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CHAPTER 1

SOPHIA

“I SEE HERE you have experience in the food industry. Where did you work before?”

The barely twenty-year-old fidgets in her seat.

“McDonald’s.”

Of course.

I did my own creative résumé writing when I was younger, eager to bolster up my meager qualifications to land a job, but for the Backyard Edge it’s simply not enough.

The restaurant has only been open a couple of weeks and already I’ve lost a few of my waitstaff. I’m told it’s not unusual to have a high turnover at first, but I find it a little discouraging. Especially since I’m new to this type of business.

I spend a few more minutes talking with the girl before I get up and hold out my hand.

“I appreciate you coming in, Crystal. I’ll be in touch.”

Unfortunately that will be to let her know she didn’t get the job.

“No luck?”

I turn around to find Bernie, one of the sous-chefs, wandering in from the kitchen. He’s here early to start on prep.

“Afraid not. Too young, too inexperienced.” I run my fingers through my short hair. “I need to add at least two reliable servers and I can’t even find one.”

“I was thinking, I may know someone. A girl I worked with at my previous restaurant before it closed down. She may not have found anything else yet. I can give her a call, if you like,” he offers.

“Yes. Please do.”

“I can’t make any promises, but I can at least get the word out there.”

“That would be amazing, thank you.”

Temporarily putting the staffing issues out of my mind, I disappear into my small office and dive into the orders I need to place.

That’s more my strength, paperwork and budgets. Other than a part-time job at a fast-food joint when I was still in school, I have no experience in the restaurant business. In fact, three weeks ago I was still doing payroll and accounts payable for a small manufacturing company in Denver.

I was in Durango in May, attending the wedding of my best friend, Kelsey’s father. Kelsey and I both worked for the same military transport company in Denver, until last year when she discovered our boss was involved in illegal arms deals. Unfortunately, that knowledge cost Kelsey her life and put a target on my back as well. I ended up with a gnarly scar on my left leg, from a bullet wound, but survived. My bestie did not and left behind an infant son, who ended up living with her father.

Brick, his new wife, Lisa, and her two young grandkids took Finn into their home without question. I’d be lying if I said part of me wasn’t disappointed—I love that baby like he was my own—but I’m not sure a single, and at that time unemployed, woman would’ve been best for him. He’s better off with them, as part of a family. A family I seem to have been adopted into as well.

Brick runs the auto shop at the Arrow’s Edge MC compound, where Lisa basically runs the clubhouse. The club is not at all what I would’ve expected. It has a strong focus on family, provides a safe haven for troubled boys, and owns a growing number of legitimate businesses in Durango. The latest of which is the Backyard Edge.

By merit of being Kelsey’s friend, I was taken into their protection last year. Protection that was taken a little too seriously by two of the brothers, which is why it was Ouray, the club’s president, who gave me a ride to the airport last month.

I’d flown in to attend Lisa and Brick’s wedding for a few days and had to rush back to Denver because my boss was an asshole. On the drive I’d mentioned to Ouray my job in Denver wasn’t shaping up the way I’d hoped, and I was looking for something else. Even considered moving closer to my sister, who lives in Oregon with her family. He brought up the Backyard Edge, a more upscale venue than the microbrewery the club also owns. Then he offered me a job, asking if I’d be interested in managing the new place.

That took me by surprise. I’m a numbers girl, always have been, but he assured me that was part of the reason he offered me the job. That and the fact I’d give the place some ‘class.’ I’m not too sure about the last, but the offer was intriguing to say the least. It was a challenge, a new opportunity, and a chance to be closer to Finn.

Back in Denver I thought of little else the following week, and after yet another frustrating day at work, I ended up calling him.

Three weeks ago, I drove here with just a couple of suitcases. The rest of my stuff was temporarily stored, until I could find something more permanent than a spare bedroom over the garage of the mother-in-law of one of the club members. Like I said, it’s all about family with the Arrow’s Edge MC.

Then this past week, I was talking to a couple who came in for dinner, and the woman mentioned she was looking to rent out her place. It sounds amazing and I’m excited to go take a look after the weekend. From what Meredith tells me it’s a rustic, one-bedroom A-frame with a full wall of windows looking out on the mountains.

“I’ve got your keg.”

Wapi, one of my self-assigned protectors, sticks his head in the door. He mentioned he’d bring by a fresh keg from the microbrewery for the tap.

