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To those who had/have one love last a lifetime.

_____________

My grandparents.

My parents.

Us.
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Wallace, Idaho

________

As most of you know, Federal Idaho is the fictional name for my hometown of Wallace, Idaho. It's a wonderful to live in an area where we take pride in our colorful past and history. Most of all the acceptance of those we call neighbors. Thank you to Ryan Motel, Lux Rooms, Oasis Bordello Museum, Wallace Inn, Rossi Building, Shoshone County Sheriff's Department, Harvest Food, Hecla Mining, Molly B'Damn Motel and the community for adding that special touch to my books.

––––––––
[image: ]


My Family

________

It's simple. I love you.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Prologue


[image: ]


There is only one happiness in this life, to love and be loved. — George Sand
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The slap of gloved fist hitting sweat-soaked skin echoed through the basement of the Bantorus Motorcycle Club. Caiden's opponent hit the canvas in front of Jolene, and she flinched. Ignoring the splattering of sweat landing on her, she jumped up and down, shouting in victory.

The referee counted. Caiden's opponent stayed down on the platform. Eight. Nine. Ten.

Knockout.

In the middle of the ring, the referee lifted Caiden's arm and the crowd of bikers surrounding the platform cheered. Deafened by the noise and rush of bodies pressing in on her, Jolene bounced on her toes and caught Caiden's gaze as he looked for her. He always called her his lucky charm.

Caiden's need to have her by his side was the only reason the biker club would let her in to watch the boxing match. The Bantorus members bet their money on Caiden, and even though she was underage, they wanted their favorite boxer to win.

He'd won the last four Friday night events, and more than anything Caiden wanted to keep winning. The money would be used to buy the abandoned cabin outside of Federal, deep in forestry land, for when Jolene graduated high school. It was their dream to live together, where nobody would bother or judge their relationship.

Caiden motioned his head toward the other side of the ring, wanting Jolene by his side. She squeezed her way between the men surrounding the platform.

Eagerly, she waited ringside while Caiden stepped down and wound his arm around her neck. She hung on to him, not caring about the sweat rolling off his bare chest or the swollen eye. Caiden loved to box, the competition, the physical exertion. He was strong and dedicated.

"We need to get out of here," said Caiden, pushing his way through the room of people.

Alone with him in the hallway, she jumped and wrapped her arms around his neck, her feet dangled off the floor. "Oh, my God. You were so good. Four rounds, Caiden. You knocked your opponent clear out."

He glanced back at the door of the room. His uninjured eye narrowed and he wrapped his gloved hand around her back, holding her to him. "We need to get the winnings and go."

Her feet hit the floor. She straightened her skirt, grabbed onto his glove, and walked with him to the stairs. "We don't have to hurry. I told my parents I was spending the night with Rory. I'll just go home later and tell them Rory got sick and I decided to leave."

"Jo..." Caiden leaned down. "You can't keep lying to your folks about where you're spending time."

"But, I want to be with you. They already said if I hang around you, they'll send me to a private school out of the area." She dragged him forward wanting to forget her parents need to dictate her life to society's whims. "Your mom is working, right?"

"Yeah," he said.

Caiden lived above a rundown bar in town with his mother, who worked downstairs and was never home. If she was in the apartment, she was drunk.

He looked behind him and put his glove up to his mouth and gnawed at the tape. She climbed the narrow stairs behind him, tapping his ass with her hand, excited for him. Caiden tended to be moody, but the wins always put him in a good mood.

On the main floor of the clubhouse, an old silver mine Jolene's deceased great-grandfather owned before she was born that'd closed and later was bought by Bantorus Motorcycle Club, Caiden ripped off one of his gloves and grabbed her hand. She hurried with him to the table where one of the bikers sat with the cashbox.

"Nice fight, Hall." The biker stood and clasped Caiden's hand. "You're up against Rowland next week."

"No problem." Caiden held his gloved hand out in front of him. "Can you cut me out, man. I need to leave."

The biker flicked open a knife and sliced through the tape wound around Caiden's hand. Caiden stuck his glove under his arm and pulled it off. Jolene took his gloves from him, wide awake and pumped on adrenaline despite it being almost midnight.

