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The silence in the master suite makes my blood run colder than the air blasting from the floor vent. It’s an accusing silence, articulation without voice, howling with my failures.

Tensing against the tremors is useless, but I do it impulsively, trying to deaden the bleed of anguish.

The bruises and cuts John Holsten left on my body mean nothing. It’s the other damage, the deep hole he cleaved through my heart that wracks me with inconsolable pain. I can’t undo what he did. I have no choice but to survive it.

I drink in the silence and hear what it’s telling me.

It says to end the pity party, pull my ass from this bed, and go.

How long have I been at Julep Ranch? Two nights? Three? I haven’t eaten. Haven’t bathed. Haven’t left this room. I’m bereft of strength, my limbs hanging boneless and brittle, as if karma is conspiring to keep me here. In John Holsten’s family home.

I owe Maybe Quinn for risking her life to save me, but the unexpected freedom doesn’t dare whisper the reassurances I need. I have nothing. Not here or anywhere.

She should’ve left me chained in that room in Texas. I would’ve killed the son of a bitch eventually.

Lying on my side with my back to the door, I’ve only been awake for a few minutes. Daylight fades beyond the window, sharpening the jagged edges of my existence.

A fuzzy sheen glazes my good eye. The swelling in the other has gone down since the night John rammed his fist into it. But it waters and stings unbearably. If the cornea is scratched, there’s no fix for that except time.

Time will heal the small stuff. The worst of my wounds, however, may never stitch back together.

Behind me, the quiet intrudes like a thief, bristling with menace and plundering the cavernous suite. Is someone here?

I hold my breath, listening. Then I feel it. A knot of air. An undeniable presence. I’m not alone.

Maybe checks on me every few hours to treat my wounds, nag me to eat, and ask questions I don’t have the energy to answer. She stomps around and makes too much noise for the presence behind me to be her.

Curiosity shifts me to my back, but I misjudged the weakness in my body. My muscles struggle to take orders, my breaths rasping in my exertion to re-position. I turn my neck and wait for my vision to clear, hoping for a feminine face or friendly expression. I get neither.

Cold green eyes hijack my pulse. Long, lean, and packed with power, the formidable cowboy sprawls on a folding chair a few feet away and glares out the window from beneath a black wide-brimmed hat.

Immersed in the beauty of his dangerous superiority, his gaze slides to me and narrows into judgmental slits. It’s a look without morals or manners, one that says killing me would cause him less grief than putting down a horse.

A gasp hitches my chest, but I keep my eyes steady on his. Two years ago, I met John Holsten’s sons, Jarret and Jake. Yesterday, I met Conor, the only daughter at Julep Ranch. This man must be Conor’s brother, the elusive fourth in their tight-knit quartet.

Lorne Cassidy.

When I stayed here before, a photo of him graced the fireplace mantle. The smiling boy in that picture has no resemblance to the felon scowling at me now.

If an ex-con has a look, Lorne personifies it. The icy allure reflected on his face makes me shudder as his thumb mindlessly strokes the scar on his palm. Chillingly intense and devoid of sympathy, the man is chiseled in hostility.

Where his eyes are the vivid green of fresh dew on a pasture, his lips are pale and pressed into a severe line. Short black hair peeks from under the hat. A slender nose and prominent, clean-shaved jaw accentuate his bold angles.

Beautiful doesn’t begin to describe him. He’s arresting in the way a viper is deadly. Entrancing. Calculating. Patient. If he strikes, I won’t survive the bite.

His strength flows through the twining cords of muscle that shape his physique—thick biceps, powerful thighs and calves, rock-hard chest and abdomen. The jeans and t-shirt fit too tightly, his broad frame stretching the fabric and testing the seams.

Incarcerated at age eighteen, he must’ve grown over the past eight years. But little inconveniences, such as needing new clothes, are probably not high on his give a fuck list.

He sweeps a cursory glance over my bandages. The marbled coloring on my arms and chest blends together in layers of yellows, blacks, and blues. Every inch of my body narrates the story of my life as John Holsten’s whore.

“Tell me what happened.” His voice scratches, low and rusty, as if out of practice.

“Isn’t it obvious?”

Leaning forward, he rests his elbows on spread knees. Rather than drilling me on how I became a punching bag, he pins me with threatening silence. The kind of silence that wraps my lungs in razor wire.

He stares, and I stare right back, as much as I can with a busted eye. His demeanor is unnerving. Downright scary. It probably earned him an empire of respect in prison.

There’s no denying he’s the alpha among men. The biggest wolf of them all. And he just graduated from a maximum-security school for gangsters, predators, and murderers.

I brace for another growly order, but he doesn’t need his voice to intimidate. He commands with a rigid posture and unwavering eye contact. His terrifying calmness demands I explain myself and promises pain if I don’t.

