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            Dedication

         
         
            To those who have faith in others and trust in love.

            You brave souls.

            To those who guard their hearts, I hope you find someone who makes it worth it to open up.
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            Author’s Note

         
         
            Dear Readers,

            I am so excited to bring you Lyric and Mason’s story. It’s one that’s been living in my head and heart for a long time, ever
               since Mason appeared in Love of a Cowboy, and because these two were so meant to be.
            

            When I came up with the concept for the Dark Horse Dive Bar, I knew Lyric was a songwriter and what better way for her to
               express herself than through the songs she sends to Mason? It’s even sweeter that he talks to her in her love language, too.
            

            Because music is such a big part of their story—and I’m not allowed to use lyrics from actual songs in the book because of
               copyright—I’m adding the playlist here so you can listen to the song or look up the lyrics and know exactly what they’re expressing.
               Most of the songs are sent from Lyric to Mason, but I’ve also included the songs playing in the bar and a song Lyric sends
               to an unwelcome guest. It’s my soundtrack to the book.
            

         

         
            Dark Horse Dive Bar Playlist:

         

         
            
               	“Come Over” – Kenny Chesney

               	“Alone” – Heart

               	“Soul” – Lee Brice

               	“Angel” – Aerosmith

               	“Uninvited” – Alanis Morissette

               	“Strangers” – Maddie and Tae

               	“You Make It Easy” – Jason Aldean

               	“Safe” – Katie Armiger

               	“Pick Me Up” – Gabby Barrett

               	“I Will Always Love You” – Whitney Houston

               	“The Best” – Tina Turner

            

            Enjoy the book and the songs if you choose to play them while you read.

            XO Jennifer

            P.S. I am not a songwriter. Kudos to those who can put words and music together. I admire you and your talent. I am not one
               of you. But I did my best with Lyric’s song, “What’s Your Name,” to Mason. He’d love it because Lyric wrote it, even if it
               has no rhythm.
            

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One

         
         A pair of warm hands covered her eyes. Lyric’s heart jackhammered as the person drew even closer behind her. Her mind wanted
            to believe it was him, the man whose hands swept over her body in her dreams, leaving her in a feverish need. But he wouldn’t do something playful
            like this.
         

         
         “Guess who?” The unfamiliar voice ratcheted up her fear.

         
         Definitely not him. She really wished it was her badass-biker enigma.
         

         
         The disappointment made her shoulders sag.

         
         Viper. She hated the ridiculous name, but that’s all he’d given her. A man of few words and hot looks, they’d had this thing
            going on between them for months that couldn’t be defined or explained, except to say they both avoided giving in to the pull
            between them. She’d gotten used to him being there at the bar, a mostly silent presence who offered protection when some drunk
            got mouthy or handsy with her.
         

         
         But it had been twenty-three days since she’d seen him.

         
         The loss of him in her life left her feeling colder than the mid-January Wyoming temps.

         
         Whoever was playing this stupid game wasn’t one of her siblings. Jax knew she hated being scared. He’d learned her retaliation wasn’t worth the joke. 

         
         So would the stranger who had snuck up on her now.

         
         This whole drama amped her impatience because she didn’t have time for this. Especially from someone she couldn’t name by
            the sound of their voice. And with that realization, fear washed over her annoyance, and she went still. With nowhere to go
            she had only one recourse and shoved her elbow into the guy’s gut. He released her, and she spun around, ready to face off
            with whoever snuck up on her in the barn.
         

         
         “Ouch. Damn, Lyric. It’s just me.”

         
         She stared in incomprehension at someone she barely remembered. He’d obviously followed her home all the way from Nashville,
            where she’d recently traveled. Alarms went off in her head. “What are you doing here?”
         

         
         And how did he know it was her morning to work on the family ranch? She took turns with her sisters while her brother Jax
            worked the cattle and their parents handled the cabin rentals. The rest of the time, they worked the Dark Horse Dive Bar.
         

         
         Their grandmother had run it for years, giving the small town a gathering place not only to get drunk and rowdy but also have
            a good meal, an event space, and community. Grandma had left the bar to her and her siblings when she passed three years ago.
         

         
         “I knew you’d be surprised.” He glanced over the stall gate at her horse, Bruin. “Damn, he’s big.”

         
         “Your name is Rick Rowe, right?” They’d met in Nashville at the Whiskey Bent Saloon where she’d gotten a dream New Year’s Eve gig playing with her best friend and cowriter Faith Jordan. Faith lived in Nashville and had landed them the coveted spot to be one of the early openers that night. 

         
         He smiled, his eyes bright with joy. “I knew you’d remember me. We clicked. I couldn’t wait to see you again, so we could
            write together, like you said.”
         

         
         She remembered him always crowding into her personal space and trying to dominate the conversation. He forced her to focus
            on him, preventing her from talking to the others around them. They were people Faith had wanted her to meet and mingle with
            in hopes that they’d make connections with others in the country-music business and sell their songs.
         

         
         Lyric didn’t have dreams of being up on stage. She wanted to hear someone else singing her songs on the radio and to a coliseum
            crowd. Lots of artists, not just her.
         

         
         She fulfilled her singer fantasy just fine by playing at the bar and posting videos on her YouTube channel. She curated her
            personal channel and the one she ran for the Dark Horse Dive Bar. Both did well, but her personal one had gotten her a huge
            following. If she kept at it, she’d hit a million followers in a few months.
         

         
         She made some decent revenue off the channel with select advertisers. She wasn’t in it to be a millionaire, but she had to
            pay the bills. And her little nest egg had burgeoned into an I-could-buy-a-house-retire-early-and-live-well territory.
         

         
         And recently she and Faith had sold a couple of their songs to up-and-coming artists.

         
         She liked her life, her work, her place just fine for now.

         
         “What are you doing here? In Wyoming? How did you find me?”

