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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Lindsey

       

      “Thildy!”

      She whips her head around, smiling, just as she tosses the bouquet of wildflowers over her shoulder. Beautiful, radiant, and so happy it makes my teeth ache just looking at her. I depress the shutter button, immortalizing this moment along with all the others I’ve snapped today.

      Mathilde Wagner, now Katz, I guess, since she officially became Benjamin’s wife about two hours ago.

      I met Thildy in college where she’d been my roommate for about two seconds before quickly becoming my best friend. It’s hard not to love Thildy, who is probably the sunniest, most effervescent person I know. She’s a flower child, an environmentalist, a vegetarian, and believes in the principles of sustainable living. In short, she’s a granola, and my absolute opposite. I like my meat, my car, my conveniences, and other than recycling my garbage and buying organic—when I remember to—I’m afraid I don’t put enough time or effort into preserving the environment.

      Thildy gently tries to correct my disposable habits from time to time, while I occasionally try to lure her to the dark side with a trip to Denver’s Cherry Creek Shopping Center. Not that any of it matters, our friendship—unlikely as it may appear—has been solid since we first met thirteen or so years ago.

      That’s not to say it hasn’t been a challenge, especially these past years since I’ve moved back to Durango. Or maybe I should say, since I ran home to Durango, because that’s basically what I did. Life as I knew it here in Denver blew up in my face, and everything and everyone I knew—including Thildy—had been part of that life, which is what put a strain on our friendship.

      Thildy had continued to nurture our relationship with kind messages, sweet cards, and occasional phone calls when it was hard for me. So when she informed me she and Benjamin were finally tying the knot in a simple ceremony and she’d love for me to be part of her special day, I felt it was high time for me to pull my weight.

      As promised, the wedding is a small affair, in line with Ben and Thildy’s lifestyle which is no muss, no fuss. She looks like a pixie wearing a simple, vintage slip dress in a buttery silk and a halo of wildflowers in her hair, while Ben wears gray slacks and suspenders over a simple white dress shirt. My friend’s sister, Hannah, stood up for her, and Benjamin’s father did the same for him, keeping it all in the family.

      I’d been honored when the couple asked me to memorialize their event with lively, candid pictures, rather than the standard posed portraits, even though I was well aware the request had a dual purpose. As sweet as she is, Thildy is no fool and knew exactly what she was asking of me.

      Photography had been a serious hobby of mine since high school, one I’d hoped one day could perhaps morph into something more. It had been another dream quashed in the shambles my life had descended into before I finally reached my breaking point. Asking me to dust off my camera had been my friend’s not so gentle challenge to reclaim those parts of me I’d lost along the way. It had taken some convincing—on her part—and a few assurances, for me to accept both her invitation and challenge.

      Over the past ten minutes most of the guests have left. Those remaining, mainly family members, are starting to take down the decorations in the barn. The Wagner family farm was the perfect venue for their minimalist wedding. It had felt a bit awkward at first, seeing Thildy’s family again after basically disappearing years ago, but I shouldn’t have worried, I was greeted as if I’d just seen them last week. No uncomfortable mentions of a time or person I’d prefer not to be reminded of.

      “Okay, that’s enough,” Thildy tells me as she walks my way after saying goodbye to a couple of friends.  “Put that camera away, I’ve barely had a chance to talk to you.”

      “You were kinda busy getting married,” I point out dryly. “Besides, I have a job to do.”

      “Right now, your job is to have a drink with the bride before she takes off for the islands,” she counters.

      Ben and Thildy’s idea of a honeymoon is a two-week volunteer stint with a sustainable agriculture project in the Galapagos Islands. An all-inclusive resort in the Caribbean or maybe a chance to see Europe would be more my speed for a honeymoon, but to each their own. I know Thildy has been looking forward to this trip.

      “Fine,” I concede with a smile. “Just for a minute though, if I want to catch my flight.”

      “You know, you could grab the first one out tomorrow morning and crash here,” she tries to cajole me into changing my mind.

      “I really can’t. Work is crazy busy right now,” I explain again. “I can’t leave Mom in the lurch.”

      My mother has a busy law practice and I’m her office manager/legal assistant. Mom isn’t getting any younger, and since she got a warning from her doctor last month her blood pressure was way too high, I’ve been trying to relieve her from as much of her load as I can.

      “Fine,” Thildy grumbles, “But Ben is already grabbing us some blueberry wine.”

