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      Two men. One woman. And a stolen boy longing for the family who loves him.

      

      Peyton Harrison has a secret goal when she arrives in Claywater, Texas—getting back her son, kidnapped as a newborn. The last man she expects to meet is Gabe Harrison, the guy who seduced her and walked away. Her body might want to take up where they left off, but her heart remembers Gabe’s betrayal all too well…and this time, the risk is even greater.

      

      Gabe and Sam always knew they’d share the love of their lives, in their hearts and in their bed. Except Gabe found the perfect woman at the worst possible time. He did the honorable thing and walked away, but now an adult Peyton is in their hometown, her beautiful eyes full of tragic secrets. Sam is knee-deep in a drug investigation threatening Claywater, and Peyton’s arrival is a dangerous distraction. He and Gabe have always stood together, but this time, will the woman they both want be the one that divides them?

      

      One twin left when she needed him most. Now both want her heart, but giving in may cost more than they realize. Anticipating their enemy’s next move is the only way to keep their son safe, but what about their hearts?
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      “I always know Ella is going to move me and dazzle me with her wonderful characters and gripping stories.”

      – USA Today Best-seller Angel Payne

      

      “Solid plots, easy flowing dialogue between the characters and really yummy alpha males! That right there is the recipe for an awesome romance novel! Ella Sheridan has written a series that drew me in from the beginning and made me beg (harass?) her for more!”

      – Blogging by Lisa

      

      “I FREAKIN LOVED THIS BOOK! Chemistry so thick and heavy it will choke you, heartbreak so intense it will gut you, fear so severe it will take you to your knees.”

      – Bookworm Betties

      

      “One point, you’re gripping your seat as the intensity in the search for Micah heats up, and then the next you’re gripping your heart because it’s breaking into pieces. I could feel the connection between the three, and I loved that.”

      – Book Hangover Page

      

      “Gabe: Wow... Sam: Holy Wow... Ménage? Gabe, Sam and Peyton were amazing. The sex was wonderfully done and soooo hot... Ella Sheridan's writing was so emotional it left me in pieces one minute and smiling the next. This was a GREAT read.”

      – Bound by Books
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      Peyton Harrison’s battered old Ford pulled to a rickety stop at the curb across from Claywater Elementary School. Buses lumbered through the circular drive out front, discharging students of all sizes. Bigger kids hurried inside, while the younger ones followed a teacher’s direction into the fenced playground. Expending energy and first-day jitters before the day began, probably. If only Peyton’s nerves could so easily be dispersed.

      Her heart beat a booming drumroll of desperation in her throat, the sound loud in the stifling silence of her truck. She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think. All she could do was watch the schoolyard across the street with greedy eyes. The child she was searching for was impossible to miss. Right in the center of the play area, a small, sturdy figure hurried up to the monkey bars and began his climb to the top. Even at six years old, he was strong, pulling himself higher and higher, outpacing his classmates until he threw one tan leg over the top rung, clamped down tight, and stopped to assess his playground domain.

      King of the hill. Lord of all he surveyed. Just like his father.

      The thought added to the blaze of agony threatening to drown her as it mixed with the ravenous ache of yearning clenching her belly. Just a few moments of inattention by the teachers chatting together on the park bench, some wire cutters for snipping the chain-link fence, something to keep him quiet as she ran for the safety of her truck— She pictured every step in her mind, saw how easily it could be carried out, how quickly he could become hers.

      Hers.

      The word throbbed in her oxygen-deprived brain, right at the forefront, taunting her. So simple, just four little letters. And yet the hundred yards dividing them screamed exactly how impossible that word was. Almost as impossible as it had been for the past six years.

      He belongs to someone else; you know that. At least for now.

      The ache in her fingers where they clenched the steering wheel centered her, pulling her back into reality, into now. She dragged in a gulp of hot Texas air and forced her focus back on the playground, on the child’s clear blue eyes and their steely determination. His soft, full lips displayed the last tiny shreds of remaining toddlerhood. The clothes he’d worn for the first day of school—a short-sleeved, white button-down shirt that looked too adult for such a young child, tan cargo shorts with every pocket neatly fastened, pristine white ankle socks and sneakers—now bore streaks of red clay and wrinkles, the starched collar of the shirt wilting under the onslaught of August heat and childish perspiration. What she wouldn’t give to bury her nose in the sweaty curve of his neck and inhale the wild, little-boy scent of him.

      So serious. Even at such a young age, he was deep-down-to-the-bone serious. More little man than little boy. She could see it in his eyes.

      Then he smiled.

      It hit her like a punch to the gut, that smile. His daddy’s smile. The thought burned like tears behind her eyes, but she couldn’t look away, couldn’t stop eating up every discernible detail she possibly could. His solemn face lit up with that smile, his beautiful eyes bright under the shaggy fringe of thick reddish-blond hair across his forehead. That hair was ruffled by deep furrows, as if he ran his fingers through it frequently. The white of his baby teeth was a stark contrast to the depth of his tan, possibly from playing outside all summer. The mottling of bruises on his knees and down his shins attested to that. At least she hoped that’s where they came from. Her heart ached to know for sure. She ran through scenario after scenario in a feverish search for the one that would enable her to bring him home, to finally have him in her arms agai—

      Knock, knock, knock.

      The drumroll in her chest became crashing thunder. A curse made it to her lips and froze there, held back by the wall of chest that blocked her sight of the playground. The material stretching across that wide expanse of solid muscle was dark blue, crisp and clean, with the title “Claywater Police Department” clearly emblazoned on the patch to one side.

      A cop, right outside her window. Tall and broad and intimidating. Her breath stuttered across suddenly dry lips.

      “Ma’am?” The cop rapped the back of his knuckles against the glass again. “Roll down your window please.”

      The man’s voice tickled something in the back of her fear-frozen mind, something that drew her gaze against her will. Up the precisely buttoned shirtfront. Past the small triangle of skin at his collar, the neatly trimmed red-gold stubble. Lips. Nose. Eyes.

      Blue eyes. Familiar blue eyes.

      Peyton stared, certain she was caught up in some crazy nightmare. The devil taunting her. Because she knew those eyes intimately. Knew this man—except he wasn’t a cop. Or at least, he hadn’t been when she knew him.

      “Ma’am?”

      That deep, commanding tone again. It washed over her like molasses, trapping her in memories buried for so long. With hands shaking and tongue tied, Peyton slowly rolled down the window.