“Good morning to you too,” I tease him.

“Sorry,” he mumbles, an embarrassed blush staining his cheeks immediately. “Mornin’, I’m just here to hook it up for you.”

“That’d be awesome, thank you.”

He reminds me of my brother, is probably about the same age as well. Except, the way Wapi looks at me is far from brotherly. I feel bad; I don’t have any feelings for him that go beyond friendship. Even though he’s handsome, probably one of the kindest, most softhearted men I know, and would be good to me, there are no sparks on my part.

Not like the ones I feel around another Arrow’s Edge MC member.

Unlike his club brother, Tse is dark, smoldering, cocky, and would undoubtedly break my heart. The two men have come close to exchanging blows, a few times, with me in the middle. Not a place I particularly want to be.

I’ve managed to avoid the club and Tse since I came back to Durango—I haven’t seen him once—but Wapi has been here almost every night since we opened. Helping me get settled in behind the bar, sitting on a stool keeping me company, or jumping in when we’re shorthanded.

Tse has been pointedly absent.

Maybe he’s found someone else to toy with, which would be a good thing.

So why is it I’m disappointed he hasn’t shown his face?

TSE

“RAVI, GRAB YOUR shit, kid.”

The boy drags his ass from the edge of the creek where he’s been skipping rocks since breakfast.

“Do we gotta go?”

“Yeah. Time to go home.”

Ravi is the youngest of the kids Paco and I brought up here. Even after having been with the club for over a year, the boy was having trouble fitting in, which is why we ended up taking him, even though he’s not quite fourteen.

This trip to Glenwood Springs was an opportunity to teach the boys some responsibility, some basic skills, and hopefully be a team-building exercise. We have two sixteen-year-old boys in the club’s care, who regularly feel the need to measure their dicks. It was high time to teach each of them a little humility.

I’d been looking for an excuse to get out of town for a while and found this two-week Habitat for Humanity build in Glenwood Springs. When I mentioned it to Trunk, our resident child psychologist, he came up with the idea to bring Elan and Maska.

Ravi had been an afterthought. He’s mature for his age, which is probably why he’s not really jelling with the younger boys, and the older ones ignore him.

The five of us have been camping at Elk Creek for the past two weeks and the kids have come a long way. Ravi still seems to prefer his own company, but he seems less out of place. He held his own working hard on the build during the days, and shared equally in camp duties with everyone else. He’s proven himself equal to the older boys, who seem to have found a balance as well.

Yesterday was the final day on the four-home build. We stayed for the barbecue organized and donated by local restaurants and watched the new homeowners take possession. That had left an impression, especially on Ravi, who hasn’t said much since last night, which is why Paco suggested he ride home with me. He left ten minutes ago with the others.

The kid seems to have taken a shine to me, following me around the construction site and asking a million and one questions about the carpentry work he was helping me with. Maybe without the other kids listening in I’ll be able to get him to tell me why he’s so quiet.

“All your stuff in the back, Bud?”

“Yeah.”

“Then close the gate and let’s get on the road. See if we can beat those other guys home.”

That earns me a little grin. Ravi is as competitive as I am.

“You think we can?” he wants to know, getting in the passenger seat and buckling up.

“Beat them? Heck, yeah. Paco drives like a grandma.”

I smile when I hear his chuckle and floor the gas the moment the tires hit hardtop.

It’s been a good couple of weeks. Work, eat, and sleep for the most part, but we did get a few hikes and some fishing in. Life boiled down to simple basics was a welcome change.

I don’t mind the physical work; it keeps my hands and therefore my head busy. I’ve always been good with my hands; I like building things. Something tangible to show for your efforts. It gives me a sense of purpose I was lacking most of my life.

We’d just finished adding a wing to Lisa and Brick’s cottage when Ouray asked me to build a bar for the new restaurant. That was a fun project, using only repurposed wood, and I’m proud of the result.

Unfortunately, I haven’t been back to see the whole place finished. I skipped the official opening of the Backyard Edge and kept a low profile at the club. This Habitat for Humanity build provided a good excuse to get out of town for a while, but that’s come to an end. Going home it’ll be tough to keep my distance.

Fuck, I about lost it on Ouray when I found out he’d asked her to manage the restaurant. Sophia: the woman who almost caused a rift between brothers.