Goosebumps skitter along my arms. Pain isn’t something I’m ready to experience again so soon. But I’m even less inclined to lie here and tolerate his silent attempt to terrorize me.

Fear doesn’t control me. He doesn’t know that, but he’s about to find out.

I swing my legs off the bed. “I’m leaving.”

He glares at my bare thighs. “Cover yourself.”

Wearing the sundress Maybe gave me, I tug the fabric to my knees and cringe at the dried red stains amid the flowery pattern.

My wounds are no longer bleeding, my memory a fog of constant agony. Pointy-toed boots, leather belts, angry knuckles, whips, blades, the floor, the wall—anything and everything was used as a weapon to punish me.

I’m physically beat down, but beneath the bruises, I seethe with determination. If Lorne, John’s sons, or anyone else tries to hurt me, I’ll stand up to them with everything I am.

If they want to help me, I’ll return the kindness with kindness. They lived with John, too, after all. Since we share that misery, maybe we can help one another.

“I need to get moving.” I peek at the devil with green eyes. “If you’ll help me—”

“No.”

“I just need something clean to wear and—”

“You’re not going anywhere.”

That answers that.

My toes curl against the hardwood flooring. I need shoes. Guess I’ll figure that out after I find the strength to stand.

I push off the bed and lock my knees against a vicious wave of shaking. Dizziness plummets through me, and I sway to remain upright. I should’ve eaten something. But even now, the thought of food makes my stomach shrivel in on itself.

I take a step and lose my balance, faltering.

Detached and expressionless, Lorne watches me wrestle with gravity without offering a hand or a word of encouragement.

Fuck him.

I attempt another step and careen toward the bed, missing it. My knees hit the floor with a bone-rattling smack.

A hot river of tears streams from the burn in my bad eye. I cry out in frustration and pound a fist against my thigh, hurting to the point of nausea.

Pain medication would be a blessing right now, but I said no doctors and no cops. For good reason.

Lorne observes my debility with indifference. I swear if he had a gun, he would raise it to my head and gently apply pressure to the trigger, just to play with the action between firing and not firing.

After a loaded span of breaths, he rises and exits the room, leaving me to fend for myself on the floor.

I slap at the tears streaking from my injured eye, which only aggravates the broken skin on my cheek. I’m not crying. It’s just… Dammit, everything hurts.

Indiscernible whispers sound from the hallway as I brace my hands on the mattress and attempt to hoist ineffective muscles.

Sweat beads on my temples, and my arms tremble uncontrollably. I make it to my feet as the tread of boots scuff behind me.

Lorne prowls into the room and returns to the chair without glancing in my direction.

“When did you get out?” I slump onto the edge of the bed, out of breath.

“Four hours ago.” He rests a loose fist beneath his mouth and stares at the window.

It’s a two-hour drive from the prison, and he was here when I woke.

“You spent your shiny new freedom watching me sleep?” I flex my hands on my lap.

“This is my room.”

“I’m on my way out.”

As soon as I muster the energy to walk. And eat. And steal a pair of shoes.

I press my bare feet together and blink at the floor. “If you could call me a cab and loan me a few dollars—”

The door opens, and Maybe breezes into the room, carrying a small tin box.

“You’re up.” She bathes me in the brightness of her smile.

“I’m working on it.”

She gives me a once-over and settles on my face. “Your eye is still watering.”

“It’s fine.” I wipe away the cascade of tears. “How long have I been here?”

“Two days.” She pats my shoulder and offers the box to Lorne. “Is this what you wanted?”

“Yes.” He takes it from her, lifts the lid, and removes a marijuana cigarette.

She purses her lips. “I really don’t think she should—”

“I didn’t ask for your opinion.” He hands her the joint and a lighter from the box. “Light it.”

Why doesn’t he light it himself?

On the way here, I overheard Jarret and Maybe discussing Lorne’s prison sentence. He earned an early release. No parole. No checking in. No routine drug tests. He’s a free man.

Perhaps he has an aversion to drugs? God knows I do.

I meet his frosty green eyes and shiver. “I don’t do drugs.”

“But you’ll do a man three times your age?” His jaw sets. “Didn’t realize you had standards.”

My hackles bristle. This is one of the reasons I need to leave. They will never understand why I did the things I did, and I don’t care enough to enlighten them.

Maybe coughs through an inhale and passes the joint back to Lorne. “Are you always such a dick?”

“Every day. Every breath.” He snatches it from her and motions toward the door. “Leave us.”

She slams her fists on her hips. “If you’re trying to scare me away, it won’t work. I love Jarret, and he loves me.” She holds up her hand, wriggling the engagement ring with a surly smirk. “This means I’m not going anywhere. Deal with it.”

