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    Sean MacKenny, VP in the Loyal Rebels MC.  
 
    A soldier, a leader, a brother. A man not to be messed with by anyone. 
 
      
 
    When Sean disobeys his older brother, who is also his president, he runs. 
 
    He goes back to his old Marine buddy, Thomas Trent. 
 
      
 
    Thomas Trent is a man of honor, a man to be trusted—a man who has been murdered. 
 
      
 
    Can Sean discover why his friend is dead and, in the process, help his daughter, Beth? 
 
      
 
    Beth Trent is strong, angry, and knows her own mind. 
 
      
 
    Beth doesn’t need anyone helping her. Well, that’s what she tells herself. 
 
    But Sean MacKenny is turning her world upside down. 
 
      
 
    Can this couple overcome their pasts to create a future together?  
 
      
 
    Spark of Vengeance is a standalone and the second book in the MacKenny Brothers Series.
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    For the lovers and dreamers, 
 
    reading this book. 
 
    This one’s for all of you.
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    The ride to my old sergeant’s house takes me the better part of a month. I feel like a coward, but I can’t face Kyle, my brother, and my president in the Loyal Rebels MC. We’ve spoken on the phone, and he asked me to come back, but I used my old sergeant as a bullshit excuse, said he needed some help on his farm. The truth is, he doesn’t even know I’m coming. 
 
    After my disobedience, Kyle is pissed. There’s no way I was going to let the scum bag who killed my sister and hurt my brother live. The rage on his face when I blew that bastard to kingdom come isn’t something I’m going to forget in a hurry. I know I need to have a sit down with him and the rest of the Rebels but not yet. I have to get my head on straight, find my path, and then I’ll be ready to face my MC brothers and my family.  
 
    So here I am, on the road, heading to my old Marine buddy’s place. The last I heard from Sergeant Thomas Trent, he was running cattle on his family’s ranch. We were close when we both served our country. I saved his life, and he saved mine on numerous occasions.  
 
    I pull into the local gas station, and an older guy comes out. 
 
    “Fill ‘er up?” 
 
    “Sure, man. You good to do it?” I ask. 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    I wait until he’s finished, and we both walk back into the gas station. 
 
    “You know where I can find the Trent Ranch?” 
 
    “Tom’s place?” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s an old buddy of mine.” 
 
    The old guy scoffs. “I doubt that. Tom’s got no friends. Not anymore, leastways. That’ll be twenty-three dollars and seventy cents.” 
 
    I hand over three ten-dollar notes. “Keep the change. Where did you say the Trent Ranch is?” 
 
    “I didn’t.” 
 
    I put both hands on the counter and lean over. “Well, how about you tell me now?” 
 
    The old guy looks me up and down. “The Trent Ranch is ten miles further down the road, take the first road on the left, then the second right, and keep going, you’ll find it. But you won’t find Tom there.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “Thomas Trent is dead.” 
 
    I rock back on one foot, shocked to my core. “Dead?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    The old guy frowns and shakes his head. “Not my place. Tom didn’t toe the line. He should have sold out, like the rest.” He moves out from behind the counter and walks to the back of the store where he loudly says, “His daughter, Beth, is looking after the place now. Not sure how she’s doing it on her own.” 
 
    He disappears through a door and leaves me alone in the gas station.  
 
    I shake my head at the closed door, take a jerky stick, and head to my bike. Thomas talked about Beth, a lot, his only daughter. According to Thomas, she can do just about anything a man could do.  
 
    I’ve come all this way, I might as well pay my respects and see if she needs a hand. The picture Thomas painted of Beth was that she was plain, hard-working, and a damned fine cook. Not exactly flattering.
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    Beth 
 
      
 
    The ranch runs cattle. We have, or should I say I have, a little over five hundred acres, so not huge but enough to keep us busy and put food on the table. My last ranch hand recently quit, and here I am in the arena with a wild horse trying to get him to trust me. Horses are necessary on a ranch. Yeah, I’ve got ATVs, but there’s something about being on a horse and doing your chores. It’s all about the freedom. If you get the right animal, they’ll look after you if you look after them. I’ve got the wrong attitude to be in here with this one, though. I’m angry, and he’s picking up on it. Shaking myself, I let out all the air in my lungs and look at this beautiful chestnut boy.  
 
    “I know you’re scared,” I say softly. In response, he shakes his head, and his ears flatten against his head. “Don’t be like that. I’m not going to hurt you, but I do need to break you in. You’re no good to me if I can’t ride you. I need you. In return, I’ll give you a home, food, and protect you. But buddy, you’ve gotta let me get close to you.” His ears come up, and he trots away from me. Well, at least he doesn’t look frightened anymore.  
 
    He’s circling me, so I move to the outer side of the arena, into his path, he turns and goes the other way.  
 
    “I think I’m going to name you, Titus. It’s a proud name, and he was a companion to Paul the Apostle. Maybe you and I can be friends? Stranger things have happened.” 
 
    I begin to spin the lasso down low to start with and walk toward the center of the arena. I pay Titus no attention, even turn my back on him, which is dangerous for a wild horse. Slowly, I spin the lasso higher until it’s in the air and begin to walk in a circle. Releasing the lasso, it lands perfectly around Titus’ neck, and as expected, he rears up. I give him more rope and let him run around in a circle. 
 
    I whisper to him, “It’s okay, Titus. You’re safe.” 
 
    Titus changes course and comes right at me. I chuckle and move out of his way, but he skids to a stop and rears up. I pull down on the rope, hard. Titus stops and looks at me. 
 
    “Okay, Titus, I get it. You don’t like the rope, but this is a first step, the first of many.” I keep my voice soft and take a step toward him.  
 
    He throws his head but doesn’t try to run or rear up.  
 
    Tentatively, I hold out my hand and place it on his nose. “Good boy. I’m going to take this off you now, and you’re not going to hurt me, are you?”  
 
    Reaching up, I grab the rope and pull it over his head, then as soon as he’s free, he rears up, knocking me to the ground. I roll away from him as hooves come down far too close to my body. The sound of a motorbike pierces the air, and then I hear a horn and yelling as I’m trying to put distance between Titus and me. The distraction gains his attention, and he gallops away from me. I get to my feet and head for the gate.  
 
    “Are you okay?” yells a biker from the other side of the arena. 
 
    “Fine!” 
 
    But the truth is I’m not.  
 
    I shouldn’t be doing this alone, and if Titus had kicked me, I would have been in serious trouble. There’s no one out here with me, and my neighbors have all but sold out to Myles Graham and his conglomerate.  
 
    I keep walking toward the man who is now jogging toward me. He’s wearing a leather jacket, black tee, jeans, and boots. If he’s here for the job, he’s certainly not dressed for it. 
 
    When he’s within talking distance, I dust my hands on my ass and thrust out my hand. “Beth Trent. You don’t look like a rancher.” 
 
    He grasps my hand, and a tingle goes up my arm. “Sean MacKenny, and I’m not.” 
 
    I pull my hand out of his grip and wipe it on my jeans like he’s got the plague. “You with Graham? You tell that man I said, no! Got it! I’m not selling. This ranch has been in my family for generations, and you ain’t running me off.” I step off past him and head for the house. It’s been a long day, and I need a hot shower and a meal.  
 
    I’m at the top of the porch steps when he yells, “Wait! I don’t know who Graham is. I’m a friend of your dad’s, Thomas Trent. I came to see him, but the old guy at the gas station said he’s dead?”  
 
    I turn, and he’s at the bottom of the stairs. With a shake of my head, I let out a breath, then go back down the stairs until we are the same height. “I’m so sorry. It’s been a rough few months. My last ranch hand quit, and I’ve been advertising for someone for ages, not that I can pay much…” I trail off and hold out my hand again. “Let’s try this again. I’m Beth Trent, and you are?” 
 
    “Sean MacKenny. Your dad was my sergeant in the Marines. I’m sorry for your loss.” 
 
    Laughter bubbles up out of me. I can’t stop it, and I buckle over holding my stomach. Soon the laughter turns to tears and sobbing as I remember the man my father was—strong, tall, tough, and my rock. This man, who claims to know him engulfs me, picks me up and takes me inside the house. He sits on the leather sofa with me in his lap. I cry until I can’t cry anymore, until I’m exhausted. The loss of my father, trying to run the ranch, and doing all of it on my own has been a burden that I’ve had to face alone. I had no idea how much I relied on my dad and how much work he did around the property. 
 
    “You okay?” whispers the man whose name I’ve forgotten. 
 
    “Shit. I’m sorry.” I try to get off him, but he holds on tight. 
 
    “How long has Thomas been dead?” 
 
    Looking him in the eyes, I see only compassion there. “Six months. I’m sorry you weren’t notified. None of his Marine buddies came to the funeral. I guess I should have realized you all weren’t told.” 
 
    I slide off his lap, and this time, he doesn’t try to hold on.  
 
    “No, I didn’t know, and I don’t think the others do either. No one called me. Are you here alone? No workers?” 
 
    I plaster on a fake smile. “Not at the moment. We are hiring, though, if you’re interested?” 
 
    “We?” 
 
    “Me,” I reply, dejectedly. 
 
    “You,” he states and nods. “Beth, I could use a meal and bed. I’ve been on the road for a while. Your dad had a way of sorting my shit out better than anyone I know. I was coming here to clear my head, but I don’t want to impose. I’ll work hard if you’ll have me?” 
 
    I stand, and he does too. I can tell he’s strong. He did carry me up the stairs and into the house, but he’s no rancher. I’ve also had no one apply for the job, and now that it’s only me, I’m not sure I can afford to be picky. 
 
    “Can I trust you?” 
 
    He straightens up and squares his shoulders. “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “I want your word you won’t steal from me or screw me over.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. I swear I won’t steal from you or screw you over.” 
 
    “I own plenty of guns… so if you’re lying, I’ll shoot your ass. We clear?” 
 
    “As crystal, ma’am!” 
 
    I grin at him. “I’m going to go clean up. There’s a spare room down the hallway. The upstairs is off-limits, got it?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” he replies with a grin. 
 
    I reach out and touch his arm. “It’s Beth, not ma’am. You make me feel old when you say that.” 
 
    “Beth. Okay, Beth, and thank you.” 
 
    I head for the stairs and say over my shoulder, “Don’t thank me yet. There’s a lot of work to do, and you’ve never tasted my cooking.” 
 
    “You’re going to cook for me?” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I can’t afford to pay you, so you get a room and food in exchange for work. How does that sound?” 
 
    “Yeah. Is there a bathroom down here?” 
 
    Turning around, I look down at him from the top of the stairs. He’s followed me halfway up, and I didn’t realize.  
 
    I point down the hallway. “It’s down there, next to the bedroom. There are fresh sheets on the bed. Towels in the bathroom. Make yourself at home.”
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    Sean 
 
      
 
    Beth continues up the stairs, and I wait until I hear the shower going before heading out to my bike and grabbing my gear. Thomas Trent lied about his daughter. She’s no tomboy. Beth has curves, black wavy hair, and the fullest set of lips I’ve ever seen.  
 
    When she began laughing, then dissolved into tears, I didn’t know what to do. Scooping her up and comforting her came naturally like I’ve done it for years. Maybe it’s the connection to her dad, although the boner I’m sporting right now wouldn’t go down well with Thomas.  
 
    Beth is not plain.  
 
    Stepping back into the house, I open the first door on the left—it’s the bedroom. I put my gear on the bed, take off my jacket, and hang it on the hook on the back of the door. Next, I unpack my few belongings, all of which need a wash.  
 
    Going back out into the hallway, I open the door next to mine and find the bathroom. It has a shower, a toilet, and a vanity, all basic but it’s clean, and there are fresh towels rolled up on a shelf in the corner. I strip off, turn on the water, and let it run over me. It’s been ages since I’ve felt clean. I lather myself in the Irish Spring soap, even using it to wash my hair. When I’m done, I towel off and wrap it around my waist. As I walk back into my room, I find Beth in there wearing a short red dress, barefoot, and looking through my stuff. 
 
    “Find anything?” I ask. 
 
    “Oh, shoot! I’m sorry. I know I shouldn’t be in here. You see, it just occurred to me I don’t know you. I’ve let you into my home, and well… I don’t know you.” 
 
    I chuckle and nod. “Yeah, that’s fair. Your dad never mentioned me?” Beth shakes her head. “If you look in the book you’ve got in your hand, you’ll find a picture of our unit.”  
 
    Beth flicks the pages until she comes to the image. She puts the book on the bed and moves to the window for better light, then a small smile plays on her lips.  
 
    I move forward and point at the different men. “That’s Thomas, me, the big guy there is Buck. That’s Harry, Scope, and Steve.” 
 
    “You were close? And why Scope?” 
 
    Looking into her green eyes, I smile and nod. “Scope was a hell of a sniper, hence the name. Your dad and I went through a lot together. He saved my life more than once and was a good man.” 
 
    Beth smiles and looks at my chest. “Oh shit! You need to get dressed. Sorry. Leaving now.” She hightails it to the door. Beth stops when she reaches it, turns around, and thrusts the photograph at me. “Sorry.”  
 
    This time her eyes are riveted to my feet.  
 
    “Ahh, Beth?” 
 
    Slowly, she raises her eyes to mine, and I take the picture. “Yeah?” 
 
    “I’ve been riding for a while, and my clothes all need a wash. Could I please use your washing machine?” 
 
    “Oh! Yes, yes, of course. Just give them to me, and I’ll throw them in.” 
 
    “No, ma’am. I’ll do them myself.” 
 
    “Don’t be an idiot. Give them to me.” 
 
    “Woman, they stink. Please let me do it.” Beth twists her hands in her front of her as though she’s nervous. “If you don’t want me here, I can go.” 
 
    “No! I was a little frazzled when you turned up, and well… I… I can’t remember your name. And I was rolling around in the arena, so I’m sure I smelled like horse shit. So your clothes have got nothing on me.” 
 
    I place my hands on my hips and laugh. “You didn’t smell so bad, and my name is Sean.” 
 
    “Sean. Right, right, okay. Got it!” Those full lips smile wider, and she nods. “Nice to meet you.” 
 
    I place a hand at the back of my neck, feeling a little exposed standing here in my towel. “Nice to meet you, too, Beth.” 
 
    “Okay, there’s shirts in the closet. They should fit. Might be a bit tight in the chest, but I can’t help you with pants.” Her gaze drops to my crotch. “But, you seem to be rocking the towel.” Her pretty face goes a shade of red, then Beth turns and walks out of my room.  
 
    A laugh bursts out of me.  
 
    This woman is something else. 
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    With my clothes in her washing machine and me sitting at her kitchen table, Beth cooks us both a meal. I offered to take her into town, but as she pointed out, my towel might cause a stir at the local diner. I like her, she’s got sass, and she’s a good-looking woman. 
 
    Leaning back in my chair, I look around the kitchen. It’s not filled with the latest appliances or even new ones, but everything is sparkling clean. The conversation between us is a little stilted, and I feel like she wants to ask me a question, but she’s skating around it.  
 
    “You know, I forgot to ask if you don’t eat anything?”  
 
    “Ma’am?” 
 
    “Like, are you allergic or don’t eat certain things?” 
 
    “Ahh, no, I’m good. Anything I don’t have to cook myself is fine. Do you need help?” 
 
    “You any good in the kitchen?” 
 
    “I do okay. My da made sure we could cook the basics, and I do a mean spaghetti bolognese. Maybe I could cook one night?” 
 
    A smile splits her pretty face, and she turns to me, hand on hip. “Sounds good. I hope you like your meat well done.” 
 
    Beth dishes out the food. A large steak on my plate and a smaller one on hers. 
 
    “I appreciate you giving me the larger steak, but do you have enough?” 
 
    Beth sits opposite me. “I don’t normally eat much, not that you can tell.” A blush creeps up her neck. 
 
    I look at her quizzically. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Come on. My ass is huge.” 
 
    I burst out laughing. “No, it’s not. Besides, no real man wants a stick figure.” 
 
    Her blush deepens. “Why did you come here?” 
 
    I cut into my steak, or should I say saw into my steak. It’s not well done—it’s been crucified.  
 
    “I needed to clear my head. Your dad had a way of making me see the trees instead of the forest. I fucked up at home.” 
 
    “How did you screw up?” 
 
    I chew through the steak—it’s as tough as old boot leather. “Family thing. Nothing really.” I shrug and take a sip of water to wash my meal down. 
 
    “Must be something if you’re running away from it.” 
 
    Shrugging again, I point to outside. “Is it normal for you not to have any ranch hands?” 
 
    “Nice deflection there.” She grins. “No, since Daddy died, it’s gotten harder to find good help. How long do you think you can stay?” 
 
    It’s a good question and not one I can answer easily. “I’m happy to stay for as long as you need me or until you find a replacement.” 
 
    Beth finishes her meal, and for once, I’m wishing I had the smaller steak as I try to eat the charred remnants on my plate. The potatoes are good, smothered in butter, and the beans are fine, so I eat those and push the meat to the side. 
 
    “You’re not a big meat eater?” 
 
    I shake my head. “Sometimes, not that hungry tonight.” 
 
    Beth looks me in the eye. “Tell me about my dad.” 
 
    “One of the best men I ever knew. Didn’t judge a book by its cover, but by its merit, the stuff it was made of. Thomas was well-respected by those who served with him.” 
 
    “You’re the first one to come visit. Dad didn’t have many friends. Hell, apart from this ranch and me, Dad didn’t have much of anything.” 
 
    “He talked about you and this place. Thomas loved the both of you.” 
 
    Beth’s face creases into a frown. “I know, it’s what got him killed.” 
 
    “Killed? I assumed he died of natural causes.” 
 
    Beth scoffs. “A bullet to the back. Nothing natural about that.” 
 
    I lean back and push my plate away. “Who did it?” 
 
    Beth shrugs, tears well in her eyes, but they don’t fall. “Local sheriff had no idea. It was a long-range rifle… that was all he could tell me.” 
 
    “How far out?” I ask, pinning her with a look. 
 
    Beth shakes her head, her black hair bouncing around her face in waves. “I don’t know.” 
 
    She stands and takes our plates to the sink.  
 
    Slowly, I stand, unsure of how to approach her. Beth’s breathing deeply, taking in great gulps of air, I assume in an effort not to cry. 
 
    “What’s the sheriff’s name?” 
 
    Beth turns, putting her back against the bench and crosses her arms over her chest. “It won’t make any difference. Dad’s dead, the ranch is failing. I know who did it, I just can’t prove it.” 
 
    “Who do you think did it?” 
 
    “Myles Graham. He’s wanted our patch of dirt for a long time. Dad wouldn’t sell, even though I begged him to.” Beth’s gaze drops to the floor, and a single tear runs down her cheek. “It’s why I won’t sell to that bastard now. He’ll have to kill me before I sell him my land.” She reaches up and wipes away the tear and forces herself to smile. “Okay, well, I’m going to go to bed. It’s been a hell of a day.” 
 
    “I’ll do the dishes. What time in the morning?” 
 
    “Daybreak. I’m normally out on the ATV checking on the cows and fences.” 
 
    “ATV? I assumed you’d use horses.” 
 
    Beth smiles. “We do, but it’s a big ranch. ATVs make it easier. Feel free to watch TV, but remember the upstairs is off-limits.” 
 
    “Or you’ll shoot me?” I ask with a smirk. 
 
    “You got it.” Beth reaches over and squeezes my arm. “Night, Sean.” 
 
    I watch her walk away with mixed feelings.  
 
    If Myles Graham did kill her dad, I’ll make him pay.  
 
    But how do I protect her in the process?
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    Beth 
 
      
 
    I’m sitting on the side of my bed with the door locked and a chair pushed up under the handle. I don’t know this man. I believe him when he says he knew and respected my dad, but he’s no friend of mine. There’s a photograph of my dad and me on the side table in a heavy silver frame. I pick up the picture and stare at his smiling face. Memories of him come flooding back. He was always my biggest supporter, the man who every boyfriend I’ve ever had never lived up to. I stare intently at the photograph trying to burn those eyes out of my brain. Then images of him lying face down in the dirt with flies buzzing around his body and those vacant eyes.  
 
    Dad had kind, caring, brown eyes, and that’s what I want to remember. I wish I could wipe the last image of him from my mind forever. 
 
    With a sigh, I place the frame back in its position and lay down on the bed. Sean MacKenny doesn’t look like a man my dad would have associated with. He rarely spoke about his time in the Marines. Dad joined when he was young, I think to prove something to grandaddy. When he met my mom, and eventually had me, Dad wanted to get out. Well, he said he did, but it was only after she left and grandaddy died that he did. 
 
    I don’t think he ever really loved my mom. I see her occasionally as she lives in San Francisco with her new husband and two dachshunds. I don’t think she’s ever been happier. The ranch was no place for her. It’s hard work and takes spirit, and my mom never liked or had much of either. When Dad did come home, he worked the ranch—up at daybreak to check on the cattle, home at dusk to get fed, sleep, and start the day all over again. Between the Marines, the ranch, and me, my mom didn’t stand a chance. She was always fourth. No woman wants that. 
 
    If Sean MacKenny didn’t have a photograph of him with my dad, I might not have believed he knew him and called Dad his friend. I roll onto my side and stare out at the night. There’s a full moon out, so the valley is lit up. There’s a soft breeze blowing, and crickets chirp in melodious harmony. I can’t hear any noise from below. Hopefully, when I wake in the morning, Sean is still here, and so is the good silver cutlery. If not, then my natural instincts which tell me he’s a good man are wrong. Again.  
 
    Myles Graham. 
 
    Businessman. 
 
    Lover. 
 
    Murderer. 
 
    No one, especially me, wanted to believe he killed my dad. I can’t prove it was him, but no one else had a motive. When I look back now and think about Myles and all we shared, I’m ashamed.  
 
    We met in Billings at an art gallery, and I had no idea who he was. We chatted easily after I had accepted his offer for a drink. I was in town to see an old girlfriend from school, something I do every year. It would have been so easy for someone like him to find that out. Money buys you a lot of secrets. 
 
    I wish I had known who he was, what he was. Myles was charming, funny, loving, and pushed all the right buttons. My dad tried to warn me, but I didn’t listen. I believed Myles. You see, it was my fault Daddy was killed.  
 
    I trusted the wrong man, and Dad paid for it with his life. 
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    My internal body clock wakes me up before daybreak, so I rise and take a shower. There’s no need to get all pretty. My unruly dark hair is pulled up into a ponytail, and I pull on jeans and a long-sleeved chambray shirt with a white tank underneath. As I walk downstairs, the smell of bacon hits my senses, and I make my way quickly into the kitchen. Sean is there, back to me, humming a song as he puts bread in the toaster. He’s wearing one of Dad’s old flannel shirts over jeans. He’s barefoot, and I don’t think I’ve seen a sexier sight. Nothing like having a man cook you breakfast.  
 
    “Good morning.”  
 
    He turns quickly, a smile already on his lips. “Good morning to you. I hope this is okay? I figured you’d want a good breakfast before we started work for the day.” 
 
    “It’s perfect.” I move around him and make my way to the coffee machine. He already has two mugs on the counter in front of it. “Coffee?” 
 
    Sean nods enthusiastically. “Yes, please.” 
 
    “How’d you sleep?” I ask as I hand him a steaming hot cup of goodness. Coffee is the closest thing to heaven. 
 
    “Okay. It’s tranquil out here. No road noise. Hell, no noise apart from the occasional horse whinny.” 
 
    I laugh. “You’ll get used to it. My dad used to put the radio on when he’d come back from deployment. After a week or so, he was fine. I could find it for you?” 
 
    Sean takes a sip of coffee and nods. “Thanks, appreciate it. Now, sit, and I’ll get breakfast on the table. Hope you like your eggs scrambled?” 
 
    I grin and nod. Honestly, anything you don’t have to cook for yourself always tastes better. Sean has a dish towel over one shoulder as he lifts the frying pan and puts bacon on two plates, then he dishes out the scrambled eggs. The toaster pops up, and he puts two slices on both plates on top of the bacon. He’s even set the table with butter, cutlery, side plates, and hot sauce. 
 
    Sean puts my plate down in front of me and sits opposite. “So, what’s on the agenda for today?” 
 
    “You ever mucked out a stable?” 
 
    “Nope, but I’m guessing it’s shoveling shit.”  
 
    I nod as I put some crispy bacon into my mouth. Ah, heaven. “Yep, and you’ll need to feed the horses, brush them down, and put out new hay.” 
 
    “Sounds easy.” 
 
    I grin and nod. “We’ll start you off easy today.” 
 
    Sean nods. “I’d like to go into town in the next few days. Talk to the sheriff, find out about your dad, and get in touch with my old unit to see if they know Thomas is dead.” 
 
    My mouth runs dry. I cock my head to the side and look at him. “Why?” 
 
    “Why what?” asks Sean, who’s looking confused. 
 
    “Why are you going to so much trouble? Daddy is dead, and nothing is going to bring him back.”  
 
    This is true. I’m not lying, but a part of me doesn’t want Sean to know I was with Myles Graham. If he starts talking to people in town, Sean is going to find out. Find out it’s my fault. 
 
    Sean’s eyes soften as does his voice as he says, “Don’t you want to get those responsible? Don’t you want to make them pay?” 
 
    “Money buys a lot of secrecy and pays people to be quiet. We’re never going to find out what happened…” I pause and push my plate away. “You ready for work?” 
 
    Sean cocks his head to the side and nods once, then he stands, puts his remaining breakfast between two slices of toast, and places his plate in the sink. “Lead the way.” 
 
    I’m grateful he isn’t pursuing this conversation further, but something tells me Sean MacKenny isn’t going to let this drop easily.


 
   
  
 



 
 
     
 
      
 
    [image: A picture containing clock  Description automatically generated] 
 
      
 
    Sean 
 
      
 
    I’m not a country boy. I am sure my veins bleed smog instead of blood.  
 
    Beth is strangely quiet as she walks ahead of me toward the weathered barn. Surprisingly, it’s not painted, the wood has gone a soft, silver-gray color from being exposed to the elements.  
 
    As Beth walks away from me, I like the way she moves. Her hips sway from side to side, very feminine. I smile to myself, her daddy, God rest his soul, would beat me black and blue for staring at her like this.  
 
    I don’t understand her reluctance to find her father’s killer. Trent deserves better than to be shot in the back and left for dead.  
 
    “So this is the barn,” says Beth loudly, holding her arms out wide. “The straw is up there.” Beth points to the loft. “But first, you’ll need to muck out the stalls.” 
 
    “Muck out the stalls?” 
 
    Beth sighs and points to shovels and pitchforks along one wall. “You’ll need to clean them out.” 
 
    “Right so muck out means to clean out the stalls. Got it.” I grin at her, but she doesn’t look amused. “Beth, I was only trying to have a little fun. I might not know all the technical terms, but I am a hard worker.” 
 
    Beth nods, but I can tell she’s apprehensive. “Right. Okay, I’m going to go and fix some fences about a quarter-mile away. I have my phone.” She turns and takes a step. 
 
    “That’s great, except I don’t have your number.” 
 
    Beth stops and turns, arm outstretched in front of her. “Hand me your phone.” I do as I’m told, then Beth hits a bunch of keys and hands it back. “See you in a bit.” 
 
    I watch her walk away, and when I hear the ATV startup, I grab a pitchfork from the wall. The first stall is empty but needs cleaning, so I start with that one. There’s a wheelbarrow near the tools, so I put it in the stall and get to work. It doesn’t take long to put all the horse shit and straw into the wheelbarrow, but then I have no idea where to dump it. The barn has five stalls, but only three of them have horses. One horse watches me constantly while the others eat, stomp their feet, and generally pay me no attention. It’s still early in the day, but you know when you can feel the heat building? Yeah, that’s what it feels like right now when a line of sweat rolls down my back. I walk outside and see a pile of older straw—this must be where she dumps it. I go back inside and wheel the animal waste and old bedding, placing it on the pile.  
 
    The stall is clean, but the new straw is in the loft. I don’t want to climb up there just yet, so I move to the next empty stall and clean it. Now, I’m left with three stalls with the horses in them. Do I clean them with the horses still in there? Or do I take them out? The chestnut horse eyes me, but there’s something about him I don’t trust. The other two pay me no mind when I open their stalls. One at a time, I guide them out to the arena, open the gate, and they walk lazily inside.  
 
    “Good horses,” I say to them with a grin.  
 
    They both trot around in a circle, and I leave them to it. As I enter the barn, the chestnut horse rears up. 
 
    “Something tells me you aren’t going to play nice with me. So your stall gets done last.” The chestnut snorts at me and shakes his head. It takes the better part of an hour to get the other two stalls cleaned. So, now I have four clean stalls with nothing inside of them. 
 
    The chestnut whinnies and shakes his head. “You know all your bitching isn’t going to make me let you out.” I point at the loft. “I’m going to go up there to drop some straw down, then I’m going to clean out your stall, and you are going to behave.”  
 
    He looks at me and stomps a hoof.  
 
    I shake my head and climb the ladder up to the straw. There’s another pitchfork up here, and I begin to throw down the fresh straw. When I think I have enough, I climb back down and pile it into the four empty stalls then fill up the water and feed buckets. All that’s left to do is the chestnut. 
 
    “If I open your door, what are you going to do?” Of course, I get no response.  
 
    When I open the stall, he backs away from me.  
 
    “I’m Sean. I’m not going to hurt you, but I do need to get this nice and clean before your owner comes back.” 
 
    The horse rears, and I retreat quickly. The chestnut lands loudly and takes a step toward me.  
 
    “Buddy, I know, you’re bigger than me and could probably stomp my ass into eternity, but I have a job to do. You can make this easy for me or hard. What’s it going to be?” 
 
    He takes a step back, and I take a step forward and another until I’m right in front of him. Slowly, I reach up and touch his face, then run my hand up and down, and amazingly, he stays still. 
 
    “You’re not so bad, are you? You want to join the other two in the arena? Will you play nice?” 
 
    “Sean, I need you to back out of the stall slowly. Okay?” 
 
    It’s Beth’s voice from behind me. I let my hand drop and do as she says. When I’m outside, Beth shuts the stall door. 
 
    “Hey, you’re back.” 
 
    “What the fuck do you think you’re doing? He’s wild. You’re lucky he didn’t stomp your ass. And how the hell did you get the other two horses into the arena without bridles?” 
 
    “You didn’t tell me he was wild, and the other two followed me out. I told you I’ve never worked on a ranch before. I guess some guidance would have been appreciated,” I growl at her. 
 
    Beth looks shocked and then begins to laugh. “They followed you out?” 
 
    “Yes, they did,” I reply indignantly. 
 
    She has dirt on her face and is wearing a stetson hat. Beth pushes it up at the front and tries, unsuccessfully, to stop laughing. 
 
    “They aren’t pets, they’re working horses. You’re lucky they didn’t bolt.” 
 
    With my hands on my hips, I lean into her body space. “Well, perhaps you should have explained it to me.” 
 
    Beth nods, and although she’s stopped laughing, there’s a grin firmly planted on her face. 
 
    “You’re right. This boy here is Titus. I’m amazed he didn’t bite or stomp you. Maybe you have a way with horses?” 
 
    Still pissed at her attitude, I scowl at her. “Considering I’ve never been this close to a horse before, I doubt that.” 
 
    Beth’s smile widens. “You know they can sense fear? Horses are pretty good at knowing what type of person you are. You walked right up to him, no hesitation, you spoke in a low tone, and Titus respects you.” 
 
    I eye the horse who’s still in the same position and watching both of us. “He didn’t seem to mind me being in his space. I watched a thing on llamas once, and if their ears go back, you’re in trouble.” 
 
    A giggle escapes Beth, and I quickly turn my head to look at her. “Llamas? You watched a show on llamas?” 
 
    “It was on late-night TV. And what’s wrong with llamas?” 
 
    “Nothing,” exclaims Beth. “I figured you more a porn guy.” 
 
    I take a step back and shake my head. “Really? Well, do tell, Beth. What kind of guy am I?”  
 
    I’m pissed, and I have no idea why I’m pissed. I think it’s because she’s laughing at me, or maybe because Beth seems to have such a low opinion of me.  
 
    What’s wrong with a guy like me watching a documentary? 
 
    With her hands up in surrender, Beth takes a step back, widening the gap between us. “I apologize. I meant no offense. I should have given you better direction. I’m used to ranch hands knowing what they’re doing, and I was hell-bent on fixing the fences this morning. If you’d been hurt, it would’ve been on me. And you’re right, ears back isn’t a good sign.” 
 
    I nod but don’t say anything.  
 
    Titus snorts and shakes his head as though he’s not impressed with her explanation either.  
 
    “What were you going to do with him?” 
 
    “I was going to put him in the arena with the other horses.” 
 
    “Okay then, he’ll need a halter. You want to do it?” 
 
    I lock eyes with Beth, keeping my face free of humor. “I don’t know how.” 
 
    “I can show you what to do?” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Beth grins at me. “First, we need to give his face a bit of a brush down.”  
 
    As she speaks, Beth walks toward some ropes which are on the outside of his stall and looks at me expectantly. When I get within an arm’s reach of her, she holds one out to me, and it looks like a bridle without the bit. Beth moves toward a table on the other side of the barn and picks up a brush. 
 
    “This is softer than some of the others. It slips over your hand. Be gentle when you use it. You ready?” 
 
    I’ve got the halter in one hand and the brush in the other. “I think so?” 
 
    “Always approach him from the left and let him see the halter. Put it over his head, then slip his nose through the band.” 
 
    I open the stall, and Titus takes a step back and shakes his head.  
 
    “Okay, buddy… I mean, Titus. We can do this.” I close the gap between us and slip the halter over his head, which has a longer rope clipped to a ring on it. Titus doesn’t move. I lightly brush his face and some of his mane. “Now what?” 
 
    “Make sure it’s not too tight around his ears. We don’t want it so tight that it’s cutting into them.” 
 
    “Okay, Titus, did you hear what Beth said? I’m going to make sure your ears are okay.”  
 
    Titus doesn’t move a muscle as I follow Beth’s instructions. 
 
    “Now, hold it in place with your left hand and do up the buckle with your right on the left-hand side of his face. It needs to be tight enough so it won’t fall off, but loose enough so it’s not digging into him.” 
 
    When I’m done, I stroke his face again, and Titus stomps the ground, taking a step forward, so I’m almost hugging him. 
 
    “Well, I’ll be damned.”  
 
    “What?” I ask as I run my hand over his side. 
 
    “He likes you. I’ve been trying to get him to trust me, but I’ve had no luck. And here you are, a city slicker, and he likes you. More importantly, he trusts you.” 
 
    “Maybe he realizes I could have easily screwed this up, and he’s grateful I didn’t tie it around his balls.” 
 
    Beth laughs. “Guide him out to the arena, and I’ll grab some ropes for the other two.” 
 
    Titus follows me, and I unclip the long rope when we get into the arena. Titus rears up, it takes me by surprise, but he lands near me, shakes his head, and runs after the other horses. 
 
    “You okay?” yells Beth. 
 
    “I thought for a moment he was going to stomp me.” 
 
    “Nah, that was him letting you know he likes you. His ears weren’t back, so he was only playing.”  
 
    I feel Beth stand next to me, but my eyes never leave the horse. “He’s a beautiful animal.” 
 
    “Yeah, he is. Dad found him but couldn’t catch him. I did a couple of weeks ago. To be honest, after yesterday, I didn’t think I’d be able to break him, and maybe I can’t. I think he’s picked you.” 
 
    “Break him?” 
 
    “Yeah, so he can be ridden.” 
 
