
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Out of the Cage: When a human meets a man who awakens feelings he’s long denied, he runs... only to find himself as the prey.

	 

	 

	Sheridan Andorran would never be considered a good man—not even a decent one. He’s done far too many questionable things in the name of self-preservation. When his brother orders him to kidnap his niece, Sheridan intends to do it. Except, outside the home where Kendra is staying, he runs across a man charged with stopping him—Rory MacDougal—and the man awakens every hidden desire he’s ever felt. One kiss from Rory and Sheridan knows he’ll never be able to hide his desires from his homophobic brother again. He does the only thing he can think of to save his own skin. Sheridan flees. A day later, stranded on the side of the road, he starts hitchhiking... only to be picked up by Rory. Sheridan learns his brother is dead, his sister is in jail, and the only family he has left—his niece and her father—want nothing to do with him. Rory asks Sheridan to stay. Can he learn how to become a different person, a better man, and make amends to those he owes before his checkered past catches up with him?

	 

	Reader Advisory: This story is best read after finishing The Crystal Connoisseur.
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	Family, like branches on a tree, we all grow in different directions yet our roots remain as one.

	~Unknown

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	Sheridan Andorran gripped the steering wheel tightly and bowed his head. A low groan of frustration escaped his mouth. Closing his eyes, he bounced his forehead off the top of the wheel a couple of times before resting it there.

	Could life get any shittier?

	Even as the thought flitted through Sheridan’s mind, he cringed. He knew better than to tempt Fate. With the way his life was going, it could.

	Since he knew nothing about vehicles, Sheridan didn’t even bother popping the hood on the old truck. He wouldn’t know what he was looking at anyway. His brother was the one who fixed their vehicles.

	Sheridan glanced around, a bout of nerves bursting through him. Even though he knew just thinking about the man—Spencer Andorran—wouldn’t make him appear, the hairs on his nape still stood on end. He needed to get moving, so he could stay ahead of the man.

	I know he’ll come after me. He did before.

	After grabbing his backpack from where it rested next to him on the bench seat, Sheridan shoved out of the truck. He pocketed his keys, then slammed the door. Sheridan didn’t bother to lock it. The truck was an old piece of shit.

	If someone wants to steal it, more power to ‘em.

	With that thought in mind, Sheridan started walking. He trudged along, putting one foot in front of the other. Pulling his coat tight around him, he shivered against the cold.

	Winter in Colorado sucks.

	Maybe I’ll move to Florida. No one will know me there.

	While the winter air chilled his neck, Sheridan said a silent thank you to the universe that the heavy snow from the prior evening had stopped. Even with the heavy-duty tires on the pick-up, he’d still slid around a little. He knew he should have waited for a break in the storm, but he’d needed to get away before Spencer finished with his plan to kick Wilson’s ass and came after him, too.

	Sheridan had failed in Spencer’s order to kidnap their niece, Kendra, Wilson’s daughter. Wilson was married to their younger sister, Shandell. Spencer planned to use keeping Kendra away from Wilson as leverage to keep Wilson from divorcing Shandell, stopping their free money flow.

	While Sheridan had intended to do as his brother ordered—take Kendra away from the home of where she’d been spending the night at her friend’s home—he’d run into an unexpected problem.

	Rory MacDougal.

	Sheridan felt his body flush hot just thinking about the sexy man. Swallowing hard, he reached down and adjusted his growing prick behind his fly. Shaking his head, he tried not to dwell on their brief meeting.

	Recalling that kiss, however, sure made it tough.

	Ever since Sheridan realized he was gay at the age of fourteen, he’d had to hide it. His family were bigoted and mean about it. Even after their parents had died, Spencer had kept up the derogatory slurs and name-calling, and Shandell had parroted him.

	Sheridan had known he could never allow his older brother and younger sister to find out. To that end, he’d shunned most other interaction besides what was required for his work at the diner. Fortunately, as the cook, he didn’t have to do more than talk about orders.

	Hearing the rumble of a car engine, Sheridan lifted his head. He saw that it was coming from in front of him, so he ignored it. Instead, he read the road sign he was walking toward.

	Denver—eight-six miles.

	Ugh!

	Sighing, Sheridan kept walking.

	When another rumble registered, Sheridan realized it was coming from behind him. He stuck out his thumb as he kept moving. Too bad the Jeep didn’t stop.

	Sheridan grimaced as the vehicle driving past him splashed wet spray onto his pants.

	Jackass.

	Of course, Sheridan knew he didn’t have any room to talk. He followed along with all of Spencer’s plans. It was easier that way.

	Absently rubbing his ribcage, Sheridan recalled Spencer’s last reminder of his place.

