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			ONE 

			IT LOOKED EVERY bit as intimidating as she thought it would. The broad, three-­storied building was almost colorless beige. The minute the thought entered her head, she knew it didn’t make sense. Beige was a color. In fact a lot of her wardrobe consisted of beige. Beige shoes. Beige slacks. Maybe a sad testament to her sense of fashion, but there it was.

			Through the car window, all light seemed to end in the shadow of the building. As if the sun’s rays could not quite reach past the electric fence with its coiling barbed wires and the looming watchtowers with armed guards. All light, all life, ended right before its walls. A small shiver scraped down her spine as one cold fact sank in. She was going in there.

			They passed through the brick sally port and stopped at the gatehouse. Dr. Walker spoke with the guard on duty, handing him both their IDs. The guard examined them, his eyes lost behind the shiny lenses of his sunglasses. After a moment he looked up and scrutinized them inside the car. Briar tried for a smile, but it faltered at his impassive expression.

			She caught a glimpse of her reflection in those gleaming lenses. She had tamed her unruly hair into its usual ponytail. At least at first glance she looked professional. Only from behind was the wavy mass even visible. She could almost forget that it was as coarse as a horse’s tail.

			The guard handed back their identifications. “Dr. Walker. Ms. Davis. Follow the signs around to the admin building.”

			“Thank you.” Dr. Walker gave him a cheery wave and drove on, following the winding road as though they were on a country drive, and not entering a maximum security prison. Laurel said she was nuts for doing this. Briar was beginning to wonder if maybe her sister was right.

			“You sure you want to do this, Briar?”

			At the question, she blinked and tore her gaze away past the looming prison with its small windows that watched her like so many dark, soulless eyes. Dr. Walker glanced over at her, his gaze kind behind his spectacles.

			“Yes. Of course.”

			He smiled indulgently and she felt like a child caught lying. He knew she wasn’t being honest, but for whatever reason he didn’t call her out on it. He was probably just grateful to have her help. She was the only nurse on staff to respond to his call for volunteers, after all.

			He parked the car in the staff parking lot, and they stepped out into the sweltering heat. He pressed the lock on his key chain and the BMW beeped several times behind them as they made their way inside the prison, stopping outside a control room populated by two more guards.

			Again they showed their IDs as Dr. Walker signed them in. A door buzzed and slid open. A ruddy-­faced guard waited for them on the other side, his thumbs hooked into his heavy belt. “Welcome to Devil’s Rock Penitentiary. I’m Officer Renfro.”

			He was fit, his barrel chest narrowing to a trim waist. The sight of him offered some reassurance. As did the keys, radio, cuffs, baton, gun, and other paraphernalia she couldn’t even begin to identify attached to his belt. He looked ready for anything. She fought to swallow against the perpetual lump in her throat. Unlike me.

			“I’ll be escorting you to the HSU.” At her cocked head, he explained. “The Health Ser­vices Unit.” He gestured for them to follow. Dr. Walker fell in behind, his dress shoes tapping sharply in Renfro’s wake. She brought up the rear, the tread of her tennis shoes silent on the concrete floor.

			She’d chosen to wear her purple scrubs. They seemed the least feminine. It was troublesome how many of her scrubs were pink or floral patterned. At least scrubs were thankfully shapeless. Not that she was rocking some siren’s body, but this place was full of dangerous men who didn’t see too many females. It was best that she not flaunt her gender. At least, that was her logic.

			They were buzzed through two more doors. She glanced around as she moved forward, taking in everything. The strategically placed cameras in every corner. The blank stare of the guard that passed them in the long hallway. They stopped at a third door. Renfro punched several numbers onto a keypad that opened a heavy steel door. They stepped out onto a skywalk that stretched over a yard full of inmates wearing white uniforms.

			She sucked in a small breath. It was like being on a film set of a prison movie. Except these weren’t actors. And this was real.

			She scanned the grounds below. Inmates worked out on several crude pieces of gym equipment. Some played basketball. A ­couple tossed a football. Some simply loitered around, smoking, talking in groups. Sitting. Standing.

			Dozens of guards milled around, in addition to the guards watching from the surrounding towers. A trio of inmates sat on a bench, working a beat with their hands and feet. Their voices carried across the yard louder than any radio. A small audience gathered around them, nodding in rhythm to their rap.

			“Aren’t you concerned?” Dr. Walker asked as he slowed to a stop and pointed to the workout area. “Could they use the weights and other equipment as weapons?”

			Officer Renfro glanced down. “The area is enclosed. Only a certain number are allowed in at one time. Warden Carter thinks inactivity is more dangerous.”

			Dr. Walker nodded. “Progressive man, your warden.”

			“You know what they say. Idle hands and all . . .”

			“Indeed.” Dr. Walker nodded.

			They were noticed up on the skywalk. Even this far away, she felt the stares, the hot-­eyed curiosity of the inmates. It was only a moment but it felt like it stretched on forever as they hovered there for the scrutiny of so many hard-­faced, dangerous men. Sweat rolled down her nape and slid between her shoulder blades. Not even ten in the morning yet and it was already sweltering.