I smile inwardly, in awe of her fire. I liked her the moment I met her, when she showed up at John’s door two years ago demanding answers about her husband, Rogan Cassidy.

She was married to Lorne’s half-brother. Now she’s engaged to Lorne’s… What is Jarret to him? They grew up together on the ranch. They might as well be brothers.

Jarret and Jake killed her husband before they knew about his relationship to the family. Not that it would’ve stopped them. The Holsten men are murderers, through and through.

“You just keep on scowling at me, Lorne. It only makes me want to boop your nose.” Maybe reaches toward him, as if to tap his nose with a finger.

His lips curl, exposing straight white teeth that look dangerously close to biting off her finger.

She yanks her hand back. “Okay, you’re clearly not ready for that. But we’ll get there.” She turns her blue eyes to me. “You need anything?”

“Shoes?” I sit taller.

“She doesn’t need shoes.” Lorne flicks a finger at the door. “Get out.”

“I’ll see what I can do.” She winks at me and strides from the room in a whirl of wild blond curls and cowboy boots.

I glance at Lorne, trying to get a read on his reaction to her. “She’s…different.”

“She’s a vegetarian,” he says, as if that explains everything. He holds out the joint between two long fingers, his voice void of emotion. “This’ll help with the pain.”

Is he actually showing a glimpse of concern?

I don’t know why that makes me soften. Maybe because I really want these aches to go away, and he seems to understand that.

Accepting the herb, I lift it to my lips. The first draw sets my throat on fire, and I hack out a lung. I used to steal my mom’s cannabis when I was a kid, but that was forever ago.

After a few more attempts, I get the hang of it, pulling in the pungent smoke, holding it in my chest, and slowly releasing it.

He cracks the window and reclines in the chair, glaring at me like it’s a completely normal thing to do. As I smoke down half of the joint, I glance between him, the window, the floor, back at him. He really knows how to make a person feel awkward.

“Why did you call Maybe for help?” He holds himself unnaturally still, moving only his lips.

“She offered.” I shrug and flinch at the pain that small movement produces. “Two years ago, she visited John and gave me her phone number. Or rather, she gave it to him but—”

“I know how she did it. Why not call the cops? Or family? Someone you know?”

My heart collapses beneath a deluge of irreparable mistakes. “I have no one.”

“No family?” His gaze dips to my throat.

“No.” I touch the leather choker that holds his attention, and my shoulders loosen.

My Cherokee grandmother made me the necklace before she died. The leather connects to a silver ring at the base of my throat, and a web of woven wire with a turquoise bead at the center fills the hoop.

My ancestors believed these dream catchers warded off the badness in the air. There used to be three silver feathers dangling from mine. I must’ve lost them during one of John’s rampages.

Heaviness seeps into my muscles and desensitizes my brain. The devil’s cabbage—as my grandmother used to call it—is doing its job, the medicated high magnified by the sadness creeping around my armored walls.

Stoned and despondent. A terrible combination in the company of this man.

“I’m gonna go.” I hand him the roach.

He crushes it out on the bottom of his boot and returns it to the tin box. “Tell me why you’re avoiding the cops.”

A rush of lightheadedness bears down on me. My face loses feeling. The room spins, and my insides threaten to heave.

I’m a lightweight, but the weed shouldn’t affect me like this. Except I haven’t eaten in days. I haven’t smoked in years, and my emotions are leaking all over the place.

“I need to…” My vision blurs. “Lie down.”

I topple over, straight off the side of the bed.

As I brace to hit the floor, strong arms catch me instead.

Cradling my back, he settles me on the mattress. The intoxicating scent of clean, musky spice hits my nose and works its way through my muddled mind like an aphrodisiac. He smells divine. Like warm skin, soft linens, and insatiable sex.

He’s unbelievably tense. His fingers, arms, chest—every part of him that comes in contact with me is coiled tightly, his teeth grinding to the point of fracturing. He might hate me, but if I shoved a hand down his pants, I bet he’d fill my grip like a loaded shotgun.

“Why no cops?” The wavy mirage of his perfectly symmetrical, gorgeously masculine face hovers over me as he braces his hands on either side of my head.

I moan, swaddled in doped exhaustion. “You don’t want cops involved.”

“No, I don’t. But why don’t you?”

“They’ll stop me.” My tongue feels too big in my mouth, lolling in slow motion and slurring my words.

“Stop you from doing what?”

“Gonna take a nap.” My hundred-pound eyelids shut out the world, and I bask in the solace of darkness.

Until painful pressure ignites through my jaw.

I snap back into consciousness to find his fingers squeezing the hell out of my face.

“What are you planning?” His green eyes blaze down on me.

