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Melody​

The school bus doors hissed open, and Melody quickly stepped out, the smell of diesel fuel lingering in the air. Hugging her books, she kept her head down. Chad was sitting in the fourth seat, next to the window. She hated when he rode the bus home. He was such a bully.

“Hey Melody, go to the movies with me this weekend. I’ll even pay because you probably don’t have any money. Your folks are too damned poor. I’ll make sure you have a great time.” He guffawed and a couple of the other boys who usually hung out with him laughed, too.

“Shut up, Chad,” she heard Jordon defend her and smiled a little. Her sometime savior. They were friends. That’s all they would ever be, but it was nice to know she had one.

But Chad was something else altogether. She just bet he would show her a good time. He was a creep. Years ago, she'd discovered that bullies thrived on reactions, so she'd found it smarter to simply ignore their words and actions. That’s what she did this time, too.

Chad had moved to Faith, Texas, in the fifth grade. At the time, she’d been in the third. Now, she was in the tenth, and he was a year ahead of her. Chad should’ve already graduated. He’d been held back a year. He was lazy and obnoxious, besides being a bully. She tried to avoid him as much as possible.

With a sharp kick, she sent a loose rock skittering down the dusty road, its edges catching the sunlight as it tumbled away. It was a hot, dusty afternoon. Sweat ran down the valley between her breasts. She wiggled her shoulders. Not that it helped.

Maybe she would sneak off and go swimming in the river that ran through the Cantrel property. It was far enough at the back no one would know. She sighed. It was a beautiful spot. There was one area where the river widened and dipped down, creating a small waterfall and swimming hole.

She looked up as she passed the Cantrel place. The house sat at the end of the driveway. A one-story with pale yellow siding, a long front porch, and the memory of worn wooden rockers. Lush, vibrant green plants that had once spilled over the side of the white railing. Ms. Cantrel had a green thumb and could grow anything. Rader had lived there with his parents. He was the Cantrel’s only child.

It had been a hot day like today when she first saw him. She hadn’t been that old. Even back then, he made her mouth water. She’d felt a stirring inside her even as young as she was. She would imagine a bunch of girls had.

He was tall and muscular, with broad shoulders and a delicious tan from being outside working in the unforgiving Texas sun. He always wore his hair a little too long. Like he was too busy to go to the barbershop. Or he could’ve wanted to give the people in town something to talk about—which wasn’t that hard to do. People here loved their gossip.

In his senior year, there was an accident that killed his parents. She’d heard Mr. Temple wanted to buy the property, but gossip was, Rader refused to sell. He joined the military, but kept the place. Occasionally, she would hear whispers he was back in town, but she never saw him again. Not that she blamed him for staying away as much as possible. As soon as she finished high school, she was leaving.

Staying here meant you got a job as a waitress in one of the restaurants, or in the sewing factory that Thurman Temple owned. Neither one appealed to her. Besides, she’d heard the rumors about Thurman. He was ancient. At least fifty, but he still hit on the women who worked for him. It didn’t matter how old they were.

A couple of times, he tried flirting with her, but she turned him off quick enough. She wanted nothing to do with him. Or any man, for that matter. She would not end up like Amy. She had to leave school last month. Her growing belly made it impossible to hide her pregnancy any longer. There was speculation about who the father was, but no one knew for sure.

That’s all this town was good for, rumors and gossip.

She turned and walked up the driveway to their home. It wasn’t much, but there were about twenty acres. At the back of the property was a stand of trees. When it would get too hot in the house in the summer, she liked to sit under the trees and read. That was her one passion, books.

The closer she got to the house, the more she frowned. Papa was strapping down a bunch of boxes in the back of their old gray pickup. The pickup truck was mostly rust, the paint peeling and faded, with a dented and rusty back fender. He’d straightened it with a crowbar so the metal wouldn’t rub against the tire. The glass was missing from one of the side windows in the back. Papa had covered it with plastic and duct taped it. Chad hadn’t lied when he said they were poor.

Why were boxes in the backseat? That’s where she usually sat. From the looks of it, all the backseat was full. As she approached, he looked up. Melody thought she saw a trace of worry in his expression, but it quickly changed to a wide smile. Something was going on and she had a bad feeling.

“What’s happening?”

“Mr. Temple finally made an offer I couldn’t refuse.”

“You’re selling the place?” It had been in their family since her great-grandfather bought it. “But I only have another month of school before summer vacation.”

