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PROLOGUE



IN HIS LETTER, he told me to wear something white.


It sounded like an innocent enough request, something to help him recognize me when he saw me for the first time. But now that I’m here, standing at the door of the café, it feels like…


I’m a lamb being led to slaughter.


I know. I know I’m painting a pretty dramatic picture. And I’m not someone who gives in to drama at all. In fact, I try to stay away from it as much as I can. But this has to be the most dramatic thing I’ve ever done.


By this, I mean going to meet a man that I’ve only ever talked to in letters.


Actually, no. That’s not what I’m doing. I’m not going to meet some man that I’ve been talking to in letters for the past six months.


I’m going to meet a man who up until last Friday called Montana State Prison his home.


So, basically, I’ve come to this café, wearing a white dress with a delicate lace overlay and a swishy skirt, to meet a convicted felon that I’ve only ever talked to using the prison pen pal system.


Well, ex-felon, since he got out on parole last week.


In any case, I’m stupid, aren’t I? This is stupid. More than that, this is dangerous.


So what if it’s broad daylight and the café, from what I can see through the glass door, looks fairly busy? He was the one who picked this place and told me to meet him here. Maybe there’s a reason for that. Maybe he’s got his friend watching, ready to pounce on me when I go to the bathroom. Maybe there’s a secret hallway in this establishment that he can drag me into as I’m coming out of the restroom.


Except… it doesn’t feel dangerous. Just terrifying.


So despite myself, I push open the door and step inside.


For the first few seconds, my vision seems blurry. All I can make out is fuzzy colors and shapes, but slowly things become clear. I see red leather seats and wooden walls. I see people, tons of them. Almost all of the tables are occupied, and there’s a long line of customers at the counter, ordering and waiting for their coffee.


Witnesses. It should be a relief.


But how on earth am I going to find him in a churning sea of broad shoulders and tall bodies, most of them wearing Stetsons? Maybe if I was taller than my five-foot-two frame or wearing heels rather than these stupid schoolgirl Mary Janes, I’d be…


Oh, but wait a second.


I don’t need to worry about finding him because I think that he found me.


See, there’s a man.


In the center of all the chaos.


Still and unmoving.


He has a trucker’s cap on, black with an intricate R in white. Even though he’s sitting down and there’s no way for me to know, I can tell he’s the tallest man in here. At least he’s certainly the broadest, given how his shoulders span and block the top of his high-backed chair and almost all of the potted fern behind him.


And I think, I think, it’s him.


Even though he looks… wrong. He looks nothing like what I imagined.


I never thought he’d be this large, busting out of his black T-shirt. Or that his skin would be so tan that you’d guess he’d been living under the open, free sky rather than inside a concrete block and barred windows. I definitely never thought his face would look that… merciless.


The upper part of his face is hidden, courtesy of the cap, but whatever I can see makes me think that like his body, his face is also a study of superlatives. Like that stubbled jaw of his quite possibly is the most angular jaw I’ve ever seen. And his lips, dusky rose, may be the fullest set of lips that I’ve ever come across.


It’s laughable to call him beautiful, given how aggressively masculine everything about him is, but that’s what he is. Beautiful. Ruggedly so. Like the mountain range that you can see wherever you go in Montana.


Before I can really question my thoughts, I’m walking toward him.


While my footsteps are drowned by the din of the crowd, I can hear my heartbeats clearly. There’s a stampede in my chest, wild heart, wilder beats, and strangely, I think he can sense it from afar.


I’m sure he’s watching me walk over.


Again, I don’t know how I know this because his eyes are hidden by the cap he’s wearing, but I do. I can feel their gaze, all heavy and charged, through the space. The intensity only growing the closer I get to him.


Until it feels like a calloused hand sliding over my skin. As soon as I reach him, he looks up and that hand tightens.


No, that phantom grip around my neck turns hot.


Branding me.


Much like his pitch-black stare.


For some reason, I gave him blue eyes in my head. Probably because of the ranch he said he grew up on, and when I think of a ranch, I think of blue skies and vast lands.


So, no, he does not look like the man from my dreams at all.


And yet, yet, somehow, he feels so familiar too. I don’t know how to explain it, but I feel it. God, I’m losing my mind, aren’t I? Shaking my head slightly, I begin, “You’re…” I grab the back of the chair I’m standing by and steady myself so I can continue. “Are you… Bo? Bo P-Porter?”


Something flickers through his face.


Or so I think.


It comes and goes so quickly that I can’t be sure. But I think it was in response to my question, my voice. It makes me feel stupid—and relieved—because what if he isn’t the man I’m supposed to meet at all? I probably should’ve thought of that before I walked over.


Maybe that’s why my belly has been churning and I’m hearing alarm bells in my head.


“I, ah, I’m sorry.” I clear my throat. “I’m supposed to meet a Bo Porter here, and uh”—I dig my nails farther into the chair as his charcoal eyes turn even more intense—“but maybe you’re not—”


“Peyton.”


I think I break my nail at that.


At his voice.


If my voice caused a reaction in him—and I’m not saying that it did—his voice makes my knees go weak. It’s all deep and scratchy. Like along with keeping him locked away, someone locked up his voice too. And this is the first time he’s spoken in the eight years since he got put away.


I try not to dwell too much on that. Or the fact that once again, his voice is nothing like I’d imagined. I imagined it to be deep but not bottomless deep, and I imagined it to be rough but not so gravelly rough.The more important point is that he is the right man after all.


He is my Bo.


Well, not my Bo, but still.


The confirmation doesn’t put me as much at ease as I’d hoped. Not only because of these conflicting feelings that I have about him but also because he said Peyton.


I throw him a jerky nod. “Y-yeah. Yes. Peyton. I’m… Peyton.”


I give him a shaky smile to make it look convincing before quickly looking away and taking a seat at the table. But then my gaze lands on something, and my heart that was already pounding in my chest speeds up even more. There’s a teapot and a cup sitting in front of me, presumably for the person he was waiting for: me.


Along with a muffin.


More than the tea, that muffin does it for me.


It makes my pounding heart squeeze and my voice go wobbly. “Is that…? That’s tea.” I don’t wait for him to reply before saying, “And that’s… that’s a strawberry crumb muffin. It is, isn’t it?” I swallow thickly, still staring at it. “It’s so hard to find. It’s… I told you that.”


Finally, I look up.


Only to find he’s gone rigid. Which, if I’m being honest, isn’t all that different from how he’s been all this time, spine straight, shoulders back, his eyes alert. But now I notice the muscle in his cheek beating like a heart.


Almost like my heart.


I’m not sure what it means, though.


I’m not sure what any of this means, him ordering me tea because I told him I like it better than coffee and that if I can find a strawberry crumb muffin at a café, then that’s the only thing I’ll eat because they usually have the apple crumb but very rarely the strawberry crumb.


Except that my heart is racing and there’s a mad rush in my veins.


“In my letters. I told you what I like to order and… and you…” I fist my hands in my lap. “How did you know I’d even show up?”


Because I never said yes.


Three weeks ago, he sent me a letter saying that he was getting out and that he’d like to meet me here. But I never replied. I didn’t know what to say when seeing each other wasn’t ever in the cards. I mean, he’s the man I met through the prison pen pal system.


Prison.


Our lives were separated by metal bars, and up until this morning, I had all the plans of never having them merge. Of forgetting about him and being smart. Like I always am about everything.


But here I am.


“I didn’t,” he says back, his gaze just as steady and analyzing as ever.


Fuck, his voice.


It’s a truth serum. Has to be. Because words spill out of me without my own volition. “I’m sorry about that. For not writing back. I just… I got scared.”


“Not enough.”


“What?”


“To stay away.”


Again, I can’t read his tone.


I can’t read him, period. But maybe I’m not supposed to. Not yet.


Even though we’ve known each other on paper, this is our first meeting. So maybe it’s supposed to go like this. Maybe he’s supposed to be all aloof and dark, wrong-looking—no, just different than what I’d imagined—and make me shiver and shake.