      “Gabe?” she choked out. Please don’t let this be happening. Despite the all too real rush of air brushing her face, she prayed someone, somewhere, would hear her plea and make it true.

      One of Gabe’s hands rested casually against the side of her truck. A relaxed pose belied by his laser-sharp gaze and the fingers toying with the catch on his holster. She forced her eyes away from the gun and back to his. A flinch shook her as their eyes met.

      “License and registration, please, ma’am.”

      “Gabriel?” It was all she could get out. She glanced at the name tag, prominently displayed on the left side of his solid chest. Williams. “God, I can’t believe it’s you.” She didn’t want to believe it, not now, when secrecy was paramount. When her heart was already torn to pieces.

      He shouldn’t look the same, not after all these years. But he did. He shouldn’t be here in Claywater, but he was. Standing outside her window. His big body was tense, ready for anything—he looked every inch the wolf he was. Cornflower-blue irises gleamed with impatience in his ruggedly handsome face. Too handsome, she’d always said. And empty. Not a hint of recognition.

      Gabe didn’t shift, didn’t back down, just narrowed his eyes. “Ma’am, your license and registration. Now.”

      The comply-or-face-the-consequences tone got through when nothing else could. She’d never forget that tone, no matter how many years it had been—every cop and prison guard used it daily. Her hand was halfway to the glove box before she even realized it. Registration in hand, she retrieved her license from her purse, nerves jittering in her stomach like a thousand butterflies. In a surreal haze she passed her paperwork through the window. The breath in her lungs stuttered as she watched his strong, calloused hand come closer, closer—the hand that had introduced her to the joys of sexual pleasure, the fingers that had ensured her readiness before he took her virginity. She waited for a touch she’d both longed for and cursed for seven excruciating years. And when that touch came, when his fingers brushed the backs of hers as he grasped the papers and pulled them away, she looked into his eyes once more, searching, fearing.

      And saw absolutely nothing. Not recognition. Not curiosity. Disdain. Nothing.

      “And you are?” he asked.

      She stared, certain he had to be kidding. “Peyton.”

      He waited.

      “Harrison?” she said. It came out a question, as if she didn’t know her own name. He didn’t, apparently.

      “Is there a reason you stopped here, Ms. Harrison?”

      Relief coursed through her confusion. A question she was actually prepared for. “I’m lost.”

      And she dared anyone to prove otherwise. A glance over her shoulder would plainly show a map of Claywater and a notebook detailing properties in the area. She was, after all, looking for a site for her new restaurant. Had already chosen one, in fact, but he didn’t need to know that.

      “Oh? New in town?”

      His tone wasn’t interested, and his gaze didn’t drop to her license, the one that had the same date as her move into her bland new apartment over by the highway. She didn’t trust herself to answer.

      Her silence drew only one reaction: “How long?”

      “Not long.”

      He continued to watch her, unsmiling. His eyes hid everything he felt—or didn’t. And then he turned without a word and walked back to his patrol car, her license and registration in hand.

      Even the walk was the same. A harsh laugh escaped as she watched him in the rearview mirror. His hair was longer, spiky instead of the buzz cut he’d worn when she knew him, the face harder and yes, now that she thought about it, older, but there was no doubt this was Gabe. Her Gabe. The Gabe that had ruined her life.

      She’d imagined this moment since the tender age of seventeen, imagined what she would do if she ever came face-to-face with him again. She’d never considered that he wouldn’t even remember the moment that changed her forever. But his blank stare had told her the truth. No memories of that hot, sweaty night and drenching desire lurked there. Not even a hint of recognition for someone he’d seen daily for weeks, no matter how long ago.

      Just a quick, easy lay, that was her. Forgettable. Replaceable. She didn’t have to wonder about that anymore. What she did have to wonder was how the hell her first lover and her son had ended up in the same rural Texas town. Had Gabe been involved all along?

      But no, he’d definitely recognize her then. If he didn’t remember her, he didn’t know about Micah. And she was determined to keep it that way.

      Gabe returned with the same unhurried pace as before, tapping her license against his thigh. When he came to stand outside her door, dark sunglasses hid his eyes. She felt the loss even though she shouldn’t, a fact that sent anger pounding through her heart. She breathed it away. She couldn’t risk slipping up and doing anything that would endanger her plans. For her sake—and her son’s—she had to stay under the radar.

      No clawing his eyes out, then.

      Squaring her shoulders, Peyton ignored the strain of her nerves as she focused on the tap, tap, tap of the edge of her license against hard muscle. She could outwait him. She just wished she could figure out what she was waiting for.

      “And where did you say you moved here from?”

      She almost—almost—rolled her eyes. The raised eyebrow, she couldn’t stop. “Memphis.”

      He nodded, ignoring the brow. “Your apartment is across town, Ms. Harrison. What address are you looking for?”

      Do you call all your ex-lover’s by their last name? “I’m not looking for an address; I’m familiarizing myself with the town. If I plan to open a business here—and I do—then it’s in my best interest to get to know the area.” She was proud of how smoothly the words came out, ringing with pleasant—and quite false—emotion. “It’s a beautiful, friendly town.”

      Okay, that hadn’t been as neutral as she would like. But once again he didn’t respond to any perceived insult. “Yes, it is. We’re small but growing, and we keep an eye on each other. You can see why we would be uncomfortable with strangers parked outside our schoolyards, correct?”

      Fear mixed with her anger, making her nauseous. She dared a glance at the playground as if just noticing it. “Of course, Officer Williams,” she said. She kept her eyes wide open and innocent. A whisper of copper traced across her tongue as she bit down, holding back any further words.

      Tap, tap, tap. “What kind of business are you planning?”

      “A restaurant.”

      “In Claywater?” He said it like she wasn’t too bright.

      “Of course. This is a beautiful area—and growing, as you mentioned. It’s perfect.” She forced a smile, small but sweet. “You should come by sometime once I find the right location. Hoolihan’s. Coffee on the house.” She watched closely but didn’t catch even a glimmer of recognition. Coffee had always been on the house for Gabe when he visited Mike and Shelly’s place in Memphis. He’d always bragged about her coffee being the best in the world. Now even the name of the restaurant didn’t jog his memory.

      “I’ll do that, ma’am.” He tipped his hat before handing back her license and registration. “You have a good day now.”

      Right, I’ll just do that. Swallowing tightly, she dragged words from an uncooperative throat. “You too.”