         
         “I follow your YouTube channels. Obviously the bar you work at is closed this morning, but I asked around about you. Everyone is so friendly in this town. They all know you. One of them was kind enough to tell me you’re usually at the bar early to start cooking, but on Tuesdays and Thursdays you spend your mornings here. All I had to do was look up the address for the Wilde Wind Ranch.” He looked so pleased with himself. 

         
         She’d been so careful online not to make it this easy for people to find her. She never used the name of her town. She didn’t
            even use her last name. But it was impossible to stay completely anonymous, and everyone knew she worked at the Dark Horse
            Dive Bar. Still, she never thought anyone in town would naively send someone out to see her at the ranch. Luckily, it seemed
            they hadn’t given Rick her home address, not that it would be that hard to find her at the apartment above the bar.
         

         
         Damn.

         
         This was not good.

         
         She seriously needed to reevaluate her security.

         
         She’d had some trouble in the past with overzealous fans leaving messages for her online that crossed the line from supportive
            and appreciative of her songs and singing to becoming way too personal and possessive. One guy had even made some threats
            about what he’d like to do to her, thinking she’d be open to his sleazy suggestions.
         

         
         No. Not even a little bit.

         
         Rick showing up without an invitation or any indication from her that she wanted to see him didn’t just cross a line, it scared
            her a little.
         

         
         “So you saw me play last week and you thought you’d just fly from Nashville to Wyoming and show up here—and what?” She really was confused and caught off guard by all this. It wasn’t even eight in the morning and he’d come looking for her. 

         
         “You said we could write together sometime.” He’d asked if she’d write with him. At first, she’d told him she wasn’t planning
            on staying in town long. She’d flown in on the twenty-eighth, after she celebrated Christmas with her family, then flown home
            on January third because she was needed at the bar.
         

         
         The second time he asked, she’d said maybe next time she was in town, if she had the time. Faith often set up writing sessions
            with other writers and singers working on projects. Lyric usually flew in for a few days every other month or so.
         

         
         That still didn’t appease Rick. He asked a third time. Annoyed, she’d simply said, “Sure, we’ll do that soon.” She never intended
            to follow through with it.
         

         
         So she put her foot down. “I’m not available right now. I have a job, responsibilities, a schedule. If you want to set up
            a writing session, you should have contacted me online instead of coming all the way here.”
         

         
         Rick stared down at her. “I need you, Lyric. You’re my only hope of turning the bits and pieces of ideas I have into something
            worth singing. I know, with your help, I’ll hit it big. We’ll do it together. We’ll be the next big Nashville power couple.”
         

         
         That was taking things too far.

         
         She took a step back from him and the intensity he gave off that it was meant to happen. “Rick, I appreciate that you think—”

         
         “I know we’ll be great together.” He took a step closer.

         
         She didn’t like being cut off.

         
         He reached for her, and she stepped back again.

         
         He frowned. “Give me a chance to prove it to you.”

         
         “It’s not about that,” she snapped. “You can’t just show up here and expect me to drop everything and write you a song.”

         
         “I don’t.” He eased off, though it seemed to take effort. “I just wanted to come by and see you, to let you know I’m here.
            You’re busy right now. I get that.”
         

         
         She relaxed. A little.

         
         He pulled out his phone. “Give me your number.”

         
         She really didn’t want to do that. “You give me yours, and I’ll call you when I have some free time.” Never.

         
         His head tilted to the side. “Or you could come by my cabin later.”

         
         Her heart tripped over itself as a shot of adrenaline raced through her. “What?”

         
         “When I looked up the address of this place, I saw that you rent out cabins.”

         
         In the dead of winter, January especially, they rarely had guests. Mostly people came to hunt, fish, and hike in the spring,
            summer, and fall. Jax ran the business with a couple of guys who helped him with the trail rides and taking people out on
            daylong fishing trips. Their mom hosted campfire cookouts. The rentals supplemented the ranch’s income when times were lean,
            cattle prices dropped, and feed and water prices skyrocketed.
         

         
         “It’s perfect.” Rick practically beamed with excitement. “You’ll be here. I’ll be here. We’ll be together.”

         
         That last part sounded a bit too intimate and made her very uncomfortable.

         
         She wanted to tell Rick she didn’t live on the ranch full-time. Yes, she still had her room, but she mostly stayed in town
            because she was the first one in to work to prep and cook all the food.
         

         
         “The website said I couldn’t get into the cabin until two today. Any chance you can speed that up?”

         
         Give in on one favor, he’d ask for a dozen more. “Uh, no. I’m not in charge of that.” First, she needed to talk to her parents
            about him. “My mom takes care of the cabins. I know she’ll want to make sure it’s clean and stocked for your stay. And I need
            to get to work. I’ve got a lot of horses to groom and exercise before I head to work at the bar.”
         

         
         “Okay. Well, you know where to find me. Plus, you’ll have my number.” He notched his chin toward her.

         
         She didn’t plan to call him, but to get this over with, she pulled her phone out of her back pocket and unlocked it. Before
            she knew his intent, he snatched it from her hand. “Hey! Give it back.”
         

         
         He bent his head to her phone and typed. “I’ll put in my information.”

         
         She fumed. Her heart raced. She wanted to snatch the phone back and order him out of here, but something told her that wouldn’t
            go over well. Rick tripped her radar in a way that felt dangerous.
         

         
         Viper never did, even with his formidable presence. Tall, broad, always dressed in black from head to toe. He never smiled.
            She’d never heard him laugh. With one hard look, he could send other men in the opposite direction. One hot look could melt
            a woman into a puddle of lust. But he never looked at any woman, except for her, like that. And he never did anything about
            it either.
         

         
         He seemed indifferent to everyone. But Viper had played an integral part in returning the kidnapped baby Cyn and Lyric’s cousin Hunt had been desperately searching for after Cyn’s sister was murdered. Viper called Lyric out of the blue to set up a meeting between Cyn and the motorcycle-club president who’d ended up with the baby. Viper made sure Lana got home to her family. 