"Can I get my winnings?" Caiden glanced behind him. A frown marred his already abused face.

Jolene followed his gaze. There was no one else in the room. Everyone was downstairs still.

"Eight hundred big ones. Tonight was the jackpot." The biker slapped a stack of money in Caiden's outstretched hand. "Rest up and put some ice on your eye."

"Yeah, I will." Caiden pressed his hand against Jolene's back. 

The downstairs shouting quieted. Caiden hesitated and looked around. Jolene turned to him. "What's going on down there?"

"Nothing. Let's go." His jaw tightened and he rushed her out the door.

She skipped down the long staircase taking her outside the Cyclone fenced area and to Caiden's car. Tossing his gloves into the backseat, she slid into the car and moved over until she sat in the middle near him. She loved his Impala with the bench seat in front. It meant more time near him, touching him.

Caiden backed out onto the road, flipped his headlights on, and drove away. She rubbed his bare thigh. "You're going to get cold."

"I'm fine." He turned on the radio, blaring Green Day.

She turned the volume down. "Are you okay?"

"Said I was fine."

She half turned, looking at his face. "Your eye?"

"Fine."

"Your hands?" she asked.

"Damn, Jolene." His hands tightened on the steering wheel. "No more questions. I just want to get out of here."

"Okay," she said softly, sinking back against the seat.

His usual high after a win was missing. He drove the rest of the way in silence. Once he found a parking spot in front of the bar off Cedar Street, he turned off the engine and dropped his hands to his lap. She leaned her head onto his shoulder. Over the last year and a half, she'd learned that it was better to leave him alone while he worked through whatever kept him from sharing his thoughts. Eventually, he'd tell her what bothered him.

"I hate this place," he muttered.

"But you're doing something to make a better life for yourself. For us." She gazed at the neon light in the darkened window of the bar. "The way you're winning, you'll be able to buy the cabin in no time."

"It won't be enough. It's never enough. Besides, I don't even know who owns the cabin. They might not want to sell the place."

"You'll find out, and money talks. That's what my dad says," she said.

"Maybe in your world. Not in mine." He exhaled loudly and opened the door. "Let's get upstairs before someone notices you outside."

She slid behind the steering wheel and exited through the driver's door. Tucked under Caiden's arm, she squeezed into the door to the left of the entrance of the bar and walked up the steps to the second story. She held her breath and hurried. If Caiden had no trouble opening the rusty lock on the apartment door, she could manage to hold her breath and get past the worst of the urine odor mixed with old beer smell that lingered in the stairwell.

Caiden pushed open the door and stepped aside, letting her rush inside. She let out her breath and refilled her lungs, turned around, and found him frowning at her.

Self-conscious about being rude about his living conditions, she grabbed his arm. "Let me rub your hands, and then I'll get some ice for your face."

Caiden walked to the ratty couch and plopped down. She sat sideways beside him and gathered his hand in her lap. Rubbing his knuckles, she watched his face for any sign of pain. He stared at her without any expression, always trying to hide his pain and discomfort from her.

Laying his hand back on his thigh, she stepped into the small kitchen and filled a plastic grocery bag with ice cubes from the freezer. Taking her hairband holding her ponytail out of her hair to tie the bag, she returned to his side. She placed the cold pack gently on his face and guided his head down to her lap. Her stomach warmed. She loved taking care of him and looked forward to spending most of the night with him.

He'd usually wait until he calmed down from an event and then take her to his bedroom. She smoothed his hair back from his face. They'd started having sex five months ago. She'd never experienced the level of closeness with anyone but Caiden. 

There were times her feelings for him overwhelmed her. When she was away from him, all she wanted was to see him. She couldn't wait until she graduated, turned eighteen years old, and could be with him all the time.

No one had ever loved her the way Caiden had. Not her parents, who cared about their appearance in front of their rich friends more than her. No matter her grades or accomplishments, she would never be a part of their prestigious life. Not in the way she was Caiden's whole world.

Her parents had a child simply because that was expected, not that they wanted a daughter to love and cherish.