Maybe his dark and not-blue eyes are supposed to feel like a branding iron.


“I wanted to see you,” I say. “I couldn’t…”


His voice goes even lower, if that’s possible. “You couldn’t what?”


My belly trembles in response. “Stop myself.”


And in turn, the muscle in his cheek jumps.


Clearing my throat, I continue, “I hated the idea of you just sitting here, waiting for me to show up and I… I couldn’t take that. Not after everything we’ve shared and—”


“Get up.”


“What?”


“Get up,” he repeats on a deep growl. “And leave.”


I draw back. “I-I’m sorry. Did I—”


He leans forward a little, his eyes fiery.


It happened in an instant, too, the charcoal going up in flames. As if there’s a fire inside of him and it’s raging.


God, he looks so intimidating like this.


That’s what it is, isn’t it?


That’s why he looks so wrong and different and whatnot.


It’s the fact that he appears threatening, sitting here, with his large and muscular body and a brutally beautiful face. All this time that I talked to him in letters, he never felt dangerous. Even though I knew the man I was corresponding with was a convicted felon, I never once felt afraid.


I do now.


“Get the fuck up and go.”


I flinch. “But I don’t understand.”


“You don’t need to.”


My hands begin to tremble. “I—”


“This was a mistake.”


This time, I go still. “Mistake?”


His nostrils flare, his face cruel. “Yeah. So what you need to do is listen to me and leave.” He growls again when I don’t move, “Now.”


“Is it…” I twist my fists in my lap as my cheeks burn and burn and burn. But not enough to stop me from asking, “Did you picture someone d-different? Than me.”


Because if I was picturing him in my head all this time, he was probably picturing me too. While I found him different from my imagination, he probably found me different too.


And different, when it comes to me, is the code word for lacking.


Guys usually don’t find me or my body very appealing. A body made of pasty flesh and jiggly curves. A body less than perfect.


So maybe I should listen to him and leave.


But again, instead of doing the smart thing, I sit there and let him peruse me. At my question, his burning stare moves to my blond hair, which is in a braid that falls to my waist. A few loose tendrils caress the base of my throat where I can feel my pulse fluttering under his gaze. He takes in my trembling chest, the wide square neck of the dress he asked me to wear exposing more than I’d like.


He stays there for a bit before coming back up to my face.


But when it’s over, his perusal, it feels like it went too fast. Like he was taking me in only to dismiss me more than to study me.


“Yes.”


So there it is then. His only answer harsh and curt.


Like me, he had pictured someone different.


Except he still made my heart race with both ecstasy and apprehension. While I probably repelled him.


So, at long last, after six months and within two minutes of meeting the man I dream about every night, I force myself to be smart and do as he says.


I get up, the scrape of the chair dragging against the floor sounding louder than the noises of this crowded café.


Feeling weak and dejected—completely opposite of what I felt when I walked in—I walk out.


And promise—God, I promise—to forget about Bo Porter.










PART I











CHAPTER ONE



To: Bo Porter


From: Peyton Turner


Dear Mr. Porter,


I hope this letter finds you well.


My name is Peyton Turner and I’m a freshman at Montana State University. I’m writing to you because we’re covering reformation in the prison system as a part of our sociology class and for my final assignment, I’m supposed to write an analysis paper. My professor has encouraged me to interview an inmate and use the information to construct my argument. I’m telling you this up front because I want you to know that I may use parts of our letters to write my final commentary, and I don’t know how you’d feel about that. So if you’d rather not do this with me, I won’t blame you.


This is my first time using the prison pen pal system so I’m not an expert, but from what I understand, most people enter into this looking for a connection, a friend, maybe; someone to talk to. And I want you to know that even though this is part of an assignment, I can be your friend for a little while.


In fact, how about to get the ball rolling I tell you a secret?


Or rather something embarrassing about myself.


So this assignment? It’s not a regular assignment. As in, I’m doing this for extra credit. Because I just got my midterm grades and they’re bad. They’re so bad that I’m failing and my professor provided me with this option as a last-ditch effort.


So there.


Can I tell you another secret?


Or again, simply a fact. This time, non-embarrassing, though.


My professor gave me a list of inmates in the pen pal program and I chose you specifically because in your profile you mentioned that you liked to read. So I figured we’d have something in common.


So what’s your favorite book?


For me, it will have to be Wuthering Heights by Emily Brontë. The rocky moors; the hero in love and driven by revenge.


Have you read it?


I read somewhere that the library at Montana State Prison is in need of a major overhaul. That makes me sad, because reading should be as accessible as breathing, in my opinion.


In any case, I hope I hear from you but if not, that’s okay too.


Hope you have a great week!


Until next time (hopefully),


Peyton


PS: Okay, I have one more thing to confess and I’ve been thinking about it and I just didn’t know—still don’t—how to bring it up except to just bring it up so: I googled you. Well, I googled all the names on the list my professor gave me but still. For full disclosure: I typed your name in the search bar, clicked on the first article that came up. It was just a short piece in the Post. I didn’t cyberstalk you, and I won’t. I understand what an absolute violation of privacy it is and just because you are where you are, doesn’t mean that I can poke around in your life. But I… I don’t know how to put it delicately, but I just wanted to make sure that you were, for the lack of a better word, safe. Or rather your crime was (as safe as any crime can be). I realize that I could’ve just asked you but then… I mean, it just makes good sense to be careful, right? Not to say you’re a bad person, or that the crime you were found guilty of defines you. It doesn’t.


Oh gosh. I’m not making much sense, am I?


Forget what I already said. All I’m trying to say is that I was doing my due diligence and I’m sorry I violated your privacy.
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To: Peyton Turner


From: Bo Porter


Peyton,


I can’t remember the last time I received a letter.


Or sat down and wrote one.


And now that I am, it makes me feel like I’m back in school or something but anyway.


First, you don’t need to address me as Mr. Porter. That makes me feel a little too old and if I had to choose between being back in the classroom and lying on my deathbed, I’d rather be passing notes during lessons.


Second, what kind of a moronic professor encourages their student to make contact with a convict?


But then again, you don’t sound real smart either if you think a drug bust is safe. Just because it doesn’t sound as awful as aggravated assault or attempted murder doesn’t mean you want to meet a junkie in a dark alley.


Or maybe you do.


I’ve got no idea what college kids are up to these days.


I will say though that whatever you’re up to doesn’t seem to be all that good for you, seeing as you’re failing and your last-ditch effort—as you called it—is asking for help from a convict that you stupidly think is safe.


Bo
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To: Bo Porter


From: Peyton Turner


Dear Mr. Porter,


Did you call me and my professor stupid?


It looked like you did but I’m still giving you a chance to rectify your mistake before I go ahead and call you rude.


Or worse, an asshole.


Because I believe in reserving judgment and second chances. I believe in reformation (what a coincidence, given I’m writing a paper on that). Which means just because someone is stuck behind metal bars on a drug charge doesn’t automatically mean he’s a rude asshole.


Even though that rude asshole also implied that somehow I’m the one making wrong life choices because I failed one class.


For your information, I happen to be a straight-A student and this is the first time I’ve gotten anything less than an A-minus. Not that it’s any of your business.


I can’t believe I was all broken up about violating your privacy. Clearly, I wasted my apology.


A piece of advice: If writing letters makes you think you’re in school, then maybe you shouldn’t sign up for the pen pal service.


I’ll find someone else for my assignment.


Have a good life.


Sincerely,Ms. Turner(Yeah, that’s right. It’s Ms. Turner to you.)
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To: Bo Porter


From: Peyton Turner


Dear Mr. Porter,


Maybe there’s something in the water at Montana State Prison.


Or maybe all of your fellow inmates are as rude as you because after weeks of writing letters to them, I have yet to receive a single response.


My best friend, in a moment of pure hilarity, pointed out that maybe it’s you. You’re keeping them from writing back to me because you’re a jerk. But I’m not that full of myself to think you’d go to such lengths to mess with me.


