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Description: Heather left home, terrified and desperate. The man
she loved, who she thought loved her, sold her to a local biker gang
to pay off his debts. Only luck tipped her off and let her leave town
before the tried to claim that debt. She runs over 1500 miles hoping
the distance will slow down the men looking for her, while the cousin
shes gone to will help her find a way out. The last thing she expected
was a ghost from her past.

Jake has been a lot of places and done a lot in his life, but he only
has one regret. The girl he never had the nerve to ask out, until it was
too late. Now, years later, hes moved on with his life and is happy as
a member of the Demented Souls, even if hes never found anyone to
share his life with. But what would he risk for a second chance with
the girl who still haunts his dreams?

When a chance encounter reunites them, are they willing take the
risks or will the dangers scare them both off?
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“T el me again what the plan is?’ Lurch asked Jake as Jake gave his bike one last
Inspection.

Jake fought the urge to sigh, as he explained the plan for today’s ride for what felt
like the fifteenth time, though he had to admit, this was probably only the second
time he' d told the chapter president, and the first time had been weeks before. And he
had to admit, if only to himself, that alot had happened between now and then.

“We're going to Sturgis. Yes, we're weeks before the rally, but the guys from Tucson
may not ever make it up for the rally, thisis their chance to visit. It would be a shame
to get this close and never make it to Sturgis.”

“l got that part, that's not what I'm worried about.” Lurch waved one hand
dismissively.

Jake stopped what he was doing and looked over at Lurch. “What are you worried
about? | didn’t think there was anything to worry about with this trip.”

“Tell me about this thing with the Kings.” Lurch pinched the bridge of his nose as if
Jake exhausted him.

“Cowboy wanted a chance to get together, pay his respects to Tuck before he leaves
town. They’ll meet usin Sturgis. They’ve got abig grill trailer that they’ll haul down.
They’ll set it up at the park, people can come and go, grab food, see the town, chat,
and have alittle fun.”

“Areyou sure that’ s what they’re after? Are you sure they’ re not harboring some kind



of beef and trying to lure us out?’

Jake shook his head. “No chance. We're on good terms with them. Yes, there was a
bit of a beef with them last year, but that was under their previous president. That
incident triggered a coup. Cowboy’s the new president and he's done everything he
can to make sure we're on good terms. They help us and we help them, as far as that
goes.”

“We're taking our women. Are you sure it will be safe?’

“1’d say ninety-eight percent sure.”

Lurch stared back at him. “Ninety-eight percent? Are you willing to risk Kerry’s life
on ninety-eight percent?’

Jake scowled. “I would. I’d risk my own mother’s life on that same ninety-eight
percent. We take bigger risks than that every day.” He stood and faced the president
of the chapter where Jake had decided to make his new home. “We get in a car, we
get on abike, we put our livesin not just our own hands, but the hands of every other
person on the road, just by going from one place to another. We risk that everyone on
the road is paying the same attention to traffic, or more, that we are. We risk that
there won't be a robbery while we're in the gas station. We risk that we won’t be
victims of adrive by shooting or a car-jacking. Then there' s the risk of developing an
allergy or encountering what you have an allergy to. If you really think about it,
you're risking death every time you eat, whether it's a snack or a meal or even just
drinking your morning coffee.”

Jake watched as Lurch sowly lifted one brow, but continued watching him without
saying aword.

“What I'm saying is that if there’'s a risk to our women, then I’'m confident it won't



come from the Kings of Destruction. Their new leadership wants to be allies and is
doing everything he can to that purpose. If it helps, they’re bringing their women

too.

“You could have led with that. It does help. While yes, most clubs aren’t as protective
of their women as we are, they don't typically bring them into trouble, at least not on
purpose.”

“Sorry. If I'd known it would make that much difference, | would have led with it.
Any other concerns?’

“Nothing worth mentioning. Still planning to have us start the pre-ride meeting in an
hour?’ Lurch glanced toward the clearing they were using as the main camp, then
back to Jake.

“That’s the plan. | want to make sure there are no problems with my bike then I’ll
head over and be ready in case anyone has questions before the meeting.”

“Sounds good. I'll see you there. I’ ve got a couple of things to do before time to head

”

out.

“See you.” Jake went back to checking his bike, and when he'd finished, he made his
way to the clearing, where he grabbed a soda from one of the coolers and went to one
of the tables. He sat on the tabletop, propped one foot on the bench and cracked the
seal on his soda. Everyone would start gathering soon, then he’'d have to be ready to
give people directions.

He couldn’t wait to get on the road, there he would be able to relax, to lose himself in
the ride, the wind in his face and the bike between his legs. Everything else would
fade until it didn’t matter. At least that was the plan.



T hey reached Sturgis with no problems, Jake let everyone know they’d be serving
lunch at the park, where he'd let people know the plan for the afternoon and when
food would be available, then had rounded up Talon and Steele and took them to find
Miles.

“Where are you setting up the grill? I've got a couple of men to help with the
cooking.” He jerked one thumb over his shoulder to where the two prospects
followed him.

“1’ve got a couple of men setting up the grill and the rest of the gear over there, on the
edge of the lot. There are tables not far away people can use to eat, or they can
wander off asthey seefit. Y ou been here before?” Miles asked.

“1 haven't.” Jake shook his head. “1 haven’t been up north very long, but I’'m getting
to know the area, slowly.”

“Good. We usually come down a couple times ayear, not always for the rally, but we
try to make it at least once or twice a summer. It's a good place for meet ups, as
people not from the area are usually up for a chance to see Sturgis, even in the off
season.”

“| totally get that. It's exactly why | chose it. We' ve got some visitors up from the
charter chapter. | thought it would be an interesting visit for them, plus | hadn’t made
it here yet.”

Miles nodded. “If you haven’t been here yet, | can recommend a couple of placesto
visit if you'd like. | can make sure things get done here so we're ready to feed
everyone.”

“There are a couple of places I'd like to visit. The hall of fame and I’ ve heard about
some military museum in the area |’ d like to check out.”



“Into history?’ Miles said with agrin. “That’s cool. The Fort Meade Museum is neat
if you're into that. | personally like the motorcycle museum better, but we all have
our own thing.” Miles shrugged.

“You sure you don't mind me disappearing for a while? | can hang around here and
help make sure everything gets done.” He looked around trying to find something that
needed his attention but failing. Everything seemed to be taken care of, and without
anyone directing each task. Jake couldn’'t help but be impressed. “You have this
down to a science, don’t you?”

“Not quite,” Miles said with a laugh. “But I'm working on it. We go out a couple
times a month, when the weather permits, so we've got it down pretty well. Did
Cowboy find your president?” Miles' gaze scanned the area, as if looking for the two
presidents.

“l introduced them when we arrived. Last | saw they were headed off that way
together.” He motioned toward the large oval track they’ d seen on their way in. It had
reminded him of the field from when he' d been in high school and in track and field.
He' d wondered if it was part of the school grounds or just part of the park, but pushed
the thought away as Miles asked him something. “I’m sorry. | didn’t catch that, what
wasit again?’

“1 asked which you plan on hitting first, the motorcycle museum or the military one.”
“I’m not sure. Which one's closer?’

“The motorcycle museum, for sure. It's less than a mile that way,” Miles pointed,
“while Fort Meade is a couple miles in that direction.” He indicated nearly the

opposite direction.

“Good to know. That makes my decision.” He checked his watch. “I’ ve got what, two



hours?’

Miles glanced at his own. “Sounds good. It's a little before we told everyone to be
back for the meal, which will give you time to figure out enough to give directions to
your people asthey start showing up.”

“Sounds good. One question though, and it’s not critical, but it will make a difference
on how my men handle mealtime.”

“What?' Miles frowned.

“Who eats first, your men or your women?’

“Women and kids first. Then the men.” Miles lifted one shoulder and let it fall. “It’'s
how we've aways doneit.” Helifted one brow. “Any problem with that?’

“Not at all. It's how we do it too, but if it went the other way, I’d need to warn the
men first. They’d handle it, but by fixing plates and delivering them to their ladies
before going back for their own.”

“Oh. Good plan. I'll remember that for the next time we encounter a group that does
things backwards.” He shrugged again. “Not that we do a lot with other clubs.
Especially after the crap with Tank last year, most of us don't trust the old
connections. Cowboy and the rest of the leadership are checking through all our
previous associations. We' ve cut ties in a couple places and in others,” he used one
hand to indicate where the members of the two clubs were mixing around them,
“well, you can see we're making new connections.”

“1 was around for what went down between the Souls and the Kings with Ghost, but |
wasn’'t in on any of it. I'm glad to hear you' re re-evaluating the connections your old
president made. Especially in light of what happened.”



“We can talk more. It seems like we have more than a little in common, but it can
wait. Go check out the museum. I’ ve got everything here handled for awhile, and if |
have a problem, I’ ve got your number. But | won't have a problem.”

“Thanks.” He slapped Miles on the back, then turned and went to his bike.

Less than five minutes later he was walking his bike back into a parking space in
front of the museum. If he’'d known how close it was, and his way around town, he
might have walked. It would have been good to move a bit after a couple hours on the
back of his bike to get to town.
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H eather wandered through the museum her cousin had brought her to and wondered
what the appeal was. Sure, she enjoyed it when Matt took her for a ride, like had
today but whole museums to the history of the motorcycle? It just didn’t do things for
her. Though there were a couple of bikes she wouldn’t mind a chance to get on, she
knew there was a reason they were in the museum and not on the street. She knew
there was no chance. Oddly one of them she kept finding herself standing in front of,
staring at, was one that had a really long front end, at least compared to the others.
The front tire was way out in front of the bike, and she couldn’t figure out why.

There were alot of things that stood out about the bike, which asign on the other side
of it called TheCanadabike. There was a whole list of unique things about it, most of
which might as well be French to her. Not understanding her fascination, she turned
and moved on, wondering how much longer her cousin would want to be here, and
what the next stop was.

She still felt guilty that she was intruding on his trip like this, but he'd insisted he
wouldn’t have brought anyone else anyway and he didn't want to leave her at his
place alone, just in case Mitch or any of the men he was indebted to figured out
where she'd gone.

“Yo!” someone yelled somewhere elsein the building, startling her. She jumped, then
found herself searching the room, making sure no one had snuck up on her.

Heather couldn’t help but shake her head when she realized what she was doing.

“There you are.” Maitt’s head appeared around a corner. “You okay?’ He frowned as
he scanned her from head to toe and noticed the way her shoulders hunched forward,



asif she was ready to be hit from behind.

“I'm good.” She forced herself to smile, if only for his benefit. She hated being
around so many strangers, not knowing who people were and who they knew. She'd
been in North Dakota for a couple of weeks now and had gotten used to Matt's
friends, or brothers as he called them, but now, they were hours away and meeting up
with another club, she was afraid they knew the ones from Alabama, the ones Mitch
was mixed up with. How could she be sure this new group wasn’t going to try to take
her back to him?

“This club has nothing to do with the one Mitch is mixed up with.” Matt seemed to
know what she was thinking.

Heather didn’'t know if it was because she was so transparent or because she’d been
so worried about them finding her since she’'d arrived. Either way, she couldn’t stop
the worry, so she just agreed with him.,

“lI know. You wouldn’'t do that to me. But what if you just don't know about their
ties?” She couldn’t help the tears that pooled in her eyes, but she blinked several
times to keep them from falling and turned away so Matt wouldn’t see them. He'd
seen her break down far too often recently. She didn’t want to add to that.

“You'll see soon enough.” Her cousin didn’t dismiss her fears. “But I'll be there with
you, just in case, as will al the Kings. All you'll need to do is yell and one of us will
come running. You know we'll al stand behind you.”

“1 know. And | appreciate it.” Heather forced herself to take a deep breath and push
away her worries. She was more than fifteen hundred miles from Mitch and his crew,
there was no reason to think they would follow her thisfar. It wasn't like she’ d taken
anything of theirs or even that she knew anything of value. Only that she had been
bartered to pay off a bet.



Heather didn't know how much money Mitch owed, and she didn’'t care either. She
was not about to go with those men, men she didn’t know and had no reason to trust.
Given the fact that they’ d let Mitch barter her body to pay off his debts made her trust
them and him, even less.

“1 know. | can’'t tell you how much | appreciate al the help you’' ve given me.”

Matt waved one hand in a dismissive gesture.

“No. | know you think it’s nothing but it’s not. It's abig deal to me. Y ou’ve given me
a place to go when | had nothing, a place to stay where | felt safe. A shoulder to cry
on when it al got to be too much. Y ou’ ve helped me when no one el'se would.”

His gaze flicked to something or someone behind her, then he nodded, as if he knew
whoever it was, reminding her they were in public. She didn't need to air her
problems, nor her insecurities to the world like this.

“I"ll always be here for you, Heather, you know that. Y ou’re family.”

“And | thank you for that.” She gave him a quick hug then pulled away. “Take your
time, I’'m going to go wander through the gift shop and try to pull myself out of my
funk.”

“Okay.” Matt smiled at her as she turned away, but caught her hand and pulled her
back until her back hit his chest. “Remember what | told you,” his voice was soft,
“you’re safe here.” He kissed the top of her head, reminding her of the way he'd done
exactly the same thing when she’' d been six.

Heather nodded and forced herself to walk away. She knew her mood would only
drag him down and make him worry about her. She didn’t want to do that.



“Heather?’ an unfamiliar voice called her name while she was wandering through the
small gift shop, looking at things she wouldn’t mind having, but wasn’t willing to
spend her meager cash on, and she would never ask Maitt.

She looked up, half afraid of who might be calling her name, and hoping it was one
of the Kings of Destruction and she just didn’t recognize his voice for some reason.
The face that greeted her was one of the last she expected to see.

“Aaron? What are you doing here? | haven't seen you in what? Ten? No, it's been
longer than that. Twelve years?’

“Itisyou.”

A smile spread across the face she hadn’t seen since when? Junior year in high
school. She and Aaron had been good friends, and she'd hoped for more, but he
hadn’t seemed interested, then his family had moved away, and she'd lost track of
him. She' d never seen him again. Well, until now.

“What are you doing this far north? | didn’t think you' d ever |eave the coast.”

The grin on Aaron’s face made her want to move closer. Somehow, she knew there
was no way he was involved with Mitch. They had never known each other. Mitch
had moved to Mobile to go to University of Southern Alabama, even if she hadn't
met him for several years. But that had been years after Aaron had left Alabama.

“1 didn’t plan to, but life happens.” She lifted one shoulder and let it fall. “How have
you been? |s thiswhere your family settled?’

“I’m good. No, we went to California, then to Texas. Now my parents are in Florida,
but | haven’t been down to see them in a couple of years.”



“How did you end up this far north, or are you just visiting?’ She glanced around,
hoping Matt wouldn’t think Aaron was just some stranger bothering her.

“1 moved up here amost a year ago. | live a couple hours away in Wyoming now.
What about you?’

“I'm kind of in between places.” She noticed for the first time he was wearing a
leather vest like Matt wore. She didn’t know why she hadn’'t noticed it before. “I'm
staying with my cousin Matt for awhile.”

“Matt?’ Aaron repeated, tilting his head back as his eyesrolled back in his head, asif
he was looking for the information written inside his skull. “I don't know if | ever
met him.”

“l don't know that you did. He' s several years older and didn’t live in the area, so |
didn’t see him often.”

She didn’t say that when she had seen him, she'd been that annoying little cousin who
wouldn’t leave the older kids alone. Now she could see how clingy and irritating it
must have been to the teenagers, but thankfully Matt had never made her feel
unwanted.

“Heather?’ The concern in Matt’ s voice made her smile.

“Looks like you'll meet him now though,” she said to Aaron before turning to her
cousin. “Hey. You'll never believe this. | ran into an old friend; one | haven't seenin
at least ten years.” She stopped at the surprise on Matt’s face, wondering what was
going on.
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J ake couldn’t believe he'd run into Heather, here of all places, in the motorcycle
museum in Sturgis, South Dakota. The last time he’d seen her was just before his
family had moved out of Mobile, as they’d followed his dad on the first of what had
turned out to be many moves. Thankfully, he'd only had a couple of years left at
home before he’ d joined the military and had moved out.

He'd moved just as much as his parents had after that, but at least it had been
following his own life, and not theirs. He'd always regretted leaving Mobile though.
In high school he’' d always had a crush on the sweet redhead now standing in front of
him, but hadn’t had the nerve to do anything about it. Maybe that could be different
now.

Jake turned to meet her cousin and couldn’t believe what he was seeing. “Y ou’'re one
of the Kings?’ He held out one hand. “Good to meet you, I’'m Jake.” He shook the
newcomer’ s hand.

“I’m lceman.”

“I’ve heard of you. | didn't know you were from Alabama.” Jake motioned toward
Heather.

“I’'m not. Sheis. But | didn’t know anyone in the Souls was from there either.”

“1 haven't been back in along time.” He turned back to Heather, feeling guilty about
ignoring her to talk to her cousin. “I’d hoped you were doing okay.” Crap. He hadn’t
meant to say that. Now she knew he'd thought about her after they’d moved. And he
had. A lot. But he hadn’t planned on telling her that.



“l was for a long time, but | just needed to get away for a while. It seemed like a
perfect chance to come up and visit my favorite cousin.” She leaned over and rested
her head on Iceman’s shoulder, batting her eyes at him. Iceman rolled his eyes, but
wrapped an arm around her shoulders and tugged her close.

“I’m glad you did. | missed you too.”

Jake got the feeling he wanted to say more, but didn’'t because of how public they
were, and maybe what he wanted to say was private. He wondered if 1ceman would
have said it if he wasn't here or if they were just around the Kings.

“We were just headed back to the park,” Iceman said. “1 guess we' |l see you there?’

“1 just got here, want to take a turn around the place then I'll be back. | need to be
there before they start serving to make sure my men are lined out on how things
work.”

|ceman frowned for a split second then turned to Heather. “Y ou ready?’

“Whenever you are, but don’t rush on my account.”

“I didn’t. I’'m done.”

“Okay.” She turned to Jake. “I guess we'll see you at the park then.” She headed for
the door.

Jake couldn’t help but watch her go, hoping she' d be around long enough he could
seeif what he'd felt for her all those years ago was still there, and that maybe she felt
something similar. He was determined not to let this opportunity dlip past him. He
wouldn’t lose what might be his last chance at the only girl he’d wanted to spend time
with before he’ d been forced to leave her behind, not again, not if he could help it. He



took hope that she was at the event with her cousin. Hopefully, it meant she wasn't
with one of the Kings. And maybe open to something with him.

J ake wandered through the museum, reading plaques, and admiring some of the
more extravagant bikes. He didn’'t know why, but he found his thoughts kept drifting
back to Heather. It wasn't like he’'d never thought of her. Severa times over the
years, he’'d wondered what had happened to her, and hoped she was happy. Now it
appeared his hopes had been for naught.

She’'d had a hollow, almost haunted ook in her eyes that made him want to pull her
close, to tell her everything would be al right and then to shelter her from the world.
That wasn't practical, and he knew that, but damned if he didn’t want to.

He glanced at his watch as he walked through the last room of the museum, taking in
the different bikes and looks as he noted he still had almost an hour until Miles told
him he needed to be back. Did he want to do something else or maybe go back to the
park and mix with the Kings? Hadn’t that been where Iceman said they were headed?
If he went back, he might get a chance to talk to her again, maybe ask a few
questions. Find out if maybe he could see her again.

Granted five hours between Gillette and Dickenson might make it more difficult, but
since when had difficult kept him from doing anything he actually wanted to do? Not
since he' d been in high school wishing he had the nerve to ask out a certain redhead.

Now, he took his time as he made his way through the rest of the museum, even
browsing through the giftshop, and dropping an extra fifty in the donation box before
he headed back out to his bike. Time to put his regrets in the past and see if maybe
Heather could be talked into seeing him again.

He considered options and tactics as he made the short ride back to the park, then
walked his bike backwards into line with the rest of his brothers' bikes. Jake still



hadn’t settled on a plan when he spotted her, a can of beer in hand as she chatted with
a couple standing with Lurch, Tuck, London, and Kerry. He couldn’t help but smile,
as he noticed that shefit right in, asif she hung out with club leadership all the time.
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M att waited until they were back to the park to start questioning her. “Are you sure
he doesn’t have ties to the club in Mobile? The one your dickhead ex got mixed up
with?" he asked as he dismounted from the bike.

“While | can't be a hundred percent sure, 1'd say ninety-nine percent sure.” She
handed him her helmet so he could secure it. “He was a nice kid. His folks moved
him out of Mobile while we were still in high school, and he said today he hadn’t
been back. Aaron could have lied, but why?’

“Why? Because he is mixed up with those assholes and doesn’t want you to know.”

Heather fought the urge to roll her eyes. Usually, it was her being paranoid about
anyone she didn’t know being tied to that club in Mobile, but then again, she felt like
she knew Aaron.

But did she? It had been so long since she'd seen him last. And while she thought
she’d known him then, she aso thought she’d known Mitch, and look how that had
turned out. Her mind began to spiral. Was she wrong about Aaron? Was he here
looking for her? Did he plan to take her back to Alabama and the hell she had no
doubt waiting for her there?

She shook herself and told herself that was stupid. Aaron had aways been the first
one to step up and stand up for anyone being mistreated or bullied. While she had no
doubt he’' d changed in the interim years, she didn’'t think he’ d changed that basic part
of himself.

At least she hoped not.



She didn’t want to think about what he would have had to go through to change what
she considered such abasic, core part of him.

“I’'m sure. He's not mixed up with them.” She didn’t tell Matt about her doubts, one
person thinking them was enough.

Matt didn’t respond but watched her a moment, as if trying to figure out what she was
thinking. After amoment, he nodded.

“Let’s go see what everyone's up to and find something to drink.” He turned, waiting
for her to join him before they headed into the park.

Heather took a deep breath and wrapped an arm around his waist, giving him a quick
sideways hug before releasing her cousin to walk beside him. She appreciated the
way he'd taken her in, and that he was doing everything he could to keep her safe.
She straightened her shoulders and decided to push away thoughts of Mitch and his
idiot friends in Mobile. Today was a day to have fun, and she was determined to do
just that.

Their first stop was a the row of several coolers they’d brought down from
Dickenson with them. She knew several of them held food, but just as many had
drinks of all kinds.

“What do you want?’ Matt asked.
“Did we bring any Northern Route?’ she asked about her favorite craft brew, made
by a brewery in Dickenson. She'd fallen in love with it the first time she'd tried it,

now it was her beer of choice.

“Miles knows how much you and a couple of other women like it, so I'm sure it’s
here somewhere,” Matt said as he opened one cooler, pulled out a coke and dropped



the lid, pressing it closed with his knee before moving a couple of coolers down and
opening that one. From the way he'd gone straight to the cooler with the cokes in it,
she knew there had to be some kind of system for what was where, but had no clue
what it was.

“What are you looking for?’ Miles asked as he stepped up, awide grin on his face.

“She wants that Phat Fish beer some of the girls drink,” Matt said, digging through
one of the coolers with one hand.

“The Phat Fish isin that one over there.” Miles indicated the cooler at the end of the
row.

“Thanks,” Matt closed the one he'd been digging through and went to the one he'd
indicated. After a moment of digging, he pulled out a can, closed the cooler and
brought it to her. “Here. Want to find a place to sit, or you want to wander around a
bit?’

“I’ll mingle, you go have some fun. Y ou don’t need to babysit me all the time.”

Matt didn’'t say anything for a moment, but watched her, one brow lifted, asif he was
asking if she was sure. She used the hem of her shirt to wipe off the top of her can,
then opened it and took along pull before using her free hand to shoo him away.

“Now that you've run him off, what’'s your plan?’ Miles asked after Matt had
reluctantly wandered off.

“l didn’t lie to him. I’m going to mingle.” She scanned the park, wondering where to
start, then spotted Ava and Cowboy to one side, talking with a couple she didn’t
recognize. Might as well start there. Maybe she’d learn more about Aaron and these
Demented Souls they were getting together with.



She didn’t understand the whole thing, the meeting up with another club, but she was
only on the edge of the Kings, so it didn't matter if she understood how it worked.
Besides, she didn't know how long she would be around anyway. But maybe she
could get an idea of what kind of man Aaron was now, maybe learn a little bit about
his friends.
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J ake wandered from group to group, checking in with his brothers and their women,
making sure they had everything they needed and fetching a few things when they
didn’t.

“Have you eaten anything?’ London asked with one lifted brow when he stopped to
check on Tuck and the others where they sat with Cowboy and Ava, the King's

president’ s wife.

“Not yet. I’'m headed that way now. | just wanted to make sure you all didn’'t need
anything first.”

“If we did, we can figure out where to get it. Get your food before it’s al gone.”

“No chance of that,” Cowboy said. “The option you want might run low or out, but
we never run out of food.”

London tilted her head and turned her attention to Cowboy. “What do you do with the
leftovers?’

“We find a local shelter wherever we are and donate them. If there isn’'t one or they
don’t accept donations of prepared food, then we pack it back up and take it back to
Dickenson. We've got a place there that focuses on vets that we have a good
relationship with. We donate to them often.”

She nodded and turned to Tuck, both brows lifted. “I like that.”

“1 do too. We can get Lurch looking for a place like that we can work with in Gillette,



and we'll see what we can find in Tucson, once we' re down there.”

“I'll take care of that here, at least the looking and finding out who to put Lurch in
touch with,” Jake volunteered.

Tuck nodded, but didn’t say anything more. London looked at him, then toward the
edge of the park where the large grill trailer sat, with several other tables nearby
where the food was being served, then back to Jake, an expectant ook on her face.
He knew better than to argue.

“1’m going to go get something to eat. If you need anything, call out. I’ll be around.”

“It’s not your responsibility to play host, Jake,” she said, her voice gentle.

“Begging your pardon, ma am. but since I'm the one who got this all set up and
going, it kind of is.”

“Leave him be, sweetness,” Tuck said. “He's a big boy, he can take care of himself.”
He reached over and patted her hand, letting her know he was aware of her and what
shewas doing. A soft smile curved her lips as she turned and looked at him.

Jake wondered if someday he' d have someone look at him like that. He'd love it if it
was Heather, but he knew better than to hold his breath. First, he had to get up the
nerve to talk to her again.

He glanced around and found the rows of coolers and recognized some of them as the
ones they had at the ranch. He headed for the coolers, grabbing an amber from a
brewery in Wyoming. He'd tried several since moving to the ranch, and found he
liked Black Tooth brewery the best. They were currently competing with Barrio in
Tucson for hisfavorite.



After popping the top, he took a swig and looked around for Miles. He didn’t have to
look far, Miles stood less than a dozen feet away from the far end of the huge grill
trailer the Kings had brought with them, overseeing things as two men cooked and
two more worked on laying food out for the buffet line that from the looks of it would
go down both sides of the table.

Jake made a wide arc, being careful to go around the grill so he didn’'t get in the way
as he went to Miles.

“Need anything done?’ Jake asked, as he stepped up beside the Kings' road captain.

“Nope, we've got it handled.” Miles turned and looked at Jake, then back to where
the men worked around him. “The only thing you can do is let people know we'll be
serving at noon and the women go first, like aways.” Miles tipped back the coke in
his hand, taking several swallows, before lowering the can and looking at Jake. “The
Kings know the drill, and from what you said earlier, it's similar to how you guys do
it.”

“Itis.” Jake checked his watch again. He wanted to go straight to Heather, but knew
if he did, he wouldn’t finish making the rounds of everyone there. So instead, he
turned and went in the direction opposite of where she stood near the presidents and
started there.

By the time he made it through al the clusters of people, both Kings and Souls, there
was still about twenty minutes until they began serving. He used the time to move
closer to Heather. She no longer stood near the same people. That had made him
wonder if she’'d gone to him because she wanted to report something or if she just
knew him and was being social.

Maybe his time in the military, then with the Souls had made him paranoid. But then
again, he reminded himself that it wasn't paranoid if they were really out to get you



and too often in the recent past, people had really been out to get him and his
brothers.

Now he just considered his musings as looking out for himself and his brothers. And
someone had to. Gizmo and Krissi had the club’ s tech needs under control in Tucson,
but it had fallen to Jake to handle them here, and he didn’t feel nearly as qualified as
he should be.

More often than he felt he should need to, he found himself calling south for advice
or help, but he'd rather call them and be sure the club was taken care of than try to
skate by on his own and screw something up. Still, it left him feeling incompetent,
more often than not.

“Fancy meeting you here,” the voice of the woman he’d been thinking of drew Jake
out of histhoughts. He turned to find her watching him.

“Hey, | was wondering where you'd gotten to.” He gave her his best grin, as if he
hoped to charm her out of her panties, and he did, but not like he did most girls. Most
girls were a means to an end, for both of them. He wanted to get laid, and they
wanted to fuck a biker. They both got something out of it, and neither had any
illusions. But Heather wasn't like that.

Even if he hadn’t known her so long ago, he would have known that. She didn’t dress
like any of the women who hung around a club, not the ones who belonged to one of
the brothers or any of the many girls who hung around hoping for aride on a bike, a
biker or both.

Aside from that, there was something about the way she moved, the way she looked
around, and seemed to always be on edge that screamed scared. Of what he couldn’t
be sure, not without asking, and it was too soon for that. Yes, they had a thread of
connection, because they’d known each other so long ago, but that's al it was, a



thread. Too thin and too fragile to risk breaking, at least not until he'd had a chance to
try and strengthen it.

“Here and there. I’ve been around, mingling, as Matt calls it.” She glanced around,
then looked down at her watch. “We've got a little time till they eat, how about we

wander around a bit and catch up?’ She waved around the park.

“Sure, but are you sure you don’t want to sit and talk instead?’ He tilted the top of his
head toward an empty picnic table not far away.

Heather shook her head. “I’ ve had enough time sitting for a bit, and it will be another
three hour ride home. I’ d rather move around.”

“You got it.” He motioned for her to lead the way.
She hesitated, as if not wanting to be out in front, but a soon as she took off, he
stepped up beside her. He'd only wanted her to decide what direction they’d be

going. They walked severa paces before either said anything.

“You guys moved to California, didn’t you?’ She didn’t look at him as she spoke, but
stared off into the distance.

“Wedid.”

“What'sit like there?’

There was something in her voice that told him it wasn’t just curiosity. Something
told him she’d longed to go there, to see it herself. And something, or someone had

prevented it.

“Totally different than Mobile. Asin an entirely different culture. | could say that it



seemed like adifferent country, and it wouldn’t be that far off.”

“But at least you didn’t have to learn a new language.”

Jake couldn’t help but laugh.

“1 wouldn’t say that was entirely true.”

Heather looked at him and frowned. He could tell she wasn't sure if he was messing
with her or not.

“While yes, they do speak English, it's an entirely different English than you speak in
Alabama. And I’'m not just talking southernisms. They have a whole different way of
using the same language and | admit, it took me awhile to catch on.”

He shook his head and turned to scan the area, making sure nothing was out of place.
And nothing appeared to be, but he did notice Iceman watching them. Jake wasn't
sure if he was just keeping an eye on his cousin or if he was making sure Jake didn’t
do anything that might hurt her. Not that he would, but Iceman had no way of
knowing that. At least not yet.

He planned to make sure they both knew he wouldn’'t do anything to hurt her, but
they needed time to be sure of that, both of them would.

“What did you do after school?’ he asked. “Did you go to college like you planned?’

The ghost of a smile curved her lips as he reminded her of the plans she’ d made back
when they were both little more than kids. “Yeah, | went to USA, got my degree,
went to work.” She shook her head as if she couldn’t believe she’d done all that or
maybe that she' d done all that and still landed here.



“What do you do?’

Her smile disappeared. “What | do now is nothing. I'm begging a bed off my cousin
and hiding from amistake.” She turned to stare off in the distance.

“A mistake?’ He couldn’'t help but ask, watching her in hopes she might tell him
more.
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“A mistake,” Heather repeated, still not looking at him. “But what about you? What
brought you up here? Y ou always swore you’' d never go where it snowed.” She hoped
he' d let her move the subject of their talk to him. She didn’t want to elaborate on her
mistake.

She might eventually have to tell him, depending on how things went, but not now,
and not here, where anyone might overhear what she felt was one of the biggest
mistakes of her life. She hadn’t lied to him about that. Mitch had been a mistake.
Now she wished she could forget him, but that was impossible, at least until she was
sure that neither he, nor any of his buddies, and she used that term loosely, were
looking for her. Until she was certain she didn’'t have that chasing her, she had to be
careful what she did and who she trusted, though Heather was ninety eight percent
sure that Aaron had nothing to do with that group, what if she was wrong?

“After afew years of incredible heat, the snow looked a lot better. Then my president
had to come and spend a year up here, so | came to support him. | got up here last
fall, and found | really liked it, despite the cold and the snow. They weren’t as bad as
I’d anticipated.” He lifted one shoulder and let it drop.

“Lurch had to spend a year up here?’ she asked, she’d me the man, and his woman,
earlier.

“No, it was Tuck. Tuck’s the president of the Tucson chapter, our original chapter.
Tucson is where I’ ve been for the last few years. He had to come north and once he
was here, they decided to start a new chapter. Lurch is the president of this chapter,
the Gillette Chapter.”



“And since Tuck is your president, you' re going back to Tucson when he does. When
Is that?’ She couldn’t help the pang of disappointment that shot through her as she
discovered that he wouldn’'t be around much longer. Somewhere deep inside she'd
been hoping now that she knew he was in the area, she might get to see him again,
reconnect, and hopefully this time in a deeper manner than they’d ever connected in
the past.

“Tuck’s going back next week, it's why we've got so many men here, it's some from
Tucson and all of Gillette's chapter. They came up to have a little fun, then escort
him home.”

He didn't answer what she thought was the most important part. How long did she
have until he left too?

“And you'll leave with him, or are you going back separate?’

He turned and gave her what, on anyone else, she would have called a flirtatious
smile. But he couldn’t be flirting with her, could he?

“I’m not going back, at least not to stay. I’'m sure I’ll go back for awhile, maybe over
the winter when there's not so much to be done here. | have some business down
there I’'ll need to take care of, but it can wait.”

Heather’'s head whipped around to stare at him for several seconds. She could only
stand there, watching him as her mount refused to follow directions and say the
words she was thinking. Finally, after what seemed like an eon, she managed to get
the words out.

“You're not leaving?’

He watched her, the corner of his eyes crinkling slightly as a slow smile spread across



his face. “Not planning to. I’ve decided | like it up here. Plus, | recently found this
girl I'd like to see more of.” He paused.

Heather held her breath while she waited for him to say it. Was he thinking the same
thing as she had been?

“So, do you want to see me again? Can | talk you into letting me come up to
Dickenson and taking you out some time?’

Heather' s heart seemed to flutter in her chest and for a moment the world began to
spin, then she remembered to breathe.

“Shit, are you all right?” Aaron asked.
She nodded, then spoke. “I’m okay, just not the brightest sometimes.” She gave him
what she hoped was a reassuring smile. “I’d love to go out with you.” She wondered,

not for the first time, what any man saw in someone as scattered and ditzy as she was.

“I’'m glad to hear that, but now I’'m worried about you.” He looked around then led
her to a nearby bench. “Here sit down for aminute. Are you really sure you're okay?’

“I'msure. I'mjust anidiot.” She stared down at her hands as her face heated.

A finger under her chin gently lifted her face until she looked him in the eye.

“Hey, don’'t talk about yourself like that.”

“But it’ strue.”

“It may have been along time since I’ve seen you last, but | know better than that.
You're smart. You're witty and at times, you're funny as hell. We all have moments



of doing stupid things, but | can't say |’ ve seen you do anything like that, not since |
found you again.” His voice was soft, gentle in a way she wasn’t sure she'd heard
from a man, or at least one she wasn't related to, in far too long. “So tell me what
happened.”

Heather let her eyes drop, it was hard looking someone in the eye while you admitted
to something like this. You never knew how they would react. Would he laugh?
Would he think she was dumb? Worse, would he be pissed for some reason. She was
too close to get away before he had a chance to hit her if it pissed him off. She
moistened her lipsthen let it out. “I forgot to breathe.”

He didn’t move or say anything for long enough, she looked up at his face to gauge
his reaction. There was alight in his eye that hadn’t been there before.

“Areyou telling me | take your breath away?’

Heather couldn’t help but giggle at the thought. She hadn’t thought if it that way.

“Well, that’ s not how | would have put it, but you’ re not wrong.”

“There. That's better.” His voice was still gentle, but he seemed... satisfied
somehow.

“What's better?’

“Seeing laughter in your eyes. | like it alot more than the anxiety or the fear. Fear's
the worst. | hate seeing any woman afraid, but seeing it on your face is worse. It rips
me apart.” His eyes were gentle as his hand slid to one side to cup her jaw. “It makes
me want to find whoever hurt you and teach them a lesson. They need to know how
to treat a woman, but at the same time, whatever they did sent you here. Back into my
life and | can’t be too mad about that.” One corner of his mouth lifted in awry smile.



“Tak about twisted logic, huh?’ He watched her for a moment longer, then spoke
again. “Better now?’

