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Description


He’s
secretive and commanding. She’s having none of it.


Steadfast,
Book One, Eternal Brethren Military Romantic Suspense Series


Caid
“Wrath” McCord never anticipated being tapped to
lead a deep cover Navy SEAL team. Never one to shirk his duty, the transition
from sea-loving warrior to president of an undercover motorcycle club is as
smooth as a ride on his beloved Harley. Nothing interferes with his devotion to
his men and their missions…until he meets a fiery, mysterious,
motorcycle-riding woman who has all his senses on high alert. 


Cara
Mortensen considers herself a survivor. With three
older brothers, she became a fighter at an early age. Following the death of
her SEAL husband and the discovery of his hidden life, starting over in Liberty
Lake is a welcome change. No one knows about her past, which is how she wants
to keep it. Except she can’t shake the determined president of a local
motorcycle club, a man who could be perilous to her life as well as her heart.


Even as walls
between them begin to tumble, dangers exist which threaten not only Wrath and
his men, but the woman he can’t push from his thoughts. Only his steadfast
determination will keep her safe and in his life.


Can he shelter her
from danger and his secret life without losing the trust she so fiercely
guards? 


Steadfast
is book one 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.


Book 1: Steadfast


Book 2: Shattered


Book 3: Haunted


Book
4: Untamed


Visit my website for a list of characters for each
series.


http://www.shirleendavies.com/character-list.html
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Prologue


Coronado, California


Navy SEALs West Coast Command


Lieutenant Commander Caiden Isaac McCord stood ramrod straight, arms
at his sides, a slight twitch in his leg from an injury during his team’s last
mission. Recovery and rehab had gone as planned. Every member of his team
waited for their next mission. Had been for several frustrating weeks.


The order requesting
Caid report to headquarters couldn’t have come too soon. They needed to get
back in the game, doing what they did best instead of trying to keep their
spirits up on a long slice of beach, no matter how beautiful.


“Lieutenant
Commander McCord?”


Turning,
Caid nodded at a young petty officer.


“Admiral
Grayson is ready to see you. If you’ll follow me.” He waited for Caid to
acknowledge before walking down the hall at a brisk pace, stepping aside before
double doors. Opening one, he motioned for Caid to enter, closing the door
behind him.


All his
senses went on alert at the other men in the room. He’d met Admiral Grayson on
several occasions. The two men in suits weren’t new to him, but their presence
stunned him. One was the Secretary of the Navy. The other, Director of the FBI.


Caid
executed a crisp salute. “Sir.” When Grayson returned the gesture, Caid dropped
his arm.


Greeting
him, the admiral introduced Caid to the other men. Something about the way they
looked at him, their features hard and bleak, made it clear he might never see
or hear from them again.


His
thoughts slid to the next mission, certain he’d be told it would be a difficult
assignment from which no one would be expected to return. The last wouldn’t be
voiced, the sentiment conveyed by body language and hard stares. The
implications weren’t unexpected given the commitments each man had made when
entering the SEAL family.


“Have a
seat, McCord.” Grayson waited until the others sat down. “Caid, this is an
assignment unlike any I’ve ever given.”


Caid’s
senses skyrocketed at the use of his given name. Few people within the Navy
ever used it. More often, he’d be addressed as Lieutenant Commander, McCord, or
Wrath, the name bestowed on him soon after graduating BUD/S training, the
hurdle all crossed before being ushered into the small brotherhood of Navy
SEALs. In truth, it was the same nickname his two brothers called him when they
were growing up on the McCord ranch.


“What
we’re going to be asking of you, what I’m asking of you, is far outside
normal channels. If you choose not to accept the assignment, you’ll never speak
of it outside this room, and it will not impact your career. Which, I might
add, has been stellar.”


Clearing
his throat, a vein in Caid’s neck pulsed. “Choose, sir?”


A
humorless chuckle cleared Grayson’s throat. “Not the usual protocol, I know.”
Reaching to a corner of his desk, he picked up a thick envelope, sliding it to
Caid. “Read through this, then we’ll talk.”


A sliver
of unease ripped through him. Pulling out the contents, he began to scan the
pages, his eyes widening enough most wouldn’t notice. He knew Grayson would. An
ex-SEAL, solemn and unflappable, he led with a commitment and intensity Caid envied,
hoped to attain before leaving the Navy. Which, as he finished flipping to the
end, might come much sooner than he ever envisioned. Sliding the pages back
inside the envelope, Caid sat back, not sure where to begin.


“I’m
certain you have many questions. That’s why these men are here. The three of us
are the ones who developed the idea, fought for it, and obtained approval. If
we don’t have the answers, they aren’t available—at least not yet.”


Caid’s
gaze moved quickly between the men before landing back on Grayson. “May I speak
freely, sir?”


Grayson’s
features softened. “I wish you would.”


Caid
tapped the envelope with his index finger. “Sanctioned or unsanctioned?”


“Both,” the
FBI Director answered. “Over the years, Congress has sanctioned certain
activities, which are included in what you’ve read. They are unaware of what
we’re discussing and aren’t likely to sanction the structure or methods of this
assignment. Two other people outside of this room know what we’re doing. The
vice president and my highest ranking senior agent-in-charge. There is a chance
more may have to be dialed-in as we work through all the details.”


Details. Caid had become used to the majority of details being sorted out
before receiving orders. But this was far outside anything he expected.


The Secretary
stood, his back ramrod straight as he walked to a wall. When he slid back a
panel, Caid’s eyes locked on a chart with his name in the top box. “You have
full authority to select the men under your command. From any of the existing
teams, West or East Coast. The admiral and I will cover your selections with
their current commanding officers. Tell us who you want and they’re yours.”


“I assume,
sir, they will have the ability to accept or reject the opportunity without
repercussions.”


“No
repercussions, McCord.” Grayson didn’t take his gaze from Caid. “We want men
committed to this, willing to face the consequences.”


“Consequences,
sir? I won’t go forward with this unless there’s complete immunity from
charges. And I want it in writing.”


The director
sat forward. “I’m not sure—”


“Done,” the
secretary interrupted. “What else?”


“I don’t
know, sir. This is an unexpected detour in what I saw as my future in the Navy.
I’ll need a few days to consider.”


“Understand
this, McCord. If you accept this assignment, it may not be a detour.
This may be the final path in your career. You have forty-eight hours.”


Jaw
clenching, Caid stood. “Understood, sir.” Tucking the envelope under an arm, he
saluted and turned to leave, stopping for an instant at Grayson’s voice.


“You can
ride a motorcycle, can’t you, Commander?”








Chapter One


Liberty Lake, Arizona


Three years later…


Caid “Wrath” McCord kept watch on the nondescript dark van as it
rushed along the empty back road. The Eternal Brethren Motorcycle Club’s
president didn’t allow himself any measure of satisfaction as the vehicle moved
closer to the trap.


In front
of and behind the van rode several club members, ostensibly guarding the
counterfeit product inside. In fact, they were guiding it into the hands of the
FBI. It had taken months to gain the trust of Drago’s Demons Blood, one of the
most prolific transporters of counterfeit and other illegal goods.


The
mission they’d been given was a long-term, yet simple operation. Gain the trust
of the Blood, and assist in the transport of the gang’s illegal goods. The
Brethren needed to identify the suppliers at one end and the Nevada buyers at the
other, record as much as possible, and forward what they’d learned to Grayson,
who would pass the data to the FBI.


Wrath
spoke into his radio. “Five minutes to drop, Ghost.”


“Roger.”


“Watch
your six, man. I don’t trust Drago not to interfere.” Wrath heard a rough chuckle.


“No one
trusts him. Out.”


Moving his
binoculars, Wrath recognized Rock and Fargo. A second van rolled behind them,
followed by Tracker and Gunner. Two vehicles filled with counterfeit clothing,
shoes, and over-the-counter medications.


The
shipments from suppliers in Mexico were brought across the border by the Demons
Blood, transferred to the Eternal Brethren, then transported to buyers in
southern Nevada. From there, they were distributed throughout the western
United States. In this case, however, the product had been estimated at over
half a million dollars and would be intercepted by the FBI. They and the
Eternal Brethren had been working on the seizure for months and the mission looked
to be almost at an end.


Tracker’s
voice broke the silence. “We’ve got trouble. Three vehicles coming up behind
us, about a hundred yards back. Closing fast.”


“Roger.”
Wrath changed channels so everyone involved in the mission could hear,
including two men in each van. “Three vehicles approaching. Consider to be
tangos. Ghost, Fargo, Rock, move back with Tracker and Gunner.”


“Understood.”
Ghost slowed, letting the first van pass, then the second before joining the
other four at the back.


Wrath
raised his binoculars again, spotting the SUVs. Arrangements had been made for
the FBI to drive unmarked cars for the mission. Instead of standard issue, they
drove customized models designed to appear older but containing the latest
electronics.


“Vehicles
are friendlies. Repeat, SUVs are friendlies. Continue to drop location.”


The vans,
followed by the five bikes, drove through open gates leading to a huge
warehouse. Racing forward, tires squealing, they entered the cavernous
building, large garage doors closing behind them. A moment later, the SUVs
pulled in front of the building, unmarked FBI agents exiting, guns drawn, each
man circling for any sign of a threat.


An instant
before Wrath began to lower the binoculars, he spotted movement outside the
high, cyclone fence surrounding the warehouse. Blinking, he looked again,
seeing what he feared. He opened the communication line again, voice hard and
loud.


“Tangos
approaching from three sides. West, south, and north. Repeat, tangos
approaching from three sides. Go, go, go!”


A warehouse
side door opened, agents hurrying to back themselves inside an instant before gunfire
split the air. Returning fire, they slammed the door shut.


Wrath
watched as the attackers cut through the fencing, automatic weapons continuing
to fire as they moved toward the warehouse. All wearing black, they stalked
toward the building from three directions, not flinching at the returning
gunfire blasting through the few windows.


He yelled
into the radio. “Six tangos each side. Eighteen total. Repeat, six tangos each
side.”


Before he
could provide more information, grenades flew out the windows, exploding around
the shooters, taking out half of them. A few seconds later, another round was
released, killing many of those remaining. The survivors turned and ran, one
dropping with a bullet in the chest, the others escaping through the openings
in the fence.


Mounting
his Harley, Wrath cautiously took the winding road down the hill. Unable to go
any faster due to the ruts, he pressed the limits, anxious to get to his men,
praying there’d been no casualties.


Reaching
the outside gate, he pushed the comm button. “Clear and secure.” An instant
later, the gate slid open, allowing him to ride inside before it closed behind
him.


Dismounting,
Wrath drew his 9mm, making a slow turn, gun raised in front of him. At the
sound of footfalls, he swung around and lowered the Glock, not holstering it.
He’d made the call about the area being clear and secure. Still, letting his
guard down never occurred to him.


“Who were
they, Prez?” Ghost joined him, scanning the area the same as Wrath while their men
checked the bodies, removing weapons.


“My guess
is they’re a rival gang of the Demons Blood. They saw the transfer and followed
us, hoping to steal the goods before we reached the drop spot.”


Ghost
lowered his weapon. “Everyone inside is okay. I counted six who got away.”


“Same
here.” He looked past Ghost to an approaching agent, glad the Feds hadn’t worn
anything to identify them as law enforcement. “Are your men all right?”


“One
grazed in the arm. What did you see?”


Wrath’s mouth
formed a thin line. “Just the men. They must have hidden their transportation
down the road.” He looked at Rock. “Do you recognize any of them?”


He shook
his head. “No. Judging by the tats, they’re members of the Night Devils, one of
the numerous rival gangs to Demons Blood.”


The agent
looked at Wrath. “Have you run into them before?”


“By
reputation only. We’ve been trying to find a way to infiltrate their club, but
so far, no one seems to know anything about the gang except it makes the Blood
look like angels. They deal in stolen goods, counterfeiting, human
trafficking—”


The agent
interrupted him. “How’d you hear about human trafficking?”


“Intel
from our boss. Confirmed intel.”


Before the
agent could respond, Ghost shoved both out of the way, aiming his gun and
firing. A scream sounded before a gun dropped from one of the prone gang
members, eyes rolling back.


“Check each
one again, Rock.”


“Sorry,
man. He must’ve had a hidden weapon. It won’t happen again.”


A few
minutes later, Rock walked toward them. “All clear. Twelve dead, all with the
same Night Devils tats, but no identification.”


Ghost
massaged the back of his neck. “At least them showing up gives us an alibi for
Drago.”


Wrath gave
a curt nod. “We’ll let him know the Devils stole the cargo.”


“He’ll
want to know how many men we lost.” Ghost cast an uneasy glance at the agent.
“Will that work for your people?”


Giving a
soft chuckle, the agent nodded. “My people will go along with it. We
don’t want to lose your connection with Drago, although you’ll be suspect for a
while. He’s a suspicious man, Wrath. The fact he let you in on this deal is a
huge breakthrough for us. From my boss’s point of view, getting this load
without anything more than a grazed arm is another win. It’s a huge dollar
amount of counterfeit goods that won’t make it onto the street. The next step
will be to get another run, one where we can secure an arrest warrant for Drago
and his top men.”


“Consider
it done. I’ll set up a meeting for this week.”


Gathering
his men, he split them into two groups. Half would ride back to their clubhouse
from one direction with Ghost in the lead, Wrath leading the second group,
which would return from another route.


Driving
out of the compound, Wrath thought over the events of the run, going over what
went well and what didn’t. He’d never been on a mission where everything went as
planned. Each one held opportunity for improvement.


By morning,
they’d have dissected the mission from every angle, making adjustments to implement
in the future. It was an exercise no one enjoyed but knew was necessary.
Debriefing could be every bit as important as mission planning. It saved lives
and created successful operations.


The
clubhouse in sight, Wrath let out a slow breath. Riding through the gate, he
parked and dismounted, glancing around. This had become as much a home as the
house he’d built a few miles away. His retreat, a place only a handful of people
had seen, including his family, Ghost, Rock, and a couple others. Unlike the
clubhouse, he’d never invited a woman to his private sanctuary and had no
intention of ever doing so.


The door of
the clubhouse slammed open, music and laughter spilling outside, followed by
several nonoperational members of the club. Behind them came a handful of the
local women they invited on Fridays and Saturdays, a fact which had escaped him
until this moment.


“Another
Friday night,” he mumbled.


Letting
out a weary breath, he shoved past everyone, grabbed the beer offered to him,
and headed back to the operations room. This meeting wouldn’t take long. He
knew his men were tired, ready to relax and blow off steam.


For Wrath,
he’d head home, crash, and be ready for another full day tomorrow.








Chapter Two


“Will you two tone it down? You’re giving me a headache.” Rock took
a sip of beer, not glancing at the two men going at each other somewhere behind
him. They were newer members of Eternal Brethren, the deep cover motorcycle
club formed to provide intelligence to various government agencies.


When a
chair sailed through the air, barely missing Rock, he slammed down the bottle and
slid off his stool at the bar. A moment later, the newbies lay sprawled on the floor,
blood dripping from the nose of one, the other cradling what Rock suspected to
be a broken wrist.


He glared
down at them. “Go see Doc and get patched up. Next time, pay attention when I
tell you to stop your fighting.” Stalking back to the stool, he ignored the
snickers from several of those who sat around him at the bar.


Wrath
finished the beer he’d been nursing for an hour, listening to the banter of the
men around him. After three years with numerous successes and no losses,
including the one last night, they had a right to celebrate their latest triumph.
It didn’t mean he’d be happy if one of the new members went out with a broken
wrist.


Every
mission brought more danger, higher stakes, heightened potential one of his men
wouldn’t return. They weren’t just men under his control. They were his closest
friends, each owning a part of him. They called themselves the Posse, the
original nine men who’d founded Eternal Brethren out of a bureaucratic collection
of ideas.


The nine
men fought as Navy SEALs, leaving their positions to pursue their desire for
justice and a sense of freedom not allowed in the severe military structure. Not
one man Wrath invited to join the Brethren had turned him down. They knew a
similar opportunity might never come their way. Plus, they craved danger, the
hunt, the chase, the ultimate conclusion. This duty station was a way to continue
their adrenaline charged existence, even if they might never be allowed to
assimilate back into the regular Navy.


Besides
their allegiance as SEALs, each member of the Posse had been ranch kids. All
had grown up riding, training horses or running cattle, and each had thought of
escape. After years overseas, all desired to reconnect with the simple life
they’d left behind. Liberty Lake’s numerous ranches provided the opportunities
each man sought.


Over the
last three years, they’d brought in members of the Army’s elite Delta Force.
All were highly skilled, battle hardened men. None were part of the Posse and
would never receive the distinction set aside for the nine original members.


Their
ranks also included women from the Army, Navy, and Air Force—all nonoperational
members with distinct skills who were willing to change their lives. The men
saw them as equals with expertise required for successful missions. To the outside
world, they were seen as nothing more than sheep, club whores who offered sex
in exchange for the club’s protection. The outside world had it completely
wrong.


The Brethren
also allowed a few local women to come around, helping preserve their image as
an outlaw motorcycle gang. These women were the actual club whores.


Club
whores had become a great source of information, even if the women didn’t know how
much data the Brethren had been able to get out of them. Some had hung around
other clubs prior to coming to theirs and were exactly the kind of women they
wanted.


Whenever
any Eternal Brethren was on club property, hanging in town, or doing a run,
they used their club names. Caid was Wrath, Quinn was Wrangler. Each member had
a unique club name. The only time any of them used their given names was around
family and in the privacy of each other’s homes. 


Each club member
knew to keep their mouths shut and understood the value of obtaining intelligence
without anyone suspecting. They walked a fine line, working on behalf of the
government while pretending to be the thugs most locals believed. His men had
pulled it off without a hitch for three years.


Much like
any motorcycle gang, civilians and law enforcement believed the Brethren earned
their money by selling guns, moving drugs, and trafficking in stolen goods. In
truth, their work centered on preventing, disrupting, and eliminating those
activities. Caid’s brother, Ethan, had been elected sheriff of Kingston County
and continued to be the only lawman aware of their actual mission. No doubt
because he’d once been Army Special Forces and had guessed the reason for their
existence within months of Caid returning home.


Wrath felt
a hand on his shoulder, turning to see the smiling face of his youngest brother,
Quinn. More commonly known as Wrangler, his Navy SEAL moniker. It was the same
nickname his two older brothers had bestowed on him years before when they
bred, broke, and trained horses. Something all three still occasionally helped
with at their parents’ horse ranch, Freedom Meadow, seventy miles from Liberty
Lake.


The ranch was
created before Caid entered the world. One year later, he was followed by
Ethan. After another two years, Quinn arrived. By then, Freedom Meadow had
become a thriving ranch. Stuart and Belinda McCord lived there and ran daily
operations, their boys helping when they had time, which didn’t happen often
these days.


“What are
your plans tonight, big brother?” Wrangler took another draw from a bottle of
beer.


Wrath
chuckled again at something the club’s VP, Ghost, said. Probably another of his
corny jokes. The man never ran out of them.


He held up
his beer. “I’m heading over to Robbie’s with Ghost and Rock.” Wrath mentioned
the bar the Brethren owned, named after one of their fallen team members while
still SEALs. “You?”


Wrangler
tipped his bottle back, finishing the contents. “Same as you. I’m meeting a lovely
lady I met a week ago.”


Wrath
nodded in understanding. Their bar had become a local magnet for beautiful
women and lonely men looking for nothing more than a quick escape. Wrangler fit
the description, as did most of the men sitting at the clubhouse tonight. No
one had a wife or significant other. A couple were divorced and hadn’t felt the
desire to go that route anytime soon. Thankfully, none had children, which
meant the Eternal Brethren was the single most important facet of their lives.


Wrath tilted
his bottle toward Wrangler. “Do I know her?”


His
brother’s face sobered. “I sure as hell hope not.” He set down the empty bottle,
not losing the scowl on his face. “She’s one of the few women you don’t know
in this town, bro.”


Shaking
his head, Wrath chuckled. “I don’t know where you get your information, but
there are hundreds of single women in Liberty Lake I don’t know. Believe me, I’m
fine with it staying that way.”


Wrath
meant it. He had no plans to tie himself down with any woman. More and more of
the beauties who frequented Robbie’s were looking for more than he cared to
give. When needed, he accepted the company of one of the bar customers,
explaining the rules—his rules—which usually eliminated further complications.


“When
you’re ready, let me know. We’ll ride over together.” Wrath pushed up, striding
down the hall to his office and another stack of paperwork.


The
government provided them with a magnificent clubhouse, the best computer and
telecommunications equipment, and a basement designed as a giant safe room with
two secret escape tunnels. The facility plus generous salaries and operating
funds were the perks of their dangerous assignments. The downside was the
mountain of paperwork, typical of any government project.


Setting
down his pen, Wrath thought about working horses at the family ranch last
weekend. He and his brothers had been raised at the breeding and training facility
a good distance south of Liberty Lake. It was a good deal different than his
career in the Navy or his current role in the motorcycle club. He loved all
three, but knew he’d return to Freedom Meadow at some point.


Picking up
the pen again, he got back to work. Half an hour passed before a knock
interrupted him, Ghost entering. The club’s vice president and Rock, the
sergeant-at-arms, were his closest friends. The three knew more about each
other than anyone else and trusted each other implicitly. 


“We’re
ready to ride over to Robbie’s. Are you still coming?” Ghost leaned against the
doorframe, a brow lifted.


Setting
down his pen, Wrath stood. “Wouldn’t miss it. You and Rock playing pool after
several drinks is the highlight of my week.”


“Reprobate,”
Ghost muttered when Wrath walked past him.


“Never
said I wasn’t.”
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Ghost and Rock
were already in the middle of a game of pool by the time Wrath arrived. Watching
for a few minutes, he took his usual seat at the bar, a spot with a good view
of the baseball game on the big, flat screen.


“Evening,
Wrath. What can I get you?” Mike, the head bartender and manager, cleaned the
bar in front of him.


“Jack and
Coke.” Wrath pulled over a bowl of peanuts, picking one up and cracking it before
popping it into his mouth.


Relaxing,
he nodded at Mike when he placed the drink in front of him. Taking a sip, Wrath
glanced around. A couple regulars sat at one end of the bar, a man he didn’t
recognize next to them, two empty stools, then a lone woman, her head tilted
down as she took a bite of a taco. When she straightened, her blonde hair fell
away, displaying a beautiful profile. Wrath knew he’d never met the woman
before, a situation he planned to rectify tonight.


“Her name
is Cara.”


Mike’s low
voice tore Wrath’s gaze away from the woman to look at him. “Cara?”


“The gal
eating a taco. That’s her name. She hasn’t been in town long, came here to work
as a law professor and start a private practice.”


One side
of Wrath’s mouth tilted upward. “You always amaze me, Mike.”


The bartender
shrugged. “I like to talk to people. She’s a nice lady. A widow.”


If Wrath didn’t
know how much Mike loved his wife, he might’ve thought he had competition for
Cara’s interest. Picking up his drink, he got up and settled on a stool beside
her, saying nothing as he returned his attention to the screen. A grin appeared
when one of the players hit a home run. The bar erupted in cheers, Cara joining
them.


Wrath
watched her out of the corner of his eye for a moment before speaking. “Do you
like baseball?”


Glancing
over, she studied him with a wary expression before taking a sip of her drink.
“I like a lot of sports, but baseball is my favorite.”


“Mine,
too.”


“Did you
play in school?” She glanced at his arms, noting the tattoos, wondering if they
covered his entire body.


Wrath’s
features showed a hint of melancholy before he nodded. “I played baseball and
football in high school.”


She lifted
a brow. “Not in college?”


Taking
another swallow of his drink, he shrugged. “I didn’t go to college right away.
When I did, playing a sport wasn’t practical.”


Her eyes
lit in humor. “Practical, huh? I suppose that’s as good a reason as any.”


Chuckling,
Wrath looked back at the screen as another home run flew over the left field
fence and into the crowd. “Seems we’re going to win this one.” Shifting, he
held out his hand. “I’m Wrath.”


She
glanced at the leather vest, or cut, as she knew motorcycle clubs called them, noticing
a patch confirming his club name was Wrath. Below it she saw one stating
President. A tense moment passed between them before she accepted his hand. 


“Cara
Mortensen.”


“Pleased
to meet you, Cara.” Holding her hand an instant longer than necessary, he
loosened his grip, resting his arm on the bar.


Cara took
another sip of her drink, looking at him over the rim of the glass. “Are you
with the Eternal Brethren or another gang?”


“We’re a
motorcycle club, not a gang. And yes, I’m with the Brethren.”


Swallowing
the last of her drink, Cara set the glass down, preparing to leave. “Nice to
meet you, Wrath, but it’s time for me to take off.”


He wanted
to know more about her, learn what Mike already knew. Instead, he gave her a
two-finger salute. “Drive safe.”


Cara gave
him an odd stare, as if she couldn’t quite believe his disinterest. “You, too.”


Wrath
didn’t watch as the door closed behind her. Waiting a few moments, he stepped
outside, searching the parking lot. He didn’t have to wait long before hearing
the roar of an engine—a motorcycle engine.


Hiding in
the shadows, he waited until a black Harley appeared. A slim figure perched on
the seat wearing a black leather jacket, blonde hair peeking from under the
half-helmet. He felt a grin tip up the corners of his mouth.


Cara
Mortensen. 


Oh yeah.
He would definitely find a way to get to know the stunning young woman better…and
soon.
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Wrath
still couldn’t get his mind off Cara as he nursed his drink, and couldn’t
understand his immediate attraction. He had a high school girlfriend, then a
short relationship with a civilian government employee at one of his duty
stations, and a more intense relationship with a woman in the Navy. Other than
those three, he made it a rule to have one-and-done relationships, and the
women knew this going in.


Over the
years, nights of sex followed by empty mornings had become tedious. Cara had
been the first woman in years who grabbed his attention. Which didn’t make
sense. She was several inches shorter and more slender than most women who
caught his eye. Wrath scratched his chin, tossing back the last of his drink.


Standing,
he joined Ghost and Rock at the pool table, leaning against a wall, waiting for
them to finish their game. 


“Are you
out of here, Prez?” Ghost asked, taking another shot to sink a ball into a
corner pocket.


“Yep.
It’ll be a long day tomorrow. I’m planning to see you two early.” Pulling keys
from a pocket, he saluted, disappearing outside.


Taking a
long look around, a habit that had saved him on more than one occasion, he
swung a leg over his Harley, firing it up. In twenty minutes, he’d be inside
his house with plans to take a cold shower before warming up leftover
enchiladas, a meal he’d brought home from the family ranch the previous Sunday.
He truly missed his mother’s cooking. Being seventy miles away, he no longer
had enough time to visit as often as they all wanted.


Ten minutes
into the trip, he spotted a bike lying on its side just off the road. The rider
stared down at it while brushing dirt off the leather jacket. As he got closer,
the rider removed the helmet, blonde hair spilling down the shoulders and back.



Cara. 


Slowing,
he pulled behind her and stopped. “Are you okay?”


She didn’t
answer, as if not hearing his question. Dismounting, he walked to her, settling
a hand on her shoulder. 


“Cara, are
you all right?”


Startled,
she moved away, eyes panicked.


“It’s Wrath.
Tell me what happened.” He saw her shoulders rise and fall with each ragged
breath.


“A group
of javelinas started to cross the road. I had to swerve to miss them and must’ve
hit an oil patch. I lowsided.” She looked at him, her eyes still wide with alarm.


Taking her
shoulders, he turned her to him. “Let me see what we have here, then I’ll get
the bike up and look it over.” Wrath walked around Cara, studying the road
burns on her leather, but saw nothing indicating further injury. Still, she
should get checked out. “I should take you to the emergency room.”


“No. I’m
fine. Really. I just need to get back on my bike and finish the trip home.” Her
voice wobbled a little, although it held a hint of determination.


Accepting
she’d fight any attempt at having her examined, Wrath bent down, righting the
bike in a quick motion. Looking it over, he spotted oil on the ground under it.
Swinging his leg over the bike, he turned the key and tried throttling the
machine, getting a choppy stutter before it died. He tried again, getting the
same result. Blowing out a breath, he looked at her.


“You
aren’t riding this anywhere tonight.” Dismounting, he pulled out his phone.
Walking away, it didn’t take long for him to arrange for his guys to pick up
the bike. Ending the call, he turned back to her. “My crew will be here in a
few minutes to load up the bike and take it to our shop. I’ll take you home.”


Her jaw
dropped. “You’re not taking me anywhere. I’ll call for a cab.”


Cara’s
reluctance confused Wrath, but he didn’t argue. If she wanted to waste her
money, it was her choice.


“Whatever
you want, Cara.”


Brows
furrowing, she pursed her lips, feeling a slight sense of disappointment. “All
right.”


They stood
in silence for several minutes before a truck appeared, coming to a stop behind
them. Two men got out, walking to Wrath.


“What do
we have here, Prez?” Rock crossed his arms. He and the man with him, Fargo,
were part of the Posse and ran the club’s motorcycle customization and repair
business.


“The lady
lowsided. I can’t get it to turn over.”


“All right
then.” Rock looked at Fargo. “Get the ramp out and we’ll get this loaded so
Wrath can get on his way.”


“Wait!”
Cara looked between the three men. “Where are you taking it? Do you have a
card? How do I know you’re legitimate?”


Wrath stepped
next to her. “Cara, this is Rock and Fargo. They run the club’s repair shop and
are the best at what they do. I’ll give you one of my cards, and you’ll just
have to trust me that the business is legit.”


Letting
out a frustrated breath, she thought of her options, which were few. “All
right. But call me with how much it’s going to cost before you order any
parts.”


“Yes,
ma’am.” Rock’s voice held a hint of amusement. “But I’ll need your number.”


Before
Cara could respond, Wrath interrupted. “I’ll get it and let you know.”


“Good
enough, Prez.” Rock rolled the bike to the back of the truck, loading and securing
it within less than five minutes. “See you in the morning, Wrath. Have a good
night, ma’am.” His lips twitched a little on the last.


Watching the
truck’s taillights disappear, Wrath turned back to Cara. “Cab, or will you
trust me enough to get you home?”


It would
take at least fifteen minutes to get a ride out this far. Biting her lip, she
blew out a breath. “If it isn’t too much trouble.”


“It’s not.”
He got on his bike. “Where do you live?”


Cara
rattled off an address, then climbed on behind him. “Do you know where it is?”
She slid her arms around his waist, enjoying the feel of his taut muscles.


Stifling a
groan at being this close to Cara, he nodded. Maybe he should’ve insisted on
the cab. “I do. You ready?”


“Yes.”


Without
another word, Wrath took off, taking the most direct route to her apartment.
Each corner drew her closer, her chest pushed against his back. His body
tightened to a painful degree, reminding him of how this had been a bad idea.
Murmuring a curse, his jaw clenched.


Wrath
needed to get her home and off his bike before she drove him crazy. This wasn’t
quite what he expected, although it was exactly what he wanted less than an
hour before. He now knew just how much she affected him. The knowledge didn’t
sit well. Neither did the fact he’d now have to take a much longer cold shower.








Chapter Three


Rubbing his forehead, Wrath took another sip of his third cup of
morning coffee, concentrating on reading through the papers in front of him. Their
next mission wouldn’t be easy, but he had no doubt of the outcome. The admiral
had indicated another assignment would be sent soon, giving Wrath time to set
up this one.


The Eternal
Brethren had been budgeted a good number of personnel, allowing them to take on
several assignments at once. Each had been completed to Admiral Grayson’s satisfaction,
the results inevitable. He’d be diverting the more difficult requests their
way, which suited Wrath and his men just fine.


The
success of the Brethren proved the argument for their organization had been
dead-on. The few who knew about their existence wanted to duplicate the
operation. Over a year ago, a second chapter had been started on the East
Coast.


Wrath had
asked permission to mention the new club to Ghost as a possible president. He’d
refused. Instead, he’d put forth the names of three other possibilities, all
active SEALs. The first one accepted. Wrath met with the man a few times before
the officer had taken charge of his own unit, or club, as their public identity
required.


From what
Wrath knew, the new chapter had done an exemplary job. At least he hoped so as
one of the new assignments would be a joint venture with them.


He looked
at his vibrating phone, seeing Rock’s name. “Wrath.”


“We’ve
checked out your lady’s ride and it’s going to be here a while.”


His mouth
twisted. “She’s not my lady.”


Rock gave
a low chuckle. “Of course she’s not. Anyway, we need to replace a tension belt,
repair the fuel system, one fork is bent, rear axle needs to be replaced, plus
the bodywork.”


“How
much?”


Rock
quoted a number, one bigger than Wrath expected. Still, he knew his friend had
been fair, probably giving Cara the friends and family discount.


“I’ll call
her and get back with you.” 


Picking up
the card where he’d scribbled her number, he made the call. Waiting several
rings, he’d been ready to leave a message when Cara answered.


“Hello?”


“Cara,
it’s Wrath.” He heard a noise on the other end.


“Sorry. I
dropped the phone.” He heard another short pause as she cleared her throat. “Okay,
give me the bad news.”


“Do you
want the list of what needs to be done or the bottom line?”


“The
bottom line, then give me a few minutes to let it settle before listing the
problems.”


Wrath
covered a chuckle, knowing she wouldn’t appreciate it. Giving her the total, he
grimaced at the whispered curse.


“Well,
that is more than I anticipated.”


“Let me
give you a list of what Rock found.”


“No need,
Wrath. I’m sure he was thorough and the price is fair.”


Brows
drawing together, he frowned. “Are you certain? Because—”


“I made a
few calls this morning. It seems your shop is the best in town and has a
reputation of being fair and reasonable. Since I need my bike back right away,
please go ahead with whatever needs to be done.” She hesitated a moment. “You
do take credit cards, right?”


He did
chuckle this time. “Yes, ma’am, we do.”


Cara blew
out a breath. “All right. Would you call me when it’s fixed?”


A strange
urge rushed through him, one he’d felt before but had always been able to
control. It wouldn’t be silenced today. “What are your plans tonight?”


“My
plans?”


He felt
like a high schooler asking a girl on their first date. “Dinner. Do you have
plans for dinner?”


“Oh. Well,
no, I don’t.”


“Good. I’ll
pick you up at seven.”
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“What the
hell?” Cara muttered, staring at her phone. He’d hung up, never giving her a
chance to respond. The move was so much like her late husband, she wanted to
throw it across the room, rejoicing in it smashing to pieces against the wall. Except
she couldn’t afford a new phone along with the cost of repairs to her bike.


She’d been
jumpy since the accident the night before. No bumps, bruises, or scratches.
Nothing indicating any injuries, except to her pride.


Without
doubt, Wrath was the most intriguing man she’d met since moving to Liberty Lake
at the beginning of the school term. Sinfully attractive, with dark hair and
gray eyes that pierced right through her, he made her forget every vow she’d
made to be cautious with any possible relationship.


It had
been close to three years since her husband died, the same amount of time as
when she’d first learned about his passion for cheating. Even now, the
knowledge her marriage had been a sham tore into her, as if she’d discovered it
yesterday.


Cara
didn’t hate men. She had three older brothers and loved each dearly, would
trust them with her life and her children, if she had any. Another painful
reminder of what Greg had withheld from her.


“Cara,
your new client is here. Should I put her in the small conference room?”


She nodded
at the woman who administered the shared office space for four attorneys.
“Please let her know I’ll be with her right away.”


Picking up
the file, she quickly read the few notes on the woman waiting down the hall.
Twenty-five, single, mother of two, nurse, ex-husband five months behind on
child support. Sucking in a breath, she straightened her skirt, ready to learn
what really brought the young woman to her. Everyone had a story, and Cara
braced herself for this one.


A few
minutes and several tissues later, she continued to take notes at a furious
pace, eyes widening as the woman spoke. Holding up her hand, Cara stopped the
rapid flow of words. 


“Did you
know he was a member of a gang before you married him?”


Brushing
tears from her face, the woman nodded. “A few days before. He’d always been
secretive, never giving me much information when he’d disappear for several
days at a time. I didn’t know what he did until I overheard some phone calls.
If I’d known…” Another sob broke from her lips.


Cara
allowed her a few moments, knowing she’d continue when ready.


“But I was
pregnant, so maybe I would’ve gone along with it anyway.” She shook her head,
grabbing another tissue. “Guess I’ll never know.”


Scanning
her notes, Cara pursed her lips, mind working as the pieces began to fit. “Is
he still in a gang?”


“Yes. He
lives in Los Angeles and doesn’t know I’m back in Arizona. It won’t take him
long to find me, though.”


“And he’s
threatening to take your daughter if you continue to demand child support?”


She let
out a quiet sob. “Kidnap.” Her panicked gaze searched Cara’s. “He loves her,
but not enough to keep her with him. He wouldn’t hesitate to sell her.”


Cara’s
eyes widened. “Sell her?”


“It’s what
they do. His gang, I mean. They deal in human trafficking.”
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The
woman’s story hadn’t left her mind as Cara changed into jeans, a lavender
sweater, and boots. More than anything, the frightened woman had come to her
for guidance, someone to confide in who wouldn’t go straight to the police.


Instead of
the police, Cara had called her oldest brother, Seth. He and their two other
brothers owned a private security firm in their hometown of Missoula, Montana,
taking jobs across the country. All had been in the Army, each one offering distinct
skills which contributed to the continued success of their business.


His advice
had been simple. Let the FBI know what she’d learned and they’d take it from
there.


The
counsel hadn’t been what she wanted to hear. Instead, Cara decided to meet with
the woman in a few days, making a decision afterward.


Knocking had
Cara picking up a small purse and hurrying toward the front door. Pulling a
jacket from its hook, she checked the peephole, letting out a short breath.
Wrath was definitely the most captivating man she’d met in a long, long time.


