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      After the mission three years that nearly ended my life, all I want is peace and quiet in my sleepy little town. When I find Jules sleeping in her car on the side of the road, I feel an immediate pull to the green-eyed beauty. The darkness in her eyes tells me she harbors a deep secret, and the bruises covering her body elicit a protectiveness I never knew existed.

      

      There are a thousand reasons why I should stay far, far away, but none of them seem to matter when she looks at me with those wide, innocent eyes. Everything about her is wrong… but so very right. When Jules is drawn into a deadly trap, I'll do everything in my power to protect the woman who's come to mean everything to me.
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      GIULIANA

      The first footfall made my heart beat double-time, and I inhaled deeply, trying to slow its rapid pace.

      Thump-thump. Thump-thump.

      Two hours.

      Seven thousand, two hundred beats.

      Once, I’d counted each and every one. But the higher I counted, the more anxious I became. I clenched my eyes closed tighter and drew in a deep, calming breath, trying to bring the sights and sounds of the beach back into focus. I could feel the heat of the sun on my skin, the shifting of the grains of sand as I pulled my knees more tightly to my chest. A slight breeze blew in over the ocean, whipping strands of hair across my face, and waves lapped gently at the shore, bringing with them the salty scent of the ocean.

      The vibration of another footstep against the hard floor ripped me from my reverie, and I tightened my hold on my legs. The footsteps drew closer, and I reluctantly opened my eyes. Darkness pressed in around me, and my heart kicked into overdrive as my chest rose and fell on shallow, uneven breaths. The air inside the tiny closet felt thick and hot, making it hard to breathe.

      The door suddenly flew open, and I blinked against the rectangle of light. My uncle’s form was outlined in the garish glow, and I forced myself not to flinch away from him. I wished I could physically retreat to my beach as I’d done in my daydreams. It’d become a coping mechanism for me, much like soldiers or agents who used such mental tactics when captured and tortured.

      “Get up.”

      My knees ached as I unfolded myself from the floor. It took a moment for the blood to resume flowing normally after hours of being cramped up, and I felt a bit light-headed as I leaned one shoulder against the wall. The closet was my uncle’s favorite form of abuse; he knew how much I hated dark, enclosed spaces. It wasn’t the first time he’d punished me this way—but it would be the last. All because I’d asked to leave the house.

      Uncle Massimo’s face twisted into a sneer, and he spun on a heel as if disgusted by the sight of me. My heart clenched in my chest, knowing that it was probably true, though I was unsure exactly why he felt that way. I tried so hard to blend into the background, to avoid drawing attention to myself, but I never seemed to escape his notice.

      I wiped my clammy hands on my skirt before straightening my shoulders and stepping into his office. My uncle sat behind the wide cherry desk, his expression unreadable as I closed the closet door behind me and turned to face him. No one ever spoke without my uncle’s permission. We stared at each other for a long moment, and my fingers twitched at my sides. It was a nervous tic I couldn’t control, and one that I knew my uncle hated most of all. I’d started picking at my nails soon after my father’s death, and it irked my uncle to no end.

      I was, at all times, supposed to be a poised, perfect porcelain doll. Uncle resented me for being the only child of his brother, former capo of the Capaldi family, and I knew his plan was to marry me off. I should’ve been married nearly two years ago, but thanks to my cousin Matteo’s pleading, Uncle agreed to push the wedding back to my twentieth birthday. I had hoped it would be someone in the famiglia that I was comfortable with, at least.

      Unfortunately, that wasn’t the case. My birthday was a little over a week away, and Uncle Massimo had arranged my betrothal to Nikolai, a member of the Russian Bratva. The fighting had escalated after Daddy’s death, the death toll climbing each week until Massimo struck a deal with their captain. Nikolai needed a wife; I was to fill that role.

      Our marriage was intended to strengthen the bonds between the two families and settle the unrest. That was all fine and good for the others—but what about me? Nikolai was notoriously cruel, and I’d heard stories that made my stomach turn. Matteo said he’d been married twice before. Both women had mysteriously disappeared and, as far as I knew, they’d never been seen or heard from again. I’d pled for my uncle to reconsider, but my efforts were rewarded with two hours spent in the dark, cramped closet I’d just exited.

      I barely repressed a shudder. I hated the closet—but I hated the idea of marrying an abusive man more. A white gown hung in my room, just waiting for me to put it on and walk down the aisle for my big day—a day I vowed would never happen.

      Uncle met my gaze and lifted a well-manicured dark eyebrow. “Well?”

      I swallowed down my unease, once more asking the question I’d dared to bring up more than two hours ago. “I wish to go to the mall today.”

      Uncle stared at me for a moment. “Weren’t you just there last week? I seem to remember you spending nearly three hundred dollars last time.”

