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Chapter One


          

          QUINN

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Last Fall

      

      

      “Alexander.”

      “Quinn,” I corrected my father.

      His lips thinned at the deliberate slight. I was named for an entire family tree of Alexanders, each one of them more messed up than the one before. I’d taken to using my middle name as a way of distancing myself from painful memories, and from a family I didn’t belong to.

      I took a seat on the empty side of the conference table, facing my father, Alexander Dawson Senior, former senator, liar, abuser, and head of Dawson Pharma, plus his lawyer, a conniving asshole called Yan. My mouth was dry, my stomach heaving, my chest tight, but I took a breath and tucked my hair behind my ear. My father’s eyes narrowed at the gesture and that simple reaction helped me to center myself. I’d dyed it the brightest purple I could find, my eyes were smoky with liner, and my lips berry-red, this was me—the me my father hated.

      Hate might’ve been a strong word, but it wasn’t as though he loathed me in a way that was fixable, where one day we’d magically make up, hold hands, and skip around declaring our rediscovered connection. He detested me for the fact I wasn’t his biological son, although he’d never admit it and the fact I was gay.

      I’d hated him right back for the longest time, despite years of therapy. But if I was going to survive then I had to shut my heart to my toxic family, and I would be done. We’d buried my brother seven days ago, and as soon as the earth fell on him I was finished with the life that had been carefully planned for me. Maybe it was the way my father stood by the grave and showed no sign of emotion, or it could have been that I’d finally gotten through the fog that surround me, but I’d gone through my life in a daze, manipulated by my parents, expectation laid on me so thick I couldn’t breathe.

      “You want to tell us what the fuck you want, Alexander?” my father asked, lifting a brow in question. He wanted me to be the silent shareholder, supporting his votes, working the fact that the Dawson family still had the majority share in Dawson Pharma.

      Well, they did until thirty minutes ago.

      “Will your lawyer be joining us?” Yan peered at the door as if he was expecting someone to enter.

      “No.” I didn’t need a lawyer for what I was doing here—hell, the team I’d hired was busy dispersing money right now.

      “Is that wise?” the lawyer commented, and then glanced at his boss who rolled his eyes. My father was not a subtle man. “We’re not aware of any issues that need addressing.”

      “Yan, you wouldn’t believe the issues I have here, but none of them need a lawyer sitting next to me.” My heart pounded as I fronted them. “I think you should leave.”

      My father snorted a laugh and stared at me. “He’s not going anywhere.” I knew my father better than most people did. I’d seen him at his worst, and I knew that tone—it was dripping with contempt. My fight-or-flight instincts kicked in, terror lodging in my chest, but I forced myself to breathe through it.

      He can’t hurt me anymore.

      “I’ve sold every single one of my shares in Dawson Pharma, including the ones I inherited from Max’s estate. Twenty-two percent in total. Gone.”

      A muscle twitched by my father’s eye, shock clear as day in his expression, and then his jaw tightened, and he sneered at me.

      “The fuck you have,” he snapped.

      “Antitrust,” Yan offered immediately.

      “No,” I said with calm. “There are no antitrust issues. Williams, Byers, and Green are seeing to that.”

      Yan paled at the name of the prestigious firm of antitrust lawyers. Even with his own team, plus the million dollar retainer I know my father paid him, he was small fry compared to them. Yan glanced at my father, and his expression was desperate when he faced me again. “We’re prepared to pay over the offer you accepted⁠—”

      “The fuck we are,” my father roared. “Get the hell out of here, Yan.”

      “As your representation I⁠—”

      “I said leave.”

      Yan looked as if he was going to argue again, but then he left me and my father alone. Alexander Dawson Senior never took his eyes off me as he stood, and I stared right back, aware of how far I was from the exit and that there was security I could call if this went south. He stalked around the table to me, but I held up a hand.

      He vibrated with anger, this big bear of a man who was half a foot taller than me and fifty pounds heavier—a ticking time bomb of fury.

      “What did you do, boy?”

      “Sold every single share.”

      “You waste of fucking space!” my father snarled, but then his anger gave way to a practised smugness. “You won’t have the time to spend any of that money when I take you for every penny you made.” Threatening anything with money was his go-to step when his entire world revolved around the almighty dollar. Without the shares that Max and I held, he wouldn’t own the board anymore, and the way he stared at me, I know he was fully aware of that fact. He was trying to regain control, thinking he could work his way around the law and get back the shares. I’d seen him do things like that before, which is why Williams, Byers, and Green were in my corner.

      I feigned a calm. “That threat only works when I actually want the money I made, but every single cent is currently being dispersed to charities.”

      “Why would you do that to your family?”

      “Is that the same family that sent me to a camp? Or the father who hit me so hard I lost consciousness, who broke my arm, tried to kill me when I was eight⁠—“

      The time bomb exploded, and he grabbed me by the throat and pushed me up against the wall, my feet leaving the floor. Blackness consumed me, and I saw stars when my head hit the paneling. Now this was the father I knew, the horrific demon inside the urbane businessman who could trick everyone else. This was the man who abused my brother and I with hands and words since I was old enough to understand pain.