      I try not to wince. I’ve tried her blueberry wine and to me it tastes like Kool-Aid on steroids, it wouldn’t be my first choice, but it’s her pride and joy so I say nothing. Instead, I sit beside my friend, who flopped down on one of the hay bales and is in the process of kicking off her shoes. She stretches her legs out in front of her and wiggles her toes.

      “God, that feels good.”

      “I told you to wear your Birkenstocks,” I remind her.

      Her ‘something borrowed’ was a pair of her sister’s high-heeled shoes. Not a smart choice for someone whose regular footwear is heelless.

      “I know, but these looked pretty under my dress.”

      I shake my head and bend down to tuck my old Nikon in its protective camera bag.

      “Oh shit,” Thildy hisses right before I hear Ben call out an apology.

      “I’m sorry, I tried to stop him.”

      Without looking up and before the sound of his voice reaches me, I already know who decided to make an appearance.

      “I couldn’t miss my favorite cousin’s wedding now, could I?”

      The sound of his voice elicits a physical reaction, and I have to struggle to keep the delicious field-to-table wedding dinner down. When I raise my head, I catch Thildy’s look of apology. She’d assured me he was supposed to be in Lima, Peru for work at least another month and wouldn’t be around for the nuptials.

      I shouldn’t be surprised; I remember very well Galen’s habit of not being where he’s supposed to be.

      The first time I met him was when I was invited to celebrate Thanksgiving at the Wagner family farm. Mom had been up to her eyeballs in a trial at the time and encouraged me to accept the invitation. It was a large family gathering, but Thildy’s older, suave cousin caught my attention right away.

      I have to admit, I’ve always been drawn to shiny things, and Galen was no exception. Unfortunately, by the time I discovered what all that luster and glitter was covering up, I was in so deep, I couldn’t see a way out. Not without extracting myself from the family I’d grown close to and distancing myself from my best friend, who doesn’t even know the half of it.

      But that was years ago, and I’m a different person now. Maybe this is a good opportunity to prove to him—or maybe even myself—he no longer has the hold on me he once did. A chance for me to dislodge that monkey from my back once and for all.

      Determined, I twist my body to face him, carefully neutralizing my expression.

      “Galen, this is a surprise.”

      “Lindsey, what an unexpected pleasure to find you here. You look even more breathtaking now,” he gushes, picking up my hand to brush my knuckles with his smug lips.

      I fight the urge to grimace or pull away as he scrutinizes me closely with his penetrating eyes. It’s what he would expect me to do, the reaction he’s hoping for. He feeds on seeing me shaken and unbalanced, it makes him feel powerful, and in the past few years I’ve done little to rob him of that misconception.

      That will stop now. It’s time for me to show him the only person who controls me is me.

      The moment he releases my hand I get to my feet, slipping the strap of my camera bag over my shoulder.

      “That’s kind of you.” I smile and nod at him, before dismissively turning my back to address Thildy. “I’m going to have to get a rain check on that blueberry wine.”

      “Please don’t run off on my behalf,” the asshole says behind me.

      “On your behalf?” I look over my shoulder at him, raising my eyebrow as high as it’ll go. “Why on earth would I do that?” I follow my words up with a patronizing smile as I shake my head. “As I mentioned to Thildy, I have a flight to catch.”

      He’s not that easy to shake off though, and quickly plasters on a smile. “Perfect, I’ll give you a ride.”

      The moment I feel his hand grab a firm hold of my arm, I rip it free, dropping my camera bag in the process.

      “I don’t think so, I’ll get myself there,” I respond, distractedly rubbing my arm as a sudden rage has me continue. “And just to be clear, I revoked your license to put your hands on me without invitation years ago. Not that you had the right then, but I will not hesitate to call the police and have you charged with physical assault if you try again. Are we clear?”

      He narrows his eyes on me and in their glare I recognize the sociopath he manages to hide so well, but his lips draw into a smile as he lifts his hands innocently.

      “Still a little dramatic, are we?” he sneers, probably more for the benefit of our small audience. “I do believe you’re overreacting a bit. The police? Really?”

      I force a smile on my own face to hide the anger coursing through me.

      “Oh, most definitely the police. And I’d be doing you a favor because you really don’t want a run-in with my boyfriend, or his brothers, if he finds out you had your hands on me.”

      I’m not sure what prompted me to lie like that—or what caused the image of a certain arrogant biker to pop into my head as the words tumbled from my mouth—but although the boyfriend part is pure fiction, the rest of it is the truth. By merit of my mother’s marriage to a member of the Arrow’s Edge MC, I am, for all intents and purposes, part of the family.  With the security of the club at my back, I manage to turn a reassuring smile to a shell-shocked Thildy, who looks as confused as I’m sure she feels. I don’t doubt she has a question or two, but for now I want to get out of here.