      Gabe walked back to the patrol car parked behind her, his head swiveling as if watching for threats. It wasn’t until he got in and closed the door that she was able to release her breath and allow oxygen into her anxious brain. Movement across the street drew her eye. The kids on the playground were lining up, heading in to begin their day of learning and growing. She had things to do too, but she couldn’t resist one last, long look at her little boy. The desire to throw caution to the wind, to snatch him up and take him home despite the teachers, other children, and even cops in the vicinity almost overwhelmed her. Who knew—maybe Gabe would understand if he realized who that little boy was.

      Or, considering the way he’d left her in Memphis, alone and pregnant, maybe not.

      But watching that amazing little face, she knew it was too soon to take him, no matter how much the knowledge broke her already damaged heart. She couldn’t risk rocking the boat without more information. She had no idea if he was in a home with people who loved him, who cared what happened to him—who might come after him if he disappeared. Taking him now could risk him hating her forever.

      No. No matter how the need for him clawed at her gut and made each day unbearable, she couldn’t risk scaring him, alienating him. Hurting him.

      Because he was her son. Their son—hers and Gabe’s. And she’d protect him with her life, even from herself.
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      The acrid odor of charred metal and chemicals assaulting his nose confirmed what Gabe’s eyes could not as he prowled the perimeter of the abandoned warehouse. The building stood well back from the edge of Old Bishop Road, almost hidden by a falling-down general store that had been in its prime eighty years ago. A dense growth of scrubby woods typical of the area surrounded both structures, giving further coverage. As the crow flew, Don Morgan’s land was a mile east, just far enough for his son, Daniel, to wander—and get himself into trouble.

      The boy’s discovery had been lucky for Gabe, not so lucky for the fuckers whose drug lab just got uncovered by a teen looking for a place to practice his pitching.

      The bastards were smart. Aside from the stench, which was impossible to hide, there was no evidence outside the building, none of the usual scattering of empty bottles, trash, and ammonia tanks. The place was clean. Blackened, surprisingly intact windows refused to allow him a peek inside. The tin siding lining the walls might look loose, ragged, but it wasn’t. There were no rat holes nibbled out of the corners. Nothing suspicious at all. Someone had taken a great deal of time and effort to make a long-empty building remarkably secure.

      He was rounding the corner when the sound of tires on rough asphalt reached him. The low, heavy thrum of a police cruiser, as familiar to him as his own truck, abruptly cut off. A door opened, closed. Sam’s heavy boots, the ones he wore on duty, crunched across the gravel parking area of the general store, headed in Gabe’s direction.

      His twin was worried about something.

      Gabe shook his head and kept on searching. Sam would want to talk, and his twin would find him whether Gabe wanted to discuss what was bothering his brother or preferred to ignore it. Sam had gotten their dad Patrick’s softer, more emotional side. Unfortunately he shared all that touchy-feely shit with Gabe on a regular basis. That damn “twin” thing. Gabe wasn’t sure if it was just living and breathing together for so many years or an actual psychic connection—they’d long given up trying to understand it, and certainly never mentioned it; it was just the way life was for the two of them. The only thing they knew for a fact was that what one of them felt, the other eventually did. Proximity made it stronger, and since Sam was crossing the small clearing toward Gabe, that meant he was close enough to communicate loud and clear, no words necessary.

      It was a pain in the ass, especially when Gabe wanted to keep something to himself, but Sam was his brother, his best friend, so they both managed to live with it. Didn’t mean he had to like it, though, not right now, with frustration riding him hard. Rubbing an impatient hand across his forehead to wipe away the sweat generated by the humid Texas air, he barked, “What?”

      Sam’s steady stare, identical to Gabe’s, fixed on him. For once there was no spark of humor in his eyes. “Hello to you too, asshole. Didn’t find anything?”

      Gabe turned back to his search. “Nothing but the smell. There’s no doubt they’ve been here, though.”

      Sam followed him around the back of the building, his response a noncommittal grunt.

      Gabe glanced over his shoulder. “Were you just dropping by to share that witty convo, or did you actually have something to discuss?”

      “No.” Sam rapped what looked like a loose panel with bare knuckles. Solid. “Just came by to rag your ass about falling down on the job.”

      Now it was Gabe’s turn to grunt. Sam knew better than to expect an apology for the attitude.

      They continued their search in silence. The mounting tension in his chest finally had him rounding on Sam. “What the hell is it?”

      “Now that I think about it, there was one thing.” Sarcasm dripped from each of Sam’s words.

      Gabe sighed as he turned the final corner of the building. A wall of brambles blocked his way. Great. He motioned back the way they’d come. “What?”

      Sam was leading the way now. “You ever heard of a woman named Peyton Harrison?” he asked over his shoulder.

      The name hit Gabe like a ball-peen hammer to the forehead. Blindly he reached out, his hand making contact with the rusted metal of the warehouse wall. The only thing keeping him upright at the moment. Time stopped along with his breath. “Who?” he choked out.

      Sam turned, one hand rubbing his chest, a frown wrinkling his brow. “Yeah, that’s what I was afraid of.”

      Gabe watched Sam continue toward the front of the building, the snap, crackle, pop of underbrush beneath Sam’s boots the only sound besides the rush of denial running through him. Peyton. Damn it. For a moment a flash of innocent brown eyes staring up at him, filled to the brim with trust, consumed every corner of his brain. And then time zoomed back to normal, leaving him even more shaken than before.

      Suck it up, Williams. You’ve got a job to do.

      Sam was waiting near the double front doors, hands planted on his gun belt, eyes on the building as if he could force his way in with just a stare. Gabe bypassed the doors and headed for corner number four.

      “Who is she, Gabe?”

      “No one,” he told his twin, and it was the truth. She was no one, not anymore. Not for him.

      “Then why did she call me by your name?”

      Aaaand his world was rocked for the second time in as many minutes. Questions stacked up on each other like a train whose lead car had stopped unexpectedly. “What? When? Wh—” He paused, trying to get his tongue back in line. “You talked to her?”

      Sam’s eyes said he read every ounce of pain and panic in Gabe’s chest. “This morning. In town.”

      “No.”

      “Yes.”

      Gabe thought seriously about slamming his head into the nearby wall; only the fact that Sam would bear witness to it stopped him. Still… This couldn’t be happening. No way in hell this was happening. He’d done the right thing: he’d walked away. The universe owed him for that, didn’t it? Peyton was the past, and that was where she’d stay. Sam had to be wrong.