I knew she was trouble when she first walked into the club last year. The kind of trouble that would pit brother against brother. Not that she had any intention of doing so. Hell, if anything, she kept both of us from getting anywhere with her.

One look at that woman—all legs and ass—one husky word from those pouty lips, one blink with those large doe-like eyes, and I wasn’t the only one having a come-to-papa moment. Never mind I’m almost a decade too old for her. My brother is almost a decade too young and it didn’t stop him from falling ass over teakettle either.

It had been almost a relief when she headed back to Denver after Christmas. I figured it would be out of sight, out of mind, but then she came back for the wedding last month. Any headway Wapi and I had made to settle our differences went flying out the window.

I don’t get it, Ouray was the one who ripped us a new one, only to turn around and announce he’d not only asked her to come back to Durango, but also offered her the job at the restaurant. Safest option was for me to stay away, even if it goes against every last fucking instinct.

_______________

“BOYS SEEM GOOD.”

Trunk steps up beside me at the bar in the clubhouse.

“Yeah. Nothing like manual labor and forced proximity to forge a brotherhood,” I suggest.

Elan and Maska would be graduating high school next year and both kids have apparently expressed an interest in prospecting for the club. Except in the Arrow’s Edge MC a prospect is known as a cub. Grunts, who can earn a place in the brotherhood by placing themselves in service to the club. After they’ve had a chance to show what they’re made of and have proven their loyalty, the brothers will take a vote to make them a full member.

Ironically, the last vote we had was for Wapi and that was a couple of years ago. It took longer for him to get patched in because he’d made a few serious errors in judgment in his younger years, and it took him a while to win back the trust of the club.

“And you? Clear your head some?”

Trust Trunk to see right through to the core.

“Time will tell, brother.”

He claps a hand on my shoulder and leans close.

“Prepare then. I have a feeling you’re about to get tested.”

I turn to look at him but he’s already walking away, passing Ouray who is heading in this direction.

“Good trip?”

“Yeah.”

“Get your head straight?”

I drop my head and groan. What the fuck is this with everyone up in my business? The good mood I was in when I sat down for a beer, after that long drive, is fading fast.

“What the fuck do you want?”

I throw him a pissed glare when I hear him chuckle.

“Plumbing problem that needs fixin’ before the dinner rush.”

“Here?” I ask hopefully, but the feeling in my gut tells me I won’t get off that easy.

“At the Backyard.”

“Send Wapi.”

I turn back to my beer and take a hefty swig.

“No can do,” Ouray says, humor in his voice. “He’s off to Farmington, picking up some parts Brick needs for tomorrow.” He lifts a hand when I open my mouth. “And I’m not about to call a fucking plumber when you can do it. Can’t avoid the woman forever, brother. Time to man up.”

Oh, I’ll man up all right. That’s exactly what I’m afraid of.


CHAPTER 2

SOPHIA

OF COURSE THIS would happen today.

The one day Wapi is not available to help out.

I should’ve just called a plumber, but I was trying to save money and figured he’d probably be by anyway at some point.

I was wrong, and now is on his way here, according to Ouray.

“Sophia? Do we have a separate gluten-free menu?”

“Yes, check the shelf under the register.”

Today is also Mandy’s first day on the job. She’s the friend Bernie mentioned last week and happened to be available on pretty short notice. A bit of luck seeing as I’ve been going nuts plugging holes on my schedule, mostly by working them myself. I would’ve just liked to have a day where I could focus on training her instead of being dragged into ten different directions again.

Right now I’m on my knees in the kitchen, soaked to the skin, trying to mop up the flood coming from the bottom of the industrial dishwasher. It’s almost six o’clock on a Saturday night—arguably the busiest night of the week—and we have no running water in the kitchen.

“I can’t work like this!”

The outburst comes from Chris Boone, our chef and barbecue guru, who has all the earmarks of a culinary prima donna. The man is an absolute god when it comes to cooking but unfortunately that attitude shines through in his personality, which leaves much to be desired. Already in the restaurant’s short existence I’ve had to navigate several threats of mutiny by both kitchen and waitstaff.

“I have someone on the way, Chris,” I call out, but I’m pretty sure it’ll fall on deaf ears.

Can’t do anything about that, I have my hands full trying to mop up the small lake that has formed. I’m more concerned about the slipping hazard right now.

