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        Amanda

      

      

      

      When life goes to hell, it really goes to hell. And then it kicks you in the lady balls.

      I sat staring out over the pool, unseeing the crystal-clear blue water or the way the rare winter sunshine reflected across it. I was lost deep in my thoughts of self-pity and worthlessness. 

      It had been weeks since my return, and I still didn't have a damned clue as to what came next. 

      "Are you just going to sit there again all day? You do realize your behavior is pretty pathetic, right?"

      I didn't bother to look up at my latest stepmother. What was she? The second or the third since I'd left home as a teenager? I couldn't keep track. Hell, why bother?

      Only, this one seemed hellbent on getting into my business. 

      Not that she was wrong. It was pathetic to sit in my father's house day after day and do nothing. Although didn't I deserve some time off after what I'd been through? Where was my pat on the back for a job well done? I shook my head. My thoughts were getting deeper and darker by the day. 

      No government agency was going to thank me ever again. My role as an undercover operative had come to a whimpered end after I’d take a bullet to the chest. My boss, however, had made it a point to remind me on my way out the door, that anyone else would have gone to jail for the shit I pulled. 

      They didn't know the half of it. Nor did they care to bother finding out. Everything with them was by the book, and I'd pretty much thrown the book in their faces when I got myself trapped in a mafia-controlled snare.

      Hell, I might still be there if the man in charge hadn't been killed. 

      "Mind your own business, uhh—" Fuck. My mind drew a blank. What was her name?

      "Theresa," she shrieked. "I've told you like sixteen times. Are you brain damaged or something?"

      I blinked, still not bothering to turn in her direction and give her my full attention. I was something alright. 

      "Excuse me, Ms. Turner."

      We both turned to James, my father's butler. He stood there holding a black cardboard box in his hand. The man was old as dirt and had been with our family for as long as I could remember. His gaze met mine instead of hers, and I recognized his look of sympathy. But why? It's not as if he had any details about what happened to me. No one did. Sure, some of them thought they knew me. But they were wrong. 

      "A package just came for you." 

      "Ooh, a package?" Theresa nearly squealed. No doubt she thought whatever inane bullshit she'd ordered from Amazon this time had arrived. However, just before she could grab the box from James, he pulled it away from her. 

      "I'm sorry," he said. "I meant it's for Ms. Turner, not Mrs. Turner." 

      I snickered, and my stepmother turned to me with a vicious glare. "Don't be a bitch, A-Man-Da." Before I could decide if I wanted to respond or not, I didn't, she turned back to James and yanked the box from his hand. "What does she care about a package? She hasn't moved from that chair in hours." 

      James looked at me apologetically and I gave him a slight nod. It didn't matter. I wasn't expecting anything, and if it kept Theresa from bitching at me, she could open the package and have at it. 

      He turned and disappeared as quietly and as quickly as he'd arrived. I had to admit that I admired that about him. The reason he'd lasted all these years was his ability to blend into the background. My father was rather crotchety about his staff, but James, he seemed to like. Or at least tolerate. 

      I turned back to the pool and beyond. Here in Washington, it rained more often than it didn't, so it was a necessity to have an indoor pool. However, my father was an outdoorsman at heart, so the room that housed the pool was completely made of glass. It provided the perfect view of his vast property and the snowcapped cascade mountains in the background. 

       I hated to admit it, but I was willing to tolerate the latest stepmother because of this. My home. As long as I didn't leave the property, I could breathe freely. But beyond the gates that kept us secure, there were constant memories that threatened my sanity. 

      "Jesus, this package looks soaking wet and banged all to hell. I swear, no one cares about anyone's property but their own. The shipping company could obviously care less about causing any damage."

      Theresa rambled, and while I heard her words, I did my best to tune her out. 

      I'd grown up here on the outskirts of Sultan, Washington. A tiny town that may only be an hour away from Seattle but felt like an entirely different world. Life moved at a different pace here and everyone knew everyone. Which meant nothing was really private here. My father had inherited a fortune from his father after the decades of the lumber boon, and the Turner family had pretty much secured their place as the first family of Sultan.

