yeah!”
Standing back, Wrangler watched his son carefully rack the balls and aim, hearing the crack of the cue ball. It struck him how much older Jamie seemed compared to most nine-year-old boys. Quick smiles and unbridled enthusiasm didn’t hide his serious nature, or the way he protected Becca.
Wrangler guessed he’d suffered his share of disappointments. One being the fact he’d grown up without a father. Wrangler had great parents and two older brothers who loved him, would have his back without questioning the reason.
He wondered if Jamie had any buddies, boys he hung out with after school or met at the skate park. 
The crack of one ball crashing into another pulled his thoughts back to the game.
“I got a striped ball in the corner.” Jamie grinned, taking two more shots, pocketing the first, missing the second. “Darn.”
“Hey. You’re doing great. Seems I’ll have to up my game to win this one.”
Leaning on his cue, Jamie’s eyes sparkled as a grin split his face. “Good luck with that.”
 



Chapter Twelve
“I know I should’ve called and explained the situation, Mom. Honestly, the last few days have been overwhelming.”
“How did Quinn find out about Jamie?” Janet North’s voice crackled in and out. Mobile coverage south of Claraden had always been spotty.
Becca paced her small living room, brushing hair off her face while clutching the phone. “I took Jamie to the Burger Palace. Quinn walked in while we were there. We spoke for a few minutes, then he got up to leave. That’s when Jamie came running over and called me mom.”
“I’ll bet it didn’t take him long to put it all together. He was always a real smart boy.”
Gritting her teeth, Becca felt her stomach sink as she remembered the encounter. “Well, he’s turned into a real smart man. Not reliable or someone I could ever trust again, though.”
“Yet you trust him to pick up Jamie from school. And on a motorcycle. Your father and brother are not going to like that.”
“Then don’t tell them, Mom.”
“Becca, you know I tell your father everything.” There was a slight tremble in her voice.
“That isn’t quite true. You didn’t tell him or Austin about Jamie for months after he was born.”
“Austin was away in the Army, and your father would’ve grabbed his gun and gone after Quinn. I knew once he saw Jamie, he’d forget about his anger. So what are you going to do?”
Plopping onto the sofa, Becca rested her elbows on her knees. “About what?”
“Custody, of course. I’m assuming he’ll want Jamie in his life.”
Rubbing her temple, she sank back into the sofa. “He’s going to file for joint custody. And there’s some other news you should know. Cara is married to Caid.”
“Quinn’s oldest brother?”
“The same. I should’ve left town the instant I realized her last name was McCord.”
“You absolutely should not run from this, Becca. I know how much you’ve sacrificed raising Jamie alone.”
“Jamie’s not a sacrifice, Mom.”
“You know what I mean. A single mother gives up a lot, especially when there’s no financial support. It’s time you shared the load. It’s also time Jamie got to know Quinn.”
Closing her eyes, Becca continued rubbing her temple, getting no relief. “I can’t believe you’re on his side.”
“You’re twisting my meaning. I am not choosing sides. All I’m saying is you’ve carried the responsibility long enough. It’s time Quinn became a part of Jamie’s life, and that includes child support.”
“This isn’t about money.” Becca didn’t know if Quinn meant to help out or not, and couldn’t find it in herself to care. “I just want to do what’s right for Jamie.”
“I know you don’t trust him with your heart, but are you sure you trust him with my grandson?”
At the mention of her heart, the deceiving muscle began to thump in her chest. It had always been this way when she thought of Quinn. She reminded herself it meant nothing, only a surge of lust for a handsome boy who’d turned into an incredibly gorgeous man. Any woman’s heart would thrum at the sight of the tall, muscled man with a brilliant, charming smile.
“I can trust him with Jamie, Mom.”
“Then put the rest aside. Deal with joint custody and insist he help with money. Do his parents know about Jamie yet?”
Becca’s stomach churned at the thought of facing Belinda and Stuart McCord. They’d hate her for not letting them know of Jamie years ago.
“Quinn hasn’t mentioned it. I’m certain he would tell me if he planned to take Jamie to Freedom Meadow Ranch.”
“Well, it’s time they knew. They’re good people, no matter what your father believes.”
The strife between her father and Quinn’s had never seemed important until now. If she and Jamie stayed in Liberty Lake, there could be times both families got together for Jamie’s birthday, soccer games, or a hundred other reasons.
“What happened between them? I don’t recall a time Dad said anything nice about Mr. McCord.” She heard a deep sigh.
“It’s a long story. One I don’t like to talk about.”
“I don’t want to cause you any pain, but with Quinn knowing about Jamie, it’s important I understand the bad blood between them.” When her mother didn’t say anything, Becca forged on. “Please, Mom. Just enough so I know what to expect if we all get together.”
Janet let out a mirthless chuckle. “I doubt your father will ever agree to that.”
“The shortest version you want to give me. I don’t need details.”
After another long pause, Becca opened her mouth to speak, then shut it when her mother began to talk.
“All four of us attended high school in Claraden. I always had a crush on your father. It went back to the fourth grade, if I remember right. Anyway, Jonathon never noticed me. He only had eyes for Belinda. At the time, Jonny and Stuart were good friends. Neither knew the other wanted Belinda.” She stopped long enough to suck in a slow breath. “Belinda chose Stuart. Your father never got over it.”
Becca could her the resignation in her mother’s voice. “But he married you. Dad must love you.”
“Let’s just say he came to care about me over time. You’ve seen how we are together. Ours isn’t the passionate love Stuart and Belinda share.”
“Then why did you marry him?”
“It’s not important now, Becca. What’s done is done, and there’s no going back.”
A flash of understanding caused her throat to tighten. “It was because of Austin, wasn’t it?”
“As I said, there’s no point in rehashing what can’t be changed. I love you and Austin more than anything in the world. If I hadn’t married Jonny, you two wouldn’t be in my life. That’s something I won’t spend time considering.”
Her mother didn’t have to say the words. The truth came through in her voice and the way she refused to discuss it further.
“Now, tell me when I can see Jamie again. I can drive up to Liberty Lake this weekend.”
“That would be wonderful.” Becca’s thoughts moved to Quinn. “Would it be a problem if Quinn joins us for a little while? It might be good to have Jamie see you with his father, help him see Quinn’s not the enemy.” At least not Jamie’s enemy.
“If he’s with his father today, I doubt he views him as the enemy. That boy always had too much charm for his own good.”
Pursing her lips, she stood, walking to the sliding glass door leading to a tiny balcony. Leaning down, she rested her arms on the wrought iron railing. Her mother was right. Quinn had always been a charmer, and for a short period, all his interest had been directed at her. The loss caused another fissure to her heart.
“Given time, I think Jamie and Quinn will do fine.”
“It’s you I’m worried about, Becca. I know how much time you’ve put into raising Jamie. If half his time is spent with his father, you’ll go crazy if you haven’t figured out something else to do.”
A small smile curved her lips. “I forgot to tell you. I’m applying for law school.”
“That’s the best idea I’ve heard in a long time. Do you have a good chance of being accepted?”
“Cara thinks I do. She’s going to personally deliver the application to the admissions office tomorrow. There’s a chance I might be able to start the upcoming session.” Becca didn’t mention the grants or student loans she’d need.
“You’ll finally get your dream. I’m so happy for you. 
“Oh, I hear your father driving in. I’d better get dinner ready. You know how he is when he’s hungry. I love you, Becca, and I’ll see you Saturday.”
“Love you, too, Mom.”
Hanging up, she walked back inside, staring at the completed application. She had enough money set aside for the fee and books, but not nearly enough for tuition. Picking up the documents Cara would submit tomorrow, Becca wondered if this was the right thing to do.
She’d set aside emergency money, funds for weekend trips with Jamie, and a dismal amount should the chance arrive for her to enter law school. Her credit card carried a small balance, which she paid each month, but her limit wouldn’t cover much. Plus, the interest would be astronomical. But if she didn’t forge ahead this time, the opportunity would slip away.
Grabbing her laptop, Becca’s excitement rose as she began a search. No matter the cost, she was determined to go ahead, even if it meant stretching her meager savings. Cara had given her back the dream she’d lost years before, and no matter what, Becca would make it happen.

Wrangler pulled into an open spot not far from Becca’s apartment, glancing around as he dismounted. Jamie had already gotten off, a shit-eating grin on his face.
“This was one of the best days ever!”
Wrangler had to agree. The only person missing was Becca. He’d never been as acutely aware of all he’d lost as when he and Jamie finished their pizza. Jamie had shot toward the arcade area after spotting one of his friends. That was when the jolt of longing began.
Three women had approached his table, asking if Jamie was his son, their eyes sparkling a little too much. One had a daughter, one a son, and the third had come into the place alone. Before Becca came back into his life, he wouldn’t have hesitated to go after one, or all three.
Watching his son laugh as he focused on the foosball table, Wrangler couldn’t think about any woman except Becca. It had only been a few days, but he’d already come to terms with the choice he’d made and the severe consequences of the selfish decision. It had cost him not only the woman he still loved, but years without the son who’d already come to mean a great deal to him.
Who was he kidding? Wrangler loved Jamie. Would die for his son.
“One of the best days for me, too.”
“Maybe Mom can come with us next time.” Jamie grinned up at him as they took the stairs to the second level. “We could get burgers. She loves ‘em with fries and a chocolate milkshake. She calls it our special night out. One time, we even went to a fancy place and got steaks. That was huge!”
Wrangler wondered if everything Jamie said would twist his gut. Burgers and fries signaled a big night out for Jamie, while steaks were Wrangler’s common fare. Reaching the apartment door, he put a hand on his son’s shoulder, stopping him.
“Do you think your mom would want to go to a steakhouse with us sometime?”
Jamie’s eyes sparkled with excitement. “She’d love it. Can we ask her now?”
“How about we see how it goes after we get inside? If it seems right, I’ll ask her about going Friday night. Sound good?”
“Yeah. Real good.” Grabbing a key from a pocket in his backpack, Jamie opened the door. “Mom, we’re back!” He dropped the backpack on the floor before running into the living room.
Looking up from her computer, Becca opened her arms for a hug. “Did you have a good time?” She hadn’t let her gaze stray toward the front door, unsure of how she’d react if Quinn stood there.
“It was sooo awesome. Wrangler’s bike is the best. I want one just like it when I’m sixteen. And we got to go to the clubhouse. Did you know they have a gym and a pool table and a cooler where anyone can take a soda? You’ve got to see it, Mom.” He shifted toward the door. “Can we take her there sometime, Wrangler?”
Taking a cautious step forward, Wrangler met Becca’s gaze, seeing nothing resembling the hatred expected. Instead, she looked relieved.
“Maybe someday, bud. He’s already eaten.”
“But I can eat again, Mom.”
A short chuckle burst from her lips before she could stop it. “There’s leftover chicken in the refrigerator. Do you have homework?”
“Nope. I finished it in class.” Leaving them behind, he rounded the corner into the kitchen.
Wrangler took another step toward her, unsure of any mental barriers she may have established about him being in her home. “He did great. Did what I asked. Never complained.” Shoving both hands into his pockets, he took a moment to look at her, drink her in the way he used to. He nodded at the computer. “Work?”
Pulling her attention from him, she stared at the screen. “Um…no. I’m searching for student loans.”
“Yeah?” Walking closer, he nodded at the other end of the sofa. “Mind if I sit down for minute?” When she hesitated, he took a step back.
“It’s all right to sit down, Quinn.”
Lowering himself down, he stretched out his legs, allowing for plenty of space between them. “Are you going back to school?”
“Cara’s encouraging me to start law school. She’s offered to take my application to the admissions office tomorrow.”
“That’s great, Bec. Really great.”
His reaction surprised her. “You think so?”
“Hell yeah.” He winced, glancing over his shoulder toward the kitchen, lowering his voice. “You’ve wanted to be an attorney as long as I can remember. It’s time you got your chance.” Another of those unending flashes of guilt coursed through him. “So you’re looking for loans?”
“Have to. My savings will cover the admission fees and books. Tuition?” She shook her head. “I’m searching for a loan that can be expedited. If they accept me, I’ll be able to start the next session, which is just a few weeks away. The problem is they won’t let me begin classes unless I pay my tuition or have an approved loan.”
“Let me pay it for you.”
The look she shot him said more than words ever could. “Absolutely not.”
“Why?”
“For one, you don’t have that kind of money. And two, I don’t want a dime from you.”
Wrangler didn’t allow her outburst to faze him. “How much is it?”
Smirking, she tapped a few keys on the computer, then turned the screen in his direction. “That’s for a year.”
“Whew. That’s a lot. But not a problem. How much of it do you need now?”
Becca’s jaw dropped open. She wanted to tell him, verging on accepting the money. 
 “It doesn’t matter because I’m not letting you pay for it.”
Resting his arm across the back of the sofa, he leaned closer. “I’ve got the money, Bec, and I want to do this for you.”
She shook her head. “No.”
“Then let me pay for the upcoming session so you don’t have to worry about a loan.”
Swallowing, she stared at the screen, focusing on the outlandish amount required for a law degree. “I can’t, Quinn.”
“I’m not asking for anything from you, and this isn’t some kind of bribe to see Jamie more often. I plan to file for joint custody this week, so that’s not an issue.”
Becca’s startled gaze met his, eyes changing from anger to…what? Sorrow? Standing, she crossed her arms, glaring down at him. “I’m not taking your money. Period. This is my dream, and I’m paying for it myself. Now, if you don’t mind, I’ve got stuff to do.” Ignoring the flash of pain on his face, she dropped her arms, stepping over his legs on her way to the front door.
Shoving out of the sofa, he headed to the kitchen. “Gotta head out, bud.”
“So soon? I thought maybe you and Mom, well…could spend time together like you did with me.”
“That isn’t possible, Jamie. I have work to do, so he has to go.” Becca grimaced at the bitchy tone in her voice. “Look, how about Quinn picks you up from school again this week?” She turned to look at Wrangler. “If it’s all right with you.”
The mission he’d be heading out for had him hopping a helo at five in the morning and didn’t know when he’d get back. “How about Friday?”
“Yeah!” Jamie pumped his fist into the air.
Her heart simultaneously swelled and broke at their son’s enthusiasm. Their son. The thought had her glancing away before finding the courage to look at Wrangler.
“Friday it is. Do you need me to leave anything at the school for you?”
Wrangler shot a vigilant look at Jamie. “How about we go fishing?”
“Really! That would be great.”
Becca looked between the two. “Old clothes it is.”
“If it’s all right with Rock, we’ll use his boat. You’ll have to wear a PFD, buddy.”
Brows scrunching together, Jamie cocked his head. “A what?”
“Personal flotation device. You know. A life jacket. Pack a pair of board shorts for him, Bec.”
She really wished he wouldn’t use the pet name he’d called her all those years ago. “Sure.”
“Guess I’d better take off. See you Friday.”
Jamie’s infectious smile kicked Wrangler in the gut. “See you Friday.”
Heading to the door, he stopped and turned around. “Think about the money.” He held up a hand when she started to argue. “I know you hate me, Bec. Hate the fact I’m back in your life and Jamie’s, but the money comes without strings. If you need it, all you have to do is send me a message and it’s yours.”
 



Chapter Thirteen
Quinn’s gaze moved over Becca’s naked body before deepening the kiss, one hand stroking over her stomach. “So soft. So perfect,” he breathed against her mouth, his fingers playing with the soft curls at the apex of her thighs.
Leaning down, he took one peaked nipple into his mouth, suckling. Becca squirmed, arching into him, silently telling him what she wanted. A soft chuckle, the warm breath fanning her breast, was his reply.
“Please, Quinn.”
“I won’t be rushed tonight, Bec.” Stroking her damp folds, he continued to suckle, pushing two fingers inside her heat. Rocking against his intrusion, her deep moans shot through him, intensifying his own need.
He kissed her fiercely until passion consumed him. Lowering his head, he caressed her breasts and the valley between, his control slipping. He moved lower, kissing every part of her with sweet tenderness and rampant need. Covering her with his body, he positioned himself above her and thrust inside.
Wrapping her legs around him, she met each thrust, her pleasure wild and heated. Slipping a hand between them, he circled her clit, massaging fiercely until he felt her body stiffen. On a rush of ecstasy, she screamed his name, her breath coming in ragged gasps. Unable to hold back any longer, he found his own release.

Moisture dripping from his face, Wrangler’s eyes opened to slits, sheets wrapped so tight they confined his legs. Reaching out, he felt the cold, empty touch of reality. What had felt so real, so achingly perfect, had been nothing but a dream.
Swallowing the ache, he closed his eyes, swiping at one errant tear. The same dream, with minor variations, had plagued him for years. After finding her again, they became more frequent, intensifying with each passing night.
He’d wake alone, feeling a deep sense of loss and regret. Wrangler had taken hundreds of women to his bed over the last ten years, none giving him the solace he needed. Only one woman could fill the cavernous ache, yet she wanted nothing to do with him.
Covering his eyes with an arm, he thought of the dream, the incredible satisfaction of being in her arms again. Thoughts drifting, he once again wondered if Becca remembered their passion-filled nights, afternoons of lovemaking. Did she ever think about them?

Phoenix
“Do you want to tell me how those fuckin’ idiots you sent to the office didn’t find the file?” Victor had been raging for the last five minutes over the lack of progress in Liberty Lake.
He and Dorn had been so certain the file would be found, he’d left town for several days, comfortable in the knowledge their men would take care of the problem. Victor now wished he’d taken a few more antacids after breakfast.
“Wish I had the answer,” Dorn said. “After searching her apartment and finding nothing, it seemed logical the bitch would stuff it among the files in the law office.”
“But you didn’t go along on that one, did you, Dorn?” Victor tossed back his second whiskey before ten in the morning, swallowing a couple antacids. “Instead, you left it up to that sonofabitch Burn and his men.”
“He assured me the best men would be sent.”
“Fuck, Dorn. His best men didn’t even know to disable the security cameras.”
Dorn had paid one of the security guards well for a chance to review the footage. The amount had increased when he’d sent the guard for coffee, giving Dorn time to erase the images of the men wearing Night Devil cuts.
“They’re muscle-bound, slack-brained imbeciles,” Victor thundered. “Might as well have sent in a couple high schoolers. At least they’d have known to kill the cameras and take the computers. Burn’s men didn’t even have the intelligence to do that.” Stalking to one of the large windows, he pulled back the curtain, gazing out on his lush backyard garden. Sucking in a long breath, he attempted to calm himself before he’d be forced to swallow the bottle of pills before lunch.
“I’ll take one of our men and try again.”
Dropping the curtain, he whirled around. “No. They’ll be watching.”
“They didn’t check Miss North’s desk last time.”
“Are you fucking kidding me? Why the hell not?” Rubbing his forehead, Victor began pacing, a sure sign he was going to completely lose it if he didn’t regain control.
“According to Burn, the drawers were locked and weren’t the size to hold files. Plus the barking of a couple coyotes who chose that exact time to run through the parking lot.” Dorn stifled a chuckle, knowing Victor would take his head off. His boss didn’t have a humorous gene in his body. “They scrambled out of there in case the guards came nosing around.”
Shoving himself away from the edge of Victor’s desk, he moved a few more feet away from the man. If his boss had one of his infamous volcanic eruptions, Dorn didn’t want to be any closer than three yards.
“That’s why I need to go back. The file isn’t in her apartment or in the lawyer’s office. Unless she’s got it stashed in a safe deposit box, it’s got to be in her desk. My guess is it’s sitting in one of the drawers, buried under several bags of corn chips.”
Victor snorted at the reminder of Rebecca’s favorite snack. She had bags stuffed in her car, purse, the desk at her previous job. He’d even found a stash in his kitchen. To his knowledge, they were the only vice the green-eyed beauty had.
“What a fuckin’ mess.” Pacing back to his desk, Victor sat down, massaging the growing ache at his temples. “I want you out of it for now.”
“If not me, what’s your solution? We can’t sit around and do nothing. What she has could destroy all we’ve worked for…and get us killed if the wrong people learn of its existence.”
“Everything inside the file is coded. The Night Devils never would’ve been able to decipher it. That’s why they were a good choice.”
“Quintero does have the talent within his organization. If he finds out you kept the important shit in a file, our lives will be as worthless as your ex-girlfriend’s.”
Victor’s gaze rose to meet Dorn’s, his eyes narrowed and menacing. “No one is to kill Becca. She took the file as protection so I wouldn’t come after her.”
“So you’ve finally decided she did take it.” Dorn felt a slight measure of gratification.
“You were right. No one else had the chance or would’ve been as bold. But I guarantee she won’t use it unless she feels her life or her son’s is in danger.”
“Fine,” Dorn said. “We rough her up enough to confess where she hid it and leave her with a stern warning. I’ll go. You know I can scare the hell out of Satan himself if the job demands it.”
Lifting his hands to smooth back his hair, Victor’s stoic features were as hard as granite. “I wouldn’t take that bet, my friend.”
“Are you saying we shouldn’t frighten her enough to give it up?”
Victor’s face softened a little. “Not at all. I’ve always wondered if the straight-laced beauty enjoyed it rough. Perhaps I should be the one to go.”
“Not a chance, Victor. You need to stay as far away from Liberty Lake, and Miss North, as possible.”
“Very well.” Leaning forward, he rested both arms on top of the desk. “Rough her up enough to get her to talk, but do not mar her face, break any bones, or cause permanent damage. Take one of our men to keep watch while you get the information, then have him stay with her while you retrieve the file. Afterward, she’ll never hear from us again.”
Rubbing his jaw, Dorn nodded. “If that’s what you want.”
“I do. Rebecca may be the only decent woman I’ve ever had in my life. A flower in a thick sea of weeds, Dorn. Do you understand?”
His confidante nodded, even though he didn’t understand Victor’s infatuation with the woman. Yes, she was stunning. Unlike most women Victor chose, she was smart and dedicated to her son. Still, she was just another woman threatening to ruin their lives.
“Understood.” Standing, he headed toward the door.
“Dorn?”
“Yeah?”
“Heed my warning. You’re not to do more than scare Rebecca enough to give up the location of the file. Anything more and you’ll deal with me.”