I freeze when a pair of boots stops in my line of view, splashing water every which way.

“Hey!”

“Oops, sorry, Fee.”

“The name is Sophia,” I snap, directing my eyes up Tse’s body until I meet his hazel eyes.

Damn man looks too good. Boots, ratty jeans that fit him just right, a long-sleeved white Henley under his cut, and those signature shades clinging to the tip of his nose. His beard has grown since I last saw him, streaked with silver, which only adds to his appeal.

I scramble trying to get to my feet, but slip on the slick floor.

“Whoa, careful.”

He reaches out and I reluctantly grab hold, retrieving my hand the moment I’m solid on my feet.

“The dishwasher’s leaking.”

“I can see that. You’re wet.”

Of course he would point that out. Not that it’s hard to notice, my favorite linen pants are plastered to my legs and I do a quick check to make sure I don’t inadvertently have other attributes on display. Luckily only the bottom of my shirt is wet where it dragged in the water when I was mopping.

“Cut off the water?”

I throw him an annoyed look.

“Of course, but it cuts off water to the entire kitchen. Whatever idiot installed this thing didn’t put in a separate shut-off valve.”

He grins and shakes his head before pulling the spare trays from the cabinet beside the dishwasher and reaching a long arm inside.

“The valve is right here…” he looks up at me, “…and I’m the idiot who installed it.”

“Oh.” Embarrassment washes over me and I can feel my face flush. “Well, I’ll leave you to it then.”

Tse is clearly amused when I scurry off to the other side of the kitchen to warn Chris he can turn the water back on. Then I disappear to my office for the change of clothes I keep there. I learned my first week that accidents happen all the time, when I ended up wearing roasted red pepper soup and had to run home to get something clean to wear. Ever since I’ve made sure to always have a spare set of clothes in my office.

Mack is behind the bar when I walk into the restaurant.

“Everything under control?”

He slides a couple of glasses on a tray that is already full of drinks.

“These need to be delivered. Tables three, seven, and twelve. The long wait for food is making some of the guests grumpy.”

“Comp each table one round of drinks on their bill. Food should start coming out soon.”

I grab the tray and carefully balance it as I move toward the first table. I don’t have any more clean clothes if I make a mess now.

Half an hour later the customers are eating. I’m behind the bar rinsing glasses, while Mack is on a smoke break out back, when Tse comes walking out of the kitchen. I’d like to say I almost forgot he was there, but that’d be a lie. I’ve had half an eye on the kitchen door the entire time, and that annoys me.

He pulls out the stool where Wapi usually sits and leans his elbows on the bar.

“All fixed.”

I wipe my hands on a towel and turn my body toward him. Time to eat some crow.

“Thank you and I’m sorry I was snippy earlier. I had a dining room full of people waiting for their food and a chef who wouldn’t cook without running water, so I was a little stressed.”

“Didn’t even notice it,” he lies with one of his charming smiles.

“Drink?” I offer.

“Whatever’s on tap is good. How’s business been?” he asks, when I go to pull him a draft.

“Not bad. Weekends are pretty busy.” I pour myself a glass of water, just to give my hands something to do. “Have you eaten?”

“I’ll grab something later,” he says, just as Mandy walks up to the bar.

“A draft, a dry white, and a cosmo for table seven.”

She casts a curious eye in Tse’s direction.

“Mandy, could you ask Bernie to put together a plate of brisket for Tse while I get these?”

“Sure.”

She heads to the kitchen but not without thoroughly checking him out in passing. I can’t blame her, but it annoys me all the same.

“You didn’t need to do that.”

“This is a restaurant and you just fixed our dishwasher. We can feed you, unless you’re suddenly allergic to meat?”

His chuckle is deep and a little raspy. “Not a chance of that.”

I get Mandy’s order ready and it’s waiting for her when she appears from the kitchen and slides a steaming plate in front of Tse. He rumbles his thanks and digs in.

A moment later Mack walks in from the back, takes over the bar, and I can slip to my office, where I spend the next hour or so working on payroll and hiding out. Still, when I finally surface, I’m disappointed to see the empty stool at the end of the bar.

We have a pretty effective routine closing the restaurant at night. One where everyone chips in to get the place open-ready for the next day. It doesn’t take long before the last person has left.

