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        Monroe Farm, Osage County, Oklahoma

      

      

      Secrets buried in darkness never remained hidden forever. Senator Thomas Monroe loathed to admit the truth in the old adage, but his wife’s pitiful wails echoing down the farmhouse’s small hallway begged to differ.

      He loved her with a passion that bordered on obsession. From the moment he laid eyes on her walking down the capitol steps in Austin, he was enthralled. She wove a spell around his heart, binding them together. She was fresh out of college, and he was twenty years her senior. It didn’t matter. He set out, a man on a mission to win her heart.

      His enemies, and frankly his friends and allies, would be shocked to find his heart had the capability to love at all. They regarded him as a leader who ruled with a heavy hand and a big stick. He was feared by all who followed him, and he liked it that way. It kept everyone in a neat, tidy line.

      He’d never considered Lacy his daughter, and the fact she knew the truth infuriated him. It would be political suicide if the world found out.

      And yet that was the one thing that would alleviate his wife’s pain.

      What a disaster.

      His wife, Geneviève, moaned as if her body suffered a physical ailment. The sound cut him to the core. He rubbed the heel of his hand against his throbbing forehead. He couldn’t concentrate on anything except the memories he thought he’d buried for good.

      He’d almost lost Geneviève when they’d given Lacy to his brother and wife to adopt. She’d fought him tooth and nail every step of the way. She couldn’t understand his reasons for not wanting a child. His greatest fear was losing her, and if they’d kept the child, she inevitably would’ve loved it more than she loved him. He refused to share what he considered his and his alone.

      The day they’d returned to Texas after dropping Lacy off with his brother and wife, she’d slit her wrists and almost bled out before he rescued her. The scars running along both his wife’s wrists still rose thickly in stark relief against her otherwise smooth olive skin. He’d never forget the image of her, half-sunk in the bathtub, surrounded by crimson water.

      It tormented his mind. What if she tried again? With a steely mental force he’d honed and perfected over the years, he shoved the image and troubling thought far from his mind.

      He looked around the cramped kitchen in distaste. He’d been raised in this little piece of God’s hell, and returning to the rundown, shotgun-shanty farmhouse had done nothing to lift his ever-present foul mood.

      The brown porcelain sink under the kitchen window had more chips and stains than he could count. The four-pronged hot and cold knobs would only turn with great force. He shuddered as he glanced at the filth on the floor.

      He couldn’t stand the hovel and wished many times during his childhood that it would burn to the ground. He would’ve danced in the ashes.

      Geoffrey Widdowson, neatly dressed in a ’20’s style, three-piece pinstriped suit sat across from him. The yellowish light of the room reflected off his hair, slicked down with some sort of oil. The man’s unblinking stare unnerved him. He studied him like he was a God-damned circus sideshow.

      He hated the man with his entire being, but he was a necessary evil. The militia men held a healthy fear for the man everyone called Widow which kept them in line. More or less. No one wanted to be on the receiving end of that man’s cruel ministrations.

      Monroe fisted his hands, wanting nothing more than to wipe the smirk off the weasel-faced man. But he had to tread with care. Although Widow worked for him, he didn’t trust the man not to turn on him if the mood struck. Widdowson had garnered his nickname in medical school. He had no idea how the man got it other than the obvious abbreviation. Whatever he’d done must’ve been diabolical.

      “The human spirit is surprisingly easy for me to break,” Widow bragged in a cruel voice. “However, your niece happens to be one of the few people I’ve met with a strong sense of self. I have a few methods in mind I’d like to try on her. It will give me the opportunity I’ve lacked to perfect them.”

      Widow held his gaze with a slight smirk. He gritted his teeth over the snide way the word niece rolled off the man’s forked tongue. By all outward appearances, Widow conveyed a picture of refined grace, but he knew from experience a monster lived inside the man.

      “She will be a challenge,” Widow continued, with a spark igniting his otherwise dull-brown eyes. “If you give me the green light, that is.”

      Another tormented wail reverberated through the thin walls. The sound scorched his veins. Her agony burned him alive from the inside out.

      How had things gotten this far?

      “I want her brought back here at once,” he snapped. “She will pay for my wife’s suffering.”

      “Don’t you mean her mother’s suffering?” Widow taunted.

      His nostrils flared at the man’s blatant disrespect. “Don’t call her that. Geneviève hasn’t been Lacy’s mother in years.”

      “Of course.” Widow acquiesced with a slight dip of his head.

      He shot the man a withering glare. “Just bring Lacy back. And Jace. Take as many men as you need. Are you sure you can find her?”

      Widow raised a brow. “Are you doubting my skills?”

      The tone Widow used raised the little hairs along the back of his neck. “No, of course not,” he demurred.

      “When do you want me to leave?” Widow asked.

      “Tomorrow,” he said, searching both pockets of his slacks for the comforting pack of cigarettes.

      He pulled one out, grabbed the lighter off the table, then lit the tip. Sucking the harsh nicotine into his lungs calmed his rattled nerves. He lifted his head and blew white smoke into the air, wishing he could turn off the thoughts that kept him up at night.

      “Those will put you in an early grave,” Widow commented with a dryness that rivaled a summer desert.

      “I’d be in that grave a lot earlier without them,” he snapped. “They calm my nerves.”

      He pulled a cheap, black plastic ashtray toward him and flicked grey ashes from the cigarette’s tip. He took another long drag into his lungs, enjoying the temporary relief it offered.

      A haunted moan filtered through his brief bliss.

      “Dammit,” he muttered, crushing the cigarette into the ashtray.

      Determination to end his wife’s suffering rushed through him. This had to stop. He pushed back the chair. One of the legs caught on the corner of a broken tile and he stumbled sideways, struggling to keep himself from falling. He scowled at the chair and almost gave in to the urge to throw it across the room. The satisfaction of seeing it break into pieces would only be a temporary relief, so he shoved his irritation aside.