      Three hundred dollars of my money. Though I had technically inherited everything after my father passed, my uncle had taken it upon himself to act as my advisor. What that truly meant was that he owned me. He kept me confined to the house, not allowing me interaction with anyone, not even my own mother. On the rare occasion that I was allowed to leave the house, it was under the intense scrutiny of at least two guards.

      He said it was for my safety; I knew better. He wanted to keep me away from everyone—especially anyone who might be able to overthrow his complete and total power over me. Once he married me off, the money that was rightfully mine would go to my new husband—half of it, at least. It was part of the deal that Massimo had struck with Nikolai. I’d be damned if I would be traded like chattel.

      Refusing to back down, I pleaded my case. “It’s for my fashion blog,” I started, and he let out a stifled noise.

      He waved one hand in the air. “Isn’t it about time you grow up and give that thing up? No one cares about it anyway.”

      I bit my tongue at the slight. I actually did have several hundred followers, but he was right about one thing—I didn’t care about the blog in the least. It was a front, a necessary evil, and something I had to stick to for the time being. “Please, Uncle,” I requested.

      “No.” He picked up his pen again and began to write, the decisive action signaling the end of our conversation. Desperation crawled up my throat.

      “Uncle,” I started, then immediately snapped my mouth closed. His cold, dark eyes snapped to mine, and the set of his shoulders told me I’d made a grave mistake. Slowly, he stood from his chair and rounded the desk. His gaze never strayed from mine, and my legs trembled with the urge to run. My heart raced wildly in my chest as each step brought him closer until he was barely a foot away.

      “Why must you always learn the hard way, Giuliana?”

      I swallowed down the hatred filling me and bit off the response that jumped to the tip of my tongue. Curling my hand into a fist at my side, I dug the nail of my index finger into my thumb. The slight pain helped to ground me.

      Unfortunately, my uncle did not miss the movement. With lightning fast speed, he snatched up my wrist and brought it between us. Unfurling my hand, he examined my nails, and a sneer marred his handsome features. “Have you been biting your nails again?”

      My hand shook where he held it, and I stumbled over my words. “I… I’ve been trying not to, Uncle.” His grip tightened on my wrist, and I knew I would have bruises from those long fingers pressed against my skin.

      “Haven’t I told you how much I despise that habit?”

      “I’m sorry—” I started, but he cut over me.

      “How do you expect a man like Nikolai to marry you when you look so filthy all the time?”

      The sharp barb sent a pain through my chest, but I refused to rise to his bait.

      “I asked you a question!” In a move that took my breath away, Uncle released my hands and gripped my biceps. With a hard shove, he slammed me against the wall. A spark of pain shot through my head, sending a shower of black spots swirling before my eyes.

      Before I could recover and even contemplate formulating a response, he released me, throwing me to the side and off-balance. I stumbled and fell, unable to get my hands in front of me in time. My head struck the sideboard on the way down, and pain shot through me as I crumpled to the floor.

      Uncle Massimo pressed a polished Italian loafer to my throat, and I clawed at his leg, trying to get him to release me. My lungs burned and my throat ached as he slowly cut off the oxygen. Finally he stepped away and shook his head. “Worthless.”

      I scrambled away, clutching my throat and pressing my back to the wall, putting as much distance between us as possible. I didn’t know why he hated me so much, but I knew that, despite his tendency to hurt me, he would never kill me. I was worth much more to him alive.

      He shoved his hands in the pockets of his trousers and adopted a casual pose before speaking. “You may go. Be sure to get a dress for your engagement party.”

      My mind muddled, I managed to choke out the words, “Engagement party?”

      “That’s right.” A snake-like smile curved his mouth. “Nikolai will be here for dinner after mass on Sunday. You’ll want to make a good impression.”

      “B-but⁠—”

      With one swift move, my uncle closed the distance between us and wrapped a hand around my aching throat. He lifted me to my feet and slammed my back against the wall. “Your sacrifice will unite us with the Russians. There has been much unrest, and your marriage will be seen as a peace offering. We’ve been at odds too long. You are the key to our success.” He released me and stepped away.

      Fury burned through me, and I longed to scream at him. Biting my tongue, I dipped my head in a portrait of submission. It would do no good to argue with him. A long moment later, I flinched as his hand moved under my chin and directed my gaze to his.

      “Clean yourself up before you go. And get a manicure while you’re out. Your nails look disgusting.”

      I lifted my chin. “I’d planned to…, sir.”

      His dark eyes flared at the inflection—and complete lack of respect—in that last word. His thumb and forefinger tightened on my chin. “One of these days, Giuliana, you will push too far. Perhaps Nikolai will teach you some manners.”

      With that last parting shot, he thrust my chin away from him and strode back to his desk. Without another look at me, he settled into his chair and resumed his work.

      I used the opportunity to silently slip out of the office before I let any tears fall. I hurt all over, my pride included, but I refused to let him see me cry. I wouldn’t show weakness. Head held high, I made my way past the guards stationed at the office door and started toward my room. Matteo stepped out of the shadows and grabbed my wrist, pulling me to a halt. Skin still tender, I yanked my hand out of his grasp and massaged the sore flesh.