She frowned. “When did you see me afraid?’ She didn’'t think she’d felt the usual
fear since she’'d run into him again, at least not that she could recall.

“When | spoke your name in the museum. Terror flashed across your face. It wasn't
there for long, and gone as soon as you realized who | was, but | didn’t missit.”

Heather stared at him for a moment as she thought back to the encounter less than
two hours before. She remembered the way her entire body had flashed cold, then hot
before she’ d looked up and seen him. Had she let it show on her face? Why wouldn’t
she have? Up until the last few weeks, she'd never had a reason to keep what she was
feeling off her face. Even now she wondered what was on her face and what he saw.

“I'm glad it was you.” She forced herself to smile as she met his gaze. She hoped
how happy she was to see him, and that he was interested enough to ask her out
showed on her face. She didn’t know if she could come out and say it, but he should
know. She just didn’t know how to make sure he did.
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J ake watched the string of emotions play out across Heather’s face. He couldn’t help
but wonder what she was thinking, but from the smile she finally settled on, he
decided not knowing was okay, at least for now.

“I'm glad it was me too.” He found himself smiling down at her. He fought the urge
to pick her up, sling her over his shoulder and haul her to his bike and away from
here. He wasn’t particular about where they would go as long as it could be just the
two of them. He wanted to talk to her without having to worry about what someone
el se saw, what someone el se thought, or having her worry about either of those.

But he wouldn’'t. She was having some kind of trouble, he wasn’'t sure what yet, but
he knew Iceman was watching out for her and he wouldn’'t leave her without that
safety net, at least not until he was sure she had something in place to replaceit.

He ignored the voice in the back of his head screaming that he wanted to be that thing
in place to replace the safety net that was her cousin. He hadn’t seen her in too long.
He wasn't in a position to take on what could be a big responsibility, depending on
what she was so afraid of.

“How do you like it up here?’ he asked, looking to keep the conversation light. He
wanted to see her smile again. He liked that far more than the haunted ook she wore
now.

“So far, | like it. The weather is mild, not the sweltering steamy heat | left behind.”
Her cheeks turned pink, and he wasn't sure if it was because she was happy or
because she' d thought of whatever had driven her out of Alabama.



“That's one thing | never missed about Mobile.”

“The heat?’

“No, the humidity.” He reached down and wrapped one hand around hers, then
tugged her up and along as he continued walking along the perimeter of the park. He
was afraid if they stood still too long then they’d draw someone's attention, and he
got the feeling Iceman didn’t like him talking to Heather.

Jake didn’t know if it was because he was a Demented Soul or if Iceman was just that
protective of her. And just like that he was once more wondering what kind of trouble
she’ d managed to find.

“1t gets hot in Arizona, and | got used to that heat but it’s different, and | know thisis
said al the time, but it's a dry heat. It's hot yes, but without the humidity, it's
different. Not that it doesn't get warm here, but again, it's different. Here it doesn’t
stay hot long, you might get afew days of it then it cools off again. Not the months of
heat and humidity you get on the gulf coast or the months of steady scorching heat in
Arizona. I’vefound | really like the variety.”

“l guess | understand that,” she said after a moment. “It’s still a novelty me, and |
don’t know what I’'m going to do, long term. Only that I’'ll have to figure something

out. | can't stay on Matt’s couch forever.”

He was about to ask if she wanted to talk about it when someone called his name
across the park. He looked up and saw | ceman headed their way.

“Speaking of, isn't that him?’ Jake tilted his head toward the man coming toward
them at ajog.

“Yeah. Wonder what’'s up and while I’'m wondering, why do they call you Jake?



That’ s not even your middie name.”

He turned and smiled at her, wondering when she'd ever heard his middle name. It
had probably come up in some discussion in their group of friends in school, but he
didn’t remember when, but now that he thought about it a moment, he knew hers was
Linnette. Why it popped into his head now, he couldn’'t say or when he'd learned it.
But he did recall calling her a shortened version of her middle name back then. She'd
probably learned his middle name at the same time he' d learned hers. Before he had a
chance to ask, |ceman came up beside them.

“There you two are.” He looked back and forth between Jake and Heather, asif trying
to figure out what they’d been talking about then, after a moment he turned to Jake.
“Lurch islooking for you.”

Jake scanned the park, looking for the man he had to remind himself was president
NOW.

“Did he say what for?’ Jake asked, not spotting him right away.

“No, just that he needed to talk to you.” Iceman pointed to one side. “He was over
there afew minutes ago.”

“1 better go see what he needs.” Jake turned and looked at Heather. “Can | look for
you after | figure out what’s going on? We can talk alittle more about those plans we
were talking about?’

Her cheeks turned pink, and she met his gaze for a moment before looking down at
where their hands were still clasped.

“I"d like that.”



“Me too. I'll find you before we head out today.” He lifted their joined hands and
kissed the back of hers before releasing it and going in search of Lurch. He didn’t
spare her cousin a second look as he headed in the direction Iceman had indicated.

“What do you mean plans?’ |ceman asked as Jake walked away.

He didn’t hear her respond, though for a moment, he wished he hadn’t been moving
so fast and caught what she’' d said. But no, he’d been in a hurry to get this done so he
could get back to her. Either way, she wanted him to find her again. He would take
care of whatever Lurch needed then do just that.
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H eather watched Aaron walk away, wondering what he was thinking and if he was
realy as interested in her as he seemed. She'd thought he was just being friendly but
the way he'd kept his gaze locked on hers as he'd kissed the back of her hand made
her think maybe she’ d been wrong.

“What plans, Heather?” Matt’'s voice was impatient as if he'd asked the question
before and he wastired of her not answering him.

“I'm sorry, | was thinking. What was that?’ She turned her attention to her cousin,
frowning at the scowl he wore as he watched her.

“What plans?’ His voice was more than alittle impatient.
“ Aaron asked meto dinner.”

Maitt let out a mirthless laugh. “Our clubs split the cost of this meal, and the prospects
have cooked it, under Miles supervision. Inviting you to eat it is not al that
impressive.”

“Oh. Not this one. Dinner some other day. We haven't decided when or where yet.
That's what he meant about talking more about it.” She turned and looked in the
direction Aaron had gone. “We'll figure out the details then.” She turned and looked
at him again, wondering why he looked so unhappy. “What’s wrong?’

“Are you sure this guy isn't mixed up with your ex or any of the men he’s mixed up
with?’ He watched her amoment as if waiting for some reaction.



She tilted her head and watched him for a moment, “Didn’t we just do this.” She
circled one finger in the air. “Only the other way around? Weren't you the one

assuring me that the Demented Souls are allies to you and your friends so they're
safe?’

“Yeah.” Matt’'s scowl grew deeper. “Y ou seemed to have alot more self-preservation
then. I’m not sure what changed that.”

“1 don't know.” She rolled her eyes as she fought the urge to shove him. If she didn’t
know better, she would think he was jealous, but he was her cousin, so that was out.
“Maybe that | knew him? Maybe | trust your judgement. | don’t know why you seem
to suddenly not be so sure they can’'t be trusted when you were the one assuring me,
they are.”

“I’m not worried about the whole club, just him.” Matt glanced in the direction Aaron
had gone, eyes narrowed, as if he was suspicious. “I don't like that it just happened
that you knew one of them.”

“Itis odd. But it's not like he's been around Mobile for years. He and his family left
before we graduated high school. And it's not like he showed up in this part of the
country since | came up here.”

“What do you mean?’ Matt’s head whipped around to watch her.

“He's been here since sometime last year. Said he'd come up before the winter really
hit, and as much as he always thought he would hate the cold, he didn't mind it so
much and it made a nice change from the heat. He's been in Arizona for a while
before this. At least that is what he said. Something about coming up to support his
president when he had to spend a year up here. But that year’s up now. At least that’s
how | understood it.”



Matt narrowed his eyes and turned back in the direction Aaron had gone. “They’ve
got some men up from their other chapter, only been here a week or so and will be
going home soon. | had assumed he was one of them. Which made his being here just
after you got here more suspicious. If he’s been here that long, then maybe it’ s not the
issue | feared. Still. I'm going to keep an eye on him. The whole coincidence of it
makes me suspicious.”

Heather watched him for a moment, wondering if he'd always been this protective
and she'd somehow missed it or if it was something new. Was it something he'd
started since she’'d come to him looking for help and somewhere to hide for a little
while? She wasn't sure, but she knew it would do her no good to question him, not
about that, and not right now.

“Come on, let’s go see if the food's ready. I'm hungry.” She bumped her shoulder
against his arm as she turned to head back toward where the rest of the two clubs
gathered around a large gazebo with several picnic tables.

“Don’'t run into me like that,” he said with a grin as he used both hands and one
shoulder to playfully shove her way, as he'd been doing in response to her move for
years.

“Well, if you weren't so big you were in the way al the time, | might not run into you
so often.” She couldn’t help the laugh that bubbled out, and she didn’t try. She loved
the playful side of their relationship. That, and knowing he would help her if he
could, was what had sent her up here when she' d needed help.

Thinking of how he' d been there when she needed help sent her mind back to the
moment she’d known she had to get out of Mobile. She'd been in the grocery store
when she’ d overheard voices that had sounded vaguely familiar. They’d reminded her
of someone Mitch had brought over to the house a couple of times. Since she'd had
her earbuds in, though they hadn’t been on, and she'd been dancing to the song that



had been on repeat in her brain while she’d shopped, she'd done her best to appear
not to recognize them as she' d listened to what they were saying.

They’d been talking about her, one telling the other that Mitch was trying to talk the
president into taking her as payment for some debt. At first, she’d been unable to
believe it had been her, or her Mitch they’ d been talking about, but when one of them
had called him by his last name, Coleman, then asked how he'd ended up with
someone like her, she’'d known, though she'd ignored him when he' d called her a hot
piece of ass. She couldn’t react to that one phrase and not the rest.

Instead, she'd finished with what she was doing near them, then moved on. Stopping
in a couple other aisles to grab things so it wouldn’t appear she had heard them and
now was running, then she’ d gone to the register and paid for her purchases.

After loading the few items she'd gotten, thankfully she hadn’'t gotten to the
perishable aisles yet, she'd climbed up into her truck and gone straight home. There
she’' d grabbed a few things she couldn’t bear to leave behind if she never got to come
back, then got back in her truck and hauled ass out of town.

She'd made it as far as Jackson, Tennessee that first day. By then she'd been so
exhausted she’'d stopped and rented a room for a night at the first place she'd seen.
The next morning, thinking a little more clearly, she'd called Matt and told him what
was going on. At his instruction, she'd gone to a bank and pulled everything she
could in cash, filled her truck with gas and got everything she could think of she'd
need for the drive on her credit cards before locking them in the glove box so she
wouldn’t forget and use them. Since she'd already put her room on them, if Mitch or
his friends were looking for her, they could aready follow her to Jackson, but she'd
make it harder to follow her anywhere else.

Shaking her head, Heather forced her mind back the present. She needed to pay
attention to the here and now. Worrying about what had already happened would do



her no good. Now she needed to think about what was happening in the present, and
what she would do in the future.

By the time she and Matt reached the gazebo, people were starting to line up.

“Go ahead and join them, get something to eat,” Matt said, waving one hand toward
the end of theline. “I’ll grab a couple of spots at atable.”

“No, you should go first, I'll get the table,” Heather said.

“Not the way it works around here. Women eat first. Look.” He motioned again at the
line.

She took the time to actually look at who was lined up and noticed there were no
men. With afrown, sheturned to look at Matt. “What?’

Matt shook his head before she had a chance to say anything more. “That’s just how
we do it, women eat first, or if it's a family event, women and kids. Then the guys
eat.”

“But what if there’'s not enough for everyone?’

“Then we' ve made sure the ones we care about are taken care of and given ourselves
areason to work harder and make sure there’ s enough for everyone next time. Go get
your plate.”

Heather shot him a glare to let him know she didn’t like him bossing her around, but
turned and joined the line for food. She was hungry and even if she didn’t like being
told what to do, she wasn’'t going to starve herself to prove a point.
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“Y ou need something, sir?’ Jake asked Lurch when he finally found him.

Lurch turned and stared at Jake for a moment, as if confused. “No. Is there a reason
you're asking?’

“1 was told you were looking for me.”

Lurch frowned and shook his head. “I said your name in reference, but | wasn't
looking for you. If | needed you, | would have called or texted.”

“Good to know. 1’1l go check on how lunch is going then.”

He turned away and slowly made his way toward the edge of the parking lot where
the grill was set up. Along the way, Jake scowled and wondered if Iceman had simply
misunderstood what had been going on or if he'd deliberately given him a false
message. But why? Maybe to get him away from Heather? But from what she’d said,
Iceman was her cousin. If that was true, then his motivation couldn’t have been
jealousy. Then why had he sent Jake on a wild goose chase just to get him away from
her?

It was odd, but Jake would give him the benefit of the doubt at least until he got
confirmation that the King was trying to keep him away from her. And if he was, why
would he? Did it have anything to do with why she’'d looked so scared? Was |ceman
the reason he’ d seen that look of terror on her face at the museum?

If he was, Jake wasn't sure he'd let the aliance between the Kings and the Souls stop
him from making the other man pay. He hated knowing she was scared and if he



could do something about it, he would. And if it wasn't Iceman causing the fear,
maybe the man would be willing to work with him to find who was, and put an end to
it.

Jake reached the table where the prospects had laid out the food and double checked
that everything looked to be in place. A glance around gave him Miles' location, so
he checked with the other man.

“What do you need me to do?’ Jake asked as he stopped beside Miles.

“1 think we're good, at least for now.” Miles barely glanced at him as he kept an eye
on the last-minute preparations, then turned to call out, “LINE UP!” He watched as
several of the women stood and began to make their way in their direction. “I could
use your help after we eat.”

“No problem, what do you need?’

“If you could oversee making sure al the plates, cans, bottles, that kind of thing,
make it to the trash, that would be great.”

Jake frowned. “Doesn’t everyone take care of their own?’

“Y eah, but once in a while something gets missed. If you could just cruise around the
place a couple of times, making sure we got everything picked up, that would be
great. | hate leaving a mess for someone else to clean up, especialy after bringing in
agroup thissize.”

“No problem. Are you sure that’s all you need?’

“Yeah. After everyone's through eating, I'll have these guys,” he tilted his head
toward the prospects who' d done the bulk of the work, “finish cleaning up, then we'll



be done until we call it a day, load up and head home. You'll want to make sure to
send them back for your coolers before you mount up.”

“Not a problem. | don’t think we would have forgotten them, but it’s good to have the
reminder and of course I'll take care of policing the area. Y ou’ ve done so much of the
work today. Thanks for that. | owe you. I’'ll have to return the favor for our next get
together.” Jake made sure Miles had his number so they could stay in touch and plan
additional events between the two clubs, then wandered off. He wanted to find
Heather again, and hopefully work out the details on that date.

He spotted her a moment later, standing near the rear of the line to fix a plate. It only
took him a moment to approach her.

“Where are you planning on sitting?’ he asked, resisting the nearly overwhelming
urge to wrap an arm around her waist, tug her close so he could taste her lips.

“Matt’s got seats for us over there?” She motioned toward the far side of the gazebo.
“Want to have lunch with us? I’'m sure if you go check with him, he'll save an extra
seat then you can come back and get your plate with me.”

He smiled. “I’ll go check with him, then once you' re back, we'll get ours.” Unable to
resist this time he bent, but instead of kissing her, because he didn’t want to scare her
or see fear in her eyes, he touched his forehead to hers like he hadn’t done to anyone
since leaving Mobile all those years ago.

Strange how the old habit that their group had somehow gotten into, he didn’'t even
remember why they’d started it, came back to him. As soon as he'd touched his

forehead to hers, he straightened and went in search of Iceman.

With her in line, it gave him a chance to talk to the other man.



“Is your problem with me specifically or do you not like anyone around Heather?’
Jake asked as he stepped into the seat across the table from where Iceman sat.

“1 don’'t know what you're talking about.” Iceman stared at him as if he hadn’t just
lied to him.

“Sure, play it that way.” Jake stared at him for a moment, knowing their time was
l[imited until Heather came back with her food. “ Tell me this, are you trying to protect
her, or have you got a thing for your cousin? Do you think she'll ever return you
feelings?’

The look on Iceman’s face told Jake what he needed to know. It wasn't that |ceman
was harboring some weird desire for her.

“Tell me what’ s up and we can work together to keep her safe.”

Ilceman narrowed his eyes and watched Jake for a few moments then spoke. “Her ex
isapiece of shit. | don’'t have alot of details yet, but it looks like he’s mixed up with
a one percent club, | don’'t know which one, she didn't remember the name. She
overheard a couple of idiots talking about how he was making a deal. They’d take her

In exchange for wiping out his debt.”

Jake didn’'t bother to keep the surprise off his face. Though he didn't know why.
Little surprised him anymore.

“What else do you know?’

“Not awhole lot for certain. She heard them talking about her, but they didn’t know
she could hear them. She acted like she couldn’t, got the hell out and left town.”

“When was that?”’



“She left Alabama almost two weeks ago. It took her a few days to get up here and
she’s been staying with me since.”

“Do you know the name of the club?’

“No. she wasn't sure, and | haven’t had time to look into it when she wasn't with me.
She gets anxious when left alone for too long and sometimesit’s al | can do to go to
work. I've called in a couple of times because | couldn’t leave her like that.” He
turned and watched the woman in question. Jake assumed it was not only to make
sure she was okay, but to be sure she wasn’t approaching and might hear them talking
about her. “She didn’t want to come today because she was afraid your club was tied
to them, | convinced her it would be safe and that she would be surrounded by me
and my brothers and would be safe. Then by chance, someone she knows from down
thereis here. How can | not draw conclusions?’

Things were becoming more clear to Jake. “Until | walked into that museum and saw
her, | hadn’t seen her or heard anyone speak her name since my family left Alabama
roughly twelve years ago. | was just as surprised to see her as she was to see me. And
the look of terror on her face before she spotted me just about gutted me.” He took a
deep breath and forced himself to continue. “I’ve thought about her over the years. |
want to help her in any way | can.” He wasn't going to admit to this near stranger
how he felt, at least not al of it. But he needed her cousin to trust him. To tell him
what he knew so Jake could help protect her. So he could make sure she was safe. He
needed to do that, even if he could never have what he wanted from her.

And he wanted now, a hell of a lot more than he’'d wanted twelve years ago. More
than he'd known existed twelve years ago. But did she want it? That was what
mattered.

No. What mattered first was making sure she was safe. He also wanted her happy but
happy came second to making sure she was safe. Somewhere farther down the line



was wanting to be with her, so far he wasn’t considering it right now.

“Tell me what you know, before she gets here.”

“l already did. That'sall | know.”

“You said she didn’t know the club, do you know the ex’s name?”’

“Mitch Coleman. She' d been seeing him for the better part of a year, had moved in
with him. She said she went home, knowing he wasn’t there, grabbed a few things
and got the hell out of Dodge. | didn’t know until the next morning. She stopped for
the night, slept then called me.”

“Do they have anyway of tracking here up here?’

|ceman turned and watched Heather again. She was getting closer to the table where
all the food was laid out, which meant they were running out of time.

“Maybe. | don’t know what kind of resources they have. I’ve been hoping that it's
been this long, they’re not following her, but | can’t count on that.” He turned back to
look at Jake. “I had her take some precautions, but there were others | just couldn’t
rsk.”

“Tell me.” Jake pulled out his phone so he could make notes of anything he’'d need to
check.

“1 had her pull cash and use that after she called me from Tennessee, but | couldn’t
have her get rid of her phone. | needed a way for her to call me or to call for help if
she had trouble on the road. And her truck is only afew years old. | don't know if it
has any kind of tracking in it. Fuck, it just occurred to me that the asshole could have
planted some kind of tracker init. | didn’t even think to check it.”



“But you said it's been amost two weeks, so one might think that if they were
looking to get her back, then they would have made it up here by now.”

“That’'s possible. It's aso possible she's just alow priority at the moment or they’re
waiting for her to let her guard down. Maybe waiting for the heat to die down on
something else or even this. The longer they wait, the less it seems like them when
they do snatch her.” Iceman shrugged. “I don’'t know these guys, and she said she'd
only met them a couple of times, but they gave her the creegps. Said they talked about
things no one who cared about staying out of jail would say in front of someone they
weren’'t sure wouldn’t turn them in.”

Jake was quiet for amoment as he considered that. He and the Demented Souls were
careful what was said around anyone, not about the things that could be criminal, but
about the things that could get them killed. The criminal stuff that had to be proven,
or at least they had to have evidence of some kind. Maybe knowing that had made
this club, whatever it was, bold.

“Good to know. What else do you know? Is the club from Mobile or maybe one of
the surrounding areas?” MC’s and even motorcycles had barely been on his radar the
last time he'd been in the area. Hell, he'd considered himself lucky to have the old
beater pickup he'd worked his ass off for the summers of his freshman and
sophomore years to buy.

They talked a little more, Jake taking down all Iceman could tell him. He'd do some
inquiring once they got back to the ranch.

As Heather approached, they changed the subject, Jake asked |ceman how long he'd
been in the area as she sat down, not next to him as he’ d hoped, but beside her cousin.
Maybe with time he’ d get her more willing to come over to his side.
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“D on’t bother trying to fool me. | know you were talking about me and what’ s going
on.” She met Aaron's gaze as she spoke, then turned to Matt. “I thought we were
going to keep this quiet.”

“We are keeping it quiet, but if you're going to be seeing him, he needs to know.
Besides, he was from the area, he may know some of these guys. He might be able to
help,” Matt said.

“I’ve not been in touch with anyone | knew from school, but I’ve got a couple of
buddies from when | was in the Army who settled down there after they got out. I'll
reach out to them, see what they can tell me,” Aaron said.

She started to say something, she didn’t know if it was say that wasn’'t necessary or to
caution him about being too specific with what he was looking for. He held up one
hand, letting her know he wasn't done.

“I’ll be careful. | won't give your name or any details, but | can do alittle fishing and
see what | can find out. I’'ll do a little looking online too, seeif | can figure out who
these guys might be and if they’re even looking for you.” He gave her what she
thought was a hopeful smile. “For all we know, they’ve written you off as gone for
good and have moved on.”

She watched him for a moment, trying to decide if he was lying to make her feel
better or if he realy believed what he was saying. After a moment she nodded,
accepting it. She didn’t think he was lying or at least not outright. He might be
fudging the truth a bit, but she didn’t know him well enough to be sure anymore.



“I thought we were told no poaching?’ A blond with his hair pulled back onto a low
ponytail and a couple months growth of beard came up behind Aaron and demanded.

Aaron turned his head far enough he could likely see the new guy, at least enough to
identify him, if he knew him.

“No. Y ou were told no poaching. But there are two differences here.” Aaron kept his
voice even, asif he was trying to teach the other man something.

“What? And don’t tell me you're not trying to pick her up. | heard enough earlier to
know you' re making plans to take her out.” The newcomer sounded defensive.

“Ok, let's make that three differences. We'll start with number one being that | know
Heather, and not just from today. We knew each other years ago and just ran into

each other again.”

The new guy waved one hand as if dismissing that, but he didn’t get a chance to say
anything as Aaron continued.

“Number two being that Heather doesn’t belong to any of the Kings.”

“She’s here with him.” The new guy flung one hand in Matt’ s direction.

“Yes, sheis, but she'snot hisol’ lady or even his date. She's his cousin.”

Heather was glad he didn’t go into detail about why she was here if she wasn't seeing
one of the Kings. She didn’t need her troubles spread wide for everyone to know.

The new guy, obviously one of Aaron’s club members, folded his arm across his
chest and scowled. She didn’'t have to know him to see he wasn't impressed by
Aaron’s reasons.



“And then there's the third, and maybe the most important one.” Aaron stopped,
glancing at her before turning back to look at the new guy.

“Enlighten me.” The new guy’s tone said he'd lost interest, but knew he wasn’t
getting away until Aaron had finished with whatever he was saying.

“The third difference is | asked Heather to dinner as a chance to reconnect, to get to
know her and possibly build some kind of relationship. You don’t do relationships
with women. Y ou hook up. And hooking up or trying to hook up with any woman
associated with our allies is asking for trouble. That is why you were told no
poaching.”

“But you get to?’

Aaron shook his head. “No. | just explained to you why my asking Heather to let me
see her again wasn't poaching. If you don’t see the difference, it’s because you don’t
want to. I’m not wasting more time trying to get the blind to see.” Aaron turned back

to face the table, effectively dismissing the stranger.

The stranger frowned at Aaron’s back, opened his mouth like he was going to say
something then shook his head, closed his mouth, and walked away.

“He' saplayer?’ Matt asked once the stranger was gone.

“Yeah, Sackett will nail anything that walks. Once. Thankfully, it's not something |
have to deal with much anymore.”

“Oh?’

Heather stayed quiet as she watched the two of them talk. At least they were getting
along now, and Matt wasn’t doing his best to run Aaron off.



“He's only up for another few days. He'll go back to Arizona when the Tucson
chapter leaves,” Aaron said.

“And you're staying?’ Matt'stone made it clear that he wasn't sureif he liked that.

“lI moved to the ranch last fall. About the time of that dustup with your previous
president, if | recall right. | wasn't sure when | came up, but | have been for some
time now. I’ ve got no intention of leaving, at least not any time soon.” Aaron met her
gaze and winked as if he'd knew Matt was checking on his intentions toward her and
possibly checking to seeif he'd come up here looking for her for the men in Mobile.

“l told you.” She tilted her head sideways until it knocked into Matt’s shoulder.
“Now, one or both of you go get aplate, before there s nothing left.”

“Go ahead.” Matt nodded at Aaron, letting the other man go first.

“You sure?’

“I’m sure.” Matt made no move to get up.

“You know, I'm abig girl and with all these rough bikers around, | doubt anyone will
brave the group to harass me. Y ou can both go fill plates. I'll be okay.” Heather was
getting tired of their shit.

Matt looked at her as if he was trying to decide if she was telling the truth, then
without a word he stood, looked at Aaron and tilted his head toward the line that no
longer had any women, but was about a third of the men gathered around.

Heather looked around, noticing that even with food being served, there were men

wearing the leather vests like Matt and Aaron both wore, scattered around the area
where everyone gathered. They didn’t look like they were standing guard, but she got



the feeling they were making sure there was no trouble, from either inside the group
or from anyone not part of either club. Feeling reassured, she picked up atortillafrom
her plate, tore a chunk off and scooped up some of the beans before popping them in
her mouth.

She blinked several times as she chewed and swallowed. The food was good, at |east
what she' d tasted so far, but she hadn’t been expecting sweet beans.

“1s something wrong?’ awoman'’s voice asked from not far away.

Heather picked up her coke, took a drink and turned to find a woman she'd seen a
few times today, but didn’t know her name.

“Yeah, I’'m good. Thanks. | just wasn’'t expecting the beans to be sweet. It was a bit
of asurprise.”

The other woman frowned. “Why wouldn’t they be sweet?’

“No reason for them not to be, | just wasn't expecting it. They’re good I’'m just not
used to it, and didn’t think about them being any different than what I'm used to.
Thanks for checking on me though.” She smiled and hoped the woman would take
the hint.

Heather ducked her head and kept her gaze on her plate as she continued to eat. She'd
been social and friendly all day and could use a few minutes of not talking to anyone
to recharge, just a little. Not that she minded being around Matt, or even Aaron. She
felt like she till knew him as well as she had way back when, even though they
hadn’t seen each other.

Was that odd? Did he maybe fedl the same way? She couldn’t tell, and she’'d never
ask, but she could hope.
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B y the end of the day, Jake didn’t want to leave. Correction. He didn’t want to leave
Heather behind. He didn’'t want her to go three hours north while he headed a couple
of hours west. He hated that there would be so much distance between them. Again.

But there was nothing he could do about it. It wasn’t like he even had a place to bring
her, should he take her back to the ranch. He lived in the bunkhouse with the rest of
the single men. Even if he could convince her to come be with him, he had nowhere
he could take her. Nowhere she would be comfortable at least. And he was not
moving her into the bunkhouse with a half dozen crude, rough men who, half the
time, had the manners of the wildlife they sometimes encountered when dealing with
the ranch.

And as much as he wanted her closer, he didn't even ask. They’d only just
reconnected and while he was far more confident than he'd been the last time he'd
known her; it was too soon for that. No matter how badly he might want her closer.
No matter how badly he might want to make sure she was safe. No matter how
worried he might be.

No. He had no need to worry. Iceman and the Kings were watching out for her. He
had no reason to believe they couldn’'t keep her safe. But he could help, by looking
into what was going on in Alabama. That he could do.

At the gas station, fueling up before leaving town, Jake pulled up his contact list and
sent a message to an old buddy. One he hadn’t heard from in awhile, but didn’t doubt

would be there when he needed something.

Jake: Hey how you doing?



He stared at the screen while he waited for his tank to fill but didn’t have much hope.
Maybe he’ d have a response before he got back to the ranch.

Jake pocketed his phone, took one last long pull from the water bottle he’ d snagged
from the cooler as they’d loaded them up before leaving and tossed the empty bottle
before putting the gas pump away and moving his bike so someone else could get to
the pump. Ten minutes later, one by one the Souls pulled out of the station and hit the
road. He was looking forward to the ride to get out of his head for a bit.

T hey’d been back at the ranch for nearly an hour before he had time to pull out his
phone. He intended to call Heather and check on her. They should be getting close to
Dickenson by now. But he found a response to the message he' d forgotten he'd sent.
Hoping his old buddy would be available and maybe have some information for him,
he opened the message.

Hex: Yo, man, how’s it hanging? It's hotter than Hades here, but | don’'t guess it's
any better in Tucson, huh?

Jake checked when the message had been sent. Less than ten minutes before. How
had he not noticed his phone vibrating? He debated for a moment whether or not he
should but then hit the button to dial the number instead of typing up another
message. It only took a couple of moments before he heard a familiar voice come
across theline.

“Y o0, how are things in the desert?’ Hex said in greeting.

“Hot I’'m sure, but I’'m not there. | left Arizonalast fall.”

“1 didn’t know. Where are you now?”’

“Wyoming. You still in Mobile?’



“Y eah, not planning on leaving any time soon.”

“Still part of the Warriors?’ Jake asked. Shortly after settling in the area, Hex had
joined a club called the Savage Warriors. While Jake didn’t know anything about the
Warriors, he knew Hex well enough to know the man wouldn’t be involved in what
seemed to be going on around Heather.

“Yeah, you know how it is. You still with the Souls? Or was a split with them what
sent you north?’

“I"'m still with the Souls.” He debated how much to say. The second chapter was no
secret, but the why, that was Tuck’s persona business and Jake didn't want to
advertise that. “We chartered a second chapter. | moved north with the new chapter.”

“Nice. You aways swore you' d never go where it snowed, | guess that’s changed,
huh?”’

Jake couldn’t help the chuckle that escaped. “Y eah, after years of the heat | was ready
for a change. I’ve been up here since last fall, and | realize | don’t mind it so much.
Y eah, it gets cold, but you can always add another layer or a better layer. People start
complaining if you remove too much when it’s hot. It’s not fun.”

Hex laughed. “Y ou just looking to catch up or you need something?”’

“l wish | could say | was just looking to catch up.”

“But?’

Jake shook his head and wondered how Hex always seemed to know when there was

something he wasn’t saying. Was he leaving some clue out there that the other man
was reading? He needed to figure it out so he could cover it, whatever the tell was.



He took a deep breath and spit it out. He'd already determined how much he'd be
willing to tell Hex, and what he would be keeping to himself.

“1’ve had some inquiries, and | need to know what you might know or if you can find
anything out.”

There was no response for long enough that Jake wondered if the call had been
disconnected. He pulled the phone away from his ear and checked the screen. No, the
call was still connected. He put it back to his ear and waited.

Thistime he didn’'t have to wait long.

“Tel me”

“1 need to know anything you can find out on a guy named Mitch Coleman. We've
been contacted about collecting on a debt he owes, and something seems off.”

“What do you mean?’

“Why contact a club fifteen hundred miles away? Is he up here or what? Does he
have some assets up here we're supposed to acquire? I’'m not sure about the whole
thing and before | let my club get involved, | need more information.” He paused,
wondering if he should say more. “Have you heard anything?’

“The name's not familiar, so I’ve not heard anything, but | can do some checking.
What kind of place has been in touch? Any clues where to start looking?’

“l don’t have much. One of the prospects brought it to me. Some connection of his
brought it to him, said there was some kind of reward for collecting on this one, but
he couldn’t tell me much. He said some club down your way was looking for him to
collect the debt. | googled the name and came up with one in Mobile and thought you



might could help me find more details.”

“I"ll look into it. | can't guarantee I'll find anything, but I’ll look. How’s life up
whereit’s cool ?’

They chatted a while longer, catching up in a way neither had had time for in far
longer than Jake cared to admit, then rang off. When he'd finished that call, he
checked the gear from today, making sure the prospects had taken care of things like
he'd instructed, then walked out behind the barn where he knew he wouldn’t be
overheard and dialed the number he’d been aching to call since he’'d programmed it
into his phone hours before.
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H eather jumped when her phone rang, vibrating against her leg while the rock song
she' d set as her ring tone played at full volume.

“You okay?’ Matt asked.

“Yeah, it just startled me.” She pulled the device from her pocket and checked the
screen. Her heart seemed to skip a beat before speeding to what seemed like its
normal usual pace. She swiped her thumb across the screen.

“Hello?’ She hadn’t even thought about not answering it, which was what she would
have done if it had been Mitch, or an unknown caller, but this was neither.

“Hey.” The voice that rumbled across the line calmed her nerves like nothing el se had
in days. It had been the same this afternoon, once she'd realized who it was calling
her name. Something about him made her feel safe, even safer than being here with
Matt, and that was saying something. Because for a long time, going several years
back, at least until this morning, she would have said being here with Matt was the
safest she'd felt since she was akid.

Thinking about that made her miss her parents. Or at least the parents she
remembered from her childhood. They were still around, but not the same people
they’ d been then. And it wasn't just her perception of them now that she was an adult.

After she’d moved out to start college her parents had split. She' d been able to see for
a while that they weren't happy and had expected they’d be happier apart and even
now she had to admit they were. But she hadn’t been ready for the other changes
they’ d made.



If it had just been the ways they were living, that wouldn’t have bothered her, but her
father had married a woman only a few years older than her, and while he'd called
her occasionally, he didn’t seem interested in seeing her much. She didn’t know if he
didn’t want others to know he had a daughter as old as she was or not, but that was
the feeling she got. It had caused them to grow apart in ways she didn't have a
remedy for.

Then there was her mother. That change took longer but was no less jarring than what
had happened with her father. Mom had nothing nice to say about her father, and
while that wasn’t a huge change, in the nearly ten years since her parents’ divorce,
she'd only become more angry and bitter. It had gotten to the point that Heather
actively avoided talking to her mother because she didn’t want to hear an angry rant
about her father or whatever male had pissed her mother off this week.

All the changes didn’t keep her from loving her parents, but they had meant that
when the problem with Mitch and those bikers he'd been spending time with came
up, she hadn’t been comfortable going to either for help.

“Did | lose you?’ Aaron’s voice in her ear reminded her of what she was doing and
pulled her mind from her thoughts of her parents.

“No, I’'m here. Sorry. | just got lost in my head for a moment. I’m glad to hear from
you. | take it you had no trouble getting home?’

“None. That's part of why | was calling. | wanted to make sure you made it back
safe.”

“We did. No problems, at least not that I’'m aware of.” She glanced up and found
Matt watching her, a crease between his brows. ‘Aaron’ she mouthed to him, before
standing and started walking around the room while she talked. “It was a nice ride.
We stopped once for a few minutes, but | think we made good time. How about you



guys?’

“We' ve been back awhile, even had time to get everything unloaded and put away. |
waited to call to make sure you guys had enough time to get home. Y ou had alonger
ride than we did.”

“Wow, not only home, but all unloaded too? Y ou guys are on top of it.” She had no
clue if the stuff they’ d taken today was unloaded or not. Matt wasn’t part of whoever
did that.

“| wanted to get it done so it wasn't waiting on us tomorrow,” Aaron said. “What are
your plans for the rest of the evening? Going to have a good time?’

“1 don’t know.” She looked around, wondering how much attention Matt was paying
to what she was saying. “I’'m not sure | want to do much. I’'m kind of hurting.”

“1 bet. If you're not used to riding much or at all, then you spent six hours on a bike,
even broken up like today, it’'s likely to make you sore. | recommend a hot bath. Run
the water as hot as you can stand, add a little Epsom salt to the water if you can get
your hands on some, then soak for at least twenty minutes. That will help ease some
of that soreness. Hang on a sec.” He paused, and she heard him speak again, but his
voice was muffled, as if he'd put his thumb over the speaker. She wondered if
someone had come to talk to him, but before she could figure out how to ask without
being rude, he came back. “ Sorry about that. Have you checked to make sure you're
just sore and don’t have any saddle sores?”

“Saddle sores?’

“What hurts? The skin or the muscles? Do you have rubby spots from riding or just
sore from sitting in a position you' re not used to?’