I gently clutch his muscular forearm and caress my thumb across his wrist. The soft touch does exactly what I intended. He lets go.

Working my jaw, I blink slowly, heavily. “I’m going to kill John Holsten.”

He straightens and rests his hands on his trim hips, his expression unreadable. “You think I won’t stop you?”

“You won’t.”

“There’s a reason he’s still alive.” He glances at the door, no doubt considering John’s sons.

I was here the day Jarret and Jake evicted their father from the ranch. They could’ve killed him then. I wish they would have. They knew enough about his crimes to justify it.

But they don’t know everything.

“I’ll tell you why he needs to die.” My voice fades to a whisper as sleep threatens to pull me under.

“I don’t care how you got involved with him or what he did to you.”

“This isn’t about me.” I mean, it partly is. I have my own reasons for gutting that monster, but like Lorne said, he doesn’t care. “He’s a murderer.”

“I know that.”

“You don’t know.” A swallow sticks in my cotton throat as I meet his distrustful glare. “John Holsten killed your mother.”
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Lorne goes eerily still, his expression closed off and voice monotone. “My mother died in a car accident when I was four.”

Ava O’Conor did die in a car. That part is true. She was driving, and John’s wife, Julep, was with her.

Julep and Ava were best friends. When Ava inherited the land from her parents, Julep helped her turn it into a successful cattle ranch, which Ava named after her. Julep Ranch.

All of this is common knowledge. The truth surrounding their deaths, however, was buried twenty-two years ago.

“The accident wasn’t accidental.” I float on a groggy high that’s too lofty for this conversation. The rounded edges of my thoughts blur together, garbling my voice. “Julep wasn’t supposed to be in that car.”

“John told you this?” He stares at me, incredulous.

“All the time. Usually while drunk.” A yawn stretches my jaw as I muse, “He loved his wife.”

Air hisses past his teeth. “The man isn’t capable of love. You know what he did to my sister.”

Eight years ago, John put a hit on Conor and Lorne. That night left a tragic mark on this family. It’s the reason Lorne went to prison. He has every right to kill John himself.

“I know what he did.” I gentle my expression. “I also know he loves Jarret and Jake.”

“You’re defending him? A man who beat you and raped you?”

“Not at all, and he didn’t rape—”

“There was blood between your legs when Maybe found you chained in that room.”

My skin heats. Did she tell the whole family about that? These people have no sense of privacy.

John did a lot of disgusting things to me, but I put myself in that position and accepted the consequences.

Until I couldn’t.

The night I fought back, my world turned inside out.

Lorne’s mouth twists into a cruel snarl. “Did you or did you not willingly fuck that son of a bitch?”

My brain sloshes through a sedated state of confusion. The answer isn’t black and white. I let him fuck me, but did I have a choice? Maybe if I was stronger, smarter, I could’ve steered the past two years in a different direction. “I was willing, but—”

“You fucked him, knowing he killed my mother?”

“I didn’t know at first.”

He steps to the window and rests his hands on the sill, staring out into the fall of darkness. “I have a hard time believing anything you say.”

“I don’t care what you believe as long as you don’t stop me from killing him.”

He looks at me like I’m incapable of hurting a fly. “How did he kill her?”

“I don’t know. He bemoaned the fact that his wife was in the car, that he only meant to kill Ava O’Conor.”

“Because he wanted our land?”

“I don’t know.”

I don’t remember his words, but I remember his fists. He swung them hard whenever I asked questions.

Lorne turns back to the window, absorbed in brooding silence.

“I want you to know…” I sink into the bed, extraordinarily drowsy and fading fast. “I meant what I said about no cops. Jarret and Jake did the right thing by killing those men, and I would never turn them in for that. Your secrets are safe with me.”

He gives a tight nod, his gaze on the darkness outside.

The sting on my cornea dulls, but every blink is an irritating scratch. So I hold my eyes closed, for just a moment of relief.

The rigid stillness in the room stretches around me as I fight sleep. I intend to leave tonight. I don’t know how, but I need to stay awake. I try for long minutes, straining to open my eyes.

It’s a battle I eventually lose.

When I wake, the suite is empty, the stark space illuminated by a dim lamp. The clock on the nightstand reads two in the morning.

Blank walls, no personal touches or color, boxes piled in the corner—there’s no warmth or life here. This space has been waiting a long time for Lorne to come home, and I hate that I’ve stolen it from him.

I need to go.

A plate of fruit, vegetables, and cheese sits beside the clock. I’m sure I have Maybe to thank for that.

Gripped with a voracious case of the munchies, I fall upon the food, inhaling every bite and gulping down both bottles of water.

The walk to the en-suite bathroom is murky. My head feels too heavy for my shoulders, and it’s all I can do to put one foot in front of the other. But I manage to stay vertical, empty my bladder, and return to the bed without colliding with the floor.