      My cousin’s eyebrows drew together, and he gingerly touched my hand. “What happened?”

      The same thing that always happens.

      I shook my head. “It’s nothing.”

      Anger replaced his concern. “Did he hurt you?”

      “Please don’t say anything,” I begged. It would just make it worse for both of us if Matteo put himself in the middle.

      Matteo let out a hiss. “That bastard. I should kill him.”

      Neither of us were exempt from my uncle’s cruel actions, and I knew Matteo would be punished worse if he stood up in my defense. I placed a hand on his shoulder. “My birthday is next week.”

      “Like I could forget,” my cousin replied bitterly. “Did he say anything about it?”

      I nodded. “Y-yes.” I shakily drew a shuddering breath. “My engagement party is this Sunday.”

      Matteo’s eyes flared wide before sympathy infused the dark brown deaths. He pulled me into a hug and spoke next to my ear. “Oh, principessa. I would stop it if I could.”

      His hold was too tight, and his sympathy nearly broke me. I eased out of his hold. “Everything will be fine,” I promised. At least, I hoped that was the case.

      Back in my room, I selected a large handbag and shoved the clothes I’d purchased last week into the very bottom before covering them with a magazine then draping a chic, decorative scarf over the side. I didn’t want to stuff it too full and draw any attention to it, so I only selected the most expensive items. A knot had begun to form on my forehead from where I’d struck the sideboard, and I brushed my bangs to one side to cover it.

      Johnny and Tommy fell into step beside me as I approached the front door and walked to the car. My leg bounced nervously the whole drive, and I finally let out a small sigh of relief when we reached the small boutique. The owner, Lila, smiled at me as we entered. She was the one person I could count on to always brighten my day, and I returned her heartfelt smile. She greeted me with a hug, and we immediately began to select items from the racks.

      Blatantly ignoring the two bodyguards lurking by the front door, Lila and I made small talk as we searched. I spoke loudly and exuberantly about what I’d planned for this week’s blog, hoping the men would tune me out.

      Lila tossed a couple new items over her arm. “Let’s try these first and see what you think.”

      Casting a look out of the corner of my eye at Tommy, I followed her to a dressing room in the back of the store. Lila entered first and hung up the clothes then turned to me as I entered. Her lips pressed into a firm line as she glanced at my forehead. She gave a slight shake of her head but didn’t say a word; she just held out her hand and waited for me to retrieve the clothes I’d shoved into the bottom of my bag.

      “Thank you for doing this,” I whispered to her.

      With an abrupt nod, she exited the dressing room and moved behind the counter, taking the items with her. I let out a deep breath as I closed the curtain behind her. One step closer.

      I took my time trying on the clothes, not wanting to draw any attention to myself. Lila spoke to me through the curtain as I changed, and I stepped out to view myself in the three-way mirror when I was done. We examined the outfit for a moment, and I let Lila take a few pictures for my blog before deciding it was time for the next ensemble.

      “Can you help unzip me?” I asked, just loudly enough for the men to hear.

      “Of course,” she replied, stepping into the dressing room behind me and closing the curtain. Lila unzipped the dress, and I turned around to face her. She held out several bills and I smiled gratefully as I slipped them from her fingers.

      “You have no idea how much I appreciate this.”

      “There’s a bag of clothes in the back hallway,” she whispered. “Nothing fancy, just the basics to get you through,” she said.

      Impulsively, I pulled her into a tight hug. “Thank you so much.”

      “I’ll miss you,” she said, her eyes shiny with tears.

      “Someday, I promise I’ll repay you,” I said.

      She waved off my concern. “Just be safe.”

      With one last quick hug, she was gone, and I knew it was the last time I would ever see her. I listened for a moment as Lila kicked up a conversation with Tommy. I quickly changed into the nondescript yoga pants and long-sleeved shirt she’d left for me and grabbed my bag. Leaving my heels behind, I slipped into the ballet flats I’d stowed in my purse.

      Sliding the curtain to one side, I peeked out. Johnny was staring at his cell phone, one foot crossed over the other as he leaned against the wall near the entrance of the store. Tommy was turned slightly away from me as he flirted with Lila.

      Taking a deep breath, I slunk out of the dressing room and angled toward the back door. The knob turned easily under my fingertips, and I pushed it open just far enough for me to slide through, then closed it quietly behind me. The door exited into a dimly lit service hallway used for deliveries and for Lila to come and go each day.

      Trying not to rustle the bag, I scooped up the clothes that Lila had left for me and sent up one more silent thank you. Moving silently but quickly down the hallway, I exited into the back parking lot, keeping my head low.

      I glanced around and found the car I was looking for. Lila’s boyfriend had arranged the purchase of the small blue Cavalier and had left it in the back of the parking lot for me. I forced myself not to run even though my heart beat wildly, sure that I would be caught at any moment. I opened the rear door and tossed the clothes inside, along with my purse, before climbing into the driver seat.