			“Coming?” Renfro’s voice grabbed her attention.

			She jerked slightly and then moved ahead, quickly following the two men from the skywalk and into the building and the welcoming blast of air-­conditioning. They turned down a corridor. She held her breath, half fearing they would walk through a cell block housing hundreds of inmates. But that never happened. Thankfully. They turned the corridor and arrived at another door, marked HEALTH SER­VICES UNIT. Officer Renfro punched a code and opened the door.

			The infirmary was a large airy room with big windows that looked out over a portion of the parking lot and faced the corner of the prison’s west wing.

			A white-­haired officer stood near the door. He was older and didn’t look nearly as fit or vigilant as Officer Renfro.

			“This is Officer Murphy,” Renfro said. “He’s here most days. Different guards alternate nights in the HSU.”

			Dr. Walker and Briar took turns shaking hands with Officer Murphy. With his large belly, he didn’t imbue nearly as much confidence as Renfro did, and she couldn’t help wondering if maybe he wasn’t past retirement age. He reminded her of her high school Spanish teacher. Students had made out in the back of Mr. Delgado’s classroom. She was never sure if he knew and didn’t care or was just oblivious.

			She eyed his rosacea-­splashed face, her gaze stopping on his swollen red nose, thinking of an antibiotic cream Dr. Walker might want to prescribe him.

			A younger man wearing scrubs stepped forward, hand outstretched. He was thin with bright dark eyes. The fine lines around his eyes spoke to frequent laughter, and his resemblance to her brother-­in-­law, Caleb, put her at ease.

			“I’m Josiah Martinez, the LVN here. We’re so glad to have you both. Thank you for volunteering your time.” He released Dr. Walker’s hand and turned to shake Briar’s. “We’ve been drowning since Dr. Pollinger took early retirement. There’s only so much I can do on my own.”

			“We’re happy to help.” Dr. Walker shrugged. “Only one day a week, but maybe we can do some good until you find someone to take Dr. Pollinger’s place.”

			As they continued exchanging pleasantries, Briar observed the room. It consisted of six beds and several utilitarian cabinets. A unit of shelves along the far wall held bedding, pillows, and other supplies. A cracked door revealed a restroom. She released a small breath of relief. She wouldn’t even have to leave the infirmary until she was escorted out at the end of the day. She would have to tell Laurel that. It might make her sister feel better.

			“I’ll leave you in Josiah’s capable hands,” Renfro said, clapping the LVN on the back. “He and Murphy will run you through the protocols.” He glanced to each man pointedly. “Yes? Be sure to discuss emergency procedures.”

			Josiah and Murphy both nodded. At the door, Renfro stopped as though suddenly remembering. “Oh. Warden Carter had a meeting this morning, but he looks forward to meeting you both. He’ll pop in today.”

			The moment the door shut behind Renfro, Murphy sank back down into a chair by the door. Somehow, she suspected he usually didn’t move from that chair. Unless it was maybe for lunch. The older man smiled vacantly at her as he crossed his arms, tucking his hands beneath the stained armpits of his uniform.

			“This way,” Josiah murmured, a curl of humor to his voice as his gaze shifted from Officer Murphy to her. He motioned to the single desk in the corner that held a computer. “Hope you don’t mind. Since I knew you were arriving today, I took the liberty of making appointments this afternoon. There are several inmates who have been coming in for a while with chronic complaints. I’ve opened their files up on the computer, if you would like to take a look at my notes before they start coming in.”

			“Very efficient of you.” Dr. Walker nodded approvingly.

			Josiah shrugged. “Dr. Pollinger’s sudden retirement left us a bit in the lurch. I’ve been doing my best but we are very grateful to have your help.”

			Dr. Walker nodded as he moved across the room and sank down in the chair before the computer.

			Josiah looked at Briar as Dr. Walker started clicking at the keyboard. “I thought you might like to explore the unit. Familiarize yourself with the supplies.” He offered her a key that dangled off a rubber coil around his wrist. “Here you go. We keep all supplies locked.”

			She nodded. That made sense. She had an image of some scary yet faceless inmate overpowering her and getting the key that doubtlessly gave him access to all manner of things that could be used as weapons. Syringes, scissors, surgical tape. And then there were drugs, of course. A glance to where Murphy sat near the door, his eyelids drooping to half-­mast, didn’t help eliminate the image.

			“Thank you,” she murmured, turning for the cabinets lining the walls. “I’ll take a look.”

			Josiah spoke quietly behind her. “They always put the older COs on duty in here. Murphy is one breath from retirement.” Apparently he hadn’t missed the direction of her concerned gaze.

			“Not very comforting,” she murmured, her sister’s innumerable warnings ringing in her ears.