      His head was spinning, but his feet worked just fine, taking him around the other side of the building. He needed to think about this, figure out what the hell to say, without Sam trailing along behind him. He needed a break—

      The first window he came to had a shattered pane. A jagged hole a little bigger than a baseball was broken out of the center. “Bingo.”

      From the peppered state of the tin next to the window, it looked like Daniel had gotten plenty of pitching practice in. Gabe would be sure to give the boy hell for playing around a meth lab later, even if it was just the break they needed. The dusky interior of the warehouse was visible through the hole. He could just make out a stack of various-sized bottles and the outline of what looked like an ammonia tank at the periphery of his view.

      He shoved thoughts of the past to the back of his mind and locked them up tight. “Better call the team, Bro.”

      Sam was already dialing. “What d’you see?”

      “Justifiable cause. Have them bring a warrant.”

      “But—”

      Whatever Sam had been about to ask was cut off by an urgent voice coming from his phone. Just as well—Gabe probably didn’t want to answer his twin anyway. And just to be sure he couldn’t, he strode blindly around to the front of the warehouse. The handle of one wide door was in his grip, the latch depressed, when Sam stopped him.

      “Gabe, wait!”

      The spike of panic in his chest reinforced the warning. Gabe looked down, realized what he was doing, and let out a curse, feeling an answering spike of his own. Jesus. He never went off half-cocked, especially not on the job. He released the latch and breathed, throwing his twin a quick glance assuring him Gabe would wait. Sam acknowledged it with a nod.

      “Yeah, Benson, suit up. We got a live one.” Sam gave the man the address and hung up. Without a word about Gabe’s slipup, he walked forward. “Ready?”

      “Ready.” Gabe reached again for the door handle. Slow and smooth, he pulled the heavy wood-and-tin panel open. He only made it about six inches before a quick spark and whoosh blew the door off its hinges. Behind its solid weight, Gabe was lifted off his feet. He was on his back before he even knew what hit him.

      “Gabe, damn it!”

      Sam’s fear was more a feeling in Gabe’s pounding chest than actual words, considering Gabe’s ears were literally ringing. He lay on the ground, staring up at the heavy door crushing him until the thing was tilted away. Trees and sky filled his vision, then Sam’s face, red with anger and worry. He was yelling into his shoulder mic.

      “Dispatch, send a bus. Officer down!”

      Gabe growled up at his brother. “I’m not down, idiot.”

      “From where I’m standing, you are,” Sam snapped.

      His brother’s racing heartbeat transmitted itself to Gabe. He reached up to rub his chest. “Calm down. I’ve got enough adrenaline dumping into my veins for both of us; I don’t need more.”

      The scent of smoke and noxious chemicals hit almost as hard as the door had. Pops and fizzing from a fire he couldn’t see underlined Sam’s strained chuckle. “You know,” his twin said, “if you really didn’t want to talk to me, there were other ways to get out of it.”

      “Yeah, dickhead”—Gabe let his eyes drift shut—“that’s totally why I almost got myself blown up.”

      Radio chatter filled the silence as Gabe waited for the world to settle back into place. By the time backup arrived, he was on his feet. No way were they kicking him out of his own investigation.

      Five hours later Gabe and his team were still knee-deep in the scene. Unfortunately his boss wouldn’t be put off any longer, so he made his way out the front of the warehouse to the decontamination tent to shed his sweaty hazmat suit. He was just finishing up a thorough rinse in the makeshift outdoor shower when a familiar voice filtered through the jury-rigged curtain.

      “Can’t you resist getting naked for five minutes, Williams?”

      Yanking the partition back, Gabe continued drying off. “Not if I don’t have to; you know that, Dad.”

      Luke Williams, Gabe and Sam’s second father and the current CPD police chief, scanned his son’s bare skin quickly. Apparently satisfied at the lack of injuries, he scowled. “Well then cover that lily-white ass and get it out here, pronto.”

      A laugh escaped as Gabe dragged on his clothes over the top of his wet boxers and refrained from yelling after Luke’s retreating back that he wasn’t exactly naked. His dad wasn’t worried about nudity; he was worried about his son—and having to tell his beloved wife that one of her twins had been harmed on the job. Luke, unlike his own easier-going twin, Patrick, got gruff when he worried. Gabe shared the trait, so he didn’t complain when it made an appearance.

      The Williams were known for two things in Claywater. Having a cop in every generation was one. Their unusual family situation was the other. Every generation of Williamses as far back as there were records had contained male twins. And those twins had made their families together, sharing their wife, their home, their land, all the way down to Gabe’s generation. Gabe hadn’t understood until he was older that his fathers and grandfathers might’ve shared the same strange “psychic” link he and Sam did. It would be hard to want two different women when he felt the same strong pull his twin felt—he and Sam knew that for a fact.

      The ménages were accepted by the locals and almost expected at this point, which would explain the amount of women anxious to share a bed with Gabe and Sam together. The twins didn’t do a lot of turning the women down, but that didn’t mean they had any intention of settling on one woman. At least Gabe didn’t; his heart belonged elsewhere.

      Which brought his mind back to the earlier conversation with his brother.

      Sam, despite being more like their father Patrick in personality, had followed Luke into law enforcement right out of college. Luke Williams was a man to be reckoned with, which was why he’d made chief of police before his fiftieth birthday. Several years later, he was still a force of nature, as evidenced by the fierce look he turned on Gabe when his son came to stand with him outside the open front doors of the warehouse.

      “What the hell were you thinking?” Luke barked.

      Yeah, they were alike in more ways than one. “That this was my investigation. I am the TFO, remember?” He’d been promoted to head of the narcotics task force when his friend Billy Mayfield retired six months ago.

      “So you walked into a potentially explosive situation without backup?”

      “Opening the door isn’t walking in.” He didn’t mention that he’d intended to do just that before Sam pulled him back. “And the ingredients weren’t the issue, at least not the original issue. The door was rigged.”

      Luke continued to stare him down, those steel-gray eyes not giving an inch. “Explain.”

      “Trip wire. They rigged it to a small explosive at the back of the building, probably where they stored anything they thought might be incriminating.” Thank goodness the blast had been far enough away from the ingredients to avoid an explosion that would’ve killed him and Sam both, but he didn’t spell that out for Luke. The bomb squad would explain it later, when Gabe was well away from the aftereffects.