      “I hope you guys have an amazing time,” I tell her as I pull her into a tight hug. “We’ll talk when you get back.”

      Her arms close round me, squeezing hard.

      “Yes, we most definitely will,” she mumbles.

      I have a feeling I won’t be able to avoid sharing more than I’d ever intended to about what happened between Galen and me with my best friend. It’s going to crush her.

      Without another glance at Galen, I rush through my goodbyes for Ben and the rest of the family before finally climbing into my little rental car. I drop my head back, close my eyes briefly, and blow out a big breath, when a sharp knock on the driver’s side window has me shoot upright in my seat.

      He’s peeking in, a smarmy grin on his face as he holds up my camera bag.

      I lower my window because I’ll be damned if I open the door.

      “You forgot something.”

      “I see that.”

      I reach out but he moves the bag out of my reach.

      “Everything okay?”

      I glance beyond Galen and see Thildy’s father coming toward us.

      “It’s fine, Uncle Eli,” Galen quickly replies. “Lindsey just forgot something, that’s all.”

      With that smirk still on his face, he hands over my bag. As soon as I have it in my hands, I toss it onto the passenger seat, close my window, and start the car. I manage to smile and wave goodbye to Mr. Wagner before I steer my rental down the driveway.
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        * * *

      

      It’s not until I’m sitting at the gate, waiting for my delayed flight home, that the full scope of what just happened hits me and I have to clench my hands in fists to stop the shaking, but at the same time, a little smile pulls at the corner of my mouth.

      A delayed reaction.

      Considering I hadn’t been prepared to face off with the man I ran from four and a half years ago, I didn’t do too bad. At the very least I showed him he no longer holds dominion over me, and that feels damn good.

      I drain the Starbucks coffee I grabbed on my way to the gate and look for a garbage bin to dispose of it. I spot one between the men’s and women’s restrooms and get to my feet. It’s probably not a bad idea to use the facilities while I can.

      Grabbing my camera bag and my carry-on suitcase, I start heading toward the bathrooms, narrowly avoiding a collision with a man in a suit barreling past me. I clutch a hand to my chest, still a little jumpy I guess, but it’s just another businessman hurrying to catch his flight. Except I notice this guy diving into the men’s room. I guess catching a plane wasn’t his reason for urgency. Still, I check the hallway carefully before I resume my trek.

      To my surprise, the ladies’ room isn’t busy at all. No lineup, and I end up rolling my luggage into one of the larger stalls so I can quickly change. If I have to hang around the airport for a while, I’d rather do it in something more comfortable than the dress I wore for the wedding.

      Feeling much better in a pair of joggers, my favorite “Nope, Not Today” T-shirt, and my comfy new Zenni sneakers, I wheel my carry-on out of the bathroom, only to have someone forcefully plow into me. My stuff goes flying and I land on my ass on the ground.

      With a nose full of ripe man sweat, I panic and struggle to extricate myself from a tangle of limbs. Scrambling back, I press myself against the wall only to realize it wasn’t Galen who took me to the floor—as I half expected—but the guy I saw running down the hallway earlier.

      “I’m sorry,” he mumbles, lifting his hands defensively.

      Then he suddenly jumps to his feet and takes off, leaving me sitting on the floor, surrounded by the contents spilling from the busted zipper on my luggage. I guess I’ll have to clean it cup myself.

      Great. Another prime example of an asshole. I swear I attract them.

       “Are you okay?”

      An elderly lady stops and looks at me with concern.

      “I’m fine,” I reassure her as I get my feet under me and push up from the floor, glad to find all my parts still in working order, although my ass feels a little tender.

      “Let me help you,” she offers.

      She’s already bending down to pick up my purse, which thankfully hung on to its contents. Something that can’t be said for my camera bag, which has spilled contents all over the floor. Embarrassed when I notice I’m drawing attention, I rush to shove my camera, batteries, lenses, and memory cards back in the bag. Taking my purse from the woman, I thank her and hustle back to my spot at the gate, eager to escape the curious looks.

       The flight is blessedly short, a little over an hour, but because of the delay, it’s still almost midnight before we land in Durango. Mom was supposed to pick me up—her vehicle is in the shop and I let her borrow mine while I was away—but I already shot her a text I’d be late and would grab a cab or an Uber from the airport. I got her standard thumbs-up in response.

      I’m cranky, tired, and my hip is throbbing from where I hit the ground earlier. It’ll probably be bruised, since the slightest bump will do that, and I limp a little as I make my way through the small terminal to the taxi spot in front. I’m ready for my bed and feel disheartened when I don’t see any taxis waiting.