Heather frowned, thinking about it. she wiggled her hips while considering where it
hurt. “No, not my skin, but deeper. It’s definitely my muscles that are sore.”

“Good. Then do the bath thing, with the saltsif Iceman has any.”

“What would you have said if | said | have rubby spots?’

“1"d have told you to leave the salt out. The last thing anyone wants is salt in an open
wound. The hot water would sting, but making it salty would hurt more. If you were
here, | might could do more, but the bath will help. And drink water. Water will help
flush out the lactic acid.”

Heather frowned. It sounded like was making that up, but the more she thought about
it, when you got a massage, they told you to drink water to flush out toxins, so what
could it hurt?

“I’ll do that,” she said. She kind of wished she had someone to curl up against, to
rest, to just be reassuring. Of all the things she could have missed from being in a
relationship, that was the one that came up the most.

She'd thought as she was leaving Mobile that she would miss sex on aregular basis,
or at least semi-regular, because that's what it had become with Mitch, but she'd
barely thought about that since she’ d been here.

“What's going through your mind?’ Aaron’s voice drew her back to the present
again.

What was wrong with her tonight?

She debated telling him for a moment then decided she had nothing to lose. She'd
already walked away from nearly everything she' d thought was important. Besides,



what was the worst he could do? Laugh and tell her she was naive? She'd already
figured that much out when she’ d realized the creeps in the grocery store were talking
about her.

“1 was thinking what | really want is someone to curl up against. Someone who will
let me lay my head in their lap and not expect anything but being close. Someone |
can be that real with.”

“I’d do that for you if | were there.” He sounded like he meant it. Like he really
wished he were here so he could do what she wanted.

“Really? You wouldn't want more?’ Heather wished she could take that back. It
sounded needy and like she was fishing for complements and that wasn’'t what she'd
meant.

“Redlly. It's probably stupid to tell you this now, but oddly, it's easier over the
phone. Probably because | can't see your face and see how you're reacting if you
don't feel the same. But all those years ago? Before we moved away? | was trying to
work up the courage to ask you out. Then | found out | was leaving and as badly as |
wanted to, | couldn’t. Not just because we were leaving, but what if you said yes,
then | had to leave you behind anyway?’

“But you can tell me now?”’

“Now I've already asked you out. And you said yes. Now |’'ve learned that if you
don’t ask, the answer is aways no. But if you take arisk, if you do the thing, if you
ask the gquestion, you might get ayes. It might work. I’ d rather have a maybe yes than
adefinite no.”

Heather’s breath caught in her throat as she tried to figure out what to say. How did
one respond to something like that? Not that he was wrong, or that she didn’t agree.



Quite the opposite. He' d said it so well. She swallowed and tried again.

“1 like that.” She had a hard time making her voice come out as more than a whisper,
but she’ d managed. Barely.

“If | was close enough, I’d come over, strip you down and put you in the tub myself.
Then when you were done, I'd dry you off, dress you in your most comfortable
pajamas and let you curl up in my lap and relax until you fell asleep.” The low
rumble of his voice sent a shiver through her body, even over the phone.

“1 wish you were close enough to do just that,” she said, as she headed down the hall
toward her bedroom Matt didn’'t need to hear where this was going. If he did, he
would give her shit about it later. Besides, he didn't seem to like Aaron, though
Heather wasn’t sure why. She didn’t want to give him any more reason to dislike her
friend, even if she hadn’t been in touch for along time.

“About that dinner. | wish | could say | could be there tomorrow. I'd love to see you
as soon as | can, even tonight wouldn’t be too soon. But we've got visitors, and |
can't get away for that long until they’ re gone.”

“When will that be?’ Heather couldn't stop the pang of disappointment that shot
through her. She’' d been hoping to see him again in the next few days.

“They won’'t be leaving for another week. So, | can't make it up there until at least
then. I’'m sorry. If you were close, | could manage something, or I'd ask you to come
out here. We've got things going on that | can’t get out of, but | would if | could.”

She made it into her bedroom, closed the door then sat on the edge of the bed,
wishing there was a solution. “What kind of things do you have going on?’ she
asked, trying to keep him talking. She didn’t care about what, she just wanted to hear
his voice.



“We' ve got a couple more rides and a community event we want to turn out for.”

“You get involved in community events?’ she asked, not sure why this surprised her.

“We do. We want a good relationship with the people of Gillette, so we find events
that we can contribute to, and go participate.”

“What' s this one?’

“They’re going to have a demoalition derby in town. Some of the guys have picked up
an old beater, and have spent their free time fixing it up, putting a changein it. We've
entered it. It's not much but it will be fun.”

“Who's driving?’ She thought about the men she’d met and who was most likely to
be that kind of dare devil. It wasn't until he didn’t answer right away that she realized
what he wasn't saying. “Aaron?’

“Yeah?' Hisvoice had turned hesitant.

“Please tell me you' re not driving.”

The silence coming across the line spoke volumes. But he didn’t just ignore her. He
did respond, just not in the way she’' d hoped.

“Sorry, Lynnie. | was the only one willing to get behind the wheel.”

Heather felt like her brain shorted out as the nickname she hadn’t heard in more than
ten years registered. No one had called her that but him. And she never would have
admitted it then, but she’'d liked it. She had given up on ever hearing it again. Now, it
made her eyes water, and her insides turn to goo.



When had she become so soft and sappy?
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J ake listened, wondering if he'd just screwed things over with Heather. He didn’t
know which part was worse, confessing that he was going to be driving the car for the
demo derby or calling her by the smart-ass nickname he'd dubbed her with back
when they were freshman.

He didn’t check to see if the call was still connected, he could hear her breathing on
the other end of the line. He didn’t check on her. He just waited.

It took her almost ninety seconds to speak, and even then, her voice was soft and
breathy asif she didn’'t believe what she' d heard. “Y ou remembered.”

“1 never forgot, Lynnie. Y ou still got athing for gummy worms and red hots?’

She laughed. “Of course, but—*

“No sour worms,” he finished the last of that phrase along with her.

They laughed together. The sound made him wish he didn’t need to be here for the
next week. It made him wish his brothers would go back to Tucson, despite how

impatient he' d been for them to get here.

“You know,” she said after a moment. “I get that you are tied up there, but | don't
have anything holding me here. | can come down there and spend some time with

you.

Jake opened his mouth to say no but stopped before he got the words out. He did
want to see her. And without waiting long enough so he had time to get away and get



all the way up to Dickenson.

But where would she stay? He didn’t think she’d be up to setting up atent in the back
field with the visiting club.

“I’d loveto seeyou, Lynnie. But | live in abunkhouse. | don’t have anywhere for you
to stay. | mean | could find you a tent if you want to set up in the pasture like our
visitors from the original chapter, but somehow, | don’t think that’s your style.”

“Yeah, not really.” She took a deep breath and let it out in a rush. “How far is the
ranch from town?’

“About a half hour. It’s not too bad, but | don’t want you coming down and spending
money on a hotel, at least not for more than a single night at atime.” He didn’t tell
her that if anyone was spending that money, it would be him. He didn't want her
putting a charge on any of her cards, just in case that douchebag Mitch had people
watching her accounts in an attempt to find her.

“l don't want to do that either. | don't want to spend too much money until | have
some coming in again. I’ ve got something elsein mind.”

“What?" He wondered what she was thinking.

“No. Let me seeif | can get it to work out before | tell you what I’ m thinking.”

Jake took a deep breath and shook his head. He knew better than to push for an
answer before she was ready to tell him. He wasn’t sure if there had been anyone
more stubborn in the entire school than Heather had been when she’d made up her

mind about something.

“All right, but if | can help with something, you'll let me know, right?’ he said,



hoping she’'d agree. Sometimes she got something so set in her mind she wouldn’t
take what was freely offered. He hoped she'd gotten past that but knew better than to
count on it.

“If 1 think you might can help, I'll say something. I’ll even let you know what it is
before | jump in feet first. I'm not as impulsive as | used to be. | just want to make
sureit’sfeasible before | share.”

She sounded so reasonable he didn’t try to convince her otherwise. Instead, he hoped
that either Iceman would be able to steer her in the right direction or she'd call and
check with him before just showing up with whatever her wild scheme was.

Not that he knew she was still up to wild schemes, but the Heather he'd known years
ago had come up with some of the craziest, and he had to admit, fun, things they’d
done, and gotten in trouble for. And he hadn’t regretted a single thing they’d done,
partly because it had been time spent with her. Oddly, he suspected he'd feel the
same way now.

He' d have to wait and see what she came up with and how he felt about following her
into trouble. Or doing his best to keep her out of it.

O ver the next couple of days, they exchanged a few calls and a lot of text messages,
and while they both wanted to be able to see each other, neither had found a way to
make it possible.

He was sitting around the campfire in the middle of the common area where people
had taken to gathering one evening when his phone buzzed. Having a good idea who

it was, he pulled it out and found he was right.

Heather: Busy?



Jake: Not especially, need something?

He watched the screen with a frown as bubbles danced, stopped, then started again a
moment before a new message popped up.

Heather: Can | call?

Jake: Sure.

“Give me a minute,” he said to the brothers he'd been talking to as he stood and
walked away.

“Where's he going?’ Savage asked. He'd been busy with Donna most of the time
since they’d arrived.

“Must be time for phone sex,” Malice put in.

Jake flipped Malice off as he walked away, then ignored the rest as his phone rang.

“Hey, Lynnie, what’s up?’ he said in way of greeting.

“1 think | have it figured out, but | need to run a couple of things by you first, and you
may need to get approval from your boss, or maybe the guy who owns the place.”

Jake was stunned for a couple of moments, as it took that long for her words to
process. “Okay, lay it on me. What's the plan?’ He headed for the horse barn,
wondering how in depth this plan was and how long it would take her to explain. He
knew from experience that once she got started with a plan it could take her a while
to expressit.
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H eather held her breath while she waited for Aaron’s response. She'd spent the last
day and a half convincing Matt to let her borrow his trailer, not that he'd put up any
argument about her having it. No, his problem was that he didn’t want her to go to
Wyoming. He didn’t want her spending time with Aaron.

If she didn’t love him as much as she did, it might have come to more than just the
words she’'d had with Matt over his attempt to tell her where she could go and who
she could see. In the end, just as she’d known she would, Heather had won, and he'd

agreed to let her borrow histrailer.

“1 think that will actually work. I'll have to check with Lurch, and maybe Tuck to be
sure. Isthe trailer 30 amp or 507

She wasn’t sure she liked how surprised he sounded when he said it might work. Did
he expect her to come up with something that wouldn’t work?

“Um, I’'m not sure. Let me ask.” Heather went to the bedroom door, opened it, and
called out, “Matt!?’

“Yeah?' Hisvoice came back from the front room.
“Isthetrailer 30 amp or 507
[13 50-11

“Thanks!” She closed the door and put the phone back to her ear. “Did you hear
that?’



“No | only heard your side.”

“Hesaid it's50.”

“Good to know. I’'m not sure we've got an outlet that will plug into, but I’ll look into
it. | also need to ask permission.”

He seemed to be saying that last to himself, though Heather got it. You didn’t just set
up atrailer on your boss's land without at least asking first. Much less do it when
some stranger would be staying there.

“How long you planning to stay? They’ re going to want to know.”

“1 don’t know. | don’'t have anything keeping me here. | only came here to get away
from Mobile and what was after me there. | can settle there as well as here. Maybe |
can look around and find a job.” She didn’t know if he even wanted her around that
long, but what if he did?

“I"d like that, but let’ s not start off telling Lurch that.”

“Would he have a problem with it?’

Aaron snorted. “Not likely. Y ou met him the other day, right?’

“1 think s0.” Honestly, she’d met so many people that day she couldn’t match names
and faces in her head.

“He' s the guy with the Cqjun accent.”

Coming from Mobile, she'd heard her share of Cajun, and with that descriptor, the
man in question’s face popped up in her mind’s eye. “Oh yeah. | know who that is. |



talked to him and hiswife, but | don’t remember her name either. There were just too
many new people that day.”

“No worries. Her name is Kerry, but that wasn't the point. Any way he met agirl and
moved her onto the ranch. So did Tuck, but since it’'s his place, and they’re getting
ready to go back to Tucson, | ‘m not sure that counts. Anyway, since Lurch and
Kerry got together, we' ve had a couple of the guys who' ve found women that stuck.
They’ ve moved them into cabins on the ranch and it’ s not been a problem.”

She wondered if there was areason he didn’t have a cabin. Were they only built once
there was someone to move into them? She had so many questions, but wasn’'t going
to ask them, not yet anyway.

“So how soon will you know?”

“A couple hours, tops, but | don’t want you coming all this way tonight. Is Iceman
bringing the trailer?’

“Hell no.” She didn’t tell him she'd had to argue with Matt about what she was going
to do or that he didn’'t want her there. “I'll bring it.”

“Y ou good towing?’

She had to remind herself that he didn’t know what she’d been up to for the last ten
years. He had no way of knowing that while yes, she’d gone to school, she had since
found that she liked working with her hands better than being in an office.
Fortunately, she’d found the best of both worlds when she' d decided to become a vet
tech. In the south, that meant horses and sometimes cattle. She'd driven more trucks
towing horsetrailers, with avariety of passengers, than she could count.

Thankfully, her boss, Brandon, had been understanding when she’d called and told



him she needed some time off. She'd told him it was a family emergency, and that
she had to leave town and didn’t know how long she would be gone, or if she was
even coming back. He' d told her to take as long as she needed and if it ended up that
she wasn't coming back, he’ d give a good recommendation wherever she landed. She
seriously loved that man, but he was a good thirty years older than her, and head over
heels for his husband.

Wyoming was ranch country. She wondered how hard it would be to find a vet
looking for some help.

“I can tow, no problem.” She might tell him more, later. If he ever asked.

Who was she fooling? He' d ask, it was just a matter of time. They’d been apart for so
long; he simply hadn’t had time to ask about every detail of her life. And it wasn't
like she’ d asked enough to know more than the vaguest idea of what he’d been up for
al thistime.

“Okay. I'll take your word for it. Either way, it's too late in the day to start that trip.
I’ll talk to Lurch and get the okay, and let you know. Y ou can take off tomorrow, or
even the next day if you need longer to pack up and get ready. | want to see you, but |
want you safe and comfortable more.”

Warmth pooled in her chest. She loved that he cared that she was safe, and that she
felt safe. She couldn’t remember Mitch every telling her to be safe or even asking if
she was okay. No, he’d dragged her along to meetings with those friends of his who
talked about her as if she couldn’t hear them. She' d been more than uncomfortable,
but when she' d asked to leave, Mitch had put her off. After that, she found reasons
not to go along if she knew that was where he was headed.

“Will do. In the meantime I’ll start getting things ready. I’ll need directions for once
I’m close. | can make it to Gillette, but I’'ll need to know how to find you once I'm



that close.”

“I"ll send that once I’ ve got clearance from the boss. You sure you're good with the
trailer on your own? | can leave early and come help.”

“And then we' d have two vehicles here to get back. No. I'm good with the trailer. It
won’'t be my first rodeo.”

“What kind isit? Bumper tow, fifth wheel?’

“Technically it safifth wheel.”

“Technicaly?’

“Matt’s modified it so now it's a goose neck, which is good because my truck’s not
set up for fifth wheel.”

“But it isfor gooseneck?’
“Yep.” She decided not to elaborate. If he wanted to know, he would ask. But maybe
he didn’t want to know. Maybe he assumed it was like that when she’d bought it. He

also hadn’t seen her truck, so he had no reason to be curious about it.

“What have you been up to, other than trying to talk Iceman in to letting you come
down here?’

Heather frowned. “How did you know?’

“Know what?’

“That Matt tried to talk me out of going.”



“Lynnie, | talked to him at the run the other day. | know he's worried about you. | am
too.”

“I’m agrown woman. | can take care of myself.”

“1 know that, and so does he. It’s not you taking care of yourself we' re worried about.
It's you trying to take care of that asshole you were seeing or some of the fuckers he
was mixed up with, and failing. That’s what we're worried about, and it’s because we
care.”

The fight in her deflated like a balloon with a hole in it. How did you fight back
against ‘because we care’ ? What kind of comeback was there for that? She didn’t
have one and wasn’t sure she wanted to come up with one.

“I know. It just rankles. It feels like you're both telling me | can’'t do anything

without a babysitter, and | haven’'t needed a babysitter in longer than | want to think
about.”

“I’'m sorry. That’s not what it is, and I’m sorry it feels that way. We're just trying to
make sure you’ re safe from that fuckwad. Are you carrying?’

Heather blinked. “Carrying?” What on earth did he want her to carry? She had a
pocketbook, of course, but what else would he want her to have?

“Areyou armed?’

“Oh. No. | hadn’t even thought about it.”

“Do you have one in your truck?’

“No.” She frowned again. Her dad had kept a pistol in his truck, but she never had,



she' d never seen the need.

“Do you remember how to shoot?’

“Of course.”

“How long has it been since you’ ve been shooting?’

“A few years, why?’

“| need to talk to lceman.”

Heather frowned. “Why?’

“1 want to make sure you're protected. Is he around?’

“Yeah, let me go get him.”

“Thanks, Lynnie.”

Heather left the guest room she’'d been sleeping in for the last couple of weeks and
went in search of her cousin. She found him in the living room in front of the TV.

“ Aaron wants to talk to you.” She held out her phone. Matt scowled but took it.

“Yeah?
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Jake didn’t like the idea of Heather on the highway on her own, unarmed. Especially
if they didn’t know anything about this Mitch or the men he' d apparently bartered her
off to, or where they were.

“Hey,” he said when Iceman got on the line. “Y ou have plans for this afternoon?’
“Not really, why?’

“You got time to take Heather out for a little target shooting? And possibly have or
can get your hands on an extra pistol to let her carry for a while? She's just let me
know she's unarmed. | don't like it. Not with that asshat on her tail and especialy not
if she's going to drive down here on her own.”

“I’m with you on this one. I'll make the time and yes, I’ve got something she can
borrow. I'm not sure what yet, but we'll figure it out. She'll be protected.”

“Good. I've got to talk to Lurch and get permission to park on the ranch. I'll be in
touch about that as soon as | get the details. She's aready agreed to wait until
tomorrow to hit the road. Did you know she can tow? Will she be okay bringing your
trailer down?’

Iceman chuckled. “Yeah. | knew. She'll be fine, or | would make sure she'd have
help.”

That made Jake feel better about her driving down here on her own. Iceman had
known her the whole time he’'d been out of the picture. If he trusted her with his
trailer, who was Jake not to?



The other man continued. “I’'m not sure if you've figured it out yet, but she does not
take being told no well.”

He heard the smack of skin against skin, as if someone had been smacked upside the
head, then Heather's voice came over the line, but not like she had the phone. It
sounded more like she was nearby, talking so they would both hear.

“Stop talking about me asif I'm not here.”

“Geeze, stop hitting me, woman. Don’t make me have to sit on you.”

Jake clenched his teeth to keep from saying something he would regret as he
reminded himself Iceman was her family. He wouldn’t do anything to hurt her. He
was trying to protect her and crap like what he'd just heard was nothing more than a

squabble among cousins who' d grown up doing the same thing.

“I’ll take care of it. You get her the details on whether or not she can park the trailer
there and I'll make sure she's safe to go.”

“Thanks, man. | owe you.” Jake hated admitting he owed anyone but for Heather,
he'd doit.

“No, you don’t. Just make sure she stays safe, and you don’t hurt her, and that’s al |
need.”

“Yougotit.”

“I'll let you talk to her again. I'll get your number from her and send you a message
SO we can stay in touch, in case that asshole shows up here.”

“| appreciateit.”



The line went quiet for a moment and Jake couldn’t help but wonder what was
happening in Dickenson. Had she muted the line to read Iceman the riot act? He
hoped not but he knew if she had, he was likely in for the same treatment. Not that he
blamed her, and he’d do it again, to make sure she was safe, but she' d rather have her
herein front of him while she did it.

If he had to listen to her tell him how she was a grown woman who could take care of
herself, then he would prefer he be able to see the fire in her eyes while she did it.
And from the way she’' d said the same thingsin high school, he had no doubt it would
be coming, the question was when.

After a couple of minutes, Heather came back on the line.

“So | guess| have plans this afternoon,” she said in greeting.

“I’m not sorry, Lynnie. | want to be sure you' re safe. Knowing your armed and know
how to useit will make me feel better about you driving down here alone.”

“1 will befine. | drove myself all the way up here, didn’'t |7

“You did, and | love that. I'm so glad to see you again. Besides, since when do you
not enjoy an afternoon at the range?’

“Never, but that’ s not the point.”

“Then what is?" He didn't want to fight with her. He wanted to know that if shit
happened, she could handle it.

“That you went behind my back and arranged it.”

“Sweetheart, if I’d gone behind your back, | wouldn’t have asked you to give him the



phone. | would have gotten his number and contacted him without you knowing.”

“Then why did you have to talk to him instead having me do it?’

“Because | wanted the request to come from me. | wanted him to know |I’'m doing
what | can to make sure you're safe.” He pinched the bridge of his nose and made a
silent plea for patience. He could do this, he wanted to, but he wasn't used to
explaining himself, at least not to anyone but his club leadership, and even then, only
when he screwed up. “Another thing, though. | want you to give him my number.”

“S0 you can plan against me?”’

Jake forced himself to take a deep breath before responding. “I can get his number
elsawhere. I’'m asking you to put us in touch with each other so he can let me know if
your asshole ex shows up there. It would be nice to have aheads up if he's headed for

us.

“Oh. | guess you have a point.” She sounded disappointed, and maybe a little let
down that she couldn’t argue with him about it.

It reminded him of how fiery and opinionated she' d been in school. Was that because
she liked to argue sometimes? Did she need a little safe conflict to feel secure? It
wasn't a deal breaker for him, but he wasn't doing it over the phone, where he
couldn't read her body language and where he couldn’'t kiss away any anger the
disagreement might cause.

“You know, you make it really hard for agirl to stay pissed at you,” she said.

“It'sagift.” Jake couldn’t help the grin that spread across his face as he imagined her
rolling her eyes at his quip.



“1t’s something,” her tone was deadpan. She let out an audible sigh. “I guess | should
go. | have one more thing to add to my to do list today. You'll et me know as soon as
you have an answer? How sure are you they’ |l agree?’

“1 have little doubt I'll get the go ahead. The question is where to have you set up and
if there’'s power. Oh when you give Iceman my number have him send me how big
thetrailer istoo. That will give me an idea of where we can fit it.”

“Alright. | guess | better get started, or I'll never be ready by morning.”

“1f you need an extraday to be ready, takeit. I'll be here.”

“No. | can do it. I've been a lump on Matt’'s couch for long enough. | need to do
something, even if it’ s just something different.”

“If you say s0.” He wasn't going to engage her now, even though he got the feeling
that was what she was after.

They talked for a couple of moments longer, wrapping up plans and saying goodbyes,
before they rang off.

Once off the phone, Jake went back to the common area, where most of the two
chapters of the club were gathered, as it was almost lunchtime. He caught Lurch’s
attention and tilted the top of his head toward the barn where they kept the
equipment, as it would likely be at least mostly empty this time of day.

“What’'s up?’ Lurch asked.

Jake gave him a brief overview of what he'd learned a couple days earlier, as well as
his history with Heather and what little he' d been able to learn about this Mitch since.



“I"d like to see here again. But it’s not feasible for me to go up there, not now. And |
don’t know how long it will be until | can get away for that kind of time. But she's
hiding and we think we' ve found a solution.”

“Why does it feel like this place is becoming a sanctuary for battered women?’ Lurch
said with a shake of his head. “ Other than that you know her from amillion years ago
and you want into her pants now, give me a good reason to tell you yes.”

“Aside from you having a hard time turning away a woman in need? How about it
will put the Kingsin our debt. They’ve been protecting her, or else she wouldn’t have
been on the run. If we are keeping her here, that's another stop, another layer of
people to catch and stop him before he getsto her.”

“1 like that element. Tell me what’s her plan. We're fresh out of space, and | met her,
she didn’t seem like the kind to want to camp in atent, even short term.”

“She’s not,” Jake admitted with a grin, “but her cousin, Iceman, has a fifth wheel he's
willing to let her borrow, if we'll let her park it here.”

Lurch stared at him a moment. “How big?’

“I’m not sure yet.” Jake checked his phone. “| take that back, it’s thirty-two feet.”

“So not small but not huge. | don't care if she parks it here, but you'll be responsible
for her. You know how it works. Let’'s go check with Tuck and see if he knows about
anywhere we can at least hook her up to electricity.”

It took them a few minutes to find Tuck, he was in the horse barn brushing what Jake

recognized as his favorite gelding. The horse he rode when he needed to go out on the
ranch to do something.



Lurch explained what was going on, and asked if there was any place they could plug
itin.

“Yeah. That pole out behind the bunkhouse? It has a power box for an RV on it.
There's aso a sewer hookup out there somewhere not too far away. Though you
might have to kick around alittle to find it,” Tuck said.

“There's actually a hookup?’ Lurch watched the ranch owner, his head tilted to one
side.

“Yeah, the foreman lived in a trailer out there while your house was being built.”
Tuck shrugged as he continued brushing down the horse. “Might as well get some use
out of it, though it might need a little work before it’s usable. Do we have anyone
with electrical experience?’

“I"'m not sure. I'll ask around. I’'m sure we'll find someone who can at least check
things out,” Lurch said, then turned to Jake. “How long do we have until the trailer

gets here?

“Not until tomorrow. Even if she leaves early, she likely won't be here until at least
noon.

“She’'s already coming for sure?’ Lurch asked, one brow lifted.

Jake shook his head. “ She’ swaiting to hear from me tonight before it's a sure thing.”
Lurch nodded. “Go ahead and have her come down. We'll get the hook up situation
figured out. If worse comes to worse, hopefully we can at least get her power, even if

she has to use the bathroom and shower in the bunkhouse.”

Jake pulled out his phone and started typing out messages to both Heather and



|ceman letting them know everything was a go on his end.

Heather: Great. Can’'t wait to see you tomorrow.

While he was reading her message, his phone buzzed in his hand with a message
from Iceman. He flipped to read that.

Iceman: I’ll make sure she's ready. Y ou keep her safe once she gets there or you'll
answer to me.

Jake replied to Iceman first since that would be a short message.

Jake to lceman: 10-4

Jake to Heather: Me either, but don’t rush. Take your time and drive safe.

He looked up to find both Lurch and Tuck watching him.

“What?" he asked, looking back and forth between them.

Tuck shook his head. “Just wondering how long until you noticed us watching you.”
He went back to brushing the horse.

“How long was it?’
“Not long,” Lurch said.
“Well, we're done here, | think. Unless you have something else for meto do, I'll go

check out the trailer site, see if it needs cleaning up. Maybe | can find the sewer
hookup.”



“At least we'll know whereto find you,” Lurch said before turning back to Tuck.

Jake nodded, waved one hand at them over his shoulder and left them behind as he
headed to the bunkhouse. He went through the building instead of around, then stood
outside the back door for a moment, scanning the area. He took in possible cover and
escape routes just in case they were needed. Then once he had a mental picture of the
space, he made his way over to the pole, picking his way through the scattered weeds,
until beside the pole, he spotted the metal box that had to contain the power hookup.

From there he scanned the ground, trying to spot the septic hookup. He didn’'t see
anything obvious, but there were alot of low weeds covering the ground. Getting rid
of those would probably help.

His gaze played over the area as he considered the best way to do it. A hoe would be
fastest, but it would leave roots that would only grow back in a week or two. No, he
would be better off doing it right from the beginning.

After retrieving a pair of gloves he got busy, and managed to pull all the weeds in a
little more than an hour. Another twenty minutes and he had them gathered and
tossed in the compost heap to breakdown. He was standing next to the pole with the
hookup, stretching his aching back and wondering if maybe he shouldn’t clear a
bigger area when Steel e approached.

“Hey, | hear there’s some electrical box that needs to be checked out?’ Steele asked
once he was close enough not to need to yell.

“Yeah. Y ou know much about electrical?’ Jake asked.
Steele nodded. “Three years as an apprentice, I'm not certified, but | can do simple

jobs. Isthis the box?" He motioned to the box mounted three feet from the ground on
the pole by where Jake stood.



“Thisisit. The planisto plug an RV inif it can handleit.”

“Andif it can’t?’

“1 haven't thought that far ahead. | guess I’ll have to figure something else out.”

“Let me take a look before we worry about it too much.” Steele went down on one
knee, and lifted the lid on the box, doing something Jake didn’t see to get the box to
stay open. He pulled some boxy looking tool with wires and sharp points on the end

out of his back pocket and started poking the ends into the outlet.

Jake took a step back. There were a lot of things he could do, or didn’t mind trying,
but getting fried by electricity wasn’t one of them.
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H eather cupped her left hand under the right, where it held the pistol out in front of
her and sited in on the target. When she was sure she was on it, she squeezed the
trigger, then repeated the process until she'd emptied the magazine.

“How many rounds do | need to put through it before you're satisfied?’ she asked as
she hit the release and popped out the magazine.

“At least thirty. I’d be happier with at least fifty,” Matt said, handing her another
magazine.

“1 can reload myself,” Heather said as she shoved the clip home then pulled back the
dideand let it go.

“Yeah, but it's faster this way. I'll let you reload them later while | clean that.” He
nodded toward the pistol in her hand. “Then you can take it to Wyoming with you,
and | won't have to worry quite so much about you.”

“1 don’t mean for you to worry about me.” She picked the pistol up and aimed again.

“l know you don’t,” Matt said after she finished emptying the second magazine at the
target. He hit the button next to her to bring the paper target to them while she gected
the spent magazine. “Y ou’ re doing pretty good. A nice tight grouping, except for this
one over here.” He pointed to one hole a couple of inches from the rest.

“That was my first shot. | was getting a feel for it.” She lifted one shoulder and let it
fall. “ Everything after that one has been good.”



He watched her for a moment, as if waiting for her to change her story or as if he
doubted her and was waiting for her to break. But she wouldn’t. It had been her first
shot, and the pistol had kicked a little more than she’d been prepared for. After the
first shot she'd had a better idea and had braced for it.

“Could you pull it if Mitch or the men he’s mixed up with find you? Could you use it
on aperson if it meant your life?’ Matt asked, one brow lifted.

“Damn. Y ou're not pulling any punches today, are you?’

“1 can't afford to. I’ m getting ready to let you take off and go two states away on your
own. | want to know that if something happens, you can, and will, defend yourself.”

Heather laid the pistol on the counter between her and the range where she'd been
shooting at the target, turned to Matt, where he stood a little behind her. And wrapped
her arms around his middle. She hugged him, pressing her forehead against his chest.

“Thank you.” She wanted to say more, but she couldn’t force the words past the lump
in her throat.

“What are you thanking me for?’ His voice was gruff, but his arms went around her,
holding her and letting her know that even though he was gritty, abrasive, and often
not the nicest person she knew, that he cared. That he wanted her to know he cared,
even if it wasn't in his nature to show it.

“For trying to take care of me. For caring. Just for being you | guess.” She took a
deep breath and looked up at him, propping her chin against his chest as she did.
“Mostly, | think for being there when | needed you, and not fighting me when | want
to do this. | know it’s probably a stupid thing to do. That it’s unlikely it will be more
than afling between old friends, but it means alot to me that you' re not trying to stop
me or talk me out of it.”



“Sweetheart,” Matt looked down at her with one corner of his mouth quirked up, “I
learned a long time ago not to try to get between you and whatever you' ve set your
mind on. I'm pretty sure | still have scars from the last time | tried.”

Sherolled her eyes. “It wasn't that bad.”

“Sweetheart, | was nearly trampled by the mustang you had decided you were going
toride”

“And | did it, didn’t 1?7’ She remembered the incident. She' d been barely fifteen and
determined to do the same thing al the boys were. She'd spent the week following
her brothers and cousins around, wanting to be included. The way she’'d seen it, the
only way to be considered one of them was to do what they were doing. And she'd
refused to be talked out of it. Not by Matt, and not by her brothers, once they’'d
realized she was serious about climbing on that horse’s back just like they had.

“You did it, but we all learned a lesson that day.” His voice was serious as he |eaned
down and kissed her forehead. “Don’t issue a challenge because we think it will scare
you off. | swear you scared the shit out of me that day. But your dad nearly killed
Billy and Craig.”

Heather lifted one shoulder and let it fall. “They’re the ones who thought it up and
challenged meto doit. | just wanted to be included. And | can’'t say | failed.”

“No, you didn’'t fail but when your dad stepped out of the barn and saw you on the
back of that mustang, it bucking as hard as it could, | thought he was going to have a
heart attack. When you managed to get off the horse without being hurt, | thought he
would kill your brothers.”

“He wouldn’t kill them. Maybe chew them out a little, but | can’t recall them getting
into much trouble before that. He always seemed to think they could do no wrong.”



Matt shook his head. “You were just too young to remember them getting into
trouble. They got into plenty. They’d mostly caimed down by the time you were big
enough to remember it.”

“But you do?’

“Remember them wild? Sure do. Of course, for alot of it, | wasin the thick of it with
them, so of course I'd remember it.”

Heather stared up at him a moment, then spoke, “And that’s why you’re my favorite
cousin.” She pulled away and turned back to the pistol lying on the counter. “But if
you tell anyone | said that I'll deny it.”

Matt chuckled. “Of course you would. But | don't need to tell anyone. Knowing
myself isall | need.” He handed her another full magazine, then clipped a fresh target
to the carrier, then sent it back into position with the press of a button. “Two more
magazines and we can call it good.”

Heather picked up the mag, slammed it home and took aim. It wasn't that she didn’t
enjoy shooting, but she had other things she needed to get done. She wanted to make
sure she had everything for her trip and that she'd gathered all her things up from
where they’ d been scattered around Matt’ s house over the last couple of weeks.

Still, that he was going to loan her aweapon, and that he was taking the time to make
sure she knew how to use it wasn't anything small, and she did appreciate it. Even if
telling him as much would make him start to question her sanity. Well, maybe not
start. She was sure she’ d made more than a few decisions in the past that had already
started that line of thought, but she didn’t need to push anyone, especially not Maitt,
with all he'd done for her recently, farther in that direction.

“L et’'s grab something to eat,” Matt said as he turned the key in his pickup. “That



way you can finish packing, and we won't have to worry about cleaning up
afterwards.”

“Sure. What do you have in mind?’ She’'d learned in the time she’' d been staying with
him that Matt didn’t cook much. It wasn't that he couldn’t but who wanted to cook
for one person? She did it frequently, but it wasn’t that she wanted to, or liked to. Her
reason was that she got tired of nothing but eating out and fast food. Besides, her
cooking tasted better. But today, with other thingsto do, she'd take it.

“What do you have left to do to be ready?’ he asked once they were seated in what
she’ d discovered was his favorite diner and had given the waitress their orders.

“Not awhole lot. | want to make one last pass through the house to make sure I've
gathered up al my junk. You don't need to put up with my shit in your way,
especialy if I’'m not there.”

“I’ll miss having you around.” He tilted his head to one side and watched her. “It’s
been nice having you around again. | didn’t realize how much | missed being around
family, and you and your brothersin particular.”

Heather shook her head. “I don't know why anyone would miss those fools.” She
couldn’'t resist teasing him. “l see them way too often to suit me.” Well, she had
before she’ d come up here.

Going to Craig had been her first thought when she’'d known she had to get away
from Mitch, but as soon as she’ d thought it, she' d dismissed it. She couldn’t endanger
his family. The same with Billy. Plus, it couldn’t hurt to put more distance between
her and the club he'd all but sold her too. No, she couldn’t put her brothers or their
kid in danger. That had meant going to someone who didn't have the same
entanglements, and who had what it would take to help her figure things out, at |east
until she figured out what to do about Mitch and those people. Maybe then it would



be safe enough to go back to Alabama, if only to see her family again.
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J ake had a hard time keeping his eyes off the road into the ranch. Heather had texted
twenty minutes before, letting him know she was in Gillette and on her way. Now he
was impatient to see her again. And nervous to make sure she was okay. This
morning he'd finaly heard back from Hex and his inquiries into what was going on
in Mobile with her ex and whoever he was mixed up with.

In catching up, Jake had found out the name of the club that Hex was in down there.
A club called the Savage Warriors. Once he'd found that out Jake had contacted
Gizmo to see what the tech captain of the original chapter could tell him about the
Warriors.

It had taken longer than he'd liked, though not as long as the information from Hex
had, but Jake couldn’t have been more shocked if the Warriors had been the club
Heather’ s ex was mixed up with. Not that they were. No. It was even more shocking.

After doing some checking through channels, Giz had let him know that the Warriors
were another club like the Souls. One that looked like a one percent club, but in
reality, was filled with undercover agents from different agencies. After Gizmo had
given him that bombshell, Jake had pulled out the burner he kept stashed just for this
purpose, found a few minutes of privacy, and reached out to his handler at the DEA
to verify.

Because his undercover situation wasn't like most, he and his handler didn’t have the
usual relationship or even regular check ins. The club as a whole did check ins with
the various agencies, those were done on aregular basis, usually behind closed doors
and from a secure connection. Then each brother had their own contacts, but only
reached out if they needed to verify something or if there was a problem somewhere



along the way.