         
         He had a big heart buried under his tough exterior. She knew it. She felt it.

         
         But Rick . . . There was something off about him.

         
         Maybe it was just that he was pushy. He wanted what he wanted, and he didn’t seem to care about her feelings on the matter
            or if she even wanted to work with him.
         

         
         He’d deemed it so, so he assumed it was going to happen.

         
         Arrogant.

         
         That’s what put her off.

         
         She tried to remain calm and let him finish. She didn’t want him to see her aggravation.

         
         Normally, she liked most people. She never got bad vibes from anyone. Sure, drunk people in a bar could be obnoxious, rude,
            unruly even. But this was something different.
         

         
         This was in-your-face.

         
         He’d flown hundreds of miles to see her after one chance meeting.

         
         That wasn’t right. It was creepy.

         
         His phone dinged. “There. Now you have my number.” He turned his phone. “I sent myself a text, so I have yours.”

         
         Fuck! She did not want him calling or texting her. She’d have to block him.
         

         
         And as soon as he left, she’d do something else about him, too. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have work to do.”

         
         “When can we meet to write?”

         
         Never. She didn’t think that would go over well. “Soon.” Her brain couldn’t even think about what else she had on her schedule this week to come up with a day or time. 

         
         Maybe she’d give him a chance and work on one of his songs and hope that ended this.

         
         She knew it wouldn’t.

         
         “I’ve got my guitar. We could do it in my cabin later, or I could come to your place where you film all your YouTube stuff.
            I’ve been following you forever. I’m LyRick.” She guessed what he meant before he could spell it out. “Get it? Our names together.
            It’s perfect.”
         

         
         She went still, a new, creepier understanding coming over her.

         
         He grinned, victory in his eyes. “See? I knew you’d be happy it was me.”

         
         She’d already mentally put him on her caution list because of how much he posted on her channel. This proved she’d been right
            to be wary. “I appreciate all the comments you leave.”
         

         
         “You always answer. You’ve even done a couple of my song requests.”

         
         Shit. She’d interacted with him for months without knowing he’d bonded with her to the point where he believed they were friends.
            Of late, she’d pulled back because his posts had become increasingly familiar, his questions more personal, straying from
            talking about music and writing songs to asking about her personal life. She always tried to stay on the topic of music, but
            he wanted to know if she was seeing anyone and what she liked to do in her spare time.
         

         
         Every time, she either responded with something about the song she posted or didn’t answer at all.

         
         And now he was here.

         
         On her family’s ranch.

         
         In her life.

         
         Shit. Shit. Shit.

         
         He gave her a look she suspected he thought was flirtatious. “I loved that white frilly blouse you wore in your last video.”

         
         Comments like that hinted at something intimate. After she’d posted the video, she’d wondered if she should reshoot it because
            the blouse had dipped way low, showing off an uncomfortable-for-her amount of cleavage. But her sister Melody had come in
            asking for help with something in the bar, said she loved the look and the ballad, and told her she should embrace what their
            mama gave them and post it.
         

         
         Now she regretted both listening to her outgoing little sister and posting the video.

         
         “Rick, I want to be very clear. I appreciate that you’re a fan of the online stuff I do and that you think I’m a songwriter
            you’d like to work with. But if we collaborate, that’s all it is. Work. I’m not interested in anything beyond that.”
         

         
         “You want to keep things professional.”

         
         Hope flared that he understood and would abide by her wishes. “Yes. Exactly.”

         
         “There’s a time and place for everything.” With that, he turned and walked away, leaving her feeling like he hadn’t heard
            her at all.
         

         
         Alone, she let loose. “Fuck!” She hardly ever swore out loud, but Rick had flustered her, and she didn’t like the feeling
            one bit. Or this situation.
         

         
         Bruin raised his big russet head and stared at her wide-eyed, his ears back.

         
         She tried to soothe him. “Sorry for yelling, baby.”

         
         Her dad’s truck pulled into the drive by the barn.

         
         Feeling frustrated and exposed, she ran out to him and threw her arms around him.

         
         He hugged her back. “What’s wrong? Is this about that guy at the bar?”

         
         Her whole family wondered about Viper and whatever it was they had going that had seemed to disappear along with him.

         
         Where was he?

         
         What had happened?

         
         Why would he just disappear like that?

         
         Was he coming back?

         
         Was he okay?

         
         Was she? Because she couldn’t stop thinking about him. And maybe that made her a little obsessed.

         
         She leaned back and stared into her dad’s concerned eyes. “Not him. He’d never do something like this.” She knew that to her
            soul. Viper, for all his gruff, quiet ways would never impose himself on her. He’d be direct and ask for what he wanted, not
            steamroll right over her.
         

         
         Her dad raised a brow. “What happened?”

         
         “You know how you’re always telling me to be careful online?”

         
         He frowned. “Is someone harassing you again?”

         
         She’d blocked a couple people, who’d just come back under different names. She’d blocked them again, sometimes multiple times
            before they gave up.
         

         
         “I don’t want to sound the alarm when nothing bad has happened”—yet—“but I think I have a situation that maybe I can’t handle on my own.”
         

         
         “Lyric.” Her dad said her name like she’d exasperated him, even though he was the kind of man who had infinite patience for
            his four kids. “Spill it in a concise manner that I can follow.”
         

         
         “A guy I don’t really know, who follows me online, showed up at the New Year’s gig I did in Nashville. At the time I met him there in person, I didn’t know he was the same guy I’ve been purposely ignoring the past few weeks online.” 

         
         “Okay. So did he post something about seeing you at the performance?”

         
         “No. He showed up here this morning.”

         
         Her dad eyed her. “Here. At the ranch.”

         
         She nodded.

         
         “Did you invite him?”

         
         “Absolutely not. I barely remembered his name.”

         
         “He followed you here from Nashville.” Her dad looked stunned, then pissed. “That is not okay, Lyric. Did you tell him to
            leave?”
         

         
         “He rented one of the cabins. He’s moving in this afternoon.”