    My mind goes back to my first few weeks as a Marine. They break you down and build you back up. I later wanted to be in the Marine Corps Forces Special Operations Command or MARSOC, and it was six months of hell, but I came out stronger for it. Thomas Trent was a great commander. I hated him to start with, but as time wore on and I proved myself to him, I eventually understood the only person I needed to impress was me. 
 
    Titus prances around with the other horses, and I turn and head back for the barn.  
 
    “Sean?” 
 
    I hold up my hand and wave but keep walking. There’s still work to do. I make it back into the barn and have the pitchfork in my hand when Beth comes stomping in. 
 
    “Sean?” 
 
    “Yeah?” I ask as I put a pile of manure into the wheelbarrow.  
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Did I do something wrong?” 
 
    “Maybe he doesn’t need to be broken.” 
 
    “Titus?” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe he’s fine the way he is. Not everyone needs to be stripped down only to build them back up. Maybe Titus wants to be free.” 
 
    Beth stands there, not saying anything, but watching me work. I finish mucking out the stall and put new straw and water into it when I finally look at her—she’s frowning with her arms folded across her chest. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We should go into town. I’ll buy you dinner.” 
 
    “Did you fix the fences? Don’t you need me to do… I don’t know, ranch stuff?” 
 
    “Ranch stuff?” asks Beth with a grin and small shake of her head. “Yeah, we have more ranch stuff to do, but I’m calling it. We’re leaving early. I’m going to show you the sights and buy you dinner.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “‘Cause I have a feeling you weren’t talking about the horse.” Beth heads for the doors. “When you’re done here, come up to the house.” 
 
    I watch her walk away, but Beth doesn’t look back. No, I wasn’t talking about the horse. I loved being in the Marines, but I also appreciate the freedom I now have as a citizen. My bike and the road are sometimes all the things I need.  
 
    To ride without thought or fear, to be free.  
 
    I guess I think that’s what it’s like for Titus. 
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    Two hours later, I’m freshly showered, dressed, and waiting for Beth on the porch. I’ve changed into another pair of jeans, a black T-shirt, and my cut. The view from the porch is spectacular. I can see why Thomas wanted to stay here. 
 
    “Penny for your thoughts?” 
 
    With my arms braced on the railing, I look over my shoulder. Beth has changed into dark denim jeans, a red spaghetti-strap top, and a pair of high-heel black boots. She looks perfect. Slowly, I turn and give her the once-over, and when I get to her face, it’s a lovely shade of pink.  
 
    “Not sure you’d want to know my thoughts right now, Beth.” 
 
    To my surprise, Beth bursts out laughing. “Does that work on girls where you’re from?” 
 
    “Sometimes,” I reply with a grin. 
 
    “City girls sure are stupid.” With a shake of her head, she walks down the porch stairs, and when she reaches the bottom, Beth looks up at me. “You coming or what?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m coming.” 
 
    Beth walks toward an old pickup truck, and I jog down the stairs to catch up to her. 
 
    “We could go on my bike?” 
 
    Beth stops and gives me a sideways glance. “You a good rider?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Are country girls always this easy?” I tease. 
 
    “Only when we know what we want.” 
 
    Beth brushes past me, her perfume filling my senses and leaving me wondering how she managed to get one up on me, again. Walking quickly to beat her to my bike, I throw a leg over and hold out my hand.  
 
    Beth scoffs, places her hand in mine, and climbs on. “Let’s go, city boy.” 
 
    I grin over my shoulder at her, start my bike, and head into town.
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    Beth 
 
      
 
    Sean smells like musk, spice, and something familiar I can’t quite put my finger on. The feel of him and the bike under me, I swear it’s as close to heaven as I’ll ever get. He handles the bike easily, much the same as he does the horses and figuring out what to do around the ranch. I was so preoccupied with myself and my inner demons this morning, I gave him no direction in the barn, but he figured it out. You have to admire a man who doesn’t need to be told.  
 
    To direct him into town, I tap his leg, left or right, and he turns. Sean’s motorbike is loud, and as we pull up and park in the middle of Main Street, people stare, and some even stop. It’s not a big town, and I’m sure the gossip will spread like wildfire. As soon as he turns his bike off, I dismount and wait on the sidewalk.  
 
    Sean takes his time before he joins me, lips pursed, he looks at me with those big blue eyes from under long dark lashes, lashes which are far too long for a man like him. 
 
    “You didn’t like it?” 
 
    I frown and watch his eyes as they focus on his feet. “Didn’t like what?” 
 
    His gaze comes back to me. His hands are in the pockets of his jeans, and Sean looks almost child-like, but a man as big as him could never be mistaken for a child. “The bike.” 
 
    I laugh and shake my head. “No.” I reach up and touch him on his upper arm. “It was fun.”  
 
    Glancing around the town, most people try to look busy, but some are still openly staring, so I lower my voice. “It’s a small town is all, and they’ll be talking about you long after you’ve left. I don’t want anyone getting the wrong impression.”  
 
    It could be a trick of the light, but I swear his eyes turn a shade of green. 
 
    “Ahh, I see.” Sean holds his arms out wide. “Don’t want to be seen with the biker.” He’s nodding and has his eyebrows drawn together in a frown. 
 
    “What?” I ask, with my hands firmly planted on my hips. “Don’t be ridiculous! It’s because you work for me, and you’re a man. It’s got nothing to do with you being a biker.” In a huff, I turn on my heel and stomp down the sidewalk. I’m so annoyed with him and distracted that I run smack bang into the one and only Myles Graham. 
 
    “Whoa, there, Beth! Who’s got your panties in a knot?” 
 
    I stumble backward, trying to get as far away from him as possible and find myself encircled in Sean’s arms. 
 
    “Are you okay, Beth?” asks Sean. 
 
    “Who the hell are you? And get your hands off her,” demands Myles as he takes a step toward me. 
 
    I hold up a hand in his direction and stagger sideways away from him and out of Sean’s arms. 
 
    “He… is none of your business.” I swing my head in Sean’s direction. “I’m perfectly fine!”  
 
    “You don’t sound fine, Beth,” drawls Myles. 
 
    “You heard the lady, she’s fine,” interjects Sean. 
 
    “Who is this, Beth?” asks Myles in an angry tone. 
 
    Both men are glaring at each other, and I’m at a loss for words. 
 
    “Who are you?” asks Sean. 
 
    Myles swings his head in my direction, and those once pretty brown eyes, that I wanted so much to love me, now look angry and hurt. 
 
    “You’ve moved on already? Didn’t take you long, did it?” 
 
    My mouth falls open, and I stagger backward, trip, and fall flat on my ass. With heat burning my cheeks, I glare at both men as they rush forward to help me up. 
 
    “Back off!” I hiss angrily as I try to scramble to my feet. Once I’m upright, I straighten my shoulders and glare at Myles. “This is my new ranch hand,” I say, gesturing to Sean. “And this is Myles Graham.” Turning on my heel, I stalk across the street, ignoring both men. I keep walking until I hit the local diner. Flinging open the door, someone catches it before it slams against the side of the building, and I realize it’s Sean. His face is a mask of anger—red colors his features. 
 
    “What?” I ask. 
 
    “Did you forget my name?” 
 
    “No, your name is Sean.” 
 
    His hand grips the door harder, and I can see his muscles straining against his T-shirt. Sean leans in and, in a controlled tone, says, “My new ranch hand. Not Sean MacKenny but only my new ranch hand.” 
 
    I shake my head. “Jesus! I didn’t mean anything by it. I was angry. I didn’t want to talk to him, let alone give him any information on you… on me… on any damn thing.” 
 
    Sean drops his gaze to my chest, purses his lips and nods. “Right, right… you didn’t mention that you dated Myles Graham, the man you suspect—” 
 
    Closing the gap between us, I place my hand over his mouth effectively cutting him off. “Shh!” I glance over my shoulder and look around. When I look back at him, I can’t tell if his anger has gone up a notch or if he’s shocked I’ve put my hand on him. Quickly, I drop it, but I don’t move out of his space. “I’m sorry, okay? That I disrespected you. It wasn’t my intention, and I get you’re upset. Yes, I dated Myles. He fooled me. I didn’t tell you because I didn’t want you to think badly of me. You knew my dad, you…” Tears fill my eyes, and my throat closes up.  
 
    I’m staring into his eyes and swear they change color again, this time to hazel. I’m shaking my head, my mouth opening and closing, but the words won’t come out. 
 
    Sean reaches down, grabs my hand, pulls me down the street and around the corner where he leans me up against a wall, then he pulls me into him as my tears fall. This is the second time in as many days this man has held me while I fall to pieces, and again, I feel safe, protected, and a little foolish. Straightening up, I put my back to the wall and tearfully look up at Sean. “I’m sorry. It won’t happen again,” I whisper. 
 
    “It’s cool. Try not to forget my name.” 
 
    Looking into his eyes, they’ve gone back to blue. Sean’s grinning at me, and my stomach does a flip. 
 
    Laughter bubbles up out of me, and I shake my head. “I’m sorry I broke down… again. As for forgetting your name, it’s common. You can understand how a girl could get confused.” 
 
    With his arms either side of me, Sean nods profusely and looks up at the sky. 
 
    “Why do you do that?” 
 
    He drops his head and locks eyes with me. “What?” 
 
    “You keep looking anywhere but at me. You have such pretty eyes.” 
 
    Sean grins, steps back, places a hand to the back of his neck, and nods as his face goes red. “Right, right. How about you buy me an early dinner, and I’ll keep my eyes on you.” 
 
    Now it’s my turn to avert my eyes as I nod and point toward the diner. “Come on. They make a mean hamburger.” 
 
    Sean chuckles while taking my hand in his, and we walk together, back to the diner with my insides fluttering like I’ve got a swarm of butterflies inside me.
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    Sean 
 
      
 
    True to my word, I keep eye contact with Beth, but strangely, she can’t keep eye contact with me. I let her pick where to sit, and we ended up in a booth at the back of the diner.  
 
    “So, come here often?” I ask. 
 
    Before she can answer, a bigger, older lady with dyed bright red hair steps over to our booth and says, “Hell, honey. Beth Trent has been coming here since before she was born.” The woman smiles warmly at us. “How you been, honey?” 
 
    “Sean, this is Mavis Jones. Mavis, this is Sean MacKenny. Sean is my new ranch hand… he knew my dad.” 
 
    Mavis’ smile falters a bit at the mention of Beth’s father. “Well, any friend of Thomas’ is a friend of mine.” Mavis nods and smiles bigger. “Now, I can guess what you’re going to have, Bethy, but you, young man, you look like a burger-with-the-works kind of guy with a side of fries and some chicken wings. Am I right?” 
 
    I grin and nod. “Sounds about right. Could I have a Coke, too, please?”  
 
    “You sure can, honey.” Mavis reaches over and touches Beth lightly on the shoulder then goes back behind the counter. 
 
    Beth smiles shyly at me. “Mavis has worked here for as long as I can remember. Dad didn’t have a lot of friends here in town. He was well known, but he kept to himself, mostly. Mavis used to flirt with him, horribly. Dad would always blush and wave her off, but I think he secretly liked it. He ate here every Sunday. Always wore his favorite blue shirt, and always sat in Mavis’ section.” Beth smiles. “And like me, he always ate the same thing.” 
 
    “What’d he order?” 
 
    “A burger with the works, fries, and chicken wings. Mavis gave you his order, probably to make me feel better. She’s good like that.” 
 
    I grin at her. “So does that mean Mavis sees me as the fatherly type? Or am I someone she can flirt with?” 
 
    “Honey, I’m gonna flirt with you. We don’t get too many muscly, tattooed bikers in this town, and I’m going to make the best of it,” says Mavis as she places a tall glass of soda in front of me.  
 
    “Fair enough,” I reply on a chuckle. 
 
    “Where you from, honey?” 
 
    “I live near Washington, DC. I came out here to visit Thomas. We served together. I guess I left it too late.” 
 
    “No, honey… seems to me you came at the right time. And thank you for your service. Dinner’s on me.” 
 
    “No, ma’am.” 
 
    “Oh, hush. Don’t you argue with me now. Bethy, do you want a soda or a coffee? I forgot to ask you I was so blinded by this big hunk of a man here.” 
 
    Another chuckle escapes me, and I shake my head. “Mavis, I appreciate you wanting to pay for me, but a man doesn’t let a woman pay. Ever.” 
 
    With her hand to her forehead, Mavis pretends to swoon. “Oh my… Bethy, if you don’t snaffle this one up, I will.” 
 
    Beth laughs. “Soda! I’ll have a soda.” 
 
    Mavis winks at me and walks away. 
 
    “You said I was to buy you dinner, and I aim to,” states Beth. 
 
    “Yeah, not going to happen, country. We city boys like to pay. Deal with it.” 
 
    With raised eyebrows and a shocked look on her face, Beth says, “No, you didn’t.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t what?” 
 
    “You just dissed me.” Beth leans across the table. 
 
    I lean in too. “Yeah, I did, country. What are you going to do about it?” 
 
    “I’m paying.” 
 
    “No, you’re not.” 
 
    “Yes, I am.” 
 
    “Country, Mavis gets it. Why can’t you?” 
 
    As if on cue, Mavis arrives and puts our food down in front of us. “Hells, yes, I get it. Oh, Bethy, let the man pay. Now, eat while it’s hot.” Mavis pats my arm. “I like you.” Then she looks at Beth. “I like him. He’s going to be good for you. Eat, Bethy, before you turn to skin and bones.” 
 
    “Like that’s ever going to happen,” quips Beth. 
 
    Mavis smiles and moves away. 
 
    “I like her,” I say to Beth. 
 
    “I heard that,” yells Mavis as she keeps walking, waving a hand in the air. 
 
    We both burst out laughing. 
 
    “Mavis has perfect hearing,” whispers Beth. 
 
    I look over my shoulder, and Mavis nods at me. “Yes, I do.” 
 
    Laughter erupts from me as I turn back around to eat my dinner. It all tastes good. For a while, we eat in silence, enjoying each other’s company. Well, I thought we were until Beth clears her throat and looks uncomfortable. 
 
    “What?” I ask. 
 
    “Myles,” begins Beth. 
 
    I hold up a hand. “Not my business. One day, when you get to know me better, you can tell me all about it, but I understand what you were saying before… sometimes we don’t want those who hurt us to have any more ammunition to use against us.” 
 
    Beth goes quiet and nods once. “Yeah.” 
 
    I smile. “Yeah.” 
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    Beth chatted easily after our meal and walked me up and down Main Street, pointing out the different shops. She made a point of introducing me to everyone who said hello, and although I appreciated it, it still grates that she didn’t introduce me to Myles Graham. And even though I told her it was none of my business, it irks me that she dated the guy. 
 
    I shouldn’t care.  
 
    I’m not staying here.  
 
    Beth doesn’t belong to me.  
 
    The ride back to the ranch takes no time, and when I pull up and stop, Beth makes no move to get off the bike. When I turn the bike off and swivel sideways, I look at her. She has a grin on her face, her hair is a tangled mess, but she seems happy. 
 
    “Country, you going to get off?” Beth nods but doesn’t move. “Tonight?” Surprising me, she leans forward and kisses my cheek. “What was that for?” I ask with a grin. 
 
    “You made it easy. Thank you. You’re a rare breed, Sean MacKenny.” 
 
    A warmth sneaks its way from my cheek to my cock, and right there and then, I want her.  
 
    Beth nods once and climbs off, not looking back as she jogs up the stairs and into the house. It must be a good five minutes before I realize I’m still out here while Beth is long gone. I climb off, and my cell begins to ring. The caller ID says Angus, my brother. I hit accept, put the cell to my ear, and say nothing. 
 
    “For fuck’s sake, Sean. Answer the phone like a normal person.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “What?” I hear his intake of breath. “What? That’s all you have to say? We only recently got Maddock back, and now you go missing? Did it occur to you we might all want to stay together and bond?” 
 
    Angus is an introvert and a genius on the computer. Our brother, Maddock, went into witness protection, but at the time, we all thought he was dead. Angus was like a dog with a bone, he was convinced Maddock was alive, and, of course, he was. 
 
    “Mad is in Paris with Cherie. So there’s no bonding to be had.” 
 
    “Come home.” 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    “Bullshit! Kyle wants you back. I want you back. Come home, brother.” 
 
    I’m VP in the Loyal Rebels MC, and Kyle, my older brother, he’s the President. Kyle rules with an iron fist, but he’s fair. I don’t always follow the rules, and it gets under his skin, but he mostly lets me slide.  
 
    Maddock came back to us a bloody mess, and when they kidnapped Maddock’s girl, Cherie, I couldn’t let it slide. Colin Lamond deserved it. He also killed our baby sister, Heather. In the Marines, I was good with explosives, so I blew the fucker to kingdom come. It grated on me that the others were prepared to let him live. I wasn’t—it went against my moral code, and it’s how I came to be here. I wanted to spend time with Thomas Trent, work out my demons, and then go home.  
 
    Now, I feel like I can’t leave Beth. It seems like she needs me, and I also don’t want to face the wrath of Kyle. 
 
    “Sean?” asks Angus in a softer tone. 
 
    “I disobeyed a direct order, Angus. Kyle will be pissed, and I don’t blame him.” 
 
    “Yes, he’s going to give you a flogging for what you’ve done, but Sean, he needs you home. We all do.” 
 
    I mount the stairs and sit on the top one, looking out over the ranch and into the night. “I’ve got things I need to do here. Brother, I need space.” 
 
    “Well, being in the middle of fucking nowhere, you must have plenty of that. How is your old army buddy, anyway?” 
 
    “He’s dead. His daughter is here, though, looking after things.” 
 
    “Oh, shit. Sorry, man. How’d he die?” 
 
    Angus is the best hacker I know, so if anyone can help me, it’ll be him. 
 
    “Angus, do you think you could look into it? Thomas was shot in the back, according to his daughter. She seems to think a Myles Graham had something to do with it. He wanted to buy the ranch, but Thomas didn’t want to sell. Beth thinks he paid people off, so he wouldn’t get blamed.” 
 
    “Beth?” asks Angus, and I can hear the smile in his voice. 
 
    “Thomas Trent’s daughter. Yeah, Beth. It’s not like that. She’s good people on hard times. I look at her more like a sister than someone I’m interested in. Actually, she’d make a good match for you. She’s quiet and likes to keep to herself.” 
 
    Laughter filters down the line. “Fuck you. Okay, give me a couple of days, and I’ll send you what I’ve got. Where should I send it?” 
 
    “Like you don’t fucking know. I know you, brother. Talk to you in a few.” I end the call, stand, and walk into the house.  
 
    Beth has her back to me. She’s in the kitchen with the coffee machine gurgling away. 
 
    “Ahh, you must have read my mind.” 
 
    Beth twirls around, her face is red, and she smiles fakely at me. “You took your time. And yeah, would you like a cup?” 
 
    “I’d love one. Are you okay?” 
 
    Beth turns back around and makes herself busy getting cups while nodding a little too profusely but doesn’t verbally answer. I touch her on the shoulder, and she jumps. 
 
    “Whoa, Beth, what’s wrong?” 
 
    “You know it’s been a long day, and tomorrow is probably going to go the same way, except, of course, I won’t be going into town. Thank the Lord it’s nearly Sunday, and we can rest. But you don’t have to work Saturday. It’s the day I do a tour of the ranch, check fences, and make sure all the livestock is fine.” 
 
    Beth thrusts a cup at me, spilling some on the floor. I take the cup from her and place it on the kitchen counter. 
 
    “Did I do something wrong?” 
 
    “No, of course not. I told you I’m tired.” 
 
    “I’d like to do a tour of the ranch with you if you don’t mind?” 
 
    Beth shakes her head. “Not necessary. You should explore the area, see the sights. I’m going to take my cup up to my room and read. I’m beat. Night, Sean.” 
 
    As she goes past me, I grab her by the arm. “Beth, I don’t understand what I’ve done wrong, but I’d like to come with you tomorrow, so I’ll be dressed and ready at sun up.” 
 
    Her hair falls over the side of her face as she nods and pulls out of my grasp.  
 
    Women, I swear I’ll never understand them as long as I live.
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    Beth 
 
      
 
    The skin where Sean holds onto me burns, and my body is wishing he’d do more, but I heard him, ‘I look at her more like a sister than someone I’m interested in.’ Sean couldn’t have been more direct if he’d tried, and really, why would someone like him be interested in me? Country, that’s what he called me, and he’s right. I am. He’s from a big city and probably has a girlfriend back home. I pull away from him and avoid eye contact as I quickly go up the stairs to my room and sanctuary. Once there, I shut the door and put my cup on the dresser only then do I let my tears flow.  
 
    I shouldn’t be upset. 
 
    He’s not interested in me. 
 
    Sean could never be mine. 
 
    Feeling tired, overwhelmed, and more than a little disappointed at discovering he thinks of me as a sister, I slump on the floor with my back to the door.  
 
    I must be missing my dad.  
 
    After all, Sean is a stranger.  
 
    A handsome, hard-working, muscle-bound stranger but still not someone I know.  
 
    Wiping the tears from my eyes, I smile to myself. Maybe it’s my lot in life to have horrible taste in men? My track record sucks. And no wonder he’s not interested, he’s probably only staying here out of some obligation to my dad.  
 
    Not wanting to stand, I crawl to my bed and haul myself up on it. Then I kick off my boots and shimmy out of my jeans. Falling backward on my bed, I look up at the ceiling.  
 
    Today was a good day. I got the fences mended, and I thought Sean and I had bonded in town. How embarrassing those feelings only went one way. He’s not from here, so what did I expect? Did I think he’d leave his home and stay here with me? No, he called it when he called me country, and that’s exactly what I am.  
 
    Sean is also an old friend of my dad’s, so there’s probably some kind of guy code where he doesn’t mess with me. Yep, that’s it. Plain Elizabeth Trent wins again.  
 
    I close my eyes and listen to the sounds of the ranch and the night, and within moments, I’m asleep. 
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    I wake early, shower, dress, and go downstairs. I can hear Sean moving about at the back of the house, so I scramble some eggs, put on the coffee, and wait. Within ten minutes, he walks into the kitchen. 
 
    “Good morning! Do you want toast?” 
 
    Sean smiles. “Good morning, Beth. Yeah, toast would be nice.” 
 
    I push both buttons down on the toaster and go back to my eggs. Sean grabs two mugs and pours us both a coffee, then he leans over my shoulder and inspects my cooking. 
 
    “They look done.” 
 
    “Nah, they’ve still got a minute to go.” 
 
    “But you’ll burn them.” 
 
    “Who’s skinning this cat, you or me?” 
 
    Deftly, Sean guides me to my seat, places a cup in front of me, and pushes me into it. “You started it, country, now I’m going to finish.” 
 
    I giggle at him, and he grins widely at me. “You always this bossy? How does your girlfriend put up with it?” 
 
    Sean shakes his head and goes back to the eggs, turning off the stove. “I don’t have a girlfriend. My da made sure we all could cook, and it’s something I like to do.” 
 
    “Was that your father?” 
 
    Sean piles the eggs onto the two plates I’d placed on the bench and walks them back to me, and as he moves, the bread pops up in the toaster. He places a plate in front of me, and one opposite me then goes back for the toast. 
 
    “Da was my grandfather.” Sean points to a cross on his forearm. “This is for him. I miss him. He was like a father to us. Da was a great man.” 
 
    The cross is only about two inches in size. It’s very intricate with the words ‘In memory of KM’ in a circle around interlocking hearts.  
 
    “It’s beautiful.” 
 
    “All of my brothers have it. It’s a way to remember him and to bind us. The joke is we are bound in blood and ink.” Sean chuckles to himself and begins buttering his toast. “I think you would’ve liked my da.” 
 
    “What happened to your father?” 
 
    Sean’s lips turn down. I watch as he puts some of the eggs on a corner of the toast and then bites into it.  
 
    “My father was a drunk. Got himself and my mother killed in a car accident, so Da took us in. I have five brothers and a sister. Sorry, had, Heather has passed.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Sean shakes his head and takes another bite of his breakfast. “Don’t be. It’s been a while. I miss them both, but time marches on. Neither would want me sad for too long.” 
 
    “How did your sister pass?” 
 
    Sean stops eating and swallows, then takes a large sip of coffee. 
 
    “Someone tried to kill my brother, Maddock, and by mistake, they got Heather. A car bomb killed her instantly.” 
 
    I’m completely stunned. What a horrible way to lose someone you love. 
 
    “Oh, Sean, I’m so sorry.” 
 
    He waves a hand in my direction. “It was a long time ago. She was avenged.” 
 
    Wondering what he means by that, I cock my head to the side. I want to ask, but from the look on his face, there are demons hiding there, so I nod and eat my breakfast. 
 
    “Are we taking the horses or ATVs today?” 
 
    “ATVs are easier. I’d like to let the horses out into the left field, so they can run around and get some exercise. Titus will need it. He’s not used to being cooped up.” 
 
    “I know how he feels. I don’t like to be tied down either.” 
 
    “Ahh, hence, the no girlfriend. I get it.” 
 
    Sean looks at me quizzically. “It’s not that I don’t want a girlfriend, and I don’t mind being tied down.” Sean winks. 
 
    I laugh nervously as heat warms my face at his meaning. “Okay, but only for the right kind of girl.” And we both know that’s not me. I want to say this, but I don’t, I only think it. 
 
    He laughs and shakes his head. “Eat your breakfast, country, so we can get going.” 
 
    I do as I’m told, and when we’re done, I put both plates in the sink. There’s an old flask in the cupboard I fill with the remaining coffee, grab two tin cups and head for the barn.  
 
    Sean matches my stride. I glance over at him and realize he’s not wearing a hat. 
 
    “You can’t be out all day on the ranch without a hat. I think there’s an old baseball cap in the barn. You should wear it.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “No, you won’t. Either you wear the hat, or you’re staying here. Got it?” 
 
    Sean chuckles. “In case you didn’t notice, country, I ride a bike without a helmet. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “The heat out here can sneak up on you. It’s cool right now, but as the day wears on, you’ll feel it. Not that we’ll be spending all day on the ATVs.” 
 
    “You know, I’ve never ridden an ATV. They look like fun.” 
 
    “They are, but they aren’t toys. Watch yourself and watch out for me.” 
 
    Sean grins. “I’m always watching you, Beth.” 
 
    “Oh come on, city boy, you can do better than that,” I reply with a wink.  
 
    I toss Sean the cap and put on my stetson. With a sigh, he places it on his head, and I don’t think I’ve seen a sexier sight—black T-shirt, tight blue jeans, boots, and the cap. Damn, if my panties didn’t just catch on fire. 
 
    “You’re staring,” states Sean. 
 
    “It looks good on you. You should wear a cap more often. Okay, let’s walk these horses out to the paddock. Do you remember how to put the halter on?” Sean nods. “Okay, then, seeing as Titus likes you, you get to do him.” 
 
    Sean nods and gets the halter while I go and do the same for the other two horses. These two are eight and nine years old and have always lived on our ranch. They are as docile as you can get. Occasionally, the older one will get skittish, but generally speaking, they are good, solid, and reliable horses.  
 
    Walking them both outside, I wait in the early morning light for Sean. As soon as I hear him walking toward me, I begin to step over to the far paddock. It only takes ten minutes to get them in, and my two are happy to be able to run around all day. I unclip their lead ropes, and they both take off, galloping toward the far end. I turn and catch Sean with his face close to Titus’ head, whispering to him. Slowly, I walk up and stand near them. Titus throws his head a little when he sees me. Sean whispers something else, detaches the rope, and Titus trots past. It almost looks like the horse is giving me a knowing look. 
 
    “What’d you say to him?” I ask. 
 
    “Men talk, you wouldn’t get it.” 
 
    I scoff at him and shake my head. “Come on, city boy, the day’s a wasting.” 
 
    The ATVs are at the other end of the barn, away from the horse stalls. Dad built a ramp for them so they could easily be moved in and out. I get on my ATV and start it. 
 
    “You leave the keys in them?”  
 
    “Yeah, no one comes out here. We’re far enough off the road that you’d hear a car. We used to have a dog, but he went missing around the time Dad died.” 
 
    Sean climbs on and starts the bike. I move out first, and he follows. This is my favorite thing to do. I love riding around my land. It’s too big to do all of it in one go, but sometimes Dad and I would go out camping and do it in two or three days. I miss those trips. Today all we need to do is check on the cattle and make sure they’re fine along with the fences. 
 
    Sean keeps up with me, and I take him on the scenic tour. There’s a small hill overlooking most of the valley. It takes us about an hour to reach it, and once we get to the top, I kill my engine as does Sean. Silence fills my senses. It’s still early, the sun is up, but it’s cool with a light breeze, and the grass looks like silk from up here as it moves gently with the wind. 
 
    I unclip the flask and hold out one of the cups to Sean—he reaches over and takes it. Pouring the hot black gold into his mu,g then mine, we both stay quiet, listening to God’s green earth. Lounging back in my seat, I smile to myself. Sean gets it, he’s not trying to fill the void with endless chatter. He’s like me, enjoying the view. After I finish my cup, I look over at him. Sean has one leg bent up on the bike and has swiveled in the seat, so he’s facing me. 
 
    “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” I ask. 
 
    Sean nods and looks down at the valley below. “My brother, Jamie, would love it here. He has an organic farm… fruit, vegetables, and chickens. I’ve never understood how he could do it, but looking at this… now, I get it. It’s beautiful.” 
 
    “Does he do well with the organic stuff? I’ve heard it’s hard to get certified. We’ve always run cattle, but Dad often talked about branching out.” 
 
    “I could ask him? You’d like Jamie. He’s like you, honest.” 
 
    Well, that makes sense, it must have been him he was talking to on his cell. I frown and throw what’s left in my coffee cup onto the grass, and hold out my hand to Sean for his. I’m not looking at him, and after a minute, I glance at him sideways. “You going to hand me your cup?” 
 
    “Yep, I only wanted to look at you some more. Do you know when you look out over the valley, you smile? It’s like a secret only you and the land knows. I’ve never seen a prettier sight.” 
 
    I bark out a laugh. “Right, city boy, for someone who you think of ‘as your sister.’ Thank you, I think.” 
 
    “Sister?” 
 
    “It’s cool. I get it. You’re my dad’s friend, and you are older than me. Now, hand me the cup so we can get moving.” 
 
    “Beth, I don’t think of you as my sister. I was talking to my brother, Angus. I didn’t want him to pry, that’s why I said what I said.” 
 
    Sean places the cup in my hand, and I secure it and the flask to the ATV. I start the bike and smile at him.  
 
    “It’s cool, city boy, I heard you on the phone. I’m going to head down the valley and across to the tree you can see in the distance.” I point where I’m headed and then let the throttle go.  
 
    Sean yells out my name, but I keep going. He’ll catch up.


 
   
  
 



 
 
     
 
      
 
    [image: A close up of a clock  Description automatically generated] 
 
      
 
    Sean 
 
      
 
    Now it all makes sense.  
 
    Beth overheard me talking to Angus.  
 
    Fuck it all to hell.  
 
    I only said that to him so he wouldn’t ask me a bunch of questions, and let’s be honest here, I hardly know her. Yes, I think she’s smart, hardworking, and has an ass I want to grope, but I don’t want to rush her. I thought after the kiss on the cheek, we had a spark, but when I got inside the house, she’d gone cold. At least now, I know why. I watch as she takes off at breakneck speed down the hill. Beth sure isn’t good at talking things out. I start the bike and ride out after her. This woman and I are going to have a serious talk when I catch her. 
 
    Beth is more experienced on an ATV, and she knows the terrain. By the time I catch up with her, the bike is off, and she’s approaching a cow. 
 
    “Sean, there’s a pack on my bike. Bring it to me, please.” 
 
    I grab the pack and jog toward her. As I get closer, I can see the animal is caught up in what looks like barbed wire. 
 
    “In the pack, there’s a pair of wire cutters. Can you get them out?” Beth’s brows are drawn together as she murmurs to the cow. 
 
    “Want me to cut the wire?” 
 
    “Yes, please. It looks like he’s been walking around for the better part of a day tangled up in this mess.” 
 
    It takes me a good ten minutes to free the animal’s leg. My legs are burning from being in a crouched position for so long. I look up at Beth, who’s staring at my handiwork.  
 
    “There’s an antiseptic cream in the pack. Could you apply it to the cuts? They’re only surface wounds, but I don’t want him getting an infection.” 
 
    Doing as I’m told, I apply the cream to a wad of cotton and go over his leg. As soon as I’m finished, the cow swings his head, knocking me over and runs away. 
 
    Beth bursts out laughing. “Oh my God, are you okay?” 
 
    “I thought you had a hold of him,” I state as I stare up at the sky. 
 
    “I did, sort of.” Beth leans over me, a smile plastered to her face. “Welcome to the country, city boy.” 
 
    “You think this is funny?” 
 
    “Wait until you get kicked, then you’ll really be a part of the landscape.” Her smile widens as she talks. 
 
    “Right. Help me up.” I hold out my hand, and she immediately moves in front of me and tries to pull me up. 
 
    “Gotta give me a little help here, Sean. You’re not exactly light.” 
 
    I grin and let her go, getting to my feet in one fluid movement. “Did you call me fat?” I ask seriously. 
 
    “What? No one in his right mind would call you fat. Hell, you’ve got a better ass than most women I know.” 
 
    I look behind me. “Did you just say I have a girl’s ass?” 
 
    “No, no, no! You have a fine ass… a manly ass.”  
 
    I grin at her, and Beth goes a lovely shade of red, and she says, “You are an ass, though.” Then she turns, picks up the pack, and walks back to her ATV. This time she isn’t going to get away from me so easily, so I jog to catch up to her. 
 
    “So, you think I have a nice ass?” 
 
    Beth avoids all eye contact. “We have other cattle to attend.” 
 
    “Come on, Beth, I’m teasing you. You have a very nice ass, too.” 
 
    I block the path for her to get on the ATV, and she turns around, places her hands on her hips, and looks up at the bright blue sky letting out a frustrated sigh. 
 
    “Beth?” 
 
    She turns back around. “We have work to do. I know I’m only paying you room and board, but we need to check on the cattle and make sure no one else has gotten themselves hooked up. So, can we please get on with it?” The seriousness of her voice is like a cold shower to my ego. I instantly move out of her way, and she climbs onto the bike, but I don’t want this conversation to end, not yet. 
 
    “Beth, I like you, but I’m not a nice guy. Your dad wouldn’t approve of me. He’d kick my ass for thinking about you the way I do. I wish he were here. Thomas could always sort out my head better than anyone.” 
 
    Beth drops my gaze and looks down. “What are you running from?” 
 
    I pause and wait for her eyes to find mine. “I killed a man. He deserved it. He killed my sister and tortured my brother…” I pause, staring into her eyes, waiting for her to say something. Anything. “But I went against my brother, Kyle. He’s President of the MC I belong to. I’m his VP. I should have followed orders, but I couldn’t let him take another breath with Heather being gone. It didn’t feel right. Killing him felt right.” 
 
    Beth does a slow blink. “Sean, why don’t you go back to the house? Take the rest of the day. I’ll catch up with you at supper time.” 
 
    This isn’t the way I thought she’d react. “As you pointed out, you’re paying me to do a job, and I’d best get on with it.” 
 
    “Well, as your employer, I’m telling you to take the day.” 
 
    “For fuck’s sake, Beth, tell me what you’re thinking.”  
 
    “I have cows to look after and ranch that needs tending to. I need to get on with it. See you later.” 
 
    Beth starts her ATV and tears off.  
 
    I watch her go, and with a frustrated growl, I get back on my ATV and head for the house.  
 
    She’s one complicated woman, and her reaction to my confession surprises me.  
 
    Hopefully, when she gets back to the house, we can talk it out. 
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    I’m putting the ATV back in its spot when my cell rings. It’s Angus, so I hit accept. 
 
