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SIX MONTHS AGO…

Some might say I’m unethical. Maybe even depraved. But the things I’ve witnessed and the crimes committed against those I love tainted me. Provoked me. Gave birth to the anger and strength blazing through my veins.

I make no apology for it.

Leaning against the wall in the hallway outside my father’s office, I glare at the closed door. Dad is in there right now, completely oblivious to his fate.

Most men look at their fathers and feel protective. Loyal. When I look at mine, I see an unworthy creature made of frail bones and greed. An abomination I want to destroy.

I don’t just want to hurt John Holsten. I want to throw him into the ravine and dump truckloads of earth atop his broken body until his lying goddamn mouth overflows with dirt. I want to hear his pained cries while boulders rain down and crush his organs. I want to see the life drain from his deceitful eyes as the gorge swallows him whole.

This is the exact method my brother and I used last week to murder Rogan Schroeder.

The vest-pocket loan shark was the biggest threat against Conor Cassidy’s life. His network of black-market creditors loaned money to our fathers and demanded repayment with impossible interest rates.

Rogan Schroeder didn’t just want to be repaid. He wanted a piece of Julep Ranch. Specifically, the oil-rich land. My father bowed to his demands, working with him to keep the land owners, Conor and Lorne Cassidy, out of the picture while oil rigs chewed up the property.

The Cassidys will return eventually. Conor, to honor our blood oath. Lorne, when he’s released from prison. Rogan intended to have them murdered the moment they stepped foot on the ranch.

So Jake and I eliminated him.

In doing so, there will be no more contract killers. No more debts. No more threats against the girl I love like a sister.

After Jake and I deal with Dad, Conor will finally be able to live safely at the ranch. Lorne still has a few years to serve in prison, but when he’s free, we’ll be able to welcome him home with open arms.

I drum my fingers against my thigh, listening for my brother’s footsteps, so fucking ready to put this shit behind us.

A few minutes later, he rounds the corner of the hall and strides toward me with a laptop tucked under an arm.

Despite how close we are to getting Conor back, his mood hasn’t improved from the surly, miserable funk he’s been immersed in for the past five years.

Because Conor has a boyfriend. A man she now lives with on her college campus. That revelation is ripping Jake apart, day after day.

“Ready?” His whisper snags, his jaw so tight it doesn’t give.

With a nod, I step toward the office door.

We were raised under a strict code of conduct, to honor our father, his rules, and his privacy. That includes knocking before we enter his quarters.

He lost all honor the moment he put Conor and Lorne in harm’s way. Still, it goes against the grain to open that door without permission.

Jake casts me an irritated glare and swings open the door himself.

“What the—?” Behind the desk, Dad shoves his chair back and causes something to fall at his feet. His hands fly to his lap, his eyes murderous. “Get out!”

I follow Jake in, and we skid to a stop at the sight of the woman rising from the floor behind the desk.

Long black hair and beautiful Native American features, Dad’s girlfriend, Raina, hugs her nude chest.

Fucking great. I share a disgusted look with Jake.

“I said, Get out!” Dad zips his pants, his face crimson with rage and utter disbelief.

Interrupting a blow job is one thing, but we’re blatantly ignoring his booming order. He has no idea how much leverage we hold over him.

“Raina.” Jake approaches the desk without looking at the woman. “Leave us.”

I spot her shirt on the floor and toss it at her.

She catches it, keeping her tits covered with the cloak of her hair. She slips it on without a bra and looks to Dad for permission to leave.

I don’t know what her interest is in him. She’s a stunning woman. At age twenty-two, she’s a year younger than Jake and me. Way too young for a sixty-year-old man.

If she thinks he’s loaded, she’s sorely mistaken. He’s penniless, and after this meeting, he’ll be homeless. Or dead.

“Wait in my bedroom while I deal with this.” Dad waves her away.

She turns and heads out of the office, shoulders square and expression unreadable. She’s been staying at the ranch for the past month and hasn’t so much as met my eyes, let alone spoken to me. Even now, as Jake and I glare holes through her, she doesn’t look at us.

Something feels off about her. Nothing indicates she’s here against her will, but she’s not exactly warm around my father, either. Whatever it is pings at my protective instinct.

“You boys might be grown.” Dad nudges the white Stetson up his angry brow. “But I’m fixing to whoop your asses. You better have a damn good reason for barging in and disobeying me.”

“We do.” Jake sets the laptop on the desk.

While it powers on, I follow Raina into the hall.

“Hold up.” Out of view of the office, I grab her elbow. “Are you in trouble?”

She yanks free and steps back, folding her arms across her chest. “Trouble with whom?”

“You tell me.” I cock my head. “You know the old man is broke, right?”