She traced Caiden's broad forehead, gently where his brow bulged from the pounding his face took tonight. Suspecting from his features he was a Norwegian with his high cheekbones, soft gray eyes, and chiseled jaw, she'd once asked him where his ancestors came from, and he'd laughed, claiming he had no grandparents and he was an American.

She loved that about him. To him, life started when he was born. He never worried about pleasing his mom, holding up family traditions, and throwing a long line of generations out to explain who he was to her. Unlike her family who took great pride in who they were and what they'd accomplished. It was one of the reasons why her parents forbid her to see Caiden. According to them, there were too many problems with her including Caiden in her life.

His age. He was five years older than her, and an adult.

His upbringing. He lived above a bar with a single mother.

His education. He'd dropped out of high school and worked at the gas station.

Most of all, Caiden's attitude. He refused to get along with them, and the one time she invited him over before informing her parents about him, he'd told her dad to fuck off when her father interrogated him. While she'd been horrified, she secretly was proud of Caiden for not bending to her parents' ridiculous questions that were none of their business.

"Jolene," said Caiden, grabbing her hand and holding it on his chest.

She leaned down and kissed him softly. "I love you so much."

"Jo, you have to listen to me." He sat up and cupped her face. "You know where I hide the money?"

She nodded. "In your closet, underneath the blanket on your shelf."

"I want you to have the money." His gaze intensified.

She pressed against his hands, shaking her head. "I don't under—"

"Take it and keep it safe for me." He pressed his lips against her mouth.

His kiss took her by surprise through her confusion. She held his hands against her face and opened her mouth. The new onslaught of feelings she'd only come to experience with Caiden quickly swept her away. She trembled and squirmed closer to him.

Caiden pulled on her hair, holding her in front of him. "You need to listen to me. I love you."

"I love you, too." She leaned in to kiss him again, and he stopped her.

"No matter what happens, Jolene, you're mine." Caiden's hold on her head hurt. "Tell me you'll wait for me. That we'll buy our cabin and be together forever."

"What?" Her heart raced. "You're scaring me."

"Promise me," he said, glancing at the door.

"Don't say things like that." Her vision blurred with tears. "I'm right here. I'm never leaving you."

The thought of being away from him filled her with panic. Her stomach tightened and pained her.

"Listen, I've got a bad feeling," he said, his hands shaking. "It didn't feel right."

"What didn't feel right?"

"The hit." He swallowed, and his Adam's apple bobbed. "Chapman's face when he went down. Something isn't right."

She recognized the man's name he competed against tonight in the ring. "What do you mean?"

He'd rushed her away from the clubhouse, she hadn't seen anything wrong. His opponent went down the way others have when they'd gone up against Caiden. She'd gotten used to seeing men punch each other. Caiden always acted happy after an event.

Except, tonight, he lacked the usual high he got from boxing.

Police sirens invaded the quiet of the apartment. Caiden shook her. "Jolene, promise me you'll wait for me."

"O-okay." She found herself falling back on the couch when he let her go and stood.

"You'll wait. We'll get married. I swear on my life, Jolene. Everything I've promised you will come true. You're mine. That's not going to change." Caiden grabbed a sweatshirt off the chair by the window and pulled it over his head. "Trust me. Don't listen to your parents. You know there's no one else for me, but you. Tell me you believe me."

The sirens shut off. In the silence of the room, Jolene stood, wringing her hands. "Why are you getting dressed?"

"I need to get out of here." His gaze flashed around the room in a panic.

She stepped toward him. "Where are we going?" 

Caiden hooked her neck, bringing her closer and kissed her hard, and said, "Trust me, okay?"

"Yes, I trust you." She grabbed his arm when he stepped away.

He ripped his sweatshirt out of her grasp and rushed to the window. "Don't ever give up on me."

She started crying. "Caiden?" 

He opened the window leading out to the emergency fire escape and hesitated. He gazed back at her. "Jo..."

The door to the apartment banged open. She jumped in fright.

"Police. Put your hands up." Two policemen aimed their pistols at Caiden.

Caiden straightened and continued to gaze at her without paying any mind to the officers who approached him. She stepped toward him, and he shook his head, stopping her.

"Caiden Hall, you're under arrest for the murder of Logan Chapman." The cop yanked Caiden's arm behind his back.