    “Hey, Angus, how are you?” 
 
    “Wow, you answered like a normal person.” 
 
    “Fuck you. What did you find out?” 
 
    “There’s the brother I know and love. Quite a bit, actually. Why don’t you buy me a beer, and I’ll tell you?” 
 
    I stalk out of the barn and toward the house. That’s when I see a black charger parked next to my bike, and Angus lounging against it. 
 
    “What the fuck are you doing here?” I hiss into the cell. 
 
    Angus holds up both hands and yells, “I missed you.” 
 
    I end the call, push the cell into my back pocket, and stomp toward him. Angus grins broadly at me, and when I get close, he embraces me in a rib crunching hug. I return the gesture until he squeals like a girl. 
 
    “Ouch! Enough already. I missed you, too.” 
 
    I let him go and hold him at an arm’s length. Angus’ wardrobe consists of black jeans, boots, black T-shirts, and black hoodies. Today he’s completed his ensemble with black wraparounds and a black cap. 
 
    “You look good, brother.” 
 
    “Aww, Sean, you did miss me.” 
 
    “Why are you here?” 
 
    Angus reaches into the car and pulls out a six-pack. “I brought beer,” he says as he grins and waves it in my face. 
 
    “Angus,” I reply with steel in my voice. 
 
    The joviality which was on his face disappears. “I discovered some disturbing facts about Thomas Trent and some others, and I needed to make sure you were okay. Can we please go inside and talk?” 
 
    I quirk an eyebrow at him and hold up a hand. “Lead the way.” 
 
    “You know it’s a nice house. I particularly like the kitchen, very homey,” says Angus as he mounts the stairs. 
 
    “You’ve already been inside?” 
 
    He opens the front door and steps in. “Well, your bike is out front, and you weren’t answering your cell, so I was worried. I scoped the place out. Her computer is as old as fuck and not password protected.” 
 
    “Like that would have stopped you.” 
 
    “True, but you have to protect yourself a little.” 
 
    Angus sits at the dining table, a manila folder waiting there for him.  
 
    “Tell me you didn’t rifle through her things?” 
 
    “Who, Elizabeth Trent? Not really. Some… okay, a little. She’s cute.” 
 
    “Angus,” I growl as I sit beside him. 
 
    “Hey, you would have too if you’d found what I did.” He slides the folder toward me and opens a can of beer. “I was concerned.” 
 
    Angus stretches out in his seat and takes a sip out of the can. I open one for myself and sit beside him. In the folder are the police reports on Thomas, photographs, and then I come to a picture of my old unit with all with their faces crossed out except mine and one other, Scope. 
 
    “Why is this in here?” 
 
    Angus pushes back the hoodie and takes off his glasses and baseball cap. “You should read the whole thing, especially the report on Thomas Trent’s bullet wound. It’s interesting stuff. I don’t want to cloud your judgment.” 
 
    “Just tell me, Angus.” 
 
    With piercing eyes, he leans forward. “The kill shot was fired from over 1100 yards away. It was a professional hit.” Angus pulls the image out of my hands and holds it up. “Everyone, bar you and this guy, is dead. One died in a car accident, another in a hit and run, and a suicide. What the fuck did you guys get involved with?” 
 
    I take the photograph out of his hands and slump back in my chair.  
 
    “They’re all dead?” 
 
    “No. You and this guy are still breathing.” 
 
    I stare at my old unit, and anger boils to the surface. All of the men in this picture served their country well, with honor. To be killed on home soil for an unknown reason is more than a little disturbing.  
 
    “You’re sure?” Angus nods and takes another sip of beer. “What about Myles Graham?” 
 
    “He does want to buy this place, but he’s a businessman, not a killer. The shot that killed Trent, well… it was some professional shit. Only a few people in the world could make that hit. You know it, and I know it.” 
 
    I turn each page over in the folder, reading each one. Angus is right. My old unit has all been picked off one by one leaving only Scope and me. His real name is Norman Brittle. The man could keep his cool under heavy fire and do what he needed to do. It’s been three years since I’ve seen him. He’s perfectly capable of making the shot which killed Thomas, but my gut says it wasn’t him. 
 
    Angus has addresses for each of them, and after I’ve read all the paperwork twice, I slip this piece of paper into my pocket. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” asks Angus. 
 
    “I’m going to go visit the loved ones of every member, and then I’m going to find Scope.” 
 
    “Norman Brittle? You think it’s him?” 
 
    I shake my head. “No. I watched him throw himself on top of a mine to protect us. It was a dummy, but he didn’t know it at the time. Scope is loyal, but I have a problem… I told Beth I killed Lamond.” 
 
    “Brittle is also a hell of a marksman. It’s possible it was him. What possessed you to tell Beth? Hell, you’ve known her for the blink of an eye.” 
 
    “I like her.” Then I shrug. “A shot like this takes practice, and after we got out, Scope said he’d never touch a gun again. It’s not like riding a bike. It is a skill, a skill you have to keep up.” 
 
    “When was the last time you saw him?” 
 
    I nod. “Yeah, it’s been a while, but my gut says it’s not Scope.” 
 
    “I’m coming with you,” states Angus. 
 
    “No, you’re not,” I reply with a firm shake of my head. 
 
    Angus grins and lounges back in the chair again. “Okay. I’ll wait here for Beth to come back, and we can get to know each other.” 
 
    I growl at him. “No, you’re going back home.” 
 
    “Do you even know where Scope is living these days?” 
 
    I point to the slip of paper in my pocket. “I’m pretty sure you wrote it down for me,” I say smugly. 
 
    Angus smirks and scoffs at me. “Nope. It’s his last known address, but I know where he is. Took some digging… he’s smart, but I’m smarter.” 
 
    “Angus, if something happened to you, Kyle will kick my ass. You’re not coming.” 
 
    “Kyle…” Angus frowns and sits up straight. 
 
    “What about Kyle?” 
 
    “Your bike was out front, and you weren’t answering your phone—” 
 
    “You didn’t fucking ring Kyle, did you?” I thunder. 
 
    “I was worried.” 
 
    “Fuck,” I hiss as I pull out my cell. “Honestly, you’re worse than a little old lady. I’m an ex-fucking-Marine, not to mention I’m VP in an MC, I can take care of myself.” 
 
    “Well, answer your fucking phone next time, brother,” hisses Angus back at me. 
 
    I purse my lips together and scowl at him. Arguing with him right now isn’t going to help the situation, so I search my phone for Kyle’s number and hit dial. 
 
    He answers on the third ring. “Sean?” 
 
    “Yeah, brother, it’s me.” 
 
    “Are you safe?” 
 
    “Kyle, it seems Angus overreacted. I’m fine.” 
 
    I can hear an intake of breath. “You need to check-in, VP. You need to come home.” There’s concern, anger, and finality to his words. 
 
    “Did Angus tell you what he found?” 
 
    “Yes. We can keep you safe.” 
 
    “I need to find out who’s taking us out. I can’t do it from there.” 
 
    “Fucking hell, Sean! Don’t be an ass. Come home. We’ll handle it together.” I hold the phone away from my ear as Kyle yells down the line. 
 
    “There’s a woman, Trent’s daughter, and I can’t leave her alone.” This isn’t strictly true. If the killer is after all the members of my unit, there’s no reason they’ll go after Beth. 
 
    “Bring her home, too.” 
 
    “She has a ranch, livestock that needs taking care of. She can’t up and leave.” 
 
    “Figure this out, Sean. You come home, or we come to you. They’re your choices.” 
 
    I know it’s pointless arguing with him, but I also know Beth isn’t going to leave her home.  
 
    “I’ll come home.” 
 
    Laughter greets me. “You giving in so easily? You fucking lied to me, didn’t you?” 
 
    Kyle knows me too well. 
 
    “Brother, I have to see this through.” 
 
    “Fine, we’re coming to you. I’ll bring five of my men. And when you are done, we are all… all of us are coming home. You got that?” 
 
    “You’re coming?” I ask incredulously, knowing he has responsibilities which would typically have gone to me in his absence. “Who’s going to run things while you’re gone?” 
 
    “Well, that would be my VP, but wait, he fucking abandoned us, so it’ll fall to Wheels.” 
 
    “You can’t come out here without your Sergeant-at-Arms. You need protection, too.” 
 
    “I’ll have it. See you soon.” 
 
    The line goes dead, and I stare at Angus with anger in my eyes. “You had to open your fucking mouth.” 
 
    Angus shrugs. “We’re family… it’s what we do.” 
 
    I nod as I know he’s right. If the tables were turned, I’d drop everything to be with any one of my brothers.  
 
    “How long have you been in town?” I ask. 
 
    “I followed you here. I reported to Kyle every day.” 
 
    “Snitch.” 
 
    “Yep, and proud of it. If you hadn’t asked me to look into Thomas Trent, I wouldn’t have found out about all this.” Angus points to the folder. 
 
    Scrubbing a hand over my face, I groan. “We need to leave. I don’t want Beth knowing about this. I don’t want her worrying. She’s got enough to deal with.” 
 
    I stand and walk into my room at the back of the house. It takes me no time to put all of my clothes into a duffle. When I come back out, Angus has the folder under one arm and the leftover beers in his hand. “You ready?” he asks. 
 
    I walk into the kitchen and notice the breakfast dishes are all done. “Did you do this?” 
 
    Angus’ face goes red. “Yes.” 
 
    “You’ll make a good housewife one day,” I tease. 
 
    “Fuck you. Let’s get going.” 
 
    “I need to leave Beth a note.” 
 
    Quickly, I write on some paper near the house phone and leave my keys to my bike on top of the refrigerator.  
 
    Taking one last look around Beth’s house, I promise myself, I will find out who killed her father, and she will have the justice she deserves.
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    Beth 
 
      
 
    It’s late afternoon by the time I put the ATV back in the barn. The horses were still out, so I lead them back into the barn. I know I’m simply killing time before I have to face Sean because I realize I’ve hurt his feelings. My ego didn’t like being told I was like a sister to him. I mean really? What woman wants to hear that?  
 
    Sean’s bike is parked in the same position it was this morning. I thought he might have gone for a ride to blow off steam, but upon entering the house, there’s no noise at all. 
 
    “Sean?” I say loudly, and silence greets me in return. “Sean, you here?”  
 
    Still nothing, so I walk toward his bedroom and knock on the door.  
 
    “Sean?” 
 
    Opening the door, I look in. The closet is open, and all of his clothes are gone. Moving further into the room, I check under the bed, and his duffle is not there. 
 
    “Fuck it all to hell,” I whisper. 
 
    I stumble my way back into the kitchen and find a note on the bench. 
 
      
 
    Beth, 
 
    I’m sorry, something came up. I’ll make it up to you.  
 
    The keys to my bike are on top of the fridge.  
 
    Only ride it if you have to.  
 
    Sean. 
 
      
 
    That’s it.  
 
    Nothing else.  
 
    Something came up? 
 
    Great.  
 
    So the only ranch hand I could find has up and left and all because I couldn’t control my damn temper. Well, at least I know he will be back to get his bike. Tears prick behind my eyelids, but I shake my head to stop the flow.  
 
    Scrunching up his note, I toss it in the garbage, only to pull it out again and try to flatten out the creases. It’s then I notice he’s done the dishes and cleaned up from this morning. How can a man who is so thoughtful leave me such a short, impersonal note? Did he think I thought worse of him because he told me he killed the man who murdered his sister? If I could do the same thing to the person who killed my daddy, I’d do it in a heartbeat. There’s no judgment from me, maybe I should have told him I understood, maybe then he wouldn’t have left. 
 
    I look around at my home. Suddenly, it feels lonely and too big for me. Maybe I should sell it? There are too many ghosts haunting these walls.  
 
    I open the freezer and pull out dinner—the packet says ‘Tastes like home cooking,’ but I bet it doesn’t. I open the microwave and throw it in. While waiting for it to heat, I sit on the bench seat near the back door and pull off my boots. I’m tired, hot, and more than a little pissed off. As I make my way back through the house, I hear someone knocking on the front door, so I continue walking and swing it open wide, hoping Sean’s come back. 
 
    “Hey, Beth, you look good.” 
 
    Standing there, looking all clean, fresh, and handsome is Myles Graham. 
 
    “Myles?” I’m surprised, and then anger takes over. I push open the screen door, and he takes several steps back from me. “What the hell are you doing here?” 
 
    With his hands raised, he continues to retreat down two porch steps, so we are at the same height. “Now, Beth… calm down.” 
 
    “Calm down? Don’t you dare tell me what to do on my property! What do you want, Myles? Hmm? Come to gloat at how you deceived me? Or how you drove a wedge between my father and me before he died? And for what exactly? So you could get more land? I could’ve convinced him to sell, Myles, you didn’t need to kill him!” 
 
    Myles’ face goes white, and he stumbles down another step. 
 
    “Beth, I didn’t. I wouldn’t. I… I love you, Beth. How could you think I’d kill your dad? Yes, I wanted… want your land, but I’d never go to those extremes to get it.” He takes a step toward me. “Is that what you think? Do you really think I killed him?” His mouth is hanging open, and the color has drained out of his face. 
 
    “Y-Yes.” 
 
    Myles comes up the porch steps, and I retreat until my back hits the closed screen door. 
 
    “I wouldn’t do that to you. To us. Beth, you have to know how I feel about you.” 
 
    “You knew who I was when you met me in Billings, didn’t you?” 
 
    Myles nods. “Yes. I’d already approached your dad about selling, and he’d given me a hard no, so I went looking for another angle. My private detectives found you and tracked you down. You have to believe me… I only wanted to talk to you, to find out why your dad wouldn’t sell, but I met you, and you’re beautiful, funny, and smart as a whip. I found myself falling for you. Does it matter how we met?” 
 
    “You lied to me.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t. I just didn’t tell you I knew who you were. I’ve never lied to you, Beth.” 
 
    Tears stream down my face, and he takes another step toward me. 
 
    “Don’t,” I hiss as I hold up a hand. 
 
    Myles runs his fingers through his hair and frowns. “I never meant to hurt you. I love you, Beth, but I swear to you on my life, I did not kill your dad.” 
 
    As much as I want to disbelieve him, I don’t. The look of shock on his face when I accused him told me everything I needed to know. I should have confronted him when it all happened. Instead, I retreated within myself and pushed him away.  
 
    My hands drop to my side. 
 
    I’m tired—of everything.  
 
    The ranch, my life, everything. 
 
    “Why are you here, Myles?” 
 
    “I was upset when I saw you in town with your new ranch hand. It was then I realized some things needed to be said, so here I am.” 
 
    “Sean? You’re here because of him?” Laughter bubbles up out of me, hysterical, nonstop laughter, which turns to tears and sobbing. 
 
    Myles closes the gap between us and holds me close, stroking my hair and telling me everything’s going to be okay. But it’s not, it’ll never be okay again. And standing here in his arms, I wish it was Sean, and that makes no sense. Myles and I dated for a year, and I’ve known Sean for a few days. I shouldn’t be feeling this way, but Myles doesn’t make me feel safe, protected, or loved. He’s another ghost in my life I need to be rid of.  
 
    I push him away and take two steps to the side. 
 
    “Sorry. It’s been a rough few months.” 
 
    “I still love you, Beth,” he replies earnestly. 
 
    “I know.” I nod and put more distance between us. “Do you still want the ranch?” 
 
    “Not like this. I want you.” 
 
    “You can’t have me, Myles.” I turn and lean on the porch railing. “But you can have my ranch for a fair price.” 
 
    “What will you do?” 
 
    I smile and shake my head. “I have no idea. I might visit my mom in San Francisco or have a holiday or…” I pause and think about it, then look him in the eyes. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Is there any way I can make it up to you? I’ll do anything, Beth.” 
 
    I shake my head.  
 
    Myles nods and drops his gaze to the ground. “I’ll get my lawyer to draw up some papers. Read them over. I won’t cheat you, Beth.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I whisper. 
 
    With nothing else to say, I wish he’d just leave.  
 
    Myles pulls me into an embrace, kisses the top of my head, then jogs down the stairs and into his shiny new truck. I watch him drive away until I can’t see him anymore and then go into my family home with all my ghosts and cry for a very long time.
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    Sean 
 
      
 
    The closest person on the list to visit is Buck, who supposedly died in a car accident. It’s too many years to count since the last time I saw him. Buck made a life for himself, got married, had a son. I wish he was still with us, so I could get to know the man he had become after our time in the Marines.  
 
    Angus waits in the car as I walk up the brick path to Buck’s house and knock on the door. I’m nervous, and I’m not sure what to say. The door opens, and a pretty woman with short brown hair is standing there. It’s Buck’s wife, I recognize her from the photographs Angus has in his file. 
 
    “Good afternoon, ma’am. My name is Sean—” 
 
    “MacKenny. You’re one of Buck’s old Marine buddies.” Her smile is genuine as she steps to one side and ushers me inside. “I’m Sabrina, Buck’s wife.” 
 
    I stand there. “Yes, ma’am, I know. I wanted to come by and—” 
 
    “Please come in,” Sabrina says, cutting me off again. 
 
    I enter the house. Sabrina walks ahead of me, and I follow her into the kitchen, which is a large space with a dining table at one end. The whole house is immaculate, not a thing out of place. As I move through the kitchen toward her dining table, I see a child’s playpen with a toddler sitting in it, playing with a toy. He gives me a toothless grin and holds it up for me to inspect. 
 
    “Hey, little man, that’s one fine-looking truck you’ve got there.” 
 
    The kid coos at me and tosses it to one side only to pick up another toy and hold it up too. I grin at him, and he nods then goes back to playing on his own. When I look up, Sabrina has tears in her eyes. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I should go.” 
 
    “No!” she says a little loudly. “Buck said if I ever needed anything, you’d be the one to ask. He wanted to have you come to our wedding, but I kind of railroaded the event. We were pregnant, and I didn’t want to be waddling down the aisle, so I sped everything up. We had a civil ceremony. It was only the two of us with my best friend and her husband as witnesses. He’d be glad you were here to meet Buck Junior.” 
 
    “How old is he?” 
 
    “He’s seven months old and starting to teethe. Coffee?” 
 
    “Yes, please, ma’am.” 
 
    “Call me, Sabrina.” 
 
    I sit at her table and look around the room. The walls are adorned with photographs of her and Buck—all smiling, all good times. 
 
    “How’d you meet Buck?” 
 
    Sabrina puts a cup in front of me. “Do you need milk? Buck always drank it black.” 
 
    “No, ma’am. Black is fine.” 
 
    “I’ve known Buck forever. He was the wild one at school, and at the time, I wouldn’t have anything to do with him.” Sabrina smiles softly as she recalls her husband. “It was only after he got out of the Marines that we began to date. He was different, more settled. I miss him.” 
 
    I nod and look around the room. There are about a dozen questions I want to ask this woman, but I don’t want to cause her any more pain. Choosing my words carefully has never been my strong suit because I tend to bulldoze most people. 
 
    “Why are you here, Sean?” 
 
    I shift uncomfortably. “It seems Buck isn’t the only one out of our unit to have passed. I guess I wanted to pay my respects and ask how he died.” 
 
    I’ve read the reports on Buck and know he was killed in a car accident. Supposedly, he skidded into a tree, and his head went through the windshield. The airbags didn’t go off, and he wasn’t wearing a seatbelt, all of which makes no sense for a man with a new wife and child. 
 
    Sabrina takes a sip of her coffee. “It was a car accident. It’d rained only moments before, and he must’ve lost control and hit a tree. The airbags didn’t deploy. Buck died instantly. Broken neck.” With tears in her eyes, Sabrina smiles, shakes her head, and takes another sip of her coffee.  
 
    I say nothing for a moment, but the silence is broken by Buck Junior, who squeals loudly and throws a toy over the pen. I stand, pick it up, and hand it back to him. 
 
    “Oh, you shouldn’t have done that.” Sabrina laughs. “Now he’s going to do it until you leave. Kind of like fetch. Please ignore him.” 
 
    The woman knows her son, for as soon as I turn my back on him, he lobs the toy back over the pen and laughs at me loudly. I pick it up and hand it back. 
 
    “Buck, I’m not picking this up again. So if you throw it, you ain’t getting it back.” 
 
    The boy laughs, and I go back to my seat. 
 
    Sabrina is staring at her son, lovingly. “It kills me Buck won’t get to see him grow up and become a man. I think he would have been the best father.” A single tear rolls down her cheek, and she brushes it away. “Buck knew about the others. He went to Harry Shaw’s and Steve Knudsen’s funerals. After Steve died, Buck was different. Secretive. It wasn’t like him. Do you know Steve killed himself? Buck never believed it. Told me Steve had found God, and there’s no way he’d have done it.” 
 
    “I know Harry was killed in a hit and run.” 
 
    Sabrina nods. “They never caught the driver. No one even saw the accident happen. Apparently, Harry used to jog in the morning, and one day, he didn’t come home. His wife, Becky, came to Buck’s funeral. Nice woman, we keep in touch.” 
 
    “There’s only myself and Scope left.” 
 
    Sabrina looks at me sideways and narrows her gaze. “Are you here for the envelope?” 
 
    “Envelope?” I ask. 
 
    “Buck said if anything happened to him, one of you would come looking. He thought it’d be you. Said you were the lucky one of the unit. That you should have been killed a dozen times overseas, but you beat death every time. I wish some of your luck had rubbed off on my Buck.” 
 
    “Sabrina, what envelope?” 
 
    She stands and looks at her son. “Can you watch him for a moment? I’ll be right back.” Without waiting for me to answer, she walks out of the room.  
 
    Buck junior throws a toy at me, and I grin at him. 
 
    “I’m not a dog, buddy. I don’t fetch.” 
 
    The boy crawls to the side of the playpen and uses the bars so he can stand. He points to the toy and yells. 
 
    “Nope. You should have kept it. I’m not doing it.” I grin at him and shake my head. 
 
    Buck begins to gibber at me and laugh. I nod at him. He gets louder then turns around and falls back on his well-rounded rump and crawls back to his toys, happily gibbering away.  
 
    Sabrina walks back into the room with a white A4-size envelope. I stand and move around the table as she clutches it to her chest. 
 
    “Will you find out who killed my Buck?” Her eyes are pleading. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.”  
 
    With a sad smile, she tentatively hands over the envelope. 
 
    “He deserved better than that.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am, he did.” I glance at Buck Junior and ask, “Are you two well taken care of?” 
 
    Sabrina reaches out and touches my arm. “Buck had life insurance, and the car company paid us out as well. I’ll never need to work, and Buck Junior will have enough money to go to any college he chooses.” She pauses and then says, “I want my Buck back.” Her eyes fill with tears, and she turns her back on me and walks over to her son. “You see yourself out, Sean. Come back to me when you’ve got justice for my Buck.” 
 
    I nod and leave, making my way through her home and out the front door.  
 
    Angus is sitting on the hood of the car waiting for me.“You okay?” 
 
    “Yeah. She’s a nice woman. She doesn’t believe her husband died of an accident, and she gave me this.” I hold up the envelope. 
 
    “What’s in it?” 
 
    “No fucking idea, brother. Let’s go find a place to stay, get food, and take a look.” 
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    After we’re settled in the motel, I hand Angus the envelope. Inside are details on each of us, and after Angus reads every page, he gives them to me. Most are written in Buck’s handwriting, but he has the occasional printed piece of paper in there too. When I get to the information on me, there’s a question mark, and underneath are the words, ‘It can’t be him.’  
 
    I’m glad Buck didn’t suspect me of killing off the members of our unit. Scope’s details have the words, written in red, ‘Gone underground. Possible threat.’ This makes me uncomfortable. Scope was always a little on the weird side, but he was loyal to the unit and to his country. It looks like Buck could find all of us except for him. Apart from that, there’s no reason to believe Scope is involved. Buck tried to find him, but the man had turned into a ghost.  
 
    The last sheet of paper has the name ‘Lewis Towell’ on it and a brief biography. He’s a US senator headed for the White House. After I’ve read it all, I look at Angus. 
 
     “What does it all mean?” I ask. 
 
    “I think Buck thought that Scope had something to do with the deaths in your unit. As for Senator Towell, I have no idea. I’ll need to do some digging. You need to go out for a while. Let me do my thing. I need privacy and quiet.” 
 
    “Brother, can I please sleep for a bit?” 
 
    “Sure, do it out in the car.” 
 
    I give Angus dead eyes and a frown. “Sleep in the car? For fuck’s sake, Angus, I promise not to interfere with your process.” 
 
    “Sean, I talk aloud, I pace, I scour the internet looking for information. There’s no way you can sleep through all of that. Trust me.” 
 
    “Fine, but you owe me.” 
 
    Angus smiles. “Thanks, brother. Give me three hours. If I find something before then, I’ll ring you.” 
 
    I stand and leave the room. The car is parked in the shade, and I open the driver’s side door and slide in then recline the seat. It’s not an ideal way to sleep. In the Marines, you sometimes had to sleep when and wherever you could. This is one of those times.  
 
    I close my eyes, and within moments, I’m out. 
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    “Sean, we need to go!”  
 
    “What?” I ask as I sit up. 
 
    “Sean, unlock the door and start the car. We need to be gone. Now.” 
 
    I do as Angus asks and am halfway down the freeway when I pull over and look at him. “What the fuck?” 
 
    “This isn’t safe. Keep moving,” orders Angus. 
 
    “Who aren’t we safe from?” I ask as I pull back out into traffic. 
 
    “Brother, I’ll talk while you drive, but please… drive. Keep heading the way you are.” 
 
    “How long was I out for?” 
 
    “Maybe two hours. Can you see anyone following us?” 
 
    I check my mirrors, and no one is trying to keep up with us, so I shake my head. “I don’t think so. What did you do?” 
 
    “I went back through all your unit’s files. I cross-checked all your names, then I added in Lewis Towell’s information to see if you all interconnected. Why the fuck didn’t you tell me you went on a mission with this guy? Do you have any idea who the fuck he is? Towell is on the shortlist to run for President in the next election in three years. The current President looks like he’s going to throw his weight behind him. Towell’s a powerful man.” 
 
    “Angus, calm down. I never ran a mission with Lewis Towell.” 
 
    I keep checking my mirrors to see if anyone stands out, so far, no one does. To make sure, I take the exit and loop back onto the freeway, no one follows, so I’m reasonably confident we are safe. 
 
    “They ran a reverse on me. I can’t fucking believe I didn’t notice. Whoever they have working for them has mad skills. We need to ditch this car.” 
 
    “It’s a rental. Let’s drop it back to them in the next major city.” 
 
    “Give me your cell.” 
 
    I reach into my jacket pocket and hand it over. Angus throws it out the window along with his own. 
 
    “What the fuck?” I thunder at him. 
 
    “Too easy to track. We need to get burners. Take the next exit. We’ll park the car in a multi-story car park. It’ll be slightly harder for them to find. Do you think you could steal a car?” 
 
    “Who the fuck are you, and what have you done with my brother?” 
 
    “We can’t risk renting another car. They’ll track the purchase. If you could pay cash for a car, it would be better, but in the meantime, let’s just borrow a car.” Angus is deadly serious. He looks out the back window searching for something that doesn’t look right and then checks the passenger side mirror. 
 
    “What did you find out, brother?” 
 
    “You had a mission in South America. The person you extracted was Lewis Towell. It was successful with no casualties. Well, none you reported. The whole mission was highly redacted, but I went in through a back door and checked out the inventory list for that mission. You guys went in with enough ammunition to take out a small army.” 
 
    “When was this?” 
 
    “June of 2011 in a small village outside of Montevideo, Juanico. You were there for a week. Which is strange for an extraction.” 
 
    I have no idea what city we are in as I navigate to a parking facility and park the car. Angus wastes no time in getting out and walking away from it. I pop the trunk and pull out our belongings. The man is looking every which way, and when I reach him, he holds out a hand to take his bag, keeping his laptop clutched to his chest in his other arm. 
 
    “What about the laptop? Can they track us with that?” 
 
    “Maybe. But only if I turn it back on. She’s powered down for now, and the hard drive and battery have been removed.” Angus pulls his hoodie over his face and then swears.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Your cut. You need to remove it.”  
 
    Angus drops to his knees and opens his bag. Inside is another hoodie, identical to the one he’s wearing. “Here, put this on.” 
 
    I do as I’m told and remove my cut.  
 
    Angus stuffs it into his bag and places the laptop in there too, then looks up at me. “We need to avoid the cameras. You can’t let them see your face. So pull the hoodie up and look down when I point. Got it?” 
 
    “Angus, you’re acting like a paranoid mental patient.” 
 
    “Yep. A paranoid mental patient who’s trying to keep both of us alive. Now move.” Angus walks toward the elevator and points to the ground, so I bow my head. We get into the elevator with Angus still pointing at the ground.  
 
    “This is ridiculous,” I mutter. 
 
    “You’d be surprised at how easy it is with the right computer program to take over people’s cameras, especially ones in public buildings. Now, keep your head down and follow me.” 
 
    No one pays us much mind, and those who do on the street give us a wide berth. Angus and I are the same height. Where I’m bulky, he’s slimmer, but I know he’s been working out. So although he might look like a person you could take out quickly, he’s not—the man can fight. 
 
    I follow him into an internet café where he pays cash for internet use and one of their computers. I sit beside him as he taps away on the keyboard. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Looking for a safe house.” 
 
    “Right, of course,” I reply. 
 
    Angus stops typing and looks at me. “I’m part of a dark web network. Someone will have a safe place to stay. I only need to find them.” 
 
    While he does his thing, I try to remember my mission back in 2011. There were only a few in South America. We took out a drug cartel, got intel on a possible threat to the United States, and escorted a female diplomat out of the country with her baby. That was it. And I’m damn sure we were nowhere near Montevideo. 
 
    “Time to move.” Angus stands and walks out of the café. Once outside, he points to the ground. I plaster my eyeballs to it and follow him until we come to an apartment building. Angus hits all the buttons on the panel and waits for someone to let us in. Sure enough, one person in the building buzzes us in without checking to see who it is. He doesn’t stop moving, heading up to the third door, drops down, picks the lock, and walks inside. 
 
    “How do you know they’re not home?” 
 
    “They hired a company to water their plants and collect their mail.” 
 
    “How the fuck do you know that?” 
 
    “Do you want to know?” 
 
    I shake my head and sit on a stool near the kitchen counter. “What now?” 
 
    “We wait till dark, then we move.” Angus moves to the computer sitting on a desk off to one side of their living room. He turns it on and begins to click away, ignoring me. 
 
    “Brother, I wasn’t in Juanico in June 2011.” 
 
    “Where were you?” 
 
    “Christ, this was nearly ten years ago.”  
 
    Angus shrugs and goes back to the computer. “You need to figure this out. Somewhere in 2011, you met Lewis Towell. And for whatever reason, all of you are being wiped out because of it. They tracked my computer. Hell, they were probably tracking my cell. Whatever you did, it was big and impacted US Senator Lewis Towell in some way. So much so, they are willing to kill you all to keep it quiet.” 
 
    As Angus taps away, doing Lord knows what, I decide to check out the refrigerator and pantry to see if the homeowner has anything edible. The refrigerator is practically bare apart from a jug of water. Not feeling confident, I open the pantry and discover a jar of gummi bears and a packet of chips. Not exactly the healthiest of snacks, I go back to my perch at the kitchen counter, eat and watch my brother as he goes from one website to another.
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    Myles sent me a sales contract for the ranch. I’m sitting in my family lawyer’s office as he checks it over. Beauford Westross has always looked after us, and he’s the only lawyer in town. I watch as he tut-tuts and chews on the end of his pen. Beauford must be in his seventies, but he’s still sharp as a tack. His hair and big mustache have gone a silver color, making him look distinguished.  
 
    “Everything looks in order, Beth. Those big-city lawyers have laid it all out, and it’s a good deal. He’s offering you more than the land is worth. If I were you, I’d take it.” 
 
    I nod. It’s only been a week since Myles came to the house, the same amount of time since Sean left. It’s funny. Once I decided to leave, it was a weight I didn’t realize I was carrying had lifted off my shoulders. Never has a choice felt so right. I started packing the next day. The hardest part of the move will be the horses. I don’t want to leave them, so I’ll need to find a place big enough to house them too. 
 
    “Mr. Westross, do you still spell horses at your farm?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. You looking for somewhere?” 
 
    “I’ve got three, and I can’t bear to part with them. Do you think you could look after them while I find a place? I’ll pay you, of course.” 
 
    The older man frowns. “You’re not going to stay in town, are you, Beth?” 
 
    I smile and shake my head. “No. I’m thinking of moving closer to my mom. She’s in San Francisco. I think I’ll look for a place big enough for the horses.” 
 
    Mr. Westross purses his lips. “Land is mighty expensive there.” 
 
    “I’ve been looking. I found a parcel of land, nearly ninety-five acres for four hundred thousand.” 
 
    Mr. Westross scoffs and waves a hand at me over the desk. “That’s for the land? No house?” 
 
    “No, sir, I’ll have to build a house.” 
 
    “Lord, have mercy! You could have a nice home around here, maybe a little closer to town. Have you looked around here? Or maybe even thought about getting rid of the horses?” 
 
    Looking down at my hands neatly folded in my lap, I say. “There are too many memories in this town…” I look up at him. “I can’t get rid of the horses. They’re the last of my dad. It doesn’t seem right to give them away or sell them.” 
 
    The older man’s face softens. “Fair enough. I want you to take a couple of days to think about this. I need to check over some wording in the contract. You come back at the end of the week, and if everything pans out, you can sign.” 
 
    “Thank you. I’ll be in on Friday.” 
 
    “You do that, Beth.” Beauford smiles at me and shuffles the papers into a neat pile and places his hands on top of them. 
 
    Mr. Westross isn’t a man to waste time, and this is his subtle way to get me to leave. I stand as does he, then I extend my hand, and he takes my hand in his.  
 
    “I know there are probably a lot of reasons you want to leave, but this town will be poorer for not having you around. I, for one, think you should stay.” 
 
    I smile at the older gentleman. “Thank you for saying that. See you Friday.” 
 
    He scowls at me and sits while I smile wider at him and move out of the room.  
 
    Outside I’m greeted by Gloria, Mr. Westross’ secretary. 
 
    “Hello, Beth. Did everything go okay?”  
 
    “Yes, ma’am. I need to come back in on Friday.” 
 
    Gloria smiles and opens the appointment book on her desk. “What time?” 
 
    “Early as you’ve got, please.” 
 
    “Nine o’clock?” I nod, and Gloria smiles widely. “Done! See you then. 
 
    Most businesses in town are on Main Street, and Mr. Westross’ practice is no exception. I walk up the street to the diner and step inside. Mavis is in behind the counter leaning on it, bright hair up in a bun, coffee pot in one hand, talking to a customer. As soon as she sees me, her grin deepens, and she ushers me in. 
 
    “Bethy, you take a seat, and I’ll get your regular order. Yes?” 
 
    I nod, suddenly feeling sad. When I leave, I won’t be seeing Mavis or the diner ever again. I move toward the booth my dad and I shared on so many occasions and stop myself. It’s time to break old habits, so I turn back around and sit at the counter, overlooking the kitchen area. 
 
    “You feeling okay, honey?” asks Mavis. 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t want to sit back there by myself.” 
 
    Mavis puts Coke in front of me. “What brings you into town so early on a Monday?” 
 
    “Got made an offer on my ranch. I wanted to talk to Mr. Westross about it.” 
 
    Mavis laughs. “As if you’d sell! Hell, there’s been a Trent in these parts for as long as I can remember.” Mavis waves a hand at me and goes into the kitchen to give the cook my order. I don’t say anything. She’s right, though. A Trent has always lived in these parts, but it doesn’t mean I have to stay. It’s time I made traditions of my own. 
 