	Sheridan had secretly saved up a little over a thousand bucks. It had taken him over a year since he had to squirrel away a few bucks here and there from the cash Spencer gave him to buy beer. Most of the time, Spencer would ask for the change back, but not always.

	Once Sheridan had that little nest egg, he had packed a bag, climbed into his pick-up, and driven away. He should have left his phone behind. His brother had tracked him down three towns over.

	Spencer had beat the shit out of him. After warning him that trying to walk away from his family obligations would get a broken bone next time, he’d ordered Sheridan home. His brother had followed behind him in his nicer, newer truck, practically on his bumper, all the way home.

	Then Spencer had taken his money and had kept careful tabs on his activities. He’d also stepped up his rants on the importance of family and sticking together.

	Family values. Ha!

	For some reason, sticking together only applied to the three of them. Shandell’s husband wasn’t family. Neither was Kendra, and when she came to the house with her mother, Sheridan did his best to keep her occupied and away from them both.

	The sound of another engine drew Sheridan from his bitter thoughts. He turned and spotted an older Bronco approaching. Sticking out his thumb, he tried not to get his hopes up too high.

	The vehicle slowed as it approached him, and Sheridan’s heart thundered in his chest.

	Maybe I won’t have to walk the whole way.

	To Sheridan’s relief, the vehicle pulled onto the shoulder about thirty feet in front of him. He picked up his pace as the driver’s side door opened. When the guy exited and turned to face him, Sheridan froze as he stared at the last man he’d ever thought to see again.

	“Oh fuck,” Sheridan whispered.

	Rory MacDougal stalked toward him.

	Sheridan’s mouth went dry as he took in the man’s broad shoulders and strong frame. The well-defined muscles of his legs were showcased in his form-fitting jeans. Even the bulky winter jacket did nothing to hide how fit he was.

	Spotting the hungry gleam in Rory’s green eyes, Sheridan took a step backward. He saw the man smile, drawing his focus to his mouth. Recalling how those lips felt against his own, he felt his breath catch in his chest.

	The memory he’d been fighting all night flashed through his mind.

	 

	Sheridan pulled his old truck to a stop at the end of the driveway. Pushing the door open, he slid out... right onto a patch of ice. His foot slipped out from under him, and he pin-wheeled his arms as he struggled to regain his balance.

	Feeling himself falling, Sheridan made a wild grab for the side of his pick-up bed. He got a hand on it, but the snow running along the top caused his fingers to skate right off again. With a cry, he tucked his arm against his body, preparing to meet the ground.

	Except, then he didn’t.

	Sheridan felt a thick arm around his waist, stopping his momentum. With a tug, whoever had grabbed him easily brought him back upright. He found himself back on his feet, facing the side of his truck.

	Whoever held him didn’t let him go. Instead, the stranger tightened his hold. He flushed his front to Sheridan’s backside, and Sheridan felt the unmistakable touch of cool lips against his neck.

	Sheridan gasped upon feeling the brazen move. Confusion swirled through him. He knew he should yank away, but he couldn’t seem to convince his feet to move.

	“You okay there, handsome?” the man asked in a lightly accented melodious tenor. “Found yer feet?”

	Another kiss and nibble along the side of his neck yanked Sheridan from his shocked stupor. He cleared his throat as he took a step forward. At the same time, he pivoted.

	While the stranger’s arm loosened enough for Sheridan to put a little space between them, he didn’t release him. Instead, he settled his hand on Sheridan’s hip. He even lifted his other hand and threaded it through his short, dirty-blond hair and cradled his nape.

	“Sheridan, isn’t it?”

	Snapping his focus from the leather-jacket-covered broad shoulders, Sheridan swept his gaze over the stranger’s face. He peered into deep green eyes that somehow managed to glimmer in the dim evening light. A bit of scruff bracketed the slightly smiling lips, and his black hair was pulled back from his face.

	“You know me?”

	The stranger’s lips widened as he nodded once. “Got a picture of ye from Wilson,” he told him. “He figured ye’d show up here tonight.” The man jerked his chin toward the home where his niece was spending the night. “We didn’t want ye taking Kendra to use as leverage against him while he’s presenting the divorce paperwork to yer sister.” Massaging Sheridan’s nape, he rumbled, “Now I’m damn glad it was me hangin’ around out here.”

	“You know about that?” Sheridan shook his head as he attempted to step back once more, but the dark-haired stranger moved with him. Seeing as he already knew the answer to that question, Sheridan quickly continued, “Why are you glad? Who are you?” He frowned as he found himself pinned against the side of his truck. “What are you doing?”