      “I will fucking destroy you,” he roared. He tightened his grip and I saw spots in my vision, but my words were nothing more than a whisper. He released me so fast I hit the floor hard and my hands went to my throat, pressing the pain he’d caused, just to ground myself.

      “You don’t scare me!” I choked for a breath as tears of pain filled my eyes. “I can… prison… fuck you.”

      Maybe prison was enough of a trigger word to break through his hatred and he went straight for verbal abuse as a defense.

      “Fucking waste of space. Look at you crying,” he sneered, as I tried to breathe. “You’re as weak as Max was.”

      “He was a better person than you will ever be.” I wasn’t going to let this monster know my pain at hearing my brother’s name spat with such venom.

      “Fucking queer,” he yelled in my face, but there was fear in him; I could almost smell it.

      I stood my ground. Name-calling was the last resort, and I’d heard way worse in my years under his roof. I wasn’t going to lie down and take his shit anymore because it was poison and I’d been slowly dying.

      “I have enough on you to put you inside for a very long time. Names, dates, pictures of what you did to me, evidence of the shit you’ve pulled. You come near me, and I will release every single fucked up secret behind Dawson Pharma doors.” I straightened my back.

      “You little shit, you can’t⁠—”

      “We’re done.” I backed out of the door and stalked past my dad’s bewildered PA, then headed to the rear exit and stepped out into the cool Boston fall. Even though my emotions crashed and burned the tears still didn’t fall.

      I caught a flash in my peripheral vision, and winced, thinking the paparazzi had realised I would leave through the back entrance, but it was just the sun glinting off the huge monstrosity that was the head office of Dawson Pharma. My fear of getting photographed, or hurt, was real, and I took random sidewalks to reach my car in the underground parking lot three blocks from the office, before locking myself inside. Too many times the media had tracked me for something that my father had done, and I was finished with it all.

      I couldn’t do it anymore.

      And the tears fell.

      I couldn’t stop crying, gripping the wheel for support and letting years of pain and grief well up and roll down my face in burning tears. I wanted Max back with every beat of my desperately miserable heart, and I’d held hope for so long, thinking Max would come home, but he hadn’t. My brother was dead and the hope was gone. Everything was gone.

      A loud thump hit the window, and a man peered in. He wouldn’t be able to see me through the tinted glass but I hated that he was even near me.

      “Fuck you,” I shouted. I didn’t recognize him, and fear knifed through me. I didn’t know all the media vultures by sight, and I was alone in a dimly lit parking area and this could be anyone out to hurt me, because of my name or money.

      “I’m here to help you,” the man called, then knocked again. “My name is Connor.”

      “Leave me the fuck alone!” I started the engine and checked the mirrors to reverse, hoping to hell he moved out of the way so I didn’t run him over.

      He slammed a photo on my windshield, then moved it just as quick. “This is about Max.”

      I reacted blindly to the photo and my brother’s name, and with 911 ready on speed dial, I lowered the window a crack. I don’t care what this asshole wanted to say about me, but if he planned on dragging my brother’s name through the mud then I was ready for a fight. Hell, if this stranger wanted an interview then I’d give them one before running them the fuck over.

      Connor peered through the crack. Was he armed? He didn’t seem to have a gun pointing at me, or a camera. At this point I didn’t know which was worse. “Alexander, please, I have something I need to show you.”

      “Then show me.”

      I heard Connor muttering, saw him frown, before he slid the photo through the small gap. It slithered to the floor, and I leaned over to pick it up, seeing writing on the back but ignoring it to check the photo. Part of me expected a blackmail image, but instead it was a simple photo of my big brother, Max. He was maybe six or seven here, standing next to a horse, but I didn’t recognize the shot, and turned it over to see information.

      Laurence Lennox, Lennox Ranch, Wyoming. It was dated only two years ago, which didn’t make sense.

      “What do you want?” I asked, confusion making me frown.

      “Can we please just talk?” Connor asked from outside. He had his forehead against the window and he looked destroyed. “My cousin Natalie was at the commune where your brother died. Please, let me in.” He didn’t seem to be threatening me, in fact I thought he seemed close to tears, and I did the singularly most stupid thing I’d ever done. If he killed me then whatever, it wasn’t as if I cared about anything today. I released the locks, and the dark-haired man went around the car, slipped inside then shut the door. I locked us in again because I could handle one man, but if he had accomplices…

      “Connor Mason, PI,” he introduced himself, and we shook hands. “I don’t know where to start,” he murmured.

      I tucked my hair behind my ear, my hands shaky with adrenaline. “How about you give me an executive overview?”

      “Your dad hired me to find Max.”

      Shock gripped me. This had to be another one of my dad’s lackeys. I unlocked the car and shoved at him. “Get the fuck out.”

