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        Family is everything. The McCords love hard and protect fiercely.

      

      

      I hope you enjoy this series! It’s full of that small town feeling, angst, and most importantly, that happily ever after. You can always expect that from me. I am a sucker for a happy ending. But I also love to add a dose of angst, so don’t expect the journey to be easy. If you want to stay connected with me, make sure you sign up for my newsletter [image: love letter] HERE! I’d love for you to be a part of my news family!
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      When the world starts going to shit, there’s nothing to do except pull up a lawn chair, grab a beer, and enjoy the show. At least, that was something his dad had said a time or two.

      But he wasn’t his dad.

      Far from it. Some days, very rare days, he wished he was a bit more like his old man. Carefree. Lackadaisical. Didn’t give a shit about anyone but himself. If he could be more like that, life wouldn’t be so hard.

      Leaving wouldn’t be so hard.

      It was time for Dare to leave. To hit the road and find… Shit. He had no idea. That was the problem.

      “Knock, knock. I brought pie.”

      Dare chuckled at his sister’s cheerful voice filtering from the living room. Served him right for not locking the door, something he was terrible at most of the time. More so because he hated the feeling of being confined, and locking the door signified no way out to him. Now he’d have to deal with his sister, and he wasn’t in the mood. Right now, he wasn’t sure what he was feeling, and that made it iffy to be around him. He’d either be cordial and the happy, loving brother he could be. Or the macho asshole who pretended he didn’t care about anything or anyone, Deja included. The part of his dad that lived inside him.

      The only credit he’d give his dad was he had always loved his mom. Those two had been inseparable. Which was nice to think about—except they loved each other so much, they forgot about their kids. Or maybe they didn’t know how to share their love. Maybe having kids was something they did and then decided, eh, we shouldn’t have done that.

      In the end, it didn’t matter. They were gone. It was his fault, and there was nothing he could do to change that. If he could change things, he would in a heartbeat. He’d rather have a deadbeat mom and dad around than not at all.

      Before Deja could invade his bedroom—and see his empty duffle bag sitting on the bed—he met her in the living room. She’d ask questions about why the duffle bag was out, and he wasn’t prepared to answer them. Or how to answer them. He wasn’t even sure why he pulled the thing out of his closet. He had no plan where to go—yet.

      She smiled and threw her head in the direction of the kitchen and didn’t wait to see if he would follow. She assumed he would, and of course, he did. The apple pie she set on the counter smelled divine. He wasn’t in the mood for pie, but he wasn’t going to say no to a piece either.

      Deja pulled out a knife and sliced right into it, cutting a large piece. Then she grabbed a plate and fork, scooped the piece onto the plate, and handed it to him.

      “So?”

      So the pie was either to cheer him up from potential bad news or celebrate the good news. Either way, she was covered. Now he had to fess up which one it was.

      He took the pie, forked off a huge piece, and bit into the deliciousness. His sister had come a long way in her baking skills. It helped her husband, Emmett, loved pie—as did his brothers and cousins—so pie was a huge staple in the family. She had to improve her skills quickly if she wanted to impress the McCord men. Not that she was ever about impressing anyone. They either liked her or didn’t; she didn’t care either way. So she said. He was the same way. But deep down inside, he wanted to be liked. He wanted people to see the real him and not turn away, disgusted by what they saw.

      “Do you enjoy torturing me? Spit it out already,” Deja said exasperatingly.

      He took another bite, savoring the tart flavor before offering a half-smile. “I’m off parole. I’m a free man.”

      And I plan to leave town as soon as possible.

      Though, he didn’t have the nerve to confess that yet. His sister would hate it. It would crush her. She’d never understand why he had to leave. She’d run down the list of how great it was for him here.

      He had a job—thanks to Emmett. Mowed lawns and made a decent wage.

      He had a place to live—thanks to Ethan, Emmett’s brother. Low rent that made it easier to save money on the side.

      He had friends—thanks to his sister. She married into a good family, who were good to him, even when he felt like he didn’t deserve it.

      He had it made in this small town—for a felon.

      And he still wanted to leave. He felt trapped for some reason. Hell, he couldn’t even explain it to himself. Trying to explain it to his sister would be an epic failure. She’d end up with hurt feelings, and he’d have Emmett on his doorstep, hollering in his face for upsetting her. And rightly so. Because the last thing he wanted to do was hurt his sister. All he ever did was hurt her.

      She stared at him for the longest time before whooping with joy and flinging her arms around him. He managed to hold onto the plate while wrapping an arm around her.

      “I had hoped your last meeting would go well…”

      Her words trailed off, leaving off what she truly wanted to say. I would’ve gone with you.

      When she had asked if she could, and he denied her, he had seen the fight in her eyes. But Deja had come to learn since he’d been released over a year ago that once he made up his mind, it was hard to budge.

      He hadn’t anticipated anything going wrong today when he met with his parole officer for the last time. He followed the rules. He didn’t break the law. He stayed away from his old life. He had a steady job and a good place to live. He’d acclimated back into society better than most did, he figured. His parole officer had never given him an infraction for anything. All good marks to confirm he’d served his time. But one could never predict the future. Anything could’ve happened. He’d learned early in life things could change on a dime.

      Look at what one drive in the rain did to him.

      He killed his parents.

      “Hey.” Deja tapped his shoulder. “You okay?”

      He nodded, shaking off the memories he tried hard to forget. No matter how hard he tried, it never worked. They lived with him daily, night and day. Every hour. Every minute. Every second.