“You’re sticking your nose where it doesn’t belong.” She pivots in the direction of Dad’s bedroom and strides away. “Stay away from me.”

Well, I tried. Maybe she just has a thing for older men.

With a shudder, I return to the office and close the door behind me.

“What the fuck is this?” Dad glares at the laptop screen, his face paling from furious red to ghost white as realization dawns.

The screen angles away from me, but I hear the video snippets. Captured with hidden cameras over the past couple of years, the recordings serve as evidence against Dad’s criminal activities. His discussions about the hits on Conor and Lorne, meetings with Rogan Schroeder and other dangerous moneylenders, illegal negotiations with Sheriff Fletcher—all of it would put him away for a very long time.

“How did you get this?” Dad’s dark eyes jump between mine and Jake’s.

“You underestimate us.” Jake removes a small camera from the nearby bookcase and rips the wires free.

I’m not a tech guy. Neither is my brother. But Jake found what we needed online and wired an amateur setup. It was easy enough, seeing how Dad still looks at us like we’re kids. Like we’re naive and simple-minded with aspirations that don’t stray from herding cattle.

At least, he did. He’s not looking at us like that now.

His bulging eyes are overly bright, his hands white-knuckling the armrests. “You have no idea what you’ve done.”

“We know Conor and Lorne own the land.” I lower into the chair across the desk from him. “We know if they lived here, they could revoke the Power of Attorney that allows you to drill on land that isn’t yours.” I lean forward. “We know your creditors are dead, your enemies gone.”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

“We know it was you!” Jake slams a fist onto the desk, making Dad jump. “You hired the men who raped and brutalized Conor. You put the hit on her and Lorne.” His face twists with five years of deep-seeded pain. “How could you, Dad? They’re family! And Conor…” His hoarse voice scorches the air. “She’s my entire fucking world, and you took her from me!”

“Calm down, son.” Dad’s breathing accelerates as he discreetly reaches for the desk drawer that holds his pistol. “Just listen for a—”

“Are you going to shoot us?” I direct my eyes toward his wandering hand. “Have you fallen that far?”

“You’re my sons.” A muscle flutters across his jaw, and he abandons the drawer to stare at me like I’ve lost my mind. “I’d put a bullet in my own head before turning a gun on you.”

Maybe so, but just in case, I removed the guns from this room this morning.

“What happened to Conor…” Dad steals a glance at Jake and frowns. “It was supposed to be quick. A quick, painless death—”

Jake launches over the desk, roaring and reaching for Dad’s neck.

I catch my brother around the waist, hauling him back and manhandling him into the chair. “Keep it together.”

Bloodthirst spikes through me, too, but killing our father is a last resort. Jake and I discussed this endlessly. As much as we want him dead and as many men as we already buried, murdering the man who raised us would alter us irreparably. It would make us as fucked-up as he is.

“Look, I’m sorry about Conor and Lorne.” Dad straightens, his deep voice soothing, seemingly trying to temper the confrontation. “I made some bad decisions that put everyone in jeopardy, and in the end, it came down to your lives or the Cassidys. I didn’t have a choice. I would do anything to protect you.”

Eliminating Conor and Lorne may have appeased his enemies and kept them from hurting Jake and me, but it was never a solution. If the old man doesn’t see that now, he never will.

“They’re our closest friends.” I meet his eyes. “Closer than blood. You had no right.”

“Do you know that Dalton beat her in Chicago?” Jake stares at his lap, his hands clenching. “He took out his anger on her for two years.”

Dad’s lips thin, and his head makes a slight shake. “I’m sorry, son.”

“I don’t give a fuck if you’re sorry. I don’t want to hear it.” Jake rises from the chair and paces beside me. “You should’ve told us about the trouble you were in. We could’ve worked through it together.” His voice explodes. “Before you tried to kill my girl!”

“We could’ve helped.” I touch Jake’s arm as he passes, a reminder to keep himself in check, and return my gaze to Dad. “We respected you back then. Loved you. We would’ve worked harder on the ranch, figured out a way to make more money. But instead of coming to us, you took away the two people who mean the most to this family. In one night, you twisted us into the vengeful, bitter men we are today, and we won’t stop until this is finished. I hope you’re proud.”

“What do you mean you won’t stop?” Dad looks at the laptop, at Jake, and back at me, his eyes widening with understanding. “You’re behind the disappearances?” His throat bobs. “You’re the reason my business partners are missing?” He drags a hand down his pallid face, his voice a whisper. “What have you done?”

“We took care of your debts.” I return to the chair and rest a loose fist beneath my chin, watching him. “Rogan Schroeder won’t threaten this family again.”

Dad removes his white Stetson and carefully places it on the desk. “That’s why he didn’t show for our meeting last week.”