         
         “What? No.” He fisted his hands. “How did he even get your address?”

         
         “Some helpful person in town told him that if I wasn’t at the bar and it’s Tuesday morning, I’m at the ranch. He looked it
            up online, booked a room, then drove out here.”
         

         
         Her dad’s eyes went wide. “What the hell?”

         
         “It’s a small town. Everyone knows everyone’s business. Still.” She gave him a look he read all too well.

         
         “They gave that information to a stranger, who could be anyone and want anything from you.”

         
         She scrunched up one side of her mouth. “He wants to write a song.”

         
         “That’s what he said?” Confusion joined the anger in his eyes.

         
         She nodded. “But the vibe I got . . . He’s . . . I don’t know how to explain it. He’s here for me.” That sounded conceited, but she didn’t care. It felt like the truth Rick was burying under pretense. 

         
         Her dad cupped her face and looked adoringly at her. “I’m calling Hunt.”

         
         Her cousin was a cop. Maybe he could help.

         
         “I think that’s a good idea.”

         
         Her dad looked even more distressed that she agreed so readily when she usually insisted on handling things herself.

         
         He pulled her into a hug. “I don’t like this.”

         
         She pressed her cheek to his chest, taking in his comfort and protection. “I don’t either. But right now, I think we need
            to tread carefully.” She stepped back, and he released her. “I don’t want to make Rick mad. That could go wrong in a lot of
            ways. But I also don’t want to give him any hope that something could happen between us either.”
         

         
         “I bet Hunt’s going to say the same thing. Maybe he can run a background check on this guy, and that will tell us who we’re
            dealing with. Let’s go tell your mother, so she knows what’s going on, especially if this guy is going to be here for a little
            while.”
         

         
         They bypassed the truck in favor of walking up the short road to the house in silence. She could only imagine what her dad
            was thinking about all this.
         

         
         Someone had parked a white Subaru in the driveway.

         
         Her dad glanced at her, then rushed up the steps to the porch and burst into the house.

         
         Lyric was right next to him.

         
         Her mom looked up from her spot in the kitchen behind the big island and across the huge living room. As always, her mother
            had music playing in the background. This morning it was classic Tim McGraw. “Wade? Lyric? Everything all right?”
         

         
         Rick turned on the barstool and glanced at them. “Lyric, honey, your mom makes the best cinnamon rolls.” He licked his fingers.

         
         That honey was another too-familiar endearment she didn’t want coming from his lips.
         

         
         Her dad glanced down at her, then turned to her mom. “What’s going on here, Robin?”

         
         Mom raised a brow, catching Dad’s not so easygoing tone. “I was just welcoming Lyric’s friend to the ranch.” She looked at
            Lyric. “Why didn’t you tell me he was coming to stay?”
         

         
         Lyric chose her words carefully, knowing her mom would pick up on the caution in her voice. “He surprised me. We just met
            last week in Nashville.”
         

         
         Her mom’s eyes changed to that of knowing this wasn’t someone Lyric knew well and welcomed here.

         
         “But we’ve been friends for a while now,” Rick supplied, then turned back to her mom. “Online. You know. Where everyone meets
            these days. Lyric and I can’t wait to collaborate and make some really awesome music. Maybe I’ll play at the bar, and she’ll
            put me up on her YouTube channel.”
         

         
         Mom eyed her. “Well, that sounds amazing. But Lyric, are you going to have time between working at the bar, here, and your
            other activities?”
         

         
         She did a lot of catering and cooked for those in need who stopped by the Dark Horse Dive Bar kitchen looking for a hot meal
            or even a bag of groceries to tide them over.
         

         
         Jax walked into the kitchen from the mudroom holding his hand, blood dripping down his finger. “Hey. It smells really good
            in here.”
         

         
         Mom immediately went to him. “What happened?”

         
         “Sliced it on, of all things, a bag of grain. It’s nothing. Just an annoying paper cut that won’t stop bleeding.”

         
         Mom rushed into the half bath below the stairs and came back with a Band-Aid from the medicine cabinet.

         
         Jax finished cleaning the cut and stared at the stranger in their house. “Who are you?”

         
         “Rick Rowe. Lyric’s friend. I’m staying in one of the cabins for a while.”

         
         “I’m Jax. Lyric’s brother.” Jax raised a brow at her.

         
         “I’ll tell you later. Right now, I’ve got horses to ride.”

         
         “Can I come?” Rick asked.

         
         Fuck, no. “Have you ever been on a horse?” Please say no.

         
         “No.”

         
         She tried not to show her relief. “Then, no,” she said, not wanting to spend time with him or teach him how to ride. She had
            a schedule, and she was already behind. “I don’t have time for a lesson. You’ll slow me down.” Okay, maybe that was too blunt
            and dismissive.
         

         
         Rick didn’t drop it. “Come on, it can’t be that hard.”

         
         Her dad intervened. “Jax, you’re all patched up. Mind taking our guest to his cabin, make sure he’s got everything he needs?”
            The tone didn’t make it a question of any kind.
         

         
         Jax picked up on the off feeling in the room and hopped to it. “You bring yours.” He picked up one of the cinnamon rolls.
            “I’ll bring mine.”
         

         
         Mom handed Jax a key. “Cabin ten.” The one farthest from the house. “It’s got the best heater. You’ll need it.” Mom eyed the
            coat Rick wore that would barely block the biting wind.
         

         
         “Let’s go.” Jax headed for the front door.

         
         Rick came to Lyric and smiled. “Your family is so nice. You’re lucky.” She didn’t want to read into that statement that maybe
            his family wasn’t good to him. “See you soon.”
         

         
         Lyric held her mom’s gaze as Jax and Rick left. The second the front door closed, Mom asked, “What the hell is going on? He
            said he was your friend, but you’re acting like you don’t know him.”
         

         
         “I don’t. Not really.” Lyric explained the best she could, telling her mom all she’d told her dad.