Before opening
the door, she looked in the entryway mirror, feeling silly at the unusual act
of vanity. Having not been on anything remotely resembling a date in almost
three years, her nerves were strung tight, stomach churning at the thought of
sharing a meal with someone who set her on fire with one quick look. Something
she needed to get control of right away.


Settling a
hand on the knob, she pulled the door open, a neutral expression in place.
“Good evening, Wrath.”


She felt
an unfamiliar wave of heat when he looked her up and down before offering a
smile that most likely got him whatever he wanted from those of the female persuasion.


“Cara. Are
you ready?” He stepped aside, allowing her to lock the door. 


Looking up,
she grinned. “We’re taking your bike?”


“If you
don’t mind?”


“Are you
kidding?” She walked toward the bike, then turned. “I need to get my helmet.”


Grabbing
his extra one, Wrath handed it to her. “I brought one for you. It’s a pretty
safe bet yours isn’t legal with the way you lowsided.”


Taking the
helmet, she looked it over, wondering who else had worn it. Another silly
thought, one she had no business considering.


“It’s new.
You’re the first to wear it.” 


Glancing
up, she saw the smirk on his face, as if he’d read her mind. Cheeks heating,
she hurried to put it on. “Thanks.”


Climbing
on, Wrath looked at her, once again taking his time, not caring what she thought.
“Get on.”


She
stilled. It was more of an order than an invitation. Again, something Greg would’ve
done. Not wanting anything to spoil the evening, she shook it off, taking a
seat behind him. Resting her hands on her thighs, she waited.


“You know
the drill, Cara. Arms around my waist.”


After the
accident last night, she hadn’t thought of his closeness. Tonight felt
different, disconcerting, more intimate.


“We can
sit here all night, Cara. I don’t mind.”


Sticking
out her tongue, she grimaced at the immature gesture, feeling twelve instead of
twenty-seven.


“I saw
that,” he chuckled, settling farther down on the seat.


Enough
stalling. Cara slipped her arms around him,
clasping her hands together. Even through their jackets, she felt a rush at the
contact.


“Now, that
wasn’t so hard, was it?” He didn’t wait for an answer before starting the bike and
moving into traffic. 


A minute
later, they roared down the street, heading east past town. She’d ridden out
this way before, finding a few shops and restaurants, vowing to return when she
had more time. Continuing a few miles, Wrath took an almost hidden driveway,
parking the bike in front of a non-descript building.


Getting
off, she noticed his head for the first time. “You didn’t wear a helmet.”


Standing,
he cocked his head, the corners of his mouth slipping into a grin. “I didn’t
wear one last night, either. Can’t remember the last time I did.” He tapped her
head after she’d removed her helmet. “Unlike you, I don’t have much to
scramble.”


Before she
could protest, he took her hand, leading her into the small restaurant. A rush
of aromas assaulted her.


“This
smells delicious. Barbeque?”


“The best
in the west. I’ve eaten everything on the menu and it’s all good.” Wrath
smiled, holding out his hand to a man of medium height with caramel skin and
dark brown hair who walked toward them. “Manny, it’s good to see you.”


He took
the outstretched hand. “It’s been too long since you’ve been in, Wrath.”


“It has.
This is Cara. Cara, Manny, the man who makes magic with barbeque.”


Reaching
out her hand, she shot a look of surprise at Manny when he lifted it to his lips.
“It is always a pleasure to meet a beautiful woman.” When he lingered a moment
too long, Wrath nudged him away.


“She’s
mine, Manny. Find your own woman.” Taking her hand again, he didn’t notice the
way her mouth fell open at his words.


“This way.
A table by the window just opened up.” Grabbing two menus, Manny led them past
the other diners to a spot in the back. “Will this do?”


“Perfect,”
Wrath answered, letting her get into the booth first before settling beside
her. Sensing her stiffen, he grinned. “You don’t mind sharing your side with me,
do you?” He moved close enough so their thighs touched.


Taking the
menu, she bit her lip, shaking her head. “Um, no.” Although she did. She needed
space, enough to clear her head and steady her reaction to him. Sitting this
close, feeling the heat through their jeans, did nothing to squelch the desire
exploding through her.


“Do you
have a preference?”


It took
her a moment to realize Wrath spoke to her. “Preference?”


“Yeah. The
meals come with all the same sides. All you have to decide is ribs, brisket, pulled
pork, or chicken. They’re all excellent. Whatever you don’t try tonight, you
can order the next time.”


Next
time. The words hung in the air a moment.
“Brisket?”


“Ah, a
woman after my own heart. Most girls order a salad or something else just as puny.”


She huffed
out a breath. “First, I’m not a girl. And second, I don’t eat a salad when
there’s perfectly good beef on the menu.”


Throwing his
head back, he laughed. “Touché.”


They sat
in silence, looking out the huge picture window. “It’s a beautiful view.”


“We own
about eight acres and the businesses in the complex.”


Eyes
widening, she stared at Wrath, his gaze still focused out the window, not
noticing her surprise.


“We raise
the Angus cattle and have it butchered for Manny. The auto shop next door is
run by a couple club members, with others working there.” Noting the silence,
he glanced over, seeing her brows knit together. “What?”


Leaning
away, she folded her arms over her chest. “How many businesses do you own?”


Rubbing
his jaw, Wrath considered the question. “About a dozen. Three repair shops, two
bars, several restaurants, and a couple storage facilities.” All legal,
he didn’t add.


It had all
started out to secure Eternal Brethren’s cover. Over time, each produced a sizable
profit which didn’t easily translate back into the federal coffers. Instead,
they kept the substantial amounts, using it for various community projects. Give
it back to the community, Admiral Grayson had told Wrath when the profits
began to climb. And they did, having meetings several times a year to focus on
which organizations needed their help.


“I had no
idea.” Picking up her soda, Cara took a long sip. “I’m guessing your real name
isn’t Wrath.”


“Nope. A
nickname my brothers gave me. I’m the oldest of three boys. As we got older,
they pushed my limits. Of course, I couldn’t let it go.”


“Of course
not,” she deadpanned.


“Yeah.” He
shrugged. “Anyway, after a few bouts, they backed off. They said fighting me
was like bringing down the wrath of God. It stuck. Now, it’s your turn to tell
me what you do.” He placed a hand on her thigh, stroking enough to feel
her squirm.


She tried
to slide away, stopping when her hip butted against the wall. Resigned, she gave
her standard answer. “I’m an attorney and teach at the university.”


Although
Mike had told him as much, interest still sparked in his eyes. “What kind of
law do you practice?”


Taking
another sip, she shrugged. “In Montana, I was in a small practice specializing
in family law. Custody, divorce, abuse, child and spousal support, adoption. When
I married and moved to California, I worked in a corporate capacity, reviewing
contracts, licensing agreements, and employment offers for key executives. Here
in Arizona, I’m back to practicing family law.”


“Men, too?”


The
question surprised her. “Of course. There are a decent number of women who
abuse family and skip support to their exes. Mainly women who make a great deal
more than the man, enough the court feels she owes the payments. Oftentimes in
cases where the man is awarded complete custody.”


His face
sobered at the thought of Cara in danger from irate parents who didn’t get what
they wanted. “Are you ever threatened?”


She
snorted. “There have been a few cases where it came close. But I love that area
of the law too much to let coercion stop me.”


“Is that
what you teach?”


“Mainly.
It’s what I know the best and enjoy the most.”


Squeezing
her thigh, Wrath got her attention. “If you’re ever threatened, stalked, or
feel unsafe, call me.” His voice brooked no argument.


Quieting
when Manny set plates before them, they tucked into the food, Cara doing her
best to forget the imposing biker next to her. Although she wouldn’t forget the
offer of help. After the meeting with her new client today, she filed the information
away, hoping she didn’t need it.








Chapter Four


Wrath shifted in his chair, rubbing the back of his neck. He’d spent
the past four hours trying to concentrate on the assignment he’d read the day
before. It seemed clear when reviewing the mission yesterday. This morning, he
couldn’t focus enough to prepare the operational plan, something he had to do
within the hour. And he knew the reason. Cara.


Wrath had
known taking her to supper last night was a bad idea. It had been foolish to
invite her out without thinking it through, and he never did anything on a
whim. Even so, he’d enjoyed talking to her, the way she blushed at some of the
stupid things he’d said, getting irritated at others.


Bright and
quick with an infectious smile, he’d been captivated. Her looks didn’t hurt,
either. She’d worn her long blonde hair in a ponytail and applied a light touch
of makeup, enough to enhance her bright blue eyes and flawless skin. In bare
feet, he guessed she’d be about ten inches shorter than him. Not as tall as he normally
liked. Cara was petite, not as curvy as the women who generally grabbed his
attention. Still, he couldn’t stop looking at her.


The sound
of a motorcycle parking in the back caught his attention, pulling his focus
away from his beautiful date and back to the information in front of him.
Important life and death stuff.


“Get a
grip,” he grumbled. Picking up a pen, he tried again, making additional notes
in the margin and underlining other sentences. This order was out of their
normal zone of operation. The admiral didn’t often pass along these kinds of
missions, not wanting to take time away from the jobs which triggered their
creation. Still, if an agency requested their help, the admiral seldom said no.


This one
had become urgent—a hunt and capture order for a known terrorist confirmed to
be hiding in the mountains of eastern Arizona. An odd request, as this was
standard procedure for several active SEAL teams. Still, if the admiral
accepted, they’d make it happen. Picking up his phone, he called Ghost.


“I need
you, Rock, Gunner, and Moses in here stat.” He didn’t wait for a response. Less
than two minutes later, the four men walked in, taking seats.


“What do
you have for us?” Rock asked, ready to get something started.


Wrath
walked to the side wall, sliding out a map of Arizona. “We have a hunt and
capture order for a confirmed terrorist hiding in the White Mountains.” He
pointed to eastern Arizona.


“Target?”
Gunner, one of their snipers, walked up to the map.


Wrath
passed out a recent photograph. “Middle-aged man, confirmed ISIS member and
leader of cells in New Mexico and Texas. Illegally in the country from Syria. He
ran when one of the cells in New Mexico was raided two weeks ago.”


Rock held
up the image. “Yeah, I remember this guy. A real piece of work, and ugly as one
of those dang javelinas.”


Wrath slid
out a map of the terrain. “This is where he was spotted two days ago.” He
circled a spot not far from Bone Valley. “I received confirmation this morning
he’s still there. Hiding in a rented cabin here.” He drew another circle before
handing out a couple more pieces of paper. “Coordinates. Lock them in. Moses
and Gunner, you’ll be going with Ghost and Rock. Helo will meet you at the
usual spot at 1430 hours. Get in, do the job, and return by 0600 tomorrow morning.
Take your operations gear.”


Moses
cleared his throat. “Do you really think we need the kit, sir?”


Wrath
cocked his head, one corner of his mouth quirking upward. “Sir?”


Grimacing,
Moses shook his head. “Prez.” Sometimes even those in the Posse forgot to use
club monikers.


Wrath hid
a grin. “Yes, as a precaution. As always, view this as a regular team mission.
Ghost, I want the usual updates. Rock and Gunner, I’ll let Fargo know you may
not be at the shop tomorrow. I want to keep all the options open. Any
questions?” He waited a moment, then looked at his watch. “You have two hours
before the helo arrives. Good luck, gentlemen.”
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Cara answered
one last question before ending her late afternoon class. It had been a long
day. Her feet hurt, back ached, and head pounded. She’d been an idiot to agree
to a short stop at Robbie’s before Wrath took her home last night.


One drink,
he’d said, which turned into two shots. At least they had been whiskey and not
tequila, her drink of death. She’d sworn off it after a bad night, then again
after she’d forgotten the first vow. Cara had become good friends with her
toilet that night. It had been almost three years and she’d yet to even taste
the nasty alcohol again.


Two shots
hadn’t even fazed him. She’d always been a lightweight. One glass of wine. One
margarita. One of anything was usually it for her. The extra shot had been a
huge mistake. Aspirin hadn’t touched the pain, yet she’d made it through the day.
Now she found herself in desperate need of a shower, hot cup of tea, and soft
sheets.


Heading to
her truck, she didn’t even give a passing thought to stopping by her office. Whatever
awaited her could be postponed until tomorrow.


Unlocking
her truck, she set down her files and climbed inside as her phone rang. She did
not want to talk to anyone. No one would keep her away from her goal of getting
home. Unfortunately, she made the mistake of looking at the caller ID.


Wrath.


Biting her
lip, she straightened in her seat and answered. “Hello, Wrath.”


“You know,
we should’ve taken pictures of each other last night to add to the phone
numbers.”


Despite
the pain in her head, she chuckled. “Why is that?”


“Because
I’d much prefer looking at your smiling face than an impersonal number on my
screen.”


Snorting,
she pressed a finger to her throbbing temple. “After those shots last night, I
can assure you I’m not smiling.”


“Next time
we go out, I won’t push the shots. I called to let you know your bike is ready.
Do you want us to deliver it this evening?”


She heard
something about her bike, but her thoughts paused on another part of his
comment. Next time we go out… Did she want that, another night out with
Wrath? Surprisingly, she did.


“Cara?”


His deep
voice cut into her thoughts. “Sorry. You said my bike is ready?” She heard his
slight chuckle.


“Yes, it
is. I asked if you wanted us to bring it by tonight.”


“Do you
mind if we wait until tomorrow? If you need the money, I can give you my credit
card number.”


“No, Cara.
I don’t need the money tonight. Tomorrow’s fine. What time will you be home?”


“Does six
o’clock work for you?” 


She heard
another voice in the background.


“Hold on a
moment, Cara.”


Muffled
voices came over the phone. Although she couldn’t make out what was said, the
urgency in the conversation was clear. 


“Sorry.”
He let out a breath. “Six should be fine. I’ll call tomorrow and confirm.”


His mood
and voice had changed, becoming more ominous.


“That’s
fine.”


“Good.
And, Cara?”


“Yes?”


“Dinner
afterward. Plan on it.”


She stared
at the phone. Wrath had hung up on her again, the same as the last time they’d
spoken. If the throbbing in her head hadn’t become so persistent, she would’ve
called him back and told him… Her mind blurred. Told him what? 


Instead,
Cara let it go. When they arrived with her bike tomorrow, she’d find an excuse
to get out of dinner with him. After Greg, she didn’t need another man who took
her for granted, ordered rather than asked. Or, like her late husband, probably
had any number of women waiting to spend time with him. She didn’t intend to be
another of those women. The days of her being a naïve fool were over.
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Wrath took
the admiral’s call. “Sir?”


“I have
updated intel on the current mission. There are two. I repeat, two targets, not
one. I’ve sent updated information. The mission parameters haven’t changed.”


“Yes, sir.
I’ll update the men right away. Anything else, sir?”


“Nothing
else. I expect an update with any new information. Oh, and congratulations,
Commander McCord.”


Wrath felt
a jolt of surprise slash through him. “Commander, sir?”


“A long overdue
promotion, Caid. I trust you’ve no objection.”


Even
though the admiral couldn’t see it, he gave a quick shake of his head. “No,
sir. Thank you, sir.”


“No need
for thanks, McCord. You deserve it.” The admiral ended the call.  


Before he
had time to let the promotion sink in, an encrypted message arrived from the admiral.
Reviewing it, he called Ghost on a secure phone.


“Where are
you?”


“At the
helo pad.”


“There’s
new intel, Ghost. Two targets. Your mission hasn’t changed. Information should
be coming to you now.” He gave his vice president time to review the changes.
“Any questions?”


“None.
I’ll let the others know on the ride over.” Ghost ended the call, giving Wrath
a brief moment to give a mental cheer at the admiral’s news.


Commander,
a rank he’d always hoped to achieve. Although it would be in his official file,
news of the promotion would go no further. He might share it with Ghost and
Rock, his closest friends, and perhaps his family, but no one else. The rank
meant little in a deep cover motorcycle club. What mattered was the respect and
loyalty of his men, and without a doubt, Wrath had both.


Standing,
he unlocked the hidden door, entering to walk down the steps to a room only the
Posse knew existed. Lights automatically lit as he moved past each sensor. The
ceiling and walls were well fortified, the steel doors impenetrable, and
included the best communication equipment available to the military. With the
exception of the communication equipment, each of the two secret escape tunnels
were built the same.


“Hey, Prez.
What brings you down to my dungeon?”


Chuckling
at Raider’s question, he let his gaze wander over the room. He had to agree. In
a way, it did feel much like a dungeon. It also provided them with intelligence
and operational planning far superior to any of their enemies. He handed the
file to Raider.


“A change
in the current mission.”


Raider
reviewed the new data. “Percentage of certainty?”


“One
hundred. Ghost has the same intel. The team is in the air in…” Wrath looked at
his watch. “Five minutes.”


Face
sobering, Raider nodded. “I’ve got this, boss. I’ll let you know when they
arrive.”


“Thanks.” 


Taking the
stairs two at a time, he checked the tiny peephole before opening the door to
his office. Entering quickly, he pressed the hidden catch, locking the
concealed door.


A knock on
his door sounded a moment before his brother, Wrangler, slipped inside. “We’ve
got visitors.”


Wrath
lifted a brow. “Who?”


“Drago,
his VP, Pacho, and sergeant-at-arms, Snake. My guess is they want to discuss
what happened with the merchandise. They’re outside with Fuse, Tracker, and a
few others.”


Sliding
his Glock into the waistband at the small of his back, he followed Wrangler
outside. His men stood in a line in front of the three Demons Blood, arms
relaxed, ready to pull their weapons if needed. 


Passing
through them, Wrath stopped, crossing his arms. “Why are you here, Drago? I
believe we agreed not to be seen together.”


He barked
out a savage laugh. “Agreements are meant to be broken.”


“I’m a
little slow today. Why don’t you explain what you mean?”


Drago took
a step forward, causing the Brethren to tense. Voice rising, he glared at
Wrath. “Our fucking merchandise didn’t reach the buyers.”


Features
blank, he appeared to be bored, disinterested in Drago’s ranting. “This isn’t
new information. I informed you within an hour of it being stolen.”


“If that
is so, who took it?”


Wrath
shrugged. “We believe it was the Night Devils.” He’d never admit to knowing it was
the major rival of the Blood who attacked the Brethren and the FBI agents.


Blowing
out a string of curses, Drago glanced over his shoulder at his vice president,
Pacho. A silent message passed between them before Drago looked back at Wrath.


“You are
certain?”


“Our best
guess. Who else would dare steal a shipment they knew belonged to the Blood?”


Drago
seemed to think on this, although his menacing stance didn’t ease. “Fuck. Those
fools know better than to start a war with the Blood. We own this
territory.”


Wrath knew
the message was a warning to the Brethren as much as the Devils. “It may be the
Devils want to start a war with you, Drago. If that’s the case, I’m not putting
my crew at risk until it’s settled one way or another. You’ll have to do the
runs yourself or form an alliance with another club who’s willing to put
themselves between the Blood and the Devils.”


An odd reddish-purple
color crept up Drago’s neck and face. “We have an agreement,” he spat out.


Lifting
one shoulder, Wrath cocked his head. “As you said, my friend, agreements are
meant to be broken.”


Nostrils
flaring, Drago’s hands flexed at his sides. Pacho and Snake readied to pull
weapons on their president’s order. The tension between the two groups rose,
each man preparing himself for a move from the other side.


As fast as
it escalated, the tension disappeared when Drago threw back his head and
laughed. “You and I, Wrath, will figure this out. It is too lucrative a
business to stop now.”


Wrath’s
sober expression didn’t change. He’d already come to the same conclusion as
Ghost and Rock. The Demons Blood president was a psychopath, a master
manipulator without remorse. The man could commit a murder, then eat a large
meal a minute later, forgetting all about the brutal act. Ghost and Rock had
seen it firsthand while having Drago under surveillance. People were simply
tools to be used for his own benefit, nothing more.


Feigning a
relaxed stance, Wrath allowed a grin to form. “The same as last time, Ghost
will contact Pacho and set up another meet. No more showing up unannounced. We
can’t afford to let anyone see the two clubs together. Are we agreed?”


Drago
hesitated a moment before nodding. “Agreed.” He shot a look at Pacho and Snake,
signaling the meeting had ended. Mounting their bikes, the Blood rode out. Not
one Brethren relaxed until the men were out of sight.


Wrangler
moved to stand next to Wrath. “We need to identify the original supplier from
Mexico. The Feds already have enough to put the key people of the Blood in
prison. They won’t act on it until we’ve reeled in the bigger fish.”


His youngest
brother might not be a part of the Posse, but as a former member of DEVGRU, consisting
of the most elite SEAL teams, he’d seen and experienced as much as the older
men.


Wrath
turned to face him. “When Ghost and Rock return, we’ll plan a meeting with our
FBI contact. This shit needs to end or the entire region could get caught in a
gang war, and we can’t let that happen.”








Chapter Five


Cara parked in a visitor space outside the pediatric medical clinic.
She’d taken the call from Tessa Clarke, the pediatrician who also served as
managing partner for the medical practice providing services to children from
birth to twenty-one.


The
receptionist, an older woman with graying hair pulled into a tight knot at the
back of her neck, looked at her with a confused expression. “May I help you?”


“I’m Cara
Mortensen. I have an appointment with Doctor Clarke.”


Running a
finger down the calendar, the woman mumbled something to herself. “Yes, I see
you do. I’ll let the doctor know you’re here.”


Stepping
away from the window, Cara looked around the colorfully decorated waiting room.
Bright animals from various parts of the world formed a mural spanning the entire
room. One corner contained a variety of toys and books, a screen on one wall
showing a vintage children’s movie. Her oldest brother, Seth, had two boys
under the age of five. She felt certain they’d love visiting the doctor if this
was what awaited them.


“Ms.
Mortensen? The doctor will see you now.”


Following
the woman down the hall, she noticed the bright colors gave way to softer
tones, although the animal motif continued.


A woman of
above average height with deep red hair and emerald green eyes stood inside the
office at the end of the hall. Offering her hand, she smiled when Cara grasped
it.


“I’m Tessa
Clarke. Thank you so much for coming at such short notice. Please, have a
seat.”


“It’s a
pleasure to meet you, Doctor Clarke.”


“I’d
appreciate it if you’d call me Tessa or Tess. It would make this much easier.”
She brushed strands of hair from her forehead, tucking them behind an ear.


The
flustered movements caught Cara’s attention. “If you’ll call me Cara.” She
watched Tessa’s hands shake before clasping them together to rest on the desk.
“You have a wonderful clinic. I wish my nephews had such a fun place to go when
they visited their doctor.”


Tessa
appeared to relax at the statement. “It took a lot of hard work to get it to
this point. Every morning when I enter, I feel a huge sense of satisfaction.”
The smile she offered seemed hollow, more out of misery than joy. “Anyway, I
got your name from a friend at the university. She told me your practice
includes corporate law as well as family law.”


“It does.”


“Good, as
I may need both.”


That got
Cara’s attention. “Both? Perhaps you should start at the beginning.”


Her gaze darting
around the room, Tessa sucked in a slow breath before starting. “My partner in
the practice wants to leave. She wants me to buy her out so she can start over
with her, um…her new husband.”


Cara
jotted down notes. “All right. That doesn’t sound too difficult.”


“Under
normal circumstances, no. You see, her husband of one week is my ex-fiancé,
Glenn. Two weeks ago, he was my fiancé. And two weeks ago, my business partner,
Patsy, had been my closest friend since high school.” Tessa reached out, lifting
a glass of water, hands shaking enough some of the liquid spilled onto the
desk.


“I’m so
sorry.”


Setting
the glass down, Tessa lifted one shoulder. “There’s something else.”


Cara
lifted her gaze from her notepad, hand pausing on the page. “What?”


“The night
I found them in bed together was the same night I’d planned to tell him of my
pregnancy.” Swallowing what had to be a knot of pain in her throat, she met
Cara’s questioning eyes. “He doesn’t know of the child, and I intend to keep it
that way.”
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An hour
later, Cara transferred her notes from the meeting with Tessa into electronic
form, pain squeezing her chest. After three years, listening to other women
relate their stories of betrayal and cheating partners still got to her. She
suspected it always would.


Resting
her hands on the keyboard, Cara stared out the window, her thoughts returning to
the night she discovered her husband had been cheating on her for years. They’d
argued, which they’d rarely done, ending with her sleeping alone upstairs. She
wanted a divorce. Greg didn’t. He’d refused to discuss it that night.


The next
morning, she’d woken to an empty house, a terse note next to the toaster. His
team had been deployed on another mission, a mission from which Greg never
returned.


Her
attention jolted away from the window at the sound of her phone. She didn’t
bother checking caller ID before answering.


“Cara,
it’s Wrath.”


Glancing
at the time, she remembered the shop would be returning her bike in thirty
minutes. “Hello. Are you on your way to my place?” She heard him exhale a
ragged breath.


“Tracker
and Fuse will be bringing it over. I’m afraid something’s come up and I won’t be
able to take you to dinner. Sorry for the late notice.”


She felt a
mixture of relief and disappointment. “No problem. I’m just leaving my office
and will meet your men when they arrive. And don’t worry about dinner. I’d best
get going so I don’t keep them waiting. Thanks for calling.” She hung up before
he could say more.


The
numerous times Greg had called from base to let her know he’d be unable to make
it home crashed into her thoughts. Normally, she’d ruthlessly push them from
her mind, knowing remembering their life together would provide nothing except
pain.


Cara had
no intention of going through another failed relationship. Becoming friends,
perhaps more, with the president of a local motorcycle gang would be a surefire
way of being hurt again.


Her phone
rang, drawing her attention. She looked at the ID this time. Wrath.
Stifling her desire to answer, she let it go to voicemail. In a few days, she
might listen to any message he left. Might being the operative word.


After
meeting Tessa, learning what she’d endured, the odds of having another
conversation with Wrath were slim. Maybe someday in the future, but not now. Not
while she still considered herself healing from the pain of the past.
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The
corners of Wrath’s mouth tilted upward. It had been a long time since a woman
had dismissed him in such a nice way. He detected a hint of finality in her
voice. Too bad for Cara he didn’t know how to give up on any mission, and she
was a mission Wrath had no intention of walking away from. At least not until
he’d figured her out, understood what enticed a woman to leave San Diego for a
small town offering heat, snow, and no ocean.


“Wrath?” Ghost
walked in, a pack in his hand, followed by Rock, Gunner, and Moses. “Are you
ready for the debrief?”


He nodded,
motioning to the conference table on the other side of the room. “From what I
know, the mission was a resounding success, gentlemen.”


Ghost
glanced at Rock, then back at Wrath. “There’s additional information we didn’t
include in the initial report last night.”


Leaning
back in his chair, Wrath nodded for Ghost to continue.


“You
already know we got the targets. An Army chopper picked up the bodies before we
returned in our helo.”


Wrath’s
brows drew together. “I didn’t know the Army was involved.”


“All I know
is it was an Army chopper that retrieved the bodies.” Ghost rubbed the back of
his neck. “We recovered a couple boxes of files.”


“They’ll
need to go to the admiral,” Wrath said.


“Already
done. But there’s something you need to see.” Ghost reached into his pack,
sliding a file across the table.


Cocking a
brow at Ghost, Wrath opened it, his eyes flickering wide for an instant before
he controlled the reaction.


“Sonofabitch.”
Wrath spat out the words as he scanned the documents. “Why do they have a file
on the Night Devils? And why didn’t the admiral know anything about this?”


Rock
leaned forward, resting his arms on the table. “That’s why we kept this file.
The two targets appear to have been working with the Devils. Why? My guess is
they were using the money from illegal goods, human trafficking, and money
laundering to fund their terrorist activities.”


“All the
more reason we need to find a way to shut them down.” Moses crossed his arms,
leaning back in the chair.


Gunner
pushed back his chair, stretching his long legs in front of him. “We also need
to see if there’s any connection to Demons Blood. I know there’s no affection
between the Devils and the Blood. Still, the terrorists may have found a way to
work with both.”


“Or pit
them against each other,” Ghost added.


Finishing
the last document, Wrath closed the file, passing it to Rock. “Take this down
to Raider. Have him transfer the information to Grayson.” He looked at Ghost.
“Anything else?”


“Nope. The
mission couldn’t have gone any better. Textbook, Prez.”
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“Textbook.”
Wrath repeated the word to himself, drumming his fingers on the desk. Rock,
Gunner, and Moses had left, Ghost staying to brainstorm while they waited for a
call from the admiral.


Each had a
copy of the file, going through it page by page as they tried to come up with
an answer to too many questions.


“I don’t
see any connection to the Blood, but the terrorists have been working with the
Devils for at least two years.” Wrath blew out a curse. “Right under our nose.”


“The
Devils have never been a part of our missions, Prez. We knew they existed, have
a small amount of intel, but they’ve never been our target. If they hadn’t shown
up on the last run for the Blood, we could’ve gone on a long time without
knowing the extent of their network.”


Wrath
grabbed the phone before it could ring twice. “Admiral. Ghost is here with me.
If you don’t mind, I’m going to put you on speaker.”


“Fine,
Commander.”


Ghost
raised a brow at Wrath, who shook his head.


“Now,
let’s talk about the connection between the Night Devils and the terrorists.”
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An hour
later, the three men had come to one conclusion. The Eternal Brethren needed to
complete more reconnaissance on the Devils, along with trying to keep up a
working association with the Blood.


Wrath
still chastised himself for being blindsided by the Devils showing up during
the last run. They’d known about the transfer of goods, knew where they were
headed, and worse, may have known the FBI was involved. None of those set well
with him.


“Maybe
they have someone inside the Blood.” Ghost’s comment coincided with what Wrath
had been thinking. “We don’t know much about how Drago makes the final decision
as to who gets patched in. It would be a long haul to be a prospect, then hope
to become a full patch member.”


Rubbing a
hand across his forehead, Wrath sat up. “A transfer from another club. We know
of five chapters across the country. Drago gets a good report from another club
president, making it tough not to take the guy into the Blood. If he blends in,
does what he’s told, and already has a certain amount of trust, he’ll hear of
runs ahead of time and will pass what he knows to the Devils.”


Ghost
tapped a pen on the top of the desk. “What would make him betray the Blood?” 


“Money.
Jealousy. Not being elected into a position he thought he deserved. Hell, the
list is endless and filled with human shortcomings.”


Ghost
snorted a derisive laugh. “Whatever the motivation, it’s a viable idea. We need
to find out who he is. The question is how?”


A grin
broke across Wrath’s face. “How do you get anybody to talk about something
they’d normally never mention?”


A light
flickered in Ghost’s eyes. “We’d need neutral ground.”


“Talk to
Rock and Raider. The three of you scout out a spot and set up surveillance.
I’ll clear it with Grayson and let Ethan know once we have more details.”


“Will your
brother give us any problem?” Ghost knew Sheriff Ethan McCord didn’t put up with
crap from anyone, including his brothers, Wrath and Wrangler. It didn’t matter if
he knew the truth about the Brethren. Anything that might cause harm to his citizens
would be shut down, brothers or not.


“Depends
on how he’s approached and the reason.” Wrath scratched his jaw. “I’ll talk
with Ethan as soon as we have all the details worked out.”


“Citizens?”


Wrath
thought about it a minute. “Only close friends of the Brethren. Those who know
what to expect.”


Standing,
Ghost picked up his copy of the file, handing it to Wrath to be locked away.
“We’ll need to keep it quiet. You know how word about our parties travels. No
one wants to be left out.”


“Hopefully
Drago and the Blood will feel the same.”
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Cara
shifted on the sofa, reading through her notes on Tessa for the third time.
Drawing up papers for the dissolution of the partnership didn’t pose any
substantive problems. Tessa planned to establish a Limited Liability Company
without any other partners. All current staff planned to stay, creating as little
angst as possible for existing patients.


Patients
would be told of the other doctor’s departure. Since her ex-partner would
eventually be going to work for a different clinic over forty miles away, Tessa
doubted too many patients would want to move. If anyone did ask to have their
records transferred to her, it would happen immediately and without question. All
Tessa wanted was to put it all in the past and move on.


The tricky
part would be the baby. Tessa didn’t plan to keep the baby’s existence from the
father forever. She did want to wait as long as possible, not wanting him
to have any part in the pregnancy or delivery.


Afterward,
Tessa would share the results of a DNA test, telling him she expected nothing.
She doubted he’d want to complicate his newly married bliss with the addition
of a child. At least she hoped as much.


Cara would
draw up a document stating Tessa would have full custody without the
expectation of support. If all went well, she’d end up with full control of the
clinic and complete custody of her child.


Setting
down her pen, Cara closed her eyes. Greg had always professed to wanting
children but had convinced her to wait. After his death, she’d discovered a
document from a clinic. Without her knowledge, he’d had a vasectomy a year before.
The information of yet another betrayal by her husband had been just one more
blow to a marriage which had been a scam from the start.


When she
did have a child, it would be with a man who loved and adored her. He certainly
wouldn’t seek additional pleasure with another woman. Or, as in Greg’s case,
other women.


For some
strange reason, an image of Wrath appeared in her mind. Even with his take-charge
manner and obvious arrogance, she enjoyed his company. He was the first man to
interest her in three years.


Absently
picking up the ringing phone, she answered. “Hello.”


“How’s the
bike, Cara?”


She sat
up, energy level rising at the sound of his voice. “It’s perfect. Your men did
a great job.”


“Any
problems at all?” He sounded worried, tense.


“None. I took
a mile ride and everything seemed fine. I plan to take a longer ride on
Saturday, maybe to Oakwood. I’ll let you know if I have any concerns.” She held
her breath, hoping he’d invite himself along.


“Good
idea.” His voice still didn’t sound right, as if he was preoccupied. And he
didn’t mention joining her.


“Well, I’m
sure you’re busy. Thanks for checking on the bike, Wrath.” She hovered her
finger over the end call button when she heard his voice.


“Cara,
wait.”


“Yes?”


“Do you
want company on your ride?”


Surprised,
she told herself to calm down, not show too much enthusiasm. “You sure you have
time?”


“I’ll make
time. Meet me at Bari’s at seven. I’ll buy you breakfast, then we’ll take off.”


She
grimaced at the time. “Make it eight and you have a deal.”


The tension
in his voice disappeared when he let out a soft chuckle. “Eight it is. See you
Saturday, Cara.”


Setting
the phone down, she felt a wave of excitement. It didn’t have anything to do
with seeing Wrath. Absolutely not. The eagerness came from having someone to
ride with her. Anyone would do, but it didn’t hurt the companion was a tall,
handsome, quite buff biker.








Chapter Six


Cara sipped her coffee, checking the time again. Fifteen minutes
after eight and Wrath hadn’t arrived. She should call, see if he’d changed his
mind or gotten held up. Glaring out the window, not hearing the sound of his custom
pipes, she straightened, signaling the waitress.


“Decided
not to wait?” The tall, slender woman with a broad smile and wrinkles from
years in the sun focused on her.


Until that
instant, Cara hadn’t quite decided. Well, she did have to eat. “Two eggs
over-easy, hash browns, sausage and bacon, two pancakes, and wheat toast.”


“You’ve
got quite an appetite for such a petite thing.”


She
shrugged. “I woke up starving.”


“I know
how that goes, honey. Happens to me all the time.” The woman winked, giving
Cara a moment to catch on. She felt her cheeks heat, but shook it off. “Anything
else?”


“That’s
it.” Looking at the time again, her mood took another dive. No message from Wrath.
Cara didn’t know why she expected more from him. She heard the door open, not
glancing over.


“Sorry,
Cara. The bike broke down a mile from here. I had to have one of the boys bring
another one and haul mine back to the shop.” He sucked in a breath. “I
should’ve called, but…” He tilted his head as he sat across from her. “Are we
still good?”


“Well, at
least you have a good excuse. I wasn’t sure you were coming, so I already
ordered.”


The same
waitress walked up, pouring him coffee. “Morning, Wrath. So you’re the
one who made this nice lady wait. What can I get you?”


Wincing,
he let out a frustrated breath. “Morning, Blanche. Whatever Cara’s having will
be fine.”


Resting
his arms on the edge of the table, he leaned forward. “I am sorry. And so you
know, I would’ve found a way to get here no matter what.”


Cara felt
her lips curl upward, forgetting her irritation of a few minutes before.


Wrath took
a sip of coffee, letting out a moan of pleasure. “Blanche does make good
coffee. So, what am I having for breakfast?”


Relaxing,
she picked up her own cup. “Guess you’ll have to wait and see.”


He
grimaced. “Please don’t tell me you ordered blintzes with powdered sugar.”


Lifting a
brow, Cara kept her face neutral. “Blanche is bringing strawberries, too. She said
it was your favorite.”


Barking
out a laugh, he sat back. “Yeah. I’m allergic to strawberries.”


Her eyes
widened before she saw the glint of amusement in his eyes. “It’s a good thing I
have Benadryl in my backpack.”


Wrath’s
face screwed into a scowl. “Damn. I hate that stuff. Tastes like—” 


He stopped
when Blanche set down a plate in front of each of them, piled with more food
than he’d eaten in years. He cocked a brow at Cara. “This is what you ordered?”
When she nodded, he shook his head. “Hell, woman. Where do you plan to put it?”


Picking up
her knife, she spread a generous amount of butter on her pancakes before
smothering them in syrup. “I don’t know what you mean.” Cutting a bite, she put
it into her mouth, sighing at the taste. “These are great.”


Chuckling,
he tucked into his own meal, enjoying this breakfast more than any meal he had
in a long time.
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Forty
minutes later, they hit the open road, Wrath leading. From several feet back,
she had an excellent view, and not of just the passing scenery. He fit the
large, custom Harley as if he’d been born to ride.


He sat
erect, no slumping or leaning forward, his leather cut flying open. The jeans
stretched tight over his thighs and butt, as if he’d been poured into them. The
black t-shirt strained across his shoulders, revealing the strong muscles of
his arms. Unlike Cara, he didn’t wear gloves, but he did have on sturdy black
boots, his one concession to safety. 