Murder?

Caiden?

The officer handcuffed Caiden and pushed him past Jolene. She pivoted, speechless, shocked, scared. He'd been with her, and before that at Bantorus Motorcycle Club boxing. She covered her mouth. Chapman was his opponent. He'd been knocked out. He wasn't dead.

"Caiden?" She rushed to the door and held on to the wall.

He gazed over his shoulder. "Promise me, Jolene," he shouted.

She nodded and mouthed, "Promise."
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If you love someone, set them free. If they come back they're yours; if they don't they never were. —Richard Bach

––––––––
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Puffs of cottonwood seeds fell to the hardwood floor in the kitchen. Jolene set the box on the counter and leaned over to pick up the fluffy white seeds, and her movement sent them floating along the surface and under the dishwasher.

She straightened, unable to worry about a few of nature's wonders getting lost for years until one day she replaced the dishwasher and found a next of questionable items. Living in Northern Idaho on the edge of Federal Forestry land, she'd soon have bits of dirt, pine needles, and pollen hiding in the nooks and crannies of her new house.

New to her, but old. 

The abandoned cabin had always been her dream to own, and she finally achieved another goal she'd set for herself.

She inhaled deeply in satisfaction and removed the pots from the box. It took her four months to pay to have the repairs done to the roof and new appliances installed before she could move from Colorado back to Idaho, where she'd grown up. For as long as she remembered, the cabin had sat vacant. She'd assumed it was used for hunting or maybe for a group of men who enjoyed spending a couple weeks in the mountains on their snowmobiles.

The location was perfect for her to work from home. She had shows booked for the next two years and needed the solitude and the time to create her new jewelry line.

Putting the last pot in the cabinet, she carried the empty box outside and dropped it on the porch. She stomped on the cardboard, flattening all sides, and added it to the pile that would go to the recycling center. After three days of unpacking, she had everything in its place and her workroom set up.

All she needed was food for her kitchen. 

Hating to cook, she went inside and grabbed her purse. She'd tackle shopping tomorrow. Tonight, she'd go into town to eat. She was dying for a Reuben sandwich and a hot fudge sundae that she'd seen advertised in the window of a small bar when she'd visited the realty office.

Halfway to her car, she remembered her phone she'd left in the house. Hurrying back inside, after searching three rooms, she found the cell in her back pocket. She hated carrying the thing but there was no landline to the cabin, and with a show last week, she wanted to be available to the gallery owner in case any details were needed.

In the car, she gazed back at her house and smiled until the long gravel driveway took her out of view. She never thought she'd come back to Federal, but she'd reached the time where she wanted to take her career to a new level, and she found herself wanting to move back where she became the most motivated. On a whim, she contacted a local realtor in the area to find and approach the owner of the cabin with an offer.

The day the acceptance came, she let herself get excited. Now that her parents were living in Arizona, she could finally return to her home state without having them influence her life. She looked forward to living remotely and concentrating on her work.

It'd been twenty years since she graduated high school and moved away. People have come and gone in Federal, it wasn't like anyone would remember her unless she used her family name. But, she bought the house and opened the bank account under her artist name.

Jolene Shayne was long gone. She was simply Jo Smyth. The reclusive jeweler.

She turned the volume up on the stereo, shut the air conditioner off in the car, and lowered the window. Inhaling deeply, she let the clean, pine-scented air, rejuvenate her after a long day of unloading boxes.

A soft beep sounded, and the gas tank sensor flashed red on the dash. Slowing down in case that helped save gas, she headed straight to the gas station on the edge of town. Pulling in beside the pump, she stopped the car and found her debit card in her purse.

One step out of the car, she groaned. Her gas tank was on the other side of the vehicle. Glancing around, she exhaled and slid back into the driver's seat and turned the car around. Thankfully, no other customers were around to witness her mistake. She'd only had the car for a month, deciding she'd need an all-wheel drive to handle the snow. Winter came fast, and Northern Idaho was known for having snow for at least half the year. She'd need the reliable transportation to make it back and forth to town.