         
         Her dad pulled out his phone. “I’m calling Hunt. We need to check this guy out.” He made the call, putting it on Speaker.

         
         “Hey, Uncle Wade, how’s the family?” Hunt sounded relaxed and happy. He should be, after his recent honeymoon with his beautiful
            wife, Cyn.
         

         
         “We have a problem.”

         
         Hunt didn’t even pause. “How can I help?”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Viper lay on the massage table gritting his teeth as the physical terrorist worked on the knots in his shoulder breaking up
            the scar tissue from an old gunshot wound.
         

         
         “Relax. Breathe.”

         
         Easy for her to say. She wasn’t the one with an elbow digging into soft tissue. She wasn’t the one who had to endure not just
            the gunshot but the rehab, too.
         

         
         And that got him thinking about the past couple of years and the state of his life. He hated everything about what he was
            doing, except for the reason he was doing it.
         

         
         Two months ago he’d returned a kidnapped baby to her family. That felt pretty damn good. Lana was safe with her aunt Cyn,
            who’d recently married Lyric’s cousin, Hunt. He’d shown Lyric he could do the right thing, even if he looked and acted sometimes
            like he was on the wrong side of the law.
         

         
         Last month, he’d ended up in a gunfight with one of the guys in the biker club he was currently neck-deep in, who was hell-bent on taking out someone else connected to Lyric’s family. He’d ended up having to shoot the guy himself, then give the club president a bullshit story about how the FBI had taken out their buddy. Lyric’s cousin, Max, and his fiancée were safe now too because of him. 

         
         Not that Lyric knew that.

         
         All he wanted to do was find out who in the club was the head of the snake who set up all the shady shit going on, including
            the contract killing. It seemed like the club president—who went by the name of Lobo—didn’t know anything about it. Either
            that or he had the best poker face Viper had ever seen. Which was possible, but his instincts told him otherwise. The guy
            Viper had killed, Bleaker, had played things close to the vest and had never revealed who set up the jobs, leaving Viper still
            trying to weed out other members so he could find the mastermind and stop him.
         

         
         Living a double life was exhausting, especially when you didn’t know who to trust or who’d stab you in the back.

         
         “Ow.” He groaned, and the PT let up on a particularly tender spot.

         
         “Sorry about that. You’re so tense. You need to relax.”

         
         Yeah, try doing that when you’re surrounded by a bunch of thugs. No one fucked with him, but he was tired of the game he’d
            been playing for years now.
         

         
         Maybe it was time to change things up and do something different.

         
         The only bright spot in his life was something he wanted but couldn’t have. Not right now. Not when he put everyone around
            him in danger all the time. He was happy to risk himself for the reward of taking down the bad guys, but not someone else.
         

         
         Not her.

         
         But wanting her had become an almost tangible gnawing inside him. The more he tried to stay away from Lyric, the more he wanted to see her. Just being in her presence eased him. Watching her cook or sing or dance or laugh with her friends and family . . . Yeah, he wanted to be part of her world. 

         
         But he was stuck in his.

         
         “You’re good to go. See you in a few days. We’ll work on that range of motion. Drink lots of water. Ibuprofen for the swelling
            and pain. You should be feeling better in the morning.” His PT left with a smile on her face and him feeling worse than when
            he’d walked in. But she was right, by tomorrow his shoulder would feel better. And if he took better care of himself, it might
            last.
         

         
         Viper sat up on the table, hung his head to stretch the muscles in his neck and back, then glanced at the man sneaking into
            the private room and closing the door behind him. “Hey.”
         

         
         “How’s the shoulder?” Nick didn’t ask simply because he was Viper’s boss, here to get an update without anyone seeing them
            together, but because they were brothers.
         

         
         “Fine.”

         
         Nick frowned at him. “That’s what you always say, but here we are.”

         
         The shoulder was an old wound that plagued him.

         
         His phone rang. He hopped off the table and grabbed it from where he’d left it on his thermal. He checked caller ID. “Huh.
            Interesting.”
         

         
         “What?” Nick asked on the second ring.

         
         “I need to take this.”

         
         Nick waved him to go ahead.

         
         Viper picked up, not one bit ready to hear her voice and loving it all at the same time. “Hey.”

         
         “How did you get my number that time you called me about my kidnapped baby cousin?”

         
         Viper held back a grin. She’d obviously saved his number.
         

         
         But Lyric sounded off. This wasn’t her usual cheerful self others got to experience while she remained suspicious of him.
            But she didn’t sound cautious today, more like inquisitive and scared.
         

         
         He didn’t like that at all.

         
         So he answered her. “You call your sister from the kitchen to the bar all the time.” He found it odd since they were in the
            same building, less than twenty feet away from each other. But then again, Lyric couldn’t just leave whatever she was cooking
            back there unattended, so she would call Aria behind the bar for whatever it was she wanted. “I see your number light up her
            phone all the time.” He had a knack for remembering details like that. “I put the number in my phone. Why?”
         

         
         “That’s what I want to know. Why?”

         
         “In case I needed to call you. Which I did that one time.”

         
         “Did I ever thank you for reuniting Cyn with her niece?”

         
         “Not the way I wanted you to,” he said under his breath, hoping Nick kept his mouth shut, because the last thing he needed
            right now was his big brother giving him shit about distractions Viper surely didn’t need. But Lyric wasn’t someone he could
            ignore. Now. Ever.
         

         
         “What did you say?”

         
         He got back on track. “You thanked me. And that’s how I got your number. So?” The pause unsettled him when nothing ever really
            did anymore. “Lyric, what’s wrong?”
         

         
         “It’s just that easy for anyone to find me, to get my information.”

         
         “I only called you once.” It wasn’t like he made a habit of it. Though, he probably shouldn’t mention how often his finger
            hovered over her contact information. But he never pressed the button to send the call through, no matter how badly he wanted
            to hear her voice and have her all to himself once in a while. He stared at the picture of her on his phone whenever he was
            alone. Because even he had limits to his loneliness. So he indulged them by watching her YouTube videos. He loved watching
            her sing and hearing her songs. She was so talented.
         