			“Don’t worry. We never see much action in here. When we get inmates, they’re sick or injured. They want relief and aren’t likely to bite the hand giving it to them. Even the appointments this afternoon . . . they’ve been waiting eagerly to see the doctor for weeks. And the more dangerous inmates that come from seg are always in restraints. Even if they wanted to cause trouble, they can’t.”

			“What’s seg?”

			“Oh, that’s what we call segregation.”

			She nodded, thinking about his words and deciding that she was acting like a wimp. She needed to get over her fears. Turning, she unlocked the mesh glass cabinets and began exploring the supplies. They were well-­stocked. “Dr. Pollinger’s retirement caught y’all by surprise, then?”

			“Yeah. He wasn’t planning to retire for another five years. No one blames him, of course. The stroke just made him decide to move things along faster.”

			“Life’s too short,” she agreed. “Hopefully he’s recuperating and enjoying himself.”

			“Last I heard, he’s improving his golf swing in Plano.”

			“Good for him.”

			“That’s right. The rest of us schlubs gotta put in our time.” He grinned good-­naturedly.

			“Well, hopefully you’ll find a replacement soon.” And then she could stop coming here.

			“At this prison?” He snorted. “Not likely. We’re eighty miles outside Sweet Hill and five hours from anywhere that serves decent sushi. It’s practically the end of civilization. The Texas Badlands aren’t exactly where a doctor wants to work. But at least we have you two coming in once a week. That should help.”

			Unease trickled through her. When Dr. Walker asked for volunteers, he made it sound like this arrangement would be temporary. A ­couple of weeks of making the hour and a half trip to Devil’s Rock, at the most. She wouldn’t have volunteered if she thought this was a permanent arrangement. She didn’t get a nursing degree so she could work in a prison, after all. Bless those who did, like Josiah Martinez, but she didn’t have it in her for this kind of thing.

			She worked in a doctor’s office in a small town where the biggest thing to happen was the arrival of Starbucks last year. If she wanted more excitement, she could move to Forth Worth or Houston or Austin and take a job at one of the hospitals there. On any given day, the most extreme thing she saw was a broken arm. On the scariest day, a case of meningitis.

			So what are you doing here?

			“Guess we better roll through those protocols,” Josiah announced, clapping his hands lightly and rubbing them together.

			Banishing that internal voice that sounded a lot like her sister, Briar forced a smile and paid attention as the LVN started explaining what to do in the event of scary-­not-­going-­to-­happen-­in-­a-­million-­years-­situations. At least she hoped so.

		

	
		
			 

			TWO 

			“DROP THE BISCUIT, asshole, or the next thing in your mouth will be my fist.”

			Knox tightened his hold around the other inmate’s neck the barest amount. Not enough to kill him or even knock him out, but he knew the bastard had to be seeing spots.

			“Fuck you,” the guy wheezed.

			Christ. He thought he was beyond this shit. He had spent the first year in here tasting blood. Every day, he fought. Protecting his back and his brother’s had been priority number one. Still. Here he was. Throwing down over a biscuit.

			It hadn’t taken long for Knox to realize he and North needed allies, so he’d played the game. Made those allies—­and kept them. For eight years he’d kept them. But that didn’t mean he didn’t have to fight anymore. He still had to crack a few skulls now and then just to hold his place in the pecking order.

			Right now, for example.

			The kid couldn’t be over twenty, and he felt a stab of pity. That was how old he’d been when he entered Devil’s Rock’s hallowed walls. Twenty and scared shitless but determined to protect North and himself. Of course, this kid had enough swastikas and shamrocks covering him to crush any notion of youthful innocence. He was a full-­fledged White Warrior, and given a chance, he’d shove a shank between Knox’s ribs.

			“Now don’t crumble it,” Knox warned. “I’m not eating any fucking crumbs off this floor, you hear?”

			Knox knew it was just a biscuit. In another life, years ago, he’d probably left many a one uneaten on his plate, but this was a different life now. He couldn’t let such a thing slide. Food was a commodity. No one gave it up without a fight. To do so would mark him weak. Not just him, but his brother, too. Hell, their entire crew.

			And Reid wouldn’t have anyone in his crew if they were weak. It didn’t work like that in here. Eight years had taught him that. Hell, the first week had taught him that.

			Reid was as merciless as they came. The scary motherfucker had been in here only a few years longer than Knox and North, but he ran one of the biggest crews. The day he let Knox and North into their midst had marked their survival. Only the strong ran with Reid.

			Inmates gathered around Knox, spitting and growling like beasts hungry for blood. Guards would be on them any minute. His brother stood by, his deep brown gaze scanning the crowd, watching Knox’s back, making sure none of the White Warriors decided to jump into the fray.

			Reid and the rest of their crew looked on, too. No emotion bled from their stone-­cold faces. In here, emotion got you killed. Or worse. And there was definitely worse than dead in Devil’s Rock. If Knox had to live like some of these poor bastards, enduring what they did every day, he would gladly take a shiv to the ribs.