      “Come with me,” he said to Widow. “It’s time to sedate her until she can get herself under control.”

      “As you wish,” Widow said with that ever-present smirk he wanted to smack off his face.

      A knock at the back door drew him up short. His lips turned down and a V formed between his scrunched brows. Who the hell would bother knocking? All his men barreled through like the damn Charge of the Light Brigade. The guards posted there never stopped them. Worthless idiots.

      “Go and deal with Gen. I’ll be there shortly,” he said to Widow.

      Widdowson nodded, and walked down the hall with a casual, unhurried gait.

      Monroe pivoted on his heel, strode to the door, and flung it open.

      His eyes widened. Well, shit. If this wasn’t the icing on the cake. Struck momentarily speechless, he stood in the doorway with his jaw dragging the floor. Texas Governor, William Fallon Sr., stared back at him briefcase in hand.

      “Hello, Thomas.”

      This had catastrophic written all over it. Why the hell was he here?

      With a resigned sigh, he motioned the governor inside then returned to his seat at the table. The governor pulled out the chair across from him. The legs screeched along the old linoleum tile, causing his temples to pound.

      Governor Fallon began organizing a stack of papers. He shifted in his seat. The unexpected visit had him teetering on a cliff’s edge. Geneviève’s heart-wrenching sobs filtered through her closed bedroom door, pushing him that much closer into a free fall.

      “We have a problem,” Governor Fallon said, tone low and ominous. “A big one.”

      Concentrating was tough, but he forced his mind on the governor’s words. The bombardment of conflict over the recent weeks weakened his iron-fisted ability to control his emotions.

      The problem must be huge because Fallon looked ready to crack like plaster from a wall. The skittish man jolted as a gust of wind rattled the kitchen window. He raked a shaky hand through his thinning hair.

      Placing his elbows on the table, he leaned forward. “Go on.”

      “The president just signed an agreement with the North Atlantic Treaty Organization. He’s secured their support.”

      The ever-present frown on his face deepened. “What kind of agreement?”

      “As you know, NATO has access to unlimited military resources, and they’ve agreed to wipe out any opposition to the president. That means us,” Fallon stressed, unable to keep the tremor from his voice.

      As if Monroe needed the reminder.

      Clearly the governor’s delicate constitution wasn’t built for the harsh realities of politics. Sharks with sharp teeth and an insatiable appetite for the weak lurked in political waters. The evidence the president knew how to play hard ball was obvious with the NATO curve ball he’d thrown at them.

      “What did the president give them in exchange?” Monroe asked.

      Fallon’s mouth puckered in distaste. “The president has agreed to make the Euro dollar the official currency once the new government has been set up.”

      Monroe blew a breath through pursed lips. “One step closer to World Order.”

      “The World Bank is backing the president. He plans to start releasing important people from the work camps to rebuild the economy.”

      The news lit his fuse, and he released a string of harsh curse words.

      Damn Manuel Nieto. If the man had kept his word and sent the army he already paid for, none of this would be an issue. As it was, he still needed a strong army backing his play to take over the country. Without Nieto’s support, his plans would fizzle like dying embers in a fireplace grate.

      He felt his blood pressure rise as tension flooded his head. He lacked one state in his endeavor to control the southwest part of the United States. Jace bungled the New Mexico mission, thus destroying any chance at using the southwest as a bargaining chip.

      Manuel Nieto, a Mexican drug lord and human trafficker, wanted control of the United States southwest. He detested getting his hands dirty dealing with the man, but Nieto had control over the Mexican army. An army that could help him destroy all the president’s militias combined.

      With that army, he’d sweep in and take control of the country, rebuilding it according to the founding fathers. Contrary to the current leader’s belief that the founding father’s ideas were outdated and unrealistic, he knew without a doubt if they didn’t return to those beliefs, the country would be lost.

      New Mexico’s governor, Mira Deschene, had disappeared like a phantom in the night, only to return with reinforcements from the Navajo Nation. Her line of defense at every border crossing into the state of New Mexico was impressive. It would take men he couldn’t afford to lose to penetrate her stronghold.

      It would take military aid only Mexico could provide, and Nieto was the key to gaining those reinforcements.

      “Well?” the governor demanded, nostrils flaring. “What are we going to do?”

      Monroe tapped a finger on the kitchen table. Another keening cry filtered down the hall. He was losing patience fast. Fallon shifted his gaze to the kitchen entryway, a question in his eyes.

      “Will you excuse me, Governor? I’ll just be a minute.”

      “Go ahead,” Fallon said, waving a hand. “Our entire plan hangs in the balance, but family first.”

      The dig stuck. “I’ll thank you to keep your opinions to yourself.”

      He strode to his wife’s room without waiting for a retort. The governor could go to hell. He didn’t need the man anymore. He could take the state of Texas away from him with a snap of his fingers.

      He opened the bedroom door and knelt at his wife’s bedside. Low light from the tiny hurricane lamp on the dresser barely lit her taut, withdrawn face. The enclosed room seemed heavy, depressing. Muggy air hung like starched sheets on a still day, stifling his breath. He grasped her hand, rubbing his thumb in slow circles against her wrist. She quieted. Tears from red-rimmed, swollen eyes trickled down her cheeks.

      “I’ll never see my baby again,” she sniffled. “She hates me.”

      “She doesn’t hate you, Gen,” Monroe soothed, voice soft and hushed.

      “Yes, she does,” Geneviève lamented.

      Widow walked in moments later.  Frustrated, he rose and whirled on the man.

      “I told you to sedate her,” he seethed. “The Texas governor is here. He heard her for Christ’s sake.”

      Widow gave a slight mocking bow. “I will increase her dosage.”