      “Enjoying this pie. I’m shocked Emmett didn’t come with you.”

      Or Ethan. While Emmett was a decent guy and perfect for his sister, Dare got along with Ethan a lot more. The dude was as close to a best friend he’d ever had. It’d be hard to leave Ethan, too.

      So why in the hell was he planning on leaving?

      “Trust me, he wanted to, but you know.” She shrugged, fiddling with the edge of the pie pan. “He doesn’t want to crowd you. We even talked about having dinner at our house. With everybody.”

      “That’s okay. I’m cool. I don’t need all this. The pie is fine. Don’t do a big thing for me. I hate parties.”

      She chuckled. “Which is what I told him. He’s happy for you. We all are.”

      It still felt weird to hear. That someone other than Deja cared about him. That a whole family that didn’t have to care worried about him and how he was feeling. Sometimes, the McCords could be too smothering. Always in each other’s business. Constantly getting together and hanging out. They definitely weren’t like his family. Not that he would even consider his parents much of parents. They hadn’t cared about anyone but themselves.

      And what did he do? Instead of being there for his sister—because his parents never had any intention of doing so—he not only screwed up his life, but he made Deja’s life hell, too. Leaving her alone at sixteen to fend for herself. Making life more difficult than it had to be.

      Now he was thinking about upending her life once more. Except the big difference this time: she wouldn’t be alone. She’d have Emmett and the rest of the McCord family to lean on. As much as they pretended he was a part of that family, too, he wasn’t. He never would be.

      “You don’t like the pie?”

      He shook his head, as if clearing the rest of the melancholy feelings that teetered on driving him over the edge. He cracked a grin and took another bite.

      “Na, it’s delicious.”

      “You seem…not as happy as I thought you’d be.”

      “It’s just another day, D. I don’t know what you want me to say.”

      Because he sure in the hell wasn’t going to part with the truth—not yet, anyway. He might’ve pulled his duffle bag out of the closet, but he hadn’t packed it. Not yet.

      Maybe he wouldn’t leave.

      Though his skin was crawling with unease. Like he had to leave. As if, if he didn’t burn rubber out of town soon, he’d burn in hell or some crazy shit.

      “Right. Okay.” Her lips arched up as if she could hide her trepidation from him. She knew he was holding back but didn’t want to press. He was grateful she understood him and his erratic moods.

      “So, no dinner tonight. I get it if you don’t want that.”

      “I don’t. I have two jobs I need to do today, and then I’ll veg out on the couch and watch baseball.”

      Typical day in his life. Work, eat, sleep, repeat. There wasn’t much else for him to do. Besides hanging out with Deja and the McCords on occasion. Ethan tried to get him to date, setting him up with a few women. It never went very far. As soon as they learned he was a felon, they retreated. He learned to confess right up front so he could avoid all the awkwardness. Why set himself up for heartbreak down the road? If they didn’t like him—all the nasty parts of him—then they weren’t worth his time. He eventually told Ethan to knock it off. Even Deja stopped trying to set him up. Because she’d been worse than Ethan, thinking the sweet, charming ladies around the neighborhood would be dying to get in his arms. Not every woman liked a bad boy. He couldn’t consider himself anything other than that.

      “I’m sure Emmett⁠—”

      “Knows that I will do my job like I always do. I don’t need the whole day off, D. Thanks for the pie. Tyrone should be here soon to pick me up.”

      Which translated into ‘Get out. I’m done.’ Of course, he wouldn’t say that to her. He could control his temper, his annoyance when he tried. When it came to his sister, he tried hard not to lose control. Hurting her was the last thing he ever wanted to do.

      “Okay, I’ll leave you alone.” She held her hands up in surrender, laughing. “Ava and Zane are having a small get-together tomorrow at the farm. It has nothing to do with you. So I expect you there.”

      “Why?”

      It’s as if his sister sensed his need to flee. That if he wasn’t close to her at all times, he’d slip away without a word. While he wanted to leave town, he’d never do it without saying good-bye first. It was a dumb question he asked, but he wanted to hear why it was so important he show up. She didn’t like Ava’s get-togethers half the time—just like him. Ava worked for the crime scene unit, so she was friends with a lot of cops. Neither of them was comfortable around law enforcement.

      “Because I feel like a fish out of water, and I need you there. It makes her parties easier.”

      He groaned. “You said get-together, not party.”

      Parties were worse. He hated large crowds. People introducing themselves, wanting to know every aspect of your life. “Hi, I’m so and so. Who are you? What do you do? How long have you lived here? Oh, I hear you were in prison? How was that?”

      Maybe the last few questions were never brought out in the open so forthright, but pretty damn close. It was a small town, and news tended to travel fast, especially in certain circles. A small get-together meant he’d know most of the people and wouldn’t have to deal with those dumb-ass questions. A party meant the opposite. And he’d have to deal with all of that. It wasn’t any of their damn business, yet they made him feel like it was and he had to confess every nasty part himself. More times than not, he did it simply to get them away from him. It always worked. No one wanted to be around a felon—one that killed his parents.

      “It’s in-between.”

      Dare scooped a piece of apple pie to stop himself from expressing the anger he could feel bubbling to the surface. What the hell did in-between mean? Why should he have to go? Deja could handle these parties better than him. He always stayed in his own little corner and felt like an outsider every single time.

      “Ava has a few friends visiting from New York. Not quite a party, but a bit more than a get-together. Please, Dare, come. For me.”

      As much as he wanted to, he could never deny his sister.