	“M’name’s Rory MacDougal,” he told him. “And I’m glad I’m here because ye’re goin’ to be awfully important to me very soon.” His voice turned husky as he dipped his head, his face drawing closer. “And I’m gonna kiss ye.”

	Before Sheridan could process even half of that, Rory did exactly as he claimed. He pressed their lips together. When he parted his lips and swiped his tongue against Sheridan’s bottom one, he let out a soft gasp of surprise.

	Rory took complete advantage, thrusting his tongue into Sheridan’s mouth. He expertly lapped along Sheridan’s appendage, teasing and tasting. His masculine flavor exploded across Sheridan’s taste buds, delicious and earthy.

	With a whimper of shock, Sheridan felt his blood heat in his veins. His head swam as the kiss continued. His cock thickened, filling out the crotch of his worn jeans.

	Upon feeling Rory press his own body against Sheridan’s, revealing he had an answering bulge behind his own fly, Sheridan groaned and bucked. He grabbed Rory’s jacket and clung. His body undulated against the bigger man’s as trembles worked through him.

	“Rory? What the fuck, bro?”

	A deep, also slightly accented voice, cut through the night air directly to his left.

	Lifting his head, breaking the kiss, Rory turned his attention to the speaker. His lips were curved into a wide grin as he stated, “He’s my mate, Cullen.”

	“Fuck a duck,” the other man—Cullen—replied, a look of shock etching on his features. “Seriously?”

	“Mmm-hmmm.” Rory returned his focus to Sheridan. “Oh, yeah.”

	Swallowing hard, Sheridan read the heat and desire in the man’s dark eyes. His features were flushed, and hunger filled his expression. He continued to press his body against Sheridan’s, even though Sheridan had managed to stop rutting against the man.

	“Well, damn.” Cullen cocked his head as he furrowed his eyebrows. “Uh, congrats?”

	“Thanks,” Rory replied, smiling at Sheridan.

	“This is gonna cause a problem or two, Ror,” Cullen continued in warning, which drew Rory’s gaze back to the other man. “I mean”—he pointed at Sheridan—”he’s known for roughing up our brother’s mate, and he was going to kidnap Kendra.” Cullen crossed his arms over his chest. “I mean, ye’re a cop, Ror. And sure he’s yer mate, but how are ye okay with that?”

	Rory frowned at Cullen. “I didn’t say that I was okay with his actions, but he’s my mate.” A muscle in his jaw flexed as he rumbled, “I’ll be by his side as he pays restitution and earns his redemption.”

	“Okay,” Cullen replied. Then patted him on the shoulder. “Ye know I got yer back.”

	“Thanks.”

	Sheridan’s confusion only grew as the pair talked about him like he wasn’t there. That was okay because his own mind was going a mile a minute. He realized several things at once.

	First—Rory and Cullen must have talked to Wilson about his actions. Two—his brother-in-law was leaving his sister to be with another of their brothers. Three—Rory was a cop.

	Holy fuck! He’s a cop! If he finds out any of the things I had to help Spencer with, I’m gonna end up in jail.

	Sheridan didn’t think even Shandell knew, but Spencer had badass breaking and entering skills. He’d helped his brother loot more than one home. Even on the heists where he didn’t go in the home, Sheridan drove the getaway car.

	While Rory had been chatting with Cullen, his grip on Sheridan had eased. Taking advantage of the man’s distraction, he lunged to the right. Clearly surprised, Rory let him go.

	Hopping into his truck, Sheridan slammed the door. He ignored Rory’s shouted order to stop and started his truck. Seeing Rory reach for his door’s handle, Sheridan slapped the lock on top of the door.

	Then Sheridan roared away.

	Sheridan reached home in record time just as the snow began to fall. Skidding to a stop, he slammed his shifter into park. Without cutting the engine, he raced into the house, using the spare key hidden in a hole beneath the porch railing.

	After shooting a text to Spencer, Sheridan quickly filled a backpack. He ignored the chime of his phone. There wasn’t anything else for him to say to his brother. He’d already explained that a cop had been waiting outside the home where Kendra was spending the night and that he’d been spotted by the man. Sheridan had even taken a chance and told Spencer that he was running.

	Well, I didn’t tell him that I’d just received the best damn kiss of my life.

	 

	“Come with me, Sheridan,” Rory ordered, his soft urging accented voice drawing Sheridan back to the present.

	Sheridan glanced around frantically, but there was nowhere to go and no one around.

	“Sheridan,” Rory crooned, stopping before him. He reached out slowly, as if attempting to soothe a frightened animal. “Ye’re okay, my sweet,” he purred, resting his hands on Sheridan’s shoulders. As Rory gently massaged him, he added, “Ye’re safe with
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