Liberty Lake
Fighting another sleepless night, Becca couldn’t get Quinn’s parting words out of her head. If you need it, all you have to do is send me a message and it’s yours. Stubborn pride and hurt had once again colored her reaction to him. An extremely generous offer with nothing expected in return. 
She should’ve been gracious and accepted. Instead, Becca had been obstinate, wary about taking anything from him. If he wanted to use his money on Jamie, she’d accept it with genuine thanks. Using his money on her couldn’t happen. Becca may not hate him, but love and trust were no longer possible. Not after all the years he’d never made one attempt to find her.
Kicking off the covers, she shrugged into a flannel shirt before plodding to the kitchen in a state she considered too tired to sleep. Making a cup of chamomile tea, she cradled it in the palms of both hands, staring out the kitchen window to the dark, star-studded night.
When they’d been together, she and Wrangler used to lounge outside on similar nights, counting stars while making up stories of their future. At the time, a future which included them together. Over the years, Becca had never allowed herself to count stars again, telling herself it had been a silly, naïve activity. Fine for a young woman of nineteen. Foolish for a single mother of twenty-one with the responsibility of a small baby. Never again would she allow herself to be drawn into fantasies which held no place in the real world.
Lowering herself onto the sofa, she set the cup down, dragging the laptop forward. An hour later, she was still sleepy and no closer to a loan with such a short timeframe. Closing the laptop in frustration, she picked up the now cold cup, finishing it in three swallows.
“Take it a step at a time,” she whispered, knowing living the mantra wouldn’t happen. If she was accepted with no funds allowing her to register, she’d be no better off than right now. Letting out an irritated groan, she returned to the kitchen.
“Mama.” Jamie’s sleepy voice came from around the corner. When tired, scared, or needing comfort, he always called her mama, the same as he’d done when he was little.
“I’m here.”
Rubbing his eyes, he walked into her open arms. “Why are you up so early?”
Becca felt a smile tug at her lips. “Couldn’t sleep. Did I wake you?”
“No.” Taking a small step back, Jamie looked up at her. “I like him.”
She didn’t have to ask to know who he meant, wishing she could feel the same. “That’s good.”
“Everyone at the clubhouse likes him. A lot, Mom.”
“I’m not surprised. Quinn always made friends easily.” Both women and men, she didn’t add. 
“Why doesn’t he love us anymore?”
Closing her eyes, Becca let the pain wash over her, wishing she had an answer. There was one thing she knew for certain.
“He does loves you, Jamie. Very much.”
“But not you?"
Feeling her throat strain to work, she shook her head. “No. Not me.” The three short words pulsed with emotion.
“I love you. Why can’t he?”
This wasn’t what she wanted to face a few hours before sunrise. She needed sleep, as did Jamie. “Sometimes people fall out of love. Your father, well, he…” 
Becca had always done her best not to lie to her son. Right now, she wasn’t certain the truth would do anything except damage Quinn’s image in Jamie’s heart.
“We were young. Your father had big dreams and wasn’t ready to get married. Instead of taking our love with him, he left it behind. I think he believed I’d meet someone else, fall in love, and forget him.”
“You didn’t.”
“No one I met ever measured up to him. Besides, I gave all my love to you when your father left.”
“What if he changes his mind and wants to love you again?”
She stifled her incredulous answer at such an absurd question. “He won’t. He has a new life now. It wouldn’t surprise me if he’s seeing someone.”
Jamie’s nose scrunched, mouth twisting in disgust. “You mean a girlfriend?”
“Well, he is handsome and smart. Most women would love to be his girlfriend.”
The hint of a smile crossed his face. “Maybe you could be his girlfriend, Mom.”
Choking out a laugh, she once again shook her head. “I’m afraid that isn’t an option any longer.” Although a tiny part of Becca desperately wanted a second chance, she knew the thought had never crossed Quinn’s mind.
“He loves you, Jamie, and that’s what’s important. He wants to be a dad and spend more time with you. Isn’t that great?” Becca forced a smile she didn’t feel.
“Okay.” His resigned tone had her tensing.
“Don’t you want to spend more time with him?”
“Yeah, but I want you to be with us, too.”
“Ah, Jamie. I wish snapping my fingers would bring you the family you deserve. I’m afraid you’re stuck with me.”
“And Wrangler.”
“You’ll have a mother and a father. We just won’t be living in the same place. Besides, your dad has a big, beautiful home right by the lake. Did he show you his horses?”
Eyes widening, Jamie shook his head. “He has real horses?”
“Cara said he has two and is buying another. They were in the barn when we went there last Sunday. I’ll bet if you asked, he’d show them to you.” She could see the excitement grow on Jamie’s face.
“Will he let me ride one?”
“Maybe.” Reaching out, she stroked a hand over hair so much like his father’s it made her heart ache. “We should get back to bed. Morning will be coming real soon.”
Grateful Jamie didn’t argue or ask more questions, she followed him down the hall and into his bedroom. “Can you get back to sleep?”
His mouth opening in a wide yawn gave her the answer. “Night, Mom.”
Leaning down, she brushed a kiss across his forehead. “Goodnight. Sleep fast.”
The giggle at their shared joke raised her spirits. Heading across the hall, she burrowed herself under the sheets, hoping sleep would claim her.
Instead, she thought over what Jamie had revealed. It didn’t surprise her that he wanted a relationship with his father. It was every boy’s dream. At nine, the two had lots of time ahead of them. Even if he didn’t have a girlfriend now, Becca knew someday he’d meet a woman and fall in love. Real love this time, not the kind so easily left behind.
Chest squeezing at the pain she tried so hard to hide from Jamie, a tear rolled down her cheek, followed by another, then another. It was going to be so hard to share custody. At some point, she’d drop Jamie off or he’d pick him up and there’d be a woman with Quinn. A woman who would share his life.
Burying her face into the pillow, she let the sobs come. Until moving to Liberty Lake, she hadn’t cried over Quinn in years. Now she couldn’t stop.
A memory from the summer after her senior year of high school skittered across her mind. He’d completed his sophomore year in college, had a summer job, but came home for a few days to celebrate her eighteenth birthday.
The second day, they’d shared a blanket at the edge of a stream, fishing poles in their hands. Each fish caught triggered another heavy make-out session. The next night, he’d gotten a motel room. It was the first time they’d made love. She had almost two more years of his attention before he left. Those three years together had been the most wonderful of her life. Becca learned his love had been too good to be true.
 



Chapter Fourteen
Santa Maria Mountains
West of Liberty Lake
Fargo crouched, securing the last of the explosives under a corner of the ramshackle cabin north of Wood Trap. It had taken less than half an hour to place explosives at the back corners, doing recon at the same time.
He spoke into his comm unit. “Charges placed at rear corners. Eight tangos spotted. All in the front. No children. Repeat, no children. Back door is unlocked. On my way to you.”
“Roger,” Rock answered. He and Gunner waited fifty yards north of the cabin, ready to advance after Fargo returned to his position. “Did you get that, Ghost?”
“Affirmative. In position. Waiting for your go, Rock.”
From the south, Ghost, Wrangler, and Tracker had belly crawled toward the ramshackle cabin, night vision goggles giving them an excellent view of the front. Since securing their position, not one of the tangos had emerged to check the area.
Sloppy or lazy. Maybe both.
“We’re moving in,” Rock said.
“Movement inside,” Ghost answered. Peering through his night vision binoculars, he watched two tangos engaged in what appeared to be a heated discussion. Both held AK-47s, headbands pulled low to cover their eyebrows. He’d begun to lower the binoculars, halting at a burst of gunfire. Shouts and confusion followed.
“One of the tangos shot the other. Go! Go! Go! We’ll draw their attention to the front.”
“Affirmative, Ghost,” Rock said.
Fargo’s voice came through the comm unit. “Detonating charges. Three, two, one.”
Blasts tore into the back walls of the cabin, flames quickly moving through the wood structure. The tangos burst through the front door, weapons at their sides.
“Drop your weapons!” Rock looked to his left and right, seeing Wrangler and Tracker holding positions on their bellies, their UMP45s aimed at the front.
Before Rock could yell the warning a second time, the tangos raised their rifles and fired.
“Stupid fuckers,” Wrangler muttered before checking the scope and firing. Rock and Tracker joined him, each taking down one tango before the others raced back inside. “Four down. Four more to go.”
Before the door slammed behind them, Fargo’s voice came through their comm units. “Hold your positions. Detonating another charge.”
This one blew from underneath the house, shooting a funnel of flames through the middle of the structure. Terrorized screams rose above the swooshing sound of flames.
“Come out,” Wrangler muttered.
As if the remaining tangos had heard his words, the front door burst open. Rifles were thrown outside, followed by three men stumbling to the steps, jumping for safety at a fourth blast.
“What the hell was that, Fargo?” Ghost asked.
“Not mine. Probably propane from the stove,” he answered.
“Where’s the fourth man?” Tracker asked no one in particular.
Rock adjusted his earpiece. “One tango missing. Watch your six.”
Rising from their prone positions, Wrangler, Rock, and Tracker stayed low, moving as one unit toward the men on the ground. Stopping several feet away, Rock kicked one of the men in the side.
“Hands behind your heads.” They complied with Rock’s order as quickly as men could after surviving four blasts. “Where’s your buddy?”
When no one responded, he used his size fourteen boot to provide some persuasion.
“Dead.”
Glancing up at the cabin engulfed in flames, Wrangler knew anyone left inside couldn’t have survived. “Let’s get them moving before anything else explodes.”
Securing their hands with zip ties, Wrangler, Tracker, and Gunner yanked them up, marching the three toward their pick-up location. Rock, Ghost, and Fargo stayed behind long enough to do a quick recon. The fierce flames prohibited any attempt to drag the bodies off the porch.
“Let’s get out of here.” Ghost nodded toward the location the helo would be landing. 
“Get down.” Rock’s warning had them shoving their prisoners to the ground before all three lifted their UMPs and whipped around. The man they’d thought dead crawled out the door, a rifle still clutched in his blackened hand.
“Shit. I knew we should’ve brought Moses or Doc.” Ghost mentioned their medic and doctor as he stepped forward, never lowering his weapon. “Fargo, stay with the prisoners.”
“Roger that.”
Rock approached the cabin a few feet to the side of Ghost, watching the man’s life seep from him. By the way he tried and failed to suck in air, Rock knew nothing would save him. His lungs were ruined. He was suffocating.
By the time they got to within a few feet of the porch, the man gave up his fight for air.
Ghost shot a look at Rock. “Let’s get away from this inferno and meet the helo. I’m more than ready to blow this place before the Forest Service arrives.”

Wrangler kept his weapon trained on the prisoners, scanning the eastern sky for the helo. The bird was late, a rare occurrence. Glancing behind him, he had a clear view of the dying flames over the low shrubs. This part of the Santa Maria Range was more arid than a mile farther along. There, the desert terrain transformed into forested trails. The NVGs and low landscape made it easy to spot Rock, Ghost, and Fargo running toward them. 
The familiar sounds of an approaching helo caught his attention. “Two minutes,” he called out. “Shit.”
“What is it?” Tracker followed Wrangler’s gaze. “Sonofabitch. Our window of opportunity is closing fast.”
“It’s a fuckin’ Sikorsky S-70.” Gunner looked back at the prisoners, giving them a warning glare. “The Forest Service sure got on this fast.”
“We’ve got company coming,” Wrangler said as Rock, Ghost, and Fargo joined them.
Ghost contacted their helo using the comm unit. “Unfriendlies coming up on your six.”
“Saw them,” the pilot shouted back. “This will be a quick landing and takeoff. Toss the packages in, load yourselves, and I’ll rocket out of there.”
“Damn, but I love that gal.” A broad smile crossed Gunner’s face. Grayson had sent their favorite lady pilot. A part of the admiral’s staff, she’d been assigned as their primary pilot, and was one of the few people under his command who knew the truth about Eternal Brethren.
“Yeah, I’d ride in her cockpit anytime.”
“Shut the fuck up, Fargo.”
“Knock it off. One minute before the bird sets down, and another before it takes off.” Ghost checked his watch. “Shove these assholes inside and jump in behind them. We don’t want to delay our favorite lady.”
Adrenaline rising, tension buzzed around the team. They couldn’t let the crew of the S-70 get close enough to identify them.
They turned their faces away as the helo made a steady approach, kicking up dirt. The instant the pilot gave a thumbs up, the men shot into action. Ghost grabbed the pants and collar of one tango, throwing him through the wide opening, climbing in behind him. Gunner and Tracker did the same with the other two, jumping inside. Rock and Fargo followed, Wrangler a second behind them.
Ghost’s chin lift signaled the pilot to take off, racing away a few short minutes before the S-70 began their approach. When the helo reached altitude, the men relaxed. Scooting forward, Gunner leaned into the cockpit.
“Nice moves, Lieutenant Commander Montero.”
A slow grin curved Sage’s lips. “Thank you, Chief Petty Officer Henson.”
“Did you come all the way from Coronado?”
“Not this time. Grayson received permission for us to fly out of Luke AFB. I think he’s looking for a place closer to Liberty Lake. Until then, Luke is a good compromise.”
“What’s our drop point?”
“Two minutes ahead at a small airstrip. My understanding is Sheriff McCord and his deputies will be meeting you. Commander McCord will have a vehicle to take your crew home.”
“Then you’ll head back to Luke?”
“The admiral has us returning to Coronado.” Sage patted the control panel. “This baby is scheduled for full maintenance, which means I’ll be flying another bird for a few weeks.”
Considering his words, Gunner charged ahead with what he’d been wanting to ask for a couple years. “A few of us are heading your way next week for another round of training. We always have dinner at the Brigantine one night.”
“Is that a fact?”
Rubbing the back of his neck, Gunner nodded. “Yes, ma’am, it is. Maybe you’d care to join us.”
She held up her hand, adjusting her headset. “Roger that, Sheriff McCord. We’re cleared to land.”
Gunner knew the drill. All her concentration would be centered on a safe landing, deployment of passengers, and a swift exit toward Coronado. He’d be lucky to get another two words out of her.
“Yes.”
Blinking, Gunner looked up at her. “Yes?”
“Yes. I’d like to have dinner with you.”

“You’re the man, Gunner.” Wrangler laughed, the others joining in as they bumped along a winding road toward their clubhouse.
“Balls of steel is what he’s got.” Tracker slapped him on the back. “About time you made a move.”
Gunner still looked gobsmacked. He’d been working up the courage to ask Sage out for months. No, years. Scrubbing a hand down his face, he did his best to ignore the friendly barbs.
“Kind of hard to ask a lady out when she’s based in Coronado.”
“Au contraire.” Tracker, their resident linguist, had a working knowledge of several languages, although he hardly used them outside a mission. “Banner, one of our newer guys, dates women in Southern California all the time.”
“Did date them,” Wrath corrected from the driver’s seat. “I got wind of it and put a hard stop on those trips.” Chuckling, he glanced behind him. “Found out the kid was taking off late Fridays and returning about five in the morning on Mondays. He hid it for a couple months. Until I caught him sleeping more than once in the ops center at the clubhouse. Banner was with a different woman every weekend.”
“Hell, I don’t even remember those days.”
“That’s because you never found a woman interested in you, Fargo.” Wrangler winced at the solid slap to the back of his head. “Hey. Just telling the truth as I remember it.”
Rock narrowed his gaze on Wrangler. “As I recall, it was you who had one woman on Fridays and a different one on Saturdays. The next weekend, there’d be two more. You were a real randy sonofabitch.”
Forcing a laugh, Wrangler fell silent. He’d been thinking about the past few years a lot lately, feeling the sting of how he’d jumped from bed to bed, uncaring if the women wanted more. Even though Wrangler explained to each he had no interest in more than one night, few believed him. In their minds, he used them, leaving shortly after their heated round of sex.
Heated round of meaningless sex.

What a waste. All that time, he could’ve been with Becca and Jamie. Should’ve been with them, being the father his son deserved, and the husband Becca needed.
“Are you seeing Jamie again this week?”
Ghost’s question had Wrangler shoving aside his round of self-flagellation. “I pick him up from school tomorrow. We’re heading to Rock’s to go fishing.” His plan to call Cara and start joint custody proceedings remained unsaid. “Hope to take him and Becca out to dinner afterward.”
Wrath shot him a look, as did Rock and Ghost. Everyone in the van knew of his history with Becca. How he’d been a real sonofabitch. To their credit, they’d kept silent on the subject. It didn’t help. He’d known all of them long enough to read the expressions on their faces. No matter their personal feelings, each one would always have his back.
It was way past time he had Becca’s.
 



Chapter Fifteen
Wrangler sipped the strong black coffee before sunrise Friday morning, thoughts of the mission, Jamie, and Becca jumbled together in his head. It had been a long, confusing week. He doubted it would improve.
The debrief at the clubhouse had angered all six of the Brethren who’d risked their lives to bring in three live tangos. According to Wrath, they’d been handed bad intel. The location of the cell had been accurate. The timing had been a complete load of crap.
Grayson had been on the phone during the debrief, every other word an overt oath against the traitorous Fed who’d provided corrupt information, purposely sending them on a fool’s mission.
The admiral had already grilled the FBI Director, making certain the man knew the elite undercover team wouldn’t go on another mission unless every scrap of intel had been vetted through three separate sources. A requirement everyone, including Grayson, knew to be impossible.
It was meant to underscore the severity of the admiral’s displeasure. The deployment of high-level resources should be reserved for the most critical missions. Assignments fully vetted and approved by the Secretary of the Navy. The night’s operation hadn’t been passed by SECNAV, a mistake the FBI Director agreed wouldn’t happen again.
What Wrath and his men believed to be a holding spot for kidnapped children on their way to Mexico turned into a round-up of cell members. They’d missed the young boys by twenty-four hours. Hours which each man knew meant the abducted youngsters were already on their way to Thailand or Indonesia.
In their minds, the mission was a miserable failure. It didn’t matter the intel had been tainted. What mattered was they hadn’t saved the children from a life sure to be filled with misery. The reality sickened each of the Brethren.
The meeting adjourned at two in the morning, the men returning home for a few hours’ sleep before reporting back to the clubhouse at eight. Wrangler hoped the others had been able to get the shut-eye which eluded him. His exhaustion hadn’t been enough to shut down his overactive mind.
What if one of the abducted boys had been Jamie? Would he be lying in bed, hoping for sleep if his son had been on his way overseas, destined to be sold to the highest bidder?
Wrangler didn’t have to guess at the answer. If it were Jamie, he’d do everything in his power to find his son, legal or not.
Checking the time, he set down his cup, grabbing his phone off the counter. The time had come to contact Cara. He’d already made his intentions clear to Becca. This morning’s call would be a formality, a trigger for his sister-in-law to prepare joint custody documents.
“Hey, Wrangler.”
“Morning, Cara. Sorry to call so early. Do you have a few minutes?”
“First, you can call anytime. Second, Caid just left, so I imagine you’re close to taking off, too. What do you need?”
“Are you still good with filing for me to have joint custody of Jamie?”
A few moments of silence ensued, making him wonder if she had changed her mind about acting on his behalf. He knew finding another family law attorney wouldn’t be difficult. Still, he’d prefer working with Cara.
“If you’re sure it’s what you want, then yes. I’ll start the paperwork as soon as I get into the office. Does Becca know your intent?”
Blowing out a breath, he stared out the picture window toward the lake. “Yes. I don’t believe she’ll fight it.”
“Let’s hope she doesn’t.”
The comment surprised him. “What does that mean?”
“If Becca does contest it, I’m certain it will be on the grounds your membership in an outlaw motorcycle gang makes you an unfit parent. Truthfully, I doubt she’ll go that route. If she does, we can work around it, but you need to know the risk.”
“We discussed it all before.”
“Yes, we did. Still, it’s my job to bring it up again so you’re prepared for the worst. Since you won’t be able to admit the real reason for the Eternal Brethren, we’d have to attack it from the angle your membership doesn’t preclude you from being a good father.”
“I’m not backing down, Cara.”
“Didn’t expect you to. I’ll work on the filing myself. Will you be letting Becca know, or would you like me to tell her when she arrives in the office this morning?” When he didn’t immediately respond, Cara offered a possible solution. “Why don’t you let me tell her? I’ve got some good news I’ll give her before telling Becca of your request.”
“What kind of good news?”
“I should tell her first, but you’ve got a vested interest in this. Becca’s been accepted to law school. She’ll start classes in a few weeks.”
A whoosh of air left his lungs. “That’s great. She deserves this chance.”
“I’m glad you think so. To be honest, I didn’t know if you’d be supportive or not.”
He tried to tamp down the irritation at her comment. “What makes you think Becca going back to school would be a problem?”
“For one, she’ll be relying on you to help with Jamie.”
“Done.”
“That’s good to hear. Two, she might need some financial help.”
“I already offered, Cara. She turned me down flat. Didn’t even agree to consider it.”
“Maybe I can help. The dean agreed to give her a discount based on her employment with me. She might even increase the discount if I’m able to present the case you’re active military. However, that could create a whole other thunderstorm.”
“Don’t go there, Cara. Grayson would skin me alive, and Becca would throw a fit. Besides, we aren’t married, so the fact I’m Navy won’t matter.”
“Agreed. Just wanted you to know the options. Regardless, I’d have to get Becca’s permission.”
“Which she won’t give. Stick with the employment option.” Rubbing his chin, Wrangler considered another option. “What’s the discount the dean is offering?”
“Fifteen percent off tuition.”
“What about telling Becca the discount is forty percent and I’ll pay the additional amount.”
“Absolutely not, Wrangler. She’s a smart woman. It wouldn’t take her long to figure out what’s going on. When it happens, I’d lose a wonderful paralegal, and you might as well forget any chance of ever getting her back.”
“Getting her back?”
“You don’t fool me or Wrath. You’ve been in love with Becca all these years. My guess is you’ve been wrestling with guilt a long time. It’s why you haven’t been able to move on. You’ve never gotten over her.”
Well, fuck. His brother’s wife always seemed to get right to the heart of any matter. It was why Cara was such a good attorney.
“It doesn’t matter what I want or how much I regret the decision I made ten years ago. Becca will never forgive me. I’m fortunate she lets me have time with Jamie.”
“You’re going to have to stop allowing the guilt to eat you up. I don’t approve of how you went about breaking things off with Becca, but I do understand it.”
Massaging the back of his neck, he lowered himself into a chair, resting his elbows on the table. “What I did was selfish and cruel.”
“Yes, it was. But your reasons were sound.”
Wrangler no longer believed that. “I loved Becca, yet I walked away and never contacted her again. What kind of man does that make me, Cara? A fuckin’ sonofabitch. I look in the mirror and hate the image staring back at me. Regret every damn day I didn’t write or call her. And there’s nothing I can do to get those days back.”
“What you can do is take it a day at a time. Be a good father to Jamie, and by your actions, show Becca she can trust you again. And one more thing…”
“Yeah?”
“Tell Becca what you just told me.”