It had taken him a few hours, but Marc had confirmed that the Warriors were another
club like the Souls, that all the members, including Hex, were attached to some
government entity, working to clean up the country, from the dark side of the law.

Now he knew he could trust the info from Hex, but he wondered if he should let his
old buddy know what was going on, and how to do that and make sure it stayed
secure. Because as much as he wanted to take care of things for Heather, he couldn’t
risk his brothers' livesto doit.

He rubbed the back of his neck and scanned the horizon again as he tried to figure out
how to handle the thing with Hex and the Warriors, but Hex had told him what he'd
been able to find out about the situation. That Mitch owed a club some serious
money. Word on the street was he’ d been dealing for a club and had come up short.
No one was sure if he was using from the supply, he’d been robbed or just given it
away, but he owed a quarter of million dollars.

From what Hex had been able to find out, he’d offered to pay the debt by giving the
Wandering Sons, which was the club he'd been selling for, Heather, as the president
had a thing for her. The Sons president had agreed, but only to let her cover the
interest, but before the exchange could be made, Heather had disappeared. Now both
the club and Mitch were looking for her, though from what Hex had said, the Sons
didn’t seem all that invested. From what he’'d said, they’d take an interest if she was
in the area, but they weren’t searching the country for her.

That cocksucker she’d been living with was a different story. Hex said Coleman had
called her family and everyone they’d known searching for her, no one seemed to
know where she was, or if they did, they weren’t telling him. The longer she was
gone, the more desperate he became. Jake had no doubt it was in no small part
because every day his debt increased.



Jake took a deep breath and pushed the thoughts of Heather’s ex and the trouble he'd
gotten himself into out of his mind. He scanned the horizon again. A wave of relief
washed through him when he spotted the plume of dust on the road from the
highway. She was here.

He headed out to intercept her before she pulled the truck into the driveway. It would
be easier if they pulled the trailer back here to begin with, rather than have to jockey
it around to get it where it needed to go later.

“Hey, | wasn’t expecting you to be waiting on me,” Heather said through her open
window after easing the truck to a stop in front of where he stood on one side of the
road.

“1 thought it would be easier to pull the trailer into it’s space as you pulled in, rather
than move it later, after you'd pulled all the way into the yard.”

“Sounds good. Where you want it?’

“Over behind the bunkhouse. You want me to drive it back there or hop into the
passenger seat to give you directions?’

“Passenger’ s seat isfine,” she said, hitting the lock button on the door.

Jake went around the front of the truck and dlid into the passenger seat. Before she
put the truck back in gear, he leaned over the middle seat, which was folded down to
look more like a console than a seat. “I’'m glad to see you made it safe.” She turned
toward him and before she had a chance to realize what he was doing, or stop him,
not that he thought she would, he dropped a brief, chaste kiss on her lips, then settled
into his seat. “You're going to want to take the right fork over here. We're going to
stay on that side of all the buildings.”



Heather stared at him for a moment, and he wasn't sure if it was surprise, or if she
had something she wanted to say. Either way, she didn’'t say anything but put the
truck in gear and followed his directions.
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H eather blinked several times, wondering if she should say something about the kiss
Aaron had planted on her, as if it was something they’d always done. She stared at
him for a few seconds then decided she wasn’'t sure what she wanted to say, not yet.
So she put the truck in gear and followed his directions.

Thirty minutes later, she’ d parked the trailer and working together, they’ d managed to
get it hooked up to both power and sewer, now she just had to finish with the set up
and get it leveled. Thankfully, the spot he'd had her park in looked pretty level
already. She had been surprised when he'd told her there was a sewer hookup so she
wouldn’'t need to rely on the bunkhouse bathroom, but she wasn’'t sure how much
she'd use the trailer for that anyway. Bathrooms in trailers tended to be small and
cramped. Still, she’d figureit out as they went along.

“What else needs to be done?’ Aaron asked, as he stood to one side, hands on his
hips as he looked from one end of the trailer to the other.

“We need to drop the jacks and level it. | can do it if you've got something else to
do.”

“No, Lynnie, I'm yours all afternoon, unless something big comes up, and there' s no
reason to think anything will.”

“Thanks.” She couldn’t help the warmth that spread through her at the idea. She went
to the storage box and pulled out the cordless drill and fitting Matt had told her were

for the jacks, aswell asthelevel that would sit on the tongue.

“Here, let me help.” Aaron took the drill and went around the trailer, running each



one until it hit the ground. “What needs more |ift?" He stood on the other side of the
tongue from where she stood.

“Let me see.” She set the small level on the tongue and waited a moment for the air
bubble to settle. Another ten minutes of her shouting directions and Aaron working
the jacks and they had the trailer all set. He put away the drill while she went inside
and opened up the dides. She stood in the doorway looking around, thinking she
could stay in here a lot more than the few days she had planned, if she needed to.
Hell, this might be bigger than her first apartment, and it was a hell of a lot nicer.
Aaron came up the stairs behind her, she didn't move, knowing there was enough
space for him to step up inside, and she wasn't through taking the place in.

“What do you think, Lynnie? Is it doable?” Aaron came up behind her, his hands
settled on her hips, and she felt hisjaw alongside her ear as he spoke softly.

“I was just thinking about how niceitis. | think it’s bigger than my first apartment.”

“1 know it's more space than | haveinside,” he said, “and it’s all yours.”

“1’d be willing to share if you need some space.” She couldn’t help the grin that made
its way across her face as she continued, “1 think the couch makes out into a bed.”
She wanted to turn and look at him, to gauge his reaction, but she didn't want to
move from where she was now. She liked having his hands on her. Besides, they
were just starting to get to know each other again. It was too soon to invite him to
share her bed. Yet.

“Lynnie,” his voice had dropped to alow rumble that made her stomach flip and heat
pool low in her bely. “If I'm sharing this place with you, I’'m not going to be

slegping on the couch.”

She let her head drop, trying to figure out how to tell him she wasn't ready for that,



not yet. It was too soon. Not because she’'d only gotten away from Mitch a couple of
weeks ago, but because she didn’t know him that well, not anymore. Y es, she’d come
to spend a few days with him, but that was because he had things going on and
couldn’t come up to see her. The distance was just too much with what he had going
on in his life. She had nothing tying her to Dickenson, so it worked for her to come
closer to him. Still, that didn’t mean she was ready to jump in to bed with him.

“Relax, Lynnie. I’m not pushing. | just wanted to let you know I’m not playing games
here. | am and have always been serious about you.”

That caught her attention. She turned to face him, the hands he'd set on her hips
dliding as she moved, sending flutters of anticipation through her.

“Always?’

“As long as | can remember.” Aaron’s voice was little more than a whisper, but it
didn’t need to be more. She heard him just fine.

Her heart fluttered in her chest. “But you never said anything back then.” She wished
he had. She would have gone out with him in a heartbeat.

“As| told you on the phone the other day, | was a chicken, and about the time | built
up enough guts to ask, | found out we were leaving. Then | didn’t ask on purpose. |
didn’t want to start something only to have to leave.”

Heather lifted one hand to cup his cheek as she gazed up at him. “I wish you'’ d asked.
| would have taken whatever time we had together.”

His hands dlid from her hips, around to her back and he tugged her closer, until the
fronts of their bodies just brushed each other. “I wanted to. And I’ ve wished several
times over the years that | had, but now | think it just wasn't our time. If we'd dated



then, then had a rough break up because of the distance, it would have ruined our
chances now.”

“1 like the now.” She found herself leaning closer, wishing he'd kiss her again. This
time it wouldn’t be the chaste brush of lips he'd given her earlier.

“Metoo.”

He leaned close and brushed her lips with his, so gently she might have imagined it,
but she wasn't about to let that be all. The hand on his cheek slid around to the back
of his neck and she tugged him closer as she opened her mouth beneath his.

Aaron didn’'t hesitate, his arms tightened around her, and his mouth crushed against
hers, the kiss turning hot and needy instead of the chaste thing he'd tried to give her.
And Heather didn’t hesitate to give as good as she got. Her nipples tightened and her
entire body heated as she melted against him, letting her body tell him exactly what
she wanted.
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J ake hadn’t planned to take things this far, at least not this fast but when he'd
brushed a gentle kiss across her lips, Heather had opened up to him, snapping the thin
cord of control he'd had on his need to taste her. As the kiss degpened, she melted
against him, letting him feel how well her body fit against his. His hand came up and
cupped her cheek as his tongue tasted every inch of her mouth.

His cock ached and a growl escaped his throat as he forced himself to lift his head
and break the kiss. “Damn, Lynnie, you do things to me. Things | know better than to
do, but somehow, | just can't help myself.” He pressed his forehead against hers,
unable to move his hand from her face.

“You started it.”

Her words might have been teasing, but her voice was low and husky and made him
want to pick her up, find the bed, strip her naked and spend a week or five
worshipping her body. But now wasn’'t the time. Not with two clubs outside waiting
for him to bring her out and make introductions.

“1 want to start alot more, but now’s not the time. Y ou want to unpack things in here
and take afew to unwind from the trip or you ready to meet everyone?’

Her eyes went wide. “There’ s more than were in Sturgis the other day?’
“Only a couple, but | figured there were alot of people and a lot of new faces. You

probably don’'t remember everyone, and | know they likely won't, so why not refresh
everyone' s memories?’



She leaned back so their heads were no longer pressed together and blinked several
times asif trying to focus on hisface.

Jake picked his head up and watched her.

“That's sweet.” She took a deep breath and looked around “Can | get ten minutes to
freshen up and wash off a little of the road dust? Then I'll be ready to go meet
everyone.”

“Sure thing. Can | get you something to drink?’

“What do you have?’

“Water, sodas, beer, most of the hard liquors, mixers, pretty much anything you want.
The girls even have a blender set up for frozen drinks.”

“Really?’
“Thisisn't normal. We've kind of had a running party for that last week or so while
the charter chapter is visiting. I’'m not saying we don’'t drink and get a little wild but

not usually to this degree.”

“I'll take a beer then,” she said with a shrug, before turning toward the front of the
trailer.

“What kind?’

“Whatever you have.”

“We have a bunch, what do you normally drink?’



“I’ll drink Shiner, Amber Bock, Dos Equis, Phat Fish, that kind of thing. Does that
help?’ She stopped afew steps away and twisted around to look at him.

“It does. I'll go grab you something. Want me to knock when | come back or come
onin?

“Just come on in. I'll probably be in the bedroom or the bathroom.” She turned and
continued on.

He watched as she disappeared through a doorway, then turned and stepped down
from the trailer. Shaking his head at how easily she'd changed what he' d intended to

be a quick, gentle kiss into something far more intense.

“You going to disappear now that your girl’s here?” Dumbass asked as Jake dug
through a cooler looking for a good beer for her.

“Nah.” Jake didn’t bother looking up. “I’m grabbing us something to drink while she
washes up alittle. It'salong drive. Then we'll come out and she can meet everyone.”

“Didn’t she meet people afew days ago?’

Jake pulled two bottles from the icy water and set them on top of another cooler
before glancing up at hisfriend.

“Some, but | don't know about all. Plus there were a lot of people there. Do you
remember everyone you met that day?’

“Hell no,” Dumbass said with a chuckle.

“Exactly. So we'll re-introduce her. If she’'s only here for a day or two, no harm no
foul, but if she's here longer, it will pay off in the end.”



“Only aday or so. She drove all thisway and brought atrailer for aday or two?’

Jake shrugged. “We didn’t really set atime on it. We wanted to see each other again,
and it was too far for me to go right now. | didn’t want her spending money on a
motel room, and | don’'t have a place for her to stay, so she found an alternative. As
for how long, if | have my way, it will be alot more than aday or two.” He didn’t say
that was only partly because it gave her another layer of protection from the ex, that
asfar ashe’'d been able to tell, was still looking for her. Even if she could be traced to
|ceman, there was no reason to come here, nothing to tie her to him, at least not in the
last ten plus years. Hopefully, even if they did trace her to North Dakota then down
here, Iceman would be able to give them a head's up. “We'll be back in a few.” He
carried the drinks back around to the rear of the bunkhouse to her trailer, and let
himself in.

“I"'m back,” he called out.

“Have a seat, I'll be right out,” Heather called back.

Jake looked around, paying attention to the place for the first time. Before, he' d been
more focused on her. Now, he spotted the sofa, and considered sitting there, but opted
for the table, and the bench seat on one side, as he could set down the beer instead of
letting it grow warm from the heat of his hands.

Taking a seat, he twisted the top off his bottle and took a pull while he waited for
Heather. This place was nicer than he’'d anticipated. When she’'d said trailer, he had
pictured the little camp trailer that his dad had borrowed from his grandparents when
he was a teenager, it had looked like something straight out of the sixties. Including
the old fashion, cracking upholstery, and floral chintz curtains. This was spacious and
far more modern looking, almost like areal home.

“That feels so much better,” Heather said stepping down off a set of stairs Jake hadn’t



noticed into the main room of the trailer. He looked over to find that she’d changed
into a pair of shorts and a tank top, from the jeans and hoodie she'd been wearing
earlier. His guess was that it had been cool when she’'d pulled out of Dickenson that
morning. She'd also brushed out her hair and pulled it up into a ponytail. And from
the dlight pink tint to her face, he guessed she' d washed her face too. The whole look
made him want to pick her up, haul her back into the bedroom and show her exactly
what she did to him. But they hadn’t gotten that far. No yet. But soon, he hoped.

“You look great.” He knew enough about women to know better than to tell her she
looked better than before, that would only start a line of questions he didn’t want to
get into. What was wrong with how she'd looked before? Nothing, but she looked

like she felt better now. Still, he didn’t want to get into it.

“Thanks. | still have a little unloading/unpacking to do but it can wait. Let’s go meet
your friends. Isthat mine?’ she motioned to the bottle on the table beside him.

“Yep, here.” He picked it up and twisted the top off before handing it to her.

“Thanks.” She took it, and he couldn’t keep from watching as she tipped the bottle
back, exposing the long length of her throat.

Jake tightened his grip on his own bottle, resisting the urge to reach up and stroke that
skin to seeif it was as soft as it looked.

“Well, are we going out to see everyone?’ Heather asked as she lowered the bottle.
“Sure, let’s go.” Jake stood, motioned for her to lead the way out, then tried to subtly
adjust his jeans where they’d suddenly grown much tighter than they’d been just

moments before.

“Should | lock it?" She stopped at the foot of the steps up into the trailer and asked as



he descended the same stairs.

“You can if you want, but no one will bother it. We also won't be offended if you feel
like you should,” he said.

Heather tilted her head and watched him. “How about | don’t if we're on the ranch. |
can lock it if we leave for some reason. And at night.”

“Whatever you want to do.” He wondered why she planned to lock it at night, but
didn’t ask, not yet. He' d wait for a better time to ask that.
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H eather followed Aaron through the door at the building in front of where he’'d had
her park her borrowed trailer.

“Thisis the restroom, and the showers,” he motioned off to one side as they came in.
“They’re communal showers, so we've got a schedule right now for men and
women's shower time. If you're still around after the Tucson bunch leaves, we'll
work something out if you want to use these instead of the shower in the trailer.
You're welcome to do either.” He continued through the building. “The kitchen,
when we don’'t have a big group, lunches are available in here, breakfast and dinner
are served at the big house. Through there,” he motioned toward a doorway at the far
end of the large room, “are the bunks. And we've got the TV in here, it's got
streaming TV and a PS5. There's usually a couple of guys playing in the evenings,
but you' I probably have open access during the day while most of us are busy.”

Heather looked around and took in the space. It was cleaner than she’ d expected for a
space lived in and maintained by a bunch of men. It made her wonder if maybe more
than just Aaron was previously military? She wanted to ask if she could see the bunk
rooms, but thought maybe that was going too far. Maybe later if things worked out.

“And out here is where we're al gathering.” He led her through the doorway and out
into what looked like a large driveway that had been converted into a gathering area
with several picnic tables on one side, a large firepit near the center surrounded with
more chairs than she cared to count at the moment, and what looked like an outdoor
kitchen set up on the side opposite the tables. “Meals, for now are served over there.
There are also coolers with drinks of all kind under the tables. Help yourself. You're
welcome at all meals, now and after our visitors leave, or no one will hold it against
you if you want to cook for yourself or go into town. | would appreciate it if you let



me know if you're going to leave the ranch. It's not that | want to limit your
movements, or restrict you in anyway, but until we know what’s up with Mitch and
the assholes that he’ s running with, | just want to make sure you' re safe.”

She scanned the area, taking in all the faces, some familiar, some she didn’t recall
having seen, and only paying a little attention to what Aaron was saying. She nodded
as he stopped speaking, barely registering what he was saying as she thought about
meeting all these people, what would they think of her and how would she keep
everyone' s names straight?

“Hi!” A woman'’s voice beside her drew Heather back to what was going on. She
blinked and turned to find the woman beside her smiling and looking friendly. “I'm
Robyn. We met the other day, but you may not remember me. There were a ot of
people, and | know | don’t remember half the people | met.”

“l do remember you; we didn’'t talk much but | remember you were with Ghost,
right?’

“1 am, how did you remember that with al the new names and faces?’

“Ghost was one of those that hit something in my memory, and | couldn’t forget it. It
reminded me of an old movie | saw when | was ateenager. And it just clicked.”

“Ohh. What was the movie? | might have to seeit. He reminded you of it, you say?’
“Well, it wasn't that he reminded me, it was more that his name did. The name of the
movie is The Ghost and The Darkness. It was about hunting men killing lions in

Africa | heard it was based on atrue story, but I'm not sureif that’ s true or not.”

“Now that you tell me alittle about it, | think | have heard of it, though | don’t think
I’ve seen it. Why don’t you come over here and we can get to know each other alittle



better?’ Robyn tilted her head toward a group of women sitting in a bunch of chairs
clustered in the shade. They looked happy and friendly. Heather wanted to join them,
but she wasn't ready to leave Aaron.

“Aaron was just showing me around and making sure | know everyone. How about |
join you when we' re done making the rounds?’

“That would be great. Let him introduce you to the guys, then we'll take care of the
women and all the details you need to know to hang around a group like this.”

“Sounds great. I'm sure I’ [l join you soon.”

Robyn waved, turned toward the kitchen area, dug something out of one of the
coolers, then went back to where the other women sat. There looked like there was
SiX to eight there and Heather wasn't sure, but it seemed there were some missing.
“Ready?’ Aaron’s voice brought her attention back to him.

She turned and looked up at him with asmile. “Sure. Let’s go.”

They spent the next forty-five minutes meeting and talking to different men. She till
wasn't sure how she would remember who everyone was, much less their names.
Though for some reason she thought their nicknames would stick with her better than
real names would have, similar to how she had an easier time remembering pets
names than people’s. Things like Malice and Savage seemed to stand out in her mind.
“Why do they call you Jake?’

“It' sanickname, just like Ghost, Lurch, and the others.”

“I know that, but why? There's always a reason behind a nickname and | want to



know yours.” She watched his reaction and noticed how his face turned pink.

“It's dumb. Y ou don’t need to know.”

“Need to? No. But | want to and the more you resist telling me, the more | want to
know. The more I’m going to pester you about it. You and | both know you might as
well just tell me. Cause | won't let up until | find out... or | could just go ask
someone else.” She twisted around to look toward the group of men they’'d just
walked away from. “Sadist seems like the kind who would tell me just to get arise
out of you.”

Aaron pinched the bridge of his nose. “Jesus. Why are you like this?’

Heather shrugged. “I don’t know. I’'m just me. That’sal | can be.”

“And honestly, | wouldn’t want you any other way.” He hooked an arm around her
waist and tugged her close as he took a deep breath and heaved out a sigh. “I'll tell
you, but it's embarrassing.”

She wanted to stop and look at him, to watch his face as he told her but knew that
would only make him more self-conscious.

“When | was in my first duty assignment after basic there was another guy with the
same last name. There was some discussion as to how to tell us apart, when some
smart ass pipped up and told them they should call me Jake because | looked like the
guy from those stupid insurance commercials. It stuck.”

Heather started by giggling. She remembered those commercials. Not the newer
versions, but the original. And now that she thought about it, he did look a little like
the actor when he' d been younger. Not so much now that he’d lost some of the baby
fat and put on some muscle. “He wasn't wrong.” She glanced up at Aaron and found



the scowl on his face even funnier than the reason behind his nickname. The giggles
became full blown laughter. Not at his nickname or how he came by it, but at his
reaction to her.

He put his hands on his hips and watched as she laughed, and Heather found that
even funnier. She gasped for air, knowing this wasn't as funny as she thought it was.
Maybe it was more than the story he'd told her? She liked the way he made her feel
safe, cared for but free at the same time.

She wiped tears from the corners of her eyes as she gasped for air, the laughter finally
subsiding. “Thanks, | needed that.”

“Glad | could help, even if it was only by being the butt of the joke.”

“It wasn't that. Not the way you think. It was your reaction, the look on your face.
That was what was so funny.”

He shook his head at her, a smile slowly creeping onto his face. “You know, it's a
good thing I like you.”

“I guess | kind of like you too.”

He held a hand out toward her, and without thinking about it she took it in hers,
weaving her fingers in with his as she let him pull her along to the next person he
wanted her to meet.



Page 21

Source Creation Date: July 24, 2025, 3:04 am

Jake didn’t know how he found her laughter so amusing, especially when it was him
she was laughing at, but oddly he didn’t mind. He just liked that she felt safe enough
to laugh like that. Maybe that was part of what had caused it, the need to let off some
steam. He hoped she never felt like she couldn’t be herself around him.

Once she'd finished laughing and was ready to meet the rest of the crew, he held out
a hand, only realizing once he' d done it that maybe she wouldn’t be comfortable with
it, but to his surprise, she took it. She wove her fingers in between his and held on.
Unable to wipe the stupid grin off his face, one he knew he'd take some ribbing for
later, he took her to meet the others.

By the time she’d met the guys gathered around the firepit and outdoor kitchen, her
eyes had glazed over, and he could tell they’d surpassed her ability to remember
names, but she remained friendly and cheerful.

“I’'m going to take mercy on you, and call it good for now. We'll worry about
meeting the rest of the guys later.”

She looked at him with wide eyes, with just a little panic on her face. “There are
more?”’

“Yeah,” he said with a chuckle. “But they’re off doing something, either somewhere
on the ranch or in town. You can meet them as they come in.” He glanced down at
the beer bottle in her hand. “Want another?” He motioned toward it with his own
bottle.

“That would be great. Where do | get them?”’



“They’re in the coolers over there.” He tilted his head toward the outdoor kitchen.
“But go sit down with the women, I'll bring it to you.”

“Areyou sure? You don’t have to wait on me.”

“I don't mind.” Jake reluctantly let go of her hand, took her empty bottle, then
watched as she made her way toward where the women sat in the shade, waiting until
she spoke to one of them, found a chair and sat before turning away. After dropping
the empties in the recycling bin, he pulled out two fresh drinks, delivered Heather’ s to
her, then went to join the men.

Mac stared at him for several seconds, then made a show of turning to look at
Heather, and watching her for afew moments before looking back to Jake. This went
on for several minutes, Jake doing his best to ignore it until Sadist spoke up.

“Just spit it out, man. Y ou’ re going to hurt yourself trying to keep it in as you wait for
him to ask.”

“Well, she’s not carrying a purse, so I’m just wondering where she keeps them,” Mac
said, still looking back and forth between Heather and Jake.

Jake rolled his eyes. He might as well get it over with. Mac wouldn’t be happy until
he got it out.

“Where she keeps what?’ Jake asked, knowing he deserved this. He'd done his share
of ribbing each of the others as they’d met their women. At least they were doing it
when she wasn’t present. He wasn't sure yet how she would take the kind of ribbing
his brothers tended to dish out. Though after the way she'd laughed earlier, maybe
she would do okay.

“Your balls. Because the way you were leading her around, making sure she met



everyone then fetching a drink and serving it to her like some kind of princess, I'm
sure she' s got possession of them now.”

The men around them cracked up and even Jake smiled as he shook his head. “Maybe
so, but if Elyse asked for adrink or even for you to fix her a plate come dinner time,
you sure as hell would be up getting it for her, wouldn’t you.”

“Hey, | never said | wasn’t whipped. | thought we established that some time ago. We
were talking about you for a change.”

Jake rolled his eyes. There was no point in arguing or fighting it. Talking back or
trying to set them straight would only make it worse, not that he had anything to set
them straight on. She didn’t carry around his balls, those were still firmly in his jeans.
And not happy about it at the moment, from the feel of them. They wanted to take
Heather back to her trailer and continue what they’ d only barely started with that kiss.

But that was moving too fast, so he pushed the thought out of his mind, told his cock
to calm the fuck down and focused on what was going on around him. Not the
ribbing his brothers were trying to give him, that he wouldn’t rise to, but everything
else.

“No more trouble from Donna's ex?’ Jake didn’t know what all was going on there,
only that Savage had picked her up on the ride up and that she had an ex who was
looking for her, and had gone as far asto follow her onto the ranch after someone had
spotted her in Gillette a few days ago.

“Nothing new,” Savage said from where he sat on the far side of the cold firepit.
“We're still waiting to hear back from Gizmo about whether or not she'll have to
divorce his ass, but we'll figure that out, and if we have to, we'll start the procedure
as soon as we get back to Arizona.”



“You'rereally going to move her to Tucson and in with you?’ Jake asked.

Savage stared at him; one brow lifted. “You really think you’'re in a position to judge
us about that right now?’ He shot a pointed look toward the bunkhouse, and Jake
knew, the trailer that sat on the far side.

“Hey, I’'m not judging.” Jake held his hands out in front of him, as if proving he
wasn’'t armed. Things between him and Heather were different, at least in his mind.
They’ d known each other before and had only recently encountered each other again.
In hismind, that was at least a foundation. “| was just asking.”

Savage didn’t reply, but watched him, with a look that said just wait, he would learn
the hard way. Jake didn’t want to get into it.
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H eather couldn’t help how surprised she was by how welcoming the women were.
She remembered several faces from the run to Sturgis, but only a couple of names,
She remembered Kerry, London, and Robyn who she’d met again earlier, but that
was about it.

“Tell me more about Tucson and living in the desert,” London said.

Several women took turns telling her about the heat, but it was dry. The monsoons,
rain and lightning storms that should be hitting the area soon. They told her it was
pretty, but not the kind of pretty she was used to.

From what Heather had been able to tell from the conversation, London was getting
ready to move to Tucson, even though she’d never been there. Heather wasn't sure
why she was making the move, but found the discussion fascinating anyway.

“What about you, Heather? Have you ever been to the desert?” Kerry asked after a
bit, likely realizing she hadn’t said anything in awhile.

“Nope, sorry. | haven’'t even been to Vegas. | know that’s not Arizona, but | hear it's
pretty close, weather wise. Wish | could help though.” She lifted one shoulder then
let it fall.

“You might make it down, though. At least to Tucson. | hear Jake still owns his
house, so he'll eventually need to go down and take care of it.

Heather nodded slowly, not saying anything. Just because he owned a house there
didn’t mean he would be taking her. Her coming here was so they could see if there



was anything more than an old attraction between them. It didn’t mean they were an
item, not now or that they would last. Even if she did have hopes. Not that she would
ever express them out loud. Not only would that be too embarrassing, but she might
jinx herself.

“I"'m sorry. We're leaving you out,” Kerry said. “We should change the subject.”

“Not at all,” Heather said with a smile. “I’'m learning things, and I’ m still recovering
from my trip. Don’t worry about me. I'll put something in as | have something to say
or I'll go get another drink,” she lifted her half-full bottle, “or even go see what

Aaron and the guys are talking about.”

“Oh, | can give you a good idea of what they’re talking about,” one of the women
said. Heather wasn't sure of her name. “I’m Beth by the way. Sadist is mine.”

Heather looked over to where the men gathered, trying to remember which one was
Sadist.

“The blond with the —?” She motioned over her head with one hand, hoping the
other woman would understand she meant his wide mohawk cut that reminded her of
one of the TV shows about Vikings.

“Yep, that'shim.”

“What are they talking about?’ Heather kept her eyes on the men, watching as they
spoke, some waving their hands around as they spoke, others sitting nearly
motionless.

“They’re giving Jake shit.”

“Why?" Heather frowned and turned to look at Beth, not understanding why Aaron’s



friends would do that to him.

“A couple of reasons, number one being that that’s the way men are, they’re always
giving someone shit. But the real reason is payback. He deserves it after the way he
gave each of the men shit when they started bringing us around.” She used afinger in
theair, spun in acircle to indicate all the women around the group. “While | do feel a
little sorry for him, he earned it. Most of them will keep it just among them men, he
didn’t have the same consideration with everyone.”

Heather felt her mouth fall open as she turned back to watch them men. Had Aaron
been that rude? While she didn’t doubt these women’s word, somehow it didn’t fit
the impression she had of him. Neither from when they’d been in school or this time
around. He' d seemed too sweet, too nice.

“He did that?’ she asked, still trying to reconcile what they were telling her with the
Aaron she knew. Had the years changed him so much?

“Hedid. But | don’t think he did it maliciously,” Beth said, looking around the group,
as if checking with the other women to see what they thought. “I think he either
didn’t think about how it might make one of us feel or didn’t realize we were there or
could hear him. He's a nice guy, he just sometimes lets his mouth get ahead of his
brain.”

“That much hasn’t changed,” Heather admitted.

He' d been that way in school too, often blurting out whatever popped into his head,
whether it was appropriate, the right time, or not. But as irritating as that trait could
be, it was also endearing. It made him more human, a little more approachable.
Especially to someone like herself who knew she had baggage. Who would want to
take on the shitshow that her life had become, what with Mitch and the assholes he'd
apparently traded her to.



Conversation turned to the trip planned the next day. Heather knew there was
something, it was part of why she’ d chosen to come today instead of waiting, but she
hadn’t known what, exactly. As they talked, she listened, wondering what Aaron had
planned for her, she knew he was planning to go, but would he want her along? She
hadn’t talked to him about it. If not, what would she do here? Maybe go into town,
though she didn’t know what she'd do there. For some reason, the thought of going
into town alone, especially when Aaron would be so far away, didn’'t sit well with
her. She' d have to talk to him tonight and see what the plan was. In the meantime, she
listened in on what the women were talking about, so at least she’ d have an idea what
was going on.
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T hat evening, after dinner had been served, and cleaned up, they sat in groups around
a couple of fire pits, talking, when Jake saw Heather get up, drop her empty cup in
the trash and head into the bunkhouse. He assumed she was headed for the bathroom,
but when she didn’t come back after afew minutes, he went looking for her.

“Heather?’ he called as he stepped inside the bunkhouse.

“She went out the back door,” Talon said without looking away from the TV screen
where he was controlling a car as it raced through the streets.

“Thanks.” He went out the back and noticed she'd turned on a couple of lightsinside
the trailer. From the shadow moving around inside, she hadn’t yet gone to bed. Good.
He wanted a chance to talk to her and hadn’t had much of a chance with people
around them all afternoon.

He went to the trailer and knocked on the door. He heard her moving around inside,
then the door opened, swinging out over the stairs, and making him glad he hadn’t

climbed them to knock.

“Hey.” She pushed the door open and stepped back. Jake stared at her a moment, not
sure if she wasinviting him in or what was going on.

“Y ou disappeared. | got worried.”

“1 needed some time to myself. I'll go back out if they’re still there when I’'m feeling
better.”



“1 can go if you want to be alone.”

“No. You're okay. | just needed some space from all the other people. Come on in.”
She turned and stepped farther into the trailer. Not seeing what else to do, he stepped
up inside, closing the door behind himself. Most of the noise from the gathering was
shut out, not completely silencing the loud music and low murmur of people talking
but significantly muffling it. He was surprised by how much quieter it wasin here.

“Areyou okay?' He watched as she went over to the sofa and sat.

“Yeah, | just needed some time. I’'m glad you followed me. | wanted to talk to you,
but didn’t want to take you away from the others.” She patted the seat beside her,
inviting him to join her.

“l wanted to talk to you too,” he said, moving to the sofa and sitting, “but | didn’t
want to pull you away if you were having fun.”

“1"m always open to you pulling me away.” She leaned over and dropped her head on
his shoulder.

He noticed that sometime between when she’d come out here and he'd knocked on
her door, she'd kicked off her shoes and now sat here barefoot, her toenails were
painted a deep purple that oddly, he found endearing.

“I"'m here for you, and while it’s nice that the other women are friendly, they’re not

you.

“That’s sweet. Did you have a good time today?’ He wanted to lift his arm and wrap
it around her, but wasn’'t sure how she'd take it, so he sat there, letting her rest her
head against his shoulder, trying to watch her despite the awkward positioning.



“I did. But its been along day, between the drive, setting up then all the stuff here. |
just needed to get away for abit.”

“No worries. There’s no problem with that. | did want to check with you about
tomorrow though.”

“1 know there’'s some kind of trip tomorrow. The women were excited, but | never
caught where you are going.”

“We're going to Rushmore. | wanted to invite you along if you want to go. But if
you're too tired, | don’t want you feeling like you have to.”

She sat up, turned sideways on the sofa so she faced him, folding her legs in front of
her on the seat. “Invite me how?’ She wiggled until she was more comfortable.

Jake twisted to face her, pulling one leg up into the seat, but staying careful to keep
his boot off the upholstery.

“1 want you to come. | think it would be fun, but | don’'t want you to feel like you
have to,” he said, watching her face, trying to figure out what she was thinking.

“I’ve never been to Rushmore. I'd like to see it, but | want to know more about the
trip? I’ve only gone on the one trip with a group of bikers, that’s where | ran into you.
Somehow, | think that’s not typical of your usual ride.”

“It's not. First, every club does rides a little different. Each has their own traditions
and things they do, so atypical ride with the Kings wouldn’t be the same as a typical
ride with the Souls. The ride to Sturgis was a specia thing in that we were meeting up
with the Kings. We're not doing that this time. We also don't typically bring along a
grill and enough food for an army like it seems they do.”



“So if you don't take food, what do you do?’

“l didn’t say we don’t take food. Just that we don’t take a grill, especialy not one big
enough to be it’s own trailer, though now that Lurch has seen that, we may get one. It
was a nice setup and could be used on the ranch too. But food is sometimes taken,
and sometimes a planned stop along the way, depending on how we're doing it, and if
someone wants to take cars instead of their bike. Tomorrow the plan is to stop in
Custer on our way back.”

“How would | ride along? | don’t have a bike and after today, | don’t want to drive all
day again, even if I’m not towing.”

He watched her for a moment, trying to figure out what was going on in her head.
Was she deliberately missing his meaning when he invited her along? He reached out,
covering her hands where they sat on her lap, fidgeting with each other.

“Lynnie, when | say I’d like you to go on the ride with me tomorrow, | mean | want
you with me. | want you on the back of my bike.”

Slowly, she lifted her gaze until it met his. “You do?’ Her voice was soft, as if she
wasn't sure if she should believe him. “I know that’s a big deal. | mean yeah, | rode
with Matt, but he’'s family and that’ s different.”

“How big of dedl it is varies by the club, and even by the guy. | won’t lie to you and
say I’'ve never had a woman on the back of my bike, but I've never taken one on a
run. But | want you there.”

Her eyes went wide. “Never?’

“Never, Lynnie.” He squeezed her hands, hoping she would understand what he was
trying to get across without his having to come out and say it. He hated talking about



his feelings. What man didn’t?

“You're sure you want it to be me?’

Jake took a deep breath and searched for the right words. He needed to do this right,
so she understood how much she meant to him. Yeah, they’d only recently
encountered each other again, but she had always been the one for him. The one he
thought about when things got tough. The one he’'d always wondered what if about.
The one he' d aways regretted never making a move on. But now was his chance not
toregret it again.

“1 want it to be you. I’ve always wanted it to be you, even when | didn't know if |
would ever see you again.” He let his gaze drop to where his hand still covered his
and told her about the thoughts that had been haunting him for some time.
“Sometimes | wish I’d asked you out way back then, even knowing we would be
leaving. It would have been hard leaving, but then | would have known if you felt the
same way | did and not been left wondering for the last twelve years.”

“1 wish you had too.” Heather’ s voice was little more than a whisper, but he heard it.

He looked up to find her watching him, liquid pooling in her eyes. “As much as |
think it might have been better if I’d done that, | know better. | know that if I’d asked
then, we wouldn’'t be the same people we are now. Who knows if we would have
lasted back then. | don’'t know that | had the experiences to recognize the best thing
that’s ever happened to me. What | do know is that now that I’ ve found you again, |
don’t want to waste another minute, Lynnie.” He lifted his free hand to cup her jaw.

“Me either.” Sheleaned close, her gaze flicking down his face, then back to his eyes.

Jake knew what she was looking at. He wanted the same thing, but he wasn’t going to
push her before she was ready. Slowly, he leaned forward, giving her time to back



away or tell him to stop if thiswasn’'t what she wanted.
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H eather’s heart thundered in her ears. Was she hearing what she thought she was
hearing? He' d always thought about her just as she’d dreamed about him? Her chest
ached at the idea of the years they’ d missed out on. But if they’ d gotten together then,
would it have worked? She wasn't the same person now she'd been then, and that
was a good thing, at least in her opinion. Would things work between them? Even
with how badly she wanted it to? The only way to find out was to jump in and try it.
If she backed away now, she would always wonder, always wish she’ d taken the risk.
The last twelve years had taught her that.

