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            Prologue

          

          RACHEL

        

      

    

    
      The only way to escape my nightmare is to run. After packing just enough to get by, I tuck the article about my former stepbrother into my backpack and throw my hood over my head. Since it’s one a.m., I’m hoping my abusive ex-boyfriend Dooley and his crew are passed out drunk somewhere and don’t realize I’ve left for a few hours. Hopefully, long enough for me to get far away. As I sneak away from the cramped, little apartment where I’ve lived in terror for the last six months, I pray I can escape without signing my death warrant.

      The bruises on my arms are mostly healed now, but I can still see the dark look of evil in Dooley’s eyes as he wrapped his beefy hands around my upper arms and tossed me across the floor like a rag doll. Spider laughed and egged on Dooley while he kicked me in my ribs. After the beating was over, Dooley told me I deserved it for being such a shitty girlfriend. That was the night I started planning my escape. I’ve spent three weeks hiding small amounts of cash and wracking my brain, trying to think of somewhere I could hide from Dooley when I happened to see the article about Slater. I’ve never mentioned Slater to Dooley, so my old stepbrother is my best option. If I make it there in one piece and Slater is willing to help me, then I may make it out of this mess alive.

      I huddle in the last row of the Greyhound bus. I’m too wound up to sleep during any of the long trip to Darion, Texas. I left my cellphone and iPad in my apartment, knowing they were traceable, so I sit and stare out the window most of the time. We pull into the Darion station late, well after midnight, and I debate whether or not I should try to reach Slater. Without his help, I’ll be sleeping on one of the benches in the station; therefore, I swallow my pride and my fear and ask to borrow a phone from the bored-looking night clerk.

      Well, it looks like I’m going to sleep on a bench in the Greyhound station. The only number I can find for Slater is his auto shop, and the answering machine doesn’t have an emergency contact line. After a long night on the hard bench, I wake up and hope the auto shop has Saturday hours. A growly voice barks hello into the phone, and I swallow hard before asking, “May I speak to Slater, please?”

      Dead silence greets my request before he snaps, “Is there a problem with your car?”

      I’m debating if I should jump on that excuse but decide against it and stick with the truth. “This is his sister, Rachel. I need to speak to him.”

      More silence, then, “Look, I don’t know what you’re trying to pull, but I do know Slater doesn’t have a sister.” After he hangs up on me, I stare at the phone in my hand. I guess I’ll have to use a few of my last dollars to get a cab over to TBD Auto if I want to talk to Slater.

      Years ago, Slater’s mom was married to my dad, but she was killed in an accident when I was young. Slater was still in high school, but he managed to deal with my dad long enough to graduate before he left for college and never returned. After Slater left, my dad and I struggled along until I hit the road right out of high school. Unfortunately, I’ve had terrible luck. I’ve been finding one loser after another, but Dooley might end up being the last loser in my string if Slater can’t help me out.

      After stepping out of the musty smelling cab, I pay and look around the parking lot. Slater really has done well for himself. The fancy brick and steel building is perfectly maintained, and the parking lot is spotless. I walk up to the mirrored glass front and look at my reflection. I’ve definitely looked much better. My long blonde hair hangs limply around my shoulders, and the dark circles under my eyes nearly swallow my entire face. Damn, I need an hour-long shower and a fifteen-hour nap. Hopefully, Slater is willing to help me out, or this could turn into the biggest mistake I’ve made, and I’ve made some biggies.
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          ZANDER

        

      

    

    
      The fucking dog looks up at me, and I swear there’s an evil glimmer in her dark eyes. She might have Slater fooled, but this animal is pure evil. I took her out for a walk in the field behind the shop less than fifteen minutes ago, and she turned her dainty little canine nose up at the grass as she sat on the edge and looked bored. The minute I bring her furry ass back into the shop, she squats and pisses on the spotless black and white checkered tile. “Duchess, I swear I’m going to leave you at the shelter. Slater is going to come home and find himself fucking dog-less.”

      Brock snickers behind me, and I turn to glare at the fucker. My fucking cousin raises his hands in the air in surrender as he backs away. “You’re the one who volunteered to watch her while lover boy ran off with his new love for the weekend.”  Brock knows that’s not how it really happened. Our third partner, Slater, recently inherited the pain in the ass spoiled Pekingese dog from an aunt he didn’t even know existed. He tried to drop Duchess off at the shelter but ended up meeting a girl, the stupid fucker. I’m not sure what I find more ridiculous, him letting Elyse talk him into keeping the dog or him falling for Elyse at first sight. Both are plain dumb, in my opinion. And I’m the stupid idiot who gets stuck dog-sitting the pain in the ass, prissy, furball while Slater gets his dick wet. Damn, can this day get any worse?