Becca slid her phone back into her purse, letting out a relieved breath. Wrangler texted he had Jamie and they were heading to his place, then to Rock’s for fishing.
Jamie had been crazy with excitement before she’d dropped him off at school. Unlike Tuesday, Wrangler’s first time alone with their son, Becca felt no surge of jealousy. Instead, the eagerness on Jamie’s face eliminated all her doubts.
“Do you have a minute to talk, Becca?”                                                     
“Of course. Should I come into your office?” She reached for her tablet. 
“No. Right here is fine.” Cara sat down, a small smile appearing. “I got word last night you’ve been accepted into the program.”
In an instant, Becca’s somber features brightened. “That’s wonderful! Thanks so much, Cara.”
“I didn’t do anything except hand in your application. Getting accepted was all on you.”
Pressing a hand against her chest, Becca inhaled a slow breath. “I can’t quite believe it.”
“It’s true. You’ll be getting the official acceptance letter on Monday. I thought you might want to check the classes offered next term. Some are already full. The letter will give you an authorization code to register. I’d jump on the classes you want right away. And there’s one other piece of good news.”
“What could be better than being accepted?”
“As my employee, the dean has offered you a fifteen percent discount on tuition.”
On impulse, she leaned forward and hugged Cara, pulling back as if she’d done something wrong. “Sorry. I’m just so overwhelmed.”
“Never apologize for a hug. I remember making a complete fool of myself when my acceptance arrived in the mail. My mom’s hug calmed me down.”
Becca stared at her. The only three people who’d ever been able to provide a hug of comfort were Jamie, her mother, and Wrangler. For the last ten years, hugs from anyone except her son were rare. So rare she could count them on two hands.
“Why don’t you head out? I know Wrangler has Jamie, so there’s nothing stopping you from taking what’s left of the afternoon for yourself.”
“If you’re sure…”
“Absolutely. It’s only a couple hours early, and I know you’ve been putting in hours at home.” Standing, Cara started toward her office. “Go ahead and take off. I’ll only be a few minutes behind you.” Taking a couple steps, she turned back. “If you hurry, there’s a chance the admissions office hasn’t sent the acceptance letter. You might convince them to give it to you.”
Becca grabbed her purse, hurrying toward the door. “Thanks again, Cara. I’ll see you Monday.”
Barely able to contain her excitement, she rushed down the stairs. The admissions office was a couple hundred yards away. It took all her self-control not to break into a run. She hadn’t felt this degree of joy in longer than Becca could remember. Already scared it had all been a mistake, she picked up her pace.
The familiar sensation of anxiety gripped her. The attacks had started not long after Wrangler left. Over time, she’d been able to control them through diaphragmatic breathing, exercise, and keeping herself busy. After Jamie’s birth, her doctor had prescribed an antidepressant. She’d never taken a single tablet.
Approaching the admissions office, she shoved open the door. Entering, she spotted a woman leaving the office, a stack of envelopes in one hand.
“Excuse me. My name is Rebecca North. I work for Cara McCord.”
“Oh, yes.” Setting down her purse, she rifled through the envelopes, then held one out. “Congratulations, Miss North.”
Taking the envelope, she ripped it open, reading the contents. “It’s true.”
“Very true. Well, I’d better get going.” Her eyes sparkled. “My husband is cooking dinner. Feel free to stay a few minutes. The security guard will be around in thirty minutes to lock the door. Although I’m certain there are still a couple people in the finance office upstairs.”
Waiting until the woman left, she hurried upstairs, finding the office she sought. Fifteen minutes later, Becca walked out, a list of financial aid and student loan options in her hand. 
Taking the stairs at a much slower pace, she folded the paper, slipping it into her purse. Lost in her own thoughts of a future she believed would never come, Becca headed outside.
Paying little attention to her surroundings, it took almost twenty minutes to reach her car. Pulling out the keys, she opened the door, ready to get inside when a large hand clamped down on her shoulder, the other covering her mouth, tugging her against his chest.
“Don’t scream, or you won’t live to see your son again.”
Panicked eyes darted around the almost empty parking lot.
Removing his hand from her mouth, he shoved Becca to the asphalt, his knee pressing hard into the middle of her back.
“Listen carefully, Miss North.” The use of her name scared Becca even more. “I want the file you stole from a man you know well. If you tell me where it is, you and your son will be safe. If not…” He let the threat hang between them. Pressing harder, hearing her grunt in pain, a satisfied smile crossed his face. “Where’s the file?”
Feeling blood trickle down her face, Becca forced herself not to let the panic overtake her.
Shoving her head down onto the asphalt, he leaned closer to her ear. “Don’t think I’ll have any problem hurting, or killing, you or Jamie.”
She sucked in a breath, hearing her son’s name.
“Tell me the location of the file. And you better be telling me the truth.”
The smell of his acrid breath, the force of his words, triggered an attack more forceful than any she’d experienced in years. Throat constricting, she tried to breathe, unable to drag in the soothing air she needed to calm the attack.
“Dammit. Tell me.” He slapped the side of her face, drawing a trickle of blood from the corner of her mouth. The only response was a pained groan. Hand in the air, ready to strike again, he stilled at the sound of angry shouts.
Glancing behind him, he cursed. Three security guards ran toward him. An instant later, he heard the sound of sirens mixed with the pounding of footfalls coming in his direction.
“Remember what I said.” 
Straightening, he slammed a boot into her side before running in the opposite direction. Jumping into the passenger side of a heavily tinted car, the driver slammed the accelerator to the floor, skidding away and out of sight.
 



Chapter Sixteen
“That’s it, Jamie. Keep the tip of your rod up. Now, reel him in nice and easy.” Grabbing his phone, Wrangler snapped a few pictures, capturing the mixture of determination and joy on his son’s face.
“Am I doing it right?” 
“You’re doing great. Try to reel it toward the side of the boat. I’ll use the net to bring the trout on board.”
Groaning, he shot a quick glance at Wrangler. “Is this close enough?”
“A little closer, bud. That’s the way.” Reaching down, he grabbed the net. “Hold him steady.” Slipping the net into the water, he scooped up the trout, quickly setting it inside the boat. Checking the size, Wrangler held up his hand for a high-five.
Slapping it, Jamie clapped his hands. “That was great. Can I catch another?”
Removing the hook, Wrangler placed the fish into a cooler with ice, wiping his hands down his jeans. “You sure can.”
Reaching for the rod, his hand stilled at the sound of his phone. “Hold on a minute, Jamie.” Pulling it from his pocket, he saw Wrath’s name. “Jamie just caught his first fish!”
“That’s great.”
Wrangler frowned at the flat tone in his brother’s voice. “What’s wrong?”
“It’s Becca. She was attacked.”
Chest squeezing, his grip tightened on the phone. “Sonofabitch. How bad? Is she all right?”
“Hold on and I’ll explain.”
Motioning for Jamie to sit down, he listened to Wrath as he turned the boat around, heading back to Rock’s.
“One of Chief Abernathy’s men responded to a call from a security guard. It was a guard and a couple tenants from Cara’s building who saw a man holding her on the ground. He must have heard them because he took off, jumping into a waiting car.”
“Did they get him?” He winced at the fear on Jamie’s face.
“No. The officer stopped to help Becca.”
“License plate?”
“Not yet. I called Ethan who called the security office. They’re going to start checking the parking lot to see if one of the cameras caught it. She’s in the emergency room. I called Cara. She’s on her way there now, along with Rock and Tessa.”
“I’ll get there as soon as I can.” Sliding the phone into his pocket, he looked at Jamie, gut clenching at the way his body began to tremble. “Your mom had an accident. She’s at the hospital. Cara, Rock, and Tessa are with her.”
Lower lip trembling, Jamie nodded, doing all he could not to cry. “I need to be there.”
“We’ll get the boat back and head straight there.” Sucking in a calming breath to hide his own fear, Wrangler reached over, placing a hand on Jamie’s shoulder. “She’s going to be all right, son.”
Thankful there was little traffic on the lake, Wrangler wished he could push the speed faster. After what seemed forever, they reached the dock Rock had built. Jumping out, he secured the boat, took Jamie’s hand, and ran to his truck.
Taking a couple back roads to decrease the time, Wrangler squealed into the parking lot, fortunate to find a space in the first aisle. Jumping out, he grabbed Jamie’s arm to stop him from running across the busy lot.
“Listen to me, son. Whatever happened, you have to be strong for your mom, and remember, you won’t be alone. I’ll be right there with you. Okay?”
Again, his lower lip trembled, but he gave a quick nod. “Yes. Can we go inside?”
“Sure can.” Taking his hand, he guided Jamie to the entrance, heading straight toward Cara, Rock, and Tessa.
“What do you know?”
Flashing a look between Wrangler and Jamie, Rock nodded to a quiet spot several feet away.
Tessa patted the chair beside her. “Come over and sit with us, Jamie, while your dad and Rock talk.”
Hesitating, he bit his lip, but walked to the chair. “Is Mom going to be all right?”
“She has a few bruises and cuts, but your mom is going to be all right.” Tessa didn’t mention the bruised ribs or concussion. With her hospital privileges, she’d been able to enter the emergency exam area and speak with the doctor. “They will probably want to keep her overnight.”
Nodding, he sat on the edge of the chair, his gaze locked on the closed doors. “Can I see her?”
“Not yet, sweetheart. The doctor will come out when he’s finished and let us know her status.” Reaching over, Tessa rubbed a reassuring hand over his back. “They need to get X-rays, so it may be a while.” She glanced across the room at Wrangler and Rock.
“We won’t know much about what happened until we talk with Becca. Jacob Walker was the responding officer. He had to report in, but will get here as soon as he can,” Rock explained.
Massaging the back of his neck, Wrangler swallowed his anger, trying to think. “He’s the husband of Vela Bettencourt, one of the Ethan’s deputies?”
“Right. A good man. He wants to speak with us so the information gets passed along to Ethan. Jacob cares for Abernathy about as much as we do. I don’t know why he hasn’t taken the deputy job Ethan offered.”
“Right now, I’m just glad he was the responding officer. If it had been someone else, like Eddie Katz, Abernathy would make certain we learned as little as possible.” Glancing at Jamie, seeing his gaze locked on the emergency area entrance, Wrangler’s mouth tightened in a thin line. “Abrasions, bruised ribs, and a concussion. You said Jacob grabbed her purse and keys, so it wasn’t a robbery. What the hell did the man want?”
“Damned if I know. I haven’t seen her, but Jacob said he roughed her up real good.” Lowering his voice, Rock turned his back to Jamie. “He told me Becca’s face is a mess. Mainly abrasions from being shoved down on the asphalt. Also a black eye and lots of swelling.”
“I’m going to kill the sonofabitch when I find him.”
Rock gripped his shoulder. “Do not do something stupid. You’ve got a son to think about, and right now, he needs you. I doubt they’re going to let her go home tonight. Maybe not tomorrow.”
“Jamie will stay with me.”
Releasing his shoulder, Rock grinned. “I was hoping you’d say that.”
“Family of Rebecca North.”
Jogging toward the doctor, Wrangler signaled for Cara to keep Jamie with her. “That’s me.” He held out his hand. “I’m Quinn McCord, Doctor. How is she?”
Shaking his hand, the doctor started to speak, hesitating when Tessa and Rock walked up.
“It’s all right to talk in front of them. You probably know Dr. Tessa Walker.”
“Of course. We spoke when the patient arrived. Miss North has numerous contusions, including a black eye. Bruised ribs and a concussion are the most severe injuries, but the damage to her face…” He looked from Tessa to Wrangler. “It appeared whoever attacked her shoved her face into the ground. The asphalt acted the same as sandpaper, scraping away some of the skin. The damage is confined to the right side. We were able to remove the small particles and disinfect the area. There’s a fifty-fifty chance the skin will heal without scarring. I’ve already contacted a plastic surgeon to get his opinion. I don’t want to alarm you, as she may heal fine, but you need to be prepared.”
Gut twisting, Wrangler rocked back on his heels. Swallowing the rising bile, he sucked in air to stop the buzzing sound in his head.
Rock grabbed his arm. “You all right?”
Shredding fingers through his short hair, he nodded. “Yeah. We’ll do whatever is needed, Doc.”
“Good. She can have visitors after we transfer her to the intensive care unit. I want her to stay over a minimum of two nights.”
“Then that’s what will happen.” 
Wrangler’s voice sounded more confident than he felt. He wasn’t her husband, had no legal right to make medical decisions. Still, he’d fight like hell to make certain she received the care needed for a complete recovery.
“She’s supposed to start law school in a few weeks.”
Rubbing his chin, the doctor’s gaze moved over the three people in front of him. “As long as there’s no infection and she’s up to it, I don’t see a reason she won’t be able to attend classes. Does she have a regular doctor?”
“I don’t recall the name,” Wrangler lied.
Tessa took a small step closer, sending an apologetic look at Wrangler. “I believe her GP is Daniel Ness.”
“He’s an excellent doctor. I’ll call him after she has been transferred to ICU. I’m certain he’ll want to stop by and see her. Doctor Ness will be able to give you more guidance concerning her progress. I need to get back. It was good to meet you, Mr. McCord.”
Tessa slipped an arm through Wrangler’s. “Let’s get you over to Jamie. He looks like he’s ready to burst.”
Mind whirling, anger rocketing through him, all he wanted was to punch something or somebody. “Who the hell would hurt a sweet woman like Becca? It doesn’t make sense.”
Rock stepped in front of him. “We’ll call Wrath as soon as you speak with Becca, and Jacob gets back to us. Nothing about this feels right to me. How much do you know about her past in Phoenix?”
“Not as much as I should.”
“Could she be running from someone?”
Wrangler lifted his shoulder in a shrug. “Hell if I know. We don’t talk much, except about Jamie.”
“I doubt she’ll fill you in on her past right now. I’ll get with Raider and have him do his web magic. Then I’ll put our private investigator on it. That gal comes up with incredible data on every job.”
“I want to know everything either of them finds, Rock.”
“Unless you lose your shit and go after someone, you won’t be left out, man. Just don’t cross the fuckin’ line.” Rock winced at the look on Tessa’s face. “Sorry, babe.”
Holding up a hand, she shook her head. “I just want you to catch the bastard who did this and cut off his balls. Anyone who’d hurt an innocent woman like Becca doesn’t deserve to be called a man.”
Settling an arm around her shoulders, Rock kissed her cheek. “Pretty harsh, babe.”
“Wait until you see Becca, then tell me it’s too harsh.”
Wrangler felt a sickening sensation grow in his gut. He’d shot men in battle and on missions with the Brethren. Killed without mercy when tangos were after him or his brothers. Not once had he felt any amount of disgust at doing his job.
This wasn’t the same. A man had attacked his Becca, the mother of his child, the woman he still loved. Would always love. When he found him, Wrangler would dole out punishment without a shred of pity or remorse.
“When we find him, he’s mine.”
Rock grabbed Wrangler’s arm, tugging him to a corner out of earshot. “It’s not your call, man. Look behind you.”
Glancing over his shoulder, his chest tightened at the sight of Jamie staring at him, fear and hope showing in his eyes.
“Your son needs you. Let the rest of us take the lead and find the asshole who did this. You don’t need your mind divided between your responsibility to Jamie and Becca and your need for revenge. You need to get your head out of your ass, and fuckin’ fast.”
The warning in Rock’s voice came across loud and clear. The Brethren couldn’t afford for him to go rogue, potentially blowing their cover and careers. If need be, Wrath would order men to guard him, keep him under surveillance day and night, and that wasn’t acceptable.
“I hear you.” Blowing out a long breath of renewed frustration, he clasped Rock’s shoulder. “I’ll get myself under control.” Although feeling the way he did, Wrangler wasn’t quite sure how.
“Good to hear. I’d hate to be the one to break your leg, but I damn well will if you don’t get your shit together.”
“And I’d deserve it.”
“As long as we’re clear. It may be time for you to go talk to Jamie. He looks like he’s ready to fall apart.”
Heading straight to him, Wrangler knelt down, lifting Jamie’s chin so they were eye to eye. “Come on, little man. Let’s talk.”
 



Chapter Seventeen
Dorn sat in the hospital parking lot, his most trusted man beside him. They’d been outside ever since the ambulance arrived with Becca North. If it hadn’t been for Lew’s quick thinking, both of them would be in jail.
“Damn bitch.” All Dorn needed was a few more minutes and she would’ve given up the location of the file.
“Now we have to wait until she gets out.” Lew slumped down, drinking the tepid coffee from one of the fast food places near the hospital. “What do you want to bet she won’t go home? With the biker friends, my guess is she’ll stay with one of them. They won’t let anyone get near her.”
“They’re just a bunch of over-muscled thugs. We can outthink them any day of the week.” Dorn hoped that was true.
He dreaded calling Victor. This should’ve been an easy job. Scare the target, get the file, and head back to Phoenix and the anonymity of a larger city. Liberty Lake was too small for Dorn’s taste. A shiver ran through him at the thought of having to live in such a hick area. In his mind, Arizona was full of them.
“Might as well get it over with, Dorn. Unless you want to wait until we find out her condition.”
Shifting to face Lew, he lowered his phone to his lap. “What are you talking about?”
“After her friends leave, I figured one of us would go inside to ask about her. Might even be able to get to her.”
“Too risky. They’ve got cameras all over the place, and their own security people. Plus, the cops are in and out of the ER all the time. I didn’t do any permanent damage to her. The doc will probably release her tomorrow. All we have to do is follow.”
“I think you’re underestimating those bikers. Burn respects them, even as he wants to eliminate the Brethren from the area. Says their egos have gotten too big.”
Dorn choked out a laugh. “Burn’s just pissed that Drago and the Brethren sometimes do joint runs. From what I’ve heard, Wrath’s wife does the legal work for Demons Blood. It’s an interesting association. One Victor wants to eliminate.”
“It’s gonna be harder than he thinks.” Lew glanced up, seeing a man and woman walk outside. “Isn’t that the Brethren sergeant-at-arms? I think his name is Rock. Our information says he married a doctor.” Lew’s eyebrows flicked up. “You can’t tell me he’s just muscle.”
Even in the darkness, Dorn studied the man and woman passing not fifteen feet in front of them. He’d always thought the Brethren would be an easy target. Dorn had forgotten their president married an attorney and the sergeant-at-arms married a doctor. Nothing added up.
“We need more background information on them, Lew. Order it done.”
“How many?”
“The officers and as many of the others as possible. We need to know everything about them.”
Rubbing a hand over his face, Lew watched Rock and Tessa get into a truck. “Burn may already have what we want.”
“Forget Burn. He may be ruthless and a born killer, but his organization isn’t sophisticated enough to get the kind of data we want. Where they were born, names of parents, siblings, wives, and girlfriends. If they attended college, I want to know which ones. Same with military service.”
Watching Rock and his wife drive away from the hospital, Dorn’s gut churned with unanswered questions. Lew was right. The Eternal Brethren didn’t seem to be anything like the Night Devils or Demons Blood.
Another thought hit. “What about our friend south of the border?”
Lew’s gaze narrowed. “What about him?”
“He has some very sophisticated equipment for locating information about people.”
“Including torture, which isn’t sophisticated in the least.” Lew shifted, his voice hardening. “It’s not a good idea to contact him about our situation up here. If we show any weakness, he’ll take advantage.”
“Such as the missing file,” Dorn muttered.
Lew was right. Dorn couldn’t imagine what their silent partner would do if he ever discovered what was inside the file stolen from Victor’s study.
Kill all of them would be his guess. And he wouldn’t make it quick.

Wrangler sat next to Becca’s bed in the intensive care unit, watching her chest rise and fall. Bandages covered her face and head. The sight sickened him. If the doctor was right, she might have to endure months of surgeries, taking time away from her work and studies. Becca couldn’t seem to catch a break, and it had all started with him leaving.
Resting his head in his hands, he wondered how long it would take for his guilt to ease. Would he ever be able to look at himself in the mirror and like what he saw? He didn’t know. 
“This isn’t your fault.”
Wrath’s voice was accompanied by the scraping of chair legs across industrial flooring so common in hospitals. He set a hand on Wrangler’s shoulder, squeezing.
“You’ve got to let it go before it eats you alive.”
“What the fuck do you know about it?” 
Removing his hand, Wrath closed his eyes, recalling a mistake in his past. One he’d give anything to correct.
“Remember my girlfriend in high school? The one who followed me to college?”
Straightening, Wrangler looked at him. “Yeah. Nice gal. Real pretty and smart. Kellie, wasn’t it?”
“Yeah, Kellie. Anyway, I thought I loved her. But like you, I wanted to experience life. So I broke things off with her. The next night, I was already out partying. Took a gal back to my apartment. We were going at it when there was a knock on the door.” He scrubbed a hand down his face. “When I opened it, Kellie stood there, asking to talk. Said it was important. That’s when the woman I’d picked up walked out. Naked as the day she was born.”
“Fuck. What happened?”
“I’d never seen anyone so hurt. The sight of the woman coming from the room Kellie and I used to share destroyed her. She ran. By the time I grabbed my pants and ushered the woman out, I couldn’t find her. No one at her dorm would talk to me. The next evening, I found out why.”
Wrangler clenched his fists in his lap, already knowing he wouldn’t like what his brother was about to say.
“I found a sealed envelope under my door, Kellie’s writing on the front.” Looking away, he scrubbed a hand down his face. “It was the results of a pregnancy test.”
“Shit.”
“Yeah. It took me a week to find her. Another to get her to look at me. She never did speak, just handed me another piece of paper. This one was a receipt for an abortion. I sat down and cried. Me, a man who doesn’t let emotion get in the way of what he wants, cried like a damn baby. The following day, she dropped out of school and went back east to live with a relative. I never saw or heard from Kellie again.”
Neither spoke for several minutes, each watching the machines attached to Becca. After a while, Wrath spoke again.
“It took me years to get over the guilt and anger.”
“Why didn’t you ever say anything?”
“I told Dad about three years later. He’s the one who helped me through it. I don’t know if he ever told Mom. All I’m saying is you can’t go back. Only forward. It’s no secret to any of us you’re still in love with Becca. This is your second chance, but you’ll never get off the starting line if you don’t forgive yourself for walking away and never contacting her.”
“I was a complete sonofabitch. Not sure I even deserve a second chance.” Hanging his head, Wrangler stared down at the floor.
“We all deserve a second chance. Show Becca how you’ve changed. Let her know how you feel and that you’re determined to be a good father.”
“If she doesn’t want to give me another chance?”
“Then you’ve still got Jamie, a wonderful son you’ll have for the rest of your life. At some point, you’ll meet someone else and fall in love.”
Wrangler thought that doubtful. “Does Cara know what happened?”
Wrath gave a terse nod. “Yeah. She deserved to know what a total shit I could be. To my surprise, she stuck around, helped me forgive myself. Told me it was all on Kellie, not me. She said Kellie could’ve forced a conversation, told me about the pregnancy. She chose not to, leaving me with a shitload of guilt. Cara’s insights helped to finally put it all behind me.” When Wrangler raised a brow, Wrath gave him a mirthless grin. “Ask Becca to forgive you.”
He stared at the bed, his heart thudding at the tubes, wires, and bandages. Wrath was right. When Becca was ready, he’d ask her forgiveness. Maybe in time, she’d give it.

Wrath stayed another half an hour before slapping his thighs and standing. “I grabbed some clothes for Cara and me. We’re going to stay at your house with Jamie. Tomorrow’s Saturday, so we don’t have to worry about getting him to school. Stay here as long as you want.”
Standing, Wrangler pulled him into a hug. “Thanks for coming by.”
“Think about what I said. Call if you need me.”
Watching him walk out of ICU, Wrangler sucked in a breath meant to ease the constant pain in his chest. Maybe Wrath was right. He needed to stop blaming himself, and the only way to do that was to ask for Becca’s forgiveness. If she didn’t, he’d live with it and move on. Either way, he had a son to raise.
The sound of coughing drew his attention back to the bed. Becca’s eyes were closed, a hand trying to reach her mouth. Leaning close, he placed a hand on her arm.
“Hold on, sweetheart. I’ll get a nurse.” Grabbing the cord, he pushed the button. A few seconds later, a nurse appeared, rushing to the bed. “She’s coughing and trying to move her hand.”
Giving him a small smile, she moved between him and the bed. “Give me a few minutes and I’ll take care of her.”
Wrangler didn’t want to leave, but needed some air. “I’ll be back in a couple.”
Walking out of ICU, he sucked in a deep breath, still thinking about Wrath’s words. All those years, his brother dealt with some intense guilt of his own. Wrangler had been dealing with it a couple weeks and felt as if it were eating him alive.
Looking up, he caught sight of a man leaning against a wall, a ball cap pulled low. He was positioned to follow the comings and goings of those in ICU. Something about his stance, the way he didn’t raise his head to make eye contact, bothered Wrangler.
Taking a few steps closer, he watched as the man stiffened. His gaze moved over him again, spotting expensive pants and shoes. The ragged coat and scruffy hat were out of place with the rest of him. If he hadn’t been trained to spot such discrepancies, Wrangler may have missed the clues.
Taking several purposeful steps toward him, he saw the instant the man knew he’d been made. Shoving from the wall, his panicked gaze moved around the room, no doubt looking for an exit he’d been too stupid to figure out when he arrived.
“Hey. What are you doing here?” Before he could reach him, the man took off, rushing toward the exit. On the way, something fell to the floor.
Grabbing it on the run, Wrangler sprinted after him, halting when a guard snatched him by the arm. He cursed when he saw the guy slip outside into the dark night.
“You need to slow down.”
“That guy who ran past you. Does anyone know him?”
Releasing his arm, the guard looked in the same direction as Wrangler. “No. I’ve been watching him for an hour. He never moved from the spot at the wall. Kept staring at ICU. Gave me the creeps.”
Nodding, Wrangler gripped the man’s phone in his hand. “Well, I’ve got to get back to my, uh…wife in ICU. If he comes back, you may want to call for help.”
Turning, he glanced over his shoulder a couple times on his way back to Becca. Stopping just outside the door, he stared down at the phone, expecting a burner. What he saw stunned him.
It was a regular mobile phone, and it didn’t take a fingerprint to unlock it. What he did need was a passcode. Shoving it into his pocket, a grin spread across his face.
“Now I’ve got you, you sonofabitch.”
 