I’m just going to lie down for a few minutes until this throbbing hangover passes.

I shut my eyes, and when I open them again, sunlight stabs into my retinas.

“Fuck!” I lurch upward and glance at the clock.

Fucking fuck, fuck! I slept for twelve hours?

A sinking feeling hits my stomach. Last night was Lorne’s first night out of prison, and I took his bed. Where did he sleep? On the couch?

Fuck me, I’m such an asshole.

The fresh plate of fruit and bread on the nightstand makes me feel worse. This family didn’t give me the warmest reception, but they took care of me. They don’t deserve what I’m about to do next, but I don’t have any other options.

I eat quickly and crawl out of bed, surprised by my energy. It seems food and sleep were exactly what I needed.

In the bathroom, I peel off the dress. The bandages follow. The recent knife wounds are the ugliest of my injuries, but they aren’t deep enough to require stitches.

John was more of a slasher than a stabber, every cut meant to make me less attractive so no one else would want me. His words.

After a quick shower, I clean my teeth with toothpaste on my finger and glance at the mirror.

Holy fuck, my face looks like ten miles of bad road. At least the bruises and cuts aren’t swollen today, and my bloodshot eye appears a little less red.

I wrap a towel around me and creep through the estate.

A peek at the kitchen, living room, and front and back porches confirms I’m alone. Having lived here before, I know the guys work long hours in the field.

I’ll be gone before they return to the house.

I grab some protein bars, canned goods, and bottled water from the pantry and head back to the wing that once belonged to John. It’s been remodeled since I was here. Not a hint of his toxicity left in this space.

Bypassing Lorne’s suite, I slip into the bedroom Jarret shares with Maybe.

In the closet, I find a small backpack and stuff it with the food and a few of her comfortably loose sundresses. If I weren’t so malnourished, her jeans might’ve fit.

Guilt pinches my stomach as I rummage through her shoes and take a pair of scalloped cowgirl boots. I slide on a casual dress that covers the bruises on my chest and thighs. And panties… I’ll have to get some later.

I hurry back to Lorne’s room. His wallet and key ring sit on the boxes in the corner. I overheard Jarret and Jake discussing how they kept Lorne’s old pickup truck in working condition while he was in prison. I loathe the idea of stealing from him, but I must find a way back to John Holsten before he finds me.

Assuming the boxes belong to Lorne, I dig through them until I find what I’m looking for. Amid books, clothes, and old boots, I remove a mid-sized hunting knife in a leather sheath.

Wrapping my fingers around the wooden handle, I imagine driving the steel blade into John’s chest. Adrenaline fires through my system, and my spine forges with determination.

I slip the knife into the backpack.

There’s a hundred dollars in Lorne’s wallet. I take forty bucks, swipe the keys, and give the room a final glance.

I’ll leave his truck in town and hitch a ride to Texas. I can’t, however, repay the things I’ve taken. I have no one and own nothing. Except…

My hand lifts to the choker at my throat, and my eyes burn. The necklace is only worth its sentimental value, but Lorne will know that. He might not understand what it means to me, but he’ll know it’s the only possession I have to give.

With trembling fingers, I release the clasp and position the dream catcher on his wallet. “I’m so sorry I stole from you.”

After I kill the man who took his mother’s life, maybe he’ll forgive me?

My fingers linger on the handmade choker, my breath trapped in my chest.

No more delaying.

I have a monster to hunt.

Releasing my lungs, I square my shoulders and make my way to the truck.
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Garish neon lights blink on and off, illuminating a sign in the crude shape of a naked woman. There are no words or anything to advertise the grungy, one-story strip club. Just the pink neon lady, flickering erratically.

I try to time the rhythm of the buzzing light, but it’s too sporadic. Irritatingly so. There must be an electrical short.

Parked in a dark corner of the weedy lot, I’ve been sitting in my truck for an hour, working up the nerve to go inside.

I found my truck abandoned in Sandbank yesterday. Raina’s lucky I haven’t found her.

The bitch disappeared twenty-four hours ago. She stole my knife and my money and dumped my pickup on the side of the road. Where she went after that is anyone’s guess.

The moment I discovered her missing, Jarret and I drove to Texas, expecting to find her chained in John Holsten’s house.

Except no one was there. John must’ve left right after Raina escaped with Maybe, given the platter of rotting chicken and half-finished tumbler of whiskey beside the recliner.

We found the wall safe open and empty, four days of mail in the mailbox, and the clothes in his bedroom closet all gone.

Did he run because he thought I’d come for him? He sent hit men after my sister and stole eight years of my life. Killing him would be a mercy. I’d rather torture him for the next twenty years.

