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        Aurelia passed away during the drafting of this book.

        She was from an abusive home before my brother saved her. She instantly became my baby girl and was always there when I needed her. When I needed a hug or a snuggle. It’s hard to think that you’re gone and not right there next to me as I write my stories.

        You will always be in our hearts and memories. You were a sassy puppy through and through.

        You will always be with me. Always apart of this family.
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      17 years ago. . .

      Just a little further.

      The hunger pains in her stomach almost had her keeling over with a whimper. Landry held her stomach tightly, trying to keep her lip from trembling. Her hands shook, her head spinning as she looked around her.

      No one paid her any attention. She was invisible to them.

      She shuffled her feet through the farmers market, her arms tightly wrapped around her stomach. Rocks dug into her bare feet. She barely felt them. She hadn’t had any shoes in a few months. Her overalls were caked with dirt and mud, her shirt no better. Her red hair was in need of brushing.

      Her mouth started to water at the smell of freshly baked bread. She followed the smell, her hunger growing worse. A crowd was around the booth with freshly baked breads and sweets. It all smelled so good.

      She reached into her pocket, pulling out the single penny she had found on the way there. Would it be enough? She looked up at the booth hopeful.

      “S-sir?” She whispered.

      “What? What do you want?” The baker crossed his arms over his chest, looking down at her in disgust. “I have customers to see to.”

      She lowered her head. “How. . . H-how much can I get for this?”

      She held up the penny. The man leaned down and laughed loudly, making her jerk back.

      “Don’t waste my time. You can’t get anything with that. Now get out of here before you scare off my customers.” The baker waved her off as he turned to smile at the other people at the table. “Good afternoon, ma’am. Gentlemen.”

      Landry dropped her hand, letting the penny fall to the ground at her feet. Her stomach cramped, and she whimpered.

      “That small loaf is five dollars,” the baker said, handing a small loaf to a lady.

      Five dollars? She could pay that back right? It wasn’t too much, right?

      She looked at the small loaf. It had been days since she had eaten anything. Her mommy hadn’t come back and she didn’t know when she was. But she could make five dollars back and then give it to the baker later. It wasn’t stealing. . . right?

      She looked at the table, the fresh loaves of bread, and licked her lips. She would pay him back. Honest, she would.

      She waited till the baker’s back was turned and placed the penny on the table. It was at least a start. Landry reached for the small loaf of bread. She had it in her hands when the baker turned around, his eyes widened.

      “You thief!”

      She gasped as he lunged for her, but she was already running, clutching the piece of bread tightly to her chest. Apologies were like a broken record in her head. Tears streamed down her cheeks as the baker continued to yell after her.

      “You little shit. You thief! I’ll have your head for this!”

      New tremors racked her body. She couldn’t be in trouble. Her mommy couldn’t find out about this. It would only make her mommy mad.
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        * * *

      

      She curled up tighter, looking around the big tree as she took another big bite of the bread. Tears streamed down Landry’s face as she ate her stolen meal. Her mind scrambled, trying to figure out how she would pay back the baker. Maybe she could find a job. Ten year olds worked, right?

      “You keep eating like that and you’re going to make yourself choke.”

      Landry gasped, dropping the bread as she turned to look at the man behind the deep voice. A man stood over her, his eyes gentle as he looked down at her past the brim of his Stetson. A shiny badge was pinned on his button-down shirt. Her eyes widened. He was the sheriff.

      Her heart pounded as she tried to run. No. He couldn’t be here. He would tell Mommy, and then she would be mad and it wasn’t good when she got mad. Please. She couldn’t find out.

      “Whoa,” the sheriff said, his hands wrapping around her waist and hoisting her off her feet. “Easy, Darlin’. I’m not going to hurt you.”

      “N-no. Let me go. She can’t know. She can’t,” Landry sobbed as she kicked and flailed in his grasp. “Please. I-I. . . P-please. . .”

      The man held her tightly. “Who can’t know?” He put her down, turning her to face him as he kept her pinned in place by his hands on her shoulders. “Darlin’, I need you to calm down before you make yourself sick.”

      “I-I was going to pay him back. . . I wa-was just so hungry. I didn’t mean to st-steal.” She hiccupped as she struggled to get out his hold.

      “How long since you’ve eaten?” His grip tightened slightly. “You’re not in trouble for taking the bread. You’re safe. But I do need you to answer some questions, alright? If I let go, do you promise not to run off?”

      She stilled for a moment. “You won’t hu-hurt me? Am I going to be arrested?”

      His eyes lightened. “No, Darlin’. I would never hurt you and no I don’t arrest children. I just want to sit and talk.”

      She sniffed as she wiped at her tear-stained cheeks, only smearing the dirt. She nodded.

      “Let’s go back by the tree, get you into some shade.” He pressed his hand against the small of her back.

      She looked up at him, her breathing calming down. His touch was gentle, not something she was used to. She liked him, felt almost safe with him.

      He sat down, pulling off his Stetson and placed it over his knee. He patted the dirt next to him.

      “Just talking.” He held his hands out to the side.

      She hesitated, but moved over and sat next to him, pulling her knees to her chest.

      “I’m Sheriff Michael Garrison. What’s your name?”

      “Landry. . . Landry Evans.”

      Sheriff Garrison’s eyes hardened. “Your mother is the one that owns the old blue house out there off of Mulder?”

      She nodded, leaning her head against her knees. “She left, and I don’t know when she’s going to be back.”

      “She left you alone?” His voice was dark. “How long has she been gone?”

      Landry looked down at her fingers, slowly counting. “Five days.”

      He ran a hand over his face before he shook it. “I’m sorry she did that.”

      She fiddled with her muddy pants. “I was going to pay for the bread. I was going to find a job. I don’t want to steal. I. . . I don’t like to steal.”

      Her eyes burned with new tears.

      Sheriff Garrison wrapped his arm around her. “I know, Darlin’.”

      “There’s the thief!”

      Landry screamed as the furious baker stormed toward them, his eyes narrow slits.

      “I want her arrested.” The man jabbed a finger at her where she cowered behind the sheriff.

      But he said he wasn’t going to arrest her.