      I closed and locked the door, then fished around under the floor mat for the key. Shoving it into the ignition, I waited a heart-stopping second for the engine to turn over. As soon as it caught, I shifted into gear and pulled slowly out of the parking lot. Knuckles white, I curled my fingers around the steering wheel and turned onto the main drag.

      Two hundred miles later, I finally stopped glancing in the rearview mirror. I had no idea where I was going, but it didn’t matter. I was free.
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      The woman screamed obscenities at me from the back seat, and I rolled my eyes at her lack of creativity. People were always doing dumb shit, but as sheriff I tried to treat them with common courtesy. More often than not, I let the person off with a warning and they were more than happy to get their head out of their ass and not do it again.

      I’d been sheriff of Pine Ridge for just shy of two years, and the slow pace was a welcome change from the constant hustle and bustle and high crime rate back in Chicago. I enjoyed what I did, and I genuinely liked most of the people. Just like any other small town, we had our share of troublemakers, but even the bad apples here weren’t that bad. Except maybe this one.

      “You’re despicable!” she spat.

      Ironic, coming from a woman who was potentially an accessory to attempted murder. Best case, what she’d done was obstruction of justice.

      Hands cuffed behind her, she leaned forward to close the distance between us. Like I couldn’t hear her obnoxious voice well enough. “By the time I’m finished with you, you’ll never work in law enforcement again!”

      I clenched my jaw. I was sorely tempted to hit the brakes and throw her face-first into the cage dividing the cab of the cruiser. Unfortunately, I’d taken an oath to protect and serve, even for the worst of society, like the woman currently blistering my ears from the back seat. Plus, I’d just have to listen to her bitch even more if she ended up with a broken nose because of it.

      I’d hoped that she would tire herself out, but her vile, senseless chatter as I navigated down the mountain toward Kalispell told me she’d only gotten started. The more I ignored her, the more fired up she got. I breathed a sigh of relief when the jail came into view.

      I’d kept her in lockup overnight to let her cool her heels, but all she’d done was make a nuisance of herself. The small sheriff’s office in Pine Ridge had only two holding cells, since we didn’t see much in the way of crime. Or we hadn’t until recently. The first murder the town had ever seen was more than a hundred years ago during the Gold Rush, when Harrison Leeds killed his partner out of greed. As of yesterday, we could add one more to that tally.

      Jack Prescott had moved up to Pine Ridge several months ago and was in the process of building Briarleigh Lodge and Resort up on Mount Chineroot. He’d been having some trouble recently, mostly missing or damaged supplies—but when someone had hurt his fiancée, Mia, shit hit the fan. I didn’t think I’d ever forget the sight that’d greeted me when I’d stepped into that clearing in the woods yesterday morning. I never would’ve forgiven myself if something had happened to Mia.

      I couldn’t say the same for the man who’d held her at gunpoint, though. He’d caught a bullet and probably died a better death than he deserved. Though cause of death was obvious, EMS had taken the body down to the funeral parlor yesterday so the town mortician, Dick Chancellor, could perform the official autopsy. After everything Jack and Mia had been through recently, I felt obligated to bring the woman in myself.

      I pulled into the garage attached to the jail and watched as the large bay door slid shut behind me. I’d radioed ahead to let dispatch know I was transporting the prisoner this morning, so they were ready for me by the time I climbed out of my cruiser. I unclipped my taser and duty carry from my belt and placed both in a lockbox, then slipped the key into my pocket.

      The woman fought my hold as I helped her from the back seat. “Get your filthy hands off me!”

      She stumbled, and I clamped one hand around her elbow to keep her from taking a header straight into the concrete floor. With a shake of my head, I tapped a button to open the first set of steel doors to enter the jail. A loud clanking noise filled the air as the lock disengaged and the door swung open. A corrections officer stood just inside, a tiny smirk on her face. “Sheriff.”

      Lips pressed into a firm line, I gave a tight nod as I practically dragged my prisoner along. “Hey, Russo.”

      As soon as the door closed, securing us inside, I released the woman into Russo’s care. I couldn’t wait to wash my hands of her completely. While Russo searched my prisoner and stripped her of her belongings, I filled out an inmate form with the woman’s information. All the while, she raged on, screaming at the top of her lungs that we were violating her rights and that her lawyer would be there soon. With the waist-deep shit she was in, I welcomed the opportunity.

      As soon as Russo was finished, she opened the second set of doors to lead the prisoner, now clad in a bright orange jumpsuit, inside. “Coming, Sheriff?”

      “Yes, ma’am. I’d like to speak with Rooney if he’s around.”

      “Down by dispatch,” she tossed over her shoulder. “You know the way.”

