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      Laurel Valley, Idaho

      She’d seen her father’s death.

      Marnie Whitlock lay curled into a ball on the narrow twin bed, whimpering as pain shot through her body. The brutal heat of the day had carried into night, and there was no air-conditioning in the small, two-bedroom house she’d lived in her entire life. The old wooden window in her room was swollen with age, but she’d managed to raise it a few precious inches earlier that day. The breeze barely stirred the worn Priscilla curtains hanging at the window—thin cotton ghosts that had forgotten they’d once been white.

      She shivered under the thin, nubby sheet as fever crept through her body. She couldn’t remember ever hurting as badly as she did in that moment. In one year and three days she’d taste freedom. She’d pack her bags and never set foot in Laurel Valley again.

      The vision had come to her only hours ago, rising up from some deep place inside her when she’d needed it most. When she’d stood beneath that oak tree with blood running down her back and looked her father in the eye. She’d seen his end—seen it with a clarity that had given her the strength to send him running into the night.

      And she’d felt nothing but relief.

      That should have scared her. Once upon a time, it would have. But Marnie Whitlock had stopped being scared of her own thoughts somewhere between the first beating and the hundredth.

      Pain rolled through her now in waves. Ribs. Back. Face. The shoulder he’d dislocated when he’d thrown her over his shoulder like a sack of grain. She catalogued each injury with the detachment of long practice, noting what would bruise, what would heal, what she’d have to hide when she went to school on Monday.

      If she went to school on Monday.

      The fever made her thoughts slip and slide like creek stones under running water. Time fractured. She was almost seventeen and lying in the dark, her body broken but her spirit somehow still intact. She was four and learning what it meant to be cursed. She was twelve and understanding that silence was survival. She was every age she’d ever been, all at once, all the broken pieces of herself scattered across the years.

      Two miles she’d walked to get home. Two miles with blood soaking through her borrowed clothes and her feet developing blisters in Sloane’s too-big shoes. She’d peeled the ruined shirt from her back, weeping as the dried patches pulled and tore her flesh. She’d stolen one of her father’s oversized undershirts from the laundry basket—he wouldn’t be needing it anymore—and crawled into bed to wait.

      To wait for her father to die.

      Innocence was such a fragile thing.

      She hadn’t been innocent since the age of four—since the first time he’d taken the tanned leather belt he wore like a religion around his waist and beat her bloody. Her mother had stood by helpless, wringing her hands and wondering if her turn was coming. But she never interfered or tried to protect her daughter from the vicious arcs of the belt.

      The memory rose up from the dark places where she kept it locked away, summoned by pain and fever and the particular quality of late-night silence that made everything feel too close, too real. She didn’t want to remember. But the past didn’t care what you wanted. It came when it was ready, dragging you back whether you fought it or not.

      It had been Christmas. Or what passed for Christmas in the Whitlock house.

      Someone from the church—Mrs. Beasley, probably, with her kind eyes and her endless, ineffective pity—had dropped off a tree. Small and scraggly, already shedding needles, but a tree nonetheless. Her mother had set it up in the corner of the living room, and for one brief, shining moment, four-year-old Marnie had felt something like hope.

      She should have known better.

      Even at four years old, Marnie knew she’d done wrong. Daddy said she had the devil inside of her, and her mama always told her to watch what she said. It was her own fault she got the beating. Daddy didn’t like hearing about it when she saw things that weren’t right in front of her own eyes. And she’d been sassy on top of it because she’d asked how come there weren’t any presents under the little Christmas tree someone had given them.

      “My friend Sloane has lots of presents under her Christmas tree. How come we don’t have any? You’ve got all that money you won at poker just sitting in your glove box. You’re supposed to provide. Mrs. Beasley at church said it’s a man’s duty to provide for his family. And Mama had to put back all those groceries when we were at the store yesterday because she didn’t have enough money.”

      “Marnie.”

      Her mother’s voice had been barely a whisper, threaded through with terror. She’d looked back and forth between her child and her husband, appalled. “We’ve got what we need. Don’t sass your daddy.”

      But it was already too late. The words were already out there, already taking shape between them—solid and damning as evidence at a trial.

      “How do you know about the money in the glove box, Marnie?”