      “No,” she whimpered. “Not another shot. Please, Tommy.”

      He ran a loving hand across Geneviève’s forehead, ignoring her plea. “I’ll be back soon,” he promised, then walked out the door without a glance in Widdowson’s direction.

      The governor had refilled his coffee cup and sat back at the table, slurping the hot liquid slowly. The sound reminded him of a kid sucking up every drop of a milkshake through a large straw. He raised a brow.

      The man’s uncouth demeanor struck a familiar chord. Like father, like son. His assistant, William, was Governor Fallon’s son, and the boy carried himself in the same boorish manner. Despite the time of day, the twenty-something young man always looked as if he’d just rolled out of bed. He did this with a consistency that stood in direct juxtaposition to his work ethic. Both father and son disgusted him, but he set his personal feelings aside.

      Fallon straightened and gave him a pointed look.

      “I think,” Monroe started slowly, “I’ll try to meet with Nieto again. Maybe we can salvage the situation. He has the gold.”

      “And if you can’t salvage the situation?” Fallon queried, looking doubtful.

      His chest tightened at the thought of failure, and he rubbed the heel of his hand against it. “I don’t know.”

      “We could get a special ops team together,” Fallon mused. “Take out the president. Cut the head off the snake.”

      He shook his head. “That’s a suicide mission and you know it. Any team we send will come back in pine boxes. The president is too protected. We’ve been over this idea and rejected it.”

      “Perhaps. But it’s worth a try. It may be the only move we have left,” Fallon reasoned.

      It seemed the man held no concern for the men they’d send. Expendable. That’s what they were to him. Not that he particularly cared one way or another whether a special ops team made it home safely. But why waste time and resources on a fool’s errand? He bet Fallon would change his tune if his son was chosen to be on the special ops team to take out the president.  Not that it would ever be an option. The guy wasn’t qualified to flip burgers at McDonalds.

      Monroe pulled a chair from the kitchen table. The coffee he’d drank earlier that morning churned in his stomach. He stifled the belch rolling up his throat. He needed to wrap up this conversation and get back to his wife.

      “Get a meeting set up with Nieto,” Monroe said.

      The Texas governor nodded his head. The tip of his pen scratched along the small notepad he’d retrieved from his shirt pocket as he took notes.

      “Let’s hope he’s cooled down enough to meet.”

      Even as he said the words, he knew it was unlikely Nieto would be in a mood to negotiate. He’d held his son, Raul, thinking he’d be added leverage. It backfired, and in the end Raul had been shot when Lacy escaped from Nieto’s clutches.

      Lacy’s brother, AJ, and his own personal pilot, Bryan, had gone to Mexico City and rescued her. He felt an odd pang of guilt but quickly shoved it away. He’d placed Lacy in a precarious situation when he’d sent her to Nieto with his payment for an army. So what if she was his daughter? She’d been a useful tool. Nothing more.

      “I’ll suggest meeting in Laredo. He has a lot of colleagues in the area,” Fallon said.

      He waved a hand in agreement, not bothering to voice the cutting retort burning his tongue. Nieto’s colleagues, as the governor delicately put it, were nothing more than corrupt businessmen and priests who helped him traffic drugs and girls.

      He might’ve been labeled heartless, ruthless even, but he always tried to stay on the right side of the law. Most of the time he succeeded.

      Fallon pocketed the notepad and pen, glancing around the empty room. Fear bloomed in his eyes as he faced the senator.

      “Look, Thomas, we’re in real danger here.”

      Fallon cast a glance over his shoulder as if he expected an assassin to jump from the shadows and stab him.

      He sighed through his nose, wondering if he could have another cigarette. He tried not to chain smoke, but in these circumstances, it was damn hard. Fallon needed to grow a spine.

      “Take two of my men as bodyguards if it will make you feel better,” he conceded with a slight eye roll.

      Fallon set his empty coffee cup on the table with a thunk. “Thank you. It will. Watch your back, Thomas. The president considers you his biggest threat,” he warned.

      The president was too smart to come after him. Neither of them had resources to spare for that sort of endeavor—yet. If the president did have NATO backing him, those reinforcements would be astronomical compared to his small militia.

      “If that’s all?” Monroe asked with a raised brow.

      He’d heard enough and tired of the man’s company. He needed to check on Geneviève.

      Fallon rose, gave Monroe a hard stare, then left without another word. He’d probably choose two of his best militia men, but if that was the price to get the man off his property, he’d pay it with a smile.

      He sat for a moment longer, thinking again of Lacy. She was the cause of his wife’s pain. He had no idea where she’d gone but finding her wouldn’t be a problem. He could send Widdowson after her. The man had the tracking skills of a bloodhound. Her parting words filtered back to him.

      “I want to get as far away from the both of you as possible. And if you ever try to find me again, I’ll kill you.”

      He let out a dark chuckle. She could certainly try. Widdowson would find her and bring her back to him. She would make things right with his wife—or she’d never see Jace again.
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      Lacy walked down the beach hand-in-hand with Jace. Soft, gritty sand squished between her toes only to be washed away by the breaking surf. The air, saturated with salt and seaweed, tickled her nose, and blew the hair off her damp shoulders. Simple pleasure slipped through her. Feeling the sand and sun against her body, mostly recovered from the recent trauma, gave her a modicum of peace. She cherished Jace’s hand wrapped around hers. Miracles might not fall from the sky, but the gods had gifted them both a second chance.

      A flirtatious smile lit her face as she looked up at him. “Are you sure we have to go?”

      He’d announced that morning he was ready to move on as they shared a can of fruit cocktail scrounged from the kitchen pantry. They’d found a deserted beach house to stay in when they arrived at Coronado Beach a few weeks earlier and she’d grown attached to it. The skylight above the bathtub was her favorite thing. She’d miss time spent with Jace in that bathtub. The thought heated her skin.