      And while my father ran a decent sized ranch here, the Turner fortune continued to grow mostly because he had a passion for investments. As in, he owned freaking everything. Or at least that's the way it seemed. 

      From the⁠—

      "What the hell? Oh my—" Theresa didn't finish. She started screaming bloody murder.  Her ear-piercing screams nearly made me fall off my chair. I had to jump and make sure she wasn’t currently being stabbed to death. She wasn’t, but there was blood, and lots of it. Her hands were covered, and the terror on her face startled even me. 

      I ran around the pool and grabbed her by the shoulders, but nothing stopped her screams. "Jesus Christ, Theresa. What is wrong? What happened?”

      Tears streamed down her face and there seemed like no hope of her getting out a coherent sentence. Her breathing had already gone straight into erratic and she was either going to have a heart attack and drop dead or pass out.

      I hoped for the latter. The woman was meaner than a snake, but that didn't mean I wanted her to die. Plus, I didn't want to be the one with her if that happened. My father would probably kill me. Or at the very least cut me off again. 

      I shook her harder. "Look at me, Theresa. Focus. What is wrong? Where are you bleeding?” I tried surveying her body for some sort of injury, but she refused to be still and was stronger than I expected in the throes of panic. 

      I grabbed her face and turned it until she was forced to meet my gaze. "What the fuck is going on? I can't help you if you don't take a damned breath and tell me what is wrong."

      Her screams quieted, but the incoherent whimpers did not. 

      "Take a breath. A deep one and hold it." She sort of followed my directions, but her eyes were unfocused and wild. Whatever it was, she was scared witless. I turned and surveyed the area around her and that's when I finally noticed the package laying on its side, facing away from me.

      A black cardboard box. 

      Something in my gut twisted, and her fear transferred to me. Something in that box that had sent her over the edge. I wanted to know—needed to know, but my instincts screamed that I didn't want to know. 

      I turned back to her. "I'm going to check it out, okay? Do you think you can stand here quietly while I do?”

      She shook her head frantically as her body shook. I'd never seen this woman speechless, and without an insult for me hovering on her lips. It unnerved me to see her reduced to this whimpering mess. 

      "I have to," I said as gently as I could. "Whatever it is, we'll deal with it." Her eyes widened and her body shook. "I'll deal with it," I promised. Surely whatever it was, I could handle it. I was a trained operative. I'd been undercover and seen and endured the worst of humanity. Of course, she didn't know that. 

      Nobody did. I'd tried to talk to a therapist, but I'd yet to get the words past my lips. I wanted to pretend everything I'd endured on the Mazzeo compound didn't happen. Or at the very least, it had been worth it, because Frank Mazzeo had lived up to his end of the bargain.

      My much younger, and far more innocent sister remained safe and happy at boarding school without ever realizing how much her life had cost me.

      It was worth the price, I reminded myself. I did that on the daily. When I'd been on the job, I'd swept everything under the rug. Since then—not so much. 

      Enough. 

      I shook those thoughts from my head. I had a scared woman in my hands who looked like she'd break at any moment. And if that happened, the consequences would fall on my shoulders—again. 

      Whatever was in that box...

      "I'm going to help you into this chair, and then I'm going to investigate. I'll call the butler to bring something to clean you up and a first aid kit. "Can you tell me if you're hurt? Do I need to call for an ambulance?"

      That seemed like a dumb question, but I could find no source of blood other than her hands. What the hell had arrived in that package?

      I eased Theresa into one of the lounge chairs, and even though she'd officially dissolved into a steady stream of tears, I couldn’t wait. I had to investigate. Whatever happened, she'd be all right for a few seconds. 

      Turning back to the package, I could now see a pool of blood forming underneath the box. It seemed like a lot...

      Careful not to touch anything, I stalked closer until the opening came into view. My heart stuttered and nearly stopped beating. Maybe it did. My chest constricted so hard nothing would surprise me. It wasn't an animal or a limb or anything that benign. 