Oh, he showed. Jake and I intercepted him a few miles away. The arrogant fuck was alone when we shot out his tires and forced him off the dirt road. His body and pickup truck lay at the bottom of the ravine, buried beneath the very earth he drilled out of the south pasture.

Dad doesn’t need the details. He comprehends enough. It burns in his red-rimmed eyes. “You don’t know who Rogan Schroeder is, do you?”

“A criminal loan shark intent on taking this land.”

A hollow laugh bursts from his chest. “I suppose I owe you a thank you?”

“You owe us more than that.” Jake glances at the clock on the wall. “Our lawyer will be here any minute.”

“A lawyer for what?” Dad peeks at the desk drawer again, eyes wild. “You boys think you’re going to turn me in?”

“No, you worthless piece of shit.” I angle forward and let my expression convey the lethal conviction of my words. “You’re going to sign over ownership of the cattle operation and all assets on the property to us. Then you’re going to take your whore and disappear. Quietly. Permanently.”

“Or what?”

“Or you stop breathing.” I shrug.

“You’re threatening me?” He rises with a wide stance and swipes a hand across the desk, crashing computer equipment to the floor. “I’m your father!”

“That’s the only reason we’re giving you the option to live.” I remain seated, unmoved by his posturing.

A knock sounds at the front door, and Jake steps out of the office to greet the lawyer.

“I won’t agree to this.” Dad snarls at me. “The cattle business is all I have left.”

A business he acquired from my mother and ran into the ground after her death. He never deserved Julep Ranch.

“If you don’t sign the papers and leave town, I will kill you.” My tone doesn’t waver, my eye contact steady and brutally honest. “I’ll disembowel you just to see how long you live without your toxic insides. The truth is, Dad, I would enjoy it. And why is that? Did I inherit that sickness from you?”

“No.” A clammy sheen shines on his brow, and he slumps into the chair, studying my expression as horror strains his own. “I’ve never killed anyone.”

“That’s right. You hire out the dirty work. Because you don’t have the stomach for it. Because you’re a weak, pathetic old man.”

His jaw tightens, and his eyes grow cold.

I’m baiting him. Mostly, I want to see if he has what it takes to reach for the gun that no longer sits in that drawer. But I already know he won’t. He didn’t have the balls to kill Conor and Lorne himself, and he certainly doesn’t have it in him to kill his own sons.

Jake returns with the business attorney, and the room coils with silent tension. As papers are laid out with signature boxes marked with tabs, Dad stares at the documents, his eyes swirling with resentment and conflict.

I slide a pen across the desk. “What we’re offering is more than you deserve. Sign the fucking papers.”

“The business is steeped in debt. It won’t make you rich, boy.”

“This isn’t about money. It’s about taking what rightfully belongs to us and making sure you lose everything our mother built. As far as revenge goes, this is trivial.”

“If I sign,” he says, his voice lowering with waning resistance, “you’ll let this go?”

“Yes. We’ll let you go. Gladly.”

He snatches the pen and angrily scrawls his signature, one page after another without reading the terms. “I don’t want to lose you boys.”

“You already have.” Jake gathers the signed paperwork and hands it off to the quiet, middle-aged lawyer. “I’ll walk you out.”

He leaves me alone with Dad again, putting a helluva lot of trust in me that I won’t kill him. Or maybe he’s hoping I’ll do exactly that.

“I want you and Raina gone by nightfall.” I glance at the position of the sun beyond the office window. “You have three hours to gather your shit.”

It feels weird standing on this side of a confrontation with him. Giving orders rather than receiving them. It’s empowering.

“It doesn’t have to be like this.” Dad scans the office, his usual dominant demeanor weakening by the second. “Let me stay. I’ll pull my weight on the ranch and make it up to you.”

He looks tired, a defeated old man who long ago exhausted his sixty years. He still has his hair—thick and dark, peppered with silver. He’s still physically fit, strong limbs and a sturdy build. Except for his gut, which extends past his belt buckle from years of laziness and self-indulgence. Maybe his appearance hasn’t changed much, but I see him differently now. He no longer holds power over me, and he knows it.

“We’re five years past amnesty.” I stand and head toward the door, lingering on the threshold. “If you turn us in for crimes you believe we committed, we’ll kill you. If you harm a hair on Conor’s head, we’ll kill you. If you kill us, the evidence we hold against you will be delivered to people we trust. People on the right side of the law who would love to put you and Sheriff Fletcher behind bars for the rest of your miserable lives.”

Lorne has access to every piece of evidence we hold and can do a hellacious amount of damage with it from prison.

“I pity you.” Dad rises from the chair and circles the desk, his posture relaxed and nonthreatening. “You think you’re smarter than me? A better man? Yet you’re willing to kill your own flesh and blood. That makes you truly evil.”