But that’s not the point.


The point is that, unfortunately, I’m stuck with you.


Look, I’m not going to beg but I’m also not going to let you keep me from getting a passing grade either. I tried to get my professor to change my assignment but apparently, he’s had it with me so I need to write this paper if I want to pass. So I’m willing to start over. But I need an apology from you in order to do so.


An apology, in case you didn’t know because I don’t think you would, is a regretful acknowledgment of an offense or failure.


It’s only fair.


Until next time,


Ms. Turner
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To: Peyton Turner


From: Bo Porter


Peyton,


I didn’t think I’d hear from you again.


But I guess there’s something to be said about desperate times, desperate measures.


Now, your best friend, she sounds smart. What grade did she get? I bet she managed to scrape a passing grade.


Maybe I did keep them from writing back to you. But maybe I did it because I was doing you a favor. Because from what I remember, most guys in the pen pal program have at least been charged with one count of assault and robbery. Doesn’t sound very safe to make your cut. So then instead of demanding my regretful acknowledgment of an offense—thanks for the definition, by the way—you should be acknowledging your gratitude.


In any case, I’m not good at issuing apologies.


But since you’re unfortunately stuck with me, the least I can do is admit that I was a jerk to you and vow that I won’t be one in the future.


How’s that?


And if we’re doing this, you need to know that I don’t like repeating myself. So how about you stop calling me Mr. Porter and we can get this show on the road because I’m sure as hell not calling you Ms. Turner.


Bo










CHAPTER TWO



I’M NOT PEYTON TURNER.


I’m only pretending to be her.


This isn’t the first time, though. I’ve been doing it ever since she and I were both five. It started out as a fun trick with both of us dressing up like Ariel for Halloween one year and having people confuse us as twins and graduated to me going to her cello lessons because she hated the cello and I loved it, or attending detention at school in her stead so I had a place to go when things at home became too much to bear.


We’re not, though.


Twins, I mean.


We’re not even sisters.


Just best friends that somehow look very similar to each other.


We both have the same shade of golden blond hair and blue eyes. We are the same height, and growing up, we had the same build too. If we kept our heads down and didn’t make too much eye contact with the other person, we could usually fool them into thinking we were the other.


But then around the age of seventeen or so, things changed.


Puberty that I thought had passed me by caught up to me, making my body bloom differently than hers. It made my hips become rounder and my thighs all pudgy. My boobs went from a B cup to a full D, and my belly developed rolls. But Peyton remained as svelte and slender as ever.


So these days I pretend to be her in other ways.


I fool her boyfriends on the phone for fun because our voices are still freakishly similar and because pretend-flirting is the only kind of flirting I’ll let myself do and she knows that; I take her big brother’s calls when she isn’t in the mood to hear him lecture her about her low grades and partying. And sometimes when guys call me or send me their dick pics because somehow I always attract creeps, Peyton is the one to fend them off because I have zero experience with them. Oh, and I also do her extra-credit assignments—which I think are kinda fun—that include writing letters to inmates in prison. Or just one inmate.


She in turn goes shopping with me, and she did my hair and makeup today before I went to see said inmate. Nothing crazy, though; I wouldn’t let her, but still.


“Are you seriously not going to tell me what happened today?”


That’s her.


Peyton. The real Peyton Turner.


Cross-legged and with a determined look on her face, she sits in the middle of my bed among her scattered clothes and an open suitcase. Usually when she has that look, it’s very hard to deter her from the path she’s chosen.


But I still try.


I hold a bikini in each hand and wave them at her. “Which one?”


She keeps her focus on me, though. “Seriously?”


“Yes.” I nod and wave the bikinis again. “If you don’t tell me which bikini you want, there’s a very high chance that I’ll pack the wrong one and then you’ll be the one regretting it. Because you’re the one who has to wear them.”


She gives me a look before asking again, “Tell me what happened at the café today.”


There’s a pinch in my chest that I ignore and forge ahead. “Fine. The red one it is.”


I throw the other one aside—the one that I definitely know she’d pick; we’ve been friends forever, so I know what she likes—and I make a show of folding the little strings on the red one before reaching out to dump it in her suitcase. As expected, she gasps and scoots over to me on her knees, then snatches the bikini away.


“Are you insane?” she exclaims, putting her hands on her hips. “The red one makes me look like a lobster.”


I purse my lips in response, trying to hold back a chuckle.


Narrowing her eyes, she extends one hand, palm up. “Give me the gold one.”


I dutifully hand it to her, still trying to control my mirth.


She shakes her head as she grumbles and dumps the bikini on top of the neatly folded clothes in her luggage. “I’m going on a vacation with my boyfriend and even if I plan to break up with him when I get back, I still want to look my best. It’s the Bahamas, okay? Who knows when I’ll get the chance again to go to the Bahamas and get away from here?”


Yes, she is going on a vacation; and yes, she plans to break up with Ben.


I don’t blame her; he’s kind of an asshole who thinks the whole world revolves around him and his father’s ranch. I told her to break up with him the first time I talked to him on the phone. But she kept it going because she needed a date to the New Year’s party a few months ago, and because she knew it pissed off her brother.


Peyton has a difficult relationship with her brother, with her whole family, actually.


Well, the truth is that she hates her family. And she has reasons. Reasons I fully understand because I have a difficult relationship with my family too.


“Told you to make your choice,” I say in a singsong voice.


Her response is to poke her tongue out at me.


I chuckle, and together we finish packing for tomorrow. She leaves early morning, and gosh, I’m going to miss her. She asked me to go with her now that our finals are over and the summer is upon us. But I refused. I didn’t want to be the third wheel, even though their relationship is going to expire soon. Plus, this summer I was planning on doing something that I’ve been wanting to do for a long time now. Usually I always have extra classes or extra shifts at the library or whatever job I’m working, but this year I told myself that I’d put on my big-girl panties and do it.


Plus, I also wanted to… write to him.


I wanted to be here so I could get his letter every Friday and write him back that very day. So it gets to him in time on Tuesday. But then he said he was getting out early and asked to meet me and…


My heart twists.


It twists and twists until I think my heart is becoming a tight and throbbing fist rather than just an organ.


I try to ignore the pain in my chest because tonight was supposed to be all about spending time together, watching movies and eating popcorn and ice cream and anything else with too much salt or sugar in it. But I guess I’ve been doing a poor job of it because as soon as we zip up her suitcase and put it aside, Peyton grabs my hand, pulls me to sit on the bed beside her, and gives me a grave look. “Okay, on a scale of 1 to 10, just tell me, how bad was it? With 1 being excruciatingly bad. The worst ever.”


I meet her gaze and sigh in defeat. “Minus 394.”


She opens her mouth before closing it and frowning. “Very random. Is that—”


“Bad,” I explain. “That’s bad, Pey. It’s less than 1. It’s less than 0 even. It’s a negative integer.”


She rolls her eyes. “You know how much I hate geometry, Riri. Why would you put me through that?”


Riri.


That’s my name, or the shortened version of it.


My actual name is Reverie.


Reverie Bell.


“It’s algebra. You… Never mind.” I shake my head. “It was bad. Really bad; that’s it.”


She narrows her eyes. “What did he do?”


I open and close my fists in my lap. “Nothing. He did nothing. It’s just…”


“It’s just what?”


This time when I close my fists, I do it hard. I do it in a way that my nails, even though they’re short and blunt, dig into my skin and make it sting. “It’s just that I don’t think he was expecting me. Or rather someone like me.”


Peyton’s spine straightens and her eyes grow angry. “What is that supposed to mean?”


Crap.


I shouldn’t have said that. Definitely not to Peyton.


Peyton and I, we’re more sisters to each other than best friends. We grew up together, see. In Black Rock, Montana.