      It was a human head. A male human head. And despite the blood oozing from the box, I recognized it. Paul Danvers. One of the men who'd worked with me on the Frank Mazzeo task force. I was pretty sure he worked for the FBI. 

      Fuck. 

      I bent at the waist and tried to fight off the rising nausea. I'd seen dead bodies. Hell, I'd seen people killed in front of my eyes. But this was a severed head and it had come to my house, addressed to me.

      I tried to stand and lost it, throwing up all over the crime scene. Whoever had done this... 

      My stomach jerked and pulsed until nothing else came along with the heaves. Of course, it was during that shining moment both my father and James arrived.

      "What the hell is going on? What was all that screaming for?"
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      Standing in the shadows, I watched the man approach our clubhouse. Since he'd made it past security and driven in like he owned the place in his fancy fucking Jaguar, someone must have been expecting him.  It wasn't often our club let outsiders into this area.

      Usually, if the club or its president had some business to conduct with nonmembers, we took care of it at the casino on the backside of the property.

      This change in procedure didn't bode well and with fucking Turner being the civilian in question, I didn't think the news would be good. The last time he'd come here, he'd hired us to find his missing daughter and that had turned into an epic shit show. Especially when it turned out she wasn't missing at all. She'd gone off and gotten herself mixed up with the fucking mafia. 

      I shook my head and pushed her out of my thoughts. She did not deserve my time. Whatever Turner wanted, JD could take care of it and leave me the hell out of it.

      The club had enough on our plate at the moment. Since the death of Frank Mazzeo, we’d barely had a day of peace. Not that anyone expected killing the head of the Seattle mafia would halve their operations. 

      No, crime like theirs went on and someone rose up out of the ranks and took over. Although the new man in charge rarely hid behind the cloak of some corporation now only known as the collective. What the hell did that even mean?

      Lame is what I called it. I dropped my cigarette to the dirt and stomped on it with the toe of my riding boots. The soft pelt of the winter rain sounded above me on the metal roof, masking any sounds I made and keeping me hidden from anyone who didn't know where to look. 

      Turner climbed out of his car and every muscle in my body went rigid. I really had hoped to never see the man again. As unrealistic as that was since he also lived in Sultan, a man could fucking wish, couldn't he? 

      I was about to reveal myself and stop him from invading our private space when my phone chimed in my pocket. I cursed—silently so as not to give away my position—and pulled the damned thing out of my pocket. 

      I actually didn't need to see it to know who it was from. I had a specific ring tone for the president. 

      You need to stop stalking the man and come inside. He has a job for us and we need to hear him out.

      Fuuuck me.

      That tightening of my gut earlier screwed down harder. If this had anything to do with Mandy, Amanda, Kelly, or whatever she might be calling herself these days, I was out. And I would have no problem letting JD know my position on this. Once had been enough. If she was back in town, I expected her to keep as far away from me as possible. 

      She'd fucking walked out of my life without so much as a goodbye. I hated her for that shit. But when her fucking father told me she’d gotten rid of the baby, I hated her with the kind of passion that usually got men killed. 

      Ten years was not enough time to get over it, and it sure as fuck wasn't long enough to forget. 

      With my anger building to a fevered pitch, I pushed off the wall and made my way into the clubhouse. I didn't see Turner in the main room. Only a few of my club brothers and some of the women who hung around all the time. I shook my head and made my way to the conference room—our inner sanctum. He had to be kidding me, right? 

      I popped the door open with more force than necessary and the door hit the wall with a decent thud. I wouldn't disrespect my president with a raging temper tantrum in front of someone who didn't belong here, but I would make it clear to everyone in the room that this shit was not worth my time.

      "Thanks for joining us." JD smirked, the cock of one eyebrow a clear warning that I needed to settle down. Something not likely to happen if this went the way I expected it to go.

      "I didn't know we had a meeting."

      "Turner has an urgent request for us. I thought you should be here for the whole story, so it didn't have to be repeated secondhand."

      I turned to our guest, and at the sight of his scowl in my direction, I had to swallow down the desire to tell him to fuck off and walk out. He didn't like me any more than I cared for him, so why he kept coming to the club for help made no damned sense.