Her mother came to the door, her hands twisting in the worn fabric of her faded blue apron. She only did that when she was nervous about something. Dread washed over Melody. She glanced up as the sun slipped behind a cloud. Another bad omen?

“You should talk to your mother,” her father said.

Melody started toward the house, looking to her mother for an explanation. “What’s going on?”

“It’s a really good offer,” her mother said.

“Where are we moving?”

Her mother wouldn’t meet her eyes. “Let’s go into the house so we can talk about it.” Before Melody could object, her mother hurried back inside. “You’ll see. It’s going to be okay.”

“Why do I get the feeling I’m not going to like what you’re about to tell me?”

Her mother sat on the sofa, then patted the cushion beside her. Melody set her books on the end table and reluctantly joined her.

“Mr. Temple’s offer was incredibly generous. We can move to Florida. You know how we’ve always wanted to be close to the ocean, and it’s so pretty there. The water is blue. Did I ever tell you that’s where I grew up? It’s so much better than this dirty, dusty town.”

“Except there doesn’t look to be any room for me in the pickup. The backseat is full of boxes.” Her feeling of dread grew.

“Well, you see, that’s part of the deal we made. Mr. Temple has always been secretly in love with you.” 

Melody jumped to her feet. “No! I don’t care how good an offer he made. If I’m included in it, count me out.”

“It’s not like that, baby. You see, we just found out that your father is dying.” She drew in a ragged breath, tears filling her eyes, then spilling down her cheeks.

The room began to spin. “What?” No matter how bad her parents were sometimes, she loved them. “How come I’m hearing about this for the first time?”

“We didn’t want you to worry. It’s your father’s lungs. The air here is too dry and dusty, and he needs to be in a damp climate. It wasn’t our choice. Mr. Temple must’ve heard about it from the doctor or something. He only wants to help.”

She crossed her arms in front of her. “You sold me to him?”

“No, it wasn’t like that. He wants to marry you. Don’t you see? You’ll get to live in a great big house and you’ll never want for anything. He said he would worship the ground you walked on. You know, treat you like a princess.”

“You mean as another one of his prized possessions? Have you ever considered the fact that I’m only sixteen, and he's at least fifty, a man old enough to be my father? Older than my father! It’s wrong! I don’t want to get married. I’m too young. I want to go to college in a couple of years.”

“That’s why this is perfect. He said if you still wanted to go to college when you turn eighteen, and things don’t work out with him, he’ll set you free. He said he would pay for all of your college, plus room and board. It’s only two years of your life, Melody. It’s the rest of your father’s. I can’t live without him.”

She raised her chin and glared at her mother. “And what about high school?”

“You can either take online courses or get a GED. That’s all I’ve ever had.”

She wanted to say yes, and look how well you’ve done, but she bit her tongue.

The door squeaked opened and her father came inside. She studied him for a moment. He looked older than his forty-one years, his hair graying at the temples, his eyes deep-set and shadowed. She’d always been her father’s baby girl. They’d gone fishing together. He taught her everything he knew about stringing a line.

About ten years ago, he started having problems breathing and had to quit his job at the feed mill. That’s when all the trouble started. He drank, and he would get angry for no reason. 

Melody’s eyes burned with unshed tears. Remember the good times, she told herself. She didn’t want him to die. Her father was looking at her mother. They were silently communicating. They’d been doing it for as long as she could remember. In the beginning, she felt left out, but it didn’t really bother her anymore.

His shoulders slumped, as though he’d come to a decision. “This is wrong. You would be giving up two years of your life. I’m going to call Mr. Temple and tell him the deal is off.”

The look of defeat on his face broke her heart. She ran to him and put her arms around his waist. He was so thin. Why hadn’t she noticed him losing weight? Two years wasn’t that long. She could stay with Mr. Temple for that length of time, then go to college.

Her father broke away from her and reached into his pocket for his phone.

“No, I’ll do it,” she quickly told him. “There...there might even be a nice college in Florida that I can attend in a couple of years.” She sucked in her bottom lip when it trembled. 

He didn’t look convinced. “Are you sure?”

“I only need to pack my things.” Tears threatened to spill from her eyes. She sniffed, forcing them back.

“He said you wouldn’t need any of your clothes,” her mother told her. “He’s going to buy you all new ones.”

Of course he was. Mr. Temple wouldn’t want his wife to be dressed in clothes that came from a thrift store.

