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        To my Aspen Gold Writing Sisters. Together we are one.

        Dad, you taught me to dream. Miss you.

        To my children, all my love.

      

      

      

      
        
        To all the chosen families. Thank you.
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      Death didn’t frighten Gage Ewing. Living scared the hell out of him.

      

      The Healer

      Doctor Gage Ewing is on the run from a past he can never forget. No matter how many people he saves in hospitals or on the crime-ridden streets, he can never be forgiven for the one who died. Spencer, Colorado was supposed to be another temporary stop on his neverending road. But he made a mistake. He got involved.

      

      The Soldier

      IrishMist “Ivy” Vaughn has been fighting to stay alive since the age of twelve, trained with warrior skills to be whatever is demanded of her. No permanent home. Living out of a duffel bag. Changing personas at the ring of a phone. Spencer, Colorado was supposed to be a place to bury her past and start over. Will they let her walk away?

      

      Sometimes the past won’t let you go

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Dec 21, Spencer, Colorado

      

      Would tonight be the night he died? Would he finally pay his debt?

      Gage Ewing knew from the itchy feeling crawling up his spine that he wasn’t alone. The person behind him was sloppy, yet managed to stay well enough out of sight that Gage couldn’t get a good sense of size or gender. With little moonlight to aid him, the image was more a hint of a shadow.

      Still, he knew someone followed him.

      Fat snowflakes fell in a light lacy sheet, dusting the earth, but not thick enough to leave discernible footprints. The air was cool, yet his breath didn’t leave a cloud.

      Keeping a steady pace, he continued toward home. Would his life end here in Spencer? Would the years of looking over his shoulder, moving repeatedly to protect those he cared about finally be over? A gentle breeze of relief whispered over him.

      He fingered the knife in his pocket. Subtly, he arched his back affirming the holster wedged into his jeans at his spine. Years of experience had taught him to always listen to his instincts. Tonight, danger followed him.

      Reflexes would demand he defend himself. Perhaps, not too quickly this time.

      A missed opportunity at a life flitted across his mind. A woman he hungered for, desired.

      Maybe another time. Another life.

      Two blocks from home the shadow disappeared down a side street. The sense of danger dissipated. Disappointment filled the void.

      He paused and looked back at his path. Hunter and Ruby’s engagement party had made him melancholy. That, a blonde and one too many beers.

      Shaking his head to clear his thoughts, he rolled his shoulders and quickened his pace. Maybe it was time to move on again.

      Arriving at his front door, he glanced behind him once more. His tail hadn’t returned. Regrets from the past filled his chest. He was tired of regret. Tired of the guilt. Tired of waiting.

      He exhaled a heavy breath. Hitting the button on his phone disarmed his security system and simultaneously turned on his porch light. Pushing the door open, he walked inside, shut the door and rearmed the system.

      Shrugging out of his sheepskin bomber jacket, he hooked the coat on the wall-mounted coat rack and paused. Something in the air seemed different.

      Turning toward the open room a lithe body barreled into him slamming him back against the wall.

      He recognized the scent. The blonde. The woman he’d watched and hungered for since the first time he’d seen her at the Wild Card.

      She shimmied up his body wrapping her legs around his torso and spearing her fingers through his hair. “Hungry?”

      He spun, instinctively cupping her denim-clad butt cheeks in his broad palms, crushing her against the solid oak door. He crashed his lips against hers, dueling with her thrusting tongue. Licking, sipping, sweeping, they fought for control of the kiss.

      Was she the one? Had she been sent to take him out? his rational mind questioned. God, he hoped not. His need for her burned like a raging forest fire. Hell, maybe that was the way to go. In a burst of flames.

      She grabbed the front of his flannel western shirt, popping the snaps as she pulled the two sides apart. Laying her hands on his shoulders, she pressed her breast against his chest, rubbing and writhing against his T-shirt covered torso like a cat stretching. Her lips shifted to his left ear, her tongue toying with the gold loop that pierced his lobe. Sucking and laving, she nipped and tugged the ring.