      Though she couldn’t see me, I nodded in acknowledgement. I trailed along as Russo led the woman to another steel door and waited for it to be buzzed open. As soon as we crossed into the next section of the jail, I turned to the right while Russo led the woman off to the side. Rooney stepped out of an office and greeted me with a tip of the chin. “Donahue.”

      I stuck out a hand and shook. “Sheriff.”

      Together, we watched Russo settle the woman in front of a screen to have her mugshot taken. She looked like she’d been on a weeklong bender, her hair mussed and makeup smudged. All the while, she shot me hateful glares.

      “She’s a pleasant one,” Rooney commented from the side of his mouth.

      “No shit,” I huffed under my breath. I was sure this wasn’t the last I’d see of her; if not physically, I’d at least get a call from her lawyer as she’d threatened. Thank God for body cams. A tiny smile lifted my mouth. I couldn’t wait for them to review the footage for themselves and watch her crazy ass unleash hell.

      Turning my attention to a more important matter, I spoke up. “I got statements from the victims this morning. Report’s been uploaded for you.”

      Rooney nodded. “Appreciate it. See what we can do.”

      I wasn’t sure how involved the woman was in the events that had transpired. The jury would have to determine whether justice would be served. I prayed they would get the full story out of her, because we wouldn’t be getting any details from the body in the morgue.

      “Ready for vacation?”

      Rooney was taking his wife of twenty-five years on a weeklong cruise down around Mexico. They’d never gotten around to having kids, so instead they spent their spare time traveling and enjoying each other.

      He grinned. “Deanna is already packed and ready to go.”

      “When do you fly out?”

      “Not ’til the beginning of next week.”

      I laughed and shook my head. “Nothing wrong with being prepared.”

      “Just grateful I won’t have to deal with this shit for a whole week.” Rooney jerked his chin toward the prisoner, and I nodded in commiseration.

      “Amen.” I touched the brim of my hat. “Thanks again, and safe travels.”

      I took my leave and wound my way back through the maze of corridors and steel doors. I nodded at the corrections officer, then grabbed my taser and pistol from the lockbox and hopped into the cruiser.

      As I headed back toward Pine Ridge, I felt a weight lift off my shoulders. I prayed that, now that this was over, the quiet peacefulness would descend again and we could all get back to normal. As I merged onto I-93, my phone rang, and I groaned when I recognized the number.

      Reluctantly, I tapped the button to answer and lifted the phone to my ear. “Hey, Cynthia.”

      “Oh, God, Eric… I think he’s back.”

      I briefly closed my eyes and drew in a steadying breath. The worry in her voice was real, though unfounded. We’d had the same conversation several times over the past few months. “Just take a deep breath, Cynthia. Everything’s fine.”

      Cynthia’s ex-husband, Josh Drummond, had worked under me for several months by the time I’d found out what was happening. Josh had kept Cynthia sequestered at home away from prying eyes, but things had grown increasingly worse. She’d finally come to me in confidence after being treated for several broken ribs in the hospital, and I’d encouraged her to press charges and file for divorce.

      With Josh in jail and Cynthia now working as a waitress at Rosie’s Diner in Pine Ridge, she’d been forced to sell their house. The meager profits had been split between her and Josh, and Cynthia had moved in with her mother on the outskirts of town. My former deputy had definitely fallen from grace, but he’d brought it on himself the moment he chose to raise a hand to his wife.

      “But I heard⁠—”

      “Cynthia.” I kept my tone friendly but firm. “He’s still serving his term, and he’s aware of the restraining order that will go into effect once he’s released. Sheriff Rooney will let me know if anything happens.”

      On the other end, Cynthia drew in a shuddering breath. “Thank you for everything. I don’t know how to repay you.”

      Wisely, I didn’t respond. I had a feeling I knew exactly what form of payment she would prefer. Ever since she’d pressed charges for assault and Josh had been placed in jail, Cynthia had started reaching out to me. The initial innocent, friendly phone calls had gradually become more frequent and insistent. I always tried to maintain a professional demeanor, hoping that, in time, she would turn her attention elsewhere.

      After a long, awkward silence, she finally spoke again. “Well, I’m sure you’re busy. I’ll let you go.”

      “Take care, Cynthia.”

      I hung up before she could come up with something else and shoved down the guilt for doing so. I genuinely felt bad for the woman, but I refused to cross that line with her.

      The hairs on the back of my arms lifted, and I glanced around, checking the rearview mirror, taking in my surroundings. Nothing seemed out of place. Still, I couldn’t disregard the chill that had settled over my skin. It was that little instinct that’d saved my ass more than once, and I refused to disregard it. Forty peaceful miles later, I began to think I was losing my edge.

      The prickle in my spine never went away, and as I crossed the line into Pine Ridge, my radio crackled to life.
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      GIULIANA

      I bit my lip as I eyed my gas gauge, the needle of which had been dipping perilously close to empty for the past half-hour. If I drove any farther, I’d be running on fumes. I was quickly learning just how often I had to fill up the gas tank.