      With a frustrated groan, I lower myself to the curb and press the heels of my hands against my burning eyes. It’s been a hell of a long day and I’m running on the last of my fumes. The temptation to burst out crying is great, but that won’t get me home and in bed any sooner, so I pull out my phone to order an Uber.

      But before I have a chance to open the app, a dirty, old pickup truck pulls up. I hear a door slam, but I’m blinded by the headlights and can’t see who gets out until I hear an angry voice from the shadows.

      “What the fuck are you thinking, sitting out here in the dark? Jesus, you need a keeper; you don’t have the good sense God gave a goat.”

      Of course, he shows up to witness another low point in my life.

      Angry, I surge to my feet only to yelp at the stabbing pain in my hip. It only makes me madder and I let it fly.

      “You know what? I don’t need you or anyone else, Wapi, so you can fuck right the hell off!”

      With that I grab my belongings and start marching in the opposite direction.

      I don’t get very far.
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      Wapi

       

      I take a few deep breaths to rein in my temper, which seems to flare exclusively in her vicinity.

      I’m normally a pretty laid-back guy, but Mel’s daughter has a tendency to get under my skin. Gorgeous, but way too high maintenance for my tastes, and she has an arrogant attitude about her that rubs me the wrong way.

      Despite all that, I beelined it for the club truck and hauled ass the moment I overheard Paco saying something to Ouray about Lindsey taking a goddamn taxi home from the airport. I was on my way to bed, but I wouldn’t have been able to sleep knowing she’s out there somewhere.

      Hell, the mere mention of her name would’ve been enough to keep me awake half the night. That’s the kind of effect Lindsey Zimmerman has on me, and the reason I raced to the airport to prevent her from getting into a vehicle with some goddamn stranger in the middle of the fucking night.

      “Jesus, you’re a pain in my ass,” I grumble when I catch up with her.

      I unceremoniously take the carry-on suitcase from her hand and grab the strap of the camera bag from her shoulder.

      “Hey,” she yelps, shooting me an angry glare.

      “Everything okay, Miss?”

      I whip my head around to see a security guard wearing a yellow vest advertising that fact closing in on us.

      Great.

      A quick glance at the calculating smirk on Lindsey’s face tells me exactly where her mind is going.

      “Don’t you dare,” I warn her under my breath.

      She only smiles wider before she turns to the guard, whose narrowed eyes are focused on me. She’s enjoying this, knowing damn well the kind of predicament I might find myself in, depending on her next move.

      “I’m fine, thank you,” she tells the guy in a saccharine voice as she pats my chest with her hand. “My brother is a pussycat but can get a little intense when he’s off his meds. Nothing I can’t handle though. Not to worry.”

      Brother, my ass. I don’t know why being labeled as such is more offensive to me than her calling me a pussycat or suggesting I need medicating. I growl my displeasure but still when, instead of removing her hand from my chest, her fingers curl into my shirt.

      The guard’s eyes dart between us before he finally addresses Lindsey, “Well…if you’re sure.”

      She beams at him. “Absolutely.” Then for good measure, she adds, “Really, he’s a powder puff.”

      With one last glare at me, the guard moves back to the terminal. Then Lindsey releases my shirt and brushes past me on her way to the club truck. She’s already buckled up in the passenger seat by the time I’ve tossed her luggage in the back and get behind the wheel.

       “Very funny,” I note, turning the key in the ignition.

      “Oh, it’s not funny at all,” she snaps. “None of this is funny. I am so done with controlling apes suffering from overinflated egos and lack of communication skills. I swear, I’ve had enough.”

      Something tells me I may not be the only “ape” she’s referring to, and that immediately sends up a red flag.

      “Did someone bother you?”

      I swear the question comes from a good place, but I seem to default to this angry snarl when talking to her.

      “Aside from you, you mean?” she lobs right back.

      Damn, no one could mistake Lindsey for meek. The woman can be a snarling cat. Not surprising, considering she was raised by Mel, who has the ability to make grown men shake in their boots. Like mother, like daughter, at least in attitude. In other ways those two couldn’t be more different; Mel is as casual as they come, while her daughter seems snooty and hard to please.

      Although, sneaking a sideward peek at her as I pull out of the airport parking lot, she doesn’t look that high maintenance right now. She has her head dropped back, her hair gathered on top in a haphazard bun, and looks tired, almost weary.

      “Hey,” I prompt in a gentler tone. “Seriously, is there some guy somewhere who needs adjusting?”