      “Yes,” he groaned. Cupping her head in his hands, he shifted her lips to plunder her mouth before nipping her plump lower lip.

      Her gasp instantly turned to a chuckle. Quickly her hands shifted back to his shirt, shoving the garment off his shoulders. She reached between them tugging his T-shirt from his jeans. Sliding her hands along his waist, she slipped her fingertips beneath the waistband at his back, accidentally brushing the weapon at his waist. The action snapped him back to reality.

      Glaring at her, Gage reached behind him and grabbed her wrist.

      She raised her other hand in surrender and met his gaze head on. “It was in my way. I don’t want anything important to get damaged.”

      Time slowly ticked past as he contemplated the wisdom of what he was doing. Adrenaline rushed through him in a hot wave. “Why are you here?”

      “The way you watched me tonight at the Wild Card seemed like an invitation.”

      At Hunter’s engagement party, he’d struggled to keep his desire for her in check. Usually, he was careful to not want anything too much. But she was temptation personified.

      She met his gaze. A sassy smirk tilted her lips. She wiggled her mound against his hard-on, and lifted an eyebrow in question. “Was I wrong?”

      He pressed his hips into her, using his weight to hold her against the door. Reaching over to the table under the coat rack he opened the drawer. He removed his Sig from the back of his jeans, and placed his weapon in the drawer. “And yours?”

      She smiled and pulled her weapon from the back of her waistband placing the Glock in the drawer with his.

      “And your blade,” he stated.

      She hesitated for an instant, and then slipping her knife from the leg sheath hidden inside the leg of her pants, she placed the blade in the drawer as well. He followed suit with his own.

      “Better?” she asked.

      “Much. Now where were we?” Sliding his palms up her sides, he dragged the soft cotton shirt up and over her head. She shifted her arms and shoulders, shrugging out of the top with his assistance. Her beautiful unbound breasts filled his view. He tossed the garment on the floor.

      With her legs wrapped around his waist, Gage leaned his shoulders back while keeping her pinned to the door with his hips. He pulled off his T-shirt and dropped the cloth on top of hers. He looked down and studied her toned body. His gaze feasted on her pert full breasts large enough to fill his hands, her nipples dark-rose and pebbled, begging for his attention. He forced his gaze back to hers. “Why?”

      “Does it matter?” She slid her palms over his abs, following the ridges and valleys. Flicking a nail over the bar piercing his right nipple, she leaned forward and licked the post with her tongue. “Yumm.”

      He covered her hands with his, stilling her movements and pulling her gaze to his. “Why?”

      “I felt like it.”

      “Did you follow me?”

      She frowned. “I left before you. I already knew where you lived.”

      His mind slipped back to the Wild Card and the last time he’d seen her. She stood by the hall leading to the back door. She’d been talking with Ruby, her jacket hooked on her finger at her shoulder. Later, he’d looked for her, then finished his beer and stood to leave. He couldn’t help it. When she was in town, he always looked for her.

      He rubbed a thumb over her wrist, gently searching for her pulse. “How’d you get in?”

      “Your system is good, but you should have sensors in your attic windows. They’re big enough for me to get through.”

      “I thought someone followed me.”

      She snorted. “You wouldn’t have known if I’d followed you.”

      Her breath quickened slightly. She hesitated before meeting his gaze. “The talk at the Wild Card is you don’t have a girlfriend?”

      “I don’t. I don’t do relationships. I don’t do repeats.”

      “God, you can do IT, right?”

      He grinned. “One night. All night.”

      Releasing her hands, he slid his palms up her sides cupping her breasts and flicking his thumb over her nipples.

      She groaned and arched into his touch.

      He met her sultry gaze. “I’ll ask again. Why?”