      When Daddy taught me to drive, I hadn’t really understood the concept. The tank was always full. Now, hundreds of miles—and dollars—later, I was beginning to realize that I needed money if I planned to keep going.

      I eased up on the accelerator and coasted down a little knoll. As if fate had directed it, a billboard came into view on the right side of the road. The once-red words, now faded almost completely to pink, read “The Fox Hole, five miles.”

      I drummed my fingers on the wheel and bit my lip. It was the first place I’d seen in the past forty minutes, each mile of road growing more desolate than the last. I mentally cursed myself for not grabbing a map at the last gas station I’d stopped at a few hours ago. I’d decided to just keep driving until I found someplace that looked, well… safe.

      I wasn’t very good with geography, so I’d spent a lot of time over the past week driving aimlessly. I’d wanted to get away from the city as quickly as possible, but I didn’t want my uncle to find me so easily. Instead of setting out with a destination in mind, I’d headed south.

      A few hours later, I’d turned west and ended up circling back up to the north. A couple hours ago, I crossed the Montana border. Though I’d had this idea in my mind that it was the Wild West, in a lot of ways most of the towns looked normal. It was almost disappointing. I didn’t want to be in a city though, surrounded by tons of people. So I’d kept driving. Which had led me here—to the Fox Hole.

      I’d heard of places like these. What were they called? Sportsman’s clubs? A few minutes later, another sign came into view: “The Fox Hole, next right.” Keep driving or take my chances here? My heart leaped in my chest as I flicked on my turn signal and steered onto the next road, following the arrow.

      A few moments later, a small building came into sight. Dilapidated and made of rusted gray steel, the Fox Hole looked a little worse for wear. Still, I was in no position to be picky. Plus, it kind of made sense. Out here in the wilderness was the perfect place for a sportsman’s club—if that’s what this was. A faded Molson sign listed precariously over the door, but I saw nothing else on the exterior to give me any clue of what I might find inside.

      Hopefully, I could at least get something to eat, maybe ask for a job. Worst case, if they weren’t hiring, maybe they could tell me who was. I climbed from the car, inspecting the outside of the building as I did so. Other than an eagle on the side of the building and a flashing Open sign over the front door, there was nothing else. The windows appeared dark and dingy, and a slight shiver ran down my spine.

      This wasn’t ideal, but it wasn’t long-term. I needed food in my belly and gas in my tank. God willing, maybe I could make some money to spend on a hotel room. Last night I’d forgone a room completely to save money. It had been cold and miserable, and I had no desire to do it again.

      Besides, this couldn’t be the worst thing in the world. I figured that rugged, bearded outdoorsmen were infinitely better than what I’d come from. Up here in the mountains, I wouldn’t have to worry about anyone recognizing me or hanging around too long.

      I stepped into the building—and froze as the door slammed shut behind me. My eyes slowly began to adjust to the dim light, and I scrunched up my nose as the smell of alcohol mingling with disinfectant and… something else hung in the air. It took me a moment to process exactly what I was seeing before my mind made the connection. Oh, God….

      Several pairs of eyes turned to me, and I was tempted to turn around and flee back out the door.  Swallowing hard and steeling my spine, I pushed through the fog-like scents and made my way deeper into the room. Music pulsed through the speakers, and a few grizzled men sat next to a narrow but empty stage. Music switched up, and my heart returned to its normal pace as the next performer stepped out and their attention swung back to something more interesting than a newcomer.

      It was still fairly early, just before dinnertime, so I wasn’t surprised that the place was mostly empty. A quick scan of the room showed a middle-aged man behind the bar rearranging bottles and glasses. He lifted a brow at me as I moved closer and he spoke around the toothpick sticking out between his lips. “Need some help?”

      “Hi. Um…” My gaze darted around the room once more. I’d yet to see any cocktail waitresses milling around, and it filled me with hope. “I’m looking for a job. Maybe waiting tables or something?”

      His dark gaze slid down my body before meeting my eyes again. “Talk to Shirlene. Down that hallway”—he pointed to the back of the bar—“last door on the left.”

      “Thank you.” Giving a quick nod of acknowledgement, I followed the man’s directions and found myself in front of a dingy white steel door that had seen better days. Rusting along the bottom and showing a myriad of greasy fingerprints and other marks, I grimaced and used two fingers to turn the handle.

      I stepped into the locker room, my senses immediately assaulted by the aroma of multiple perfumes competing with one another as they wafted on the stale air. Several chairs were set up in front of a mirror, the counter cluttered with makeup, hair accessories, and other beauty paraphernalia. Scantily clad women occupied most of the chairs, and others milled around at the end of the room, clothes flying through the air in the makeshift closet area.

      Venturing further into the room, I shot the woman closest to me a tentative smile. “Um, hi. I’m looking for Shirlene.”