      “No—”

      I connected to 911, but he reached over and pressed end call. For a second we tussled, and then he slumped back in the seat. “Actually, you know what? Call the cops because I’ve got nothing to hide. But you have.”

      “What?” This wasn’t making sense, but I hesitated to pull in the cops when he said I had something to hide. What did he mean?

      “There are things I never told your dad. I don’t work for him anymore. I want you to trust me… you have to trust me.”

      “I don’t have to trust anyone. What do you want to say?”

      He was relieved, but there was some hesitation in him, as if he was going to tell me the absolute worst of news and he didn’t want to. After a pause he exhaled noisily.

      “I never told your dad what I found, even though he’d been the one to hire me. I had a bad feeling about him. He said he didn’t want Max to come home, that I had to track Max down and tell him so.” Why didn’t that surprise me? Our father didn’t want Max or me. “I was told in no uncertain terms that he wanted me to make sure Max stayed away. That there was a bonus if no one saw him again.” There was so much innuendo in that simple sentence. “So, what I’m telling you now… I’m trusting you with this because I’ve been watching you. I saw you at the funeral.”

      “You were at the funeral?” I hadn’t seen him, but grief had blinded me to everything that day. He ignored me.

      “I know what you’ve done today with your holdings in Dawson Pharma. You sold everything, didn’t you? Removed yourself from the family.”

      “How do you even know that?”

      Connor shrugged. “I have sources. But I’m trusting you by even showing you the photo. See, that photo isn’t of Max, it’s of a boy called Laurence Lennox.”

      “The name on the back.”

      “I think he’s your brother’s son.”

      I blinked at Connor, struck dumb. “Huh?” was the only coherent response I could muster as anguish fought with a flicker of hope in my chest.

      “I have reason to believe Max had a son when he was at the Brothers of Chiron compound, and I think Laurence is that son.”

      “Max had a son?” I repeated, and my chest tightened so much that my vision blurred.

      “Yes.” Connor nodded.

      “I’m an uncle?” Wonder pushed aside distrust and anger. I’d lost hope so long ago when Max had vanished; ten years he’d been gone, and then they’d found his remains, and told us he’d been dead for much of that time. For so long I’d imagined him out there living his life, and all that time he’d been dead. A sob caught in my throat, but the emotion forced to the surface was optimism, and then the tears fell again, and Connor gripped my hand.

      I could be an uncle.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

          LEVI

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Spring

      

      

      

      “I’m sorry to see you go.” James Kingston pushed his hands against his desk, then sat back in his chair and sighed dramatically the way he did when things weren’t going his way. He had one of the biggest horse-training facilities in Nebraska, unlimited funds, and a reputation that I’d helped to add to over the past year. “You’re almost like part of the family.”

      Nope.

      My family was my horse, Blake’s Billy, Blake for short, and my dog, Sky. I wasn’t part of anyone else’s family.

      “I’m not good at sitting in one place, sir.” I kept to my standard answer, which implied I was a man with itchy feet who wandered from state to state, season to season, planting my trailer, my dog, and my horse, on new land where the wind took me. James didn’t have to know I wasn’t being entirely truthful, and that I was plain bored with everything being so damn easy here. I’d run out of challenges and I needed more.

      He huffed again. “I can’t make you stay, but you’re fully aware that the bonus payout if you stayed another year could be substantial.”

      I gave James a wry smile, shook my head, then watched the last hope slip from his old eyes. I mostly liked my time on the Kingston Ranch—it had investment that made other ranches look like amateurs, and anything I needed to do my job was available. The guys were cool, there was a vibe that kept me even-headed, and once or twice when I’d first arrived, I’d considered maybe the JK was a ranch where I might stay. The thoughts didn’t last long, chased away by monotony, and the shiny lure of whatever place was going to be my next destination. I wasn’t running from anything— I just didn’t need roots. I craved new spaces and challenges of my own without the chokehold of expectations. JK had gotten the best they could from me, and there was nothing more for me to give.

      “Thanks for your faith in me, sir, but I have plans.”

      He sighed with the greatest of drama, then appeared to relax when it occurred to him that he couldn’t change my mind. “Where are you heading next?”

      Home was my trailer, heart was the horses I worked with, and I had a list as long as my arm of places I could move on to, but I had no specific idea. It was the most amazing problem to have. I could go anywhere, do anything, be whoever I wanted to be, all on my own dime, with no worries, and I could face a whole raft of new challenges, and win.

      “North,” I murmured without a specific town or ranch in mind.

      He muttered, then pushed an envelope toward me. “Receipt of the final payment into your account.” I took the envelope then stood with him and shook his hand. “We’ll always have you back,” he said with hope, and I smiled.

      “Nice to know,” I lied, then headed to my trailer, where Blake was all ready to go into his stall, Sky in the passenger seat panting—her odd-colored doggy gaze was right on me. “Ready to leave?” As if they both knew we were leaving for good, Sky barked, and Blake stomped in the back. Sky had never quite settled at the JK, not being allowed the freedom to roam other ranches had given her, and Blake had been aloof among the other horses stabled there, as if he were vastly superior, which of course, he was.