    The sound of Harleys going down Main Street draws my attention, and I swivel around as two men ride past. My heart beats a little faster as the hope it’s Sean springs to life. They keep riding up Main Street, and I swivel back around and find Mavis staring at me. 
 
    “When did he leave?” she asks. 
 
    “A week ago.” 
 
    “Pity, I liked him.” 
 
    I give her a small smile and try to look busy as I arrange my napkin and cutlery in front of me. 
 
    “You know I never really liked Myles for you. Too prissy. But Sean, you could tell he had substance, and he was mighty pretty to look at.” 
 
    “He was only a ranch hand. Nothing more. I didn’t really know him.” 
 
    “What are you going to do now without any help out there?” 
 
    Not wanting to share everything with Mavis, I smile and shrug. “Not sure. I’m okay for now.” 
 
    The bell for the door goes off as someone comes in. As I stare at Mavis, her eyes go large, and she grins, then looks down at me and whispers, “If he’s not Sean’s brother, I’ll eat my shoes.” 
 
    I twist around again, and the man pins me with a look. The guy behind him smiles and gives me a nod.  
 
    “You wouldn’t be related to Sean, would you?” asks Mavis loudly. 
 
    The first man nods. “Yes, ma’am. He’s my brother.” 
 
    “Told you, Bethy! Just one look at you, and I told Bethy here you were related. Come take a seat. Your brother was working for Bethy.” 
 
    “Is that so?” He quirks an eyebrow at me and sits next to me. 
 
    The family resemblance is unmistakable, but he’s a little bit older, and there’s an air of authority about him. 
 
    I pick up my Coke and slide off the seat. “Mavis, I’m going to sit in my booth.” I look at Sean’s brother and say quietly, “You’re welcome to join me.” 
 
    The two men follow, and both sit opposite me. 
 
    “Gotta tell you, sweetheart, the Prez here is taken, but I’m single. The name’s Cutter.” He grins at me and holds out his hand. Cutter is cute, in a serial-killer kind of way. His hair is long in the front and shaved at the back, falling over his light blue eyes, and although Sean has tattoos, Cutter has them on his face, fingers, neck, actually everywhere that’s exposed. 
 
    “I’m Beth Trent. Thomas Trent was my father and was the commanding officer of Sean’s unit.” 
 
    “Was?” asks Sean’s brother. 
 
    “Yes, he’s dead.” 
 
    The two men exchange a look, and Sean’s brother stares at me as though he’s trying to size me up. Eventually, he holds out his hand. 
 
    “Kyle MacKenny, Sean’s older, wiser, brother. Where is he?” 
 
    “He left.” 
 
    “Son-of-a-bitch,” mutters Kyle. 
 
    He glances at Cutter, who gives a slight shake of his head.  
 
    “How long ago?” asks Kyle. 
 
    “A week.” 
 
    “Any idea where he went?” 
 
    I shake my head. “He left his bike here.” 
 
    Cutter laughs. “Well, at least we know he’s coming back.” 
 
    Mavis comes over and puts my meal down in front of me. “Oh, that boy is coming back. If you’d seen the way he was looking at Bethy here, you’d know it.” Kyle gives me a sharp look, then glances up at the waitress. “Mark my words, he’s coming back. You boys hungry?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” they say in unison. 
 
    “You like burgers?” Both men nod. “Only be a minute, already got cook on it.” 
 
    Kyle waits until Mavis begins to walk away before he speaks, “Does Sean have a claim on you?” 
 
    I feel heat infuse my cheeks as I shake my head. “No, not at all. Mavis has the wrong idea. Sean worked for me, that’s all. He knew my dad.”  
 
    My explanation feels flat even to my ears. How do I explain to Kyle that although I hardly know his brother, I felt close to him in our short time together? It makes no sense. So instead, I stick to the facts. 
 
    “We argued. When I got back to the house, he’d left me a note and the keys to his bike. I’m glad you’re here. You see I am selling, and I have no idea what to do with his bike.” 
 
    “Is that what you fought over?” asks Cutter. 
 
    “No. Sean is a great guy, and he thinks of me as a ‘little sister.’ I heard him tell Angus that on the phone.” 
 
    “Angus is here?” asks Kyle, his tone serious. 
 
    “I don’t know. I only know he phoned Sean.” 
 
    Kyle quirks an eyebrow. “Trust me when I tell you, he wouldn’t think of you as a little sister.” Kyle lets out a breath and puffs his cheeks, then looks at Cutter. “Go outside, ring Sean, then Angus. See what they have to say. Try and find out where they are.” Kyle glances at me. “Tell him Beth is cute, and you’re going to make a play for her. Then ask what he wants done with his bike. Play it cool, brother, and get him to tell you where he is.” 
 
    Kyle slides out of the booth. Cutter grins at me and meanders outside. Kyle sits back down and lets out a frustrated sigh. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I ask. 
 
    He scrubs a hand over his face and looks at me with piercing blue eyes. Unlike Sean, they don’t seem to change color.  
 
    “What did he say about me, about the club?” 
 
    “Only that he’d screwed up. He said he was coming out here to see my dad and get his head on straight. But with dad being…” I pause, looking for the right words, “… gone, I guess there wasn’t anything here for him.” 
 
    “Beth, the fact he left his bike here with the keys speaks volumes. The man lets no one ride his bike. It also means he wasn’t planning to be gone long.” 
 
    “Makes no difference.” 
 
    Kyle cocks his head to the side. “Why’s that?” 
 
    “I’m selling. I went to my lawyer to look over the contracts. Come this Friday… I won’t own the ranch anymore.” This isn’t strictly true, it’ll take another month for everything to settle, but he doesn’t need to know that. 
 
    Kyle nods. “I have no right to ask, and you don’t know me, but we’ve traveled a long way. Could we hole up at your place until the end of the week? We’ll sleep outside, we’re used to it, and if Sean isn’t back by Friday we’ll take his bike and leave.” 
 
    I smile. “There’s only two of you. How are you going to take his bike back to wherever you came from?” 
 
    “Is that a yes?” 
 
    “Yes, but you don’t have to sleep outside. I have a barn.”  
 
    Having one man in my house felt okay, but two? No, that’s not going to happen, especially with Cutter looking at me like I’m his next plaything. 
 
    “Thank you. I appreciate it.” 
 
    “Think you could help out around the ranch?” I blurt out. 
 
    Kyle grins, and where Sean’s smile turned my stomach to butterflies, his makes me feel safe with no flutters. 
 
    “I don’t know much about being on a ranch, but I can follow direction. You tell me what and how you need something done, and Cutter and I will do it.” 
 
    I glance at Cutter outside on his cell. “He feels dangerous.” 
 
    Kyle smiles. “Smart woman, he is. But I’ll keep him on a short leash.” 
 
    Mavis returns with two burgers and two sides of chicken wings.  
 
    “Tell me, honey, what can I get you two to drink?” 
 
    “Cokes are fine, ma’am.” 
 
    “Ma’am? Ma’am is my mother. My name, handsome, is Mavis.” Mavis winks down at him, and I feel my face begin to burn. “Now, tell me… is there anything else I can get you?” 
 
    “No, ma’am, I mean Mavis. This is good.” 
 
    “Best burgers in the county,” replies Mavis as she walks away. 
 
    “I think she likes me.” 
 
    I smile widely at Kyle. “Oh, you got that right. Mavis is a terrible flirt. Always has been.” 
 
    Cutter comes back in, anger twisting his features. He slides into the booth next to Kyle. “Can I talk in front of her?” he asks. 
 
    Kyle eyeballs me for a second, then nods. 
 
    “Both their cells are dead. They’ve dropped off the map.” Cutter shakes his head. “I don’t like this, Prez. We should have bought more men. You’re too exposed here. We don’t know what we’re dealing with.” 
 
    Kyle nods and looks at me. “Is it still cool if we stay at your place?” 
 
    “Kyle, did you hear what I said?” 
 
    Kyle holds up a hand. “I heard. Beth, is it okay if we stay?” 
 
    Cutter lets out a growl as Kyle ignores him and continues to stare at me.  
 
    “Yes, it’s fine,” I reply quietly. 
 
    Kyle nods and holds up a hand in Cutter’s direction. “Eat your food.” Cutter picks up his burger and takes a bite, all the while scowling at me. “We’ll eat, then follow you home. Do we need to pick anything up for dinner?” 
 
    The change in conversation throws me for a second. “Ahh, no… maybe a loaf of bread. I have a freezer full of meat.” 
 
    “Beer?” asks Cutter. 
 
    Kyle scowls at him. “Eat your meal, then go buy the lady a loaf of bread.” 
 
    Cutter stands, burger in his hand. “I can eat while I go get the bread.” 
 
    Kyle leans back in the seat and looks up at him. “Good to see you can do two things at once.” Then he takes a bite of his food as Cutter storms out of the diner. “Don’t mind him, he’s worried is all. I should have at least a half dozen men with me for protection. Traveling across the country, going through other MCs’ territories without permission, it’s dangerous. If I get killed, it’ll look bad on him. Cutter is worried about Cutter and me to a certain extent.” Kyle smiles to himself and continues to eat. 
 
    “Why would you get killed?” 
 
    Kyle sighs. “I’m President of my MC. We aren’t a big group. There’s always a bigger faction wanting to take over our turf. And I didn’t ask permission from anyone to cross through their territories. Some won’t care, but some, if they find out I passed through without asking, well, they could get… upset. It’s why I didn’t come out with more men. Smaller numbers make it easy to go from place to place without too much fuss.” 
 
    “Are you bringing danger to my doorstep?” 
 
    “No, ma’am. All I want is my brother back safe and sound.” 
 
    “I want that, too.” 
 
    Kyle quirks an eyebrow. “You like him.” It’s not a question but a statement. 
 
    “Yeah, but he doesn’t like me.” 
 
    “You keep saying that.” Kyle takes another bite of his burger. “But you aren’t the sisterly type. I know my brother, he’s my best friend, and there’s no way he thinks of you as a sister. You don’t even look like Heather.” 
 
    I take a sip of my Coke and blurt out, “Sean said he killed a man.” 
 
    Kyle puts down his burger, stares me in the eyes, wipes his mouth with a napkin, and leans over the table. “Did he now?” I nod, words failing me under his scrutiny. “He must trust you. The guy he killed was a bad man. He didn’t deserve to live. You can’t tell anyone about this, Beth. No one but the family knows what happened. Sean would go away for a long time, might even get the death penalty. Do you believe me when I tell you that?” 
 
    I nod. I have questions, but I don’t want to voice them here. “You about done?” 
 
    Kyle pushes his plate away. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Come on, then, follow me home.” I stand, and so does he. Like his brother, he’s taller than me. “Kyle, can I trust you?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    I chuckle. “Sean said the same thing before he disappeared. And I’ll tell you what I told him, I own a lot of guns, and I’m a good shot, so I’ll shoot your ass if you two try anything.” 
 
    Mavis laughs. “She’s not messing around, sonny. And for the record, if you hurt our Bethy here, I’ll shoot you myself.” 
 
    Sean smiles. “I can assure you both I’m only here to find my brother and bring him home. I give you my word… Beth is safe.” 
 
    Mavis pulls out her cell and takes a picture of Kyle. “Just in case, handsome.” Mavis smiles at me. “You going, Bethy?”  
 
    “Yeah, Mavis. I’ll be back in town on Friday morning.” 
 
    “Good, I’ll see you then. As for you, Kyle, you take care of our Bethy.” Mavis touches his upper arm. “Or… we’ll take care of you.” She winks at him and walks away. 
 
    I follow Kyle out onto the sidewalk, and he’s grinning.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “She scares me more than a little. Is she always like that?” 
 
    I shake my head. “No, but I wouldn’t mess with her either.” 
 
    Kyle climbs on his bike, and I point at my truck. “That’s me.” 
 
    Kyle does a two-fingered salute and nods at Mavis. “Lead the way.” 
 
    “What about Cutter?” 
 
    He points behind me. “He’s coming.” 
 
    I look over my shoulder, and sure enough, Cutter is strolling back up the street. 
 
    “Okay then, see you at home.” 
 
    When Cutter gets closer, he tosses the loaf of bread at me. “See you on the flip side.” He smirks as he wanders past.
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    We follow Beth home, and she waits for us on the porch steps of her house. I dismount and stand at the bottom of her stairs. Cutter goes to follow Beth, and I place a hand firmly on his chest.  
 
    “You go ahead, Beth. We’ll be along in a minute.” 
 
    She frowns but nods and heads inside.  
 
    I wait until I can’t hear her footsteps, and then I turn to Cutter. “What do we know?” 
 
    “They’re hiding. I put the word out, but it’s going to cost us to find them.” 
 
    “How much?” 
 
    “Not sure.” Cutter runs a hand up and down the back of his neck. “We don’t even know if they’re alive.” 
 
    “We’d know. Whoever is hunting my brother wants the world to know he’s dead, and we don’t know that yet, so let’s assume he’s alive.” I move away from the house. “Sean told her about Lamond.” 
 
    Cutter stumbles. “Wh-What?” 
 
    “You heard me.” 
 
    “Can she be trusted?” I nod my head and purse my lips. “Sean trusted her, and it’s good enough for me, but no club talk in front of her. Beth’s not one of us, so we need to be careful.” 
 
    “How careful?” asks Cutter as his hand drifts to the knife I know he’s got hidden beneath his T-shirt. 
 
    I shake my head. “Gave her my word she’d be safe. I might not like that Sean shared his secret, but we have to have faith in him.” I walk back to my bike and remove my duffle. “Get your stuff. We’re staying in the barn. You’ll keep away from her, yeah?” 
 
    Cutter can be unpredictable, but he always has the club’s best interests at heart, and as a rule, he does follow orders. It’s the reason I bought him along—he’s loyal—Cutter always puts the club first.  
 
    “Is she Sean’s?” 
 
    I nod even though I don’t know. “Yeah.” 
 
    Cutter nods and grabs his swag. “Cool.” 
 
    We both walk up the stairs to her home, and Beth comes out to meet us. She has a note in her hands and holds it out for me. It’s Sean’s handwriting and tells me nothing I don’t already know. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    She points to the barn. “There’s a loft above the stalls, you’ll find an old wooden chest up there, it’s got blankets and pillows inside. The straw in the loft is clean, so it’ll make a comfortable mattress. I hope you like the smell of mother nature.” 
 
    “We’ll be fine.” 
 
    “What time is dinner?” asks Cutter. 
 
    “Six. Feel free to come up before then if you get bored.” 
 
    Cutter grins at Beth and gives her the once over.  
 
    I don’t like it.  
 
    “We’ll see you at six. Don’t go to too much trouble. Come on, Cutter, let’s see where we’ll be sleeping for the next few days.” 
 
    Beth smiles at me, I nod and gently push Cutter back down the stairs. 
 
    When we are far enough away from her, I ask, “What the fuck was that?” 
 
    “I’m only playing with her,” replies Cutter with a grin. 
 
    “I’m not going to repeat this again… Back. The. Fuck. Off.” 
 
    The grin drops off his face, and he nods. “Got it, Prez.” 
 
    “Make fucking sure you do.” 
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    The next day, I mount the stairs to Beth’s home two at a time. There’s a sapling near her front steps, and it has a piece of red plastic tied to it which is blowing in the wind. I knock on her front door, it’s early, but I’m sure she’s up. While I wait for her to answer, I check around. There’s a letter on her doormat, so I bend to pick it up, and the door above me explodes—splinters of wood fly everywhere. I fling open her door and dive inside, kicking it shut behind me.  
 
    “Beth, wherever you are, get the fuck down and stay away from the windows,” I yell.  
 
    Crawling into her kitchen, I make my way to a safer position, then sit with my back up against the cupboards. 
 
    My cell is in my pocket, and I dial Cutter. 
 
    “I’m coming, Prez.” 
 
    “Someone tried to shoot me. You stay the fuck where you are.” 
 
    “What direction?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I was facing the door, I bent over, and the shot went through the top half of it, right where my fucking head was.” 
 
    “I’ve got cover. I could go look unless you’ve got a better suggestion?” 
 
    “Do it! But be careful, brother.” 
 
    The line goes dead. 
 
    “Beth!” I yell. “Beth,” I repeat louder. 
 
    “Yes. What’s going on?” 
 
    “Someone took a shot at me. Where are you?” 
 
    “Upstairs in the hall.” 
 
    “Stay there until I tell you it’s safe to come down.” 
 
    “I’m going to get my gun. I’ve got a rifle in my bedroom.” 
 
    “Okay, but keep low and stay away from the windows.” 
 
    I listen to her movements and for more gunfire, but it doesn’t come.  
 
    “Beth, do you have any guns down here?” 
 
    “Under the kitchen sink.” 
 
    Opening the cupboard, I find a shotgun with a box of shells, and I thank the gods Beth lives on a ranch and knows how to shoot and protect herself. 
 
    “Kyle, what are we going to do?” 
 
    “For the moment, we wait.” 
 
    I should have known she wouldn’t be one to follow orders. The sound of her running down the stairs has me up and moving in her direction. I get to Beth as she hits the bottom of the stairs, then pull her close and away from the front room, but not before she sees the hole in the door. 
 
    “Oh my God,” whispers Beth. 
 
    I drag her into the kitchen, but Beth keeps moving out into a mudroom. She puts the rifle down, sits, and pulls boots on. 
 
    “Now, the question is… are they after you? Does this have something to do with my father? Or are they after Sean?” 
 
    “That’s more than one question.” 
 
    With a scowl, Beth stands. “Don’t be an asshole.” She slings the rifle over her shoulder. “You ready to go out the back?” 
 
    “How do we know there aren’t more of them?” 
 
    Her scowl turns into a frown. “Shit.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Who do you think it is?” Beth asks as she chews on her bottom lip. 
 
    “No one knows I’m here. I only have Cutter with me, so I could slip away with no fuss.” I scrub a hand over my face and continue, “Your dad? He was murdered?” Beth nods. “Doesn’t make sense they’d fire at me because of him.” 
 
    “That leaves Sean. With your cut, and from behind, you could be him.” 
 
    This worries me. Knowing what I know about Sean’s old unit, these fuckers could be here to end him.  
 
    Which means they don’t know where he is.  
 
    And if they don’t know where he is, he’s safe. 
 
    “Cutter is doing some recon. We need to sit tight.” 
 
    “Judging by the hole in the door, the shot came from up in the hills, directly in front of my house. There’s no way Cutter can get up there without being seen. You need to call him back.” 
 
    I can see why Sean likes her. Beth is smart and pretty.  
 
    I nod. “Let’s give it five more minutes, then I’ll call him. Cutter is industrious, and you’d be surprised at some of the shit that man has pulled off. He’s also deadly.” 
 
    Beth nods and leans against the wall. “I’m not good at waiting.” 
 
    Grinning at her, I nod. “No, shit. Stay put means stay put. You could have been shot.” 
 
    With a shake of her dark curly hair, she answers, “They aren’t after me. Did you call the sheriff?” 
 
    “No. I wanted to see what Cutter found out first.” 
 
    “Call the sheriff, Kyle. We don’t get much trouble out here. He’ll be out here in no time.” 
 
    I hand her my cell and watch as she makes the call. 
 
    “Hey, Lucy, this is Beth Trent. Someone shot a hole through my front door.” Beth nods. “Thanks, Lucy. I’m downstairs near the back door with my rifle, so make sure the sheriff tells me who he is or I might shoot him.” A small smile plays on her lips, and I get the impression that shooting the sheriff is something she might want to do. Beth ends the call and hands me back the cell.  
 
    “They’re on their way. Call Cutter.” 
 
    I nod, press some numbers, and put the cell to my ear.  
 
    “Yeah, Prez?” 
 
    “Anything?” 
 
    “Nah. Found a nest… no shell casings, no footprints. I did find tire tracks from a vehicle, though. Whoever it was is long gone.” 
 
    The tension between my shoulder blades eases. I lock eyes with Beth and nod at her. “Come back. Be careful. We don’t know if it’s more than one person.” 
 
    “Will do.”  
 
    The line goes dead, and I slip the cell into my jeans pocket. 
 
    “Whoever it was is long gone.” 
 
    “Think we should go outside?” 
 
    I shake my head. “Not until your sheriff arrives.”
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    The sound of a car coming up my drive has me moving toward the front room. Looking through the hole in the front door, I see three police cruisers tearing up my driveway toward the house. With the rifle barrel pointing down, I open the door to move outside.  
 
    Kyle slams the door shut and looks at me with annoyance.  
 
    “It’s the sheriff,” I state and try the door again, but he puts his weight against it. 
 
    “We don’t know if it’s safe.” 
 
    “Kyle, your man said the person was long gone. We’re okay. Now, let me go outside and greet the sheriff before he comes in here, guns a blazing, and shoots your ass because he doesn’t know you.” 
 
    With a huff, Kyle moves away from the door and puts the shotgun on the dining room table. I open the door as one of the sheriff’s deputies comes bounding up the stairs. 
 
    “Slow down there, Cody.” 
 
    “You okay, Beth?” he asks with his gun drawn and pointed at Kyle. 
 
    “Cody, put the gun away. This is Kyle. He’s a friend.” 
 
    Sheepishly, Cody lowers his gun, but he doesn’t house his weapon. 
 
    Sheriff Rory Holt climbs out of his cruiser and ambles toward me. There’s no hurry in his step. He’s looking around, taking everything in. When the sheriff gets to the bottom of my stairs, a tree next to them seems to have his attention. 
 
    I walk to the top of the stairs with Kyle next to me. “Thanks for coming, Sheriff.” 
 
    He nods, pulls an evidence bag out of his pants, and takes something off the tree. 
 
    Without looking at me, he says, “This was a professional hit. Someone wants you dead, Beth. What have you done?” 
 
    “It wasn’t me they took a shot at.”  
 
    The sheriff eyeballs me and quirks an eyebrow. “Who then?” 
 
    “I think they were shooting at Kyle here, but I think they thought he was Sean.” 
 
    The sheriff walks up the stairs and locks eyes with Kyle. “Who the hell is Sean, and who the hell are you?” 
 
    “Sheriff, he’s—” 
 
    “I’m Kyle MacKenny. Sean is my brother. He’s been working for Beth.” 
 
    Sheriff Holt nods and moves his gaze to me. “Heard you had a new ranch hand. Where is he?” 
 
    I glance at Kyle, who shrugs. “He left a week ago. Kyle looks like him.” 
 
    Kyle scoffs, and the sheriff’s head quickly turns back to him. 
 
    “You got something to say?” 
 
    “As I’m his older brother, Sheriff, he’d look like me not the other way around.” 
 
    The barest of a smile plays across Sheriff Holt’s face. “Hmm…” Then he nods and moves around both of us to look at my front door. “How’d he miss you?” 
 
    “There was a letter on the doormat, and I bent to pick it up.” 
 
    The sheriff turns around and looks beyond us to the hills in the distance. 
 
    “Cody, you and Jack head up into those hills, check the area out.” Sheriff Holt glances at me. “I have a feeling, like with your dad, we aren’t going to find squat.” 
 
    Both men jog back to their cruiser and drive off in a cloud of dust. 
 
    “What makes you say that, Sheriff?” asks Kyle. 
 
    “Whoever fired that shot tied some red ribbon to the sapling, to check windage. He knows what he’s doing.” 
 
    Kyle nods. “Yeah, I saw it but didn’t pay it much attention.” 
 
    Sheriff Holt nods. “And why would you?” With his hands on his hips, he turns to me. “I think it’s time you came into town. I’m not having you hurt Beth.” 
 
    I shake my head. “Nope. Got too much to do around here.” 
 
    “Elizabeth Trent, it’s too dangerous for you to be out here alone,” orders the sheriff. 
 
    “I’m not alone. I have Kyle here with me.” 
 
    Sheriff Holt eyes Kyle. “You one of those bikers?” 
 
    “Not sure what you mean, Sheriff.” 
 
    “Are you an outlaw, son?” 
 
    Kyle bursts out laughing. “No, sir. I came here looking for my brother. I didn’t come looking for trouble.” 
 
    “Seems like it found you, though, didn’t you?” 
 
    Kyle nods. “I’m not here to cause anyone any problems.” 
 
    I don’t like the way the sheriff is looking at Kyle, so I interject. “Sheriff Holt, do you think it’s the same man who killed my daddy?” 
 
    The sheriff purses his lips and nods. “Seems that way.” He turns back around and points at the door. “Going to have to try and find the slug. It’ll be somewhere in your house, Beth. We’re going to need to have a look around...” The man pauses and casts a sideways glance at me. “I’d sure be happier if you came into town tonight.” 
 
    Beside him, Kyle nods, and I feel like I’m being ganged up on. To appease them both, I nod. “How about I think about it?” 
 
    The sheriff claps his hands and marches down the stairs. “Sounds fair.” He keeps walking until he meets up with the other two deputies, and although I can’t hear what he’s saying from all the gestures, he is giving out orders. 
 
    “You know he’s right. You should stay in town.” 
 
    “Wasn’t me he was shooting at,” I reply. 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Do you know where Sean is?” 
 
    The scowl on Kyle’s face deepens. “No.” He nods toward the front of my property. “You’ve got company.” 
 
    I look up and see Myles Graham’s shiny new truck coming toward us. 
 
    “Fuck,” I mutter. 
 
    Kyle quirks an eyebrow. “Friend of yours?” 
 
    “Used to be.” I sigh and jog down the stairs with Kyle right beside me. “We used to date. He’s buying the ranch.” 
 
    “Think he’s the one who shot at me?” 
 
    “No. At least I don’t think so. I’m kind of a mess where he’s concerned.” 
 
    “My brother has a way of confusing people.” 
 
    I look up at him but keep walking. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    Without looking at me, Kyle says, “Sean has a way of worming his way into your heart, and it’s hard to blame him for anything. Something tells me you like my brother. Be warned, Beth, he won’t be caught easily.” 
 
    He won’t be caught period.  
 
    Once the ranch changes hands, I’m gone.  
 
    I keep walking toward Myles who’s face clouds over when he sees Kyle. Myles slams on the brakes and climbs out of the vehicle. He strides toward me, and when I’m within touching distance, he pulls me into his chest. 
 
    “Thank God, you’re all right. I don’t know what I would have done if anything had happened to you.” Myles buries his face into my neck and inhales deeply. 
 
    Feeling a little uneasy, I place my hands on his chest and push him back slightly. “I’m okay. They weren’t shooting at me.” 
 
    Myles leans back but doesn’t let me go, and his gaze goes to Kyle. “They took a shot at you?”  
 
    His tone is accusatory, and from the look he’s giving Kyle, I’m amazed he doesn’t drop dead on the spot. 
 
    “Actually, I think they thought I was my brother.” 
 
    Myles’ gaze comes back to me. “The other guy? The biker?” He drops his hands and steps back. “What is it with these guys? Bikers? Beth, what has gotten into you?” 
 
    Kyle steps in front of me and puts a hand to Myles’ chest and pushes him back. “Nothing has gotten into Beth. I think she can read people well. Beth seems to be the kind of woman who can size you up fairly easily, like, for instance, if you’re being an asshole.” 
 
    I can’t help it, I laugh. Both men stare at me, and I lose it. Laughter bubbles up out of me, I stumble away, and I keep going until I reach my kitchen, where I grip the sink and try to stop. After a while, I realize Kyle has followed me inside.  
 
    I glance at him. “Sorry. It’s a reflex. Poor Sean got me on a bad day, and I dissolved into tears. I did it to him in town, too.” 
 
    Kyle nods. “Bet he didn’t care.” 
 
    I grin at him. “No, he handled me well.” I push my hair out of my face and lean against the sink. “I was embarrassed as hell, but you’re right, he was there with me and didn’t seem to mind.” 
 
    “You’re friend is gone.” 
 
    “He’s not my friend, not anymore.” 
 
    Kyle cocks his head to the side. “How long do you think the law will be here?” 
 
    “We’ll be here as long as it takes,” answers Sheriff Colt. 
 
    I look past Kyle, and he’s standing behind him, looking concerned. 
 
    “I have a ranch to look after, Sheriff. Do you mind if I go check on my horses?” 
 
    “You go right ahead, Beth. Maybe you could go help her?” 
 
    “I intend to, Sheriff,” replies Kyle as he crosses his arms over his chest.  
 
    “Good. And Beth… Myles is gone. Don’t reckon he’ll be back anytime soon,” Sheriff Holt states. 
 
    “Good.” The sheriff’s eyes widen, but he says nothing. “I’m going to do some work,” I reply frostily.  
 
    With Kyle at my side, we walk out across the paddock to the barn. The temperature of the day is starting to climb, but as we enter the building, you can feel it get cooler. 
 
    “You two okay?” asks a voice from above, scaring me half to death. 
 
    “Yes!” I yelp. 
 
    Kyle chuckles and sidesteps me to walk further into the barn. He looks up at the loft area, and Cutter’s head emerges over the edge. 
 
    “Thoughts?” 
 
    “We need to find Sean. Whoever wants him dead is smart.” 
 
    “How do we do that?” I ask. 
 
    Kyle looks at me. “His old unit is being picked off one by one. Sean would be doing reconnaissance work, but from what we can gather, there’s only him and Norman Brittle left. I vote we go play Norman a visit.” 
 
    “Do you know where he is?” I ask. 
 
    “Angus did some digging before he went radio silent. He sent me an email with all the addresses of Sean’s unit.” Kyle looks up at Cutter. “Stay hidden until the sheriff is gone. I don’t want you getting arrested.” 
 
    “Sure thing, Prez.” 
 
    “As soon as the law is gone, we are, too. You want to come?” 
 
    The question startles me for a moment, and then reality hits home. “I can’t abandon the horses or the ranch.” 
 
    “That’s not a no. Can anyone look after it while you’re gone? You got neighbors you could ask?” 
 
    “It was hard enough getting a ranch hand. I can’t imagine my neighbors would do it for nothing.” 
 
    “So pay them. Come with us. I don’t like leaving you here alone. It’s too dangerous. Besides, I have a feeling Sean would kick my ass if anything happened to you.” 
 
    “I was safe before you lot turned up.” 
 
    “Not with a dead father, you weren’t,” interjects Cutter from above. 
 
    I scowl up at him because I know he’s right. Letting out a frustrated breath, I look down at the floor.  
 
    “Is there anyone at all you could ask?”  
 
    I nod. “Yeah, there is. A neighbor, but he never liked my dad. He’s always been nice to me, and he came to Dad’s funeral, but I don’t know.” 
 
    I raise my eyes to Kyle.  
 
    “I could ask him.” 
 
    “He won’t know you. He’ll say no,” I reply. 
 
    “I can be persuasive.” There’s a glint in his eyes I’ve never noticed before, almost as though he wants to do it to prove me wrong. 
 
    “Okay, give it a shot. I point north. He lives that way. His name is Gus Pinkerton, and he’s an ornery old coot.” 
 
    Kyle nods. “Okay, I’m off to deal with him unless you need help in here?” 
 
    “Nah, you go ahead. It won’t take me long to muck out the stables.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll be back soon.” And with that, Kyle leaves the barn.  
 
    I look up at Cutter, who has a frown on his face. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “He shouldn’t be riding alone. If something happens to him, my brothers might kill me.” 
 
    “Sounds kind of drastic. Surely, they’d understand?” 
 
    “Welcome to the Loyal Rebels MC. Where we treat you like family until you fuck up, and then you have to prove yourself.” 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter.” 
 
    I grin up at him. “Right, of course, it doesn’t. Okay, I’m cleaning out the stalls. You have fun up there.” 
 
    Men and their secrets.  
 
    Honestly, I’ve had enough of them to last me a lifetime.
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    Beth was right. The old guy next door drove a hard bargain, but in the end, he agreed to look after the ranch until Beth got back for a hefty price. The one thing I do know is it’s coming out of Sean’s end, not mine.  
 
    The sheriff and his men took the better part of five hours to turn the house upside down. In the end, he did the whole ‘don’t leave town,’ but I have no intention of staying. I’m sitting on the third last step of Beth’s house, waiting for her to come out.  
 
    Cutter is pacing in front of me, eager to be gone. 
 
    The screen door opens and slams, and the sound of Beth coming down the stairs has me looking over my shoulder. She’s dressed in a black leather jacket, jeans, a red T-shirt and her work boots. Her hair is pulled back and plaited down her back.  
 
    “Took you long enough.” 
 
    “I wasn’t sure what to pack,” she says as she holds up a backpack. “So, in the end, I did the basics… T-shirts, two more pairs of jeans, underwear, and toiletries.”  
 
    “Can we go now?” asks Cutter. 
 
    “Sure.” I stand. “Beth, you can ride with me.” 
 
    “What about Sean’s bike?” 
 
    “What about it?” 
 
    “You’re going to leave it here?” 
 
    “Are you saying you can ride?” 
 
    “Of course, I can ride. I live on a ranch. We use ATVs all the time.” 
 
    “An ATV is not a Harley,” replies Cutter. 
 
    With an exasperated sigh, Beth joins us at the bottom of the stairs. “You forget, Sean left me his keys. Clearly, he trusts me to ride it.” 
 
    “I do believe the note said only to ride it if you had to.” 
 
    Beth places her hands on her hips and looks at me. “How else are you going to get it home? I can ride. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    I cast a glance at Cutter, who shrugs.  
 
    “Fine, but if you drop his ride, that’s on you. Are we clear?” 
 
    “Oh, for Pete’s sake! I’m not going to drop his precious ride. Can we leave now?” 
 
    I quirk an eyebrow at her, bow slightly, and swing one arm wide. “After you.” 
 
    Beth walks toward Sean’s Harley putting on the backpack as we walk. 
 
    “Where are we headed?” 
 
    “Norman Brittle’s place.” 
 
    “Is that where you think Sean is?” 
 
    I nod and climb on my ride. “Yeah, well, at least it’s where I hope he is.” 
 
    “Did you try to phone him?” 
 
    “Brittle?” Beth nods. “No. If he’s after Sean, I don’t want to alert him.” 
 
    “Makes sense.” 
 
    I watch as she starts the bike, puts on her sunglasses, kicks up the stand, and gives it a little rev.  
 
    “I’ll lead, you follow, yeah?” 
 
    Beth nods and smiles slightly. “Yes, Prez.” 
 
    I chuckle and shake my head, then start the bike, and we all ride single file—Beth, then Cutter, and then me. When we get to the end of her very long driveway, I stop, and she pulls up beside me. 
 
    “You ready?” I ask her. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “You need to stop, you pull alongside me and let me know. Cutter will be behind you, keeping an eye out. We’ve only got a few hours of daylight left, and we need to make the most of it. We’ll find somewhere to sleep at night. Be safe and don’t do anything stupid.” 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    I nod at her and turn down her street, headed for the open highway. 
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    It takes us the better part of two days to get to Norman ‘Scope’ Brittle’s house. Beth rides up beside me and motions for me to pull over. I do, and Cutter pulls in behind her. Beth climbs off the Harley and bends over stretching her tired muscles. It’s late Thursday afternoon. Darkness is slowly creeping into the world, but even in the diminished light, I can see Cutter’s eyes glued to her ass. 
 
    “You okay?” I ask. 
 
    Beth nods while she places her hands above her head and stretches some more. There are no houses around us as Scope lives outside of town surrounded by trees and silence. 
 
    “Hear me out.” Beth places her hands on her hips. “I think I should be the one to go knock on his door. I’m a woman and less of threat.”  
 
    “No,” I state vehemently, and Cutter agrees with a firm nod. 
 
    “No offense, but you guys are scary looking. If he is the guy, I’ll have a better chance of getting him out in the open than you two.”  
 
    “Sean would kick my ass. There’s no way in hell I’m letting you go in there alone.”  
 