She knew
he wouldn’t wear a helmet. Coming from another state which required one, she
hadn’t made the switch, didn’t know if she ever would. Instead, Cara wore her steel
gray half-helmet.


Taking a
quick glance up, she saw the sky didn’t contain any of the clouds the
weatherman indicated might appear. This could change, but for now it was a
beautiful, clear spring day.


They took
several easy turns before heading up a winding mountain road. She’d never been
this way before and forced herself to pay attention as they rode through one
hairpin turn after another. Her experience on a bike didn’t compare to Wrath’s,
a discussion they should’ve had before taking off. Still, Cara didn’t regret
the decision to have him lead.


Slowing
her breathing, she did everything possible to keep her heart from bursting from
her chest. When Cara thought the last switchback might be one too many, the
road straightened, heading into a magnificent hillside town.


The buildings
were old, made of stone or brick, rising out of the hard earth in a formidable
display. Cara forced herself to concentrate on the road and not the magnificent
structures. Pulling to a stop, Wrath signaled her to come up beside him.


“This is
Jeconah. It’s an old mining town. If you have time, we can park here and walk
around. Afterward, I’d like to take you to lunch at the old hospital up the
hill.” He lifted his chin to the rock wall behind her.


Cara’s
eyes widened at the sight. Several stories tall, she knew it would have a
magnificent view of the valley below. “It’s a restaurant?”


“A very
good one, plus a hotel. The rooms are rumored to be haunted.”


Her excitement
rose. “Haunted? Oh yeah. I definitely want to see it.” She backed her bike into
the space and secured her helmet while Wrath backed his bike next to hers.


“You
ready?” He held his hand out to her.


Staring at
it a moment, warmth ran through her when she threaded her fingers with his.
“Ready.”
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Cara
sipped the beer Wrath ordered, taking in the interior of the Specter, a
favorite hangout of locals and visitors. They sat at the long bar, their backs
resting against the edge as they both scanned the wood paneled walls.


Posters,
paintings, and mirrors took up much of the space, showing a history spanning
years. Several statues stared down from their spots near the tin ceiling. A
lone guitar player fiddled with his instrument against one wall, tuning it before
his performance.


“This
place is amazing. I’ll bet it’s hard to find a free spot at night.” She felt
his hand rest on her thigh and squeeze. His touch felt good. Very good.


Finishing
his beer, he slid the glass away. “Standing room only. You ready to head back
up the hill to the restaurant?”


They’d
been so busy visiting all the sights, she’d almost forgotten about his lunch
invitation. If it hadn’t been for the prospect of seeing a ghost, she might’ve
suggested they head back to Liberty Lake.


Taking the
last sips of her drink, she jumped down from the barstool. “I don’t want to
miss those ghosts.”


“Then
let’s go.” 


Wrath
grabbed her hand. He’d held it almost the entire time they’d been strolling
around Jeconah. She didn’t know quite what to make of it, other than she wanted
him to continue. Cara hadn’t thought she’d welcome the touch of a man for a
long time. But Wrath’s warm grip felt so right, as if they’d known each other for
months instead of days.


It had
been three years since learning of Greg’s betrayal, then dealing with his
death. She’d been careful to stay as far away from any type of relationship as
possible. But Wrath, with his chiseled features, muscled body, and easy smile,
made her want more.


“Have you
been to very many places since you moved here?”


Wrath’s
question cut into her thoughts. “I haven’t gone too far from Liberty Lake.
Teaching and building my law practice have taken most of my time. The classes I
teach aren’t offered during the summer term, so I hope to see more of the
state. One of the law professors has offered to show me around.” She felt Wrath
squeeze her hand with a little more pressure than usual. “He’s been at the
university a couple years and has seen a lot of the sights. Don’t you think
that was thoughtful of him?”


He didn’t
look at her as they trudged up the steep path to where they’d parked their
bikes. “Yeah. Thoughtful.”


She
thought of Brian Wallace. A nice-looking man, incredibly smart, and much more
reserved than Wrath, she knew he’d never be more than a friend. He’d been good
company since she met him a few weeks after arriving. They’d shared supper a
few times and met at the movie theater more than once.


“He’s a
few years older. Early thirties, I think, and single, so his schedule is pretty
open. Where would you suggest we go first?” 


Stopping,
he turned toward her, his jaw clenched, features cold as ice. Nostrils flaring,
he tugged her between two buildings. Cupping her face with his hands, he leaned
into her.


“I think a
tour with any man except me is a bad idea, Cara. A very, very bad idea.”
Then his mouth covered hers.
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For an
instant, Cara stilled, unprepared for the onslaught of his hungry mouth.
Wrath’s tongue traced the fullness of her lips before she opened, allowing him
to explore the recesses of her mouth. 


Hands moving
up his arms, she settled them on his shoulders, surprised at her own deep sigh.
His kiss slowed, softened, setting her aflame. An instant later, it deepened
further, his lips warm, strong, persuasive, demanding.


Circling
her arms around his neck, she pulled him down, kissing him back with all the
pent-up desire she’d kept hidden. Feeling his hands move to her back, she
didn’t resist when he drew her closer, a low growl escaping his lips.


Raising
his mouth from hers, Cara’s glazed eyes held him captive. “Damn, sweetheart.”
It was all he said before placing another quick kiss to her lips, stepping away
and glancing around. “I almost forgot where we are.” Scrubbing a hand down his
face, he let out a ragged breath. “Are you okay?”


Leaning
against the outside of a stone building, Cara took several breaths, doing what
she could to calm her racing heart. A tentative smile tilted her lips.


“I’m
better than okay, Wrath. That was, well…” She shrugged, another wave of heat
flashing through her. “You sure can kiss.”


Throwing
back his head, he let out a deep peal of laughter. Smiling, he leaned down and
pressed another kiss to her lips before taking her hand to finish their trip up
the hill to the restaurant. Walking up the steep steps, Wrath opened the door,
ushering her inside.


Stepping
to the hostess stand, he looked around, noting the restaurant was almost empty.
A middle-aged woman turned toward them, her gaze landing on his cut. Lifting a
brow, she glared at him. He’d seen the look many times before, long ago
learning to ignore it.


“Table for
two, please.”


Crossing
her arms, she continued to glare. “It may be a while.”


Wrath had
been through the drill before. “Fine. We’ll get drunk at the bar until a
table’s ready.” He tugged on Cara’s hand. “Come on, darlin’.” Turning back to
the hostess, he leaned an arm on the stand. “Oh, and tell Marcus Wrath is
here.” He mentioned the hotel manager, a man who served with him in the Navy.


“Wait.”
The woman picked up two menus. “We do have a table near the window. Will that be
suitable?”


Cara
stepped in front of Wrath. “That would be lovely. Thank you.”


Pulling
out a chair, he waited until she sat down, then took a seat next to her, again
placing his hand on Cara’s thigh. It had been a long time since a woman
affected him to a point where he’d almost lost control. Wrath needed to be
careful. Losing control wasn’t an option, never had been, and certainly not because
of a woman.


Cara took
the menu, not opening it. “You know the owner?”


“Marcus is
the manager. His father owns the property. We’ve been friends for years.” He
didn’t add they’d gone through BUD/S together, the six-month SEAL training
program in Coronado. After enduring Hell Week, they’d been assigned to
different teams. Two years later, Marcus lost a leg on a mission.


“My God, Wrath.
It is you.” A tall, lean man approached, his long hair pulled into a
queue. When Wrath stood, they gave shoulder bumps, slapping each other on the
back. “It’s been too long, man. And who do you have with you?”


“Cara,
this is Marcus Giles, an old friend. Marcus, Cara Mortensen.”


“It’s a
pleasure, Cara.”


“Same
here, Marcus. You have a beautiful place here.”


He glanced
at Wrath, then looked back at Cara. “This your first time in Jeconah?”


“It is,
but I hope to come back soon.”


Marcus moved
behind her chair, resting a hand on her shoulder. “If you decide to come back
without this miscreant, let me know. I’ll be glad to show you around.”


Wrath
brushed his friend’s hand off her shoulder. “Get your own woman. This one’s
spoken for. Do you have time to join us?”


Marcus
shook his head. “Sorry, man. I’m piled up with interviews for a new assistant
manager. I’ll try to get back up here for a drink, but no promises.”


“You do
that. And get in touch with me the next time you’re in Liberty Lake.”


Marcus gave
him a mock salute, flashing a grin at Cara. “Will do.”


She
watched him walk away, noticing an almost imperceptible limp, deciding not to
comment. “He’s a nice guy.”


Taking a
sip of his water, Wrath waited until his friend disappeared down the hall. “He
is, and a good man. Lost a leg while on a mission in Afghanistan. I’ve never
heard him complain about it.”


She heard
the word mission and stilled. Not a deployment but a mission, the same
term Greg always used when his team received orders.


“Mission?”


Wrath swore
to himself at his mistake. “Yeah. He and a few others were on a special
assignment.” Picking up the menu, he noticed Cara studying him as if waiting
for a better explanation. She wouldn’t be getting it. “Everything is good here.
I’m going for their BLT. It’s the best I’ve ever had.”


Biting her
lip, she set down her menu, letting her question go unsaid. “Sounds good to
me.”


After
ordering, Wrath sat back, placing his hand on her thigh once again. Picking up
his beer, he tilted it toward her, waiting until she picked up her own glass.
“Here’s to getting to know you, Cara Mortensen.”


Swallowing
the ball of curiosity growing in her chest, she touched the rim of her glass to
his. “And to getting to know you, Wrath.”








Chapter Seven


“This is, without a doubt, the best bacon, lettuce, and tomato
sandwich I’ve ever tasted. Better than sex.” Cara froze, grimacing at what
she’d said. Chancing a glance at Wrath, she winced at the amused look and
lifted a brow. “Well, at least any sex I’ve ever had.”


Taking a
long pull of his third beer, Wrath allowed himself a moment to study Cara.
“Whoever you’ve had sex with obviously didn’t do it right.”


She
choked, dropping the sandwich, reaching for her beer. Taking a swallow, Cara
felt Wrath gently tap her back.


“Are you
all right?” He leaned forward, concern etched on his face.


Clearing
her throat, Cara picked up her sandwich. “I’m fine. Your comment just sort of
shocked me.”


Leaning
back, he held his glass lightly between his fingers. “I stand behind it. If
that sandwich is better than sex, you’ve been with the wrong men.”


Features
sobering, a painful lump formed in her throat. “Man. Singular. My late husband.”


Surprise
flashed across his face before a memory of Mike mentioning Cara being a widow
sped through him. “I’m sorry. How long ago?”


“Three
years.” She took another bite, chewing slowly, washing it down with a sip of
beer. “He’d been cheating on me for most of our marriage. I didn’t find out
until the night before he left on another…” Her voice trailed off on the memory
and the fact she didn’t want Wrath to know about Greg’s job. “Before he left on
another business trip. He didn’t return.”


Sitting up,
he set down his beer, setting a comforting hand on her shoulder. “That’s rough.
How’re you doing now?”


Wiping her
hands on a napkin, she thought a moment. “Good. Really good. It hurt a lot at
first, but then I finally accepted his cheating wasn’t my fault. What hurt the
most was learning most of our friends had known about it for a long time. I
lost Greg, but also all our friends.”


“They
dumped you?”


A bitter
chuckle left her lips. “No. I dumped them. The men all worked together. The
wives or girlfriends often met for drinks or dinner while they were on their
business trips.” Cara winced a little at the continued lie. Then again, being a
SEAL was the business he’d chosen. “We’d talk about our work and family.
Even though our marriage wasn’t great, I thought it was good enough and better
than some. Turns out those women, my closest friends, knew about his cheating
and even the names of some of the women involved. Not one ever felt the need to
tell me. I don’t know about you, Wrath, but I don’t need friends like them. A
few months after the funeral, I sold our house, got the offer for a position at
the university, and left.”


Stunned,
Wrath didn’t know whether to drag her into his arms or do nothing, allowing her
to work through it out loud. “Did they try to convince you to stay?”


“They all
knew I’d learned of Greg’s cheating, but I never mentioned I’d learned of their
betrayals, as well. Instead, I planned my future, sold the house, refused their
invitations to get together, and rode out of town without a word to any of
them. Afterward, when they learned of my leaving, I sent a letter to each of
them and explained my actions. That’s when the phone calls, emails, and texts
came. Maybe another woman would’ve handled it differently, but for me, purging
them from my life was right. I’ve never regretted it.”


Lifting
her empty beer glass, she signaled their waitress.


“Another
beer?” the young woman asked.


“Whiskey
on the rocks. Make it a double.” Cara shot a warning look at Wrath, who held up
his hands in surrender.


“Make it
two,” he told the waitress.


She looked
between them, then shrugged. “I sure hope you two are staying the night in the
hotel.”


Wrath
turned to Cara, his gaze burning into hers, his hand moving up and down her
thigh. Pulling out his phone, he shot a text to Marcus. A few minutes later he received
a reply. 


Done.
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“Wow, I
didn’t realize how dark it had gotten.” Cara wobbled a little on their way down
the long corridor, Wrath’s arm around her waist. “I’m not sure I’ll be able to
see well enough to navigate the turns going down the mountain.”


Chuckling,
he stopped, inserting the key into the lock. “You aren’t navigating anything
tonight, sweetheart.” Ushering her inside, Wrath deposited Cara on the bed
before tossing her jacket on a chair. Removing his cut, he folded it, laying it
over her jacket. “It’s bed for you, beautiful.”


She looked
around, taking a minute to figure out why she was sitting on a bed. Head
spinning, she grabbed his hand, drawing him down to sit next to her.


“Are you
coming to bed with me?”


Wrath
wanted that more than he wanted to draw his next breath. “Not right now. I’ll
let you warm the sheets and I’ll join you later.”


A slight
pout appeared on her face. “Okay.”


His chest
squeezed at the almost too enticing expression. He had to get out of there
before his self-control vanished. “Let’s get your boots off.”


She didn’t
fight him when he removed her boots, then drew down her jeans, groaning at the
sight of her long, shapely legs. Soon, he told himself, gritting his
teeth. Holding out a hand, he hauled her up while pulling back the covers.


“In you
go.” Helping her into bed, he pulled up the sheets and tucked the covers under
her chin. Leaning down, he kissed her mouth, letting out a groan when her arms
slipped around him, tugging him toward her.


“Hmmm. You
taste good.” Her soft breath washed across his lips, causing his body to draw tight
as she deepened the kiss.


Regaining
control, Wrath gently tugged her arms from around his neck, tucking them under
the covers. “You need sleep, baby. I’m meeting Marcus and will be back up in a
bit.”


Closing
her eyes, she sighed. “Okay.”


Desire
rushing through him, Wrath took a couple steps away, stopping at her next
words. “You are the best kisser.”
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“I can’t
recall the last time I’ve seen you act this way with a woman.” Marcus sipped
his drink. “I mean, one you had actual feelings for.”


Wrath’s
jaw tightened. “Who says I have feelings for Cara?” 


Marcus
choked out a laugh. “Denial is the first sign of capitulation. Trust me, you
are well on your way to defeat.”


“You’re an
idiot, Giles. Cara’s a nice lady and a lot of fun, but we are not
together. Just because I brought her up here doesn’t mean anything. And before
you ask, no, we’re not sleeping together.”


“Not
because you don’t want to.”


As much as
he hated to admit it, Marcus was right. “Who wouldn’t want to have a night with
her?”


Taking
another sip, Marcus shook his head. “So you’d have no problem if another man
stepped into your place.”


Hell yes,
I’d have a problem. “We’re friends. Now drop it.”
Finishing his glass of water, Wrath signaled for a refill. “What about you? Any
woman in your life?”


A slight
grin tipped the corners of Marcus’s mouth. “Actually, there is.”


Any
tension between them dropped away at the confession. Wrath grasped him on the
shoulder. “That’s great, man. Who is she?”


“She’s a teacher
in Oakwood. A few months ago, she and a group of her friends drove up to have
lunch here. We hit it off, although I have no idea what she sees in me.” The
smile on his face faded.


“Don’t go
there, Marcus. You’re one of the best men I know. Any woman would be lucky to grab
your attention. How often do you get to see her?”


A grin
reappeared. “Almost every night. Mostly, I drive down to Oakwood since she has
to be at school early. I’m going to schedule the new assistant manager so I
have more flexibility.” He lifted his gaze to Wrath’s. “She’s really something.
Pretty, smart, and classy. Wish you could meet her.”


“Then
we’ll make it happen.”


Silence
fell between them before Marcus said more. “You need to know what’s going on
here, Wrath.”


Confusion
crossed his face. “Go on.”


“Have you
ever heard of the Night Devils?”


Head clearing,
Wrath straightened in his chair. “What about them?”


“I guess I
have my answer.”


Wrath’s
voice hardened. “What have you learned, Marcus?”


Studying
his friend’s face, he saw the same hard determination he’d seen during their
BUD/S training. “A group of them ride up here every few weeks, drink a little
too much, and talk more than they should.” Marcus leaned closer to Wrath.
“They’re planning something big against Demons Blood. Soon. One of them also
mentioned Eternal Brethren. After they’ve taken over the Blood, they’re coming
after you. Wish I had details, but I don’t.”


Wrath
scanned the room, making certain no one listened. “Believe me, you don’t want
to know details. What you’ve done is more than enough, Marcus.”


Checking
the time, Marcus stood, holding out his hand. “Good to see you, man. Let’s plan
to get together with the girls soon.”


Wrath
shook the offered hand. “I’m telling you, Cara isn’t my girl.”


Slapping
him on the back, Marcus chuckled. “You keep telling yourself that and someday
you might believe it.”
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Wrath slid
the key into the old lock, wincing at the creaking sound of the door opening.
Inside, a soft purr drew him to the bed. Cara lay curled in a ball, hands
tucked under her chin, a kitten sound coming through her parted lips.


Staring at
her, he thought of Marcus’s words. Sure, he cared for her, liked Cara a lot,
and definitely wanted to get to know her body in an up close and personal way.
Anything more wouldn’t work in his life.


Nothing
much had changed since leaving his SEAL team to take command of the deep
undercover unit. Even some of the same men served with him. Protocols and
operational planning were almost identical. Weapons, electronics, access to
cutting-edge equipment hadn’t changed. The men stayed in top shape, kept their cool,
and did their job. Even if they didn’t deploy overseas, the missions they
performed were every bit as dangerous as those while stationed in Coronado,
then Virginia Beach. That was why such a large number of his men came out of
DEVGRU. No one who knew of their existence expected the assignments to be easy
or quick.


The
Eternal Brethren hadn’t lost anyone yet, but Wrath knew it was just a matter of
time. He knew the admiral had picked him for that reason. Wrath had no wife, fiancée,
or girlfriend. Nothing to deter him from giving one hundred percent to the
Brethren. Wrath had picked his men with the same criteria in mind. No one
wanted to leave someone behind if they never returned home.


Still,
there were times he longed for more. A woman to come home to, talk with about
buying a car or refrigerator, share weekends and holidays with. Somebody who could
make most men’s life complete. He’d begun to think he might want to be that
man.


Sitting
down on the bed, he removed his boots, placed his ankle holster and gun on the nightstand,
and pulled back the covers. He didn’t worry about Cara waking to a man in her
bed. Wrath would be up, showered, and drinking coffee before her eyes opened.


Letting
out a resigned breath, he stretched out, placing his hands behind his head to
stare at the ceiling. He couldn’t recall the last time he’d shared a hotel room
with a woman. Then a memory flashed through his mind to another woman years
before.


Long black
hair, olive skin, startling turquoise eyes. The only woman he wanted forever,
until she’d walked out without an explanation or a backward glance. Shoving
aside the thought of Glory and the special kind of pain she’d caused, he
glanced over at Cara.


The two
women couldn’t have been more different. He’d fancied himself in love with one.
Staring at Cara, he realized his feelings for Glory had been nothing more than
a young man’s lust. During his short time with the beautiful blonde on the bed,
Wrath knew she could be the woman to change him forever.


Thoughts
of Cara and Marcus’s warning about the rival clubs swirled in his mind, vying
for space. He had responsibilities, men who counted on him to be a hundred
percent all the time. Having Cara in his life was a distraction he simply
didn’t need. No matter how much he wanted her, craved her in a way he didn’t
understand, it wouldn’t work. After all she’d gone through, the beautiful woman
next to him deserved better than a man who might not return.


Cara
deserved everything Wrath would never be able to provide.
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Sipping
his coffee, Wrath stared at the bright-eyed woman stuffing eggs into her mouth.
Last night, she could barely stand. This morning, Cara couldn’t wait to start
the ride home. No aspirin, no nausea. Amazing.


“I can’t
believe the food in this place. Everything is wonderful.” Cara looked at his
almost clean plate, seeing one last piece of toast. “If you aren’t going to eat
that…” She raised a brow.


“Be my
guest.” He smirked, finishing his coffee. “You can order more if you’re still
hungry.”


Picking up
the toast, she grinned. “Now that would be pure gluttony.”


Chuckling,
he tossed his napkin on the table. “Gluttony has its place.” Wrath thought of
Cara lying on the bed, spread out and ready. Clenching his jaw, he took a long
swallow of water.


Cocking
her head, she shrugged. “Hmmm, perhaps. I just can’t think of a place right
now. Then again, my late husband said I never did have much imagination.”


Anger at
her late husband boiled within him. Wrath thought it best he’d never met the
man as all he wanted to do was break his neck.


What he
wanted to do to Cara was so much different. 


“Are you
about ready?”


“Sorry. I
didn’t mean to hold you up.” Pushing her plate away, she stood, reaching into a
pocket to pull out enough money to cover breakfast. “Let me get this.” She held
the bills out to Wrath.


“Put that
away. You’re with me, Cara, which means I pay.”


“But—”


Taking the
money from her hand, he saw the smug grin on her face before it disappeared
when he folded the bills and stuffed them into her pocket. “I hope that’s clear
enough for you.”


She opened
her mouth to give a sharp reply, then shut it. He’d been a good sport about her
drinking a little more than necessary, tucking her into bed, asking nothing
from her. Wrath had been a gentleman, the same as he’d been the other times
they’d been together. Cara didn’t know why his actions surprised her so much.


“Yes, it’s
clear.” Slipping into her jacket, she placed a hand on his arm. “Thanks, Wrath.
I can’t remember the last time I had such a good time.”


Giving a
slight chin lift in response, he grabbed her hand, guiding her outside. Before
descending the steps, he stopped, turned her toward him, and covered her mouth
with his. The kiss lasted mere moments. Still, his actions were swift and
thorough, firing a deep, intense heat within Cara. Disappointment washed
through her when he pulled away, resting his forehead against hers.


“It’s
Sunday. Spend the day with me, Cara.”


Still
reeling from the kiss, she nodded. “All right.”








Chapter Eight


Cara followed Wrath down the same winding mountain road they’d
traveled the previous day. The trip down rattled her more than riding up. The
road was dry, the sky clear, and traffic moderate. Nothing to spark a warning.
Even so, she couldn’t stop the butterflies in her stomach or dryness in her
mouth. If she hadn’t worn gloves, she knew her hands would be sweating.


Forcing
herself to breathe, Cara controlled the speed to match Wrath’s, following his
moves as she had her instructor back in California. He took it slow, as if he
could sense her unease. Hours seemed to pass before they reached the bottom of
the mountain, continuing on a straight road to the highway. She glanced at the
watch on her wrist, surprised to see the trip down had taken only twenty
minutes.


Wrath’s
speed increased, moving with a fluid grace as he maneuvered the big machine
around slower traffic. Exhilaration ripped through her at the freedom she
always felt when on her bike. It felt even better traveling the roads with
Wrath. She didn’t know where he planned to go and didn’t care, as long as she didn’t
have to say goodbye to him yet.


The miles
passed before he took a road she knew led out of town. After several turns, he
pulled down a short drive, ending at a sparkling lake.


Dismounting,
Wrath took her hand, taking a path to the water. “Have you been here before?”


“No, but
I’ve heard about it.” Cara’s gaze scanned the lake, seeing people kayaking,
fishing, or enjoying a picnic. “It’s beautiful.”


Still
holding her hand, he took the trail around the lake, stopping to watch a few
children play at the water’s edge. “This is my favorite spot. My parents used
to bring my brothers and me up here on the rare Sunday they took a day off from
work at their ranch. We’d fish, swim, and eat the picnic lunch Mom packed. It’s
always been a special place.” He sat down on a downed tree trunk, tugging her
next to him.


She didn’t
take her gaze from the lake. “Do you and your brothers still come here?” Cara
heard his resigned sigh.


“No. Not
in years.”


The
shifting of his weight caught her attention. His lips pressed into a
half-hearted smile, one more of sadness than joy. “But you live so close.”


One
shoulder lifted, his expression rigid. “My job takes a great deal of time. This
weekend with you is unusual, Cara. I can’t remember when I took a day to spend
as I wanted.”


She moved
closer. “We’ve never talked about the Eternal Brethren. What is your
job, Wrath?”


“That’s
easy. I’m the president.”


“The
president of an outlaw gang which is most likely involved in illegal
activities. Or am I misunderstanding?”


He shifted
to look at her, his gaze intense. “We’re a club, not a gang, and I perform the
same tasks as anyone who’s in charge of an organization. Nothing nefarious, I
assure you.”


Cara
studied his face before looking away, slipping her hand from his. “If you’re
going to lie, please don’t answer at all.”


Wrath
startled at the disappointment in her voice. It had been years since he’d heard
the sentiment from anyone. He definitely didn’t like hearing it from Cara.


“Look, my
job and the club aren’t as complicated as you think. Contrary to what people
might believe, we aren’t into illegal activities. I’m in charge of all the
businesses we own, plus I’am always looking for other lucrative ventures. Much
the same as anyone else, every member has a regular job in one or more of our businesses.
You’ve met some of the men. Did they look like criminals to you?”


Thinking
of the tall, muscled, tattooed men who’d worked on her bike, she lifted a brow.
“Are you certain you want an answer?”


Crossing his
arms, he chuckled. “I suppose not. Regardless, they’re mechanics. That’s it.”


Cara
stared at the water, her head lowered. “My late husband worked in Coronado.
Several times, we met friends for drinks and dinner in Imperial Beach, a town
not far away. One night, we walked into a local bar. It was full of members of
the Mongols. Other than a few hostile glances, they left us alone. The way they
looked, their body language and grotesque tattoos, piqued my curiosity.”


Wrath
watched as she walked to the edge of the lake, picked up a stone, and skimmed
it across the top. “I mentioned it to a colleague at work the following Monday.
An hour later, one of the partners called me into her office.” Cara shot him a
contemptuous smirk. “Turns out the Mongols used our law firm for their legal
matters. She’d been looking for a junior attorney to help her with their needs.
That person was me until I came to Liberty Lake.”


She walked
toward him, stopping between his spread legs. “We did nothing regarding
criminal defense. My work involved agreements and family law. Seems even
members needed help with divorce, custody, and support, the same as anyone. I
met with their local president and vice president a few times. Not often, but
enough.”


Wrath took
her hands in his. “Enough?”


“Enough to
get a sense of what it took to be successful in an outlaw motorcycle gang.
These men were brutal with little remorse for any of their actions.” Cara met
Wrath’s gaze, searching for something she couldn’t define. “I don’t believe
you’re anything like the Mongols. Yet you present yourself as an outlaw club.
So I have to ask myself, who are the Eternal Brethren?”
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Before she
asked, Cara knew he wouldn’t be able to give her an answer. Instead, Wrath
clasped a hand behind her neck, drawing her forward until his mouth sealed over
hers.


At first,
she didn’t respond to the kiss, fighting his attempt to avoid answering her
question. As he continued to work his magic, Cara found herself weakening.
Without thought, she slid her hands up to his shoulders, allowing him to deepen
the kiss.


Giggles from
behind them had Wrath pulling away to whisper in her ear. “We have an audience.
Let’s take this somewhere else.”


Before she
could answer, he threaded his fingers through hers, taking the trail back to
their bikes. “Follow me?”


She knew
he was giving her the chance to back out of what they both knew was coming. The
voice in her head told her to thank him for the wonderful time and go home.
Another voice, stronger and louder, encouraged her to let loose just this once
and enjoy what he offered. The choice was hers.


“All
right.” With that, the decision had been made.


Leaving
the quiet of the lake, he led her back the way they’d come. Ten minutes later,
he took a steep driveway, coming to a stop in front of a large log home at the
top of a hill. Braking to a stop beside him, she removed her helmet, eyes wide
at the stunning house.


“Is this
yours?”


Pride
shown in his face. “It is. I bought the land years ago. Finally got the chance
to build the house.” Walking to her, he pressed a kiss to her lips. “I’ll show you
the inside.”


Punching
in the code for his security system, he shoved open the door. Leading her
through the combination mudroom and laundry, he opened another door and stepped
aside.


Cara’s
eyes widened, surprise etched across her face. “This is spectacular, Wrath.”
She turned to look at him, her hand running over the smooth granite countertop,
gaze moving from the gleaming appliances to the dark wood cabinets. “Did you do
this yourself?”


“I
designed the kitchen and bathrooms, but hired out the work.”


She arched
a brow, placing a hand on her hip. “Do you cook, or is this all for show?”


Chuckling,
he snaked an arm around her waist, pulling her to him. “You can decide for
yourself. I’ll cook us dinner.” Before she could respond, he fused his mouth over
hers.
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The
intensity of his onslaught took her by surprise, sucking the sanity from her
brain, as well as the breath from her lungs. Wrath didn’t give her a chance to
protest, taking control, relaxing when her arms slipped around his neck. He
tasted her with his tongue, delving inside on her soft moan. Long moments
passed, their mouths bonding with savage intensity.


On a
ragged breath, she broke the kiss. Staring into his intense gaze, she drew
fingertips along his stubbled jaw, her soft touch igniting a powerful jolt of
desire within him. Reaching out, he gripped her wrist, halting the intense
feelings of pleasure as he struggled for control.


Heat
seared through him, her unique scent causing his need to rise. Drawing her into
his embrace, his mouth closed over hers, a hum of pleasure coursing through him
at her soft, warm, receptive lips.


Continuing
the contact, his hands rested on her waist, pressing her to him while he backed
her against the counter, bracketing her between his legs. Reaching up, he slid
the jacket off her shoulders, letting it drop to the floor. Wasting no time, he
gripped the hem of her tank top, drawing it up and over her head. Tossing it
aside, he stared at the sheer fabric of her bra, his breath catching. Reaching
behind her, he released it, allowing the silky creation to slip away. Staring
at her, he sucked in a breath at the feel of her soft breasts against his muscled
chest. 


“You’re so
damn beautiful, Cara.”


Lowering
his head, he sucked one taut nipple into his mouth, worshipping it before
drawing his tongue across the sensitive peak. At her sharp intake of breath,
his warm, throaty chuckle washed over her.


“Do you
like that, sweetheart?”


She tried
twice before answering with a shaky, “Yes.”


Placing a
kiss on the swell of each breast, he lifted his head to stare into her eyes. A
brief moment later, his lips drifted over her cheek, along her jaw, making her
tremble as he continued down her neck. Lowering his head, he again took a
puckered nipple into his mouth, sucking until she began to squirm. 


Her hands
moved between them, pulling his shirt from his jeans, breaking contact long
enough to drag it over his head. Letting it drop from her grasp, she moaned
when he returned his attention to her breasts. Lavishing attention on one, then
moving to the other, his hand slipped into the waistband of her jeans to the
softness below.


He
caressed and sucked, driving them both to a fevered pitch. Stroking a peaked
nipple, a grin of immense satisfaction gripped him when she shuddered and cried
his name, her body going rigid against his.


Not giving
her time to think, he scooped her into his arms, taking long, determined
strides to his bedroom. Setting her feet on the floor, his hungry gaze stared
at her half-naked body, trying to calm his desire to tear the rest of her
clothes off and sink deep inside her.
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Cara
couldn’t look away from his broad shoulders, the sprinkling of dark hair across
his chest, or lean torso tapering into his jeans. Her mouth went dry, breath
catching when he quickly removed his boots, socks, and unfastened his jeans,
pushing them and his boxers to the floor. She couldn’t stop herself from
staring, awed at the sight of his magnificent body.


Trembling,
she tore her gaze away. Bending, she removed her boots and socks, her hands
trembling when they moved to her waistband.


“Let me.”
Wrath brushed her shaky fingers from the button of her jeans, setting it free
before drawing down the zipper. Looking into her eyes, he took hold of the waistband,
slipping the pants and tiny silk panties down her long, slender legs. Groaning,
he gritted his teeth, helping her step out of them before tossing the jeans
aside.


Lifting
her into his arms, he settled her in the middle of the bed before stretching out
beside her. Lowering his mouth to hers, he took control, tasting her with his
tongue while a hand cupped her breast, massaging it until she squirmed against
him. 


Sliding
his hand down her body, he caressed her thighs before moving to the juncture
between her legs. A soft whimper escaped Cara’s lips when he sank a finger into
her depths. The intensity of his touch increased, igniting a rush of need
unlike anything she’d ever experienced.


Leveraging
himself on one arm, he hovered above her, fusing his mouth to hers again. He
wanted to take his time, draw this out, make it last, knowing he’d already lost
the battle. Unable to wait any longer, he reached to the nightstand, pulling a
condom from the drawer.


Coming up
on his knees, he rolled the condom over his length, staring down at her. “Are
you certain this is what you want, Cara? It’s all right if you aren’t ready.”


Reaching
up, she caressed a finger down his face. “I want this, Wrath.”


Relief
washed over him. Placing a kiss on her lips, he settled between her legs,
pressing soft kisses over the swell of her breasts, lingering a moment to tease
the peaked nipples before sucking one into his mouth.


She allowed
her thighs to fall open, encouraging him to continue. Feeling his hand slip
between their heated bodies, she gasped when his fingers delved between her
legs. Bucking against his hand, she arched with intense pleasure when he
circled her most sensitive spot. 


The ache
between her legs grew to an unbearable degree. “Please, Wrath.”


Shifting,
he positioned himself against her and pushed inside, hearing her surprised cry.


“I’m
sorry. You’re just so tight.” He held himself still, allowing her to
accommodate to his size. “Are you all right, sweetheart?” He kissed her,
ignoring the urge to thrust again. 


“I’m fine.
Please don’t stop.”


His rough
chuckle preceded a swift thrust as he surged inside as far as her tight body
would allow. Waiting a moment, he began to rock, moving in and out, his urgency
building with hers. Slipping a hand down between their bodies, he strummed her
already sensitive clit. With one last thrust, he pushed them over the edge.


Waves of
pleasure crashed through them, his thrusts slowing as the deepest satisfaction
he’d ever felt claimed him.


Sucking in
several deep breaths, he rolled onto his back, pulling her into his arms and tucking
her against his side. 
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Resting in
his strong arms, Cara tried to recall a time in the past when she’d felt so
completely depleted. She couldn’t.


The
magnitude of the pleasure Wrath offered stunned her. Never had she been drawn
to such heights of passion, and not once, but twice. Her body still thrummed at
the intensity of his lovemaking.


She
stilled at the thought. Love.


“Are you
all right, darlin’?” The concern in his voice caused Cara to lift her head from
his chest to stare into his narrowed gaze.


Shoving
aside the errant thought of this being more than a wonderful experience, she
nodded. “I’m more than all right.” A grin slid up the corners of her mouth.
“Why?”


“You
seemed to tense up.” He glanced down to where the fingers of her right hand
gripped the hairs of his chest.


Shock
flashed across her face before releasing her intense hold, running her hand
over the spot. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean…” Her words faded when he lifted
her chin to brush a kiss across her lips.


“No
worries.” He kissed her again before closing his eyes.


Biting her
lower lip, she considered asking the question which had been nagging at her
since the day they’d met. “Wrath?”


“Hmmm?”


“What’s
your real name?”


When she
felt the taut muscles of his chest tense underneath her hand, she began to
regret asking.


“It’s all
right if you don’t want to tell me.”


Brushing
his fingers up and down her arm, he remained silent. No one outside of his men
and family knew his real name.


When he
didn’t answer, unease flittered through Cara, a sinking feeling settling in her
stomach. Glancing out the window, she knew the day was coming to an end, along
with their time together. She needed to leave before the comfort of being in
his arms became too real, more than one beautiful afternoon.


Pressing
her lips to his chest, she forced herself not to be disappointed at his inability
to share something as simple as his real name. She’d had enough lies and
half-truths to last her entire life.


Lifting to
an elbow, she met his gaze before placing a soft kiss on his lips. Rolling
away, shoving hair from her face, Cara stood.


“What are
you doing?”


Walking to
his side of the bed, she picked up her clothes, doing her best to keep her
voice steady and features neutral. “It’s time I headed home. Is it all right if
I use your bathroom?”


Shifting
his feet to the floor, Wrath stood, stepping toward her, coming to a stop when
she moved away. “What’s going on, Cara?”


She shook
her head. “Nothing. It’s been a nice couple days, but it’s time to go home. You
know, back to my real life.” Her chest tightened at the flash of
confusion on his face. Without looking at him again, she stepped into the
bathroom, closing the door on a solid click.








Chapter Nine


Wrath dressed, anger bubbling through him at Cara’s odd actions.
They had what he considered an outstanding weekend, the best in longer than he
could remember, and he definitely wasn’t ready to let her go. He’d planned to
fix her dinner, maybe coax her back into his bed, keeping her there until she
needed to leave for work the next morning.


Stalking
into the kitchen, he made coffee, his movements without conscious thought. Opening
the refrigerator, he shoved it closed, not looking inside. It wouldn’t matter if
she decided not to stay.