      Sliding her hands up his chest to his shoulders, she hesitated. “The way you watch me. The way you look at me like you want to eat me like your favorite dessert. I’ve never been looked at like that. You scare me a little.”

      “I wouldn’t hurt you.”

      She laughed. “You couldn’t, even if you tried.”

      “Pretty cocky, aren’t you?”

      Another smile crossed her lips and she rubbed herself against the bulge in his jeans again. “That would be you, cowboy. I’m merely well trained.”

      “You broke in for the rush of danger?”

      “No.”

      “Then why?”

      Her smile faltered. Her gaze wavered. “When you look at me, I think you see—me.”

      “I see what you do. Or should I say, don’t do. You don’t drink. Not really. Never more than one beer. Although you order mixed drinks, you never drink them. When you’re at a table with others, you play a shell game with their drinks.

      “You were working for Jakob Spencer that night you partied at the bar, weren’t you? Are you a hired gun?” he asked.

      He let her slide her hands out from under his and cradle his face.

      “I don’t work for Mr. Spencer. I was helping out. And I didn’t come here to talk. Your eyes said you wanted something else. Did I read you wrong?”

      Cupping her butt with both hands he rubbed against her core. “I’ve wanted you since the first time I saw you. And the wanting got stronger every time our eyes locked. Every time, I saw the same hunger in you.”

      She leaned forward and kissed him. Her tongue brushed his lips before slipping inside to tangle with his, meeting his thrusts with her own. Slowly she pulled back, sucking his lip, then nipping. Her eyes met his, fire blazing in their depths. “Then stop talking and show me.”

      He lost touch with everything except her strong, supple body. The need exploded.

      “I need to taste you.” He carried her to the breakfast bar and sat her on the edge. “Lean back so I can get to your sweet nipple.”

      With her legs hooked over his thighs, she leaned back on her forearms. He studied her in the soft glow of the kitchen nightlight. She was beautiful. Perfect. The swell of her plump breast with dark berries at their peak called to him like a siren.

      He pulled back, keeping his hands on her hips. Leaning forward, he dipped the tip of his tongue into the valley of her belly button that was visible above her jeans. Her moan pleased him. He intended to hear that earthy sound a hundred times tonight.

      Slowly, he grazed his palms up her sides and continued to tease her. Reaching his destination, he cupped and molded her breasts, tweaking her nipples with his thumb and forefinger until they were taut and ripe. With one last dip into her perfect little belly button, he slid his tongue up the center of her torso to the hollow between her breasts. He sucked one nubbin into his mouth while fondling the other.

      She lay back on the counter. “Yes. Oh yes. Like that.”

      He gave her what she asked for again and again. Pleasuring one breast and then the other.

      Her moans and breathless gasps were burning him alive. Her hips thrusting against his swollen length had him on fire.

      “Hold onto the counter.” He unzipped her jeans and slid them off of her. Pulling his wallet from his pocket, he removed a condom pack and tossed the money holder aside. He shoved his jeans to the floor and kicked them away.

      She sat up and reached for him, sliding her warm palm up and down his shaft while sucking the bar on his nipple. He closed his eyes and savored her attention. He’d wanted her for so long. His hunger was almost out of control. “Oh yeah, sweetheart. Your touch feels so good.”

      She smiled up at him. “I like the way you feel. My turn.”

      He slid his hand over hers. “You’d better let me drive this time. A couple more strokes and I could be done. Next time, I’m all yours.”

      He urged her back and sheathed himself. Leaning forward, he slid his arm along her side and cupped her left shoulder with his palm. Licking and sucking her breast, he cradled her mound with his other hand, gently rubbing and fondling until her moans told him of her rising need. Slipping one, then two fingers into her sheath, he stroked her until her hips thrust against his hand.

      “Now, Gage.”

      Gripping her hips, he slowly entered her warmth. He closed his eyes and savored the rightness. Absorbed her sensual gasp.