    “Kyle, you need to think about this. You two will be there.” She glances at Cutter. “You’ll be there from a distance, and I’ll have my cell on. 
 
     Cutter and I exchange a look, and he nods once, so I know he thinks it’s worth the risk, but I still don’t like it. Pursing my lips, I scowl and stare her in the eyes. “You have your cell turned on. If I think there’s anything, and I mean anything that sounds hinky or fucked up in any way, I’m coming in. Got it?” 
 
    “You got it, Prez.” 
 
    Beth climbs back on Sean’s bike and rides the short distance to Scope’s house. I have the cell pressed against my ear, listening for anything that sounds remotely dangerous. The motorcycle goes silent, and moments later, I hear her knocking on the front door. 
 
    Beth’s voice breaks the silence, and I release the breath I didn’t realize I was holding. 
 
    “He’s not here. No one’s been here for months. There‘s a letter here from two months ago.” 
 
    “We’re coming in.” I hang up on her and start my bike, and Cutter does the same.  
 
    Beth is leaning against the front of Scope’s house as we pull up. I dismount, stalk past her and kick in Norman Brittle’s front door.  
 
    Cutter takes one look at Beth’s face and bursts out laughing.  
 
    “Well, you said he wasn’t here.” 
 
    “I know, but did you have to kick in the front door, Kyle?” 
 
    I continue inside the home. Beth peers in, looking like a little kid who got caught with her hand in the cookie jar. Scope’s house is small but clean, there’s not a thing out of place. Dishes are draining on the sink, and a wooden cross is nailed to the wall in the living room. Nothing to indicate he’s a murderer.  
 
    “You’re right. No one’s been here in a very long time.” 
 
     I catch Beth giving Cutter a hard stare.  
 
    “What?” she asks him. 
 
    “You took a risk coming here by yourself. What if Scope had been here? What if he had murdered your father? Chances are he’d know who you are, and he would have hurt you.”  
 
    Beth shakes her head slightly. “Yeah, but he wasn’t here. I didn’t get hurt. No harm, no foul.” 
 
    I know she’s right, but if he had been here and if had hurt her, that would have been on me. Opening a kitchen drawer, I go through the contents. Beth and Cutter venture into the bedroom. After a while, I look in on them, noticing the bed is made, and nothing appears out of place. The closet is open, and there are only a few items of clothing hanging in it. 
 
    “There’s nothing here. The man’s a ghost,” states Beth. 
 
    I walk outside. There’s mail strewn from one end of the porch to the next. The whole place looks like it hasn’t seen any visitors in a long while. It’s then I notice the pile of newly drilled- out wood shavings in the corner of the porch, and in the corner of the ceiling, there are no spiderwebs. It’s as if they’ve been swept away. I reach up and find a camera. It’s one of those small pen ones. Hell, if they’d swept the pile of shavings away, I would never have found it.  
 
    “What are you looking at Prez,” asks Cutter. 
 
     I turn around and point. “Seems Scope isn’t as gone as we thought he is. Everyone, wave at the camera.” 
 
    Beth surprises me by walking up to it and giving it the finger. I can’t help it as laughter rises out of me, and Cutter laughs too.  
 
    Beth stomps down the path toward her bike and leans against it. “Now what?” she asks. 
 
    Glancing at the house, I say, “It’s late. Let’s go back into town, get a room, and try and decide what our next move should be.”
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    I wake up to Angus shoving me. “What the fuck, man?”  
 
    “You’re not going to believe this! Guess who showed up at Scope’s house?” 
 
    “The fucking tooth fairy? I have no idea.” I scrub a hand over my face to clear my head. “Why don’t you just tell me?” 
 
    Angus is bouncing on the balls of his feet, clearly excited. “Kyle, Cutter, and Beth.” 
 
    At the sound of Beth’s name, I sit up straight. 
 
    “Beth? Kyle brought Beth here. Is he crazy?” 
 
    “I know you’re upset, but don’t you see this is a good thing? With Kyle here, we can cover more ground.” 
 
    “Do we know where they’re going?” 
 
    “It’s a guess, but I think they’ll come here. Kyle won’t want to risk Beth riding at night.” 
 
    I nod. “Yeah, you’re right. He’s going to kick my ass.” 
 
    Angus bursts out laughing, nodding his head the whole time. “Oh, yeah, brother, you’ve got that right.” 
 
    It’s one of those strip motels with all the rooms right next to each other. It’s not a large motel, only a dozen rooms—six on one side, six on the other with the parking lot in the middle. The room consists of a bed, a bathroom, and an aging television. Angus and I are sitting outside on the park bench that’s between our two rooms. It’s a small country town, this is the only motel, and it stands to reason Kyle will come here. I’m sure at one time this was a fairly upmarket place, but they moved the main highway, and like all small towns when that happens, they eventually die.  
 
    It’s not long before we hear the sound of Harleys in the distance. I have to say I’m surprised to see Beth on my ride. She looks good on there, but it’s my ride. Both Angus and I stand, and I can tell Kyle is the first to see us as he bypasses the main office and rides straight toward us. His bike has barely stopped moving when he is off and stalking toward us, pulling us both into a bone-crushing back-slapping hug. 
 
     “Where the fuck have you been? I was starting to think the worst, brothers.” 
 
     Kyle lets us go and stands back. Here I was thinking he was going to kick my ass, but instead, he’s worried about me, about us. 
 
     Cutter gets off the bike and holds out his hand to Beth, who smiles up at him and takes his offer of help. Closing the gap between Beth and me, I take her hand out of Cutter’s and pull her into my embrace. 
 
     “What the fuck are you doing here?” 
 
     Beth leans back but doesn’t let me go. “Looking for you, you stupid city boy.” 
 
     Keeping her firmly in my grasp, I look over my shoulder to Kyle. “You shouldn’t have brought her. It’s too dangerous.” 
 
     “Beth can take care of herself,” replies Cutter. 
 
     I scowl at him. 
 
     Kyle nods. “Cutter is right. Beth is fully capable of looking after herself. Hell, she rides better than you do.” 
 
     I look down at the woman in my arms. “You rode my bike.” 
 
    “You were the one who left the keys and that God-awful note permitting me. What did you think I was going to do?” 
 
     “Woman, I didn’t think you’d come looking for me.” 
 
    “Well, city boy, you got a lot to learn about country girls and how we can take care of ourselves.” Her eyes sparkle with mischief as I release her after Kyle clears his throat, but I keep her hand firmly grasped in mine. 
 
    “Where did you come from?” I ask Kyle. 
 
     “We’ve been riding for the better part of two days. We came from Beth’s ranch.” 
 
     I study Beth’s face and see shadows under her eyes. “Are you okay?” 
 
     She smiles up at me, and it warms my heart. “I’m okay. Hungry, though.” 
 
     Cutter has moved, so he’s on her other side and standing a little too close to her. “I agree, food would be good.” 
 
     I look to Kyle, and he agrees with a nod. 
 
    “There’s a diner around the corner. The road food’s pretty good.” 
 
     Beth let’s go of my hand, puts her hands above her head, and stretches. “Is it close enough to walk to? I could use the exercise.” 
 
     Angus steps toward her and holds out his hand. “Hey, Beth, it’s nice to meet you. I’m Angus, the younger, better-looking brother.” 
 
     I bark out a laugh and punch him in the arm. “Yeah, you keep telling yourself that, brother, maybe one day it’ll come true.” I want to wrap her up in my arms again, especially when she shakes Angus’ hand and smiles warmly at him. “The diner’s within walking distance. Come on, let’s go… meals are on me.” 
 
     To antagonize me, Angus links his arm with Beth and walks toward the diner. At this moment, I could easily pound my younger brother into the pavement. I’m about to separate them when Kyle’s hand clamps down on my shoulder. 
 
     He waits until the other three are a little way ahead before he says, “Don’t you ever do this to me again, brother. We are family, and family doesn’t run away from each other. We work together.” 
 
     “I needed to clear my head, Kyle.” I glance down at my feet, searching for the right words. “And I think we needed some distance. I know I upset you,” I begrudgingly admit. 
 
     Kyle nods and shoves me. “Come on, let’s get some food. I’m ordering extra cause you’re paying.” 
 
    “Cheap bastard.” 
 
    Kyle grins and nods. “Yep, and proud of it.” 
 
    The other three have already gone around the corner of the building so we can’t see them.  
 
    “Are we good?” I ask. 
 
    “For now, but we have a lot to talk about.” 
 
    “Yeah, we do. Food first, and then I’d like to see Beth settled. She looks tired.” 
 
    Kyle laughs and moves ahead of me. “I like her. She’s sassy.” 
 
    Scowling at him, I ask, “How’s Lola?” 
 
    The answering laughter has me looking at him in confusion. “I knew it. You got it bad. We better catch up, brother, before Angus or Cutter sweep her off her feet.” 
 
    “It’s not like that.” 
 
    “Sure. That’s why you’re suddenly walking faster, she’s just a friend. You need to stake a claim. If you don’t, someone’s going to get in before you. Beth’s a good woman. Pretty to look at, too.” 
 
    “Fuck you, brother. Keep your eyes on the road, not Beth.” 
 
    Kyle laughs louder as he opens the diner door and walks toward the other three. Beth smiles broadly at me as I enter. Even though she’s been riding for a couple of days, she looks better than ever. 
 
    “Where do you want to sit?” she asks. 
 
    Toward the back of the diner there’s a table for six, so I point to it. “Over there looks good.” 
 
    Beth nods as the others head in that direction. She cocks her head to the side and looks up at me. “You’re not mad at me, are you?” 
 
    “Why would I be mad?” 
 
    “Well, your bike.” She looks like she wants to say something else and is fudging around the subject. 
 
    “Beth, I’m not mad. I am happy you’re here, and I am glad you’re safe.” 
 
    She lets out a nervous laugh. “Kyle wouldn’t let me stay at the ranch anymore, not after someone tried to kill him.” 
 
    I rock back on my heels and stare down at her, shocked to my very being while an icy chill runs through my veins. 
 
    “Someone took a shot at you?” I whisper. 
 
    Beth shakes her head. “No, no, not me… at Kyle. Well, we think they were trying to shoot you.” 
 
    I look at my brother across the diner, who raises both eyebrows at me. This is something he should have told me in private, outside, away from prying eyes and ears.  
 
    I look down at Beth. “How about we sit down, and you, Kyle, and Cutter can tell me all about it?” I’m angry someone would do this, and I can’t help it as my voice goes hard. From Beth’s reaction, I know she doesn’t understand, but if something had happened to her, I’m not sure how I’d handle it.  
 
    Beth does a quick turn and heads for the table sitting next to Cutter, leaving me to sit next to Angus. This little maneuver does not impress me at all. She’s at one end of the table, and I’m on the other at the opposite end.  
 
    Looking my brother in the eye, I ask, “Did someone take a shot at you?” 
 
    “I was getting to that, brother.” 
 
    “How about you get to it now?” 
 
    “I will, after we’ve had something to eat, and we all have clearer heads.” 
 
    “I don’t know about you, but my head right now is pretty fucking clear.” 
 
    Kyle picks up a menu and ignores me as I stare daggers at him across the table. “Well?”  
 
    “Now you know how it feels to be on the outside, so you can sit there and stew for five minutes while I decide what I’m going to order. I suggest everybody at this table pick something to eat because the waitress is coming, and I’m hungry.” 
 
    “Hello, y’all, how’s it going? What can we get for you today?” 
 
    All of us look at Beth, who is chewing on her bottom lip as she studies the menu.  
 
    Angus clears his throat, and she looks up at him. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Ladies first.” 
 
    “Oh, right. I’ll have…” and she pauses. “… um, a large Coke and the special of the day, please.”  
 
    As soon as her order is taken, the rest of us dive in and give the waitress ours. I don’t feel like eating. All I want to know is what the hell happened at Beth’s ranch and if she was hurt at all. Impatiently, I wait for the right time to try again with Kyle, but patience has never been my strong suit. “Well?” I demand. 
 
    “It happened on Tuesday morning. I was waiting outside Beth’s house after I knocked on the door, saw something, bent over to pick it up, and someone took a shot at me from long range. Cutter checked the area. There were no shell casings, no prints, nothing. Whoever it was also tied a piece of ribbon to a tree near the front porch so he could estimate the wind. I was damn lucky he didn’t take my head off.” 
 
    “That’s when we decided he was probably looking for you and not Kyle, so we hit the road,” interjects Beth. 
 
    I understand now why they bought Beth with them. It wasn’t safe to leave her at the house by herself. I owe Kyle a thank you, not an interrogation. 
 
    The waitress comes back with our drinks, and as soon as she’s gone, Angus leans over the table staring at Kyle intently. “What were you doing at Norman Brittle’s house?” 
 
    “How the fuck do you know we were at Norman brittles house?” asks Cutter. 
 
    “It was your fucking camera,” replies Kyle. 
 
    “Whose camera did you think it was?” asks Angus. 
 
    All three of them in unison say, “Brittle.” 
 
    Angus shakes his head. “No, it was ours. We’ve been here for three days and haven’t found hide nor hair of him. In desperation, I put up the camera to see if Brittle or anybody went to the house. Imagine how excited I was to see your ugly face on the camera, brother.” 
 
    Kyle locks eyes with me. “Why’d you go radio silent?” 
 
    “That wasn’t my idea, it was the nerd here,” I say, gesturing toward Angus. 
 
    “We were being tracked. I haven’t been able to piece it all together yet, but I’m pretty sure this has something to do with a politician. I think Sean’s unit got tangled up in something years ago. Something Senator Lewis Towell doesn’t want anyone else to know about. My current theory is Norman Brittle is working for the Senator and is taking out anyone who knew anything about a mission they did in South America.” 
 
    Kyle cocks an eyebrow at me. “What do you think?” 
 
    “I know everything points to Scope, but I find it hard to believe it’s him.” 
 
    Angus scoffs. “You and he are the only ones left. How can you have any doubt?” 
 
    “There’s a code, Angus. Unless you’ve served, I don’t think you’re going to understand. If Scope is doing this, I have to hear it from him. I need him to tell me the how and the why.” 
 
    “Is that before or after he shoots you in the head?”  
 
    All conversation stops as the waitress comes back with our orders. I keep glancing at Beth, who gives me nothing. I watch as she takes a mouthful of the special of the day, meatloaf, and then she frowns. Cutter also observes this and chuckles. Without asking, he simply picks up her plate and swaps it with his, a burger and fries. 
 
    “You can’t,” replies Beth. 
 
    “Beth, I can, and I will. I’ve got a cast-iron gut, honey. Trust me when I tell you it’s perfectly fine. Eat my fucking burger but leave me some fries.” 
 
    Beth smiles, and I want to reach across the table and put my fist through the back of his head. Kyle pays no attention to Beth and Cutter. His eyes are glued on me, and there’s a smug smirk plastered on his face. 
 
    He bites into his burger and chews, eyes dancing with amusement at my reaction. I’m smoldering at the end of the table staring daggers at Cutter as he continues to flirt and chat with my Beth. I don’t participate in any of the conversations around the table. When we are all finished eating, I open my wallet and leave some bills on the table.  
 
    Kyle and Cutter head for the manager’s office of the motel to book some rooms for the night, Beth walks behind them but not with them or with Angus and me. Her brow is creased into a frown, and I want so badly to ask her what she’s thinking about but have no idea how to talk to the woman.  
 
    Angus and I wait outside as the three of them talk to the manager inside the office. Beth is waving her arms around in what looks frustration. From outside, I can’t tell if it’s at Kyle or the manager. With anger turning her pretty face red, she stomps out and joins us. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I ask 
 
    “He claims there are no other rooms in the motel even though I can see there’s a whole bunch of keys hanging up on the wall. What do you call them? Club whores? I think he thinks I’m one of those!” 
 
    I burst out laughing, which only seems to make her angrier.  
 
    Beth stomps off toward my bike to get her things when Kyle comes out and winks at me. “You owe me, brother. Beth needs to share a room. I suggested she bunk in with you, or you can bunk in with me, and she can have your room. Either way, she’s not happy.” 
 
    Cutter grins and says, “Beth could share my room… I don’t mind.” 
 
    I get right up into his personal space, chest to chest with our noses almost touching, and through gritted teeth, I say, “You keep away from what is fucking mine. You got that?” 
 
    Cutter grins. “Yeah, VP, I’ve got it, but does she know it?” The cocky bastard strolls toward Beth, puts an arm around her shoulder, and talks to her. I’m about to walk over and pound him into the pavement when Kyle plants a hand into the middle of my chest, stopping me from moving. 
 
    “He’s playing with you, brother. You need to calm the fuck down. As far as we can tell, all you’ve done is confuse the poor girl and told her you think of her as nothing more than your sister. Now, I know it’s been a while, but she doesn’t look like any sister of ours.” 
 
    “I’m going to hurt Cutter,” I reply. 
 
    “No, you’re not. The man got on his bike, and he came out here to help you. You’re going to keep a lid on it, and you are going to sort out your feelings for this woman. And if we’re lucky, we’ll keep you alive long enough for you to see how good a woman like Beth is.” With that, Kyle walks toward Cutter and Beth.  
 
    I follow close behind with Angus chuckling to himself as he keeps pace with me. 
 
    “I’m sorry to throw you out of your room,” says Beth quickly. 
 
    “It’s not a problem.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure the old bastard couldn’t be bothered.” 
 
    “Beth, it’s not a problem. Come on. I’ll show you your room while I get my things out of it.” 
 
    I open the door with the key, and the bed isn’t made. The few clothes I have are hung up on a make-shift clothesline in the bathroom. I begin pulling them down when Beth comes up behind me. 
 
    “Stop! Just stop. I’ll go and tell the old bastard he has to give me a room. I’ll give him some excuse, tell him I snore or something. I’m not having you leave because of me.” 
 
    “Beth, it’s fine. I’ve shared a room with Angus or Kyle plenty of times.” 
 
    Shaking her head, Beth makes a beeline for the door of the room. I grab her by the arm and twist her around. 
 
    “Sean, can you stop? I’m going to sort this out.” 
 
    “Beth, the only person who thinks this is a problem is you.” 
 
    “Right, right, so you want to share a room with one of your brothers? That’s why you and Angus aren’t already sharing a room, right?” She looks down at my hand on her upper arm. Beth is standing so close I can smell her perfume, or maybe it’s the sweet scent of her.  
 
    Beth opens her mouth to speak again, and I drag her into me, sealing her lips to mine. She lets out a surprised yelp but doesn’t pull away. Her hand snakes around the back of my neck, and she deepens the kiss. A deep growl emanates from me, and I walk her backward until Beth hits the door of the room. My hands travel down the curves of her body, enjoying the feel, the taste, the smell of her.  
 
    Slowly, as if in a dream, I realize what I’m doing, and I force myself to remove my hands from her and place them either side of her head on the rough wooden surface of the door. It takes a moment for my lips to leave hers. With my forehead resting against hers, I listen to our ragged breathing.  
 
    My body wants so badly to take this further, but I need to know if it’s what she wants.  
 
    Pulling in a shuddering breath, I push myself off the door and away from her. My eyes never leave Beth’s. Her lips are red and swollen, and her eyes are filled with desire.  
 
    My hands clench into fists at my sides, breathing heavily. All I want to do is pull her into me and make use of the bed in this room, but I need the decision to be hers. I open my mouth to speak, and she closes the gap between us. One leg goes up around my waist, and both hands tangle in my hair. That’s is all encouragement I need.  
 
    My fists unclench, and I grip Beth’s ass and lift her, then I turn and take the few steps to the bed. My cock is straining against my jeans, and all I want is to be inside her.  
 
    I throw Beth on the bed, kick off my boots, rip my T-shirt over my head and pull down my jeans. I don’t think I’ve ever gotten naked so fast in my entire life. Crawling up the bed, Beth looks startled, and I wonder if I’m going too fast. I cover her body with mine and kiss her. My eyes lock with hers, looking for any signs she wants me to stop. Her lips are soft and mold to mine. Her tongue teases me while my hand massages her breast through her clothing, and to my pleasure, Beth’s nipple grows hard. I want so badly to see every inch of her.  
 
    I sit back, my cock standing at attention, and rip open her buttoned-up shirt. Unfortunately, she has a tank on underneath, so I drag it up to expose her ample breasts now only clad in a white lacy see-through bra. Like a man possessed, I draw her nipple into my mouth and suck on it through the thin, lacy material, Beth’s hands holding me in place as I flick, tease, suck, and explore her breasts.  
 
    I break away from her with a growl and sit back. “One of us has too many clothes on, and it’s not me.” 
 
    Beth scurries up the bed and away from me as she pulls off her ripped shirt and tank. With a growl, I watch as she moves off the bed to pull off her boots and jeans. She has her back to me, and I can see her breathing heavily, but she makes no move to remove her underwear or turn around.  
 
    From behind, she’s perfect—creamy white skin, dark hair in a plait down her back, and curves in all the right places.  
 
    I stand and plaster my front to her back, my cock becoming harder at the near nakedness of her. Sucking on her neck, I let my hands travel from her breasts, down her sides to her matching white lace panties. I slide a hand under the elastic and touch her wet folds. Another growl escapes me as I realize she’s wet for me.  
 
    I drop to my knees and turn her around.  
 
    My Beth is like a goddess, nipples erect and straining against the fabric constraining them, her eyes smoldering with desire. Trailing my hands up her legs, I gently pull down her panties. Beth steps out of them, and I place one of her legs on my shoulder and very gently kiss the inside of her leg all the way to her mound. Beth gasps at the first flick of my tongue, and when I suck her clit, her hands twist in my hair as she grinds into me, gasping with pleasure. 
 
    I take my time, bringing her to the brink and then withdrawing. She’s not some club whore or quick fuck. This is Beth, my Beth, and I mean to take my time.  
 
    I remove her leg from my shoulder and stand, kissing my way back to her perfect lips. Her hands explore my body, and I rock with shock when one of her hands wraps around my cock. Slowly she pumps me up and down, the feeling so exquisite I break our kiss while I enjoy her touch.  
 
    Beth kisses my chest, my stomach, and then I feel those perfect lips around my cock. Her tongue flicks over my most sensitive spot at the tip. The nerves feel like they are on fire as I move in and out of her mouth. I feel her hand wrap around my shaft as she sucks, flicks, and teases me.  
 
    I am lost to her.  
 
    Right now, Beth could ask me for anything, and I’d do it for her.  
 
    My hand wraps around her plait, and I pull her back up to me as she moans in displeasure. I chuckle as I turn her around and push her onto the bed. Before she can move, I grab both ankles and pull her closer to me. I lean over her, supporting my weight on the mattress, my cock poised at her entrance. Beth arches up and tries to take me inside her, but I move back. 
 
    “We do this… and you’re mine.” 
 
    Beth nods. 
 
    I put my cock at her entrance and push in a little. “Tell me you’re mine.” 
 
    “I’m yours.” 
 
    I thrust up inside her, and she cries out. I’m not a gentle lover. I thrust back into her, and she arches for me with a smile on her beautiful face. It’s good she likes it a little rougher, I can go slow but only for so long. My speed increases as I pound in and out of her, and I know I’m close, but this isn’t some quick fuck, and I want her to come first.  
 
    “Sean?” I stop and look into her eyes. “Where’d you go?” 
 
    “I’m here.” 
 
    “You’re not here with me. You look like you’re concentrating… trying to make a decision.” 
 
    I grin at her. “I’m close. I want you to get there first, that’s all.” 
 
    Her smile spreads slowly across her face. “I’m yours, yeah?” 
 
    “Damn straight.” 
 
    “Then it’s okay. We have plenty of time.” 
 
    My heart swells at what she’s telling me, and I nod. 
 
    “Yeah, we do, but this is our first time. I want it to be special.” 
 
    Her smile gets bigger, and Beth nods. “Swap positions?” 
 
    I pull out, lay down next to her, and she straddles me, guiding me into her slick, wet pussy. My hands go to her hips, and I move her faster as she rides me.  
 
    Beth grabs one of my hands and places it between us. “Help me.” 
 
    I apply pressure to her clit as she grinds into me, my other hand moves up to her breast, and I tweak her nipple. Beth moans and increases her speed. The first clench of her pussy around my cock startles me, and then my woman is chanting my name. 
 
    “Sean, Sean, SEAN.” 
 
    Her pussy milks me, and I come hard. I push up into her as far as I can go as she orgasms and continues to ride me. I’ve never had anything like it, I’ve never felt so connected to another woman. Her movements slow down, I knife up, undo her bra and suck hard on her breast until I leave a mark. Beth doesn’t protest, instead, she holds me there and continues her slow pace on my cock. 
 
    I don’t know how long we stay like that.  
 
    Beth moves off me and curls into my side, my fingers stroking up and down her back until I feel her drift off to sleep.  
 
    Nothing is going to come between Beth Trent and me. 
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    The next morning, I wake to an empty bed. The spot where Beth had been sleeping is cold. Opening my eyes, I search around the room. The door to the bathroom is open, and she’s not there. Climbing out of bed, I go into the bathroom and shower quickly. Wiping off the bathroom mirror, I catch my reflection and realize I’m smiling. Instead of my usual run my hands through my hair, I take the time to comb it properly today. When I’m done, I go in search of some clean clothes and hopefully my Beth. 
 
    I open the door to the motel room and find Angus outside sitting on the bench with his laptop open, typing furiously on it. 
 
    “Morning, brother. Have you seen Beth?” 
 
    “She went to the diner with Cutter and Kyle.” 
 
    He doesn’t even bother to look up at me as he’s too and engrossed in whatever it is he’s doing.  
 
    “Have you had breakfast yet?” 
 
    Angus glances up at me. “No.” 
 
    “Come on, let’s get you something to eat, and maybe we’ll find Beth.” 
 
    I pull the door shut to the room and walk toward the diner. I don’t wait for Angus, but I can hear him walking behind me. As I turn the corner, I see Beth standing outside talking to Cutter. He sees me, smirks, and the fucker brushes some of her long dark hair out of her face. I watch in satisfaction has Beth takes a step back. When we reach them, Beth has two takeaway cups of coffee in her hands and holds one out to me. 
 
    “Hey, city boy, I was just coming to find you.” 
 
    “Did you eat?” I ask as I take the cup 
 
    Beth shakes her head, and her glorious dark hair moves around her in waves. “No, I was waiting for you.” 
 
    I drape an arm across her shoulders, and she links her fingers with mine, then I kiss her lightly on the lips. Smiling, I look at Cutter. “Have you had breakfast yet?” 
 
    The smirk which was on his face is now gone, and he shakes his head. “No, VP, neither has Kyle.” 
 
    Beth says, “He’s sitting at the same table as yesterday. I think he’s waiting for you.” 
 
    “You know my brother is a cheap bastard. He’s waiting for me to pay.” 
 
    Beth giggles and nods. “Isn’t that what family is for?” 
 
    Angus moves past all of us, nodding. “Yep. Let’s go eat.”  
 
    Angus sits opposite Kyle. Beth sits next to Angus with me on the other side of her, leaving Cutter to sit on the opposite side of the table next to Kyle.  
 
    The waitress comes over to take our order. “What’ll it be?” 
 
    Angus answers for all of us, “We’ll have the breakfast special and black coffees for all.” 
 
    “You got it,” replies the waitress with fake enthusiasm. 
 
    “What the fuck, man?” asks Kyle. 
 
    “I need to talk to you all in private, and I can’t do that with the waitress hovering. The mission you ran in South America…” 
 
    I nod at him. “Yeah?” 
 
    “You rescued a woman.” 
 
    “If you say so.” 
 
    “Jesus fucking Christ! I’m trying to piece this together, Sean. You ran a mission in Montevideo, and you pulled out a woman and her baby.” 
 
    “Okay, I remember the baby screamed for most of the flight, but it wasn’t in Montevideo. It was a small island off the coast of Iran.” 
 
    Beth looks at me in shock. “You don’t like kids?” 
 
    I take her hand in mine. “Of course, I do. The woman didn’t speak very good English, and I don’t speak Farsi well. Babies can’t regulate the pressure in their ears like adults can, but she wouldn’t let us anywhere near the child. Eventually, out of desperation, I had one of the guys hold her while I massaged the kid’s head near his ears, to help alleviate the pressure.” I shrug as I recall the details. “Then I gave the kid a Hershey bar.” 
 
    “You gave a baby a Hershey bar?” asks Beth. 
 
    “Okay, it wasn’t a baby baby. He was like… I don‘t know… one or two. Something like that.” 
 
     Angus clears his throat. “No one gives a fuck about the baby. Well, they do. The baby is Senator Towell’s brother.”  
 
    I look at Angus, confused. “What am I missing?” 
 
    The Towell family comes from old money. Lewis Towell’s father had an affair, and the baby was the result.” 
 
    “So?” I ask exasperatedly. 
 
    “Senator Towell is running for President. His main platform is faith, family, and fulfillment. Meaning faith always comes first with their unwavering belief in God, family second, and fulfillment in practicing the Ten Commandments. This child, the Senator’s illegitimate brother, proves his father doesn’t support Senator Towell’s propaganda. If it got out his old man had an affair, it could possibly damage Towell’s very narrow lead in the race to become President.” 
 
    “Does anybody care? That’s a pretty flimsy excuse for wanting to take out an entire unit of men, but I guess people have done a lot more in the pursuit of power.”  
 
    Kyle leans back, slinging an arm over the top of this chair. “I agree, but somebody cares, or your unit wouldn’t be dead.” 
 
    I nod and glance at Beth. “Yeah, someone definitely cared enough to try to wipe us all out. So far, they’ve been pretty successful.” 
 
    “Are you saying my father was killed because some bastard wanted to run for President and lied about his father’s family values and is now trying to cover it up?” 
 
    Angus leans forward and stares at her. “What I’m saying is… if this came out, Towell would look like a liar because he was in charge of the operation, so he knew who they were. This whole time he’s been banging on about how his family is the pinnacle of the perfect, happy family, something the average American should strive to be like, when all along there has been an illegitimate brother. Throw that into the mix and watch the explosion.”  
 
    I shake my head. “It doesn’t make sense, Angus. Why, after all this time, come after us?” 
 
    “I went back three years through all of the data. Your buddy, Harry Shaw, I think he paid a visit to Senator Towell. Maybe he was looking for a payday? Maybe he didn’t like his politics and threatened him? Who knows? But I think he’s the one who tipped Towell off. I think he started this whole mess. If he’d kept quiet, all of your Marine buddies would still be alive.” 
 
    “Harry did this?”  
 
    Angus nods. “It took a lot of work to find that out, but I went back through bank statements proving both men were in the same hotel at the same time two years ago. It can’t be a coincidence.” 
 
    “What does that mean for me?” 
 
    Angus smiles. “Brother, this is the easy part. All we need to do is contact Senator Towel and let him know what we know. Then we tell him if anything happens to you, we’ll go public. To be honest, I think the scandal he’s trying to cover up will be the thing that saves us. Senator Towell is obviously eager to put this whole mess behind him, no matter what the price.” Angus smiles at Kyle. “You know, brother, we might be able to make some money out of this.” 
 
    Kyle leans forward, placing both arms on the table, fingers interlaced. “They killed a lot of good men to keep this secret. I don’t think we should let them get away with it. Angus, we need to get justice for those who are gone.” 
 
    Kyle glances at me and then fixes his eyes on Beth. “What do you want to happen?” 
 
    I squeeze her hand lightly to let her know I’m here for her, no matter what. 
 
    “Someone has to pay for my daddy, but I don’t want Sean getting hurt so I can have my spark of vengeance.” 
 
    Angus nods. “That sounds fair.” 
 
    “Fuck that! Beth should have her vengeance. Angus, there must be a way to out those responsible and keep my ass safe. Come on, brother, you’re always saying you’re the world’s greatest computer hacker. Prove it.” 
 
    “We need to find Scope,” states Angus. 
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “If Scope killed everyone, we need him to testify to it. But more importantly, we need him to identify his employers. Scope is the key to us getting what we need.” 
 
    I rub the bridge of my nose deep in thought.  
 
    “Where do you think Scope is?” asks Kyle. 
 
    Angus spreads his hands wide. “He had two addresses. One was here, but there was another one, kind of a dummy address, but we checked it out anyway. It’s two states over. From the look of it, Scope either never lived there or hasn’t been there for a long time. The neighbors don’t even know what he looks like.” 
 
    “Which is no small surprise. Scope knows how to blend in,” I state. 
 
    “True, brother, but in this town, people know him, and that house he’s got out in the middle of fucking nowhere has more of his personality than anything else.” 
 
    “And like I told you, brother, it’s an empty shell. It is another safe house and not where he lives. We haven’t found that he’s a ghost.” 
 
    “Yeah, he doesn’t even have a paper trail. Wherever he is right now, he’s off the grid and doesn’t want to be found.” 
 
    “What are we going to do?” asks Kyle. 
 
    “Brother, this is a waiting game. With the camera we set up, we’re hoping Scope comes back.” 
 
    “Sean, you and I can’t be away from the MC for too long. Come home, and we’ll deal with this from there.” 
 
    “No, brother. If I come home, I’m putting you all in danger. Right now, I’m off the grid. No one knows where I am. It keeps you and everybody who knows me safe.” 
 
    Kyle looks at Cutter. “Can you stay?” 
 
    Cutter shakes his head. “As much as I’d like to do as you ask, Prez, I can’t. You’re my number one priority. If something happens to you, the MC will string me up.” 
 
    Kyle draws his brows together in a frown, and his lips turn down. “I could order you to stay.” 
 
    Cutter shrugs. “You could, but I won’t follow your order.” 
 
    “Cutter’s right, Kyle. You can’t be out on the open road alone. What if all of you go back? Angus, too. And I’ll wait here with Beth.” 
 
    “How safe do you think that is?” asks Kyle. 
 
    “No one knows we’re here… I think we’re safe.” 
 
    “What if he’s the one doing all the killings? Do you want your woman around when shit goes down?” asks Cutter. 
 
    The thought of anything happening to Beth turns my stomach to stone.  
 
    “Maybe Beth should go back with you as well.” 
 
    I hear Beth’s intake of breath, and she wrenches her hand from mine. Standing over us, she points at each of us. “I can handle a gun better than any of you. My daddy taught me how to look after myself. I do not need a man to take care of me. I’m staying. I’m not arguing with you. I’m staying. If you don’t like it, then tough.” She sits back down and moves her chair a little away from me.  
 
    “Beth, I need you to be safe.” 
 
    “I am safe,” she replies with no emotion in her voice.  
 
    I look to Kyle for support, but he shrugs.  
 
    “The woman had a shotgun under her sink. She’s running a ranch on her own. I think she’ll be fine.” 
 
    The waitress comes over with a pot of coffee and begins pouring it into the mugs on the table. “Sorry, folks, we’re a little busy here today. I apologize for the wait. On a brighter note, your breakfasts are all about to come out.” 
 
    I look around the diner where there are only three other people in here. 
 
    “Is it always this busy?” Angus asks with a smirk. 
 
    The woman has the good graces to blush. “Not normally.” Then she walks away quickly. 
 
    Beth elbows Angus in the side. “If she spits on our meals, it’s your fault.” 
 
    “Ow! And come on, there’s no one in here.” 
 
    I scan the room and think it’s weird she thinks it’s busy, but then, I shrug. Maybe for her this is busy. Reaching for Beth’s hand under the table, she moves away from me. Part of me understands her anger, but she also has to know I only want her to be safe.  
 
    The waitress comes back not long later with our meals. All conversation at the table stops while we eat in companionable silence. Not that I’m comfortable as I desperately try to figure out how to get back on Beth’s good side. Kyle seems more interested in the waitress than us. For some reason, his eyes seem to follow her around the diner. Even Cutter picks up on it. 
 