         
         But she didn’t need to know that either.

         
         “I’m not talking about you.”

         
         That got his attention. Just like this random call did.

         
         He had noticed a couple of her followers left some rather personal comments, hoping she’d respond to them with as much interest
            as they showed in her. She never did. But lately one in particular had seemed a little too enthusiastic.
         

         
         “Who got your information? Did someone contact you?”

         
         Nick raised a brow, catching on that this personal call was also something serious.

         
         She didn’t respond.

         
         “Lyric, you can talk to me. Tell me what’s going on.”

         
         “Maybe it’s nothing.”

         
         “Nothing doesn’t make you call me.” They didn’t have that kind of relationship, though he wished he could change that.
         

         
         “I’m probably overreacting.”

         
         He knew her well enough to know she wasn’t dramatic.

         
         “It’s just . . . You wouldn’t do something like this. And he did. He looks like a nice guy. You don’t, particularly. I mean, you seem one way, but I don’t think that’s really who you are.” 

         
         If she only knew.

         
         And he couldn’t help but feel those words sink deep inside him. She saw past the image he portrayed and saw something else.
            He hadn’t seen the man he used to be for a long time. He had to bury that guy deep to do what he did.
         

         
         And maybe he needed to resurrect him because Viper didn’t have a hell of a lot going for him.

         
         Well, except for a girl named Lyric, who saw more than he ever showed her.

         
         “Who is this so-called nice guy, and what did he do to you?” He bit out the words, trying to control the rage building inside
            him. Because if someone hurt her, they would not escape his wrath.
         

         
         “I’m sorry. This isn’t your problem. It’s mine.”

         
         “You called me. Now, tell me what’s going on.”

         
         “I just couldn’t believe it was so easy for him to follow me home all the way from Nashville and then find me at the ranch
            like he knew me.”
         

         
         “What the fuck?” Every protective instinct in him flared to life.

         
         “Exactly.”

         
         All kinds of alarms went off in his brain, and his heart jackhammered in his chest. “Who the hell flew all the way here and
            showed up at your family’s house?” She didn’t live there. She lived above the bar. He knew that because he made it a point
            to know where she was when she wasn’t working.
         

         
         Who sounds like the stalker now, asshole?

         
         “His name is Rick. I’m not really sure who he is, except a fan. I know, that sounds pretentious, but I don’t know how else to describe him.” She sighed. “Do you know this is the longest conversation we’ve ever had?” 

         
         He was wholly aware of that. He wished they were talking about something else entirely. Anything else than her being in danger.
            “Can we focus on this guy?”
         

         
         She sighed. “My cousin Hunt is looking into him.”

         
         “How so?” He wanted Hunt up this guy’s ass and kicking him out of the state. Now.

         
         “Background check.”

         
         That was a start, but not enough in Viper’s mind.

         
         “Maybe he’s harmless and I’m just paranoid. Maybe I’m creeped out over something that is nothing. Maybe I should be flattered
            he wants to work with me so badly he rushed here looking for me.”
         

         
         He thought she knew exactly what was what with this guy. “Is that how things are normally done?” He didn’t think so.

         
         “No. It’s usually a scheduled thing. I do most of it online, since I’m here and my writing partner is in Nashville.”

         
         Yeah, he’d heard her talking to her sister Melody about her New Year’s trip and another she had planned for March. It sounded
            like something she did every couple of months.
         

         
         He’d love to know more about her songwriting but stuck to her overzealous new arrival. “If you got a bad vibe from him, trust
            your gut.” His had saved him more times than he could count.
         

         
         And hers had told her that Viper wasn’t what he seemed, and she was dead-on there. But he couldn’t tell her that because then
            he’d have to explain. Not going to happen. It would put her, and him, in more danger.
         

         
         Nick pointed his finger and circled it in the air, indicating for Viper to finish up so they could talk business.

         
         He ignored the gesture and his brother.

         
         If Lyric wanted to talk, he’d talk to her. It was little moments like this that fed his faith in humanity and reminded him
            not everyone was terrible. He just wished she’d called about something not potentially horrible.
         

         
         Hell, at this point, he’d swap recipes with her just to have a chance to talk to her longer. Of course, he’d have to call
            his mom for help with that one, because he barely got by in the kitchen.
         

         
         “I’m sorry.” She sounded so lost, nothing like the vibrant, happy woman he’d come to know. “You’re probably busy. I’m bothering
            you with this. Whatever this is.”
         

         
         He couldn’t let that stand. “You can call me anytime you want. It’s not a bother. At all.”

         
         Nick glared at him.

         
         He should really shut up. But he couldn’t seem to stop talking now that he had her attention.

         
         “I know this was totally random. Thank you. Now I have to go exercise a bunch of horses.” She paused again. “Do you ride?”

         
         “Yeah. But not in a long time.” Too long. He missed the ranch in Montana, his family, everything about having a normal life.

         
         “Hmm. Okay.” She sounded like she didn’t know what to say anymore.

         
         “What’s the dinner special tonight?” He often ate at the bar. She was the best cook. And if his mother ever heard him say
            that, she’d kill him, but it was true.
         

         
         “Are you back in town?” She’d noticed his absence.

         
         That gave him hope, even if he couldn’t do anything with it. “I got back last night.”

         
         “Were you hoping for something?”

         
         Her. But he remembered they were talking about food. “Pot roast with those garlic mashed potatoes.” His stomach grumbled because
            all he’d had this morning was coffee.
         

         
         Nick picked up Viper’s shirt and threw it in his face.

         
         He glared back at his brother.

         
         “I could make you that.”

         
         He didn’t expect that answer because pot roast wasn’t really on the menu at the Dark Horse Dive Bar. He just really wanted
            it on this cold January day.
         

         
         “See you tonight.” She hung up.