After sliding her debit card through the reader, she put the nozzle in her car and stepped back to let her tank fill. To her right, Federal Inn still used their old billboard to welcome specific guests for their stay. Apparently, the Starlight Festival was this upcoming weekend. She'd need to get her shopping done tomorrow and make sure she stayed out of town for the duration.

To her left, the North Fork river flowed, leaving town, and disappeared under the interstate. She crossed her arms and brought her attention back to the dollar sign growing higher on the pump. As long as she made a conscious effort to forget her previous life in Federal, she'd be fine. All she had to do was look for the changes. Like...she peered past the Inn. The tree in front of the library was twice as big, and the mural on the side of the high school had changed.

No doubt, Mr. Granger, the principal, was dead. He was ancient when she was in school.

The nozzle clicked off. She removed the hose from the tank and screwed on her gas cap. Brushing off her hands, she waited for the receipt to come out and found the read-out display telling her to go inside and see the cashier.

Her stomach growled. Grabbing her purse out of the car, she walked around the bumper and pushed through the front door. A bell jingled.

"I'll be right with you, honey," said a female voice.

Jo looked around the small convenience gas station, not seeing the woman who'd spoken. She grabbed two Ice Cube chocolate pieces out of the container and laid them on the counter, then dug a dollar out of her purse.

"Sorry about the wait." A slender woman wearing a red apron walked behind the counter. "It's delivery day, so when I get a break from the rush of customers, I like to stock the shelves."

Jo smiled and pushed the chocolate toward the cashier. "I'd like to get these, and I filled my car up with my debit card and the pump said to come in here for my receipt."

The woman sighed. "Let me ring you up, and then I'll get your receipt. The tech that keeps our equipment running is due in the morning to fix the problem. Most people don't want a receipt, so..."

"Sorry, but I do need a receipt." Jo grabbed her candy and her penny change and tossed everything in her purse. "Tax purposes."

The woman picked up the phone and turned her back toward Jolene. "Hey, I need a receipt for pump two."

Jo stepped away from the counter and looked over the selection of beef jerky, pondering if she bought three or four sticks it would count for dinner, and she could skip eating in town. Her personal quota on dealing with people for the week already met, she could go home and separate the garnets that were delivered yesterday. She'd put off opening the package, knowing once she got a glimpse, she'd spend all night peering at what would soon turn into perfection once she cut and polished the gemstones.

The cashier opened a carton of cigarettes and proceeded to put the packs above her head in the dispenser. Jo tapped her foot and looked out the door. How long could it take to print out a receipt?

She walked back to the counter, set her purse down, and took out a business card and a pen. "Never mind about the receipt. I'll just write down how much I spent and get out of your hair."

Her accountant was going to chew her out. A stickler for proper tax deductions, Jane Carrows, wanted receipts, framed and signed, when dealing with the IRS.

"Oh, here he is with your receipt," said the cashier, pointing behind Jolene.

Jolene turned around, reached out, and froze. She couldn't hear, breathe, think. Imploding inside, her muscles lost their fight or flight tendencies. Maybe the man holding the receipt wouldn't recognize her.

She barely recognized him. Gasping, she swallowed her shock. That wasn't true.

He was different.

He was bigger.

He was more intense.

He had a beard with some gray.

But, it was her Caiden. Caiden Hall. The man who she'd lost her virginity to and had changed her life forever. The man who'd gone to prison for murder when she was at her happiest. The man she hadn't seen in twenty years and had thought about every day since.

Wearing a pair of Levis that hugged his solid thighs, a flannel shirt that was unbuttoned one too many holes to be considered appropriate, Caiden stood in front of her looking right through her with stormy, gray eyes that gave nothing away. 

Cold.

Impersonal.

Hers.

"You either want the receipt, or you don't." Caiden held the piece of paper between his index and middle finger.

His gaze challenged her, dared her, mocked her. She reached blindly behind her, grabbed her purse, and walked out the door without her receipt.

She fell into her car, started the engine, and gunned the accelerator. The next thing she was aware of was pulling to a stop in front of the cabin. She stared out the windshield. Caiden Hall.

He was supposed to be long gone. What was he doing back in Federal?
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To be angry is to revenge the faults of others on ourselves. — Alexander Pope

––––––––
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Jo Smyth.