      He opened his eyes and looked down into hers, sharing the perfect moment. With a gentle nudge of her hips, he started to move. The heat grew to an explosive peak, both of them gasping and grasping, holding each other, struggling to breath. Harder. Deeper. Stronger.

      His name whispered from her lips as they both ignited.

      La petite mort.
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      Mid-January

      

      IrishMist dropped to her knees, and placed her fingers on the man’s carotid artery. Not only had the evidence gone missing, her only witness lay dead before her. She leaned back in disgust. From the moment they’d disembarked the plane, this whole mission had been a clusterfuck.

      Glancing down, she studied the man-boy on the alley floor. The bullet in his chest wasn’t a drug, yet his willingness to testify against the drug dealers who’d murdered his sister had the same effect. Another innocent pays the price.

      She was sick of it. No matter how hard she worked, she kept missing the people at the top of the power chain. Who was she kidding? She’d never even gotten close to most of the top-brokers.

      “Damn it.” She jumped to her feet. Fucking drugs. Fucking money-grubbing power brokers. Irish inhaled a deep breath, then another. She only needed this one. Only this dealer. The one who had murdered her friend and mentor. She needed revenge.

      The two rookies assigned to her lumbered back into the alley. Their downcast gaze told her everything. They’d lost the shooter.

      She pulled her phone from her pocket and hit speed dial for her boss, Donavan. “He’s dead, D. Who knew? Who the fuck knew?”

      A husky voice erupted on the other end of the line, pretty much replicating her own feelings. “Leave him. Get out of there. Scrub everything. The plane will be waiting. We’ll talk when you get back.”

      The line went dead.
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      Donavan watched from the shadows just outside the ring. He understood the rage that drove her. Still, he hated seeing her in the ring. He cringed at the sound of her foot hitting flesh. Shuddered at the sound of her fist hitting the man’s jaw. He’d nearly jumped the ropes when the guy swept her legs out from under her. Before he could make his way to the platform, she’d dropped her opponent and landed a solar punch. Fight over.

      Irish stood. Her boss was here. A wave of foreboding washed over her. She flexed and shook out her limbs before reaching down to help her sparring partner stand.

      “Hell no, Irish. I ain’t touching you again tonight. I’d crawl out of here first.” He rolled to his side and slowly pushed himself to his feet. “This is the last time I’m sparring with you. I’m going to be pissing blood for a week. Start picking on the new guys.” He nodded at Donavan before he staggered off the platform.

      Irish walked to the corner where she had a towel and water bottles. She wiped the sweat from her face and neck and the blood from her lip. Taking a pull from the water bottle, she rinsed her mouth and spit into her towel before drinking the rest without stopping.

      She ached everywhere. The fight made her feel alive. Almost.

      The big guy was her favorite MMA sparring partner. He didn’t pull his punches because she was female. He’d seen her fight before and knew she wasn’t pulling hers.

      She’d been back in D.C. for two days. Once she’d submitted her report of the shooting in Kentucky, she’d been put on a one-week mandatory leave of absence. Turning to Donavan, she knew something was wrong the minute she looked into his eyes. “What is it, D.?”

      He nodded to the locker room. “Get cleaned up and dressed. We’ll get a bite to eat and talk.”

      “Just tell me.”

      “The man responsible for Mr. Wong’s death is dead.”

      Irish crunched the empty water bottle in her fist. Turning her back on Donavan, she flung her towel over her shoulder, grabbed her spare water bottle and headed to the locker room.

      There were only three lockers in the small space. She always chose the one on the end nearest the showers. She stood in front of her locker for a few moments, forcing air in and out of her lungs. Lifting the lock bar, she stared into the metal closet and studied the photo on the opposite side. A scrawny young girl in hand-me-down grey compression shorts and a tank top stood next to a middle-aged man. She wore a winner’s ribbon around her neck and held a small trophy in her hand. A welt stained her cheek. Still a smile lit up her face. Mr. Wong’s smile was as big as the child’s. He’d told her over and over again how proud he was of her. How proud she should be of herself.