Wrath believed
he knew the instant everything had changed. He just hadn’t understood ignoring
her question about his name would bother her so much. Since founding the
Brethren, no one had ever asked him about it. The admiral had hammered into
Wrath the importance of keeping their true identities a secret. It was one of
the reasons Grayson preferred men without attachments, no wives, girlfriends,
or partners. Wrath had taken the warning seriously, impressing the same on his
men.


Resting
his hands on the counter, he leaned forward, bending his head.


“I’m, um…ready
to go.” She stood several feet away, a mixture of sorrow and resignation on her
face.


Walking to
her, he held out his hands, dropping them when she shook her head. “You’re not
leaving until we sort out what happened in there.” He shot a look toward the bedroom.


Grabbing
her leather jacket, she bit her lower lip. “Nothing happened, Wrath. We had a
good time. Now it’s time for me to go home.”


Crossing
his arms, he leaned a hip against the counter, lifting a brow. “Good?”


She felt
the blush creep up her face. “All right. It was a great time. Spectacular
even.”


Stepping
to her, he grabbed Cara’s shoulders before she could slip away. He noticed her
wince, but not in pain. Wrapping his arms around her, he pulled her into a hug.


“Talk to
me, Cara. Tell me what I did and what I need to do to make this right.” He
buried his face in her hair, needing to know if his suspicions were accurate.
“I can’t fix this if I’m not sure what happened.”


He felt
her ragged breathing, relieved when she dropped the jacket to wind her arms
around his waist. “It’s just…” Her voice trailed off on a shaky sigh.


“What,
babe?” When she remained silent, Wrath slid a hand in hers. “Come on.” He
walked around the kitchen’s island to the refrigerator, opening the door.
“Beer, wine, or a real drink?”


Her brows
drew together. “A drink?”


“Yep.
We’ll take them outside, watch the sunset, and work this out. I’m not letting
you go until we get ourselves straight.”


Licking
her lips, she looked around. “Do you have whiskey?”


A chuckle
bubbled up. “I do. But just one, sweetheart. You passed out on me last time.”


He poured
her a whiskey, grabbing a beer for himself, then took her hand again. “Do you
want chips or something?”


She
glanced at the glass in her hand. “No, this is fine.”


Walking
through the living room, he led her outside to a two-seat swing. Sitting down,
each took a sip of their drink, Cara’s hand shaking enough for him to notice.
Wrath waited, determined not to rush her. After several minutes, she sucked in
a breath, letting it out slowly.


“I already
told you about Greg being a serial cheater.”


He nodded,
wondering where this might lead.


She took
another drink, pursing her lips. “Looking back, part of it was my fault.”


“What the
hell, Cara. His cheating was in no way your fault.”


She held up
a hand. “I know. Still, I might have learned about it sooner if I wasn’t so
trusting. I believed what he said when he lied about his reasons for not coming
home many nights. Due to his work, there was much he couldn’t tell me. Beyond
that, he had other secrets.” She snorted. “A lot of other secrets.”
Lifting a shoulder, she stared into her glass. “Until today, I never thought
how his actions might affect any relationship that might come after.”
Understanding what she’d said, Cara lifted her head. “Not that we have a
relationship or anything, but—” She stopped when he pressed a finger to her
lips.


“I don’t
know what this is between us, but it’s not a one-night deal, Cara. From where
I’m sitting, and given some time, a relationship might work.” Leaning forward,
he kissed her. “I’m guessing you’re thinking my real name is a secret.”


“Isn’t
it?”


Taking a
long swallow of beer, he stared at her. “Yeah, I guess it is.”


“Because
you can’t tell me, or…?”


Jaw
clenching, his lips drew into a thin line. Rolling the bottle between his
fingers, he knew his time with Cara could end if he didn’t say what she needed
to hear. 


“It’s
complicated. There’s a good reason I can’t tell you my real name. It has to do
with protecting you from people who might try to come after me through you. I
realize this may not make sense to you, but the possible threats are real,
Cara.”


She
shifted her gaze away to stare out at the distant hills. “I see.” And she did.
All too well.


“I don’t
believe you do.”


A cold
feeling washed over her, the same as the night she’d learned of Greg’s
cheating. “Believe me, I do understand. It wasn’t long ago someone else gave me
the same speech. He was protecting me, keeping me out of danger. The less I
knew, the better. Honestly, I’m sick of men who believe they can lie and keep
secrets.” Setting down her glass, she stood, glaring at him, ignoring the way her
body trembled in indignation.


“Let me
tell you, Wrath, or whatever your real name is, I don’t need the kind of
protection you’re offering. After all I went through with Greg, I certainly
don’t intend to spend my time with another man who sees me as naïve, weak, and
senseless. No matter how good the sex.”


“Cara—”


“Don’t say
any more.” She ran a hand through her messy hair. Pulling a band from her
pocket, she finger combed her hair into a ponytail, brushing aside the loose
strands. “Look, I had a great time, Wrath. I also respect your desire to keep
your life private.” Taking a couple steps to stand before him, she bent down,
kissing his cheek, hesitating a moment before straightening. “You’re a great
guy. I won’t make you uncomfortable by pushing any further. When the right
woman does come along, I know you’ll share your secrets. At least those you
can.”


Cara’s
mouth slid into a remorseful grin. Without another word, she turned her back to
him. He followed, but didn’t try to stop her when she hurried into the house
and slipped into her jacket. Shoving aside the feeling she was making a
mistake, she lifted her chin, opening the front door.


“Caiden.”


Her hand
stilled on the knob, stomach clenching when she turned toward him. “What?”


He leaned a
shoulder against the kitchen door, hands shoved into his pockets. “Caiden. It’s
my first name. It’s all I can give you, Cara. I hope it’s enough.”


Sucking
needed air into her lungs, she took halting steps until mere inches separated
them. “Caiden,” she whispered.


He
shrugged. “My mother saw it in the newspaper, and Dad wasn’t about to argue
with her about it.”


“It’s a
strong name, fitting a strong man.”


Reaching
out, he wrapped a hand around the back of her neck, pulling her into his
embrace. Stroking her back, he rested his chin on the top of her head.


“Stay for
dinner, Cara. I don’t expect anything more. If you want to head home when we’re
done eating, I’ll ride along.”


Resting
her head against his shoulder, she closed her eyes. She didn’t know what to do.
They’d known each other a couple weeks, gone out a few times, and spent one
incredible afternoon in his bed. Even so, Cara had never felt such a strong
pull to a man, not even Greg. She’d never know if anything could come of such a
tenuous friendship if she walked away now.


Shoving her
hands against his chest enough to lock her gaze on his, she kissed him, feeling
a wicked flash of desire. “Dinner. I’ll make no other promises.”


“That’s
all I ask.”
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Cara
refused to sit still while he prepared their meal. Wrath grilled the steaks
while she made a salad and warmed thick slices of artisan bread. Standing in
front of the barbecue, he sipped a beer, wondering what the hell he’d done.


He’d
broken his own rule, inviting a woman into his home and his bed. It had been
the most incredible sex of his life. She’d kept up with him, taking and giving,
her response to his touch beyond anything he had a right to expect. He’d never
had a woman rocket him to such a high degree of passion with a few heated
strokes. Taking a long swallow of beer, his body hardened at the memory.


Wrath just
didn’t know if he should encourage her to stay the night. Sharing dinner would
give them time to get to know each other a little more. Afterward, maybe he
should offer to follow her home, make certain she arrived safely, then return
to his own bed, alone.


“Who am I
kidding?” Wrath whispered to himself. Turning the steaks, he took another sip
of beer. If she wanted to stay, he’d be a fool to encourage her to leave. Even
if it burned out in a short time, he wanted to spend as much time with her as
possible. When it was over, well, they’d go their separate ways, hopefully
remaining friends.
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Cara knew
she should join him outside, but something held her back. She kept
second-guessing herself, wondering if returning to her place hadn’t been the
best idea.


Her
brothers and parents would come down hard on her, probably fly down from
Montana if they knew of Wrath’s existence. Although Greg never knew it, her
family had never cared for him. After learning of his cheating, they’d stayed
silent for a while, respecting he’d given his life for his country. Their silence
didn’t last long.


Cara knew
they loved her, but as the youngest child, and a girl, their affection
sometimes smothered her. It was one reason she hadn’t returned to Montana when
Greg died. She had no desire to go back to having her life monitored, not even
by people who had nothing but good intentions.


“Steaks
are ready.” Wrath placed the platter on the counter, giving an approving nod at
the salad. He watched as she pulled plates from the cabinet. “Inside or out?”


Deciding
on outside with a view of the sparkling lights of downtown Liberty Lake, the
food disappeared between bites of steak, salad, and bread. They kept the
conversation neutral, talking about additional places to ride, foods they liked
and didn’t, and childhood memories that didn’t give the other too much
information.


Wrath
learned her older brothers owned a security firm in Missoula, and he surprised
her by revealing he’d grown up on a horse ranch. When she asked if he was a
good rider, his response was a slow smile and wink.


Plates
empty, conversation stalled, an uncomfortable silence settled between them. Wrath
seemed much more comfortable with it than Cara. She couldn’t push aside the
voice in her head insisting she head home, not let the man next to her work his
way into her life any further. Standing, she picked up the plates.


“I’ll
clean up, then I should go back to my place.”


He didn’t
argue, joining her in the kitchen. She washed, he dried, neither saying more
than necessary to get the job done. When finished, Cara felt a strange ache
claim her. Wrath hadn’t tried to change her mind about leaving. Instead, she
couldn’t forget the look of relief on his face when she’d announced her plan to
go home. It hurt.


Drying her
hands, she grabbed her leather jacket. “Thanks again for a great time.”


“We aren’t
quite finished yet, Cara. I’ll be escorting you home.”


“You
don’t—”


He stopped
her with a stern look. “I do. You don’t live far, but I’ll feel better knowing
you got home safely.”


As he’d said,
the ride to her place was short, too short. Knowing she’d made the right
decision to leave Wrath’s, it still didn’t mean she wanted to say goodbye. He’d
said nothing about wanting to see her again. It felt as if a switch had been
flipped, the brightness she’d experienced earlier dissolving, replaced by a
cloak of darkness.


She pulled
into her driveway, killing the engine. Wrath stopped behind her, leaving his
bike running. Disappointment gripped her. He’d done as promised and now he’d
leave.


Squaring her
shoulders, Cara walked toward him. Raising her voice over the sound of the deep
rumbling of his bike, she leaned closer. 


“Thanks,
Wrath.” 


Waiting a
few seconds for something he didn’t offer, she turned away. A moment later, the
roaring of his bike faded as he continued down the street.


Unlocking
the door, she stopped with her hand on the doorframe, taking a quick look behind
her to confirm it had been his bike she heard. It was.


“Well,
Cara, you got what you wanted.” The words were spoken in a soft whisper even as
they bellowed through her mind.


Closing
the door behind her, she glanced around her apartment. Nothing had changed. The
artwork, books, and pictures remained in the same places she’d left them on
Saturday morning. She had the best weekend of her life, yet returned to find
nothing had changed.


Tomorrow
would bring a return to her normal routine. She’d review documents, teach a
couple classes, and if she recalled her calendar, meet at least one potential
client. For three years she’d thrived on routine, knowing what each day would
bring. No surprises, no big highs or deep lows. Unlike when she’d faced her day
the previous Friday, Cara already knew tomorrow wouldn’t be the same. The
safety of routine had been stolen from her.


Pulling
out sleeping pants and a soft tank, she turned on the water, waiting until
steam filled the bathroom before stepping into the shower. Closing her eyes,
Cara let the hot water sluice over her head to flow down her back. It felt
wonderful, encouraging her body to relax.


After a
few minutes, she pumped shampoo into her palm. Sudsing her long hair, a sigh
escaped her lips, then a panicked scream when the shower door flew open. Strong
arms wrapped around her, pulling her against a muscled chest, a body she
remembered.


“I couldn’t
stay away.” His deep voice confirmed Wrath had returned. “Tell me if you want
me to leave.”


Swallowing,
she turned, wrapping still trembling arms around his neck. “Stay. Please.”








Chapter Ten


Wrath set the last stack of papers aside, then stared out the
bulletproof window in his office. He hadn’t heard from Grayson in two days, and
being Friday, the lack of communication indicated his men could have a weekend
to themselves. They deserved a few days of uninterrupted rest.


His
parents had called the night before, catching him sliding into bed next to
Cara. They’d fallen into a pattern, staying at her apartment a couple nights
and at his house two or three. He found himself looking forward to the end of
each day.


The last
few weeks had gone well. Very well, if he were being truthful. Some
evenings, they’d ride their Harleys, make dinner, watch a movie, then end up in
bed. He found it was a comfortable routine, one he could get used to. The
knowledge surprised Wrath but didn’t unnerve him as he’d expected.


His
mother’s familiar ringtone delayed his intended ravishing of Cara. She’d only
lifted a brow, then chuckled when he reluctantly answered the call.


His parents
seldom asked anything of him or his brothers. As much as they needed help at
the ranch, they understood their three sons had their own lives and were
reluctant to interfere. This time, though, the older McCords needed their sons’
help. After a longer than normal discussion, he hung up, glancing at Cara.


“That was
my parents.”


She looked
up from the book in her hand, a small smile on her face. “I sort of suspected.”


“They
don’t ask much of me and my brothers, but they need our help this weekend.
They’re getting a small herd of colts and fillies delivered tomorrow morning
for assessment. They’re saddle broke, but their owners want us to get the next
phase of their training started.”


“Us?” Cara
asked.


“My
brothers and me.” Wrath grasped her hand. “My folks asked if you’d be
interested in coming out for the weekend.” To his surprise, Cara’s face
brightened.


“I’d love
to go. I mean, if you’re okay with me tagging along. Do you think they’d let me
help?”


He
remembered Cara saying her parents had a ranch and all their children grew up
around horses. “I’m certain they’d be glad to have you help out. How long has
it been since you’ve ridden?”


Her brows
drew together in a cute frown. “After Greg died, I made it a point of going up
for a few weeks at least twice a year. The last visit was not quite a year ago,
between the time I learned about being hired for the teaching position and the
day the college wanted me to start. I was home almost a month and rode every
day.” She looked up, the frown replaced with a questioning gaze. “Do they have
an extra saddle and tack?”


Wrath
laughed, thinking of the large room full of saddles, blankets, halters, lead
lines, and bridles. “They have enough for another dozen riders. If you can get
off early, we’d drive there tomorrow afternoon. It takes about an hour and a
half. We’d come back Sunday night. How does that sound?”


She jumped
out of bed, heading to her closet to pull out a bag. He watched a minute before
striding over to her.


“What are
you doing?”


Pressing a
finger to her lips, she tilted her head. “I have a full day tomorrow that I’m
going to attempt to complete in five hours. If I pack tonight—” The rest of her
sentence, as well as the air in her lungs, rushed out when he banded an arm around
her chest.


Leaning
down, he nuzzled her neck, feeling a shiver run through her. “Jeans, t-shirts,
socks, boots, and a jacket,” he whispered against her ear before trailing his
lips along her shoulder. Before she could respond, he swept Cara into his arms,
carrying her back to the bed. “We’ve got more important things to do tonight.”


Her brow
rose. “Oh yeah?”


Wrath
nodded just before settling her in the middle of the bed and stretching out
beside her. “Oh yeah.”


[image: Description: C:\Users\Renee Laptop\Pictures\Shirleen - Scene Break images\STEADFAST scene break.jpg]


“This is
beautiful. I’ve never been this far south of Liberty Lake.” Cara stared out the
window of Wrath’s truck, his hand resting on her thigh as the sun touched the
top of the western mountains. They’d been driving for over an hour, traveling
down winding mountain roads and flatlands with grazing horses and cattle. “Did
you grow up around here?”


“A few
more miles down the road in Claraden. Last I knew, it had a population of about
twenty thousand. My family’s ranch is on the other side of town, as are several
other large ranches. Those families mostly run cattle, but a few breed horses, similar
to my parents.”


She didn’t
turn her gaze away from the scenery rushing by. “What do they breed the horses
for?”


“The big
money is in training cutting horses, but they also work with horses meant for
pleasure riding. The colts and fillies delivered today will be assessed. Those
that seem to have the qualities of a good cutter will go through the training.
We’ll talk to the owners about the others so they can decide if they want us to
train them for pleasure riding or return them. That’s what Dad and Mom want me,
Ethan, and Quinn to do this weekend.” He glanced over at Cara, squeezing her
thigh to get her attention. A slight grin tilted up his lips. “I suspect Dad’s
going to want us to come back a few times to help train.”


She
studied his face, seeing unexpected pleasure. “Will you do it? Come back, I
mean.”


He drew in
a slow breath, the enjoyment of an instant before slipping. “If I can. I have
responsibilities that make it hard to get to the ranch as often as I’d like.”


She
shifted in the seat, turning toward him. “The businesses the club owns?”


Eyes on
the road, he nodded, ready to change the subject. “Not long now. See the sign up
ahead with battling horses? A mile past that is Claraden. Five more miles and
we’ll reach the turnoff to the ranch.”


She could
hear the excitement in his voice. Leaning over, she kissed his cheek. “Thanks
for inviting me to come along.”


Glancing
down at her, Wrath pulled to the side of the road, letting the motor idle as he
drew her into his arms. Lowering his head, his lips pressed against hers before
his mouth covered hers in a demanding kiss she felt all the way to her toes.


His tongue
traced the fullness of her lips before exploring the deep recesses of her
mouth. Cara groaned at the sensations rushing through her, giving herself over
to the passion. Her fingers played with his silky hair, drawing him closer,
unable to stifle a sigh. A moment later, she felt his arms loosen, regretting
the loss before he actually pulled away.


Raising
his mouth from hers, Wrath stared into the depths of her deep blue eyes before
placing one more kiss to the tip of her nose. Straightening, he let out a deep,
ragged breath.


Licking
her lips, Cara brushed hair from her face, giving him an impish grin. “Well,
that was unexpected.”


Choking
out a laugh, he swept a hand over her hair. “I figured we might not have much
opportunity at the ranch, so…” He shrugged, wiggling his brows. “Guess we’d better
get going or we’ll miss dinner.”


Pulling
back onto the road, he drove through town, pointing out various landmarks,
places he frequented while growing up.


Cara
placed a hand on his leg. “I’ll bet you have some great stories.”


A slow
grin appeared on his face. “I’m guessing you’ll get to hear a few this weekend.”
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“The
deputy handcuffed Ethan and hauled him off to jail. Dad wouldn’t drive to town
to get him, so he got to spend the night behind bars.” Quinn’s smile spread
from ear to ear. “And he wasn’t even the one who threw the paint on the
statue.”


“And whose
fault was that, young man?” Belinda McCord glared at her youngest son. “You
could’ve spoken up, taken responsibility.”


“What fun
would that have been, Mom?” Quinn winked at Cara. “Ethan was always the one who
never got caught, even when the bad ideas were his. Well, some were Caid’s, but
Ethan was the king of bad ideas.”


“He was
the king of talking you into carrying out his plans.” Caid closed a hand
around Cara’s.


She
squeezed back, enjoying the familiar banter of a family who so clearly loved
each other. Cara missed the closeness of her parents and brothers, but not
enough to endure their overprotective behavior by moving back. She also liked
the way Belinda and Stuart insisted Caid and Quinn be called by their given
names while at home. No Wrath or Wrangler around them.


Caid
pushed his chair away from the table, standing. “Cara and I’ll help clean up,
then I want to show her around.”


Belinda
waved a hand through the air. “Nonsense. You two go on. I’m sure Ethan and
Quinn will be more than happy to help.”


Holding
out his hand to Cara, he didn’t hesitate getting her out of the house. A few
minutes later, they stood outside a corral holding the colts and fillies delivered
earlier in the day. 


“The ones
in the corral are under three years old. Most are colts and between one and two.
We’ll spend most of tomorrow and part of Sunday doing the evaluations. By
Sunday afternoon, we’ll have our recommendations and call the owners.” He led
her past one of the barns to a paddock with three older horses. “These are
cutting horses Dad is training. When I’m here, I work with him.”


“Do Ethan
and Quinn help train them?”


“Ethan
does, but Quinn prefers working with the pleasure mounts. Once in a while,
he’ll arrange for groups of kids to come out and ride.”


Cara
rested her arms on the top rail of the paddock. “I’ll bet he is great with
children.”


Placing an
arm over her shoulders, he chuckled. “That’s because Quinn is still a
kid himself.”


Caid
walked her through another barn, past a few more corrals and paddocks before
taking her back to the house. Standing on the front porch, he pointed toward a
range of mountains in the distance.


“We used
to camp up in those hills. There’s a series of caves. We never hauled tents
with us, just found a cave we liked and set up camp.” Caid wrapped an arm
around Cara’s waist, drawing her close. “I’ll take you up there sometime, see
if we can find our own cave.” Leaning down, he pressed his lips to hers, then
drew back. “We’d better get to bed. It’ll be an early day tomorrow.” He glanced
behind him before lowering his lips to her ear. “Leave your bedroom door
unlocked.”


A wry grin
tipped the edges of her mouth. “Do you plan on ravaging me tonight, Mr. McCord?”


Kissing
her once more, he turned her toward the front door. “I plan to ravage you every
night, Ms. Mortensen.”
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Caid
scanned a chart of the horses being evaluated, noting the dams and sires, their
ages, and the background of their owners. Looking up, he studied the two colts
in the corral in front of him.


“Hey, Dad.
Did you see the sire and dam of these colts?”


Stuart
walked over, looking at the chart. “Darn good bloodline. If I recall right,
both the sire and dam were cutting champions. They’re a little younger than
some, but let’s move them over so Ethan can see how they do with a cow.” He pointed
to the next corral over. “If they do well in there, we’ll have our first two.
I’ll let Ethan know.”


Stuart
walked to where Ethan sat on his horse, waiting to assess how the colts and
fillies reacted to a cow. Those who had an immediate and strong response would
be considered possible candidates for cutter training. Especially the ones with
exceptional bloodlines.


Caid
entered the corral with the two colts, herding them toward the gate Ethan held
open. Glancing over his shoulder, he waved Cara over to him.


“What is
Ethan doing?” She rested her arms on the top rail, watching the colts move
toward the cow, showing no fear.


Caid
explained what they were hoping to see. “Ethan’s in there to make certain none
of the animals get hurt while watching the colts’ reaction to the cow. Right
now, all we wants is for the horses to respond in either an aggressive manner,
trying to dominate the cow, or show fear, wanting to keep the cow at a
distance. Either one shows potential. The horses who have no reaction, couldn’t
care less if the cow is in the same corral, don’t usually turn out to be good
cutters.”


“Apathetic?”


He
chuckled. “Apathetic, indifferent, even lazy. Those horses might make better
pleasure mounts. See how these colts continue to move toward the cow in an
aggressive manner, not recoiling or backing away, as if they want to control
the animal?”


Mesmerized,
Cara couldn’t look away. “Uh-huh.”


Caid set a
hand on her shoulder. “That’s exactly what we’re looking for.”


Ethan rode
toward them, keeping his gaze on the animals. “I believe we have two good ones
here.”


“Move them
to the next corral and let’s evaluate a couple more.”


“Sure
thing, Dad.” Ethan herded the colts to the next corral, signaling for them to
send more over.


Caid swung
an arm over Cara’s shoulders. “Come on, sweetheart. Now that you know what
we’re doing, you can help out.”
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The day
passed quickly, leaving little to do on Sunday. Out of the twelve, the McCords
selected seven for cutter training. They’d reassess the remaining five in the
morning, making certain of their recommendation before calling the owners.


After another
delicious supper, Caid saddled two horses. “I thought we’d take the trail
behind the barns and corrals. It’ll take us up a hill toward a creek I’d like
to show you.”


As excited
as Cara was about riding again, she didn’t care where they rode. “Sounds
perfect.”


They rode
side by side for a couple hundred yards before Caid took a trail requiring them
to ride single file up a hill. Cara split her gaze between the rugged man in
front of her and the view to the sides and behind them.


“Are we
still on your land?”


He looked
over his shoulder. “You can ride a few hours in all directions and still be on
Freedom Meadow’s land.”


“I love
that name, Caid. Did your mother come up with it?”


“Mom and Dad
came up with it together. It’s how they do everything.” Caid didn’t say how
much he admired the way his parents worked together. He’d never known a couple
as devoted to each other as Stuart and Belinda McCord.


Reaching
the top of the hill, he reined his horse left, taking another trail. A few
minutes later, they entered a clearing dotted with wildflowers and low shrubs. Crossing
the opening, he continued forward to a spot where a thin stream touched the
edge of the clearing.


“In the spring,
we get snowmelt from the mountains north of here. For a couple month there’s
some pretty good fishing.”


“Maybe you
can bring me back up here next spring and we can fish.”


The
instant the words were out, Cara winced. She had to remind herself Caid wasn’t
the type of man interested in anything long term, and she wasn’t looking to
marry again anytime soon. They’d have a few months at most before he tired of
her and found someone new. Even knowing what was to come, Cara couldn’t bring
herself to shorten their time together by walking away. Her time with him was
too much fun, so much better than lonely nights and weekends alone.


Caid
glanced at her, surprised and pleased at her interest in fishing. “That’d be
great. I have a couple fishing rods that break down, making them easy to pack
on the horses.” He looked around, knowing they had no more than forty-five
minutes to make it back to the ranch. “We’d best get going. Mom’s holding
dessert for us and I don’t want to take a chance Quinn will take our share.”


Cara
followed him back down the hill in silence, unable to express how grateful she
was for the invitation to Freedom Meadow. Riding into the barn, she removed the
saddle and tack, then brushed her horse, sorry to see the day end.


Much
later, she lay in bed with her head on his chest, listening to his deep
breathing. Cara thought about all they’d done together since the night her
Harley lowsided on the side of the road. If the javelinas hadn’t crossed in
front of her, she’d never have been included in Caid’s life. She would’ve
missed so much.


Cara knew
she should relax and enjoy whatever time they still had together. Instead, she
found herself wondering when it would all change. How soon it would be before
something happened and it all came crashing down. And she knew with absolute
certainty it would come crashing down.








Chapter Eleven


Ghost and Rock sat across the desk from Wrath, arms crossed, their
gazes locked on him. Finishing his review of their newest assignment, he set
the documents aside, deciding to confront his two closest friends. Leaning back
in his chair, he rested his hands in his lap, a brow lifting.


“Is there
a reason you two reprobates are sitting here instead of preparing the men for
the next mission?”


Ghost
narrowed his intense caramel brown eyes on him. “They’re ready. Not sure we can
say the same for you.”


Clenching
his jaw, Wrath forced himself to ignore the obvious slight. “Explain yourself.”


Rock spoke
before Ghost could reply. “You haven’t been yourself for weeks.”


Wrath’s
mouth twisted. “Myself?”


Blowing
out a breath, Rock rested his arms on the desk. “Look, Prez, we get you’re
seeing a woman and are unusually, well…happy. But we don’t know who this woman
is. You haven’t asked Raider for intel on her. All we know is her name is Cara
Mortensen and she’s an attorney.”


Ghost’s
hand came down hard on Wrath’s desk. “And that information came from Mike at
the bar. It should’ve come from you.”


He thought
of the weekends and nights with Cara, knowing he’d not placed the club in danger.
Still, these were his closest friends, holding top leadership roles in the club.
Their concerns deserved to be addressed.


“Since
I’ve been here every day, not missed a workout or meeting, you’ll have to tell
me precisely what you expect me to do.”


Ghost’s
shoulders relaxed. “The fact you care about the woman means she can put all of
us in danger. Do you know anything about her except what she’s told you? What
have you done to protect us, the people who depend on you to keep our cover in
place? Tell us you know a lot more about the woman other than her name and
profession and we’ll leave you alone.”


Scrubbing
a hand down his face, Wrath shook his head. “Other than knowing she’s a widow,
you’re right. I’ll get with Raider and have him do a complete background check
on her. Will that satisfy you?”


Rock spoke
again, his voice calm. “Depending on what Raider learns, yes.”


“Fine.
Consider it done.” Wrath leaned forward. “Is there anything else?”


Rock shook
his head. “Nope. Everyone’s ready for the next assignment. Go time is set for
midnight. You’ll be here, right?”


An
explosion of expletives broke the tension. Nostrils flaring, he shoved back his
chair and stood. “Have you ever known me to miss a single mission? Shirk my
responsibilities?”


Holding up
his hands, palms out, Rock shook his head. “Sorry, man. We know the long hours
you’ve put in to make this operation successful. Still, you understand we have
to know if anything has changed since you got yourself tangled up with the
Mortensen woman.”


He shifted
his hard stare from one man to the other. “Nothing has fucking changed. Now,
get out of here so I can speak with Raider.”


Each gave
a curt nod before walking out, neither saying anything else.


A loud
curse sprang from his lips. They were right. He’d screwed up. Massaging the
back of his neck, he paced toward the bulletproof window, staring out at the
tall pines and sycamores beyond the tall fence.


Turning
away, he opened the hidden door, maneuvering down the stairs to the room below.
“Raider, are you down here?”


“Where
else would I be?”


“Anything
new on the latest assignment?”


Raider
didn’t take his eyes from the screen, or screens, as there were several around
the room. “Nope. This one seems as clean as it comes. What I don’t get is why
we’re being tapped for a mission that isn’t much more than a babysitting job.”


Wrath
smirked. “Babysitting after we rescue the woman. And the protection is for a
few hours until we can get her to the rendezvous point. Any more information on
her?”


“Nothing.
All I’ve been able to find is the same intelligence Grayson provided. Female,
late twenties, high security clearance with a brain full of top secret data.”


Wrath
cocked his head. “Still no name?”


“Only the
one Grayson gave us. Yellow Rose.” Raider looked up. “What the hell does that
even mean?” He glanced back at the screen. “They need to hire someone with more
imagination. But I’m guessing there’s more to you coming down here besides
checking on the mission.”


“I need a
background check on a woman who lives in Liberty Lake.”


“Yeah.
Cara Mortensen. It’s about time you came down here.”


Wrath held
back another round of cursing. “Does everyone know about her?”


“Pretty
much. Not much you can put past us.” He looked up again, a cocky grin on his
face. “That’s why we’re the masters at what we do.” Reaching into a drawer,
Raider pulled out a file. “Here you go. Everything you’ll ever want to know
about your woman. I think you’ll find some interesting reading.”


He snatched
it from his hand. “Who ordered this?” he ground out.


Raider
winced. “To tell you the truth, a few of us made the decision.” He slumped
against the back of the chair, letting out a breath. “Sorry, boss. It wasn’t
right, but we were concerned. Ghost and Rock said the only other time they’d
seen you like this was—”


“That’s
enough,” Wrath’s hard voice interrupted.


Raider
dropped his head, staring at the keyboard. “Take a look at her background and
let me know if you need to check anything further.”


Wrath was
ready with a terse reply when an explosion shook the building. “Fuck!” He
rushed up the stairs, turning back. “You stay down here.”


“But—” 


Another
explosion rocked them.


“Your
skills are more important down here than up top. I’ll be back as soon as
possible.” Pushing through the door, he slammed and locked it, tossing the
folder on his desk. Moving to another hidden spot, he grabbed an HK MP5 9mm before
taking his Glock from a drawer, settling it in the waistband against his spine.


The office
door burst open, Rock running in. “It’s the Night Devils. They breached the
front wall, set off two bombs. The men drove them back. We’re clear, for now.”


Wrath
moved past him. “Casualties?”


“None.
Most of the men were behind the building, working out. Several bikes are
totaled, but nothing worse.”


Placing
the butt of his rifle against his shoulder, Wrath kicked the front door open,
taking in the damage. It occurred to him how much the destruction reminded him
of so many battles overseas.


His men
held rifles, positioning themselves in defensive positions as they scanned back
and forth, waiting. Deep scars in the ground, twisted metal, branches on fire,
smoldering debris scattered across the entire front of the clubhouse brought
memories he’d rather forget.


Another
explosion had everyone retreating.


“Gas
tanks.” Rock moved closer to the men. “Everyone stay back.”


“Fargo, Gunner.
I want a perimeter sweep.”


“Roger,
Prez.” Fargo was already on the move, Gunner going in the opposite direction.


Rock moved
next to Wrath. “Ghost is outside the back fences with Tracker, Fuse, and Moses,
looking for any sign of more explosives. If the combatants set charges, Fuse
will find and disable them.”


Wrath
nodded, his sharp eyes taking in everything, mind working through the options. He
looked at Rock. “Are we certain it was the Devils?”


“We had a
man on lookout. He saw their patches. It’s definitely the Devils.”


Scrubbing
a hand down his face, he swore. “It was a warning. The question is why?”


Rock
shrugged. “They may have figured out we were the ones transporting the Blood’s
product. If they knew we were the ones who took out so many of their men, I’d
expect more than what happened today.”


“Up the
number of men on guard. I’ll get with Raider to see if he can find out more and
contact Grayson. He needs to know what happened.” Wrath turned to enter the
clubhouse, then looked back at Rock, nodding toward the damage. “Take pictures,
then get the men to clean up the mess. And take care of replacing the bikes.”


Other than
a few nonoperational members of the Brethren, the inside of the clubhouse was
vacant, all the men scouting the outside. Closing his office door behind him,
Wrath contacted Grayson, who knew nothing about the attack and little more
about the Devils.


The
admiral’s dossier said the Arizona chapter had been started less than a year
before with several existing members transferring from other chapters. The
local president, Poison, was known to be as ruthless as Vulture, the president
of the outlaw motorcycle gang.


By the
time Wrath hung up, he’d learned little more than when he’d made the call. He
spoke with Raider next, who’d been in the process of reviewing the camera feed.
As Rock said, the patches clearly showed them to be members of the Night
Devils.


The images
didn’t provide Wrath with anything more about the reason the gang came after
the Brethren. He had to agree with Rock. They’d somehow found out the Brethren
had been assisting Demons Blood in completing the delivery of their
merchandise. It was a dangerous connection.


Returning
to his office, Wrath sat down, his gaze landing on the file. He stared at it
several minutes, not sure he wanted to learn about Cara from a stack of
documents, a condensed version of her life.


Should she
learn about it, he had no doubt Cara would see it as an invasion of her
privacy. Wrath had to agree. After three weeks, he knew almost nothing about
her, except what she’d told him the first weekend. When she’d learned he’d be
able to share little of his life, she’d hunkered down, talking of little more
than her colleagues at the college, rides they could take, and food. All boring,
all safe.


Pursing
his lips, Wrath picked up the file. A long moment later, he began to read.
Thirty minutes later, he closed the file, his chest tight. He’d read nothing
indicating she presented a threat to him or the club. What he did learn surprised
him, providing more questions than answers. As hard as it would be, he had to find
a way to get those answers.
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Cara
closed the binder, feeling a deep sense of satisfaction. Over the last few
weeks, Tessa’s ex-partner had signed the dissolution agreement, accepting the
amount offered. Neither had wanted to be in the same room together, so Cara had
made the rounds, even getting a chance to meet Tessa’s ex-fiancé. By the time
she’d left, he’d made a deep impression.


Whiny,
needy, and malleable, not one characteristic Cara found inspiring. He made
little money in his law practice, had few friends, and no problem bending his
values when it suited him. She hadn’t learned this from their brief meeting,
but from casual conversations from people who knew him. Walking out with the
final executed documents, Cara felt certain her new client, who’d become a
friend, was much better off without the little worm and his slimy wife.


Tomorrow,
she’d be having lunch with Tessa. A celebration of sorts, and a planning
meeting for how Tessa wanted to proceed with keeping her pregnancy private.
Cara had several ideas, but after meeting her ex, she didn’t believe it would
be a real issue. She doubted a man like him wanted a child and would agree to
sign over full custody to Tessa with little encouragement.


She
checked the time. Wrath would be at her house for dinner in an hour, and she
still had to go by the grocery store. Pulling her purse from a drawer, she left,
hurrying toward her truck. The roar of motorcycles stopped her a few feet away.
Looking around, she spotted three sets of headlights coming toward her.


Unlocking
the truck, she placed her purse inside and waited. At first, Cara thought it
was Wrath with a couple of his men. But as they approached, she realized she’d
never seen them before. She jumped into the truck, her hand shaking in an
attempt to slide the key into the ignition.


Before she
could get it started, her door flew open, a beefy hand reaching inside to clamp
over her arm. Sucking in air, she screamed, praying someone would hear her. The
large, bearded man dragged her out of the seat, slamming her against the side
of the truck.


“If you
scream again, Miss Cara Mortensen, I will cut you.” His menacing voice left no
doubt he’d carry through with the threat. “You will tell me what I need to know
and you will be free to leave. Do you understand?”


Eyes wide,
she nodded.


“Where
does Wrath live?”


Fear
gripped her. These men were after Wrath, and judging by the way they looked,
they weren’t his friends. “I-I don’t know. He has a clubhouse somewhere in
town, but I-I don’t know where that’s located, either.”


Reaching
behind her, he gripped her hair, tugging hard. “You are a fucking liar.”


Whimpering
in pain, she shook her head. “I’m not. I know him, but I’ve never been to his
house.”


A broad
hand connected with her face, snapping it back. “Again. Where does he live?”


Tasting
blood from her cut lip, anger surged through her. She shook her head again.
“Hurting me won’t get you what you want. I don’t know where Wrath lives. I
don’t even know where the clubhouse is located.”


Tears sprang
to her eyes when he slapped her again. 


“My
patience is short.” He lifted his head at the sound of sirens, blurting out a
string of curses. “This is not over. Think about it. Next time, I’ll expect the
information I seek.”


Breathing
heavy, knees weak, her body trembled in fear as the sound of the motorcycles
receded. Swiping at the tears streaming down her face, she tensed when a patrol
car stopped at the truck, the other going after the men who’d threatened her.


“Are you
all right?”