      Blake was a special kind of horse, and Sky wasn’t made for being locked up or tethered to a post. The three of us needed our freedom, and in a few short minutes the JK was in my rearview mirror as I headed to the gates along the ranch road. A truck was coming onto the property, and as it drew nearer to the drive, crossed into the middle of the road, and blocked my way. I braked, pulled the rig to a stop, and turned off the engine. The fuck? A cowboy jumped out of the cab, and wait… was that Micah freaking Lennox? He should’ve been in the ass end of Wyoming, so what was he doing here?

      “Mikey?”

      “Micah, asshole,” he corrected me, “fuck, it’s good to see you, Levi⁠—”

      “You’re blocking the damn road!” I hooked my thumbs into my belt loops and fixed an angry glare at my old rival.

      In clean jeans, polished boots, and a white shirt, Micah was every inch the tidy horseman, and not the isolated cowboy I’d once hooked up with. He’d even tamed his hair, and the beard I’d grown used to was gone. Last time I’d seen Micah Lennox I’d been on my knees for him in a decrepit hay barn that stank of horse shit and damp, hearing him call me by another man’s name. Fucker.

      He’d vanished from the training circuit a few years back, rumors had him going home to his ranch in Wyoming, which had started gossip and nonsense about why he’d stayed away from his birthright in the first place. Not that I was interested, because even if I’d owned a cell phone, Micah wasn’t top of my list of people I wanted to reconnect with. He might’ve been good with horses, maybe even as good as me, but he’d always been closed-off and miserable as fuck, and I didn’t handle wretched, angsty cowboys very well. When we’d first met, which must’ve been four years ago now, I’d tried for a whole day to get him talking, but in the end, it had been me gabbing about nothing, and him staring at me with a stony expression.

      “Good to see you, Levi,” he repeated and leaned on the hood of his truck, resting his heel on the grill before tipping his aged hat back to stare at me.

      I returned the look, wondering which one of us was going to back down first. I couldn’t help checking for the misery and darkness Micah had carried around like a protective cloak, but all I saw was brightness in his eyes. He was less… shadow. Almost as if he was present in this life and not just a bystander.

      Never let it be said I wasn’t dramatic.

      So less shadowy was the only way I could describe him as I waited for him to say something. But, if there was one thing I hated, it was empty silences, and I kicked myself even as I pushed for more.

      “So exactly why are you blocking me leaving?” Suspicion hit me. “Are you coming to work here?”

      “No, I’m not here for that,” he said and frowned.

      “So, what the hell are you doing here?” I gestured at his truck blocking the road.

      “Heard you were here working for James Kingston and I needed to talk to you. Called him, and he said you were leaving. Thought I’d catch you on the ranch.”

      I quickly worked out the general distance between Wyoming and here, then shrugged. “You know they have phones here, right?”

      “I wanted to talk to you face-to-face.”

      I was immediately suspicious. Face-to-face implied that whatever Micah wanted to say was something important, but other than working with each other a few years back for the total of four angsty months, there was no connection between us.

      “The fuck, Mikey?”

      “You know if I called then it would’ve been easy for you to ignore me.”

      “I can just as easily ignore you standing here. Move your damn truck.” I turned to leave because it was easier just to go than look at Micah’s idiot face.

      “No, wait, Levi—I tracked you down because I’ve got a proposition for you.”

      “I don’t give free blowjobs anymore, cowboy,” I drawled as I turned back to him, and caught him rolling his eyes.

      Sky whined, knowing she couldn’t get out until I gave her permission. I whistled low, and the gray and white collie jumped through the open window and was at my side in an instant, vibrating with excitement. Sky loved messing with Micah, curling her lip and baring her teeth at him whenever he got near me. She really didn’t like sharing me with anyone.

      “Your blowjobs weren’t good enough for me to hire you for that,” Micah deadpanned.

      “Wait,” I clutched my chest in fake horror, “did the great Micah Lennox crack a joke?”

      “Whatever, Levi. I’m here to book you for a contract, working for me at my ranch.”

      I rested my ass on the hood of my Ford, mimicking his stance with my boot on the grill, leaning back on my elbows and covering my shock as best I could.

      “You’ve got to be shitting me.”

      Micah shrugged, and then stared down at my dog with suspicion. He’d decided to go the carefree conversation route to counter my shock, because then he started talking nonsense. “Sky’s looking uh… good,” Micah needed to search for the word, and I snorted a laugh.

      “Yep,” I countered, and waited.

      “I told you I’ve been looking for you.”

      “Yep, you said.”

      This was going to be one of those conversations I hated having, full of unsaid words, and pauses loaded with meaning.

      His smile slipped, “Look, Levi, I’m sorry for… all the shit.”

      “Uh huh?” I wasn’t ready to let him mutter those words and think that all the tension between us was done.