      Something was wrong with the photo. The images shimmered and dimmed. She reached out to touch the picture and a drop of moisture hit her arm. Looking down, she realized the droplet was from the tears streaming down her face.

      She slammed the locker door and it bounced back open. She slammed it again, and again, and again, and again. When the door finally stuck closed, she banged the metal with the side of her fist. Once. Twice. Three times.

      Someone cleared their throat. She glanced to the side. Donavan stood in the doorway, hands fisted in the pockets of his long wool coat.

      Donavan shrugged out of his coat, folded it, and laid the heavy garment on the bench. “Why don’t you take your anger out on me? Leave the defenseless locker alone.”

      “Get out, D.”

      “No.”

      Irish tugged open the bent locker door. Stripping off her shorts and tank top, she threw them in the bottom of the locker, grabbed her towel and headed to the shower.

      “Don’t break the shower. Plumbing’s expensive. Miscellaneous expenses can only cover so much.” Donavan’s voice followed her down the aisle.

      “Go to hell,” she snapped over her shoulder.

      “Most likely,” she heard him mutter.

      Twenty-four hours later, she stood in front of the Wild Card Saloon in Spencer, Colorado, wondering for the thousandth time why she’d come here.

      In late November, she’d been sent to help protect Jakob Spencer as a personal favor to a friend of her boss. That had been the third time she’d been asked to unofficially assist in an issue at The Aspen Gold Lodge.

      Jakob Spencer wasn’t a politician. However, he did carry a heavy purse that politicians coveted. Funny thing, he and his head of security, Deke Ward, were the most down-to-earth men she’d ever met. Good men as far as she’d been able to find out.

      The situation in Spencer had turned ugly, and she was glad she’d been there to help out. In the course of the operation, she’d met and become friends with another ex-military, ex-MMA fighter. She and Owen Strong had butted heads—literally—in the beginning, until they found they had a lot in common.

      Although she hadn’t been back since the holiday party in December, she and Owen had talked almost weekly. They weren’t baring their souls and getting touchy-feely, but they had hearty conversations while drinking a couple brews in their respective apartments and watching the MMA fights on TV.

      They’d talked the morning after she’d learned Mr. Wong’s murderer had been killed. When he’d heard she was on mandatory leave, Owen had invited her to visit. He’d said he needed a good sparring match and that he had something he wanted her advice on. She was afraid he’d heard the despair in her voice.

      Old insecurities came out of nowhere, reminding her she wasn’t good enough. She was less than nothing. Trash. Weak. A failure. The thoughts bombarding her threw her back to adolescence and the reason she met Mr. Wong in the first place. He’d taught her to fight, to get up every time she was knocked down.

      She shook off the memories and squared her shoulders. She was here to see a friend. The first friend in a long time.

      Gage Ewing may not be as happy to see her. She didn’t come back with expectations. She knew the rules. One and done. Too bad she couldn’t get him out of her mind and hadn’t quenched the thirst for his body.

      Their one time had been the best sex she’d ever experienced. When he’d left to get her a washrag, she’d panicked. She knew he wanted another round. But a second time might not be as good as the first. She’d wanted to keep the perfect memory.

      Before he returned, she’d set her phone to call her. When the phone rang, she pretended the call was her boss and told Gage she had to leave. She’d expected him to pout and complain. Instead he’d helped her dress, walked her to the door and given her the most erotic kiss goodbye. He’d told her to be safe.

      Her deceit still rankled. Worse was her anxiety in the first place. She never backed down. She met things head on. The explosive pleasure she experienced in his arms unnerved her. The unexpected feeling drove her to run.

      She straightened her shoulders and flipped her hair over her shoulder. Exhaling a deep breath, she reminded herself she had as much right to be here as anyone. She pushed open the saloon door and entered.

      Owen sat at the end of the bar next to Hunter Lawe. Ace Joseph, the bar owner, washed glasses behind the bar near them. Irish headed to where they sat.