My hands flex on the steering wheel as I glare at the aggravating neon sign. How long has it been shorting out like that?

Why am I even here?

When we left John’s house, Jarret dropped me off at my truck. From there, I drove up and down the streets in every town between Sandbank and the Texas border.

That’s how I ended up at a strip club an hour away from home. The obnoxious sign caught my eye, and some irrational part of me decided I needed sex more than food or sleep.

It’s after midnight. I haven’t slept in two days, and I want nothing more than to walk into that club and shove my cock into the first available hole.

Since I’ve been behind bars my entire adult life, I’ve never been to a place like this. But I heard these girls will do anything for extra cash. I could grab one on her break, bust a nut, and be home by morning.

The idea doesn’t arouse me. The thought of sticking my dick in a drugged-out stripper makes my balls shrivel. But after fucking my fist for eight years, I need to know I can still get it done, that I can engage with a woman like a normal man.

I’m ready to be normal again.

That means spending time with my family. They were the ones fighting for me when I was inside the barracks.

It means taking over the ranch I was always meant to run.

It means giving up my ridiculous search for Raina.

Problem is, I feel responsible for her. Only because I should’ve told her John Holsten called the day I was released from prison. I should’ve told her he intends to get her back, by force or any means necessary.

He might be old and destitute, but that didn’t stop him before. The motherfucker is resourceful. If he wants her badly enough, he’ll find people and ways to make it happen.

What if he already found her? He could have her shackled somewhere right now.

I grew up under his thumb, and I know how he operates. He’s selfish, greedy, and indulges in whatever he wants, whenever he wants. I bet he wants Raina for no other reason than because she’s the sexiest woman to ever step foot in Sandbank.

Hell, even with her face swollen and bruises discoloring her body, she’s so goddamn gorgeous I can’t breathe when I look at her.

But I haven’t forgotten she stole from me. Christ, I’m angry. Fucking enraged. I can’t blame her, though. She has nothing to her name, not even a shirt on her back. She wants revenge, and she did what she had to do to go after him.

It’s a strange contrast, these feelings she stirs in me. I want to punish her for stealing and reward her for being so tenacious. A spanking would accomplish both. Ruthless strikes to teach a lesson. Erotic swats to arouse hunger. Fucking hell, to see her naked, bound, and trembling…

I adjust myself, hard and annoyed by the direction of my thoughts.

She shouldn’t have gone after John alone. But if she waited, would I have helped her? At the risk of losing my freedom?

I was arrested, convicted and incarcerated in a maximum-security state penitentiary a month after my eighteenth birthday for second-degree murder.

I pleaded guilty because John and my father promised me that Conor would be safe as long as I was locked up. Any other eighteen-year-old kid would’ve pleaded self-defense and gotten off.

To say I’m carrying a massive fucking grudge is an understatement.

I served eight years of a ten-year sentence, because I kept my head down and my ass squeaky clean. It was the hardest thing I’ve ever done. I lived with seven-hundred violent men who were ready to kill me at the drop of a hat, and I know that mentality rubbed off on me.

But would I kill again at the risk of returning to that hell? Even if I had proof that John murdered my mother?

My stomach hardens at the thought.

I know prison changed me, but it’s difficult to remember who I was prior to incarceration.

I lost my adolescent innocence the night I watched two men violently take my little sister’s virginity. Vaginally. Anally. I can still hear her muffled screams.

I’ve slept with those demons for eight years.

That said, it’s possible I came out with more emotional trauma than I went in with. PTSD is unavoidable. No one leaves prison without it.

I received an education in human depravity and criminal behavior that can’t be learned in a school psychology course. I survived by mastering indifference, by forcing myself to become numb to things that would bring the average person to tears.

Now that I’m out, I don’t know how to be un-numb.

What I do feel, however, is a strong attachment to common things. A cup of coffee, a starlit sky, a sexy song, a woman’s smile—the tiniest things are luxuries behind bars.

I twist the leather rope around my wrist, where it wraps twice to make a bracelet. As far as I know, this necklace is the only thing Raina owned. Her sole possession. And she left it behind.

For me.

A strange warmth shifts in my chest as I run my thumb over the wire in the dream catcher pendant. It looks handmade and lovingly worn, and Christ, it smells like her. I lift the leather strap to my nose for the hundredth time and breathe deeply. Sweet, botanical, feminine.

It’s the damnedest thing, but when I wrapped the necklace around my wrist, I knew I would never take it off.

The door to the strip club opens, and a middle-aged man stumbles out. He ambles across the parking lot and stops beside a red sports car. His hands lower to his zipper, and he proceeds to urinate on the concrete.

Every muscle in my body turns to stone. It’s an instinctual response, one I acquired in the Gladiator-like environment in prison. There’s a level of respect inside that doesn’t exist out here. Pissing on the ground or hacking loogies at the dinner table would get a man killed in there.