    “Everything okay, Prez?”  
 
    “Yeah, something feels off about this waitress. I don’t understand why she lied.” 
 
    Angus glances over his shoulder. “Maybe she made up a bullshit excuse for her lousy service? I’m thinking she’s probably still angling for a tip.” 
 
    Kyle uses a paper napkin to wipe his face. “Yeah, maybe.” He steeples his fingers together with a look of concern on his face. “We’ll leave today. I think Angus should ride your bike back to the compound. You’ve got a car, yeah?”  
 
    Angus grins at the thought of riding my Harley. 
 
    “You scratch my bitch even a little bit, and I’ll fuck you up, brother.” 
 
    Angus scoffs. “I’ve never had an accident. Can you say that?” 
 
    He’s right, he hasn’t, but he also hasn’t spent as much time as me on a bike. 
 
    “When you find Scope, do not go in alone,” orders Kyle. 
 
    “I don’t believe he’s the one,” I reply. 
 
    Kyle’s face changes from concern to anger in a split second.  
 
    Knowing what’s about to come, I hold up my hands and nod. “Okay, okay, I’ll wait for backup.” 
 
    Kyle’s lips go into a thin line, and he nods.  
 
    We all stand, and again, everyone looks at me to pay. 
 
    “Cheap bastards,” I mutter as I throw some bills on the table  
 
    Beth looks down. “You only tipped her five percent.” 
 
    “She did take a long time getting our drinks and food.”  
 
    Beth frowns, so I throw more bills on the table. Then, without another word, Beth moves toward the front door. 
 
    “You better take care of her, brother. I like her,” states Kyle as he follows Beth outside. 
 
    Angus, being the little prick he can be, grins broadly at me and waggles his finger in my face. “Yeah, brother, you better take care of that one.” 
 
    Cutter shakes his head and follows all of us out onto the sidewalk. 
 
    I catch up to Beth and link her hand with mine. She scowls at me, but at least she doesn’t pull away. When we get back to the motel, Beth sits on the bench outside our door. I sit beside her waiting for the conversation I know is coming. 
 
    “Do you want me here?” She has her knees apart, leaning her elbows on them, staring straight ahead with a slight frown marring her forehead. 
 
    “It’s not about that.”  
 
    Her head swings in my direction. “You don’t even think it’s Scope doing this. So, how am I not safe?” 
 
    I move closer and put my arm around her, but Beth stays locked in position.  
 
    “I could be wrong. Or the person or persons who killed your father could catch up with me. What if you’re here? What if they get you, too?” 
 
    “Lots of ifs in that sentence. I can watch your back, and you can watch mine. That way I’m protected, you’re protected, and we’ll both feel safer.” 
 
    I nod conceding defeat, then I lean in, grab her chin, and kiss her lightly on the lips. “Country girl, you’ll be safer with Kyle, but I’m so glad you want to stay.” 
 
    She rewards me with a smile and twists in the seat so she can kiss me properly. My hand travels to the back of her head as I hold her close to me.  
 
    Angus’ wolf whistle ruins the moment.  
 
    Beth is the first to pull away, her face red with embarrassment. 
 
    “I need the keys to your bike, brother.” 
 
    I growl at him and lean back in the seat. “Maybe you should take the car?” 
 
    I watch as his gaze moves from me to the old Toyota. It’s had the rust cut out of it in so many places, it now looks like a patchwork of colors. We purchased it off a guy who swore, although she looks rough, she runs like a dream. I wouldn’t say she runs like a dream, but she runs. 
 
    Without looking at me, Angus says, “I’ll never keep up with them in that thing. We both know I need your bike and brother, if I drop it, you can skin me, or I’ll buy you a new one.” 
 
    Reluctantly, I reach into my pocket and pull out the keys. “You know she’s got original paintwork?” 
 
    “Sean, it’s black! It might be original, but it’s black. If I drop it or scratch it, you’ll never know after I’m done repainting her.” 
 
    I scowl and stand. “Oh, I’ll know, brother. Believe me, I’ll know.” 
 
    Angus takes his keys and shakes his head.  
 
    Beth stands and throws her arms around him. For a moment, he flounders, not quite knowing what to do, and then he returns her embrace. 
 
    “You be careful on the road.” 
 
    Angus suddenly becomes shy and moves away from Beth, not meeting her eyes. “It should take us the better part of five days to get home.” 
 
    Cutter comes up behind him. “Bullshit! We’ll do it in three.” 
 
    Kyle comes up behind Cutter. “Now, who’s talking bullshit? We’ll probably do it in four.” 
 
    Kyle holds out his hand, and we shake, then he pulls me into an awkward hug. There are many things we need to talk about, but now is not the time. Kyle pushes me back and puts his hands in his jeans pockets. Quietly he says, “I’m not losing you, brother. You take no chances.” 
 
    “I’ll be careful. I’ve got precious cargo here with me.” Both of us look at Beth 
 
    “Yeah, you do.” 
 
    Kyle has never been one for long goodbyes. He straps his gear to his bike and climbs on while Angus and Cutter do the same. Soon, the small parking lot is filled with the sound of Harleys.  
 
    Beth stands next to me, snaking her arm around my waist, and absentmindedly, I kiss the top of her head.  
 
    Kyle places his sunglasses on his face, nods at us, and rides out of the motel with Cutter close behind him.  
 
    Angus throws me a burner phone. “I’m the only one who has that number. I will ring you when we’ve dealt with Senator Towell. Until then, stay safe, stay alive, and look after Beth.”  
 
    “I will, brother.” 
 
    Angus nods and rides out of the motel.  
 
    I stand there for a while listening to the sound of their Harleys becoming fainter and fainter. Beth doesn’t move either. She seems content to be next to me, so I look down and find her eyes staring up at me. “You okay?” 
 
    “How can I not be? I’ve got you.”  
 
    Then I turn, wrapping my arms around her, and with a wicked grin, I say, “I’ve also got a motel room with a bed.” 
 
    Beth agrees with an odd. “Hmm, what shall we do?” 
 
    Bending, I pick her up and open the door to the motel. “I can think of a few things,” I reply, pushing it shut with my foot.
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    Sean 
 
      
 
    It’s the early hours of the morning, and light has barely come into the world. Beth is snoring lightly beside me, her leg and arm are strewn across my body. I’ve been awake for a few hours, trying to decide on the best course of action.  
 
    There’s been no movement at Scope’s house. I’ve been staring at the monitor, hoping he would show his face.  
 
    The shrill sound of the motel phone pierces the air, and I jump, waking Beth as I do. 
 
    Beth sits up, the sheet that was covering her body falls to her waist, exposing her beautiful creamy breasts, but I don’t have time to admire them as I lean over and take the phone out of its cradle. “Hello,” I answer, knowing full well the only people who know we’re here are my brothers. 
 
    “Hello, Sean, it’s been a while.” 
 
    “Scope?” 
 
    “Yeah, man. The waitress at the diner told me you were in town.” 
 
    “How did the waitress know who I was?” 
 
    “Your colors, man… your colors. I told her you were part of the Loyal Rebels MC, and if you came to town, she should call me, and she did.” 
 
    “Did you do it?” 
 
    “No, it wasn’t me. I’m not far out of town. Can you come? Alone?” 
 
    “How do I know I can trust you?” 
 
    “If I wanted you dead, man, you’d be dead already.”  
 
    “Do you know we’re the only ones left?” 
 
    Silence greets me on the other end of the line. 
 
    “It’s why I need you to come alone. How do I know it wasn’t you?” 
 
    “It wasn’t me, brother. I didn’t even know the others were dead. I went to visit Thomas Trent, and his daughter told me he’d been murdered. It was then I reached out to the others…” my voice trails off the enormity of knowing my brothers in arms are now gone.  
 
    I feel Beth moving behind me, and then I feel her arms around my waist, her front to my back. 
 
    “I’m about thirty miles out of town. It’s remote. I’ll give you the coordinates to my position. Come alone, Sean. There’s much we need to discuss.”  
 
    “Give me the coordinates.” 
 
    I listen as Scope reads them out, and I write them on the pad next to the phone. Beth works her way around me and stares up at my face shaking her head slightly. I hold up a hand to her as I listen to Scope reiterate that I am to come alone. At the end of the call, I hang up and look at my Beth.  
 
    “You can’t go alone. It’s too dangerous.” 
 
    “Babe, I have to. He says it’s not him, but he also doesn’t trust me. He thinks it could be me.” 
 
    “Let me come with you.” 
 
    With a shake of my head, I place both hands around her face. “No, Beth.” 
 
    “You promised Kyle you wouldn’t do anything on your own.” 
 
    “I know… but it was always going to be this way.” Beth lets out an angry growl. “I’m not going to risk anyone, not you and not my brothers. If Scope is doing this, I have to be the one to take him out.” 
 
    “He’s not some rabid dog, Sean. He’s a trained Marine.” 
 
    “So am I. I’m not going in unarmed, there’s a gun store in town.” 
 
    “I could hang back, be your backup?” 
 
    I lean down and kiss her lips then pull back slightly. “No, I won’t risk you.”  
 
    “At least ring Angus and let him know what’s going on.” 
 
    I grin at her. “Okay.” 
 
    Relief washes over her features, and she offers me a small smile. “You make the call while I go shower.”  
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    Beth goes up on tiptoes and presses her lips to mine, while my hands go instantly to her ass. 
 
    “Go shower, country girl, or I may never leave this room.” 
 
    With her head cocked to the side, Beth asks, “Would it be such a bad thing?” 
 
    Pushing her toward the bathroom, I chuckle. “No, it wouldn’t, but there are things to do.” 
 
    Beth walks toward the bathroom, swaying her hips as she goes, letting me know what I’m missing out on. 
 
    I wait until she closes the bathroom door, then instead of calling Angus, I send him a text, letting him know the coordinates of the meeting with Scope.  
 
    If I hear his or Kyle’s voice, I won’t go in alone, but this is something I have to do by myself. 
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    Beth helped me pick out a rifle, and we bought her a burner phone in town. I also gave her the coordinates to Scope’s place.  
 
    Now, I’m sitting at the bottom of a concealed driveway I almost missed. Placing my cell to my ear, I ring her one last time before I make the trek to Scope. 
 
    “Hey,” she says breathlessly. 
 
    “I’m here. I nearly missed the driveway. There’s a mile marker about ten yards before it.” 
 
    “So, you’ve driven up the old highway, and you’re turning inland near a mile marker?” 
 
    “Yeah, that about sums it up. There’s a lot of trees and vegetation and nothing else. I’ll ring you after I’ve talked to Scope.” 
 
    “You’ll ring me in thirty minutes, or I’m coming out there after you.” 
 
    The ferocity of her voice warms my heart. “Anyone would think you like me, country.” 
 
    “It’s more than that, and you know it. Thirty minutes.” 
 
    “Okay, Beth, I’ll call in thirty minutes.” 
 
     I hear her release a breath then almost in a whisper, she says, “You come back to me in thirty.” 
 
    “Talk soon.” I hang up and drive the car up the steep incline as far as it will go. My only option is to get out and walk. The track in front of me has hardly seen use, so much so it’s mostly overgrown. I sling the rifle over my shoulder and cautiously walk further in.  
 
    My eyes flick from tree to tree looking for unknown assailants, but I find nothing and no one. It takes ten minutes to get to the cabin. It’s on the edge of a rise, which leads to a valley. The cabin has an area cleared around it, and there’s no way to get inside without the occupant knowing you’re coming.  
 
    Once I hit the tree line, I pause, trying to decide my best course of action, but I have no choice other than going in. With my hands raised, I walk across the grassy flat toward the cabin’s front door.  
 
    No one calls out. 
 
    No one shoots me. 
 
    There’s no noise.  
 
    It’s almost as if the whole forest has gone quiet.  
 
    I knock on the cabin door, and there’s nothing. Turning the handle, I slowly push the door open to a sickly-sweet smell that hits me instantly. I venture a little further inside.  
 
    That’s when I see it in front of me, sitting in the corner on a chair with a shotgun on the floor, a headless corpse, and what’s left of the head is splattered all over the wall behind it. From the looks and smell, it’s been here for days. 
 
    I pull up my T-shirt, so it covers my nose and mouth. The stench is permeating everything in the room. The corpse has a tattoo on his arm of a rifle—it’s Scope.  
 
    I kick the door closed and plaster myself against a wall.  
 
    Fuck! Whoever called me wasn’t Scope.  
 
    I’ve walked into a trap.  
 
    At least I have my rifle.  
 
    Going low, I remove the sight from my rifle and use it to peer out one of the windows. All I can see are trees, there’s no movement, and I try to determine where the shooter might be. If it were me, I’d take higher ground to give me an advantage over my prey. If I can make it to the tree line, I’ve got a chance of getting out of here alive. Why he didn’t just shoot me when I arrived, confuses me. I guess he wanted to play with me a little. 
 
    Twisting the handle of the door, I pull hard, and it creaks loudly as it falls back on its hinges. I’m straining to hear any kind of noise outside, but there’s nothing. I pull the burner phone out of my pocket to call Beth, but there’s no reception. Cursing, I tuck the cell back inside my cut.  
 
    Not seeing anyone or any kind of movement, I burst out of the cabin and run for the tree line, and that’s when I hear the shot. I tuck and roll as a bullet explodes into a tree in front of me. I get up and dive down the incline, stumbling, falling, and running as I try not to impale myself on a fallen branch or some other dangerous obstacle in my way.  
 
    The shooter missed.  
 
    I got fucking lucky this time. 
 
    At least I have a head start, but I know I probably won’t make it out of here alive.
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    Beth 
 
      
 
    Sean is going to be pissed, but I can’t let him face Scope on his own, and it’s been over forty minutes since he checked in. If it’s true, and this man did kill my dad, I want to be the one to end him. I glance again at the clock. The smell of Sean is still on the sheets. Clutching a pillow to my chest, I make a rash decision—I’m going to Scope’s hunting shack. I inhale Sean’s scent off the pillow and stand.  
 
    Opening the motel door, I head to reception to see the obnoxious manager at the front desk. 
 
    “What can I do fer ya?” he asks as I walk in without looking up. 
 
    “I’m in room two eleven.” 
 
    He looks up from his newspaper and scowls. “We don’t do refunds.” 
 
    “I don’t want a fucking refund.” 
 
    He drops his paper and stands. “Well, what do you want?” 
 
    “I want you to do me a favor. I’m going out. If my friend or I don’t return by tomorrow morning, I want you to call this number.” I hand him a piece of paper with the Loyal Rebels MC phone number on it. 
 
    “Why would I do that? I don’t know you.” 
 
    Exasperated by the douchebag, I level my gaze at him and sigh. “I’ll pay you. Fifty dollars now and fifty if I come back.” 
 
    “One hundred,” counters the sleazeball. 
 
    I have money, but I don’t want to give it to this horse’s ass. Pulling out my purse, I open it, and with a sneer, I say, “Seventy now… seventy when I get back.” 
 
    “Done!”  
 
    Handing over the cash, the man puts it in his pocket and sits back down and begins to read his newspaper again. Frustrated with the dickwad, I pull the paper out of his hands. 
 
    “What?” bellows the man. 
 
    “Give me a piece of paper and a pen.” There’s a pad of paper to his left, so without standing, he hands it and a pen to me. “This is my name and my friend’s name,” I say as I write it down. “And underneath our names is the name of the man we went looking for with the address. If I’m not back by morning, you call this number. Is that clear?” 
 
    With one lip turned up, he takes the pad off me. “That’s hill country. You sure you want to go alone?” 
 
    “No, not really, but I don’t have much of a choice. Can I count on you?” 
 
    “Honey, for seventy dollars, I’d sell my mother.” 
 
    “Nice to know you’re such an upstanding citizen.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s me. Can I go back to my paper now?” 
 
    I nod and stalk out of the office. With the lure of money, he might tell the others where we are. Unfortunately, he’s all I’ve got. I step out onto the street and look around. Now, all I need is transportation. Being a small town, there are no car dealerships here. Frustrated, I turn back around and head into the office once more. 
 
    “I need a car.” 
 
    He folds down his paper and quirks an eyebrow at me. “So?” 
 
    “Can I borrow your car?” 
 
    He grins at me exposing rotted teeth. “Don’t own one.” 
 
    “Bullshit.” 
 
    “Nope, it’s a small town. No need, I walk everywhere.” 
 
    I turn, putting my hand on the door to open it when he clears his throat, so I look back over my shoulder. 
 
    “The waitress, Tamara… she has a car. She’s the old, skinny one.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “Cost you an extra fifty for the information, or I don’t call the number.” 
 
    Walking back to him, I lean over the counter. The asshole has a smug, arrogant look on his face.  
 
    “Only if Tamara lends me her car will I pay you the extra fifty.” He nods and opens his disgusting mouth, further exposing more rotten teeth. “But did you notice the guys I came in with? Did you happen to read their cuts? They will come back here and fuck you up if you don’t alert them we didn’t come back.” 
 
    He makes a tut-tutting noise and pulls his newspaper back up. I want so badly to rip it out of his hands and slap his face with it, but I reel it in and stride out to the restaurant.  
 
    I fling open the door in my haste, and it makes a loud noise when it hits the front of the building. The waitress, Tamara, is wiping down a table, and she jumps. Her hand goes to her throat as she backs away from me. I keep walking toward her, and she holds up a hand warding me off. 
 
    “I’m sorry! I had to!” 
 
    Halting in my tracks, I cock my head to the side and take her in.  
 
    What the fuck!  
 
    Tamara looks terrified. 
 
    Hardening my voice and ask, “What did you do?” 
 
    “All I did was make a call. There was a man, and he said if anyone from the Loyal Rebels MC turned up, I was to ring him. He gave me one hundred dollars. That’s all I did.” 
 
    “Norman Brittle asked you to call him?” 
 
    “Norman? No, it was another guy.” 
 
    Cursing, I place my hands on my hips. I nod my head while trying to decide what to do. Then an idea forms in my mind. 
 
    “You have a car… give me the keys.” Tamara shakes her head. “Look, lady, give me the keys to your car, and I won’t tell the Loyal Rebels MC what you’ve done.” I close the gap between us and move into her personal space. “You’d better hope my friend is still alive.” I poke her in the chest. “If he isn’t, not only will your car be toast, but so will you.” 
 
    Tamara reaches into her uniform pocket and, with shaking hands, gives me the keys to her car. Tears well in her eyes, but I don’t care. I grin at her maniacally and go outside. I’ve never in my life threatened someone. Inside, my stomach is doing somersaults. Puffing out my cheeks, I let loose the breath I didn’t know I was holding, then hit the unlock button on Tamara’s key fob. A little white Honda to my left flashes, and I slide in. I’m sitting there wondering what the hell to do when I see the door to the gun shop open. 
 
    I need a weapon.  
 
    The burner phone is in my hand, so I call Sean, and it rings out. There’s only one other number in it, and with shaking hands, I hit dial.  
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Kyle?” 
 
    “Beth? What’s up?” 
 
    “Sean got a call… he went in alone.” 
 
    “Fucking hell!” Kyle bellows. “How long has he been gone?” 
 
    “He was supposed to call me…” I look at my watch, “… thirty minutes ago.” 
 
    “We’re headed back.” 
 
    “There’s more.” 
 
    “Tell me,” replies Kyle in an eerily quiet voice. 
 
    “I don’t think it was Scope. I think it’s someone else.” 
 
    “Why would you think that?” 
 
    “The waitress, Tamara, told me she got paid to let some guy know if any of the Loyal Rebels were in town.” 
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    “I’m going to find him.” 
 
    “No, you’re fucking not. You’re going to stay in the motel, and we’ll be there soon.” 
 
    I laugh nervously. “Can’t do that, Kyle. He could be dead by then. Hell, he could be dead now.” 
 
    “All the more reason to stay put.” 
 
    “He would come for me.” 
 
    I hear Kyle’s intake of breath. “Yeah, he would. Send me the address where he was headed…” he pauses. “Don’t get dead, country girl.” 
 
    I hang up the phone, start the car and drive the short distance to the gun store. I have a license to carry a concealed weapon, but I’m thinking something long-distance—a rifle. In this state, I don’t need a permit to buy one. 
 
    I open the door to the store, and the clerk behind the desk greets me warmly. 
 
    “Good afternoon, ma’am, back again? How can we help you today?” 
 
    “I need a rifle.” 
 
    “Sure, any particular one?” 
 
    “A 243 Savage, if you have it?” 
 
    “Secondhand okay? Or new?” 
 
    “New.” 
 
    He grins, exposing a mouth full of missing teeth. It makes me wonder if there’s something in the water out here. He unlocks a display case behind him pulling down a rifle. “She’s a beauty.” 
 
    “Mind if I look her over?” 
 
    “Be my guest.” 
 
    The bolt slides easily, and she appears to be nice and straight. 
 
    “How much?” 
 
    “You need ammo or a scope?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    He has his lips firmly closed, one arm across his body while he taps his lips with the other hand. Then he stares up at the ceiling as though he’s thinking, and I’m sure he’s done this a million times before, it’s the same act from this morning.  
 
    “How’s eight hundred sound?” 
 
    I shake my head. “Four hundred, including a box of ammo and the scope.” 
 
    “Six hundred including ammunition.” 
 
    “Four hundred.” 
 
    “Six,” he repeats more firmly this time. 
 
    I put the rifle on the counter, place my hands on my hips, and stare at the floor, then I swiftly lock eyes with him, shake my head and offer, “Five hundred.” 
 
    “Deal.”  
 
    He holds out his hand, and I grasp it in mine and shake, both of us now happy. He probably screwed me on the deal, but I paid what I wanted to. 
 
    With my new Savage rifle, I head for the Honda. I figure I’m going to have to park a fair distance from where Scope lives and hike in.  
 
    Sean will be angry, but after what he told me about his family issues and what he did to avenge them, he’ll eventually understand.  
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    If I hadn’t known about the mile marker, I would have driven past the secluded driveway. I kill the engine, open the door, and listen. I can’t hear a damn thing, only the wind as it blows through the trees.  
 
    Hopping out of the Honda, I survey my surroundings which are thickly wooded. A man could be hiding ten feet in front of me, and I probably wouldn’t notice him until he wanted me to.  
 
    Grabbing the rifle, I load it and stuff the box of ammunition into my jacket pocket. The walk up to Norman ‘Scope’ Brittle’s shack is a steep incline. I’m grateful I am wearing boots, and with determination, I begin the long hike. It’s slow going, watching where I step, and that’s when I hear the unmistakable sound of a rifle shot piercing the air.  
 
    I drop down on one knee, pull the rifle up, and listen. No bullets buzz past me. Another shot sounds off, and I realize it’s ahead of me. Standing, I double-time it up the hill, continually scanning for any signs of activity. On this path, I stand out like a big red target, but hopefully, whoever is shooting is preoccupied with his prey.  
 
    I send up a prayer to the almighty asking Him to make sure his prey isn’t Sean.
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    Sean 
 
      
 
    I’m fucking pinned down. He has the high ground, and if I make a run for it, I’m as good dead. On my stomach, I crawl a little to my left and risk a peek above the brush. A bullet whizzes past me, so I quickly lie flat as two more hit the tree behind me.  
 
    Fuck it all to hell. 
 
    Never did I ever think I’d go out like this, not here on US soil. I figured one day, a car or a truck would end me on my Harley. I shimmy out of my cut while trying to stay as flat as possible. Crawling further along, I find a stick which I can use to hold up my cut and maybe get a better idea of where he’s exactly positioned on the ridge above. 
 
    I’ve managed to keep hidden as he fires the odd shot in my direction. The fucking rifle I had is on the ground halfway up the hill. I lost it in my scramble to get to safety. 
 
    The rotting log I’m hiding behind isn’t much protection against a high-powered rifle. And as if the fucker can read my thoughts, he starts firing into it. My tormentor is shooting into the opposite end of the log, and as the bullets pierce the wood, chunks of it fly into the air. He’s trying to flush me out, and as he gets closer to me with each round, I begin to panic.  
 
    But that’s what he wants me to do.  
 
    Either I stay put and get shot, or I stand and run.  
 
    If I hold my jacket up now, he’ll know exactly where I am.  
 
    At the moment, he’s leaving about a foot between each shot. Even if it’s not a kill shot, I’ll still be fucked.  
 
    “Sean!”  
 
    I freeze it’s Beth.  
 
    My Beth. 
 
    “Sean!” screams Beth. 
 
    The bullets stop hitting the log immediately.  
 
    Does he have his scope locked on her?  
 
    Goddammit! I can’t risk her getting hurt. 
 
    “Beth! Wherever you are, get down. Now!” 
 
    There’s no answer, and I have no choice, I have to stand and expose myself. If I can get up the ridge, I have a chance. I poke my head up quickly, but nothing happens. I crawl toward the end of the log, and a cottonmouth snake slithers past me. With a shake of my head, I sprint toward the tree line knowing if I can make it to the ridge, I’ll be okay. 
 
    I hear the shot, I swerve to the side, but searing pain creases across my temple, and I drop to the ground. There’s no damn cover here. I’m playing possum and hoping he won’t put one in me for good measure.  
 
    Blood pours down my face, stinging my eyes as it enters them. I’m too scared to reach up and touch it, lest I find my skull hanging open. I ran a mission once out of South America, and I watched a guy have the back of his head blown off only he hadn’t realized what happened. All he knew was his head was burning, and he thought he was on fire, so he picked up a handful of mud and put it over the wound. Amazingly he lived. The field doctor said he saved himself by doing what he did.  
 
    Another shot rings out, pulling me out of my reminiscing, and I brace myself for the impact.  
 
    I wait for the bullet. 
 
    The bullet which never comes. 
 
    Beth. 
 
    He’s after Beth.  
 
    Not caring whether I live or die now, I stand and charge up the ridge. My vision in one eye is blurred from the blood, but I keep running until I’m on high ground.  
 
    There’s a body on the ground, and I keep running toward it.  
 
    Please, God, don’t let this be my Beth. 
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    Beth 
 
      
 
    Sean bursts up out of the brush and runs straight toward the shooter on the ground. He flips him over and falls to his knees then looks around as blood seeps down the side of his face. I move out of the thicket, and his gaze stops me in my tracks. Sean looks up at the sky and says something, then he’s running toward me. His body slams into mine, and he kisses me, while his warm blood drips down my cheek. Then he’s holding me at an arm’s length, inspecting me, making sure I’m not hurt. 
 
    “I’m okay. He didn’t even get close.” 
 
    Sean continues to look me over, and it’s not until I put my hand to the wound on the side of his head that he seems to see me for the first time. 
 
    “You’re okay.” 
 
    “Yes, babe, I’m okay. Let’s get you inside. We need to patch you up.”  
 
    Sean grabs hold of my upper arm and shakes his head once.  
 
    “Okay. Think you can make it down the mountain?” 
 
    “Yeah.” He glances at the shooter. “How?” 
 
    I level my stare on the dead body. “He was too focused on you. I yelled out to you to gain his attention, and then shot him right between the eyes.” 
 
    The gravity of my words weighs heavily on me, and my knees give out.  
 
    Sean wastes no time scooping me up and walks toward the cabin, stops, then looks around.  
 
    “There’s a stump over there.” I point. “Put me on it. I’ll be fine in a bit.” 
 
    “Killing a man is no small thing. Even if you did it for the right reasons, it’s okay to be unsettled.” 
 
    “Unsettled?” Laughter bubbles up out of me. “Unsettled, yeah, that’s what I am. You came up here alone, and I heard rifle shots. I didn’t know if you were alive or dead. And I killed a man!” My voice rises as I stand and push at Sean’s chest. “And you… you come stumbling out of the woods, bleeding and running toward the guy I’ve got lined up in my sights. Are you mad?” Like so many times before, my laughter turns to tears and sobbing.  
 
    Sean picks me up and sits on the stump with me safely wrapped in his arms as I let all my anger, frustration, and fear seep out. 
 
    “Shh, it’s okay. I’m here now. Everything’s going to be okay.” 
 
    I sniffle and wipe my nose on my sleeve as I draw in a deep breath. Sean’s grip tightens, and with tears in my eyes, I take in his appearance. There’s a gash across his forehead still seeping blood down his face.  
 
    “Take off your shirt.” Sean quirks an eyebrow and leans back, looking down at me. “Don’t get excited, I want to apply pressure to your wound.” 
 
    With a cheeky grin, he replies, “You could take off your shirt.” 
 
    “You’re a guy, you can be half-naked. If I take off my top, I will be sitting around in my bra and jacket.” 
 
    His grin widens, and he shrugs. “And?” 
 
    “And we have two cars to get back to town. What if I get pulled over? How am I going to explain my lack of clothing?” 
 
    The grin turns into a frown. “You have a point. Apart from that, I don’t want some cop staring at what’s mine.”  
 
    A warmth spreads throughout my chest, and I cup his face and kiss him lightly, then stand. 
 
    “What was that for?” he asks as he hands me his cut and pulls his T-shirt up and over his head. 
 
    “You said, I’m yours. I like it.” 
 
    Sean holds his T-shirt out to me. “Wipe your face, country, then do what you want with me.” 
 
    I dry my tears, then fold the T-shirt and hold it against his forehead. “He almost had you,” I whisper. 
 
    Wincing and applying pressure to his head, Sean says, “He had me. I’m lucky I stumbled, and he only grazed me.” Sean points to the body. “We need to see if he has any ID on him.” 
 
    I glance at the lifeless form and quickly look away.  
 
    Sean reaches up and brushes some hair away from my face. “Deep breaths, Beth. I’ll look.” 
 
    Nodding, I sit back on the log but face in the opposite direction to the body. There’s some noise as Sean must be turning him over to check all his pockets, but I try not to listen. When I was little, my daddy would hum, so I begin humming an old country song to take my mind off the fact I’ve killed a man. 
 
    Sean’s hands rest on my shoulders. “You okay?” 
 
    “I will be.” 
 
    “His name is Robert Bates, has his driver’s license on him. Guess he thought he’d kill me. If he’d shot me when I arrived, I wouldn’t be here now.” Sean moves around to crouch in front of me. “I wonder why he didn’t?” 
 
    Shrugging, I take hold of the T-shirt and pull it away. The blood is seeping a little but not as severely as before.  
 
    “Beth, how’d you get a car?” 
 
    “The waitress, Tamara… he paid her to let him know if anyone turned up wearing an MC cut.” At the mention of the MC, I remember I’ve called Kyle. “Shit! You need to call Kyle.” 
 
    “You didn’t call my brother, did you?” I nod. “There’s no signal up here. We’ll have to head back down the mountain.” Sean stands and holds out his hand to me. “You know he’s going to be fucked off at me, don’t you?” 
 
    “Sorry. I was worried and rightly so.” 
 
    Sean shakes his head and throws an arm around my shoulders, moving me back toward the cars.  
 
    With a heavy sigh, he says, “Kyle is still going to fucking kill me. I gave him my word. As my brother, he’ll forgive me easily, but as my president, not so much.” 
 
    “You had no intention of keeping your promise. I knew it. He knew it.” 
 
    Sean chuckles, and I thread my fingers through his at my shoulder. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “What do you think he’ll do?” 
 
    “Knowing Kyle, it’ll be interesting. It’s good they’re headed back. I’m surprised they aren’t here already. Angus can run a background check on Bates.”
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    Sean 
 
      
 
    We’re in the diner eating breakfast. The waitress serves us, but there’s no small talk, and if I glare at her, she visibly shrinks away. 
 
    “Stop it! She apologized,” admonishes Beth. 
 
    I touch my head and frown. “I got shot. Doesn’t that give me the right to hold a grudge?” 
 
    Beth rolls her eyes and goes back to her breakfast of waffles and bacon smothered in maple syrup. For a little thing, she sure can eat. 
 
    The door to the diner bursts open, and Kyle stalks through the door. I stand and take in his appearance—his face is caked in road grime, and his hair is sticking up out of control. He makes a beeline for me and pulls me into a bear hug. Then just as quickly, he pushes me away, his hand’s raised, he’s pointing at me, and advancing into my personal space at the same time.  
 
    I start backing up as he begins to speak. “What the fuck were you thinking? Did it ever occur to you this family might not survive losing another member? And I’m not only talking about us, I am talking about the MC. Jesus, Sean, you ever pull this type of shit again, and I swear, I’ll kill you myself.” 
 
    His eyes are wild, no doubt he’s had no sleep since he left, and Kyle without a solid eight hours isn’t fun to deal with. The bell over the door goes off again, and I look past Sean and see Cutter along with Angus coming in.  
 
    Kyle has me backed up against a wall. Staring back into his eyes, I nod. “I’m sorry, Kyle. It won’t happen again.” 
 
    Kyle drops his hand, steps back, and straightens his shoulders, bringing himself to his full height. “It better fucking not.” He turns away from me and goes to Beth. With her, he’s soft and caring. Kyle embraces her like she’s made of glass, then he sits in my chair and begins eating my breakfast.  
 
    Angus steps over to me, takes his sunglasses off, and pushes back his black hoodie. “You okay?” I nod as he tips his head in Kyle’s direction. “He was worried. We all were.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, brother.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Angus runs a hand through his hair and then scrubs his face with both hands. “I need food and sleep.” 
 
    “What do you want, I’ll get you something.” 
 
    “Damn straight, you will. Eggs, bacon, pancakes, and coffee. Lots of coffee.” 
 
    “Does this mean I’m paying?” 
 
    Angus steps back and eyes me. “Fuck, yes, you’re paying, you cheap little bitch.” 
 
    In all my years, Angus has never spoken to me this way. I let it slide as he’s tired, but I do punch him in the shoulder. 
 
    “Go sit. I’ll order.” Angus does exactly that. I look past him at Cutter, who’s talking to Beth and smiling at her. “Hey, Romeo! You hungry?” 
 
    Cutter’s head whips in my direction. “Is the Pope Catholic?” 
 
    On my way past the table, I lightly touch on Kyle’s arm, then I head for Tamara, who begins to straighten her uniform with fear plastered across her features. 
 
    “I need eggs, bacon, and pancakes with syrup for four.” 
 
    “R-Right.” She nods profusely. 
 
    “And coffee… lots of coffee.” 
 
    “C-Coming right up.” The woman tries to smile, but it appears more like a grimace. I give her my best death smile—lifeless eyes with no warmth in my features while crossing my arms over my chest—and her face pales.  
 
    Mission fucking accomplished! I head back to the table. 
 
    Beth grins up at me. I drag another table and chair over, so I’m sitting on her other side. 
 
    “Were you nice?” asks Beth. 
 
    “I’m always nice.” Kyle snorts, and Angus’ mouth hangs open. “What?”  
 
    “It’s a deep scar you’re going to have there, brother,” states Kyle as he finishes what’s left of my breakfast. 
 
    “Chicks dig scars.” 
 
    “Do they now?” Beth has a frown on her face, and she’s looking at me with one eyebrow raised. 
 
    “Yeah, you’re a chick, you like it.”  
 
    “Beth’s not a chick,” states Cutter. 
 
    “Yeah, she’s no chick,” agrees Kyle. 
 
    “Beth’s a lady,” asserts Angus. 
 
    “Thank you,” replies Beth as she sits straighter then pins me with a look. 
 
    “Okay, you, like scars.”  
 
    Beth shakes her head and looks back at the others.  
 
    Angus makes a noise, and when I look up at him, he’s grinning at Beth. I pick up a paper napkin, screw it into a ball, and throw it at him hitting him on the cheek. 
 
    “Shut up and eyes off of Beth.” 
 
    The waitress comes over and fills up coffee cups, then scurries away. I smirk at Beth, who again shakes her head at me. 
 
    “Is she the one?” asks Kyle. 
 