      The derisive laugh she barks out is not exactly the lighthearted chuckle I’d been hoping to elicit. She catches my questioning glance and shakes her head.

      “You’ll have to ignore me. What started off as a fun day has dragged on into a royally shitty one I can’t wait to be over. You’re simply the last in a series of questionable surprises.”

      I wince. I’m not sure what else contributed to her shitty day, but I realize I probably didn’t make it any better.

      I’m not normally an asshole, but around Lindsey it’s almost a default mode. I’m also not a complete idiot and recognize I may have a bit of a hang-up when it comes to her. Guilt. Four years ago, she was abducted and got hurt while under my watch. It made me realize I had no business associating with her, no business harboring any kind of feelings for her, no business trying to protect her from the world.

      And yet here I am. Again. It’s an impulse I can’t seem to curb and that ticks me off. Of course, the reality is I’m mad at myself for caring, but it’s easier—and maybe safer—to take it out on her. Not fair, and it only adds to the feelings of guilt eating at me, but it’s become a knee-jerk reaction.

      Still, tonight I feel like I’ve just kicked a hurt puppy and need to apologize.

      “Sorry,” I start gruffly. “For the shitty day and…uh…anything I did to contribute to it.”

      She doesn’t respond for the longest time and I resist glancing at her, focusing on the dark road ahead instead. When she does say something, her voice is so soft I have to strain to hear it.

      “It’s not you. I just need a good night’s sleep.”

      The rest of the drive to her house is silent. I notice her SUV isn’t parked in the driveway when I pull in.

      “Where’s your car?”

      “Mom has it.”

      “Are you gonna need a ride into work in the morning?” I ask as I slip out from behind the wheel.

      “Mom will swing by and pick me up.”

      I pull her suitcase and camera bag from the back seat and follow her to the door of her modest, two-story house, not too far from the college. Her place looks sharp. I know Paco—Lindsey’s stepfather and my club brother—spent some time making some upgrades and doing renovations to the place after Mel moved in with him. He’s also responsible for the cool rock garden in her front yard which, along with the new charcoal-gray color I helped paint the exterior, gives the house a clean, contemporary look.

      I wait for Lindsey to unlock the door, flick on the lights, and disarm the alarm panel in the small entryway. The house has a state-of-the-art security system I know Paco insisted on, but that doesn’t stop me from stepping inside.

      “Wait here.” Realizing that sounded more like an order than a request, I quickly add, “Please.”

      I do a quick scan of the main floor before darting upstairs to check the bedrooms. Satisfied all is secure, I head back down, finding Lindsey already in the kitchen.

      “Feel better?” she asks with a raised eyebrow.

      “Much,” I admit as I catch her stifling a yawn. “I’ll carry your suitcase upstairs and get out of your hair.”

      “That’s okay, just leave it. I have to do laundry tomorrow anyway.”

       She reaches for the clip that is desperately holding together the bun on her head. Her honey-blond hair tumbles down in messy waves, and I know I have to get the hell out of here now.

      Grunting, “Later,” I stride to the front door when I hear her call my name, stopping me with my hand on the knob.

      “Wapi?”

      I glance back to where she remains standing at the kitchen island, her blue eyes, dark with fatigue, fixed on me.

      “Thank you.”

      “No problem,” I rumble, adding, “Lock up behind me,” before I step outside.

      There I pause, waiting for the sound of the lock snapping in place, before I continue to the truck. Once behind the wheel, I take in a deep breath and blow it out loudly. I wonder what the chances are I’ll get any sleep tonight.

      With one last glance at the house, I back out of the driveway and aim the truck toward the clubhouse.
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        * * *

      

       

      Lindsey

       

      “You look like hell.”

      I glare at my mother, who is scrutinizing me without apology, when I get into the passenger seat of my own vehicle.

      “Gee, thanks, Mom. Sorry to disappoint, but this is as good as it gets with only four hours of restless sleep,” I complain, taking a sip from my giant travel mug of life juice. An absolute necessity this morning.

      “Rough night?” she asks, reaching out to tuck a strand of wayward hair behind my ear.

      Both her tone and her gesture more reflective of the motherly concern she didn’t quite manage to convey with her initial observation. That’s my mother though; she has a heart the size of the universe, but zero bedside manner.

      “Very rough,” I confirm, as she backs into the street. “Don’t get me wrong, it was a lovely wedding, I have lots of pictures to show you. Thildy was radiant and Ben was beaming. It wasn’t until after the event things went to shit.”

      “You mean the delay,” Mom states.