      “I’m sorry. I-I didn’t mean to,” she sobbed.

      “I don’t believe you. You are just like your mother. You little wh-”

      “That’s enough, Frank.” The sheriff’s voice was dark, his arm around her getting tighter. “She’s a kid.”

      The sheriff stood, scooping her into his arms and held her against his right hip. She clung to his neck, her wide eyes on the baker. Sheriff Garrison pulled out his wallet and handed the man a five dollar bill.

      “You’re paid in full for the loaf of bread. Go back to your booth and I don’t want to ever hear you trying to use that kind of language with a child again. Am. I. Clear?”

      Frank nodded vigorously, his eyes wide. “Yes, sheriff.”

      “Good.” The sheriff nodded as he turned and walked away.

      “I’ll pay you back,” she whispered, nuzzling her head into the side of his neck as she looked over his shoulder at Frank as he turned and walked away.

      She sighed, seeing the half-eaten bread by the tree. It was really good bread.

      He rubbed her back. “You’re fine, Darlin’. He shouldn’t have treated you like that.” He laughed, “Besides, that’s probably the cheapest I have ever spent on food. My son, Ford, will eat everything in sight if it’s not nailed down.”

      She giggled as she hugged him tighter.

      He walked them to his truck and set her down in the passenger seat. Sheriff Garrison buckled her in, making sure she was fastened in snugly. She watched him with wonder. No one had done that before.

      He walked around and climbed into the driver’s seat.

      “Are you taking me home?” She asked, curling her legs into her chest.

      He turned and looked at her, his left arm resting over the steering wheel. “I can’t let you stay in that house alone with no food. You’re coming home with me, Landry. You’re going to be safe.”
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      “Willow,” Landry sighed. “You are seriously mental if you think that Walker is going to let you get his name tattooed on your ass.”

      Willow’s laugh had Landry shaking her head. Even Noah was looking up at his mom like she was crazy. Hopefully the poor kid didn’t take after his mother in that department. But Walker was a grouch, so there would be a balance. God willing.

      Harper and Mackenzie were snickering as Riven and Ash blushed. The women of Sanctuary were really an odd bunch.

      Willow pouted as she untangled her son’s fingers from her blonde hair. “I think it would be an awesome birthday present for him.”

      “Until it gets infected. Or they misspell something. Wolker. Wookie. . . Dumbass.” Landry shrugged.

      Harper nearly fell off the bench with laughter, Mackenzie in a similar state.

      Willow gaped at her.

      Landry liked the brunches with the girls. They’d been doing them for years now. Riven started almost a two years go when she moved to Sanctuary.

      Landry liked that about the brunches, liked getting away from work for a little while. They was just getting fewer and farther between.

      Mackenzie wiped at the tears rolling down her face. “Honey, Landry’s right. Besides, Walker isn’t going to want anyone looking at your booty but him.”

      “Isn’t it going to hurt?” Riven nibbled at her lip, her little girl, Thorn, in her arms.

      Riven’s black hair was pulled back into a ponytail. Her son, Liam, was busy playing in the grass next to Riven. Amarii, her oldest, was playing on the park’s playground.

      “Yup.” Landry nodded. “They sure do.”

      The girls froze, all of them looking at her.

      “You have a tattoo?” Willow squeaked. “How come we didn’t know about this? When did you get it? Where did you get it? Does Ford know?”

      “Did, um, you know that thirteen percent of women have tattoos?” Ash murmured.

      Ash loved her facts. She was the newest addition to the Sanctuary family and was another engine and machine lover like Landry.

      Landry turned to look pointedly at her. “I thought it would have been more. And no, Willow, Ford doesn’t know about it and if you all value your lives you won’t tell him. Otherwise, he’s going to have a heart attack, and I’ll have to deal with an angry Harper for killing her husband.”

      “I would not,” Harper scoffed, brushing strands of her dark brown hair behind her ear. “Okay, I would. I love my man.”

      Mackenzie giggled. “That you do. But I can say the same about my men. Colt and Owen are so cute.”

      Unlike most places, menage relationships were common in Sanctuary. Women and children were cherished and protected. The town was built by the Harrisons. Walker’s great-great grandfathers wanted somewhere to live where they could love their woman and wouldn’t be judged for it. They opened the ranch, and the town came soon after.

      “That’s one way to describe them,” Landry snickered. “All of them are adult-sized children. The Harrisons are the worst.”

      Riven, Ash, and Willow grinned.

      “Beau’s good.” Ash fidgeted with her fingers.

      Willow patted her back. “Landry didn’t mean it in a bad way.”

      “Sorry,” Landry sighed. “Didn’t mean it that way at all.”

      Ash smiled shyly at her. She fidgeted with her teal Stetson. Beau had gotten Ash the hat and the girl wore it every day.

      “Mommy!” Amarii barreled into the back of Riven, hugging her tightly. “Can we go see Cahlon before we go home?”

      “I think we can do that.” Riven smiled, stroking her free hand through her daughter’s hair.

      Landry looked away. Willow and Riven were amazing mothers. They always doted on their children, making sure they were fed before them, that they didn’t want for anything. Landry couldn’t say the same about her own mother. She couldn’t give a rat’s ass about what happened to her own daughter, until she got in the way. Her mother was the town whore. Always with a new man, many of them were married and had families. It was why Landry and her mother were always moving. She had run out of new prospects, the cash from sleeping with these men had run dry. Honestly, Landry was glad she hadn’t seen her mom in about seventeen years. Not since Ford’s dad had taken her in when she was ten.

      “Landry?” Harper’s voice jolted her back to reality.

      “What?”

      “Are you okay, Sweetie?” Harper asked, placing her hand on Landry’s shoulder. “You looked spaced out for a moment there.”

      “Yeah. I’m fine. Tired. It’s the busy season at work. Lots of repair orders.” Landry shuffled her feet under the table.

      Not to mention the little sleep she was getting lately. She just couldn’t get her mind to shut off at night.

      Harper eyed her for a moment before nodding. “Alright.”

      Landry looked down at the table as the girls talked. They didn’t need to know about her problems. They were all happy. She didn’t need to ruin that for them.
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        * * *

      

      “Landry, wait up,” Harper called out to her.