      She inched closer to him until her hip bumped his. His cobalt eyes twinkled as they met hers and he laughed softly.

      “We could stay in bed all day,” she continued, wagging her eyebrows at him.

      He stopped and gathered her in his arms. “Having second thoughts about finding a preacher?”

      His tentative question drew her up short. Why would he doubt her now after all they’d endured?

      The week they’d spent apart had been the worst time of her life. Manuel Nieto had taken her prisoner when he found out her uncle, Thomas Monroe, had prevented his son from returning home to Mexico City. She’d been on one of her uncle’s missions, delivering a payment to Nieto to secure an army. Her uncle wanted control of the United States and had proven he’d stop at nothing until he achieved his goal. Nieto and the vast trained-in-warfare soldiers to which he had access, were to join Monroe’s small band of militia men.

      She could still smell the stench of the small underground cell. She’d killed Nieto’s man, Miguel, while trying to escape. It hadn’t worked, of course.

      The odds of escaping Nieto’s human trafficking ring had been staggering. But Bryan and her brother, AJ, had swept in and stolen her and Willow right out from under his nose. Willow’s cell had been next to hers in that underground hell. They became fast friends and when Bryan and her brother came to her rescue, Willow escaped with them.

      It would take a lot of time to bury those memories.

      She craned her neck to look up at him. “God, no. I’m ready. I’m all yours.”

      He grinned, showing off the dimple in his cheek.

      She swiveled to face the ocean. “There is a reason I’m not ready to go just yet.”

      She said the words with quiet conviction. The wind blew around them, causing fine grains of sand to skate across the dunes. Beach grass rustled in response, and the raucous call of sea gulls pierced her ears. Jace was silent a beat too long, and she wondered if he’d heard her. Then, he placed his warm hands on her sunburned shoulders and turned her back to face him.

      Concern formed lines between his eyes. She reached up and gently rubbed them with her thumb. She didn’t want to be a cause of worry for him. Still, he said nothing, just waited for her to continue.

      She dropped her hand and sighed. “It’s just . . . I’m not ready to see my parents, Jace. I can’t. Not right now.”

      Understanding lit his eyes and something akin to pity radiated from them. She stepped back, and his hands fell from her shoulders. She didn’t want his pity. She’d rather not face the fact that Emmett and Lila were not her birth parents. God, that was a bitter pill to swallow. Added to that misery was the information her uncle, Thomas Monroe, and his wife Geneviève, were her true biological parents. The evil uncle who’d led her straight into Nieto’s trap. How could he do that to his own daughter?

      “Don’t look at me like that.”

      She sounded defeated, pathetic, and hated it.

      His lips tipped in a bemused half-smile. “Like what?”

      She frowned. “I don’t want your pity.”

      He sighed. “I don’t pity you, sweetheart. You’re the one wallowing in self-pity. Don’t project your own feelings onto me.”

      Her chest rose and fell in rapid succession, eyes snapping. “They should’ve told me.”

      “Yeah, they should’ve. But they didn’t. Can you really blame them?”

      “Yes, I can!” she shouted. “Did they honestly think I’d never find out?”

      “They probably hoped you wouldn’t. What good has it done?” He raked a hand through his wind-blown hair. “These are the questions you need to ask them. You can speculate or have your questions answered. It’s up to you.”

      Her shoulders fell, and as she blew out a breath, some of her anger leaked out. Her chest ached, and she absently rubbed it with the heel of her hand.

      “You’re still the same person, Lace. Don’t lose sight of that. Your mom and dad love you.”

      They did, she allowed herself to admit. They’d given her everything they could, treated her no differently than AJ. She found no fault in how they raised her.

      Her dad would go ballistic when he found out everything that’d happened to her, everything his brother had done. Maybe keeping the truth from her was their way of protecting her. Protecting her from her uncle.

      “You can’t avoid or run from the truth,” he continued quietly. “You never run or hide from a problem. It’s not your nature.”

      “There’s always a first,” she muttered, eyes downcast.

      “You won’t have peace until you sort this out,” he said, wrapping his tanned, muscled arms around her.

      She lifted her head and allowed herself to relax into his embrace.

      Her eyes locked on his. “Yeah, okay, but will you stay with me? I need you.”

      His thumb swiped a tear running down her cheek. “As you wish.”

      She laughed at the famous line from The Princess Bride. She’d been obsessed with that movie as a kid and used the line to answer every question. It drove her mom and dad crazy. The thought shot a pain through her chest.

      “You remember that?” she asked, a little floored he remembered.

      “I’ve always wanted to be your Westley,” he told her softly.

      She studied him with solemn intent. “I wish I’d known.”

      “I was following what your mom wanted at the time. And she was right,” he said, giving her a wink. “I don’t know if I could’ve kept my hands off you.”

      Heat raced up her neck and desire pooled in her lower stomach. “Same.”

      Her mother’s keen eye had observed Jace’s interest, and because Lacy was three years younger, her mom had asked him to wait to pursue her. Jace honored her mother’s wishes, giving her time to grow up.

      He cocked a brow. “Do you like my hands on you?”

      A shiver raced down her spine in response to his low, raspy tone. A fire lit under her skin as he trailed a feather-light finger from her shoulder to her elbow. She pressed her body closer to his, running both hands up his bare, muscled chest.

      He tipped her chin and their eyes tangled. “Do you?”

      “Yes,” she whispered, concentrating on the rock-hard muscle under her fingertips.

      His bright eyes searched hers. She didn’t know what he was looking for, but whatever he saw caused his lips to turn down.

      “I want to kill Nieto for putting his hands on you,” he said harshly.

      She tore her eyes away from his. “I never said⁠—”

      He cut her off, but his voice softened. “You didn’t have to. I know you, sweetheart. You can’t hide things from me. You have to tell me the truth, even if it hurts.”