      Her father’s voice had been soft. Gentle, even. He hadn’t looked away from the television, hadn’t moved from his secondhand recliner. And somehow that made it worse. The calm before the storm. The eye of the hurricane.

      She’d looked to her mother, but there would be no help from that corner. Her mama kept her head down, kept washing dishes that were already clean, kept her hands moving because maybe if she was busy enough, useful enough, small enough, she’d be safe.

      “I saw it,” Marnie had said, clutching her nightgown in her small fist, the cotton wadding up against her chest.

      “You went outside and saw it in my truck?”

      Even then, at four years old, she’d heard the offer beneath the question. The chance to lie. To say yes, she’d been snooping like any curious child. To give him something normal, something he could punish in normal ways.

      But she’d been too young to understand the gift he was offering.

      She’d hesitated in answering and he’d turned his head to look at her—frigid blue eyes the color of a lake in winter.

      “You were snooping through my truck?” he’d asked a different way, giving her one more chance to take the lie and run with it.

      She hadn’t taken it.

      “I just saw it,” she’d whispered, her heart thudding in her chest like something wild and trapped. “Like in a dream.” Her daddy was scary most days. But when he looked at her like that—like she was something unnatural, something wrong—he was the scariest thing in her world.

      She’d felt the warmth running down her legs before she’d even registered the shame of it. Her bladder releasing in fear, the puddle spreading across the worn linoleum while everyone stood frozen. No one moved. No one spoke.

      He’d stood up slowly and towered over her small form, and she’d heard her mother’s whimper from the kitchen as she continued with the dishes.

      “What else did you see?”

      “I—I don’t know,” she’d stuttered out, her voice barely above a whisper. “I don’t know the men at the table. You were just playing cards. And then you took all the money and put it in the glove box. You drove into town and that lady was waiting for you on the steps. How come you kissed her but you never kiss Mama?”

      That was the last question she asked before his belt swished through the loops—a long hiss and slither, like a snake moving through grass. Then the lightning crack of leather against skin as the belt landed across the middle of her back.

      Again and again until the world narrowed to nothing but hurt and the sound of her own screaming.

      He’d taught her something that day, in that small house with the pathetic Christmas tree in the corner. He’d taught her that truth was dangerous. That seeing things—knowing things she shouldn’t know—made her wrong. Made her bad. Made her deserving of whatever came next.

      No—Daddy hadn’t liked her saying those things at all.

      One year and three days until she turned eighteen.

      The hours crawled by. Pain ebbed and flowed like a tide. Fever burned through her, making the shadows dance and shift across her walls. She drifted in and out of consciousness, caught between waking and dreaming, between past and present.

      And then it came.

      Not a vision this time. A knowledge that settled into her bones like truth. The screaming. The flames. Just as she’d seen it.

      She felt it the moment his life ended—felt it like a cord being cut, like a weight lifting from her chest. The house seemed to exhale around her. The air shifted, became lighter somehow.

      He was gone.

      Relief flooded through her, so powerful it brought fresh tears to her eyes. Not tears of grief. Tears of release.

      “He’s gone,” she whispered into the darkness.

      Marnie closed her eyes and let herself breathe.

      Her father was dead.

      And she was finally, truly free.
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      Thank God for the O’Haras.

      Marnie had learned through the years to keep her mouth shut and stay invisible. It was an art form, really—the way she could fold herself into corners, slip through rooms unnoticed, become small enough that her father’s attention slid right past her like water off glass. The older she got, the better she became at it. The beatings came less frequently now, though when they came, they came hard.

      Mostly because at almost seventeen, she’d gotten very good at not being home.

      She spent most of her afternoons and weekends at Sloane O’Hara’s house, and had since they’d been seated next to each other in Mrs. Green’s kindergarten class—two five-year-olds who’d looked at each other and known, the way children sometimes do, that they were meant to be friends. Sloane with her wild black hair and mischievous blue eyes. Marnie with her quiet ways and the secrets that lived behind her dark gaze.

      The O’Hara Ranch was everything her own house wasn’t. Warm. Loud. Full of laughter that didn’t have sharp edges. It was easier—so much easier—to pretend she belonged to them. To a family that loved unconditionally and didn’t discipline with the smell of Jim Beam on their breath and a leather strap singing through the air.