      Landry turned as she was about to swing her leg over her dirt bike as the brunette walked over to her. Brunch was over. Riven and Ash wrangled the kids into her new minivan and were heading to Cahlon’s.

      Harper stopped by her bike and pursed her lips. “Are you sure you’re really okay?”

      “Yeah.” Landry shrugged.

      Harper sighed, “You’ve just been distant lately and have missed a lot of brunches. It’s not like you.”

      Damn. She knew her excuses for missing were starting to get old and repetitive. But there were just days that she just couldn’t bring herself to put on a smile and pretend. She didn’t want to bring down the mood.

      “Just tired,” she muttered. “Haven’t been sleeping well.”

      “Is there anything that we can do to help?” Harper’s brows furrowed.

      Landry shook her head. “Don’t tell Ford. Last thing I need is him hounding me about my sleep while he’s writing me another ticket. The man should just give me a punch card. Tenth ticket is free.”

      Harper laughed as she pulled Landry into a hug. “I think it would be more of a tenth ticket means bike is confiscated.”

      “Over my dead body.” Landry smirked. “Just means I get to find another way of annoying the hell out of the old man.”

      Harper threw her hands in the air. “I will leave that between the two of you. I’m innocent of all charges in this.”

      Landry shook her head. “I’ll see you later. Need to get back to work.”

      Harper breathed out slowly. “Alright. I’m going to go see Ford, before heading back to the clinic. He’s getting things ready for the new deputy.”

      “Oh, so fresh blood for me to terrorize. Do they have special meetings just about me?” Landry raised an eyebrow.

      “I think there might be something in the welcome packet.” Harper kissed her cheek. “I will see you around, Sweetie. Call me if you need anything.”
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      “Just get in the damn. . .hole.”

      Landry gritted her teeth as she tried to maneuver the bolt into the hole. It shouldn’t be that hard. She shifted her weight, trying to get a better angle. The side-by-side was supposed to be an easy fix, if she could just get the damn bolt in.

      She growled. She didn’t even know why she was even using the damn creeper. The stupid piece of junk was worse than if she was just lying on the floor. The wheels sucked and always jammed up, but Paul was a cheapskate who wouldn’t buy new ones, and she couldn’t afford to buy herself another one. Not if the others in the shop were going to break it again.

      “You know, Landry, if you really wanted someone to fill your holes, I would love to.”

      The side-by-side’s weight shifted above her as her stomach churned. She wanted to vomit.

      She rolled her eyes as she pulled herself out from underneath. The creeper’s wheels screeched loudly. She glared up at Wilson. His beady troll eyes moved over her. Thank god, she had her coveralls covering everything. Not like there was much to look at.

      Landry stepped closer to the little weasel and his thinning hairline. “You fucking try it and I’ll make sure that there isn’t anything left for your wife.”

      She walked around him and over to her toolbox.

      “You should watch the attitude,” Wilson growled, coming up behind her. “You wonder why no one likes you around here.”

      She looked through her sockets and pulled out a few.

      “You don’t like me because I have tits and I’m a better technician. Try doing your training like you’re supposed to.” She walked back around him.

      Wilson sneered. She probably shouldn’t be an ass to her coworkers, but how long did she have to put up with the harassment and the sexual jokes? She got it, this was a man’s world, but there was no reason why a woman couldn’t be good with engines. She liked to tinker, to fix things and make them new again. She liked the ATVs and dirt bikes. She liked anything that she could use to play in the mud.

      “Whatever.” Wilson slammed into her shoulder as he passed.

      Landry pursed her lips as she watched him walk away. “Asshole.”

      She scratched the top of her head as she went back under the side-by-side, trying again to get that final bolt in place.

      Not like anything else in her life was working out.
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      God, the day couldn’t have ended any slower, could it?

      She closed the front door behind her as she slumped against the wooden surface. Her eyes dulled as the happy face she used around others was taken off.

      The house was dark. Silent. She hated how quiet it was. How empty.

      Her shoulders slumped as she shoved off the door and walked into the living room. Landry fell onto the couch and sat there, staring at the floor. No lights turned on, just the sun through the window as the only source of light. She leaned forward as she pulled her bun out and ran her hands through her messy hair until they interlocked at the nape of her neck.

      You’re nothing more than a nuisance. I should have gotten rid of you!

      Seventeen years ago the woman had abandoned her, left her to fend for herself, and yet she was still haunting her. Her voice filled her head more and more lately with the great and oh-so-supportive pep talks that she used to give by screaming bloody murder at her when she was drunk or high. Very motivational shit, right?

      Landry fell to the side, letting herself curl into a ball on the couch. She didn’t want to move, didn’t even have the energy to even cook, not like she was hungry anyway.

      The concern in Harper’s eyes filled her head. The woman didn’t need to worry about her. None of them did. They had families of their own to worry about.

      She didn’t matter.
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      He gripped the wheel tighter as he watched the welcome to Sanctuary, Colorado, sign as he passed. The vibrant sign was filled with painted flowers and fancy lettering.

      Jamie wasn’t used to small towns. He had lived in the big cities most of his life, was used to the hustle of people, car horns and the blaring cacophony of the city on the other side of his window. He wasn’t sure if the quiet small town living was going to be enough for him, but… He needed a change of pace for a while at least.

      His hand moved to his left shoulder as he felt the puckered scar beneath his shirt. The sounds of gunfire filled his head as he gritted his teeth. Now wasn’t the time to think about it. He needed to get into town, meet with Sheriff Garrison, and get settled. He’d been on the road for two days, and his back was cramping.

      At least he had finally made it. The beaming sun was a welcoming difference from the rainy Washington state. The air smelled crisper, and the mountains had a different feel to them. The dry climate was going to take a bit of getting used to, but he would adapt quickly.

      He wasn’t going to take the job, but his sergeant had suggested he did. Said it would be good for him after what had happened.

      Jamie gritted his teeth as he turned up the music, letting the sweet twang of the country song fill the cab of his truck. He tapped out the tune of the lonely cowboy riding off into the sunset, singing softly as he drove.

      A dirt bike zoomed past him on the shoulder of the road.