I slide the till in the small safe in my office, turn off the lights, and lock the door. Then I grab the trash bag by the back entrance someone forgot to take, step outside, and lock that door as well, before tossing the bag in the large bin.

My vehicle is the only one still in the parking lot that wraps around the side to the back of the restaurant. As I make my way toward it, my eyes automatically scan the shadows where the lights don’t quite reach. It’s not until I hit the unlock button on my key fob, I notice movement near the rear where the parking lot meets the property behind us.

I keep my eyes on the two figures sliding into the shadows as I get behind the wheel.

Then I hit the ignition, shift in drive, and peel out of the parking lot, my heart pounding in my chest.

TSE

MAN UP. ASSHOLE.

I glare at Ouray, who is hanging out at the bar when I walk into the clubhouse.

It’s a miracle I was able to peel my ass from that stool and walk out of there. Heck, I’d probably still be sitting there, gagging for a glimpse of her, if not for that waitress paying me a little too much attention. Mandy. The woman made sure there was no doubt in my mind she was game for a hookup.

Not even a year ago I would’ve been all over that, wouldn’t have thought twice about following her into a bathroom or taking her behind the building. Quick and easy has always been my MO. I’ve always been honest about that too. Never made promises to call or handed out my number, and every woman I’ve been with knew the score.

Then I met Sophia.

“Didn’t expect you back so soon.”

I take the stool beside Ouray and notice Wapi sitting with Nosh on the other side of the bar, glaring at me.

“Was easily fixed,” I dismiss the chief before motioning to Shilah, who is tending bar. “Hit me up.”

“Would’a thought you’d make better use of your time than that,” Ouray mumbles beside me, and I turn in my seat.

“I don’t get you. Last month you basically told me to back the fuck off, and now you’re shoving her in my face.”

His face cracks into one of those smug smirks that get under my skin and I close my fist around the bottle Shilah slides toward me.

“Letting you yahoos figure this out on your own wasn’t working, so I figured I’d jump in. The kid had a month to try and get somewhere without you horning in, but it’s pretty clear he’s spinning his wheels. Thought you’d welcome the opportunity to try.”

“Jesus, man. You matchmaking now?”

“Fuck no, but this tug-of-war between you two is a drain on my goddamn club. One of you better piss or get off the pot when it comes to that girl or it’ll never end.”

“Been easier to leave her in Denver,” I grumble, tilting the bottle against my lips.

“Not like she wouldn’t come to visit, and I don’t wanna deal with you guys pissing all over each other every time she does. Time to settle this once and for all.”

I drain my bottle and lift the empty at Shilah, who nods his understanding and goes for a fresh one.

“Not sure I could give her what she deserves,” I admit.

“Then tell Wapi the road’s clear for him.”

The thought makes my blood boil and I hit Ouray with an angry glare.

“Like hell. The kid barely knows how to tie his own shoes, let alone look after a woman like Sophia.”

That infuriating smirk is back on his face as he gets to his feet, claps a hand on my shoulder, and leans in close.

“Might as well give in, brother.”

Then he walks to the door, throwing the guys at the other end of the bar a two-fingered salute, and disappears outside.

Arrogant asshole.

I spend the next ten minutes nursing my beer, and staring off into space, before getting up, and without a word head to my room at the back of the clubhouse.

I’ve just come out of the shower and flip on the TV to watch the late-night news when a knock sounds at my door.

“Got a minute?”

Paco is leaning against the doorpost, his arms crossed over his chest.

“Come in.”

He saunters in and plops down in the only chair in my room. I grab a bottle of scotch and two tumblers from my dresser drawer, pour each of us a couple of fingers, hand him one, and take a seat on my bed.

“I need your help.”

“With?”

He takes a fortifying sip before he speaks.

“I wanna build a house. Got a parcel of land off Lightner Creek Road I bought ten or so years ago.”

Paco has lived at the clubhouse as long as I’ve been here, most of the single brothers do. It’s not until they find a woman, start a family, that they find their own place and those numbers have grown over the years. I always took Paco to be like me, destined for the single life, and I’ve never once heard him mention land, so this comes as a bit of a surprise.

“That Habitat for Humanity build got me thinking maybe I could do it myself. With some help,” he adds.

“No shit, huh? You got a woman you’re keeping to yourself?”