      “Yeah. Fine. For you.”

      The smile that spread across her face made the anger simmer down inside. But it didn’t hamper the desire to leave. If anything, this entire interaction made him want to leave faster.
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      The delicious aroma swirled in the air, making it impossible for her to resist. Another cookie disappeared from the plate and into her mouth, and she didn’t feel an ounce of guilt about it.

      “Do I need Eleanor to make another batch?” Ava said, chuckling as she joined Julie in the kitchen, catching her in the act of stealing another cookie.

      Julie pulled the decorative plate filled with green vines and purple roses entwined on it closer to her. “You might. If I had known how awesome of a baker Eleanor was, I would’ve visited much sooner.”

      Ava put a hand to her heart as if wounded by her words, her mouth round in shock. “Loving cookies more than me. That guts me.”

      Julie rolled her eyes, giggled, then took another bite, chewing and swallowing before responding. “Girl, you know my love of sweets outweighs about…” She tossed her head back and forth as if pondering it. “Everything. Literally, everything.”

      Ava snatched a cookie. “I know, which is why I told Eleanor to be prepared for your arrival.”

      “This is why you’re my favorite friend.”

      “After me, of course.” Ashley swept into the kitchen, grabbing a cookie from the plate and chomping with delight.

      Julie inclined her head, laughing with both of them. “Oh, of course. You didn’t ditch me to move to Minnesota.”

      “Hey!” Ava’s brows rose. “You can’t help what the heart wants.”

      Julie sighed happily, ignoring the slight jealous pang that hit her. “I would’ve moved in a heartbeat, too. Zane is wonderful.” Julie put a tender hand on Ashley’s shoulder for a moment. “Just as wonderful as Markus. You both are so lucky.”

      Unlike her who was currently single and would remain that way for the foreseeable future. It wasn’t as if she didn’t want to date, or hadn’t dated a few good men in her life. She didn’t have the time to date. Well, if she wanted to be completely honest with herself, she didn’t make the time. Work was her life, and she was fine with that.

      Most days, she was fine with it. She shouldn’t lie to herself. Some days, she ached to have what her best friends had it hurt to the point she wanted to cry. And crying wasn’t something she did often. The last time she cried had been when Ava was shot, fighting for her life, and realizing they could lose her like they had lost Jimmy.

      Ava and Ashley shared a look, and Julie wanted to roll her eyes at what they were most likely thinking. But she didn’t because then it would bring up the conversation she didn’t want to have. Which, if it happened, would be her fault for commenting about their respective husbands.

      Being the last single friend in their group had its ups and downs. Most days, more downs than ups. They’d been best friends for as long as Julie could remember. She, Ava, and Ashley conquering high school with chaotic fun. Rolling through college like they were on a mission. Getting jobs that proved women were as smart and capable as men. Ava, of course, as a crime scene investigator—not only investigating, but running the department, too, in one of the biggest cities in the country. Ashley was one of the best prosecuting attorneys in New York working for the District Attorney’s office. Julie was equally proud of herself for getting into the FBI and working with some of the best agents there was. There wasn’t a case that scared her. Then in popped Markus and Mahone, two good detectives that fit well into their group. Then Ashley fell in love with Markus and got married. Of course, Jimmy, Zane’s brother, had been a part of their group, too, before he tragically died. That’s when everything changed. The dynamics in their friendship morphed into something that she wished she could turn back time. Go back to the old ways. Not that she blamed Jimmy. He had died saving Ava’s life, for which everyone was grateful. Sad, but grateful.

      Ashley and Markus had a sweet, adorable baby girl, Cora, who was around twenty-two months old or something. She could never keep up with the milestones, although she always nodded and smiled when Ashley prattled on about her daughter. Julie was happy for her. Even though sometimes those stories killed her deep inside, she would never let it show. She wasn’t jealous that Ashley had a child because she wasn’t even sure she wanted kids. It wasn’t a feeling that hit her often, and she was to the point in her life where it should hit her. She wasn’t getting any younger, and the older she got, the harder it would be to have kids. What affected her most was the fact Ashley had someone to spend her life with and she didn’t. That’s what she wanted. That’s what she craved so much that some days she thought she’d go crazy.

      Ava and Zane had their little boy, Jimmy, who was fifteen or sixteen months old. Again, she couldn’t remember all the things her friends told her. He was walking and talking and getting into everything like Cora. That’s all Julie knew.

      Mahone, who had been her partner in crime when Ava left New York to move to Minnesota, finally found a decent woman who could put up with his annoying ways. That left her the lone wolf in the group. All alone. Unattached. Lonely.

      But jealousy was an ugly creature, and she never allowed it to emerge. She was happy for her friends, and no nasty beast inside would change her mind.

      “You two need to stop looking at me like I’m going to start crying or something.” She hid her wince but hated how that sounded more snappish than she intended.

      “Well, you aren’t, right?” Ava asked in a soft tone.

      “Why would I?”

      Geez, she made one comment about how happy she was for the both of them and it had to turn into something that it wasn’t.

      That she was jealous.

      “I tried to set her up with the new cute attorney that recently started and she refused,” Ashley said, grabbing another cookie.

      “I don’t have time to date.” And if she decided to start dating, it wasn’t going to be with a lawyer. No, thanks.

      Ava scoffed. “You never have time. You need to start making time.”

      “Maybe I don’t want what you two have.”

      Liar!

      Ava and Ashley stared at her as if she had lost her mind. They knew she was lying to them as much as she was lying to herself. Silence stretched for a long time before Julie started laughing. Slowly, the other two joined her.