      “He didn’t rape me,” she murmured.

      “But he put his hands on you. He tried. Didn’t he?” he pressed.

      She stiffened but nodded in affirmation. “He tried. I was running out of time. If AJ and Bryan hadn’t shown up when they did . . .” she trailed off.

      “He would’ve succeeded,” he surmised.

      “No,” she denied. “He wouldn’t have.”

      His eyes narrowed. “What are you not telling me?”

      “Nothing,” she said, trying to step out of his embrace.

      His arms tightened around her waist. “Don’t run. Just tell me.”

      His words to her the day her uncle separated them at the border ran through her head. Stay safe, stay alive.

      She sucked in a sharp breath. “I would’ve broken the promise I made to you the day we were separated. I wouldn’t have survived another rape. I would’ve found a way to . . . to kill myself.”

      He pressed her head to his chest. And held her. His heart thundered furiously under her ear.

      The wind continued to drive the surf to the shore, blasting tiny grains of sand against their bare legs. Sandpipers dove toward the water, searching for their supper.

      “You don’t get to leave me,” he rasped, threading his fingers through her hair. His hand around her waist tightened. “Not under any circumstances. Got it?”

      Comforted, she leaned into him and sighed. “As you wish.”
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      AJ leaned against the bedroom door, staring at his friend, Bryan.

      “What’s going on?” Bryan demanded.

      “I don’t think we can leave yet,” AJ said, voice low and thoughtful.

      Morning sunshine poured into the room from the dormer window that looked out over the Sinclair’s front lawn. It highlighted deep lines around Bryan’s droopy eyelids. He hadn’t expected Bryan back from Oklahoma so soon, but it was damn good to see him.

      “Why can’t we leave yet?” Bryan asked, scrubbing a hand over his face.

      “Did you drive all night?” he asked, ignoring his friend’s question.

      “Yeah.” Bryan gave him a concerned look. “How do you feel?”

      The gunshot wound he’d sustained while rescuing his sister, Lacy, from Nieto burned like wildfire. His chest felt as if it had been through a baling press. It crackled and popped with every breath. The swelling in his lower leg from the scorpion sting he’d gotten while lying in the sand, staking out Nieto’s home, felt like it had a heartbeat of its own.

      The harrowing escape from the human trafficker in Mexico City had nearly cost him his life. But it was worth it. His sister, back in the arms of his best friend, Jace Cooper, was safe. And hopefully happy.

      They’d rescued Willow Sinclair, who’d been held captive with Lacy, as well. Recuperating in her home proved challenging because of his intense attraction to her. That was part of the reason he didn’t want to leave.

      But her boyfriend, Scott, had him worried. He couldn’t put a pin on it, but there was something about the guy that just sketched him out, and he had a niggling feeling Scott had something to do with Willow’s abduction.

      “I’m fine,” he answered, brushing off Bryan’s concern with a slight hand wave.

      “Why are we sticking around? I’ve got places to go, people to see,” Bryan quipped with a smirk.

      “Sure you do,” he tossed back.

      “Come on,” Bryan urged. “Let’s blow this stand.”

      He sighed. “I don’t think I can. Willow’s boyfriend is sketchy as hell. I think he might’ve had something to do with her abduction.”

      Bryan’s nose scrunched. “Woah. That little skeevy guy downstairs with the weird hair?”

      He huffed a laugh. “Yeah, that one.”

      Bryan turned thoughtful. “What are you wanting to do exactly? I mean, you can’t accuse him of anything, can you? You don’t have any evidence.”

      His brows rose. “Can I accuse him of being a colossal douche bag?”

      “That goes without saying,” Bryan said with a grin. “Seriously, though. What do you want to do? Hang around and make sure he checks out? The girls will want to know why we’re not leaving.”

      “I know,” he agreed. “I don’t think Laurel will be too disappointed. She’s trying to talk me into giving her information about Nieto.”

      “What the hell for?”

      “Revenge,” he answered grimly. Changing the subject, he asked, “How’s my sister?”

      Bryan’s lips turned down, and a V formed between his brows.

      His pulse spiked. “What happened?”

      Bryan schlepped his way to the twin bed and sat, folding his hands between his knees. He let out an audible sigh.

      “Dude,” Bryan said, shaking his head.

      “What?” he pushed off the door. “Just spit it out, Bry.”

      “You better sit down,” Bryan advised.

      “I hate it when people say that,” he groused, pacing to the window.

      “Your uncle had Jace tortured.”

      He whirled around, causing the scorpion sting to shoot angry pains up his calf. “Is he okay?”

      “He will be. But AJ, that’s not the worst of it.”

      His heart sped up at Bryan’s ominous tone. He swallowed convulsively with a sudden urge to throw up. Every muscle in his body tensed as he braced himself for what Bryan had to say.

      “Your sister and I, well, we . . .” Bryan stammered to a stop, rubbing the back of his neck.

      His eyes narrowed. “You didn’t sleep with her, did you?”

      Bryan’s head snapped up. “What? God no! Why would you think that? That’d be like sleeping with my sister. Not to mention, Jace would kick my face in. I’d rather keep my front teeth if it’s all the same to you.”

      He took a deep, calming breath, as he paced back to the bed. He lowered himself next to Bryan, careful of his ribs. Knowing his sister, she could’ve talked Bryan into just about anything. She was a wild card, always had been.

      “What then?” he demanded.

      “We sort of took your aunt,” Bryan muttered, lowering his gaze to the floor.

      His eyebrows shot to his hairline. “You did what? Why?”

      “We had a plan, and it worked,” Bryan said, defensively.

      “Your plan was to kidnap Aunt Gen?” he asked, shaking his head in disbelief. “What did you expect to gain?”