“Why does everything have to be about a woman? Is it against the law for a guy to have a place of his own?”

I lift my hands defensively at his spirited response.

“Whoa, brother. Just asking, that’s all. What kinda house are you looking to build?”

By the time he walks out of my room it’s close to two in the morning, my bottle of scotch is almost empty, I have a rudimentary idea of what Paco wants, and I don’t have a single doubt he has a woman in mind.

No man I know cares about spare bedrooms, soaking tubs, or walk-in closets.


CHAPTER 3

SOPHIA

“REAGAN HAS A boyfriend.”

I almost choke on my granola.

“A little young, don’t you think? She’s only eleven,” I remind my sister.

Bianca usually calls early Sunday morning when John and her girls are still in bed. It’s the only chance she gets for some privacy and both of us have always been early risers. Even though we haven’t always been as close as we are now.

Just two years apart—Bianca is older at thirty-seven—we weren’t exactly friends in our teenage years. We hung with different crowds and had different interests. It wasn’t until I was in college and she got married to John that we started getting along. It only took both of us moving in different directions: me to Denver and Bianca to Eugene, Oregon.

Our parents still live in Arizona where we grew up, but even our baby brother moved over state lines first chance he got, shattering their lifelong dream of a family commune. That’s why we all scattered; Mom and Dad are remnants of the sixties and seventies and don’t believe in personal space or boundaries of any kind. They don’t see the need for them, which made for an awkward adolescence.

“Mom says I should embrace the fact Reagan is becoming a woman,” Bianca shares with appropriate disgust in her voice. “Yesterday I had to break up a fight between her and Avery over crayons for crying out loud. A woman?”

Bianca’s disgusted snort makes me laugh.

“Who’s the boy?”

“A kid in her class. Connor. Cute boy, super shy, and about ten inches shorter than she is. They hold hands on the bus.”

“Aww, that’s kind of cute.”

“Yes, except, on Friday another boy on the bus was bullying Connor, and Reagan felt it necessary to jump in.”

“And that’s bad?”

“It is when the principal calls me because my daughter swung at a boy two years older and broke his nose.”

“No! For real?”

I try to keep the grin out of my voice because I have a feeling that won’t go over well. Inside I’m giving my niece a high five. I hope that kid will think twice before picking on someone again.

“Oh, shut up,” Bianca grumbles. “You’re grinning ear to ear, aren’t you? And I’m stuck here with a grounded, prepubescent holy terror.”

“Mo-om!” I hear my niece’s cry in the background.

“Oh for Pete’s sake, can’t I even talk to my sister in peace?”

“Is that Auntie Soph? I wanna talk to her.”

There is a rustling as the phone transfers hands and then I hear Reagan’s voice, sweet as punch.

“Auntie Soph? Can I come live with you?”

The next twenty minutes I spend listening to my niece rant and attempt to talk some reason into her. In the end, I have her hand the phone back to her mother so I can say goodbye.

“You know, I could put her on a flight this morning,” Bianca offers with a hint of a plea.

“Oh, Sis, wish I could help, but I work crazy hours. Maybe later this summer I can take some time—”

“I’m just kidding,” she interrupts. “We’ll be fine.”

We say our goodbyes and I carry my bowl to the small sink.

I like the apartment, it has the basic things I need, but I’ll be glad when I have some more room to move about. A bigger kitchen where I can prepare actual meals instead of the hotplate and small microwave I have here. Sandra is wonderful, she’s Jaimie’s mother, who is married to one of the MC brothers, Trunk. She reminds me a little of my mother, but without the boundary issues.

Last Monday I was finally able to meet up with Meredith and Jay, the nice couple I talked to at the restaurant a few weeks ago, to see the rental property. I fell in love with the A-frame on the spot. Exposed beams, massive windows, an awesome loft with a bedroom and bath. The kitchen is one I can see myself spending a lot of time in when I’m not sitting out on the deck, enjoying the stunning view.

It’ll all be mine in a month.

Oh, yeah, I can’t wait.

I take my time applying my makeup and getting dressed for work. I’ve always worked a nine-to-five job, so these restaurant hours took some time getting used to. Especially working evenings and weekends. But Monday is a day off because the Backyard is closed, and Ouray insisted I take one additional day a week.