         
         He didn’t mind. He was too stunned by her response and that she’d called him at all.

         
         “Care to share?” Nick asked.

         
         “Call Hunt Wilde. I want to know who he’s doing a background check on for his cousin Lyric. I want to know everything and
            more on whoever this guy is.”
         

         
         “Why? She’s not your concern. Let Hunt handle it. You have other business to finish.”

         
         He pulled his shirt on over his head and bit back the pain in his shoulder. “I can do both.” Back to his usual irritated self,
            he dared his brother with a look to contradict him.
         

         
         Nick frowned. “This isn’t smart.”

         
         “I have stayed away from her for months.”

         
         “You got involved with her cousin and the baby. You shot the guy who went after her other cousin and his girlfriend.”

         
         He didn’t need the reminder of the shooting. “Then, keeping one more Wilde safe isn’t exactly beyond the scope of my job here.”

         
         Nick’s stare didn’t waver. “She’s different. Isn’t she?”

         
         “She’s not a part of the other stuff, if that’s what you’re asking.”

         
         “You know exactly what I’m asking. Why her? Why now? You know better than to lose focus.”

         
         He held his arms out, then let them drop. “I have been nothing but focused on the job for years. What has it gotten me?”

         
         “You know the payoff has always been worth the risk. That’s the job.”

         
         “And what about my life?” he snapped, then realized he’d revealed too much.

         
         Nick took a seat and stared up at him. “I’ve felt this coming for the last several months. Talk to me. Tell me where your
            head is at, so I can help.”
         

         
         “I don’t need help. I need something that’s mine. That’s real.” The need for it clawed at him.

         
         “It can’t be real with her. She doesn’t even know who you really are. And you can’t tell her.”

         
         He leaned back against the massage table. “I know that. I didn’t call her. She called me.” And it meant a lot that she’d felt safe enough to open up with him.
         

         
         “Because you intervened. For a good reason,” Nick tacked on. “Can you finish this, or do you want out?”

         
         Out wasn’t an option. Not anymore. “I’m in it until it’s done. We’re close. I can feel it.”

         
         “Then, enjoy your dinner tonight. Tomorrow things go back to the way they need to be. For now.” Nick held his gaze, making
            sure Viper understood and complied with the order. Nick was his boss. But the brother side of him toned down the look enough
            to convey that Viper could go after what he really wanted once he finished the job.
         

         
         But that also meant reevaluating his future.

         
         And where Lyric fit into it.

         
         If she even did.

         
         Nick pulled him back on track. “You need to focus on the motorcycle club, its members, and who’s really in charge there. People’s
            lives are at stake.”
         

         
         He knew that all too well, because his life was also on the line. One wrong word, one wrong move, and he could be killed.
            “I’m ready for whatever happens.”
         

         
         “I hope so.” Nick stood and faced him again. “When this is done, we’ll talk about what comes next.” Nick held his gaze.

         
         It took Viper a long moment before he asked what had been on his mind for months now. “What if nothing comes next?”

         
         Nick gripped Viper’s shoulder. “As always, I have your back the way you always have mine.” Nick smacked him on the back, then
            left before him, so no one would see them together.
         

         
         Not that anyone was watching him here. He’d made sure of that before he arrived. But he’d been trained and learned on the
            job to never be too careful.
         

         
         Which made him hope and pray that Lyric took whatever was happening seriously and remained cautious.

         
         He had a bad feeling about a guy who’d hop on a plane and show up unannounced without so much as an invitation.

         
         He thought about how she actually talked to him today, like she wanted to get to know him.

         
         Rick probably saw what Viper saw in her: a woman with an open heart too sweet to turn him away. So he’d taken a chance. One Viper had to stop himself from taking every time he saw her, every time he thought about her—which was becoming all too often—and distracted him from his job. 

         
         And there, he needed to stay focused and on alert.

         
         Time to get back to it. The sooner he finished this, the sooner he could do what he wanted for a change.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         Lyric couldn’t believe she’d called Viper and dumped her problem on him. Granted, he hadn’t brushed her off. Not that she
            thought he would. And once she started talking to him, she couldn’t seem to shut up. She’d finally hung up because if she
            didn’t, she’d give in to the urge to simply keep him talking about anything and everything just so she could hear that deep,
            sexy voice.
         

         
         They’d spoken more words to each other this morning than they had the whole time she’d known him. Everyone around her told
            her to keep her distance. But . . . he seemed nice. Interested.
         

         
         She wanted to know more about him, not what people thought about him. Because, like her, they didn’t really know him at all.

         
         And people shouldn’t judge others until they really knew their story.

         
         An hour ago, Hunt had given her the good news that Rick Rowe wasn’t a wanted serial killer and had no prior convictions or speeding tickets. But for all that, he wasn’t squeaky-clean. There was one report of trespassing on private property and a separate charge of breaking and entering that was dismissed by the district attorney due to lack of evidence. She found it interesting that items had been stolen from the woman’s home but weren’t found in Rick’s possession, nor was there evidence he took them. But the woman had been adamant he did. 

         
         Hunt said plainly he saw this as a red flag. One she should heed until Rick proved to be a good guy, despite what he’d been
            accused of in the past.
         

         
         She couldn’t get the woman’s claim out of her head.

         
         Why steal things like a plant, a sweater, and a pair of socks? The list of items seemed so random, from those things to a
            pen and a tube of toothpaste. Also, a half-eaten jar of salsa. So weird.
         

         
         She checked the time on her phone: 9:01 p.m. No messages. And it was time to close the kitchen. Tuesday nights weren’t very
            busy. The Dark Horse Dive Bar was much more than just a bar. It served the community as a place where all could gather to
            eat, hang out, dance, meet friends and make new ones—even in a small town, where you knew practically everyone—if you were
            twenty-one and up.
         

         
         “What’s with the long face?” Her younger sister Melody had asked her something similar twice already tonight. Aria was up
            to three or four.
         