      “That was the dumbest thing I’ve said today. Of course, I want what you two have.” Julie shoved the plate away, not liking the thought that she wasn’t eating because the cookies were so delicious. More like she was eating to keep the pity party at bay. “How did we veer on this depressing topic? I didn’t come to visit you to talk about my love life.”

      Ava walked around the island that stood between them and pulled her in for a hug. “I know, but it doesn’t mean we can’t talk about it while you’re here. Maybe you’ll meet someone, fall in love, and move closer to me. I miss you two way too much.”

      “So if this happens, can we talk Ashley into moving then?” she asked, hopeful, although she knew that would never happen.

      For one. She didn’t fall in love that quickly. In fact, she couldn’t recall a time she had ever fallen in love. In lust, sure. Infatuation, yeah. But love? No man had ever captured her heart that way—and probably never would. She was a realist, not someone who lived in the clouds. For two, Ashley would never upend her family for her friends. And Julie would never ask her to. Nor would Ava. She had only been joking.

      “If Julie falls in love and moves here, you damn well know I will, too,” Ashley said before Julie could reply to Ava.

      Then they all started giggling.

      “You would never,” Julie said.

      Ashley smirked and shrugged. “You never know. So keep your eyes peeled.”

      For a man? Here, in this small town? Yeah, sure, okay. She’d keep her eyes peeled. She couldn’t even find a man to love in New York, and it had way more men to choose from.

      She was here to enjoy herself. A well-needed vacation that she hadn’t had in a long time. Over two years, if she had to guess. When Ava called asking if she, Ashley and Markus, and Mahone and his girlfriend wanted to come spend some time on the farm, she couldn’t resist. Of course, it didn’t mean she didn’t bring work with her. She didn’t know how not to work.

      The back door suddenly opened, sending in a rush of hot air. Although Julie knew Minnesota wasn’t cold all year round, it was surprisingly hotter than she anticipated it would be in early June.

      The man that stepped in had her sucking in a sharp, inaudible breath.

      He had short, buzzed hair, a strong jawline—which she always loved—a nice dose of scruff that made him look more enticing rather than him needing to shave, and the most piercing blue eyes she’d ever seen. His gaze hit hers, and she swore if there hadn’t been a counter behind her, she would’ve fallen to the floor in a heap of goo.

      Then, just as quickly, his gaze left her and hit Ava, leaving her feeling a weird, aching loss. She didn’t even know this man to be feeling this way. But what could she say? It was hard to look away from such a sexy guy. Her eyes were definitely peeled open right now.

      She jumped when he set a large case of water on the island counter.

      “Deja asked me to bring this. Where would you like it? Is there a cooler or something somewhere?”

      Her heart pitter-pattered at his smooth, yet with a hint of roughness, voice. Solid and strong.

      What the hell was wrong with her?

      She never got this goo-goo-eyed over a man. This was what happened when her friends wanted to talk about dating. Her imagination went overboard at the first sight of a guy she didn’t know.

      “Yeah, there’s a bunch of coolers in the backyard. The green one is filled with some water. Add it to that one. I appreciate it.” Then Ava pointed at them. “These are my friends from New York. Julie,” Ava said as she tossed a finger at her. “And Ashley,” redirecting her finger. “Ladies, this is Dare, Deja’s brother, who is married to Emmett, Zane’s cousin.”

      Julie knew all the names of everyone because Ava talked about her family often when they chatted on the phone. She didn’t know faces, though.

      So this was Dare. The guy who served time for a crime that was sadder than anything.

      Ashley said hello first. He responded in kind. Julie realized she was staring instead of doing the polite thing and greeting him.

      “Nice to meet you.”

      Although his look hadn’t been friendly when he walked in. It had been indifferent more than anything. He now looked at her with disgust. Perhaps she hadn’t hidden her surprise as well as she thought. But she hadn’t expected him to be so…well, she didn’t know what she expected him to be. She didn’t know him well, only knew so much based on the few things Ava had shared.

      He nodded in her direction but didn’t say anything.

      “I’ll take this outside.”

      Then he picked up the water and walked out.

      “Whew.” Ashley blew out a breath, laughing. “He’s sort of intense.”

      A short chuckle left Ava’s lips as a tiny smile appeared. “He’s been through a lot. Deja told us yesterday he’s officially off parole. I’m sure that’s a huge relief for him. He can now focus on the future and not his past.”

      “He didn’t seem overly joyed about that.” Or about anything. Julie figured with news like that, he’d be walking around with a smile permanently on his face. She would. Not that she’d ever get arrested for something in her life. Of course, when she thought about it, he probably hadn’t expected to get into a car accident that night while driving high.

      “Oh, Dare doesn’t express his emotions much. I’m not surprised. It takes a lot to get him to smile. He’s nice, though. Quiet and keeps to himself, but he’s a good guy. Everyone makes mistakes,” Ava said, as if pointing out Julie’s mistakes to her face.

      Yeah, but big ones like killing his parents while high? No, definitely not. While she wouldn’t refute that she’d made mistakes in life, she’d never made any with so large of a price. Though, Julie didn’t like to judge a person until she knew them, so she’d keep her thoughts to herself.

      And she’d keep her distance. His glare at her before he walked out said she should.
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      The bench bounced as weight hit it, and then a beer appeared in front of his face.

      “It looked like you could use another one,” Ethan said, taking a gulp of the beer he held.