      Luke still didn’t seem happy, but his tension dropped infinitesimally. “Guess you didn’t know the secret password. What evidence did you find?”

      Gabe filled him in on the details. “We’ve already pulled a few fingerprints; Sam and John Eary took them into town. The lab in Dallas will begin processing the rest of the evidence as soon as we can get it to them.”

      “Product?”

      Gabe let a grin sneak through. “Not a lot, but enough. Thirty pounds.”

      “Damn, Son.” Luke’s grin matched Gabe’s as he slapped Gabe on the back. The street value for that kind of haul was well past a million. Whether they found the cooks or not, getting that amount of product off the street made for a very good day. For Gabe, every arrest, every pound of marijuana, cocaine, meth—every drop was worth whatever it took to get it off the streets. All it caused was pain, even a single ounce. His friend Jeff’s death had proved that.

      By the time they finished wrapping up the scene and securing the evidence transport to the lab in Dallas, dusk was falling and Sam was walking toward them from the road.

      “So what will you tell Mom?” Gabe asked. He dreaded seeing Anna. His mother was completely sensible unless one of her boys was in danger. When he’d been injured in Afghanistan, she’d nearly driven him crazy with all the coddling.

      Sam arrived just in time to smirk at the apprehension filling Gabe’s voice. Luke gave Sam a manly side hug, but his words were directed at Gabe. “That her reckless oldest didn’t manage to get his fool head blown off. What d’ya think I’ll tell her?”

      Great.

      Sam returned his dad’s hug. “Hey, just be thankful she didn’t hear about it and come down here.”

      “Or that someone didn’t tell her.” The Claywater Police Department was like family; everyone knew each other and each other’s business. Gossip was the favorite pastime. Just the thought of Anna catching wind of this sent a spike of fear through him. He had to force himself not to glance around just to be sure his mother wasn’t rushing out of the woods toward him. And Sam knew it too; his smirk rubbed salt in Gabe’s wound.

      But Luke was shaking his head. “Hell no. I put a gag on the station. When one of you is in trouble, I tell her after the fact, not before. Besides”—Luke’s smirk was an eerie match to Sam’s—“might as well wait till you’re free. Wouldn’t want you missing the aftermath.”

      Of course not. They all loved that Anna gave him hell before bringing on the coddling. Sam’s anticipatory chuckle earned him a shut-the-hell-up look from Gabe.

      Luke headed home to eat and reassure Anna and Patrick, promising to see Gabe and Sam at the briefing in the morning. Gabe walked toward his own vehicle, Sam beside him. Silent satisfaction settled over them. Explosion or no, today’d been a good day. With a tired roll of his shoulders, Gabe glanced at his twin. Sam was a damn good cop, even if he’d refused the promotion to detective for the last five years. Some kind of misguided notion about being in patrol allowing him to make a difference in people’s lives before they went to hell in a handbasket. On days like today, exhausted though he was, Gabe could tip down his pessimistic glasses for a brief glimpse through those rose-colored ones too.

      He unlocked his truck. “Did you get ahold of Don?”

      “Yep. He said to text him anytime. Has a new project he’s just getting started, so he’s not sure if he’ll be at home or at the new construction site. Text is the easiest way to catch him. I told him you’d come by to get his official statement; no need for Daniel to be there.”

      Gabe nodded his approval as he settled into the front seat of his truck. Every muscle screamed a reminder of how hard he’d hit the ground earlier. “Anything on the prints?”

      “Not yet.”

      Just as he’d expected. Maybe they’d get something tomorrow. Gabe closed the door. Sam leaned against it, waiting while Gabe cranked the truck and rolled down his window. Gabe wanted to ignore his twin’s expectant stance, but the sinking feeling in his gut said it wasn’t gonna happen.

      “Peyton. Harrison.”

      Well, at least Sam hadn’t made him wait long.

      His twin crossed his arms over his chest, determination in every taut muscle. “Who is she, Gabe?”

      Gabe sighed, rubbing his tired eyes. “Sam—”

      Sam didn’t get impatient often. Maybe he was just as tired as Gabe, because his growl came out several notches below friendly. “Just tell me.”

      I can’t. “Where was she?”

      “Parked across from the school off Douglas.”

      “Just passing through?” he asked roughly before clearing his throat.

      Sam shook his head, his gaze never breaking from Gabe’s. “Not if the local address on her brand-new license was anything to go by.”

      Fate, you cruel bitch.

      “Sam, I—” But that’s all that came out. He couldn’t talk about this, not even with his brother. Those days seven years ago had been his dream come true and his greatest shame. Sam didn’t need the details; knowing his twin shared the emotions was bad enough.

      A muscle flexed in Sam’s jaw. “She called me by your name. Now why would she do that?”

      Gabe stared at the face so much like his own it was like looking into the mirror—and kept his mouth clamped shut.

      “You know you’ll tell me eventually, right?” Sam’s words were a statement of fact more than a question. “What are the chances of someone you don’t want to talk about showing up in our tiny little neck of the woods?”

      “About a snowball’s chance in hell, I thought.” The words escaped before he could take them back. And hell was right. The memory of Peyton in his arms had tortured him all these long years. If she had managed to track him down, to somehow end up in Claywater, population thirty measly thousand, he had a distinct feeling hell was exactly where he was about to be.
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      “The place is ideal for what you have in mind. A sound investment,” Joanne said. “Convenient location, plenty of room to expand. Main Street is the most traveled road for commuters—”

      “And the main road through downtown, so great for catching the locals as well.” Peyton threw her Realtor a smile. “I’m sold. No worries.”

      Glancing around, Peyton knew in her bones that this old brick building was the perfect choice for the new Hoolihan’s, for all the reasons Joanne had mentioned and more. The place had the feel for what she wanted to create; she’d known it from the moment she’d seen the pictures Joanne sent via e-mail. It was the name on the deed that had sealed the deal for Peyton, however. Brian Barrington owned this property, but even more importantly, he held the key to her son.

      Micah. She had no idea what his family called him, but her baby’s name had been engraved on her heart since the moment the ultrasound tech told her he was a boy. She’d had it inked into her skin, entwined in the twisted petals of the cherry blossom tattooed on her inner wrist. All this time his name had been waiting there, a reminder to not lose hope, and now the moment had come. She’d found him. She just had to find the right path into his life, and Brian was going to provide that.