The fact that I’m letting him live proves him wrong. But there’s an iota of truth in his statement. A man cannot be good unless he possesses the capacity to be evil. Decency is a choice. It’s being tempted by hatred and following a different path no matter how difficult. It’s looking inward with a magnifying glass and acknowledging the flaws and weaknesses in one’s character.

It’s the terrible ache for revenge and choosing to let it go.

“We’re showing you mercy.” I grip the door frame, giving him my back. “Don’t squander it. You have three hours to disappear.”

I leave him there to regret his consequences. Or to make more mistakes. Whatever happens next is up to him.

Walking from one end of our eight-thousand-square-foot estate to the other, I enter the Cassidy wing. Jake completely renovated this space with his bare hands. He rebuilt it for him and Conor, knowing full well he may have lost her for good.

I find him in the master suite, staring at the mural that represents the horse impressionist paintings Conor collected as a child.

“Will he give us trouble?” Jake asks, without moving his eyes from the wall.

“Not sure.” I lower onto the bed behind him. “He knows we did him a favor by erasing his debts, and he gains nothing by going after us.”

“Except revenge.”

“Maybe. But I think he’s too tired to take us on. He’s not the same man who raised us.”

“We’re not the same, either.” He reaches out and traces a brush stroke along one of the painted stallions. “I used to be worthy of Conor. I was a proud, dependable man with a lot to offer her. But not anymore. Even if she returns—”

“You’re still that man, Jake. And she will return.”

“For the blood oath. She won’t come back for me. Not that I blame her. I chased her away, as effectively as possible. And now… If she’s happy with that fucking professor…” His shoulders tense, and he grips his brow as if in pain. “If she’s truly happy, I won’t interfere. I’ve caused her enough heartbreak.”

“Will you tell her about that night in the barn?”

“I’ll tell her everything. She deserves to know.”

My lovesick brother waited years to have sex, just so he could give her his virginity. Since it was anonymous, in the darkness of an abandoned barn, Conor doesn’t know it was him. He gave himself to her, and she thinks she had sex with a stranger. He won’t admit it, but I know that hurts him more than anything.

He lowers his arms, flexing his hands at his sides. Then he slides down the wall and pulls his knees to his brow.

Every tense inch of him radiates misery and loneliness. He’s been watching Conor from afar for the past few years. The moment she began dating Miles York, Jake lost parts of himself he’ll never get back.

He started fucking a lot of women, night after night, treating them in ways I didn’t think he was capable. He used them to channel his rage. His grief. But it only heightened his guilt over the wrongs that were done to Conor.

Over the past month, he’s returned to celibacy, and frankly, it makes him unbearable to be around.

“You need to go out and get laid.” I rise from the bed and approach him slowly.

“I can’t.” He removes his hat and tilts his head back against the wall, revealing the dampness in his eyes. “I miss her so fucking much she’s all I see.”

“I miss her, too.” I sit beside him and stare at the leather cuff on his wrist. He hasn’t removed it since Conor left it for him on her eighteenth birthday.

I don’t have a sister, but she fills that space. The ranch is dull and meaningless without her.

Now that Dad and Rogan Schroeder are dealt with, Jake could bring her home. He could drive to OSU this very minute and force her back to the ranch. Screaming and kicking, if necessary. But he won’t. He would never disrupt the life she’s built for herself. Not if she’s happy.

“I asked the private investigator to tail her boyfriend.” Jake rubs a thumb over the leather cuff. “If he finds anything that Conor wouldn’t approve of…”

“All bets are off.”

“Damn straight.”

We ebb into a span of silent minutes, lost in our thoughts. I wonder if Dad is packing. I wonder if he was a better man when our mother married him. I wonder what she would think about the choices Jake and I have made.

Jake cuts his eyes at me. “When are you going to scoop out your heart for a woman? You’re missing out on a lifetime of pain.”

“Well, when you put it like that…”

“The happiness that comes before the hurt is the best feeling in the world.” He closes his eyes, his whisper riding on a shredded breath. “It’s worth it.”

“I’m all for self-destruction. I just haven’t found my own Conor to lay it all on the line for.”

“She’s one of a kind.” His lips pull into a sad smile. “I was a lucky son of a bitch. I still am. I had her for sixteen years.”

During those years, I had a front row seat to the evolving relationship between him and Conor. I watched in awe and envy as their love forged into something legendary. Something so bright and powerful it eclipsed everything around them.

Jake’s a good guy, but Conor Cassidy sets the bar. I’ve been with countless women, and no one comes close to the contagious passion and soulful strength that Conor possesses. I suspect no one ever will.

Fuck it all if I find that person. I’ll latch on so tightly she won’t stand a chance.