Chapter Eighteen
“I’ll explain when you get here, Wrath. How is Jamie doing?” Wrangler paced outside Becca’s room, waiting for the doctor to update him on her condition.
“Fine. Anxious to see his mother and you. How is Becca?”
“I’m waiting to hear. She woke up for a while last night, then drifted back to sleep. Good thing, too. I don’t need her telling the staff I’m not her husband.”
“We’ll be there as soon as Jamie finishes breakfast. Fair warning. Cara doesn’t think he should see Becca just yet.”
Wrangler had wondered the same. “What do you think?”
“As I recall, Mom got thrown from a horse when I was about ten. She had a broken arm, bruises, and scrapes on her face. Dad let me see her.”
“No long-term trauma?” Wrangler continued to pace, his attention divided between Becca’s room and the call.
“Nope. I felt better knowing Mom was going to be okay. I think Jamie is plenty strong enough to see Becca. He’s certainly more mature than I was at his age. Just want you to be prepared for pushback from Cara. I’ll get your boy ready. Be there soon.”
Sliding the phone away, Wrangler pulled the other one out of a pocket. He still couldn’t believe his luck. Not a throwaway, and damn easy to hack.
He’d gotten far enough to discover it belonged to a Lew Helms. The contact list was extensive. Wrangler had gotten as far as the Cs, not recognizing a single entry, before the nurse interrupted him. After the nurse left, he’d scrolled through the Ds before giving in to a fitful sleep, waking before dawn.
The time between waking and the doctor showing up dragged on, but Wrangler hadn’t wanted to leave the room. Until she woke up enough to recognize him and shoo him out, he’d stay.
“What do you have?” Rock came toward him, Tessa a few feet behind, talking to one of the doctors.
“A phone.” They walked a few feet away toward a quiet corner. “Some guy was watching ICU last night. Expensive pants and shoes, old and shabby coat and ball cap. His clothes didn’t add up. When I approached, he ran. I followed, but a security guard stopped me.” Wrangler held up the phone, smirking. “The guy dropped this.”
“Burner?”
His grin spread. “Nope. I’ve already started checking his contacts. Got through the Ds, but don’t recognize anyone. Maybe some will be familiar to you, Ghost, or Wrath. I still need to hack the voicemail.” He handed it over. “It belongs to Lew Helms. Do you know him?”
Rock scrolled through the contacts. “Never heard of him. I’ll have Raider do a background search. I guarantee he’ll come up with…whoa.”
“What do you have?”
“You aren’t going to believe this. Seems Lew can’t remember his social security number.” He held up the phone, showing it to Wrangler.
“Damn.”
“Yep. Raider isn’t going to have any problem doing a deep search on Mr. Helms.”
“Wrangler!” Jamie ran up to him, jumping into his arms. “Can I see Mom?”
Setting him down, he stroked a hand down his son’s hair. “Sure, buddy.”
“You and Jamie go on in. He’s been anxious and worried about Becca. The rest of us will be in the waiting area.” Wrath looked at Wrangler. “When you’re done, you, Rock, and I need to talk.”
“Can we see her now?” Jamie asked.
Placing a hand on his shoulder, Wrangler met his son’s gaze. “Do you know the reason we didn’t let you see her last night?”
His features sobered. “Yeah. She’s got lots of bandages and they gave her a bunch of drugs.”
“She’s still covered in bandages, but they’ve reduced the drugs. Your mom might not wake up while we’re with her, and if she does, she’ll be groggy.”
“I understand.”
“All right. Let’s go in.”
The doctor and nurse had vanished, leaving them alone with Becca. Wrangler felt Jamie’s back stiffen before he moved to the edge of the bed.
“Mom?” When she didn’t respond, he looked at Wrangler, who lifted his chin.
“Keep talking, son. I’m pretty certain she can hear you, even if she doesn’t respond.”
“Mom, it’s me. Jamie.” Reaching over the metal rails, he touched her arm. “I’m here with Dad.”
Wrangler stilled, struggling to believe what he’d heard. He wondered if his son realized what he’d said.
“He says you can hear me even if you can’t talk right now.” Jamie stroked her arm, a slight quiver in his voice. “I stayed at Dad’s house last night. Wrath and Cara stayed with me ‘cause he didn’t want to leave you. There’s this big bedroom at Dad’s. He said it’s mine and I can put up posters and stuff.” Jamie glanced up at Wrangler, his lower lip trembling, tears building in his eyes. “Right?”
“Whatever you want to do, son.”
“Can I paint it, too?”
“We can do it together.”
A small grin appeared on Jamie’s face. “Really?”
“Sure. But I get to approve the color.”
“Black?”
Shaking his head, Wrangler chuckled. “Not a chance.”
“Jamie?”
Their gazes shot to Becca, Jamie edging closer, Wrangler leaning over him.
“Mom?”
“I…water,” she rasped out, her swollen eyes opening to slits.
Picking up the cup, Wrangler adjusted the straw, supporting her head with his other hand. “Here’s your water, Bec.” He touched the straw to her lips, prompting her to drink. “Come on, sweetheart. Drink for me.”
Eyes fluttering, she stared up at him. Not attempting to speak, Becca let him slip the straw between her lips.
“Just a little, sweetheart.” Wrangler ignored the way her eyes flashed at the endearment. Pulling the straw from her lips, he swiped away moisture from her chin with his thumb. “More?”
Shaking her head, Becca met his intense gaze. She didn’t thank him or speak again until spotting her son beside him. 
“Jamie…”
Wrangler stepped back, allowing him to get closer.
“I’m here, Mom. Can you see me?”
She tried to reach for him, stopping at the pressure of the IV in her hand.
“Don’t move, Bec. Maybe the nurse can adjust it when she returns.”
“Dad didn’t leave last night, Mom. Wrath and Cara stayed with me at his house. I have my own bathroom there. It’s awesome.”
Wrangler watched her eyes flicker at Jamie’s new term for him. She might not like it, but a flash of unanticipated warmth sliced through him. He doubted Becca would ever understand how much Jamie’s acceptance meant to him.
The bandages almost concealed her tight smile. Almost. “Sounds wonderful.”
“I’m going to ride a horse when you get out of the hospital.”
“I see.” Becca’s voice faded as her strength declined.
“Come on, buddy. Your mom needs to rest.”
“Absolutely right.” A tall, well-muscled nurse entered, his gaze going straight to the monitors. Satisfied, he settled his attention on Jamie. “You must be the son I heard about from Doctor Walker.”
Nose scrunching, Jamie shot a confused look at Wrangler.
“Tessa is Doctor Walker.”
“Oh, yeah. I forgot.”
“And you must be the father.”
“Wrangler,” he said, triggering an unfettered grin from the nurse.
“Got to love those biker names. I’m Gavin Dees. I’ve got a Harley myself. Bought it not long after leaving the Army.” Gavin began checking Becca’s vital signs.
“Army, huh? Where were you stationed?”
Lifting a brow, Gavin cocked his head. “My team was sent all over the place.”
“Special Forces?” Wrangler asked.
“Yep. Sniper and medic. Loved both. Go figure.”
Throwing his head back, Wrangler laughed. “I’d never argue with that combination. Thanks for your service, man.”
“Right back at you,” Gavin said, concentrating on Becca.
Wrangler wasn’t sure how to respond. Few people knew members of the Brethren had military backgrounds.
Seeing the confused look on Wrangler’s face, he chuckled. “Hard to miss. I’ve met Doctor Walker’s husband, Rock, and a man named Wrath. You’ve all got that look about you.” Stepping back, Gavin smiled down at Jamie. “Your mom’s doing great, but she does need to rest.”
“He’s right, bud. We can grab your skateboard and head to the park, then go to the clubhouse for a while. I’ll bring you back after lunch.”
“All right. But you promise we’ll come back after lunch?”
“You’ve got my word, son.”
Jamie touched Becca’s hand, staring at the tube and needle, then at her face. “I think she’s already asleep.”
“You’d be right,” Gavin said. “Get on out of here and let me finish my work.”
They stopped in the waiting room where Wrath and Rock waited, breaking up what had been a quiet conversation between the two.
“I’m getting Jamie out of here for a while. Thought we’d go to the skate park, then the clubhouse. There’s some stuff I need to check out.”
“We’re on our way there now.” Rock patted the pocket where he’d placed the phone. “Thought I’d have Raider go through the voicemail after Wrath and I check out the contacts. My gut tells me we’re going to find some worthwhile intel on our good friend Lew.”

Wrangler pulled out of the lot, his mind on Jamie, the phone, Becca, and the man who’d attacked her. He found it hard to keep his anger at bay when he thought of what she’d have to go through for a full recovery. Whether Becca agreed to it or not, Wrangler would be right beside her every step of the long journey.
Glancing at Jamie, he couldn’t help noticing his son sat ramrod straight, staring at the road ahead. “Are you doing okay, son?”
“Why would someone hurt my mom?”
Tightening his grip on the steering wheel, Wrangler shook his head. “There’s no reason for anyone to hurt your mom, or any woman. We’re going to find the man who did this, and I promise, he’ll never hurt anybody else.”
Jamie’s head whipped toward Wrangler at the hard intensity in his voice. “Good. I want to help.”
“Not a chance, bud. This is a job for your Uncle Ethan and his men.” Wrangler would never admit the identity of the men. His son didn’t need to know the type of work his father, uncle, and their friends conducted, what they had to do to keep the country safe.
“Do you love my mom?” 
To his credit, Jamie didn’t look away at Wrangler’s surprised expression. 
“Yes. I’ve always loved her. I’ll always love her.”
“Mom loves you, too.”
“I think you might be mistaken about that.”
Jamie shook his head. “I’m not. I’ve heard Mom tell Grandma she still loves you.”
Wrangler felt certain Jamie was wrong. During their few hours together, he hadn’t noticed a shred of love on Becca’s face or in her voice. He’d also never detected the anticipated hate.
He wanted a second chance, knowing it would take a miracle to convince her to give it to him. In Wrangler’s heart, he knew he was just the man to make that miracle happen.
No matter her hesitancy or how long it took, he would win Becca back.
 



Chapter Nineteen
Eternal Brethren Clubhouse
“How about you and I shoot some pool while your dad and the prez meet?” Banner, one of the newest members, guided Jamie away from the hallway leading to Wrath’s office.
“Who’s the prez?”
“Your Uncle Wrath.”
Jamie’s face lit up. “Yeah, he is my uncle. He’s the president?”
“Of our club. Ghost is our vice president, and Rock is the sergeant-at-arms.”
“What’s my dad?”
Banner stopped, handing Jamie a cue stick. “Wrangler is one of the best men I’ve had the privilege to know. You’re lucky he’s your dad.”
Jamie busied himself racking the balls, taking a few quick glances toward the hall where Wrangler had disappeared with Wrath, Rock, and Ghost.
“Will they be busy for long?”
Chalking his stick, Banner leaned against the table. “Long enough for me to whip you at a few rounds of pool.”

Raider passed folders to each of the men around the table, opening his. “Lewis Helms. Forty-eight. Born in New Jersey. Rap sheet started in the teens and continued into his late twenties. Either he’s cleaned up his act or learned how to disguise his crimes. Lives in Scottsdale. I couldn’t find a place of employment, but he’s known to associate with Victor Ellison, a high-powered attorney in Phoenix.” Raider stopped, looking down the table to Wrangler. “He’s Becca’s last known boyfriend.”
Other than his jaw clenching and the hard edge to his voice, he showed no reaction. “Go on.”
“If it makes you feel any better, I don’t think Victor and Becca were an item for long. They met at a fundraiser. A few months later, Becca gave her notice, packed everything, and moved to Liberty Lake.” Raider grabbed a piece of paper, holding it up. “The bad news is Victor searched and found her. My guess is this was not an amicable, we can still be friends break.”
Wrangler scanned the paper, then paged through the rest of the data Raider collected. “Where the hell did you get this stuff?”
He waggled his brows. “A guy’s gotta have a few secrets.” Raider picked up another piece of paper. “Only Wrath has seen the gold in this one.”
Opening his copy, Wrath stared down at it before looking up. “If what Raider has uncovered is accurate, we’ve got a major problem. I’ve already contacted Jif, since he’s the one who first warned us of a coming shitstorm.”
“I thought he was just blowing smoke up our asses.”           
“Not a chance, Tracker. He’s a seasoned, undercover DEA agent. If Burn gets wind of him anywhere near us, he’ll be two feet under in a desert that will bake his bones in hours. The fact he came to our clubhouse indicated how serious he’s taking the intel.” Wrath held up the file. “What’s in here corresponds with what Jif reported. Take a look and pass it on. We’ve got a lot to discuss after you’ve read the file. None of which leaves this room.”
Sitting back, Wrangler tapped his fingers on the table, his thoughts on Becca. And Ellison. Unless she’d changed drastically, he knew she didn’t do hook-ups, which meant Victor had meant something to her. Yet she’d run. Not just broken it off, but hightailed it away from her job, home, and the man.
“Why?”
They all turned their heads to look at Wrangler.
“Why’d Becca run? She had a well-paying job, decent apartment, a few friends. People don’t just give it all up on a whim to get away.”
Rock whistled, passing the folder down the table to Wrangler. “Read this. It’s pretty obvious Becca was scared.”
Opening the file, Wrangler reviewed the contents, his heart racing. “Sonofabitch. She must’ve found out what Ellison was doing.”
“And ran,” Rock added.
“Do any of these names mean something to you, Wrath?” Wrangler asked.
“Pass it on. We’ll go deep after everyone’s read it.”
Except for the rustling of papers, tapping of fingers, and the occasional string of curses, the room fell silent. Then Ghost slid the file to Tracker, the last to read the contents.
Reading each page, he didn’t see anything that surprised him. Hitting the middle of the last sheet, his breath caught, chest seizing. “What the hell?” He looked at Wrath, then back at the contents.
“As you can guess, we’re going to need a good amount of your help.”
Closing the file, he shoved it at Wrath. “No.”
Those lounging in chairs straightened, the mood in the room taking a significant turn.
“Do you want to repeat that, Lieutenant?”
“Oh shit,” Rock muttered, as the others barely kept their eyes from bugging out. Mentioning ranks was strictly forbidden. The only people excluded were Wrath and Admiral Grayson.
Squaring his shoulders, Tracker met Wrath’s glare. “No, sir. Whatever you’re expecting, I’m not the man for this mission.”
“Can one of you tell us what the fuck is going on?” Ghost asked.
“We’ll discuss this later, Lieutenant.” 
Wrath nodded at Raider, who projected images onto a wall. “This is Armando Quintero. CEO of Grupo Quintero, one of the largest import and export companies in Mexico. His friends include President Valdes, many members of the upper and lower legislative chamber, judges, plus heads of state and local governments. He is also the leader of the Quintero Cartel, purported to be the most vicious of the lot.”
Standing, Wrath stepped to the wall, opening a whiteboard with several columns. “Our government has been trying to shut them down for years. The amount of resources, both monetary and human, has been astronomical, with little success.” He looked at one man at the table. “Tracker worked as part of a task force to try and find evidence on Quintero. He might tell you it was a bust. You won’t find that description in the DEA files.”
Hands fisting in his lap, Tracker worked to control the rage coursing through him. Wrath knew what happened, how it had torn up his life and ruined a future with the woman he’d planned to marry.
“What Tracker and the task force unearthed brought down several of Quintero’s top men and shed light on the entire organization. Instead of being focused on drugs only, Quintero is the leader of a sophisticated crime syndicate known for its ruthless dealings and tight structure. Tracker, since you’re the only man in this room to meet him, I’d like you to share your thoughts on Armando Quintero.”
Glaring at Wrath, he stood, slamming both fists on the table. “This is bullshit.”
“This is your job. This is exactly what you signed up for when you joined the SEALs and accepted a transfer into Eternal Brethren.”
“That’s not what I mean, and you of all people should understand that.”
Wrath let out a long breath and lowered his voice. “I’m not asking you to talk about what happened with Juliana, Nate. I’d never ask that of you. What we need are your thoughts on Armando. His patterns, the way his mind works, how he might respond to Burn and Ellison setting him up to be taken over by their new partner.”
Sitting down, Wrath rested his arms on the table. “We would’ve been tasked with this at some point. The urgency now is because one of ours may be caught in the middle and we can’t let that happen.”
“Becca…” Wrangler shook his head in denial. “She’s had no part in what any of those men are doing.”
Wrath turned toward his brother. “Somehow, she’s gotten caught up in this mess. I don’t know how, but Ellison and his men believe she discovered something and ran because of it. The attack was a warning. We don’t know how many more she’ll get before they kill her.”
Wrangler slapped the table. “None! She isn’t going to be the victim one more time. The minute the doctor gives the okay, I’m taking her to my place. If needed, I’ll hire men to watch her.”
“Fuck that,” Ghost said. “We’ll protect her and get the guy who attacked her. She and Jamie are family, Wrangler.”
“Hell yeah.” Rock clasped a hand on Wrangler’s shoulder.
“All right. Now it’s time for Tracker to give up what he knows about Quintero.” Wrath sat back, turning his focus to Tracker.
Scrubbing both hands down his face, he steeled himself for what he knew would be a long night. They always were when thinking about the Quintero family. Especially Juliana. Wrath said he didn’t want to revisit the past or the way he’d screwed it all up, and Tracker believed him. The problem was he’d never found a way to separate Juliana Stanifer Quintero from her adopted father. 
“Armando Fonseca Quintero is charming, handsome, the ultimate host, and speaks multiple languages, which helps in both his legitimate and illegal dealings. He has a masters and law degree from Stanford, and is one of the most brilliant men I’ve ever met.
“A key to his success is Quintero’s ability to get along with both presidents and peasants, turning his nose up at no one. As ruthless as he is, I’ve yet to meet anyone who doesn’t admire and like him. Keep in mind that doesn’t include his enemies. The two biggest ones are the Carrillo Cartel and San Miguel Cartel, both with close similarities to the infamous organized crime families.
“Most of Quintero’s soldiers are ex-military from Mexico, Germany, Columbia, and yes, the good ol’ US of A. Well trained and paid more than most mercenaries. He provides separate living quarters, plenty of food, alcohol, and women. Another reason the people he hires come to respect and love him. Armando is a master manipulator.”
Reaching out, he snagged a bottle of water from the middle of the table, swallowing several large gulps. “If you cross him, your demise won’t be fast or painless. Loyal employees are awarded pensions and medical care for life. He is the true definition of a Mexican Godfather. It’s true he deals in imports and exports. Unfortunately, the products are mainly drugs and human beings. If he deals in kidnapping, it’s not for money, per say, but to set the groundwork for the takeover of a rival cartel. If Raider’s data is correct, and it always is, Quintero will react swiftly with no mercy to anyone trying to steal what’s his. In other words, if Burn and Ellison plan to screw him, they’re already dead men. As is their supposed new partner.”
“What about his patterns?” Wrath asked. “Does he travel with guards?”
“Always. At least four, and he alternates his routes between his office and home. His schedule changes every day. Nothing is routine.”
The door opened. Fargo walked in, taking an empty chair. “Sorry, Prez. We were finishing up a job at the shop. What did I miss?”
“A lot. I’ll fill you in later.”
“Mistresses?” Raider asked Tracker, drawing a confused but interested look from Fargo.
“One at a time, which I never understood. His wife is stunning, sweet, and as smart as Armando. When I knew her, Marguerita had become less and less tolerant of his extracurricular activities. That said, she’ll never betray her husband.”
“None of that woman scorned shit?” Raider asked.
“Not unless he asks for a divorce, which he won’t. However, I do believe she might slit his throat in his sleep if he’s stupid enough to ask.”
“Children?” Ghost asked.
Sucking in a slow breath, Tracker nodded. “Two sons, two daughters, and two adopted daughters. The sons attended Stanford Law, and are already in the business. He keeps layers of secrecy between his daughters and his illegal business dealings.”
Rock leaned forward, narrowing his gaze. “What’s the story on the adopted daughters?”
Licking his lips, he guzzled down the rest of the water, opening another bottle. “His closest friend and business partner was killed in a plane crash along with his wife. Their daughters were three and one when they died. Armando didn’t hesitate to bring them into the family. They are treated no differently from the others. Strangely enough, I never witnessed any animosity between them. And the two brothers are protective of all four.”
Raider tapped keys on the computer, glancing up. “Do all four daughters work in the legit business?”
“The biological two do. They’re in their late thirties, married with children. The youngest adopted daughter is a teacher. I don’t know where she lives and works.”
“Gilbert. And the other one?” Raider pressed. 
Tracker shoved aside the pain and regret, lifting his face to meet Wrath’s gaze. “She’s a doctor.”
“Got it.” Raider turned the computer around so the others could see the screen. 
“Oh yeah. Now that’s one outstanding chick.”
“Shut the fuck up, Fargo,” Tracker growled, immediately regretting it.
Holding up his hands, Fargo clamped his mouth shut.
“Why don’t you complete the details, Raider?” Wrath asked, realizing Tracker had reached his limit.
“Beautiful and smart. Juliana attended college and medical school at Stanford. Did her residency to become a pediatrician. According to what I found, she’s in San Diego.”
Tracker already knew she’d stayed after the shitstorm he put her through. Single, no children, and a house in Mission Hills. As masochistic as it seemed, he made it a point to know all he could about the woman he’d never been able to forget. The only woman he’d ever loved.
 