      Dare polished off his old beer that was nearly empty, picked up the new one, and tilted it in Ethan’s direction in thanks.

      “I don’t plan to get shit-faced here, but thanks.”

      “You seem like you’re in a mood. I figured with the good news yesterday, you’d be a little more cheerful.”

      Yeah, well, so did he. But with the thoughts about leaving plaguing his mind night and day, it was hard to be cheerful. His sister would be crushed when he told her.

      Not to mention, while Ava’s friends seemed nice enough, they didn’t like him. He could tell by their expressions when he was introduced.

      Especially that Julie chick. The way her eyes flared with recognition. The wariness that hit her gaze. Like he was a bad guy and was out to hurt everyone who stepped into his path. Like he shouldn’t even be here and around such good, law-abiding people.

      Whatever. Each and every one of them could go screw themselves. His sister was so lucky he loved her because otherwise, he would’ve left the minute he finished putting the water in the cooler. Hell, he would’ve left that water to sit in the heat, that’s how much he wanted to leave right away.

      “What’s up?” Ethan prodded.

      Dare wasn’t in the mood. Not today. Or any other day.

      He took a long pull of his beer instead of answering.

      “Go ahead. Ignore me all you want. I won’t quit.”

      Dare chuckled, despite not meaning to. “This I know.” He took another large gulp before saying, “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      Ethan nodded his head as if knowing no matter how much he poked and prodded, Dare wouldn’t give in until he was ready. It didn’t mean Ethan would forget; he’d just let it go for the time being.

      “So Penelope and I finally decided on a wedding date. In April.”

      Almost a whole year from now. He was surprised they hadn’t gotten hitched already. They lived together and had since close to the time they reconnected back in October. They’d talked about getting married often, yet could never decide on a date. He was happy for Ethan.

      Maybe he’d even come back for it.

      No. He’d have to come back for it. Ethan was a good friend. Better than he’d ever had in his life. Even before he went to prison. He’d had friends, but not good ones. Not that he was blaming any of his old friends, but hanging with them and doing what they had done had led him to the path he was currently on.

      “Congrats, man.”

      Ethan fiddled with his bottle. “I love my brothers. They mean the world to me.”

      Dare twisted his head toward him, nodding. “They’re good dudes. You’re lucky.”

      What an odd thing to say. He knew Ethan and his brothers were close. At times, Dare was jealous of them and how close they were. Sure, he loved his sister, but he didn’t like getting too close to her. Not like they used to be before he went to prison. Because all he’d end up doing was hurting her once again.

      “I want you to be my best man.”

      Dare flinched. “What?”

      “I could never pick between Emmett and Gabe. I’d hate for one of them to get hurt by it or something. When I thought about who else would be perfect, you’re the first person that popped in my head. So what do you say?”

      Be his best man? Shit. Didn’t that role come with responsibility and shit? Like planning a bachelor party and whatnot? How could he do all of that when he didn’t plan to stick around town?

      “And you’re not saying anything?”

      “Your brothers might be hurt you aren’t picking one of them.”

      When Emmett got married to his sister, Austin and Sophie also got married. It had been a double wedding. They had decided not to have any attendants in the wedding. The four of them stood at the altar, and it had been a beautiful affair. Ethan never had to worry about who Emmett might’ve picked as his best man. Dare figured if Emmett had picked Gabe, Ethan would’ve been hurt, though he might’ve never voiced it. Ethan was right to be leery about choosing between his brothers, but it didn’t mean picking him was a good choice.

      “They won’t be. This is what I want.”

      “They’re your brothers.”

      “And so are you,” Ethan all but snapped.

      Dare tilted his head, shock reverberating around him. Did Ethan honestly see him like that? In a way, they were brothers by marriage. That’s what he had to have meant.

      “I tell you things that I don’t even tell my brothers sometimes. You’re an important part of my life—even if you haven’t been in it long—and I want you standing up next to me when I get married.”

      Dare looked away. Ashamed. Disgusted with himself.

      “I don’t deserve that honor. I’m leaving.”

      He heard Ethan inhale a sharp breath. Then a hand hit his shoulder softly.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “This town. I’m leaving. Soon.”

      “Why?”

      Dare didn’t want to answer the harsh question that snapped out of Ethan’s mouth with such venom. Not because he was afraid to tell Ethan, but because he had no idea why. He still couldn’t explain to himself why he felt the need to flee.

      The hand on his shoulder turned from soft to fierce. Ethan shoved him hard enough so he was looking straight at him and almost fell off the bench.

      “You’re off parole and suddenly you want to leave. What the hell?”

      “I don’t fit in here.” Dare looked down because he couldn’t stand the hurt in Ethan’s eyes. “I don’t fit in anywhere.”

      “Knock it off. Stop this self-pity shit right now.”

      Dare snapped his gaze up. “That’s not what I’m doing.”

      Ethan rolled his eyes. “Okay, you keep telling yourself that. Did you tell Deja yet?”

      “No. You’re the first person.”

      “Good, don’t say a word to her because you’re not leaving. Because it’ll crush her, and then you’ll be answering to Emmett.”

      Dare snorted. “I’m not afraid of Emmett.”

      “I know, but you should be very afraid of me. Because I’ll step in to stop Emmett and really show you the pain.”

      It was hard to imagine Ethan getting so pissed. Yet, he remembered when Ethan shoved Gabe against the wall a few months back after finding out he married a random woman and that he might leave town with that same random woman. The rage. The fear. Dare had felt it clear across the room. He’d finally stepped in and grabbed Ethan off Gabe and had to use all his strength to hold him back. He knew how strong Ethan was. It didn’t matter. If he wanted to leave, he’d leave, even if he had to get into a fight about it. He’d take the beating, but it wouldn’t stop him.