      To pretend the pretty blue-and-white room with the four-poster bed belonged to her. To pretend the closet full of clothes Sloane let her borrow—so she wouldn’t have to wear the same three shirts week after week, the fabric thin from too many washings—was hers by right instead of by charity.

      Her daddy spent most of his days and nights down at Duffey’s, playing poker and drinking in the back room until Duffey tossed him and his buddies out into the gravel parking lot. She assumed he showed up at the O’Hara Ranch for work from time to time, because they hadn’t been kicked out of the little house they rented from Tommy and Simone O’Hara. And he always seemed to have money for his drinks and the poker pot, even if there was never quite enough for groceries or new shoes when hers wore through at the sole.

      Her father hated her. She knew that the way she knew the sun would rise—inevitable, unavoidable, a fact of her existence. But he also feared her gift, and that fear was a living thing between them, coiled and ready to strike.

      He’d said more than once that the devil lived inside of her. That beating it out was the only way to get her cleansed, to drive the darkness from her bones. She’d believed him when she was younger. Had lain awake at night wondering what was wrong with her, why she was cursed, what she’d done to deserve the touch of something unholy.

      But as she’d gotten older, she’d started doing research. Late nights at the library, her fingers trailing over books about parapsychology and extrasensory perception. There were others like her. They might not have a gift as strong as hers—the visions that came unbidden, sharp as broken glass—but she wasn’t alone in the world.

      That knowledge had saved her, she thought. Kept her from believing she was as wrong, as evil, as her father claimed.

      She was also smart enough to know her days under the same roof as Harley Whitlock were numbered. She’d learned to stay out of his way. Learned to keep her mouth shut and her head down and her visions to herself. But something had gotten into her three nights ago when the vision had slammed through her mind. The plate shattering in the sink. Her father’s death playing out before her eyes. She’d gone through the motions since then in a daze, knowing what was coming, knowing it would be bad.

      Maybe that’s why tonight felt important. Maybe that’s why she’d let herself come to the carnival, let herself pretend to be normal for just a few hours. Because she knew—the way she always knew—that everything was about to change.

      Even doormats had a threshold of tolerance before they unraveled completely.

      Now, standing in the chaos and color of the carnival, Marnie let herself breathe. Let herself be someone else for a few hours. Let herself pretend.

      Carson Hamilton owned a large stretch of land on the outskirts of town, and every year he loaned it out to a traveling carnival. They came rolling in like a promise—trailers and tents and rides that materialized within hours, transforming the empty field into something magical. When the sun went down, the whirl and flash of carnival lights could be seen all over Laurel Valley, even from the little house down in the valley where Marnie lived.

      She’d borrowed some of her freedom money for tonight. The mason jar she kept hidden beneath the pieces of tin and rotten wood from a shed that had fallen down in their backyard held her dreams in crumpled bills and counted coins. It had only taken once—coming home to find her room ransacked and the money she’d kept in her drawer gone—before she’d found a better hiding place.

      Sloane had told her tonight was an investment in living. So Marnie had splurged. Mascara and a lip gloss that Sloane swore would plump her lips right up. Her father would kill her if he ever saw her wearing makeup—tools of the devil used to incite boys, he’d say, and only certain kinds of women wore makeup—but her father wasn’t here. For tonight, she could be just a girl at a carnival.

      She’d borrowed a little more of her freedom money for a Coke and cotton candy, for tickets to a few rides. She’d been saving for over a year now, ever since she’d been old enough to get a part-time job at the library. By her calculations, in one year and three days—one year and three days and she’d be eighteen—she’d have enough to move to the city. Find a better job while she went to college. Build a life that belonged to her and no one else.

      She’d ridden with Mama to the fairgrounds earlier, helped her unload homemade jams and a quilt that would all be sold at the auction. Anything to bring in a little more money, though Marnie knew where that money would go. Same place it always went.

      She’d always thought her mama had probably been beautiful once. Helen Whitlock was too thin now, worry having carved deep lines around her mouth and eyes like rivers cutting through stone. There was no extra money for haircuts or color like the mothers of her friends had, so her dark hair hung long and threaded through with gray. She almost always wore it pulled straight back in a tight bun, severe and unforgiving.