      Catching the attention of Jimmy, the part-time bartender, as she approached, she signaled for another round for the two men and a drink for herself. Taking the stool next to Owen, they bumped knuckles and she nodded to Hunter and Ace.

      Ace shook his head in disgust as he watched Hunter spoon pickles from a jar onto a plate where he had two large sandwiches. “That’s just not right. Whoever taught you to eat a sandwich like that?” He threw his towel on the bar and turned to walk away. “Peanut butter, tomato, and dill pickles. I’m going to be sick.”

      Jimmy snorted as he placed beers in front of Irish and Owen and a bottled iced tea beside Hunter’s plate.

      “Ace, you need to try it,” Hunter complained before wolfing down another bite and glancing at his watch. “I learned this combination from Ruby Leigh. And it’s really good. Although, it’s better toasted. Hey, that’s what this place needs—a toaster.”

      Ace glared at him. “This side is the damn bar. You want a toaster, take that crap with you to the side with the sports bar and eat over there. I’m sure Dawn or somebody would help you out, and I won’t have to watch you.”

      Hunter swallowed, “Ruby doesn’t work on that side.”

      Standing, he glanced toward the backroom. Grabbing the last half of his sandwich and his unopened tea, he looked at Irish. “Sorry we didn’t get to talk. I need to get back to work. We’re shorthanded. You’ll be around a couple days, right? Maybe the four of us could catch lunch. Owen, talk with Ruby and I’ll try to get away. Tell Ruby I’ll be back to pick her up at quitting time.”

      Irish watched as Hunter practically sprinted out the door. She glanced from a scowling Ace to a laughing Jimmy and finally rested her gaze on the smirking Owen. “Did I fall down a rabbit hole?”

      Owen shook his head. “Ruby’s pregnant. She’s got morning sickness and can’t keep anything down until late afternoon. I think Ace is also having sympathetic morning sickness. His grump level is at a fifty. And Hunter is eating like crazy. He seems to be having the weird pregnant-lady cravings. You witnessed the sandwich. Avocado and grapefruit salad with salt and pepper is another of his favorites. Pickles and potato chips. Ice cream and pickles. Oh, and tacos. Lots and lots of tacos. I heard the chef at the lodge almost took a frying pan to him when he caught him in the restaurant kitchen making tacos at two in the morning. Tacos with pickles.”

      Irish laughed so hard tears streamed down her face. She glanced up from wiping her eyes and watched an ashen-faced Ruby approach.

      “Is he gone?” Ruby asked.

      “Hunter?” Owen questioned.

      “Yes.”

      “Yep. Took his sandwich and left. Said he’ll be back to get you at closing.”

      “Thank God.” Ruby sat next to Owen. “He’s making me sick eating that stuff. I have to hide in the back room until he leaves.”

      Irish met Owen’s startled gaze, and they both broke out laughing.
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      “This is what you wanted to show me?” Irish studied the old weathered barn.

      “I know the place looks a little rough on the outside. Inside is a different story. A few years ago, some rich dude who had dreams of becoming an artist bought the place. He had the hay loft converted to an open style apartment with plumbing and new wiring. On the ground level under the loft he put in another bathroom and storage.” The big man gestured. “Come inside.”

      Owen crossed the snow-covered yard to the sliding barn doors. Irish followed him into the dark interior. He disappeared to the left, and a moment later lights came on. Commercial-style lighting that hung from rafters illuminating the whole barn, confirming the interior was as rustic as the exterior.

      Roughhewn wood in varying shades of brown composed the frame. The space in the lower level was completely open. The side opposite the entrance had been walled off, effectively separating the back portion of the barn. The wall reached all the way to the ceiling. On the lower level, two doors, one on each side of the walled area, had paned windows, revealing the space beyond.

      The second level of the walled-off section of the building had three large windows spanning most of the wall, overlooking where they stood now.