      Yeah, if they ever got into a brawl, it’d be a helluva fight. Neither would give in, doling out a world of pain.

      “You’ll be my best man. You’ll stay in town. You won’t break your sister’s heart.”

      “Is that right?”

      Nobody told him what to do. Not even a good friend—damn near close to being a brother.

      “Yes, that’s right.”

      They stared at each other, both breathing heavily, as if waiting for the other to throw a punch. Start the fight right now and get it over with.

      “Is it okay if I sit here?”

      They both jerked their attention to the other side of the picnic table where Julie—the one who thought him a loser—stood looking apprehensive. No doubt she felt the tension swirling around the table. Why was she even over here? There were plenty of tables scattered around the yard to pick and she had to pick this one. What was her endgame?

      “Yep. Please have a seat,” Ethan said with a charming smile, switching his expression like a damn light switch. Dare wanted to punch him for that annoying trait.

      She sat down, barely making eye contact with him. Shit. First arguing with Ethan, and now he had to endure sitting with a woman who judged him without even knowing him. Same old shit, new person. He could only assume Ava told all her friends about his past. They knew he was a felon and made assumptions about him—like everyone did.

      That was why he wanted to leave.

      Make a fresh start. Meet new people who had no clue about his past. Not unless he chose to tell them about it. What right did Ava have to share things about him with people he didn’t even know? Damn nosy busybody. Always getting into people’s shit like she had a right to.

      Ethan turned toward the red barn where Penelope stood, waving at him. “I’ll be right back.”

      “Whatever.” He didn’t care that made him sound like a petulant child.

      “I’ll take that as the conversation is over.”

      He snorted again, giving Ethan the middle finger. “That’s what I think about what you had to say. Nobody tells me what to do, Ethan. Not even you.”

      “Watch me.” Then he threw a charming smile at Julie. “Ignore his sour attitude. The heat always makes him cranky.”

      Dare rolled his eyes at that but didn’t look at Julie to see what she thought of Ethan’s words. He didn’t care what this woman thought of him. Or what anyone thought of him. They’d think what they’d like about him, regardless of anything else. So why should he care what they thought? Nothing he did ever changed their mind anyway.

      “I’m sorry.”

      At that, his gaze drew to hers. Her golden-hazel eyes were filled with regret. Why? What the hell was she apologizing for?
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        * * *

      

      “Mom? Dad?”

      The ringing in his ears drowned out any other sounds besides the pounding of the rain on the roof of the car. He tried blinking, but his eyes felt glued shut.

      No.

      Covered with something.

      Dare’s arm ached as he reached up, wiping at his eyes. He blinked a few more times, finally able to see.

      An icky crimson stared back at him as his hand wobbled in the air. Blood. The world went black again as more trailed down his head over his eyes.

      “Shit…” He reached up, swiping his sleeve against his forehead, crying out in pain.

      Now he knew why his head radiated with pain. He had a huge gash, which was gushing blood down his face.

      A groan next to him startled him.

      “Dad?”

      Preparing for the pain, he reached up and smoothed his sleeve across the wound and his eyes once again. His dad was hunched over, his seatbelt holding him in place.

      “Dad?” Dare shook his dad’s shoulder, eliciting another groan but nothing else. “Shit.”

      Rain continued to pour from the sky, beating on the hood. He flinched when he realized it was also hitting him. Turning toward where the windshield should’ve been, he blinked rapidly and leaned forward, jerking when the seatbelt stopped his momentum.

      “Mom!”

      His vision blurred again, but this time not only from the blood still pouring down his face—from the image before him.

      His windshield was busted, the rain saying hello with a vengeance because it could. It had a large opening to do whatever the hell it wanted.

      On the ground, several feet from the car, lay his mother. Her right arm was bent in an unnatural position, as was her left leg. Her eyes stared straight ahead, right at him. Yet, he knew she wasn’t seeing him. She wasn’t seeing anything. Her neck was also bent in an unnatural position.

      His mother was dead.

      Because of him.

      His arm lifted, feeling like lead, as he swiped across his wound, excruciating pain vibrating across his entire body as he did so. Yet, he didn’t cry out. He didn’t bellow in pain. He took it, every moment of it, because he deserved it.

      “Dad?”

      Dare tried shoving his shoulder again, garnering another moan.

      “Dad, wake up!”

      His dad lifted his head, groaning. “Donna, baby?”

      It didn’t matter Dare had told her to put her seatbelt on. It didn’t matter his dad had agreed with him and told her as well. She didn’t listen. That didn’t even matter.

      The only thing that mattered was he crashed and he caused this.

      His dad would never forgive him.

      “I’m sorry.”

      His whispered words were drowned out by the torrential downpour. Even that didn’t matter. Because his dad made a face after looking out the window, his body seizing up and slumping once again against his seatbelt.
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        * * *

      

      The look of disgust on his face in the house earlier should’ve warned her to keep her distance. The look of pure hatred right now said she should get up and walk away before something terrible happened.

      But she couldn’t. A part of her refused to listen to the sensible side.

      The party had been going on for a few hours, and this was the first time she had a chance to get closer to him. She felt terrible about how she must’ve reacted when Ava introduced them. Julie told herself to stay away from him, but as she saw him sitting by himself for a while, she knew she couldn’t. She had to apologize for her reaction. It was rude and uncalled for.