      “Well…that was part of it, but I also had to contend with a parade of assholes,” I grumble. “Some idiot bowled me over at the airport, then a snarling Wapi was waiting for me, but leading off the damn parade was the biggest asshole of them all.”

      “Don’t tell me,” Mom snaps, her eyes darting my way. “Wasn’t he supposed to be in Chile or something?”

      “Peru,” I correct her, before indicating for her to keep her eyes on the road.

      As she drives us to the office, I tell her everything that happened last night. I can tell from the way she white-knuckles her hold on the steering wheel from time to time, she’s pissed on my behalf, but she lets me rant, which feels damn good.

      These days I tell my mom just about everything. That wasn’t always the case—not during my rebellious phase or the years I lived in Denver—but she was there when I showed up on her doorstep in Durango. I was at my absolute lowest and Mom turned out to be an amazing listener. However, she didn’t mollycoddle me and didn’t allow me to wallow in self-pity. In fact, she was tough and almost browbeat me into dusting off and getting back on my feet.

      My mother might look a bit flaky—and people often underestimate her as a result—but looks can be deceiving. She is quite formidable and probably the strongest person I know.

       “Is he going to be a problem?”

      I don’t need to ask who she is referring to.

      “I doubt it. To what purpose? He can’t have any doubt I am done with him, so I don’t see what he would stand to gain.”

      “You’d be surprised,” Mom mutters. “Men like him don’t like being made to feel redundant, and by the sounds of it, you made it abundantly clear he is. Stay alert.”

      “I always am, Momma,” I reassure her as she turns into the Arrow’s Edge MC compound.

      I got a text from her before she picked me up this morning, letting me know her SUV was ready for pickup. Since Mom has a trial starting today, and I’m going to have my hands full catching up at the office and running her errands, it’ll be more practical if we each have our own wheels.

      Although it may have been time wasted given my mother’s reaction when she saw me, I may have spent a few extra minutes getting ready, knowing we’d be stopping at the compound. I’m not looking too closely at why I felt the need to do that, but acknowledge a mild buzz of anticipation as I get out of the RAV.

      “Mornin’!”

      Brick steps out of the bay doors of the garage, wiping his hands on a rag.

      “Morning,” I call back as I make my way to where he is waiting.

      “Where’s Mel?”

      “She’s coming.”

      I glance back and see Mom still behind the wheel, talking on her phone. She’s holding up one finger. Then the unmistakable rumble of a motorcycle has me turn toward the gate. The bike rolls through the gate and aims for the other end of the clubhouse, where all the bikes are parked side by side under a roofed overhang.

      Even before he removes his half helmet, I recognize the messy mop of dirty-blond hair. He casually runs a hand through it before he swings a leg over the bike, grabs a bag that was strapped to the back, and starts walking toward the clubhouse. I know he noticed me when he stops abruptly. For a moment my eyes lock with his gray-blue ones, before he ducks his head low and resumes his trek inside.

      That mild buzz of anticipation turns a little sour in my stomach. It’s seven thirty in the morning and pretty obvious he’s only now getting home. Not that it’s any of my business, nor should I care, but as I watch him disappear inside, I feel foolish.

      “Was that Wapi?” Mom asks as she joins me.

      “Was it? I didn’t notice,” I lie.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Wapi 

       

      The clubhouse—which had been quiet when I walked in earlier—is abuzz with activity. Lisa is wrangling the kids, trying to get them fed and ready for the last week of school, something I usually help her with.

      “Fun night?” she asks with a bit of a bite when she catches sight of me.

      “I guess,” I mumble, ducking past her into the kitchen to grab a coffee.

      My night was of a more introspective kind up in the mountains. I couldn’t settle last night when I got back to the clubhouse. I was craving solitude and the big open sky above me, both of which I knew I’d be able to find up on Baldy Mountain.

      As much as I love being in Durango at the clubhouse with my family, I miss the sense of peace and balance I experienced when I was living off the grid in Alaska. Life was simpler, my needs minimal, and the only concern my own survival. It’s been a struggle to find my equilibrium since I’ve been back.

      I’ve been tempted to ride north again, spent some time thinking about it even last night while stretched out on a rock under the stars, but I’m not sure it would settle my restlessness. A lot of that has to do with the woman whose blue eyes looked at me with something close to disappointment just twenty minutes ago outside the clubhouse.

      Lindsey wasn’t the only reason I hit the road back then. I was still messed up after my sister’s body was recovered from the Animas River, where she’d spent the previous twenty years submersed, still strapped in behind the wheel of her car. When you’ve had a traumatic childhood you’ve struggled to overcome, only to find out twenty years later even your fucked-up truth turned out to be a lie, it messes with you.