17B Black Bear Road

(208)659-0011

Caiden tapped the business card Jolene left behind at the gas station against his thigh. He would've recognized her anywhere. She hadn't changed, and yet the expression on her face was new. It was one he'd never been given before.

A mix between fear and shock, she'd gawked at him.

He kicked the desk, shoving it halfway across the room and slipped the business card into his pocket with the receipt Jolene refused to take from him. He couldn't face her yet, but he also couldn't stop thinking about her. He had so many questions.

Grabbing his jacket, he left through the back door of the gas station. Texting Kurt Ramchett, president of Bantorus Motorcycle Club and a longtime mentor in the boxing ring, Caiden got in his truck and drove out of town, knowing instead of going to Kurt, he should go home and go to bed.

But, he was wired.

After spending ten years in prison for involuntary manslaughter, there was only one man willing to face him in the boxing ring whenever he showed up needing to let off steam. Though many men had gone against him in the ring since his release when he was in control and could handle himself. Money was a great motivator and for other boxers, facing Caiden gave them bragging rights, even when they lost.

They all wanted to be the man who beat Hall, the murderer. Ten years in prison had given him time to make a name for himself. It beat the boredom and kept the different gangs away from him. When he walked out of the state penitentiary, everyone working the underground boxing ring already knew him by reputation. He'd paid his time for killing Logan Chapman, but others remembered. Even those who hadn't witnessed the punch knew what had happened by the talk going around town. The talk that continued to follow him for the last twenty years.

Those rumors tempted most men. A week after his release, he'd found himself living in a motel room wondering what he was going to do with only twenty bucks in his wallet. Fast money turned into wanting more in his life. He saved his winnings, bought a couple houses to use as rentals for extra income, and then bit the bullet and purchased the gas station in town. He no longer needed to put on the boxing gloves to make money.

Today's visit to the clubhouse was for him.

He parked outside the Cyclone fence surrounding the Bantorus MC clubhouse, lifted his chin at the prospect manning the gate, and jogged up the stairs and opened the door. He couldn't shake the sight of Jolene standing shell-shocked in front of him. Even more, the blood in his veins ran hot, because she hadn't returned to the station knowing he was there.

She hadn't returned to Federal ten years ago when he was released.

She hadn't held up her part of the promise he'd made her give twenty years ago.

Kurt stood from the couch, leaving his MC brothers and the conversation, and headed toward Caiden. In the president's steely eyes, he recognized understanding. "Follow me."

Caiden took the stairs as Kurt flipped on the lights. He rubbed his knuckles. Adrenaline pounded inside of him, and he lost his normal focus the second Jolene's eyes had collided with his.

"Want to tell me what's going on?" Kurt removed his Bantorus vest, his shirt, and swung open the locker, throwing Caiden a pair of practice gloves and headgear.

Caiden swept his hair back and put on the protection. "I need to think things out."

"Let's get to it then." Kurt bent at the waist and entered the ring.

Older than Caiden by fifteen years, Kurt started in the ring at a young age, fought his way through the underground and the legal boxing events while starting a charter of the Bantorus Motorcycle Club. Size wise, Kurt matched him height and weight. He was the only man Caiden believed could kick his ass.

Caiden slipped on his gloves. The thinner padding only protected his knuckles. Unlike the regulation gloves that he'd worn when he killed Chapman, he'd need to force himself to stay in control. The added struggle helped calm him. His focus centered, he remained responsible for Kurt's life, and vice versa. Both of them could kill someone with the right hit.

Placing the mouth guard between his teeth, Caiden bounced on his toes and sparred lightly with Kurt. The tension in his neck eased, and he rotated his shoulders. Keeping his hits to Kurt's body, he traded jabs. Each punch precise, calculated, and expected, while he let his thoughts out.

Jolene never even spoke to him. She stood in front of him after twenty years, and couldn't fucking open her mouth.

His body warmed. "One, two's."

"Got it." Kurt shifted, putting his left arm up higher.

Jab. Swing and hit.

Caiden grunted at the impact from Kurt's upper punch, nodding his head. His energy went to the combat. The sting. The pain. 