She
glanced up to see an older police officer standing a couple feet away. “I’m,
um…I’m fine.”


“Do you
know what they wanted?”


She
thought of the menacing faces, their bullying behavior. Then thought of Wrath
and what they’d do to him if they located his house.


They were
thugs, much like the members of the motorcycle gang in San Diego. Evil men who
killed and maimed, not caring about anything except their own needs. Crude and
selfish, they felt no remorse for their actions. She shuddered at what they
would do to Wrath, at what they’d been prepared to do to her.


“Ma’am.
Did they tell you what they wanted?”


She shook
her head. “No. I think they just wanted to scare me.” A choked laugh left her
lips. “They succeeded.” 


The
officer looked around the parking lot. “Do you work here?”


“Yes. I’m
an attorney.”


“You
didn’t recognize them?” He watched the other patrol car stop beside them.


“I’m
sorry, but no. I’ve never seen them before.”


The
questions continued. She learned someone walking to his car saw what was
happening and called the police. Cara made a mental note to try to find out
who’d made the call and thank him.


“Is there
anything else you can tell me?”


Cara felt
ready to collapse, but shook her head, ready to leave. “No.”


He handed
her a card. “Take this. If you think of anything, even if it seems
insignificant, call me.”


Taking the
card, she nodded.


“Are you
all right to drive home? If you’d feel safer, I can follow.”


She
wouldn’t mind him escorting her, but she didn’t want the officer to see Wrath.
“I’m fine. Thank you for the offer.”


Shoving
his notepad into a pocket, he looked at her. “Remember to call if you think of
anything.”


Nodding,
she climbed back into the truck, this time slipping the key into the ignition
in one attempt. Blowing out a relieved breath, her hands gripped the wheel.
They no longer trembled.


She looked
at the time, noticing less than an hour had passed since the thug had pinned
her against the truck. It seemed much longer.


There was
no time to stop for groceries. Instead, she’d head home to confront Wrath.








Chapter Twelve


Wrath paced Cara’s living room, picking up the television remote,
then setting it down. She was half an hour late, and for a woman who prided
herself on punctuality, that was thirty minutes too long.


He’d phoned
her twice, leaving a message each time. Ghost had suggested putting trackers on
her motorcycle, truck, and phone, but he’d hesitated. Two days had passed since
he’d read the report. The same amount of time since he’d seen her. They’d
spoken a few times, and he knew she’d stayed busy with her law practice and
teaching. Damn if he didn’t miss her. 


After the
attack on the clubhouse, he had to stay close, take steps to protect them from
further assault. Raider had continued his work, collecting as much information
as possible on the Night Devils. 


The
screeching of tires had him charging outside. The instant Cara stepped to the
ground, he knew something was wrong. Gently gripping her shoulders, he scanned
her face, seeing the broken skin of her mouth.


“What the
hell happened?”


Tears
built in her eyes, bottom lip trembling. Drawing her into his arms, he stroked
her hair.


“Can we go
inside?”


“Of
course, sweetheart.” Glancing around, he saw nothing to indicate a threat.
“Give me your keys.” Grabbing her purse, he locked the truck before slipping an
arm around her. “Come on.”


Inside, he
settled her on the sofa, getting a warm rag to clean her face. He made her a
cup of tea, sitting down next to her.


“Tell me
what happened.”


Over the
course of the next few minutes, Cara explained, stopping several times. She
made sure he knew the police knew nothing about what the men wanted. It
bothered her she hadn’t been honest with them, but her senses warned her to
keep quiet. When finished, her brows scrunched in confusion.


“Who were
those men?”


Standing, Wrath
paced away, deciding how best to describe what he thought. “Our club and
another are having some conflicts. I don’t know the reasons, but they came
after us a few days ago. That’s the main reason I couldn’t see you the last two
days.”


“Do you
think they’re the same men who attacked me?”


Rubbing
his face with both hands, he shook his head. “I honestly don’t know, but it
makes sense.” 


The sound
of motorcycles had him rushing to the window to look outside. Three bikes slowed
as they passed her house. He couldn’t see clearly, but knew in his gut they
were the same men who’d gone after Cara, and probably the same ones who
attacked the clubhouse.


“What is
it?” She stood next to him at the window.


He looked
at her, not answering the question. “Pack enough clothes for a few days. You’re
coming with me.”


Her eyes
widened, voice raising. “I can’t leave.”


“You’re
not leaving Liberty Lake. We’re going to my house where you’ll be safe. They
already know this is where you live. You can’t stay here.”


She knew
he was right, but staying at his place didn’t seem like a good idea.
Unfortunately, Cara had nowhere else to go. 


“I’ll need
a few minutes.”


Leaning
down, he kissed her. “Do whatever you have to. We’ll stop for food on the way.”


Waiting
until she left the room, he pulled out his phone. “We’ve got another problem.”
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“You
didn’t ride your bike?” Cara climbed into his truck. 


“Mine was
one of the bikes destroyed during the attack.” Wrath hadn’t thought he’d be
glad of that until tonight. He doubted the Devils could identify his truck, but
they would’ve spotted his bike in her driveway. “Ghost and Gunner are on their
way to get your truck. I’ve left the keys so they can find them.”


Reaching
across the seat, she placed a hand on his arm. She would need the
transportation tomorrow. “Thank you.”


“For a
while, I’ll be following you to work and meeting you in the lobby when you’re
ready to leave. And don’t consider arguing. Until we’ve figured this out,
you’re under the club’s protection.” He made several turns, backtracking a
couple times, making certain no one followed.


Pulling
into a drive-through sandwich shop, they placed their orders, then got back on
the road. Again, he made several turns, heading to his house when certain they
were clear.


Pulling up
the drive, both were vigilant, seeing nothing to indicate anyone watched.
Securing the truck inside the garage, they carried her bags and the food
inside, Wrath leading the way. He didn’t believe the Devils knew of his
location, not when they’d threatened Cara for the address. Still, being
cautious never hurt.


“I’ll put
your bags in my room while you take out the sandwiches.” 


Reaching
his bedroom, Wrath pulled out his phone, notifying Ghost they’d made it to his
place, then called Ethan. What he wanted was the footage from the cameras in
the parking lot where Cara had been attacked, and his brother could get them.


“All set.”
Cara pulled bottles of water from the refrigerator. “Should we eat inside?”


“Definitely.
If you’re up for it, there are some things I need to discuss with you.”


A warning
bell tripped her insides. “Sure.”


They ate
in silence for a couple minutes before Wrath set down his sandwich. “Besides
the fact your husband was cheating, you’ve never told me much about Greg.”


Stomach
clenching, she placed her sandwich back on the plate. “What would you like to
know?”


Picking up
his water, he took a long swallow. “You said he traveled a lot for business.”


“Yes, he
did.” Her chest squeezed, instincts warning her something was coming. She just
didn’t know what.


“And you
said he died during one of these business trips.”


“Yes.”


“And he
worked out of Coronado?”


She let
out a shaky breath. “Yes.”


Wrath
nodded. “How did he die, Cara? Was it a plane crash?”


Moistening
her lips, she reminded herself these were normal questions. “No, it wasn’t a
plane crash.”


Reaching
into his pocket, he took out a small, embroidered insignia. “Do you recognize
this?” He slid it across the table.


Biting her
lip, she picked it up, staring at the gold-toned insignia of an eagle, anchor,
and trident. “I believe it’s the Budweiser worn by Navy SEALs.” Cara slid it to
the middle of the table. “Why are you showing this to me?”


He leaned
forward, features softening. “It seems a couple of my men knew your husband.” Wrath
didn’t mention his brother, Wrangler, had gone through BUD/S training with Greg
and was the one to connect Cara to her late husband. Wrath also wouldn’t tell
her Greg had been considered for a slot when the Brethren was founded, being passed
over when his marital status came up.


Lifting her
chin, she shrugged. “Greg died on a mission overseas. But I’m guessing you
already know that.” She reached out, tapping the insignia. “Is this yours?”


The
question surprised him at first, but Cara was a smart woman, had begun to make
the connections. “Yes.”


Her jaw
tightened. “Did you check my background?”


When he
didn’t respond, she shoved her plate away, crossing her arms. So many questions
had materialized the last few weeks. Things he’d said. Things he hadn’t. She’d
already guessed at least two of his men had been in the Navy, if not the SEALs.
Wrath showing her the Budweiser confirmed some of her suspicions, but she
needed to know more.


“By your
silence, I’m assuming the answer is yes.” Leaning forward, her
questioning eyes met his. “There’s something I have to ask. What is a group of
former SEALs doing in Arizona as part of an outlaw motorcycle gang?”


When he
continued his silence, not offering any denials, her irritation flared. Thrusting
the exasperation aside, she stood before saying something she couldn’t take
back.


“If you’re
finished, I’ll put this stuff away.”


When she
tried to move past him, he grabbed her wrist. “Sit down, Cara. Please.”


Lowering
herself into the chair, she folded her hands, back rigid. Studying his
unyielding features, something clicked. “I’ll bet you also know my brothers are
ex-military and own a security firm in Montana. They do a lot of specialized
security jobs for the government.” Her jaw tightened. “Let me know if this is
old news.”


When Cara
opened her mouth to say more, Wrath reached across the table, settling a hand
over hers. “You’re right. There’s not much you can tell me I don’t already
know.”


Already on
edge, tired and hurting from the encounter with the Devils, she stood back up.
“I need to get some sleep. You know, big day tomorrow and all that.” 


Skirting
past him, she headed for the bedroom, grabbed her bags, and continued down the
hall to one of the guest bedrooms. Swinging them onto the bed, she rubbed her
eyes as strong arms wrapped around her from behind.


“You
aren’t sleeping in here, Cara.”


She shook
her head. “It would be best.”


“No, it
would be your worst idea since we met.” Leaning down, he kissed her neck. “You
belong in my bed, not alone in here.” Pulling her tight against him, he rested
his chin on her head. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. There are so many things I’d like
to tell you, but I can’t.”


“But it’s
all right for you to dig into my past.” Her voice rose as frustration took
control. “Why do you even care?”


Turning
her to face him, he cupped her face in his hands, placing a soft kiss on her
lips. Taking her hand, he sat down on the bed, pulling her next to him. 


“You’re a
smart woman. Too smart in many ways. I’m pretty sure you’ll figure out what is
going on with the Brethren and why I can’t tell you anything. Because of what I
do, those who depend on me, I ordered a background check on you. It’s standard
for anyone who becomes important to one of the men.”


His words
jolted her for a moment before she forced herself to ignore what they might
mean. “Are all the men, um…are they all former SEALs?”


“You know
I can’t say.”


She
nodded. “So I’m back in the same spot as in San Diego. Secrets and lies.”


“No.”
Sliding his arms under her, he shifted Cara onto his lap. “It’s the same drill
but with a different man. As long as we’re together, I’ll never lie to you and
I’ll never cheat. When this is over, you’ll be the first to know, not the
last.”


His words felt
like a punch in the stomach instead of the comfort he’d intended. A deep sadness
washed through her. Wrath had already decided what they had wouldn’t last. It
would run its course, then be over. Weeks or months, it didn’t matter. Whatever
they had meant little to him, not enough to give it much of a chance, as she’d
planned to do.


“Cara, did
you hear me?”


Clearing
the lump in her throat, she nodded. “Yes. When it’s over, it’s over, and you
won’t cheat.”


Wrath
studied her, not liking the flat tone of resignation in her voice.


“I’m
sorry, but now probably isn’t a good time to talk about all this. I’d really
like to get to bed and put today behind me.”


“All
right.” He lifted her from his lap before grabbing her bags. 


She
followed him back to his room, not wanting to fight. Wrath had been nice enough
to give her a safe place to stay and she appreciated it. He’d also been honest
with her about his expectations for the future. She’d remain here a few days and
decide what to do next.


Cara had
never been a fatalist, but perhaps the events with Greg had changed her more
than she realized. Or maybe she’d developed an acute need to protect her heart.
It didn’t matter. Now that she knew the prospects for anything more with Wrath
weren’t high, she could figure out a plan to enjoy their time together and
prepare for the ultimate end.
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Wrath spooned
behind her, his arms drawing her close. He hadn’t pushed her to make love, but
he needed to hold her, convince himself she was safe.


He’d made
a mistake bringing up Greg. It should’ve been enough he knew about her late
husband and his service in the Navy. Instead, he had to confront her with it,
knowing she’d get nothing from him in return. As she’d said, his life was built
on secrets. Not a good situation for any type of long-term relationship.


Still, he
wanted to try. After a few short weeks, he couldn’t see a future without Cara
in his life. She offered sunshine and laughter, two qualities he’d left behind
somewhere in his past. He couldn’t recall a time he’d looked forward to coming
home or ending up at her place after a long day. The last two days of not
seeing her had been harder than he imagined. He didn’t want to lose her, but
already felt her slipping from his grasp.


Brushing
away her hair, he kissed her shoulder, letting his lips trail up to kiss the
sensitive spot below her ear. Normally, this would be enough to wake her, have
her turn in his arms for another round of lovemaking. Not tonight.


He had a
lot of alligators circling him in his job, but he also needed to focus on Cara.
After years of service to his country, he needed more. A woman he could love,
maybe a family. And he wanted that woman to be Cara.


Closing
his eyes, he vowed to figure out how to make her see a life with him, even one
with secrets, was worth the risk.
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Cara shook
the hand of her new clients, glad for something to keep her mind occupied. This
kind of case happened to be one of her favorites. A couple in their thirties
had tried everything, but couldn’t conceive. They’d decided on adoption,
hearing about Cara from Tessa. They were the second client the doctor had
referred to her.


After watching
them drive away, she pulled her phone out of a pocket and called Tessa.


“Thanks so
much for the referral.”


“My
pleasure, Cara. Besides, I know how much you love working on adoptions. There
may not be much call for it in Liberty Lake, but when someone I know asks, I’m
happy to give them your name.”


She
chuckled at Tessa’s confidence in her. “I want to repay you. How about I take
you to lunch?”


“I have
one more patient before noon. I’ll call you as soon as I’m done and we’ll meet
someplace.”


Returning
to her office, Cara made a few notes in the couple’s file before setting it
aside. Looking at her ringing phone, she saw Wrath’s name, making a quick
decision to let it go to voicemail. He’d been quiet this morning, not pressing
her on anything other than reminding her to wait for him before driving home. She
didn’t like it, but understood his reasons. The next call was Tessa.


“All set.
Where would you like to meet?” Tessa’s voice sounded so much better than when
Cara first met her. 


“You get
to decide since I’m paying.”


“How about
the new place downtown? I’ve heard it’s got great salads.”


Cara
laughed, wanting something a little more substantial, but went along with
Tessa’s suggestion. “Sounds perfect.”


“My next
patient arrives at two, so I don’t have a lot of time. See you in a few
minutes.”


Cara drove
to the restaurant, her mind drifting to the night before. She had no intention
of mentioning the encounter in the parking lot to Tessa. Other than those who
already knew what happened, she didn’t plan to tell anyone else about the
attack. Especially her family.


Meeting
outside the restaurant, they gave each other quick hugs before heading inside.


“My nurse
came here last week when they opened and has been raving about it. Most of the
ingredients are purchased from local farmers and ranchers.”


True to her
word, Tessa ordered a salad while Cara decided on the turkey club with maple
honey bacon. Taking a table near the back door, they sat across from each
other, continuing their conversation.


Their food
had just been delivered when Cara heard a rough voice she recognized. Without
looking, she already knew who’d entered the small eatery. Pulling her phone
from her purse, Cara froze. She wasn’t sure who to call. The officer who’d
taken her statement or Wrath.


“How’s
your sandwich, Cara?”


She
cringed when Tessa said her name, her voice louder than necessary. Turning her back
to the entry door, she waited, praying the bikers hadn’t heard her. The prayer
wasn’t answered.


“Ah, Miss
Cara Mortensen.”


The hair
on the back of her neck bristled, her body tensing at the voice. Looking at Tessa,
she saw her friend’s back go rigid.


Glancing
up, she gave the biker a bland look. “I’m sorry. Have we met?”


The
grizzled biker threw his head back, laughing as if her question had been the
funniest thing he’d ever heard.


“You can
try to ignore us, but it won’t protect you for long. Neither will moving from
your home.” The thug knew she’d left her apartment. She cringed when he placed a
beefy hand on her shoulder. “Enjoy your lunch. We’ll be in touch.”








Chapter Thirteen


Wrath’s grip on his phone tightened. “Where are you?” He stood,
rushing down the hall to hail Rock and Wrangler.


“The new
eatery downtown. They’re still here, watching us.”


He hated
the way Cara’s voice shook. “Who else is with you?”


“Tessa
Clarke. She’s a client, and a friend. What should we do?”


“Stay
where you are.” He put his phone on speaker so his men could hear. “Do not go
outside until we arrive. Did you call the police?”


“No.
Should I?”


Wrath
thought of Ethan. “No. I’ll call my brother.”


“The
sheriff?”


The three
Brethren were already outside, walking to their new bikes—thanks to the attack
by the Devils.


“Yes. Do
not do anything until we arrive.”


Her heard
her deep exhale of breath. “All right.”


“We’re on our
way, baby.” 


He ended
the call, then punched Ethan’s number. A minute later, he slid the phone inside
a pocket, looking at his men.


“We heard.
Are you certain it’s the Devils?” Wrangler asked, unable to miss the barely
controlled anger on Wrath’s face.


“Yes, the
same fucking assholes from last night. They must’ve followed Cara when she left
for lunch. There’s another woman with her.” He swung a leg over his bike. “The
Devils made themselves known and are still in the restaurant.”


Firing up
their bikes, the three roared out of the compound. Wrath led the way, breaking
the speed limit, ignoring the shocked expressions on drivers’ faces when they
swept around them. He’d heard of the new place downtown, had planned to take
Cara there. Now he had another reason to visit.


Wrath saw
his brother’s SUV approach from the opposite direction. Pulling in just ahead
of Wrath, Rock, and Wrangler, Ethan got out, holding up a hand for them to stay
back. When Wrath dismounted and tried to go around him, his brother shoved at
his chest.


“I’ll handle
this. You’re staying out here. In fact, it would be best if you three drove
around the block and cooled off.” Ethan sent a warning glance at them.


“Not
happening, Ethan.”


Another
SUV with the sheriff’s department emblem pulled into the parking lot.


“What’s going
on, Sheriff?” The deputy exited the SUV, his gaze moving over the three bikers.


“You heard
about the woman being beaten last night?”


“Yeah.”


“She’s
inside with a friend, and so are the men who assaulted her. You and I are going
in.” Ethan sent a hard look at Wrath. “These three are staying outside.” He
turned toward them. “The last thing you need is to draw unwanted attention. Let
us handle this. Stay out of the way, and do not draw the weapons I know
you have on you. Understood?”


Wrath
swore, but nodded. “Fine. But if Cara’s in danger…” He knew enough to let the
rest go unsaid.


Ethan’s
gaze narrowed at his tone, a flicker of understanding flashing in his eyes.
“Hell, brother. When did this happen?”


Wrath
glared at him, not answering.


“We’ll
take care of this, then you and I will make plans to talk over a beer.”


Wrath
gripped Ethan’s arm as he turned to leave. “Don’t let anything happen to her.”


“I won’t.”


Before
Ethan and the deputy could get closer, the front door flew open, the three
Devils emerging, running to their bikes. Jumping on them, it took little time
to start the engines and thunder out of the parking lot.


“I’ll go
after them, Sheriff.”


The deputy
got back into his SUV, turned on his siren, and followed while Ethan called in
the chase to his office and the police station. When he turned, Wrath and Rock
were already heading inside. He turned to his younger brother.


“Remind me
who she is?”


Wrangler
crossed his arms. “Cara Mortensen. He’s been seeing her about a month.”


Ethan’s brows
drew together. “That’s right, I met her briefly at the ranch. Other than Glory,
who was a disaster, I can’t remember the last time he went out with a woman
more than once. She must be important.”


“More than
I think even he may realize. He’s got it bad for her, Ethan. You know about her
being attacked last night, right?”


Ethan
nodded.


“He moved
her into his house.”


Rubbing
the back of his neck, Ethan shook his head. “Damn. He and I really do need to
catch up.” He clasped Wrangler’s shoulder. “You, too. I can’t remember the last
time the three McCord brothers got together to talk over a beer.” His radio
halted their discussion. Walking a few feet away, he answered.


“Sorry,
Sheriff. They split up and I lost them. I can confirm they’re part of the Night
Devils.”


Ethan
spoke with his deputy another minute before rejoining Wrangler.


“My guy
lost them. He did confirm they’re part of the Devils.”


Wrangler
blew out a frustrated breath. “I wish we knew what was going on. They attacked
the clubhouse and we’re not sure why.”


Ethan
turned on him, eyes narrowed. “Why the fuck didn’t anyone let me know? Dammit.
The clubhouse is in my jurisdiction.”


Holding up
his hands, Wrangler shrugged. “It was Wrath’s call, bro. You’ll need to take it
up with him.” He watched as Wrath and Cara walked outside ahead of Rock and
Tessa.
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They sat
on the floor in Wrath’s living room, his back against the sofa, her back
pressed to his chest. The afternoon had turned into a series of questions, confusion
from Tessa, and a good deal of anger between Ethan and Wrath.


After a
heated discussion, Tessa had agreed to let Rock drive her back to the clinic.
She didn’t believe herself in danger, finally bowing to Cara’s argument about
doing nothing to put her unborn child in danger. Wrangler made a short call to
the clubhouse to take care of Rock’s bike and picking him up after depositing
Tessa safely inside her clinic.


Finally
able to leave, Wrath brought Cara back to his place, leaving her truck at the office
for the night.


Tightening
his arms around her, he kissed her neck. The club had a run for Demons Blood the
following night, a second chance to prove to Drago and his men the Brethren could
be trusted. Grayson knew of it, giving the go-ahead for the delivery to take
place without being intercepted.


Tonight,
Wrath needed time with Cara, had to discover what caused the chasm between
them. He’d repeatedly gone over their conversation of the night before, not
knowing what he’d said to cause the chill. It was too soon to let her know how
much he cared about her, how he wanted to take their relationship as far as
possible.


Maybe he’d
gotten her signals wrong and a relationship wasn’t what Cara wanted. It troubled
him to think she didn’t feel the same.


He leaned
down, whispering next to her ear. “Are you sure you aren’t hungry?”


She shook
her head, snuggling closer to him. “My appetite is gone, but we can fix
something for you.”


His
stomach rumbled, giving them both an answer. Moving her a few inches away, he
stood, then helped her up. “Come on. Let’s see what we can find in the
kitchen.”


Pulling
out ham, turkey, bread, and cheese, he chuckled when Cara started picking at
the fixings. “Are you sure you don’t want one?”


Chewing a
slice of turkey, her mouth slid into a grin. “Well, maybe a little one.”


They
worked alongside each other, assembling two sandwiches for him and one for her.
Taking them into the living room, they stretched out beside the large coffee table.


Neither
spoke as he devoured his food and she picked at hers. He didn’t blame her for
having a difficult time dealing with the events of the last twenty-four hours.
Being threatened by the Devils would scare anyone. 


“How are
you doing?” He watched her eyes widen, then shutter.


“I’m
fine.” The flat tone of Cara’s voice knifed through him. Something was
bothering her besides what had happened.


Moving to
sit beside her, he placed an arm over her shoulders. “Are you going to tell me
what’s going on in that beautiful head of yours?” When she continued to stare
outside, he shook her gently. “Tell me, babe. I can’t do anything about it if I
don’t know what’s bothering you. And don’t say it’s about the Devils because I
can sense it’s more than that.” He felt her stiffen against him.


A couple
minutes passed before Cara looked at him. “I shouldn’t be staying here, messing
with your life. I’m planning to go home tomorrow, or maybe to a motel.”


His terse
response came quickly. “Why the hell would you do that? You’re safe here, Cara.
The Devils don’t know of this house, which is the way we want it.”


Shrugging
off his arm, she stood, pacing to the large glass doors, not looking at him.
“You have a life, Wrath. Whenever this, well…whatever is between us ends,
you’ll be returning to it.”


Joining
her, he kept his arms loose at his sides. “I have absolutely no idea what you
just said. Do you want to explain it to me in simple English?”


Crossing
her arms, she took in a ragged breath, trying to calm the jitters inside. “I know
you don’t see what we have as more than a short-term thing. I’m someone for you
to spend time with until you’re ready to move on. I know you’re used to this
type of temporary deal, but after the last few weeks together, I’ve discovered
I’m not a temporary type of girl.” She could see his eyes narrow, mouth form a
thin line, but continued.


“I don’t
blame you. Lots of the men my husband hung out with wanted the same.” She
snorted out a bitter chuckle. “I think Greg would’ve been much better off being
single. Anyway, staying here with you isn’t going to make the end of this any
easier. You might not get this, but after what I went through, I need to
protect my heart, Caiden. You understand, right?”


Hands
clenching and unclenching at his sides, his mood didn’t lighten at the use of
his given name. The one she called out often during their heated lovemaking.
Scorching was how he’d describe the way they brought each other to the greatest
pleasure he’d ever experienced.


“Hell no,
I don’t understand.” 


Reaching
out, he slid a hand to the back of her neck, crushing his mouth to hers. It
wasn’t a gentle kiss meant to be soothing. It was hard, almost brutal in its
intensity, a statement of his need and frustration at her words.


Slipping
his tongue inside, he continued the assault, gentling when she slipped her
hands to his shoulders and moaned. Feeling his exasperation subside, he pulled
his mouth from hers to stare into glazed eyes.


“Have I
ever given you the impression what’s going on between us means nothing? Have I
ever treated you as someone I care nothing about?” Dropping his arms, he
stepped away, letting out a ragged breath. “Do you know how many women I’ve
invited to my house and into my bed?”


Body
trembling, she clasped her hands together and shook her head.


“None,
Cara. You’re the only woman I’ve ever wanted in my home. No one else. Just
you.”


Running a
hand through his hair, he turned away. Wrath didn’t like being out of control,
not understanding the rules and expectations. After his one false step into relationship
land, he’d stayed away from anything more, knowing he wasn’t a good candidate
for forever.


This time,
though, forever was all he could think about.


“I’m
sorry, Caiden.”


He looked
down to see her hand on his arm.


“I
thought—”


Pressing a
finger to her lips, he stopped whatever she’d meant to say. “I can’t make you
any promises, Cara. What I can tell you is whatever we have between us, I’m not
ready to walk away from. I don’t see a time in the future when you aren’t with
me, aren’t a part of my life. You already mean a great deal to me, more than
any woman in my past. Stay with me in this, Cara. Let’s see where it goes.”
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Wrath
stared at the ceiling, his fingers stroking down her arm and back. Cara lay
sprawled across his chest, her leg pinning his to the mattress. His heart had
finally slowed, allowing him to breathe at an almost normal rate. He hadn’t
been able to put her insecurities out of his mind until two slow rounds of
lovemaking, leaving them both spent.


Except he
already felt the stirrings of need again. This constant wanting still confused
him. The thought of Cara not knowing how vested he’d become stunned him.


Wrath woke
up each morning reaching for her, falling asleep with her wrapped in his arms. He
picked up the phone several times each day, needing to hear her voice, wanting
to hear about her day. If this had happened to someone else in the Brethren,
he’d have laughed it off. But Cara happened to him, making whatever they
had between them a serious situation.


Feeling
her stir, he shuddered as she peppered his chest with kisses, her hand moving
down below the sheets. Sucking in a breath, he gripped her wrist, stalling the
progression by bringing her hand to his mouth, pressing a kiss to her palm.


He groaned
when her mouth continued feathering kisses up his chest to his neck, then along
his jaw. Flipping Cara to her back, he hovered above her, fusing his mouth to
hers again, one hand caressing her breasts.


“You’re a
dangerous woman,” he whispered against her lips.


“How
dangerous, Caiden? You’ll have to show me.”


Letting
out a low growl, he settled himself between her legs. Pressing soft kisses over
the swell of her breasts, he lingered a moment to graze his tongue over her sensitive
nipples before sucking one into his mouth.


Feeling
her squirm against him, he smiled against her breast. “Tell me what you want,
baby.”


The arching
of her body left little doubt.


“You,
Caiden. Please. Don’t make me wait.”


“Whatever
you need, sweetheart.”


Reaching
into a drawer, he tore open a package, rolled on the condom, then settled
against her molten heat, sinking inside in one sudden thrust.


“More,
Caiden. I need more.”


Covering
her mouth with his, he moved, giving her everything he had.








Chapter Fourteen


The sound of Cara’s phone dragged Wrath out of a deep sleep before
dawn. Seeing her still asleep next to him, he grabbed the phone from her pants.


“Yeah?”


“Um, is…is
this…”


He heard a
ragged sob and reached over to touch Cara’s shoulder, giving it a slight shake.
“Hold on. I’m waking up Cara.”


Nudging
her again, he leaned down to kiss her cheek. “You’ve got a call, babe.” Hearing
her groan, he kissed her again. “Cara, sweetheart. This sounds important.”


Pushing up
to her elbows, she pressed her mouth to his, taking the phone. “Hello.”


“Cara, is
that you?” The question came out on a deep sob. 


Straightening,
she leaned against the headboard. “Yes. Is this Tessa?”


“It is.
I’m so sorry to wake you, but…” Another sob came through the phone.


Cara
glanced at Wrath, concern etched on his face. “What is it? Are you all right?
Do you need help?”


“No. It’s
my ex. He was in an accident.”


“Is he all
right, Tessa?”


“Oh God,
Cara. His car was hit by a semi. He and…” Tessa stopped again before
continuing. “They were both killed.”
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An hour
later, they sat in Tessa’s house, Cara holding her hand while Wrath made a call
to his brother. The accident had occurred in the county, Ethan’s territory. If
anyone could provide more details, it would be him.


“I know we
weren’t together and I’m still hurting from what they did, but I never wished
this.”


Tessa had
stopped crying by the time Wrath and Cara arrived. He’d met her briefly at the
restaurant, impressed at how well she handled the disturbing situation with the
bikers. From what Rock told him after he took Tessa back to the clinic, she
appeared composed, as if her lunch with Cara had been like any other.


“Of course
you didn’t want this, Tessa.” Cara glanced over her shoulder at Wrath, who slid
his phone into a pocket. “Did you learn anything from Ethan?”


Wrath
nodded, sitting down beside her. “How much do you want to know, Tessa?”


Sitting
up, she squared her shoulders. “Everything.”


“It
happened a little before midnight. Both had been drinking well beyond legal
limits. The truck driver said they swerved right into his path after a deer ran
across the road. He didn’t have time to react before they plowed into him. Ethan
speculates they didn’t have time to process what was happening before they were
gone.”


Clutching
her hands in her lap, she lowered her head. “I see.”


“Do you
know the next of kin for either of them?”


Tessa
looked up at Wrath, her features grim. “Both their parents are dead and neither
has any siblings.” Her eyes flashed before dimming. “Maybe that’s why they were
so attracted to each other. Both were alone, no family, and loved to drink.
When the three of us would go places, I was always the designated driver.”


Cara
touched Tessa’s arm. “Is there anyone at all Ethan should notify?”


She gave a
slow shake of her head. “I can’t think of anyone. My parents were the closest
either had to family. He didn’t have a partner in the law practice and she
wasn’t working.”


“What
about you?” Cara asked.


Her brows
knit in confusion. “Me?”


“Someone
has to make arrangements. Since you’re pregnant with his child, and there’s no
one else, you might be the only person available to make decisions.” Cara kept
her voice calm, neutral, not wanting to push her friend further.


Startled
at the thought, Tessa stood, taking several steps away. “No.” She ran a hand
through her hair, the other resting on her stomach. “I know this may sound
harsh, but I don’t want to be involved in how their bodies are handled. I know
he had a will. Perhaps she did, too.”


“I’ll let
Ethan know.” 


Wrath
walked into the kitchen, out of earshot of the women. If it were up to him,
he’d want nothing to do with either of the people who’d caused the young doctor
so much misery. What happened was on them. She had a thriving medical practice
and a baby to think about. She didn’t need her head filled with the two people
who betrayed her.


“There’s
no one, Ethan. Tessa thinks he had a will, but doesn’t know about his wife. And
before you ask, no, she doesn’t want anything to do with the arrangements. I’ll
let you know if she tells us anything that might help.”


He made a
quick call to Rock before shoving the phone back into his pocket, remembering
the run for the Blood tonight.


Maybe it
would be best to have Tessa stay at his place with Cara. For different reasons,
neither needed to be alone. Heading back to the living room, he stopped at the
mention of his name.


“You’re
lucky to have Wrath, Cara.”


“We’re
still getting to know each other, but yes, I am. Even with his connection to
the Brethren, I believe he’s a good man.”


When he
didn’t hear more, Wrath joined them. “Ethan’s going to do what he can to take
care of as much as possible. He may need to speak with you if he has questions,
Tessa.”


Her
relieved gaze met his. “Thanks, Wrath. I appreciate your help, and the
sheriff’s.”


He sat
next to Cara, his attention still on Tessa. “What are your plans for today?”


Closing
her yes, she rubbed her forehead, grimacing. “It’s Thursday, so I’m sure
there’s a full schedule of patients. A new doctor started on Monday and we’re
scheduled to meet today.” She shrugged. “The usual.”


“All
right. You need to pack enough clothes for several days. At least through
Sunday. I’ve called Rock. He’s going to take you to work. Afterward, he’ll take
you back to my house to stay with Cara while we handle some business.” He glanced
away, missing Tessa’s jaw drop open.


Standing,
she placed her hands on her hips, voice rising in indignation. “I can’t do that.
I—”


“I had a
member of my crew watch your office last night. The Devils came by several
times.”


Her hands
dropped to her sides. “The Devils?”


“The
bikers who threatened you and Cara at the restaurant. You’re in danger, Tessa.”


Looking
between the two of them, Cara moved next to her. “I’m sorry to get you into
this, but Wrath is right. I’ll be alone at the house tonight and would love for
you to keep me company. And you already know Rock. He’ll make certain nothing
happens to you or your baby.”


Letting
out a weary breath, Tessa lowered herself onto the sofa, burying her face in
both hands. “My life has become a nightmare.”


Taking a
few moments to compose herself, Tessa thought of the last few months. She’d
become engaged, learned she was pregnant, and lost her fiancé to her best
friend—both now dead. If someone had told her she would now have a group of
outlaw bikers watching her, she’d have laughed. Nothing about any of this was
funny. Slapping her hands on her thighs, she stood. 


“I’ll pack.
Please help yourself to coffee or toast.” Her movements stilled at the sound of
a motorcycle.


Wrath
looked out the window. “It’s Rock. I’ll go out and talk to him while you pack.”


Cara
followed her into the bedroom. “I’m truly sorry about this. I can understand if
you never want to see me again after all this is over.”


Placing a
large bag on the bed, Tessa began to fill it with clothes and toiletries, then
stopped. “You and the baby are the only rays of light in my life.” Zipping up
the bag, she placed a hand on her waist. “Since we’re having a sleepover and
Wrath will be gone, can we make s’mores?” 
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“Does
everyone understand your assignment?” Wrath looked around at the men riding
escort for the transport. Raider would be staying to monitor their progress and
report to him if he spotted any threats. Ghost, Rock, Gunner, Tracker, and
Fargo, as well as a few of the newer members, would be part of the group.


“Raider, I
expect to be notified immediately if you spot any obstacles.”


“Roger
that, Prez.”


“We are
certain the Bloods have a traitor planted in their gang, and it makes sense
he’s from the Devils. The clubhouses of the Brethren and the Bloods will be
vulnerable. The Devils know this, so it’s critical everyone positioned here be
on high alert. This is supposed to be an easy run. The Bloods transfer the
cargo to us, our men drive the truck to the drop point, pass it off, then we
leave.”


Ghost
tapped his fingers on the conference table and snorted. “There is no
easy mission.”


After a
few guarded chuckles, Wrath continued. “He’s right. On paper, it appears to be
no problem. I guarantee the reality will be different. Now, Team One, you are
with the main transport. Team Two, you’ll be on the perimeter of the drop
point. We don’t want any surprises like the last time. Let’s synchronize our
time.”


After a
moment, the room grew silent, each man mentally going over his assignment, the
same as they’d done on countless missions before this one.


“No
identification and burner phones only. Good luck, gentlemen.”


Ghost and
Rock were the first to stand.


“Team One,
you’re with me.” Ghost sent a chin lift to Wrath.


“Team Two,
you’re mine.” Rock hitched a thumb toward the front. “Go is in ten minutes.”


Watching
as the men left, Wrath felt an unease he couldn’t shake. They’d completed
in-depth planning, coordinated their intel with what Grayson provided, but
something felt off. At some point, you had to put your faith in the plan and go
forward. They were all at that point.


“The two
men guarding Cara and Tessa are in place, Prez. Anything else before I head
down to the dungeon?”


Wrath
clasped Raider’s shoulder. “Nothing else.”


“You’ve
got this, man. Don’t doubt yourself.” Raider gave him a quick nod before
disappearing downstairs.


Checking his
9mm, feeling his ka-bar strapped to his leg, Wrath followed the men outside.
Everyone was ready, the two teams as well as the men staying behind to guard
the clubhouse. He’d given Ethan a heads-up, a slight grin forming when he
thought of his brother’s four-letter response. All of them.


Rock’s
group powered their bikes. He held a hand in the air, fisting it when all the
men were ready. Bringing it down as if it were a hammer, he and his team headed
out.


Exactly
five minutes later, Ghost did the same with Team One. As per their agreement
with Drago, neither club president would be participating. A test of how well
their respective crews performed. Wrath had full confidence in his men, but
Drago had some leaks in his club. Both hoped this would be a way to ferret out
the traitor.