      At thirty-eight, she should’ve still looked youthful. Should’ve had light in her eyes and color in her cheeks. Instead she looked like an old woman, tired and worn down, afraid of her own shadow. Afraid of everything.

      Mama had chosen to stay in the tent with the other women and their wares, so Marnie had set out alone into the carnival noise and light. She knew Sloane was around somewhere—Sloane was always around somewhere, a force of nature that couldn’t be contained.

      What she found instead was Beckett Hamilton.

      Her heart did something complicated in her chest at the sight of him—a flutter and squeeze that made her forget, for just a moment, about the vision she’d seen three days ago, about what she knew was waiting for her at home.

      He was nineteen and home for the summer after his first year of college. She couldn’t remember a time when she hadn’t loved him, even when she was small and she and Sloane would spy on Sloane’s brothers and Beckett as they worked the ranch. The boys had always had better adventures—mostly because they were boys and had the run of the place—but there’d always been something about Beckett that captured her attention and held it.

      He was quiet, but there was a presence about him that made others listen when he spoke. A gravity that pulled people into his orbit.

      He was king of his own land—heir to one of the wealthiest ranches in the state—and he was so far out of her league she should’ve been ashamed of even dreaming he could love her in return. But the heart didn’t care about leagues or logic or the unbridgeable distance between their worlds.

      He stood a little over six feet, and she’d noticed after his time away at college that he’d come back broader in the shoulders and chest. His hair was sandy blond and thick and wavy, always a little messy no matter what he did with it. His eyes were storm-cloud gray—solid gray with no variation, which she’d always found mesmerizing. They were direct, those eyes. Kind. And when he smiled, his eyes smiled too.

      Beckett was surrounded by the O’Haras—Hank and Colt, who shared the same sharp jawline and easy grin of brothers, and Levi and Jax, who had that same rangy build and restless energy that marked them as kin. Cousins all, they moved through the world like a pack, comfortable in their own skin and in each other’s company. They were close in age, born within a handful of months—Jax the baby at eighteen and still finishing up at Laurel Valley High, Hank the elder statesman at twenty-two and wrapping up college. The middle two fell somewhere in between, and more often than not, you’d find them together, a force of nature that couldn’t be separated even if you tried.

      Beckett stood with a pellet gun to his shoulder, knocking down wooden ducks with sharp pings, not missing once. He’d always had hawk eyes—could spot a calf in distress from a quarter mile away, could shoot a tin can off a fence post without breaking stride.

      The O’Haras hooted with laughter as Beckett was handed an oversized stuffed bear as his prize, and the grin on his face was wide and unguarded. Boyish, despite the man he was becoming.

      “Marnie!”

      Sloane came running up, black hair flying wild behind her, cheeks flushed with excitement and heat. The summer evening had curled little tendrils around her face and neck, and the short denim skirt and crop top she wore showed off curves Marnie envied with everything in her. Sloane dragged Emmitt Strain behind her by the hand, and he was holding a couple of small stuffed animals and a bag of popcorn, looking dazed and happy to be there.

      “Man, that was awesome, Beck,” Sloane said, slightly breathless. “I couldn’t see the whole thing because Colt’s giant head was in the way, but you really mowed down those helpless wooden ducks.”

      “Shut up, Sloane,” Colt said, but there was affection beneath the words for his cousin. His eyes narrowed as he looked down at his sister and Emmitt’s joined hands, and Emmitt paled and quickly let go when he saw the look on Colt’s face.

      Marnie almost smiled. She already knew there was no hope for Sloane and Emmitt. Emmitt played defense for the football team, but he didn’t have much of a spine outside of it. Or much of a brain, if she was being honest. Sloane had both and she was destined for someone she couldn’t walk all over, someone who could match her fire with his own.

      Sloane had always accepted Marnie’s gift. Had never shared the things Marnie told her in confidence, never looked at her like she was strange or wrong or touched by something dark. They were the very best of friends, had shared secrets the way girls do—crushes and gossip and dreams whispered in the dark.

      But not all secrets.