      Peyton took another look at the bare kitchen at the back of the building, her mind racing with mental notes, fingers itching to get going on the project. A lot of hard work lay ahead if she intended to hit the target date for the opening in two months. And thank God for that, or she just might go mad with the wait. The Claywater Hoolihan’s was already her alibi; for the next few months it would also be her outlet, one she sorely needed.

      “Peyton? Peyton?”

      Joanne’s voice cut through the memories and plans swirling in her head. She turned back to the Realtor with an apologetic, “Yes?”

      The parentheses around Joanne’s pretty mouth deepened with her laugh. “Already dreaming about the place, aren’t you, hon? So should we walk over to Mr. Barrington’s office to sign the paperwork?”

      “I think I can take it from here, Joanne.” Meeting her new landlord was going to be nerve-racking enough without an audience, even a kind one. She took the woman’s cool hand in her own. “Thank you for all your help. I’ll get the paperwork and your commission to you as soon as it’s finalized.”

      “Anytime.” Joanne took Peyton’s hand, patting it with her other one. The thoughtful look she gave Peyton had nerves setting up a hallelujah chorus in Peyton’s belly. “Don’t worry about Mr. Barrington, okay? He might hold top spot on the totem pole around here, but he’s just as polite as he is business savvy—and that’s saying a lot. Besides, he’s easy on the eyes. Makes every business meeting better, right?” she said with a wink.

      The laugh they shared stirred memories of Shelly, Peyton’s adopted mother. She’d had a rich, welcoming laugh and an understanding silence when the days were darkest. Shelly and Mike had been as committed to finding Micah as Peyton was. Glancing around the space again, Peyton knew they would approve.

      Joanne gave Peyton’s hand a final squeeze before turning toward the door. “You come see me now, ’kay?”

      “You know I will,” she said, though in her heart she knew she wouldn’t. Her plans for Micah had to come before friendship—she couldn’t risk getting close to people here, not yet. She didn’t want anyone to guess what she was up to or, God forbid, risk them somehow knowing Gabe and linking the two of them together, even by accident. She’d prayed until her knees ached that the man continued not to remember her.

      The smile Joanne threw back over her shoulder was softer than Peyton deserved, but she returned it anyway, then watched as the Realtor opened the front door and left. One last look at the building that would be hers very soon and Peyton left too, starting across the town square to meet Brian Barrington. Her heart pounded with every step, driving home the enormity of her decision and the knowledge that she was about to meet the man who currently held Micah’s future in his hands.

      But not for long, if she had anything to say about it.

      Five minutes later Peyton opened the door to the plush yet tastefully discreet offices of Barrington Investments. The faint scent of cigarettes lingered near the door, as if someone in the office smoked but only outside. Inside the office was the smell of vanilla, like the butter-cake candles Realtors told clients to burn in their homes when they were trying to sell. The scent worked its magic almost instantly, relaxing the tension in Peyton’s shoulders. Now if only she could communicate the message to her brain; ninety-to-nothing was not a good speed for clear thinking. Unfortunately that organ wasn’t responding to traffic signals at the moment.

      The outer office she’d stepped into was blindingly upper-class, more urban New York than rural Texas, but the receptionist waiting at the desk was all hometown. Seventy if she was a day, she wore a beehive reminiscent of the highest examples from the sixties, but it suited her paper-thin skin and heavily powdered complexion. As Peyton gave the woman her name, she caught a whiff of sweet tobacco and knew she’d found her smoker. Not Barrington, then. Did the man have any vices?

      Do you need to know if he does, Pey? The man could be innocent in all of this. She should reserve judgment until she had some facts, but that was probably a bit more noble than she could handle at the moment.

      “Hello. May I help you?” the woman asked as Peyton reached her desk.

      “Yes, Peyton Harrison to see Mr. Barrington.”

      The receptionist reached for the phone. “I’ll let him know you’re here. Please have a seat.”

      Peyton settled in a plush club chair to one side of the office. When Barrington’s receptionist returned the phone to its cradle, Peyton nodded toward the abstract art prominently displayed on the wall opposite her. “This is definitely not what I expected to find here in Claywater.”

      Complimenting her grandchild couldn’t have earned a bigger smile from the woman. “Mr. Barrington does have particular tastes.” A bejeweled finger pointed toward several portraits lined along the wall near her desk. “But he hasn’t left tradition behind. The town was founded by Mr. Barrington’s great-great-grandfather, who was also our first mayor. And his great-grandfather established the first bank. And—”

      “And Helen is very proud of my pedigree, no matter how boring it makes me sound.”

      Peyton glanced over to where the office door had opened, and had to force back a double take. A distinguished fiftysomething man walked toward them, a slight smile reflected in his blue eyes. Brian Barrington was not at all what she’d expected. The designer suit draping his six-foot frame screamed privilege, a perfect match to the modern decor, and confidence oozed from the invisible pores in the man’s well-polished skin. Short salt-and-pepper hair gave him a distinguished George Clooney look, but the warmth with which he regarded his secretary brought the high-brow image a little closer to earth.

      Peyton took a deep, steadying breath and stood to meet him. “That’s all right. Joanne filled me in already.”

      “I’m sure she did,” he said as he reached to shake her hand. “Brian Barrington.”

      “Peyton Harrison.” His hands were as smooth as his manners, but the clasp of his fingers was firm. A businessman’s handshake. When she looked up from their hands, it was meet Brian’s direct gaze head-on. She forced herself to let him look his fill.

      He held her hand a moment longer before ushering her toward his inner sanctum. “Small-town gossip is inevitable, isn’t it?”

      “Absolutely.” Even when one hoped to avoid it, as Peyton did. She made her way into the office and smoothed her skirt before taking a seat across from the large mahogany desk. “Thank you for meeting with me, Mr. Barrington.”

      “Brian, please. It’s a pleasure to finally meet you in person.”

      His smooth tone had the same effect as the vanilla-cake candle. Peyton could feel her lips curve before she knew she intended to smile, which irked her. She didn’t want to like this guy.

      As they both settled in, she took the man’s measure as surely as he’d taken hers. His blue eyes were sharp, knowing—and something else. A look she’d seen over and over in her adult life: lust. Oh, he was tasteful about it, but there was no doubt he liked what he saw. As she slipped the button on her suit jacket open, she knew the outfit put the curvy body pregnancy had given her on display, but points for Brian—he didn’t ogle. He did appreciate, though. She resisted the urge to squirm in her seat.