“When do I leave?”

“He’s sending a car over later this evening. The wedding will be at his house tonight and we’ll leave from there. He sent a dress and other things for you to wear. I hung it in your closet. You’ll look like a princess.”

A sickening lurch, as if her heart had plummeted to her feet, stole her breath. A few hours didn’t give her much time to prepare herself mentally. But she could do this. Her father’s life depended on it. She nodded and walked to her room. God, this wasn’t happening. The tears began to fall as she shut the bedroom door behind her. She didn’t even try to stop them this time. 

She would lose her virginity tonight. Her innocence would be stolen. She sat down on the side of the bed and hugged her middle. Oh, God, she needed a miracle. When nothing happened, a bitter laugh escaped past her lips. She’d never had a miracle. Why would she think God would hear her now?

She angrily brushed away her tears. Her father would be adding years to his life, each sunrise a chance to make new memories. She would do it for them. Abruptly, she came to her feet, going to the closet and opening the door. A simple, elegant white wedding dress, heavy with the weight of its intricate beading, hung in the closet on a hangar covered with white silk fabric. Beside it was a veil on another hanger. There was a shoebox on the floor. She reached down and picked it up. Inside was a pair of white heels.

There was a tentative knock on her door. Her mother didn’t wait for her to answer, but opened it. “I have a bath drawn. You should probably start getting ready.”

Melody set the box on the bed and walked to the bathroom. She didn’t say a word. Each movement was slow and deliberate as she undressed, the cool porcelain of the clawfoot tub a stark contrast to her skin.

The scent of lavender bath salts filled the air. Mr. Temple must have sent them with the clothes. Her mother would never have splurged on something this extravagant.

By the time she finished her bath, her skin was silky soft. Her mother rubbed lotion into her skin. The same lavender scent. There were white silk panties and a matching lacy white bra. A garter belt and hose. Her mother carefully lowered the dress over her head. The hem didn’t quite touch the floor.

Her mother didn’t speak as she led her back to the bedroom and had her sit at the small vanity. Her birthday present when she turned ten. The white paint on the vanity was chipped, even when her father first brought it home, already showing years of wear and tear. It came from the thrift store, but she hadn’t cared. To her, it was beautiful.

She stared at her reflection, but felt nothing but pity for the girl staring back at her. Even when her mother carefully arranged her deep brown hair, pulling it up and letting curls frame her face, she remained silent. The veil came next and the heels before she stood.

Her mother dabbed at her eyes. “I always knew you would make a beautiful bride.”

There was a knock on the bedroom door. Her mother said come in. Her father poked his head inside, then stopped, mouth dropping open.

“My God, you're beautiful.”

“Was there something else?” her mother asked.

He cleared his throat. “The car is here. We don’t want to keep the...groom...waiting.”

Melody noticed how he’d stumbled over the word. She rose and left the room, walking past him, the floorboards creaking softly beneath her feet. She didn’t stop until she was beside the black car. The driver held the door open.

That’s the only time she hesitated. This wasn’t happening. It couldn’t be. She should turn and run. Screw them all.

“We’ll meet you there,” her father’s words broke through her thoughts.

She drew in a breath and climbed into the car. The ride should’ve taken longer—like forever—but it soon stopped in the circular driveway. The sun was setting, and the sky was ablaze with color as countless up lights flickered to life.

In the heart of a lush, grassy expanse, a three-tiered fountain gurgled and bubbled, each tier cascading into the next with a gentle splash. When the driver opened the door, she got out. The car door closed with a soft click, and she turned to take in the imposing two-story mansion, its silent windows staring back at her. An icy wave of anxiety washed over her, sending a shiver down her spine and a knot to her stomach.

Her parents pulled up behind the black car. As her dad shut off the engine, the motor coughed and sputtered, then fell silent with a final wheeze. She briefly wondered if her parents would even make it to Florida before the pickup gave up and died forever.

The door opened as she and her parents trudged up the steps. The maid's eyes met hers, then darted away, a faint rose blooming on her cheeks. She opened the door wide enough for them to enter.

“They’re waiting in Mr. Temple’s study. That’s where the wedding will take place.” After closing the door behind them, she stepped in front. “It’s right this way.”

A heavy darkness filled the mansion's interior. Nausea built inside her as she looked around at what would become her new home. Every surface was crowded with western sculptures. A chair sat beside a table, the seat covered in a black and white cowhide. A chandelier of intricately carved deer antlers hung above her, casting strange shadows on the walls.