      The woman looked me up and down before raising a brow and returning to her makeup. Clearly they weren’t receptive to new hires. Dropping my eyes from her, I walked toward the closet. Aerosol hairspray and glitter formed a cloud in the air, and I choked on the foul material, batting it away.

      A bleach-blonde and a redhead stood in the middle of the dressing area, arguing heatedly.

      “You know that’s mine!” The blonde grabbed at something in the redhead’s hands, but she held it high over her head, using her extra four inches of height to her advantage.

      “It’s mine! I get compliments on this one all the time!”

      “Shirl!” the blonde yelled over her shoulder without taking her gaze off the redhead. “Ginny stole my gold G-string!”

      I stopped in my tracks.

      “Did not!” the redhead—Ginny—retorted. “Sabrina is a lying cunt!” Her palm whipped out and caught the blonde across the cheek.

      “Oh!” Sabrina clutched her face, eyes round with surprise. “You fucking Amazon bitch! I’m going to kill you!”

      “Ladies!” An older woman came around the corner, her raspy, pack-a-day smoker’s voice cutting through the argument. “We have plenty of outfits to go around.”

      I examined the small woman in the too-tight clothes. Her skin was several shades too dark, as if she spent twenty minutes a day in a tanning bed. Wrinkles bracketed her eyes and mouth, caked with a layer of makeup. Smoky eyeshadow and black eyeliner paired with her wine-colored lipstick made her look like the Alice Cooper of house mothers.

      Shirlene pushed between the two younger women and held out her hand expectantly. With a roll of her eyes, Ginny dropped the G-string into the woman’s hand. “Sabrina brought in more money last night, so she gets to wear it tonight. You can have it tomorrow.”

      “What the hell⁠—”

      “That’s not fair!”

      Outraged at the apparent injustice, Sabrina and Ginny spoke at the same time, but the older woman ignored them, turning to me instead. Her gaze, surprisingly shrewd, swept over me. “Honey, you lost or looking to dance?”

      I froze like a deer in the headlights, eyes darting frantically around the room. Maybe they didn’t have servers here. I hadn’t seen a single waitress on the way in. Maybe the women here did both jobs. Could I do that—take my clothes off in front of dozens of strangers?

      My empty gas tank told me I had to do something. I was getting desperate for money, and I was willing to do whatever I had to—within reason. I’d never been naked in front of another person, and I wasn’t sure I could start now. “Um… no. Just looking for the bathroom. Sorry to bother you.”

      Turning on a heel, I strode out of the room and headed back down the hall the way I’d come. A wiry little man stepped out of a doorway to my left, and I reared back to avoid slamming into him. “Oh! I’m sorry, excuse me.”

      I started to duck around him, but he threw a look over my shoulder in the direction I’d just come. His gaze narrowed, and he held up a hand. “What’re you doin’ back here?”

      “Um…” I wrung my hands together, eager to get out of there. “I was just leaving. Sorry to bother you.”

      “Hold up,” he said when I started to step away.

      I took a tiny step back and met his eyes.

      He studied me for a long second. “You lookin’ to dance?”

      I shook my head. “No, I… I’d hoped to find the owner and ask about waiting tables or something, but…”

      I trailed off, and the man waited a moment. “Well, ya found me.” He extended an arm toward the office he’d just vacated. “Come in for a sec.”

      I bit my lip. If he was willing to let me wait tables, I should at least hear him out. Dragging my feet, I skirted him and stepped into the office, then took a seat on the edge of a grungy blue plastic chair.

      The man rounded the desk and took a seat. “Name’s Jimmy.”

      “Giul—” I halted midword and swallowed. “Jules. My name is Jules.”

      His eyes narrowed for a second, and he steepled his hands together. “Yer looking for a job?”

      I nodded and folded my hands in my lap. “Yes, please. I’m… new here.”

      “Uh-huh.” His gaze slid over me again, sending a little shiver of unease down my spine. I felt dirty just sitting here, but I forced myself to stay still. “How old are ya?”

      “Twenty,” I lied. It was close enough.

      “Gotta be twenty-one to serve,” he stated. “Plus, I don’t really need a waitress. Most of the girls rotate.”

      Apparently one year made a hell of a difference in this industry. “I promise I’ll do my best if you just give me a chance.”

      I didn’t bother to mention that my birthday actually was only a few days from now. But I would be twenty, not twenty-one. I swallowed hard and prayed that he wouldn’t see through my ruse.

      He leaned forward and pressed his palms flat on the desk. I shifted uncomfortably as his eyes moved to where I’d swept my bangs over my temple, shielding the bruise that was still an ugly shade of purple. His gaze dropped to my long sleeves, then skated up my arms and over my neck before meeting mine again. “Do I need to worry about him showing up?”

      I flushed, hot all over, humiliated that he’d so accurately summed up the situation. He probably thought I was running from a boyfriend or husband, but his assumption was close enough. I shook my head. “N-no. He doesn’t know where I am.”