      Lindsey definitely had been the trigger for my departure but, ironically, she is now the biggest reason holding me here. That’s the clarity I reached after my night of introspection and communication with nature. My need to protect her from the world is greater than the urge to protect her from me. Whether I like it or not, her draw is strong, and rather than try to fight the pull, I intend to see where it might lead us.

      “I’ll take care of those,” I tell Lisa, taking the stack of dishes from her hands as she walks into the kitchen.

      “Actually, if you could grab the boys and do a school run? I’ve gotta take Finn to his dentist appointment.”

      Finn is the youngest of Brick and Lisa’s three grandchildren, who all live with them. Both Brick’s daughter, as well as Lisa’s girl—Ezrah and Kiara’s mother—died way too young. The way Brick and Lisa have forged a tight, cohesive unit, blending two households from different racial backgrounds, is a testament to what Arrow’s Edge is all about; chosen family.

      “Sure. What about Kiara?”

      She’s the only one of the kids currently living at the club compound—other than Finn—who is not yet in high school. This is her last week before she joins the others after the summer break.

      “Lissie is driving Lettie anyway, so she’s going to swing by and pick her up.”

      Yuma and Lissie live just down the road from the club with their two kids. Their son is in his first year of high school and their daughter just started first grade this schoolyear.

      Currently we have only three boys living in the club dorm, but the total number of kids who are part of the greater club family is ever-growing. Not that long ago my brother, Honon, and my friend, Emme, became an instant family when two young kids landed, quite literally, on Emme’s doorstep.

      It’s kind of funny, what was a club of mostly single brothers—who knew how to party hard ten or so years ago—we’ve turned into a collective family affair. Rather than throwing the infamous club parties of the past, we now host mostly PG-rated cookouts. Having never been big on those wild parties, I don’t mind the change of orientation to family. It gives me a sense of belonging I missed growing up.

      “Okay, boys. You have five minutes to grab your shit and get your ass in the van,” I announce as I pass by the dining table, chewing the breakfast sandwich I snatched from the kitchen counter.  

      “You driving?” Booger asks with a bit of an edge, which isn’t unusual for him.

      “That’s the plan. Got a problem with that?”

      I raise an eyebrow as I turn to look at him.

      The other kids gave him that nickname because he constantly sneezes and sniffles as a result of allergies. We would’ve shut it down right away, but the boy embraced that name like a badge of honor, so we left it alone. With a legal name of Frances Puffin, I can’t really blame him, although I’m not sure Booger is much of an improvement.

      He doesn’t answer, but with a dramatic gesture lifts his hands defensively. Billy and Max, his two sidekicks, snicker beside him.

      “Five minutes,” I repeat, as I continue to Ouray’s office in the back.

      Our president is on the phone when I walk in, his dirty boots on his desk.

      “I’ve gotta go,” he tells whoever is on the other end. “And call parking enforcement to come and haul every last vehicle off.”

      “The gym?” I ask when he ends the call.

      Among several other businesses, Arrow’s Edge owns a boxing gym at the north side of town, as well as the yoga studio next to it. For the past few weeks people have been leaving their cars in the parking lot overnight. The occasional one wouldn’t be an issue, but these vehicles all belong to the guests of the motel across the street.

      The owner is having renovations done and two-thirds of his own parking lot is taken up by the contractor with a temporary field office and building supplies. Using our parking lot for overflow wouldn’t have been an issue if the guy had the decency to ask, but he didn’t. There already wasn’t much goodwill on our part since the owner is not a fan of bikers and has repeatedly made that clear with unfounded complaints to the cops.

      Now he’s really pissing us off.

      “Yeah, and Bubba is threatening to grab a few guys and cross the road to flex some muscle, so now I have to worry about him too,” Ouray complains, rubbing his hands over his face. “I don’t have the goddamn patience to deal with this shit today.”

      He drops his boots to the floor and reaches for a big bottle of Tums on his desk. Then he shakes out several in his hand and tosses them in his mouth all at once.

      “I’ll stop by the gym,” I volunteer. “I was just coming in to tell you I’m taking the van today. I have to drop the boys at school and then I was going to pick up those tiles Yuma ordered, but I can do that after.”

      “I’d appreciate that.” He loudly crunches the chewables, adding under his breath, “Fucking reflux.”

      I’m halfway out the door when he calls me back.

      “You and me, we need to talk. A one-on-one at some point this week. Find some time and let me know, yeah?” 