      “It worked,” Bryan repeated. “We’re all out from under the senator’s thumb. Your sister found his weak spot, Geneviève, and used it. He promised to leave us alone.”

      “Okay,” he said, drawing out the word. “Did Jace and Lacy go to California?”

      “Sort of,” Bryan hedged. “AJ, there’s more.”

      “There always is,” he said, sighing. He twirled a finger in the air. “Out with it.”

      “During the . . . standoff with your uncle, I guess you could call it . . .” Bryan’s breath stuttered, and he let out a rough curse. “Your uncle told Lacy he was her father,” he finally finished.

      His ears burned with heat. It traveled in swift waves up his neck. What the hell? Why would his uncle say such a thing?

      “Did she believe him?”

      “Not at first, but eventually, yeah, I think she bought it.” Bryan hesitated. “You think the senator is lying?”

      He wanted to believe his uncle lied but remembered something odd he’d asked his dad about a few years ago. At the end of every school year, all seniors turned in a baby picture for the senior assembly slide show. He’d gone through several photo albums looking for one and noticed there were no baby pictures of Lacy. His dad dismissed him when he’d mentioned it, saying they were probably in another album. But now . . .

      “I don’t think so, but how the hell would I know? The guy’s a snake and capable of almost anything.”

      “True,” Bryan agreed.

      He turned and leaned against the bed’s headboard. “How is she?”

      “Wrecked,” Bryan said quietly.

      He scrubbed his face. “Where are they if they didn’t go to Tulare?”

      Bryan shook his head. “I don’t know. Somewhere along the Pacific, I think.”

      “Jace has got this. If anyone can get her through this, he can,” he said, forcing himself to believe it.

      Bryan stood and offered AJ a hand. He took it and rose to his feet, breathing through the pain.

      “Let’s go downstairs and see if those weirdos are still hanging around,” Bryan said with a conspiratorial half-grin.

      They closed the bedroom door with a soft click, then crept down the stairs. He gripped the banister rail so tightly his knuckles turned white. His body screamed for rest, but he ignored it, placing one foot in front of the other. He bumped into Bryan’s back on the last step.

      Bryan’s arm rose, hand fisted into a military freeze position.

      Voices carried from the living room. They snuck closer until they reached the wall dividing the foyer and living area. Pressing against the wall, they listened.

      “C’mon,” Scott cajoled with a whine. “It’ll be a blast. You need to loosen up. Have some fun.”

      “We can check the cattle in the south pasture,” Scott’s friend offered. “That would help Olive out.”

      “I don’t know,” Willow hesitated.

      AJ and Bryan looked at each other, puzzled. Why did they want to check cattle? It didn’t make sense.

      “Just ask Laurel,” Scott pressed.

      AJ motioned for Bryan to follow him, then walked around the corner. He gave Willow a confident smile.

      “How’s it going?” He addressed the two guys on the white brocade sofa.

      Scott’s brows lowered. “Aren’t you guys leaving?”

      “Not yet,” he said, looking at Willow.

      Willow’s eyes widened, and he gave her a conspiratorial wink. Her face reddened. She lowered her gaze, shifting uncomfortably in the matching brocade wing chair.

      “What were y’all planning?” he asked Willow.

      She cleared her throat. “Uh, they wanted to take the four wheelers out.”

      “Sounds like a blast,” Bryan said with enthusiasm. “Haven’t been on one since I left home.”

      “Who’s he?” AJ asked, pointing to Scott’s friend.

      Neither Scott nor his friend answered. Scott folded his arms across his chest, frowning.

      “Diego,” Willow answered for them.

      “Well, Diego,” AJ enunciated each syllable in his name. “Nice to meet you.”

      Scott rose to his feet. “I just remembered my dad asked me to run an errand for him.” He looked at Diego. “Come on.”

      Willow’s eyes tightened as she looked at Scott’s thunderous face. She looked scared. He walked over and stood behind Willow’s chair.

      Scott’s eyes narrowed on him as he said to Willow, “I’ll be back.”

      “We’ll be waiting,” he answered, voice lowered with an underlying threat.

      Scott’s mouth pressed in a flat line. He turned, nodded at Diego, and they strode out, slamming the door behind them.

      Willow rose from the chair, turned, and stared at him. “You were rude,” she accused.

      “Yeah, I was,” he agreed.

      She threw her hands up. “Why?”

      Bryan sidled up beside him. “Want to follow them? See where they go?” he asked quietly.

      He nodded. “Get the truck. I’ll be right out.”

      Bryan left, and he turned back to Willow. “I don’t have to be nice to that preening prick.”

      She snorted. “Ever heard of common courtesy?”

      “He doesn’t deserve it,” he retorted. “What do you see in that guy anyway?”

      “You wouldn’t understand,” Willow said, looking away.

      “Try me.”

      A truck horn blasted in three short bursts.

      Willow’s brow rose. “Going somewhere?”

      He gave her a terse nod. “Yeah, but I’d like to finish this conversation.”

      “Well, I don’t,” she muttered.

      He touched her arm as she turned to leave, and she flinched. God, he hated that. Hated the men who caused it.

      “Can we finish this later?” he asked, dropping his hand.

      She pressed a palm to her forehead. “Whatever.”

      The horn blasted again.

      “See you soon,” he promised.

      She nodded in reluctant agreement as he turned to leave. He loped down the steps, opened the passenger door and jumped inside the truck’s cab.

      “Took you long enough,” Bryan said with a grin.

      “Shut up,” he ground out. “Did you see which way they went?”

      “Yeah, but we need to hurry to catch them,” Bryan said, throwing the truck into gear.

      The tires ground into the gravel as he punched the gas.

      He needed to focus on keeping Willow safe. And right now, that meant figuring out what the hell Scott and his friend were up to. He had a sinking feeling he wouldn’t like it.
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      Willow slumped back down into the chair she’d just vacated, folded her hands, and stared at nothing in particular. She wanted to curl into a little ball and hide from the world, shut everything and everyone out until her heart calmed its constant staccato beating against her rib cage.