      “It was just a name,” he mumbled again.

      “Just a name? You called me Daniel on two separate occasions, the last time when I was on my knees with your cock in my mouth.”

      “You and me? We weren’t serious.” He winced as soon as he spoke. “Would it help if I said sorry for being an asshole?”

      “I need an apology from you like I need a horse standing on my head.”

      He sighed again, and by this time Sky had edged closer to him, letting out a soft growl that had him checking his feet.

      “What if I told you I’m marrying Daniel in two weeks?”

      Now that was a shock. Micah was like me—as isolated as a mountain lion. I didn’t let on that he’d said the very last thing I expected him to, and I eyed him with suspicion. “Congratulations,” I offered because it was the polite thing to do. Sky stood and turned a couple of times before settling again with her muzzle on Micah’s boot. “So, if I’m reading this right, you tracked me down to tell me you were up and marrying? It was just a few blow-jobs, Micah, so if this is some twelve-step program to make things right, you really don’t owe me shit.”

      “I’m not here about… that.” He full-on blushed, and that was a new side to a man who’d gone through an entire summer of low-key getting off with me. “I have this new client, he’s bringing a couple of four-year-olds to the L, and I want… need… look, can we get a beer and talk?”

      “Fuck no. Spit it out, Mikey.” I tipped my head to the early sun, loving when spring chased the winter out with green and yellow, and the warmth on my face was real.

      “I’m offering you a summer contract.”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “To work with the horses at the Lennox Ranch, I mean.”

      “Well, I guessed it wasn’t for daily blowjobs.” I snorted a laugh at the obvious joke, but the laughter subsided when I noticed his stare hadn’t wavered and that he was dead serious. “For real?”

      “I mean it, Levi.”

      “What? You want me to work with you after you spent an entire summer telling me I was only the second-best horse trainer in the continental US, and I didn’t know my rope from my hat?”

      “Jesus, Levi, you gotta know I was messing with you.” We both knew he hadn’t been messing at all. “I want the best, and that’s you, and you know it for the truth. I’m already up to my neck in commitments, and if you came back up to Wyoming then together we could have a real chance to make a difference. Low salary to start, but shares in profit for the season, land to pitch your trailer, a proper contract, no more no less because I know you hate that shit. Space for Blake, a temporary home for you and Sky.”

      At the sound of her name, Sky stood, then glanced back at me before squatting and pissing awkwardly up the front left tire of Micah’s truck. I wanted to laugh, but instead I enjoyed the horror on Micah’s face.

      “I have offers,” I said. Three in Montana that I could list off the top of my head, and as many way down in Texas. “And none of them include seeing any part of you again.” I deliberately stared right at his crotch, because sure as eggs were eggs, I could get Micah to react. Only he didn’t go redder, or get furious, or push me to my knees. Instead, he winced, and then stepped toward me, shoulders back.

      “Listen, Levi, I had my reasons for being an asshole, I don’t expect you to think I’m different now.” He took his hat off and raked a hand through his hair until it stuck up. “I reconnected with Daniel, and even though the reasons will never leave me, I’m working my way through everything that happened. If I promise to stay out of your way, does that make you feel any better inclined to working at the L?”

      I stared at him for the longest time, searching for the lie in his eyes, but there was nothing I could see, and I sighed. It wouldn’t hurt to hear him out.

      “What have you got?”

      "I’m already working at capacity, and I’m scratching around and building this business from the ground up, and now two new horses out of the Ebben-Loner stables that I hadn’t planned for, with acres to manage, and I want the best cowboy in the continental US to help me with the training side. I’ll pay well,” he added, and then winced again. “Eventually, when it all works out end-of-season.” He reached over and handed me a card.

      I glanced at it to see the sapphire-blue wording of Lennox Ranch, and the names under it, Micah and Rachel Lennox. “Rachel?” I commented as I pocketed it.

      “My sister.”

      Micah has a sister? I was stuck on the fact that the horses were coming to Micah’s ranch from the Ebben-Loner stables, which had turned out some fine horses.

      “What line?” I asked.

      “Glimmer, Poco Bueno, Sunny, Blossom Berry. Good horses.”

      “I guess.” I tried to hide my excitement. The lines were exceptional, and the chance to get my hands on two high-caliber horses would be worth working with Micah.

      “So, we probably also need to talk about us.” Micah’s tone was eighty percent defiant and twenty stressed.

      “What about us?”

      “I told Daniel, my fiancé, you know, about everything we did. I don’t have secrets from him.”

      “Okay, describe him so that if he tracks me down with a shotgun, I know not to kill him first.”

      “Ha freaking ha, wise guy. I’m not looking to hook up with you again.” He looked uncomfortable. “You have to know that Daniel and I both have our pasts and we’re together despite our mistakes.”

      That short sentence was weighed down with emotion.

      “You’re calling me a ‘mistake.’ Ouch.” I clutched my chest in pretend shock, then smirked because I couldn’t help teasing Micah as I’d done when he was grumpy and miserable twenty-four-seven.