      Ethan joining him had put a damper in her plans. When it looked like they were arguing, she thought it was a good time to join them. The last thing she wanted was something ruining Ava’s party. Or her vacation. She was here to enjoy herself, not witness a fight—because she had felt the war brewing even from across the yard.

      Of course, it didn’t seem like the tension had wavered, even though Ethan walked away. If anything, it had increased.

      His piercing blue-eyed stare unnerved her. She couldn’t say why. Not much scared her. She’d come face-to-face with her share of bad people in her line of work. She even had to pull her gun once—thankfully didn’t have to shoot it. But the way he glared at her unnerved her down to her very soul. As if he could carve her to pieces with his penetrating gaze.

      His jaw was clenched hard, the muscles contracting in his cheek. Although his deep, hard gaze frightened her, the man himself didn’t scare her. She felt secure in his presence that he might lash out at her with words, but not with his hands.

      She cleared her throat when he didn’t say anything.

      “I’m sorry for our introduction earlier. Ava’s told us about everyone in her family, and I let my mind wander to…” Your past sounded so wrong and disrespectful, but it was the truth. “I’m sorry if I looked shocked. She shared your wonderful news that you’re off parole. Congratulations. Not that it’s any of my business. And I’m muddling this up. I just…you looked angry at me when you walked out. You don’t look very happy with me right now, and I want you to know I’m sorry. That’s all.”

      She added a smile at the end as if that would help any of the word vomit that spewed out of her mouth sound better.

      He continued to stare at her for the longest time. For the life of her, she couldn’t look away. She didn’t touch the sandwich on her plate or the chips piled high next to it. She didn’t wipe the strand of hair that blew into her face and then back out as the wind lightly whipped around them. She held his strong gaze, refusing to look away.

      “Okay.”

      Okay? That’s all he was going to say? What did it mean?

      She twitched, forcing her smile to remain. “Okay.”

      If he could use the simple word, well, so could she.

      A hint of a grin emerged on his handsome, scruffy face. So subtle, if she hadn’t been maintaining eye contact with him, she would’ve missed it.

      “Care to share what you two were arguing about?”

      “Nosy much? I see why you’re such good friends with Ava.”

      She chuckled, despite knowing he hadn’t said that as a compliment. It was true. She was being nosy. Maybe it was her line of work, always looking for the truth, looking for clues and evidence to bring the perps to justice. She had a hard time keeping her nose out of things she should. With him almost displaying a smile—sort of a peace offering—she figured why not jump right in. She was never one to mince words—with anyone.

      “Well, you did have words in front of me at the end. It’s not as if I eavesdropped in the beginning.”

      “It’s none of your business what we were talking about.”

      “Okay.”

      He took a sip of his beer, another grin hiding behind the bottle. She would swear on it.

      “Okay.”

      She couldn’t hold back a smile at his response.

      Silence grew between them. She picked up her sandwich and took a bite, chewing before deciding she should say something. She came over here to apologize, which she did. She could now make small talk and act like there wasn’t a weird, icky tension still swirling around them.

      “So what do you do, Dare?”

      He snorted. “You know what I do.”

      Well, okay, she did. Ava had mentioned he worked for Emmett mowing lawns and such. Of course, he knew Ava had shared that, just like she shared about his prior history with the law. She was only trying to be nice and pretend she hadn’t known. So they could have a pleasant conversation.

      It wasn’t going to work. Not if they weren’t on the same page to wipe away the history.

      “Let’s pretend I don’t know.”

      “Why the hell would I do that?”

      Could he make this any more difficult for her? Did he enjoy torturing her?

      “I’m trying to be nice and have a conversation.”

      “Why? You don’t have to pretend to like me. My feelings ain’t hurt.”

      Somehow she doubted that. He hid it well, though. Behind his tough exterior and bad attitude. Pretending like nothing hurt him.

      She blew out a breath, a low chuckle releasing. “Let’s start over. Please. I’m not pretending to like you. I don’t even know you. So that’s why I’m trying to have a conversation to get to know you, so I can decide whether I want to like you or not. You’re making it very difficult.”

      The irritating man simply stared at her with a sly grin on his face. As if he was thoroughly enjoying making every moment of this painful.

      She held her hand out across the table. “Hi. I’m Julie Russo. I’m Ava’s friend from New York. We’ve known each other since we were eleven. Nice to meet you.”

      He continued to stare at her.

      Wow.

      He was going to be a jerk and not meet her halfway. She was trying here. To make up for her rudeness in the house.

      Well, she didn’t get to where she was in life by giving up.

      She kept her hand in the air, waiting for him to make the next move.
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        * * *

      

      This chick was weird. Why did she care so much about talking with him? She apologized. He accepted it. End of story. Now he wanted her to go away and leave him alone. No matter how much she wanted to act like his past didn’t matter, it did. It always did.

      But she clearly wasn’t going to get up and walk away. Her hand still hung in the air, and the longer she held it out, the more he looked like a jackass.

      Fine. He’d play her dumb game.

      The moment his hand curled around her delicate fingers, the air around them electrified with energy. He swore he even felt a jolt run through his arm and down his body to his very toes. The way she subtly jerked, she had felt it, too.

      He had a strange urge to rub his thumb against her hand. Feel the softness of her skin. Maybe even pull it closer so he could⁠—

      “This is where you introduce yourself.”

      Her voice startled him. Enough to realize he’d been holding her hand and saying nothing.

      But this was dumb, and he felt stupid introducing himself like she had.