So far I haven’t yet, I felt I had too much to learn, but maybe this week I’ll take Tuesday as well. It’ll give me a chance to call a mover and book a date to move my furniture here, and maybe do a little shopping. I’d like to pick up a few things now that I’ve seen the place. Meredith offered to leave some of her furniture for me to use, which was very kind, but I really want to put my own stamp on the place. Make it mine, even though I’m just renting.

I wave at Sandra, who is weeding her flowerbeds in front of the house, as I get into my Jeep. I’ll sure miss our occasional chats when I leave.

It looks like Bernie beat me to the restaurant; his car is parked at the edge of the parking lot. We are always the first two to get here. Bernie is often already inside by the time I arrive. He’s responsible for the food prep, but more so he likes to be here for the food deliveries in the morning. I like to get an hour or so in on paperwork before the interruptions start with the arrival of the rest of the staff.

I pull into my spot—a little closer to the building—grab my bag and get out.

It’s not until I’m a few steps away, I notice the back door isn’t quite latched. Bernie must not have pulled it shut all the way.

“Morning!” I call out as I step inside, but there’s no response.

I pass by my closed office door and head straight for the kitchen. The moment I round the corner I know something is wrong.

The kitchen is a mess. Boxes of the produce delivered daily are toppled over on the floor, which is littered with vegetables. Then I see a pair of legs sticking out from behind the prep table.

“Bernie!”

He’s facedown and the back of his head is bloodied, but when I touch his neck to feel for a pulse, I hear a soft moan.

“Hang in there, Bernie. I’ll get help.”

With shaking hands I pull out my phone and dial 911.

TSE

“SO THE FRONT is facing north?”

Paco points at the concept drawings I made him.

Apparently, his land at one time had a building on it and he wants to use the remaining foundation as the footprint for a house.

“Northeast actually. That’s a good thing, you’ll get the most out of your sun-hours at the back of the house.”

We’re sitting in front of the clubhouse at one of the picnic tables, having a coffee and soaking up the sun. It’s the quietest place we could find to spread out the drawings since the clubhouse table is filling up with late risers eating breakfast.

“Is that a second deck?”

“Yeah, off the master bedroom. That whole wing is the master suite. The main deck is off the kitchen at the back.”

“Gonna cost.”

I chuckle. “Yes, it is, but this is just a concept, you don’t need to build that second wing. You can go smaller, if it’s just for you.”

I look at him with an eyebrow raised but he stares me straight in the eye, not flinching. He’s not biting.

“How long?” he finally asks.

“Brother, that depends on a lot of things, but using that existing foundation is gonna save a chunk of time. Still, even if you can find an architect who can draw up these plans on short notice, you’ll still need a crew who can start right away.”

“I’ve got brothers.”

“Yeah, and I’m sure everyone is gonna chip in, but you’ll need someone in charge who can manage a construction schedule. Have you checked with Jed Mason?”

“Not—”

“Tse, Paco, saddle up!”

Ouray comes barging out of the clubhouse, Wapi on his heels.

“What’s goin’ on?”

I get to my feet as they head straight for their bikes.

“Trouble at the Backyard.”

I’m right behind them when they hit the bottom of the drive and the first chance I get I pull ahead.

I haven’t been back to the restaurant in two weeks. Not since talking to Ouray that night at the clubhouse. I was going to, but Wapi’s bike was missing and I figured he was probably over there. Whatever he and I have to sort out, I didn’t want to do that at her place of work.

Ah, who the hell am I kidding? I chickened out. There’s no denying I want the woman, but she deserves more than a quick fuck, and I don’t know whether I have more in me to give. What if I try and mess up? I don’t want to hurt her, and not just because I’ll have to face the wrath of my brothers. This is a woman who is already woven into the fabric of our club.

But none of that matters as I weave my way through traffic, driving way too fast to get to the restaurant. To her.

Trouble at the Backyard.

Fuck. I’ll never forgive myself if something happened to her.

I see three cop cars, a fire truck, and an ambulance in the parking lot. Along with Sophia’s Jeep. I pull up as close to the back door as I can get and hop off my bike, just as EMTs wheel out a gurney.

“What the fuck happened?” I bark at the fresh-faced uniform trying to stop me.

I vaguely register the sound of motorcycles behind me, but I only have one focus.

“This is a crime scene, sir.”