Peyton’s family owns a ranch called Wildfire—the second-biggest ranch in Montana—and my family worked for her. My mom was her nanny and my father was one of the ranch hands. Growing up, we were inseparable. We went to the same schools; we played together, studied together, spent all our time together. And when she and her mother moved away from Black Rock to Bozeman, my mom and I went with them.


Peyton and I have gone through everything together: difficult families that are more absorbed in their own affairs than us; school and classes; periods and teenage hormones; boyfriend drama—hers, not mine; and now college. While I excel inside a classroom, Peyton is more outgoing. She loves to party and live large, and I try to do everything I can to live as small as possible. I’m the rule-follower, and Peyton is a rebel. Despite our differences, though, we’re two peas in a pod. I love her to pieces and would do anything for her.


Just as she’d do anything for me.


Including pranking boys who would call me fat in high school and teaching them a lesson.


“You know what,” I say, trying to put her at ease, “just forget it.”


She turns to face me, her features still set in anger. “Did he say something to you? Did he say something rude to you? Because I swear to God, I’m going to—”


I grab her arms and stop her. “Look, it doesn’t matter, okay? It doesn’t… He probably was expecting someone else. Someone who, I don’t know, looked different than me.” She takes a breath to say something, but I keep speaking: “Which is fine. I don’t care. I’m happy with the way I look, with the way I am. I just don’t need people to remind me and… I guess that’s what threw me today.”


That and the fact that I let myself do it.


I let myself go on an adventure. When I’m not the kind of girl who ever does that. I’m smart. I’m practical. I’m very, very careful. And there’s a reason for that.


A very good reason.


But I ignored all of that, and for the first time in my life, I let myself go. I let myself be reckless. Like any other college freshman, I let myself flirt with boys—and not just pretend-flirting on the phone by impersonating my best friend. Granted, I was flirting with a convicted felon via letters while using my best friend’s name, but still.


I just… I wanted to live for once.


And yes, part of the appeal was that I thought I’d never meet him in person, so this was a safe way to do something totally crazy. While the other part—the bigger part—was that I couldn’t control myself.


Something about him, about his words, spoke to me.


There was some magic in them that I still haven’t figured out. Or rather now that I’ve met him, I think it was fire. Hot, burning fire that I couldn’t help but want to touch, want to be branded with; I don’t know. All I know is that once I started writing to him, I didn’t want to stop.


But of course that was stupid.


All of it was stupid, and honestly, I’m glad that it’s over now. I can go back to my old life with classes, my job at the library, my other summer plans.


“You know you’re gorgeous, right?” Peyton goes, breaking my thoughts.


God, I love her.


I also know that she’s my best friend and she wears rose-colored glasses when it comes to me.


The truth is that I’m not gorgeous. I’m far from it. I’m too short and rounded. My ass and thighs are too big but my waist is too small, making it impossible to find pants and skirts that fit. Actually, I can hardly find shirts that fit, either, with my too big and too disproportionate chest. So I always end up with baggy jeans and a loose sweatshirt, clothes that I hate but are necessary. Not to mention, my nose is too small, and my eyes are too big. My chin is too jutting out, and my lips are too swollen. I have too much hair that I can never hope to tame, so I always just braid it, and my skin is too pasty and pale.


I’m either too much or not enough.


But it’s fine.


It’s not a big deal.


Do I sometimes wish I looked different? Of course. Everyone does. We all have things about ourselves that we’d change. Mine just happens to be my body. Peyton would never agree with me, but that’s okay. That’s the testament of her loyalty, so I give her a fond smile. “I know.”


“And he’s an asshole for making you feel anything less,” she adds.


I swallow, my heart clenching. “I know that too.”


Peyton studies my features, her brow furrowing in concern. “I mean it, Riri. You’re beautiful. You’re amazing and I love you. And if that convicted criminal asshole can’t see that, then it’s his loss, okay? He doesn’t get to make you feel this way.”


That, I completely agree with.


He absolutely does not.


If I really think about it, I don’t even know him. All we did was write some letters to each other over the course of a few months. And maybe there were thirty-seven letters in total, and maybe I shared things that I’ve never really shared with anyone. But that doesn’t mean I actually know him. I can sit here and write out a list of things I don’t know about him. I mean, I hadn’t even seen him until this morning, and five minutes in his presence was enough to let me know that I never wanted to see him again.


So Peyton is right; he doesn’t get to make me feel this way.


This time my reply is filled with conviction. “I definitely know that.”


She bites her lip before saying, “Although, I can’t help but think it’s my fault.”


“What? Why?”


She sighs. “Because I encouraged you. Right from the start. Because when you came to me and said that you were exchanging letters with a felon who, by the way”—she raises her hand—“you started writing to because of me and my stupid grades, I didn’t stop you. I didn’t caution you like you always caution me. I didn’t say, ‘Think, Riri. He could be an asshole. He’s in prison, for God’s sake.’ No, I said, ‘Go ahead, Riri; live a little. Flirt it up. Be bad.’ Because I said it would be good for you to actually act your age for once and not live like an old woman just because of”—her eyes go big—“you know who.”


I do know who. And again, it’s a testament to her loyalty that she wouldn’t say exactly who because I don’t like to talk about her.


My mother, specifically.


She is right; I do live like an old woman—all cautious with no adventures—because of my mom. Because of all the choices she made in her life and how it affected her. And by extension, me.


Peyton was also right when she said she was the one who encouraged me when I came to her and told her that my letters had somehow become so much more than a mere assignment. In fact, when I told her that he wanted to meet me and that I wasn’t sure about it, it was she who said I had to do it.


I had to or I’d regret it.


But I don’t blame her, no way. What happened to me today was not her fault. She was being a good friend like always. A friend who wants more for me than what I allow myself.


“Hey”—I turn to face her fully now as well—“are you crazy? It’s not your fault.”


“But—”


“No.” I cut her off again. “Absolutely not. I’ve always done your assignments and I will always do your assignments. In fact, I probably should’ve done them all in the first place rather than letting you try to handle some yourself.” She rolls her eyes, but I continue, “So if we really think about it, it’s my fault. Because if I had done your assignments like always, you wouldn’t have been failing your midterms and you wouldn’t have needed to do the extra work.”


She shakes her head. “But I should’ve stopped you. I should’ve said something.”


“You couldn’t have stopped me,” I tell her.


“But—”


“No, Pey, you couldn’t have. No one could have. I wanted to do it. I wanted to write to him. And I may have been scared in the beginning but I wanted to go see him. God, I wanted that so much. I…” I swallow thickly. “I may have told myself that I wouldn’t go, that I was still making up my mind, but I knew, deep down, that there was no way I wouldn’t go see him today. There was no way I could be anywhere other than at that café at eleven.”


I know that now.


I knew it the moment I walked in and found him sitting there with his trucker’s cap on and his eyes pinned to the door. That’s how he found me so quickly, wasn’t it? Because he was watching the door.


He was waiting for me.


He even ordered my favorite things. I want to be so angry at him—and I am—but every time I think of that tea and that muffin, it makes something clench in my belly. It makes my heart even achier. How could he be such a complete jerk but then do such a thoughtful thing? No, actually, he turned into a jerk after he saw me.


Gosh, he must’ve been so disappointed.


So utterly disappointed that the girl he’s been corresponding with for the past six months turned out to be nothing like he imagined. Turned out to be so lacking.


“I really want to punch him,” Peyton says, once again pulling me out of my thoughts.


I swing my eyes over to hers. “I know.”


“Stupid fucking cowboy.”


Despite myself, my heart picks up speed.


And at such a silly thing too.


Yes, he’s a cowboy.


He has a ranch. I’m not sure where or what it’s called, but I know there’s a creek running through the middle of his land and he misses it. He didn’t tell me that in so many words, but the way he talked about it made me think he did. Which again goes to show that I didn’t even know him.


Not really.


In any case, it’s not really a special thing, being a cowboy. This is Montana; this is cowboy country. Every other guy who lives here is a cowboy. I grew up with them; and to be honest, my—and Peyton’s—experience hasn’t been really great. I mean, my dad is a cowboy and her dad, too, and neither of them is a paragon of virtue or anything. In fact, they’re downright evil. So again, he’s not really special, and there’s no need for me to go all shaky and weird.