         
         Was she that transparent? “I’m fine.” Except for the fact that Viper—she would make a point to get his real name out of him
            the next time she saw him—had stood her up.
         

         
         She had gone out of her way to make him the dinner he wanted, and he hadn’t even shown up to eat it.

         
         “Do I smell pot roast? That wasn’t on the menu.”

         
         “I made it. If you want it, have it.”

         
         Melody studied her. “Is this about that guy who hung out here all night trying to get your attention? Are you trying to impress him? Because your pot roast would certainly do that.” 

         
         Rick had sat on the barstool closest to the kitchen window where the waitresses put up their food-order tickets and took the
            meals out to customers. He stared at her mostly, then he started trying to carry on a conversation with her through the window.
            It was a lot of yelling because the place was so loud during the rush. He tried to come back to talk to her while she worked,
            but she’d put an end to that, telling him customers weren’t allowed in her kitchen. She and her staff worked in concert with
            each other. It was chaotic and potentially dangerous with all the hot burners, pots, pans, and people moving around. They
            had a rhythm, a shorthand, and knew how to stay out of each other’s way.
         

         
         Rick did not and would only annoy her and the others by distracting them all.

         
         “I’m not interested in him.”

         
         Melody gave her a half frown. “Are you stress-cooking again?”

         
         She did that sometimes. “No. I just wanted to make it.” She’d had it for dinner. Alone. Since he hadn’t shown up. “See if Aria and Jax want some, too, before I put it away.” Maybe she’d make pot-roast sandwiches tomorrow
            for the crew. A perk of the job.
         

         
         Her staff did not go hungry. Ever.

         
         Melody didn’t move, just stood there eyeing her. They were all so close; if anyone seemed off, one of the siblings, if not all, would know it with a look. “Are you sure you’re all right? Is it that biker guy who always comes in?” 

         
         “Why would you ask about him?”

         
         Melody’s eyes filled with knowing. “You two have your thing.”

         
         “What thing? There’s no thing.” Maybe there was a thing. A thing she wanted but wasn’t sure if it would be a good thing.

         
         If she kissed him, she’d know.

         
         Kissing told a lot about a person and how they felt about you.

         
         “You’re awfully defensive. Whatever.” Melody dismissed it with a wave of her hand. “Keep it to yourself. Just be careful.”

         
         “There is nothing going on.” Even if she wished that wasn’t true. They’d had a moment today. Well, not exactly a romantic
            moment, but some kind of something. A normal conversation, at least. Then again, not exactly.
         

         
         She was kidding herself if she thought a guy like him and someone like . . . Wait a second. That was so not the right kind
            of thing to think. She didn’t judge people like that and she wasn’t about to put other people’s perceptions of him in her
            head and think they were real when he’d been nothing but . . . nice? Yes, nice. In his way. And maybe he only showed that
            side of himself to her. Or so it seemed.
         

         
         But then he hadn’t shown up.

         
         Maybe he had a good reason.

         
         She gave him the benefit of the doubt, pulled out her phone, and texted him.

         
         
            
               
                  LYRIC: You didn’t show for dinner. Are you okay?
                  

               

            

         
         She read the message over three times and decided it wasn’t too forward or desperate, just concerned, and sent it.

         
         And waited for a response.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Four

         
         Fuck my life!

         
         Viper read the text message from sweet Lyric. He stared out the windshield of the truck he was in with one of the guys from
            the Wild Wolves Motorcycle Club and wished he didn’t have murder on his mind. He felt terribly guilty for standing her up. Not that it was
            a date or anything. Still, it would have been a chance to talk to her again, have a real conversation. Over a meal she’d made
            for him. Instead he was sitting in a deserted parking lot waiting for a guy who wanted to put a hit out on his wife because
            he didn’t want a divorce.
         

         
         After a few bittersweet weeks home for the holidays—most of the Wild Wolves club members dispersed for the holidays anyway,
            so he hadn’t missed anything—he was back on the case. He hoped to figure out who in the biker club was setting these things
            up. And here he was back in the thick of things and hopefully one step closer to knowing who was making these deadly deals.
         

         
         He didn’t like the setup, sitting in a parking lot in full view of the road, no cover.

         
         If this shit went sideways . . . He didn’t want to think about it.

         
         He definitely couldn’t take the time to text Lyric back and apologize.

         
         “Are you clear on the plan?” Spike, aka Darrell Kelly, asked, his knee bouncing like a jackhammer and hitting the steering
            wheel.
         

         
         “Dude shows up, we confirm what he wants done and when, count the money, and take off.”

         
         “And you’re sure you’re cool with this?” Spike’s nerves rubbed Viper the wrong way; he didn’t like that the guy was so wound
            up.
         

         
         If Spike was so inexperienced and ruffled by this, things could go wrong fast.

         
         “Are you okay?” 

         
         Spike bit at his thumbnail. “It’s good money.”

         
         “Yeah, but you have to kill someone to get it.” Viper had a lot of bad shit on his conscience and a lot of good reasons why
            he’d done what he’d done. It didn’t make it any easier to carry the burden of it all. He justified his actions in a lot of
            different ways to cope. But the body count was stacking up, and he had the scars, visible and not, to prove he’d lived a dangerous
            life.
         

         
         Spike suddenly turned to him. “I thought you were up for this.”

         
         Viper shrugged. “I’m here.”

         
         “This has to go right.” Spike’s leg sped up. “I don’t want to end up like Bleaker.”

         
         Not the same. “Don’t get into a shoot-out with the feds, then.” Viper thought that one was a no-brainer.

         
         “The boss was not happy about losing him. Bleaker brought in a lot of money for doing protection and things like this.”

         
         He tried to get Spike to open up even more. “Bleaker spent a lot of time out

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
      
   9780063319721_tpimage.jpg
WILDE
LOVE

(@ A DARK HORSE DIVE BAR NOVEL 4))

JENNIFER RYAN

AVON
An Imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers





9780063319721_coverimage.jpg