Ten minutes later, Kurt's glove slid off Caiden's sweat soaked upper body. Warmed and ready to move to the next level, Caiden dropped his hands and asked, "Full?"

"Whatever you need." Kurt changed his stance.

Caiden swayed. "You take it."

The first facial hit came, and Caiden remained loose, absorbing the impact. He returned the same to Kurt. Trusting each other, they went back and forth with a one, two, three hit, setting into a rhythm. One wrong move and he could do damage. He could kill. He could go back to prison.

Prison, where he'd never see Jolene again.

He punched Kurt in the face, and before his arm came back, he took a hit that whipped his head hard to the right. Inhaling through his nose, he tasted blood at the back of his throat. Kurt never hesitated, giving Caiden what he needed.

Kurt hit, hooked, jabbed.

Caiden pummeled him back. His second wind came. Jolene hadn't even visited him after his trial. He'd asked his mom about her, and she refused to tell him anything more than Jolene had moved on with her life.

Moved on without him. She'd promised to stay with him.

Kurt dropped his hands and spit out his mouth guard. "Enough."

"Come on. Let's keep going." Caiden bounced on his toes. "You can go five more minutes."

"You're through." Kurt took off his gloves and removed his headgear.

Caiden spit out the guard, flung off his gloves, and ripped off his gear. Hyped and still ready to pound flesh, he walked the perimeter of the ring to cool down. Jolene had fucking promised him she'd belong to him. Ten fucking years, he waited for her every time the guard announced visitors for other inmates. She never showed.

"Say the word, and I can put you back in the ring on Friday if you need to get yourself back under control." Kurt slid through the ropes and grabbed two beers out of the fridge against the far wall. He returned to Caiden.

Boxing took discipline. It was a sport that he'd leaned on while trying to stay in school and struggling with growing up poor and realizing he was treated differently because of where he lived, who his mother was, and his attitude hadn't help matters.

"No, I'm done boxing for money." Caiden opened the beer and tipped the bottle back.

"Your control slipped today. That's why I stopped you." Kurt leaned his forearms against the top rope.

Caiden flexed his fingers. "Only with you."

"Damn." Kurt huffed a noise that came as close to a laugh as he ever gave. "I am the one who taught you and let you work me over."

Since the age of sixteen when Caiden got caught stealing a car for a joy ride and ended up doing community service, he realized his need to catch a high had to stop, or he'd end up in jail. Kurt picked him up the next day standing on the corner by the bar and brought him to the ring. Then, he'd promptly got his ass handed to him. Alone with the president of the motorcycle club, he'd had his first lesson on the proper way to take out his anger in the basement of the Bantorus clubhouse.

"She's here," said Caiden. "Stood right in front of me at the gas station."

Kurt lifted his chin in interest and remained silent. 

Caiden ran his hand across his jaw. "I expected her to be here waiting after I got out of prison. Every morning, I'd wake up and hope today was the day she came back. It's been twenty fucking years since I've seen her, and last week she came into the station and never said a word. Just turned her back on me."

When he went to prison at twenty-two years old, he was looking at fifteen years. He got released at the age of thirty-two for good behavior. That was only because Kurt had contacted the president of Moroad Motorcycle Club and asked them to help. Most of the freedom riders in Moroad were inside the prison and had ways to make things happen —like an early release. Without their help, his sentence would've been longer.

"I take it you're talking about the young girl you were seeing before you got arrested." Kurt widened his stance and folded his arms. "Jolene."

"Yeah, that's her."

He'd spent the first thousand dollars he'd earned after his release to hire a private detective. All he'd received were the basics on her. Her name, which she'd changed. Hell, he thought she'd gotten married. She lived in Colorado and sold jewelry. The night he received the information, Kurt had found him at home passed out with a six-inch gash running across his forehead and into his hair.

He'd gone into a rage believing she belonged to someone else and couldn't remember what had happened. Except he'd trashed the motel room.

"She changed her fucking name on everything. Jo Smyth. That's not who she is." Caiden slipped between the ropes and stopped beside Kurt. "It's not her."

"People change," said Kurt.

"Not Jolene." He grabbed his shirt and pulled it over his head.