      “What do you think?” he asked excitedly.

      “Well, it’s definitely a barn,” she offered. “What are you thinking of doing with this?”

      “I’m going to live here.”

      “What?”

      “It’s got everything I need. The loft has a full kitchen, a master bath, and an open area where I can stage a bedroom and living room. Down here I have room to put in weights, bench presses, a treadmill, plus any other equipment I want, and there’s still plenty of room for a ring. The rafters are strong enough for heavy bags to hang, and I can mount speed bags.

      “Gage and Hunter have been using the same gym I go to and would love to have somewhere closer to Spencer to work out. There are some MMA guys over at that gym that have been wanting a place for sparring. I could set up some friendly matches.”

      Irish snorted. “I’ve seen you spar. There’s nothing friendly about your matches.”

      “In it to win it,” he said with a smile. “I know there’s work to do on the main level, but I’m handy. I’m moving into the loft after work tomorrow. Once I’m living here, I can do the construction when I’m not at Rollie’s. Gage is as crazy as I am about keeping in shape, and he said he’d help.”

      Gage. Boy, didn’t she know about the shape he was in. Inked, toned, and hard all over. And out of her life.

      “You bought the place already?”

      “Yeah. The guy who owned the property only lived here one summer, and the building has been sitting empty for a couple years. Apparently, art wasn’t the only thing he was into. He and his female art students were hooking up. His wife found out and divorced his ass. She got this place in the divorce. Never came to see the building. Sold the property for what he’d paid for it and didn’t even consider upping the price for the renovations he made. The real estate agent told me no one knew what to do with it. Only one other person even looked at it.

      “Come on, let me show you the loft. I can enter the upper level through stairs on either side of the downstairs storage that lead up from the gym. There are also doors at ground level out back that lead into the barn. On the back side there are stairs leading up to a deck that runs the width of the back side of the building.”

      She followed him through the door and up a flight of stairs. Once the lights came on, she blinked in surprise. “Owen, this is so cool.”

      The entire area was open, and additional windows overlooked the rear of the barn. The kitchen, with a large island for eating and prepping, was across from one of the windows she’d seen from below. Two tall windows flanked an oversized fireplace on the back wall next to the kitchen. Beyond that was another window.

      “Where’s the bathroom and closet?” she asked.

      Owen led her to the wall at the far end of the room opposite the kitchen. Pressing a button on the wall, a door slid open and lights automatically came on, revealing a walk-in closet behind what she’d thought was the outer side wall.

      “Clever,” Irish commented.

      “The other side is the bathroom. I’m guessing the bed will either go under the outside window or between the closet and bathroom doors. Pretty sweet, huh?”

      “Very.” She couldn’t help smiling at his enthusiasm.

      Hands shoved into his pockets, Owen did a three-sixty, viewing the room. Walking to the inner window, he stared down to the barn floor. “I got the insurance settlement on the apartment building my parents owned. The one that burned down in Chicago. There was enough money to get this place.”

      He lifted a finger and ran the tip across his image in the glass. “I’ve been seeing a therapist. Ruby and I drive into Denver together. We’ve both been seeing the same shrink. Sometimes I can’t get the war out of my mind. Sometimes it’s my parents and sister, Oona. Doc says…well, it’s best when I keep busy.

      “I like living here. I like the work I do for Rollie. He said I could start building bikes out of his garage if I want. I’ve got a few ideas for custom motorcycles. Doing the builds will be easier once I can do my workouts here. The almost two-hour drive one way to a decent facility has been rough.” He turned to look at her. “For the kind of workouts I need, sparring helps. I could use a few fights. Gage said he’d like to learn more.”

      God, would he quit talking about Gage? She was having a tough enough time forgetting him. “Am I here to help you move or for a good match?”

      He looked at her and winked. “Both.”

      “Do you have what you’ll need to move in?” Irish asked.