Liar.


You know you have never seen a cowboy like him.


Even though he wasn’t really in his element and hadn’t even been a cowboy for eight years, I could still picture him out on the field, working the land, that big bronzed body of his weathering the sun. I could picture him wrangling a horse and roping cattle with those burly muscles. I bet he could tame a wild horse with only a look from his fiery dark eyes. Or he could stop a stampede with only the sound of his deep, rough voice.


But that’s neither here nor there as I answer Peyton. “Yup.”


“Of course he is,” Peyton concludes. “I knew I hated cowboys for a reason.”


Yeah. So again, all of this was really stupid, getting tangled up with a cowboy who also happens to be a felon. Which means I really need to stop thinking about him and move on with my life.


And that’s why I declare, “Movie time! Let’s stop talking about him and get our night started, shall we?”


She still watches me with a careful gaze. “Are you sure you don’t want to come with me? Just to take your mind off of things.”


“I’m sure.”


“But are you, though?” she insists. “It’s the Bahamas.”


I chuckle. “I know, but I am. I’m just going to spend my time relaxing and maybe picking up some shifts at the library.”


And doing that thing I always wanted to do.


“Ugh. Fine.” Her shoulders sag. “I love you; you know that, don’t you?”


My smile is a little wobbly. “I know. I love you too.”


“You’re amazing and gorgeous and beautiful,” she says with a pointed stare. “Don’t let anyone make you feel any less, okay?”


I nod. “Yeah.”


She’s right. Not about the being gorgeous part but about the part that no one gets to make me feel any less. Least of all a man named Bo Porter that I’ve only known for six months.










CHAPTER THREE



To: Bo Porter


From: Peyton Turner


Dear Bo,


You’re right.


You’re so not good at making apologies because that was a shitty one. And normally, I’d tell you to go away, but you already know I’m desperate and stuck so I’ll accept it.


By the way, you also don’t know that you should probably say please when you want people to do something for you. As it is, notice how I granted you your wish and addressed you by your first name up top. And since you’re so unfamiliar with the proper etiquette, allow me to also tell you your response to this should be thank you.


As for my best friend, yes, she’s smart and she’s also none of your business.


Also, if—hypothetically—you did keep your fellow inmates from writing to me because you thought you were keeping me safe, let me tell you that you don’t need to worry about me. I can take care of myself.


Anyway, please be advised that I’ll be sending you a list of questions for the assignment with my next letter.


Until next time,


Peyton


PS: Look how I granted you another one of your wishes down here too.
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To: Peyton Turner


From: Bo Porter


Peyton,


Thank you.


For granting me my wishes. And for that lesson in etiquette. I especially liked the one where you taught me to say please. Must’ve skipped school the day they taught us that. But then again, you already know I don’t like school. Or reading for that matter. I know you thought that was something we had in common but sorry to disappoint you.


Reading’s not something I did in my previous life. I could blame growing up on a ranch for that, but it was all me. I’d take mucking the stalls or mending fences over sitting still any day. Not a good thing when you’re trapped behind bars with a bunch of guys who have more testosterone running through their veins than blood and have a history of a short fuse. Reading keeps you busy and from creating havoc. So it’s more of a necessity than a hobby.


Anyway, thanks for the heads-up. I will be sitting on the edge of my seat for all your questions.


Bo


PS: So how’d I do? Am I polite enough for you?
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To: Bo Porter


From: Peyton Turner


Dear Bo,


So you’re a cowboy.


You never mentioned that on your profile but I should’ve known. All signs were there. You guys tend to be a little abrasive. I guess all that mucking and mending is injurious to good manners. I grew up with cowboys. Well, until we moved away to the city when I was eleven, but I know cowboys. In fact, if I had known that you were a cowboy, I probably never would’ve sent you a letter.


But we already know I’m stuck with you so it’s neither here nor there.


So tell me about your ranch.


Do you miss it? What’s the thing you miss the most?


I miss where I grew up too. Even though a ranch means cowboys and they aren’t my cup of tea, I still miss the land. All that space, the rolling plains and the woods. The fact that I could get lost when and if I wanted to. I could walk and walk for miles and never see another soul. I could sit in my favorite spot and read for hours and no one would come bother me. I miss reading in my favorite spot. I guess that’s the thing I miss the most.


I’d go back if I could.


But it’s okay. I’m happy here too. I have my school, my books, my job. My life is good and safe, careful. Like I always wanted it to be. A little unadventurous but at least there are no cowboys. Or rather, the only cowboy that I have to deal with comes on a folded piece of paper, tucked inside a white envelope.


Without further ado, please find the list of questions on the next page. I’m trying to write about the prison education system and I’m going to be honest, I absolutely hate sociology. And so even though I don’t like you very much and don’t care if you find my questions annoying, I’m sorry for such a long list. I almost fell asleep writing it so I totally do not envy you for having to answer them.


Until next time,


Peyton


PS: Surprisingly, you’re getting there. For an asshole cowboy, you’re a fast learner.
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To: Peyton Turner


From: Bo Porter


Peyton,


Who is he?


I’m guessing he’s a cowboy. The one who made you live a careful life. Isn’t that what you called it? A careful, unadventurous life. So who is it? An ex-boyfriend, your daddy?


Did he hurt you? What’d he do?


Because in my experience when a girl plays it safe, it always has to do with a man in her life. Is that why you can’t go back to your ranch? Because of that asshole?


As for mine, I miss it, yeah, but not a favorite spot—although if I could call something my favorite spot it would be the creek running on the north end of the property—or something similar. I miss the real things, the everyday things. The dirt that gets on your boots, your clothes, under your nails; the smell of hay and leather; the splinters that get into your hands when you’re mending fences no matter how good you glove up. The wind in my hair when Rebel, my thoroughbred, gallops through the fields, his shifting sleek muscles between my legs.


But it doesn’t matter. I’m exactly where I’m supposed to be, behind bars and away from everything I’d ever known.


Anyway, I answered all your questions. They were annoying but you’ll be happy to know I managed to stay awake through them. At the risk of sounding full of myself, I do think you’ll scrape a passing grade this time around.


Bo


PS: Maybe all I needed was someone to teach me. And for a little college girl, you’re a good teacher.
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That was it.


That was the moment. When he asked me about my careful life. About who hurt me.


That was when something shifted inside of me. Of course, I didn’t know it back then, but I know it now. That was the very first night when his words wouldn’t let me sleep. I tossed and turned until I gave up and sat down at my desk to write him a response. To tell him things about me that I don’t usually tell anyone.


Let alone a stranger I didn’t like.


But he so casually asked me about it when most people don’t care. I don’t want them to, either, because I don’t want to talk about it, but the fact that he could gauge things, read between the lines from miles and miles away, made me feel like he deserved an answer.


Not to mention, it was a good thing he was a stranger because the stakes were low and I was safe.


He made me feel safe.


So crazy but no less true.


And I realized today at the café that he had always done that before, made me feel safe, because at the time, he was doing the exact opposite. He was scaring me.


Which is why I’m doing this, I think.


Roaming the streets in the middle of the night when I should be in bed like the good girl I always claim myself to be. My roommate and best friend is passed out on our couch, but instead of going to bed myself, I’m just outside the café where we met, and I’m turning the corner to go to a motel two blocks down.


Because that’s where he is.


Or at least that’s where I saw him go earlier today.


I never told Peyton this because I knew she would’ve hunted him down and given him a piece of her mind, but when he demanded that I leave, I did, but I didn’t go too far. I barely made it outside before I had to find my balance and catch my breath. Everything happened so suddenly, so unexpectedly, that my whole body was shaking. So there I was, leaning against the brick wall just outside the café, trying to find my bearings and willing this deep ache to stop, when I saw him leave.


Something possessed me to follow him, and I did.