The young kid puts a hand on my chest to hold me back, but I easily brush it aside and catch up with the EMTs as they start loading the gurney into the back of their rig. It’s some guy I don’t know, not Sophia. I immediately turn and head for the back door when Ramirez steps out. He’s a detective with the Durango PD and a decent guy.

“They’re fine,” Ramirez calls out to the uniformed kid, who is now trying to hold back Ouray and Wapi. “She’s in her office,” he tells me, as he steps to the side so I can get in.

She’s alone, sitting at her desk, her head resting on her arms. In two steps I’m around to her side and crouch down, putting a hand on her back.

“Hey, Fee.”

Her head snaps up and she turns my way. Then she twists in her seat and throws herself in my arms. I hear rustling at the door and just catch Ouray pushing Wapi out of the office, pulling the door shut. The kid didn’t look too happy.

“Seriously,” she mumbles into my neck before pushing herself upright. Her face is pale and her eyes large, but there are no tears. “I’m cursed. You guys are gonna regret you gave me this job. Every time I show up, shit seems to hit the fan.”

“What happened?” I ask. I reluctantly get to my feet and sit down on the edge of her desk.

Her body does a head-to-toe shiver and I reach out and place a steadying hand on the side of her neck.

“I have no fucking clue. I came in and found Bernie bleeding on the kitchen floor. Someone hit him over the head.”

The next few minutes she fills me in on what she found when she walked in.

“Anything taken?”

She shakes her head.

“No. They didn’t even come into the office. It was still locked when I got here.”

The door eases open and Ouray peeks inside. Seeing Sophia is not having a meltdown, he steps inside.

“You okay?”

“I’m so sorry.”

Ouray snorts. “Hardly your fault, darlin’. I was gonna suggest we call Chris and put a notice on the door.”

“But we have a bunch of reservations for tonight.”

“We’ll call them. Comp them with free drinks for the inconvenience when they’re next in. It’ll take some time before the cops are done here and then we’ll need time to clean up the mess.”

She seems to ponder that and finally nods, moving her chair back. I get to my feet and out of her way as she rounds the desk, pulling open a file drawer.

“Okay, I’ll make the calls but then I need to get to the hospital. Detective Ramirez said he would get in touch with Bernie’s next of kin, but I think someone should be there.”

“I sent Wapi after the ambulance,” Ouray informs her.

I can see from the stubborn set of her chin; she’ll still be heading to Mercy first chance she gets. That’s fine, I’ll be right behind her.

Forty minutes later all staff is contacted, reservations cancelled, and Sophia is heading for her vehicle.

“She’s not going home, is she?” Ouray observes beside me as we stand by the bikes, watching her get in the Jeep.

“Nope. I’m gonna stick with her until we have some idea what the hell happened.”

“Figured you would,” he says with a shake of his head. “Tell Wapi to head back here. And for fuck’s sake, try to use some tact. Last thing I need is you two getting into it in the middle of the hospital.”

“I’ll be gentle,” I mock, as I swing a leg over the seat and start my bike.

He snorts. “Yeah, right. And, Tse?”

“Yeah?”

“Make sure you see her home safely.”

I mock salute him.

Then I follow Sophia off the parking lot.


CHAPTER 4

SOPHIA

I GLANCE IN my rearview mirror and clench my jaw.

He’s still stuck to my bumper. Has been since I pulled away from the Backyard. I should’ve guessed as much.

These men, they don’t ask if you need or want help, they simply take over. All of them: Brick, Ouray, Tse, and even Wapi, although he’s less annoyingly in-your-face about it. They assume the role of protector; never mind I’ve looked after myself for the past fifteen-or-so years.

By the time I pull in a parking slot at the hospital, I have myself worked up into a nice head of steam. I pointedly ignore Tse parking two spots down from me and march right by, my eyes fixed on the door.

“I’m looking for Bernie Wilson?” I ask the woman manning the information desk. “He was brought in by ambulance maybe an hour or so ago?”

I try not to notice the looming presence of Tse closing in behind me as she scans her computer screen.

“I don’t have him listed here yet, but he’s probably still in the emergency department. Just follow the signs and check in with the desk.”

“Thank you.”

Behind me I hear her ask, “Can I help you?”

“I’m with her.”

The rumble of Tse’s voice has me clench my hands in fists, but I keep my tongue until I’m directed down a quiet hallway. There I swing around on him. I have
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