      Micah ignored me. “FYI, Daniel has soft brown hair that sometimes looks like there’s red in it, hazel eyes, he’s a doctor, we’re going to be married, and he’s mine.”

      Wait, this was a warning? Was I seriously being warned away from Micah’s new husband? Then it hit me just how much love dripped from the description and yet more family shit. My smile remained, but inside I felt a hundred kinds of weirded out.

      “I’ll let you know.” I whistled for Sky, and we were back in the Ford in an instant, waiting for Micah to move his truck. I kind of hated that I was so intrigued by the change in Micah, and that I wanted to find out more. But Wyoming had been on my shortlist of places to see the sun this season, so what would it hurt?

      I’d made up my mind to take the offer even before I passed him, but I waited until three hundred miles later at a stopover to call him from a beaten-up payphone to tell him I’d be with him in a month.

      I could have gone up right then, but I didn’t fancy getting embroiled in a wedding, so yeah, a month seemed like a good delaying tactic.

      After all, I was very good at blowjobs, and he’d said another man’s name when he was shooting down my throat.

      Asshole deserved to wait.

      Not that he was an asshole right now, apparently. All because he’d fallen in love with this Daniel guy and somehow that was the miracle to mellowing him? What must it have been like to fall in love with someone who changed you so fundamentally?

      And why would anyone ever want to create a family only to leave themselves vulnerable to being hurt?

      Not me. Ever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

          QUINN

        

      

    

    
      Summer

      

      The call came through just after I passed the twenty-mile sign to town, and Molly’s name flashed across the space-age video screen that I doubted was standard in this car, even if I was sitting in a brand-new Lexus SUV. It could only be one of two people, my best friend Molly, or SEAL-turned-PI-turned friend, Connor.

      “Team Quinn, this is Quinn Rhodes speaking,” I joked brightly, because if either of them thought for one minute I was losing my shit then they’d be out to Wyoming in a flash. It felt weird to be using the last name of Rhodes after so many years as a Dawson, but taking my grandmother’s maiden name was a final fuck-you to the family I’d cut myself off from. My granny Rhodes had a wild time, widowed young, and with a girlfriend at her side when she’d passed.

      It was her who’d set up trust funds for me and Max, and it was her I aspired to match in spirit. The money she’d left for the two of us was the single thing I had left now, but it wasn’t a few thousand, it wasn’t even a few million, it was more money than I’d need in a lifetime.

      More money than I wanted. Impossible greed-inspiring millions that dragged me down at every move.

      “Hey Q.”

      Hearing my best friend’s voice lifted the anxiety that had tracked me from Massachusetts to Wyoming and made me smile. The closer I got to Whisper Ridge, the more fear piled on top of stress and grief, and the pain was so sharp that I held tight to every smile I could muster. I’d spent years with hope only to have it viciously ripped away, why would coming here to find my brother’s son be any different?

      Breathe.

      “Get this, according to several media outlets, you carry the curse of the insanely rich and spoiled,” Molly cut straight to the chase.

      “Tell me something I don’t know,” I muttered, and searched for somewhere to pull off the monotonously long road leading off the I91 and into Whisper Ridge. Molly and I had missed each other at my last stop which had been over three hours ago, and I needed to take some time to breathe before I got into town. Now was as good a time as any, and it gave me a chance to concentrate on whatever she was saying, and I peered at the road ahead. Were there really no places to pull off that didn’t involve me scrabbling in the dirt?

      “Quinn? You still there?”

      Her voice held so much concern, and I smiled so she would hear it in my voice—if that was even a thing. “Yeah, sorry, I saw a rabbit or something,” I lied.

      “Jesus, they have mountain lions out there, are you sure it wasn’t a lion?”

      “I’m sure it wasn’t⁠—”

      “You said ‘or something.’”

      Yeah, because I was making it up. “Oh look!” I exclaimed with fake excitement, “the bunny is running right by my car.”

      “For real?”

      “Totally for real.”

      I imagined her narrowing her eyes at me, and I smiled at the thought of her judging me for my inability to lie. I’d sold all my shares in Dawson Pharma, then spent the time since then planning and plotting, and hoping that what Connor had told me was true and that I could be an uncle. All through the winter I’d laid the foundation for disappearing from the media spotlight, not even dying my hair, not going to events, winding down social media, and most of all taking on Connor and Molly as part of what we jokingly called Team!Quinn. My dad had long since cut me out of his life, he didn’t scare me, and it wasn’t as if he would hurt me now, after all he had what he wanted with me out of the family picture.

      Well, apart from me handing the huge stake in Dawson Pharma to rivals, but he’d worked through that with gritted teeth. He didn’t care about me, but he would care about a possible grandson.

      So I set about making sure he wouldn’t find out about my going to Wyoming, and that had led to the crazy idea of me faking illness and pretending I needed to spend time in a clinic. Connor thought it was an insane idea, even more so when I told him that I was coming to Wyoming alone. I wasn’t in physical danger, so why would I need his brand of jujitsu-taekwondo whatever? This visit to Wyoming was on the down-low, and that was the way it would stay.