Run! Her brain screamed. She started to turn but looked up and saw her father’s lined, haggard face. Their gazes locked.

“You don’t have to do this, baby girl. We can leave right now.”

She closed her eyes, drawing in a deep breath. When she opened them again, a whisper of a smile touched her lips. “It’s okay. Just think, Mr. Temple is going to pay for my college. Two years will go by so fast I won’t even notice.”

“They’re waiting,” the maid spoke, wringing her hands together.

Melody nodded, and they continued down the hall.

As soon as she saw Mr. Temple, she stopped, her stomach churning. Even in the dark suit, his paunch strained against the fabric. The gray in his hair, slicked back with what she guessed was expensive hair oil, was noticeable. He was short. Only about five feet, eight inches with beefy hands.

No, she couldn’t do this after all.

Her mother must’ve guessed her intentions, because a fierce grip on Melody’s elbow abruptly stopped her. The force of her mother's nails digging into her tender flesh brought Melody back to the reality of the situation.

“My dearest girl,” Mr. Temple said as he walked to where she stood. “I’ve waited a long time for this.” He took her hands in his.

His palms were clammy. When she tried to pull away, his grip tightened, fingers digging into her arm as he hauled her forward with surprising strength.

“We’re ready,” Mr. Temple told the pastor, who looked nervous and unsure.

The pastor cleared his throat. It was all a blur to Melody. The next thing she knew, they were pronounced man and wife. For a brief moment, his moist lips brushed hers. Her parents hugged and kissed her before they left. The pastor mumbled something about them having a blessed life and rushed out the door right behind them. The maid led her upstairs and down to the biggest bedroom she’d ever seen.

Melody trembled. This wasn’t happening. It was all a horrible dream.

The maid left.

Melody frantically looked around for a way to escape. The door opened, and Thurman came inside.

“I can’t do this,” she whispered.

“You can, and you will.” His words were rough, harsh, like sandpaper scraping against stone. “I bought their place, and you. I’ll do whatever the hell I want.”

“I’m a virgin.”

He snorted. “Don’t you think I don’t already know that? I would never marry used goods.” He walked to where she stood, moved behind her, and jerked the zipper down.

With a gasp, she jumped, clutching her dress, and scrambled away. He followed, slapping her hard across the face. Tears pooled in her eyes. With one yank from his fat hand, the gown ripped, beads flying in all directions before the tattered dress dropped to the floor. When she tried to fight him, he slapped her again and again until she was whimpering.

Oh, God.

Daddy, where are you?

Mommy?

No, this wasn’t happening. She closed her eyes, hoping the pain would stop.

When he finished with her, she curled on her side, hugging the remnants of her clothes to her bruised and beaten body.

“Your room is next to mine. There’s a door between them. You can leave that way,” he told her. “You should understand this now. When I want to use your body, I will. Whatever I want, you will give me. In return, you’ll have the best of everything. But don’t think you can run away. You belong to me, and I’ll never let you go. No matter where you run, I’d find you. Your punishment will be severe. Now leave me. It has been a long day and I’m tired.”

He stripped off the rest of his clothes and crawled into bed as she dragged herself up from the floor. She stumbled to the room that would now be her bedroom. There was a bathroom. She went inside, turned on the light, then the water in the shower. After she stepped beneath the spray, the tears came.
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Ten years later 

Rader

Rader slowly scanned the room. At least twelve men from the motorcycle gang, Outlaw Kings, had gathered in the dimly lit, dilapidated warehouse, the air thick with the smell of old grease, stale beer, and unwashed bodies. They laughed and made crude comments to the four women wandering through the room. The women were looking to hook up and, if they were lucky, get their drug fix for the night.

Pancho was the leader. He liked to think of himself as Pancho Villa, like the notorious revolutionary and guerilla leader. They were all mean bastards, and it showed in the deep scars they carried.

Pancho’s real name was Bernard Holbrook. He was thirty-six years old and came from a middle-class family of Irish descent. His reddish-brown hair and beard, both long and tangled, gave him the appearance of a wild mountain man. He was originally from Ohio.

A streak of insanity shone in his bright green eyes. He was five feet, eleven inches tall, but his daily workouts had given him a powerful, muscular build. His arms were thick and his shoulders broad.