I’ll move mountains.

Stake my claim.

Piss all over my territory.

Rearrange my entire existence until we buckle together beneath the intensity.

I want what Jake had with Conor. I fucking crave it.

He and I might be different in many ways, but we share one thing in common.

We don’t just love.

We love hard, with every bone, sinew, and breath in our bodies.
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The Big Sugar is the biggest bar in Sandbank, Oklahoma. Actually, it’s the only bar in this godforsaken town. I don’t belong here, and every boot-scuffing, flannel-wearing redneck in the joint knows it.

These people have a deafening way of judging and accusing without opening their mouths. They watch me without staring. Avoid me without moving out of the way. Insult me without uttering a sound from the pinched lines of their lips.

To say I’m not welcome here is an understatement.

Do they give all out-of-towners the same treatment? Or just the ones wearing ill-chosen high heels to a bar littered with peanut shells?

I teeter over the mess on the floor, certain I’ll break an ankle. When I sink onto the first available stool at the counter, I heave a sigh of relief.

The bartender ignores me. Just as well. I don’t drink when I’m working.

I call it work. This assignment is officially unofficial.

In Chicago, I write for a few beauty and fashion columns under different pen names. Horribly boring and uneventful, but it pays the bills. Or rather, it paid.

I lost those jobs. Over the past six months, I lost everything. Which is why I’m here. Trying to put my life back together.

Jake and Jarret Holsten are going to help me with that. But first, I need to run into them. Make it look like a fluke encounter. They would be more likely to divulge personal information during a casual conversation than if I knocked on their door and demanded answers.

“Excuse me.” I tap the shoulder of the thirty-something brunette beside me. When she turns, I plaster on my warmest smile. “Hey, there.”

She squints at my silk button-up, starched black trousers, and cute red pumps. “You’re not from around here.”

“I get the feeling that’s a curse in this town, as if I’m bringing in an infectious disease or something. I swear I’m current on all my shots.”

I laugh. She doesn’t.

Where’s the southern hospitality I always heard about? Maybe I need to wander farther south for that.

“I was wondering…” I pat down the unruly curls around my shoulders. “Do you happen to know the Holsten family? There are two sons—”

“The twins?” Mascara clumps in the slits of her eyes. “What of them?”

The only photo I found of them was a grainy black-and-white snapshot in the newspaper. I had to visit the local library to dig up that one, and I still don’t have a clear idea what they look like.

“Do you know where they hang out?” What I really want to ask is if they’re here in the bar tonight, but I don’t want to look stupid.

“I don’t know who you are or where you come from, but your interest in those boys is a waste of time. They ain’t friendly with outsiders.”

“I just need a few minutes—”

“No single gal wants just a few minutes with them.” She scowls at my ringless left hand and lifts her chin. “I hear Jake is off the market, but don’t go getting your hopes up about Jarret. He’ll settle down with one of our own before he marries the likes of you.”

“Marriage?”

“He won’t take kindly to you asking about them, neither.”

I can’t even wrap my mind around this conversation.

Her eyes dart to the front entryway, and a hitch cuts her breath.

I follow her line of sight and stifle my own gasp.

Good God Almighty. Cowboys do nothing for me, but the two men who just strolled in redefine my preconceived notions of rugged ranchers.

Maybe I’ve watched too many old westerns, but I expected sweat-soaked dirt rings around the collar, unwashed and overlong hair, iconic mustaches, and rotten teeth. Most of the guys in this bar fit that description. But not these two.

They’re definitely twins, but not identical. One has a narrower face, paler eyes, and a darker hairline beneath the wide brim of his hat. His almost-smile is far more personable than the almost-scowl the other one wears. He exudes charisma, which makes him the most attractive of the two.

And the most dangerous.

Finely-honed brawn bunches and contracts as they move through the bar. Sculpted biceps and pectorals, flat stomachs, and powerful thighs—they’re built the same, as if carved from a single hunk of testosterone-infused stone.

Golden complexions. Six-foot-and-several-intimidating-inches tall. Clean-shaved faces. Squared jaw lines. Broad, sloping shoulders. Well-worn denim encases well-endowed packages that draw the eye. There’s so much to take in.

Holy hell, I’m staring, and I can’t stop.

It isn’t just their hotter-than-hot surface area that compels me. There’s an air about them, a confidence, an authoritative intensity that grabs a woman by the ovaries and reduces her to her most primitive core. It’s the same instinct that drives females of any species to mate with the strongest male, to birth the fittest, most viable offspring.

Jesus. I’m not even interested in that. I’m so fucking done with men, especially the good-looking ones. Yet here I am, slurping back drool as it leaks from my gaping mouth.