      Arrive, meet Rachel and Laurie, set up a couple of college funds, leave without telling them who I am.

      Simple.

      Molly continued her assessment of my ruse, and I tuned back into her words. “So, in summary, they’re saying gay Dawson son loses his gay-ass rainbow shit and ends up throwing everything away to be full time gay waste of space and get his gay head checked out at a celebrity clinic with a lot of other gays.”

      I rolled my eyes even though she couldn’t see me. “It doesn’t say that.”

      “Okay, not word for word, but mostly that.” She cleared her throat. “It’s more an op-ed than actual news, so plenty of fodder for socials. You need to promise me you won’t look at any of the posts or the comments.”

      I finally lost the will to find the right place to stop and instead pulled to the side of the road, bumping into a huge pothole, and abandoning the SUV to sit diagonally, back half still on the road. Then I paid closer attention to what Molly was saying, or as much as I could with exhaustion chasing me.

      “Pinky swear I won’t Google my name.” I sighed and rested my head, the headache that had chased me through Nebraska having caught up with me when I’d passed the sign welcoming me to Wyoming. I pressed fingers to my temples wondering if the med kit in the car contained Advil. Knowing Connor, it probably had a complete surgical kit with defibrillator—he worried about every detail. The SEAL turned PI was both my friend and security expert, and spent his entire waking life determined to keep me safe by any means possible.

      “At least the media think I’ve left Boston.” The rest of my anonymity would be bought by Connor who did all the technical side, which ensured I remained off-grid. Growing up as a Dawson, with all the money and the privilege, made Max and I fodder for gossip, and I was used to them tracking our every move. They started when Max had gotten his first DUI, and when he vanished, I’d become just as much of a target. Even now that Max’s body had been found, then buried, they still wanted a piece of me, waiting for me to break down in public—just for the headlines. Fucking Dawson name.

      Fucking Dawson money.

      “Yep, as far as anyone knows you’re taking an extended stay at the Mitchell-Everyman Clinic, who incidentally have thanked me for the enormously generous payment to build an art therapy studio and confirm that should anyone enquire you’re officially a guest for the next two months, working on your mental health.”

      “So that’s me completely off-grid now.”

      “Yep, Secret Squirrel, fully-fledged gone.”

      Now I could track down my dead brother’s partner, find Max’s potential son, spend time with them whilst not revealing who I was and keeping the entire family away from journalists and the threats that followed my money. I’d set up a college fund, make sure they were okay, and then I’d move on and make a new life for myself away from the Dawson name I’d been cursed with.

      Easy, right?

      “Are you okay, Q?” Molly’s tone had changed, and I knew she was going to be asking me a shit ton of questions about my feelings, and I really wasn’t ready to do that right now.

      “I’m good, stop worrying. In other news, I finally changed the color of my hair.”

      “For real? What color?”

      “Flamingo Pink.”

      She snorted a laugh and it made me smile. “Photos or it didn’t happen.”

      “Hang on.” I took out my Connor-approved cellphone and descended the vast distance between my seat and the ground, then checked out the best angle for a selfie with the mountains in the background for Molly. She was past worried I’d decided to do this disappearing act, but it wasn’t an angry-worried, and she was always there for me when I fucked up and had been since we were kids. The same as I was for her.

      I posed in front of my phone, tilting it, pouting, and with a cheesy thumbs up, but I could see I looked like shit, so I wiped away the smudges of last night’s eyeliner and rooted around for the lip-gloss I kept permanently attached to my side. I needed to appear halfway normal to persuade Molly I was okay. After that small touch-up, I took five or six shots, then contemplated which one to send showing the mountains in their best light. Or me. Whatever. Finally, I chose one that had the right contrast between my hair and the mauve mountains and sent it.

      “Jesus, that’s seriously pink,” she snorted a laugh. “I love it.”

      “Thank you.” I kicked a stone and watched it disappear into the grass.

      “Babe, you look exhausted,” she added, and my small moment of confidence dwindled to nothing.

      “I drove all night, only stopped twice, so I’m tired is all,” I reassured her.

      “You need to look after yourself.”

      “I promise.”

      “Okay then, that’s all I need to tell you for now. We’re about ten miles out from Dad’s place, Connor’s meeting us there, and I’ve already seeded Instagram that I’m taking time to find myself after my best friend ended up in a clinic, anything to support the story, but really it’s an excuse for a vacation.”

      I couldn’t help laughing at her cover story. Molly was the most put-together person I’d ever met, the stability to my chaos, her husband Greg was a rock, her family close-knit, and their sprawling farm in New Hampshire held a lot of good memories for me.

      “Have fun, Molls.” I sighed and rolled my neck. “I’m sorry that being part of my cover story is chasing you out of Boston.”