He didn’t rob the wealthy and give to the poor like Pancho had. He kept a large portion for himself, then distributed the rest to his foolish disciples. Pancho had gotten greedy, though. He was wading into the deep and murky waters of running drugs and human trafficking. 

Homeland Security's attention began focusing on him. They initiated a series of covert operations to track his movements and communications, but he kept slipping through their fingers. Pancho didn’t stay in one area long. He wasn’t as stupid as he looked. Homeland had called for assistance. They called Carter James.

That’s where Rader came in. He was Carter’s partner, but he still liked to get his hands dirty.

It took the team three months of work to find the motorcycle club. Rader had infiltrated the group a month ago. One of the longest months of his life. The smell of stale beer and engine grease clung to him now. He hadn't felt truly clean since joining the Outlaw Kings, but sometimes you had to wallow with swine to take out the main pig.

“Hey handsome,” Rayanne sidled up to him, wrapping an arm around his waist and pushing her barely covered ample breasts against him. “Want to hook-up later?” She inched her hand toward his cock.

He grabbed her hand and pulled her even closer. She needed to bathe. Rayanne always smelled like she’d just had sex with one of the other bikers, and she probably had. She would go with anyone who would supply her with her next fix. Though only twenty-one, years of drug abuse and being used by men had left her looking much older, her eyes hollow and her skin pallid. What a waste.

“Maybe later.” He squeezed her ass and her pupils immediately dilated with lust. He’d been putting her off, and so far, gotten away with his excuses, but something had to happen soon or she’d blow his cover. Her pouting lips and narrowed eyes told him he didn’t have long before he would have to make good with his promises.

His attention was drawn back to Pancho when he bounded onto the makeshift stage, the rough-hewn wood groaning under his weight. He yelled for everyone’s attention, his voice raspy but commanding.

“I’ve got a surprise. Call it a reward.” His eyes glittered with anticipation before nodding to a biker who went by Greasy. He lived up to his name, too. Big, ugly, and dirty. His eyepatch hid an empty socket, a grim souvenir from a prison brawl when a furious inmate had a little too much of Greasy’s attitude. 

A murmur rippled through the men, their eyes darting around, a sense of excitement heavy in the air. Rader had heard of Pancho’s rewards. There was always a victim involved.

Rader reached toward the black leather collar he always wore, but then brought his hand down. It was too soon.

Greasy marched into the only room off to the side. Pancho used it as his office. Rader stiffened when he saw the young girl being dragged out. Son of a bitch. She couldn’t have been more than fourteen. Grime from the garage floor, a mix of dirt and oil stained her once pink skirt and white blouse.

With the girl’s hands and feet bound, Greasy dragged her to the stage, then tossed her down on the cold, hard floor. Her eyes were round with terror and she visibly shook.

“We’re going to welcome our newest little momma into the club tonight,” Pancho yelled.

The men erupted in a raucous laughter, their voices booming through the air. Rayanne's face twisted into a look of disgust. She’d been the star of their group until tonight. At twenty-one, she was already worn out, and the men were looking for someone fresh.

Greasy ripped off the duct tape covering the girl’s mouth.

“Please, let me go. I won’t say a word.” Her words trembled with fear.

Rader knew exactly what was about to happen. Each man would take her. If she survived, she would continue to be passed from one man to another. Drugs would keep her from protesting too much.

“Rader, as our newest member, you get her first.”

The men laughed and stomped their boots on the floor.

“Give us a show!”

He laughed with them as he walked up to the stage, then stepped onto it.

Not on his watch. “I don’t usually have an audience.”

Pancho’s eyes narrowed as he grabbed Rader’s arm. “Tonight, you do. There’s been talk that you don’t touch the women. Maybe you’re not who you say you are.”

The men behind him began to grumble, their voices low and rumbling like distant thunder. One called out, his voice raspy, “You undercover? I’ll fucking cut your heart out if you are.”

Pancho’s eyes narrowed. “Is that what you are? A fucking narc?”

"Do you really believe that?"

Pancho’s brow creased in confusion, showing his uncertainty.

“Please,” the girl begged. “I’ve never been with a man.” Tears ran down her cheek.

Pancho ignored the girl, glaring at Rader. “If you’re one of us, then fuck her,” he threw out the challenge.

Rader traced the cool metal of the star medallion pinned to his collar, rubbing his thumb across it, then smiled. “You’re not my fucking boss. I’ve been wanting to see if you’re as tough as you act.” Rader shook off the leader’s arm at the same time his fist slammed into Pancho’s nose. Blood spewed everywhere. The girl scooted across the stage as she tried to escape the fight.