Chapter Twenty
Victor sat at the table in the small family diner, scanning the crowded room. He’d reluctantly agreed to meet Dorn and Lew in the growing town on the northern edge of Phoenix. His one other trip to the tiny burg had been to attend a concert with his now ex-wife. It had been an excruciating evening.
Today’s meeting would be much different. Dorn had screwed up what Victor considered a simple assignment. Scare Rebecca North enough to either hand over the file or provide its location. For the first few weeks after she’d left Phoenix, he’d convinced himself the file had been misplaced, not taken. After questioning everyone who had access to his home office, and Dorn’s constant badgering, he’d been forced to face the truth. Rebecca had run not because she was finished with their relationship. She’d left because of the contents in the file.
Most were coded, but there were a few handwritten notes and comments anyone with half a brain would understand. The file contained damning evidence against Victor and his business associates. Names, dates, locations.
Victor originally intended for it to be his get out of jail free card. A simple way to protect himself from being cast aside by the ruthless men he’d been stupid enough to associate with.
He’d meant to make several copies, hiding one in a safe deposit box, another in his mother’s library, and a third in his ex-wife’s home office. They might be divorced, but neither shied away from having ex-sex at least once a month. The file had gone missing before copies had been made and hidden.
The simple task of locating and returning the file to Victor had been botched. There would be punishment, but not before the evidence was back in his hands.
The bell above the door caught his attention and he almost choked on a swallow of coffee. Dorn and Lew strolled in wearing two thousand dollar suits, ties, and expensive footwear. Lucchese boots for Dorn, and Berluti dress shoes for Lew. They looked as out of place as Victor would walking into the boardroom wearing what he had on today—deep blue golf shirt, khaki slacks, and Zelli Tuscany loafers.
Shaking his head in disgust, he watched the other customers stop eating to gawk as the two moved around tables to join him.
“What the hell were the two of you thinking?”
Lew misunderstood the reprimand. “Sorry, boss. The phone dropped out of my coat when I ran. It won’t happen again.”
The apology left Victor slack-jawed. “What phone?”
“Uh...aren’t you talking about what happened at the hospital?”
“Shut the fuck up, Lew,” Dorn hissed. “He doesn’t know about the damn phone.”
Their attire forgotten, Victor leaned forward, his face already reddening with rage. “You lost your phone in the hospital? Did you retrieve it?”
“Tried, but it was already gone and no one had turned it in. Don’t worry, though. It’s secure.”
“Secure?” Victor growled.
“Whoever has it needs a pin number to get inside.”
Victor sent an incredulous look at Dorn that needed no interpretation. “Anyone with a small amount of tech ability can hack a phone. Was it a burner?”
Lew shook his head.
“Shit,” Victor blew out. “Contacts?”
“Well, sure. That’s what a phone is for, right?”
If they weren’t in a crowded restaurant, Victor would’ve reached across the table to strangle Lew. Then he would’ve dragged the idiot outside and beaten him until the man didn’t know his own name.
Dorn shot a disgusted look at Lew. “We have to assume whoever picked it up has already hacked it. Probably voicemail, too.”
“Do you erase voicemails after listening to them?” Victor asked.
Lew’s gaze flitted between the two men. “No.”
“Do you know who found it?”
“Uh…no. I didn’t go back inside for about an hour. I thought whoever found it would’ve turned it in. They didn’t.”
Victor stared down at the cold eggs and bacon on his plate, his stomach roiling. Shoving the food away, he massaged his temple. “What made you run out of the hospital?”
Grabbing Victor’s glass of water, Lew swallowed several tepid gulps. “I’d been made.”
“Made by who?”
Gaze darting around the restaurant, Lew felt his world close down around him. “The bitch’s boyfriend.”

“I’m not going to your house, Quinn. If you won’t take me home, I’ll call a cab.” Becca touched the side of her face, wincing. Even the thick bandage didn’t decrease the pain.
“You’ve got an appointment with Doctor Ness in two days. I’ll take you.”
After three days, Becca had been released, more than ready to get out of the hospital and back into her own bed. The threat from the concussion had passed, and to everyone’s relief, the damage to her face was minimal. According to the plastic surgeon, if scarring occurred, it would be slight. Perhaps a few thin, white lines easily covered with makeup. The injury to her ribs would take longer to heal.
“I don’t need your help.”
Wrangler didn’t respond. Becca hadn’t accepted it, but she didn’t have a choice. Not after the attack which could’ve ended her life.
“Tessa took Jamie shopping to stock my kitchen. The refrigerator and cupboards are overflowing. Does he really eat that much?”
Still seething at the thought of staying at Wrangler’s house, she remained silent a couple minutes. Staring at the road ahead, she decided arguing about living arrangements would accomplish nothing right now.
“I buy twice what I think Jamie will eat and he goes through all of it in a few days. A few years ago, I had to force food down him. He was so picky.” A smile began to form until she looked over at Wrangler, his face a mask. Because of her, he’d missed it all. “I’m sorry, Quinn. Keeping you from Jamie was wrong.”
“Let’s not discuss it now.”
Staring down at her clutched hands, an intense wave of sadness gripped her. “All right.”
“Once you’re settled, I’ll pick Jamie up from school. Your room is next to his. My room is on the other side of the house, so you’ll have privacy.”
I don’t want privacy. She tensed at the errant thought.
“Two of the Brethren will guard you and Jamie when I’m gone. The house has a complete security system, including an outside perimeter alarm. I’ve gotten you—”
“Wait, Quinn.” Shifting, she stared at him. “Guards, a security system. What are you talking about?”
“We should talk about it once we get to my place.”
“No. We’ll talk about it now.”
Tightening his grip on the steering wheel, he cast a wary glance at her. “Someone attacked you, Bec. If the security guards and police hadn’t arrived, he may have killed you. Or, at the very least, done a lot more damage. There’s every reason to believe he’ll come after you again, and you might not be as lucky a second time. In fact, the odds are they’ll get the information they want and kill you.”
Her gasp caught his attention. Becca’s face was pale, one hand pushing at her chest. “You’re saying this to scare me.”
“You should be scared. Whoever is after you is serious. Hurting you isn’t a problem. All this tells me you have something they want and they’re not going to give up until they get it.” Pulling into his long drive, Wrangler stopped several feet from the front porch. “We’ll get you settled, then you and I are going to have an honest discussion, and you’re going to tell me everything.”

Becca placed the last of the clothes Cara had retrieved from her apartment into the dresser. She was grateful for her and Tessa’s help. Grateful for what everyone had done since her ordeal.
Wrangler had given her a brief tour before showing her to the bedroom next to Jamie’s. Both were huge. Almost twice the size of the ones in their apartment, each held a queen-sized bed, dresser, bookcase, and two bed tables. Each also had its own bathroom. Large, with beautifully tiled showers and granite countertops.
She thought of his kitchen, big enough to allow space for several people to work. The appliances gleamed, the view to the lake incredible, the granite counters the same as in the baths. Her throat constricted at all Wrangler could offer Jamie. He’d built an incredible home, much of it with his own hands.
She couldn’t help wondering what it would be like to live here. How their lives would’ve changed if Wrangler had loved her enough to stay.
Sitting on the edge of the bed, Becca stared out the sliding glass doors to the large expanse of grass. Everything she’d dreamed of and would never have.
“All settled?”
Tearing her gaze from the serenity of the yard, she shook her head. “I can’t stay, Quinn. There’s no place for me here.” Standing, she snagged the rolling bag, setting it onto the bed. “If you think Jamie will be safe here, I’d like him to stay. I’ll be fine at home.”
There’s no place for me here.

The sadness in her voice ripped through him, and once again, he realized they could’ve achieved both their dreams if he’d only stayed. Walking to her, he set his hands on her shoulders, turning her to face him. 
“You belong here, Bec.” He let out a ragged breath. “This should have been our house.”
Misery crossed her face and she looked away. “Please, don’t.”
Instead of letting her go, he tightened his hold. “We’ve both made mistakes. Big ones that hurt the other. Can’t we find a way to forgive each other, maybe start again?”
His question stunned her. “Start again?”
“I know you believe my life has been one big party while you’ve been faced with the responsibility of raising our son. It’s not true. Not a day passed I didn’t think of you, hated myself for leaving.”
“But not enough to contact me. The same as I didn’t call your parents.”
Choking out a strained chuckle, he nodded. “Like I said, we’ve both made mistakes. I want to find a way to put the past behind us and go forward.”
“I forgave you a long time ago. It’s hard to hate someone for not being able to return your love, Quinn.”
“Is that what you’ve talked yourself into believing? That I never loved you?”
Lowering her head, she stared at the floor. “Well, yes.” Raising her head, she stepped out of his grasp, pacing to the sliding glass doors. “What else was I to think? You were over me, wanted to explore the world and see other women. There was one glaring explanation. You didn’t love me enough to stay, Quinn. There’s no reason to believe you’ve changed.”
“That isn’t how it was, Bec. Not even close.” Wrangler fought the urge to go to her.
A slow, angry burn crept through Becca. “Don’t lie to me, Quinn. If you’d loved me, you never would’ve left the way you did.” She closed her eyes, willing away the tears she felt building in her eyes. “You’d gotten your degree and were ready to take on the world. A woman expecting anything from you didn’t figure into your plans. I didn’t have a place in your future.” Turning away, she swiped at an errant tear, hoping he didn’t notice.
Walking to her, he stopped, forcing himself not to touch her. “You’re right about everything except me loving you. You are and have always been the only woman I’ve loved, Bec. I still love you. Will always love you.”
Staring outside, her eyes filled with tears as her ability to stop them vanished. A sob tore from her throat, shoulders shaking. Feeling his hands on her waist, she stepped away.
“Don’t, Quinn. Just leave me alone.” Raising her hands, she covered her face, body trembling with the force of her anguish.
“God, Bec.” Not allowing her to push him away, he wrapped his arms around her, tugging her against his chest, careful of her ribs. “I’m so damn sorry.”
Kissing the top of her head, he turned her in his arms, expecting her to push him away. Instead, she surprised him by wrapping her arms around his waist, laying her head on his chest, and releasing the pain she’d buried inside for all those years.
 



Chapter Twenty-One
Wrangler felt the sting of his own tears. He was so tired of fighting his feelings for the beautiful woman in his arms. From her reaction, he believed her love for him hadn’t changed. She was still the same Becca, the woman he didn’t want to live without.
When her sobs began to subside, he lowered his head to whisper into her ear. “I’ve already said this, but it’s true. I love you, Bec. I know you don’t believe me, but it’s the truth. All I’m asking is to make it up to you and Jamie. Can you forgive me enough to do that?”
Pulling away, she looked up into glassy, red-rimmed eyes, realizing he’d suffered along with her. Until that moment, it hadn’t occurred to her Wrangler had been fighting his own hell.
Before she could reconsider her actions, she stood on tiptoes, brushing a kiss across his lips. He stilled, as stunned as Becca at what she’d done. It lasted mere seconds before he cupped the back of her head, lowering his mouth to hers.
Careful of her injuries, he kept the kiss light, making certain she wouldn’t shove him away. When she didn’t resist, his tongue traced her full lips before easing inside. Deepening the kiss, he groaned at the familiar taste. After all these years, her distinct flavor was like coming home, the same as the feel of her in his arms.
The kiss slowed, allowing him to savor every moment. Hearing her soft moan, he raised his mouth from hers, gazing into her eyes, seeing wariness and something more. Refusing to delay, his lips pressed against hers again, devouring her softness, his hands moving down her back to splay across her hips, letting her feel his hard length.
Showering kisses along her jaw, his mouth trailed lower to the hollow of her neck. Sucking lightly, his hands moved under her top, releasing the clasp of her bra, slipping the straps off her shoulders. 
Shoving up her shirt, he slid her bra down, his breath catching at her beauty. Cupping one breast, he massaged the full globe, thrumming a thumb over an already peaked nipple.
Feeling her hands move up his arms to rest on his shoulders, he lowered his mouth, his tongue stroking across the taut nub. Repeating the action, he sucked the nipple into his mouth when she arched into him.
Walking her backward until she touched the edge of the bed, he gently laid her down. Stretching out, he kissed her deeply before staring into glazed eyes.
“Is this what you want, sweetheart?”
Parting her lips, she nodded.
“You must be certain. If we do this, it won’t be a one-time thing, Bec. This will be the start of a new future for us. If you aren’t ready for that, tell me now and I’ll stop. But let me warn you, I’m not giving up on getting you back.”
Rolling her head to the side, Becca closed her eyes, trying to think. She’d wanted this, wanted him for so long, it seemed odd to turn away now. Still, what if he changed his mind? Her heart wouldn’t survive another beating.
Reaching over, Wrangler gripped her chin, turning her to look at him. “Open your eyes.” Blinking a couple times, she stared at him, hoping he didn’t see her internal struggle. “I am not leaving you. Not ever.” Leaning down, he brushed a soft kiss over her lips. “If you’re thinking I’ll change my mind, I won’t. Even if you decide you don’t want me anymore, I’ll always be here for you and Jamie. Always, Becca.”
She let the words sink in, desperate for them to be true. Shoving aside her fear, she licked her lips. “I want this, Quinn.”
“And you trust me not to leave you again?”
She hesitated a moment before reaching up to stroke his stubbled jaw before pulling him down for a hungry kiss.
It vaguely registered she hadn’t answered him as he gave in to the exquisite pleasure of having her in his arms. The kiss deepened, tongues tangling, his hand moving to massage her breast. Lifting his head, he drew the nipple into his mouth, sucking deeply.
Clutching his shoulders, Becca arched into him, moaning at the intense pleasure. His hand moved lower, over the roundness of her stomach to the edge of her jeans. Continuing to suckle her breast, he hesitated a split second before quickly releasing the top button and drawing down the zipper.
When his hand reached the juncture of her thighs, fingers playing with the silken curls, she squirmed against him. Rising to his knees, he slid off her shoes, drawing the jeans and panties down her legs and dropping them onto the floor.
Placing a hand under her back, he lifted carefully, removing her shirt and bra before tossing them on top of the other clothes. Staring down at her naked body, his breath hitched, heart racing.
“You’re more beautiful than I remember.”
A slow smile curved her lips as she reached up, releasing his jeans, wrapping her fingers around his hard length. Throwing his head back, he groaned in pleasure as she stroked him. Her hand tightened on him, squeezing lightly, her pace increasing.
Breath coming in gasps, his hand wrapped around her wrist. “You have to stop, sweetheart, or this well end much too soon.”
“Only if you take off your clothes.”
Smirking, he reached over his shoulders and pulled off his shirt, then removed his boots, shoving his pants down. Lifting a brow, she grinned.
“Commando?”
Not answering, he stretched out beside her, capturing her mouth in an intense, heated kiss. Aligning their naked bodies, his hand moved between her thighs, fingers caressing her moist folds before delving inside and stroking in and out.
Moving his mouth to her breast, he drew it in, his tongue sweeping over the taut bud while his thumb stroked her clit. Clutching at him, she arched her hips into his hand, a mindless cry breaking from her lips as the orgasm tore through her.
Giving her no time to come down, he moved to hover over her, spreading her legs wide. Positioning his swollen head at her entrance, he stroked her a few more times with his thumb before burying himself deep inside with a slow thrust. 
She gasped, arching beneath him. Her legs coiled around his hips, holding him close as he moved in and out, stretching and filling her.
His mouth covered hers as his thrusts came faster, more frantic. He wanted to make this last, drawing out their pleasure. But the feel of her skin against his, the unique scent he’d never forgotten, and the desperate touch of her hands on his back and hips overwhelmed him.
Her deep moans of pleasure broke his last shred of control. Reaching between them, he rubbed her already sensitive clit. Arching her back, she drew him deeper inside before crying out his name in uninhibited ecstasy. Surging forward, his body grew taut, a shout of pleasure erupting before he followed with his own mind-blowing release.

Wrangler didn’t know how long they lay there, his arms banded around her as Becca slept. He already wanted her again. Giving her up after this wasn’t an option. If she awoke and regretted what they’d done, he’d convince her otherwise. It would be his mission in life to convince Becca that even after the suffering they’d caused each other, they were meant to grow old together.
Feeling her stir, he stroked his hand up and down her naked hips and legs, trying to ignore his already hardening erection. Leaning down, he brushed a kiss across her swollen lips, seeing her eyes flutter open.
Licking her lips, she reached up, cupping his cheek. “You really are here.”
Stroking fingers along her jaw, down the column of her neck, he bent, touching his mouth to hers. “I’ll always be here, sweetheart.”
“So this isn’t a dream? You won’t disappear if I close my eyes?”
The slight quiver of doubt in her voice cut deep, his chest tightening at causing her any despair. Wrangler wondered how long it would take to remove every bit of uncertainty.
“I’m afraid you’re stuck with me, Bec.”
“But are you certain about being stuck with me?”
Gripping her chin, he tilted her face up, placing another kiss on her lush lips. “I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life.” When she opened her mouth, he pressed a finger against it. “Anything, Bec. I want you more than my next breath. If I hadn’t been such a—”
She stopped his next words by capturing his mouth with hers, deepening it so he could say nothing more. Wrapping her arms around his neck, she moaned into his mouth before drawing back.
“We can’t go back, Quinn. If we have any chance of making this work, we must look at the future.”
His mouth slid upward, triggering a deep flutter in her stomach. The man had the most disarming way about him. Charming in a boyish sense, which had always drawn Becca to him. Time hadn’t changed his effect on her or the impact to her heart.
“What time is it?”
Leaning down, he slid his phone from the pocket of his pants, then blew out a soft curse.
“What is it, Quinn?”
His apologetic gaze met hers. “We didn’t use protection.”
“Oh.”
He didn’t miss the despondent tone of her reply. It took little to read her thoughts. “If you think I would mind getting you pregnant, you’re wrong.”
Sitting up, she winced at the slight pain from her bruised ribs. “Do you want more children?”
Moving beside her, he settled an arm over her shoulders. “What I want is for us to marry. Afterward, I plan to work real hard at growing our family.”
Laughter burst from her, creating another flash of pain in her chest. Raising a hand, she touched the small, square bandage on her cheekbone, wondering how she’d felt no pain when they’d been making love.
He shifted to face her. “Are you all right? Was I too rough?”
Hearing the worry in his voice, she shook her head. “No. I was just wondering why neither my ribs nor face hurt while we made love.”
A mischievous grin brightened his face. “Well now, I don’t know.” Leaning over, he took her mouth in a searing kiss before drawing back. “Maybe we should do some experimenting.”
Pulling her close, they both froze at voices from the front of the house.
“Damn. I forgot Tracker and Fargo were coming over to stay with you while I pick up Jamie from school.” Remembering also brought a wave of guilt. What had he been thinking, making love to Becca when men were after her?
“Hey, Wrangler. You guys home?”
“Tracker,” he muttered. “Get dressed while I go out and talk to them.” Brushing a quick kiss over her lips, he dressed, shutting the door behind him.
Becca didn’t move, afraid if she did, the last hour with Wrangler would go up in smoke. Glancing around, she forced herself to breathe. Had she been a fool to give herself to him? Did he truly intend to marry her, create a real family?
“Becca?”
She glanced up, not having heard the door open. “Yes?”
“Don’t overthink what happened. I love you, and we’re going to make this work.” Flashing his patented grin, he closed the door as a chuckle broke from her lips.

“Are you certain?” Wrangler’s muscles tensed, unease swirling through him.
“Raider hacked Lew’s voicemail. There’s no question Becca took something from Ellison before moving to Liberty Lake.” Tracker reached into his pocket, pulling out a folded piece of paper. “Raider copied the messages for you. Wrath, Ghost, and Rock already know. The prez says it’s up to you to get the information from Becca.”
Leaning back in his chair, Wrangler scrubbed both hands over his face, a ball of ice building in his stomach. Why hadn’t she told him about the file? The answer was all too clear. She didn’t trust him.
“I’ll handle it, but it’ll have to wait until I get Jamie from school.” Plus, he needed time to sort out how to approach Becca without endangering their fragile relationship. “What else did Raider discover?”
Tracker leaned forward, resting his arms on his thighs. “Ellison and his close associate, Dorn Rawlins, are heavily tied into the Night Devils, as well as the Quintero Cartel. They’re in deep, Wrangler. Drug running, human trafficking. If Becca took a file that could tie them to the illegal activities…” He didn’t need to say more.
Swallowing the rush of bile, Wrangler stood, pacing several feet away. Opening his phone, he called the clubhouse.
“Wrath, I need you or Rock to pick up Jamie from school. You’re both on the list.”
“Already on my way. Did Tracker and Fargo give you what Raider learned?”
“I’m holding it in my hand. Why didn’t she tell me?”
There was a long pause before Wrath answered. “Do you have to ask?”
Shredding a hand through his hair, he blew out a curse. “No. But it’s different now.”
“You want to share?”
“Hell no. You’ll have to take my word for it. That’s why I need you to get Jamie. Becca and I need to talk, and it can’t wait.”
“Be careful. No matter what happened between you two in the last few days, she’s scared. Let her know we’re all here to help. Whatever she needs, Wrangler. She and Jamie are family.”
 