      Except that if you had a situation that needed to be handled outside the law there weren't too many other people to go to.

      Finally, he looked away and leaned forward, placing his hands on our sacred table that had our club emblem burned into it. Something about that only riled me further. He needed to get the hell on with it and then get the fuck out.

      "We had an incident out at the ranch today, and to put it frankly, it’s far more complicated than my personal security team or the Sultan police department can handle." 

      "And?” I asked, when he paused for too long without elaborating.

      “A package was delivered to the house, and my wife had the unpleasant experience of opening it. She nearly lost her mind. It was her screams that my entire security team responded to, and then they called me. However, the damage was done. Finding my wife with blood on her hands and arms freaked out our entire staff, and now half of them are too scared to come inside the house."

      This time, JD beat me to the next question. 

      "What was in it?"

      His face paled and his lips compressed into a grim line as he pulled his phone out of his front jacket pocket and swiped his finger across the screen. "I can show you."

      He handed the phone over to JD. 

      "Holy, fuck. Is that—" JD touched the screen with two fingers and zoomed in on the image. "Who is it?"

      I couldn't take it anymore and I stood to round the table. 

      "A former coworker of my daughter." 

      I froze mid step, changed course, and retook my seat. Those were not the words I’d wanted to hear. Only my respect for my president kept me from walking straight out the door. JD gave me a warning look and handed over the phone. 

      Jesus hell. Good thing I had a strong stomach. Based on the conversation thus far, I don't know what I'd expected. But a bloody severed head in a box was definitely not it. 

      "Who delivered it?" I zoomed into the picture as well, only I wasn't trying to examine the head, I was looking at the surrounding area. There were bloody footprints, possibly some blonde hair stuck in some of the blood. Probably fingerprints mixed in too. 

      "Camera footage shows a private delivery company brought it in. Our usual guy, too. Nothing out of the ordinary in that respect." 

      I glanced up at Turner. "This looks pretty out of the ordinary."

      He frowned. "I meant the delivery guy. The head in the box? I don't even know what to say. My wife has been practically catatonic since it happened. My daughter is refusing to talk about it, which is par on course with her behavior since we got her back. She never fucking leaves the house. But is this some kind of death threat?" he asked, his eyes narrowing. 

      I placed the phone down on the table and slid it a little too hard in the direction of Turner. He caught it, although barely. 

      "I'm going to take a guess and say this is probably something the FBI should handle. Can't your daughter call them and get them to take care of this?" The word daughter barely made it past my lips, and I was well aware it sounded about as eloquent as rocks going through a blender. "If this is her co-worker, they will want to handle this. You probably won't even need to involve the Sultan police."

      He shook his head. "After she was shot on the job during her last case, Amanda was put on medical leave and expects to be terminated as soon as that officially ends. Those assholes won’t even take any of her calls. Since then, she's all but stopped talking to anyone."

      "No one here gives a shit about her employment status." The words slipped out before I could stop them. I glanced at both Turner and JD to find them both watching me intently. 

      "I get that you don't appreciate how the last job I hired you for turned out. However, I did fairly compensate you for all your work. More than fairly. No one knew in advance exactly what we were getting into, but that's why people come to you in the first place, isn't it?

      "Yes." JD answered gruffly, cutting off my sarcastic response. "But I have to agree, the investigation of this guy's death should be handled by the FBI."

      "And it will. I’ve called in a few favors,“ Turner responded. "But what I won't get from them is any help protecting my family. And I have a gut feeling that my security team isn't equipped for this kind of trouble either. Hence why I'm darkening your doorstep again. Trust me, I don't want to be here anymore than you want me here."

      That last bit had been directed at me and I almost snarled. At least we could agree on one thing. "Then maybe you shouldn't have come."

      "Let's talk about what you want from us," JD interrupted again. I was going to catch hell later for him having to play referee between me and Turner. It was bullshit for me to hold a grudge against the man simply because he was Amanda's father. But there was a lot of water under that bridge and I couldn't look at him without feeling like I was going to drown in it. 