      That sounds a bit ominous.

      I nod, but as I walk through the clubhouse, I wonder why he’d need to talk to me alone. I can’t think of anything, but the not knowing leaves me unsettled.
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        * * *

      

       

      Lindsey

       

      It’s been a crazy morning, but by the time lunch comes along my desk is in pretty decent shape.

      I’m about to head to the courthouse to drop off the report from a child psychologist Mom had been waiting for, and maybe on the way back to the office I’ll pick up a power bowl from Sprouts, my new favorite restaurant. 

      Our client is Brian Dawson, the father of a nine-year-old girl whose newly remarried mother intends to move to Panama with her new spouse and take their daughter with her. It’s a highly contested case in which the judge assigned a guardian ad litem to represent Samantha Dawson after attempts at mediation went south. Since the girl has developmental disabilities, he also ordered a psychologist to assist in determining the best interests of the child. That’s the report we’ve been waiting for, since our client suspects his daughter doesn’t want to go with her mother. According to him, she actively resisted the last few times he exchanged custody with his ex.

      After giving the report a cursory glance, it looks like Brian’s suspicions may have been well-founded.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re fucking kidding me,” Mom bursts out as she flips through the pages of the report.

      I quickly look around us, intercepting a stern look from a courthouse security officer standing guard in front of the doors. I shoot him an apologetic look, grateful nobody else appears to be close enough to hear.

      The judge had just called for a brief lunch recess, and my mother was one of the last ones out of the courtroom when I caught up with her.

      “Have you seen this?”

      She holds up a drawing the psychologist submitted as part of the report. It’s the same thing that stood out to me when I skimmed over the file. It’s a child’s depiction of a little girl, a woman, and a man.

      The woman is standing away from the other two, clearly wearing a smile. The figure of the girl is much smaller and has no facial features at all, but what is most disturbing is the image of the man. He looks like a dark, menacing giant, looming over the girl, appearing to hold on to her. She made him look like a monster, with long fingers, a gaping hole for a mouth, and black spikes—or maybe horns—sticking out of his head.

      “Yeah.”

      “Tell me that’s not Brian,” she hisses, jabbing a finger at the male figure.

      “It’s not him,” I reassure her. “Brian doesn’t wear glasses.”

      “Chris does,” Mom growls.

      The Chris she’s referring to is Chris Menzies, the ex’s new husband. He wears glasses and is at least six four or six five.

      “I know. Why don’t you join me for a quick bite at Sprouts?” I suggest.

      Mom shakes her head as she stuffs the report back in the file folder and tucks it under her arm. Then she pulls her phone from her jacket.

      “I can’t. I have to find Cassie,” she mumbles.

      Cassandra Wilson is the little girl’s attorney.

      “I’m sure she has a copy.”

      “Yeah, but I want to talk to her before she takes it to the judge. We need to strategize.” She glances up at me. “You go, I’ll touch base with you later.”

      She doesn’t give me a chance to respond and starts walking down the hallway, her phone pressed to her ear and her Chucks slapping the tile floor. My mother doesn’t do business attire, and lives in her flip-flops three seasons out of the year. Believe me, I’ve tried to wrangle her into something a bit more appropriate, especially for court, but the Chucks were as far as she was willing to go. The suit she’s wearing probably came from the men’s department of a thrift store, but she makes it work for her.

      I cross the road outside the courthouse, the restaurant is on the other side, down a block or two. It promises to be a warm afternoon and I briefly lift my face to the sun, enjoying the short walk.

      I don’t have to wait long since there’s only one person in front of me when I walk up to the counter at Sprouts.

      “For here or to go?”

      “To go,” I decide, smiling at the acne-scarred girl at the counter.

      “What can I get you?”

      “Could I have an ahi tuna bowl? Quinoa, baby kale, cucumber, edamame, radish, spring onion, a little red cabbage kimchi, and sunflower sprouts. Oh, and your roasted sesame dressing, please.”

      My mouth is already watering as I rattle off my favorite ingredients.

      I just finished paying when my phone rings. It’s Thildy, and I quickly step to the side, making room for whoever walked in after me.

      “Shouldn’t you be on your way to the Galapagos Islands?”

      “We’re at the airport as we speak,” she states. “Our flight leaves in less than an hour.”

      “And you’re spending that time calling me?” I tease with a chuckle as I glance out the window onto E 2nd Avenue.

      “I have a reason. Actually, I have two. I meant to call you earlier for the first one, which was to apologize for last night, but someone told me to leave it alone.”

      “And yet here you are, doing it anyway.” I grin at the sound
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