      He sighed heavily through his nose, then lifted a hand to point one finger at me. “This is my business. If he shows up and starts shit, yer out on yer ass, ya hear me?”

      I nodded shakily. “Yes, sir.”

      He leaned back and crossed his arms over his chest. “Ya got anything else to wear?”

      I eyed the long black sleeves and black yoga pants I’d changed into in a gas station bathroom this morning. I didn’t want to expose the marks still evident on my wrists and upper arms. “Not yet.”

      He ran his tongue over his teeth. “Fine. But I’m doin’ ya a favor, don’t forget it.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Mickey will show ya the ropes. The bartender,” he clarified at my look of confusion. “Talk to him. First, though”—he held up a finger and pointed at my head—“go get some makeup to cover that up. No need to advertise it.”

      “Thank you.” I scurried out of the room before he could change his mind. It occurred to me that we hadn’t discussed hours or pay, but at that moment, I didn’t even care. I was just happy to have a position that didn’t involve taking my clothes off or sharing underwear with another woman.

      I hesitantly made my way back into the dressing room area and found Shirlene. I explained what I needed, and she directed me to a vanity in the corner. She quickly—and heavily—lined and shadowed my eyes and expertly applied coverup over the bruise on my temple.

      “Son of a bitch,” she rasped out sotto voce.

      “What?” I darted a look around her to the mirror.

      “The good-for-nothin’ asshole who put this here.” She stood back and surveyed me, hands on her hips. “Good as it’s gonna get. Men,” she sneered, shaking her head. “Can’t live with ’em. Can’t shoot ’em.”

      Her snarky dose of wisdom nearly caused me to choke. I thanked her and scooted out before I was subjected to any more fighting over thongs.

      During the past forty-five minutes, another handful of patrons had trickled in, and they tossed curious glances my way as I cut across the room to the bar.

      I introduced myself to Mickey, and he gave me a crash course in waiting. He would pour all the drinks; all I had to do was deliver them. The next hour slipped away, more men gathering around the bar and the stage.

      “Ah, shit.”

      My gaze jumped to Mick, who had turned toward the front door. “What’s wrong?”

      Pausing in the act of drying a glass, he tipped his head toward a long-legged man who’d just entered the club. “Darren Murphy. Sabrina’s ex. He’s a real piece of work.” He put the glass on the rack. “Asshole better not start any shit tonight.”

      I glanced at the man, who was currently striding toward the stage, a lilting wobble to his step. My jaw dropped open in disbelief. “Is he… drunk?”

      Mick snorted. “Better question is, when isn’t he?”

      I watched as Darren took a seat at the very front of the stage, wedging himself between two larger men.

      I made a mental note to avoid the man as much as possible as I loaded up the drinks and carried them over to the stage. I dodged grabby hands and kept a healthy distance between myself and the drunk man seated at the corner of the stage. The music faded as one dancer finished up and strolled off the stage, hips rolling. How she managed to walk like that in the five-inch heels, I had no idea, but I’d developed a deeper level of respect for these girls over the past hour.

      The first strains of “Hot For Teacher” blared from the speakers, and a new girl came out. Heavily made up, I couldn’t tell who it was. I placed a few more drinks in front of the men as the woman started her set. A man to my left whistled, and Darren jumped to his feet. “You looking at my girlfriend, asshole?”

      My head swung back and forth between the two men. I was pretty sure everyone in here was watching Sabrina, but I assumed common sense wasn’t the man’s best friend. I could see from the expression in his eyes that he was itching for a fight.

      Not one to be intimidated, the man to my left shoved his chair back and stood. “More than lookin’. I fucked the slut last night.”

      Oh, shit.

      My eyes widened and I took a step backward as they exploded into motion. Shouts broke out as the men rushed each other. The rest of the men joined in, and a chair went sailing across the room.

      I darted toward the bar. “Mick! What do we do?”

      “I’ll handle it. I warned that stupid shit,” Mickey muttered as he pulled himself up and over the bar and threw himself into the fray. Taking advantage of Mick’s absence, the few men at the bar reached across, grabbing bottles of liquor and pouring themselves beer from the taps.

      “Hey! Stop!” I yelled as one clambered over the bar.

      On stage, Sabrina was screaming, but the men showed no signs of calming down. For a long moment I stood helplessly. I’d never experienced anything like this before. I shook off the fog. Jimmy would know what to do. I sprinted out from behind the bar toward the back offices. The mass of men had spread out, and I dodged them as I ran.

      I ducked behind a table to avoid flying fists and broken wood from smashed tables and chairs. The table moved as a couple of men crashed into it, splintering the wood, and I jumped out of the way. A small scream suspended itself in my throat as a pair of strong arms caught me around the waist, lifting me off my feet and stopping my heart in my chest.

    




This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/image-3-pll-copy.jpg
PRETTY
LITTLE LIES

SSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSS

MORGAN JAMES