			The scrawny skinhead writhed against the manacle of Knox’s bicep, his brethren hovering close. One move from them and Reid would intervene. They knew it. Everyone did. The hatred between Reid’s crew and the White Warriors was mutual and ran deep, but they weren’t interested in dying today, so they held back.

			Knox stretched out his hand. “Give it up.”

			Spit flew from the guy’s lips. “Fuck you, man.”

			It wasn’t about the biscuit. It was more than that. It was about Knox’s continued survival in this prison. He couldn’t back down.

			This shit never changed. But it sure as hell got old. At least there was an end in sight. He’d already served eight years of his eight-­to-­fifteen year sentence for manslaughter. He wasn’t granted parole at his first hearing four months ago—­not with his frequent trips to the hole—­but maybe in another year or two. If he didn’t fuck up too much more.

			When he and North went to prison for killing their cousin’s rapist, their lawyer said it could have been worse. They could have gotten a more severe sentence. The jury had sympathized with them. Or more importantly, they sympathized with Katie, who had taken the stand and shared what Mason Leary did to her.

			They killed a man. It hadn’t been their intention, but they did it. Knox accepted that he deserved to be here, but it still didn’t make it easy. Every day in Devil’s Rock sucked a little bit more of his soul away.

			With an inward sigh, he did what he had to do. Curling his hand into a fist, he crashed it into the guy’s face, surrendering to the violence that governed his existence.

			He felt a ripple surge through the crowd. A current of air behind him. Before he had a chance to turn, pain exploded in the back of his skull. He and the kid went down. Ears ringing, he shook himself, shoving away the pain as he pushed back up from the concrete.

			Warm blood trickled into his eye as his gaze locked on another skinhead charging him, his face lost beneath a myriad of ink. The skinhead lifted a tray, presumably the one he’d already struck Knox with, ready to bring it down again.

			Still no one intervened. Two against one were odds Reid expected any member of his crew to easily handle.

			Knox sent a quick glance to his brother, telling him to stay with a warning look. If he didn’t, North would intervene—­screw what Reid wanted. Blood before all.

			Knox lashed out, kicking the other inmate in the knee as he charged. A satisfying pop cracked in the air. The crowd hissed, knowing how much that had to hurt. The inmate went down with a howl. Knox snatched up the discarded tray and swung it into the face of the punk who first grabbed his biscuit and started all this shit in the first place.

			Four bulls burst through the crowd, pulling up hard at the sight of the two skinheads groaning at Knox’s feet.

			Knox lifted both hands in the air, palms up, in an attempt to show he didn’t plan on causing any trouble. Well, any more trouble.

			Chester, one of the more brutal of the corrections officers at Devil’s Rock, took one look at Knox and batoned him in the ribs twice. Knox could have guessed it was coming. The SOB loved taking down inmates. Whether necessary or not, he was all about cracking heads with his baton.

			He bowed over, a whoosh of air leaving him as pain exploded in his side. That bastard really enjoyed his work. Guards came at Knox then, shoving him down to the concrete. He didn’t resist, but that didn’t stop Chester from dropping his knee and grinding it into his spine. He bit back a cry of pain, not about to give Chester the satisfaction of knowing he’d hurt him. Instead, he smiled as they cuffed him.

			Yanking Knox to his feet, the guards shouted for everyone else to disperse. He caught a glimpse of his brother’s scowl and sent him a shrug and a cocky grin meant to reassure him.

			“Move it,” Chester snarled, pushing him roughly after the other two inmates. Knox stifled a wince at the sudden movement. The prick had done a number on his ribs.

			North nodded back at him, trying to convey that he would be all right, that Knox shouldn’t worry. They knew the drill. Knox would get nothing less than a week in segregation for the fight. A week was nothing. He’d done longer stints in the hole. Weeks where he doubted his sanity within the gray, enclosed space.

			Out in the hall, Lambert, the head bull on duty, looked them over with a bored expression.

			The inmate Knox had kicked sniveled, unable to stand. Two guards supported him.

			“What happened?” Lambert demanded.

			Knox held his gaze, schooling his face into something blank and impenetrable. “We were just fooling around.”

			No one ever admitted to fighting. No one ever pointed fingers or blamed anyone. It was an unwritten rule, even among enemies. Fighting, whether one was the attacker or the victim, got you a longer stretch in the hole.

			Lambert snorted. “That so?” He tapped the skinhead kid’s knee with the tip of his baton, which only earned another howl. “Looks broken.” He sent Knox a hard look before returning his gaze to the kid. “Callaghan do this to you?”

			The guy brought his sniveling under control and lifted his chin, his expression under all that ink once again fierce. “Like he said, we was just fooling around.”

			Lambert rolled his eyes, clearly finished with them. “Fine. Whatever. Take them to the HSU. If that knee is broken, arrange transport to the hospital.”

			The skinhead’s eyes lit up, broken knee and all. Out was out. God knew the food would be better in a hospital than the slop they ate here.