This jackass doesn’t think twice about it, because the world he lives in is a disrespectful free-for-all. As he climbs into the car, I’m tempted to chase him down and teach him a lesson with my fists.

But I didn’t come here to pick a fight.

I need to get laid. Because I’m a man, and I’ve gone eight years without. That’s the only thing I should be thinking about.

Given the half-empty parking lot and dearth of traffic coming in and out of the building, it shouldn’t be crowded inside.

From the glove box, I remove a condom and stuff it into my pocket. Then I step out of the truck.

My heart pounds a mile a minute, quaking my limbs. My gait is slow, my shoulders back, my jaw rigid beneath the shadow of my hat.

Weakness isn’t allowed in prison. Running and hiding from problems is like waving a flag to become someone’s bitch. That was the first lesson that stuck with me.

I remind myself of this as the door opens and a throng of patrons pours into the parking lot.

My hands clench and release at my sides, and sweat saturates my shirt. Prickles assault my skin, my nerves raw and senses on high alert.

I have an extremely short tolerance for people now. I lost the ability to socialize and connect with others. I’m even fumbling through my relationships with my family. Jarret, Jake, and Conor don’t know how to relate to me. They’re trying, but my carefully constructed shields don’t make it easy.

It doesn’t take long for the crowd to disperse. Car doors open and shut. Engines rumble. The crunch of gravel beneath tires follows them out of the lot.

With a steadying breath, I make my way toward the door.

Until it opens again.

A man and woman emerge, his arm hooked around her shoulders as he leads her toward me.

No, not toward me. I’m standing beside the only car at this end of the lot.

With a racing pulse, I step out of their way.

The raven-haired woman lifts her head. Her dark eyes collide with mine, and the smile on her bruised face drops.

I slam to a stop a few feet from her. What the almighty fuck?

“Lorne?” Raina jerks away from the balding man and clasps her throat. “What are you doing here?”

Red. It’s all I see, smell, feel. Fire seethes from my pores, coloring the world with my rage. A fire so potent and deadly it claws through my chest and grips my windpipe with flaming fingers.

John Holsten’s looking for her, and here she is, hanging out with some asshole at a strip club.

I probe the dark fields around the building, every nerve in my body on edge.

“I’m so sorry.” She digs into her stolen boot and pulls out a wad of cash. “Here.” She separates two twenty-dollar bills and holds them out with a trembling hand. “I have the knife, too.”

She lowers a backpack from her shoulder and rummages through it.

Blood rushes to my extremities and pounds in my ears. Where did she get the rest of that cash?

I turn my gaze to the man. His department store trousers, collared button-up, and squishy dad bod announces his status as a bored office clerk in middle-income America.

He’s with her to squeeze out an hour of pleasure away from his nagging wife.

Then it dawns on me.

Raina’s with him because she needs money.

“Did you already pay her?” I ask the man.

“Um… Yes?” His eyes tick between me and the woman he will not be fucking. “Are you her pimp or something?”

“Return his money.” My voice sounds like breaking teeth and punctured lungs.

She stares at the cash in her hand, her expression stark.

“What’s going on?” The man stands taller despite the quiver in his jowls. “Is this the guy who banged up your face?”

Adrenaline surges through my body. I plant my feet wide apart, burning to crack bones and spill blood.

“No.” Her eyes lift to mine, watching me from beneath her lashes. Whatever she sees in my expression tightens her shoulders and stutters her breath.

I need to reel myself in.

I’m not a religious man, but in some ways, I have the wisdom of Solomon. I’ve been to the very bottom, a place where there’s nowhere to look but up. The belly of hell. Nothing compares to that darkest hour of my life. Not the threat of John Holsten. Not this sickening situation with Raina.

“I made a mistake.” She grabs the man’s wrist and presses the money against his palm. “You should go.”

He glances at me and back to her, working his jaw. “But we—”

“Go home to your wife and kids.” I step toward him, forcing him to back up.

My I.Q. was higher than every prisoner and prison employee I encountered. Yet I learned to accept other men’s shortcomings. Beneath every hard, scarred, tattooed surface is a story of tragedy and strife.

Even this guy. He raises his chin and meets my gaze head-on, as if he’s more concerned about Raina’s safety than getting his face smashed in. As much as I want to do exactly that, I remind myself that everyone is suffering.

“I won’t harm her.” I nudge up my hat so he can see the truth in my eyes.

“Okay.” With a parting glance at Raina, he hurries to his car.

I pull out my keys and press the remote to unlock the doors. “Get in the truck.”

“Lorne, I…” She watches the man speed out of the lot, his taillights glowing red in the darkness. “I can’t.”