    “Yeah, she’s the one who tipped off the shooter. Told him we were in town.” 
 
    Kyle’s top lip curls back in a snarl, and he looks over his shoulder at her. 
 
    Beth places a hand on his arm. “She apologized. Leave it be.” 
 
    Kyle turns his face to Beth and stares at her for a moment, then to me. “Fine.” 
 
    He swivels back around, but a look passes between him and Cutter. I know my brother, he won’t let this lie. Standing, I walk over to the counter and Tamara. 
 
    “Can I get those breakfasts to go?” 
 
    “Y-Yes,” she squeaks out. 
 
    I nod at her and go back to the table. With my hand on Kyle’s shoulder, I look down at him. 
 
    “Come on, brother, let’s get you three cleaned up and eat somewhere a little more private. Beth, can you bring the food when it’s packed up?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “I’ll wait with her.” 
 
    “Angus, you’re coming, too.” 
 
    He shakes his head and looks up at me. Whatever he sees on my face makes him raise his hands in surrender. “Okay, okay. Unless, of course, you think you need help, Beth?” 
 
    “My woman is perfectly capable of bringing us food.” 
 
    Beth giggles. “Want to pee on my leg, too?” 
 
    Kyle stands and barks out a laugh. “I like her. Come on… we’re all going.” He looks down at Beth. “Thanks for getting the food.” 
 
    Beth smiles sweetly at him, I bend, kiss her quickly, and push the other three out the diner’s door. 
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    We’re standing in front of the cabin. I had previously come back up here on my own while my brothers slept and dragged Robert Bates inside.  
 
    Beth hangs back. I didn’t want her to come, but she insisted, and there is no stopping her.  
 
    “Sit… on the stump. You don’t need to see.” 
 
    She smiles wanly at me, nods, and walks away. 
 
    “She shot him right between the eyes?” asks Kyle on a whisper. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    He nods, clearly impressed. “Okay, let’s do this.” 
 
    “Wait.” All three men look at me. “Scope’s been dead for days, and now with Bates, it’s going to smell bad in there.” 
 
    Kyle has both hands on his hips. “Yeah.” 
 
    “I’ll go in. Bates will have fingerprints. It’ll be easier for our friendly Special Agent Stephen Jamieson to run those, and we get to make sure that’s who he really is.”  
 
    Jamieson is a dirty FBI agent. We were lucky enough to blackmail him into working for us after the mess with Maddock. 
 
    “You go. We go,” states Kyle.  
 
    Steeling myself against the smell, I swing open the door. What’s left of Scope is still in the chair, and Bates is lying face up, dead eyes open staring at the ceiling.  
 
    Angus gags and puts his hand to his mouth. 
 
    “Don’t you fucking dare,” growls Cutter. “You vomit, and I’ll lose my load. You keep that shit locked down.” 
 
    Angus nods and makes gulping noises, but his complexion has gone pale as fuck. 
 
    “Don’t breathe through your nose, it makes it worse,” I say as I lay a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    Angus gulps once more and nods. I glance at Kyle, who shrugs.  
 
    Angus walks into the room with a laptop firmly gripped in one hand and a cell in the other.  
 
    “What are you going to do?” 
 
    Angus glances at me. “Could you hold up his hand? I need to get a clear image of his fingerprints.” 
 
    Not that I’d ever admit this to my brothers, but the idea of touching the dead guy along with the smell makes my stomach roll. I don’t look at Bates as I crouch, straighten his fingers and let Angus take his pictures. In my mind, I’m somewhere else—any-fucking-where is better than being in this foul-smelling cabin. 
 
    “Okay, now the other hand.” 
 
    Mechanically, I move around the body and go through the same motions.  
 
    Kyle and Cutter open drawers to go through Scope’s cabin. 
 
    “I’m done.” 
 
    Immediately, I drop the hand and straighten. “We done?” I ask Kyle. 
 
    He nods once, and I exit the cabin, striding over to Beth. She’s facing the woods, her back to me. Coming up behind her, I wrap my arms around her waist and pull her to me. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    Beth nods. “Was it bad?” 
 
    I huff out a breath. “Just the smell.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Let’s burn this fucker down,” says Kyle from behind us. 
 
    I release Beth, turn around, and stand next to Kyle. Cutter’s already dousing the inside of the cabin with gasoline. The man has a creepy grin plastered on his face.  
 
    Kyle catches me staring. “Cutter’s a firebug. If you need something to burn, he can make it look like an accident. No idea how, so I let him do his thing,” explains Kyle quietly. 
 
    I raise my eyebrows and turn down my lips as I nod. “Kind of explains a lot.” 
 
    “He’s loyal.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Cutter, light it up,” Kyle announces loudly. 
 
    The creepy grin on his face becomes wider. “We should all stand back.” 
 
    I feel Beth come up behind me, her forehead is pressed against my back, and slowly her arms encircle me. I place my hands over hers and pat them lightly while telling her, “We should move back.” 
 
    Her hands fall away and so does she. I turn and place my arm around her, and we walk away from the cabin. There’s a whooshing sound, and Beth tenses. 
 
    “It’s okay, country girl. The fire will wipe away all DNA and anything else which could tie us to this.” 
 
    “Won’t people see the fire?” 
 
    “We are pretty far out. They might see the smoke, but if Cutter is as good as Kyle says, the cabin is the only thing that will burn down.” 
 
    “And the bodies,” Beth whispers. 
 
    “Yes, and those, too.” 
 
    A shuddering breath shakes her body, so I tighten my grip and kiss the top of her head. I feel her shoulders shake, and I wish I could take away whatever it is she’s feeling. My heart breaks as Beth lets her demons out. We stay like this for a while, the others giving us space, and I wait for Beth to give me a sign she’s okay. This is different from before when she’s been upset—this time she is quiet and composed. Before when Beth has lost control, she’s let it all out. Her demeanor is unsettling, and I don’t like it. 
 
    “Sean?” I lift my head and look at Kyle. “We should go.” 
 
    “You guys go ahead, we’ll be along in a minute.” 
 
    “Not smart, man. We should stick together,” interjects Cutter. 
 
    “Give me a minute,” I growl. 
 
    Kyle pushes Cutter ahead of him. Angus nods once. Then the three of them begin walking toward the bikes. Slowly, I pull back from Beth, but she continues to look down, so I place a finger under her chin and raise it. It takes a moment, but eventually, her eyes find mine. 
 
    “Don’t.” A single tear falls down her cheek. “Don’t?” 
 
    I cup her face and kiss her forehead, leaving my lips pressed to her skin as I whisper, “It’s okay to cry, yell, or even scream. But this… what you’re doing right now… it’s not good for you.” Leaning back, I lock eyes with her. “The guys have all been where you are now. No one will think less of you. Hell, your dad once broke down over a child he found blown to shit. And he was one of the strongest men I’ve ever known.” 
 
    Beth’s bottom lip begins to quiver, no more tears fall, as she holds it in. I take her hand in mine, and we walk toward the others. Her grip is solid, and I glance down at her. Beth’s face is without emotion, she’s breathing hard in an attempt to keep herself under control. 
 
    As we approach the others, Kyle lifts his head at me, and I shrug. He levels his gaze on Beth and frowns. He, too, knows holding these types of emotion in can do more harm than good. I climb on my bike and hold out my hand to Beth, she grasps it firmly and climbs on.  
 
    “You two go back to the motel. We’re going to contact the Fed. See what we can find out.”  
 
    I nod at Kyle and start my bike. Beth places her hands on my hips, and I feel her head press against the middle of my back. I look at Kyle. He shakes his head and points at Beth. I nod. I know he’s concerned about her, and it’s his way of ensuring I make sure she’s okay. I take my time going back to the motel, keep the bike just under the speed limit, and enjoy the ride.  
 
    When we finally make it back to the motel, I park the bike and turn it off.  
 
    Beth makes no move to get off. 
 
    Twisting in the seat, I look at her. “We’re here, country girl.” 
 
    “I know. Thanks for the nice ride home.” 
 
    I chuckle. “You’ve been away from the ranch too long. This isn’t home.” 
 
    “I sold it.” 
 
    “The ranch?” 
 
    “Well, almost… sort of…” her voice trails off as she gets off the bike. 
 
    I throw my leg over the bike and lean against it, just staring at Beth. “What does that mean?” 
 
    Beth shrugs and looks at the parking lot entrance. “Myles Graham made me an offer. I was supposed to go and sign the paperwork.” Her gaze finally settles on me. “It’s a good offer.” 
 
    “Do you want to sell?” 
 
    “Yes… maybe… I’m not sure.” 
 
    I straighten up and put an arm around her shoulders. “Let’s move inside and talk it out.” 
 
    Beth nods and allows me to guide her inside. She automatically goes to the bed and sits on the edge. There’s an old wooden chair near the door, so I drag it in front of her and sit. 
 
    “Why did you want to sell the ranch?” 
 
    Beth chews on her bottom lip and leans back on her elbows. “I felt like the house was filled with too many memories. I felt overwhelmed at the time. You had left, and I guess I was thinking… there’s nothing there for me anymore.” 
 
    I quirk an eyebrow and frown. “You sold the house because of me?” 
 
    Beth shakes her head and gives me a small smile. “No, but you did help me make the decision. I asked myself a few questions. Why am I staying there? Why can’t I get any help? The ranch is too big for one person...” Beth wraps her arms around herself and nods. “It’s the right decision.” 
 
    I place my hands on her knees, lean down, and look into her eyes. “You sound like you’re trying to convince yourself.” 
 
    Beth touches my face and sweeps her thumb along my jaw. “I’m not. I’ll buy another ranch, maybe something smaller. I was thinking of San Francisco, so I’m closer to my mom.” 
 
    I sit back, and my hands fall from her legs. “San Francisco?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    I fake a smile and take her hands in mine. “Sounds good, country. I can see you with all the surfer dudes.” 
 
    Beth chuckles. “I’ll be way out of San Francisco. There’s no way I’d be able to afford land close to the city, but I will be closer to family.” 
 
    I nod and hold her hands to my lips. “Family is important.” 
 
    “You’ll come visit, won’t you?” 
 
    I shake my head. “Yeah, yeah.” 
 
    “Sean, you’re saying yes, but your head is shaking no.” 
 
    I sigh and interlace her fingers with mine. “Kyle isn’t going to let me go anywhere for a while. I will come and see you, but I have obligations, priorities that I’ll need to take care of.” 
 
    “I’m not a priority?” 
 
    I stand and pull her up with me. “Right now, you’re my only priority.” 
 
    My lips brush hers, and Beth leans back away from me. “I need to come first.” 
 
    This isn’t a conversation I want to have right now, so I grip the back of her head and crush her lips to mine. At first, Beth is resistant, but the moment I massage her breast, she melts into me, and her tongue plays with mine.  
 
    Without breaking the kiss, I undo her belt, then the button to her jeans, and finally the zipper. Beth moans when I slip my hand inside her panties. I break the kiss and pepper a few down her neck then fall to my knees. I wrench down her jeans and panties in one fluid movement, so they’re halfway down her legs. Gripping her ass, I pull her toward me and taste her. Beth cries out at the first swipe of my tongue, so I delve deeper and suck, and she grips the back of my head while panting out my name. 
 
    Leaning back, I look up at her, my eyes glazed with desire. “Sit down and lay back.” 
 
    Beth does as she’s told while I take off both shoes and pull her clothes off the rest of the way.  
 
    “Sean?” 
 
    I rise, then cover her body with my own. I silence her question with a kiss and plunge two fingers inside her. Beth arches at my touch and whimpers. I smile as I swallow her moans and relish in the way she reacts to my touch.  
 
    I’ve had plenty of women, but Beth? There’s never been better.  
 
    Like a sword going into a scabbard, we fit perfectly, and all I want to do is please her. 
 
    Roughly, I pull up her T-shirt and suck her nipple through her bra until I feel it tighten and pebble, then I keep going, biting, licking, and with each moan, I become more excited. My cock strains against the confines of my jeans, begging to be set free. Beth’s neatly trimmed pussy is slick with her desire. I slip my hands under her ass and run my tongue over her clit.  
 
    “Sean!”  
 
    I do it again and again, the taste of her nearly has me extricating myself and plunging into her, but this, this is all about her. I slip two fingers inside and suck on her little nub. Her pussy walls clench around me as she rides my face and fingers and screams my name. 
 
    When her body stops quivering, I unzip my jeans and release my cock. Beth’s hair is splayed out over the pillows, her eyes are closed, and she looks content like a woman who’s had her fill, but I’m not done with her yet.  
 
    “Babe, roll over.” 
 
    Almost trance-like, she does as she’s told while keeping her eyes closed. I position myself between her legs, slip an arm under her, forcing Beth to her hands and knees. 
 
    “Sean?” Beth’s voice sounds almost sleepy. 
 
    “You didn’t think we were finished, did you?” 
 
    Slowly, I enter her, relishing the feel of Beth as her body accepts my cock. She arches her back, locks her elbows, and throws her head back as I pump in and out of her. Gripping Beth’s hips, I move her faster, digging my nails into her creamy soft skin. There’s no protest from her, only a long, loud moan.  
 
    When the familiar tingle begins to start in my balls, I reach under her and press my finger to her clit. “Need you to come again for me, baby.” 
 
    “So close,” pants Beth. 
 
    I swirl my finger over her nub and bite into the flesh on her back and suck. Beth responds with a squeal, and her pussy contracts around my cock, pushing me over the edge. My release washes over me, and I come inside her, growling my pleasure as I do. Straightening up, I stroke her back and down her thighs. Being inside a woman has never felt this good.  
 
    With care, I extract myself, and Beth falls onto her stomach. Lying beside Beth, with an arm draped over her, she pushes herself against me. 
 
    “That was good, but Sean, our conversation isn’t over.” 
 
    I grin into the back of her neck, glad I found someone who calls me on my bullshit and knows when I’m trying not to talk about something. 
 
    “Later, baby.” 
 
    “Yep, later, when I’ve had some sleep.”
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    Beth 
 
      
 
    There’s nothing like feeling loved. The way this man worships my body and takes care of me every single time we are together cements how much I mean to him, but it’s not only the sex. It’s the way he tracks my movements, can tell if I’m unhappy, and comforts me when I lose it. I’m not an inconvenience nor an imposition.  
 
    But his loyalty to his club and his family could come between us.  
 
    It’s dark, and Sean has his arm over me, so I slide out from underneath. He grumbles but doesn’t wake. With a smile, I tiptoe into the bathroom, pick up my cell as I pass the cupboard. Not wanting to turn on the overhead light, I use the flashlight app on my phone. Even with that, my eyes protest at the sudden brightness of the room. Pulling my hair into a bun on top of my head, I turn on the water and enter the shower cubicle. It takes a minute for the hot water to get to me, but once it does, I sigh. I love bathing in low light, and at home I use candles. The flashlight is a little brighter than a candle, but it still feels intimate.  
 
    The door to the bathroom opens, and Sean sticks his head in. “You left me.”  
 
    “Only temporarily.” 
 
    With a grunt, he stumbles into the room and joins me in the shower. Sean lathers up his hands and washes me. It’s not sexual at all. It’s simply his way again of taking care of me. When he’s done, I kiss him softly on the lips, and he smiles.  
 
    “You okay, country?” 
 
    “Yeah. You want me to stay?” 
 
    “Nah, I’ll only be a minute.” 
 
    Leaving him under the spray, I wipe myself down and wait for him to step out, and as he emerges from the shower, I toss him a towel. He smiles and wipes his face first. I use my towel to wipe down his back.  
 
    “Feel better?”  
 
    “There’s something about a nice hot shower.” 
 
    Sean grunts, and we go back to the bed, this time pulling the sheet and blankets up to snuggle underneath. I lie on my side, and Sean spoons me. Within moments, he’s asleep, and I listen to the sound of his breathing as it evens out. His hand, even in sleep, wraps around my waist, protectively pulling me close.  
 
    I had told him I wanted to move to San Francisco, but perhaps I might go home with him for a while, see what his life is like with his brothers and the MC.  
 
    I smile to myself and let thoughts of Sean fill my mind, and it’s not long until I drift off to a pleasant dreamless sleep. 
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    It’s morning, and light is pouring in from the window. The smell of coffee hits my senses, and I sit up. Sean is dressed in his usual jeans and black T-shirt leaning against the small table, his feet are crossed at the ankles, and he’s sipping what I assume is coffee. Sean looks at me with a smirk. 
 
    “Hey, you got one of those for me?” 
 
    “Damn, you sleep soundly. I even watched the last half of the game.” 
 
    “You tired me out. Who won? Coffee?” 
 
    Sean raises an eyebrow and goes to the window, closes the drapes, then he hands me a takeout cup of coffee. 
 
    “Don’t want you putting on a show for the neighbors. New England Warriors, thanks to Colton Anders.”  
 
    Sean sits on the edge of the bed with one leg drawn up. I stuff a pillow behind me, close my eyes, and take a sip of the steaming hot liquid. With a sigh, I open my eyes and find Sean looking at me, grinning. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You’re cute.” 
 
    I scowl and continue to drink my coffee, which makes him laugh. 
 
    “Colt Anders is cute.” 
 
    Now, it’s his turn to scowl. “He’s not that cute, and he’s a horrible womanizer.” 
 
    “You can’t believe everything you read in the papers.” 
 
    Sean scoffs. “I don’t. He’s friends with my brother, Lochlan.” 
 
    “For real? Do you think you could introduce me?” 
 
    Sean shakes his head with a knowing grin. “What do you want to do today?” 
 
    “I need to go back home.” 
 
    The smile falls off his face, and his gaze goes to the sheets. With a nod, he looks back up at me. “Okay, Beth, let’s get you home.” 
 
    “You’re allowed to take me?” 
 
    With a quirk of his eyebrow, he nods. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Kyle won’t mind?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Is it cold where you live?” 
 
    With a puzzled look on his face, he frowns. “Not right now. It can get cold.” 
 
    “So, will a sweater do the trick, or do I need something heavier?” 
 
    “Beth, I’m confused. I thought you were going to move to San Francisco?” 
 
    “Well, I still might, but if you’ll have me, I thought I would like to see where you live. How you live. See if I like it better.” 
 
    Sean stands, takes the coffee out of my hands, and places both cups on the table. He then comes back to me and pulls me into a bone-crushing hug. 
 
    “Sean!” 
 
    “You mean it?” 
 
    “Yes. Now let me go before I stop breathing.” 
 
    Sean leans back but doesn’t let me go. “This makes me happy.” 
 
    With a grin, I kiss him. “I can tell.” 
 
    “You’re going to love Washington. My brother, Jamie, has a farm a little way out near Thrift. Maybe you could get some land near him?” 
 
    “Hold on there, Sean. I said I wanted to see where you live. I didn’t say I was going to stay.” 
 
    With a smirk, he kisses me. “Yeah, but like I said… you’re going to love it.” 
 
    I return his smile. “Wanna help me get dressed?” 
 
    “Nah.” He pulls down the sheet and lowers his head to my breast. “I like you the way you are.”
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    Sean 
 
      
 
    Beth is standing in the middle of her now-empty kitchen, and tears rim her eyes as she looks around. Walking up behind her, I place my arms around her waist and rest my chin on the top of her head. “You okay?”  
 
    Beth nods and twists in my arms, hugging me close.  
 
    “You take as long as you need.” 
 
    “It feels strange to pack up my whole life in a week. Stranger still, to pick up my life and move across the country with you.” 
 
    I tighten my hold on her. “You having second thoughts?” 
 
    Beth shakes her head and looks up at me. “No. Just a bit sad.” 
 
    “We could stay in town for a while longer?” 
 
    “No. I’ve said my goodbyes. I’m ready to go.” 
 
    I put my finger under her chin, tilting her head back, and kiss her lightly. “Okay, country. I’m going to go and make sure the trailer is all packed. You good here?” 
 
    “I’ll only be a minute.” 
 
    “As I said, you take your time. I’m in no hurry.” I kiss her forehead and leave her alone with her memories.  
 
    The truck and trailer don’t need checking, so I lean up against them and wait. Beth only takes about ten minutes before she emerges from the house. Even from here, I can tell those tears which were threatening to fall have fallen. With a sad smile, she closes the door and walks down the stairs.  
 
    I grin when she gets within touching distance, and then pull her into my embrace, inhaling her scent as I do. “You ready?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m ready.”  
 
    With my arm draped over her shoulders, I open the passenger door, and she climbs in.  
 
    Kyle sent a group of the MC out to help pack and to take most of Beth’s belongings and my bike back to the clubhouse. He’s happy Beth is coming home with me and thinks she’s tamed me. Maybe she has a little. I was surprised at how easily she got on with my brothers in the MC. Beth fit right in, right away.  
 
    I get into the truck and look over at her. She’s staring at the house, but then Beth slowly drags her gaze to me. 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “Yeah, city boy, I’m sure. Let’s go before I change my mind.” 
 
    I grin at her. “You changing your mind about me?”  
 
    With a laugh and a shake of her head, Beth replies, “Not likely.” 
 
    I wink, start the truck, and put it in gear.  
 
    Beth hired a company to take her horses across the country to my brother, Jamie’s farm. He said he’d be happy enough to look after them until we arrive.  
 
    We’ve been driving for about an hour when my cell phone begins to ring. I glance at Beth and hand it over to her. “It’ll be Kyle.” 
 
    Beth smiles and answers, “Hello?” 
 
    “He can’t come to the phone right now.” 
 
    I glance at her, and she’s frowning. On instinct, I pull the truck over, and Beth hands me the cell. I place my hand over the microphone. “Who is it?” 
 
    “He wouldn’t say. Just said he wanted to talk to you.” 
 
    I put the cell to my ear. “Who is this?” 
 
    “Mr. MacKenny, nice to meet you. This is Senator Lewis Towell, I believe we need to have a conversation.” 
 
    “Well, Senator, you’re right about that. We do need to have a conversation, but not now. You’ll be seeing me soon.” I hang up and switch the phone off.  
 
    Beth is staring at me with her mouth slightly open.  
 
    “We’re okay.” 
 
    “How do you know we’re okay, Sean?” 
 
    “I know because he rang, which means he’s scared. Which means Angus has done his thing.” I check my mirrors and pull back onto the highway, but Beth scoots closer to me.  
 
    “On my life, country, you are safe.” 
 
    “It’s not much of a consolation. I need you to be safe, too.” 
 
    “Oh, baby, you and me… we’re going to be fine.” 
 
    I drag her closer to reassure her.  
 
    Hell, maybe it’s to reassure me.  
 
    The faster we can get home, the safer we will be.
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    Sean 
 
      
 
    With Beth sleeping soundly, molded to my side, I feel at peace with the universe. I can hear muffled conversations outside my door as the clubhouse wakes up. The place where the bullet grazed across my temple has left a scar. I tentatively reach up and touch it. So fucking lucky. If Beth hadn’t yelled, I’d be dead. There’s a soft knock on my door, and a moment later, Angus sticks his head into the room. 
 
     Whispering, he says, “Kyle wants you. Time to face your family, brother.”  
 
    I nod, and he closes the door. I have a feeling it’s not only Kyle who’s going to rip me a new one. My arm is under Beth’s head, and as I try to slide it out from under her, she sits up and stretches her arms above her head letting out a loud yawn. 
 
    “What time is it?” 
 
    “No clue, babe. Go back to sleep.” 
 
    “Why are you leaving?” Beth lies back, her arm going across my chest, her chin resting on my pec. 
 
    “I’ve been summoned. Kyle wants to see me.” 
 
    “Okay.” Beth rolls off me, throws her legs over the side of the bed, and stands. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Coming with.”  
 
    Beth bends over and rummages through her suitcase on the floor.  
 
    My cock comes to attention but now isn’t the time. “Ah, babe, he summoned me, not you.” 
 
    Without turning around, she waves a pair of black lace panties in the air. “I’m coming.” 
 
    “Beth, it’s not how it’s done. This is club business.” 
 
    “I’m still coming.” Beth turns around and holds up a hand. “If Kyle tells me to vamoose, I will, but I’m not letting you go in there alone. We’re a team, right?” Not waiting for me to answer, she walks into the bathroom, and a moment later, I hear the shower start.  
 
    Staring up at the ceiling, I realize I’m grinning.  
 
    Beth is one hell of a woman.  
 
    I walk into the bathroom and join her in the shower. Soaping up my hands, I run them over her body.  
 
    “That feels good,” purrs Beth. 
 
    “We don’t have time,” I whisper as she arches into me. 
 
    “You can be quick,” tempts Beth. 
 
    “Babe, I never want a quickie with you. We can play later.” 
 
    “You’re turning me down?” 
 
    I chuckle and spin her around, so she’s facing me. “No, I’m asking for a raincheck.” 
 
    Beth pouts, and it’s adorable. “Fine.” 
 
    “That’s my girl.” I give her a quick slap on the ass. 
 
    On tiptoes, Beth kisses me on the lips. “You owe me.” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    Beth grins and moves out of the shower cubicle, and after a lingering look at me, she goes back into the bedroom. I do what I need to do and get out. Beth’s dressed and putting her hair into a ponytail when I enter. 
 
    “I like it better down.” 
 
    “I know. It’s wet, and I’m guessing you don’t have time for me to sit here and blow dry it into submission.” 
 
    She looks cute dressed in jeans, boots, and a red-checkered shirt—very ranch looking. 
 
    “You ready to meet the family, country?” 
 
    Her face goes soft. “So long as you’re by my side, I’m ready.” 
 
    Now it’s my turn to smile. I walk toward Beth and pull her into my arms, kissing her lightly on the forehead. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Get dressed, city boy, or I’m going to take advantage of you.” 
 
    With a chuckle, I let her go and find some clothes. 
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    With Beth’s hand firmly held in mine, I walk into the clubhouse meeting room. Instead of MC around the table, there’s my brother, Kyle, his woman, Lola, with Jamie, Lochlan, Angus, Maddock, and Cherie. This room is for church, it’s not a place we allow anyone but patched-in members to congregate. Whatever Kyle wants to say, it’s going to be serious. 
 
    Cherie smiles warmly, stands, and hugs me. “Good to see you, Sean.” 
 
    I smile down at her and take a step back. “Cherie, this is Beth.” I hold up our linked hands as I introduce them. 
 
    “It’s so nice to meet you,” gushes Cherie as she engulfs Beth in a hug. 
 
    “Could we all take a seat?” orders Kyle from the head of the table. 
 
    Cherie immediately lets go of Beth and sits next to Maddock. 
 
    “I didn’t realize you were back in town,” I say to him. 
 
    “Got called home,” replies Maddock. 
 
    I look at Kyle, who isn’t smiling, and position myself at the opposite end of the table, dragging a chair around so Beth can sit next to me. 
 
    Kyle scoffs. “At least Maddock knows how to do as he’s told. What the fuck were you thinking?”  
 
    I notice Lola puts a calming hand on his arm, rubbing lightly. 
 
    “Which part are we talking about? Me doing what I did to Lamond, leaving, or getting myself shot or—”  
 
    Kyle barks out a laugh effectively cutting me off. “All of it. It’s not that you left the MC, brother, you left us and nearly got yourself killed because of it.” 
 
    Under the table, Beth squeezes my hand. “It was my fault,” says Beth. 
 
    Kyle quirks an eyebrow. “How so?” 
 
    “I needed a ranch hand and asked Sean to stay.” 
 
    Kyle stands, putting both hands on the table and leans forward. “Beth, it’s sweet you are trying to take the blame for him, but he left us without explanation. And from what I can gather, he was only at your ranch a couple of days before he split on you. It seems to be a common trait with you, Sean.” 
 
    “Now, you hold on a minute...” Beth stands and mimics Kyle’s pose. “He went off to find out who killed my daddy! And he almost got himself killed doing it.” Beth scowls down at me. “I haven’t forgiven you for that,” she tells me, then she looks back at Kyle. “Have you thought if you were a little nicer, he might have stayed?” 
 
    Lola stands. “It’s not about being nice. It’s about doing your job, taking orders, and being here for the MC.” 
 
    “Well, maybe he doesn’t want to be in the MC,” retorts Beth. 
 
    The room goes quiet. Kyle sits, and Lola follows suit. I place my hand on Beth’s lower back, and she slowly sits. 
 
    “Is that true?” asks Kyle. 
 
    I glance at Beth before I answer, “No, brother. I know I have a lot to answer for. I know I’ll probably have to step down. I get it, Kyle, you have a job to do. I won’t run off again, but I needed to clear my head. I couldn’t let the bastard who took Heather from us live.” I glance at Maddock as I speak, and he nods. “Thomas Trent, Beth’s father… he was a good man. So were the other members of my unit. They didn’t deserve to die the way they did. I had to follow it through… I had to avenge them.” 
 
    Maddock clears his throat. “Sean, we all know you think of yourself as our protector, and we’re grateful, but sometimes you have to let us fend for ourselves or let us help you. If you keep going off on your own, one day, you aren’t going to come back. That little scar on your head should tell you that.” 
 
    I reach up and touch the wound. I’ll always have a scar to remind me of how close I came to death. 
 
    “I promise to come to you first. All of you.” I lock eyes with Kyle. “So, Prez, am I in or out?” 
 
    Kyle leans back in his seat with a grim smile on his face. “You’re in with conditions.” 
 
    “I’m prepared to do whatever it takes to regain your trust.” 
 
    “For fuck’s sake, Sean. I trust you. It’s this bullheadedness, the shit where you have to do things on your own. The people at this table love you. We would do anything for you. We don’t need you dying on us to prove how much you care. You couldn’t save Heather, none of us could have. We’re a family. The MC is your family. Rely on us as we rely on you.” 
 
    “Why are there no other MC in the room?” I ask. 
 
    Kyle grins. “I told them I sent you out. They all believed me apart from Wheels that you were following my orders.” 
 
    “You lied?” 
 
    “I omitted the truth.” Kyle’s gaze flicks to Beth. “You keeping her?” 
 
    Beth’s mouth drops open, and I chuckle. “Yes, I am.” 
 
    Kyle laughs. “You sold your ranch, Beth, and you’ve moved here. I’m hoping you’re going to stay for a good long while. This way…” he gestures to me, “… Sean might stay, too.” 
 
    “I’m staying put, brother. Beth is going to try city life. She’s got horses, three of them. I was hoping to get a place out near Jamie. That way, I can have the best of both worlds.” 
 
    “The farm next to me is up for sale, only a small lot, maybe ten acres. I could put in a good word for you,” chimes in Jamie. 
 
    “Is it farming land or grazing land?” asks Beth, her eyes bright with excitement. 
 
    “He was a city boy who wanted to try a different kind of lifestyle, so it’s a bit of a mess. Conrad tried growing crops on about two acres, but he didn’t put in the research or the man-hours, and he didn’t have the money to employ people. He’s a nice enough guy but a bit of a flake. How many acres would you need for your horses?” 
 
    I’m slightly jealous as these two continue their conversation without any regard for anyone else in the room. I squeeze Beth’s knee, but she ignores me. 
 
    “Six should be enough. I’ve always wanted to try organic farming. It’s what you do, yes?” 
 
    Jamie smiles widely. “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “Could we have a sit-down and go over what you think I should grow?” 
 
    I put my arm around Beth. “Maybe we should look at the farm before we start planning?” 
 
    Maddock sees my jealousy, and like all my brothers, he zeroes in on it. 
 
    “Sounds like you and Jamie have a lot in common. Why don’t you two have lunch or something? You know… get to know each other better?” 
 
    Cherie smiles at the twitch above my left eye, a sure sign I’m not happy. 
 
    “I’d like to get to know all of you better,” replies Beth, oblivious to Maddock’s teasing. 
 
    “Well, considering the neanderthal you’re sitting next to hasn’t introduced us, I’m Lochlan.” 
 
    Lach stands and walks around the table, and when Beth stands, he pulls her into a hug. Without much thought, I stand and pull Beth out of his arms and scowl at him.  
 
    Kyle’s laughter echoes through the room. 
 
    “What?” I bark out at him. 
 
    “I don’t fucking believe it. Lola, you seeing what I’m seeing?” 
 
    “Yeah, babe, sure am,” smirks Lola. 
 
    “What?” I repeat in a firmer tone this time. 
 
    “The man is off the market,” pipes in Cherie. 
 
    The rest of them begin to laugh, and Beth goes a lovely shade of red. 
 
    “Fuck you all. And I’m warning all of you… Beth is mine. Hands off.” 
 
    “Sean!” shrieks Beth. 
 
    “Well, it’s true, isn’t it?” 
 
    Beth looks up at me. “Yeah, city boy, it’s true.” 
 
    Angus clears his throat, and all eyes go to him. 
 
    “This is sweet and all, but are we going to discuss the Senator?” 
 
    Smiles fall away as we all take our seats. 
 
    “What do you know?” I ask. 
 
    Angus looks to Kyle, who nods, then he pushes back his hoodie and locks eyes with me. “The Fed said Robert Bates was Robert Kemp, an ex-army sniper. He bounced around from one security firm to another. Mostly in all the war-torn countries around the globe. Nasty piece of work. From what Jamieson could find out, it looks like when Senator Towell went on a diplomatic mission two years ago to Iraq, somehow they crossed paths, but there’s also a link to Towell’s father. Bates’ phone links him to one of the men on the Senator’s campaign team. So no direct contact, but our Fed is eager to please.” 
 
    “You mean he’s eager to keep himself out of prison,” interjects Maddock. 
 
    Angus nods. “That, too. He’s offered to put a tap on your phone, Sean, and see if we can catch the good Senator in a compromising position.” 
 
    I frown and look at him sideways, shifting uncomfortably in my seat. “A tap on my phone?”  
 
    “I’ll get you a new one when it’s over. The important thing right now is to get something on the Senator.” 
 
    Beth leans forward. “You mean… kill the Senator, don’t you?” Her tone is icy, and there’s no emotion in her voice at all. 
 
    The room goes quiet, and I place my hand on top of Beth’s. “She’s right. We can’t let him live. He not only ordered the murder of Beth’s father but me and everyone in my unit.” 
 
    “Sean, Beth… think about this. Think about the MC. We could use the Senator,” replies Lola. 
 
    I pin Kyle with a glare. “Is that how you feel?” I pull Beth up with me. “I won’t stand for it.” 
 
    “Neither will I,” firmly states Beth. 
 
    Lach explodes out of his chair, sending it flying behind him. “Goddammit, Sean! Use your fucking head. This is an opportunity to help the MC and, in doing so, help us, your family. This Senator will probably go on to be our next President. He will be in our pocket, a tool to use. Can’t you see that?” 
 
    Beth leans across the table, glaring daggers at Lach. “What if it was your daddy? What if it was your friends being murdered? Would you stand there and tell me to walk away, so you could put yourself in a better position?” 
 
    Lach swallows and looks down, shaking his head slightly. “I’m sorry for your loss, Beth. But…” 
 
    “No buts. He has to pay.” I look around the table. 
 
    Mad nods. 
 
    The others all avoid my gaze. 
 
    Except Kyle.  
 
    “Brother?” 
 
    “Is this my house?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s your house.” 
 
    “Will you abide by my decision, no matter what it is?” 
 
    My gut drops. I’ve pledged allegiance to the MC, my family, and most of all Kyle. If I say no, my word is worth shit, and I’ve lost all of them. Without looking at Beth, I straighten and square my shoulders. 
 
    Kyle stands, leans over the table, and puts his weight on his fists. His gaze drills into me, and I nod once. I hear Beth’s sharp intake of breath, and I reach for her under the table. Kyle continues to stare at me, then slowly he tilts his head and looks at everyone in the room. The silence is so thick you could cut it with a knife. Eventually, Kyle lets out a sigh and locks eyes with Beth. 
 