      “I ordered a heavy bag, two speed bags, shock mats, gym flooring for the ring, hand weights and a bench press, a bed and a TV. They’ll be delivered tomorrow night. Dish and Internet on Saturday morning.”

      Irish laughed. “Well shit, you’re set. I’ll bring the beer.”

      Owen crossed to the refrigerator, grabbed two beers and handed one to her. “There’s plenty of room for the ring, and I may be able to install a climbing wall.”

      “My dream house,” Irish joked and took a pull on the beer. “When can I move in?”

      “Tomorrow.”

      Irish turned to the window, hiding her reaction. Her longing. What she wouldn’t give to be able to leave her current lifestyle behind. She hadn’t felt like she was making a difference for a long time. More cases seemed to be going nowhere. Less wins for the good guys. Some days she wasn’t even sure she still worked for the good guys. “My job isn’t here.”

      “How many years, Irish? How much time have you given Uncle Sam?”

      She studied the barn floor below. Memories snaked around her like shadows and smoke. Dark and unrelenting.

      “Irish?”

      “I started martial arts a little before I turned thirteen. Kickboxing and boxing the year after.” She turned to him. “You?”

      “Hell, I was an old man compared to you. Did some football and wrestling in high school. Joined the Army and started picking up Judo from another guy in basic. Found Jiu-Jitsu at a gym I frequented. Later some boxing.” Owen finished his beer, and studied the empty bottle. “I did eleven years, six months and seventeen days. You?”

      “I was winning my fights pretty regularly when I was in high school. A Junior Reserve Officer started coming to my matches. He told me I could get a head start on a career. I started JROTC when I was seventeen. Once I graduated, I did twelve years in the Army. Then I got recruited into—a special ops group. Three of us, all women from the same platoon, went together.”

      “Like you?” He reached for her empty bottle, crossed to the refrigerator and grabbed two more.

      Taking the drink, she twisted off the top and downed several swallows. Meeting his gaze with a smile, she flipped her hair over her shoulder. “You mean beautiful and sophisticated?”

      “Hell, yeah. As well as toned and totally badass. Shit, you took me down. Good thing I landed on my head and not my ego.”

      Irish smiled. “I think you may have hit it a little on the way down.”

      “Two years? Three?” he asked.

      “Almost four. It’s what I know. What I was trained for.” She paused. “What I do.”

      “I’m a trained mechanic and tracker. Doesn’t make me a tool or a dog. You’ve done your time. We can find you something else. Something around here.”

      She snorted. “Yeah, I have such a marketable skill set.”

      “I wasn’t much better. Can you bartend?”

      “I’ve seen Ruby with some of those guys. What do you think would happen the first time someone tried to slap my ass?”

      Owen raised an eyebrow. “They’d get what they deserve?”

      They both laughed.

      “Hell, Hunter is looking for officers. Deke and Jakob would back you in a heartbeat.”

      “Local law enforcement?” Irish shook her head. “I don’t know if I could man a desk. Besides, I’m not sure I’m cut out for mountain life.”

      Owen put his empty bottle on the kitchen counter. “Nature is relaxing, calming. Maybe it’s about time you had a life you choose. You could stay with me.”

      Irish jerked her head up. “Owen?”

      “Oh hell, not like that.” He waved her off, then met her gaze and flushed. “I mean, you’re hot—I mean sexy. Any guy would want you. I just don’t like you that way. Wait—I like girls—women—fuck! You know what I’m trying to say. You’re a friend.”

      Irish snickered.

      Owen shrugged out of his jacket. “You want to fight?”

      Stripping off her coat, Irish met his grin with one of her own. “I thought you’d never ask.”
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      Friday night, Gage slid the door aside and walked into Owen’s barn-home. Dropping his tool bag on the floor, he shrugged out of his coat. “Had a kid with a broken arm at the last minute. Everything get delivered?”

      He glanced up. His breath caught in his chest and he nearly choked. The blonde stood on Owen’s hands like a
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