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Chapter One

 


Beth Cooper rolled onto her side, her
dark hair falling across her face. Even after a long shift at
Fallon’s Rest she hadn’t been able to sleep. The date had been
looming on her calendar for weeks. It was impossible for her to
think about anything else.

There was barely any light outside.
The whole street still slept, but it wouldn’t be that way for long.
People would be waking up in an hour or so. She reached out to look
at her watch. Thirty minutes, that was all she had before her
partner in crime, Kelvin, planned on knocking on her door and she
would have to leave with him.

How did I end up in this
situation? she mentally grumbled. Her life
hadn’t been simple, but it had never been quite as bad as it was
now. The town of Harper was supposed to be her fresh start. A place
to make a new life and memories, she’d needed that after her mom
died. Luck played the major part in her getting a job at the
tavern: Fallon’s Rest. The current bartender had left the day Beth
walked through the door in search of a job. It wasn’t perfect, and
the clientele had checkered pasts and grabby hands, but it was the
job that kept the roof above her head. Or at least it was until
Temple found her there. That was when it had all gone to
hell.

She rolled over onto her other side.
Next to her watch, on the nightstand, was a gun, and looking at it
made her feel sick. There weren’t any bullets in it. That would
only make the whole situation worse. Kelvin had called her an
idiot. If anyone started shooting at her she was dead. Beth didn’t
want to fight back, and she certainly didn’t want to hurt anyone.
If people died today because of what she had to do, she didn’t
think she could live with the guilt.

Her father had passed on a long time
ago. The debt he had accrued should have died with him, but Temple
didn’t believe in that. No, Beth had apparently inherited it, and
it was now her responsibility.

After a few more minutes of listless
discomfort, she sat up and leaned against her pillow. Even if it
was empty, she still picked up the gun carefully. The gun felt
heavy in her hands, the metal smooth underneath her fingertips. She
had no experience with guns, which was one of the reasons she kept
it empty. With her currently terrible luck she’d probably shoot off
a toe.

You don’t want to do this,
but you don’t have a choice. Temple didn’t give you one.
Beth touched her stomach, cursing the feeling of
nausea of a like she hadn’t felt before. The mob boss wanted his
money, and it was either this way or he’d claim the payment in some
other, even less compassionate way. Beth was lucky she had been
given a choice of sorts. At first, Temple had been sweet. Handsome
and considerate. She’d even entertained the idea of dating
him.

A bitter laugh escaped her
at the unsolicited memory. Her libido had skidded to an abrupt stop
when she realized that he not only knew who she was but wanted
something from her. One night, when she’d been closing the bar, he
arrived and kept her company. He’d done it before, but this time
there was a look in his eyes. For the first time since Beth had met him, she’d
been afraid. That was when he told her about her father, the money
he owed Temple and how she, Beth, would be the one paying it off.
For a second, she hadn’t believed him. Then he struck her. Beth
gingerly touched her chin. It had happened weeks ago, but the
memory was still fresh in her mind. If he’d hit her any harder, she
would have likely lost a tooth.

Maybe I could take the
money and make a run for it? As soon as
she thought it, she dismissed it. Temple
is a powerful man, and he’d find me. Then I’d wish I was
dead.

Kelvin had promised her that this
would be simple. He’d done most of the legwork already. All he
needed was someone to watch his back. That’s all Beth would have to
do, and the debt would be repaid and then she’d get out of
town.

Carefully, she put the gun back down
and started to get dressed. Thoughts rolled through her mind.
Everything that could go wrong. The worst-case scenarios. She moved
as if she was on autopilot. If her father wasn’t already dead, she
might have killed him for thrusting her into this situation. He was
a man that she knew little about. Her mother hadn’t really been
forthcoming with any information, except that he had been a mean
drunk and he liked to bet on the horses, and now that she was gone,
Beth didn’t have anyone else to ask.

When Kelvin knocked on the door almost
exactly thirty minutes later, she answered, dressed and nursing a
warm cup of coffee, the cup shaking slightly in her hands. Beth
smiled at him even as she wanted to kick the door shut in his face.
What had he done to be roped into this, she pondered, what debt
that he needed to repay to Temple?

He was somewhat handsome, in a
thuggish kind of way, with black hair that was seriously in need of
a cut. Five days’ stubble was on his chin, the start of a beard.
Blue eyes were slightly deep set in his face, making him look
gaunt. A man in need of a few good meals. Maybe in another life
they could have been friends instead of criminals in
arms.

“You ready?” His voice was
gravelly, deeper than one would expect from the man behind
it.

Instead of shaking her head like she
desperately wanted to, she nodded, walked to the kitchen, and put
her cup into the sink. For the first time she noticed how bare her
house looked. She’d barely made an impression on it. A blank
canvas. Whatever way the day ended, there would be nothing that
tied her to the town of Harper anymore.

****

How did I end up
here?

David Parr wasn’t
surprised when nobody answered him. There weren’t any shifters in
the tiny town of Harper to catch his thoughts. It was one of the
reasons why he’d chosen this place, in the middle of nowhere. The
last assignment given to him by his contact had taken a lot out of
him. He needed a break from pack politics and the slightly
judgmental face of his Alpha and friend, Adam. It’s only for a few
more weeks. I need to finish this job, and
then I’ll go back home. It’ll be nice to see some friendly
faces. He strapped on a bulletproof vest.
It was a little overkill. Nothing much happened in town, and a
bullet or two wouldn’t permanently hurt him. It would sting like a
bitch and wouldn’t be easy to explain away, but rules were rules,
and it wasn’t like his boss would believe he didn’t need
one.

He strapped the shoulder pieces into
place as he held the front plate to his chest. Then he picked up
his stun gun, checked the safety, and put it into its holster. He
finished his second cup of coffee when there was a knock on the
door. After retrieving his hat from the desk next to it, he opened
the door. Carlos smiled at him.

“Hey, partner.” He raised
his hands. “I brought donuts.” The elderly security guard had been
in the business for thirty years, and he had a deep love of the
sugary treats in his hands, which explained his ever-expanding gut.
His cheeks were rosy, even under his tanned skin. He resembled a
man who loved life, and it was a rare sight not to see a smile on
his face.

“Mornin’, Carl. Didn’t
Maria say you needed to give those things up?”

Carlos shrugged. “My wife says a lot
of things, but what she doesn’t know won’t hurt her, eh?” He might
have said it flippantly, but David knew that while Carlos loved his
wife dearly, his love for donuts could easily be described as a
mistress. One that had a tight hold on his wallet and an even
tighter grip on his heart.

“All that sugar will end
up being the death of you, and if Maria finds out, well, she’ll be
the death of you first.” David gestured at the treat before he
closed and locked the door behind him. They walked down the
communal garden path to the security van, which Carlos had left
next to the path.

“You’re not going to tell
her, are you?” David caught the moment his friend’s face paled, and
he fought against the urge to smirk. Maria was a small woman but
pray to God for anyone who crossed her. Her husband didn’t want to
be on that list. Neither did he, come to think about it.

“She loves you, and she
wants you to be around for a long time. If she catches you eating
those things, she’ll break your legs with a rolling pin, and then
she’ll be able to keep an eye on you.” David walked to the
passenger side and got into the van.

“Okay, you’ve made your
point. These will be my last ones.” He placed his hand on his
chest. “I promise.”

Smiling at the sheer insincerity of
Carlos’s oath, David peered around the street as Carlos started up
and pulled the van away. If he hadn’t been looking, he would have
missed the small black car that pulled away at the same time. It
was probably nothing, but something pricked at his senses, and he
watched the car mutely as Carlos drove to the first collection
point.
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