      Jamie jolted, swerving into the other lane. “Shit.”

      The biker was on the edge of the asphalt, moving between the ditch and the narrow roadside, jumping and speeding like they had the devil himself chasing them. He couldn’t tell much about them, the hoodie hiding who it could have been. Their backpack’s straps flew in the wind.

      They wore red, black, and white riding pants with all black riding boots that all matched the red bike beneath them.

      “The damn jackass has a death wish,” Jamie gritted out as he moved his truck back into his lane.

      The biker jumped a small hill of dirt in the ditch, nearly wiping out as they landed awkwardly, the bike nearly sliding out from under them. Jamie had his phone in his hands, ready to call the sheriff. This dumbass was going to get themselves killed or someone else. They were riding that thing too fast, too recklessly. It was like they didn’t care about their own life.

      Jamie followed the biker into the start of the town. He may not have finished filling out the paperwork, but he could start his job now with this reckless biker.

      His brows furrowed as he watched the biker pull into the sheriff’s station. What the hell? At least they were making it easier on him.

      He pulled in behind them. Jamie got out quickly as he stormed up to them and crossed his arms over his chest.

      The biker turned to look at him, up and down, the helmet and goggles hiding their face.

      “Care to explain why you almost ran me off the road?” He growled.

      The biker snorted as they got off the bike, putting down the kickstand. Jamie backed up enough to give them room. They barely reached his shoulders. Just how young was this kid? They removed their helmet, making his breathing stop.

      Her red hair tumbled down in waves to the middle of her back, her face slightly dirty from the dust that had kicked up on her ride. She was gorgeous. He could tell by the look on her face that she took no shit from anyone, but there was an emptiness in her eyes that looked familiar. The same look that stared back at him in the mirror most days.

      She raised an eyebrow. “I didn’t almost do anything. I was riding on the side of the road. It wasn’t my fault you get spooked easily.”

      Jamie shook himself out of his thoughts. “I don’t spook.”

      “And yet you were the one that swerved. What if there was a car coming?” She shook her head in disappointment. “You could have seriously hurt someone. You should really learn not to scare so easily.”

      Jamie narrowed his eyes, his anger filling him. “I don’t scare. You were driving recklessly. You shouldn’t be jumping and doing tricks next to the road, let alone driving on the pavement.”

      She rolled her eyes as she shifted her weight onto her right leg. “News flash, I can. I have the license, I have the proper equipment. Next complaint.”

      “You. Were. Speeding.”

      Part of him liked her sass. The other wanted to put her over his knee and spank that sass right out of her, it was what he had done with the naughty subs at the club back in the city.

      It was about her safety, about her getting hurt. It was like she didn’t even care. He wanted to sit her down and lecture her on what she was doing, to make sure that she was safe and that she slowed down.

      Fuck, he had only met her and he was feeling protective of her. He didn’t even know her name.

      “So. Were. You.” She leaned in closer, her lip twitching into a sneer.

      He groaned as he rubbed his face, this wasn’t getting him anywhere. The only thing that was coming out of this was that emptiness was being replaced with anger and cockiness like she was winning this argument. That need to spank her ass was growing, his hand was twitching.

      “Is there a problem?” A man drawled behind the girl.

      Jamie looked up at the man as he walked towards them. A Stetson sat low over his dark hair, his eyes hard as he looked at Jamie. A sheriff’s badge gleamed on his chest.

      Well, shit. This wasn’t exactly a good first meeting with his new boss.

      He turned his attention back to the biker. The wild cat was actually smirking devilishly at him. What the hell?

      “She was speeding and almost ran me off the road as I was coming into town,” he crossed his arms over his chest again. “I’m Jamie Clarke.” He looked down at her again. “I’m the new deputy.”

      Her eyes widened before she laughed, nearly keeling over. “Oh, that’s funny.” She slapped the sheriff’s shoulder. “That was a good one. But seriously, Ford. Find someone that doesn’t spook so easily. I wasn’t doing anything illegal or wrong. I was riding in the ditch. The side of the road like you said.”

      “I don’t spook,” Jamie sighed.

      This entire conversation was just going around in circles.

      The sheriff pinched the bridge of his nose. “Landry. We both know you’re reckless on that death machine. I should take it away from you.”

      Landry’s eyes narrowed. “For what?”

      Landry planted her hands on her hips as she glared up at the sheriff. If looks could kill. Back in the city, if someone had tried that with him or his partner, they would have been cuffed and put in the back of the car. Right now, her sass was just turning him on. This was not what he was expecting to happen in the first ten minutes of being in town.

      Ford looked annoyed, if nothing else. How many times had he done this with Landry? How did he know Landry?

      Fuck, she wasn’t Jamie’s. He didn’t even know her. Why the hell was he feeling so possessive?

      “You know what, Landry. You think this is the first time that we have gotten complaints on your reckless riding?” Ford raised his voice. “No one wants to see you hurt.”

      Her fight seemed to simmer out as she looked at the ground. “I know what I’m doing.”

      Jamie scoffed,“You almost crashed after you tried to jump the damn thing.”

      “Landry!” Ford snarled, his eyes moved over her.

      Jamie had to keep himself pinned in place. He didn’t want Ford looking her over like that, even if it was just to see if she was hurt.

      Landry turned to snarl at Jamie. “Shows what you know. I didn’t almost crash. Maybe you should get your eyes checked.”

      Jamie raised an eyebrow, grinning. “Is that the best you can come up with, Wild Cat?”

      She blushed at the nickname. “Not even close.” She turned to Ford. “You seriously want someone delusional and with poor eyesight as deputy? Have you even drug tested him yet?”

      “Landry,” Ford sighed as he looked down at her. “He’s trying to help you.”

      “No, he’s trying to get my bike taken away for no good damn reason.” She jabbed a finger at him.

      Was she serious? But if it meant she would be safe, and he wouldn’t be finding her dead in the middle of the road, then he would take it.

      “There’s enjoying the ride, then there’s having a death wish, Wild Cat.” Jamie kept his tone serious. “You looked like you were running from something. You were being reckless.”