An hour
later, Wrath got off his bike on top of the low hill with an expansive view of
the country road below. After a quick check with Raider, he settled in to wait.
This was the worst part of any assignment. Most times it was done with a team
around you. Hidden, but still close enough to provide defensive measures. Not
tonight. His men were out there, and he couldn’t be with them.


“Yeah,
definitely the worst part of any mission,” Wrath mumbled to himself, wishing he
was in the lead.
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“All
clear. I repeat. Clear and secure.” Rock’s steady voice came through the radio.


“Roger,
all clear,” Wrath replied. 


An instant
later, Ghost did the same, followed by Raider.


He didn’t
waste time riding back to the clubhouse. As before, the teams split up into
groups of two or three, each taking different routes. If all went well, they’d
meet in an hour, debrief, and put this mission behind them.


Wrath went
over the mission in his mind, already dissecting each element. It had all gone
according to plan. Not one piece out of place. Still, the gnawing feeling
something wasn’t right clawed at him.


Pulling
into the clubhouse lot, he took in the men still holding their positions, as
well as the teams who’d returned ahead of him. He couldn’t see anything amiss.
An instant later, a loud explosion tore off one side of the building.


He tried
to recall if any of his men were positioned in the area of the blast. His gut
clenched, remembering he’d seen two as he rode in. 


“Eagle
down,” a hoarse voice yelled.


“Hold your
positions,” Wrath called out, his weapon drawn. Bending low, he ran to the location
of his downed man, kneeling next to Fargo and Doc, their resident medic.


“How is
he?”


Doc’s
experienced hands roamed over the man sprawled out on the ground. “He’s got a
gash on his leg, possible broken ribs, and head trauma. I’ll know more once we
get him inside.”


Wrangler
ran up to them, motioning for Gunner. Fargo and the two of them lifted their
injured comrade, carrying him inside while the rest of the men kept watch.


Wrath
stayed crouched outside, his gun ready as he studied the area of the blast.


“They hit
the damn storeroom. Either they didn’t know what they were doing or it’s
another of their warnings. Whoever they are.” Ghost spat out the words,
along with a string of curses. “I’ve got men checking the perimeter…again. This
has to stop, man. The next one might not be a warning.”


Wrath knew
he was right. There’d been a breakdown in surveillance, intelligence, or both.
Definitely a breach in their security. 


“Raider’s
doing all he can. We need to post more men around, Wrath.”


Feeling
the anger bubble within him, he nodded. “Make it happen. I need to report to
Grayson and check our man.” 


Wrath
rushed inside, pulling out his phone. His chest began to squeeze, body tensing
after four rings.


“Wrath?”


He blew
out a breath, forcing his voice to remain calm. “Yeah, it’s me. How are you and
Tessa doing?”


“Great.
She loves your place. We saved a couple s’mores for you.”


Entering
his office, he closed his eyes. She sounded normal and safe. So far removed
from what was going on at the clubhouse right now.


“Are you
ready to head home?”


“Not yet,
babe. This is going to be a long night. Don’t wait up.”


A short
silence followed. “No problem. I’m bushed. Will you or Rock be here in the
morning, or should Tessa and I drive to work?”


“You are
absolutely not to drive to work alone. Rock and I will be there. Do not
even consider leaving until we arrive.”


Again,
another stretch of silence. “Are you all right?” The concern in her voice
stabbed through him.


“All is
good here, babe. Just ready to get home and see you.”


“Same
here. Take care of yourself, Caiden.” 


She hung
up, leaving him staring at the phone a few seconds longer than normal. Clearing
his mind, he picked up a secure line and called Grayson.


The
admiral’s response didn’t surprise him. It mirrored his own, bringing more
questions than answers. They had to consider one of their own men had turned.
Neither wanted to believe it. His boss’s last order had Wrath hanging up on a
terse oath. Grayson would be sending a new, temporary nonoperational member of
the team. He heard the hidden door open.


“Prez,
there’s something you need to hear.” Raider’s voice indicated the serious
nature of whatever he’d discovered.


Following
him downstairs, Wrath wondered what else had happened on an already disastrous
night. The explosion, a wounded man, and the admiral’s decision to send someone
to monitor his men didn’t make for a successful day. 


Raider
slipped the headphones onto his head, listening a moment before whipping them
off to give Wrath. “Listen to this.”


He slid
them over his head, concentrating on the broken conversation. It didn’t take
long for him to understand the shouted voices. Pulling them off, he handed the
headphones back, his features twisted in unease, his voice calm, controlled.


“The Bloods
were hit the same as us. Have you heard anything about their casualties?”


Raider
gave a terse nod. “At least two injured. Sounds like Drago is rounding up all
his men. Whatever he decides to do, it’s not going to be pleasant.”


“Any
chatter about the Bloods knowing about the explosion here?”


“Nothing.
I’ll keep monitoring and let you know what else is said, Prez.”


Heading
back upstairs, Wrath mentally ticked off the names of his men. He’d trust each
one with his life. His instincts insisted he and Grayson were searching for the
culprit in the wrong place.


Shutting
the concealed door behind him, he ran a hand through his hair. If this couldn’t
be stopped, a war between the clubs was inevitable, and the Eternal Brethren
would be smack in the center of the storm.








Chapter Fifteen


“The barbeque is being moved to here?” Cara stood in the kitchen the
next night, slicing tomatoes while Tessa rinsed lettuce. “Isn’t it this
weekend?” Wrath had already told her about the gathering at the clubhouse on
Sunday, extending an invitation she’d accepted.


Wrath
leaned his hip against the counter, glad for the peace his home offered. It had
been over eighteen hours since the explosions without answers. No one could
figure out how anyone breached their defenses, getting inside their compound to
plant an explosive. He had Fuse, their resident expert, working on it, but he
needed more time. The destruction meant changing the location and cutting down
the number of people to only those he could trust implicitly. Other than Wrangler,
that excluded anyone not a part of the Posse. 


“The
remodeling at the clubhouse is taking longer than expected, so having it here
would be better for everyone.” He hated lying to Cara any more than necessary.
“Tessa, you’ll definitely be staying here that night.”


She
stopped spinning the lettuce to look at him. “I thought I’d head home, give you
and your friends a chance to be alone.”


His sudden
bark of laughter had her jumping. “Trust me, we don’t need any more alone time.
It’s not a big deal. A few of my close friends are coming. They may or may not
bring someone with them.”


He didn’t
say it would be a small, select handful of his men. They needed time to talk
without worrying about unwelcome ears trying to listen. The rest of his crew would
be working to repair and guard the clubhouse.


“Rock will
be here, and you already know him.” He turned away to grab a chip from a bowl,
not seeing the slight tinge of pink creep up Tessa’s face. A flush Cara didn’t
miss. “Unless you want some help, I have a few calls to make before dinner.”


Cara waved
the knife in the air. “Go ahead. We’re about thirty minutes away from eating.”


Meaning to
place a quick kiss on her cheek before leaving, he lingered, nibbling the
sensitive area below her ear. “Don’t plan on getting much sleep tonight,” he
muttered before leaving her ready to follow him now.


Tessa
waited until he was out of earshot. “Are you sure I should be here on Sunday? I’d
feel out of place and really don’t want to field questions about my pregnancy.”


Setting the
knife down, Cara faced her. “I’ve only met a few of the guys, so I’m not much
better off than you. These types of gatherings have always made me nervous, but
this will be a great opportunity for us to learn more about the club. And for
you to get to know more about Rock.”


Tessa’s
hands stilled. “Why would I want to do that?”


“No
reason, other than it’s good to know people willing to help when you need it.
He’s one of Wrath’s closest friends, and from what I can tell, a good guy.”
Cara moved closer to her, lowering her voice. “Look, I’d feel better if you
stayed here a little longer. The bikers who came into the restaurant know where
you work and may know where you live. It’s worth a few days away from your
place to make certain you’re safe.”


Biting her
lip, Tessa nodded, then jumped at the sound of Wrath’s angry voice coming from
the living room. When he returned to the kitchen a couple minutes later, his
mood had shifted to one of quiet rage.


Cara
walked up to him. “What is it?”


He stared
at her a long moment, calming his reaction to the latest news from Grayson.
Information he couldn’t share with Cara. She’d find out soon enough. He would
have to deal with the fallout then, hoping she’d understand. Placing an arm
around her shoulders, he pulled her to his side.


“Nothing
that matters.” He knew Cara didn’t believe it when he felt her stiffen against
him. Looking down, Wrath couldn’t miss the disappointment in her eyes, wishing
he could share what was going on. But his job didn’t allow full disclosure to
anyone outside a select group of people. A group where Cara would never belong.


Not
responding, she moved out of his arms, grabbing plates from the cupboard.
“Would you mind putting these on the table while I get the enchiladas out of
the oven?”


Hesitating
to study her bland expression, he took the plates from her. “Sure.”


For the
first time since they’d met, Wrath wondered if what they had would be enough to
hold a relationship together. Maybe he’d been fooling himself from the
beginning. He’d never expected to feel such a deep attraction after such a
short period of time. With the latest challenges being hurled at them, doubt
began to crowd his mind, mess with what he’d thought could be a future. A ball
of ice formed in his chest at the thought of losing her. He needed to think and
didn’t have a spare minute to do it.
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Their
lovemaking that night had been tentative, almost heartbreaking. Cara closed up,
knowing he’d brushed aside her worries, kept another secret from her. Putting
himself in her place, Wrath knew he’d feel the same if the roles were reversed.


And there
wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it. He had no idea what she’d do when she
learned of the latest change in the Brethren’s membership. Wrath certainly
hadn’t responded well when the admiral laid it out for him.


Absently
stroking her shoulder while staring at the ceiling, he knew Cara wasn’t asleep.
He wanted to lift her chin, place another kiss on her lips. Instead, he kept
silent, dreading the day they’d have to confront their demons and make some tough
decisions. 


Afterward,
he hoped they’d find a way to stay together. Right now, with the chasm
building, he didn’t give them much of a chance.
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Wrangler
checked his watch for the third time since entering his brother’s office. “Maybe
the admiral changed his mind and hasn’t had a chance to update you. You know
how these types of orders change in an instant.” He stared at Wrath, who’d been
working at his desk since before dawn, sifting through every sliver of
intelligence Raider had uncovered since the second attack on their club.


Setting
the papers aside, Wrath leaned back in his chair. “I’m not that lucky. Not
lately, anyway.”


“How is
this going to work with Cara?”


Wrath
shook his head. “She doesn’t know.”


Wrangler
blew out a slow curse. “You need to tell her. If you don’t, you might as well
wave goodbye right now. Women don’t like surprises.”


Or
secrets, Wrath thought, not voicing the biggest threat
between him and Cara.


A knock
sounded before Ghost shoved the door open. “The intel officer is here, Prez.”
The look on his face told Wrath and Wrangler exactly what the club’s vice
president thought of what Grayson had thrust upon them. 


“Thanks, Ghost.”
Before Wrath could stand, the new arrival burst into his office, a broad smile
flashing at the leader of the Brethren.


“Intelligence
Officer Levitt reporting for duty, sir.”


The tense
silence grew until Wrath could no longer ignore the one person he never wanted
to see again. “Glory. Welcome to the Brethren.”
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“What do
you think of this one?” Tessa’s gaze flicked to the big man a few feet away,
seeing his discomfort at being given the job of babysitting them.


“It’s a
watermelon, Doc.”


Lifting a
brow, she set it back down. “Of course it’s a watermelon. Do you think it’s big
enough for the number of people who’ll be at the house tomorrow?”


Fighting
the grin tugging at the corners of his mouth, he stepped next to her, picked up
the melon, and placed it in the cart. “Yes, it’s big enough.”


“All
right. That should be everything.” Cara placed packages of ribs and chicken in
the cart, checking the items off the list. “You two ready to get back?”


“Hell
yes,” Rock growled, making the women smile.


“You’ve
been a good sport.” Tessa touched his arm, feeling him tense. “I’ll make sure
you have an extra serving of ribs at the party tomorrow.”


Glaring at
her, Rock took control of the overloaded cart, pushing it to the front.


“You
shouldn’t poke the bear, Tessa.” Cara’s lips twitched, glad to see her friend
beginning to enjoy herself.


“I know.
It’s just, well...I can’t help it.”


The
teasing and banter continued on the ride back to Wrath’s and while they
unloaded the groceries. Rock had been with them all day, making certain no one
followed or approached the women as they ran their errands for tomorrow’s
party.


When Wrath
arrived close to seven Saturday night, Rock was more than ready to head out,
meet some of the men at Robbie’s, and down a few beers.


“Are you
sure you don’t want to stay for dinner? Cara makes terrific spaghetti sauce.”
Wrath walked outside with Rock, needing to speak with him in private.


“I’m more
than ready to have you take over. I’ll be here for the party tomorrow.”
Reaching his bike, Rock speared a hard look at Wrath. “What do you have to tell
me?”


Letting
out a breath steeped in fury and frustration, Wrath explained the admiral’s
plan and what he’d be forced to do. Rock rewarded him with a stream of
expletives.


“That just
isn’t right, man. Grayson must know what went on between you and Glory. There
has to be someone else who can provide additional intelligence support.”


“Not
someone who can also accomplish what the admiral wants.”


Rock
massaged the back of his neck. “The reason for the plan makes sense. It’s the
person chosen to pull it off that stinks. You don’t need her anywhere near you
or Cara. Glory is a cancer that should be cut from your life forever, Caid.”


At the use
of his given name, Wrath grasped the depth of his friend’s disgust. Most times,
even at their homes, the men stuck with their club monikers.


“I’ve
gotten Grayson’s word. Once this mission is over and Cara is safe, Glory will
be pulled and never sent our way again.” 


Rock’s
gaze narrowed. “Do you believe him?”


Wrath’s
mouth twisted into a grim line. “Do I have a choice?”


“Do we
ever?” Rock climbed onto his bike, gave him a mock salute, then rode away.


Turning
toward the front of his house, Wrath let out a resigned breath. Because of his
duty, the life he never intended to leave, he stood a good chance of losing
Cara.


Throat
thickening, chest squeezing painfully, he thought of the last few weeks, all
the time they’d spent together. On leaden legs, he headed inside, knowing he
was about to lose the best part of his life.
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Wrath
watched Cara from across the yard, laughing at something Wrangler said, then
shoving his arm. He couldn’t remember a time in the last week he’d seen her so
relaxed and happy. The knowledge he might never see her this way again sliced
through him.


He and the
men had spent an hour in his study, talking of alternative operational plans,
arguing, and finally agreeing on their next steps. They had to shut down the
Blood and neutralize the local chapter of the Devils. It wouldn’t be long
before other outlaw clubs took their place. But for a while, the danger to his
men and the community would end.


With a
plan in place, everyone seemed content to gorge themselves on the excellent
food Cara and Tessa set before them. Moving next to her, Wrath settled an arm
over Cara’s shoulders.


“Thanks,
sweetheart. You and Tessa have done a great job.” Ignoring those watching, he
kissed her, long and deep, feeling her tremble before straightening. “I’ll
thank you better when we’re alone.”


Her reply
died on her lips when conversation ceased, everyone’s attention focused on a
lone figure sweeping across the yard, heading straight toward Wrath. Without
warning, Glory stepped to within a few inches of his chest, wrapped her arms
around his neck, and drew him down for a kiss.


Stunned,
Wrath didn’t react right away. By the time he grasped Glory’s waist and set her
aside, everyone present witnessed the display. Without hesitating, she slipped
her arm through his. 


“I’m
sorry, darling. My appointment went longer than intended.” Glory cast an amused
look at Cara, holding out her hand. “Hello. I’m Glory Levitt, Caid’s fiancée.”


Mouth
opening, Cara struggled to reply. A hesitant look at Wrath, the pain on his
face, confirmed what the woman said. Glancing around at the others, who stared
between the three, not one looked shocked. A soft, strangled noise burst from
her throat before she hurried away.


Taking Glory
by her arms, his grip bit into her. “Sonofabitch.” He blew out a harsh breath.
“When this assignment is over, and it will be over, I never want to see
you again.” Dropping his hands, he chased after Cara, paying no attention to
Glory’s pleading voice. Stopping at the entrance to his bedroom, Wrath stared
as Cara stuffed clothing into a bag, swiping at tears, mumbling about her own
stupidity.


Stalking
to her, he placed his hands on hers, stilling her actions. “This is not what
you think.”


Tearing
her hands from his, she stormed to the closet, pulling the rest of her clothes
from hangers. Returning to the bed, she shoved Wrath aside, stuffing her
belongings into the bag and closing it.


He gripped
her shoulders. “You aren’t leaving until I’ve had a chance to explain.”


Placing
her hands on his chest, she pushed him away. “I’m not staying another second in
this house. Maybe I’ll be able to listen to what you have to say in a few weeks
or months.”


Nostrils
flaring, he gripped Cara’s hand, ignoring her attempts to pull free as he
dragged her from the room.


“Let go of
me!”


“We’re
getting on my bike and riding far enough away so you’ll have no choice but to
let me explain.”


Still
attempting to gain her freedom, her face twisted in anger. “I’m not
going anywhere with you. Not now, not ever again. I’m sure your fiancée
would be more than happy to get on the back of your bike.”


Stopping
next to his motorcycle, he turned to face her, not loosening his hold. “First
of all, Glory is not my fiancée. Second, you are absolutely going with
me. When I’m finished, if you still want to leave, I’ll take you wherever you
want to go.”


Closing
her eyes, she willed herself to rein in the tears, ignore the pain ripping
through her. Raising her head, she met his unyielding gaze. “You promise to let
me leave?”


Sucking in
a breath, he nodded, feeling his life spiraling out of control. “If that’s what
you want, yes.”


Cara
stepped next to the bike. Sending him an expression which left no doubt of her
low opinion of him, she lifted her chin. “Let’s get this over with.”








Chapter Sixteen


Cara kept several inches between them, allowing the tears to fall.
They’d been riding for over an hour, the afternoon sun beating down on them. Before
leaving, he’d handed her a jacket, helmet, and gloves, then climbed on in front
of her. A few minutes later, they took the winding mountain road out of town.


She wanted
to know where they were going, but wouldn’t ask. All Cara wanted was to listen
to his excuse for lying about having a fiancée. Afterward, he’d return her to
the house where she’d grab her belongings and leave.


A low
rumble sounded behind them, signaling the approach of other bikes. Feeling
Wrath tense, she shifted to look over her shoulder, fear gripping her. She
leaned forward to shout against his ear.


“They
aren’t the Brethren, Wrath.”


Accelerating,
he yelled back. “I know.”


Arms
tightening around him, she could feel her heart pound painfully in her chest.
She’d never met a better rider than Wrath. If anyone could get them away from
those following, he could.


Then her
hope disappeared.


Up ahead,
another group of riders headed straight for them. They were riding into a trap.
Reaching into the pocket of her jeans, she struggled to pull out the phone,
relieved when it came free. Selecting a name, she called Wrangler.


“Are you
with Wrath, Cara?” Wrangler asked.


“Yes, but
we’re about to be overtaken by another gang. I don’t know which one.”


“Where are
you?”


She
shouted the location.


“Good. I
can track Wrath on GPS. Stay strong, Cara. We’re coming for you.”


Shoving
the phone back into her pocket, she leaned forward. “Wrangler’s coming for us.”
Seeing his quick nod, she rested her head against his back and waited.
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Wrath’s
wrists and ankles were tied to a chair in the middle of the room, surrounded by
a brutal looking group of Night Devils. He recognized three from information
Raider discovered and intel from Grayson. His gaze locked on the large man
bending over Cara.


“You
finally decided to show your face, Poison. Word is you’re too cowardly to do
any of your own dirty work.” A satisfied grin crossed Wrath’s face when the
president whirled around, stalking toward him. A hard blow across his face
elicited a scream from Cara and a stream of blood to drip from his mouth. “That
your best shot, old man?”


Another vicious
blow landed on Wrath’s jaw, snapping his head backward.


Crossing
his arms, Poison glared down at him. “You think your taunts bother me?”


“By your
actions, I’d say they do.” 


Another
blow landed against the left side of his face, blood seeping from a cut to his
brow.


Ignoring
the pain, Wrath leaned to his left, seeing Cara tied the same way as him, her
chair about ten feet way. Pride flooded him. Instead of someone shaken and scared,
he saw a woman full of anger and determination.


He knew at
least thirty minutes had passed since she’d made the call to Wrangler. The same
as Wrath and Ethan, his youngest brother knew this area of the valley better
than Liberty Lake. They’d grown up on their parents’ horse ranch less than five
miles away. All he and Cara had to do was hold on long enough for his men to
find them.


“I suppose
you’re going to tell me why you feel the need for this misplaced show of
strength.”


A cruel
look twisted Poison’s face before he bent down to within inches of Wrath. “It’s
simple. The Blood are our enemy. You made the wrong decision to associate with
them. In another life, we might have been friends. Unfortunately, that is no
longer an option. We will take off the head of the snake, and the rest of your
men will fall with ease.”


Straightening,
Poison swiveled, pacing back to Cara. “She is a very beautiful woman.” He
reached out, tracing a line down her cheek and neck, stopping at the swell of
her breasts. “I think she will be a very good choice for Mario.” He glanced
toward a man to Wrath’s left. “What do you say, Mario. Would you like to have
her?”


A sneer
crossed the man’s face before he moved to Cara. His dark eyes fastened on hers
before his gaze skimmed down her body, a smile of appreciation forming.


“Fuck yes.
The bitch would be good, Poison. For a time.”


When
Poison’s attention returned to Wrath, his brows furrowed at the bored
expression on his face. “You have no problem with Mario taking her?”


“Why
should I? She means nothing to me. The woman is a club whore. Nothing of any
value. You’re welcome to her.”


Anger
flashed across Poison’s face. “You are a fucking liar.”


Wrath
shook his head, feeling his face begin to swell from the beating. “No. This is
not my woman. You’ve mistaken her for my old lady, who is safe where you can’t
find her.” He ignored the way Cara flinched at his words.


“So you
say,” Poison snorted.


Wrath
shrugged. “It’s the truth. I don’t care what you do to her.” His gut twisted on
the lie, bile rising in his throat at the hungry look on Mario’s face. He could
only pray his men would find them before any real harm came to Cara. It didn’t
mean Wrath wouldn’t kill every Devil he could get his hands on for scaring his
woman. And Mario would be the first to go.


“We shall
see if you are telling the truth.” Poison shifted toward Mario. “She is yours.”


Fierce
rage clawed through Wrath when Mario retrieved a hunting knife from a scabbard
at his waist. Waving it in a menacing fashion in front of Cara’s face, he
placed the cold metal against her cheek.


“Will you
be a good girl for me, or will I get the pleasure of cutting you?”


Cara
jerked at Mario’s words, her pleading gaze searching Wrath’s implacable
features. Seeing nothing to show he cared at all about her plight, tears formed
in her eyes. Closing them, she turned her face away from the threatening man
before her.


Fear
gripped her when she felt the knife move down her jaw to her neck. Instead of
cutting her, he sliced her bindings. Gripping her arm so hard she winced, Mario
hauled her up to stand in the center of the room.


From his
place a few feet away, Wrath watched helplessly as the knife made a clean cut
down her shirt. Hot fury rushed through him. Unable to sit still any longer, he
bucked in the chair.


A hearty
laugh reached him. “I thought you didn’t care what happened to this woman.” Amused,
Poison watched Wrath’s look of rage.


Looking
down at the fabric hanging open to reveal her lace bra, Cara bent over, rushing
forward to crash into Mario’s soft middle. The wind whooshed from his lungs. Staggering,
Mario straightened, his red face heated in a crazed expression.


Gripping
the knife, the tip pointing straight ahead, he stalked toward her. Cara
stumbled backward, a scream stalling in her throat when gunfire sounded from
outside. 


“Get down,
Cara!” Wrath rocked his chair back and forth, forcing it to tip over a split
second before the door burst open.


Wrangler
crouched low, picking off Devils as if in a carnival booth. Rock and Gunner,
two of their best shooters, were right behind him, taking out others.


Pulling
out knives, they made their way to Wrath as the remaining Devils rushed through
the back door. Reaching down, Wrangler cut through the ties.


“Find
Cara.” Wrath nodded to the empty spot where she’d been standing a minute
before. “The Devils must’ve taken her.”


Grabbing
the gun Wrangler offered, they moved to the back door, checking before rushing
outside. What Wrath saw had his blood running cold. Marco held a gun to Cara’s
head.


“Let her
go, Marco.” Wrath and the others stood behind a series of water drums, their
weapons aimed at the man’s head. “She isn’t going to save you.”


His men kept
their positions, waiting for an opportunity as Marco dragged her back toward
his bike. Using Cara as a shield, he threw a leg over the seat, starting the
machine as a series of bullets flew toward the Brethren, keeping them stuck
behind the water drums.


Wrath’s
gut clenched at the fear on her face when Marco throttled forward, tightening
his grip on her hair. Dragging Cara alongside the bike for several feet, he let
her go, racing away while the remaining Devils kept the Brethren pinned in
place.


“Stay
down, Cara.” Wrath moved from behind the drums, firing at the retreating bikes.
One skidded out of control, the rider flying over the handlebars. Another
lowsided, the bike’s owner pinned underneath, unable to free his gun.


“We want
him alive,” Wrath ordered, hurrying to Cara’s side, his gaze moving quickly
over her. “Are you all right? Were you shot?”


Blinking
several times, she stared into his eyes, the scene with Glory returning. Shifting
away, Cara stood, legs shaking. Looking everywhere except at Wrath, her gaze
landed on Wrangler. He stood with Rock, Ghost, and a few more of the Brethren
who’d joined them in the back, staring down at the injured Devil trapped under
his bike.


Approaching
him on unsteady legs, Cara chanced a quick glance behind her to see Wrath a few
feet behind. Even as his deep gray eyes bored into her, he made no attempt to stop
her. Any hope she still harbored drained out of her.


“Wrangler?”


Walking to
her, he placed an arm around her shoulders to steady her. “What do you need,
sweetheart?”


“I know
you’re busy, but would it be possible for me to ride with you back to Wrath’s?”


He shot a
look at Wrath, grimacing when his brother gave a terse nod. “Sure, Cara. The
boys can take care of this. Let’s get going.”


Doing her
best to shove aside the ball of pain in her chest, she followed Wrangler to his
bike. Climbing behind him, she forced herself not to look back. She couldn’t
bear to see the relief on Wrath’s face. Her entire body ached, but those pains
were nothing compared to the despair in her heart.
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Helping
her off the bike, Wrangler stopped her attempt to hurry inside. “It’s not what
you think, Cara.”


A
disgusted look passed across her face. “What part of what I’m thinking isn’t
accurate?”


Placing
fisted hands on his hips, Wrangler glanced away before his gaze returned to
hers. “My brother doesn’t lie. Not ever. Did he confirm Glory is his fiancée?”


She
thought of their brief conversation before he’d grabbed her hand, pulling her
to his bike. “No. He said the same as you. What happened in the back yard
wasn’t what I thought.” She blinked, refusing to let more tears gather in her
eyes.


“If you
care at all about him, you need to let him explain. At least as much as he’s allowed
to reveal.” Leaning down, he kissed her cheek. “You’re the first woman he’s
cared anything about in a long time. Don’t throw it all away before you know
the real reasons for what you heard.” He climbed back on his bike, roaring down
the driveway.


Wrangler’s
words repeated in her head as she walked inside, but she refused to waste time
thinking about them now. Glancing out the back as she walked through the
kitchen, her stomach twisted at the sight of Glory speaking with one of the men
who’d stayed behind. Tessa stood a few feet from them, disgust clear on her
face. Ignoring the rush of pain, she hurried to Wrath’s bedroom.


Cara
didn’t intend to go home. Instead, she picked up the already packed bag and
grabbed her computer, deciding to drive to a motel on the far side of town. She’d
call Tessa and explain, hoping her friend would continue to stay at Wrath’s
where she and the baby would be safe. 


Cara no
longer had to worry about that. He’d been clear which woman meant something to
him. The Devils would no longer have an interest in her.


Driving
across town, she kept her gaze focused straight ahead, searching for one of the
national chains adverting moderate rates and clean rooms. She planned to stay
at the motel through the week, and if the bikers didn’t show, she’d go home.


Unlike
when Greg died, she knew what to expect this time. Days full of work, nights
reading or watching old movies, weekends spent on her bike. She’d do anything
and everything she could to forget Wrath.


Pulling
into a small place she’d passed several times, she registered at the front
desk, then hauled her belongings to the assigned room. Sitting on the edge of
the bed, she stared at the floor, the pain from earlier returning.


It wasn’t
just the bruises and cuts that ached. Her entire body throbbed, then quaked
when the sobs came. This time, Cara didn’t try to stop the flow of tears.


Betrayal,
fear, and anger crashed through her, pouring out in wracking waves of agony. For
years, she’d held the worst of it inside, refusing to be seen as a victim.
After the events of today, Cara no longer cared about breaking down. To her
surprise, it felt good to finally let it all out.


She didn’t
know how much time had passed. No light streamed through the opening in the
curtains, indicating the sun had disappeared at some point while she’d slept.
The sound of the phone had her blinking.


Cara
automatically reached for it, pulling her hand away when Wrath’s name appeared.
Falling back onto the bed, she let the call go to voicemail, doing the same
with the next four calls.


Every
ounce of energy she had fled after the events of the day. Placing a bent arm
over her eyes, she forced herself to remember every word Glory spoke, tried to
recall Wrath’s expression when the woman introduced herself as his fiancée.


Something
bothered her about the exchange. His rigid stance, the anger pulsing off him,
resignation flashing across his face, and his pleading for Cara to let him
explain.


Wrath had
planned to take her somewhere, but he’d never divulged where. She wondered what
excuse he’d offer. Now she might never know. Maybe someday, when the hurt
subsided, she’d be able to listen with a mind clear of emotion.


Her phone
rang once more. This time it was Tessa.


“Hi.”


“Wrath’s
worried about you, Cara. He’s called, left a bunch of messages. Did you get
them?”


“I ignored
his calls and haven’t checked the messages. You should be able to understand I
don’t want to speak with him.” She heard Tessa let out a breath.


“Look, I
know you’re hurt about what happened, but something isn’t right. When Wrath
returned after you drove off, he and Glory argued for a long time. I heard part
of what they said, and have to say, he certainly didn’t sound like a man in
love. At least not with her. She doesn’t have an engagement ring and has never
been to his house before today. Nothing about her claim of being engaged makes
sense, Cara.”


“Where is
Glory now?”


“All I
know is she’s not here.” Tessa chuckled, then sobered. “I understand this is
hard for you after what happened with Greg, but consider letting Wrath
explain.”


Rubbing
her forehead, Cara felt a heavy wave of exhaustion. “I’ll think about it,
Tessa.” She had to talk about something else. “What are your plans this week?”


“Ethan
called to say an attorney friend of my ex’s is planning a memorial service on
Tuesday.”


“Are you
planning to attend?”


“No. It
would be hypocritical of me to pretend feelings I no longer have. Ethan also
said his will was found in an office safe. He suggested I call the judge tasked
with sorting it out. I don’t know why I would. After all, he would’ve made his
wife the beneficiary of whatever he had.”


Cara knew
little of estate law. Still, it wouldn’t hurt for Tessa to contact the judge.
“I think you should do as Ethan suggests. There’s no harm in calling.”


“I’ll
think about it,” Tessa returned, parroting what Cara had said about Wrath. “You
sound as exhausted as me. Do you have time for lunch this week?”


“I’ll make
time. How about I call you tomorrow?”


“Sounds
good. Have a good night, Cara. And think about what I said.” Tessa hung up,
leaving Cara with more questions than answers.








Chapter Seventeen


Wrath shoved the stack of papers away. He’d read through the latest
intelligence from Grayson twice, each time with a critical eye, searching for
holes or discrepancies when compared with the data Raider had uncovered with
Glory’s help.


Since
their argument Sunday night, she’d stayed out of his way, focusing her time
working with Raider in the dungeon. They’d come to an uneasy truce of sorts.
What she’d done at his house had been out of line.


Wrath
hadn’t liked the plan to publicly present Glory as his fiancée, forcing Cara
from his life in order to distance her from the danger.


He’d
argued, presenting the alternative to move Cara to a safe house. The summer
break would start in a week. Her teaching commitment wouldn’t start again until
September, and her few law clients could be serviced through phone calls, mail,
and email. Raider would set her up with secure accounts and a series of burner
phones.


Wrath’s
suggestion had fallen on deaf ears. Grayson had already made up his mind. After
all their successes, the Brethren couldn’t afford to put civilians, such as
Cara, at risk.


The Night
Devils and Demons Blood had to believe she meant nothing to Wrath, that Glory was
his woman. After their encounter with Poison and the Devils, Wrath didn’t know
if the bikers had bought the lie, but he knew Cara had. Every time he thought
of her, the pain on her face, the look of betrayal, Wrath wanted to bellow his
rage. The fact Glory had been the one to shove the lie in Cara’s face,
humiliate her in front of his men and Tessa, severed any feelings he might
still hold for his ex-lover.


It didn’t
help that Glory was a stunning woman. Taller than Cara with silky black hair,
turquoise eyes, and olive skin, most men jolted with lust when she walked into
a room. He’d been one of them, falling under her spell. Believing he’d been in
love, a younger and foolish Wrath had asked her to marry him. She’d refused
with a wave of her hand and nervous laugh. Until Cara, he’d never been able to
push his ex-lover from his heart.


Now, every
second of his time focused on dealing with threats made by the Devils. Once he
did, he’d pack Glory off, sending her back to Grayson before she knew what hit
her.


When that
day came, he prayed Cara would let him explain, forgive what he’d done, and
maybe even allow him back into her life. He doubted the last, but a man could
dream.


It hadn’t
surprised him when he’d returned home to find her gone. He’d left numerous
messages and sent texts. None had been returned.


Thanks to
the chips he’d inserted into her phone, motorcycle, and truck, Wrath knew Cara’s
location at all times, had two of his men watching her. He hadn’t shared this
information with Grayson.


“She’s on
the go, Prez. The boys are following her.”


Wrath
looked up to see Raider standing in the doorway of the dungeon. “What
direction?”


“The same
place as every day at this time. Appears she’s headed to her office. What do
you want to do?”


Leaning
back in his chair, Wrath let out a weary breath. “Watch and report, nothing
more unless the Bloods or Devils show up. If either club appears, let us know
and alert Ethan.” He’d repeated the same each of the days she’d been out of his
life. No matter what happened between them, he’d never leave her unprotected.


“Got it,
Prez.” Raider closed the door, triggering the electronic lock.


The main
office door opened, Rock joining him by the desk. “The bikes are ready, man.
It’s showtime.”


Wrath
grimaced, hitching his thumb toward the dungeon entrance. “Let Glory know. I’ll
be outside.”


He walked
through the main room, ignoring the stares from his men. They knew how
difficult this mission had become, what it cost Wrath. “Team One is going with
us. The rest of you stay vigilant.”


Shoving
open the front door, he walked to his bike and looked around. The clear sky and
warm, early summer breeze made it a perfect day for a ride. Cara would love
taking her bike out on a day like this. The thought burned in his chest.


Instead,
he’d be taking another woman on the back of his bike, hoping the Devils would
see them, underscoring the fact Glory was his woman, not Cara. They’d gone on a
similar ride each day since Sunday’s debacle. He hated each one, but his duty
came first. Protecting citizens from criminals like Poison and Drago had become
his life’s work, and the personal cost had been high.


“Looks
like you’re ready for me, Caiden.” Glory sauntered toward him, hips swaying,
her striking runway model looks garnering quick looks from each of his men
before their expressions changed to disgust and they turned away.


Crossing
his arms, he glared down at her. “We’ve been over this before. You are to call
me Wrath, nothing else. This is your fourth warning. If it happens again,
you’ll be on the first helo out of here.”


She opened
her mouth to respond, slamming it shut at the revulsion she saw on his face.


“And if
you think Grayson will protect you, I assure you, you’re quite wrong. You can
decide to finish this assignment or choose to continue your insubordination and
lose this opportunity. Frankly, I don’t care.” His firm, heartless words had
the desired effect. 


Glory’s
assured expression fell. Nothing she did or said would melt the chill he felt
at being this close to her. On more than one occasion, she’d made clear her
desire to start where they’d left off years before. Wrath crushed each of her
attempts with a harsh retort and venomous glare.


There was
one woman who held his heart, and because of Grayson’s order, he might never
have her back in his life. He’d lost Glory due to her choice to pursue a career
rather than marry him. He may now have lost Cara because of Glory’s dramatic
and unprincipled arrival at their gathering.


Wrath
looked at his men. “Go time, gentlemen.” Mounting his bike, he nodded behind
him. “Get on.” Starting his bike, he waited until she tapped him on the
shoulder.


Riding
away from the clubhouse, he sucked in a cleansing breath, determined to enjoy
the time away from his desk and the ever-growing stack of paperwork. Taking a
different route than the other days, he took several turns, heading toward one
of the town’s back streets. The plan called for the Brethren to visit a Mexican
restaurant catering to bikers and locals. So far off the main road, few tourists
patronized the eatery. 


Ten minutes
after leaving the clubhouse, Wrath pulled into the gravel lot, his gaze landing
on another group of bikes he guessed belonged to the Bloods. Continuing his
perusal of the area, his chest squeezed when he spotted an all too familiar
truck.


“Do you
want me to go in first, Prez? I’ll try to get Cara out the back door.” Rock
stood next to him, his expression grim.


Wrath
climbed off the bike, shaking his head. “No. We’ll go in as planned. If I’m not
mistaken, the Bloods are inside and I don’t want to do anything which may rouse
their suspicions about Glory.” He turned to look at her. “Cara may be inside.
You’ll play your part, but don’t even consider approaching her. Am I clear?”