      “You’re younger than I expected.”

      She brushed the tiny diamond chip in her left nostril. “I tend not to do what’s expected.”

      “I’m sure.” Brian sat back, fingers steepled, that smile still teasing his lips. “Your family has quite the reputation in Memphis. Having you here in Claywater is quite the privilege. But why here? Hoolihan’s is doing well in Memphis, I take it?”

      As if he hadn’t checked to make sure. Still, the mention of her family’s restaurant set off a tight pang in Peyton’s chest, reminding her of Mike’s and Shelly’s deaths. “Absolutely. I have an excellent manager at the original restaurant, but as you probably know, my parents died recently.”

      “I had heard that, yes. I’m sorry for your loss.”

      She forced herself not to spill words into the pause that followed. The car accident that had taken her adoptive parents was still too fresh, even months later. It was how they would’ve wanted to go, together, but that didn’t ease the pain of knowing she was once again all alone in the world. At least, until she had Micah back with her.

      She forced the reminder away. “I’m looking for something a little different, a new challenge. New location.”

      Brian’s eyes lost focus for a moment. “I can relate. My wife passed away not long before my son and I moved back here two years ago.” He leaned his elbows against the edge of his desk. One hand grasped a small five-by-seven frame, turning it toward her. “Sometimes a change of pace is the best healer.”

      Peyton clamped down on the gasp rising in her throat as the picture was revealed. A slightly younger Brian and Micah, his face much more babyish, posed with the woman Peyton had known as Annette Brown. The woman who had befriended her, then stolen her child.

      The woman who’d been Brian’s wife.

      Had been. Annette was dead.

      The knowledge hit her harder than a bus. She knew an instant of relief as Brian looked away to settle the picture back on the corner of his desk. If not for that, he couldn’t have missed the blood draining from Peyton’s face so fast it made her feel faint. Annette is dead. The woman who had put Peyton through hell, taken everything she’d dreamed of and turned it into a nightmare, was dead. Beyond grief. Beyond pain. Beyond the revenge Peyton so desperately needed to deal out.

      She was looking for answers, and what she’d found was a dead end, literally. Only half aware, she murmured condolences, but she couldn’t take her eyes off the happy trio in the photograph, the loving look in Annette’s eyes as she gazed down at her son. Peyton’s son.

      How much did Brian know about Annette? About Micah?

      “He is a cute little boy,” she finally managed to say. “How old?”

      “Michael’s six. First grade.” For a moment paternal pride seemed to puff out Brian’s chest. The sight checked her. Fake or real? Annette could never have hoped to pass the child off as his, but some men could love children that weren’t their own. Was Brian that kind of man?

      “We lost Marsha to cancer two years ago. Michael and I have been each other’s salvation ever since.”

      Marsha? Who the hell— And then she realized he was referring to Annette. Or the woman Pey had known as Annette. Which was her real name?

      They might never know now. This…this changed everything. She had considered but hadn’t accepted the possibility of Brian’s innocence, not really, until this moment. Could she tear her son away from his stepfather if the man turned out to be another one of Annette’s innocent victims?

      “Do you have a family, Peyton?”

      The question took a moment to register. She shook her head. “No, unfortunately not.” Could he hear the dry click in her throat as she swallowed? “There’s plenty of time for that.”

      “Don’t wait too long,” he warned. “Marsha’s death drove home the fact that nothing in life is certain.”

      Isn’t that the truth. She’d learned that lesson a hundred years ago, it seemed. And yet a husband’s seemingly genuine grief now stood in her way. She had to get out of here, had to think without those eyes watching every thought flit across her face.

      Business. Take care of business, Pey; then get the hell out.

      She reached into her carryall purse and retrieved the paperwork she’d brought with her. “Hopefully Claywater will be as good for me as it has been for the two of you.”

      Brian took the file she handed over, his smile wiping away his former sadness. “I certainly hope so. Are you set on the Carter building, though? Certain you don’t want something a bit…newer?”

      Images from this morning’s walk-through flashed in her mind. “Old is exactly what I want. Hoolihan’s is rooted in tradition, and that’s what I hope to bring to Claywater. I think it will fit right in; don’t you?”

      “I think whatever you put your mind to will work, Peyton. Your paperwork certainly proves that; Hoolihan’s is in an excellent position to expand.” He flipped through the file before pulling his own paperwork toward him. “I swear the bank manager was salivating at the prospect of taking on your loan.”

      Of course he was after seeing her P&Ls, future speculations, every document they could think of asking for—and a few they hadn’t. The manager had been falling at her feet by the time he met her yesterday. Peyton had to smile at the memory, but all she said was, “Good.”

      Brian’s chair gave a subtle squeak as he leaned forward to place the lease in front of her. She immediately began going through it. “I’d like to arrange the transfer by close of business today, if possible,” she stated firmly.

      “Today?” Raised brows gave the only sign of his surprise. “I think that can be arranged. If you need help finding a good contractor—”

      But she was already shaking her head. “No, thank you. I’ve hired Don Morgan. I’m told he’s the best around here.”

      Brian nodded his approval. “Great choice. I heartily recommend him.”

      She favored that with a sweet smile. “I’m glad to know that. With luck we should be open well before the holiday season. Assuming we can get the lease agreed on.”

      She turned back to the paperwork, taking her time, reading each word carefully and stopping frequently to ask questions. Mike had made certain she was well-versed in the business aspects of the restaurant from the time she’d hit her eighteenth birthday, and she was damn good at it. To his credit, Brian overflowed with patience, an attitude she hadn’t always encountered in business. More points for him. She didn’t want to respect this man, but he wasn’t giving her much to argue with. Yet.

      There were a few necessary changes to the lease, which Helen happily typed up, but overall it was a sound contract. When her signature joined Brian’s at the bottom of the last page, she was happy with the deal. Step two finally down.

      Helen adjourned to make copies of the contract. Peyton took a deep breath and stood.

      “A pleasure, Brian.” The hand she extended was rock steady; she made sure of it.

      “Always. Drop by anytime, and call me right away with any concerns.”

      “Of course.” She turned to go.

      “Peyton?”

      “Yes?”

      Brian was rounding his desk, walking toward her. She braced, not sure what for.

      When he was close enough that she could smell the light citrus scent of his cologne, he stilled, hands shoved into his pockets, marring the perfect crease of his designer dress pants. “I’d truly like to welcome you to town. Would you go to dinner with me? Check out the competition, perhaps?”