      Scott’s behavior unnerved her. Had he always been that controlling? Or was AJ skewing her perspective? But the way Scott treated her now made her question his interest in her. It was confusing to think about. What did he have to gain by dating her if he didn’t like her?

      His arrogance and the driving need to be the center of her attention regardless of the life-altering, shattering situation from which she’d been rescued, baffled her. He did control every conversation they had, steering it and twisting her words until she was nothing but a confused mess. When he asked her to go to Laredo and she refused, could he not understand it had nothing to do with him and everything to do with the fact she’d been abducted there?

      She’d never been popular in high school like her older sisters. Never cheered for the football team, never went to games, nor participated in any extra-curricular activities. Her quiet, introverted manner seemed to turn off kids her age, as if she carried a horrible disease they didn’t want to catch.

      Most girls had lost their virginity by the time they graduated and were schooled in the ways of the world. Not her. Her naivety and innocence remained intact, so maybe that’s why she’d agreed to go out with Scott the summer after they graduated.

      She remembered the way his blond hair glistened in the sunlight the morning they bumped into one another on the sidewalk outside Cotulla’s One Stop. Their eyes met as he hurried past.

      He’d stopped abruptly, turned around and said, “Hey, don’t I know you?”

      With one foot inside the store and one out, she stopped and turned to face him. The smile he launched her way caused her heart to skip a beat.

      She’d noticed him in school, but he’d been a popular soccer player. A jock. She was a nobody. Most of the time she liked it that way and avoided drawing attention to herself. She couldn’t compete with either one of her sister’s alluring gypsy looks or athletic ability.

      Art had been her only escape. She lost herself when she painted—the way her mother disappeared into one of her novels. Nothing else mattered except the world she created on canvas. She was able to blissfully forget her problems at school—and the fact she felt like an ugly duckling swimming in a pond full of swans. Watercolor was her favorite medium, and she experimented in impressionism, realism, pop art, anything that caught her attention.

      So, when he stopped her that morning to make small talk, which he’d never done before, she was more than a little surprised. When he asked for her number, she’d been dumbfounded. She gave it to him, but thought he wouldn’t call. She was stunned when his number flashed on her cell phone screen that evening. They had their first date the next day.

      She tried to think of a good quality Scott possessed, one of substance that had drawn her interest, but drew a blank. Had she only been attracted to his good looks? Was she that shallow? Or just that desperate for attention?

      She needed to break things off with him. AJ’s image popped into her head and a million butterflies took flight in her stomach. Breaking up with Scott had nothing to do with AJ, she insisted to herself. AJ’s piercing green eyes seemed to laser through every wall she’d constructed in order to survive.

      She twisted her hands in her lap, suddenly restless. After four traumatic months as Nieto’s prisoner and being sold to a sexual deviant, she didn’t think she had anything left to offer anyone. She’d been abused physically, sexually. But the mental torment her memories caused were the worst.

      John, the man who’d bought her, was a sadist. He craved control. And he ripped everything away from her. Her virginity, her self-worth, but especially her control. If he told her to say, ‘You’re my master,’ she’d had to say it.

      A shiver rolled down her spine as she remembered the few times she’d tried to defy him. She’d never forget the crazy, deranged look that manifested in his dead eyes when she refused to say it. It was like watching Bruce Banner transform into the Hulk. She swore he grew in stature, and his fists turned into steel hammers. He turned those rock-hard fists onto her and beat her as if she were a concrete wall he was trying to break through. He almost killed her. It was enough to never defy him again.

      She’d never completely crumbled, though. She may have seemed like a pushover, easy to manipulate. But on the inside, she built herself a place to hide, to protect herself from every wretched thing he did to her. She was a survivor.

      But being a survivor didn’t stop the nightmares or the silent screams that often filled her head. She drew solace in the fact she’d shot and killed him. She’d given him exactly what he deserved. Although sometimes she wished she’d used the knife tucked into her boot on his disgusting white flesh and carved his back into ribbons.

      Her troublesome relationship with Scott tugged her thoughts away from her time with Nieto. She’d break it off the next time he showed up. She had no business in a relationship with anyone at this point, and the odds of her ever having a normal romance that turned into marriage and kids were not in her favor.

      “What ya thinking so hard about?” Olive asked, jerking her from her tumultuous thoughts.

      Her sister sauntered to the couch across from her and plopped down with her usual effortless grace that defied her lazy actions. She stretched out her long, denim-clad legs, crossing them at the ankle.

      “I’m going to break up with Scott,” Willow blurted.

      Olive raised a brow and gave her a knowing smirk. “Oh yeah? Hmm.”

      She bristled. “What’s with the hmm?”

      She lifted her shoulder in a careless manner. “Oh, I don’t know. Would your decision have anything to do with your tall, dark-haired savior?”

      The sudden urge to smack the smug look off her sister’s face overtook her normal unflappability with startling swiftness. It wasn’t her usual response to her older sister’s teasing. Normally, she ignored her. She learned early on not to give Olive the satisfaction of a reaction.

      Not this time.

      “No, it wouldn’t,” she bit out with a fierceness that made Olive’s eyes widen. “I want to vomit every time Scott touches me. I still see⁠—”

      She cut herself off before mentioning the bastard’s name who’d bought her. He haunted her nightmares, stalking her there as if he’d been resurrected to torment her.

      “Willow, I’m so sorry,” Olive said softly.

      Olive’s words struck like steel on flint, igniting a raging wind of fire, devouring her heart as if it were made of nothing but paper.

      “I’m not the same naive little girl. And AJ isn’t mine,” she finished, breathing heavily.