The men yelled and shook their fists in the air.

Pancho connected with his jaw. For a moment, Rader saw stars, but quickly shook it off. He connected with Pancho’s gut, knocking the air out of him. When he bent double, he was ready to throw another punch that should’ve taken him out, but someone connected their fist with his right kidney. Rader grunted, dropping to the floor on one knee. Before he could stand, a booted foot landed in the middle of his back, dropping him to the floor.

The doors to the warehouse were suddenly flung open. The fighting stopped as men swarmed in, guns drawn. When a biker rushed a law enforcement agent, the sharp crack of his weapon firing echoed through the warehouse. The biker dropped to his knees, holding his shoulder as blood poured out.

Finally, Rader thought to himself, trying to take a breath and knowing he probably had a fractured rib or two.

“You good?” Savage said as he knelt beside him.

“Yeah, maybe,” he grunted.

Savage helped him to his feet, nose wrinkling. “You smell to high heaven.”

“Thanks a lot.”

Savage grinned. “Think nothing of it.”

He looked around as he came to his feet. “Where’s Pancho?”

Savage glanced around. “There’s no way he could get past us.”

Rader limped over to the girl. She cowered away from him as he leaned down. “I’m not one of them. I was undercover.” He cut the ropes around her wrists and ankles. “You’re safe now. We’ll make sure you get back to your family.”

Tears streamed down her face as she rubbed her wrists where the ropes had scratched her tender skin. “They took me when I was leaving the movies. His filthy hand clamped over my mouth. I tried to scream, but it was muffled, and no one heard me.”

“It’s okay now. Did you see where the man with the red hair went?”

“Him and the one with the eye patch ran in there.” She nodded toward the office. 

He straightened and turned toward the room.

“Mister, thanks for saving me,” she looked down at her hands. 

He smiled at her.

They hurried inside the room, but it was empty, except for the trapdoor behind the desk. Savage shone a light inside, shaking his head. “They’re probably long gone.” 

“Dammit! All that work for nothing.” He kicked the trapdoor with his foot, knocking it off the hinge.

“Feel better?”

“No.”

Savage shook his head. “You broke up the gang, and you saved a kid.”

“I suppose.” He was glad for the girl.

Carter came into the room. “No sign of Pancho. When we noticed he wasn’t with the men we’d rounded up, we searched the area. We’ll put out an APB.” He studied Rader. “You look rough.”

He winced. “Thanks. I didn’t have time to shower and clean up before you got here.”

Carter chuckled. “Pancho will turn up, eventually. With all the information you’ve been sending us, they’ll shut down his entire operation and empty his warehouses. I doubt he put money aside for a rainy day. As soon as he pops his head up, we’ll get him.”

“It’s just frustrating as hell.”

“You did the right thing by calling us in. The kid went missing from the movies tonight. Someone saw a man with an eyepatch take her as she was leaving. Her parents have been frantic. She’s only fourteen, and it’s the first time she’s gone anywhere alone.”

Disappointment still flowed through him that Pancho and Greasy had gotten away. A month of work down the drain. He should’ve known Pancho had an escape route. He didn’t doubt they were long gone by now.

“Let the paramedics examine you before you leave.”

He frowned. “I’m not hurt.”

Carter raised an eyebrow.

There was no getting around Carter on this. Sometimes he acted more like a father, even though they were around the same age.

“Okay, I’ll get checked out.”

By the time the hospital ran x-rays and the doctor examined him, he was ready to leave. He never had liked hospitals. His ribs were bruised and, other than a few more covering his body, he’d live.

Carter had clean clothes and a shower waiting at the hotel where the team was staying. As he stood beneath the shower, he knew what he had to do next. It had been a while since he went home, and it was time for a break.

But could he handle what was waiting for him? Sometimes, he thought he should sell the place and break ties altogether, but there were too many memories, and he wasn’t ready to let go.

***
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One week later

Rader pulled to a stop in front of the old farmhouse. For a moment, he sat there staring at the yellow siding. A couple of rockers once sat on the porch along with a whole slew of plants.

The screen door opened, and a woman came to stand on the porch. She wiped her hands on the red-checkered apron around her waist, then smiled. Her dark hair was pulled away from her face and her blue eyes twinkled.