“I’ve
apologized for Sunday, Wrath. Rest assured, I’ll do nothing to endanger her or
this assignment.”


He studied
her, seeing no regret at her previous actions, but also no sign of deceit.
She’d worked hard to build her career. A mistake here could cost lives and ruin
everything she’d labored to achieve. Narrowing his gaze, Wrath nodded.


“All
right.” He looked at Rock. “You’ll go in with Glory and me. The rest of the men
will follow. Let the others know not to approach Cara.”


Rock gave
an abrupt nod, returning to the others.


Wrath
gripped Glory’s hand, his other hand clenched at his side as they entered the
restaurant. Seeing Cara sitting alone at a table near the back, he tensed the
instant she looked up and spotted them, her gaze immediately landing on their
clasped hands.


Face
paling, she stared down at her food. He forced his gaze away, stepping to the
counter and ordering.


Finding a
table, he nodded at a group of Bloods he recognized from a gathering the two
clubs had at a remote ranch a few weeks before. It had been decided only
patched members would attend. No women, no prospects. The casual barbeque
helped ease the tension between the two clubs, paving the way for another run
for Drago.


Settling
Glory into a booth, her back to Cara, Wrath returned to the Bloods’ table. Pacho
and Snake sat with two other men.


“Wrath,”
Pacho said. “Is that your woman?”                                           


Wrath
glanced over his shoulder, turning back with a hard glare. “Yes.” He shrugged.
“I promised to get her out. You know how it is with women.”


Snake
laughed, his gaze moving to Glory, a malicious grin tipping the corners of his
mouth. “You are a lucky man, Wrath.” His voice carried throughout the small
space.


Looking
past Snake, Wrath saw Cara hadn’t missed the biker’s comment. Forcing a grin,
he nodded. “Yes, I am.”


Pacho took
a sip of beer. “Drago is ready for another conversation.”


Wrath
nodded. “Good. Let Ghost know when and where. I’d better get back to my woman.”


Raucous
laughter followed him back to his booth. He sat down opposite Glory, facing
Cara. Coming here had already turned into a win for the Brethren. The Bloods
had seen him with Glory and requested another meeting, meaning another run
would be made soon. Watching Cara, neither success gave him any pleasure.
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Cara’s
stomach churned, the food she’d consumed threatening to resurface. Lifting a
hand, she blew out a disgusted breath as her trembling fingers wrapped around the
drink. Bringing it to her lips, she took a long draw through the straw.


Ignoring
the intense ache in her heart, she refused to cower before his display of
affection for Glory. No matter how much it hurt, they were together. Nothing she
did or said would change it. 


Taking her
time, she gathered what was left of her food and dumped it into a nearby
receptacle. Lifting her chin, Cara straightened her shoulders, determined to show
a dignified front as she walked between the tables of bikers. Refusing to spare
another glance at Wrath, she pushed through the door, relief flooding her. It
was short-lived.


A moment
later, a rough hand grasped her arm, pulling her around. Believing it was
Wrath, she yelped at the sight of a rough, hulking biker. A member of the
Bloods.


“Hey,
pretty lady. Leaving already?”


Trying to shake
off his grip, she nodded. “Yes. I need to get back to the office.”


The sound
of the restaurant door opening had her looking up to see Ghost and Gunner walk outside.
Several feet behind, his face a mixture of anger and concern, stood Wrath. His
stormy gray eyes scanned her, jaw tightening.


Ghost
stepped next to the biker. “Pacho, man. Wrath said you want to set up another
meeting. Let’s get it done now.”


Cara let
out a pent-up breath when Pacho loosened his grasp enough for her to step away.
Sending Ghost and Gunner an appreciative nod, she cast a short, ashen look at Wrath
before whipping around, hurrying to get inside her truck. A moment later, she
pulled out of the lot, not looking back.


Crossing
his arms, Wrath watched her disappear down the road, a sharp pang of regret
stabbing through him. Stepping aside to let the three men walk past, he cast a
quick look at Glory, seeing her stare at him through the restaurant’s window.


It still
surprised Wrath how the beautiful woman, the sole recipient of his passion at one
time, had no effect on him. No stir of desire or stiffening of his body. Yet
one look at Cara after almost a week had him fighting for breath, everything in
him responding to an almost painful degree.


Sensations
twisted inside Wrath. A tense desire to right the wrong committed against Cara,
ease her pain, drove him to consider a decision he knew could end his career.


He’d been
able to shove the disquieting thoughts aside the last few days. Today, being so
close to Cara, knowing how much he had to lose, the errant idea could no longer
be so easily dismissed without serious consideration.


Walking
back inside, he signaled to his men to get back to their bikes. He’d make
another turn around town, hoping to be spotted by one or more of the Devils
before returning to the clubhouse.


They’d
received another assignment from Grayson, and even with the troubles between the
rival outlaw gangs, he’d make it happen.


Wrath
wished he had as much confidence about how to handle the distance between him
and Cara.
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Unable to
face the rest of her day sequestered inside her office, Cara packed her
computer and drove back to the motel. Seeing Wrath had been a shock. His attention
to Glory, the comments he’d made to the Devils about her being his woman,
caused such a sharp stab of pain, Cara wasn’t certain she could stand. By sheer
will, she’d steeled her resolve, determination overcoming the renewed sense of
betrayal.


Storing
the computer in a dresser drawer, Cara changed into jeans, t-shirt, and boots.
Grabbing her helmet and jacket, she picked up her phone, ordering a taxi. Just
because she’d already paid for three more nights at the motel didn’t mean she
couldn’t stop at her apartment long enough to get her bike. A quick in and out.


When she
saw the taxi pull up, she rushed outside, sliding into the back seat. Fifteen
minutes later, Cara exited on the block behind her apartment, slipping between
buildings to enter her garage by the side door.


Settling
onto the seat, she started the engine and pressed the opener, waiting as the
large door rolled up. Her anticipation built, excitement helping to soothe the
pain of earlier.


Scanning
the drive and the street in front of her place, Cara pulled onto the road,
closing the door before streaking away. Checking her mirrors, turning several
times to make certain no one followed, she felt the tension slip away. Circling
the strip mall three times, she pulled through the sandwich shop drive-through,
stuffing the bag into her jacket before roaring away.


Cara already
knew her destination. It wasn’t far, maybe thirty minutes, and it was open
until nine at night. She could settle in, watch the sunset, and stroll the
water’s edge. More than anything, going to the lake she and Wrath had shared
when together might be her first step toward purging him from her mind and
heart.








Chapter Eighteen


Wrath drove down the almost deserted country road, cursing under his
breath at the news from Raider. Cara had left the motel mid-afternoon, traveled
to her apartment, then took off, circling around town before riding straight
toward the lake. She’d been there ever since. 


For most
of the afternoon, Wrath had been in a meeting with Rock, Ghost, and Wrangler,
planning the newest assignment from Grayson and discussing their next move
against the Devils. 


Tomorrow,
Ghost would be meeting with Drago’s VP, Pacho, finalizing details for the next
run of illegal merchandise between Arizona and Nevada. This time the FBI would
be involved, prepared to arrest those who met the Brethren at the border
between the two states.


The Blood
had several illegal activities, bringing in hundreds of thousands of dollars to
the club every month. Shutting this distribution channel down would put a serious
crimp in their operations but wouldn’t be a fatal blow to the Arizona chapter.


The
arrests would put a strain on the already tenuous association between the Blood
and Brethren, but Wrath felt certain they’d be able to convince Drago the leak
came from inside the buyer’s organization in Nevada or a possible traitor
within the Blood. Drago already suspected the latter, which provided the
Brethren a small amount of leverage. Even so, the Bloods were unpredictable.
They were as likely to blame the Brethren, coming after them the same as the
Devils.


Existing
between two nests of vipers had become a way of life for Wrath’s men. They had
to keep reminding themselves every mission brought the Brethren closer to
winning the war. Some days it was harder to convince themselves.


When the
meeting broke up at seven in the evening, Raider presented Wrath with Cara’s
actions. Ten minutes later, refusing offers from Rock and Wrangler to accompany
him, he’d ridden away from the clubhouse, ready to throttle Cara for being so
careless.


Turning
into the entry, he slowed to a crawl, taking the narrow, winding path to the
parking lot. A quick look around assured him Cara hadn’t left. She’d parked her
bike near one of three playgrounds scattered about the park. A nearby path
ended at the lake.


Taking a
slow turn around, he confirmed theirs were the only vehicles remaining. Waiting
a few more minutes, listening for the telltale sound of approaching
motorcycles, he relaxed. He hadn’t been followed.


Wrath had
brought Cara here the weekend they’d ridden to Jeconah. The weekend it had all
begun. It didn’t surprise him she’d come to the lake. It’s where he came to
clear his head, forget about the bad times and remember the good moments of his
life.


Walking
down the path, Wrath’s pace slowed at the sight of Cara sitting at a picnic
table, staring at the water. His throat tightened, chest constricting the
closer he got. He knew what he planned could cost him his leadership role in
the Brethren, perhaps his entire career. The knowledge didn’t stop his
progression.


Coming to
within a few feet of her, he saw the instant she realized someone stood behind
her. Whipping around, her eyes widened in shock, then clouded.


“Cara.” He
took a couple steps closer.


She didn’t
respond, choosing to turn back to stare at the lake. Picking up half her
sandwich, Cara took a bite, chewing slowly.


“Do you mind
if I join you?”


A slight
lifting of one shoulder was her only response. Sitting on the other end of the
table, he rested his arms on the edge, following her lead by focusing on the
water.


Without a
word, she shoved the other half of her sandwich toward him. He wasn’t hungry,
but Wrath knew the gesture meant more than a simple offer of food. It was
Cara’s way of trying to come to terms with the pain he’d caused.


“Thank
you.” Jaw clenching, he lifted the sandwich to his mouth.


Taking a
bite, a slight grin tipped up the corners of his mouth. She’d chosen his
favorite with beef, ham, turkey, cheese, avocado, and peppers, instead of the
basic turkey sandwich she preferred.


They ate
in silence. Minutes later, she wadded up the wrapping, stood, and tossed it
into a nearby trash can. Returning to her place at the table, she lifted a
bottle of water, swallowing a small amount before handing it to him. Such a
simple gesture twisted something inside him. Taking a few sips, he scooted
closer to her, handing it back.


After she
set it aside, he reached over, resting his hand over hers. He let out a
relieved breath when she didn’t pull away. A few more minutes passed before he
decided he could no longer wait to explain.


“Glory is not
my fiancée, Cara.”


Her eyes
met his. “Is she the same woman you wanted to marry?”


Wrath
recalled the night he’d spoken of the only other woman he’d cared about. He’d
been spooning Cara after a second round of lovemaking. She’d talked of meeting
and marrying Greg, he’d revealed his past feelings for Glory. It was a cleansing
of sorts for both of them.


“Yes.”


She turned
away, pulling her hand from his. “And now she’s back in your life.”


He drew in
a breath, letting it out in a slow stream. “Yes, but not in the way you think.
She’s been assigned to the Brethren for a particular job.”


Cara
shifted on the bench to look at him, her brows scrunched in confusion.
“Assigned to the Brethren? I don’t understand.”


Lifting
one leg, he straddled the bench. “I’d like to tell you a story. One you can’t
share with anyone else. Not ever, Cara. Would you like to hear it?”


Licking
her lips, she nodded. “Yes.”


“One day,
a group of people fantasized about the need for a deep cover organization that
could infiltrate certain criminal gangs.”


She lifted
a brow. “Fantasized?”


He gave a
solemn nod. “For simplicity, we’ll call this group the heroes.”


Cara shook
her head, chuckling. “Heroes, huh? Okay, go on.”


Lips
twitching, he nodded again. “After a time, they invited people with specialized
skills to join the group. As part of the fantasy, they decided this group, or
heroes, should ride motorcycles, be located in a small town in Arizona.
Unbeknownst to the local citizens, their beautiful hamlet lay smack in the
middle of several criminal gangs. The same as the heroes in our story, some
rode motorcycles, some didn’t. No matter the transportation, each of these
gangs was made up of people without conscience, greedy men who didn’t regret
any misery they caused others. The heroes were tasked with disrupting their
illegal activities, and if possible, shutting them down. To do this, the heroes
had to be seen by the townsfolk as being as notorious a group as those they
fought.”


He paused
a moment, studying her somber face. She nodded for him to continue.


“One day, the
leader of our heroes met a woman with bright blue eyes, silky blonde hair, and a
laugh which brought sunshine to his life.” He noticed her jerk, but continued.
“The leader refused to give her up, even as threats to her life grew. To keep
her safe, it was decided a new member of the group would be added, a woman who
could pretend to be the leader’s fiancée. The leader didn’t like it, fought
against it, but knew it needed to be done to keep his sunshine safe.”


Her throat
worked, lips parting. “Is that where the story ends?”


He shook
his head. “No. Over time, those who threatened her shifted their attention to
the woman they believed to be the leader’s fiancée. They now had a different
target.”


Cara
looked away, mind spinning from Wrath’s tale. “How long must the woman pretend
to be the leader’s fiancée?”


Leaning
forward, he cupped her face with his hands. “Until the leader believes the
woman he truly wants, needs in his life is safe.” Bending his head, Wrath
brushed a kiss across her lips. Pulling back, he dropped his hands. “In our
story, this could take days, weeks, or longer.”


Swallowing,
she met his gaze. “Is there a way for the leader and the woman to still see
each other, or must they stay apart?”


His eyes
lit at her understanding of his story. “If they are very careful, the leader
does believe there may be ways they can still be together. The question is,
does the woman want to live that way, or would she rather find another man,
someone from the hamlet who doesn’t present the same threat to her life?”


Closing
her eyes, she let his question sink in before meeting his expectant gaze. “I’m
thinking the woman in the story doesn’t want any other man besides the leader.
This woman would do everything in her power to give your tale a happy ending.”


Wrapping his
arms around her, he pulled Cara against his chest, burying his face in her
hair. “I think the leader would agree that is a very good ending to our tale. But
there is one more part to this story.”


Pulling
away, she fixed worried eyes on him. “What?”


“She must
go with him to a special place, a very secret location, where they can be
together. Do you think this woman would be willing to go with him?”


Eyes glistening,
a smile broke across her face. “Yes, I believe the woman would be willing to
see this special place.”


Kissing
her, Wrath stood, reaching out his hand. “Let’s see if we can find it.”
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Wrath
stared out the window at the encroaching dawn, not ready to let Cara go. The
safe house, a nondescript cabin hidden down a long dirt road a few miles from
the lake, provided their first night together in almost a week.


They’d
made love several times, then laughed over their private tale, sobering when
discussing the very real threat to Cara’s life. She’d already experienced what
the Devils were capable of. Wrath never wanted her to go through such terror
again.


Feeling
her stir against him, he pulled Cara closer, tightening his hold. Knowing he
had to leave, Wrath leaned down, kissing her forehead. He smiled at her moan.


“I need to
go, sweetheart.”


Lifting
her arms, Cara stretched, her breasts brushing against his solid chest.
“Already?” She yawned.


“I’m
afraid so.” He kissed her again before tossing off the sheet. Standing, he
grabbed his jeans, slipping into them. “You should stay for at least half an
hour after I leave.”


Cara sat
up, rubbing the sleep from her eyes. Watching him dress, she couldn’t help
feeling a stab of unease.


Seeing her
worried expression, Wrath sat on the edge of the bed, pulling her to him.
Covering her mouth with his, he kissed her, sliding his tongue across her lips,
urging her to open. Deepening the kiss, he let his hands roam over her naked
back, resting on the smooth curve of her hips.


Raising
his mouth from hers, he sucked in a ragged breath. “Last night wasn’t a
fantasy, Cara. Give me time. We’ll make this work.” Searching her eyes, he
kissed her again and stood.


Reaching
into his jacket, he pulled out a small package, handing it to her. “It’s a
burner phone. Use it to call me. I’ve already entered my information. Don’t
give your number to anyone, including Tessa.” He tapped a finger to her nose
when her brows furrowed. “That’s important, Cara. This is a private line
between you and me. All right?”


She turned
the phone around in her hand, nodding. “Yes.”


“You can
call me anytime. I mean that. If you just need to hear my voice, call me.”


Cara’s
gaze met his, surprised at his comment, as if he’d read her thoughts. “I don’t
want to bother you.” Standing, she picked up her crumpled shirt, slipping it over
her head.


He grasped
her chin between his fingers. “You are never a bother.” Smiling, he kissed her
again. “If I can’t take the call, I’ll get back to you as soon as I can.”
Pulling out his keys, he stepped to her. “One more thing. If you see Glory and
I together, like you did yesterday, know it’s an act and nothing more. We’re
trying to draw the attention of the Devils and the Bloods. They need to believe
Glory, not you, is with me.” Seeing her eyes shutter, he grasped her shoulders.
“I know how hard this is for you, baby. After Greg, I don’t blame you for
having a difficult time trusting me. Still, I’m asking you to.”


Encircling
his neck, she pulled him down for another kiss. After a long moment, she
released him, taking a step away. “I do trust you, Caiden.”


Stroking a
hand down her hair, he walked to the door. “Remember to wait at least thirty
minutes before you leave.” Seeing her nod, he left.


Rushing to
the window, she watched as he mounted his bike and rode off.
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“The judge
called, Cara. He’s asked me to meet him in his office this afternoon. I know
it’s a lot to ask, but would you have time to go with me?”


Grabbing
her calendar, Cara checked her schedule. “I can make time, Tessa. Do you know
when?”


“Three
o’clock. I’m happy to pay for your time.”


“Don’t be
silly. I’m going as a friend, not as your attorney. Is he at the courthouse?”


“He is.
I’ll meet you in the lobby. Thanks, Cara.”


“I’m glad
I can be there, Tessa. See you in a few hours.” Hanging up, she entered the
time in her computer.


She’d
worked nonstop since arriving at the office close to nine. It was her last week
of classes before finals and the summer term began. As much as she loved
teaching, Cara looked forward to a couple months of concentrating on building
her law practice instead of preparing assignments for her students.


Thumbing
through her files, she pulled out the one from her client who planned to adopt.
Tessa had given Cara the names of three obstetricians known to connect birth
parents with adopting couples by providing the names of qualified attorneys.


Dialing
the first number, she had a brief conversation with the receptionist,
scheduling an appointment. She did the same with the second. Hanging up, she
lifted her head at the sound of the door opening, then froze in shock. Standing
in the doorway were two bikers.


Standing,
she forced herself to stay calm. “May I help you?”


The bigger
of the two stepped forward. “Are you Cara Mortensen?”


She lifted
her chin. “I am.”


“You’re
the attorney who worked with a motorcycle club in San Diego, right?”


Narrowing
her gaze, she straightened. “How did you hear about that?” Her gaze wandered to
his cut, breath catching when she read the name Drago and President.


“It
doesn’t matter. Just know you came highly recommended. I’m Drago, president of
the Arizona chapter of Demons Blood. This is Pacho, our vice president. We want
to hire you.”








Chapter Nineteen


“Drago insists the run happens tonight, Wrath. Rock and I tried to
talk him and Pacho out of it, saying there wasn’t enough time to plan.” Ghost
shrugged, shaking his head. “All we got were threats if we didn’t agree.”


Sitting at
his desk, Wrath steepled his hands under his chin. “Gunner and Moses aren’t
available.”


Ghost
rubbed a hand across his forehead. “I know. There’s a chance they’ll finish
Grayson’s latest assignment in time to be a part of this, but we shouldn’t
count on them.”


The two
had left the night before to provide reconnaissance on a suspected human
trafficking ring in northern Arizona. Grayson and his associates had found it
to be much more productive to investigate illegal activities as outlaw bikers rather
than undercover agents. Hence, the Eternal Brethren were tasked with these
types of missions more often. Important work, but it drained their resources.


Rubbing
his chin, Wrath leaned forward. “The same as the last run, you’ll take one
group and Rock will lead the other. I’ll get in touch with our agency contacts.
They aren’t going to like it.”


“Those
suits don’t know how to switch gears on a dime, Wrath. They’ll make it or they won’t.
Either way, we’ll get video of the handoff.”


“What time
do they plan to rendezvous with us?”


“Same as
before. Ten o’clock. The Nevada transfer is set for one in the morning. And
they’ve changed the location.” Ghost stood, walking to a map on the wall. He
pointed to a spot a few miles into Nevada. “Back in the canyons. It’s a rough,
well-hidden area.” Ghost turned back to Wrath. “I don’t like it. Something
isn’t right about the tight timing and change in the drop location.”


Wrath
agreed. “Could be an ambush. But why, and who is their target?”


Sitting
back down, Ghost leaned back in his chair. “My guess is Drago is trying to
flush out the traitor. It wouldn’t surprise me if Pacho gives us a different
location when we meet at ten. He’s jumpy, the same as Snake.”


“They’re
always jumpy.”


Ghost
shook his head. “Not like this, Wrath. I swear, they were about to come right
out of their skin. I suggest you take Fuse and a few others.”


“Agreed.
That will leave Rock with Fargo, Tracker, and three others.” Pushing away from
the desk, Wrath stood. Pacing a few feet away, he turned toward Ghost. “Raider
will go with you. Glory will need to provide eyes from the dungeon.”


“Are you
certain she’s as good as Raider? We can’t afford any fuck ups.”


“Grayson
believes she is. We’ll have to go with that.” Wrath crossed his arms, leaning a
hip against the edge of his desk. “The last attack on the clubhouse came right
after we returned from a run.”


Ghost
leaned forward, resting his arms on his thighs. “I think you should stay behind
on this one.”


“Not
happening.”


“Here me
out.” He sat up, scrubbing a hand over his face. “By my count, we’ll have eight
men left behind to guard the clubhouse. All are good, but none have been with
us more than a few months. Glory will be here, but she’s still an unknown.”


Wrath
narrowed his gaze at him, knowing there was more. “And?”


Ghost
stared right back. “If Drago plans an ambush, you shouldn’t be with us, Caid.
You’re needed here.”


Wrath’s
jaw tightened. Ghost and Rock had been saying the same for months. Recently, Wrangler
joined them and Grayson concurred, the admiral stopping short of ordering him
to stay behind.


Massaging
the back of his neck, he gave a reluctant nod. “All right. I’ll need Wrangler
to stay here.” He blew out a slow breath. “Except for Glory and Doc, I’ll send
all non-combatants home.”


Ghost
stood, clasping him on the back. “I know you don’t like it, but it’s time, man.
What did Poison say? ‘Take off the head of the snake, and the rest of your
men will fall with ease.’ He chuckled. “You do have an ugly mug, but it’s
sure better than the alternative.”


A sardonic
grin slid across Wrath’s face. “You’ve got that right. But you know as well as
anyone that if anything happens to me, the Brethren won’t miss a beat. They’ll
have you, Rock, and the rest of the Posse. There aren’t better men anywhere.”
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“I still
can’t quite grasp what happened. It seems surreal after all he did to me.”
Tessa absently stirred her lemonade with a straw.


“Did he
ever mention a life insurance policy to you?” Cara had been as stunned as Tessa
at the outcome of their meeting at the courthouse. The judge shocked her, informing
Tessa she was the beneficiary as well as the sole recipient of everything in his
estate.


“Not that
I recall. He wasn’t a very good businessman and had no family, so it’s a
mystery he even considered taking out a policy. I’m the one who suggested he prepare
a will, but he never mentioned doing it.” Tessa rested her head against the back
of the booth.


“Apparently
he took your advice seriously.”


Staring at
the stained ceiling in the rundown diner, Tessa snorted, shaking her head. “If
so, it’s the only time he listened to me.”


“The
entire situation is so ironic.” Cara sipped her soda, rolling the glass between
her hands. “He cheats on you with your best friend, ends your engagement,
marries her, then drives his car into a semi, leaving you half a million
dollars in life insurance and all his property. That’s karma if I’ve ever seen
it.”


“Half a
million dollars.” The words left Tessa’s lips in a low whisper. “I don’t know
what I’ll do with the house he bought a few years ago and his personal
belongings. For now, those decisions can wait.”


Cara sat
up, her eyes sparkling. “You have the means to do so much. What are you going
to do first? Travel? Buy a new car?” She snapped her fingers. “I know. Fix up
the baby’s room and add on to the clinic.”


Picking up
her lemonade, Tessa took a few sips, her features melancholy. “It still hurts, Cara.
I know it shouldn’t, but it does.”


“Of course
it does. You loved him, are carrying his baby. He’ll always be a part of your
life.”


Shaking
her head, Tessa lifted a shoulder. “You’re right. He will be. The money will be
a big help with the expenses of a child and paying for college.”


Cara
reached across the table, setting her hand on Tessa’s. “You’ve got plenty of
time to make decisions. For now, focus on the baby and your clinic. The answers
will come when you’re ready.”
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Wrath
stared over Glory’s shoulder at the screen, tracking his men as they approached
the Nevada border. So far, the run had gone as planned. Ghost’s team escorted
the merchandise while Rock’s team kept watch from their position close to the drop
point.


“Estimated
drop is five minutes, Wrath.” Glory didn’t look up at him, hardly acknowledged
him at all.


Forgetting
their past had been a difficult adjustment for her. She’d come to Liberty Lake
believing there’d be a chance for them to start over. He’d set her straight.
The day she’d walked out on him sealed any future they might’ve had.


“Fuck.”
Glory adjusted the screen, taking another look. “We’ve got hostiles coming up
behind Rock’s group.”


Wrath
leaned over her shoulder, studying the image. “How many?”


“At least
six. They’re beginning to spread out, Wrath. I estimate they’ll be on top of them
within three minutes.”


He grabbed
the radio. “Wrath to Rock.”


Rock
responded immediately. “Go ahead, Wrath.” 


“Estimate
six visitors at your back. Repeat. Six visitors at your back.”


“Roger.
Six visitors.”


He looked
back at the screen. “What about Ghost?”


“All
clear, Wrath. Wait. Company approaching from behind Ghost. Looks like eight, no,
nine hostiles.”


“Motorcycles?”


“I can’t
be certain, but they’re approaching fast.”


“Wrath to
Ghost.”


“Go ahead,
Wrath.”


“Estimate
nine visitors approaching on your six. Repeat. Estimate nine visitors.”


“Hostiles
have increased their speed, Wrath,” Glory said. “They’ll be on top Ghost in
less than a minute.”


He
fingered the radio. “Let the transport go, Ghost. Repeat, abort and get the
hell out of there.”


“Rock to
Wrath. We’ve a man down. Repeat, eagle down.”


“Do you
need transport?” Wrath asked.


“Affirmative.
Medical help requested.”


“Glory’s
on it, Rock. Are you secure?”


“Affirmative.
Clear and secure. What about Ghost?” Wrath could hear the worry in Rock’s
voice.


“Waiting
for word. Mission aborted, Rock. I’m—” Wrath heard the secure door at the top
of the stairs slam open. Looking up, he spotted Wrangler.


“We’re
under attack.”


Wrath
looked at Glory. “Stay here. Get medical for Rock and monitor both teams. No
matter what you hear, do not leave this room.” Bounding up the stairs,
he secured the door behind him.


Wrangler
handed him a rifle. “They tossed grenades over the fence, then rammed the gate
but didn’t breach it. As best as I can tell, they’ve got men up on the hills in
front of the clubhouse. They’re using assault rifles. AK-47s and M16s by the
sound of them.”


“Casualties?”
Wrath ran back through the clubhouse, hearing bullets hitting the sides of the
building.


“None. All
the men made it back inside. I called Ethan. He’s sending men.”


Wrath
whirled around. “What the hell? He’ll be driving into a firestorm.”


“He’d
already heard reports of gunfire, Caid. Ethan would’ve been out here whether we
called him or not.” Wrangler glanced around the large room, seeing men posted
at the windows.


“Fucking
hell. How did I not see this coming?”


Wrangler
studied his brother. “What are you talking about?”


“Whoever
is out there must be with the same group who attacked Ghost and Rock tonight.”


An
explosion of expletives blew through Wrangler’s lips. 


Wrath
tensed at the sound of bullets ricocheting off the building. “The assaults were
coordinated, meant to keep us pinned down here while they attacked our men
moving the merchandise. I need to get back to the dungeon with Glory.” He
stilled, realizing the gunfire had ceased. “Are you all right up here?”


“Go ahead.
We’re good.”


Running
back through his office, Wrath headed into the dungeon. “Status, Glory?”


“Our man
is stable. Medical transport arrived and is taking him back to San Diego.
Grayson sent additional transport for the downed hostiles. They’ll be taken to
a secure location. Those who are able will be interrogated. Rock confirmed the
assailants are Night Devils. Ghost reports no casualties, the men following
them scattered when the mission was aborted. None of his team could identify
them. The two groups are on their way back, using four separate routes.”


Wrath let
out a relieved breath, placing a hand on her shoulder. “Good work, Glory.”


Wrangler’s
voice came from the top of the stairs. “Ethan’s here.”


“I’ll be
right up.” He looked at the screen, then back down at Glory. “Notify me of any
changes. I want regular status updates on the positions of our returning
groups.”


“Roger
that.” She paused a moment, looking up at him. “Are we good?”


He didn’t
have to ask what she meant. “Yeah, Glory. We’re good.”
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“What the fuck
are we going to do about the Devils? We can’t let them keep chipping away at
us, Wrath.” Tracker voiced what the other members of the Posse were thinking.
It was four in the morning, but adrenaline and mutual disgust kept them wide
awake.


Standing
at the head of the table, Wrath looked at each of his men, deciding it was time
to drop the hammer on the Devils.


“I’ve
spoken with Grayson. We have a tentative go-ahead to plan an operation against the
Night Devils. We need to neutralize them if we’re going to be able to complete
our mission against Demons Blood. The admiral will have final approval. The FBI
has no intention of dropping the existing operation. They need us to identify
the suppliers and final buyers working with the Blood. The intervention by the
Devils has severely impacted our progress. We have to turn that around.”


Rock
rested his arms on the table. “You’re right, Wrath. The Devils know the details
of each of our runs for the Blood far enough ahead of time to be ready for us.”


Ghost
nodded. “There has to be a traitor in the Bloods. Have you spoken to Drago?”


“I have.
He blames us for tonight. I told him if he doesn’t identify the traitor, there
will be no more runs by the Brethren.”


“How did
this mission get so fucked up?” Fargo stood, pacing away to lean against a
wall. “It was supposed to be a simple operation. Associate with Demons Blood to
help transport their illegal goods. Identify the suppliers at one end and the
Nevada buyers at the other. Send the intel we gather to Grayson, who’ll pass it
to his FBI contact. What the hell happened, Wrath?”


“You know
what happened, Fargo. No one anticipated the Night Devils. They came out of
nowhere, looking to take over Drago’s businesses and close the Demons Blood
down. When they learned about us, we became another target. Their interference
took everyone, including the FBI, by surprise. The government saw the Devils as
inconsequential.”


Ghost
strummed his fingers on the table. “Well, they aren’t inconsequential now.”


“So, where
do we go from here?”


“An
excellent question, Rock.” Wrath took out a stack of papers, passing them around.
“I’m considering a two-pronged approach to neutralize the Devils. First, Drago hasn’t
been able to identify the traitor, so we’re going to have to find a way to do
it. We’ll focus on those who’ve transferred or been patched-in during the last
year. It should be no more than three or four men. Raider, we need eyes on those
men—the bars they frequent, where they live. You’ll work with Glory to make
this happen.” He looked at his men. “It’s only a matter of time before the
traitor slips up, allowing us to identify him.”


Opening a
second file, he passed out another stack of papers. A wicked grin tilted the
corners of his mouth. “Second, we pay the Devils back for interfering in our
missions. And we are going to do it our way, gentlemen.”








Chapter Twenty


Cara sat on the sofa, legs tucked under her as she absently punched
buttons on the television’s controller. Midnight, and nothing caught her
attention.


She should
surrender and go to bed. It was the first night back in her apartment.
Exhaustion wrapped around her, but Cara knew she wouldn’t be able to sleep.


Two days
and nights had passed since Wrath left the cabin. She’d heard nothing from him
during that time, and doubt began to ripple through her.


Cara picked
up the burner phone he’d provided, fingering the face, struggling with her
desire to hear his voice. Pride stopped her. She’d been hurt and humiliated enough
and didn’t intend to allow either to happen again.


No matter
what Wrath had said about his relationship with Glory being over years ago, a part
of Cara still couldn’t find it in herself to completely trust him. She knew her
experience with Greg still messed with her mind, would no doubt impact her for
a long time. Maybe it was for the best.


She’d been
much too naïve and trusting in her previous life. From what she’d learned after
his death, her late husband had been cheating on her for years and Cara had
been oblivious to his deception. Whatever the future held, she would never
again allow herself to be deceived in such a way.


Slipping
the phone into a pocket, Cara gave up her fight to stay awake, trying not to
hope Wrath would call. It wasn’t going to happen tonight.


Switching
off the lights, she’d made it to her bed when persistent knocking had her
turning back. Looking through the peephole, she frowned, seeing no one. When
the pounding started again, she took another quick peek, frustrated when she
saw nothing again.


“Who is
it?” Cara called through the door. A sliver of fear flashed through her when no
one answered.


Slipping a
hand inside her pocket, her fingers wrapped around the phone. Pulling it out,
she stared at the face, hesitating to bother Wrath. He’d encouraged her to call
if she needed him. Did she truly need him now?


Making a
quick decision, she opened the door, leaning outside. She saw no one. Kids,
she thought, letting out a relieved breath. It had only been some of the kids
who lived in the complex, nothing more.


Thankful
she hadn’t made a fool of herself by calling Wrath, Cara closed the door,
returning to her bedroom. Sliding between the sheets, a tired grin slid up the
corners of her mouth.


Tomorrow
was Friday and she felt certain Wrath would contact her. Looking forward to the
coming weekend, time alone with him, Cara drifted off to sleep.
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By Sunday
evening, Cara had given up on hearing from Wrath. Five days without a word.
Confusion settled over her. She’d been so certain he still wanted to give their
relationship a chance. And maybe he did. If so, he did a lousy job showing it.
Or she’d expected too much given the challenges they faced. 


The adult
part of her urged Cara to ignore her misgivings, wait for Wrath to contact her
and explain his disappearance. The recurring insecurities warned her to put emotional
distance between them, protect her heart as she hadn’t done in the past.


Opening
the refrigerator, she grabbed a beer from the pack purchased for Wrath.
Twisting off the top, Cara took a long swallow before setting the bottle on the
table strewn with papers.


She’d
spent the weekend working on contracts for her new client, Demons Blood. This
was the third set of documents she’d completed, and so far, they’d been pleased
with her work.


Still, Cara
felt a surge of unease at accepting Drago’s request to handle their work. She
shouldn’t. Everything she did for them was legal. Cara just wasn’t certain how
Wrath would react when he learned of her association with the outlaw motorcycle
gang.


The work
they requested would be the same as what she’d done in San Diego for the other
motorcycle club. Contract work only, preparing agreements to purchase and sell property
and businesses, lease agreements, and reviewing other documents for the Blood.


Cara had
been clear with Drago and Pacho. She didn’t want to know anything about their
activities or how they made money from their various business ventures. Her
work for them would be limited to contract law only, nothing more. 


Loud
knocking on her door startled Cara, the same as it had the last three nights.
Each time, she’d checked the peephole and looked outside, finding no sign of
anyone.


This time,
she’d put a stop to it. Rushing to the door, she pulled it open, ignoring the
voice urging caution.
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Wrath
scrubbed a hand down his face, features drawn even as a sense of deep
satisfaction flooded him. Their second mission against the Devils in four days
had been completed. Although successful, the actions of the Brethren wouldn’t
be made public, those targeted never found. Their only praise came as a terse thank
you from Grayson.


He and his
men hadn’t slept more than fifteen hours during the last five days. Adrenaline
pumped through them as the first one, then the second mission finalized with not
a scratch on any of the Brethren.


“I’ve
established rotating shifts to guard the clubhouse against retaliation, Wrath.
But I have to say, if I were Poison, I’d think long and hard about coming after
us again. Especially since his numbers have been significantly impacted.” Ghost
pulled cigars from his pocket, tossing one across the desk.


Wrath
stared at it before sliding it into a pocket for later. 


“Some of
the men not on the first shift have decided to bunk down here, others have gone
home.” Ghost lifted a brow. “Wrangler dashed out of here as if his ass was on
fire. Yelled something about a hot date he’d put off too long. Told me to let
you know he’d be back in sixteen hours for his shift.”


Hot
date was all that registered with Wrath. He’d
thought of Cara more times than he could remember since leaving the cabin. With
two critical missions to plan and execute, he hadn’t been able to spare even
five minutes to call, text, or… His thoughts drifted off, wincing at the guilt.


“I’m
thinking you’d better get a hold of your lady before she changes the locks on
her place and yours.” Ghost chuckled at his own joke, pushing out of the chair.
“Rock is staying here, but I’m heading home. Unless you have something more for
me.”


Wrath
forced his weary features into a smile. “Get out of here, and don’t come back
until you hear from me.” Of all the men, Ghost, Rock, and Wrangler had put in
the most hours and gotten the least sleep.


Ghost
stopped at the door. “What about you?”


Wrath
tilted his head. “What about me?”


Shaking
his head as if his friend had asked the most idiotic question he’d heard in
ages, Ghost laughed. “You need to get the hell out of here. Go to Cara’s and
let the woman know you’re still among the living.” Leaving, he closed the
office door behind him.


Checking
the time, Wrath grabbed his keys, deciding to take Ghost’s suggestion. With
luck, Cara wouldn’t already be in bed at ten o’clock, and if she was, he had no
problem waking her.


During a
lull between missions, Raider had alerted him that Cara had checked out of the
motel and returned home. Wrath was glad, although he wished she’d gone to his
home, not hers.