To this very motel I saw him disappear into.


To this very motel I’m walking into now. Because I’m angry, okay?


I’m angry at him for behaving the way he did. For taking away my sense of safety. No man, not one single man, in my life has ever made me feel the way he did, all safe and cozy. Like I could tell him anything and he’d listen. And then he took it away like it didn’t matter. Like none of the things we shared mattered. And maybe they didn’t, not to him.


Maybe he just wanted someone to kill time with while he was stuck on the inside. Maybe it was all fun and games until he saw me and cast me aside because I didn’t meet his expectations. But he isn’t getting off that easy. Not until I tell him exactly what I think about him.


Stupid asshole criminal cowboy.


The guy at the reception desk greets me with a smile that I’m not sure I return with equal enthusiasm. “Hi, I’m here to see Bo Porter. Can you tell me what room he’s in?”


“Sure, give me a second.” I watch him type things into his computer before he shakes his head. “Uh, Bo Porter, you said?” I nod and he shares, “We don’t have any Bo Porter currently booked in.”


“Are you sure?”


He keeps looking at the computer screen. “Yes. No Bo Porter. Are you sure you got the name right?”


I don’t know why, but his seemingly friendly and normal question makes something move in my belly. Something uncomfortable and heavy.


“Uh, I think so,” I say, swallowing. “I met him at the café just two blocks down this morning, and…” I stalked him and saw him enter this building, my brain finishes for me. “Are you absolutely sure?”


“Yup,” he says, watching me.


Again, there is nothing in his gaze that should scare me or make me feel not at ease. But I am scared, and I’m not at ease. I shift on my feet, my hands getting clammy. “So no tall guy wearing a trucker’s cap with a fancy R on it?”


I see recognition go through his features as soon as I say it, but he responds, “No, I don’t think so.”


“You’re lying,” I say, surprising him.


Surprising myself.


I’m not confrontational. At all.


But this, I need to know.


“I don’t…” He takes a breath. “Is there anything else I can help you with?”


“Tell me his name.”


It seemed like the most important question to ask. For obvious reasons and for reasons I don’t understand yet.


His eyes widen a little bit, but he says, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


“You do know,” I insist. “You’re lying.”


“I’m—”


“Look”—I lean over the desk a little and his eyes go even wider—“I understand you may not be allowed to give out this information. Believe me, I do. I understand. But I need you to do this for me, okay? I need you to tell me. I need you to…” I swallow thickly, my emotions sitting right in the center of my throat. “You don’t know me but I’m very smart. I am. And I’m telling this to you so you know how stupid I’ve been. So, see, I’ve been writing letters to this man, right? For the past six months and I knew it was a bad idea. I knew it was crazy and insane and… And then he told me he wanted to meet me and so I went, right? But then he…”


I take a deep breath here, clutching the edge of the desk, trying to get myself under control. I wasn’t planning on dumping the entire story on him, and in a way that makes so little sense. I was just… I wanted him to understand that I need to know.


It’s imperative that I know.


I open my mouth to apologize, but the guy, looking really spooked and confused, blurts out, “Grayson.”


“What?”


He glances over to the computer for a second before coming back to me. “Arsenal Grayson.” I watch him going for the phone by the computer. “I could just give him a call and tell him you’re here and…”


He says something else, but I miss it.


I miss it because I rush out of there. Even if I had stayed back there, I know I couldn’t have heard him over the loud, loud pounding of my heart. The loud fucking rush of blood in my veins.


Grayson. Did he say Grayson?


He said Grayson, didn’t he?


I need to get away from this place. I so fucking need to get away from here. I need to run.


So that’s what I do. I start running as soon as I hit the pavement, my footsteps even louder than my heart now. My breaths exploding out of my chest, my skin sweaty and prickly and tight. So tight that it feels like I will burst out of my own body.


But it’s fine.


It’s fine because if I keep running, if I get as far away as I can from the motel, from where he is, I’ll be okay. I’ll be alive.


Oh God.


Oh God, I can’t believe…


I can’t believe this is happening. This is…


But he’s Bo. He’s my Bo.


He can’t be a Grayson. He can’t be… There has to be a mistake. He’s not a Grayson. And he is absolutely not the same Grayson as the Graysons of the Rawhide ranch in Black Rock.


Because that would mean…


I don’t know what that would mean. All I know is that if I don’t get away, he’ll kill me. He’ll kill me because I’m from Wildfire ranch. It doesn’t even matter that I’m not a Turner. He’ll kill me simply because of my association, because the Graysons have vowed to kill every single one of us.


But again, I don’t get it. I don’t…


Then, in the next breath, all my thoughts explode and I burst out of my skin anyway because I hear him. I hear his footsteps. They’re loud and thudding. Pounding. So much so that the ground shakes beneath them and I lose my balance.


And then I can’t run anymore because he’s on me.


His arm is locked around my waist like a shackle, and my back is pressed against his chest. The chest that I dreamed about a million times over the last six months and the one that I saw at the café today. The burly and broad and oh my God, so fucking hard chest that is leaving bruises on my body right now.


I open my mouth to scream, but something else entirely comes out. A ragged whisper, a plea: “Please, don’t hurt me.”


And then his big and rough hand closes over my mouth, and all hope for me is lost.










CHAPTER FOUR



To: Bo Porter


From: Peyton Turner


Dear Bo,


It’s 2:11AM and I can’t sleep.


I keep thinking about your letter. About what you asked. It was so surreal. I can’t believe you noticed. People usually don’t. Not that I want them to but still.


I don’t really talk about it or even think about it all that much. Because it’s not going to change anything, but it’s my mother. She’s never been a good judge of character when it comes to men.


Or rather just one man, my daddy.


He isn’t a nice man; he liked talking with his fists more than his words, and growing up, I watched my mother take the brunt of it. She also took the brunt of his infidelity, as well as his lack of attendance in my life. He’d come and go as he pleased, without a care for anyone. My mother, though, always waited for him. Always turned the other cheek, always treated him like he was the only man for her. I never understood why, except she’d say that she loved him, and you didn’t choose the people you loved.


So I told myself that I’d never be put in a position like this: to fall in love with a cruel man.


I’d always be careful and smart; wary and cautious. Even if it meant leading a simple life. A life without adventure or twists and turns. Meaning no nights out, no partying, no going away to exotic places on spring break. Definitely no boyfriends. Honestly though, my best friend dates enough for the both of us and just by watching her I don’t think I’m missing anything. But anyway, it’s just me and my school and my job at the library. It’s not the most exciting life but it’s peaceful. It’s exactly what I never had and what I wanted.


In fact, writing letters to an asshole cowboy behind bars is probably the most exciting thing I’ve ever done in my life. And good thing I did because your answers were really helpful. It pains me to say it because your ego’s just going to grow bigger, but I do think I may be able to score a passing grade. Who knew that an asshole cowboy could teach a little college girl something? Although, I will say I’m not little.


If I didn’t hate you so much, I’d ask you to teach me how to ride too. Because in my non-adventurous life, I’ve never ridden a horse before. But you know, I’ve seen people do it and read about it a lot so how different could it be?


Until next time,


Peyton


PS: I’m sending you another list of questions that are just as annoying as the last but only because I think I like you now.










CHAPTER FIVE



I CAN’T SEE.


My hands are tied. My feet are tied too.


I’m lying on my side, and there’s a throbbing pain in my shoulder. I’m trying to think why. I’m trying to think where I am. Then I try to move. My hands, my legs, my shoulder, anything that I can think of. Which is when I realize I’m in a box.


No, wait. I think… I think I’m somewhere else. Somewhere much scarier. Much, much. Because this thing that I’m in is moving. It’s jostling me. Jolting and bumping and… Holy God, I’m in a car.


I’m in a trunk.


I’m blindfolded and all tied up in the trunk of a car, and I’m being taken somewhere. Oh, my fucking God! I’m being kidnapped. By Bo.


No, by a Grayson.