      "First, I'd like to keep my family safe. With my own security team looking over their shoulders every second, I don't have a lot of confidence."

      "Then hire another one."

      He nodded. "I will. But that's going to take time, and they won't know this town. Your club does. Anyone who's been here as long as you all will know when a stranger is in town. Until I have time to get a secondary team in place, I need your help."

      "I can certainly handle putting a few extra guns out at your place. And I can have Tel make sure your electronics are up to snuff. There's no one better than him."

      "I'd really appreciate that. I think I'm going to have to send my wife off to her family in California until this blows over. But Amanda, on the other hand, she's not handling this very well. I'm concerned."

      My gut twisted at his assessment of his daughter. Did anyone really know what went on with her? At one time I'd thought I did and she'd proven me wrong in about the worst way possible.

      "Are you saying she needs a bodyguard?"

      The air in the room felt like it got sucked out by the tension now filling it. I even caught myself holding my breath. I didn't want him to say the words and I didn't want JD looking to me like I wanted to do something about it. He would be wrong. They were all wrong about me.

      I did not carry a torch for my ex.

      A lot had changed in ten years. I wasn't the same kid who'd thought having a baby with my teenage girlfriend was my ticket to proving I would be a better old man than mine. Or that getting her pregnant in the first place was a goddamned turn on. I'd been a foolish fucking idiot.

      "I'm saying she needs some help. She's planning to move out of the main house and into the hunting cabin at the mountain edge of our property. I honestly don't know what's going on in her mind these days. But whatever the Feds did to her, it messed her up. Call it fatherly instinct or whatever. But I have a feeling she's going to do something drastic. 

      Like disappear in the middle of the night without a fucking trace and never come back?
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      "Don't start." JD was headed down the hall in my direction and I could feel the building vibrating with his irritation. Or maybe that was me.

      Turner had left after JD reassured him that we could handle whatever he needed until the time came he got his new team in place. 

      "You're being an asshole. You know as well as I do that Turner is important to this town, and without his assistance, our club would not continue to fly under the radar."

      I looked to the sky and mumbled under my breath for some patience. "That's fine. Do whatever needs to be done. Just leave me out of it this time. I've got my hands full anyways."

      He shook his head. "No can do. Everyone else is already stretched about as thin as they can be. This Seattle mafia situation has us all on our toes. So, it's going to take the entire club working together to work both cases at the same time."

      I'd known that was coming. I'd already worked the logistics in my head as JD finished up with Turner. "Speaking of..." I didn't want to be the one to deliver the latest and greatest, but that was all part of the job. "Another coffee stand went down last night. Molotov cocktail. Just got the news. That makes three in just under two weeks."

      "Fuck." JD shoved his hands in his hair. It had more and more gray over the last few stressful months. "We have got to figure out who is targeting us. I tried to write the first two off as coincidence, but three? No fucking way. Any more word on that new club in Seattle?"

      I shook my head. "Just that they've been recruiting for a while and they have picked up some heavy artillery when it comes to their new members. Lots of ex-cons with less than honorable backgrounds. Some of them inquired with us and were turned away.”

      "Just fucking great. We need to get some information on all of them that we know of."

      "Already on it. Intel is working his magic as we speak. We should have enough information put together before church on Sunday." Yes, it was ironic that motorcycle clubs liked to call their official meetings church, and that we preferred to have them on Sunday afternoons. Not that we gave a damn what anyone thought.

      We all needed it. Especially these days. Taking down Frank Mazzeo had been a bitch and a half, and when JD's son had gotten mixed up in Cullotta family business, the club had been pulled into that mess too. Although I had to admit that two recent trips to Vegas had ended up in some good times. While I loved small-town life, and would never give it up, partying in a wild town like Vegas sure had its perks.

      Especially the tall blonde ones. 

      "Perfect. Sounds like we've got our work cut out for us. But about this Turner thing. You have got to quit antagonizing that one. What happened between you and her was a long time ago. It's time to put it behind you."