      Her eyes widened as she looked at him, her finger deflating. Sadness seeped into her features as she went quiet.

      Ford rubbed his face. “This is your last warning Landry. You need to be more careful on the damn bikes. If you can’t, then I will take them away from you.” Ford tilted her chin up. “I don’t want to see you hurt.”

      She groaned, “I thought brothers were supposed to be cool.”

      Ford frowned. “We are.”

      “Not from where I’m standing, Buster,” Landry snorted.

      “What are you even doing here? Thought you had to work today,” Ford sighed, shaking his head.

      Landry flicked her gaze to Jamie. “Besides getting harassed by the new staff, I was just stopping by to say hi before I went in. Sorry for thinking about you.”

      She rolled her eyes as she glared up at Ford. The man looked like he needed more coffee. Jamie watched them, they really were like brother and sister, but he didn’t see any resemblance. Ford had a square jaw and hard eyes with a short narrow nose.

      Landry’s face was rounder with high cheekbones and an adorable button nose. Thin lips were pulled back in a scowl as her golden brown eyes twinkled with mischief. Not to mention the fiery red hair that fell in messy waves.

      Jamie wanted to run his hands through her hair, give it a tug to see what her reaction would be.

      Shit.

      This was his boss’s sister. He shouldn’t be having these thoughts, let alone in front of him.

      “Didn’t mean it that way, Brat.” Ford pinched the bridge of his nose. He pulled Landry into a hug. “Just try and stay out of trouble, would you?”

      “No promises.” Landry grinned as she raised an eyebrow at Jamie. “Good luck with the newb. You’re going to need it.”

      Jamie narrowed his eyes. She was seriously pushing it. “Ride that thing less like you stole it and more like you respect the rules, Wild Cat, then we wouldn’t have a problem.”

      She growled, “Stop calling me that.”

      Jamie grinned. Nope.

      Ford studied him as he crossed his hands over his chest.

      “I’ll see you around, Ford,” Landry sighed.

      “You meeting Harper at brunch next week?”

      Landry stiffened, the dead look in her eye returning as she averted her gaze. “We’ll see. I’ve been busy.”

      Jamie tensed. Why was she lying? That look in her eyes was crushing.

      “Alright,” Ford said, gently, his gaze watching her closely.

      Landry straddled her bike as she put her helmet back on, watching Jamie with a guarded gaze. She readjusted her goggles before starting the bike.

      “Try not to spook too easily, City Boy,” Landry yelled through her helmet.

      Jamie opened his mouth to retort, but Landry only revved the engine before she was peeling out of the spot and pulling a wheelie out of the parking lot.

      Ford groaned, “I don’t need the paperwork.”

      Jamie raised an eyebrow. So much for quiet.
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      Landry tried to let the rumble of the dirt bike soothe her, but the nerve of that jerk had sunk deep into her and wasn’t letting go. So what, she got a little close to his truck. He was driving a lifted Chevy. She was on a damn bike. There was seriously a size difference. It wasn’t her fault he overreacted.

      Her heart hammered in her chest as she moved down the street. Why did she react like that to him? One minute she was wanting to slug him for calling her Wild Cat, and the next she wanted him to keep looking at her with concern that only Ford and his father had shown her. It was confusing and infuriating. She shouldn’t be wanting him to hold her. No, she should be running him over with her dirt bike. Over and over again, and then maybe once with his truck for good measure.

      It was a really nice red truck.

      She stopped at the light, her eyes moving over downtown Sanctuary. The buildings were brightly colored to draw in the annoying tourists. The flowerbeds were filled with bright, smelly flowers to add even more color.

      Her eyes moved to Books in Bloom. Riven worked there with Margorie. She could see them in the window, laughing and talking as they held Thorn and Liam.

      Landry shifted her eyes back to the light as it changed to green. She high tailed it out of there. It must be nice to get along with your coworkers. To have someone that valued your opinion and help, that didn’t sit there and ridicule you or try to make sexual advances. Guess she was just out of luck.

      And there wasn’t anywhere for her to work besides in a garage. She wasn’t made for working a desk job, or retail. As it was, she didn’t have to fully deal with the customers.

      Landry knew she had a mouth on her. She was a smart ass with no filter and, for the most part, had no problem saying what was on her mind. She couldn’t be timid if she was going to work in a shop with a bunch of guys who spent most of their Saturday nights stroking one out before going to bed drunk. Tough skin was a requirement. Just the way it was. She was used to it. . . She just wished she didn’t have to be all the time. And getting her bike confiscated on a Friday would only ruin her nonexistent plans for the weekend.

      She had thought about going to brunch next week, but wasn’t sure if she was going to be up for it. She would need to see how she was feeling that morning. It wouldn’t hurt to call a rain check, right? Just might need to find another excuse as to why she was ditching them.

      Her stomach twisted as the guilt filled her. She was only trying to do what was best for the girls. They didn’t need her being a burden.

      Jamie’s face filled her head, his words on repeat. You looked like you were running from something. It wasn’t about running from it, but more like leaving it in a plume of dust and hoping it stayed lost and never came to the surface again.

      “The jerk,” she hissed quietly under the rumble of her bike.

      Jamie Clarke. She had only just met him and she knew that he was going to be a problem. She just needed to see how quickly she could chase him out of town.
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      “Not even here an hour and you’re already making friends with the locals.”

      Jamie looked at the sheriff, his eyebrow raised.

      Jamie laughed dryly. “Not sure she would agree with you there.”

      Ford shook his head. “Probably not. Landry. . .” He sighed. “She’s Landry. She’s stubborn and thick-headed and causes me about as many problems as the Harrison boys do.”

      That didn’t sound good. He didn’t like the soft look that Ford had as he talked about Landry. Damn, what was going on with him? Was it just exhaustion from the drive from Washington? He didn’t even know Landry. She probably hated him.

      Ford clapped his shoulder. “You’ll be meeting them soon enough. The youngest three are always starting something, from bar fights to almost getting shot by their oldest brother.”

      Jamie chuckled, “And my sergeant thought this was going to be relaxing. Seems like you have your hands full.”