Kurt uncrossed his arms. "What are you going to do?"

"Nothing. That woman was not my Jolene." He shook his head. "I need to get going. Thanks for the ring time."

"Anytime. Take care of yourself," said Kurt.

Caiden left the clubhouse, got into his truck, and drove away into the night. The wind came through the open window cooling him down. Working off the overload of energy failed to stop him from thinking about Jolene.

He wanted her to hurt, too. He wanted to witness her downfall and stand back and do nothing. He wanted her to feel the pain of not having one fucking person in her life.

Racing away from his thoughts, he automatically turned off the county road onto Black Bear Road. He'd traveled the same path many times starting at the age of sixteen when he'd discovered the hunting cabin.

The log house came into view of his headlights. He gripped the steering wheel and pushed his foot down on the accelerator. The speedometer hit forty, forty-five, fifty miles per hour. At the last moment, he turned the wheels and slid to a stop, missing the front steps to the porch by a foot.

Before his anger consumed him, he swung open the car door and stalked up to the porch of Jolene's cabin. The whole place was lit up with lights inside. He rapped his knuckles on the window in the wooden door. She needed curtains. He could see all over the inside of the place.

The forest green couch in front of the fireplace. The wooden table off the kitchen. His gaze zeroed in on a pair of shoes ten feet from the door, scattered as if she'd kicked them off in a hurry.

He knocked again louder and peered closer inside. Her purse was on the table, tipped, with the contents spilled out. The Jolene he knew would never leave her things thrown about. She was a neat freak. He turned the door handle before he could think about what he was doing and found it unlocked. She lived out in the wilderness without a neighbor in sight. It was dark. Why the hell wasn't her door locked?

He stepped inside. The silence only accelerated his heartbeat. He walked through the great room to the master bedroom and looked inside. There were no bed, dresser, or clothes in the room. Only tables against two walls and shelves holding plastic organizers.

She must make her jewelry in the room. That's what her business card had on it. A jeweler.

He walked to the next room and found Jolene curled on the bed fully clothed, minus her shoes. Not saying a word, he stepped around the bed to look at her face. She slept, unaware of him inside the cabin.

For the first time in twenty years, he stared unabashedly at the woman who'd ripped out his heart. God, she was beautiful.

Thick hair in the warmest of browns it almost looked auburn in the sunshine. Slender hips he used to steer with his hands and full breasts he could stare at all day. She had a way of carrying herself that always turned him on. Her upbringing with all the rules about how to dress, how to act, how to never show her emotions gave her a stuck-up disposition until he'd coax her out of paying attention to those around her and she let loose, being who she wanted to be.

He stepped closer and stopped. Her mascara had dried underneath her eyes in abused tracks. He uncurled his fists and picked up the blanket at the foot of her bed. Covering her up, he forced himself to leave her room.

By the dining room table, he removed the receipt and her business card she'd left behind at the gas station and set the two items on the surface. Then, he walked out of the cabin, locking the door behind him. She deserved every tear she shed.
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CHAPTER 3
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Jealousy is the tie that binds, and binds, and binds. — Helen Rowland

––––––––
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Of all the places for the public parking spot to be in Federal, it had to be across from the gas station. Jolene paced in front of her car. With only a river and a road between her and where Caiden worked, her paranoia had her twitching worse than a drug addict on a three-day cleanse.

It wasn't her imagination playing overtime. He'd been in her house. A place where she sought solitude, privacy, and safety. And, Caiden had walked in and left her receipt on the table, and she suspected he'd covered her with a blanket, too. Unless she'd gotten cold during the night and couldn't remember covering herself.

She peered up at Interstate 90 running above the town, willing Casey to arrive. The moment her distributor came, she'd lead him out to the cabin. The only reason she was meeting him here was because Casey would never find her place. Putting her address in the GPS of her car led her in the opposite direction, and she feared he'd get lost in the forest if left on his own.

Holding her phone in front of her, she pretended to look at the screen to study the gas station. Was Caiden inside?

She'd driven around the block and checked out the four cars that were parked behind the building before parking in the lot. Not knowing what kind of car, truck, motorcycle Caiden owned, her spying got her
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