      Olive’s face turned thoughtful. She flipped the curled end of her rich brown hair over her shoulder and reclined back.

      Willow’s anger settled into a low simmer. Her dad said she’d been blessed with a level head. It took a lot to make her mad, and even then, it was like a flash in a pan. This time, her vexation didn’t burn off. It lingered.

      She was used to Olive smarting off. Speaking before she thought things through. Olive didn’t mean to be insensitive. But the idea of AJ being hers . . . well, frankly it frightened her. The connection between them was undeniable, and if she hadn’t suffered through such a horrific experience, she’d jump at the chance for true romance. Who didn’t want a “happily ever after”?

      But the ugly truth was undeniable, and she’d never forget the things that wretched man had done. It would taint any future relationship she tried to have. Pipe dreams would only lead to more heartache.

      “I’m not so sure about that,” Olive said, breaking the silence between them.

      She glowered at her sister, wishing she’d shut the hell up.

      “I don’t want to talk about AJ,” Willow blasted.

      “You can’t hide from the world, Will.”

      She clenched her hands into tight fists.

      “And you gotta talk. You can’t keep everything bottled up inside,” her sister continued, not unkindly, but in a no-nonsense manner that had Willow grinding her back molars.

      “Look, Liv, I know you mean well, but could you just leave me alone? I already told you the dirty details. I can’t rehash them over and over.”

      Unwanted tears streamed down her heated cheeks. She jumped out of her chair, needing the conversation to end.

      “You need a release for all that anger. You can’t heal by hiding,” Olive said.

      “A release for my anger,” she muttered under her breath.

      Unbelievable. Her sister had no earthly clue what she’d been through. Sorrow tried to burn through her anger, but she wouldn’t let it. She held onto her rage. It kept her from sliding into a pit of depression so deep, so dark, that when she looked into it, it seemed bottomless. It would be so easy to slip into the darkness. To let go and disappear. But the fear she’d never recover kept the battle for sanity raging. She had to hold onto the light inside her, however dim it might be.

      “Yes, a release,” her sister insisted.

      She paced to the living room entrance, then turned and faced her sister.

      “There’s no hole deep enough to bury my anger.” Her voice cracked. “You don’t get it. There’s nothing you can do to fix me, so just leave it alone.”

      She couldn’t tell her sister how badly she struggled just to hold on to the tiny piece of herself that remained. Anger helped her with that. Her sisters worried about her enough. She didn’t need to add to their burden.

      Laurel’s reaction to her ordeal seemed extreme. Insane, really. She wanted to kill Nieto and it wasn’t an idle threat. She knew her sister well enough to know she was dead set on her plans for revenge. If Laurel knew how much she struggled, it would tip her sister that much further over the edge.

      Olive rose, walked past her, then over her shoulder said, “Follow me.”

      Willow rolled her eyes at her sister’s back. All she wanted to do was crawl in bed and hide under the covers. When she was little and scared in the middle of the night, she’d raise the comforter over her head, convinced the monsters couldn’t see her there.

      But she followed Olive anyway. They climbed the stairs to the second floor and walked down the hallway. Her sister opened the door to another set of stairs that led to the attic. Olive beckoned her to continue with a hand wave.

      “What are you gonna do? Lock me in the attic again?” Willow sniped.

      Her sister snorted. “Laurel and I only did that once. Dad made us cut our own switches from the willow tree down by the creek, you know.”

      Her dad had a dry sense of humor, and she laughed softly. “I remember.”

      “You spent a lot of time up here in high school, as I recall.”

      Willow’s mind cast back to those lonely days. She had a handful of friends, but they lived in town, and she’d been stuck on the farm every day after school and most weekends. The attic had been her hideout. A place to think, write down her thoughts, and paint. Her journals were still hidden beneath a loose floorboard, along with a few other childhood treasures.

      They reached the top of the stairs. Dust motes hung suspended in the still air. Bright sunshine spilled out of the room’s dormer window, highlighting plastic tubs along the far wall. They held toys, old blankets, photo albums, and anything else her mother deemed worthy of keeping.

      Olive walked across the unfinished planks and opened the window. Cool air blew inside, scattering the dust motes and old memories that clung to her like a second skin.

      Willow’s old easel sat by the window. Someone had found a blank canvas and set it on the stand.

      “If you won’t talk,” her sister said gently, “maybe you could paint.”

      Olive gave her shoulder a squeeze, walked back down the stairs, leaving her to stare at the white canvas. Scattered images appeared, dark and ominous, begging to be released. Could she let out the dark mass of confusion and anger roiling inside her? Stare into the face of her own red-eyed demon? She shuddered, not at all certain she was ready for that.

      Then AJ’s image appeared.

      She opened an old chest containing her oil paints, brushes, and a jar of turpentine.

      She set to work, hours passing without her knowledge. She lost herself as swirls of mixed oil paints transformed the image in her head onto the canvas.

      A short knock jolted her out of her creative haze, and she looked up to find AJ leaning against the door frame, watching her.

      Her face flamed as she glanced down at her work. Panic filled her chest. What would he think if he saw what she’d done?

      “Can I look?” AJ asked, pushing off the door jamb.

      “No,” she blurted.  “How’d you find me?”

      He lifted a shoulder. “Olive told me you were up here.”

      Her brows furrowed. “What do you want, AJ?”

      She needed to get him out of here. Now. But how?

      A challenging glint shone through his eyes. “Why can’t I see?”

      As their eyes connected, she wondered why in the world she ever thought them fascinating.

      “Because,” she answered on a shaky breath.

      “That’s not an answer,” he returned, the corner of his mouth tipping into a crooked grin.

      Frantically, she cast her eyes around the room, searching for the old sheet she’d used in the past to cover her work, but it was nowhere in sight.

      She groaned as he prowled forward. “Why me?” she muttered.
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