      Ford led him into the station, looking at him over his shoulder. Jamie shoved his hands in his pockets, taking in the familiarity that every station had from the stale coffee to the clatter of keyboards and handcuffs. It felt good to have something familiar. It grounded him.

      Ford led Jamie into his office and took a seat behind his desk. Jamie sat down, and leaned back.

      “I’ll get straight to the point.” Ford took off his Stetson and placed it on the messy files. “Sanctuary is a bit different from your normal town. It’s why we are strict on who we hire.”

      Jamie kept his gaze level.

      “Not many on the outside understand how this town works, and I won’t have my town worrying about those that are there to protect them,” Ford sighed, his eyes zoning out. “Especially with the events over the last year.”

      Jamie pursed his lip. “You're talking about that shooting and the mafia leader?”

      “Yeah.” Ford leaned back, rubbing his face. “Gavin Durrow. The bastard chased his ex all the way here and nearly killed her and her fiancés. And then the street shooting. It’s a miracle that it was only the gunman that died. Usually the town is a bit quieter than that. A few bar brawls, disputes over land and cattle. Speeding. But yeah, the last year has been. . . eventful.”

      “I’m good with quiet.” Jamie shrugged.

      Ford’s eyes ran over Jamie. “I would think so after what happened. I’m sorry about your partner.”

      Jamie’s heart seized as he tried to hide his clenching fists. “Thank you.”

      Ford sifted through the files on his desk before pulling one out. “Your medical reports are good and everything is in order, so you will be good to start on Monday. It will give you some time to get used to the town and how things work.”

      “It can’t be that hard,” Jamie snorted.

      Ford raised an eyebrow. “Like I said, this town is different. Menage is common. Women and children have guardians that look after their safety. They are protected, cherished, and their safety is above everything else. Don’t be afraid when you hear a husband talk about spanking their wives. It’s common around here.”

      Jamie shifted in his seat. His lip twitched. Spankings, huh?

      He could understand now why he would be picky on his new hires. Menages weren’t exactly celebrated or normal. But he liked that the town seemed to look after each other, especially the women and children. That was hard to find anymore.

      “I can handle it.”

      “Good.” Ford grinned. “You can talk to Gladis up front about the last of the paperwork and the uniforms. I’ll see you back here on Monday and I’ll take you out on patrol to learn the ropes.”

      Ford stood and Jamie followed as they both shook hands.

      It wasn’t going to be too bad, he hoped. He had no problem with dishing out traffic tickets or helping with a dispute. He didn’t even mind the idea of giving a certain fiery redhead a ticket or two to stop her from speeding and being reckless again. Or the idea of bending her over his knee and spanking her ass was looking rather tempting.

      Fuck, he was in trouble.
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      “The nerve of this guy. I should have run his ass over with the bike.”

      Landry took an aggressive bite of her sandwich, her eyes slits as she looked around the park.

      “Landry!” Harper was laughing, tears rolling down her face. “It sounds like Jamie was just looking out for you.”

      Landry rolled her eyes. He had no reason to be.

      Harper, Mackenzie and Willow were the only ones there today. Ash was out of town for some engineering meeting for her job and Riven had a school function for Amarii.

      She was really a good mom. Landry’s mother would never have stepped foot in the school. It took begging and pleading just to get her there to sign her up. Even then, she wasn’t halfway sober to do it.

      “Jamie can suck it,” Landry grumbled. “He got Ford involved and almost got my bike taken away. I need my bike. What else am I going to use to get to work?”

      “You do have a truck.” Mackenzie raised an eyebrow. “Or is it just not as much fun to take off-roading?”

      Landry scoffed, “Not nearly. You can’t even jump it, let alone wheelie it.”

      Mackenzie and Harper squealed with another bout of laughter.

      “Landry, you are going to give my husband a heart attack or an ulcer.” Harper hugged her.

      Landry shook her head. Not exactly what she was going for, but Ford had Harper and an entire town to look after. He didn’t need to trouble himself with her safety on top of it. It was bad enough that she had his father doing it too.

      Besides, she had been riding dirt bikes since she was twelve. She had raced in more competitions than she could count. She knew what she was doing. She had the protective gear and everything. There wasn’t any reason for them to worry about her.

      You looked like you were running from something.

      Landry shivered. How did he know? She was good at hiding behind her smart ass ways out in public. How did he see through it? She had perfected it over the years. It was irritating.

      “Landry?”

      Landry jolted as she turned to look at Harper. Shit, she zoned out again.

      “Sorry. Just tired.” She shrugged, giving her a small smile.

      “They aren’t overworking you, are they?” Mackenzie furrowed her brows. “Shoot, and we have you coming out to work on your day off. That’s not right.”

      “Please. You guys take care of your stuff better than anyone in town. Two hours tops to service your ATVs and then I’m done. It’s nothing, Mackenzie. Easiest job around.”

      Mackenzie pursed her lip. “Are you sure? I don’t want to overwork you or take advantage of you either.”

      You’re nothing. You’re going to turn out just like your mother!

      Landry froze as she watched Mackenzie. “You’re not. I know you. If I couldn’t handle it, I wouldn’t have taken the job.”

      Mackenzie sighed, “Alright. If you say so. Maybe once you’re done we can hang out on the deck and just relax. I’ll even bake.”

      “Just make sure those cinnamon rolls are done when I am.” Landry smirked.

      It was just going to be getting the energy to get up and head out to her ranch. It was a struggle to force herself out of bed most days. Just the way it was and there wasn’t much she could do about it.

      “Deal.” Mackenzie giggled.

      Harper groaned. “I wish I could relax. I have to go out and help Walker and Jonah with checks on some of their cows. Looks like some of their cows are ready to become mommas early.”

      “Next time. Oh, and maybe Riven and Ash can bring Amarii and we can go for a ride. That would be fun.” Mackenzie clapped her hands.

      It would be.

      She just didn’t know if she would be up for it. As it was, these brunches always left her exhausted. She loved the girls. They were everything to her, but the happy façade she tried to put up was taking more and more work to keep up. She just didn’t want to have to fake a smile to keep the others from worrying. She was tired and most days the darkness of her bedroom was becoming more and more appealing.