      Sloane suspected about her father. It was impossible not to when it sometimes took days for Marnie to recover enough to be seen in public, when bruises bloomed like poisonous flowers across her skin. Sloane’s eyes asked unspoken questions, but Marnie had never confided the full truth. It was a shame she kept close, locked away where even friendship couldn’t reach it.

      Marnie often got clear visions of the people she was closest to, and she’d had several of Sloane. She’d understood at an early age that the gift she’d been given wasn’t always meant to be shared. That altering people’s decisions could change the entire course of their lives, could send them down paths they weren’t meant to walk. The responsibility was heavy, a weight she carried alone.

      And drawing attention to herself was the last thing she wanted. Her father had gotten a call once from a research center in Denver, wanting to put her through a series of tests. He’d told them no—not unless they were willing to pay, and they weren’t—and he’d beaten her for that too. For being useless. For not being able to pay her own way in the world.

      But she continued to see things. Continued to keep those things to herself, locked behind her teeth and buried in the silence she’d learned to perfect.

      Sometimes the loneliness of it was overwhelming. A vast and empty space inside her that nothing could fill.

      She knew she could trust Sloane, and in one of those moments of loneliness, Marnie had let it slip—Sloane had already met her future husband. Sloane hadn’t been surprised by the news, had just grinned that wild grin of hers and said until he got some sense in his head, she could at least have a little fun making him suffer.

      Marnie stood on the outside of the group now, observing the easy way the O’Haras and Beckett were with each other. They’d never made her feel less than they were, despite the fact that their families owned the ranches her daddy worked for. But she wasn’t like them. It couldn’t have been more obvious if she’d worn a sign.

      They didn’t know what it was like to go hungry because there wasn’t enough money for food. Didn’t know what it was like to wear shoes until they fell apart because there was no money for new ones. Her daddy called her the rich kids’ trash sometimes, and mostly she didn’t feel that way when she was with them.

      Mostly.

      “I’ve been looking all over for you, Marnie,” Sloane said, pulling her from her thoughts. “Mama said you could spend the night if you want and she’ll make pancakes in the morning. Blaze is home for a little while and he said he’d put up a new swing over the lake so we can jump in. And maybe we can go to the movies tomorrow night. That new Julia Roberts movie is playing if you want to see it, though I’d rather watch Bruce Willis blow things up. But Emmitt will have to buy our tickets because it’s rated R.”

      “Do you ever shut up?” Hank asked, but his tone was fond beneath the exasperation.

      “No, and this is an A–B conversation, so C you later.”

      Marnie looked back and forth between the cousins and decided to jump in before they started arguing. O’Hara arguments had been known to last for weeks, grudges held and points scored in an ongoing war that somehow never damaged the love beneath it.

      “I’m sure Mama won’t mind,” Marnie said. “It’ll give us a chance to study for the chemistry test too.”

      Sloane’s eyes widened with theatrical drama and she put her hands on Marnie’s shoulders, shaking her gently. “When are you going to start listening to me? Live a little, woman. You’ll ace that test no problem. We’re in our prime.” She held her arms open and spun around, dark hair flying. “We’ve got the rest of our lives for all that serious stuff. It’s time to have fun.”

      “Very responsible, Sloane,” Colt said, shaking his head. “Thank God you’ve got Marnie to balance you out. I can only imagine the trouble you’d be without her.”

      “She’s already trouble,” Jax piped in. “She’d be a complete disaster.”

      Sloane turned on her brother, eyes flashing. “Shut up, Jax. Maybe you need to remember what I saw in the barn last week and that you owe me big-time.”

      The images in Sloane’s head flashed like a broadcast through Marnie’s mind—vivid and immediate and mortifying—and blood rushed to her cheeks. Jax and Colleen Walton in the barn, bodies tangled together in ways Marnie didn’t have words for. She looked away quickly, trying to shake the image from her mind.

      “Sloane—” Jax warned, his voice dropping low.

      “Hey,” she said, shrugging with elaborate innocence. “I’m the one who’s probably going to need therapy. I’m just saying maybe you need to be a little nicer to me.” Her grin was mischievous and completely unrepentant. As the only girl in the pack of O’Hara boys, Sloane said it was her duty to give them grief at every opportunity.