      Of course, her grip was strong, despite how tiny her fingers felt in his large palm. She wasn’t about to let him get out of this.

      Say something, idiot.

      Because the longer they held hands like this, the more likely someone would see them and come over asking what the hell they were doing.

      “I’m Dare.”

      He tried to extract his hand, but she wouldn’t let him go.

      “This is not how introductions go. You’re supposed to let go of my hand when I want it back,” he said with gritted teeth as if holding her hand were bothering him.

      And damn it, it was, but not the way she thought. His body was starting to react in a way that hadn’t happened in a very long time. His senses were charged and ready to go. He wanted to stand up, pull her closer, and kiss her.

      Which would be the worst kind of move in history. He didn’t even like her. She judged him without even knowing him. It didn’t matter how much he thought she was one of the most gorgeous women he had ever met. Her long brown hair. Her hazel eyes. Sweet, kissable lips that enticed him to move closer every second that passed.

      “You didn’t fully introduce yourself.”

      “You’re being ridiculous. Let go before someone sees.”

      She leaned forward and smiled—a wicked, delicious smile that had him wanting to inch closer himself. Snatch a kiss like he had a right to. “Are you embarrassed if someone sees us? We’re shaking hands.”

      “There is no shaking going on.”

      Like the annoying ant she was being, she started to move their hands as if shaking in greeting. “Hi. I’m Julie⁠—”

      “Stop. Fine.” He groaned and rolled his eyes. “Hi. I’m Darrian Wilson. People call me Dare, though. My sister is married to the idiot Emmett, who’s cousins with your friend’s husband. I spent ten years in prison for killing my parents. Nice to meet you, too.”

      Her eyes rounded and she trembled, finally letting go of his hand.

      “That was not the sort of introduction I expected.”

      He shrugged. “That’s the sort of introduction I give.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Yep.”

      She cocked a brow, making her look even more attractive for some odd reason. Damn it. He didn’t want to think anything about her was attractive in any way. What he wanted was for her to go away.

      “You’re telling me you tell people you were in prison. Just like you did. That you killed your parents.”

      “Well, I did.”

      “Ava said⁠—”

      “Ava needs to keep her damn mouth shut. It wasn’t her business to tell any of her friends about me.” His jaw was tight, his teeth grinding against each other. It hurt, but he deserved the pain. “I’ve been on a few dates since I’ve been released. I’ve found it’s easier to tell the truth upfront. This way I’m not wasting my time. They don’t stick around after hearing about my past. So yeah, that’s how I introduce myself.”

      Her mouth opened wide. “Yeah, idiot, because you say it so brutally.”

      Now she thought he was an idiot. At least she wasn’t afraid of him.

      He frowned. “How should I say it? What’s a good way to say I killed my parents? Tell me. So I know for next time.”

      She sat back, slouching some, her lips pressed together instead of wide open with shock. “I don’t know. But there has to be a better way.”

      “Because once people know they’ll accept me and like me anyway? Like you did. I didn’t even tell you myself, and you proved it doesn’t matter how I say it—or if I even say it.”

      She cast her eyes down to her plate before meeting his gaze once again. “You’re right. And I said I’m sorry.”

      He wanted to mutter ‘okay’ like he had the last time, but he couldn’t get the simple word out. Because was it okay? Was it okay to keep being treated like an outcast? Like he was a villain who could never be turned into the hero?

      Villains were never heroes. No matter how hard they tried.

      He wasn’t sure how to respond, and clearly, she was baffled herself because they simply stared at each other.

      Then a slow smile built on her lips.

      Laughter bubbled up his throat and escaped. “Please tell me you’re not about to say let’s try this damn introduction again. For the third time.”

      “Why do you ask?” Her laughter sounded sweet and melodic and he wanted to hear it again, despite reminding himself he didn’t like her and her judgmental ways.

      “Because you started to smile and it had a craftiness hiding behind it. I’m not doing that shit again.”

      “Well, I wasn’t going to say that. Although I wouldn’t be opposed to it.”

      He rolled his eyes. “What were you going to say?”

      She shrugged. “Nothing. I was smiling, and you jumped down my throat about it.”

      He wasn’t sure if he believed her or not. But he wasn’t opposed to her smiles. How could he extract another one out of her?

      Wait, what? Did he want to keep talking to her? Maybe a small part of him did. This was the most interesting conversation he’d had in a long time. Kept him on his toes.

      “So what do you do?” he asked, taking a drink of his beer.

      Bingo!

      A beautiful, brilliant smile lit up her face. Because despite not starting the dumb introductions over, he was attempting the conversation she so wanted. It was worth asking the question to see her red, succulent lips curl upward.

      “I work for the FBI.”

      He nearly spewed his beer everywhere but managed to keep it in, which made the liquid go down the wrong tube. He started coughing and didn’t manage to clear his throat for a good minute. The entire time, she sat there eating and chewing her sandwich like he wasn’t having a mini choking attack.

      “Should’ve known. You’ve been interrogating me this entire time.”

      Her brow rose in that adorable, sexy way only she could do. “I’ve been trying to engage you in conversation, not interrogate you.”

      “Could’ve fooled me.”

      “You are the most exasperating man I have ever met.”

      That deserved a grin because, oddly enough, he was proud of that fact. He imagined it took a lot to ruffle her feathers. Especially being an FBI agent. She needed to be levelheaded and cool, be in charge and not afraid.

      “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      That delectable brow, still arched, told him it hadn’t been one.
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