She leaned in, closing the distance between herself and Aaron, until her lips met his,
His kiss was hesitant at first, but it soon turned hungry. She met him at every turn,
pouring the need and want she felt into the kiss.

As if of their own volition, her arms wrapped around his neck, pulling him closer.
Sensations and emotion overwhelmed her until she barely noticed when she was
scooped off the sofa and set on his lap. Though the change of surface, she noticed.
Gone was the soft padding underneath her, as it was replaced with the hard warmth of
hisleg and aridge she couldn’t ignore and didn’t want to.

Without thinking about it, her body arched against his, grinding her needy core
against the hard length of him and sending waves of pleasure through her. She lost
track of time, of the world around them, of everything but the two of them as she let
her hands play up and down his torso while she lost herself in his taste and the feel of
him beneath her.

“Areyou sure?’ he asked as she tugged his shirt off over his head.



“I’ve never been more sure. But not here. Let's go to the bedroom.” Her voice had
gone breathy, needy. Shetried to climb off hislap, only to be stopped by his hands on
her hips.

Before she could say anything, he stood, taking her with him. She let out a startled
eep and wrapped her arms around his neck as he carried her through the trailer. Not
used to being carried or the odd sensations it caused low in her belly, she buried her
face in his neck, thankful the place wasn’t big enough he would need directions.

“1 hate letting go of you, Lynnie, but | can't get my boots off while holding on to
you.” He set her gently on the bed, then stepped back and bent to untie and loosen the
laces on his boots.

She tilted sideways, until she rested on one elbow and watched the muscles in his
arms and shoulders play beneath the skin as he worked his boots off. The tattoos on
his arms and neck had been impossible to miss, but she should have realized his back
and chest would have them too. Her fingers itched to trace the lines and colors along
his skin. She couldn’t help but wonder what designs his jeans hid. Hopefully, she
wouldn’t have too long to wait to find out.

When he'd finished with his boots, he looked up at her, a predatory look in his eye. If
she wasn't so certain he would never hurt her, it might have scared her. But there
were only a few people on earth she was as sure of as Aaron, though she couldn’t
have said why, and at the moment she didn’t want to examineit.

He moved to the edge of the bed, staring down at her with hungry eyes as she lay on
one side, looking up at him and hoping she looked alluring.

“Lynnie, I’ve wanted this for along time, but | know you’ re not coming from a good
place. The last thing | want is to scare you or hurt you. Y ou can stop this at any time.
If | do anything you don’t like or don’t want, just say something. Okay, sweetheart?’



She nodded, not entirely sure why he felt he would scare or hurt her. Y eah, she’d run
from her ex and his friends, but not because they’d hurt her. She'd run before they’d
had a chance.

“1 need the words, Lynnie.”

“1 understand. If there' s anything | don’t want, say something.”

“Good girl.”

She liked hearing that. Heat pooled low in her belly, and she didn't entirely
understand why, but she wasn’'t going to examine it, at least not yet. Leaning up, she
reached for him, wrapping an arm around his neck she tugged him closer. She wanted
to kiss him, to feel his mouth on hers and his hands on her skin.

His hand skimmed along her belly, over her shirt, reminding her that she was still
fully dressed while she’'d taken off his shirt. She didn’t like that. She wanted to feel
him, skin to skin. Her hands went to the bottom of her shirt and began tugging it up,
working it up until she broke their kiss with a gasp, then shoved her shirt up over her
head and off.

Aaron’s eyes played down her body, then back up.

“You're beautiful,” he said once his gaze returned to her face.

“You're not bad looking yourself.” Heather stretched one hand behind her back and
unhooked her bra. “I’ve waited along time for this.”

“What?’

11 You.l’
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J ake almost stopped breathing. He froze, his hands on her hips and aching to move
up her body, when he heard her words. She wanted him. Well, given where they were
at the moment, that part wasn’t too surprising. But that she' d been waiting for him?

He knew she didn’t mean she was a virgin. There was no way she’d waited until they
were nearly thirty for that. Besides, she said she'd been living with that Mitch
asshole. Did he care that she’d been with others? No. It wasn't like he'd saved
himself for her. What mattered was where they were now. Here in each other’ s arms.

“You're not the only one.” He only hoped he could live up to her fantasies, because
he assumed that if she’d been thinking of him that long, she had done as he had and
thought about what it would be like.

Closing the distance between them, he covered her mouth in another searing kiss. His
hand dlid along her waist, and he marveled at how soft she felt, how had he gotten
here again? Did it matter? What mattered was that he was here, and she was up for
this, now he had to be sure he didn’t screw it up.

He trailed his lips along her jaw and down her neck. She let her head fall back as he
lavished attention on every inch he came across. One of her hands buried in his hair
and seemed to urge him on. Pulling him close as small sighs and cries erupted from
her mouth, urging him to continue.

When Jake reached her breasts, he teased one nipple with his tongue, flicking and
circling the tip before sucking into his mouth, then releasing it to give the other the
same attention. Judging from the way her fingers curled into his scalp and shoulder,
along with the sounds she made, Heather approved. He loved the way they filled his



hands, a perfect handful with only alittle overflowing. He couldn’t imagine her being
more perfect.

Jake marveled at how responsive she was. He moved down her body from her tits,
trailing kisses along her belly, loving that she was soft and pliant. He had been with
scrawny girls and didn't like how they felt like they were all skin and bones and
would snap in half if you were just alittle too rough or bent them wrong.

When he reached the waistband of her jeans, he played a teasing pattern along the
edge of the thick denim, looking up at her face to gauge her reaction. He wanted to
take them off her, to strip her naked, but needed to make sure he wasn’'t moving faster
than she was comfortable with.

Her head was thrown back against the mattress, her eyes closed as she seemed lost in
the sensations. Before he had a chance to stop and ask if she was ready for more, her
hands moved to her waistband and started shoving. He blinked in surprise when she
didn’t need to unbutton them before shimmying them off her hips, though he did love
the way she moved and the way it made the soft parts of her jiggle. He leaned back
and watched, taking in every breathtaking moment.

He loved that. Women were supposed to be soft and jiggle. Yeah, he liked to play
with that jiggle, but he’'d found most women didn’'t like it when you did. They
seemed to be self-conscious about it, as if it wasn't supposed to be there. He hadn’t
yet figured out how to convince them they were wrong, but maybe he'd figure it out
with Heather.

Once she'd kicked her jeans aside, he bent back over her, resuming where he'd left
off. Jake continued to lick and tease his way down her body, but skirted around her
core, teasing the sensitive skin at the crease where her thigh met her body. Tiny
kisses and gentle nips with his teeth had her squirming and gasping. He smiled
against her skin, enjoying her responses until she once more ran her hands through



his hair, then fisted a handful and used it to steer his head where she needed it.
Unable to resist the temptation any longer, he clamped his lips around the nub of her
clit and paid it all the attention it had been denied.

“There, oh god, Aaron, yes!”

Her body bowed beneath him. He put one hand on her belly to hold her still so he
wouldn’'t miss a single drop of the sweet nectar dripping from her center. As she
started to relax, he doubled down, suckling her clit while dliding two fingers into her
tight hot dlit and curling them upwards to hit that hidden spot some men swore didn’t
exist.

Heather cried out again, almost coming off the bed as her body clenched and gushed.
He lapped up every drop, enjoying the way her body went soft and pliant as she came
down from the peak.

He moved up over her, watching her face. “Want more?’

“I want to return the favor, but I’'m not sure | can. I’'m not sure | could even stand
right now.”

“No worries. | know just what to do.” He took the condoms he' d pocketed earlier
when he' d been in the bunkhouse, just in case and tossed them on the bed beside her
before stepping back and shedding his jeans, shoving them and his underwear off as
quickly as he could, then went back to her.

He took advantage of her limp, almost boneless state and rolled her onto her side,
leaving the leg on the bottom straight but bending the other at her hip so it looked like
she was getting ready to climb a set of stairs, then moved over her so his knees rested
on either side of her lower leg. Then, tearing one condom off the strip, he ripped the
package open with his teeth and unrolled it down his length before leaning down to



kiss her again, palming and kneading onetit as he reveled in her kiss.

“You ready?’ he asked, still hovering just above her.

“Please.” Her voice was low and husky, making his already rock hard dick throb. He
bent, lining himself up with her opening, and pushed, then retreated, slowly working
himself into her tight pussy, while trying not to lose his mind at how amazing she felt.

He needed her to come at least once more. He needed to feel her squeeze his cock as
she exploded. He forced himself to concentrate on that, on making sure she got there
before he could let himself go.



Page 26

Source Creation Date: July 24, 2025, 3:04 am

H eather had wondered what he was doing when he rolled her onto her side and
moved her around like a rag doll, but he'd aready made her feel so good, she wasn't
going to argue. Hell, he could have folded her in half and stood her in the corner, her
ass in the air, and she wouldn’t complain if he wanted to make her body come alive
like that again.

When he pushed inside her, despite the unfamiliar position, she found herself
reaching for him, tugging him down and willing to do almost anything to get more.
Her body seemed to have amind of it’s own.

With every stroke Aaron made, driving into her then retreating, the sensations seemed
to multiply. Her scalp tingled, her toes curled and somewhere, someone screamed as
her whole body clamped down and the world seemed to explode.

She saw stars, then seemed to float among them. Slowly, she became aware of the
world and where she was again, and found Aaron had lain down behind her, curled

against her with one arm wrapped around her middle.

“There you are.” The low rumble of his voice vibrated through her whole body,
sending waves of sensations she hadn’t been prepared for spiraling through her.

“Hey.” Her voice was rougher than she expected, and there was a slight ache in her
throat.

“You okay?’

Heather blinked severa times, trying to take stock of her body and making sure



nothing was wrong, or at least more than it had been. Nope, everything seemed good.
“I'm excellent.” She wasn't ready to give up the amazing floating feeling he'd
managed to give her.

“Good. Lay still and inaminute, 1’1l get up and clean us up.”

“I'm in no hurry.” She let her muscles melt as she relaxed into the warmth and
security of hisarms around her.

A knock on the trailer door made her groan. She didn’t want to get up.

“Ignore them. They’ll go away,” Aaron said.

“Y ou sure?’

“Yeah.”

A moment later the knock came again, harder.

“They’re not going away,” she said, still not wanting to get up. She’'d have to find
something to wear, and even then, she was sure there would be no doubt what they’d
been doing.

“Stay here,” he said with asigh. “I'll take care of it.” His arm around her disappeared
and she immediately wanted it back. Aaron pushed himself to his feet, then stepped

out the bedroom door.

A moment later the pounding on the door resumed, and she wondered if Aaron had
stopped along the way as someone shouted outside.

“I’m not going away until | see someone!” The voice was muffled but still audible.



She heard the door open, then the voice came again, clearer thistime.

“Jesus. Put that thing away. Dude. Put some clothes on.”

“You can see someone, what do you want?’ Aaron didn’'t seem to care that he was
naked.

“That sounded like something was wrong. Lurch said to make sure no one was being
tortured or kidnapped.”

That screaming she'd heard, had it been her? The scratch in her throat as she
swallowed told her probably.

“We're fine. But you're not going to come in here and see her.” Aaron’s voice
brooked no argument.

“Heather, you okay?’ the voice came in a little clearer, as if whoever it was had
shouted that last bit.

“I’m good!” she called back, fighting back alaugh at how ridiculous all this was.

“Okay then, I'll leave you be,” the voice said in a normal tone. “And for Christ’'s
sake, cover up before opening the door.”

“Don’t come pestering usif you don’'t want to seeit all.”

“Her | wouldn’t mind seeing, but, dude. | did not need to see your dick. | think I’'m
scarred for life.”

She heard the trailer door close and lay there still stifling her laughter at the whole
situation when Aaron came back into the room. He'd stopped somewhere along the



way because his condom was gone. He came up to the bed, gently rolled her to her
back and used a wet washcloth to clean her up, then tossed the cloth aside before
scooping her into his arms and shifting her over on the bed so he had more room to
stretch out beside her.

“What was that all about?’ she asked as he climbed onto the bed and lay down behind
her.

“l didn’'t take you for a screamer, at least not like that, Lynnie.” Aaron’s voice was
soft, gentle as he wrapped an arm around her and pulled her against him so her back

rested against his chest.

Heather’s face heated, but she wasn't about to admit that she didn’t think she’'d ever
made quite that much noise before, at least not during sex.

“That’s what he wanted?’
“Apparently someone thought either you could be being hurt or someone had
managed to get onto the ranch and tried to take you. They sent Talon around to make

sure neither had happened. They were looking out for you.”

“Why did you open the door naked?’ She frowned, she still couldn’t figure that one
out.

“To teach whoever was out there alesson.”
“What if it had been one of the women?’ She didn’t like the idea of him wandering
around in front of any of them without his pants on for some reason. On top of that,

she thought their men wouldn’t like it either.

“They wouldn’t have sent one of the women around to check on you. And a woman



wouldn’t have beat on the door like that. Besides, Talon had spoken before | opened
the door, remember?’

She frowned and thought back, then remembered the muffled shout that they
wouldn’'t go away until someone opened the door. “So, you knew it was one of them
and chose to ‘scar’ him anyway?’

“Areyou scarred?’ The amusement in his voice was hard to miss.

“No, but I’'m not one of your buddies either. Besides, | got to see you at your best.”

He laughed, letting her know he thought the whole thing was as funny as she did.
“He's not scarred, he's just an ass. It's not like he hadn’t seen it before. Communal
showers, remember?’

“Are you sure you want me imagining all of you in the shower together?’ She bit the
inside of her lip as she tried to keep from laughing at how she anticipated he would
react.

“Y ou better not be thinking about anyone but me in the shower.” He almost hissed in
her ear, his arm tightening around her middle.

She couldn’t help herself. She loved teasing him. “Not even you and—" She held out,
not saying the last one on purpose to get a reaction from him. She didn’t have to wait
long.

He growled in her ear, alow rumble that sent sparks spiraling through her previously
stated body, and heat pooling low in her belly. “Watchiit...” he warned.

“Me.” She couldn’t hold it back any longer and erupted into a fit of giggles, breaking
loose from his hold and wiggling around to face him. “I wanted to see your face so



bad on that one. But | couldn’t help it.”

“Thinking about you and me is acceptable. How big is the shower on this thing?
Maybe we could try it out?’

“The shower’s not too bad in here, though it would probably be a tight fit with the
two of us. That’s not what I’ d be concerned about though.”

“What would you be concerned about?” Aaron asked as he tilted his head forward
until hisforehead touched hers.

“Hot water. The tank on thisislike two or three gallons top and you have to turn it on
in advance. Did we light the pilot light on that when we set up?’ Now that she
thought about it, she knew they hadn’t. She'd made sure the refrigerator was up and
running, but she'd forgotten what Matt had said about the water heater. Had he said it
had a pilot light or that it didn’t? She couldn’t recall. “It doesn’t matter. | don’t need
hot water tonight. And if | do, I’'ll go inside.”

To tell the truth, she hadn’'t paid much attention. Maybe she’d have to call him and
ask. But not tonight. No, she didn’t plan on moving more than she had to, at least for

awhile.

“Totally worth the wait,” she murmured as her eyes drifted closed.
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J ake's eyes snapped open, and he was instantly alert. He wasn't sure what had
woken him, but something had changed. He stared up into the darkness, waiting.
Would whatever had woken him happen again so he could figure it out or would he
be left wondering?

He didn’t have to think about where he was, both the comfort of the bed beneath him
and the warm, soft body curled into his side had told him the instant he’ d awoken that
hewas still in Heather’ s bed.

Beside him, she flinched and whimpered. Now he knew what had woken him.
Something in her dream was disturbing her. He didn’t know if she was re-living a
memory or ssimply having abad dream, either way he didn’t like it. He hated anything
disturbing her sleep thisway.

Trying not to disturb her too much he rolled toward her, so his body curled around
hers, hoping she'd take his presence in the comforting, protective way he intended it,
then snuggled her close.

When she whimpered again, he loosened his hold around her middle, then smoothed
her hair away from her face with a gentle hand before carefully stroking her cheek.

“It's okay, Lynnie,” he murmured softly. He wasn’t trying to wake her, but hoped the
words would penetrate her subconscious and sooth her. “I’m here. I'll keep you safe.”

He continued to pet her for a couple of minutes, until she stilled, then quieted. He lay
there several minutes longer, wondering what she'd been dreaming of and how he
could keep her safe before drifting back to sleep himself.



J ake shifted in the saddle, rolling his shoulders, and rocking his head from side to
side to stretch his muscles and keep them from getting too stiff.

“How are you doing?’ he asked Heather through the headset in their helmets.

“I’m good. Thisisn’t too bad. Y our bike is way more comfortable than Matt’s.”

He flexed his hands on the handlebars, not sure if the surge of anger was from her
being on the back of another man’s bike, or comparing the two bikes. Even if the
other man was her cousin, or that his bike was coming out on top. Neither should
make his gut churn the way it did, but he couldn’t help it. He liked the feeling of
having her on the back of his bike as much as he’d loved being in her bed last night.
He didn't even mind the ribbing the guys had given him, both yesterday, and this
morning before they’d hit the road. While he might never say it out loud, he knew he
deserved it because of the things he' d said to them.

Now, with her against his back, he didn’t care what they said to him, as long as they
didn’t say it to Heather or make her feel bad. He'd take all the shit they wanted to
give him but at the same time, he'd do his damnedest to protect her from any of it.
“We'll be stopping soon.”

“Again? Already?’

They’d only been on the bike for about ten minutes, this time. But they’ d spent three
hours on it so far, plus the stops they’d made at Mt. Rushmore and the Crazy Horse
Monument. They still had a good two hours home. But the next stop was for food.

“1 heard your stomach rumbling as we wandered around the visitor’s center at Crazy
Horse. If the café hadn’t been closed, | would have gotten you something to eat
there.”



“No, I'm glad you didn’t. I’ d rather have waited.”

A few minutes later they pulled into town, at Jake's signal, Talon moved to the front
of the group and led them to the main drag through town where he turned west. He'd
already talked to the prospect about letting him find them parking, since he’d grown
up not far from here and knew the town best. They hadn't gone far when they
encountered a row of several empty parking spaces. Talon maneuvered his bike to
block traffic, not that there was anyone coming at the moment, and signaled to Jake
for people to park here.

Jake backed his bike into the space closest to where Talon sat astride his bike, leaving
space for the prospect to get in, then killed the engine. Heather climbed off, then he
dismounted, stepping over to where Talon watched and nodding to him once
everyone had backed into line, then he kept an eye on traffic while Talon parked his
own bike.

Once everyone had parked and dismounted, they stood clustered on the sidewalk, just
milling about.

“All right. Thismain drag,” Jake used one hand to motion the street they were on, but
toward the east as they were close to the edge of town to the west, “is dotted with
eateries, shops, and museums. | figured by the time we got this far, we' d be ready for
a bite and to stretch our legs a bit. We'll gather back here at—" he glanced at his
watch, then did abit of math in his head, making sure to give everyone plenty of time
to wait for food to be prepared, then to eat, “three o’ clock. Y ou know how it works, if
something changes, you can’'t make the meet for whatever reason, reach out to me or
Lurch. Go have fun. But not too much fun.”

He watched as severa couples drifted away, then turned to Heather.

“What are you in the mood for?’



“1 don’t know, | haven't thought about it. What is there?’

“Why don’t we take awalk and look?’ He motioned down the street with one hand.
“Sounds good to me.”

They hadn’t taken more than five steps before she dlipped her hand into his. It felt a

little odd at first. Unfamiliar. But she had reached out to him, and he wasn’t going to
tell her no. Not unless he absolutely had to, and at least this time, he didn’t have to.
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A fter eating in a small café, Heather enjoyed strolling down the street of the little
town where they’ d stopped for lunch. It was a pretty town, and she could tell, set up
for tourism with a street full of trinket shops, cafes, and grills, al set up so you could
park and hit them all without having to drive from one to another. It made for a great
break from the road, whether on abike or inacar.

“Thisis nice. How did you find it?’ she asked, knowing he hadn’t been on the ranch
all that long.

“Talon mentioned it when | suggested we take the Arizona chapter to Rushmore.”
“Isthat why you had him lead us into town? Because it was hisidea?’

“No, that was because he's familiar with the town. He grew up not far from here. It
just made sense for him to get us parked rather than have me wander around hunting
for a good space where we would all fit.”

She nodded, watching the windows of the stores they passed.

“Seeing something you want?’ Aaron asked when she stopped to peer in a window
for amoment.

“Not really, just wanted a better look at something.”
“We can go inside and look.”

“No.” She shook her head. “I’m good. But thank you.” She didn’t have a lot of cash



left and she didn’t want to spend it if she didn't need to. She had taken Mait's
warning not to use her credit or debit card’'s to heart and hadn’t touched them since
that night in Tennessee when he' d had her get all the cash she could.

Heather didn’t know if Mitch or any of those jerks he’ d been mixed up with were still
looking for her, but just in case, she wasn't going to make it any easier for them than
she had to. If that meant not buying a few little trinkets she didn’t need anyway, she
could doiit.

As they made their way back to where they’d parked the bikes, she watched Aaron’s
face and wondered what he was thinking. He'd been nothing but fun, nothing but
great to be with and she wondered if he was always like this or was it a face he was
putting on for her.

She had no doubts that he had a hard side, nearly everyone did. But was it something
he only dipped into when he needed to, or was it something he worked hard to keep
hidden?

“What you thinking, Lynnie?’ he asked when he noticed her watching him.

His use of his twist on her middle name sent sparks of heat through her, though she
couldn’t have pinpointed why. Could it be because he was the only one who used the
name? or just because it was him? Things between them had moved faster than she'd
planned, not that she regretted it. He'd made her feel things the night before that she
couldn’t say she'd ever felt before.

“Just thinking about you,” she said, still watching him as they walked hand in hand.

He shot her afrown, and she wasn't sure if it was because he didn’t believe her or he
didn’t think he was worth her thoughts.



“Y ou ready to get back on the bike?’ He watched her as he asked.

“l am.” She assumed he was looking for any sign she wasn't being truthful with him,
but she didn’t have to hide what she was feeling. She hadn’t lied earlier when she'd
said his bike was more comfortable than Matt's. She didn't know if that was on
purpose or not, but it made her wonder how many other women Aaron had on the
back of his bike. She hadn't wondered that about Matt's not because of how
uncomfortable it was, but because she’ d been on the bikes for different reasons. Matt,
she expected to have had several women and didn’t care. She was only there as a
relative who needed help. But things were different with Aaron.

The more she thought about Aaron, his bike and who he might have had on it in the
past, the more agitated she got so she did her best not to think about it.

“What'swrong?’ he asked.

“Nothing.” She shook her head. She didn’t want to get into it now. Maybe not ever.
He wasn’'t the kind to lie to her, and she wasn't sure she wanted to know if there had
been others where she was now. Right now, it was too much. If there had been others,
did that mean she would be just as short lived? Or if there hadn’t been, did that mean
something else? She wasn't sure which she wanted, or which she could handle at the
moment, so better to put off the discussion she was sure was coming, but still wasn’t
ready for.

“Come on, Lynnie. If you can’'t talk to me, who can you talk to?”’
She watched him for a moment then took a deep breath and let it out in arush trying
to push her worries out of her mind. “It's nothing, really. Just me over thinking

things. Give me abit with it. If | can’t get past it on my own, I'll talk to you, okay?’

“1 can live with that.” He continued along the sidewalk beside her, swinging their



joined hands between them. “How long?’

“How long what?’ she asked with afrown.

“How long until you share it with meif you can’t figure it out?’

She blinked, not sure she'd heard him right, then playing it over again. He wasn’t
asking just to make her feel better. He wanted to know what was on her mind. He
cared. He cared enough to give her time and wanted to know when he could ask

again.
“Can you give me until tomorrow?”’

Aaron tugged her to a stop, turned to look at her before cupping her cheek with afree
hand. She met his gaze and the world around them seemed to fade until the only
things that mattered were the two of them.

“Lynnie, I'd wait until the end of time for you. Please try to be patient with me. I'm
just a rough, crass biker, but if you let me, I'd set the world on fire to take care of

you.

Heather had to lock her knees to keep from falling as they wanted to go weak. When
had anyone ever said something so freaking perfect to her? Never. That’s when.

Was she ready for this? Were her second thoughts, her doubts because she wasn't
ready to let go and trust someone? That's what she'd have to figure out. Hopefully,
before he asked again tomorrow. Because the last thing she wanted to do was lose the
one person she' d been waiting on for most of her life.
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J ake shifted in the saddle, standing in the stirrups to lift himself alittle higher as he
tried to look over the small ridge between the field where he was checking on the
cattle and the road. A plume of dust told him someone was headed up the road and he
wanted to know who it was. A red pickup truck that looked older than he was, though
it was in excellent shape. It didn’t look restored, just well cared for. Especially since
Heather was back at the ranch house with out him.

She' d been aslegp when he'd gotten up and had only woken briefly before he'd left.
Jake smiled to himself as he remembered her sleepy voice when she'd rolled over and
found him gone.

“Where' d you go?’ she mumbled.

“1’ve got to go to work,” he said as he pulled up his jeans.

“I’ll get up and have coffee with you.”

“No need.”

“Then I'll make you breakfast.” She fumbled with the blankets, trying to sit up.

“The prospects have breakfast all ready. Go back to sleep. Get up when you’ re ready.
There will be food then too.”

“You sure?’ She blinked owlishly.

“I"'m sure. Get some morerest. I'll be around later.”



“Okay.” She gavein and lay back down, pulling the blanket up to her chin. Unable to
resist, he leaned over and kissed her forehead.

“Rest well, Lynnie,” he whispered, then grabbed his boots and gone out into the
living space of the trailer to put them on and retrieve his shirt before getting started

on the day.

His phone buzzing in his pocket drew him back to the present. He pulled it out and
saw Hex was calling.

“Y 0, man, how you doing?’ he said in way of a greeting.

“Something’s happened. You got trouble.” His old friend sounded worried, but not
panicked, but from fifteen hundred miles away, why would he?

“What's up? What did you find?’

“The Wandering Sons have stepped up the search for your girl.”

“Tell me what you know.”

Tension built in Jake as he listened to Hex outline what he’d found out about the
Sons' search for Heather. His horse, sensing his disquiet, pranced and sidestepped.
Jake forced himself to relax, and turned the horse back toward the barn. Unease sat
heavy in his stomach.

“What it al boils down tois, they’re not out looking for her, but they want her.”

“How bad?’

“Bad enough to put areward for her return.”



“A reward?’ Jake couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “How much and what are
the conditions?’

“It’ s not good, man.”

“Stop trying to ease me into it and just spit it out.” The gnawing feeling in the pit of
his stomach got worse.

“The reward is a hundred thousand. And the condition is no permanent injuries.”
Hex’s voice told him that he hated having to relay the information. “I’m sorry to be

the one to have to tell you. Is there anything we can do on this end?’

“Just keep an ear out. If anything changes, let me know. I’ve got to get back to the
ranch and make sure she’ s still there.”

He rang off and pocketed his phone, then urged the horse faster. The knowledge that
someone had just arrived, and he didn’t know who, was like a brick in his stomach.

Heather was in danger. And he didn't know where she was. Or who was in that
strange pick-up.

Jake didn’t know how long it took him to get back to the barn, but it was way too
long. He rode into the barn yard, spotted Talon, and tossed him the reins even before
he’' d dismounted.

“Take care of him, I’ ve got to check on Heather. Did you see who was in that truck?’

“What truck?’ Talon asked with afrown.

Jake bit back the urge to snarl and yell. It wasn't the kid’ s fault. He didn’t know what
Jake had just found out, he couldn’t understand Jake's desperation to make sure she



was safe.

As soon as he was off the horse, he hurried toward the bunkhouse, and her trailer
behind it. He'd cleared the barn where the motorcycles and other machinery were
kept when he spotted the pickup parked near several other vehicles, empty.

He didn’t see anything amiss, no one seemed disturbed by the new arrival, but they
didn’t know what he'd just found out. Jake scanned the area where people tended to
gather in front of the bunk house, but he didn't see Heather there, so he angled
himself toward the trailer. He needed to see her first, to make sure she was there and
not hurt, then he'd find out who was in the truck and why they were there.

When he reached the trailer, he didn’t bother knocking, but opened the door as he
climbed the stairs, already calling for her.

“Heather!” He stepped inside, looked around and stopped. His shoulders sagged with
relief. She sat on one end of the sofa, her legs folded beneath her as she sat sideways,
facing someone. “There you are.”

“l haven’'t gone anywhere, Aaron,” she said with afrown, “Did you see who came to
see me?’ She motioned to the person on the other side of the couch. That’s when Jake
looked at them. He stared for a moment, as it took a moment for it to register, not
because he didn't know him but because it was one of the last people Jake expected
to see.

“lceman.” He stepped forward, holding out one hand. “It's good to see you man.”
This must be who had been in the red pickup. “That your classic pickup | saw out
there?’ He asked, just to be sure. The last thing he needed was to assume it was, be
wrong, and have it belong to someone here to take Heather.

“Itis.”



“It'sanice truck. Restored?’

“No, just taken care of. It was my dad's, but it spent more time in the garage than on
the road, as he had a commuter car he drove more often, still doesin fact. It took me a
long time to talk him out of that thing, but I'm glad | did. I loveit.”

“Looks like you’ re taking good care of it.”

“What's up? | though you were out in the pasture?’ Heather drew his attention back
to her. He bent and kissed the top of her head.

“l was, but | got a call. It wasn't a good one, then | saw someone headed onto the
ranch and | needed to make sure you were safe.” He grabbed a chair from the dining
table and set it close enough he could keep one hand on her, then sat. “What brings
you down?’ he asked to the other man.

|ceman lifted one brow, his eyes going back and forth between Jake and Heather in a
pointed way, then he glanced toward the door before scowling at Jake, as if
remembering that he’d come in without knocking first. Jake only met his gaze. He'd
already been through this with the other man and wasn’'t going to rehash things.
Especially not now.

“The Kings got a call,” Iceman said, his gaze going back to Heather. “It seems the
Sons, that’ s the club Mitch is mixed up with apparently, has put out a reward for your
return.”

Jake glanced at Heather to see how she was taking the news. Her eyes had gone wide,
and she blinked several times but other than that, she seemed unphased. Jake knew

that wasn’t true, rather that she wasn’t ready to let them see what she was feeling.

“A reward? To do what? Kill me?’



“No. Word isthat if you're hurt, they won't pay.”

|ceman’s expression had gone soft, amost kind as he watched Heather struggle with
the news. He hadn’'t given her the whole truth when it came to the reward and the
conditions, but Jake didn’t blame him for not telling her all of it. Who wanted to hear
that she was wanted, and the only restriction was no permanent physical harm?

Hell, he didn’'t know if he could tell her that part.

“What was your call, the one that wasn’'t good?’ She was watching him, waiting. He
didn’t know if she sensed it was the same news or if she was looking to distract
herself while she processed the news.

“It was Hex, telling me the same thing.” Jake tilted the top of his head toward
|ceman, telling her that Hex had told him what her cousin had just told her.

“Huh, and with a truck you didn't know headed into the ranch. Is your horse all
right?’

Jake didn’t bother to try to stop the way one corner of his mouth quirked up. “Yeah. |
rode him alittle hard coming back, but | wasn't that far out, and | gave him to Talon
to take care of as | arrived. By now he's probably brushed and in his stall with fresh
feed and plenty of water. But | had to make sure you were okay.”

“As if anyone here would let someone take me away.” She reached over and picked
up his hand, weaving her fingers with his before giving them a squeeze. “I don’t think
there’ s anywhere | would be safer.”

“1 would like to think so, but they let him in here.” He tilted the top of his head
toward Iceman again.



“But he's not someone who would hurt me,” she said in his defense.

Jake turned to look at Iceman. “Did anyone even challenge you?”’

“No. | got directions from Cowboy, and came down once | found out. | needed to see
her and wanted to tell her about the reward face to face. But once | got here, |
recognized the trailer and came straight here.”

Jake scowled. “That's why | had to make sure you're safe. That should never have
happened. Someone should have stopped him before he made it in here, if only to
find out who he was or what he wanted.” He'd have to talk to Lurch and let him
know about it. He didn’t like that 1ceman hadn’t been stopped and questioned. It left
too many possibilities open for others to make it in and get to her. Perhaps hurt or
take her.

It made him want to hurt someone. Preferably whoever was supposed to be watching
the gate.
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H eather didn’t know how to feel. It was clear from the way Aaron had come in
searching for her, that he was worried. And Matt wouldn’t have driven al the way
down if he didn’t feel the same. But for some reason, despite their obvious concern
and that she knew she should be worried, she felt safe.

It hadn’t even occurred to her that Mitch or the idiots he was mixed up with would
put out a reward for her, and she felt like it should have, but now that they had, she
felt like at least they wouldn't be coming looking for her themselves. And they'd
added the stipulation that she couldn’t be hurt. So even if someone managed to take
her, along shot in her mind, they wouldn’t hurt her or they wouldn’t get paid.

“I"'m fine. | told you | wouldn’t go anywhere without letting you know,” she said to
Aaron. “And | meant it. | would eventually like to reach out to vets in the area, see if
they’re looking for a tech, but I’m not ready for that quite yet. Though I should do it
sooner rather than later.” She didn’'t mention that it was partly because she was
running low on money. If she did, either or both would tell her not to worry about it,
they had her covered. But she couldn’t let them to do that. She needed to stand on her
own two feet.

“It'salittle more now, Lynnie. With this news, | don’t want you off the ranch alone.”

She started to protest, to say she was a big girl and could handle herself, but Jake
placed afinger against her lips.

“Hear me out first, please.”

She glared at him but nodded. He removed his finger and continued to talk.



“I’m not trying to keep you from doing what you want or going anywhere, | just want
to make sure you're safe. | want to go with you if | can or send someone if | can't.
With this reward, there will be plenty of less than ethical people looking for you,
looking to make some fast cash. As much as | love your fire and spunk, please don’t
fight me on this.”

The desperation in his voice, combined with the pleading in his eyes, stole all of the
fight she'd been building toward. She didn’t want to fight with him, especially when
all he wanted was to take care of her. His words the day before echoed through her
mind. ‘If you let me, I'd set the world on fire to take care of you.’

Heather closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and said what might have been the
hardest thing she' d ever said. “Okay. | won't go anywhere alone, at least for now.”

While it wasn't the words themselves that were hard, letting go of her freedom, even
temporarily, was. She only did it because she knew, deep in her heart, that as soon as
it was safe, he would give it back. She trusted him to give it back. Because if he
didn’t, then she’d be forced to take it and if she had to do that, then she’d never trust
him again. She could only hope she wasn’t wrong in trusting him like she had been
when she' d trusted Mitch.

“Thank you, Lynnie.” Aaron’s voice had gone soft. She kept her eyes closed, as he
used one finger to lift her chin, then placed a gentle kiss on her forehead. “Are you
sticking around?’ The way his voice changed told her he wasn't talking to her, but to
Matt.

“I may stay for a day or two, but | can’'t stay more than that. | have to get back to
work. I’d say | can just stay in here, but from the way you came in, I’'m not sure |

want to. Even out here.”

She opened her eyes to find Matt looking around the room as if he was wondering if



any surface was safe anymore.

“You can have my bunk in the bunkhouse, if you want it, or we can find a spare tent
and bedroll and you can camp in the pasture with the Souls who are up from Tucson.”

“I’ll think about it. | have abedroll in the truck. | might just unroll it in the back if the
weather stays nice.”

“I’ll talk to Lurch, get it cleared. I’'m sure there won't be a problem, but you know
how it goes.”

Matt nodded. “I'd appreciate it. Let me know if you need anything, or if | can help
out with making sure she's covered.”

Beside her, Aaron stood. “I’ [l go do that, if you'll stay here with her.”

“Be happy to.”

“1 don’t need babysitting,” Heather grumbled, scowling at them both.

“Don’t think of it as babysitting, think of it as guarding. And thank you for dealing
with it, for me.” Aaron bent and gave her a brief kiss on the lips. “Hopefully, it won't
be for long. Then you can go and do as you please.”

She watched as he left, wanting to call him back, to have him sit here beside her and
tell her it would be okay. Not that she would ever do that or ask that of him. No

matter how much she might ache for it.

“Things seem to be going well, if moving a bit fast,” Matt’s words reminded her she
wasn't aone.



“What makes you say that?’ She frowned and tilted her head as she watched him. She
hadn’t done or said anything for Matt to think things had moved quickly between her
and Aaron.

He propped his head up on one fist, arm propped on the back of the sofa where they
both sat and watched her a moment, both brows raised.

“What?’

“Do you want me to go point by point or just say it was obvious?’

“Obvious how?’