I’m here for the Holsten twins, to learn about them, and hopefully, to get answers. If I wasn’t already certain I found them, the petite redhead between them would be a dead giveaway.

Conor Cassidy.

One doesn’t need to be a journalist to know her story. A simple online search on Sandbank brings up dozens of results related to the brutal attack on her six years ago. What the articles don’t mention is the Holsten family’s involvement that night.

I didn’t expect her to be in town. Last time I checked, she was still at OSU. I certainly didn’t expect to see her all cozy with the family who caused her so much pain.

The one with the darker eyes and the arm hooked around her shoulders must be Jake. Rumor has it they were the sweethearts of Sandbank, right up until the attack.

Her brother, Lorne Cassidy, went to prison for killing the wrong man, and her father moved her to Chicago. To my hometown. She doesn’t have a clue who I am or how we’re connected, and I hope to God I never have to be the person to tell her.

I drag my eyes away from the magnetic trio as they sit around a nearby high-top table. That’s when I notice that every woman in the bar is caught in their spell.

Conor stands out with her outrageous beauty and colorful sleeves of tattoos, but it’s the Holstens who coax the far-away looks beneath the feminine lashes around me. Not to mention, the irritated scowls of their male companions.

Jake and Conor share a few whispered words. Then he makes his way to the bar and orders drinks.

I glance back at the table and find the other brother, Jarret, staring right at me.

Shit. I look away and curse myself for flinching. I won’t be unnerved by him, no matter how goddamn sexy he is.

I force my gaze back to his.

He’s still staring, and the effect that has on me is bizarre. It feels like victory, like I just won a competition against every female in the bar. There are thirty or forty women he can stare at, but he’s looking at me. An unwavering, potent look from the most potent man I’ve ever seen.

I may not be accustomed to this kind of scrutiny, but if I don’t get a grip on my headspace—and other hungrier spaces inside me—he’ll eat me alive before I spit out two words.

Conor speaks to him, and he touches her hand on her lap, keeping his eyes on me.

That stare… Fuck me, it’s too much. I turn my focus to Jake at the counter. He would be easier to approach. He hasn’t glanced at me or any other woman since he walked in here.

I slide a hand over my hair, pressing down the blond disaster. The humidity is a nightmare on natural curls. I hate the frizz when it’s this long. I hate it more when it’s short. I really hate that I can’t stop touching the tangles when I’m anxious.

The bartender turns toward Jake with his beers, and I dare another peek at Jarret.

He’s still watching me.

Damn. There’s nothing discreet about him, and now that he’s caught me looking multiple times, I might as well get on with this.

I rise from the stool, and he drags his tongue along his lip, speaking to Conor. He laughs at something she says and sobers when he realizes I’m heading his way.

That’s right, Jarret Holsten. I’m not as shy as I look.

He might be intimidating as all hell, but I’m not leaving town until I get what I came for.

As I cross the room, the damn peanut shells make it difficult to navigate on heels. First thing tomorrow, I’ll find a second-hand clothing store and replace my shoes with something practical.

When I reach the table, Jake slips past me and settles next to Conor.

“Um… Hi.” Oh God, I sound like an idiot. I hook a thumb under the purse strap on my shoulder and strengthen my voice. “You’re the Holsten twins, right?”

“Yup.” Jarret drinks from his beer and rudely stares at my chest.

Conor kicks him under the table. “Women don’t like to be leered at.”

She would know. Her beauty is really something to behold. I bet she gets ogled and catcalled everywhere she goes.

I tip my head at her in thanks. “You must be Conor Cassidy.”

Jake gives me direct eye contact for the first time. “And you are?”

“Maybe.”

“Maybe?” Jarret wings up a brow. “That’s your name?”

It’s not a name at all, but no one bothered to tell my mother that.

“Yeah.” I try to smile, as if I haven’t heard all the Maybe one-liners in existence.

I’ll take that as a Maybe.

Call me…Maybe.

Maybe she’s born with it.

Maybe or Maybe not?

“Maybe Quinn.” I stand taller. “Mind if I sit?”

With a nod, he sets down his beer, flashing a thick red line on his palm. I perch on the stool, trying not to stare at the scar.

“So, Maybe…” Jarret angles closer, his golden eyes poking holes in my bravado. “Which news network do you work for?

My pulse quickens. It’s almost true, but not quite. I came here dressed like a reporter, hoping it would distract my real intentions. Evidently, I’m doing something right. But I don’t want to appear too eager.

“Oh, that’s not…” I school my features. “I’m just passing through.”

That earns me a withering glare from Jake, who calmly says, “The only folks passing through this town are investigative journalists.”

That title is above my pay grade, but he can think what he wants.

I glance down and spot a welted slash on his palm. Weird. They have the same scar?