I am, aren’t I? He’s kidnapping me. He is… I can’t breathe. I can’t…


This isn’t real. This isn’t…happening. This has to be a mistake. This has to be…


I’m wheezing and thrashing and hitting my feet, my shoulder, my palms against the walls in an attempt to break free. Even through my mad panic, I know it’s foolish, that I’ll never be able to get free. Still, I keep doing it and doing it and fucking doing it. Until it becomes my downfall and drains out whatever energy I had.


And I slip away.
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There’s a head on the wall.


A bear’s head. It has the meanest yellow eyes I’ve ever seen. I’m trying to determine if it’s real; it can’t be, right? I mean…


Wait.


Wait a second.


I can see. I can fucking see!


As soon as my brain registers that, I knife up into a sitting position and frantically look around. Instead of a car or whatever vehicle the box was in, I’m out of the box and in a room now. A room with walls made of dark wood and decorated with animals’ heads. There’s not one, not two, but three bears’ heads surrounding me.


Three.


In addition to a pair of antlers. What the…?


The room is sparsely occupied, so there isn’t much to see except a chest of drawers to my left, made of the same dark wood as the walls and the floor, and a nightstand. Again, dark and wooden. Oppressive. And then there’s the bed that I’m currently sitting in.


I look down at myself, and the first thing I notice is the burns. Rope burns around my wrists. All red and angry. My dress from yesterday—somehow, I know enough time has passed that it’s tomorrow—is all dirty and streaked with dirt and grease. A sheet covers my lap, dark like the rest of the decor and stark against the backdrop of my white dress. The sheet is scratchy, as if it hasn’t been used in a while, but it’s warm. Meaning somehow I’m the first person to end its disuse, and I’ve been doing that for possibly a few hours now.


Oh my God, what is this place?


What the fuck is this place, and what am I doing here? What…


I spring out of the bed, but as soon as my bare feet hit the hardwood floor, I realize how weak I am. How shaky and jittery, and how the entire room spins. I’m going to throw up. I am. I feel the bile rising. But somehow, some way, I manage to drag in a breath and keep the contents of my stomach in.


When I get my bearings back, my eyes zero in on the door right in front of me.


And I run.


I don’t think about it. I don’t think about what I’m going to find on the other side of it. All I know is that I need to get to it. I need to turn that silver knob, open the door, and get out of here. I need out, out, out of this oppressive room where I can’t seem to catch my breath. And I’m there. I’m right there, my arm stretched out, fingers within touching distance of the knob, when it happens.


When something flies through the air—I feel it pass by me in a whoosh, making the hair on the back of my neck stand up in a sudden chill—and thunks itself into the door.


A knife.


A pocketknife with a black handle and a sharp and glittery blade. It’s barely an inch away from my head, and the thought of that gap closing, and that blade lodging itself somewhere else other than the solid wood, makes me clench my eyes shut. It makes my heart pound so loudly that it could’ve been knocking at the door that the knife—and me—is stuck to right now. But no amount of mayhem in my body could’ve prevented that voice from reaching me.


That rough and deep, unused-as-the-sheet-over-my-body, voice.


“Wouldn’t do that if I were you.”


Crazily, my initial thought is that this is probably the very first time he’s spoken since we met in the café. Like he said his last words to me and then didn’t speak up at all until now. Why that would matter, why that would even enter my brain, I don’t know. All I know is that he’s here. He’s behind me, and he just threw a knife at me.


He threw. A knife at me.


A knife.


Oh God, oh God; oh God, what is happening? What is this? What is…


“You run, I’ll catch you,” he goes on, raising goose bumps up and down my body. “Be a waste of both our times.”


I should turn around now. Instead of standing stuck to the door, staring at the knife that could’ve killed me, I should face him. I should show some strength. Even through the mind-numbing fear, I know that.


But I can’t move.


I’m shaking like a leaf, but I cannot make myself move.


Not even when I hear him take in a deep breath, as if sighing with impatience, followed by rustling in the background. Then, “We’re in the middle of nowhere. There’s not a lot of places that you can run to. Plus, I don’t really think you can run at all. The drug I gave you takes a while to wear off, and until it does, you’re gonna be disoriented and wobbly. So your best option is to stay here, get some rest.”


Drug.


He drugged me? He… Oh my God. In a flash, I whirl around and there he is.


Or at least, there his naked back is.


He’s standing at the chest of drawers, and his back is turned. There’s a towel wrapped around his narrow waist, but other than that, he isn’t wearing much of anything. I glance to the side where I see another door, ajar and with steam wafting out of it, telling me that he was in there, probably taking a shower. I was so occupied with everything else that I failed to notice there was a bathroom in here as well.


But I’m noticing now.


His hair’s wet, all dark and dripping drops of water. I watch them sluice their way down his thick, muscular neck before getting lost in the expanse of his back. And expanse is right because it’s huge. It’s muscular with dense, fanned-out shoulder blades and the sleek, tapering line of his spine.


I was right when I said he reminded me of the mountains I see through my window every day. Unwavering and strong, made of thick, burly muscles. They make him look like a fighter who could crush anyone with his fists. An outlaw, a criminal who snatches people off the streets.


Who snatched me.


I feel the bile rising up again, but I push it down because I’m not finished perusing his back. Because scary strong muscles aren’t the only thing that needs my attention; there’s something else on his back that needs to be studied. Up by his left shoulder blade, specifically.


A letter.


It’s the first letter of my name. An R; but most importantly, it’s a brand. Like the one you see on animals, on cattle. Put there by a hot, scalding iron; and oh my God, it’s insane. Why does he have a letter branded on his back?


A second later, my thoughts disintegrate because he drops his towel—the only thing that was covering him—and I clench my eyes shut again. I clench them and clench them so hard that I start to feel dizzy again. My knees start to shake, and my stomach feels queasy. I don’t know if—


“You can open your eyes now,” he says.


And they pop open.


The first thing I notice is that he’s covered. He has on a shirt and pants. I can’t tell very many details about them, other than they’re dark-colored, because my focus is on other things.


Like his face.


I know I saw him only yesterday, but I’m looking at him like I’m seeing him for the first time. And maybe I am because a day ago I thought he was the man of my dreams, but today I know he’s from my nightmares.


I know there hasn’t been any mistake at all. No matter how badly I want it to be, I know this isn’t a mix-up. I know he isn’t Bo Porter. He’s a Grayson.


His eyes are as dark as they were yesterday, but now I can picture them glittering in the night, as if they belong to a wild animal, a predator evolved to see in the pitch-black. His jaw is still as stubbled as yesterday—maybe more so—but today I think the growth could be as sharp as the blade still inches away from my face. His cheekbones are high and peaked just like they were at the café, but today they look like dangerous cliffs that you could fall off of and plunge to your death.


God, he’s a death trap, isn’t he?


His entire body. His face.


But nothing—not even the pain of death—could diminish one thing about his beauty. If anything, now that I know who he is, it all makes sense. Why I felt so afraid. Why he looked so threatening. Why his beauty felt heartbreaking. Because it is.


But what was he doing at the café? How did he know to be there? How did he know to order those things for me, that I only told Bo about? How…


“How do you feel?” he asks, leaning against the dresser now.


My tongue is sticking to the roof of my mouth, but somehow I unglue it. Pressing myself to the door, I say, “You… you d-drugged me?”


He roves those predator eyes over my face. “Had to.”


I dig my nails into the door. “H-had to?”


“Couldn’t have you screaming when I put you in the trunk of my car.”


His words cause a massive shiver to go through my body, making the rope burns on my wrists tingle. I have to drag in a shaky breath so I can keep talking: “What… what is this place?”


His eyes are boring into mine, his features blank. “A hunting cabin.”


“Did you”—I take in another shaky breath—“k-kill them?”


“Kill who?”


“These animals,” I answer, not taking my eyes off him. “The heads. Did you…”


No expression passes over his face at my question. “Most o’ them.”