      I was half irritated and half comforted by his words. I had a lot of respect for JD, and in many ways he'd been the father I'd never really had. On the outside, looking in, some people might not think that was a good thing. Our president had a dark history that, at times, still seemed to plague him. But the man had rebuilt this club after tragedy and gave us all a very solid purpose. 

      Yes, we still broke the law. That was never going to change. For one, we ran an illegal casino on our property that could land all of us in prison for a very long time. Except that much of the state's leadership frequented our establishment so it seemed unlikely that would be our downfall. Our propensity to serve justice however, that was a bit trickier. 

      But it was that work that made it easier to sleep at night.

      "I have no desire to revisit the past. I've put it behind me and moved on. But that doesn't mean I want to spend time with her. She helped Mazzeo and jeopardized our entire operation in Vegas. She could have gotten any one of us killed. She got Izzy nearly killed.”

      "Nevertheless, her father is our silent supporter. Without his assistance, we would not have made as much progress as we have. I will not jeopardize that relationship. Is that going to be a problem?"

      He shouldn't have to ask. "Yeah. I'm good. Although, I gotta say, a severed head is some serious business. Not sure how many people out there would cut the head off an FBI agent and have it delivered in broad daylight to a former CIA agent. That sounds like some serious revenge."

      "Agreed. Which is why I am assuming Tel is already cross-referencing any cases they worked on together."

      I couldn't help but laugh. We knew each other well, and I was proud of our club and how it operated like a well-oiled machine. "Assume away," I laughed again. 

      "Now we need to make the assignments. Who’s available to start tonight?"

      Me, Zook and Tel were the only ones not already on duty in one capacity or another. It was supposed to be a long overdue night off, but I'd already bid that sayonara halfway through the meeting with Turner. "I gave a heads up to both Zook and Tel.  We'll head over to the Turner ranch and meet with their security team. See what we can do to beef things up."

      JD nodded. "That's good. That's good. But..." I clenched for the bomb. "I want you on the girl." He held up his hand before I could get a sound out of my mouth. "I know. I get it. But I was serious when I said it's time to put this behind you once and for all. Talk to her if you have to. Just get it done. Tel is going to be too busy with security systems, and I want Zook at his back. That only leaves you, and if I'm honest, you might be the only one who can handle it. Bad blood or not, at least you won't be over there thinking with your dick. Also, this isn't up for debate."

      I ground my teeth and forced myself to keep quiet. JD was my president and he'd made his decision. There were times to fight about it, and times to suck it up. "Fine. But I'd like it noted I think this is a bad idea. I'm not going to treat her like some goddamned princess who needs kid gloves. You make it clear with Turner that I'm in charge over there and whatever it takes to get the job done is what will be done."

      JD nodded again. "I would expect nothing less. Don't worry, I'll get Turner on board. Just try not to blow shit up, okay? I have a feeling this fight with Seattle is going to spill into Sultan soon, and when it does, we'll need Turner to back us."

      On that final note, JD turned and headed out the back door. Presumably to the big cabin out back where he lived. Almost all of us lived on the property. Some years ago, I'd had the idea to populate the property with a nice collection of hand-built tiny houses and mid-sized cabins. Depending on your rank in the club, you were assigned one or the other. It was yours whether you lived in it or not. 

      The property had once housed a lumber mill and lots of housing for their seasonal employees, so we also had a pretty damn nice bunkhouse for the prospects and guests. Everything was spread out so that no one felt confined or lacked in privacy. 

      I turned in the opposite direction of JD and headed towards my cabin. If I was going to be spending all my time at the Turner ranch until this situation resolved itself, I needed to pack some shit. 

      I walked through the quiet woods with a light misting rain falling, and the fog clinging to the trees around me. The Pacific Northwest had a vibe that I couldn't get enough of. One minute, it might be light and bright, and the next it could be shrouded in a doom and gloom that I enjoyed almost as much as the bike riding weather.

      A few minutes later I entered the clearing at my cabin and took a deep, relaxing breath. I loved this place. To most it might seem a little too rustic, but with one bedroom and all the amenities I could possibly want, it suited my lifestyle perfectly. It also gave me quick access to the club and my brothers there. 