      The battle his offer sparked inside her made Peyton’s ribs ache. She dropped her chin, hiding the conflict as she fought to breathe. She wanted to say no, wanted to avoid the torture of knowing he had what she so desperately wanted. Liking him, trusting him—those were sure roads to disaster. But she had to go, and the relief of knowing he’d opened that door so easily made her queasy. She swallowed the feeling and arranged a neutral expression on her face before tipping her chin up once more. “That would be nice. Tomorrow night, maybe?”

      The wide smile crossing his face was almost boyish in its relief. “Excellent. Let’s get your paperwork and get you on your way, then. I’ll call with details for dinner?”

      She nodded her acceptance and moved on wobbly legs to the front office. Helen passed her the manila envelope with Peyton’s copies of the contract, and Brian escorted her to the door.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow night,” Brian said as she stepped onto the sidewalk. She turned back to look at him. She kept waiting for the congenial mask to slip, for cracks to show in the man’s facade, but nothing did. He was almost too perfect, too nice. And wasn’t that a sorry commentary on her view of a man’s interest in her, a man who knew nothing of her ulterior motives.

      Men wanted her, but they didn’t want to respect her. She knew that, had learned the lesson with painful clarity many years ago.

      “Tomorrow night, then.” The envelope crackled in her hand as she lifted it in a slight wave. “Thank you, Brian.”

      As she walked into the muggy Texas heat, she wondered what tomorrow would bring. It had been years since she’d dated, years since she’d thought of anything but her family and Hoolihan’s and Micah. It made her feel inadequate when she should be sure of herself. She had to be if she was going to go up against a man like Brian Barrington to get Micah back. He had power, money, and charisma, enough so that even she was charmed.

      She couldn’t afford that. Whether she liked Brian or not, she’d definitely have to watch her step.
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      Sam cursed as Rick’s phone went to voice mail. He needed answers, damn it, and he wasn’t getting them here. After leaving a terse, “Call me when you get this,” he hung up.

      God, this so wasn’t him. He stared down at the open file on his desk, the one that he shouldn’t have created, the one that contained all the information he’d been able to gather on Peyton Harrison locally. A woman who, according to Gabe, was no one important—except Sam couldn’t get her off his mind. His mood was in the shitter; he wasn’t sleeping. How the hell was he supposed to function like this?

      Even the background hum of the police station couldn’t soothe his nerves. This was his home away from home, but his mind wasn’t on work. Nor could he close out the vibes Gabe was broadcasting like a long-range SOS. Sam slapped the file shut and slid it to the edge of his desk, as far from him as possible. He wanted to hate Peyton for the pain his brother was feeling, the goddamn sorrow that choked Sam until he couldn’t breathe, it was so strong. But he couldn’t hate her, because those same emotions told him that, whatever had happened between the two of them, it wasn’t Peyton who was to blame. Gabe’s guilt came through loud and clear.

      Still, his twin’s pain was fresh and sharp, and Sam needed to make it stop. Had nothing to do with the way he felt every time he remembered standing outside Peyton’s truck window.

      Really. Nothing at all.

      Keep deluding yourself there, buddy.

      “Hey, Williams!”

      Relief rushed through him at John’s call. Finally. He prayed his friend had something, anything for him to do. “Eary.”

      John met Sam’s fist bump halfway before dropping a sheaf of papers onto the organized chaos that was Sam’s desk. “Report on the warehouse. Owner’s dead, abandoned for a good twenty years. Nothing there.”

      Sam sighed. “Well, not unexpected, but not helpful either.”

      “No, it isn’t,” John said, his own disappointment bleeding through the words.

      The Claywater cops who were also members of Gabe’s task force were pulling everything they could right now to find the perps behind the meth bust. So far none of the prints had matched anyone in the system, and tracking the ingredients had been a bust as well. The longer they went without a clue, the more it worried Sam. And as he glanced up at John’s frown, Sam knew his friend was rowing the same boat through the same shitty waters.

      He glanced over the pages of the report, scanning for anything to go on. “All right, let’s get down to the—”

      Charlie Benson strolled up to Sam’s “office.” Great. The man leaning casually against his desk was not someone Sam had the patience to deal with right now—not that he ever really had the patience to deal with Detective Dickhead. Why couldn’t he have taken Luke up on the offer of a private office? The one perk his seniority could give him and he’d turned it down because he liked being in the midst of all the bustle of the station. Seemed stupid at times like this when any jerk could mosey up and butt their nose into whatever he was doing.

      Sam focused on the newcomer, paying zero attention to John, who stood right behind Benson, casually scratching the side of his nose with his middle finger. “Benson.”

      The detective popped the wad of gum in his mouth like it was the only exercise he’d get today—which might actually be the truth—and leaned across, reaching for the DMV photo of Peyton clipped to the front of her file. “Hey, who’s the babe, Williams?”

      The slap of Sam’s hand as it gripped Benson’s wrist was loud in the relatively quiet office, startling everyone. Including Sam. John almost poked his eye out when his middle finger skidded up his cheek. Nearby, several officers turned for a closer look. Sam ignored everyone but Benson and the sudden aggression that was lighting up his insides like a Roman candle. He didn’t know Peyton, not really, but already something intangible was gaining ground every time he thought about her. He wasn’t sure what it was; all he knew was he didn’t want Benson touching any part of her, and that included a wallet-sized grainy picture.

      “Don’t try it,” Sam warned.

      Benson flinched. Maybe the guy would just drop it. But no, anger and bravado lit in his eyes, apparently steamrolling his common sense too. “What’s the matter? That’s not your girlfriend, is it? Or maybe I should say yours and your brother’s?”

      “Not if you don’t want me to fuck you up.” Which wouldn’t be a problem for Sam’s conscience. He was the easiest-going guy around, especially compared to his brother, but he didn’t take shit from assholes.

      Benson hesitated. Sam gave the man’s wrist a careful squeeze, just enough to make his point. “Drop it, Benson.”

      “Okay, okay.” He backed away from the desk, rubbing the reddened band around his wrist, resentment twisting his thin lips. “Jesus, it’s just a cunt. You’d think you could share the love.” A fake flash of apology crossed Benson’s face as he covered a gasp with his fingertips. “Share,” he said, his gruff baritone hitting a high soprano note. “Sorry. Forget I mentioned anything.”
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