      She was barely eating. Maybe one meal a day. At least she was able to hide it. Harper, Mackenzie and Willow loved to dress in the pretty, girly dresses and form-fitting tops. Landry was happy with the baggy tomboy look. It wasn’t like she was trying to impress anyone and not like she had anything really to flaunt. She didn’t have an hourglass figure. She had scars everywhere from injuries from riding or work and a few surgeries. Her hair was always wild and tangled. She didn’t even know why she kept it long. But otherwise. . . everything was dull compared to her friends. She knew they never saw her that way. But she could see it clear as day.

      They were springtime collection. She was thrift store rejects.

      She just didn’t fit.

      Landry took a deep breath as Harper and Mackenzie joked, only smiling when she needed to as she nibbled her lunch. It sat heavy in her stomach, probably the only food she had since breakfast yesterday. She knew it wasn’t healthy, knew that Ford was going to flip shit if he found out and probably make her move in with them. There would surely be a murder at that point if he did.

      Landry looked down at her lap as she fiddled with her fingers. She zoned out everything around her. Harper’s and Mackenzie’s voices grew more distant as she focused on the dirt and grime on her hands. The scratches and chipped nails.

      She wasn’t a girly girl. Not in the least.

      “Landry, is your sandwich not good?” Mackenzie asked. “Are you feeling okay?”

      “What?” Landry lifted her head. “Oh, yeah. I’m fine.”

      Harper’s eyes narrowed slightly as she watched Landry. Crap. Was Harper going to tell Ford that she wasn’t feeling well? He would show up at her place with soup and never leave until she was better.

      Damn it.

      “Hey, I’ve got to get back to work. Okay?” Landry sighed as stood up and grabbed her backpack.

      “O-okay. I’ll see you this weekend then.” Mackenzie smiled with concern.

      “Yeah.” Landry tried to return the smile.

      She left without another word or looking back at them. She just needed to get away, no sense dampening their mood. They were happy.

      Landry threw her backpack over her shoulders as she moved towards her bike. She just needed to get back to work, finish the jobs she had and then she could go home. Not that that was any better. But it wasn’t like there was anything else for her to do. She didn’t drink. Didn’t do drugs. She saw what they did to her mom and the many men that came through their door growing up. She didn’t want to end up like that. She didn’t want to end up like her mother. She never partied or hung out with anyone but the girls.

      Landry shivered at the thought.

      You’re nothing. You’re just like your mother. Nothing more than trash!

      Landry squeezed her eyes shut for a moment as she stopped next to her bike. The voices could just go fuck themselves for all she cared. She got it.

      Breathing out a shaky breath, she got on the bike and started it, letting the familiar rumble run through her. It was the only time her mind was calm. No dark thoughts. When she was on the bike she didn’t have a care in the world. Just her, the bike, and the path in front of her. She could forget the real world and just bask in the adrenaline and the feel of flying across the dirt.

      Putting on her helmet, she raced out of the parking lot, the warm breeze pressing against her as she rode.

      Maybe she needed to take a weekend for a getaway ride. Just hit one of the trails and camp. Might be just what she needed.
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      Jamie shifted in his seat. The town was nice, welcoming. Not something that he was used to.

      Ford had been right about the Harrisons, though. The three younger ones were rowdier than the others and did get into quite the mischief. Two damn bar fights in one night. Otherwise, the town was quiet. A few speeding tickets and warnings. It was a different pace from the big cities for sure.

      And maybe the quiet was just what he needed.

      Jamie reached up and stroked the scar under his tan uniform and vest.

      He clenched his jaw as he focused out the window. The blacktop raced underneath him as he moved down the road out of town. Ford was having him patrol along the highway, people were getting ready to get off work and he had wanted to try and nip some of the speeding happening lately in the ass.

      His mind wandered to Landry. He hadn’t seen her since their first meeting about a week ago. His mind had been wandering to her from time to time on his shifts and even at night in his apartment. He didn’t like that haunted look in her eyes. The dullness. Someone like her, the sass that he had seen, was supposed to have a fire in their eyes. But Landry. . . the wild cat wasn’t so wild.

      Jamie furrowed his eyebrows as he turned down the radio. He looked in his side mirror as the rumble grew louder. A scowl formed as he heaved out a breath.

      She didn’t fucking listen.

      Landry’s red bike shot past him on the side of the road and into the ditch, a wall of dust lifted into the air in her wake. She was going even faster than last time. What the hell was she thinking?

      Gritting his teeth, he threw on his sirens as he stepped on the gas. Landry looked over her shoulder once, before slowing down. He wanted to yell at her for taking her eyes off the damn trail in front of her. It was dangerous.

      She came to a stop as she removed her helmet, her eyes slits as she looked back at him.

      He got out of the truck and walked up to her and crossed his arms. She let her helmet dangle from the handlebars.

      “You have nothing better to do?” She raised an eyebrow. “The Harrisons aren’t causing Armageddon? What?”

      At least she had some fire in her today. But he didn’t like the dark circles under her eyes. They looked worse. Not to mention the fact it looked like she had lost weight.

      He pursed his lips. “I think I’m right where I need to be, Wild Cat. You were once again driving recklessly.”

      Landry scoffed, “Please.”

      Jamie glared at her. “You were being reckless, Landry.”

      His voice was firm, but filled with concern.

      Her shoulders dropped slightly as she turned her gaze to the ground. Her jaw clenched tightly.

      “You also look tired and pale.” His gaze grew gentle.

      Landry turned to look at him. “I’m fine. Now do what you need to do so I can go home and get away from you.” She looked back at his truck as she mumbled under her breath. “And before I run you over with your own truck.”

      He pulled out his notepad as he started to write, his eyes never leaving the page. “You try and run me over with my own truck, and I will charge you with assaulting a deputy, theft, and probably also attempted murder. Not to mention, I really don’t feel like denting my truck.”

      He flicked his eyes up momentarily. Landry’s eyes were wide as she watched him. He grinned widely.

      She leaned closer. “Did Ford get those drug test results back yet, City Boy?”

      “He did.” He looked up at her. “License and insurance.”

      “We’re really going through with this?” Landry groaned as she pulled off her backpack.