      My cellphone pinged in my pocket and I pulled it out to read the message. Zook and Tel were ready to go and waiting at the front gate. I shoved it back into my jacket and headed into my bedroom. The weight of dread in my gut solidified into a hard, rotten ball. 

      There was no point in delaying the inevitable. Me and Amanda Turner were about to crash together in the worst possible way.
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      After hours of studying the map of the surrounding area, I was struggling not to pass out from straight up exhaustion. I'd stayed up all night trying to piece together a plan.

      I'd even tried to call one of my contacts at the Bureau, but my call had been refused. I urged my father to call the police—at least then Danvers’ death would get reported appropriately, and dear old Dad wouldn't get charged down the road for obstruction of justice. 

      My stomach turned again with the memory of my former coworker's head spilling out of a box and onto the patio floor. It didn't help that my ears still rang from all the screaming Theresa did.

      What a freaking nightmare. 

      She'd screamed at my father that I had to go, and I honestly didn't blame her. Whoever had killed Danvers had to be some kind of psychopath. I didn't want them near my family any more than she did. However, my father had been adamant that I not leave so we'd compromised and I'd moved out here.

      First, though, I'd made a big show of packing my bags and dragging them out to my car in case anyone was watching the house. 

      I didn't want anyone but my father to know exactly where I'd gone. So, after hours of driving to Seattle and to various spots in the city and changing cars in a garage not connected to anyone that could be traced to me or my family, I'd driven the backroads to arrive at my father's hunting cabin on the edge of his property. 

      Since I'd never been here, I didn't know what to expect, but I should have known it would not be a rustic shack. While it was filled with taxidermy from my father's hunting expeditions, the rest of the place was as luxurious as it could get. It may have been smaller in size than the main house, but it rivaled it in every other way.

      I'd bypassed the master bedroom completely and chosen one of the oversized guest rooms as my base camp. I had my maps pinned to the wall, and the desk covered with old case files. Case files I technically wasn't supposed to have.

      They were government property, and I'd been required to hand over all of that information when they placed me on leave. We all knew that was a mere formality. As soon as the medical leave ended, there'd be a misconduct hearing from the Mazzeo case, and afterward I would be dismissed.

      But my working amidst multiple agencies had created a lot of government red tape so all of that was going to take a little more time. 

      Until then, I was supposed to maintain a low profile and stay out of government business. The staying out of any legal trouble had not been mentioned, but it went without saying. 

      Of course, I'd kept copies of my files anyways. After everything I'd been through, I wasn't going to get tangled up in the legal or moral ramifications of my actions. That ship had sailed a long time ago.

      And as it turned out, it was a damned good thing I'd kept them. After being locked out of all federal networks I wouldn't have had anywhere to start my investigation. 

      Now, I had a short list of cases that both Danvers and I had worked on that might contain clues. Although none of them immediately stood out as great possibilities when it came to this. The murder of an FBI agent was one thing. The delivery of a severed head took it to another level.

      I stood, needing coffee. My brain didn't feel like it was firing on all cylinders, and the lack of sleep was starting to get to me.

      Although the idea of attempting sleep with nothing more than a security system to rely on for protection wasn't giving me great vibes either. Eventually I would require some rest, but I'd been through enough training to know my limits, and I wasn't there yet. 

      However, staying caffeinated would be key. Before I could reach for a fresh coffee pod, the alarm system I'd rigged went off. 

      I ran to the bank of security screens I'd set up on the fireplace mantle and searched them for the intrusion. It didn't take much effort because whoever had come for a visit wasn't doing so in stealth mode. Not only could I see the motorcycle bearing down on the house, but I could also now hear the pipes all the way inside. 

      My stomach sizzled with nerves at that familiar sound and the memories of the man it came with. Something I had no business even thinking of. That chapter of my life had ended the night I was ripped away from my home and forced to leave everything and everyone I loved. Including him. Now he hated me, and for good reason. 

      Yet, I couldn't hear that sound without thinking of him. Even back then, before he'd become an official motorcycle club member, that life had been ingrained in him, and by association—me.