			“C’mon, Callaghan.” Chester prodded Knox in his already tender back, getting him to move after the other two inmates.

			He shot a glare over his shoulder. It was all he could do. His restrained hands tightened into fists, his knuckles whitening around the raw and bloody scrapes.

			Funny how he still felt this reaction. How some bull digging his knee into his spine or prodding him in the back and eyeing him like he was a piece of shit could still get a reaction from him. After all these years, you would have thought he wouldn’t care anymore. That he would have given up all expectations for anything more. Anything better.

			He should have accepted that this was simply his life.

		

	
		
			 

			THREE 

			IF BRIAR WAS hoping for a quiet first day, it wasn’t to be. Thirty minutes before their first appointment, the door to the unit buzzed open.

			Four guards entered the room escorting three inmates in full restraints, hands bound in front of them. Murphy quickly patted them down, checking for any hidden weapons. The chains clinked at their wrists as they walked.

			She stood up from the desk where she and Dr. Walker had been reviewing the files of the incoming patients, already making notes and potential diagnoses based on Josiah’s assessments. They were hoping to see all the inmates Josiah had scheduled for today and maybe some additional cases, too. After glancing through the wait list and reviewing some of the inmates’ complaints, Briar and Dr. Walker had exchanged looks. It was alarming how many of these men were walking around untreated with conditions that would have put them in the hospital in the real world. In fact, she suspected Dr. Walker was going to recommend immediate hospital transport for one or two of them.

			The room suddenly seemed to shrink at the arrival of these menacing men in restraints. Dr. Walker and Josiah moved forward, directing the guards where to place the inmates, but her limbs froze. A dull beat started in her ears as she surveyed them. She couldn’t move.

			Two of the inmates were riddled with tattoos. They were scary looking men, ink covering every inch of their arms, necks, and faces. Her stomach churned. They were the type of men she would have crossed the street to avoid.

			One of the convicts bled profusely from the mouth and nose, thick crimson dripping onto his white uniform. The other one hop-­walked, supported by two corrections officers. Even though the tattooed pair were injured and it was her job to extend care, she couldn’t stop the small shudder from rolling through her.

			Yet even as alarming as those two skinheads appeared, it was the third man that gave her the greatest pause . . . who made her heart stutter and then kick into a hard hammer that shouted: Stay away, stay away, stay away.

			He was tattoo-­free, as far as she could tell anyway, but that left the immense size of him and the harshness of his features to focus upon. His jaw looked like it could break granite, and his mouth was an unsmiling slash, bracketed by two short lines that could have possibly been dimples or smile grooves. Except she was certain that he never smiled.

			A three-­inch bloody gash at the corner of his forehead only added to the severity of his appearance. On someone else, it might have made him look weaker, but not this guy. He looked like a warrior unfazed and ready to plunge back into battle. She knew plenty of women were drawn to his type. A bloodied Viking. The Tarzan that dragged Jane into his hut and quickly made her forget that she was a good civilized woman. Raw and seething with power. He radiated danger. The edgy guy with intense, deep-­set eyes and a shadow of stubble covering his square jaw. She could almost imagine brushing her fingers across that jaw. Almost. If she were crazy and into felons.

			He stood a few inches over six feet, towering over everyone else in the unit. Even the guards, fully armed and so very competent-­looking in their uniforms, seemed diminished beside him. She eyed the cuffs at his wrists, worrying if they were enough, if they would hold him.

			“These beds here are fine.” Josiah waved at three gray-­blanketed beds. They were side by side, the heads butting one side of cinder-­block wall.

			The ink-­free inmate made a move toward one of the beds, but a guard stopped him, his baton arcing through the air with a hiss and whacking him across the flat of his stomach.

			It was no gentle blow, and Briar flinched. Everything inside her rebelled at the ease with which the guard delivered the hit. And, if she were honest with herself, the ease with which the inmate accepted it.

			She had been so careful to construct a life free of violence. Violent ­people. Violent situations. She led a safe life. At least as much as she could control.

			The inmate didn’t even blink an eye. He merely stopped and turned a dead-­eyed stare on the guard smirking back at him.

			That same guard—­his name tag read CHESTER—­addressed Josiah: “I wouldn’t stick these two anywhere near Callaghan. He might decide to finish the fight.” He nodded at the inmate he’d just struck with his baton.

			Callaghan. He held himself still, seemingly patient, but tension radiated off him. He reminded her of a jungle cat on one of those nature shows, ready to spring at any moment.

			“Yeah. Not a good idea,” Chester added, idly tapping his baton against his thigh.

			So Callaghan was the reason the other two looked the way they did. Did he start the fight? As soon as the thought entered her head, she shoved it out. It didn’t matter. It didn’t make him any less culpable if he didn’t start it. He was a convict. God knew what horrible thing he had done to land himself in this place. Not a good idea was the perfect sum of him.

			“Okay.” Josiah nodded and turned in a half circle. He waved at the bed in the far corner near the desk. “That one, then.”