Chapter Twenty-Two
Becca needed a shower. Lots of hot water, lasting until the heat ran out. Instead, the doctor had told her to wait a couple more days. It hadn’t seemed a problem until falling into bed with Wrangler.
Wetting the hand towel, she moved it along her arms, down her body, thinking about the last hour. Unexpected and wonderful. So much more than her most vivid fantasies.
She’d been with a total of three men, two after Wrangler left. The most recent being Victor, which happened only one time. It hadn’t been right comparing them to her ex-boyfriend, but it was difficult not to. Today reminded her why.
Wringing out the towel, she leaned against the edge of the counter, doing what Wrangler had told her not to do. Second guess herself. Becca couldn’t shake the fear she’d made a horrible mistake giving in to her burning need for him.
Hearing tapping on her door, she slipped into her robe, padding across the bedroom to open it. “Quinn.” She pulled the door wide, wondering why he knocked. “Come in.”
Walking several feet into the room, he turned to face her, his expression not at all what she’d expected.
“What’s wrong?” Then she held up a hand, her heart sinking. “Let me guess. You’ve changed your mind. It was a mistake, and—”
Snaking an arm around her waist, he drew Becca to him, his mouth covering hers. There was nothing gentle about this kiss. It was hard, demanding, almost punishing in intensity before he lifted his head and dropped his hold. He didn’t smile.
“You’ve got to get that shit out of your head.”
Touching her lips, feeling them sting, she didn’t respond.
Crossing his arms, his legs shoulder-width apart, he leveled a stern gaze at her. “We’ve been doing some digging, trying to discover why anyone would want to hurt you.”
“We?”
“Wrath, Rock, Ghost, and a few of the other men. I can’t tell you much, other than they’re as invested as me in keeping you and Jamie safe. We can’t do that unless you’re honest with me.”
Raising her chin, Becca tried to stare him down. It didn’t work. “I don’t know what you mean.”
“Is that how you really want to play this, Bec? Because it’s not a game. Do you want me to tell you how I know?”
Biting her lower lip, she clasped her hands together, giving a terse nod.
Dropping his hands, accepting this might be harder than he’d first thought, he motioned to the bed. “Sit down.”
“I’ll stand.”
“This is no time to be obstinate, Bec.”
“I’m still going to stand. What do you have?”
Narrowing his gaze, he pulled the folded paper from his pocket, handing it over.
“What is this?”
“What you don’t want me to know.”
Stomach clenching, she took the paper, her hand beginning to tremble. She prayed he didn’t notice. He did.
“What’s in there isn’t going to change anything between us, Becca.”
Glancing down at the paper, then back up at him, she unfolded it and began reading. With each sentence, the muscles in her stomach clenched more until she lowered herself onto the edge of the bed. Finishing, she folded the paper, handing it back.
“Where’s the file?”
She shook her head.
“Becca, we need the file.”
Shoving aside the fear he’d turn away, she jutted out her chin, back stiffening. “So you and your band of outlaws can use the information to make your own runs? Take out the competition?”
“What the fuck, Bec?”
“I don’t know why you turned away from your life as a Navy SEAL, and it’s not my business. What is my business is Jamie having a father who’s an outlaw biker. God only knows what kind of stuff you’re doing. How you make your money.”
Shredding a hand through his hair, he turned away. He’d forgotten Becca knew nothing about Eternal Brethren’s true mission. It made him wonder why she’d decided to give him another chance. Or maybe she hadn’t. Maybe she hadn’t been as vested in what happened between them today as him.
Whirling around, he pinned her with an unyielding stare, anger spiraling through him. “So you made love to me believing I’m nothing more than a criminal?” Taking a menacing step toward her, he placed fisted hands on his hips. “Was what happened between us some kind of playtime with the bad boy who makes his living by…what? Dealing drugs? No, wait. Trading in human beings maybe?”
With each word, he twisted the blade deeper into her gut. Wrapping her arms around her waist, she forced herself to remain calm, knowing he was right. She should’ve asked him questions before they’d made love.
“It wasn’t playtime, Quinn. Not for me.”
“Then what was it, Becca?”
When she didn’t answer, he dropped his hands to his sides, doing what he could to calm the pain in his chest. “Do you love me?”
Looking up, she nodded. “Yes.”
“But now you’re having second thoughts. The truth is, you’re not sure you want yourself or Jamie associated with someone like me. If so, you might as well bail now because with me, you get the whole package, babe.” He held out his hands, giving a slight shrug.
Becca stared at him, his words ripping through her. “Don’t you think I already know that?”
“No, I don’t think you do. If you did, you wouldn’t have mentioned me not being a fit father for Jamie.”
Her own anger rising, she stood. “I didn’t say you aren’t a fit father. I’d never say that about you. It’s just…”
“Just what?”
“I should’ve learned more about you before…before we…”
He raised a brow. “Had sex?”
Moving to within a few inches of him, she shoved Wrangler’s chest with both hands. “It may have been just sex for you, but it wasn’t for me.”
“Bec, I—”
“Shut the fuck up, Quinn. You’ve had your say. Now it’s my turn.”
Stunned, he tilted his head. “Was that a swear word coming out of your mouth?”
“Fuck off.”
Lips twitching, he took a small step closer. “Whoa. Two in less than thirty seconds. What would your mother say?”
“Who do you think I learned them from?”
He couldn’t hold back a laugh. Reaching out, he grabbed her shoulders, dragging her against him. “I need you to trust me, Bec. Not just with some stuff, but with everything.” Moving them to the bed, he sat down, pulling her onto his lap. “Ask me whatever you want, and I’ll do my best to answer you.”
Wrapping her arms around his neck, she studied his face. “You aren’t planning to lie to me?”
“Hell no. If I can’t answer you, I won’t respond at all. Fair enough?”
“All right. We’ll start with what I hope is an easy question. Do you love me?”
“Wait. Do I get a kiss for each right answer?”
Shoving his shoulder, she repeated the question. “Do you love me, Quinn?”
His features sobered. “Yes. With every cell in my body, and that won’t change.”
Relaxing at his answer, she tried another one. “Do you really want to marry me, have a family?”
“More than my next breath. Are you sure I can’t have a kiss?”
Lowering her head, she brushed her mouth against his, pulling back when he tried to deepen the kiss. “Okay. Tell me about the Eternal Brethren.”
This was the part he dreaded. Wrath, Rock, and Ghost had navigated these waters fine, but could he? “What is it you want to know?”
“Do you break the law?”
“No.”
Stunned, she drew back. “No?”
“That’s what I said. Next question.”
“But…” Becca didn’t know what else to ask. She’d been so certain they were one of the clubs buried in criminal activity.
Rubbing circles on her back, he kissed her neck. “Speechless?”
“How do you make your money?”
“The old fashioned way. We work. I help run our dozen or so businesses in town. We may not look like much, but the Brethren are awesome entrepreneurs.” He pulled her close, nibbling her ear before moving to the corner of her mouth.
“Wait. You run a dozen businesses?”
Sighing, he lifted his head. “You work for Cara. Hasn’t she told you about them?”
“A little. Still, I thought, well…given the way people in town talk about you…”
Smoothing a hand down her hair, he kissed her again before setting her aside and standing. “The townsfolk believe what we want them to. I can’t tell you much, but I swear the work we do is legal and for the right side.”
The right side. The words swirled in her head, a buzz of recognition materializing. “You’re a—”
“Whatever you’re thinking, don’t say it. Someday, I’ll tell you more.”
“But not today?”
“No, sweetheart. I’ve already said too much. Now, back to the file.”
Resigned, she began explaining, starting with her first suspicions Victor wasn’t what he appeared. “He was so respectable. The epitome of the upstanding citizen, attending all the required social events and fundraisers. He was the youngest senior partner. Still, something didn’t seem right.”
“And you know this from all the time you spent with him.” It wasn’t a question.
“If you’re asking if I slept with Victor, yes, I did. One time, Quinn. How many women have you been with since me?”
Brushing a strand of hair from her face, he cupped her cheek. “You’re right, sweetheart. Go on.”
Moistening her lips, she drew in a slow breath. “I was already suspicious when he took me to his house after an early dinner. Jamie was staying with a neighbor, so I didn’t have to get home until the next morning.”
“This would be your one time with him, right?”
Ignoring the question, she continued. “Something he said bothered me. I can’t recall what, but the next day, I was left alone long enough to go through his study. I had no idea what to look for. It took less than five minutes to spot the file on his desk. It was right there in front of me and I almost missed it.”
“What was inside?”
“I’ll need to show you. Let me get dressed and take you to it.”
“Meet me in the living room. I need to let Tracker and Fargo know we’re leaving and to stay around to keep watch on Jamie when Wrath drops him off.”
“Um, Quinn?”
“Yeah?”
“Can we stop to pick up some corn chips?”
 



Chapter Twenty-Three
They’d made it a mile from the house when his phone rang. “It’s Wrath,” he said to Becca before answering. “Do you have Jamie?”
“Where are you?”
“Becca’s taking me to where she hid the file. Why?”
“Jamie isn’t at school.”
Glancing at Becca, he pulled to the side of the road. “Repeat that.”
“Jamie is missing. They’d been searching and were about to call you and Becca when I showed up. They didn’t know he was gone until the kids returned from the playground.”
“Night Devils,” Wrangler ground out, a ball of fury curling in his gut.
“Or the men who roughed up Becca. I’ve already dispatched two teams. We know the location of the Devils clubhouse. Since the school is in the county, I called Ethan. He’s meeting a couple deputies at the school to do a thorough search.”
“Did Grayson give his okay to approach their clubhouse?” Wrangler didn’t care whether he’d given them the nod or not. He’d do whatever it took to get back his son.
“Not yet. He’s at some high-level meeting. But we aren’t waiting. Right now, all we’ll do is recon, learn if Jamie is with Burn and his crew. You need to get Becca somewhere safe. If it is the Night Devils, she could be the next target.”
Wrangler had been on too many missions to count, taken on terrorists, gunrunners, and human traffickers, faced what he thought was certain death. There’d always been a certain level of fear mixed with exhilaration at the prospect of taking out more bad guys. Never had he felt such deep and penetrating terror as what gripped him at that instant.
“We’ll get the file and go back to my place,” Wrangler said. “Fargo and Tracker are already there. Once she’s settled, I’ll meet you at the clubhouse.”
“You need to stay with Becca.”
“No. I need to find my son.” 
Setting the phone beside him, Wrangler massaged his temples while drawing in a slow breath, not yet ready to face Becca.
“What is it, Quinn?”
A jolt of fury rocked him at the quiver in her voice. He was supposed to protect his family, keep Becca and Jamie safe. While he’d been locked safely inside his home with her, someone had taken their boy. 
Our
boy.
Slamming his hands on the steering wheel, he shifted toward Becca. “Jamie’s missing.”

The wild hysteria he’d expected hadn’t materialized. Panicked shock gave way to anger and determination. Wrangler had already learned how strong she was, getting through the last ten years by stoic resolve. He now saw another side. Enraged, ready to fight, do whatever was needed to get Jamie back. She’d even surprised him by pulling a SIG 9mm from her purse, loaded and ready to roll.
Following her directions, he took a winding country road away from town, keeping watch for anyone who might be following. Twenty minutes later, he navigated a long, pot-holed trail, not much wider than his truck. After an almost too tight curve, the road ended in front of a small cabin.
“What is this place?” Wrangler asked.
“My grandfather’s hunting cabin. Other than my parents and brother, no one knows it exists. I haven’t been here in years, except for hiding the file.”
Pushing through overgrown brush to reach the front door, he took the key from her hand, pulled out his own SIG, and stepped inside. Doing a quick check of the rooms, he met her in the kitchen. On her knees, Becca had removed what appeared to be a false baseboard under a cabinet.
“This is where you hid it?”
Reaching into the dark space, she held up the file. “Can you think of a safer place?”
Taking it, he rifled through the contents, his fear increasing with each page. “Shit, Bec. Do you have any idea what you have?”
“I’d assumed it was a chronological record of Victor’s illegal activities.”
Tucking it under his arm, he grabbed her hand. “We’ve got to get this information to Wrath. If Raider can’t decipher it, there are others who can.” He didn’t mention Grayson or the substantial resources at his disposal.
Retracing their path to the main road, he stopped the truck, turning toward Becca. “I’m not the best decoder, but what you found is a schedule of activities, names, amounts, and bank transactions. None of them are small. Victor kept this as protection in case he has a falling out with his partners, or as a way to take them down.”
He laid his hand on the file. “What you took could destroy Victor’s world, as well as his partners. The fact is, if his associates learn he wrote it all down, Victor won’t last more than a couple days, Bec. They’ll eliminate him and anyone who knows what’s inside.”
“Jamie doesn’t know anything, Quinn.”
“But you do.”

From his vantage point above the Night Devils clubhouse, Rock adjusted his night vision binoculars and earpiece. “Nothing from here, Ghost.”
“Roger. Nothing from my position. Gunner?”
“No sign of Jamie. Burn and another member walked out a few minutes ago, then went back inside.”
“Did you recognize the other member, Gunner?”
“Negative, Ghost. And no sign of Jif.”
From his desk at the clubhouse, Wrath touched his earpiece. “Are any of you in a position to move in without detection?”
“Negative for me,” Ghost responded.
“Negative here, Wrath,” Gunner said.
“Affirmative, Wrath. Give me fifteen.”
“Confirm your new location, Rock.”
“Roger that, Prez.”
The sound of his office door opening drew Wrath’s attention. Hiding his surprise at seeing who was with Wrangler, he motioned them to chairs.
Wrangler tossed the file on top of the desk. “Read that. Raider will need to decode, but you’ll get the gist of it.”
Opening the file, he read through each page before punching a button on his phone. “Raider. Need you up here. Stat.” He narrowed his gaze at Wrangler. “Becca shouldn’t be here.”
“She’s as safe here as anywhere else.”
“Don’t be insubordinate. You know why she can’t be here. I’ll have two men follow you back to your place. Tracker and Fargo know the stakes are higher and will be with you until I give the order to return.”
Shredding fingers through his hair, Wrangler shook his head. “I can’t stay there and do nothing.”
The hidden door to the dungeon, their multimillion dollar communications room downstairs, opened. “What do you need?”
Wrath handed him the file. “Decode this. Get the results back to me.” 
Nodding at Wrangler and Becca, Raider took the file, disappearing downstairs.
Focusing back on his brother, Wrath crossed his arms. “You’re too close to be any good right now.”
“Bullshit,” he all but shouted. “Jamie’s my son. What would you do if it were your child? Hunker down at home and wait for everyone else to search?”
Wrath stood, leaning over the desk. “That’s not the point. I made a mistake with Ghost and Dani, ordering others to watch her while Ghost was tasked elsewhere. You know what happened, Wrangler. It was a major error on my part. I will not make the same mistake again.”
Not one member of Eternal Brethren had forgotten how Ghost almost lost Dani. Pacing away, hands fisted at his sides, Wrangler whirled to face his brother.
“Dani and Ghost’s situation was different. They were still trying to work out their relationship.”
Wrath glared at him. “And you two aren’t?”
Wrangler shifted toward Becca, surprised she’d stayed quiet so long. All he got in return was the frantic expression of a mother whose child had been taken.
“Becca and I are working things out.”
“Fine. Continue doing that from your home with two guards and state of the art security system. You’ll be plugged into us twenty-four/seven, hearing everything I do. If you need more men, I’ll send them. Don’t forget your safe room.”
“I don’t need the damn safe room. What I…” Wrangler settled his gaze on Becca. “What we need is Jamie. And you need me.”
“Rock to Wrath. You there, Prez?”
Wrath held up his hand to his brother. “Affirmative. What do you have?”
“Jamie’s not here.”
“You’re certain?”
“Affirmative. I’m within ten feet of their back wall. Shit security here. Burn came out for a smoke. Mario and Jif joined him. Judging from their conversation, they’d just heard about Jamie. I’d bet my lift the Devils didn’t take him.”
“Roger that, Rock. Gunner, can you see the front and back from your position?”
“Affirmative.”
“You stay. Ghost and Rock, return to base with the rest of the men. Repeat. Return to base.”
Getting affirmatives, he lowered himself into his chair. “You’re right. I don’t know how you feel.”
“Damn straight you don’t.”
Jaw tight, Wrath gripped the arms of his chair. “What I need is to know you and Becca are safe. You heard Rock. If it isn’t the Devils, then it’s Ellison. I’m going to follow you, and order Rock and Ghost to join us. We’ll wait for the decoded information from Raider while planning a mission to get Jamie back.”
Rising, he walked around the desk, crouching in front of Becca. “We’ll need to know everything you remember about Victor. Start writing it out when you get to Wrangler’s. The names of his staff members at work, the people he employs at home, who he dates or dated, where he goes. Every detail, no matter how insignificant. The same with Dorn Rawlins and Lew Helms. Somewhere in that triangle we’ll find Jamie.”
“I’ll do what I can.” Becca’s voice trembled, but didn’t break. Wrangler was so damn proud of her.
Setting a hand over hers, Wrath nodded. “I know you will.” Straightening, he faced his brother. “Go straight home. Two men will follow you, and I won’t be far behind. Make sure the safe room is stocked, and…” He swallowed, clasping Wrangler’s shoulder. “Hell, you know the drill. We’ve never failed a mission, and we sure as hell won’t fail this one.”
 



Chapter Twenty-Four
Tasked to accompany Wrangler and Becca home, Banner drove in front of the truck while another of the Brethren followed behind. All those in the club had been briefed on the kidnapping, given a copy of Jamie’s picture from one Becca produced. It wasn’t needed. Most all the men had met Wrangler’s son when he’d come to the clubhouse.
“Why didn’t they just take me?”
“Leverage.” Keeping his focus on the road ahead and behind them, Wrangler reached over, placing a hand on her thigh. “They can use Jamie as leverage to make you give up the file. Taking you wouldn’t accomplish much if you refused to give them what they wanted. Can Jamie identify Ellison or his men?”
She glanced down at his hand, setting hers on top. “No. As I said, Victor and I hadn’t been seeing each other long.”
“But you spent the night with him.” It wasn’t an accusation, but had the same effect as a punch to her gut.
Removing her hand, she lifted her chin, staring out the front. “Yes. It was the first night I’d been away from Jamie in over two years. Over four since I’d been with a man. There were nights I felt so alone…” She didn’t finish, unwilling to say more. 
Squeezing her thigh before moving his hand back to the steering wheel, he shot her a quick look. “I’m not accusing you of anything, Bec.”
She gave him a hard glare. “Aren’t you?” Shoving aside the cacophony of emotions roiling through her, she looked away. “Yes, I slept with two men since you. If I’d met someone more appealing, there would’ve been three or four, or maybe even five men in my past. My guess is you’ve gone through more than that over the course of a few months.”
A few weeks, but he wouldn’t voice the thought aloud. Wrangler took no pleasure in the number of women he went through trying to rid himself of Becca’s memory. It had been a wasted effort. He should’ve picked up the damn phone when he’d graduated from BUD/S, hired a private investigator to track her down. Instead, he’d been too much of a chickenshit to face the way he’d hurt her. It was a damn miracle she was willing give him another chance.
“I’m so damn sorry for waiting so long.”
Shoving aside the dread at how he might answer, she asked the question which had been burning in her brain. “Would you have ever sought me out, Quinn? I mean, if we hadn’t seen each other in Robbie’s, would you have been curious enough to find me?”
Clenching his jaw, he thought back on his life without her. He’d lived for his duty and his team. The good times he’d expected never came. The women a means of escape, nothing more.
“Not one day passed I didn’t think of you, Bec. My work was, well…it could be all-encompassing. Overwhelming in a way I can’t describe. Few SEAL marriages last more than a few years. Maybe one in ten worked. The stats on a marriage working out in the special ops world are staggering.” 
Recalling the guilt and shame which plagued him day after day at leaving Becca, he couldn’t remember another good reason why he hadn’t found her sooner.
“The truth is, I was scared shitless. I didn’t want to learn you were happily married with a house full of kids. Didn’t want to see pictures of you staring into the eyes of another man, giving him the love you once gave me. Where you were concerned, I was always a fucking coward.”
Brows furrowing, she shifted to look at him. The straight nose, solid jawline, hard, angular features were all the same as she remembered. Becca couldn’t recall him ever being afraid of anything. “You were always the most fearless man I knew.”
He snorted out a bitter chuckle. “Except around you.”
Lips parting, jaw dropping, she felt a startled sense of understanding. “That’s why you left without telling me your intentions.”
Continuing behind Banner on a route planned to discourage anyone following, Wrangler tried to shove away the self-loathing at his weakness. “Yes. I couldn’t tell you what I planned. The thought of the disillusionment I’d see, love turning to hate, would’ve destroyed me.”
“And you might’ve stayed.” She didn’t reach for him, couldn’t find it in herself to give him comfort.
“At twenty-one, I wasn’t ready to marry, start a family.”
“I never asked you to.”
He blew out a harsh breath. “I know that, Bec. But it was what you wanted.”
“After you established your career. I knew you’d be accepted into BUD/S, and never had a doubt you’d graduate. I would’ve waited for you, Quinn. As long as it took, I would’ve waited.” The last came out in a ragged whisper.
Several minutes of silence passed, their breathing all that interrupted the calm. Lifting a hand, he rubbed the back of his neck.
“I hired an investigator not long after joining the Brethren. He found you right away, but I refused to look at the results. A year later, I repeated the process, again refusing to have him send a report.” He snorted. “The P.I. told me I was a fucking idiot. Said if I called again, he’d drive to Liberty Lake and shove the report down my damn throat. My work with the Brethren became almost as all-consuming as with a regular SEAL team.” Wrangler winced, hoping she didn’t catch the error. “I mean, the Brethren are, well…”
“Not a biker gang. Not into illegal activities. Not hampered by the usual laws impeding the FBI or other alphabet government agencies.”
Giving her a blank stare, he waited.
“Come on, Quinn. I’m not stupid. You have a clubhouse built for any kind of invasion. Highly trained men who I’m guessing are still active SEALs or Special Forces. A secret comms room that probably rivals any military facility.” She quirked a brow. “Shall I go on?”
“No. But don’t take it as affirmation of your wild imagination.” Mentally shaking off the shock of her figuring out the mission of the Eternal Brethren, he changed the subject. “Anyway, the short answer is yes. I was ready to learn the truth about you and your life.”
“Why then?”
“Simple. I saw how Wrath, Rock, and Ghost were able to make their marriages work. Granted, they’d been with their wives a short time, but the commitment on both sides couldn’t be missed. I’d made the call to the P.I. He repeated his warning about delivering the report in person if I refused to take it a third time. A few nights later, there you were. I thought you were an apparition. Nothing could’ve been further from the truth, as I learned several minutes later in the parking lot.”
She couldn’t bring herself to smile, not with Jamie missing and finally having the explanation she’d waited so long to hear. “I was pretty brutal on you, Quinn.”
“Not hard enough. I deserved a helluva lot more than what you dished out.” Making the last turn to his house, he reached out, threading his fingers through hers. “I swear, Bec, not once did I stop loving you.” Bringing her hand to his mouth, he kissed her knuckles. “When we get Jamie back, and we will get our son back, I’m praying you’ll give me the rest of our lives to make it up to you.”

Jamie had never been so scared. The men who took him had removed the bindings on his wrists and ankles, believing the room a couple stories above ground level would prove its own deterrent. No balcony, only a few windows with views to the cracked parking lot below. He saw no lights in the direction he faced, only miles of barren desert.
The bright moon helped visibility. The landscape didn’t resemble anything he’d seen around Liberty Lake. Stark with a few cactus plants and brush. It reminded him a little of the area close to Tucson. He remembered stopping for gas, feeling as if they’d hit the end of the world.
Little furniture remained inside the room. A bed without sheets, two blankets, and a chair. He hadn’t expected a television or game console, but he had hoped for a bottle of water.
Sagging onto the bed, he fell back, wishing he was big, tall, and fierce like his dad. For a brief moment, the beginning of a smile formed. He liked his dad. A lot. Jamie didn’t know how he’d gone from hating to loving him in only a few days, but he had. He wondered what his dad would think now, knowing he hadn’t hesitated to leave school with a man he’d never seen. 
Wearing jeans, a t-shirt, and leather cut similar to his dad’s, Jamie had believed what the man said. “Your mother’s been taken. Wrangler asked me to pick you up.”
Jamie had made one cursory glance over his shoulder before tossing the backpack to the man and climbing over the low chain-link fence. They’d run to a van where he’d been shoved inside and held in place as they secured his wrists and ankles. When he’d screamed, a vile cloth had been shoved into his mouth.
Staring at the ceiling, a single tear rolled down Jamie’s face. By now, his parents had to know he was missing. Maybe they thought he’d run away. Either way, his mom would be scared, his dad angry. He knew nothing about the men at the clubhouse, except one was his uncle and the others were good friends. Maybe his dad would get them all together to find him.
His stomach clenched at the idea. If Jamie didn’t know where he was, how would they?
Miles from the school, they’d removed the gag. The man in the cut had told him to be quiet before they stopped at a fast food place over an hour after they’d taken him. They’d been angry the drive-thru lane was jammed, taking longer than they wanted.
One of the men had yelled at the other, accusing him of getting them into this position in the first place. Jamie didn’t know what they meant or who they were, but the gun each had encouraged him to keep all thoughts to himself.
After eating, the one wearing the cut jabbed a needle into his arm. Jamie didn’t remember anything after that until he’d woken up on the mattress. They’d taken his cell phone, his one connection to the outside.
Jamie had always wanted to learn to tell time by the position of the moon, stars, and sun, but never did. He preferred video games and soccer. If he had his phone…
“Stupid, stupid, stupid…” Jamie chanted to himself.
How many times had his mom told him to never go anywhere with someone she hadn’t introduced him to? When his mom was attacked, his dad had repeated the same. The instant he’d been told his mom had been taken, all the warnings vanished, just as the men had hoped.
Jamie swiped at another tear, anger rumbling from deep inside. He might be only nine, small, and with few muscles, but he was smart. There had to be a way to get out. Or help his dad find him.
Jumping off the bed, he took one slow turn, using moonlight to look for anything that could help him. Nothing. Not even his backpack.
Spotting the bathroom, he ran inside and flipped the light switch. To his surprise, a lone bulb flashed to life.
He made quick work of opening drawers and checking the shower. Again, he saw nothing useful. Turning to leave, his gaze landed on a long, narrow cupboard. Located behind the door and built into the wall, it had been painted the same color as everything else.
Opening the door, his heart sank. The shelves were empty. Then his gaze latched onto the very bottom shelf. Well, not really a shelf, but an inconspicuous space behind the baseboard.
Getting on his hands and knees, Jamie bent down. A paint can, brush resting on top, sat at the back.
Reaching inside, he pulled them out, spotting the color of the drips on the outside of the can. Red. The color confused him. He wondered why a can of red paint would be hidden in the bathroom. Then he remembered the red wood trim several feet from the floor in the bedroom.
Grabbing them, he rushed back into the bedroom, dragging one of the blankets off the bed. Spreading it out on the floor in front of the windows, he opened the can. The brush was stiff from lack of cleaning, but an idea had already formed in his mind.
Using moonlight to guide him, Jamie dipped the brush into the can. Catching his lower lip between his teeth, he shot a quick glance at the door, hoping the men didn’t check on him until morning.
After the paint had dried and he’d finished the second part of his plan.
 