Without being too obvious, I steal a peek at Conor’s hand as she brushes a strand of hair from her face. Sure enough, another scar. They must’ve cut themselves on purpose? Like in one of those truth-or-dare games kids play?

“Who do you work for, Maybe Quinn?” Jarret tips back his beer, and a swallow slides down the strong column of his throat.

With a feigned sigh, I give him an answer that could be true. “Freelance. I write the story and sell it to the highest bidder.”

I have the credentials to write and sell their dirty laundry. If they’re as corrupt as I’m led to believe, I’ll sell them out in a heartbeat.

“What’s the story?” Conor narrows her eyes with distrust.

“Levi Tibbs is getting released tomorrow.” I yank my hand from my hair, realizing too late I’m fidgeting. “What are you three planning to do about that?”

“What are we planning? Well, we’re going to drink our beers.” Jarret takes a hearty draw from his. “We’ll probably warm up that dance floor. Then I’ll work off some steam in a warm, feisty body.” He checks me out again, a slow journey from north to south. “You’re welcome to join the party. Particularly the last part.”

On another day, in another life, I might’ve considered his offer. The deep rumble of his voice alone makes me feel blissfully warm and dizzy. I’m certain the rest of him would give me the ride of my life.

But my situation doesn’t allow for indulgence. Especially not indulgence with this man.

“I think not.” My tone is short, tolerating no room for argument.

“Then I expect you’ll find your way out of town and back to wherever you came from.”

“I’m gonna dance with my girl.” Jake rises and cants the brim of his hat in my direction. “Ma’am.”

He and Conor vacate the table, leaving me alone with Jarret.

“I’m not going anywhere.” My stomach ripples with nerves, and I press my hands against my lap to keep my fingers out of my hair.

The silent space between us becomes the focal point, hovering like an awkward intruder. Jarret doesn’t strike me as the quiet type. He’s blatantly ignoring me.

“You were there the night Conor was attacked.” I pull in a steady breath. “Yet you were unharmed. Were you in cohorts with Levi Tibbs?”

He moves his eyes slowly, deliberately, locking onto mine with lethal warning.

“Look at her.” He tilts his head toward Conor without shifting his gaze from me.

My pulse stutters as I find her red hair in the crowd of cowboy hats. With her fingers curled around Jake’s neck, she lifts on her toes and whispers to him. As he listens, his hands roam her tiny frame with intimate familiarity.

They’re definitely back together.

“You may not see what I see.” Jarret’s voice yanks my attention back to him. “But you see her, and you know there’s something extraordinary there. Something rare and priceless and worth protecting.” His jaw flexes. “Here’s a free tip for your bullshit story. I love that girl more than life itself. I can’t even fathom playing a part in the brutality inflicted on her that night.”

Crystal-clear sincerity sharpens his tone, his eyes glowing with devastation. I believe him, but I know he’s involved in something. Something illegal. I just don’t know how deep it goes. Yet.

In a blink, he’s off the chair, breaching my personal space with his arms bracketed around me.

“She’s been through more hell than you can comprehend in your privileged existence.” He seethes at my ear. “If you exploit her suffering, I will ruin you.”

“Don’t you dare threaten me.” My blood goes hot, burning my cheeks. “Step the fuck back.”

His pupils swallow the golden hues of his eyes, and his lips stretch into a humorless, wolfish smile.

“You got some fire beneath those prissy clothes.” He returns to his chair.

I thought my clothes made me look professional. I’m either ridiculously transparent or he’s really good at reading people. Unfortunately, I don’t have any casual clothes among the few things left to my name.

“You just met me.” I straighten my spine and meet his gaze head-on. “Yet you condemned me the moment I approached. You don’t know a damn thing about my existence, privileged or otherwise.”

“Fair enough.” He rubs a thumb along his bottom lip, searching my eyes. “Enlighten me.”

“What do you want to know?” I glance at Jake and Conor, where they burn up the dance floor with their eye-fucking, hip-grinding, disgustingly-in-love embrace.

“Which side of the bed do you sleep on?” he asks.

“What?” I whip my head toward him, expecting a taunting smirk.

“You heard me.” He stares at me steadily, dead serious.

Last time I owned a bed, I slept on the right, snuggled up to the man I loved. But that’s an ugly story, not appropriate for current company.

“I don’t have a side,” I say honestly. “You?”

“Same. Where is this bed of yours?”

“Chicago.”

His gaze darts to Conor, eyebrows gathering.

“I know she lived there a few years ago, but it’s a big city.” I chew my lip and give him the truth. “None of you were on my radar until recently.”

“How did you hear about us?”

Since he sees right through me, I won’t lie to him again. So I answer with a non-answer. “I have my ways.”