A man joined her on the porch. He was as tall as Rader, his smile wide as if to say, welcome home, son. He casually placed an arm around his wife’s shoulders, hugging her close.

“Well, hurry on in and wash up.” His mother smoothed her hands down her apron. “I’ve got a pot of beans on the stove with ham hock. A skillet of cornbread in the oven almost done and a roast I just took out. We’ve been waiting for you. Your daddy’s so hungry he said he could eat a bear.”

Rader returned their smiles with one of his own — until the image slowly faded.

Maybe that’s why he didn’t sell the old house. It wouldn’t be the same, and he didn’t want to change a thing. He wanted to keep the memories alive, even though his parents had been gone for too many years to count. A senseless accident that should never have happened.

Yeah, sometimes his father drank a little. It didn’t happen very often. They’d been celebrating their anniversary. Just the two of them. He should’ve been there for them. Played chauffeur or something.

Rader rubbed his hands over his face, trying to wipe away the pain, then climbed out of the pickup. Nothing ever worked out quite like he planned. He didn’t think he’d ever get over missing them.

Staying busy helped, but undercover work had started to take its toll. Sometimes, he just wanted to kick back and relax.

Rader started toward the front door, but changed his mind. It was too soon to go inside. The dust swirled around his boots as he walked to the back of the trailer. Star whinnied, alerting him she was ready to get out and stretch her legs.

He opened the back and walked her out. Once he had a saddle and bridle on her, he mounted the horse and took off at a gallop. The wind felt good on his face. Maybe he would stick around for a few days this time. Carter wouldn’t care if he took a break. Technically, they were partners. Rader had made enough money over the years to invest in the company. Not that he would’ve ever thought of Carter as his boss. He was about as close a friend as Rader had.

Carter had been the one to create the teams, bringing together a band of hardened men, misfits, you might say, who didn’t have anyone. Now he considered them his brothers. Most of them were former military, like himself, but there were the occasional ones who needed a chance at a new life. Rader had to admit, Carter was right about them most of the time. He had good instincts.

There was no way Rader would’ve let Kanon join a team. Loose Kanon. That was his nickname because of his temper. Carter got him out of prison because Kanon had been innocent. Rader had questioned Carter’s judgment, though. Now Rader considered Kanon a brother, too.

But he needed a break now. Not that he was thinking about retirement. He wasn’t that old, but undercover work, living on the edge took its toll. He would stay a few days and get some rest.

He slowed Star to a walk. After his parents had passed, he inherited the place. Selling the property probably would’ve been the smart thing to do. Thurman Temple had offered more than it was worth. Only one problem. His parents had never liked the man. Not that he blamed them. Something about him rubbed Rader the wrong way.

Besides, he liked the place. It was only a hundred acres, but there were a few large oak trees dotting the landscape. There was even a river with a small waterfall that fell into a pool. It had always been his special place.

He grinned. In the summer, he used to go skinny-dipping. He looked up at the sun blazing down on him. He was clear on the opposite side of the property. Hell, he had nothing better to do.
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Chapter Three
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Melody

Melody closed her eyes and drew in a deep breath, then slowly exhaled before lightly knocking on Thurman’s door. She desperately tried not to show fear...or anger. He seemed to feed off her emotions. The more fearful she became, the greater his power over her. The more angry, the harsher the punishment.

“Come in.” the gruffness of his voice reminded her of fingernails on a chalkboard.

Bracing herself, she entered his cave-like office. She hated the musty smell and the oppressive darkness of the room. The dreary atmosphere, frigid and suffocating, felt as if it was literally draining the air from her body. You’d never guess the temperature outside was over a hundred. She thought Thurman kept it that way to intimidate his business associates—and her.

“You wanted to see me?” she asked when he didn’t say anything.

He didn’t look up as he continued to rifle through the papers on his desk. It would be futile to say more. He would take his own sweet time addressing her presence. So, like always, she stood in front of his desk and waited like the dutiful wife. He had a habit of making her stand in that very spot for an hour.

He always had his revenge if she complained. She was to the point she didn’t care anymore. The beautician who did her hair once asked why she stayed with him. Her face had turned red, and she apologized profusely for being so forward.

Melody assumed there were a lot of people who wondered the same thing. She could tell them he always found her, and the subsequent punishments grew progressively more brutal. It didn’t matter when her cries filled the air. Everyone obeyed Thurman.