Chapter Twenty-Five
Liberty Lake
Ethan sat around the table with Wrath, Wrangler, and several others, sipping the coffee Cara placed in front of him. “Thanks, darlin’.” He sent her a broad smile, ignoring the glare from his older brother, then told them what they’d found at the school.
“No trace at all. Our one break came from a student in Jamie’s class. He saw him talking to a man wearing a cut. Kid said Jamie tossed his backpack to the man, then climbed over the fence. They ran to a van, got inside, and took off. White without windows on the sides. No markings that he could see. He couldn’t read the license plate from so far away.”
“Why didn’t he come forward right away?” Wrangler bit out, frustration growing.
“Scared. He knows you’re a member of Eternal Brethren. Seems his father has warned him away from Jamie and all bikers. It isn’t unusual. No amount of charity or people you help out is going to obscure the fact you’re an outlaw MC.”
Wrangler shot a glance at Becca, who continued to stare at the notepad in front of her. She’d been writing since a few minutes after they’d returned from the clubhouse, determined to recall anything she could about the three men. Victor in particular.
“I’ve put out an AMBER Alert. There are thousands of white vans in Arizona.”
“Without markings of any kind, Ethan?” Tracker asked.
“No, which will narrow it down, but it won’t be enough. In reality, if it’s not a family member taking a child, the odds are the kidnapping is something more sinister. I expect Becca will soon be getting a message asking for the file in exchange for Jamie.”
Lifting her head, Becca spoke for the first time since Ethan arrived. “Shouldn’t we contact the FBI?”
“Not yet,” Wrath said, giving Wrangler a cautionary glance. “There’s someone we need to talk to before making that call.”
Tossing down her pen, Becca stared between the three brothers. “Then make the call. It should’ve been done hours ago.”
“It’s been done. We’re waiting for his response. It’s complicated.”
“Complicated, Wrath?” Becca asked. “Our son’s been taken and you’re talking about complications?”
“He’s right, Becca.” Wrangler rested a hand over hers, sending her a meaningful look. “The person Wrath is waiting for has resources we need.” He continued to watch her, hoping she understood his meaning.
“Whoever took Jamie had a specific reason. They aren’t going to hurt him until they’ve gotten what they want from you.”
She nodded at Ethan at the same time Wrangler squeezed her hand. “You’ve got to trust us, Bec.”
Wrath’s phone rang, drawing his attention. “It’s him.” Standing, he left the room, heading to the back of the house.
“Who is he, Quinn?”
Cara looked at Becca, understanding, yet unable to say anything. It wasn’t easy committing to one of the Brethren, which her friend would understand if she and Wrangler worked out their differences. She knew that would only come if they found Jamie.
“He isn’t someone I can discuss with you, Bec.”
“Why not? He seems to be preventing us from finding Jamie.”
Standing, he gripped the back of her chair, taking her arm to help her up. “We’ll be right back.”
Moving his hand to the small of her back, Wrangler guided her down the hall and into his bedroom, closing the door behind them. She didn’t wait for him to talk first. Rounding on him, she poked a finger in his chest, getting no reaction.
“I’m Jamie’s mother, Quinn. I deserve to know what’s being done to find him. If you can’t be truthful, I’ll call the FBI myself.”
“Even if you still had your phone, I wouldn’t let you do that, Bec.”
She’d forgotten he’d taken her phone, removing the SIM card and disabling the tracker. A tracker that hadn’t come with the phone.
“Why the hell not?” She wanted to scream, pound his chest, and insist on answers. Instead, all the fear she’d tried to conceal in a gallant effort to appear strong began to crumble. “I need Jamie back.” Voice breaking on the last, she covered her face with both hands.
Stepping forward, he wrapped his arms around her, tugging her against his chest. Stroking her hair, he rested his chin on her head. “We’ll find Jamie, sweetheart. I swear he’ll be back with us soon.”
“It’s all my fault.”
“No, it isn’t.”
“If I hadn’t learned what Victor was involved in and taken the file, Jamie would be here now.”
“We don’t know that, Bec.” Pulling back, he placed a finger under her chin, lifting her head. “No one blames you. Everyone out front blames Ellison and his men. You took the file for leverage in case Victor ever came after you.” He used his thumb to brush a tear from her cheek.
“It was a stupid move. I panicked, afraid he’d figure out I’d learned of his activities. It would’ve been better to leave it behind.”
“You did what you thought best, a move any mother would make to protect her son.” Taking her hand, he led her to the bed, sitting down and tugging her onto his lap. “I can’t tell you about the man, Bec. If possible, I would, but it’s out of my hands. Wrath may decide otherwise after speaking with the, well…our source.”
“You report to Wrath, and he reports to who? The man he’s talking to now?”
“Something like that.” Cupping her face, his mouth touched hers. “We’ve accomplished a great deal over the last few years. Not once have we come out on the losing end.”
“Do Cara, Tessa, and Dani know about Eternal Brethren and what you do?”
Brushing one more kiss over her lips, he stroked a finger down her cheek. “Some of it. They know enough to understand we aren’t the bad guys, but not so much as to put them or their families in danger.”
“Was it the same as when you were with a SEAL team?”
“Similar. It’s a little different now.”
“Because what you do now is considered black ops?”
Letting out a soft chuckle, he shook his head. “Ah, Becca. You were always too damn smart for me.”
A loud knock had her jumping from his lap. The door opened. Ethan stood in the hall, motioning them to follow.
“Wrath got the okay.”
“Has Raider been able to decipher the files?” Wrangler asked.
Before Ethan could answer, the front door burst open, Raider striding inside. Opening a file, he pulled out several pieces of paper, handing them to Wrath. “These are the decoded pages. Ellison is either seriously brilliant or blatantly stupid. Nobody writes this stuff down expecting it will never be deciphered.”
Scanning the pages quickly, Wrath handed them to Ethan, who read and passed them on to Wrangler. By the time Rock, Ghost, Tracker, and Fargo read them, the stunned silence had turned to decisive courses of action. 
“There’s more.” Grabbing an empty chair, Raider spread a map on the table, pointing to a location a few miles outside of Nogales, Arizona. “Jamie’s right here, Wrangler. At least the backpack is.”
“Fucking hell. How could I have forgotten the tracking device?”
“The same way I did, Wrangler, and I installed the damn thing in Jamie’s backpack,” Raider said.
Ethan shifted toward Wrath. “I have a good friend who’s a DEA agent. He works out of the Rio Rico office.”
“Call him. He’s a lot closer and can confirm if the backpack is where we show it. Ask if he can keep it private, at least for now.”
Nodding, Ethan waited until Raider wrote down the coordinates. Pulling out his phone, he walked several feet away while the others began strategizing.
Cara took Becca’s arm, leading her to Wrangler’s study. “They’re going to want us out of the room so they can talk freely.”
“But I want to hear what they have to say.” She tried and failed to pull from Cara’s grasp.
“Believe me, you want them to do their job without worrying about what we hear, Becca. They’ll let us know when they make a decision.”
“But…” She looked over her shoulder, trying to catch Wrangler’s attention.
Pulling Becca into the den, Cara faced her. “I’ve been through this several times. It’s the hardest thing I’ve ever done, accepting Wrath can’t include me in his work. Tessa and Dani don’t know any more than we do. If you and Wrangler are going to make it, you’ll have to learn to accept it.”
“And if I can’t?”
“Then walk away.”

Outside of Nogales, Arizona
“We’ve got the boy secured in an abandoned building. No way to escape and nothing to see but miles of cactus. No way can he determine where we’re holding him.” Dorn paced the uncompleted kitchen on the first floor of the unfinished commercial building. Whatever it was hadn’t seen any activity in a long time. “Where are you?”
“One of the better hotels in Liberty Lake. You’re certain the boy is secure and can’t get away?” Victor tightened his hold on the phone. “You followed my orders and didn’t hurt him?”
“Other than binding his wrists and ankles on the drive south, he’s been treated like a prince. He’s sleeping now. It’s doubtful he’ll wake until the building starts heating up after sunrise. Have you found Rebecca?”
“No. I should’ve hired more men, people capable of following vehicles without being made and left in the dust.” Walking out on his balcony, Victor scanned the late night sky. He already knew it would be another night of little or no sleep.
“Call Burn. I’ll bet he knows the location of every home and living quarters of all the Eternal Brethren.”
“Burn is the last man I want to bring in on this. Having them go through office files was one thing. In a way, I’m glad they didn’t locate it. Who knows what they would’ve discovered?”
“The contents are coded, Victor. They’d never be able to make out the meaning.” 
“Don’t underestimate the Night Devils. Their local president is Burn, who we know can be a sonofabitch. The real power is held by Vulture, the national president. He’s someone I’d never turn my back on. Vile, ruthless, and arrogant enough to broker deals with two cartels. The man is a time bomb ready to be lit.”
“Bet you wish we could be the ones to light the fuse.” Dorn chuckled, getting nothing but silence in response. “If you’ve decided not to use the Devils, how do you plan to deliver the message to Rebecca?”
“The other club in the region might be interested.”
“Are you fuckin’ crazy? Drago won’t do anything that could lead to war with the Brethren. Hell, Cara McCord is his attorney.”
Rubbing his forehead, Victor wished he’d never embarked on this mission to get the file back. Knowing Rebecca, she would’ve squirrelled it away, save it in case he tried to reenter her life. Something he never planned to do. A simple desire to locate a stolen file had placed him in an untenable position, with death a distinct possibility if Burn or their other partner ever learned what he’d done.
“I’d stick with the men you hired. They’re almost worthless, but at least they have no allegiance to the Devils or our Mexican friend.” Victor could almost hear Dorn thinking on the other end of the line. “Call your legal assistant.”
“Now you’re talking shit, Dorn.”
“Hear me out. Have her search for property owned by Cara McCord. It’s a start, and by the time you get the information in the morning, I will have identified another source we can use to find her.”
“All right, but just remember, we can’t bring in anyone with ties to our Mexican partner or the Devils. No ties at all. Do you understand, Dorn?”
“Perfectly.” 
He hung up, Victor’s warning still ringing in his ears. A warning he intended to ignore.
 



Chapter Twenty-Six
Monterrey
Nuevo León, Mexico
“We need to talk, Father.” Diego Quintero strolled into his father’s study, giving the men around him an order without saying the words. A moment later, he and the patriarch of the Quintero family and president of Grupo Quintero were alone.
Meeting his oldest son’s gaze across the wide expanse of his hand carved oak desk, Armando set down his pen and leaned back. “Is it that woman again? No, I will not give you my consent for a divorce so you can marry your mistress.”
Diego had no intention of bringing up the beautiful woman he’d loved since childhood. Carmen, the woman his father had forbidden him from marrying.
Instead, Armando had forged an alliance, selecting someone Diego had never met in order to align two powerful families. The alliance had dissolved, yet he found himself still tied to a woman he neither loved nor respected. They would have the discussion again, just not today.
Diego found himself pacing his father’s office, an agitated habit he’d begun as a young boy.
“This is not about Carmen. We have an issue requiring your attention.” Reaching into the inside pocket of his inordinately expensive suit, he drew out an envelope. “You must read this. I will destroy it afterward.”
“Sit down, Diego. You’re making me edgy.” A wary look passed between them as Armando took the missive. Reading it with his usual speed, he looked up, a slow, angry burn rising within him. “How did you get this information?”
“We monitor all the correspondence of our associates.” Diego used the same derisive tone when he spoke of any of their American associates. He wished his father would cut all ties with them, knowing it was impossible.
It wasn’t that he didn’t like Americans. He’d made good friends with several while attending Stanford for his MBA. The people from the United States his father associated with were a different breed, untrustworthy and careless.
“Emails, texts, phone calls. Ellison is playing us and getting reckless. Did you read the transcript from the phone call last night?”
Armando gave Diego an impatient grunt. “Victor is making stupid decisions.”
“Taking a child from a school playground is more than stupid. It’s suicidal. We have a process for our business, Father. Ignoring it for his own personal reasons is not acceptable.”
Pushing up, Armando walked to the door, opening it to see his two bodyguards positioned a few feet away.
“Do not let anyone enter until Diego leaves.”
The taller of the two nodded. “Sí, Señior Quintero.”
Closing the door, Armando chuckled. All the men who protected him spoke flawless English, which he required inside his spacious mansion. None of the household staff did, providing another layer of security if one of his men slipped. He walked back to his desk, leaning against it while crossing his arms.
“What do you know about the child taken?”
“A boy of nine. The son of one of the Eternal Brethren.”
Armando’s somewhat calm disposition disappeared. “Whose son?”
“His name is Wrangler. The boy’s mother is Rebecca North. She was Ellison’s last woman. They parted suddenly. She moved from Phoenix, taking her son to Liberty Lake. Last night’s conversations between Ellison and Rawlins make it clear she’s disappeared.”
“The purpose for taking the boy?”
“We don’t know.”
“Your best guess, Diego.”
“The woman took something belonging to Ellison. He wants it back and is holding her son until she cooperates. I don’t care what she took. It is not a reason to take a child.”
“There is never a reason to take a child from his mama,” Armando ground out, returning to his chair.
Neither realized the ridiculous turn of their conversation. They funneled homeless and runaway children through the cartel for transport to Asia, making huge profits without a care for the grieving families.
“Where is Ellison holding the child?” Armando asked.
“Outside of Nogales. I do not have the exact location. Perhaps an empty building.”
“Nogales…” Armando repeated. One of the border cities where the Quintero Cartel held people before moving them across the border. “One of our buildings?”
“No. Our men checked this morning. Ellison has the boy hidden somewhere else.”
Drumming fingers on his desk, Armando stared down at the paper. Picking it up, he tore the paper down the middle, repeating the process until dropping the tiny pieces into the shredder to finish the job.
“You will find the boy and return him to his father.”
“And Ellison?”
“His usefulness seems to have run out.”
Diego’s lips twitched, but he didn’t allow them to develop into a smile. “Understood. I’m flying to Nogales on another matter. I’ll see to it personally.” Striding to the door, he stopped at his father’s voice.
“How is our…friend?”
Turning to face Armando, Diego took a few steps closer. “Has Juliana asked about him?”
“No. She never mentions him.”
“Then why the curiosity after all this time, Father? The man betrayed her and tried to put us in jail. You made the decision not to seek retribution for his actions.”
“Which you agreed to, Diego.”
“A rare case of bad judgment on my part.”
“He fooled all of us. The two of you had become as close as brothers during the time he and Juliana were together.”
“We should’ve eliminated him for what he did, Father.”
Armando steepled his fingers below his chin, closing his eyes. A moment later, he pinned Diego with a narrowed gaze. “Find out where he is, Diego. I want to know everything there is to know about Nathan Kincaid since he left the Navy.”

Liberty Lake
Wrangler finished dressing in his fatigues, black t-shirt, and boots, fitting a backward ball cap over his head. The remainder of his tactical gear was already stowed in his assault pack inside one of two vans.
It had taken three hours to hear back from Ethan’s DEA contact in Rio Rico. He’d discovered the backpack in the passenger seat of a locked van in the parking lot of an abandoned building.
At one time, it was an exclusive hotel with three stories. The bottom floor had been built partway below ground, the other two above. The agent found no sign of Jamie, or anyone else, but it didn’t mean he wasn’t hidden somewhere inside the building.
Wrath had planned to go on the mission until Grayson ordered him to stay behind. He was needed as the liaison to the admiral. A flimsy argument, but an order he couldn’t ignore.
Reluctantly, Wrath had split them into two teams. Ghost would lead one, Rock the second. Wrangler would be under Rock’s command. He hadn’t cared which team, as long as Wrath allowed him to go.
It would take six hours to reach their destination to a spot the agent suggested north of Nogales. A secure staging ground on private property was what the agent had told Ethan. After some discreet inquiries, Grayson and Wrath approved the meeting place.
At ten minutes before departure, Wrangler headed down the hall to Becca’s bedroom. He’d seen her and Cara coming out of the den an hour after the men had begun planning the mission. She hadn’t said a word to him before going to her room and shutting the door.
A little after midnight, he’d checked on her, finding Becca staring out the sliding glass doors. She’d been distant, withdrawn in a way he hadn’t seen since coming back into his life. When he’d walked to her, she’d shied away, ignoring his attempt to draw her into his arms. Accepting her need for privacy, he’d left her alone.
He no longer could. Knocking, he turned the knob, not surprised to find it unlocked. Stepping inside, he saw her lying on top of the covers.
“Are you awake, Bec?”
She rolled over and sat up, an expectant look on her face. “Did you find him?”
Sitting on the edge of the bed, he swiped a strand of hair from her face. “Not yet, sweetheart. We have an idea where he was taken.”
Jumping off the bed, she grabbed her purse. “When do we leave?”
“You can’t go with us, Bec.”
“Of course I can, Quinn. Jamie’s my son and I want to be with you when he’s found.” She tried to step around him, stopping when he gripped her arm.
“You have to stay here. Cara went home to get her computer and clothes. She’ll be back before the teams leave. Plus, Dani will be here in a couple hours to stay with you.”
“No!” She tried and failed to pull from his grasp. “I don’t need babysitters, Quinn. I need our son.”
“Bec, listen to me. We have two trained teams. Men who’ve been through hostage rescues dozens of times.”
“I won’t interrupt your work.”
“We don’t know what we’re heading into, other than it will be dangerous. I can’t divide my time between finding Jamie and protecting you, Bec.”
“I’ll follow in your truck.”
“Not happening.” He grabbed both shoulders, turning her to face him. “Listen to me. Cara and Dani know how to work the radios and security system. Four of our men are staying behind to make sure you’re all safe. I need to know you’re in a secure location, Bec. They’ve taken my son and attacked you. I won’t put you in any more danger. It simply isn’t going to happen. Can you understand that?”
Shoulders slumping, she closed her eyes, doing all she could to ease the thunderstorm of emotions. Becca seldom overreacted, not allowing herself to succumb to the drama so many of her girlfriends exhibited in moments of stress. She was ruled by logic and reason. And damn if what Wrangler said didn’t make sense.
Wrapping her hands around his arms, her nails bit into his skin. “Promise me you’ll stay in touch? Keep me informed about what’s going on and when you find Jamie?”
He stared down into eyes filled with hope and so much love it physically hurt. “I’ll do what I can.”
Digging her nails deeper, her eyes pleaded with him. “Promise me, Quinn.”
He didn’t feel the pain of her breaking his skin. The only pain he felt was in his heart. “I’ll let you know when we find him, Bec. I’m sorry, sweetheart, but that’s all I can promise.”
Becca recalled Cara’s words about finding a way to accept what he could and couldn’t tell her. If impossible, she’d advised her to walk away.
She dropped her hands from his arms and stepped away. “All right.”
Leaning down, he kissed her, continuing even when she didn’t respond at first. Wrapping his arms around her, he let his tongue trace over her full lips before she opened, allowing him inside. Feeling her arms circle his neck, he crushed her against him before lifting his head.
“I love you, Becca. Don’t ever forget that.” Stepping away, he turned toward the door when her words stopped him. 
“I love you, too, Quinn. I’ll be waiting for you and Jamie to come home.”
 



Chapter Twenty-Seven
Private Airstrip
Outside Rio Rico, Arizona
Before noon, the teams piled out of the two vans, each member scanning the area, becoming familiar with their surroundings. They didn’t know the full extent of Ellison’s reach beyond Phoenix, or how much he knew about the Eternal Brethren, but they wouldn’t take chances.
Grayson’s intel couldn’t confirm with certainty, but he believed Victor lumped them into the same category as the Night Devils and Demons Blood. An outlaw motorcycle gang, nothing more.
The admiral had found no evidence he’d tried digging deeper, which was good news. Nevertheless, Wrath refused to let his teams rely on unconfirmed data, cautioning his men to proceed as if Ellison expected the Brethren to come after him. As for his reach, Grayson had worked through the Secretary of the Navy, FBI Director, and their contacts to learn a DEA agent had been inserted into Grupo Quintero over a year earlier.
Since then, he’d worked his way up until being assigned as one of Diego’s bodyguards. The eldest son held an executive position in Grupo Quintero. Over time, the agent learned most of Diego’s work concerned the cartel.
Although within feet of him almost twenty-four/seven, the agent hadn’t been able to gather enough evidence to attain an arrest warrant during one of Diego’s many trips to the United States. In an attempt to build an unshakable case against the Quintero family, each new bit of intel provided had been met with requests for more. 
What the agent had been able to provide was a confirmed connection between the cartel, Night Devils, and Victor Ellison.
Ignoring misgivings from both his brothers, Ethan had insisted on being included. He knew the agent and had become familiar with the area during a short stint as a deputy sheriff in Santa Cruz County.
Neither Wrath nor Wrangler had been able to come up with a good reason why he should stay behind, other than fear for his safety. All Ethan had to do was roll up a sleeve to display his ink as a member of Special Forces. Well, former member, but no one quibbled about semantics. The same as Marines and SEALs, once Special Forces, always Special Forces.
“Ethan McCord.” A well-built man of medium height jogged up to him, extending his hand.
Gripping his hand, Ethan pulled him into a hug. “Colt Adams. How the hell are you?”
“Can’t complain. More work than any three men could handle, but it’s a paycheck.”
Facing the others, Ethan made quick introductions before Colt led them toward one of two Quonset huts. Once inside, the mood shifted, everyone focused on finding Jamie.
“Have you learned anything more, Colt?”
“Nothing. I called in a couple favors. There’s been a stakeout on the building and van since last night. No one entered or left. Checked the meters to confirm the utilities weren’t being used.” Colt looked around the group. “They aren’t.”
“What does your gut tell you, Colt?” Ghost asked.
“The van with the boy’s backpack is still onsite, which doesn’t make sense.”
“It means the kidnappers are careless, inept, or are still around,” Wrangler said.
Colt nodded. “A lot of abandoned buildings have squatters living inside. They know how to establish a makeshift home without alerting the authorities. I’ve seen as many as fifteen people living in a couple small rooms of an uninhabited building. They’d been there a year without detection. My advice is to move forward as planned.”