“Point by point it is.” He took a deep breath, then watched her a moment longer.
“First was the way he came in here. He didn’'t knock but came in yelling your name
and you didn’'t even flinch, didn’t act like his just walking in wasn’t something he did
every day.”

She blinked but didn’t want to give any indication that it was something Aaron did.
He wasn't usualy yelling her name that way, but he’'d quit knocking after the first
night they’ d spent together.

“Second, after he shook my hand, he went to you and kissed your head, like it’'s
something he does every day. You didn’t react, as if it's something you’ ve come to
expect. Third, the way he grabbed the chair and moved it where he wanted. He didn’t
hesitate, he didn’t look around. He's spent a bit of time here and he’'s comfortable
with you. Comfortable enough, he doesn’'t hesitate to touch you, even the smallest
touch, and my being here didn’t faze him. Which tells me you two touch a lot, and
probably in front of everybody here.” He used his free hand to make a wide motion,
that that could easily include everyone on the ranch. *Fourth, he offered me his bunk.
Where else would he bunk but here with you?’



“What’s wrong with being comfortable with each other? It's not like we're screwing
on the picnic table in front of everyone.” She ignored the last part about where Aaron
would be sleeping.

“Cuz, | never said there was anything wrong with it, only that it was obvious things
have moved quickly with you. And if you wanted to screw on the picnic table in front
of everyone, and you were both into it, | wouldn’t judge you for that. As long as |
don’'t have to see or hear about it.” He let an exaggerated shudder run through his
body.

Heather lifted her foot and shoved at him. “Knock it off. Why don’t we go see what
they’ ve got for lunch?’
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| t took Jake a few minutes to track down Lurch, who was at the house he shared with
Kerry, in the office. Kerry let him in and told Jake that Lurch was in his office,
pointed him in the right direction then went back to whatever she was doing. Jake
stood in the doorway, watching as the older man scowled at something on a laptop
screen to one side of the desktop, then down at the page in front of him, going back
and forth a couple of times. Jake knocked on the open door and waited.

“What do you need?’ Lurch asked with out glancing his way.

“You got a couple of minutes?’ Jake didn’t know if it was his words or his tone, but
Lurch stared at him for a second then motioned to one of the chairs across the desk
from where he sat.

“Have a seat.”

Jake turned and looked toward where Kerry had gone in the kitchen and wondered
how much she knew about the club. Better to be safe than sorry. He closed the door
then went to the chair Lurch had indicated and sat.

“What's going on?’ He glanced toward the closed door then back to Jake.

“First, are you aware that one of the Kings of Destruction is on the ranch?’

“1 am. | checked the camera when | got the alert he’d come through the gate. | saw

Iceman and figured he was here to see your girl. Since he's her family, | decided
there was no need to intervene.”



Jake nodded and took a deep breath, held it a moment, then let it out, trying to push
out hisirritation that no one had challenged Iceman before he' d gotten to Lynnie with
it. He hadn’t made it on the ranch undetected. Hopefully, no one else would either.

“l got a cal from Hex. We've got a problem.” He'd aready told the chapter
president, and ranch foreman, about the problem Heather had left behind in Alabama
when he' d gotten permission for her to come and stay. Now he just had to give him
the latest information.

“Tell me.” Lurch leaned back in his chair and folded his arms across his chest while
he listened.

“1 need to come clean about something first,” Jake said.

Lurch scowled.

“1t’ s not something that impacts any of us, or even the Souls directly, so | didn't seea
need to share it before. But in trying to find out about what was going on with
Heather, | aready told you | called Hex. He's an old buddy from my time in the
Army. LI need to fill you in onwhat I’ve found out.”

Lurch nodded. Jake had told him this much already.

“In looking into the club Hex is part of, the Savage Warriors, | discovered they’re not
what they appear to be.”

Jake shifted in his seat as Lurch didn’t say anything but continued to watch him.

“1 guess | never thought about it, because it surprised me to discover they’re like we

are.



Lurch’s brows shot up, but he didn’t say anything.

“Gizmo told me first, then | checked with my contact at my department, and they
confirmed.” Jake knew he didn’t have to tell the president who he was under. They
al knew they were with someone but rarely knew exactly which one. Usually the
tech sergeant of the club had info on them all, that had been Gizmo, but that was in
Tucson. It looked like he was becoming that person here. It wasn't a position he'd
particularly wanted, but he seemed to be the best fit, so far. He'd have to have that
discussion with Lurch at some point, but not now. This was more important now.
“The Warriors are like the Souls. | didn’'t say anything before because the fewer
people who know, the better. Maintaining cover, you know how it goes.”

Lurch nodded, then waved one hand in arolling motion, indicating for Jake to get on
with it.

“Anyway, Hex called me this morning. The Sons have put out areward for Heather.”

“Reward?’ Lurch leaned forward, placing both elbows on his desk.

“Reward, a hundred thousand dollars for her to be returned to them, with ‘no
permanent physical harm’.” Those last four words made Jake sick to his stomach, but
he knew Lurch needed to know. He didn’t know if he could tell Lynnie what they

meant, but Lurch wouldn’t have to be told. He would get the implications.

“Fuck.” Lurch let his head drop forward. “Y ou're right. We have a problem. There is
no way we can let them, or anyone looking to collect that reward, get their hands on
her. She's sweet and from what |’ ve seen, pretty tough and resilient, but | don’t know
if she could come back from that. Does she know?’

“Some of it. | told her about the reward, but not how much or the conditions.”



Lurch tilted his head from side to side, as if considering something. “Y ou might want
to reconsider telling her; if she gets stubborn about maintaining her freedom. And |
know from experience women can get touchy about their freedom, not that | blame
them, because some men are always looking for ways to control them.” He held up
one hand before Jake could say anything. “I know that’s not what you're doing and
I’m sure she will too, but sometimes, fighting any restriction is so instinctual, they
don’t stop to think about the why or anything else.”

Jake nodded. “Right now, she's agreed not to leave the ranch alone. | don’t want to
tell her she can't be aone ever, because that would make us all crazy in no time, but
I’d like to set things up, so people check on her regularly. The next couple of days
should be easy though, since Iceman said he'd be around to help out. He'll spend
most of histime with her.”

“Does he know about the reward?”

“He does. That’s why he's here. He wanted to make sure we knew, and needed to
make sure she's safe.” While he might have a few issues with the man, his need to
make sure Lynnie was safe wasn't one of them, though his trying to run Jake off
could have become one.

“He going to stay in the trailer with her?’

Jake pulled a face. “Probably not. Honestly? | don’t think | want him to, even if she
wantsit. | offered him my bunk, if he wantsit. Or we could find him an extratent. He
said he wasn't sure what he would do yet, said he may just bunk in the bed of his
truck, aslong as the weather’s clear.”

“Whatever. We'll figure it out. There's plenty of food and another set of eyes while
we get things figured out wouldn’t be amiss.” He leaned back in his chair again,
watching Jake for afew seconds. “ Anything else?’



“1 think that’s it, at least for now. I’ll keep you updated on anything | hear from Hex.
Or anything else | find out about the Sons. We should look into some kind of
surveillance or alarm on the gate to let us know when someone comes in. If only to
giveusahead sup.”

“Sounds good. And I'll see what we can do about the gate.” He turned his attention
back to the computer screen. Jake left, heading back to see Lynnie and see what she
and Iceman were up to.

He found them seated at one of the picnic tables, drinks in hand as they chatted. Jake
had been alittle frustrated when he’' d found the trailer empty, but knowing she would
likely be with Iceman, he hadn’t worried. Much.

After going through the bunkhouse, to make sure they weren’t inside, he spotted them
when he'd stepped out the front. Relieved, he'd grabbed a drink from the cooler,
checking in with the brothers working on lunch to make sure they didn’t need any
help, then went to join his girl.

When had he started thinking of her as his girl? He shook his head as he realized it
had been before she’ d even gotten to the ranch. He briefly wondered how she'd take
it if he called her that out loud, then decided to find out.

He went to where they sat on opposite sides of a table, stepped over the bench, and
settled in beside Lynnie. He threw his arm over her shoulders, leaned over, and kissed
her cheek.

“What are we up to?’ he asked as he sat.

“Not much. We were trying to decide what to do this afternoon.” Lynnie dropped her
head on his shoulder as she spoke.



Jake liked that she didn’t change the way she acted or touched him in front of her
cousin.

Lunch was called and they all got up to get plates before returning to their table and
dug in. Asthey ate he contemplated what they could do. Then an idea struck him.

“How about we borrow some of the bikes from the ranch and go out riding?’

“Riding?’ Lynnie asked, her nose crinkled as if she wasn't sure of the idea.

“Yeah, but not like the ride yesterday. These are dirt bikes, and you'll get your own
bike or if you're not comfortable on your own on only two wheels we can get you a
four-wheeler. It's fun, but a different kind of fun than the kind of ride you’' ve been on
recently.”

“Oh! That kind of bike. I'd prefer afour-wheeler, but I'min.”

“Let me go let someone know what we're doing. I'll meet you in that barn,” he
pointed to the barn where they kept the bikes and equipment, “in about five minutes.
If you brought your helmet, you might want to grab it, but we've got extras, if not,”
he said to Iceman before dropping a kiss on top of Lynnie's head, standing hand
leaving the table.
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H eather lifted her butt off the seat and hit the throttle, letting the four-wheeler
bounce and roll over the uneven terrain without rattling her teeth. She twisted around
to see how close the guys were behind her and found they were catching up.
Swiveling back around, she considered going faster, but decided to do something
different. Instead of pushing the throttle harder, she released it, then hit the brakes,
letting the guys zip past her. As soon as they’ d gone past, she cranked the handlebars
all the way to the right and hit the throttle again.

Asthe ATV picked up speed, moving away, the guys swung wide, turning, to figure
out where she was. Heather laughed and pushed the four-wheeler faster. When Aaron
had first suggested bikes, she hadn't been impressed. She'd spent al day the day
before on the back of his bike and while she’d enjoyed the trip, it wasn't something
she wanted to do today or every day. But when she'd realized he meant dirt bikes and
ATVs and that she’d get to drive her own, she'd been all in. Now, she was glad he'd
suggested it. She hadn’t laughed like this or had quite this much funin... she couldn’t
say how long.

She didn’t know how long they chased each other around the fields, going in circles,
up and down the hillocks and doing stupid shit that did little more than waste time
and gas, but she had such a good time, she couldn’t care. Between that and how well
Aaron and Matt had gotten along, she couldn’t think of the last time she'd had a
better day.

As they pulled the vehicles up to the gas tank to be filled before they were put away
for the day, she remembered how she'd planned to spend the afternoon. Nothing like
this, but she likely would have ended up just as happy and tired, though in a different
way. Those plans had been thrown out the window as soon as Matt had shown up.



“Woas it determined where you'll sleep?’ she asked Matt after pulling off her helmet
as the two of them took several steps away from the bikes and four wheeler, giving
Aaron room to work. She hated the idea of putting him out of hisown trailer.

“Jake said | can have his bunk in the bunkhouse. Since he won't be using it.” Matt
shot a scowl Aaron’sway, as if he was unhappy knowing where he would be instead
of in hisbunk, but she thought it was as much for show as anything else.

“But will you use it?’ Heather didn’'t know if she could sleep in a room full of men,
or women, she didn’t know. She wouldn’t blame Matt if he couldn’t either.

He lifted one shoulder and let it fall in a dismissive gesture.

Her gaze flickered to Aaron, where he was busy working the pump and filling each of
the vehicles one by one several feet away.

“Matt?” She wasn't going to let him refuse to answer, even if it meant giving him the
bed in the trailer while she took the couch. Aaron could sleep in his own bunk if Matt
was going to be difficult.

He took a deep breath then forced it out his nose. “I’ll make do. Either in the bunk or
the bed of my truck. | kind of like the idea of sleeping under the stars. It’'s been too
long sincethe last time | did it.”

“You can have the bed.” She watched his face, looking for any kind of tell, any
reaction that would tell her what he was thinking. “1’ll take the couch.”

“The hell you will.” Matt spoke between clenched teeth. “The last thing I'll do is take
the good bed while putting you between me and the door. If that asshole,” he tilted
his head back toward where Aaron was hanging up the gas pump. “Wasn't already
going to spend the night in your bed, then I’d be on the couch, between you and



anything that might come through the door.”

“No one will comein at night. No one knows where | am.”

“And we'll do our best to keep it that way. But I’'m not so sure no one knows where
you are, and I’'m going to do my damnedest to make sure nothing happens to you.
That may be the only thing he and | have in common.” Matt glared in Aaron’s
direction, then without saying anything, took off toward where Matt had kicked up
one stand and was walking the bike the few feet to the barn to put it away.

Heather shook her head. There was no way to get someone like Matt to see that she
could take care of herself. He thought she needed him to protect her, and she had to
admit, she liked the idea of being protected, but she wouldn’t let him keep her from
doing what she felt was right. No matter what it was. With a sigh of her own, she
went to the vehicles and stepped up onto the four-wheeler before starting it and
driving it into the barn where it belonged.

“Well, what now?’ she asked after Aaron took their helmets and hung them back on
the wall where he' d taken them from earlier.

“Now, it's amost dinner time,” Aaron said after consulting his watch. “ After that we
can join everyone around the firepits like last night, we can go into the bunkhouse
and join in on the gaming tournaments, we can retreat to the trailer and do our own
thing. Or we can skip dinner with the rest of the club, go into town and do our own
thing. It's up to you guys.”

“What’ s this about food?’ Matt asked, rubbing his belly idly.
Heather laughed. Matt wasn’t greedy but she’d never known him to turn down food,

no matter how good or bad it might be. Not that the food on the ranch was bad.
Despite that it seemed to be the prospects doing all the cooking, she’'d found the few



meals she'd had here so far to be nothing but good. Was it gourmet restaurant fare?
No. But it tasted good and there was more than enough for everyone and that was
more than she could say about her own cooking. Sure she could make enough for
everyone, but whether they wanted to eat what she’d cooked was a different matter.
She could barely boil water without trouble.

Okay, so she might be exaggerating, a bit. She could make a few, simple meals, but
nothing like what these guys seemed to be doing and definitely not in the volume or
frequency. Mostly she lived on sandwiches, scrambled eggs and fast food. Not that
she had much option for fast food out here.

“I’m up for whatever you guys want to do. Dinner sounds good, as always. After that,
firepit, games, trailer, I'm up for whatever.” She wasn't much for video games, but
she'd sit and watch while the guys played if that's what they wanted to do and be
happy just to be able to spend time with them.

“Food it is. We'll figure later out when it gets here.” Aaron motioned for them to
leave the barn. Heather led the way, Matt not far behind her. Aaron brought up the
rear, turning out the lights and closing the door behind himself.

“1 don’t know about you two, but | need to wash up a bit before | eat. If you don’t
mind, I’'m going to step into the trailer for afew minutes.”

“No problem. I’'m going to do the same in the bunkhouse,” Matt said.

Heather headed for the trailer, stepping up inside and heading for the bathroom. As
she washed her face, she got agood look at herself and realized she needed more than
just her face and hands washed. Her clothes probably had five pounds of dust and dirt

on them.

Without thinking much about it she peeled out of her clothes and dropped them into



the basket she'd put in the shower for dirty clothes. She would shower in the
bunkhouse so she might as well get some use out of the space.

She pulled the band from the end of her braid and was working her fingers through
the weaving on her way to the bedroom wearing nothing more than her bra and
panties when the door to the trailer opened.

“Who's there?’ she called out, freezing. She wanted to scream because she hadn't
been able to keep her voice from shaking. Her heart thundered in her chest. The pistol
Matt had insisted she bring with her was next to the bed. She hadn’t thought she'd
need it.

“It'sme, Lynnie,” Aaron’s voice came back.

She leaned back against the door frame, letting her head fall back as she took a deep
breath in relief. There were people everywhere. No one was here on the ranch to
kidnap her, and she should have known better.

“Areyou al right?” The concern in his voice made her open her eyes and turn to ook
at him, her head still propped against the door.

“Yeah, | just wasn't expecting anyone, and when you came in, every stupid
possibility flashed through my head.” She rolled her eyes at her stupidity, stood, and
continued into the bedroom. “It wasn't pretty. Especially after this morning’s news.”

“I’'m sorry. | didn’t want to scare you. Either this morning or just now. | didn’t know
you were changing, or | would have given you a head’ s up that | was coming in.” He
glanced down at himself. “I realized how dusty | am and was going to grab a clean
shirt.” One corner of his mouth quirked up as his gaze skimmed down her body then
back up. “I should have known you’ d think of the same thing.”



She closed the distance between them, wanting to feel something good, something to
replace the cold flash of panic that lingered in her veins. Without asking, she slid her
hands up under the hem of his shirt and shoved it up, sliding her hands along his torso
as she did. She wanted a kiss but wanted his dusty shirt out of the way first.

Aaron took the hint, reached behind his head, and tugged the shirt off. He tossed it
into the corner he'd been using for his dirty clothes. Heather stepped into his personal
space, slid her hands around his waist and stretched up to press her lips against his.
His hands came around her body, smoothed down her torso and came to rest for a
moment on top of her butt.

She relaxed into him letting his warmth and strength surround her for a moment.
Aaron deepened the kiss, his hands smoothing down over her ass, then grabbing and
lifting. She wrapped her legs around his waist and lost herself in his touch. How did
he seem to know just what she needed?
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| t took everything in Jake to break the kiss, but he couldn’t put her down, not yet.

“Lynnie, you make me lose my head.” He placed a soft kiss on the side of her neck
then lowered her back to her feet. “Put some clothes on or we' [l miss dinner.”

“1 could go for that.”

“1 wouldn’t complain, but if we did it, then your cousin would come looking for us. Is
that what you want?’ If it was, he’'d deal with it. Anything to put a smile back on her
face. He hadn’t intended to, but when he' d found her leaning against the wall, trying
to catch her breath, he realized he' d scared her.

Jake wanted to kick himself. He should have known better than to just come in like
that, without at least calling out as he stepped inside to let her know it was him. He
didn’'t know if Iceman would do the same, but he'd stop and talk to him later just to
be sure neither of them scared her like that again.

She stared up at him for a moment then shook her head. “We better not. He' |l be gone
soon enough, then we' [l have more time.”

Jake wasn’t sure about that. Y eah, they might have alittle more once her cousin went
home, but then they still had both chapters here, at least for a few more days. And
once Tuck and the rest of the Tucson chapter left, it was back to the everyday work of
the ranch. She might find she had a lot more time on her own than she really wanted.

Hopefully, they’d be able to put an end to this bullshit with the Wandering Sons and
that fucking reward, then as much as he hated to think about it, she could go back to



her life. He just wanted enough time to convince her that she could have that life
here, with him. She didn’t need to go back to Alabama to go on with her life. But
hadn’t she said something about finding work here? Did that mean maybe he could
convince her to stick around?

He let her dide down his body, making sure she stayed steady while she got her feet
under her, then he leaned down and kissed her lips before standing again.

“Let me grab a shirt.” He glanced down her body, hating to have to let her go. “And
you might want to find something to put on too. Then we'll go eat. Before you know
it, it will be bedtime and we'll be right back here again.” He kissed the tip of her nose
before releasing her and going to find himself a shirt.

Would he rather have taken her to bed, to hell with dinner? Of course, but if his
coming in scared her like that, he wanted to talk to her cousin before he did the same
and scared her again.

“1 need to go check on a couple of things with the prospects and Lurch. I’ll meet you
outside in afew.” Jake tugged his shirt over his head and on, then turned for the door.
He wasn't lying, he would check in, but his main goal was her cousin and preventing
arepeat of the panic she’ d gone through when he’d comein.

“Sure. I'll be out in just afew.”

“Take all the time you need. It's not like we'll run out of food or there’'s a schedule
we need to stick to.”

Jake made his way out, through the bunkhouse, looking around for Iceman on his
way, then stopped by the outdoor kitchen where the prospects from both chapters
worked under London’s supervision. After making sure nothing there needed his
attention, he scanned the clearing they were using as a gathering spot. There Iceman



was, just coming around the building. Jake didn’t know where he’d been, but if he
had to guess, he’ d say the other man'’ s truck, which he'd parked next to Lynni€' s next
tothetrailer.

“Hey, just the man | was looking for,” he said as stepped up to |ceman.

“1’d think you had your fill of me today,” Iceman said with a grin that faded when he
saw Jake wasn't laughing.

“Let’ssit down for asec.” Jake motioned to an empty picnic table.

“1s something wrong?’

“Not redly but | wanted to give you a head's up. | just went out to the trailer to
change shirts, didn’t want to knock dirt off the one | was wearing into my dinner. |
didn’t think much of it, | opened the door and went inside, like she told me to when
shefirst got here.”

“Okay?’ Iceman made the one word a question, because he didn’t see a problem with
what he was being told apparently. That made Jake feel a bit better. He wasn’t the
only one who hadn’t thought about it.

“1 hadn’t made it back to the bedroom yet when she called out asking who was there.
| could tell from her voice that she was scared. | realized how scared when | saw her.
Shewas all but trembling, even knowing it was me by then.”

“And you wanted to tell me because?’
“Because | wanted to warn you not to just go inside. | don’t know if you would, but

it's your place, | wouldn’'t blame you if you did, but call out, let her know it’'s you,
something.”



lceman was quiet for a moment, watching Jake with narrowed eyes that made Jake
wish he knew the man better, that he had some inkling what he was thinking.

“You think it was the news about the Sons and the reward?’ Iceman asked after a
moment.

“1 do.” Jake shrugged. “I’m not saying you shouldn’t have told her. | was coming to
do the same thing. She needs to know what she's up against. | just want you prepared,
so you don't scare her like | did.”

“I’m sure the talk we had while you were gassing up didn’t help.”

“What was that?’ Jake had noticed they’d moved out of the way while he’'d been
busy, but he hadn’t paid any attention to what they’ d been talking about.

“She told me that if | didn’'t take your bunk, she would give me the big bed in the
trailer while she took the couch. | told her why that wouldn’t be happening. The last
thing | would do is put her between me and the door. | told her that. | told her | will
probably sleep in the bed of my truck, partly because | like the open sky, partly
because that will put me as afirst line of defense if anyone approaches her trailer.”

“Well, second or third. We've got alarms on the front gate that let us know when
someone comes through, but | get what you're saying. And | appreciate it, but you're
right that conversation then my not letting her know who it was when | went inside,
didn’t help.”

“No, it probably didn’t. I'll be careful. | don’'t want to scare her more than necessary,
but | won't hold things back from her either.” Iceman pinned him with a warning
look. “I wouldn’t suggest you do either. If she finds out you' ve held something back
from her, even if it's to protect her, she'll tear you a new one, and it may not be
possible to regain her trust. She doesn’t trust most people easily. That she trusts you



Is the only reason | didn’t stop her from coming down here. Well, that and Cowboy
said the Souls can be trusted. If | had any thought that you wouldn’t protect her as
hard as | would, she wouldn’t be here, even if | had to install aroom in my basement
to lock her in.”

“That went dark quickly,” Jake said, trying to keep things from getting too dark.
Heather came out of the bunkhouse, having obviously cut through like he had. Jake
nodded in her direction. “I know better than to keep things from her. But I’'ll do what
| have to in order to keep her safe. She's important to me.” The last thing he was
prepared to do was to tell her cousin how he felt about her before he said it to Lynnie,
But first he had to figure it out himself.

“I’m going to go wash up, I'll be back in a minute.” Iceman pushed himself to his
feet and headed for the bunkhouse. Jake watched as he stopped to talk to her for afew
seconds, then continued past her and inside.
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H eather rolled her eyes at Matt’'s grouchy overprotective tendencies and turned to
find Aaron watching her. She smiled and put a little strut in her walk as the distance
to where he sat.

“Are you waiting for me before you eat?’ She gave the empty table in front of him a
pointed look.

“Yes and no,” he said, he tilted the top of his head toward the outdoor kitchen.
“Food’s not done yet. But | would have waited for you even if it was.” He reached
across the table and grabbed her hand, tugging her around the table until she stood
beside him. “Have a seat. I'll get us something to drink then we can talk about what

we want to do tonight.”

She stepped over the bench and sank down beside him. He twisted around to plant a
sweet, gentle kiss on her lips.

“What do you want to drink?’

“Whatever.”

“Water, soda, beer?’

“How about a beer and awater?’

“Coming right up.” Twisted around, throwing first one leg, then the other over the

seat before he headed for the kitchen area and the ice chests that sat under a couple of
tables.



She looked around, taking in the people lounging around the unlit firepit, sitting at
other tables, and moving around the kitchen area with purpose and wondered how
many of them knew about her problem. Well, al of them knew at least the basics.
They had to in order to be on the lookout in case someone came on the ranch looking
for her, but how many knew about the news that had come in this morning. The
reward.

Neither Matt nor Aaron had mentioned how much the reward was but how many here
needed money? How many would cash in on that offer by telling the people after her
where she was?

Idedlly, none, but she hadn’t made it to nearly thirty years old, still believing in best
case Situations. She’'d long ago learned that individual people were generaly good,
some even wonderful, but as a collective, people sucked and would generally let you
down.

Her best hope was that these people had enough invested in Aaron not to do that to
her.

That reminded her of the Kings, and all the people in North Dakota she'd met or
spent time around. How many of them knew and could be trusted? Thankfully, the
only person who knew where she was up there was now here with her. She had no
doubts about Matt. Not just because he was family. She had some members of her
family who would turn her over for a few hundred dollars in reward. Not that either
Matt or Aaron had mentioned how much the reward was. For all she knew, that’s all
it was. A few hundred dollars and not enough to tempt the people around her into
betraying her secret. At least that was her hope.

“You're thinking too hard,” Matt said as he stepped over the bench and sat across the
table from her. “We need to do something about that.”



Heather scrubbed one hand down her face, trying to wipe away the thoughts that
someone would turn her in for the reward money, then looked up and met Matt’s
gaze.

“How do you suggest we do that?’

“1 don’'t know. Maybe after dinner we see if we can find some cards. I’m sure we can
distract you for a while. Maybe a few hands of poker, maybe something else. What
would you like to play?’

She tilted her head and watched him for a moment, thinking back to what kind of
games they’ d played when she' d been growing up.

“1 wonder if anyone has a deck of Phase 10 cards?’

“What was that?’ Aaron asked, setting her drinks in front of her, before setting his
own where he' d been sitting before and handing another to Matt.

“l was just wondering if we can find a deck of Phase 10 cards around here.” She
twisted the top off the water bottle he’ d brought her and took along pull.

Aaron paused in mid-drink, turned, and looked at her a moment, then lowered his
drink. “Phase 107 | think | can find a deck. Maybe a couple if you're open to others
joining us.”

“Sure. The more the merrier.” She remembered the fun of a big group playing when
they’d been teenagers, could it be any less now that they could drink while they
played?

“I"ll find us the cards after we eat. Dinner’s amost ready.” He tilted his head toward
the kitchen area.



She glanced over to see what looked like the prospects setting things up on the buffet
line. Asif the sight reminded her stomach how long it had been since she'd last eaten,
her stomach rumbled. Heather shook her head and wondered why the sight of food
being ready would do that, it wasn't like her stomach had eyes.

“LINE UP!” London’s shout from the head of the line stopped her from saying
anything. Leaving their drinks at their seats, the three of them, along with many of the
others scattered around the area, stood, and made their way to the kitchen. Heather
was fifth in line, and as she stepped up to the table and picked up a plated, she
realized that the guys had disappeared. Looking around she noticed that there were
only women in line with her. Not wanting to hold things up, she moved through the
line, helping herself to whatever she wanted, as she’'d already learned that was how
meal times worked on the ranch.

When she’'d made her way through the line, she stepped out of the way and took a
look at the entirety of the line. Sure enough, like the run she’d gone on with Matt, the
one where she'd run into Aaron again, the women were first, and the men followed
them through the line. This wasn't how they’d been doing things when she'd first
arrived, and she couldn’t help but wonder what had caused the change. Not that it
really mattered. As far as she'd seen, there was plenty of food for everyone, so it
didn’t matter if you were first through or last through, you' d get enough to eat. And if
things worked the same way as yesterday, there would be stragglers. Couples that
were farther away, or busy, when the dinner call went out. And there would be plenty
for them as well.

Heather took her plate to the table where she’ d left her drinks and sat, digging in, and
eating while her food was hot. As she ate, she was joined by Elyse and Kerry.

“Mind if wejoin you?’

“Not at all.” She motioned to the empty space at the table. “How has your day gone?’



she asked other women as they sat and got comfortable.

“Good,” Kerry said.

“Quiet,” Elyse put in. “What have you been up to? Your friend came to see you
right?’

“Matt’s my cousin, but yeah.” She debated whether or not to mention the reward to
them, but decided not to. If they needed to know, their men would tell them.

She decided then and there that there was only so much she could do about it. She
could be alert and not let anyone sneak up on her, but most of the rest was out of her
hands. And while she could waste a lot of stress and energy worrying about what
would happen, what could happen, that’s what it was, a waste. She might as well let
Aaron and his friends do what they said they would. She trusted him, so she would
trust his judgement. And Matt would be here another day or so. Between the two of
them, and the rest of the men on the ranch, she would be safe.

“We're going to see if we can find some cards to play after dinner. Y ou're welcome
tojoinusif you like.”

“Oh. | can't remember the last time | played cards with someone other than Mac,”
Elyse said.

“Mac plays cards?’ Kerry tilted her head as she looked at Elyse.

Heather’s gaze flicked to the large, bearded man currently fixing himself a plate. She
could see why Kerry would be surprised, but why not? All kinds of people played
cards or other games, all the time. What they looked like had no impact on the things
they enjoyed. How many people had told her she didn’t look like a vet tech?



Elyse nodded to Kerry but turned to look at Heather. “What are you looking at
playing? Anything specific? I’ ve got some cards with us.”

“My preference is Phase 10, but if we can’t find enough decks for everyone to play,
there are options.” Heather tilted her head back to lookup at Aaron as he joined her at
the table, setting his plate down and kissing her forehead as he sat.

“You finding people to play with uslater?’ he asked.

“I am.”

“Good.”

One by one, the rest of their men joined them, including Matt, and they fell mostly
quiet asthey ate.
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“D id you have a good time this evening?’ Jake asked as he peeled his shirt off and
tossed it on top of the rest of his dirty clothes. Tomorrow he would gather all hisdirty
things up and wash them.

“1 did.” Lynnie yawned as she shimmied out of her jeans.

Jake found himself standing and watching her undress, his hand on the button of his
jeans where he'd started to take them off, then got distracted by watching her ass
wiggle in the tiny scrap of satin that barely covered anything.

“1 haven't played cards like that in ages. We should do that more often.” Her back
was still to him as she took off her own shirt and tossed it aside before reaching back
to unhook her bra.

Jake unbuttoned his jeans, glad for the extraroom as he shoved them off his hips then
down, his eyes never leaving Lynnie. She wasn’t trying to give him a show. And
that’s what made it even sexier.

“Do you think the others will be up for it?’ she asked, turning around to look at him.
She froze when she spotted him watching her. “You don’t care about cards or anyone
else right now, do you?’

He bit the inside of his lips as he kicked his jeans aside and slowly shook his head
and tried to keep from saying something that would get him in trouble, his gaze never

leaving hers.

“Do | need to guess what you are thinking about?’ She dlid her hands slowly up her



sides until she cupped her breasts.

Jake couldn’'t help but drop his gaze to watch as it felt like she was offering them up
to him. His cock stiffened and he shook his head, watching the entire time as her
index fingers circled and teased her nipples, wishing those were his hands. He ran the
tip of histongue over hislips, wishing it was her skin he was tasting.

He took a step toward her but stopped as she stepped backward.

Jake lifted his gaze to hers. He wasn't expecting what he found there. The amusement
tinged with a bit of challenge.

“Is that how you want to play it tonight? Tease me? Are you going to give me a
show?’

Lynnie' s face turned pink. “ Show?’

“You started this. Hop up there and show me how you like it.” He motioned to the
bed beside where she stood.

“What do you mean?’

“1 mean you' re going to show men how you play with yourself.”

“I—I don’'t know if | can do that, not with someone watching.” Her stammer only
made him harder.

“It's not just someone, it's me, and you started it. | suggest you get started because
I’m not touching you until you come at least once.” He palmed his hard length
through the cotton of his briefs, squeezed and ran his hand over his length before
releasing himself. He lifted one brow in challenge.



He watched as she pushed the scrap of satin that was her panties off her hips then
kicked them into the pile with the rest of her clothes before moving to the bed. Her
expression and the bright pink shade of her face told him she was embarrassed, but he
wanted to see how far she would take it. Would she do what he'd told her to?

He was tempted to go grab one of the chairs from the dining room table, so he could
sit and watch while too far away to reach her so he wouldn’'t be tempted to move in
before she’d met the requirement he’d given her. But he was afraid that if he walked
out of the room, it would kill the mood, and he'd never get her started again. Instead,
he moved around the foot of the bed and leaned up against the dresser there, crossing
hislegs at the ankles and folding his arms across his chest.

Lynnie wiggled and scooted across the bed until she was in the middle, but leaning
against the wall at the head of the bed, knees and ankles together and folded in front
of her. She smoothed one hand up her leg, pausing to make circles on her knee before
continuing up her thigh. “Are you really going to make me do this?’

“Do you want to come tonight?’ he asked, watching her face until she looked up and
met his gaze.

“Yes.

“Do this for me. I’ll make it worth your while.” Jake did his best to let her see how
hot he thought she was, how badly he wanted this. Asif his dick wasn't hard enough
to hammer nails and while not fully on display, it was plainly visible as he stood there

in his underwear.

She started to say something, then stopped, bit her lip, and dropped her gaze.

“Say it.”



“It might be alittle easier if | wasn't the only one naked.” She glanced up at him, her
face turned even redder, then she dropped her gaze back to the bed in front of her.

“That’'s easily solved.” He unfolded his arms, shoved his briefs off and kicked them
onto the pile of his dirty clothes, ignoring the way his cock bobbed as he folded his
arms and turned his attention back to her. “ Better?”

“Actually, yes.”

“Good. Now show me what you like. The sooner you quit delaying and get to it, the
sooner you'll find out what your reward is.”

“I"'m sorry. It'snot easy.” She looked down at the bed again.

Jake couldn’t take it any longer, he moved around and sat on the side of the bed,
placed one finger under her jaw and used gentle pressure to get her to look up at him.
When her gaze met his, he leaned in and placed a soft, sweet kiss on her lips.
“Lynnie. I’ve already seen and touched all of you. Hell, I’ve had my mouth on every
inch of you. | just want to see how you make yourself happy. | want to see what you
do, how to get you where we both want you to go.”

“Will you do the same for me?’

“Y ou want to watch me jerk of f?’

“Seems fair if you want me to masturbate for you.” She looked up at him through her
lashes, as if the coy look would get him to agree. She needn’'t have gone to the

trouble. He'd do it for her, and think it was hot while he did.

“Sure. But not tonight. Tonight, | want to see you, then show you what it doesto me.”



He took one of her hands in his, wrapped it around his cock and squeezed so it was
her soft hand on his skin, gripping him just the way he liked. “Maybe I’ [l show you in
the morning, then let you practice making me feel good.”

She smiled. “ That sounds like a plan.”

She leaned over asif to take hisdick in her mouth, but he pulled both hands away and
stood, moving out of her reach, out of the temptation of letting her run her tongue up
and down hislength.

He clenched his teeth and told himself he was focusing on her tonight, as he made his
way back to the foot of the bed where he couldn’t touch her, and she couldn’t touch
him. He folded his arms to keep his hands busy and away from his dick, then pinned
her with his gaze.

Heather moved her hands to her breasts, letting her fingers play over her nipples,
rolling them then pinching them tips before kneading and squeezing the entirety of a
breast in each hand. Her eyes drifted close and her head fell back as she lost herself to
the sensations.

Then her hands moved down her torso, skimming aong the skin of her belly then
down to her legs, she ran both hands along the tops of her thighs before moving them
to skim up the sensitive skin along the inside. A soft whimper escaped her throat as
one hand disappeared between her legs.

Jake cleared his throat.

Heather’'s eyes flew open, and she lifted her head to meet his gaze. “What?' Her
voice had gone thick and husky.

“l can't see what you're doing.” He let his gaze flick to where she still sat with her



knees to one side, blocking his view.

“Oh, | guess that would help.”

“A little, but | won’t stop you if you need to close your eyes and pretend I’ m not here,
watching.”

She didn’t say anything, but her eyes drifted closed again. A few seconds passed then
she shifted, she started with her knees and feet together in front of her, heels pressed
against her ass and her hands back on her tits. Her fingers played with her nipples
again, seemingly starting over. Not that Jake minded. Though he did wish it was his
hands, his tongue and mouth teasing those pretty, tight nipples.

Slowly, her hands drifted down her body again, this time instead of keeping her knees
together as her hands dlid below her belly button, she parted them. Dropping her legs
open so they lay splayed wide on the bedspread, her heels still pressed together,
giving him an unobstructed view of everything she was doing with her fingers. They
dipped into the cleft between her legs, circling and teasing the sensitive nub that hid
there.