Not that Thurman left scars. No, heaven forbid he mar her body. She was part of his collection. A prized possession, meant to be showcased at town functions and social events. It was all fun and games for him. His greatest pleasure stemmed from the power he derived from controlling every aspect of his surroundings.

God, she longed for so much more.

“We’re going to an auction on the twelfth,” he said.

Lost in thought, she flinched slightly when he spoke. His words sank into her brain. An auction. He’d want to take part, and heaven help the poor soul who might bid against him and win.

“There’s a sculpture I’m looking at adding to my collection. You’ll make all the arrangements. Wear the blue gown and heels.”

She waited for him to say more. When he didn’t, she spoke, “Of course.” She turned and started toward the door.

“I’m not finished.”

She pressed her lips together and pasted on a smile. “I apologize. What else would you like?” Her words held a sharp edge. She hated this man with every fiber of her being. Funny thing was, he knew it. She thought he actually enjoyed making her angry.

“The cook served English peas with dinner last night. Don’t let it happen again. You know how I dislike them.”

“I’ll speak with her.”

“Make sure you do.” He tapped his pen on the desk as his gaze slowly roamed over her. “I haven’t needed to punish you in a long time. I would hate to remind you who’s boss.”

She gritted her teeth as she bowed her head slightly. “I’ll do better,” she spoke softly.

“Make sure you do. Now leave.” He waved his hand toward her.

She kept her features neutral as she walked to the door, forcing herself not to hurry. If she hurried, he would call her back just to torment her. Thurman was aware she loathed him. That his very touch felt like worms crawling over her. Over the years, she’d created a place in her mind where she would go during those times. It was the only thing that kept her sane.

Death would be preferable, but the one time she’d tried, she’d failed miserably. A maid had discovered her, along with the empty pill bottle on the floor. The doctor came and inserted a tube that went down her throat. She survived. It was all kept hush-hush.

After the doctor left, Thurman beat her. She much preferred that over his other punishments.

She opened the door, stepped out, closing it softly behind her. A maid, her head bowed low, walked by, stealing a quick glance before averting her gaze. Melody always wondered what they thought about her. Not that it really mattered. There was no way they would befriend her. Thurman might be a bastard, but he paid them well.

As Melody walked inside the kitchen, Wanda looked up.

“Thurman never wants to see English peas on the table.”

Her eyebrows rose. “But they’re you’re favorite.”

Wanda would be the closest thing she had to a friend, she supposed. If Thurman even had a hint Wanda might take her side in anything, she’d be fired. Melody squared her shoulders. “He doesn’t want to see them again.”

Wanda slowly nodded. “Of course, I understand.”

Melody had a feeling Wanda understood a lot more, but she kept it to herself as they reviewed the evening menu. Once finished, she went to her room. She and Thurman had separate rooms, for which she was eternally grateful. If he wanted her, he’d call her to his room. When he finished, she would be sent back to hers.

Unease made her restless and fidgety today, a feeling she couldn't quite shake. She wasn’t sure exactly what was making her feel this way. Maybe the weather. Thunder clouds were rolling in, but the day was hot, reaching a hundred and four. She raised her hair off her neck and rolled her shoulders. Nothing seemed to help.

Melody glanced at her watch. It was still hours until Thurman would want her to join him for dinner. She threw on a pair of jeans and a T-shirt, slipping her feet into sneakers, hurried out the door and downstairs. She didn’t stop until she reached the stables.

As soon as she entered, Dusty turned her head toward Melody and whinnied. Melody rarely smiled. Riding was one of the few joys in her life, and she loved the horse. A smile spread across her face. She hurried to the horse, a beautiful mare with a dusty gray coat. She was still surprised Thurman had let her have the horse. Maybe because he used to ride a lot, and he’d always make her go with him.

When he had a stroke, it left him partially paralyzed, so he didn’t ride anymore. She figured he’d forgotten she still rode since she only left when he was busy, and always returned before dinner.

Melody quickly saddled Dusty and climbed onto the mare. The creak of the leather, supple and worn, combined with the rich, earthy smell filled her senses. It had been a while since she’d gone riding, so they were both ready to feel the wind on their faces. She let the horse have free rein and Dusty took off. They galloped across the open pasture until the house disappeared from sight.

When Dusty turned to the west, she chuckled, knowing exactly where the horse was headed. The grass was always sweeter and greener along the river front. It sounded like a good idea to her
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