      “It’s not, I promise. You need time to visit your potential nephew, I need time at Dad’s place with my big sexy husband looking out for me.” I heard a man’s voice, and imagined Greg driving, with Molls in the passenger seat.

      “Say hi to Greg for me.”

      “Quinn says hi.”

      “Say hi back and tell him to enjoy having his pretend breakdown,” I heard Greg joke, and it made me smile. He’d married Molly, and by virtue of that he’d been dragged into the mess, and I owed him one. He was wrong though when he used the word pretend, because I felt as if my whole life was in a spiral and that was the definition of breakdown for me.

      “How close are you to Whisper Ridge?” Molly asked.

      “I just passed a sign for twenty miles out, so really close.”

      “How are you feeling?”

      “Excited, scared, hopeful.” I huffed a laugh. “Hungry,” I added.

      “Make sure to eat, yeah?”

      “Always.”

      When the call ended, I felt entirely alone in the vast wilderness with the mountains rising either side of the road, and the sky so blue it hurt my eyes. I hoped the Ridge Hotel had a bed comfortable enough that I could get some sleep. At last, I was on Wyoming soil, stretching and then leaning over and touching my toes, feeling my spine pop as I unwound all the knots from driving. Then I stared at the SUV that Connor had gotten for me and eyed the climb to get up to the seat.

      “You need a Lexus, he said, take the RXL, he said. It’s safe and it suits you, he said.” I muttered the words with little anger. There was nothing wrong with the Lexus, it was luxury on wheels, but it was also this colossus that made me feel like a little kid when I was driving it. Five-eight of me didn’t sit so well in a SUV built for giants, and I eyed the height of it ruefully, knowing I’d have to clamber back in, and that there was no sexy way of getting up there. Connor had said this model was the best thing for an extended stay in the wilds of Wyoming, and I’d let him talk me into it. He’d been adamant he wanted me to be secure, and I bet if I’d known what I was looking for there would be gadgets incorporated into the vehicle that made me safer, or trackable by him. It probably came with enough added tech that it could launch itself into space.

      “I’ll climb up there in a bit,” I explained to the SUV and huffed a laugh at my stupidity before turning to face the view, taking a breather before heading into town.

      I heard the rumble of a vehicle long before I saw it but thought nothing of it as a great silver horse trailer lumbered past, the kind with a truck and a big rear that formed stalls to hold horses. I waited for it to pass, curious as to what kind of horse was in the trailer. I loved horses, about the only normal thing I enjoyed according to my parents, also I now owned two of them, a detail I’d neglected to tell Molly. She was going to lose her mind when I told her, but I wanted to make sure I was well entrenched at the Lennox Ranch before I told her anything that might make her drive right out there to save me. The rig slowed, then stopped farther up the road from me.

      “Everything okay?” A man jumped down from the cab. Not just a man—a fully-fledged cowboy.

      “Yeah, I’m good,” I shouted back.

      “Did you have a flat?”

      “No, I’m all good. Thank you for stopping.” I thought he’d leave then, but he didn’t. Instead, he sauntered over to me, glancing at my Lexus and no doubt laughing at little me next to the big SUV. He was broad, slim-hipped, jeans, Stetson, and stubble, all in one sexy package, and I forgot my headache. I had a thing for the rough and tough worker, the alpha type who spent all day in a demanding physical job, but who was happy to bend over for me when I⁠—

      “If you need me to get someone to help you, I don’t have a phone but I can surely send someone back for you.” He pulled me from the image of him bent over the back of anything and me…

      I loved the way he spoke, his voice like crunchy honey, all gruff and smooth at the same time. Wait, is crunchy honey even a thing?

      I held up my cell. “I have a phone, and it even has reception, go figure.” I huffed a laugh, but when he didn’t smile, I realized I might have sounded rude. “I wasn’t being sarcastic…” Shit, stop talking. He was hot, he was sexy, and I was a mess of nerves whenever I was faced with my greedy lust made manifest. He frowned, and I clutched my phone, because where had my self-preservation gone? He was a stranger, I was alone, we were in on the side of an isolated road. I should at least have had 911 ready to go.

      “Town’s that way,” he thumbed behind him, the frown deepening. “I think.”

      “You think?” Not a local cowboy then? Shame.

      He shrugged. “Sign said so. So, as long as you’re okay here.”

      “Yes, thank you.”

      He eyed me with curiosity, but I guess it wasn’t often you got to see some guy on the side of the road with pink hair, eyeliner, and gloss. I waited for the comments, for the homophobia, for the sneer, but instead he checked me out from head to toe—I imagine it was to make sure I was okay, but boy, the heat pooled in my groin.

      Down boy.

      He tipped his hat, and then with a casual gesture that I guessed was a wave, he ambled back to his cab and pulled away, I heard a snort from the horse trailer as he moved off slowly. He was a cowboy, and he had a horse—that meant his sexy-level was immediately through the roof. I began a set of stretches, using the trunk as a barre, and ran through from first to fifth position.

      And then I headed into town.
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