He continues to watch Conor dance with his brother, and a pinch of envy twinges in my gut. She’s a lucky woman to be cared for so deeply by two protective, insanely attractive men.

“Are you in love with her?” I ask.

His eyes slide to mine, the only part of him that moves. “You’re not very good at your job.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means I’ve been straight with you, and you still don’t get it.” His stony expression chills me to the bone. “I consider her my sister, and I protect what’s mine. It’s time for you to leave.”

“You don’t own this establishment.” I stare him down with the recklessness of a woman who has nothing left to lose. “Good luck kicking me out.”

His silent glare confirms what I already assumed. He doesn’t like me. That bothers me, but I don’t blame him.

I’m a threat.

He rises to his feet and ambles away. Without speaking or casting me a backward glance, he effectively brushes me off.

My stomach sinks. The disappointment is made worse when he joins a table of smiling young women.

I remain seated, easily forgotten and replaced with the flirtatious giggles of his friends. Or potential bed partners. Or whatever those women are to him.

It stings. It shouldn’t, but I’m hypersensitive to being cast away by men. It’s like I’m wearing a sign on my forehead that reads, Not worth the effort.

Not even worth a goodbye.

As much as I want to tuck tail and flee, pride holds me in place through several songs. The music isn’t bad. A little twangy. I like all kinds of genres, especially country pop. The folks in this town would probably roll their eyes at that.

Or so I thought.

Legends by country-pop singer Kelsea Ballerini trickles through the speakers, and the room gravitates toward the dance floor. At the center, Jake and Conor sway in an embrace that entrances the entire bar.

It’s not just the seductive way they dance together. It’s the passion that glows between them, like the rest of the world doesn’t exist, and all they see is each other.

I thought I had that with someone once, and it was pretty amazing. Until it wasn’t.

At the end of the song, Conor steps off the dance floor and heads into the bathroom. A few minutes later, Jake bypasses the line outside the door and shuts them both inside.

Across the room, the woman beside Jarret runs a hand up his thigh.

I’ve seen enough.

I make my way out of the Big Sugar. If Jarret’s aware of my exit, he doesn’t show it. He doesn’t look in my direction once.

No matter. He’ll see me again.

When I reach my ugly old sedan, I move it to an unlit corner of the parking lot and wait.

Jarret said he planned to work off some steam in a warm, feisty body. If that’s the case, he’ll leave with a woman.

Does he have a regular lover? Or does he play the field? If he has a confidant, someone he spends a lot of time with, I might have better luck coaxing information from her.

Thirty minutes later, Jake leads Conor out of the bar. Her smile screams freshly fucked, and following on their heels is Jarret.

He’s alone?

The three of them pile into a big pickup truck, with Jake in the driver’s seat.

It’s only ten in the evening. Traffic on the main street allows me to tail them at a distance without being noticed.

Until they reach a dirt road at the edge of town.

They turn off, kicking up dust and leaving the Sandbank traffic behind. If I follow, they’ll spot me.

I slow the car, creeping along the shoulder until Jake’s truck disappears over a hill. Then I veer onto the dirt road.

Not wanting to catch up with them, I maintain a slow speed until I reach a private drive about a mile up.

I scoped out the route to their ranch earlier today and found a place to bed down for the night. There’s a motel in town, but I didn’t bother checking for vacancy. I can’t afford to stay there.

Overgrown weeds consume the private road, surrounded by the seclusion of thick trees. The tire tracks are from my sedan earlier. Other than me, no one’s driven through here in a long time.

I back in, park the car out of view of the dirt road, and shut off the motor. When I’m ready to sleep, I’ll drive deeper onto the isolated property. There’s a lake back there I can use to wash in.

For now, I’m content to sit here and watch the road for activity. Since Jarret rode to the bar with Jake, it’s possible he went home for his own truck before heading out again.

If that happens, I’ll follow him. I have nothing else to do and nowhere to go. Everything I own is in this car. How’s that for privileged? Jarret would choke on his words if he knew how hard I worked for every penny I earned. And lost.

The large envelope on the passenger seat holds the solution to my homelessness. Once the documents are finalized, I’ll get a piece of my life back.

But money isn’t what brought me to Sandbank. I need to understand what happened. I need answers.

For now, I slide the envelope under the floor mat. From the backseat, I pull out a jar of beets and a bottle of water. Then I roll down the window and eat dinner beneath the soothing chirrup of night critters.

It’s quiet here, so unlike the constant din of a big city. I could live in a place like this, away from the hustle and judgment of people.

There’s nothing left for me in Chicago, and I won’t be returning. I can write articles from anywhere. Hell, I can wait tables or bartend and be happy.

Happiness. I have that to look forward to. Starting over won’t be easy, but I’m stronger this time. Less gullible.
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