Jamie sat with his back against the wall, knees pulled up to his chest, the pressure holding the banner he’d created in place. Help, painted in red on the old blanket, hadn’t alerted anyone of his presence. At least not yet.
He’d been concerned one of the men would hear him breaking the glass to create the opening. No one had appeared.
After a full day of sitting in one position, his entire body cramped and butt ached. When Jamie woke that morning, a bag of food had been left inside the room. Inside, he’d found a bottle of orange juice, cold biscuits filled with rubbery eggs, and a chocolate chip cookie. Not once had he seen the men who’d brought him there. The meager amount of food the only evidence he wasn’t alone.
Stretching out his legs, Jamie told himself Wrangler would come, or someone would see the banner and call the authorities. He’d been telling himself the same for hours.
Jamie had thought of using the blanket as a way to drop to the ground below. If he’d found a way to anchor it, he would’ve taken the chance. The wooden bedframe had been secured to the wall and floor, leaving the mattress and box spring as the two possibilities. Moving them off the frame wouldn’t provide the height needed to secure the blanket so enough material would show outside the room. That left him as the anchor.
Shifting so as not to drop the banner outside, he saw the change in light signaling the sun setting. He’d wait until it disappeared over the horizon before pulling the blanket inside and hiding it in the bathroom cupboard.
Tomorrow, he’d start again. Someone was bound to see it. Jamie was certain of it.

“Comm unit check,” Ghost called. After everyone responded, both teams synchronized the time, the last item on their checklist before rolling out.
They used one van for transport. A magnetic sign had been placed on both sides identifying them as employees of Commercial Maintenance out of Tucson. If anyone called the number, they’d reach Raider, who’d take their information, promising someone would call them back. A total lie.
“Five minutes, gentlemen.” Rock nudged Wrangler, who sat beside him. “You’re certain about going into the building with us? You can stay inside the van, let us look for Jamie.”
Wrangler understood why Rock asked. How would he react if they found Jamie injured? Or dead?
Steeling his resolve, he gave a terse nod. “I’m going in with the team.”
The answer must have satisfied Rock because he looked at Ghost, giving an almost imperceptible lift of his chin.
“Ethan’s with you, Wrangler,” Rock said.
“Roger that.” A quick glance at Ethan confirmed his brother had moved into combat mode, features neutral, breathing slow and controlled. Each man went through their own ritual, clearing their minds to focus on one goal. A successful mission.
Fargo slowed the van as he turned onto a side road and approached the building. They saw no lights or signs of activity. Easing into the parking lot, Fargo drove around to park in the shadows of a hill twenty yards from the back of the building. They’d been blessed with a new moon, providing them with almost total darkness.
Gunner and Tracker slipped outside, crouching low as silent steps took them to the back of the building. Doors to the inside were spaced approximately fifty feet apart. They’d breach the building in both spots, each team taking an entrance.
Moses and Fargo had slipped out behind them, each heading to a different corner. After a moment, both used the comm unit to report finding no activity.
Ghost touched a finger to his earpiece, repeating what the men already knew. “Team A, you’re out the back door with me. Team B, you’re out the side door with Rock. On my go. Three, two, one. Go. Go. Go.”
Repeating movements they’d done a hundred times on missions or in practice, Ghost led his team toward Gunner while Rock and his men ran to join Tracker.
“Stack behind me,” Ghost ordered an instant before Rock gave the same order to Team B.
The men stood behind each other, plastering themselves against the back wall, Colt M4 carbines ready, each fitted with a suppressor.
“Moses and Fargo, report your status,” Ghost said.
“Still clear,” Moses replied, Fargo following a second later with the same.
“Breacher is ready, Ghost,” Rock said into his comm unit.
“Roger that. Tracker and Gunner. On my count. Three, two, one.” 
No sooner had the words gone over their comm units than the two breachers used mechanical battering rams and small, lightweight sledgehammers to gain entry. The rams were louder than preferred, but were chosen over charges with a flash that could attract more attention.
“Go! Go! Go!” Ghost and Rock said in unison, leading their teams into the building.
NVGs already in place, the men moved with surgical precision, clearing each room in the half-basement before taking the stairs to the first floor. Repeating the process, they silently searched every cubbyhole, the word clear called repeatedly over the radio.
Following Rock, Ethan right behind him, Wrangler shot a look at his brother. Other than a few drills Ethan had joined, Wrangler had never seen him in action. Wrath was tough, but Ethan could give him a run for the crown. Kicking in doors and clearing rooms came as easily to him as the active duty men on their mission. 
“Hold your positions,” Rock growled, stopping all progress. They’d come to a set of double doors, a tiny stream of light noticeable from underneath. “Wrangler and Tracker on the other side. Ethan, you’re with me. On three. One, two, three.”
Bursting through the door, they spotted three men seated around a small table. Before Rock could order them to surrender, one of the men grabbed a gun, aimed, and fired.
The team flattened themselves on the floor, returning fire to catch him in the chest and head. The others had shown more smarts, raising their arms and backing away from their weapons sitting in the middle of the table.
“Drop to the floor, face down, hands behind your backs.” Rock called the order at the same time his men formed a semi-circle in front of the two men who shook so hard their teeth rattled.
“Rock to Ghost. We’ve got one dead tango, two prisoners. Status?”
“West end of first floor clear. Heading to second floor. Do you need Moses?” Ghost mentioned their medic and one of the Brethren’s best snipers.
“Negative. Prisoners are unharmed. We’ll secure them and continue the search.” Rock held his gun on the two prisoners while Wrangler, Ethan, and Tracker secured their wrists and ankles with zip ties. Bending their legs up to their backsides, they used more zip ties to fasten their ankles and wrists together before slapping duct tape over their mouths.
They’d just finished when a round of gunfire came from the direction of Ghost and his team. “Rock to Ghost. Report in.”
“Two, maybe three tangos on floor two firing down the stairwell at us.”
“Roger. We’ll use the staircase on east end. Try to come up behind them.” Rock looked at the others. “Move out.”
Confirming no activity in the hall before exiting the room, they moved as fast as possible while checking for gunmen on their side of the building. Reaching the second floor, they split up on either side of the door, the same as they’d done downstairs. Ethan and Tracker trained their weapons down the stairs, backs to the others.
Rock gave one crisp nod to Wrangler, who opened the door, the two of them entering the second floor, Ethan and Tracker right behind them.
It was eerily silent for several seconds before gunfire erupted from the west end of the building. Rock and Wrangler rushed forward. Tracker and Ethan would check the rooms for other gunmen before following.
Knowing they were close, Rock held up his hand. Peeking around the corner, he held up three fingers.
Three gunmen were holding Ghost’s team on the first floor. They had no clue another team had come up behind them. Just how the Brethren liked it. 
The way they were dressed, in their tactical gear, no one would peg them as being part of a motorcycle gang. Another thing they liked.
Using hand signals, Rock motioned Wrangler and Tracker to one side of the staircase. He and Ethan would take the other. Another burst of gunfire echoed up the stairwell. Their boys were hitting them back.
Holding up a hand, Rock took a step forward, his M4 carbine pointed down the stairs. “We’ve got you trapped. Drop your weapons and raise your hands.”
A blast of bullets hit the wall near Wrangler and Tracker, sending shards of broken drywall onto them and into the hall. Waiting until the shooting stopped, Rock and Wrangler crouched while Ethan and Tracker came up behind them. All four began firing.
 



Chapter Twenty-Eight
Diego Quintero sat in the dark sedan with tinted windows, a phone to his ear as he and his bodyguards watched the building down the deserted street. They saw no lights and no visible activity, yet Diego knew Jamie North was somewhere inside.
“Yes, Father. Our men intercepted your old friends a few minutes after they exited a private jet in Nogales, with orders to take good care of them.” Diego had no doubt his father understood. Their men would eliminate a problem, leaving no evidence traceable to the family. “I assure you, we’ll retrieve the boy and return him to his parents.”
“Unharmed, Diego. It is important we not make enemies of Eternal Brethren.”
“Understood.”
“How many men do you have?”
“Six. More than enough to complete our business. Two will return the boy. The others will accompany me back to Monterrey.” 
The pop, pop, pop of gunfire caught his attention, making him frown. “I’ll call you back, Father.”
A moment later, the sounds were repeated. “Our men have not been ordered inside, correct?”
His lead bodyguard turned in his seat, his gaze still fixed on the building. “No, señor. They’re waiting for your order.”
Diego sat forward, looking out the untinted front window. “Someone besides the boy is inside. Drive to the back.” They could not let anyone hurt the child. “Order the men to prepare to enter the building.”
“Sí, Señor Quintero.” Picking up the radio, he gave the order, then drove around the building. The other bodyguard, gun ready, never took his gaze from the surrounding area. Any potential danger had to be stopped immediately. Unlike their usual cars, this one didn’t have bulletproof glass, leaving them vulnerable to attack.
“Stop the car.” Diego leaned forward, pointing to a van at the back of the property. “What does the sign say?”
“Commercial Maintenance, señor.”
After hearing the shots, Diego was skeptical. “Check it out, Ernesto.”
“Sí, Señor Quintero.” The youngest and newest of his men checked his weapon.
Leaving the car, he moved with a fluid motion Diego had seen in few men. Mostly those who’d trained in United States Special Forces, as this man had. It was one reason he’d selected him to be part of his private staff. The other was his background.
Ernesto’s parents were illegal immigrants from Mexico who’d been discovered and deported when he was five. He’d stayed in the U.S., living with an aunt and uncle until joining the Army at eighteen. A few years later, he’d renounced his U.S. citizenship and moved to Mexico with a friend—a very distant relative of the Quintero’s. Since then, he’d moved up the ranks quickly.
Diego watched Ernesto move around the van, checking doors, peering inside, before glancing at the back of the building, his gaze landing on Quintero’s men who’d taken positions by each of the back doors. Doors which stood wide open.

The Brethren continued to check all remaining rooms, Wrangler’s hope fading. They hadn’t found Jamie. Hadn’t found any indication he’d been in the building.
The three men in the stairwell died in the shootout, and the men tied up downstairs knew nothing. With his ability to speak fluent Spanish and advanced interrogation skills, Tracker had grilled both men, learning they were hired muscle. They knew nothing of a boy. Their job had been to guard the building, nothing more.
Wrangler had been certain his son would be somewhere inside. Standing in the hall of the top floor, he got a niggling feeling, which always came when his gut sent him signals. Taking another slow turn, his instincts drew him down the hall to a door unlike the others, one without a number or knob. Instead, there were two deadbolts requiring a key.
Wrangler touched his earpiece, speaking into the comm unit. “Tracker, meet me on the top floor, middle of the hall.”
“Roger. On my way.” 
Less than a minute later, he appeared at the top of the stairs, jogging to stand next to Wrangler, following his gaze. Understanding the issue, he reached into a pocket, pulling out a special kit he’d prepared himself. “How the hell did we miss this?”
All the men had been trained in picking locks. They were all good. Tracker was an expert. Less than a minute later, he shoved open the door. Wrangler entered, the butt of the M4 secure against his shoulder, Tracker right behind him.
In the center of the room was a bed with one blanket. A large window had been busted, fragments of glass on the floor. Looking down, they saw a crumbled bag, an empty plastic orange juice bottle and cookie wrapper next to it.
Wrangler’s heartbeat shot up. He looked at Tracker, nodding toward a door to what he believed to be a bathroom. They moved around the bed to the door, finding it locked. It took Tracker less than fifteen seconds to access the room. Stepping inside, Wrangler looked around, lowering his rifle.
Then he heard a slight scuffling sound inside a cupboard behind the door. Lifting the M4, he pointed it toward the cabinet.
“Jamie?” Getting no answer, he tried again. “Jamie, are you in here?” He shouldered the rifle.
The scuffling grew louder before the door burst open. “Dad!” Jamie crawled out. Scrambling to his feet, he launched himself into Wrangler’s arms. “I knew you’d come for me. I knew it.” His voice broke on the last, a sob escaping.
Handing the M4 to Tracker, he lowered Jamie to the floor and held him at arm’s length, searching for injuries. “Are you all right? Did they hurt you?”
Shaking his head, he swiped tears from his face. “No, except for the rope burns.”
Wrangler grabbed both hands, seeing ugly red welts on his wrists, but no blood. Lifting the hem of his jeans, he saw the same on Jamie’s ankles.
Putting on a brave face, Jamie tried to smile. “They don’t hurt so much anymore.”
Throat tightening, Wrangler’s heart squeezed at his son’s strength. “Are you ready to get out of here?”
His eyes widened as he looked around them to the door. “Two men brought me here.”
“We already found them, son. Come on. We need to find the other men and get you to your mom.” Taking the rifle from Tracker, he shouldered it again, taking Jamie’s hand.
Tracker spoke into the radio. “Package found. Repeat. Package found. Moving to bottom floor now.”
Wrangler guided Jamie between him and Tracker, who took the lead. Checking the hall and stairway, they headed down. When they reached the bottom floor, the door opened, both teams providing a shield.
No one spoke or made a sound as they surrounded Jamie, moving toward one of the open back doors. Several feet away, Ghost stopped, holding up an arm, hand fisted. The men froze. Ghost moved his hand to his ear.
Giving another signal, the men backed up to the other end of the hall. Ghost spoke into his comm unit. “Voices outside.”
“Ambush?” Fargo asked.
“Could be. Or it might be police or deputies.”
Wrath’s voice crackled through their earpieces. To this point, he’d remained silent, monitoring their progress. “Assume tangos.”
“Affirmative, Prez.” Ghost looked at Rock. “Take your team, and Jamie, to the side door, west end. My team will move to the door on the east end.”
Giving a nod, Rock’s team headed down a connecting hall, waiting at the door for Ghost’s order. A moment later, his voice came through the comms.
“On three, gentlemen. One, two, three.”
Quietly, both teams exited the building, crouching as they made their way to the back. Dropping to their bellies, they crawled to the corner. Rock peered around it.
“Two tangos at each door, Ghost. Repeat. Total of four tangos, two at each door.”
“There’s a black sedan with driver about forty feet from our van,” Ghost said. “Too dark to see if there’s a passenger in the back.”
“Tango coming around our van. Not ours,” Rock said.
“I’m sending Gunner and Moses to come up behind the car. Can you neutralize the man by the van?”
“Affirmative. Ethan and Tracker will get in position. Wrangler and I can take care of the two by the door.”
“Affirmative, Rock. Fuse and I’ll do the same with our two.” 
Motioning to Gunner and Moses, they ran through the dark, making a big arc to come up several feet behind the car. Staying in the shadows, they dropped to one knee.
The man next to the van looked around, not noticing Gunner and Moses, before walking to the car and getting inside.
“Hold your positions.”
“Roger, Ghost.”
“Change in plan. After we’ve neutralized the men at the back doors, Fuse will move to the car with Gunner and Moses.”
“I’m sending Tracker to support you, Ghost.” Rock gave the signal to Tracker to join Ghost.
Running, he reached the side door, ducking outside to meet up with Ghost. Giving a chin lift, he confirmed Tracker’s arrival.
“On my go, we all move at once, neutralizing the threats at each door and car.”
“Give us a minute. Wrangler is moving Jamie inside.”
Taking his son’s hand, they hurried to the side door, stepping inside. Bending down, he settled a hand on Jamie’s shoulder.
“You stay here. Do not come out until me or one of my team comes to get you.”
Fear flashed across Jamie’s face. “I want to stay with you, Dad.”
“Not this time, son. The men outside are dangerous. When it’s safe, I’ll come for you.”
Gripping his hands together, Jamie nodded. “Okay.”
Once again, Wrangler saw how hard his son worked to keep from showing his fear.
“It’s going to be fine, son. You just need to trust me.”
Biting his lower lip, Jamie nodded. “I do.”
Shoving aside his own fear, Wrangler straightened and disappeared outside to join Rock and Ethan.
“We’re in position, Ghost.”
“On my go, everyone moves. Stand by.” There was a slight pause. “Go, go, go!”
It happened fast, yet as if in slow motion. Rock, Wrangler, and Ethan moved behind the two men at one door, knocking them out. Simultaneously, Ghost and Tracker came up behind the tangos on their end, doing the same.
Gunner, Moses, and Fuse had already secured the car, ordering the three men inside to get out. When the one in the back seat reached down, Fuse touched the man’s temple with the muzzle of his rifle.
“Not a good idea. Get out and place your hands on the top of the car, legs spread.”
Seconds later, Diego and his men faced the car, seething at the way Fuse, Gunner, and Moses patted them down. Tossing guns and knives to the ground, Moses whistled.
“Expecting a war, gentlemen?”
Ghost, Rock, and the others joined them after securing the four men with zip ties. Tracker pulled extra ties from a pocket, handing them out to restrain the men at the car.
Moving behind Diego, Tracker pulled the man’s hands behind his back, utilizing the zip ties before turning him around. Dropping to a knee, he did the same with his ankles, then stood. By then, the two bodyguards had also been restrained.
“Your name?” Tracker asked, looking at the man for the first time. A flash of recognition rocked through him. Diego Quintero stood inches from him.
“Gunner. Watch this man.” Whipping around, hoping Diego hadn’t recognized his voice, he motioned for Ghost and Rock to join him several feet away. Turning his back to the car, he lowered his voice. “We may have a problem. The man from the back seat is Diego Quintero, oldest son of Armando Quintero.”
“Shit,” Ghost bit out.
“We can’t take him with us,” Tracker said.
“Agreed.” Rock glanced behind him. “We have no choice but to leave him and his men here. This mission was never about anything but rescuing Jamie. Did Quintero recognize you?”
Tracker shook his head. “Doubtful. Not with the gear covering my face.”
“All right.” Ghost turned to face the car. “We leave them the way they are until rendezvousing with our second van. Colt can contact local authorities an hour after we leave. By then, we’ll have changed the signs on the vans and be miles away.”
Rock spoke into the comm unit. “Return to the van. We pull out in two minutes.”
Wrangler had already returned for Jamie, who now stood at his side by the van. The rest of the men didn’t speak as they scrambled inside. Tracker moved slower, taking a few steps closer to Diego before stopping.
“We mean you and your men no harm. The authorities will be contacted to remove your bindings.” Taking a few steps away, he stopped at Diego’s voice.
“We will meet again, Nate Kincaid.”
Not turning to look at him, he continued forward, a chill flashing through him. 

Six hours later, the men in one van exited in front of Wrangler’s house, a sleeping Jamie in his arms. Striding to the front door, he paused when it flew open. Becca ran toward them, wrapping her arms around Jamie, waking him. A slow smile lifted the corners of his lips when he saw her.
“Hey, Mom.”
Setting his son down, Wrangler watched as they wrapped their arms around each other, his heart squeezing. After a moment, they both looked at him, opening their arms to him. He didn’t hesitate to step into them.
 



Epilogue
Freedom Meadow Ranch
Three weeks later…
Wrangler stood next to Becca, his arm around her waist as they watched Jamie play with some of the visiting children at his parents’ ranch. It was Saturday morning, which meant two buses filled with kids from the Phoenix area had arrived an hour earlier.
Stuart, Belinda, and their volunteers had already divided them into groups, Jamie going with the ones close to his age. Today, they’d learn to groom and tack up horses for a short trail ride.
Wrath, Ghost, Rock, Tracker, Raider, Fargo, Gunner, Moses, and Fuse showed up most of the Saturdays the children were present. This weekend, Banner and several of the new men made the trip to the ranch.
Wrangler had brought Becca and Jamie to the ranch the weekend after Jamie’s rescue. His parents knew about their grandson, but had yet to meet him. The introductions had been emotional and tear-filled, without any recriminations from Stuart or Belinda.
“Jamie loves it here. And he loves his grandparents.” Becca leaned into Wrangler, trying to ignore the pang of regret. “I should’ve called them ten years ago. I’m so sorry I didn’t.”
Cupping her cheek with one hand, he swept a kiss over her lips. “Remember our promise?”
“Yes. No more looking back, only forward.”
“And?”
She grinned at the smirk on his face. “We’re in this for the long run.”
“That’s right. When you’re ready, sweetheart, I want us to marry.”
“I know, Quinn. It’s just—”
He silenced her with a finger over her lips. “There’s no rush. You’ve already made significant changes. Let go of your apartment, moved into my house and my bed…”
Shoving at his chest, she laughed. “All were horrible sacrifices.”
“All right, you two.” Ghost stopped next to them. “We need Wrangler with the children, and Dani says Belinda wants Cara’s and Becca’s help in the kitchen.” He looked toward the corral where Jamie and several other children groomed horses. “He’s doing great. Takes after me when it comes to horses.”
Before Wrangler could counter, Rock and Tessa drove up with their son, Travis, and a woman he didn’t recognize. “Who’s with them, Ghost?”
“A friend of Cara’s from San Diego. Tessa also knows her from professional conferences. I heard she’s a pediatrician. Tessa didn’t have a need for another doctor, but mentioned an opening at one of the larger practices in Liberty Lake. Cara called her. Dani said she’s been out a couple times to speak with the doctors in the practice, confirming she’ll have staff privileges at the hospital. Dani heard she accepted the position here and has given notice in San Diego.”
“That’s great news,” Becca said. “Cara mentioned her, but I haven’t met her.”
“I’d better see if they need help.” Ghost left them, walking to the truck. “Glad you guys could make it.” He took Travis in his arms. “Hey, buddy. You’re getting way too big.”
Giggling, he pointed toward the barn. “Horses!”
Handing Travis to his father, Ghost turned toward the corrals. “Full house today. Some of the kids are already asking for you, Rock.”
“Guess I’d better get working. See you ladies in a bit.” Setting Travis down, he and Ghost headed toward the barn.
Tessa took her son’s hand and looked at the woman. “Come on. I’ll introduce you to the others before they get too busy. Most of them will be riding out with the kids in about half an hour.”
She walked to a group of men watching the children finishing grooming. “Hey, guys. Come over. I want to introduce you to a friend.” As they gathered around, she waved at a man on the other side of the corral. “Tracker. Over here. 
“This is Dr. Juliana Stanifer. She’s a friend of Cara and me, and has accepted a position with a clinic in Liberty Lake. Julia is a pediatrician.”
Tessa went around the group, making introductions. As she finished, Tracker jogged up. Removing his Stetson, he lifted his gaze to meet the woman’s. They both froze, her face going pale.
“Tracker, this is—”
Tracker cut her off. “Hello, Julia. It’s been a long time.”
Swallowing the rising bile, she took a step away, turning toward Tessa. “I’m sorry, but I shouldn’t be here.”
Brows furrowing, Tessa looked between her and Tracker. “I don’t understand. Do you two know each other?”
Taking a small step closer, Tracker stopped a few feet away. “We used to, but it’s been a long time.”
“Not long enough. If you’ll excuse me, I need to call a taxi.” Reaching into a pocket, she pulled out her phone.
“Don’t go, Julia. I’ll be leaving with a group of children in a few minutes. When we return, I’ll head home. There’s no reason to leave because of me.”
Staring at him for several long moments, Julia slid the phone back into her pocket, pinning him with an unyielding glare. “Let me be real clear on this. I have no desire to see, talk to, or be within miles of you, Nate.”
Shoving his hands into his pockets, he glanced away for an instant before meeting her gaze. What he saw triggered a swift stab of pain, as if he’d been impaled with a sword. Where he once saw love, now there was only disgust and hate. He didn’t blame her.
“All right, Julia.” Without another word, he turned, walking away from the only woman he would ever love.
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