Jake forced himself to stay where he was, despite the urge to move in, to take over
and to push her over the edge himself. No, he wanted to see her do it. Then he could
move in, make her come again, and again if he wanted.

He didn’t think he could get any harder, he wanted to move in and take over, to touch
her so badly. But when her other hand dipped below the first, sinking first one finger,
then two into her hot core, he amost lost his resolve.

One finger worked her clit, moving in circles around it then back and forth flicking
the tip while her other hand worked in and out of her pussy. The soft gasps and
change in Lynnie's breathing told him she was getting close. He fisted his hands



where they sat in hisfolded arms and forced himself to stay where he was.

Her breath caught, her body tensed, her hands stopped moving as her back bowed. He
didn’t need to feel her clenching around him to know what was happening. A fine
sheen of sweat covered her body as he dropped his arms, unclenched his fists, and
crawled up the foot of the bed toward her.

“Here, love.” Jake tugged the fingers from her leaking cunt, taking the time to suck
them clean before setting her hand aside, then he moved her other hand as he moved
in closer, dropping a gentle kiss against the top of her mound. He knew she was likely
sensitive and didn’t want to overstimulate her, but at the same time, he couldn’t wait
to get a taste. When her breathing returned to normal, he was careful how much
pressure he used as he lowered his mouth to her core, licking and tasting every bit of
her heat and moisture.

Taking advantage of the lubrication aready there, he pressed two fingers inside,
curling them to hit the sensitive spot toward the front of her entrance while he flicked
his tongue back and forth over her clit.

Heather’s hands found their way to his hair, tugging and pulling, trying to move him
up, away from her core. He ignored her, determined to feel her clench around his
fingers, to taste her pleasure at |east once before he found his own.

“Aaron, please.” Her words were husky with need.

“What, baby?’

“1 need you. Inside me.”

“Soon. Give me one more first.”



Jake didn’t know if it was his demand or the vibrations of his talking against her, but
as if on command, her pussy clenched around his fingers, squeezing them tight as a
wave of her slickness cascaded from her, filling his mouth. He savored the swest,
tangy taste of her pleasure.
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H eather’s body felt like a bowstring drawn tight. Colors burst behind her eyes and
pleasure washed through her. She was barely aware of Aaron’s hands sliding up her
body, until something flicked across her nipples, sending renewed sparks of heat
through her.

The thick, blunt head of his cock nestled against her opening was impossible to miss.
It was just what she wanted, no, needed. She dlid her hands down his body until she
found the round globes of his butt, then squeezed and pulled. She needed him inside,
she needed him to fill the empty, hollow feeling in her core.

“1 just wanted to make sure you were ready.”

The low rumble of Aaron’s voice sent shivers through her as he thrust inside, sinking
all the way inside her in one swift, hard thrust.

“OH!” She couldn’t help but cry out as he filled her, sending more waves of pleasure
crashing through her body. “More.” She needed more. She needed him. Now.

Her fingers curled into him, pulling him closer, needing more, anything. She couldn’t
put it into words but as he withdrew and thrust back into her, her body clenched and
seized, a haze of need and pleasure filled her mind, pushing out all thought but him.
A wordless cry erupted from her throat, then, remembering the way they’d been
interrupted the first night, she pressed her face into his shoulder, hoping to muffle the
worst of her cries. Maybe keep people from coming to check on them. As wave after
wave of pleasure washed through her, she lost track of what she was doing, lost track
of what she was supposed to be doing and surrendered to the sensations and the peace
it brought with it.



She didn’t know how long it took for the world to become real again, but when it did,
she realized Aaron lay on the bed beside her, his arms tight around her as if even as
he tried to catch his breath and recover, he couldn’t stand letting go. She liked that.
She liked his holding her close, as if she was precious to him. She knew she should
get up and clean up but before she had the energy to move, she drifted off to Sleep,
feeling safer than she had since Matt had shown up and surprised her.

L ight in her face woke Heather, reminding her that she’'d forgotten to close the blinds
after waking the same way yesterday. She rolled over and found the bed beside her
empty. Running her hand over the space where Aaron had been the last time she'd
gotten up in the middle of the night to use the restroom, she found the sheets cold.
He' d been gone for awhile.

She stretched, then lay staring at the celling for several seconds wondering what
today would bring, before her bladder insisted that she get up and get moving.

After avidgit to the bathroom, she stood for a moment, staring at the bed and debating
whether or not to climb back in. She felt safe there. Like nothing would come looking
to hurt her. It was silly, she knew, but she couldn’t help the way it made her fedl.

It only took a moment’s internal debate before she discarded the idea. Instead, she
picked up her clothes from where she’ d tossed them the night before and put them in
the basket in the shower. Oh... shower. She needed one. A quick check of the time
told her the bunkhouse showers were reserved for women right now, so she pulled on
some sweats, grabbed her shower bag and some clean clothes, stepped into a pair of
flip flops, and headed into the bunkhouse and the showers there.

After her shower, freshly dressed and with wet hair, she carried things back out to the
trailer, where she found Matt standing inside. He looked up as she opened the door
and pinned her with a confused |ook.



“How did you get past me? When?’

“l don’'t know,” she said as she stepped past him and toward the bedroom where she
could put things away. “I didn’t know you were even watching for me, so | wasn’t
trying to get past you. All | did was go inside to shower.”

“Y ou can shower in here.”

“I know but there’ s more room in the bunkhouse. It’ s easier to shower in there.”

He stared at her for amoment, then shrugged as if to say it was her business. “What's
the plan for today?’

“l don’'t have one.” She continued into the bedroom tossing her sweats across the
edge of the dresser to wear again later, then put away her shower bag and
straightened up the bed. “My immediate plans are to finish getting dressed, then go
get some coffee, maybe a little food, and see what is planned for today. Don’'t you
have work tomorrow? What time do you need to leave to make it home in time to get
some sleep?”’

“You let me worry about that.”

Heather rolled her eyes. She hated it when he didn’t answer a question with a real
answer. She asked because she wanted to know how much time they had together.
How long until there was one less person watching out for that club hunting for her.

“Whatever.” She wasn't going to argue with him and the last thing she’'d do was let
him know she was worried. If she did, he might drag her back to North Dakota with
him, or at least try. She wouldn’t make it easy if he did. She’d spent enough time
lounging on his couch feeling sorry for herself.



She might not be exactly productive here, but she did have her own space, even if it
was borrowed, and she felt a little more in control of her life. Hopefully, she could
find a job soon. That reminded her, she should ask some of the women who lived
here about local vets. She wondered if the ranch had someone they used when they
needed someone to check out one of the livestock. That should be her first call.

She pulled a pair of socks out of the drawer, used her hip to close it as she decided to
wear her boots, and tried to remember where she'd left them. After checking the
closet, and finding them inside, she carried them into the front room where she found
Matt still standing. He had his hands on his hips as he watched her as if he was
expecting something.

“What?’ she asked as she sat on one end of the sofa and began pulling on her socks.

“You didn’'t tell me what you’ re doing today.”

“1 told you what | have planned, which isn’t much. On the other hand, | asked when
you need to leave so maybe | could make plans with you, and | got blown off. I’m not
real thrilled with that.” She'd been going to let his answer go but when he called her
on not giving the answer he’' d wanted, she could do the same.

There were some things that might get the better of her, like knowing someone was
offering money for her return. And others that she would never let just roll. And
people thinking they knew what was better for her than she did, well, that was one of
the things she just would not put up with.

When she'd stepped into both boots, she cast him one last glance that left no doubt
how unhappy with him she was, then left. She wasn’'t about to wait around for him to
figure out what he' d done wrong. She wanted coffee and food and now that she was
dressed, she was going to go get both.



She'd filled a plate and was in the process of filling her travel cup with coffee when
Matt stepped out the bunkhouse door and looked around. She was still half pissed at
him and his attitude, so she didn’t bother waving. Instead, she ignored him as she
doctored her coffee, then carried it and her food to one of the tables and sat.

She was halfway through the food she’'d gotten, and the caffeine was starting to hit
her blood when Matt set a plate on the table across from her. He sat, stared at her for
a couple of seconds, then spoke. “I"m sorry.”

Her mood was a little improved from when she'd left him in the traller, but not
enough to let him off the hook for his bullshit. She stared at him in return, waiting for
him to say more.

“I"'m sorry | jumped al over you. | went in to check on you and you were gone. | was
scared and took it out on you, I’'m sorry.”

“Thank you, and | didn’t pass you. | stepped out of the trailer, took what is it? Six
steps to the bunkhouse and went inside. | won't apologize for taking a shower or for
not checking in with you when | do. I’'m a big girl and I’ve been on my own for a
long time. | shouldn’t have to get approval for basic shit.”

“You'reright. You shouldn’t have to, and you don’t. | just wanted to know what you
were doing so we could make arrangements that you didn’t do it alone.” He hung his
head, picked up a sausage link and took a bite.

That did not sit well with her. “I already said | won't leave the ranch without telling
someone, but now | can’'t do anything alone? What if | want to go for awalk, or hike
or whatever you want to call it. Just take off walking across the pasture and into the
beyond. Can | do that alone? Do | need to get your permission to get some fresh air?’
She closed her mouth and glared at him for a full minute before picking up her coffee
and staring off into the distance while she drank it. What was left on her plate no



longer held any interest for her. She was so angry. She didn’t even want to look at her
cousin.

As she continued to drink her coffee, she knew she wasn’t being reasonable, but
damned if she'd give in. They were only trying to make sure she was safe, she knew
that, but if she gave in and took someone with her for every step she made, before
long she would feel smothered. She would be desperate to get away from that feeling
and would do something stupid just to feel like she wasn't being held back or
controlled.

Behind her, she could hear him continuing to eat. She was tempted to pick up her
plate, throw it away and go find something to do. Not that she had any idea what. But
something, anything away from him, sounded good right now. The only thing
stopping her was that she knew she would be back as soon as she finished this cup of
coffee for a refill. She didn’t want to walk away only to have to come back in ten
minutes. She decided to wait until she finished this cup before leaving. That would
give her cousin that long to figure out how to get out of the hole he’ d dug for himself.
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J ake checked in with Lurch, making sure there were no last-minute changes to the
plans for tonight, a big farewell bonfire. The guys were leaving tomorrow, though the
plan wasn’t for them to leave early, as they planned on making the same stops on the
way back as they’ d made on the way up. Not how Jake would have planned the trip if
it were up to him. But it wasn't so he kept his mouth shut.

After finishing with Lurch, he went to Malice and Ghost, who were getting ready to
make a trip into town for supplies. He made sure their list was right and added a few
last minute items after he’ d checked the kitchen this morning and see what they were
low on, then talked to Kerry, who would take over the overseeing of meals once
London was gone, though she wouldn’t be cooking most of the time. It had been
decided they would keep the prospects cooking, at least for dinner. The rest they’d
work out with trial and error.

Now he was finished for a while, he wanted to see Lynnie and maybe get another cup
of coffee. It was late enough she was probably up, so he went to the clearing where
everyone had been gathering over the last couple of weeks and found that sure
enough, she was up, and so was |ceman. They both sat at atable, but she had her back
to her cousin, and she looked more than a little pissed off. He took a deep breath,
braced himself to play referee between the two of them and approached.

“Who pissed in your cheerios this morning?’ he asked as he bent and placed akiss on
top of her head.

|ceman started to say something, but she held up a hand in his direction.

“1 don’t want to hear from you right now. Give me a minute or ten, then maybe you



can talk to me again without eating your teeth.” She turned to look at Jake, her eyes
narrowed, and he suspected he was about to be tested, the question was, what was
going to be tested, his understanding or his patience?

“You and | have already talked about me not leaving the ranch without checking with
you, and taking someone with me. But if | wanted to take awalk. Say walk out across
the pasture and into the field beyond, maybe where we went riding yesterday, maybe
not. What would you say?’

Jake blinked. Was this what she was pissed at |ceman over? Surely it had to be more?

“I"d say go for it. If you want to go farther than within sight of the home site,” he
circled one finger in the air, indicating the buildings around them, “then I'd ask that
you let someone, I’d prefer me, but any of the guys would do, know where you were
going and when you planned to be back. I’d be happier if you'd let someone go with
you, but | know you're not used to that and might want some solitude. I’d also ask
that you take a weapon with you, as protection against any aggressive wildlife or to
signal for help should something happen. | don’t want to restrict you, Lynnie. | know
you're your own person and | respect that, but | do want to make sure you're safe
until we can get this reward taken care of.”

“Thank you.” She gave him a pleased smile before turning to Iceman. “See, | don’t
need a babysitter all the time. Y ou' re the only one who seems to think I'm too stupid
to shower on my own.”

“l never said that.”

She glared back at him.

Jake fought the urge to roll his eyes at the way they bickered like siblings. “Can |
trust the two of you not to kill each other while | get some coffee, then we can see



what we want to do with the rest of the day.”

“1’m good as long as someone’ s not treating me like a child.” Heather turned her back
to Iceman and smiled up at Jake.

“We're good. Go get your coffee,” |ceman said.

Jake looked back and forth between the two of them for a moment, as if he was
unsure he could trust the two of them alone. Then, shaking his head and once he was
sure they couldn’t see him do it, rolled his eyes, as he went to get coffee. If he was
going to have to deal with this kind of bickering, he was going to need the caffeine.

Twenty minutes later, both Iceman and Lynnie were calmer and no longer making
threats. Though Jake wasn't sure if it was because of anything he'd done or that
they’ d both eaten and gotten a little caffeine into their systems. For all he knew it was
a combination of both. Not that it mattered. What mattered was they were no longer
acting like they were ready to tear each other’ s heads off.

“So what do we want to do today?’ he asked, not for the first time.

“I know I'm hiding, but whatever we decide on, I'd prefer not to leave the ranch,”
Lynnie said, letting her head hang for a moment. “Give me a day or three to come to
terms with a reward on my head, then I’ll be ready to face the world again, but I'm
just not there yet.”

“Hiding for a few days isn't a bad thing.” Iceman reached across the table and
covered her hand with his. “It gives you time to prepare, to be ready in case there is
trouble.” He turned his attention to Jake. “I don’t care what we do, but I’ve got to
leave this afternoon. I’ ve taken as much time off work as | can for awhile, barring an
emergency.”



“No problem.” He thought for a moment. He didn’t like how defeated Lynnie looked
when she said she was hiding. How could he help her feel more in control, or at least
prepared in case one of the Sons, or someone looking to cash in on that reward, came
after her?

“How big's that pistol of yours?’ He briefly tightened the arm he’ d hooked over her
shoulder so she would know he was talking to her.

Lynnie frowned. “It'sa .45. Why?’

“Cause | know what we're going to do today.” He turned his attention to Iceman.
“Y ou have aweapon? And how much ammo do you have with you?’

“1 do, but I’ve only got a box of 9mm rounds with me.”

“I’'m sure | can find some if we want more. Let’s go get some practicein.”

“We can do that here?” Lynnie sounded a little hesitant, as if she wanted to go but
didn’t want to get her hopes up.

“We can. We have arange set up afew milesin. Let me go talk to Lurch, rustle us up
some ammo and figure out what vehicle we'll take. You two need to go get your
weapons, if you're not already carrying them, plus any ammo or gear you’'ll want.”
He knew Lynnie wasn't. She kept hers next to the bed or had since she’d parked the
trailer. What he didn’t know was whether or not |ceman was carrying, or just had it in
his vehicle. Not that it mattered. He checked his watch. “Give me 20 minutes and
we' Il meet back up here.” He waited to get nods from them both before swinging his
legs over the bench seat and taking off to get shit done.
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H eather had been nervous about the trip to the range, or maybe the term makeshift
range was a better fit. But thankfully, neither Matt, nor Aaron had treated her like a
brainless idiot, which she’' d found happened way too often when she went with a guy
to the range.

And while the range wasn't a professional setup, she'd been impressed. They had
benches at the long-range section for rifles and gong style targets at preset distances.
For pistols, they had spinner targets at the preset ranges commonly used for the
shorter ranges. Aaron had brought out a package of ringed paper targets and aroll of
tape to attach them with.

After he' d gotten targets taped up, Aaron had made sure they all had everything they
needed, including ear and eye protection, then they’d lined up and taken their shots.

Heather was focused on what she was doing, lining up the target and maintaining her
aim while squeezing the trigger, then lining it back up and starting al over again. She
tuned out what the guys were doing, only focusing on her own target, and trying to
keep her grouping tight. When she finished her magazine, she relaxed her stance,
rolling her shoulders and looking around to find Matt was just finishing his shots and
Aaron had dropped the magazine out of his pistol and was in the process of reloading
while he waited. She released her clip and set the pistol down on the table in front of
her, where she’'d set the box of shells Aaron had given her when they’d arrived. She
didn’t know where they’ d come from, but she’ d replace them before she left.

When Matt finished, he popped his magazine free, set both pieces on the table in
front of him then looked up at her.



“Are we ready to go check the targets?’ Matt asked.

“I am.” She turned to Aaron on her other side. “You going too or going to hang
back?’

11 qus gO.”

Aaron picked up a stack of targets and the roll of tape and they each went to the target
they’d been using, and pulled down the paper targets. Heather was still looking at
hers, all seven shots were in about a five-inch grouping, which she thought was pretty
good, when both men brought theirs over to where she stood so they could compare.
She looked over at Matt’s and saw that he had what looked like twice as many holes
in his than she did, not surprising since she was using a smaller pistol that only held
seven in the magazine while his was much bigger. His grouping wasn't as tight,
without measuring she’ d guess maybe an eight-inch spread.

She didn’'t say anything, just nodded, and turned to look at Aaron’s target. His had
more holes than hers, but not as many as Matt, making her wonder what the guys
were shooting, or at least how many rounds they each held. But his shotswere dl in a
smaller circle than hers.

“You must practice alot.” She nodded toward Aaron’ s target.

“A bit. Not so much now as | once did.”

“Not enough time to shoot as much as you once did?’ Matt asked.

Aaron shook his head. “Nah. Not required to spend as much time at the range. When

| was in the Army one of the things | did for a while was range duty. Where | had to
watch everyone, make sure they weren't being stupid, and no one got hurt.”



Matt winced. “Bet that was fun. I've heard a lot of recruits these days have never
even touched a gun, much lessfired one.”

“That’s not the term | would have used, but | will say it’s not an experience | want to
repeat.” He tilted his head toward the targets. “We want to put these up on the
twenty-five yards targets or stay here on the fifteen?’

“I’m good either way,” Heather said, “so I'll leave it up to you two.” She folded her
target into quarters while she waited for them to decide.

“Actually, how about we move in abit and go for the seven-yard ones. It will be good
practice just in case you end up needing to aim for something closer,” Aaron said.

She turned and looked at him, narrowing her eyes as she waited to see if he would
actually say what she knew was his motivation. He wanted to see how she handled
something closer, because she might have to if someone came after her for the
reward.

Could she shoot another human being? She' d thought that very question many times
since Daddy taught her to shoot, and since she'd started carrying the pistol in the
truck all the time. Mostly it was for emergencies, like an animal that needed to be put
down in a hurry, but when she knew men were looking for her, she’ d thought about it

again.

If it was them or her, knowing what would likely happen to her if she were ‘ property’
of the club Mitch had given her to, she could definitely shoot someone to keep that
from happening.

To be sure she could manage to hit whoever came her way, she wanted as much
practice as she could get.



They mounted the targets on the seven yard spinners, then went back to the tables
where their weapons waited for them. Matt started reloading his magazine, and
Heather started to do the same, but Aaron picked up his pistol, and turned to her.

“l noticed how your pistol kicks. | want you try this one,” Aaron said holding the
pistol flat in one hand, the magazine in the other.

“Areyou trying to sell me on another gun?”’

He shrugged. “I just want to see how you handle it. You might find you like it better
than yours. Or not. Either way it's an experience. And you'll have fun trying
something new.”

She watched him for the space of two breaths, wondering if he was up to something
or she was just suspicious today. Deciding she had nothing to lose she took the pistol,
shifted her grip slightly, noticing how well it fit her hand. Better than she'd thought it
would given that it was bigger than hers. When she was ready, she took the magazine
from Aaron and shoved it into place, then racked the slide to chamber a round. After
glancing at both Matt and Aaron to make sure neither had stepped out in front of the
firing line, she took aim, flicked the safety off with her thumb and fired at the target.

She didn’t say anything as she retrained her sights on the target and fired again. And
again. She repeated over and over until the pistol clicked when she squeezed the
trigger. She hadn’t bothered to count her shots, because she didn’t know how many
rounds werein it to begin with.

After thumbing the magazine release, she caught it as it fell, and laid both Aaron’s
pistol and the magazine on the table. Then looked up to find him watching her, a

ghost of asmile curling hislips.

“What?’ she asked.



His gaze played down her face a moment before returning to hers. “You.”

“What about me?’ She frowned.

“The way you smile, the way that crease forms between your brows as you
concentrate, that look of determination you get when you set your mind to something.
All of it.”

She blinked, not seeing what he was getting at, then shook her head dismissing it as
she turned to look at the target alittle over twenty feet away.

“1 didn’t do too bad. Especially for an unfamiliar weapon.”

“Not bad?’ Matt said from her other side. “I think you did damn good.”

She turned enough to see him, and found his pistol unloaded and laying on the table
in front of him. He motioned down range, and together they walked out to the targets.
She tilted her head as she tried to decide how she felt about this round. Aaron was
right, it wasn't bad for an unfamiliar weapon, but could she do better with her own?
She wasn’t sure. And she did like that if she had to use it for self-defense, she would
have more rounds.

She shook her head, pushing that thought out of her mind as she pulled down the
target and replaced it with another. Lost in her own thoughts, she turned and went
back to the shooting line, not paying attention to what the guys were doing or even if
they were talking to each other. She folded the used target and set it on top of the first
one on the bench to dispose of later. She didn’t want to leave trash out here for
someone else to have to clean up later.

Still lost in her own thoughts, Heather went back to reloading her pistol, even if she
wasn't going to shoot it more, it needed to be reloaded.



“All right. You ready for the next round?’ Aaron’s voice made her look up to find
both men had returned, and she hadn’t even noticed. If they had been coming to take
her back to Alabama, she’'d have been in trouble. She needed to get her head out of
her ass and pay attention to what was going on around her.

“Sure, what do you have in mind?’ She lifted one brow, sure from the glint in his eye
that he had something else he wanted her to do.

“Let’s do this, | want you to go for both accuracy and speed, but you're not going to
am for just the one target. | want you to switch targets with every shot.” Aaron
paused.

Heather scowled at him, then looked toward the targets then over at Matt, who
watched them, but didn’t say anything.

“1 can do that. Which pistol do you want me to use?’

“How about you start with yours, we mark those holes, then you do it again with
mine?’

“Okay.” She finished loading her magazine, glanced at the guys to make sure they
were behind the firing line, then loaded the magazine into the pistol and prepared to
start shooting. “Do you care what order | do them in or just a different target each
shot?’

“Any order you want, but remember you' re going for both accuracy and speed.”

She started on the left, drew a bead on that target fired, then twisted her body just
enough to line up her sights with the center target, then the one on the right. Instead
of going back to the one on the left, she went to the center next, then the one on the
left. By the time she'd emptied her pistol the targets on either side had been hit twice,



but the one in the center had three holes in the paper.

Heather looked from one target to another as they approached, thinking she'd done
pretty well. There weren’'t as many holes to judge the grouping as when she' d been
aiming at asingle target, but she'd been within three inches of center on every shot.

“How do you plan to mark them?’” Matt asked as they approached.

“With this.” Aaron pulled a black marker from the back pocket of his jeans and drew
a line through each hole on the paper, then went to the next target and did the same.
When he was finished with the third target, they walked together back to the firing
line. Heather still wasn’t sure why they were doing this, but she was enjoying herself,
so she decided to just go with it and have fun.
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J ake handed her his pistol. “Try again with this one.” He' d reloaded it while she'd
taken the shots with her own pistol. Her pistol was nice, but he'd rest easier if she had
more than just seven rounds. What if she needed more than that?

She shot well enough that with her pistol she could take out three or even four men if
that was what she needed to do, but what if they sent eight or ten? Would she have

time to take out that many, even if she had enough rounds?

He watched as Lynnie took aim and moved through the targets the same way she had
with her pistol.

“How did that feel”?” he asked once she’'d emptied the weapon, removed the
magazine, and set it on the bench.

“Good. Better than | thought it would.”
“In what way?’

She closed her eyes and scrubbed both hands down her face, as if she was trying to
clear her mind.

“Thisis going to sound stupid.”

“Don’'t worry about that. Everyone expresses things differently, tell me why it was
better than you anticipated.”

“There wasn't as much build up. You know with each shot there's vibrations that



echo up your arms and through you. After a while it builds up until you’re just done,
you can’'t take it anymore. | expected the build up from this one to be worse, because
there are so many more rounds in it, but it wasn’'t as bad as | thought.”

Jake nodded, then tilted his head toward the targets. “Let’s go see how you did.”

As the three of them made their way downrange to the targets, he wondered what it
would take to get her to switch pistols. Even if it was just to start carrying his until
they got this threat taken care of.

“Wow,” Iceman said, his eyes going wide. “ She did even better with your pistol than
her own.”

Her cousin wasn't saying anything he hadn’t noticed himself, and while she'd still
been shooting.

They spent another hour or so practicing, burning through the two boxed of ammo
he'd brought for each of the pistols, as well as what Iceman had brought for his.
Lynnie had shot all three pistols, and had done well with them all.

“Now that you’' ve handled and shot the different pistols, if all things were equal, there
was ho sentimentality about any of them. Which would you choose to keep?’ Jake
asked as he started the truck to head back to the ranch house.

“Matt’s is too big and too heavy. It doesn’'t fit my hand well, so it’s out. | like my
little pistol, but I'm thinking it may be because it’s so much like the one Dad gave it
to me when | moved out. If | just look at how well they shoot, how they fit in my
hand, all that, I'd have to say | liked yours.”

He fought the urge to pump his fist in the air like a teenager. This was only a small
victory, he still needed to convince her to takeit... and carry it. “If your dad gave you



one, why did Matt have to give you this one?’

“l don't carry it. | never have,” she lifted one shoulder and let it drop, “Its actually at
Craig's. | asked him to put it in his safe awhile back and never thought about getting
it back.”

“Have you ever carried?’

“Asin apistol? Not on aregular basis. | might wear my holster to go out shooting or
to go into a situation | might need it for venomous snakes, but that's all.” She
shrugged, her shoulder bumping into his.

“Would you consider it?’" he asked.

She was silent, as was Iceman on her other side. He glanced at her, trying to gauge
her reaction, and found a crease between her brow, though she wasn'’t frowning.

“Tell me what you' re thinking.”

“Alot. I'mnot sureif | can put it all into words.”

“Can you try? Please?’ Jake didn’'t look at the other man. He wanted to forget he was
with them at the moment.

She was staring straight ahead as she opened her mouth, then closed it again. This
time she did frown. Then tilted her head and looked at him. She took a deep breath
and let it out inarush.

“1 don’t know. | have nothing against it, but I’m not sure | can wrap my head around
me doing it. Can you give me afew minutes to think about it?”



“l can. | can also give you reasons why |'d ask you to, if you want to hear them.”

“Not right now,” she said with a shake of her head. “I wasn't expecting this, and |
need a little time to get used to the idea.”

“Okay,” Jake said with a nod. Then, determined to give her the time she’d asked for,
he turned his attention to Iceman. “You starting to get hungry? They should have
food ready about the time we get back.”

“1 could eat, then | should start gathering stuff up so | can head out this afternoon.”

“Y ou have much to gather?’

“Not really, but | do need to pack up my bedding. | left it open in the back of the
truck to get some sunshine and air.”

Jake nodded, realizing that Iceman was coming up with things that would keep him
busy and give Jake a chance to talk Heather into carrying a weapon. They would both
feel better knowing she was armed, just in case. But Jake was going to give her the
time she asked for. How long, he wasn't sure, but he could wait until at least after
lunch.
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H eather had known the shooting, the different targets, and different weapons was
going somewhere, what she hadn’t been prepared for was for Aaron to ask her to
carry. Could she? Yeah. Did she want to? Not really. Not all the time, long term at
least. But now that she was thinking about it, it made sense. Even the whole different
targets with each shot practice that Aaron had asked her to do made sense if she was
looking at things from a protection point of view. Who knew how many people
would come after her if they wanted the reward? And though she hadn’t asked,
because she didn't want to know, the reward had to be sizable enough Aaron and
Matt thought people would try to take her back to Alabamato collect it.

She still didn’t want to think about that. But she had to. It was either that or actually
go back and deal with the assholes in Alabama. She didn't want to do that. She
wasn’'t even sure she wanted to go back at all anymore, at least not to stay. Sure,
she'd go see her parents, but did she want to live down there? Especially now that
she' d seen the beauty up here and found Aaron again?

Was she moving too fast in thinking Aaron wanted her around long term? What they
had was good, but he hadn't said anything about anything more long term than
getting the jerks from Alabama off her trail. What if that was al he wanted? Did she
want to establish alife up here, only to end up going separate ways then having to see
him with someone else?

The truck pulled to a stop, making Heather look up she realized they were back to
where they’d started out and Aaron had parked the truck where it had been when

they’ d gotten into it to go shooting. And she still hadn’t decided anything.

On either side of her, both men opened their doors and dlid out. She sat for a moment,



debating what to do, then mind still unmade she dlid out Aaron’s side and got out.
Why did everything seem so hard? Why couldn’t life be easier? She needed a few
minutes to herself.

“Is lunch ready?’ she asked, still thinking about how to get even a few minutes to
herself.

“l don't think so,” Jake said after a moment. “I’'m not smelling anything, but we can
go check, and if you're not ready to eat yet, I'm sure it will hold. Is there something
you' re wanting to do?’

“1 was thinking about a short walk if | have time. | won't go far, and I'll stay on the
road.”

“Sure, I'll take you,” he said.

“No.” She set a hand on his chest. “1 want afew minutes to myself. | promise | won'’t
go far.”

He took a deep breath and met her gaze for a moment.

“Go ahead, I'll see you soon,” he said.

The way he kissed her forehead before she walked away sent tendrils of heat swirling
through her belly. She enjoyed the way he treated her like she was something special.
Like he wanted her around and wanted to make sure she was safe, but he also didn’t
try to take away her choice. Like he wanted her to want to be there.

Heather found herself smiling to herself as she started down the road that led out to
the highway. Her mind drifted to what he'd asked on the drive back from the range.
Could she carry a weapon all the time? She could admit to herself that she was torn



about the idea.

Not because she didn’'t think she could use it. If she felt threatened, she had no doubt
she would use it. She'd had to use her pistol on snakes before and more than one
animal that was suffering and couldn’t be saved. Sometimes having to put animals
down, or help do it, was part of her job. One that always broke her heart, but she
knew she helped far more than she couldn’t. And ending suffering was helping too,
evenif it didn't seem likeit at the time.

What had her concerned about carrying al the time was the idea of people who
would be scared. People who would confront her and demand to know who she
thought she was, a gunslinger from the old west or something? While that would be
embarrassing, there was aways that one extremist who thought they were hot shit and
that no one should be alowed to have a gasp gun, and then try to take it away. Those
were the ones that worried her.

Maybe she should bring these concerns to Aaron. He knew the area better. He would
know if something like that was likely around here.

She looked up and saw a plume of dust approaching. Had someone left earlier and
now was on their way back? Was that why lunch wasn't ready when they’d arrived.
After Matt had arrived yesterday, she'd heard they had sensors or a camera or
something at the front gate and knew when someone came in. Whoever this was must
be expected, or they would be ready to stop them. She continued walking, expecting
they’ d pass her and continue on to the ranch house.

An older model pick up cameinto view, but it wasn’t one she recognized.

She frowned as the truck rolled to a stop a few feet from where she'd stopped to
watch it, and driver’s window lowered.



“Damn. | never expected you to make it this easy.”

“What?’ She wanted to ask more but both front doors opened, both men got out. She
stepped backwards, wanting to put some distance between them but not wanting to
turn her back on them.

“1 know someone looking for you, sweetheart, and they’re about to make this rea
worth my while,” the driver said as he continued to approach.

She wished now she’'d told Aaron yes and that she was carrying one of the pistols.
She'd even take Matt’s, despite how heavy it had been.

“I"m not going anywhere with you.” She stepped back again. But her foot hit a rock,
her ankle rolled, and she fell. The last thing she remembered was both men rushing
toward her then the world went dark.
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H e didn’t like it, but it was just a gut feeling, he had nothing he could articulate
better than that. No reason not to tell her to go, enjoy herself. “Go ahead. I’ [l see you
soon.” He dropped a gentle kiss against her forehead, then watched as she walked
away before turning back to the truck to gather up the trash and dispose of it.

Lynnie had been gone maybe ten minutes when Jake ran into Lurch as he was
overseeing getting Tuck and London’s things loaded, at least the things they wouldn’t
need before they left the next day.

“Hey, | was getting ready to send you a message. Where' s lceman?’

“Making sure he' s got all his stuff gathered and loaded. He' s planning to head back to
Dickenson sometime this afternoon, why?”’

“Because Wait just called and told me we've got two Kings headed in from the
highway. There was a hole in the fence not far from the gate that he noticed while he
was checking cattle, so he was mending it and saw them come through the gate. |
figured they must be here to see Iceman,” Lurch said with a shrug then turned to
accept a box from one of the men who was carrying things out. He fit it into place
with the rest of the things he was loading into the trailer, stacking and arranging
things like agame of Tetristo get as much in the space as he could.

“That's odd, he didn't say anything about expecting anyone.” Jake turned away
thinking, he didn’t think Iceman had anyone coming here. If he had, surely he would
have said something to someone, wouldn’t he? Especially when Lynnie said she was
going for a walk along the road. Maybe he didn't know they were coming. He'd
better go check to be sure.



It didn’t take him long to locate the visitor, standing in the bed of his pickup, shoving
his sleeping bag into the bag it camein.

“Hey, you know why a couple of Kings would be on their way in from the highway?’
Jake asked as he stepped up beside the truck and propped both arms on the edge of
the bed.

| ceman stopped what he was doing and turned to ook at Jake.

“No. Whoisit?

“l don’'t know. | was just told a couple of Kings. Give me a sec.” He pulled out his
phone and dialed Watt. Better to go straight to the source for this.

“Hey, those two Kings you saw coming onto the ranch, who were they?’

“The two who were camped out outside the gate last year. The ones who scared
London and Kerry by following them.”

The hair on the back of Jake's neck stood, telling him something wasn't right. He
lifted his gaze to |ceman.

“The men who were here last year following London and Kerry, are they still
Kings?’

“No. They were stripped of their colors because of that shit. Well, that and other shit
they pulled but no.” His eyes went wide. “ Are they the ones here?’

“They’re not Kings, not anymore. Lock the gate, Watt, and if you can stop them from
leaving, doit.” He disconnected the call and shoved the phone back in his pocket.



“Go get some of the others” Jake jerked a thumb back toward the bunkhouse,
indicating it and the clearing on the other side where severa of the brothers had been
gathered when he came through afew minutes ago. “I’ll go after Lynnie.”

“Take the truck. Keys arein it,” lceman said as he vaulted over the side of the truck
and took off at arun around the building shouting.

Jake felt like there was band around his chest keeping him from being able to take a
breath as he scrambled for the door, climbed in, and started it. As he backed out and
turned onto the road a weight settled in his chest that seemed to grow heavier with
every foot he travelled.

By the time he’d made the first quarter mile, he knew something was wrong. She
hadn’t been gone that long. He should have caught up to her, or at least be able to see
her, by now. Where was she?

His stomach churned as he pushed the unfamiliar pickup as fast as he dared on the
dirt road. Maybe he should have taken the time to grab a vehicle, even one of the dirt
bikes, that he was more familiar with, that he knew how it would react when he
pushed it.

It took another half a mile for him to catch sight of the pickup in front of him. It was
headed the same direction he was, but not moving quite as fast.

He hoped Watt had closed the gate like he’ d been told. How far behind him were his
brothers?

He wanted to stomp on the gas and just ram them off the road, but there were so
many reasons he couldn’t. Number one being he didn’t know where Lynnie was, or if
she' d been secured. The impact might hurt her, and he couldn’t stomach the idea. All
he could do, at least for now, was to try to catch up with them, and hope Watt could



stop them before they got off the ranch.

Checking the rearview again, he hoped to see someone, anyone or more of his
brothers coming to help, but so far, nothing. It looked like it was going to be two
against two, and they had a hostage.

He didn’t know how this would work out, but all he could do was try. He had to get
her away from them, to make sure she was safe, then he’' d put an end to the threat, for
once and for all.

How, though, was still a question. Would a combination of a message sent through
these assholes, and another delivered by Hex and his club be enough? Maybe the
easiest way would be to pay off the debt her fucker ex has given her to the club to pay
them off. But if they were willing to pay that much in reward, how much must the
debt be? Jake had built up a bit of a nest egg from both his time in the Army, and
since, but he was certain he didn’t have the kind of money that would take.

As he continued to close the distance between his borrowed truck and the one he had
no doubt Lynnie was inside, he let his mind run freely on things he'd like to do to
these two. No matter how much he'd like to make certain they never came back on
the ranch, never caused trouble for another member of the Souls or their women, he
knew he couldn’t. Not in the way he wanted.