“You haven’t been to John’s house.”

“No.” She glares at the empty road. “I’m working on that.”

“He’s not there.”

“What? Are you sure?”

“I went there yesterday.” A crawling sensation itches between my shoulder blades, and I scan the surrounding fields. “Wherever he is, he’s looking for you.”

“I’m sure he is.” She crosses her arms, her beautiful face a picture of stubbornness. “Julep Ranch is the first place he’ll look.”

“He wouldn’t dare step onto my land, but I’d love to see him try.” I point at the truck, a silent order to obey me.

Her eyes hone in on my raised arm, on the necklace that ropes around my wrist. “I’m so sorry I stole…”

Tuning her out, I stride toward the pickup and climb in.

I itch for a drink. A numb haze would make all this go away. My hands clutch the steering wheel and squeeze.

She stares at me through the windshield, her jaw wriggling back and forth. After an eternal minute, her shoulders lift with a sigh. Then she grabs the backpack and joins me.
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As I pull out of the parking lot and steer the truck onto the dark street, Raina’s proximity presses against my senses.

Warm femininity teases my nose. The skin on her toned arms lures my gaze. The rasp of her gentle breaths dries my mouth. She’s too damn soft and delicate and all around me, caressing my need for female company and making me uneasy.

I scowl at the road and try to relax the tension in my muscles. “That wasn’t the first time you solicited a man for sex.”

“No.”

“Was John Holsten the first?”

At the edge of my vision, she shakes her head and stares straight ahead, her eyes watering in the glow of passing headlights.

Very few things surprise me anymore, but fuck… Not once did I suspect she’s a prostitute.

I fail to keep the judgment out of my tone. “How many johns have you had in the last twenty-four hours?”

“None. I can’t exactly advertise on the streets around here. So I found a strip club.”

“You dance, too?”

“No, but men go there with one thing on their minds.” She glances at me. “I mean, that’s why you were there.”

My neck tightens. “I don’t have to pay for sex.”

“But it’s easier, right? No attachments. No small talk or expectations beyond a thrust and release.”

If I had a woman wrapped around my cock, I’d give her a lot more than a thrust.

Her seductive brown eyes stroke the side of my face. “I can repay the money I owe you.” She drifts a hand toward my thigh, her voice melting through several octaves. “I can give you relief—”

I capture her wrist in a ruthless grip and shove her away.

She rubs her arm and shoots me an offended look. “You don’t have to be cruel.”

“Don’t try to sell yourself to me again. Just because I’ve been in prison doesn’t mean I’m a walking goddamn hard-on. I know how to take care of myself.”

Jerking off was one of the few ways to pass time in a place where every minute felt like an eternity.

She looks out the window, her chest hitching and falling into the stiff silence.

My attention flicks between the street and the rearview mirror. I don’t know if John has the balls to run me off the road. To get this woman back, I suspect he’ll do anything.

“I get that you’re not interested in me,” she murmurs. “But even the hardest man craves a soft touch.”

Her hands rest on her lap, her fingers slender, with short, unpolished nails. I imagine them gliding up my chest and over my shoulders like feathers, teasing, stroking.

A shiver sweeps through me, and I lock my grip on the steering wheel. “Start talking.”

I want to know about her relationship with John, why she stayed with him for two years, and what she’s been doing for the past twenty-four hours.

I find her eyes, huge, liquid brown, and mesmerizing in the moonlight. Her brows knit together, and I harden my expression.

A swallow jogs in her throat, and she turns her attention to the backpack at her feet. Opening it, she removes my hunting knife and sets it on the seat between us. A water bottle comes next, which she offers to me.

I shake my head and veer onto the highway, scrutinizing every vehicle in my path.

She unscrews the cap and takes a long drink. “After I left your truck in Sandbank, I hitched a ride west. The driver could only take me halfway to John’s house, but I needed to prepare anyway.” She puts the water bottle away and glances at the sheathed weapon beside my hip. “I took the blade in case I ran into trouble hitchhiking. I knew I couldn’t use it against John, because you know what they say. Never take a knife to a gunfight, and John has a lot of guns.”

All of which he took with him when he abandoned his house.

“Your forty dollars paid for my motel room last night.” She straightens the skirt of her dress. “I needed money to buy a gun. That’s what I was doing tonight. Earning some quick cash.”

At her pause, I give her a firm glare, ordering her to keep talking.

“You want to know how I started…” She smooths her long black hair behind her ear. “How I started in this profession?”

I want to know everything, and she won’t leave this truck until she tells me.

She reads my silence and licks her lips. “I grew up in McAlester, right down the road from the Big Mac.”

My head jerks back. Big Mac is the nickname for Oklahoma State Penitentiary, where I was incarcerated.
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