			Nodding, Chester escorted Callaghan to the bed. The inmate sank down on it, still without uttering a sound. Not even a flicker of discomfort crossed his granite features.

			Dr. Walker immediately started examining the whimpering skinhead with the hurt knee. Josiah squared off in front of the other skinhead, guiding him onto the bed. The doctor met her gaze and gestured to Callaghan. “You want to look at him, Nurse Davis? I’ll clean up this one’s face.”

			Hovering behind the desk, she was closest to Callaghan, so it made sense for her to examine him. But she hesitated, her feet rooted to the spot. He exuded danger, a threat she was reluctant to approach.

			Chester rounded the foot of the bed, inching closer to where she stood. “It’s all right, miss.” He tucked his thumbs into his gun belt and puffed out his chest. “I’m here.”

			She had to stop herself from rolling her eyes.

			Callaghan turned his head to look at her for the first time, and it was like being pinned in the crosshairs. Her lungs constricted, the air trapped there as he stared at her. She felt stripped of her skin. Like he was seeing inside her, assessing, weighing and measuring her. She had to resist hunching her shoulders and looking away.

			The deep blue of his gaze was hard and flat. It reminded her of the cobalt glass her grandmother had collected. For years the little vases and bottles sat in Nana’s windowsill, catching the morning sunlight. They had always mesmerized Briar. She’d felt safe in that kitchen, her legs swinging from her chair, not quite grazing the floor as she ate her breakfast. Not like she felt here.

			Callaghan’s top lip curled faintly in a knowing smirk, and she felt exposed. As though he knew all she had been thinking. Every low thought of him. Every fearful notion she had. Just as quickly as it appeared, the smirk vanished and his lips flattened, covering up his straight white teeth again.

			Chester’s voice snapped her to attention. “I can stay here and keep an eye on him, miss.” He grinned at her with a cocky tilt of his head. “Make sure he don’t give you no problem.”

			Her gaze flicked to Dr. Walker and Josiah, already attending to their patients. The other guards, with the exception of Chester, were leaving the room.

			She squared her shoulders. She had signed on for this. No wimping out now.

			“That’s not necessary.” She’d worked hard to put herself through college and become a nurse. She was a professional. It was her duty to care for the sick—­not judge them.

			She rounded the desk and grabbed some gloves from a box on a standing rolling tray of medical supplies. “You can go now, officer.”

			His cocky smile slipped slightly. He nodded slowly. He glanced at Murphy, awake from his nap and standing somewhat more attentively near the door. “Right, then. Don’t hesitate to hit the panic button if you—­”

			“I won’t. Thank you.”

			Chester’s chest lifted on a breath. He walked over to Callaghan and tapped him on the shoulder with his baton. “Behave yourself, boy. I’ll be back to fetch you later.”

			She watched the officer swagger off, the resemblance to her father uncanny. Not his appearance. It was his posturing. Her father was that same good old boy. On the surface he acted so good-­natured and courteous. Everyone loved and admired him, the gentleman looking out for the fairer sex, when behind doors he liked to use them for his personal punching bag.

			Shaking off those ugly memories, Briar moved on leaden feet, dragging the rolling tray of supplies with her and stopping in front of where Callaghan sat on the edge of the mattress.

			Even sitting before her, in full restraints, he seemed . . . big. Intimidating in a way that he shouldn’t be. He made her feel small. At five feet seven and a size twelve, that sensation had never plagued her. Besides, he was a prisoner. He lacked all freedom. Freedom to hurt her being paramount. That should take away his aura of power.

			It should, but it didn’t.

			She eyed the gash on his forehead. “That’s a nasty cut. What happened?” she asked before she could rethink the question. It was just habit. The thing she asked when she sat down with every patient. In this case, for a split second she simply forgot that he was not every patient.

			At his silence, she lowered her gaze from his forehead to his eyes. Her lungs tightened again as she fell into a sea of cobalt. She resented that—­that he should have such stunning eyes reminiscent of a part of her childhood that was pure and untainted.

			“Do you know where you are, honey?” The deep rumble of his voice felt like gravel rolling over her skin, and she blinked, confused by the question—and irritated by the “honey” designation. It was an endearment, but something in the way he said it made it feel like an insult.

			“Of course I know where I am,” she answered.

			“Then you can probably guess what happened to me.”

			She flushed. “I’m sure it was a fight, but I was looking for more specifics.” She dragged her gaze away and picked a cotton swab off the tray. Dousing it in astringent, she faced him again. She was careful to keep her attention trained to his wound and not his face—­not those eyes.

			Dabbing the swab against his forehead, she fought to keep her stare from dipping down. Wiping away the blood, she could see he was going to need sutures and said as much. “Dr. Walker is going to want to take a look at this.”

			A glance over her shoulder revealed Dr. Walker still examining the inmate with the injured knee. From his concerned expression, she knew he would send the man out to Radiology to get his leg X-­rayed.