      “Come on, Hank,” Levi said, slapping his cousin on the back. “Let’s go grab a pizza and a beer. I’ve got better things to do than hang out with children.”

      Since Hank and Levi were the only two old enough to drink legally, it was a definite insult to the others.

      “I don’t know if I’d call Colleen Walton something better to do,” Hank said, elbowing Colt in the ribs. “It’s hard to tell the difference between her and a screech owl. Ever notice how every time you bring her to the house, the horses try to run into the barn and hide?”

      “Or maybe they’re trying to get a front row seat,” Colt added with a sneer. “Everybody knows you two go in there to⁠—”

      “Colt!” Jax took a step forward, fist raised, and everyone took a step back.

      The O’Haras fought more often than not, but to Marnie’s trained eye it wasn’t out of real anger. They seemed to enjoy it, actually. As if it were a sport, a way of showing affection that she’d never understand.

      Beckett moved before fists could start flying, stepping between the two brothers with easy authority. “This isn’t the place for a fight,” he said quietly. “You’ll be hauled out by your ears before you get started. And watch what you’re saying in front of the girls. Mrs. O’Hara would skin you alive if she heard you talk that way.”

      That was probably the only threat that could keep them in check. Simone O’Hara was a force of nature when it came to keeping her children in line—and that included her nephews too.

      Jax nodded and took a step back, the tension draining from his shoulders. Then he grinned and gave Hank and Levi a one-finger salute before they disappeared into the crowd.

      Marnie could feel heat in her cheeks at their candid talk, but she tried her best to act like it was no big deal. The truth was, she was terrified of sex. Mostly what she’d learned about it, she and Sloane had overheard by listening in on her brothers’ conversations. Her father had always said that only certain kinds of women enjoyed it, but Sloane said that was a flat-out lie and that she was going to enjoy it a lot when she was ready.

      Marnie had never thought much about sex until the dreams started creeping in at night—Beckett’s face and his lips as he kissed her in the dark—only to be interrupted by the snap of her father’s belt as he punished her for having impure thoughts. Even her dreams were terrorized by him.

      Sloane had talked her into borrowing the white cotton shorts and red top tonight. The shirt stopped just above the button of her shorts and hung off one shoulder a little, showing the thin strap of the white tank she wore underneath. She hadn’t been brave enough to go without it as Sloane had suggested. She’d never felt comfortable showing much skin, but she had to admit the bold contrast of colors showed off the tan she and Sloane had been working on by the lake.

      Her dark hair was thick and long and she’d braided it over one shoulder. Her eyes were dark and enhanced by the mascara she’d bought, though Sloane said it wasn’t fair how she hardly needed it at all, that women would kill for lashes like hers. The lip gloss had in fact plumped up her lips a little and they stung just slightly. But she felt pretty tonight. Normal. A little more grown up.

      She could never hope to fill out the outfit like Sloane could—the shorts bagged on her just a little—but they were still finer than anything she owned.

      “Marnie,” Sloane said, getting her attention again. “Let’s head over to the House of Horrors before the line gets too long. I saw Justin Appleby earlier. He’ll ride it with you. He likes you a lot.”

      “You’re barking up the wrong tree there, Sloane,” Jax warned. “Trust me on that one.”

      “Why can’t you just go away?” Sloane complained, pouting a little. “You ruin everything. I swear I’m going to find your adoption papers and prove you’re not really one of us.”

      Marnie smiled. Sloane and Jax could’ve been twins, so similar was their appearance—black hair and piercing blue eyes shared by only a few of the O’Haras. Not to mention identical smiles that could charm their way out of any kind of trouble. And they were less than a year apart in age.

      Bells and whistles went off from the games around them and the crowd increased in size as the hour grew later. The air smelled of funnel cakes and popcorn and summer heat. Someone jostled her from behind and she was pushed off balance, stumbling forward.

      She felt a solid wall as her shoulder made contact and a hand came up to steady her, strong and sure. She looked up into clear gray eyes and watched the dimple flutter in Beckett’s left cheek as he smiled at her.

      “Easy,” he said with a laugh, catching her before she could fall. “Though I have to say, I’ve always wondered what you’d feel like in my arms.”
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