After
notifying Rock and Raider he’d be at Cara’s, Wrath headed to his motorcycle. A
wave of excitement hit him, the same as always when he spotted his new Harley. The
brisk air would wake and fortify him during the short ride to her place.


Firing up
the bike, he signaled for his men to open the gate. Thirty seconds later, he
cruised toward town, anticipation at seeing Cara rushing through him. She was
exactly the type of rest and recuperation he needed.
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The moment
he pulled into her drive, a deep sense of dread balled in his gut. The door to
her apartment stood wide open, the lights inside blazing.


Pulling
the gun from its spot against his spine, Wrath held it in front of him, making
a slow turn. Seeing nothing, he rushed to the open doorway, his back against
the wall. Taking a quick look into the living room, he swept inside.


“Cara!”


Nothing.
He rushed to her bedroom. Empty. The bed hadn’t been touched, the sleeping
pants and tank top she wore lying on the spread.


“Cara!” He
knew yelling her name wouldn’t make her appear.


Hurrying
back to the dining room, he shuffled through the papers on the table, his gaze
landing on the words Demons Blood. Shoving the Glock back inside his
waistband, he picked up one document, then another. Both were lease agreements
between the Blood and potential tenants.


An
explosion of expletives roared through the small apartment, followed by several
more he’d forgotten to say the first time. Tossing the papers down, he searched
the apartment, spotting the burner phone he’d given Cara and her purse.
Grabbing it, he cursed again at the sight of her personal phone tucked into an
inside pocket.


Slipping
his own phone from his jacket, he called Raider. “Cara’s missing. Her purse and
phone are at the apartment. Can you still track her?”


“Depends.”
Raider’s voice was thick with exhaustion. “I gave you five trackers. Do you
remember where you placed them?”


Rubbing
his forehead, he let out an agitated breath. “Her personal phone, burner, truck,
motorcycle…” His voice faltered as he tried to remember the location of the
fifth tracking chip. “A hoodie she wears when not at work. The phones and
vehicles are here.”


“And the
hoodie?”


Wrath
walked into the bedroom, rummaging through the dresser drawers, tossing several
hoodies on the bed. All different shades of red or blue. None stood out.
Frustrated, he ran his hands through each one. “It’s not in the ones at the
house.”


“That’s
good news. It means she may be wearing the one with the chip. I’ll get on it,
Wrath.”


“Contact
Wrangler, Ghost, and Rock. Let them know she’s been taken and get them over
here.


Now!” Ending the call, he hit speed dial for Ethan.


“Cara’s
been taken. I need your help.”
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“Did you
know Cara was working for the Bloods?” Ethan scanned the documents on her
table.


“No.”
Wrath wondered what else she hadn’t confided.


Wrangler,
Ghost, and Rock returned, completing an inspection of the complex, their
expressions bleak.


Ghost
scanned the room again, stopping next to Wrath. “Sorry, man. We found no sign
of her.” 


Rock stood
off to the side, phone against his ear. A moment later, he joined the others.
“Tessa hasn’t heard from her. She met Cara for dinner last night. That’s the
last time she’s spoken to her. I told Tessa to stay put, that I’d be in touch.”


Wrath ran
a hand through his hair. “I want you to go over to Tessa’s, Rock. We don’t want
another woman disappearing on us.”


Crossing his
arms, Rock glared at him. “Fuck, Wrath. If you want a babysitter, I’ll call one
of the other men.”


“No one
else. She knows and trusts you.” Wrath let out a ragged breath. “If Cara does
show up at Tessa’s, I want you there, not one of our crew she doesn’t know.”


Ethan
nodded. “He’s right, Rock. We don’t know who took Cara, but we do know if it’s
the Night Devils, they know who Tessa is. There’s no reason they won’t go after
her.”


Wrangler
stared down at the papers, picking one up. “Do you think the Blood would know
anything about her disappearance?”


“I’m about
to find out.” 


Walking
into Cara’s bedroom, Wrath sat on the edge of the bed. He didn’t give Drago a
chance to say anything before he bellowed into the phone.


“Cara
Mortensen is missing. If I find out you or your men had anything to do with—” Wrath
stopped at Drago’s interruption, his eyes widening. “Fine. We’ll meet you at our
clubhouse.”


A minute
later, he returned to the living room. “Drago swears the Blood had nothing to
do with her disappearance. In fact, he’s raging mad about it. He’s meeting us
at our clubhouse with Pacho, Snake, and a few more of his men.”


Wrangler
leaned his shoulder against a wall. “That leaves the Devils, bro.”


Nodding as
the acceptance of her abductor became clear, Wrath shot a look at Rock. “Get to
Tessa’s, have her pack, and take her to your place up in the mountains. If
Poison took Cara, he won’t hesitate at taking the doctor.”


Without
answering, Rock ran outside. Seconds later, the roar of his bike faded down the
street.


“I need to
call in backup, Caid.” Ethan pulled out his phone, stopping when his brother
grasped his wrist.


“Give us
twelve hours.” Wrath looked at Wrangler and Ghost, then back at Ethan. “Would
you and your most trusted deputy be able to help without putting out a
bulletin?”


Jaw
clenching, Ethan returned a hard look. “Yeah, I can do that. But if we find her
with the Devils, you back off and let me handle it. Swear it, Wrath, or this
conversation is over.”


A broad
grin split Wrangler’s face. “Hell yeah, bros. A pinky swear.”


“Shut the fuck
up,” his older brothers yelled in unison.


After a
second, irritated glance at Wrangler, Ethan looked back at Wrath. “Are we
clear?”


Threading
fingers through his already disheveled hair, he nodded. “We’re clear.” 


Walking to
the door, his patience at an end, Wrath took one more look around the
apartment. “Let’s get the hell out of here and find my woman.”








Chapter Twenty-One


Even through a pain-clouded sleep, Cara heard herself moan, a deep,
throbbing pain shooting from the back of her head to behind her eyes. Trying to
lift a hand in an attempt to touch her forehead, she stilled, her chest
tightening in fear. Her wrists were bound, the same as her ankles. 


Forcing
her eyes open, Cara took in her surroundings. Except for some moonlight streaming
through two small windows, the room was dark, shadows dancing over the bed she
was sprawled out on.


Confusion clouded
her attempt to remember how she got here. Blinking several times in a futile
gesture to clear her head, Cara forced herself to breathe. Inhaling and
exhaling three times, a memory returned.


Working at
her dining room table, drinking a beer, hearing pounding at the front door. The
next part remained fuzzy. She recalled a sense of frustration, yanking the
front door open, then…nothing, until waking with her hands and legs restrained
with zip ties.


Struggling
to change positions, she felt an annoying sense of relief, realizing they’d
bound her hands in front instead of behind her. Annoying since she shouldn’t be
here at all. She should be in bed, sleeping, waiting to hear from Wrath.


Wrath. 


Fear
ripped through her. Did he know she’d been taken? Had they gone after him? And,
most critical, who were they and why would anyone bother kidnapping her?



Hearing male
voices, her frustrating effort to recall the events of earlier ceased. Cara
stopped her attempts to sit up, lying still as the voices became louder, as if
the men stood just outside the bedroom. Then the door opened, revealing two men
who didn’t appear at all pleased to have her in their company.


Taking a
good look at them, a chill ran through her, recognizing both. The bikers who’d
attacked her in the parking lot, followed her and Tessa to the restaurant.
Members of the Night Devils.


“You’re
awake.” The older of the two, the one she remembered as Poison, president of
the gang, walked to the bed, a mocking grin on his face. Reaching down, he
grabbed her shoulders, wrenching her body into a sitting position. “Good.” He
looked over his shoulder, giving a quick nod.


Mario, the
sergeant-at-arms, lifted his phone, stepped toward the bed, and took several
photos of Cara before moving back to the door. Crossing his arms, he watched
Poison, his features blank, as if having a woman tied up in a spare room was
normal. Perhaps it was.


Poison’s
unwavering gaze stayed on her as he spoke to Mario. “Send those to Wrath with
the message. Give him eight hours to respond or he’ll be searching for a body
no one will ever be able to find.”


Mario’s
eyes flickered, giving a succinct nod.


The impact
of Poison’s words hit Cara hard and swift, his meaning clear. If Wrath didn’t
respond, she had a few hours to live. She didn’t want to know more about what
awaited her. There was no need. Dead would be dead, no matter the method used.
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Stalking
into the clubhouse, Wrath checked the time. It had been barely an hour since
he’d ridden to Cara’s apartment. Less than forty-five minutes since he’d
discovered her missing.


He watched
as Ethan and his deputy drove to the back, pulling into a large warehouse used
as a garage. Wrangler and Ghost parked next to them. Since the attacks, all their
vehicles were secured in the massive, bulletproof building.


Wrath walked
out a back door to join them, his impatience growing. He wanted to be on the
road, hunting the men who’d taken Cara. He didn’t doubt the Night Devils had
her. They might as well have placed a sign on her front door. Poison and Mario
were stupid for approaching her after work, then again in a crowded restaurant.


Half the
town pulsed with gossip about the Devils targeting a civilian, threatening her
in broad daylight. Poison was a dead man. He just didn’t realize it.


Joining them,
Wrath halted at Raider’s excited shout.


“We may
have found her, Prez.” 


Shifting, he
rushed toward Raider, hearing hurried footfalls of the others behind him. “Are
you sure?”


“Your lady
is wearing the hoodie with the tracker. The Devils would’ve found a phone, but
they missed the chip in her clothes. Follow me inside and I’ll give you the
coordinates.”


The others
stayed in Wrath’s office while he rushed down the stairs behind Raider. A
couple minutes later, he returned, spreading a map out on his desk. Checking
the information Raider gave him, he looked down, pointing to a spot at least an
hour away.


“It’s an abandoned
ghost town. The road to it is too rough unless you have a four-wheel drive.
When it rains, there’s no way of getting in or out. Only the most adventurous
explorers go there these days.”


Ethan
looked at his brothers, a memory flashing. “Dad used to take us there when we
were kids.”


Wrangler
nodded. “Yeah, I remember. I haven’t been there in years.”


Wrath straightened,
his features hard as granite, voice low and menacing. “We’re going to see it
again tonight.”
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Cara
shivered in the early morning chill. She’d done her best to pull the covers
around her, the bindings on her wrists and ankles making the task difficult.


Neither
Poison nor Mario had returned to check on her, ask if she needed to use the facilities
or offered water. Even though images of what might be coming haunted her, she
found their absence came as a relief. If she couldn’t see them, Cara could
pretend they didn’t exist, her future out of their hands.


Relief
came from keeping her thoughts on normal activities—all the work waiting for
her attention, contracts to be completed, adoption agreements to review, final
assignments to grade and report. She didn’t have time to be tied up, a hostage
in some gruesome game between a merciless outlaw gang and a group of men under
deep cover with more important missions than to rescue a lone woman.


As it had
each day since he’d told her the story, Wrath’s fantasy tale about a group of
hero bikers repeated itself over and over in her head. It had been a good
story, meant for her ears only, never to be repeated. His words had soothed her
heart, allowed Cara to regain a measure of trust lost at Glory’s appearance.
Thinking of it now, trussed up and held for some purpose she didn’t understand,
Cara hoped the tale would calm her fear.


Except for
the reality it had been so long since she’d heard from Wrath. After almost six
days without word, the thin thread of trust began to tear, her confidence in
Wrath’s story fading the same as an aging photograph. She wanted to believe
he’d learned of her abduction.


Cara
closed her eyes, trying to remember her late husband’s words when joking around
with his team members at a family get-together years before. If she recalled
right, they’d mentioned high-value targets, how the vast percentage of
Americans wouldn’t fit the definition. If abducted or caught between forces of
good and evil, they’d be better off praying for divine intervention than
expecting the Navy’s finest to spring into action. She snorted at the dismal
thought. Greg truly had been a downer.


The sound
of the door slamming open startled Cara, prompting her to jerk before scooting away
until her back hit the wall. Mario stepped into the room, a bottle of water in
one hand, a piece of bread in the other.


How
cliché. Cara almost laughed, then grimaced. Mario’s
eyes narrowed to slits, a feral smile flashing from across the room. Stalking
forward, he tossed the water and bread at her. 


“Looks
like you’re going to take up residence in the desert, chica.”


Her effort
to grab the water with wrists constrained by zip ties stalled. A glacial ball
of fear settled in her stomach. It must’ve shown on her face because his smile
grew wider.


“Yeah,
that’s right. Wrath’s gotten two messages. Didn’t respond to either.” He bent
over her, voice cheerful and threatening at the same time. “Seems your man doesn’t
care about you.” Straightening, he shrugged. “His loss, my gain.” His head fell
back on a robust laugh as he walked out, the door banging shut behind him.


Staring at
the stale piece of bread, her stomach lurched. Even if she could take a bite,
it would never stay down. Nothing would. Not after Mario’s announcement.


An icy
chill took residence in each limb, teeth chattering on a wracking shudder. Cara
didn’t need a mirror to know her lips were blue and face pale.


Wrath
hadn’t responded to Poison’s message. Twice.


Tears
formed, but Cara ruthlessly willed them away. Never in her life had she been a
complacent victim, someone who wallowed in misery, accepting pity with a weary
shrug. She’d always been a fighter, someone who emerged from tragedy stronger.


Greg’s
cheating stunned her, hurt terribly. After a brutally verbal argument, she’d
crossed her arms, lowered her voice, and calmly told him they’d be getting a
divorce. At the time, she’d known of only one of his betrayals.


The
following morning, she’d gone downstairs to see Greg’s note about being called
back to the base, saying he’d never agree to a divorce. Cara had no reaction.
Instead, she’d made coffee, filled a cup, and gone through the desk drawers and
files in his office.


It had
taken a couple hours before she found what she somehow knew would be secreted
away somewhere. Greg had never been content to quietly celebrate his
achievements, slapping himself on his back long after others had stopped.


Holding up
her find, a small black journal, she’d leaned against the desk and thumbed
through it. As she suspected, Greg kept a record of the women—names, their
description, phone number, and email. The last column held numbers ranging from
one to five.


Instead of
running to her girlfriends or family, she’d begun preparing for a single life,
funneling her pain into productive activities. Greg’s death had changed her
plans, but not much.


Allowing
righteous anger to build, she inhaled and exhaled several breaths, willing her
brain to clear. If she’d been left at the mercy of the Devils, the time had
come to save herself.


Leveraging
her back against a wall below one of the windows, she tucked her bound ankles
underneath her, pushing upward. It took several attempts before she stood,
wobbled a little, but didn’t topple over.


Waiting a
few moments to steady herself, she bit down hard on her lower lip, inching
around to face a window. The glass was filthy, creating an almost frosted
appearance, the sky dark with a smattering of stars. She saw no lights around
her prison, nothing in the distance to indicate a town. Her hope of escape took
a heavy blow. They’d brought her to the middle of nowhere.
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“Ghost?”


“Team One
is set, Wrath.”


“Wrangler?”


“Team Two
is set.”


“Ethan?”


“We’re
set, Wrath.”


“Hold your
positions. Wait for my go.” 


Wrath lay
prone on the hard ground, Gunner and Moses on either side of him, both about
six feet away. Their night vision goggles would provide an advantage, at least
for a short period.


“Raider.
Do you have location of extraction target?”


“Affirmative.
Extraction target in southwest corner. Repeat, target is in southwest corner of
building. That’s one hundred percent, Wrath.”


“Roger.”
Wrath shot a look at Moses and Gunner, getting a satisfied nod from each. They
were facing the southwest corner, Cara not fifty yards in front of them.
“Ethan. Target in southwest corner. Sixty seconds for your go. Repeat, sixty
seconds to go.”


By prior
agreement, Ethan and his deputy would announce their presence to Poison,
requesting they stand down. Teams led by Ghost and Wrangler would provide
backup, ready to move on Wrath’s order. When Poison refused, which they expected
would be his response, the two teams would create a diversion, drawing the
Devils to the north and east sides of the house.


“Hold your
positions. Thirty seconds to go, Ethan.”


“Roger.”


Wrath
could see Ethan rise from his prone position to kneel beside a large saguaro
cactus, the deputy positioned a few feet away.


“Ten
seconds…Five…Two…Go, Ethan.”


Right on
cue, Ethan stood, placing the cactus between himself and the dilapidated
building. “Poison, this is Sheriff McCord. You and your men are to come outside,
hands above your head.” Getting no response, Ethan repeated his order. “You are
surrounded, Poison. Come out so we can have a little discussion on your latest
activities.”


Hearing
Ethan speak the code words, latest activities, the rest of the men went
on alert.


“Ghost,
Wrangler, thirty seconds to your go.”


Both
replied in the affirmative.


“Last
chance, Poison.” Ethan took a couple steps back when the Devils continued their
silence.


He looked
at his deputy, giving a slight chin lift, then did the same to Wrath and the
other Eternal Brethren. Ethan raised a fisted hand, their predetermined signal.
They already knew to stay clear of the southwest corner of the building. That,
and the woman inside, belonged to Wrath.
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Cara’s
heart hammered in her chest, fear fighting with hope. She couldn’t mistake what
she’d heard. Ethan’s voice. Not once, but twice. If Ethan was here, Wrath would
be with him, and Wrangler, and maybe some of the others. They’d come for her.


A few
minutes before she heard Ethan shout, Cara had scooted back on the mattress,
resting against the wall. The sound of his voice put her on immediate alert. Now
her mind reeled with what she should do, what Wrath would expect her to do.


Ethan had
given Poison an ultimatum. So far, Cara hadn’t heard the president of the Night
Devils respond, had no idea what the outlaw’s silence meant for her. The zip
ties cut into her wrists and ankles, her foray to the window causing blood to
flow from the lacerations. The pain didn’t bother her. The lack of mobility
did.


Her back
stiffened when Ethan shouted once more. 


“Last
chance, Poison.”


Cara
didn’t know what the demand meant for her. She didn’t have to worry about it
long. The door to the bedroom banged open, Poison charging inside, brutally
yanking her to him.


His
fingers dug into her skin as he dragged Cara from the room and through the
house. He came to an abrupt stop at what she guessed was the front door,
yelling orders at Mario and someone named Burn. A few other members of the
Devils were spread out beside windows. She tried to count their number, whimpering
in pain when Poison slammed her into a wall.


Cara felt wetness
drip down her face and into her mouth, lips swelling, the metallic taste of
blood causing her stomach to roil. Yanking her against him, Poison shoved open
the front door. He lifted a gun, the cold metal of the barrel positioned
against her temple.
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Wrath’s
heart stalled, blood rushing to his head at the sight before him. Poison held a
gun to Cara’s head. Anger pulsed through him when he saw blood on her face,
wrists and ankles bound. What sealed Poison’s fate were the tears streaming
down her cheeks.


Even so,
Wrath saw determination in her gaze, lips curled in contempt. “Gunner, do you
have him?”


“Roger.
I’ve got the fucker, Prez.”


“Ethan.
Gunner is set. Waiting your go.”


Ethan’s
voice was a low growl. “Roger, Wrath.”


Ethan took
a step forward. “Let her go, Poison. You aren’t going to get through this if
you harm the woman in any way.”


“Fuck no. I’ve
got a crew inside. More than enough to take down you and your deputy.”


“Don’t be
stupid, Poison. No matter the number of men inside, you’ll be dead.”


“So will
you, Sheriff.”


Wrath’s
voice came through the radio. “Waiting for your go, Ethan.”


Ethan
opened his mouth to shout one last warning. Whatever he meant to say stalled
when Cara shifted, her head ramming into Poison’s jaw. The outlaw’s grip
loosened enough for her to tear out of his grasp and stumble away.


Yelling a
stream of curses, Poison lifted his gun, aiming it at Cara when a single shot
rang out. The shocked expression on his face would’ve been comical except for
the gaping hole in his forehead. Gunner’s shot had been spot on.


Cara
screamed as she toppled over, then screamed again when Poison’s lifeless body collapsed,
pinning her in place.


The rest
was a blur of shouts, shots, and boots stomping across the dirt. Arms slid
under her legs and back, lifting her. She felt a solid chest, smelled the
familiar scent. 


Caid.


“I’ve got
you, babe.”


She closed
her eyes on his comforting words. He’d found her.








Chapter Twenty-Two


“Please, Wrath. Get me out of here.” Cara’s fingers curled into the
sheets of the emergency room bed. “I really do not need to be here.” Lifting a
hand to her face, she felt the stitches on her brow.


He leaned
forward, covering her hand with his. “One quick check, babe. If the doc says
you’re okay, I’ll take you home.”


Closing
her eyes in frustration, she huffed out a breath. “I don’t like hospitals.” She
opened her eyes at his chuckle. “This isn’t funny.”


His
expression sobered. “None of what happened over the last twenty-four hours is
funny. And it’s my fault.” He scrubbed a hand over his face. “You never
should’ve been a target for Poison or anyone else. None of this should’ve
happened to someone as sweet as you.”


Cara’s
chest seized, her stomach tightening. Something in his voice flashed warning
bells in her head. Pulling her hand away, her worried gaze met his. “What are
you saying?”


Staring at
her, he sucked in an unsteady breath. Before he could respond, the doctor
joined them.


After
several minutes and numerous questions, he prescribed a pain killer and
antibiotic, letting her know both would be available when she left the hospital.
Shoving the pen into a pocket, the doctor studied her a moment, rubbing his
chin.


“You’ve
had quite a traumatic experience, Ms. Mortensen. There’s a good chance you’ll
have some ongoing issues, serious ones you’ll need to address. I’d highly recommend
you speak with someone.” Pulling out the pen, he jotted on a pad of paper.
“Here are the names of two counselors who are good at working with those
experiencing trauma.”


Reaching
out a shaky hand, Cara took the paper, giving a weak, “Thank you.” Her mind
wasn’t on her wounds, the trauma, or the possible need to talk it out with
someone. She swallowed the fear building in her chest, knowing whatever was on
Wrath’s mind wouldn’t bode well for her. The instant the doctor left, her gaze
locked on his.


“Caid?”


Shaking
his head, he stood. “Let’s get you out of here.”


“But…” She
knew her voice sounded almost pleading, which made her wince.


“We’ll
talk at home.” He held out a hand, helping her stand.


“Whose
home? Mine or yours?”


“It might
be best if I took you back to your apartment.”


Cara had
no illusions about what he meant to say. She could see it in his eyes, in the
way his shoulders slumped.


Slipping
back into her clothes, she refused his help, preferring to make the trek to the
entrance alone. Glancing over her shoulder, she stopped, waiting until he came
up beside her.


“Do you
have my phone?”


Wrath
stared at her, his expression grave and full of sorrow. Reaching into a pocket,
he gripped her phone, holding it out to her. Without a word, she took it,
pacing several steps away, making a call. Heart heavy, she turned, coming to
within a couple feet of him, seeing what looked like two bottles of medications
in his hand.


“You’re
free to go back to your place, Wrath. I have a cab coming to take me home.” She
didn’t expect his harsh and immediate reaction.


“The hell
with that. I’m taking you home, Cara.” He cupped her elbow, leading her toward
the door. When she tried to pull away, he tightened his grip. “There’s not a
chance I’m letting you leave here by yourself. I don’t understand what’s going
on with you?”


“No?” Cara
couldn’t stop the anger in her voice.


He didn’t
stop, leading her to his truck. “No. Do you want to enlighten me?”


The pain
in her chest increased to a point she had a hard time drawing in a breath. She
had a harder time keeping the moisture in her eyes from spilling.


“I already
know what you want to say, Wrath.”


Halting
beside the truck, he opened the passenger door. Before she could protest, he
lifted her, setting Cara on the seat.


“I don’t
know how the hell you could know what I want to say because it’s something I’m
still trying to work out myself.”


Confusion
crossed her face. She felt certain his solution to the issue of her safety was
to cut their ties. Washing his hands of her was simple, effective, and a quick
resolution to the problem of keeping her away from his enemies. They wouldn’t come
after her if she and Wrath were no longer together.


Slamming
the door, he walked around the truck to climb inside. Gripping the wheel, he
stared out the window. He blew out a breath, not looking at her as he turned
the key and pulled onto the main road.


Instead of
driving to her apartment, Wrath headed toward the lake.


“I don’t
want to go to the lake. Just take me home.”


He ignored
her, reaching out to turn on the radio. A popular country song shot through the
speakers. They both loved this station, the music it played. Right now, Cara
didn’t want to hear it. What she did want was to scream in frustration.
Instead, she rested her head against the seat and closed her eyes.


Feeling
the truck jerk as it came to a stop, her lids fluttered open. Cara hadn’t even
realized she’d fallen asleep. Rubbing her eyes, she blinked, recognizing the
cabin. It held such wonderful memories. She didn’t look forward to having them
tainted with whatever bad news Wrath delivered.


“Why are
we here?”


Killing
the engine, he shifted in his seat to look at her. “Because the cabin is
somewhat neutral ground. Not your apartment or my house. And no one will
interrupt us.”


Her stomach
tightened, but she didn’t respond. Cara realized it wasn’t so much what he
wanted to tell her, but how he’d do his best not to break her heart. It was how
she’d react that weighed on her. Ever since Glory showed up, prancing around,
acting as if she had a right to Wrath, Cara had tried to prepare herself.


She’d been
naïve when it came to Greg. His other life, the betrayal of women she
thought of as close friends, had been a terrible lesson. Cara promised herself
she’d never again be blindsided.


“Come on,
babe. Let’s get you inside.” He lifted her from the truck, carrying her inside
before she had a chance to protest. Walking straight into the bedroom, he set
her down, drawing back the covers. “Climb in. I’m going to get you a glass of
water so you’ll be ready to take your meds when it’s time.”


She
started to object, stopping when a wave of nausea assaulted her. Maybe she
should lay down, ignore the churning in her stomach at what was to come.


“Hold on.
Let’s get you out of those clothes.” He set the glass next to the meds on the nightstand.


Batting
away his hands, she dropped onto the bed. “I can do it.”


His
features softened. “I’m sure you can, but you’re getting my help anyway.”


Instead of
fighting it, Cara let him pull off her clothes and tuck her under the covers.


“Do you
want to sleep for a while? I’ll make something to eat if you’re hungry.”


She stared
at him, his chiseled features, the face she’d come to love, then shook her
head. “I’m not hungry.”


Staring
down at her, he nodded. “Well, I need something. I haven’t eaten since lunch
yesterday.”


Cara
watched him leave, wondering how he could be so calm, so casual when he meant
to flip her life upside down. Closing her eyes, she wondered how she’d allowed
herself to fall in love, become vulnerable after the ordeal with Greg. 
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Wrath
paced the front room, poking his head into the bedroom every few minutes to
make sure Cara hadn’t woken. He’d spoken with Ethan, Rock, and Ghost. The
members of the Night Devils who’d been at the rundown shack were in custody. It
didn’t mean they had them all, but the raid and rescue of Cara would be a
serious hit to the gang.


That left
Drago and Demons Blood. Wrath crossed his arms, staring outside as he
contemplated how to go about moving forward with the outlaw gang. Taking down
Poison would help the Brethren strengthen their bond with the Blood, allow them
to learn more about the merchandise they moved, the routes they took, and most
importantly, their suppliers and customers.


It
certainly didn’t hurt that Drago had hired Cara for legal work. He’d been
furious at her abduction, offering his men, weapons, whatever Wrath needed to
get her back. Scrubbing a hand down his face, he chuckled at the number of men
his woman had charmed during the short time he’d known her. He included himself
in the ever-growing group.


Checking
the time, he struggled with the idea of a drink before noon. But hell, what he
had to say required a measure of courage he didn’t feel. Giving in, he walked
to a cabinet, removing a shot glass and bottle of whiskey. Pouring a healthy
amount, he threw it back, letting the warmth calm what he’d always considered
nerves of steel.


Hearing
her stir, he set down the empty glass. Moving to the bedroom, he stood still,
watching as she slowly woke up from a sleep lasting several hours. When she
stretched her arms above her head, exposing her almost bare breasts, he sucked
in a ragged breath.


“Ah hell,”
he muttered under his breath, forcing himself to breathe in and out. When she
moaned, he couldn’t take it any longer and moved to the bed. Leaning down, he
tucked lengths of blonde hair behind her ears, ignoring the urge to kiss her.
Right now wasn’t the time. Perhaps it never would be again.


“Caid?”


Her soft
voice had him taking a seat next to her, stroking the back of his hand down her
cheek.


“I’m right
here, sweetheart.” He watched as she blinked a couple times, then stretched
again. “How are you feeling?”


A small
smile curved her lips before her eyes flew open and her gaze landed on his. The
smile dimmed, her mouth taking on an unpleasant twist. Letting out a breath, he
reached for her hand, but she drew it away.


“Do you
need your meds?”


She shook
her head, sad eyes watching him.


Unable to
take the distrust in her gaze, he stood, shredding fingers through his hair.
Sucking in a deep breath, he blew it out, turning to face her.


“If I
could make it all go away, I would, Cara.”


She
nodded, the knot in her chest before falling asleep reforming into a ball of
ice. “I see.”


“What
happened was all my fault. I didn’t keep you safe as I promised.” He paced a
few feet away, then returned. “I made a major mistake letting Poison know of
you without providing the protection you deserved.” When she didn’t respond, he
continued. “You deserve better than what I offered, Cara, and I didn’t provide
it.”


Clasping
her hands together, she sucked in a breath, determined not to let his words
destroy her. Her throat thickened, making a response impossible.


Picking up
a chair, he turned it around, resting his arms on the back. “I wish there was
something I could do about the past, but I can’t.”


Glancing
at the ceiling, she prayed the tears wouldn’t fall. She wanted to be strong
when he spoke his rejection.


He rubbed
a hand over his stubbled chin, studying her face, seeing dread and a sickening
sadness. “I ignored an important part of the culture in a motorcycle club,
Cara. For that, I’m truly sorry.”


Her brows
furrowed. “The culture of a club?”


The deep
concern on his face relaxed at her question. “Yes, sweetheart.” When he reached
out this time, she let him take her hand. “If a woman is unclaimed, she has no
respect, none of the protection of a woman who’s been claimed.”


Eyes
widening, she felt a surge of hope. “Claimed?”


He nodded.
“You see, none of the men in the Brethren have a woman, so I’d never had to
think it through.”


“Think
through what?”


His dark
gray gaze bored into hers. “Claiming you, Cara. Publicly. Letting everyone,
including those in rival gangs, know you belong to me.” 


Seeing the
shock on her face, he almost chuckled. Instead, he rushed to explain.


“If I’d
claimed you, Poison might not have gone after you. As it was, he thought taking
you might draw me out, believing the kidnapping wouldn’t result in war between us.
He thought you were just another woman in the club. A woman we’d promised
protection.” Squeezing her hand, he willed her to understand. “If I’d been more
public by claiming you, he might not have risked war by taking you. He’d have
known you belonged to me, that I’d kill to get you back. I’m so sorry I didn’t
understand this sooner.”


“Tell me
what you mean in English.”


“Yeah, I
guess I’m making a mess of this.” He ran a shaky hand down his face. “What I’m
trying to say is I love you, Cara, and I want everyone to know, not hide it
away as if it would keep you safe. Because, obviously, it didn’t.” When he
tried to continue, she reached out, placing fingers over his lips.


“Can you
repeat that, please? The part about loving me.”


Standing,
he shoved the chair aside, sitting next to her on the bed. “I love you, Cara.
Marry me, let me claim you as mine so everyone knows you belong to no one but
me.”


The
sadness in her features minutes before was replaced by cautious joy. “You want
to marry me?”


A slight
smile curved his lips. “Yes.”


“Because
you love me and not because you’re doing it to keep me safe?” 


For an
instant, Cara thought she’d insulted him. Then his smile returned.


“Because I
love you, Cara, more than you know. But if you don’t love—” He didn’t get any
further before she wrapped her arms around his neck.


“I love
you, too, Caid. If you’re sure you want me, yes, I’ll marry you.”








Epilogue


Eight weeks later…


Rows of Harleys filled the parking lot at the lake, leaving little
room for the cars and trucks of other guests. Caid kept an arm around Cara,
unwilling to let her get even a few feet away.


Today’s
wedding was for show, a public declaration of how much she meant to him,
leaving no doubt of his claim on her. Demons Blood and members of associated clubs
being the intended audience.


The real
wedding took place at Freedom Meadow Ranch two weeks before in front of their
families, friends, and a few members of Eternal Brethren wearing civilian
clothes. The pastor of the church Caid attended as a boy officiated, Ethan standing
as his best man, Quinn as his groomsman. On the other side, Cara had Tessa as
her maid of honor and only attendant.


The
picture today was quite different. Ghost and Rock stood next to Wrath, and over
Cara’s objection, Tessa insisted on playing her role a second time. The
ceremony had been quick, bowing to the more important event.


The
reception was the reason most of the bikers rode the long distance to the lake.
Alcohol, loud music, and club whores were in unlimited supply, keeping the
guests happy and distracted. The only ones keeping their drinking under strict
control were the Brethren. Today presented a rare opportunity to glean
information and strengthen club ties.


Cara reached
up to place a kiss on his cheek. “I want to talk to Tessa a minute.”


He looked
around, nodding to Wrangler, knowing he’d keep watch on the women.


“All right,
but stay in sight, Mrs. McCord.” Kissing her, he didn’t let his gaze stray
until Cara and Tessa sat on a bench under a broad sycamore. Wrangler stood a
few feet away, talking to one of the club whores who’d ridden over with Drago’s
crew.


“We’ve got
some interesting information, Wrath.” Rock moved next to him, a bottle of beer
in his hand, his gaze fixed on Cara and Tessa.


“Tell me.”
Wrath lifted his own bottle, taking a long draw.


“There’s solid
intel the Night Devils are shaking up the local club, but not disbanding it.
With Poison gone, their national president is riding in to take over until a
replacement can be named.”


The news
didn’t surprise Wrath, but certainly didn’t please him. “Vulture?”


Rock
nodded, his gaze still on the women. “Yeah.”


Grayson
had done a good deal of intelligence work on the Devils since Poison’s death.
What he’d learned told Wrath they’d be facing a man of less conscience than the
one who’d died. Their work just never got any easier.


“There is
a bright side, though.”


Wrath
snorted, taking another sip of beer. “Yeah. And what’s that?”


“When he
couldn’t reach you, Grayson got a hold of me this morning.” Rock cast another
look at Cara and Tessa, his attention lingering a little longer than normal on
the doctor.


“Do you
see something over there that I don’t?”


Tearing
his gaze away, Rock looked at Wrath. “Uh, no. Sorry. It’s just something feels
off.”


“I know
what you mean. Having the Bloods and other gangs here makes me nervous.” Wrath
scanned the crowd, making a slow turn before looking back at Rock. “You were
going to tell me why Grayson called.”


Rock shook
his head, as if trying to clear his thoughts. “Yeah, right. The big man wanted
me to give you a heads-up. The admiral wants five of the crew to take part in an
extreme mountain training program in northern Arizona. He says you’re to pick
the men.”


“Now? With
all that’s going down with the Devils and Blood, he expects me to give up five
of my men for some damn mountain training? The old man must be out of his mind.”
Wrath’s voice rose with each sentence until Rock grabbed his arm to pull him
out of hearing range of anyone else.


“Calm
down, man. He says you’ve been putting it off for over a year. The guys need to
check off boxes like everyone else to stay qualified. He said you should call
him if you have any problems with it.”


Letting
out a frustrated breath, Wrath ran a hand through his hair. “I wish he wasn’t
right, but I have been putting it off. Did he say when he needs the
names?”


“Two
weeks, max.” Rock finished his beer, tossing the bottle in a nearby container.
Rubbing the back of his neck, he grimaced, taking a few steps away. 


“Getting
another feeling, Rock?” After all the years they’d known each other,
Wrath had learned to respect his friend’s gut instincts. When Rock didn’t
answer, he took another look around, his gaze landing on a flash of metal in
the trees.


Before he
could react, a shot rang out, then another, until the air around them pulsed
with the sound of gunfire.


“Fuck! Get
down!” Wrath and Rock yelled, along with a dozen others as they drew their guns
to return fire. “Get the girls.” Both men ran toward the spot where Cara and
Tessa had been sitting.


“Over
here!” Wrangler waved his arm, his body covering both women, his Glock pointed
toward the spot where he’d last heard shots.


Before
Wrath and Rock could reach Wrangler and the women, another round of gunfire
tore up the ground around them, forcing them to take cover. An instant later,
the air stilled, the only sounds the moans of those who’d been hit.


They
waited a few beats before the roar of motorcycles sounded in the distance, then
faded.


“Vulture,”
Wrath bit out. “How the hell did the Devils find us?” He turned, his heart
stopping at the sight of Wrangler, Cara, and Tessa covered in blood. “God, no!”


His legs
pumped, but it felt like hours had passed before he fell beside them, chest
heaving.


“Wrangler’s
been hit.” Rock tried to move him enough to get to Cara and Tessa, then pulled
out a phone to call 9-1-1.


“Cara?”
Wrath couldn’t breathe. His wife and Tessa lay motionless, their clothing
spotted with blood. Lifting Cara, he looked at Rock. “How’s Wrangler?”


“Breathing,
good heartbeat. I think the bullet must’ve gone on through.” He pressed his
hands over the wound to Wrangler’s shoulder, doing his best to stop the
bleeding. “Ambulances are on the way.”


“I’m fine,
Caid. It isn’t my blood.” Cara’s fingers dug into Wrath’s arm. “Please. Check
Tessa.”


Keeping a
hand firmly pressed on Wrangler’s wound, Rock shifted to gently turn Tessa
over, sending up a silent prayer. Anger welled within him at what he saw.


“She’s
been shot.”












Thank you for
taking the time to read Steadfast. If you enjoyed it, please consider
telling your friends or posting a short review. Word of mouth is an author’s
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