Instead, he would have to find away to make sure they didn’t want to come back, but
that would have to wait until he made sure Lynnie was safe.

The truck started to slow in front of him, he was catching up faster. He looked past it
and saw the gate was closed, and Watt had pulled the ATV he'd been using to fix the
fence across the road, adding one more obstacle in case they decided the fence wasn't
going to stop them.



If Jake was desperate to get away, neither the gate, nor the ATV would stop him, but
from the way they were aready slowing, it didn't appear the assholes who had
Lynnie we're as crazy as he was. For that he could only be thankful.

Another glance in the rearview showed him a pickup, but it was too far away to do
him much good, at least in the moment.
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H er head hurt. Why did her head hurt?

Heather tried to lift her hands to find out why her head hurt but couldn’t. They
wouldn’t move. Her mind felt sluggish, slow for some reason she couldn’'t place.
What had happened? Where was she?

Voices she didn’t recognize started to filter through her awareness, but she couldn’t
make out what they were saying. Her head hurt too badly.

She didn’t know how much time had passed before she realized her hands were tied.
She tried to speak but could tell by the way the voices she couldn’t make out never
stopped or changed that either she hadn’t managed it or what noise she’'d managed,
though she hadn’t heard anything, had made no sense.

Before she could force her mind to work, her entire body moved, she slid backwards,
then fell. Now her whole body hurt, and she was no closer to figuring out what was
going on.
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T he truck was still going way too fast as they approached the gate. Jake watched,
helpless, as Watt stepped in front of the ATV and took his time aiming his pistol at
the windshield of the oncoming pickup. He slowed as much as he dared, but wanted
to get as close as he could, before stopping to confront them.

He wasn’t sure how close they were before the driver finally stomped on the brakes,
sending the truck dliding to a halt not more than a few feet from where Watt stood,
unflinching.

Jake waited as long as he dared then hit the brakes and cranked the wheel, bringing
the truck to a diding stop several feet from the back of the truck he was convinced
held Lynnie. As soon as the truck stopped moving, he flung the door open and bailed
out. He had the pistol drawn from the small of his back and aimed before he'd
rounded the hood.

“Keep your hands where we can see them,” he said as he approached, noticing that
the men barely glanced at him as they held their hands in clear sight over the
dashboard, their attention on Watt in front of them.

He moved close enough it would be hard to miss either one, but not close enough to
be hit if they flung open adoor then spoke again.

“Get over here Watt and cover them.” Jake waited until his brother was within a
couple of feet then pinned his gaze on the driver. “Where is she?’

The man moved only one hand, forming a fist with the thumb sticking out, aiming
behind him.



“You got them covered?’ he asked Watt. He couldn’t wait for the truck, and the
brothers in it, approaching to make sure she was al right. If she were back there, she
should be raising hell. Something wasn't right.

“1 got them. Get your girl,” Watt said.

Jake shifted his pistol to one hand, and kept it at the ready, in case there was someone
else back there waiting to spring a trap, then opened the door, and keeping his body
behind it, peeked around the edge and into the truck.

Lynnie lay in the floorboard, all he could see was her feet bound together with duct
tape, lying till as death. His heart seized in his chest before his brain got through,
telling him if she was dead, they wouldn’t have needed to tie her.

He checked the rest of the back seat area and found nothing of concern, then shifted
to the other side of the door so he could look in the bed of the truck and make sure
there was nothing there. Finding nothing, he holstered his pistol and reached for
Lynnie. He grabbed the tape around her ankles and tugged, she slid bonelessly across
the floorboard, obviously unconscious.

“What did you do to her?” he demanded.

“All we did wastie her and load her. | swear,” the asshole in the passenger seat said.

“She fell and hit her head before either of uslaid a hand on her,” the driver piped up.
“1 checked to be sure she was still breathing, then we tied her up and loaded her. She
was in the seat until we hit the breaks for this guy.” He tilted his head toward Wiatt.

Not knowing what else to do, he climbed up, braced one knee in the seat and looked
down at her as she lay unmoving in the floorboard, her wrists taped together, resting
against her chest. His heart ached.



A sound drew his attention, he looked up to find Iceman had opened the rear door
across from him.

“Isshedive?
“Yeah, I'm just trying to decide how to get her out of there without hurting her

more.” Jake looked back down at her and couldn’t help the ache in his chest at how
fragile she looked without her usual attitude, nor the spark that usually flashed in her

eyes.

“Did they do this?’ |ceman asked.

“We only tied her. Shefell and hit her head,” the driver said again.

“How long’s she been out?’ Jake asked, still not sure how to get her out.

“Maybe ten minutes,” the idiot in the passenger seat piped up.

“| take it you're not alone?’ Jake asked Iceman.

“Four others, they’ ve got these guys while we get her out, then they’ Il handle them.”

“Someone needs to take a message back to the Sons that this is done. | don't care

what it takes. They come for her again and someone will die. It won't be her.” Jake

met |ceman’ s gaze.

The other man nodded.

“I’ll make sure they know.”

“Let’s get her out of here first. Can you brace her head while | drag her out by the



feet. Once I've got enough of her out, I'll pick her up and take her back to your
truck.”

“Sure. Let me get up in there so | can stay with her as you move her, but this might
make it easier.” He did something Jake didn’t see and the seat of the bench in front of
him folded up against the back, leaving at |east twice as much space.

“That will help.” Jake backed out, pressed the seat up and couldn’t help but be
surprised by the ease with which it folded. Now he could get her out much easier.
|ceman was already on his knees in the open space, one hand cupping Lynnie's neck.
He looked up and met Jake's gaze.

“She’sgot ahell of alump back here, but | don’t think there' s any blood.”

That was good. Still, they needed to get her out of there.

“Ready?’ He glanced up at Iceman before returning his gaze to Lynni€'s face as he
took hold of the tape on her ankles and pulled. Her body dlid along the floor without
resistance or her moving on her own. That set his teeth on edge. As her hip reached
the door jam, he lowered her ankles then scooped her into his arms, one arm under
her knees and the other around shoulders. Iceman helped stabilize her head until it hit
his shoulder, then Jake eased her out of the doorway and turned for the rear of the
truck he'd driven.

By the time he reached the truck, Steele had dropped the tailgate and pulled the
sleeping bag that Iceman had been stuffing into its bag earlier and laid it out on top.

“Put her here and let me take alook.”

“Why?’



“Former corpsman, man. Let me check her out and see if she needs the ER. I'll take
care of your lady.” Steel€' s voice was gentle, yet commanding and matter of fact.

Jake laid her down on the tailgate if nothing else, he needed to get a better look at her
and see how badly she was hurt.

“What happened?’ Steele asked as he hopped out of the truck. He pulled a knife from
his pocket and opened it with aflick of hiswrist before handing it to Jake.

“They said she fell and hit her head. They just tied her up after that. Not sure if it’s
true.”

“All right. Y ou take care of the tape I'll look at her head.”

Steele was usually pretty quiet, but this take-charge attitude was new. Jake didn't
know if he liked it, but was glad someone had an idea what to do and how to check
her out.

Doing as he was told, he moved to her feet, carefully cutting the tape, he hated the
way there was no resistance to her muscles, her legs moved and flopped as if she was

asleep. He wanted more than anything for her to wake up.

“There sheis.” Steele svoice drew his attention as he peeled the tape from her wrists,
trying not to take skin with it.

“She’' s awake?’ he asked.

“She's getting there,” Steele said, still cradling her head in his hands as he felt the
back of her skull. “ She's making faces and reacting to stimuli.”

“What does that mean? Do | need to take her into the emergency room?’



“No.” The word was dlightly slurred as if she wasn't entirely awake, but clear. “No
doctor.” She grimaced.

Jake's mouth went dry, and his knees amost gave out beneath him as he was able to
take his first deep breath since he’d seen her in the floorboard, unmoving. He took
her hand and squeezed to let her know he was there.

“Let’s see how you bounce back from this before | make any promises, okay?’ he
said.

“No bouncing, please.”

Her brow creased and she tried to turn her face, asif the sun shining down on her hurt
her eyes. Jake held a hand up so there was shade across her eyes. The crease eased
dlightly, but not all the way. He couldn’t help but wonder how badly her head hurt.

Steele asked her several questions, looked at her eyes, and made her respond to
several commands.

“She’s got a lump, but there doesn’'t seem to be any major damage from what | can
see,” Steele said. “I recommend you take her in for screening, but | can’'t force it.
However, if there's any nausea, dizziness, or loss of consciousness, she needs to get
to the emergency room immediately.” He turned and looked down at her again. “Are
you sure | can’t convince you to in and get checked out?’

She squeezed Jake' s hand and shook her head. “No doctor.”
“I'll keep an eye out for anything out of place, but especially the things you said.

Thanks, man. | don’t know what | would have done without someone who knew how
to help.” Jacke clapped Steele on the back.



“You' d be hauling ass into town for the emergency room, but you' re welcome.”



Page 44

Source Creation Date: July 24, 2025, 3:04 am

T he pain radiated from the lump she'd felt his firm fingers feeling at the back of her
head, but it was better now than before. Still, she hated laying here like an invalid
staring up at the sky.

“Can | sit up?’ She squinted as much from the bright light as from the pain.
“Slowly. Make sure you're not dizzy or nauseated,” the man she thought was named
Sterling or Silver, something metallic, no, those weren’t right, but it hurt too much to

think about it right now, said.

A hand cradled her neck and helped her sit up, she sat for a moment, blinking. It was
easier to open her eyes without the sun shining down into them.

“How are you feeling?’ Aaron asked. It was his hand on her neck, and still holding
one of hers.

“My head hurts, but | don’t feel sick.”

“Good, sit like that for a minute and give yourself a minute. If you're still good then,
we'll let you move alittle more,” the metal man said.

She looked around, wondering where they were and how long she'd been out. It
didn’t take her long to realize they were still on the ranch, if only barely.

“What are they going to do to them?’ She nodded to where several men had the guys
who had stopped her on the road out of the truck and stood in a semi-circle trapping
them against the truck.



“That depends. Tell me what you remember.”

“l was walking, like | told you, when | saw the truck coming up the road. | stopped
and stepped out of the road, expecting them to pass by so | could continue. But they
stopped. Said | made it too easy for them. | was backing away as they came closer
when | dlipped. Falling is the last thing | remember.” She blinked several times at
Aaron, wondering how he'd known so quickly that something was wrong, but didn’t
want to ask, not now.

After several breaths she braced her hands on both sides of her hips and used them as
leverage to twist, swinging her legs off the tail gate.

“Hey, what’s up?’ Aaron asked.

“1’m getting ready to move.”

“Steele said to take it Slowly,” he said.

She looked up and saw the crease between his brows, his worry for her touched her
heart. And Steele. That was metal man’s name.

She frowned and glanced around. “1 am taking it slow. I’'m just putting my feet down.
Where has he gone?’

“He went to see if the others need any help.”

She glanced in that direction but turned back to Aaron after just a moment. She was
curious but couldn’'t gather enough will to care overmuch. Heather let her head hang
as she took several deep breaths. She just wanted this over with. Wanted to get on
with her life. What would it take to make this all stop? Did she need to go back to
Alabama so people would stop following her, stop looking for her? The idea made



her stomach churn. Leaving Aaron was the last thing she wanted to do, but she hated
bringing trouble to his doorstep.

That thought alone told her she wasn't thinking clearly. Now wasn't the time to make
any long-term decisions. Especially not anything rash like turning herself over to a
motorcycle club that had driven her to flee more than a thousand miles to begin with.
“Can | get down yet?’

“How’ s your head?’

“Painful but I’'m not dizzy.”

“All right. Then let’s try it.” Aaron’s hands were gentle as he cupped either side of
her waist and helped her slide off the tailgate. “Don’t try to go anywhere yet. Just
stand still and get your bearings.”

Pain shot through her entire body as her feet hit the ground, but she bit back the groan
that fought to escape. She could do this. It would pass, a deep breath helped, then
another. After what seemed like only a few seconds, but was likely a minute or
longer, she tilted her head back to look up at Aaron.

“Ready to move?’ he asked.

“Y eah, where are we going?’

“We're going to go around and get in the truck. Y ou good with that?’

“Yeah.” All she wanted was to get back to the ranch, to her trailer, maybe even to her

bed where she could stretch out, hopefully with him next to her and rest until her
head quit hurting. Maybe take something and see if that would help.



She started slowly, then after the first steps didn’t make her head hurt any worse, she
moved faster. It didn’t take long before she was sitting in the passenger seat, door
closed and waiting for Aaron to go around to the other side.

“Thisisn't your truck,” she said when he climbed up into the seat.

“No, it's Iceman’s. He told me to take it while he got the others when we realized
something was wrong.” He started the engine, then had to maneuver it back and forth
a couple of times before they were turned around and headed back to the main ranch.

Something needed to be done to make this stop but she didn’t know what and she
didn’t know how. She’'d have to think more about it later, because her head hurt too
much to think it through now.
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J ake took Lynnie back to the main ranch, gave her the Tylenol Steele recommended
and got her tucked into bed. He' d been hesitant to let her sleep, but Steele had assured
him it was the best way for her to heal, but that she’ d need to be woken and checked
on regularly. He could do that. Hell, he doubted he'd be able to get very far from her
for awhile.

“Stay with me.” Lynnie reached for him as he went to turn out the light and let her
rest.

“Areyou sure?’
“1 want you here. | want to feel you hold me.”

How could he deny a request like that? He kicked off his boots and climbed up onto
the bed behind her, careful not to jostle her too much as he pulled her into his arms.

He lay till, holding her and reveling in the feel of her there, safe, as he puzzled out
how to put an end to this threat. Her breathing evened out and she fell aseep in the
first fifteen minutes, but he lay there another thirty, making sure she wasn't restless,
and considering how best to solve his problem.

When he got up, he eased off the bed, grabbed his boots and tiptoed from the room,
so he didn’'t wake her. In the front room he sent a few messages and put his boots
back on. He wouldn't go more than a few steps away from the trailer in case she
called out, he wanted to hear her. He also needed to talk to his brothers and make a
few calls and the last thing he needed was for her to wake up and overhear him.



He sent severa texts, pacing the living room the whole time, as he got things lined up
as best he could this way. Everything else needed to be handled either in person or at
least with a call. When the time came to step outside, he checked the time and found
he' d been up less than an hour. He'd let her dleep a little longer before waking her,
but he did peek into the bedroom and make sure she was okay and sleeping
peacefully, then slipped outside as quietly as he could.

Jake hadn’t taken five steps from the door of the trailer before Iceman stood in front
of him, his brow creased with concern.

“How is she?”

“She's okay. She's sleegping right now.”

“Isthat safe? | always heard you keep someone awake after a blow to the head.”

“1 heard that too, but Steele said it’s safe to let her sleep. We will need to wake her
every couple of hours to make sure she's still okay, but right now we just let her

gw.”

“All right, but | want to see her when you wake her.”

“ She needs to be woken in about an hour. Y ou can do that.” He glanced at the trailer,
asif he could see through it to her, and made a decision. One that would solve at least
one of his problems, for now. “What time do you need get out of here to make it to
work?’

Iceman shook his head. “I’'m not going home. | already called in. I'll stay another
day, make sure everything is good here.”

“Y ou sure? She wouldn’t want you to get in trouble at work.”



“I'm sure. Besides, my president is my boss. He understands about family and that
we have some things to make up to your club. On top of that, he let me know that it's
his fault these asshats found her. He's feeling guilty and will likely let me have
whatever time | want.”

“I won't say | don’'t appreciate it. | do. But it wasn't necessary. We've got a lot of
people around here. Tell me more about how those idiots finding her is his fault?’

“1t seems he and some of the others were sitting around the shop one evening after
hours and shooting shit. Someone asked where I'd gotten off to and he told them.
What he didn’'t know was that Rooster was hanging around, trying to find dirt on the
Kings. He' d heard about the bounty on her head and that her ex had remembered she
had a cousin up this way. He put two and two together, leading them here. As for
your people, half of them are leaving tomorrow. There's a lot going on here and
that’s no one's fault, but | can help. If | need to, | can stay longer. Cowboy will
understand.”

“Thanks. She's on the bed, but go on in if you want. I'll feel better if you' re keeping
an eye on her, in case she needs anything while | make some phone calls. I’'m going
to put an end to this reward bullshit today.”

“1 didn’t know you had the pull to do that.”

“1’ve got a couple of connections and I’ ve been working on it, but it's not going fast
enough. I’'m going to make promises and owe a few favors, but | don’'t want this to
happen again, no matter what | have to do.” Jake tilted the top of his head toward
where Lynnie lay in bed, sleeping.

“1’ll make sure nothing happens to her,” |ceman said.

Jake nodded, leaving his woman’s cousin to make sure she was safe. His woman?



Since when had he started thinking of her as his? His mind spun as |ceman stepped
past him and into the trailer. As much as he might want to, he didn’t have time for
this. Thinking about what she meant to him was a pleasure he didn’'t have time to
take, not as long as men were looking to cash in on capturing her and taking her back
to Alabama and the Sons for the reward money.

Jake pulled up Hex’s number on his phone and pressed dial. The phone rang in his
hear and he thought about how best to address this. In the end, all that mattered was
the result. He didn’t care what it cost him.

“Hey, | didn’'t expect to hear from you so soon. | haven’t found out anything new.”

“That’s okay. | have. | need something and | don’'t care what it costs. Money now, a
favor in the future. Whatever, it's yours.” Jake glanced around to make sure there was
no one near and he wasn't overheard.

“If it’sin my power, it’syours. You know that,” Hex said. “Tell me what you need.”

Jake relayed what had happened here this afternoon, then continued with what he
needed done. “Find Mitch Coleman and deliver him to the Sons. Tell them that thisis
the person who incurred the debt and the person who will be paying it. Heather is off
the table, permanently. They are to remove the reward for her immediately, and if she
has any more trouble stemming from this little stunt of theirs, then they won't have to
worry about it for long because they will no longer be breathing, and their bodies will
never be found.”

“Okay, | don’t have any problem with that, and I’ [l gather a couple of men who won'’t
mind helping. We've been working on putting an end to the Sons for awhile. We are
close to having what we need. Then you won’'t have to worry about them anymore
anyway. Any requests for what kind of condition Coleman is in when we deliver
him?’



Jake blinked. He hadn’t thought about that. He'd been too concerned with getting it
done. “Let’'s go with the same condition they put on the reward. No permanent
injuries.”

“ Sounds good to me. Y ou know where to find him?”’

“Not a clue.” Jake wished he had more, because that would make this whole
operation faster, but he’'d have to deal with it. Hex would be able to find him, it was
just a matter of how quickly. “Let me know once it's done. Not that I'll drop my
guard any time soon, even once the message has been delivered, but it will be good to
know.”

“No worries. I'll stay in touch. And not just about this. I'm sure you'll hear from me
soon,” Hex said.

“I’ll look forward to it. Let me know if you need anything from me. In the meantime,
I’m going to see what | can do to make sure we're covered in case someone else
shows up before the word gets out that the reward is cancelled.”

“Take care, I'll bein touch.” Hex disconnected the call.

Jake went in search of Lurch, he needed to find out what they’d done with the
assholes after he' d left and figure out what they had to do to make sure everyone here
stayed safe. The last thing they needed was for any of the women to get in the middle
of something like this. They didn't want any of them hurt, and he needed to do his
share to make sure they were doing everything they could.
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“H eather, | need you to wake up.”

Heather turned her head away. She didn’t want to wake up. Her head hurt. Come to
think of it, most of her body ached, but not as bad as her head.

“1 know you want to sleep, but you can’'t. | need you to talk to me for a minute. Then
you can sleep more if you want.”

She knew the voice but couldn’t place it, not at the moment. And she didn’t want to
wake up. She wanted to lie here being held. But wait, she wasn't being held. Aaron

was gone. That more than the voice pulled her to open her eyes.

“What is it? Where is Aaron?’ she asked as she rolled toward the voice and opened
her eyes.

Matt stood beside the bed, a crease of concern between his brows. “Answer a couple
of questions for meand I'll let you go back to sleep. What day is today?’

“Tuesday, why? And aren’t you leaving so you can go to work tomorrow?’
He shook his head. “Not yet. | took tomorrow off. | can’t leave right now.”
She frowned. “Why not? | don’t want you putting your job at risk because of me.”

“l will do what | need to do, and Cowboy won't fire me over this.” He waved one
hand, asif dismissing the issue. “What’'s my full name?’



“Matthew James Fields, why are you asking me that?’ Heather pushed herself up, so
she sat in the middle of the bed, glaring at him.

“Do you remember what happened this morning?’

She couldn’t help looking at him like he'd lost his mind. “The target shooting, or the
idiots who scared me into falling when they thought they’d try to collect on the
reward those friends of Mitch's put out?’

The concerned crease on Matt’ s forehead eased.

“You still haven't answered me.” She scooted to the edge of the bed and swung her
legs off, waiting long enough for him to step back and out of her way before standing.

Her head throbbed at the movement, and she paused. Matt reached for her, taking her
arm as if she was unsteady. She stared at his hand for a moment then remembered
someone telling her and Aaron that if she was dizzy then she needed to go to the
emergency room. Was she dizzy? She blinked a couple of times, thinking about it.
No. Not dizzy, nor was she nauseated, she just hurt.

“I’'m okay. I’'m not dizzy. | just need to pee.”

“Areyou sure?’

She sent him a scowl to let him know what she thought of his second guessing what
she’d told him, then turned and made her way into the trailer bathroom.

When she’'d finished her business, she went to the sink to wash her hands and
couldn't hold back the sgueak of surprise that escaped as she caught her own
reflection.



“What’swrong? Areyou all right? Did you fall?’

She twisted around and opened the door, not bothering to disguise her irritation with
him. “Did it sound like | fell? You would have heard since you’re hovering right
outside the door like some kind of creeper.” She turned back to the mirror and
frowned again. “Why didn’t you tell me | look like shit?’

Her hair had come loose from her ponytail and now stood on end, making her look
like a crazed person. And that was before even considering the dirt and grime

streaking her face.

“1 was more worried about how you’re doing, you know your health, than what you
look like, or how your hair’s done.” Snark fairly dripped off Matt’s voice.

She didn’'t even look at him as she dug out a washcloth, wet it and started cleaning
her face. Oh my god. Aaron had seen her like thistoo and hadn’t said a word.

Her face heated at the idea, but she did her best to hide it as she scrubbed at the dirt,
doing her best to get it all, but suspecting she’d need a shower as she felt bits of dirt
and rocksin her hair as she tried to smooth it back into place.

She glanced over at Matt who stood watching her, concern clear on his face.

“Will you do me afavor?’

“What?’

“Will you go see if there's anyone around in the bunkhouse, and if the showers are
open?’

“You can shower in here you know.”



“I know, but there’ s more room in there. And then there' s the hot water too. | haven't
figured out the water heater on this.”

Matt rolled his eyes but turned toward the door. “1’ll be right back, and I’ [l show you
the water heater again before | go.” He said more but she suspected he was muttering
to himself because she couldn’t make it out.

She gathered her towels, clean clothes, and her shower bag, when he came back to
tell her the bunkhouse was empty, she was ready.

“Are you sure you're up for this?” Matt asked as he walked with her into the
bunkhouse.

Heather didn’t bother to respond, instead sending him a scathing glare that said more
clearly than words that she was tired of him asking and to shut the hell up.
Thankfully, he didn’t say anything more as they went inside, and she disappeared into
the bathroom.
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J ake stepped into the bunkhouse, intending to snag a couple of sandwiches out of the
refrigerator and take them to the trailer so there was food available when Lynnie got
hungry. What he didn't expect was to find Iceman sitting on the sofa, flipping
through channels on the TV, when he walked in.

“1 thought you were keeping an eye on Lynnie?’ Jake said, fighting the urge to race
out and make sure she was okay.

“1 though you' d figured out by now that woman has a mind of her own,” her cousin
shot right back. “I woke her to check on her a bit ago, she decided to use the
bathroom and saw herself in the mirror, then decided she had to have a shower.” He
waved one hand toward the door that led to the bathroom and communal shower
across the room.

Jake looked at the door, then back to |ceman then turned and went into the bathroom.

“You in here, baby?’ he called as he stepped in the door. He could hear water running
and assumed she was in the shower. He didn’t want to startle her and have her dip
and fall.

“Aaron?’

“Do you think Iceman would let anyone else in here while you're showering?’ He
stepped farther into the room and saw her standing under the spray from the center
showerhead. She stood facing him, water hitting her back. Her hands were buried in
her hair, bubbles over most of her head. She grinned as he stopped and stared, unable
to help himself.



“I’'m shocked he let you in here.” She waggled her eyebrows at him before turning
around and tilting her face up to the shower head.

Jake let his gaze play down her body, taking in every curve and making note of
severa bruises marring her skin, and wishing he could give those asshole' s matching
ones for every single one she wore, but they were already gone, and he couldn’t.
Knowing that Hex would make sure Mitch paid in pain for what he’d done to her
helped, but he didn't know if it was enough. He didn’'t know if it would ever be
enough.

“Was your point in all this just to tease me?’ he asked even though she had her back
to him and her face under the spray. He couldn’t help but watch the way she moved,
the way she wiggled her ass, he was sure without any idea what it did to him. He
stayed on the far end of the bathroom, fighting the urge to step into the shower with
her. To pull her close and hold her, reassure himself she was there, and she was okay.

“1 had no clue you’d come in and interrupt my shower, so how could my point have
been to tease you?' she said as she reached for a bottle she'd set nearby dumped
some in her hand then worked it through her hair.

“Then why the mid-day shower?’

She twisted around and gave him a look that said without words that she thought he
was being stupid.

“1 was filthy. | had dirt and rocks in my hair, not to mention smeared all over my
face. | can't believe you put mein bed like that.”

“1 was more worried about making sure you were okay than that you were clean. I'm
glad to see you're feeling well enough to give me shit, though. How's your head?’
He wanted to ask more but knew her well enough to know she would only put up



with so much hovering and he didn’t want her pissed at him. Not too soon.

“It hurts, but not as bad as before.”

“1 was getting ready to bring you something to eat. Does anything sound good?’

She turned around to face him, worked her shoulders as if flexing so the water hit
different spots as she narrowed her eyes at him.

“1 think you’ re lingering so you can watch me.”

He wasn't going to admit it, at least not so easily. But was there anything wrong with
that? It wasn't like he hadn’t slept in her bed last night, and the night before. And
would be again tonight. And for aslong as he could foresee if he had hisway.

“Would you have aproblem with it if | was?’

He watched as she pursed her lips and rolled her eyes to one side, as if considering it.
Jake had to put his hands in his pockets to keep from reaching for her, even so far

away.

“No, | don't think | would. And you're so far away.” She shot him amischievous grin
before turning back to the spray to rinse her hair again.

Jake found himself unable to leave, or even look away. She had captured more than
his attention, he knew that a long time ago, but after what happened today, he knew
he needed to tell her, to make sure she knew.

“Will you hand me my towel?’” She turned off the water with one hand, holding the
other toward where she'd set her folded towel on the edge of the sink several feet

away.



“Since you asked so nice.” He snagged the towel as he advanced on her, unfolding it
with aflick of his wrist. He gently wrapped it around her, then carefully blotted her
dry, including working as much moisture from her hair as he could while still being
careful of her bruises and the knot on the back of her head. When he was finished, he
wrapped it around her torso and used it to tug her close. “Stay with me.” He looked
down into her face, watching her every expression as he prepared to lay himself bare
for her.

“I’m aready staying here.”

“Yeah, but that’ s temporary. | mean make it permanent. | want you here. | didn’t plan
onit, but I’vefallen for you, hard.”

She smiled at him. “Y ou’re not the only one. But what about the people looking for
me? | can’'t bring that kind of danger to the people here. They weren’t looking for the
kind of trouble following me.”

“1I"m working on that. Give me another couple of days and it should be gone. Please,”
Jake never thought he' d hear himself beg, not for something like this, “say you'll give
us a chance.”

Lynnie stared up at him for what seemed like a decade before nodding. “I’ll giveit a
chance, but | can’'t make any promises if something like this happens again. | like
Kerry, Donna, and the others too much to put them at risk.”

“It won't come down to that.” He didn’t know quite how, not yet, but he would make
sureit didn't.

“Good, then kiss me.” She stretched up, pressing her nearly naked body against him
as she wrapped her arms around his neck and tugged him down for a searing kiss.



He lost himself in her touch, her taste, and thanked everything holy that the assholes
today hadn’t made it off the ranch with her or hurt her worse than afew bruises and a
headache.

His phone ringing from his pocket pulled him back to the present. He pulled away
from Lynnie gave her ass a squeeze as he pulled out his phone. The call was Hex.

“1 need to take this. Your cousin is out there so put on clothes before you come out.”
He tilted his head toward the door, reluctantly released her, and headed for it,
answering the call as he went. “Tak to me.”

“It' sdone.”

“What is?’ He wanted to look back at Lynnie and make sure she was al right, but he
knew she was and just wanted another glimpse of her. Instead he continued into the
bunkhouse, listening to his old friend as he went.

“The ex has been delivered to the Sons. They understand that they will not be getting
your girl, and if they don’t retract the reward, effective immediately, then they’ |l be at
war with not just the Warriors but the Souls as well. Since they have no idea our
reach, they’ve decided it would be in their best interest to write off the debt, or at

least whatever portion of it they can’t collect from the piece of shit that incurred it.”

“Great. | owe you one,” Jake said, knowing it wouldn’t be as immediate as it seemed,
but it would work out in the end.

“I’ll remember, but it seems | owed you one already.”

“Not in my estimation. That was duty. | did my job. Thiswas afavor.”

“You saved my life. That’s not duty. But I’'m glad | could do thisfor you.”



They talked a couple of minutes longer before ringing off. Jake pocketed his phone as
he leaned back against the kitchen sink and took a deep breath.

“Woas that what | think it was?’ Iceman’s question reminded him he wasn't alone.
Not that it mattered, nothing had been said that would get him into trouble.

“The Sons say they are retracting the reward. It may take a few days for word to get
out, but the threat will be over soon.”

“Good. I'll let you know when the Kings get word.” He pulled out his phone and sent
a text before looking back up at Jake. “I’m still staying tonight, but then I'll head
back. | feel better about leaving now that | know that’s taken care of. Do | want to
know what it took?’

“I had a friend in Mobile have a talk with her ex and another with the Sons.” Jake
lifted one shoulder and let it fall. “By the way, you interested in selling that trailer?’
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Two weeks later

H eather placed a hand in the small of her back and stretched. As much as her back
ached, she was glad to be doing something again. Today had been her second day at
her new employer, the vet Lurch had told her they used at the ranch, and so far, she
liked Dr. Kurt, aswell as the rest of the staff.

After making sure everything had been taken care of, and checking in with the nigh
tech, who's name she couldn’t recall at the moment, she grabbed her coat and headed
out. She wastired, but it was a good tired. As she made the twenty-minute drive back
to the ranch, she couldn’t help but be glad she wouldn’'t have to worry about dinner.
Either they would join the rest of the hands and have whatever was being served, or
Aaron would fix them something. She was good either way, as long as she didn’t
have to do it herself.

Thinking of Aaron, she smiled to herself at how he'd taken care of her, and worried
over every little thing. Yes, it was irritating sometimes, but also endearing. It told her
he cared. He aso didn’t seem to care that she couldn’t get in the habit of calling him
Jake like everyone else did. The one time she’d brought it up, he'd said he liked her
calling him Aaron, it was their thing, so she' d quit trying.

Heather pulled up outside her borrowed trailer and sat for a minute, wishing for the
first time since she' d arrived here, that she had either an apartment or a house. If only
so she had room for a proper bathtub. Because right now, nothing sounded better than
asoak in atub of steaming water to ease her sore muscles.

The truck door beside her opened, startling her. She couldn’t help the way she



jumped or the high-pitched squeak that escaped.

“Sorry, babe, | didn’t mean to scare you. | saw you pull in, but not get out and | got
worried.” Aaron wrapped one arm around her and tugged her into his embrace. “Is
everything okay?’

“Yeah, I'm just tired and was wishing on stars.” She tipped her head back and kissed
him, losing herself for a moment in his taste, then pulling away. “How long do | have
before dinner?’

He checked his watch. “ About half an hour, why?’
“I’m in desperate need of a hot shower.” She wrinkled her nose as she thought of the
things she’'d gotten on her today at work. “Can | talk you into clearing the bathroom

for me?’

Matt had shown her how to use the hot water in the trailer, but that tank was tiny, and
she wanted more than it gave her in hot water.

He watched her for a moment then nodded. “ Sure. Want time to yourself or you want
me to come talk to you while you shower?’

“l wouldn’t say no to talking, but you're keeping your clothes on this time. I'm
hungry and have no intention of missing dinner again.”

“But it was fun,” Aaron said with alaugh as he stepped back and gave her space.

She climbed down from the truck and shot him a grin as he headed for the door, and
shewent into the trailer. “I'll be right there.”

By the time she went into the bunkhouse, there were a couple of Aaron’s brothersin
the common room of the bunkhouse, but the bathroom and showers were empty. She



waved as she ducked inside, eager to get clean. She'd stripped out of her dirty clothes
and turned on the water and was waiting for it to warm up when Aaron camein.

“How was your day?’

“Good. We were busy, so the day went quickly.”

“And you got dirty.”

“Babe, I'm avet tech. | get dirty every day.”

“ S0 this shower as soon as you get home is going to be aregular thing?’

“Yeah, probably,” she said, stepping under the spray.

“l can dea with that. If you'll let me know when you leave, | can make sure it’'s
available when you get home.”

That was sweet. And just another of the many reasons she loved him.

“I’ll do that. Tell me about your day.”

“Ranch work mostly, but | did get a couple of interesting calls.”

“Oh?’” She poured shampoo into her hand, then worked it into her hair, biting back a
groan at how good it felt to work her fingers aong her scalp.

“First was a call from Cowboy telling me he’'d heard through the grapevine that the
Wandering Sons had been raided. Word went out on the grapevine that any and all
offers slash contracts they’d put out might as well be void because they were no
longer in a place to honor them.”



Heather froze for amoment, then used her arm to wipe soap suds from her face.

“Does that mean what | think it means?’

“It does if you think it means that having to look over your shoulder for someone out
for the reward is over, for good.”

“Areyou sure?’

“As sure as | can be. | heard the same news from the Tucson chapter, and | called
Hex to be sure.”

She rinsed her hair and applied the conditioner, moving on auto pilot as she processed
the news.

“I could go back if | wanted,” she said, not sure she could believeit.

“You could.” He fell quiet while she rinsed her hair and body. When she shut off the
water, he stepped in with her towel, gently blotting her dry, a habit they’ d gotten into
over the last couple of weeks. He didn’'t always join her in the shower or in the
bathroom, but when he did, he didn’t let her dry herself, but took care of her. “Do you
want to go back?’

Heather turned and looked at him, searching his face for any sign of what he wanted.
But she saw nothing. He' d carefully schooled his expression to blankness.

“No.” The words came out as barely more than a breath. She watched his face a
moment longer. “Not unless you do too. | don't care where | am, as long as you're
there too.”

“Thank God.” Aaron lowered his head and covered her mouth in a searing kiss that
stole all thoughts of being anywhere but here, from her mind. All that mattered was



the two of them, here and now. “I have something | need to ask but wanted to make
sure you wanted to be with mefirst.”

“What?’ She frowned at him.

“Marry me. | want you to stay forever. I’m trying to convince your cousin to sell me
thetrailer, or I'll pick up another somewhere else, but | don’t ever want you to leave.
| want you with me always. | can’'t imagine anyone else | want to ride through life
with.” He wrapped his arms around her and held her against him as he gazed down at
her.

Her heart thundered in her ears. Had he really just asked her for forever? To be a
permanent part of her life? She' d hoped for this, but hadn’t dared think he might want
the same thing.

“There’s nowhere I'd rather be. As stupid as it sounds, I'm glad Mitch turned out to
be as stupid as he did.”

Aaron growled.

“I know you don't like me talking about him and | won’'t even disagree that he got
what was coming to him. But if he hadn’t done what he did, | never would have come
north and found you again. And I’d go through a lot more than | did to have what |
have now.”

“You still haven't answered me.”

“1 did, but not in the way you wanted.” She smiled and lifted one hand to cup his
face. “Yes, I'll stay with you. I'll take your growly moods and cranky scowls,
because you' re the best thing that ever happened to me. I'm not going to walk away
from that, ever.” She stretched up and placed a peck of a kiss on the end of his chin.
Her stomach rumbled, reminding her she'd missed lunch. “Now I’'m hungry, so let



me get dressed. After we eat, I'll let you drag me to bed so we can celebrate.”
“Put your clothes on, woman. I'm making plans for that celebration already.”

Heather shook her head and smiled to herself as she pulled on her clothes and
combed out her hair. She never would have guessed things would end up this way as
she’'d fled Alabama, but she wouldn'’t trade a single moment with Aaron for anything.
This was where she was meant to be and where she intended to stay.