			When she turned back to Callaghan, she found his unswerving gaze trained on her face. Her cheeks caught fire and she knew she was tomato red.

			She sucked in a breath and shivered, rebelling at the idea that she was actually this close to an obviously dangerous criminal. Close enough to note the dark rings circling his irises. So close she could count the eyelashes framing his eyes. Dark lashes far too lush for any man to rightly possess. She held her breath, frozen for a long moment. Pinned beneath his scrutiny, watching him watch her, detecting the direction of his gaze, every inch of her face his eyes touched. Her eyes, nose, mouth, and hair. He missed nothing.

			She tore her gaze away and finished cleaning his wound with unsteady hands. She reached for the butterfly strips, deciding to use them until Dr. Walker was able to suture. He didn’t move as she carefully applied the strips.

			Finished, she stood back, stripping off her gloves. “Why don’t you rest back on the bed until the doctor can examine you?”

			He stood up from the bed, presumably to center himself on the mattress, but the action brought him closer to her. She felt draped in his shadow, the great height and breadth of him falling over her like a blanket. The male scent of him filled her nostrils.

			Briar stepped back quickly. Too quickly. She bumped the standing tray and sent it rolling several feet with a loud whir.

			She chased after the tray, catching it with fumbling hands, then positioned it near the bed again, her hands trembling. You’re a professional, Briar. Act like one.

			He watched her with flinty eyes as he sank back down on the bed. She felt ten kinds of idiot. He was in steel restraints. There was an armed corrections officer twenty feet away. Cameras in every corner. A panic button six feet away. Relax, relax, relax. Do what you would do with any other patient.

			He started to ease himself back on the mattress, and she couldn’t help notice the slowness with which he moved. A wince passed over his face. It was so swift she almost missed it.

			She stepped forward, forgetting her own nerves in the face of his pain. “What else is bothering you?”

			He shook his head as he fully reclined on the bed, the pillow beneath his head, the white cotton stark against his dark cropped hair.

			“You’re moving slowly simply because of your head wound?” she pressed, unconvinced.

			“I’m fine.”

			He was lying. She immediately knew that this big guy of few words was withholding something.

			“Let me take a look . . .” She moved forward and began running her hands up his arms and over his shoulders. Beneath his shirt his muscles reacted and tensed, tightening under her questing fingers. It was a clinical examination. She had performed it countless times before, testing for injuries. Even if she wasn’t oblivious to the hard cut of his body, she noted it all dispassionately, for the most part, keeping her inspection to cool observation. He was all lean lines and hollows. Not an inch of fat or softness anywhere on him.

			She watched his face carefully, trying to detect if her touch hurt him anywhere. He held himself still, expression impassive. She gently probed his muscled pecs, skimming with her palms and then pressing down with the tips of her fingers. When she reached his left rib cage, the wince returned for a brief second before he masked it.

			“Here?” She lightly prodded the area and a hissed breath escaped him.

			Nodding, she lifted her hands from him and stepped back. “Will you please sit up and remove your shirt?” Her cool, efficient tone pleased her, reaffirming that she was business as usual. She wasn’t frightened of him. Nor did his size, build, or above-­average looks move her in any way. Not in the least. Not at all.

			He stared at her, unmoving, his jaw set at a resolute angle. She frowned at him.

			After a long moment he sat up and swung his legs over the side, apparently deciding to oblige her request. Thankfully, she didn’t jump out of her skin at his movement this time. She stepped aside, giving him more room and waiting for him to remove his shirt, keeping her face coolly professional. A quick glance at Dr. Walker and Josiah revealed them both conferring over the inmate with the busted knee.

			She looked back at Callaghan. He still hadn’t removed his shirt.

			“Your shirt, please.”

			He glanced down at his bound hands and then looked back at her with a cocked eyebrow. He needed help.

			“Oh. Yes, of course.” Bracing herself, she stepped forward and reached around him to grasp the hem of his white shirt. As she leaned forward, the aroma of some kind of industrial-­strength laundry detergent seared the inside of her nose. But beneath that overpowering odor there was the scent of him. Male musk and a hint of clean sweat.

			Briar tugged the shirt up, her knuckles grazing the smooth flesh of his back. He hissed a breath again.

			“Sorry,” she mumbled. “I’m trying not to hurt you.”

			His face was in the space beside her head, directly above her shoulder. A shiver raced down her spine as she felt his warm breath against her ear.

			Anxious to put an end to their proximity, she became less careful with her movements and yanked the shirt up, pulling it over his head, the backs of her fingers brushing the dark cropped hair that hugged his scalp. She glimpsed a tattoo on his back, but he reclined back on the bed before she could properly view all of it.

			She stepped away then, and her mouth dried at the sight of his body. A dragon tattoo wrapped around the side of his torso, evidently traveling from his back, crawling over his chiseled flesh like a living thing, its mouth open in a fearsome snarl across the front of his rib cage.