      The bells over the door jingle, and my heart drops when I turn and see her. I’m sure she’s not an inch over five feet, but there’s a lot of beauty packed in the little package. Her light blonde hair hangs limply past her shoulders, and the dark shadows around her tired green eyes nearly swallow her heart-shaped face, yet she’s the most gorgeous woman I’ve ever seen in my life. As I warn myself to ignore the tightness in my chest, something happens to me that I have no control over. I don’t recognize my voice when I croak, “What do you need?”

      Brock’s eyebrows shoot up at my tone as he scoots around the counter with his hand stretched out. “I’m Brock. How can we help you?” He looks over his shoulder and glares at my rudeness.

      The stunning blonde smiles weakly and places her tiny hand in his. As the urge to rip Brock’s hand away races through me, I shake my head, trying to get control. Without conscious thought, I push Brock aside and slip my hand into hers. Electricity flows through my body the first time our hands touch, and then her sweet magnolia scent reaches my nose. What the fuck? “Hi, my name is Rachel Marsh. I’m Slater’s stepsister. Is he here?”

      Who the hell is this girl? I know Slater doesn’t have a sister, and I snap, “Look, I told you when you called earlier, I don’t know what you’re trying to pull, but we aren’t falling for it.”

      Brock shoves me out of the way and places his hand on her back, causing my rage to intensify. I’m not sure why these feelings are making me insane, but I’m about to lose my mind over him touching this girl.

      He smiles down at her. “Why don’t we go into my office and discuss this?”

      I open my mouth to argue as they walk by, but Brock narrows his eyes and mouths, “Shut the fuck up.”

      After calling Dennis in from the shop so he can man the front desk and watch the asshole dog, I rush into Brock’s office to keep him from falling for some bullshit story. I catch the tail end of her explanation. “Here’s a picture of me with Slater from several years ago. His mom was married to my dad.” Now that I think back, I remember Slater telling me about his mom. She died when Slater was in high school, and I think he did mention she was married to Roger Marsh. Fuck, this girl might be telling the truth.

      “Why are you here?” They both turn to look at me, and I glare at Brock, daring him to argue with me.

      When the girl looks at Brock for support, burning anger eats at my guts, but I wait until she turns back to me. “I’m in trouble, and I hoped Slater could help me.”

      Brock snarls for me to shut the fuck up as I swear. I’m not sure what’s worse; the thought of her being in trouble, or the fear of these insane feelings she’s bringing out in me. “How the fuck do we get stuck with all of Slater’s strays?”

      She looks devastated, and I immediately regret my outburst. Brock glares at me for a moment before turning to her. “I’ll take you to the little motel down the road and get you a room. Slater is out of town for the weekend, but he’ll be back by Monday.”

      The thought of her being alone with another man is unthinkable to me. “The One Stop is on my way home. After I drop her off and get her settled, I’ll text the asshole and let him know.”

      As Rachel places her hand on Brock’s arm for support, the breath hisses through my teeth. Brock gives me a warning look before looking down and smiling at her. “Zander will get you settled in, and I’ll check on you tomorrow morning. Do you have a cellphone number?”

      Rachel swallows and shakes her head. I barely hear her whisper, “I left it behind so he couldn’t trace me.”

      My hatred of whoever did this to her spikes, but I control myself and point at the other pain in the ass. “Will you take Duchess home with you, and I’ll get her later?” Brock looks ready to argue. It will be twice the drive for me, and I could just let him take Rachel to the hotel, but I’m unable to picture leaving her alone with another man. Surely, I’m imagining this shit. There’s no way I’m really falling for a girl I met a few minutes ago. I shake my head, trying to clear the crazy thoughts.

      Brock sees my struggle and agrees, “Sure, get the furball whenever. I have plenty of steaks in the refrigerator.” His attempt at a joke falls flat. Slater and Brock love to tease me for feeding the dog steaks, but beef makes her happy and keeps her quiet.

      Rachel sits quietly and fidgets the entire ride to the motel. Out of the corner of my eye, I see her biting her lip until she draws blood, and I wonder why she’s so nervous. Duh, you ass, I think. I haven’t exactly been the friendliest to her. The One Stop is the only decent motel in town. When I pull into the parking lot, Rachel opens the door before I bring the truck to a complete stop. She mumbles over her shoulder, “Thanks for the ride. Sorry to be a bother.”

      Reaching over, I grab hold of Rachel’s arm to keep her in the truck. “Do you have enough money for a room?”

      She won’t look me in the eyes, and I have my answer. Anger at myself roars through me. She was willing to get out of my truck without any place to go rather than ask me for help. I race around the truck and catch her as she’s shutting the door. “Let me take you in and make sure they have a room.” Panic flashes across her face before I assure her, “I’ll pay for your room tonight. Slater can pay me back.”

      Rachel swallows and follows me into the lobby without commenting. Tom Wilber smiles and offers Rachel one of the best rooms, then winks as he assures me, “We’ll make sure she’s well taken care of.” Fuck. Now the whole town will think I’m keeping my mistress at The One Stop Inn.
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