      I grabbed one of the many guns I had hidden around the property, shoved my feet into some shoes, and headed out the back door. Whoever it was, I would take him by surprise before he could get within fifty feet of the house.

      Moving as quickly as I could, and using the natural cover of the landscaping to hide my progress, I entered battle mode.

      I'd eaten, slept, and breathed the job long enough that it had become my world. I no longer knew anything else.  

      By the time the motorcycle neared the house, I was in place, easily aimed my weapon, and fired without being seen. The tire exploded, making the bike swerve to the side of the driveway. Somehow, the rider corrected the bike before it crashed, but he did slow and come to a stop only a few feet from my position. 

      The idiot didn't have a helmet on, but the darkness and shadows obscured my vision, making it impossible to get an ID.

      However, after a few choice curse words shouted from the rider, I didn't need to see anything to know who had come to visit.

      All of my muscles clenched, and I found myself fighting the urge to throw up. Suddenly, I felt sixteen all over again.

      Axel. 

      Seriously? Of all the men in the world who could have shown up at my doorstep, why him?

      Taking a deep, steadying breath, I lifted the gun and aimed it at him before I emerged from the shadows. "What are you doing here?" I demanded.

      Axel whipped around and faced me, his eyes widening at the sight of the gun leveled in his direction. "What the hell? What is with me and bitches with guns? Do you mind getting that thing out of my face?"

      I wasn't about to take that bait and try to figure out what any of that meant. It simply didn't matter. It was hard enough just looking at him up close and personal after all this time. 

      Dark, unruly hair surrounded his face, reminding me of the silky touch of it on my skin. He never did like to get it cut, and it often went beyond his shoulders before he would do anything with it. Secretly, I'd preferred it like this. It went well with the angular bone structure of his face and the mesmerizing ice blue eyes.

      Those I felt clear to my soul every time he leveled them on me. Even now with nothing but irritation and contempt filling them, my belly swooped. 

      My anger sparked over the emotion he still drew from me. I didn't want to feel any of that. Ever. "You shouldn't be here."

      "You shouldn't have shot out my tire. What kind of bullshit is that? I came to help you."

      "I don't need your help. Never have, never will." I hated the words the minute they were out. They were cold and mean and had come out without my thinking them through. But I wasn’t his damsel in distress in need of saving.

      "Yeah. You've made that abundantly clear. Repeatedly. Your actions have spoken loud and clear, sweetheart. However, your father disagrees, and despite whether you deserve it or not, I am going to help you because that's what I've been paid to do."

      The shame I barely kept contained morphed into anger so white hot I felt the explosion coming. "Paid?" I spat at him. "You're here because you've been paid?" The taste of that felt like poison working a dark path through my blood. Of course that's why he'd come.

      "Yes, paid. Why else would I bother?" He echoed my sentiment as if he'd read my mind. 

      His question dripped with disdain and dug into me with razor-sharp claws. I thought, after everything I'd endured over the years, I was prepared for this meeting. That nothing else could possibly hurt me. I was wrong. I breathed through the pain and forced myself to stay upright. I couldn't let him see how low he'd just cut me. I had to pull it together. 

      "You wasted your time coming out here. If you want to help someone, go back to the main house. My father thinks he knows how to handle this, but I guarantee he doesn't."

      Axel stared at me for a few long seconds before he took a step in my direction, forcing me to step backwards and stiffen my arm still holding the gun. 

      "Stop right there. I don't want to shoot you, but I will if I feel threatened."

      He smirked. "You won't shoot me."

      "Don't presume to know what I will or won't do. I will. It's what I've been trained to do."

      "Is that what you are now, Mandy? A killer?"

      I sucked in a sharp breath. His familiar use of my former nickname made my stomach jolt. He was the last one who'd called me that, and it had been over a decade since I heard it. 

      "This isn't right. Just go. You don't want to be here anymore than I want you here. That makes for an easy solution." I don't know why I expected him to do anything I asked. I raised my voice. “Go!”

      A wicked smile crossed his face, and I knew damn well there wasn’t a shred of humor in it. “The
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