    “Get the evidence against the Senator. Leak it to the press, then when things have quieted down, the Senator will meet an unfortunate end.” 
 
    I hadn’t realized I was holding my breath and let it out slowly.  
 
    Kyle looks deadly, his fists have turned white. 
 
    I nod at him, grateful he didn’t make me choose. Beth squeezes my hand, knowing I would have killed the Senator and lost both my family and the MC. 
 
    “Well, that settles it,” says Lola with a chuckle. “Anyone want a drink?” 
 
    “It’s nine o’clock in the morning,” replies Angus, but at the same time, Beth, Cherie, and Lola say, “It’s five o’clock somewhere in the world.” 
 
    I glance down at Beth and grin. Kyle chuckles, and Mad shakes his head at Cherie. 
 
    “What?” Cherie stands. “Beer or something stronger?” 
 
    “Stronger,” replies Beth and Lola. 
 
    “Girl! I just know you and I are going to be close friends,” says Lola loudly, looking at Beth. 
 
    Beth grins up at me, and I shake my head. 
 
    “The women need to leave the room,” orders Kyle. 
 
    “Kyle, I—” 
 
    “Lola, I’m not in the habit of repeating myself.” 
 
    With a scowl, Lola sashays out of the room, attitude and defiance exuding from her. Beth kisses me on the cheek and follows. Cherie whispers something to Mad, and then she too leaves the room. 
 
    Kyle waits until the door is closed, then he pins me with his gaze. “If I hadn’t said kill the Senator, would you have kept your word and done what I asked?” 
 
    My stomach turns to stone.  
 
    Kyle sits back in the chair, still eyeing me with a cold, hard stare.  
 
    I shake my head once and glance at my brothers. Mad’s lips are pursed into a thin line, understanding in his eyes. 
 
    “Kyle—” begins Maddock. 
 
    “No, Mad, you don’t get to save his ass this time. This time he answers for himself,” growls Kyle. 
 
    With a sigh, I look at my brothers one by one, and then I fix my sight on my hands which are clasped in front of me on the table. 
 
    “Growing up, we had an order in our family. Kyle has always been in charge. Maddock’s the smart one. Jamie has always had a green thumb and knows plants better than people. Angus, you’ve always been a loner, and the way you can scour the internet and dig up dirt is nothing short of mind-boggling. Lach, well… you’ve always been popular with the ladies, and it makes sense you’d cash in on your looks. Me? I’ve been the protector. Always. I’d do anything for all of you, and if it means dishing out my own brand of justice, then that’s what I’ll do.” I look up at Kyle. “This isn’t an MC thing. This is all about me as a person. And I’m asking you, brother, to understand. They killed my unit. They tried to kill me. You know I can’t let that shit stand. The man responsible has to pay.” 
 
    Kyle sucks in a breath of air and lets it out slowly. “I get it, I do.” 
 
    “You can’t. You don’t understand. I was in the trenches with these men. They had my back, and I had theirs. To be killed on home soil because we did our jobs ‘cause suddenly we know too much isn’t something I can let go. I love you, Kyle. I love the MC. But if this were us and someone was picking us off one by one, honestly I’d be doing the exact same thing, for the simple reason that it’s the right fucking thing to do.” 
 
    “If I’m allowed to speak?” asks Mad solemnly. Kyle nods. “I’m not in the MC, but I am part of this family. He’s right, Kyle. Sean has always been our protector. Even from you.” 
 
    Kyle looks at him sharply. “And what the fuck is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    Angus shifts uncomfortably in his seat and raps his knuckles on the table once. “You stepped up when Mom and Dad died, but Kyle, as much as we all love you, there are times we need you to ease off. The MC is where you lead, it’s where you’re in charge, but us?” Angus shakes his head. “We are blood family, we aren’t always going to do as we’re told.” 
 
    Kyle goes to speak, and Jamie holds up his hand. “I have no love for the MC, you all know it. But family?” Jamie leans back in his seat. “I’ll do anything for you all, and Sean… he’s always done our dirty work. Don’t think I don’t know it was you who got my permits for me. The permits I worked for months to get, then one day they just all magically came together. The guy from the office even brought them out to me himself.” 
 
    I quirk an eyebrow, look up at him and shrug. “You got those all on your own.” 
 
    “Bullshit!” Jamie turns and stares at Kyle. “It’s the reason he’s not in charge. It’s the reason you are. You guide us, Kyle, but Sean…” his gaze comes back to me, “… Sean protects us. Always has. Always will.” 
 
    The room goes quiet. And as I look around, all of them are nodding, even Kyle. 
 
    “What now?” I ask. 
 
    “Now, Angus is going to contact the press. Leak the information about the illegitimate brother and the relationship between the Senator and the shooter. We are all going to sit back and watch and you…” Kyle points at me. “You’re going to stay close to home. Understood?” 
 
    “Am I still in?” 
 
    “Yes, Sean. You’re still my VP…” Kyle pauses and purses his lips. “And more importantly, you’re family.” I grin as Kyle shakes his head. “You ever disobey an order from me again, and I swear as your President, I’ll beat you myself.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    Angus clears his throat and runs a hand through his unruly hair. “I’ll do all that, but there needs to be more.” 
 
    I cock my head and look at my younger brother. “Meaning?” 
 
    “Meaning, the Senator needs to pay.” 
 
    Kyle stands. “This meeting is over. Angus, leak the information. The Senator will get what’s coming to him.” 
 
    Angus frowns. “He’ll still be breathing.” 
 
    “Angus, let it go.” Angus slowly drags his gaze from me to look up at Kyle. “Let. It. Go.”  
 
    Angus opens his mouth to speak, but Kyle cuts him off. “Go… do your part.” Kyle looks out through the glass door to the bar area and tilts his head toward the women. “We should get out there before they start plotting world domination.” 
 
    Mad barks out a laugh. “Too late. Let’s see if we can slow them down a bit.” 
 
    The rest of us stand, and I glance at Kyle, who gives me a signal to stay behind. The others filter out as Kyle looks past me through the closed door. 
 
    “I know you’ll take care of the Senator. Do it after the press release.” He flicks his eyes to me. “We both know you were going to do it anyway, at least now I feel like I’m giving you permission instead of you going around me. You can talk to me about these things, you know? I know your moral compass is stronger than mine.” 
 
    “Not true, brother, only different.” 
 
    Kyle walks toward me and slaps my back. “Yeah.” A smile spreads across his face. “You’ve got bigger problems than the senator. My Lola… she likes Beth. Lola doesn’t like anyone.” 
 
    I frown and shake my head. “Were we in the same room? Lola wasn’t exactly nice to Beth.” 
 
    Lola belongs to Kyle and has been since the day she wandered into the compound. Lola never even looked at another member, it’s always been him, and she’s warned every female who came near Kyle to back the fuck off. Together they are a team, a force to be reckoned with. I’ve seen Lola go after a guy with a knife when he shoved Kyle. The woman’s got balls. 
 
    As I watch, Beth reaches out and touches Lola’s arm, and she bursts into laughter. Lola hooks her arm around Beth’s shoulders, slams the bar, and pours them both a shot. 
 
    “Jesus,” I whisper. 
 
    “Yeah. Lola has that effect on me, too.” 
 
    I shake my head and join everyone out in the clubroom.  
 
    Angus looks at me as I pass with that look of knowing on his face.  
 
    My little brother might be a computer nerd, but like me, he has a strong moral compass.
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    Senator Lewis Towell 
 
      
 
    The whole house is quiet. I’m in my study drinking the last of the good scotch, the one I save for special occasions. My wife is gone and taken my children with her. Today we buried my father—he killed himself when the news broke, the news those bikers leaked so successfully to the press. It’s only a matter of days, maybe even hours, before the authorities begin charging me with everything from illegally smuggling someone into the country to murder for hire.  
 
    Taking a long swig, I swallow the rest of the amber liquid while relishing in the burn. There’s no way out for me. I can’t run, and I sure as hell can’t hide. The press is camped outside following my every movement. 
 
    I’m sitting at my desk, drinking alone and wishing I’d won, but I gambled and lost. It’s been six months of hell, six months of slowly losing everything.  
 
    My father wasted no time checking out, and to the press and my constituents, it only solidified my guilt. Then, my wife packed up and left. Marjorie waited until the day after his funeral when I was out attending to his wishes regarding his will. That morning my darling wife kissed me goodbye and gave me no indication she was leaving. Like a true politician’s wife, she made a brief statement to the press with our children either side of her and then left for The Hamptons.  
 
    Today my lawyer told me I needed to prepare for the worst. I’m not sure how much worse it can get.  
 
    Dead father. 
 
    No wife. 
 
    No kids. 
 
    No political career. 
 
    And a life behind bars. 
 
    I guess it could be worse—I could be dead.  
 
    Although, right now, I feel like the walking dead.  
 
    Leaning back in my chair, I look at all the accolades on the walls and smile. All the things I did to keep my political career on the upward swing as I swung for the brass ring. The presidency.  
 
    That’s all nothing but a pipe dream now. 
 
    As I reach for another bottle of scotch, the lights go off. 
 
    “Fuck,” I mutter to myself then louder, “Great!” 
 
    Getting to my feet, I stumble around my desk and out into the hall. Groping the walls, I make my way to the back of the house. There are flashlights in one of the kitchen drawers, so I stagger into the kitchen island and groan.  
 
    “You’re not looking so good, Senator.” 
 
    My stomach drops as I frantically search the darkness for the voice and the man it belongs to. 
 
    “MacKenny?” I croak out. 
 
    A light is shined on my face, and it instantly blinds me. 
 
    “Good guess.” 
 
    And as quickly as it came on, it’s gone. 
 
    “Let’s make a deal?” 
 
    “Too late.” 
 
    I whirl around, knocking over one of the island stools. “I have money.” 
 
    “I don’t need it.” 
 
    This time his voice sounds like it’s coming from behind me, I move away from it and trip over the stool. 
 
    “Careful, Senator, you don’t want to hurt yourself.” 
 
    On all fours, I crawl away from him. Sean MacKenny managed to thwart all my plans and has destroyed my life.  
 
    I crawl headfirst into the wall. “Fuck it!” Sitting on my ass, I push myself up the wall until on shaky legs I’m standing. The room’s dark, but I think I can make out a shape five feet in front of me. 
 
    “What d-do you want?” 
 
    I hear an intake of breath, then a chuckle. “For my friends to still be alive.” 
 
    Shaking my head, I stammer out, “I-I can’t d-do that.” 
 
    “Why did you do it?” 
 
    Now, it’s my turn to laugh mirthlessly. “For power, for position, but you took it all away. You destroyed everything.” 
 
    The shape moves toward me, and I turn and run for my office. His footsteps are right behind me as I crash through the doorway and trip over my own feet where I am sprawled out on the floor, so I crawl quickly as I can toward my desk. I have a gun in the top left-hand drawer. If I can get to it, I might have a fighting chance and survive this attack. 
 
    I hear a grunt, and then the wind is knocked out of me as I’m kicked. Rolling over, I try to draw breath into my lungs, but I’ve never been struck so hard, and the shock of it stuns me. 
 
    “Where are you going, Senator? Do you think you can get away?” 
 
    MacKenny’s voice is devoid of emotion. He means to kill me, and maybe I deserve it, but surely, I’ve suffered enough?  
 
    I’ve lost everything.  
 
    Everything. 
 
    The bastard shines a flashlight in my eyes.  
 
    “There’s nowhere to go, Senator.” 
 
    The way he says ‘senator’ grates on my very last nerve. I’ll never be that again.  
 
    The flashlight turns off, and I’m momentarily blinded, so I blink a few times. Sucking in air, I get to my feet, my side aches, but I don’t think I’ve sustained any permanent damage. Feeling for the edge of my desk, I slowly inch my way around it. The gun is foremost in my mind, but if I can put some distance between myself and this Marine-come-biker, I’ll feel safer. 
 
    “Nowhere to run to, Senator.” 
 
    Creeping backward, I finally reach the other side of my desk, and quickly open the drawer to pull out my gun.  
 
    “Not so smart now, are you?” I yell into the darkness. 
 
    Laughter greets me, and I fire in its direction. The sound seems strangely loud in the blackness of my study. There’s no noise save for my labored breathing and the ringing in my ears. Tentatively, I take a step toward my attacker, then another. I’m desperately trying to listen for something, so I might finish off his worthless life before I’m sent to prison. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    “MacKenny?” 
 
    There’s not a rustle, or scrape of a boot, or even the sound of breathing.  
 
    I must have shot him.  
 
    Dead! 
 
    Grinning to myself, I tread more purposefully into the room, almost giddy with relief. 
 
    Something strikes my shins, and I trip.  
 
    The gun goes under me, and my finger accidentally squeezes the trigger.  
 
    Pain shoots through my chest as I fall face-first onto the cream carpet.
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    I’m crouched low in the room when the second shot goes off. I wait a full minute listening to the Senator’s labored breathing. It sounds like he’s drowning. Turning on the flashlight, I find him crumpled on the floor as the carpet around him turns from cream to crimson. I need to know for sure, so I shine the light into his lifeless eyes.  
 
    “Fuck me,” I whisper. 
 
    The stupid bastard killed himself.  
 
    Kyle told me to make it look like an accident, and I guess this fits the bill. Smiling down at the man who destroyed so many lives, I shake my head and backtrack out of his house. My bike is parked a short distance away. Scaling the fence at the back of the property, I double-time it back to my ride, start it, and ride off leaving the bastard and everything he did behind me. I’m only hoping Beth can do that too. 
 
    The ride home will take the better part of eight hours, so I should make it to Beth’s new home as daylight breaks.  
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    Trying to be quiet when you own a Harley is like attempting to open a bag of chips without making a sound. The sun is peeking up over the mountain, bathing the land in streaks of gold. I turn off the bike and coast as far as it will go down the drive.  
 
    The front door to her small, modest home flies open, and Beth, in her nightgown, comes running toward me. I have enough time to open my arms as she slams into me. Tears streak her face as she clutches me, molding her body to mine.  
 
    Wrapping my arms tightly around her, I whisper into her hair, “What’s all this?” 
 
    “He’s dead.” 
 
    “Who’s dead, babe?” 
 
    Beth tilts her head back, and she looks up at me. “Thank you.” 
 
    “What for?” 
 
    “For killing the bastard.” 
 
    I shake my head slightly. “I didn’t kill him, Beth.” 
 
    She screws up her face, nods once, and then kisses me lightly on the lips. “Thank you, anyway.” 
 
    “Woman, I’m not lying. I didn’t kill him.” 
 
    Beth frowns and cocks her head to the side. “You didn’t?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “But you were there?” 
 
    I nod once.  
 
    Beth takes my hand in hers and pulls me toward her new home, our new home. 
 
    “I don’t need to know the details, but we did promise each other no secrets.” 
 
    As we enter our house, calmness descends over me and a feeling of finally being home. My whole life, I’ve been looking for something. It started with my family, then the Marines, and then the MC, but none of it was right, not until Beth Trent walked into my life. With her, I’ve found my home, my calm in the storm. 
 
    Beth drags me through the house to the kitchen, where she pours me a cup of coffee and ushers me to sit. I watch as she moves about the kitchen, her nightgown not hiding anything, and her hair is wild and loose. 
 
    “All I need you to be right now is barefoot and pregnant.” 
 
    Beth stops what she’s doing and twirls on me. “What?” 
 
    “Shit, sorry, babe, I’m tired and didn’t mean to talk out loud.” 
 
    Beth puts the eggs in her hands on the kitchen counter and moves to sit on my lap. “I like the sound of that, but there is a problem.” 
 
    “You like the sound of that? We haven’t talked much about the future, honey.” 
 
    “I moved across the country. You helped bring the man who murdered my dad to justice. Where did you think this was going?” 
 
    I shrug, lost for words. My hand moves to twist in her hair and feel the softness of it. “I don’t know. I know, I love you. I know you are what I want, Beth Trent.” 
 
    Beth twists, so she’s straddling me, her face softens as she puts her forehead to mine. “You love me?” 
 
    I chuckle. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Okay, then.” 
 
    With a frown, I lean back so I can see her face fully. “Okay then, what?” 
 
    “Pregnant doesn’t sound so bad.” 
 
    My lips crash into hers as she entwines her hands in my hair, kissing me back. Placing my hands under her ass, I stand and walk her into our bedroom. Beth’s hands explore my body as I sit on the edge of her bed. Suddenly, she breaks away from me and looks out the front window. A sigh of frustration passes her beautiful lips. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Your brothers are here.” 
 
    “I can’t—” The words die on my lips as the sound of more than one Harley pierces the air. “You have good hearing.” 
 
    “I’ve been waiting for you to get home all night.” Beth climbs off me. “You best get out there and welcome them in. I’m going to get dressed.” 
 
    “Sorry, babe.” 
 
    “Don’t be. Besides, before you and I think about having kids, we’re missing something.” 
 
    “We are?” I ask, confused. 
 
    Beth points at her ring finger. “Yep. It doesn’t have to be expensive, but it does need to come from you, and you better mean it ‘cause I’m only doing it once.” 
 
    Beth grabs some clothes and disappears into the bathroom. I’m still sitting on the bed stunned when there’s a pounding on the front door. Shaking myself back to reality, I stride out and open the door.  
 
    Kyle’s there, and he takes one look at my face and grabs me by the shoulders. “What happened? Are you okay?”  
 
    “Beth wants to get m-married.” 
 
    A grin splits his face, and he barks out a laugh. “She’s a smart one. Too good for you. You should do what she wants before she realizes what a fuck-up you really are.” 
 
    Kyle moves past me, followed by Cutter, who lightly punches my arm as he steps with him into the kitchen. From the smirk on Cutter’s face, he heard what I said.  
 
    Beth strolls out of the bathroom, hair in a high ponytail, wearing jeans and black tank top. Cutter kisses her on the cheek, and then the fucker smiles at me.  
 
    Beth turns and looks at me, quizzically. “Why are you still standing at the door? Are there more people out there?”  
 
    I glance out the door and shake my head. “Nope.” 
 
    “Well, shut the door and get your ass in the kitchen.” 
 
    Laughter from my brother and Cutter filter in from the other room. Beth winks at me and rounds the corner. With a sigh and a shake of my head, I shut the door. When I enter the kitchen, Beth is pouring three cups of coffee. 
 
    “You want one?” 
 
    “Nah, babe, I’m good.” 
 
    Kyle accepts the cup from Beth as does Cutter, both smile at her, then Kyle’s face turns serious. “Tell me.” I glance at Beth then back at him. “We both know you’ve either told Beth what happened, or you’re going to tell her. So, spit it out.” 
 
    “How’d you know I was back?” 
 
    Cutter grins. “I’ve been waiting out by the highway, saw you ride past. Kyle figured you’d go soon, so I’ve been keeping tabs on you. When I saw you come back in before dawn, I rang Kyle, and here we are.” He spreads his hands wide, clearly impressed with himself. 
 
    “Riiight,” I say in a bored, drawn-out tone. 
 
    “Can you just tell us what happened?” asks Beth as she sits at the table. 
 
    I pull out a chair and sit. “The guy shot himself.” 
 
    “Say what,” exclaims Beth. 
 
    “Yeah, you’re going to have to elaborate,” says Kyle. 
 
    “I turned off the power, broke into his house, roughed him up a little. He offered to pay me off—” 
 
    “Can we get to the good part?” asks Beth. 
 
    Cutter barks out a laugh. “What she said.” 
 
    I lean back in my chair and scrub a hand over my face. “We ended up back in his office. The Senator went for a gun hidden in his desk drawer, he fired, missed me, then he tripped over a chair, fell over, and the gun went off.” 
 
    I glance at Kyle, who at first looks stunned, then laughter bubbles up out of his chest. His hand slams into the table, his eyes wide as he laughs. I turn to look at Beth, who’s nodding and clutching her sides as she too laughs. Cutter, in his usual form, is smirking with his eyes twinkling in mischief. 
 
    “H-He killed himself? For r-real?” stammers Beth in between chuckles. 
 
    “I told you he did.” 
 
    This sets Beth off even worse. “I-I thought you were kidding!” 
 
    Kyle stands, slaps me on the arm, and heads for the door, but he’s still laughing. Once he gets to the door, he turns. “This can’t blowback on you, can it?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    Kyle chuckles some more then he and Cutter leave.  
 
    I turn to stare at Beth, who’s gasping for breath as tears streak down her face. “You okay?” 
 
    She nods her head, slowly the laughter subsides, and when she’s almost under control, Beth says, “I’m glad he’s dead, and I’m glad you’re okay.” Her hand comes up and cups the side of my face. “But most of all, it’s behind us now. It’s you and me. I love you, Sean.” 
 
    Leaning into her hand, I twist and plant a kiss on it. “There’s one more thing I need to do.” 
 
    Beth’s hand falls away. “What’s that?” 
 
    “I need to talk to Sabrina, Buck’s wife. She deserves to know what happened.” 
 
    The smile which graced her beautiful face fades as she nods. “Yeah, she does,” whispers Beth. “When do we go?” 
 
    “We?” 
 
    “Team, remember?” 
 
    I nod and grin at her. “Right.” 
 
    “My horses won’t arrive for three more days…” Beth stands, “… so we’d best get going.” As she goes to move past me, I grab her hand. “Did you mean what you said about getting married?” 
 
    “City boy, not sure how they do it here, but my daddy would have tanned my ass if I came home pregnant and not married. He may have warmed to the idea once he saw his grandchild, but I would have disappointed him. So yeah, I meant what I said.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Okay? Sean, I’m not saying I’m going to marry you.” Beth giggles. “I’m saying I’m not having babies until I’m wed.” Beth heads for the bedroom, leaving me sitting at the table, dumbfounded. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” I yell as I go in search of her. “Are you saying you won’t marry me?” 
 
    “Are you asking?” 
 
    With my mouth hanging open, I close it only to open it again. “I… I—” 
 
    “That’s my answer.” Beth wraps her hands around my neck and goes up on tiptoes and kisses me. “One day. Let’s get to know each other a little more.” Beth moves out of our room and into the guest bedroom. I follow her as she pulls her backpack out of the closet. 
 
    “You’re okay with that?” I ask, with my hand rubbing the back of my neck. 
 
    “Yes, honey. Now, do I need to pack something nice? Or only jeans and T-shirts?” 
 
    Grinning at her, I nod. “Pack something nice. We’ll do dinner somewhere.” 
 
    Beth goes back into our bedroom and begins pulling out clothes. I watch her work as I sit on the bed, grateful she recognizes I’m not ready, but she knows I love her.  
 
    Not all women get it.  
 
    One thing is for sure—one day I am going to marry this woman.
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    The motel is quiet as I pump in and out of Beth. Her face is a mixture of sleep and lust. It’s my favorite way to wake her. Beth’s body always responds to me even in sleep. Quickening my pace, her pussy convulses around my cock, and I let go, filling her with my seed. The idea of getting her pregnant crosses my mind again, to have her tied to me forever, but I know she wants to do this right, to pay respect to the man who raised her.  
 
    The actual piece of paper isn’t important to me.  
 
    Beth belongs to me.  
 
    With me.  
 
    But knowing it’s important to her means I’ll give her my last name and hopefully many children. 
 
    With my forehead pressed to hers, I whisper, “Good morning.” 
 
    Beth giggles. “Best way to wake up.” 
 
    “Um, we need to get up and see Sabrina. I told her we’d be there at nine.” 
 
    Beth’s eyes fly open. “What time is it?” 
 
    “Eight.” 
 
    With a shove at my shoulders, Beth orders, “Get off me! I need to wash my hair, and it takes forever to dry.” 
 
    Kissing her once on the lips, I roll off as she makes a run for the bathroom. 
 
    “Don’t use all the hot water,” I say and then chuckle. 
 
    Beth turns and points at me. “I’m making no promises.” 
 
    Glancing at the clock, I decide to give her five minutes before I join her.  
 
    Grabbing the remote control, I turn on the television, and it comes to life. Senator Lewis Towell is staring back at me. It’s the only thing the news stations seem to be running—details of his death and all his sordid family details.  
 
    They’ve tried to interview me, seeing as I’m the only member of my unit still alive. Leaving town was the smartest thing I could have done. If the press can’t find me, I don’t have to talk to them. 
 
    Throwing off the sheet, I stand and stretch out my muscles, then head into the bathroom. The cubicle is small, and I smile thinking about being pressed up against Beth when she’s wet and slippery with soap. My cock comes to attention, and I slide open the door. Beth is rinsing the conditioner out of her hair, her arms raised and entangled in her locks, breasts up and perky. Stepping in, my hands go to her ass, and I pull her into me so she can feel what she does to me. 
 
    “City boy, we simply don’t have time.” 
 
    “We can be late.” 
 
    Her smile betrays her hidden thoughts, so I turn her, pushing her up against the wall and letting the shower spray wash down my back. Lifting one leg, I tease her with my cock at her entrance. Beth responds by rubbing herself along my length. With a grin, I lift and impale her on my length. A long, loud moan escapes her mouth. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, city boy, I’m better than okay.” 
 
    Beth locks her ankles behind me, and I pound into her, but with the soap and water, it’s an awkward position. I open the door and walk her to the vanity.  
 
    Beth smiles up at me. “You having trouble, city boy?” 
 
    Thrusting in as far as I can, I smile down at her. Beth arches her neck back, and I suck hard on the pale skin.  
 
    “Not at all, country.” 
 
    “More,” moans Beth. 
 
    “I aim to please.” 
 
    Her nails dig into my back, causing me to growl in pleasure as I pound into my country girl. I press on her clit, and that’s enough for Beth to orgasm. Her pussy clenches around my cock as my orgasm sweeps over me.  
 
    “Fuck! I love it when we come at the same time.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah.” Beth kisses me lightly. “One small problem…” I quirk an eyebrow at her, “… you left the shower going. There’s no more hot water.” 
 
    With a loud laugh, I pull out and place her on the floor. “Guess we both need to be quick now.” 
 
    “Yeah. Just give me a second to clean up, and then it’s all yours.” 
 
    On tiptoes, Beth reaches up and kisses me, her tongue teasing mine. 
 
    “You keep that up, and we won’t leave this room,” I warn her. 
 
    “We both know you have to see Sabrina.” 
 
    Beth pushes me away and heads into the shower cubicle. 
 
    “How is it?” 
 
    “Cold!” 
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    We’re standing on the sidewalk outside Sabrina and Buck’s home. It looks the same as the last time I was here. I’m nervous, not sure what I’m going to say.  
 
    Beth grabs my hand and runs her thumb across her knuckles, and it soothes my soul.  
 
    “You ready?” I ask, knowing full well she doesn’t have a problem going in. 
 
    “I’m looking forward to meeting Sabrina and Buck Junior. I have a couple of stories for her that my dad told me about Buck.” 
 
    “Yeah? You never mentioned stories before.” 
 
    “A girl has got to have some secrets.” 
 
    With a tug on my hand, she leads me toward the front door. I press the doorbell and glance at Beth anxiously. How do I tell Sabrina what she needs to know without divulging too many secrets? 
 
    The door opens, and Sabrina has Buck Junior on her hip, a big smile on both their faces. Sabrina falters when she locks eyes with me, but Buck, he reaches out with both hands and instinctively, I reach out to take him from her. 
 
    “Hey, buddy, how’s it going?”  
 
    Buck rewards me with a slap to the face and a giggle. 
 
    “Buck!” admonishes Sabrina. 
 
    “It’s okay. It’s a friendly slap. And it’s been a while since I came to visit.” 
 
    “Ah, Sabrina… this is Beth Trent.” 
 
    Sabrina extends her hand. “Hello, Beth, it’s so nice to meet you.” 
 
    “And you. My dad was Thomas Trent. He used to talk about Buck a little.” 
 
    “Thank you,” says Sabrina. 
 
    I look her in the eyes. “What for?” 
 
    “Towell.” 
 
    “You knew?” asks Beth. 
 
    Sabrina nods. “Buck would be proud.” 
 
    I lean forward to hand Buck Junior back, but Sabrina shakes her head. 
 
    “Come in. I’ll make coffee.” 
 
    “I can’t tell you much.” 
 
    “Semper fi, Marine.” Sabrina smiles.  
 
    “Hoo-rah!”
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    I’m awake with my eyes closed, lying in bed, thinking about the way things turned out. Sean got lucky in more ways than one. Sure, he fucked up when he killed Lamond, but that sent him to Beth Trent, and that’s where he got lucky. If he’d stayed here, chances are it would have been easier for the Senator to have taken him out. A truck, a car, a fucking oil spill while he was on his bike, and I wouldn’t have thought it was foul play. Things happen when you ride, and sometimes your number is just up.  
 
    The alarm on my phones goes off, and I groan. It’s Sunday morning, and it’s my turn to take Annie Farrow to church. My granddad was sweet on her, and it’s something I’ve done since he died.  
 
    “I’ll go,” says Lola. 
 
    I crack open an eye and see she’s dressed in black pants and a light pink shirt and is standing next to our bed. 
 
    “What are you doing up?” 
 
    “Couldn’t sleep.” Lola leans down and kisses me lightly. “Stay, sleep in. I’ll be back soon.” 
 
    “How’d I get so lucky?” 
 
    “Nah, I’m the lucky one. Love you.” Lola kisses my lips and heads for the door.  
 
    Smiling, I close my eyes and fall back asleep quickly, and then hours later, I finally crawl out of bed.  
 
    There are the usual suspects in the compound this morning. The club whores all smile at me, but they know Lola will beat them senseless if they so much as speak to me, so I try not to lead any of them on. She’s one hell of a woman. It’s been four years of good times, and not a moment of hardship, save for her family.  
 
    That mother of hers? Yeah, she’s a piece of work.  
 
    Lola recently went home to care for her while she recovered from a mystery illness. Lola didn’t want me to know her mother’s a recovering drug addict, and she was helping her get clean. Again.  
 
    I had Diesel run a background check on Lola when she first turned up in the compound. Her family is a nightmare, one I’m surprised she survived. Lola doesn’t talk about them often, but if they call, she’s loyal and helps out any way she can. 
 
    Stepping out into the bright sunshine, I walk over to the shed where we keep the basket cases. These are either parts of bikes or whole ones in pieces that need to be put back together. The boys and I have created a business for ourselves, rebuilding custom Harleys and selling them for a profit. I’ve been working on a Frankenstein—it’s a mishmash of different models with huge ape hangers. It’s nearly finished, and I think I know which buyer will want it. It only needs a little tweaking, a paint job, then I can send him the photographs. If he doesn’t want it, I’m pretty sure it’ll sell quickly. 
 
    “Hey, Prez, need some help?” 
 
    “Is Rudy around?” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s working over there on the old forty-six Knucklehead,” replies Tango, one of the men in my MC. 
 
    “Still?” 
 
    “Keeps saying the old girl needs a soft hand or some shit.” 
 
    I chuckle. “Sounds like him.” 
 
    “You want him to do the paintwork?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Tango looks over at Rudy then back to me. “I could prime it for him. Do you know what design you want on this?” 
 
    “Needs to be something striking. It’s a bit of a mishmash. So, it needs to take ownership of that, you feel me?” 
 
    Tango grins and nods. “Yeah, whoever buys this will stand out. Maybe not in a good way.” 
 
    “You don’t like what I’ve done?” 
 
    Tango holds up his hands. “I’m a purist.” 
 
    “Fuck you, and yeah, it’s ready to be painted. We only need to order a seat, and she’s done.” 
 
    “I thought Rudy had already ordered you a seat,” replies Tango. 
 
    “Yeah?” Tango nods. “Cool. Let’s get it over to the paint shed then. You can prime it while I think about design and colors.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan.” 
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    Three hours later, the bike’s in pieces drying while Tango and I have sketched out a design and have color samples lined up. 
 
    “Yo, Prez!” yells Cutter from the clubhouse. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Phone call for Lola. You seen her?” 
 
    I walk toward him and glance at my cell. It’s two o’clock. “She went to take Annie to church. She should be back by now. Who’s looking for her?” 
 
    “Her mother.” 
 
    And from the way his mouth is turned down, Lola’s mother is in one of her moods. 
 
    “Has she tried her cell?” 
 
    “Claims Lola’s ignoring her.” 
 
    With a shake of my head, I dial Lola. Her cell rings out, and I get her voice mail. 
 
    “Yo, babe, ring me back… and ring your mother.” 
 
    Taking the steps two at a time, I walk toward the clubhouse phone and pick it up. “Mrs. Cartland, this is Kyle MacKenny, Lola’s boyfriend.” 
 
    “I know who you are. What have you done with my Lola?” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I know what kind of man you are, and my Lola deserves better than you!” 
 
    The line goes dead, and I look at Cutter. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “She hung up on me.” I search through my cell until I find Annie’s phone number then I hit dial.  
 
    “Hello?” answers Annie. She’s eighty-two, and although she’s getting on in years, she’s still as sharp as a tack. 
 
    “Hello, Annie, it’s Kyle MacKenny.” 
 
    “Oh, Kyle, I know your voice!”  
 
    I smile at the fondness in her tone. “Ah… is Lola there?” 
 
    “No, son. She drove me to and from church. I assumed she’d gone home.” 
 
    “No. She hasn’t turned up yet.” 
 
    “If she’s anything like my Annette, I bet she’s gone shopping. Annette regularly forgets the time when she’s out.” Annette is Annie’s granddaughter and the apple of her eye. 
 
    “I’m sure you’re right. Thanks, Annie.” I end the call and look at Cutter. “Something’s not right. Wanna come for a ride?” 
 
    “Anything you say, Prez.” 
 
    I grab my cut, and we both head for our bikes. As I mount mine, my cell phone begins to ring. The call is Annie Farrow. 
 
    “Hey, Annie, did you forget something?” 
 
    “Kyle, her car is still outside, and the passenger door is open. Kyle, do you think something happened to her?” 
 
    My stomach drops at the news. But to Annie, I say, “I’m sure she’s fine. I’m coming over. Be there in five.” 
 
    “Okay, son.” 
 
    Putting my phone in my jacket, I look at Cutter. “We need two more men.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Lola’s car is at Annie’s, door’s left open. Someone’s got my girl.” 
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    Check these links for more from Kathleen Kelly 
 
      
 
    READER GROUP 
 
    What access to fun, prizes, and sneak peeks? 
 
    Join my Facebook Reader Group. 
 
    Click here 
 
         
 
    NEWSLETTER 
 
    What to see what’s next? 
 
    Sign up for my newsletter. 
 
    Click here 
 
      
 
    BOOKBUB 
 
    Connect with me on Bookbub. 
 
    Click here 
 
      
 
    GOODREADS 
 
    Add my books to your TBR list on my Goodreads profile. 
 
    Click here 
 
         
 
    AMAZON 
 
    Click to buy my books from my Amazon profile. 
 
    Click here 
 
      
 
    WEBSITE 
 
    Click here 
 
        
 
    TWITTER 
 
    Click here 
 
        
 
    INSTAGRAM 
 
    Click here 
 
      
 
    EMAIL 
 
    Click here 
 
        
 
    FACEBOOK 
 
    Click here
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    Kathleen Kelly was born in Penrith, NSW, Australia. When she was four, her family moved to Brisbane, QLD, Australia. Although born in NSW, she considers herself a QUEENSLANDER! 
 
      
 
    She married her childhood sweetheart, and they live in Toowoomba. 
 
      
 
    Kathleen enjoys writing contemporary romance novels with a little bit of erotica. She draws her inspiration from family, friends, and the people around her. She can often be found in cafes writing and observing the locals. 
 
      
 
    If you have any questions about her novels or would like to ask Kathleen a question, she can be contacted via e-mail: kathleenkellyauthor@gmail.com or she can be found on Facebook. She loves to be contacted by those that love her books. 
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