			Here was the proof of what she had already felt. Hard sinew. Lean muscle. His was not a body given to leisure. Several white-­ridged scars decorated his shoulders and torso, and she couldn’t stop her eyes from dragging over him, counting each one. He must engage in knife fights regularly. She stopped counting at twelve.

			“Looks like you visit here often,” she muttered, her hand instinctively going to one angry-­red scar slashing across his shoulder. The moment she touched the puckered flesh, she realized she had forgotten to put her gloves back on. Skin to skin, his flesh was warm against her bare fingers. Almost hot to the touch. She snatched her hand back.

			He didn’t respond, and she heard herself murmur, “Not much of a talker, are you?”

			After a moment he shrugged one shoulder and finally answered her. “Often enough. Been here awhile.”

			That single announcement rattled around inside her skull like a loose marble. Even if he hadn’t announced it, she knew. She sensed it. He must have done something pretty terrible.

			She swallowed the impossibly large lump in her throat, her mind briefly touching on what some of those horrible things could be before she stopped herself. She didn’t want to know.

			They didn’t lock ­people up for a long time for doing nothing. It was the only nudge she needed to remember what kind of man she was dealing with.

			He stared blankly at her, unapologetic. There wasn’t the faintest shame or regret in his expression over his admission. Been here awhile. He owned it like someone admitting to liking peaches ’n’ cream ice cream.

			“Are you afraid of me, Nurse Davis?” Her skin reacted at his faintly mocking tone, jumping alive with a thousand goose bumps at the deep timbre of his voice. Nurse Davis. Just the sound of her name laced with derision was enough to jackknife her pulse. Like he knew some secret about her.

			Her gaze ate up his brutally beautiful face. And that wasn’t right. Such beauty shouldn’t be threatening. Or wild or dangerous. But she supposed many things were. She thought tigers were beautiful but she wouldn’t dare touch one. And yet here she was, touching this man.

			She looked down and examined the area that had made him wince and sucked in a gasp. The skin there was a deep red and already starting to bruise.

			Ignoring his question, she wrapped herself in her professional armor and ducked her head for a closer look. “What happened here?” She shot him a warning glance. “What happened specifically?”

			He shook his head like it was nothing. “Just the usual.”

			“Fists? Boots?” she pressed. As big as he was, she couldn’t imagine a simple punch to the ribs doing this much damage.

			“The usual,” he repeated.

			“It’s useful in determining the severity of your injury if I know what exactly happened. I assure you, it’s not for my own perverse curiosity.” She stared at him, waiting with a lift of her eyebrows.

			“Baton,” he supplied the single word.

			A guard’s baton.

			Frowning, she looked down at his purpling flesh and touched him there, gently running her fingers over the sensitive area, testing it for signs of an obvious break. She didn’t feel a protruding bone, but she knew the only way to know for certain would be to take an X ray. “You should comply with the corrections officers. This kind of abuse could result in some serious damage.”

			Something flickered in his eyes. She couldn’t determine what it was. It passed so quickly, but a frisson of trepidation dripped through her. “Who said I didn’t comply?” he asked.

			She hesitated, her breath catching, and she didn’t know why it should. The idea that seemingly good guys could be not good, that they could hurt someone when it wasn’t needed, when it wasn’t right . . . well, that shouldn’t be an unfamiliar concept for her. Mean ­people came in all shapes and sizes. She knew that better than anyone. “Are you saying they used excessive force with you?”

			He cocked his head, and for the first time his hard expression cracked. Disgust leaked out. “Are you for real? Where do you think you are, honey?”

			Briar stiffened. “I know exactly where I am. If the guards used excessive force, you should report them—­”

			“First day here and you know so much,” he murmured, his quiet voice no less deep or menacing. She felt her eyes widen as she realized the moment of her mistake. Her experience was not his, but she had presumed to know anyway. To understand. And then she dared to advise him how to live, how to exist in this cage. “You don’t know fuck all about this place.”

			She flinched. He might as well have said fuck off. That’s what she felt. What she heard. What she deserved.

			Face burning, she turned and picked up the gauze, feeling like that stupid girl who bit off more than she could chew. The teenager at her first party slamming back a shot and then choking on the burn as it slogged its way down her throat. She plucked at the tape holding the roll of gauze together, knowing that whether Dr. Walker wanted Callaghan to have X rays or not, he would want his ribs wrapped. For Callaghan’s comfort if nothing else.

			Mostly she just needed to do something with herself after Callaghan’s stinging words.

			Her hands were shaking as she got the tape free and began unrolling a section. No matter how she willed them to stop, they wouldn’t.

			“Ah, what do we have here?”

			Her head snapped up at the arrival of Dr. Walker. Relief coursed through her.

			Renewed with purpose, she set down the gauze, stood aside and recounted Callaghan’s injuries, feeling in control again. A professional. Not at all like the rebuked child of moments ago.

			The doctor sank down onto the edge of the bed and examined the head wound first, checking Callaghan’s eyes and asking the standard questions to
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