      She stopped and rolled her head far enough to look up at him. “Try not to spook and accidentally shoot me, will you? I just need to get my wallet out of my bag.”

      “I. Don’t. Spook.” He gritted his teeth.

      The brat was asking for it, his hand was itching to spank that ass of hers. Fuck. He shouldn’t be having those thoughts right now. Not while he was on the job. Not to mention the fact that she was his boss’s sister. That wasn’t going to end well.

      Landry handed over the cards and huffed as she leaned forward against the bike. Was she just being difficult or was she that tired?

      “Is there any reason why you would be going that fast to begin with?” He looked up from her license.

      “Is there any real reason to go fast? It’s fun. It annoys the newbie deputy with spooking issues?” Landry grinned.

      Fuck, her smile was beautiful. She had small dimples when she smiled. If only her eyes weren’t filled with her sass.

      Jamie dropped his head and took a deep breath.

      “You know I hear yoga is a really good stress reliever,” Landry giggled as she propped her head on her hand.

      She was enjoying this.

      “So does a brat doing what they are told and following the laws.” He made his voice steel.

      Landry shivered as her eyes flared for a moment. A blush filled her cheeks as her breathing hitched. At least he wasn’t the only one affected by their interactions.

      He handed her back her cards as he cleared his throat. “I know that Ford has talked to you about your speeding and reckless driving. I was there for the last one. I can see that Ford doesn’t want to see you hurt. I don’t want to see you hurt either.”

      “Why? You like Ford and don’t want to deal with the paperwork?” She snorted. “You don’t even know me.”

      “You’re right, I don’t,” Jamie sighed, his gaze softening. He finished scribbling and handed her the tickets. “From the sounds of it, you should know what to do with these.”

      Landry growled as she grabbed the tickets. “Reckless driving warning and speeding. Seriously?”

      If looks could kill. He almost wanted to call for backup.

      “You should know the laws of this town better than some city boy.” He raised an eyebrow. “And I could have done more than a warning on the reckless driving.”

      Landry muttered under her breath as she stuffed the tickets and her wallet back into her backpack. He thought he caught a few unsavory names for him in there, but he let them slide. For now.

      He had only met her twice and he wanted to know more about her. He didn’t understand this need to hold her and protect her. He wanted to make sure that she was eating, that she was taking care of herself.

      He turned on his radio. “Lois, show me on break for the next five minutes.”

      “Copy.” The woman’s voice was gravelly as it came back through.

      Jamie put his notepad in his back pocket and looked at Landry. She was still glaring at him.

      “Break, huh? Feel like celebrating the tickets?” She snarled.

      “No. Thought it would be unprofessional to ask you out to dinner while still on the clock.” He grinned.

      Landry froze, her jaw practically in the dirt as the blush grew brighter.

      “You-You want to. . .” Her eye twitched as she stood from her bike. “You just gave me a damn ticket and you want me to go out to dinner with you, you jackass?”

      He shrugged. “Pretty much.”

      That eye twitch was getting worse.

      “Like hell, City Boy,” she growled, getting into his face. “You do not just give someone tickets and then ask them out. Do you give your mom tickets too?”

      “I have. The old man about shot me at Thanksgiving dinner once for it.”

      “I’m thinking he should have.” Landry crossed her arms.

      Jamie shook his head. Ryan would have agreed with her on that one. His partner had been too scared to even attempt helping him give the ticket to his mother. He just stood back and watched. Probably videotaped it too.

      “You wouldn’t be the first.” He smiled sadly.

      Her anger diminished as they stared at each other for a moment as cars moved past them.

      “I’m not going out with you, City Boy,” she muttered as she walked back to her bike. “Just go do your job and. . .”

      Landry shook her head, her eyes growing distant as she climbed onto her bike. And what?

      “Alright, Wild Cat.” He nodded his head. “I’ll see you around.”

      She looked up at him once before she put her helmet on and started her bike. He waited till she was moving down the road before he walked back to his truck.

      He sat there, watching the rising dust as she rode away. He was going to find a way to know her. That was for sure.
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      Landry screamed as she slammed her door shut. An eighty dollar ticket for going a little fast. The man was a fucking jerk. . . bastard. . .

      I think I’m right where I need to be, Wild Cat.

      What the hell did he mean by that? She leaned back against the door and let herself slide down till she was sitting with her legs curled up against her chest. She leaned her chin against her knees.

      He. . . He wanted to go out with her. She didn’t date. The last time she tried was in high school and the boy had thought she was going to give it up as easily as her mother did. He was sorely disappointed when the only thing she would give him was a broken nose and black eye.

      Now it was the fact that most of the time she came off as a bitch. She knew it. It was just the way it was. She wasn’t going to put up with any man’s shit. That and. . .

      She was afraid that she would eventually turn into her mother. That she would hurt those around her.

      You’re hopeless. Worthless.

      She closed her eyes as she buried her face into her knees. Her voice shouldn’t still affect her like this. Her mother disappeared when she was ten, over seventeen years ago. So why? Why did her mother’s voice still fill her head and make her feel so small still?

      She didn’t know what to do anymore to get the voices to stop. The only thing that helped was riding. To just let herself focus on the moment, to feel herself fly over the ground with the adrenaline coursing through her. She needed to go fast to leave the voices behind in the dust.

      “Maybe the asshole had a point,” she grumbled.

      Landry would never tell Jamie that he was right. It would only make his ego grow, and it probably wouldn’t fit into his truck at that point. Then Ford would really have to get a new deputy with Jamie not able to drive any more. But it would have been funny if Jamie was forced to ride a bicycle to do the job, he could make the wee-woo sounds with his voice.

      She smiled slightly as she finally looked up. The smile faltered.

      She couldn’t go out with him. It wouldn’t end well. She wasn’t good, let alone good enough for anyone. He could do better. Most guys wanted the girly girls. Not some grease monkey tomboy that swore like a trucker and knew more about mechanics than most men did.

      He’ll find someone.

      She just needed to get the ticket paid and try to steer clear of him. She could try going to the track over the weekend. It might help. She couldn’t afford another ticket. Bills still needed to be paid.

      Nothing ever worked out for her.

      She had no luck and something told
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