For this next question, instead of the door wood, I dig my nails into my thighs. “Did you… kill…” I close my eyes for a second. “Did you kill him? Did you k-kill Bo?”


Again, nothing flickers through his features. They are cool and aloof as he replies, “No.”


A breath escapes me.


Probably the first one since I came to that’s not been broken or choppy.


I open my fists and press my sweaty palms to my thighs. “So then, he’s… okay? You didn’t… You didn’t hurt him? You didn’t—”


“There’s no Bo,” he says, cutting me off.


Since we started this conversation face-to-face, this is the only time his features have changed. There’s an expression lurking there that I can’t name for sure, but it looks akin to… irritation, with lines around his mouth and his eyes clenched tight.


“What?” I breathe out.


His jaw clenches for a second. “The man you’re getting so bent out of shape about doesn’t exist.” Then, “Or rather, he does but he doesn’t care that you do. So you should probably save your concern.”


“What? What does that m-mean?”


“It means he sold you out.”


I go back to holding on to the door, my nails digging into the wood. As if bracing for something, something big and life-changing, as he speaks. “Bo Porter, the guy you think is your little boyfriend and who you thought would be a safe choice because of his drug bust, is a fuckin’ junkie. It’s hard to score coke when you’re on the inside. Can’t do it without some serious help. He knew I could provide him that help. Usually I don’t like to give people like him the time of day, but fortunately for him, he came into possession of something that he knew I’d want.”


My legs are sliding against each other, sweaty and sticky. My palms are slipping along the door, but somehow I hold myself up and parrot, “Something you’d want.”


He dips his chin. “Your letter.”


“My…”


“The very first one.” Then, with his jaw pulsing, he goes on, “So you see, you really wouldn’t wanna meet a junkie in a back alley. Because he’ll sell you out for a bag of coke while you’re standin’ there with your pretty little mouth open and your eyes wide in shock, ready to pass out at the betrayal.”


That’s what I look like right now, I think.


He just described me.


He forgot to mention, though, how I’m shaking right now. How my sweaty limbs are about to buckle under the pressure of what he just revealed. How I’m about to all but collapse. And not just from the betrayal but from something else I just now realized.


It was always there, in the back of my mind, hovering. I refused to acknowledge it. I refused to think about it because I wanted to be smart. I didn’t want to be like my mother, who fell in love with a man who was wrong for her. But I can’t deny it anymore.


I love Bo.


I’m in love with Bo Porter.


I’m not sure when it happened, but it did. Somewhere along the last six months, the stranger who made me feel safe right from the beginning somehow became the very first man I fell in love with.


“So it’s been…” I blink and breathe. “You?”


His dark eyes go back and forth between mine. “Me.”


I blink and I breathe again. Then, “This w-whole time?”


Something moves across his face again, but I’m too dizzy to puzzle over what. “Since the beginning.”


This is when I break.


Or my mind does, because all the thoughts, all the feelings, all the emotions I’m capable of come to the surface and run rampant. They run from one part of my brain to the other. They run through my veins and fill the corners of my body, making me feel so heavy, so, so heavy. So achy. So riddled with pain.


God, it’s so much pain that I have to let go of the door and press both my hands on my belly. I have to clench my thighs, tighten my muscles so I can withstand it. Withstand the truth.


That there’s no Bo. There never was. The man I fell in love with doesn’t exist. Or he does but everything about him was a lie. I fell in love with a lie. An illusion.


My first love wasn’t a love at all; it was a betrayal.


But I don’t… I still don’t get it.


“Why would you want my le…”


My subconscious catches up before my brain does, and my words trail off. He would want my letters. Because he thinks Peyton was writing them.


He thinks I’m Peyton.


He didn’t kidnap me because I’m associated with the Turners. No, he kidnapped me because he thinks I am a Turner. He thinks I’m his enemy. He thinks I’m something to kill and destroy.


Because that’s what the Graysons and the Turners have been doing to each other.


Everyone in town, in the whole state of Montana, knows about the two feuding families of Black Rock. They’ve been warring with each other over land for years, for decades. The feud doesn’t involve just trivial disagreements. It doesn’t even stop at ambushes in the middle of the night—cutting fences and stealing cattle. Setting fire to timber and destroying equipment isn’t enough for them. It involves making people disappear; spying, shady dealings, and blackmail. Their enmity was the reason why we left Black Rock in the first place; it wasn’t safe for us to stay there anymore.


Because one night, the Graysons brought years’ worth of fighting to our home.


I know I should be afraid, and Jesus Christ, I am—I am shaking—but I can’t help noticing the irony. We’ve both been pretending to be other people. We’ve both been lying to each other. The only difference is that he did it out of malice, the depths of which I’ve yet to find out, while my lie was innocent.


Tell him.


Tell him now.


I open my mouth to do just that, but something else comes out: “So you… you pretended to be”—I can’t say it; I can’t say the name of the guy I’ve foolishly been in love with—“him a-and wrote me letters because you wanted to, what, fool me?”


“More like get you to trust me, but fool you works too.”


I press myself harder into the door, my shoulder blades digging into the wood. “So you could… bring me here?”


He studies me for a beat, as if looking for something, but I don’t know what. I don’t have anything to give him.


I’m not even the right girl.


“Not exactly,” he says finally, shifting on his feet.


“What?”


“Bringing you here wasn’t the plan.”


“The p-plan?”


“All straight As, right? Except sociology.” His jaw pulses. “Thought you were smart. Followin’ me back to my motel though, not so much.”


My eyes are wide. “You… you knew?”


“I’m an ex-con,” he says, his gaze steady and his features neutral except, once again, there’s a hint of irritation. “You don’t tail an ex-con, especially when you’ve got zero skills to make out your own tail.” At my confusion, he goes on, “You picked up a couple of guys on your way over. I took care of them later.”


My heart races. “Did you… Does that mean you killed them?”


He gives me a flat look. “No, just knocked ’em out. Can’t kill people in daylight.”


I shake my head. “I’m… I can’t…”


“Thought you would have smartened up when you left but”—his jaw pulses again—“you had to come find me, didn’t you? I was a little shocked when the front desk guy called, said a girl came lookin’ for me. So no, it wasn’t the plan to drug you and bring you here. But I couldn’t take the chance of you runnin’ back to your family and tellin’ them about me either.”


Family.


He means the Turners. I need to tell him. I need to tell him I’m not the girl he thinks I am. But once again, something else comes out: “I won’t say anything.”


He doesn’t dignify that with a response.


“I won’t,” I insist, clawing my nails at the door. “If you let me go right now, I’ll… I’ll forget about it all. I’ll forget about the letters. About the kidnapping. About whatever you did. About e-everything. You just need to let me go. You just—”


“No,” he says.


Definitively. Decisively.


Like that concludes all discussion. Like he can keep me here. Like he has a right to keep me here.


“You can’t do this,” I say, my voice pitching high. “You can’t keep me here. You can’t—”


“I can.”


“They’ll be looking for me,” I blurt out. “My family. They’ll be… You have to let me go. You have to l-let me go to my family.”


Lie. Lie. Lie.


All lies, but I have to say something, anything to make him let me go.


“And I will,” he says, all calm-like. “In my own time.”


“But this is…” I shake my head. “My f-friends. My—”


“You’ve got no friends,” he reminds me, his dark eyes glittering. “Your only friend left for the Bahamas for the summer. You’ve got no job, no classes. Your mother’s tourin’ Europe like she always does and your father and your brother’s in Black Rock. I took care of your phone and you’ve got no one. No one is lookin’ for you. No one will miss you. The only person who’d wonder about you if your letter didn’t arrive like clockwork on Tuesday is standin’ right here.”


He’s right. No one will miss me. I have no friends. No classes, no job. The only person I thought I had is right in front of me.


“Are you g-going to kill me?” I ask then.


He lets a beat pass by before replying, “No.”


“So then why—”


“You’re no use to me dead.”


“Use me for what? What are you going to use me for?”


This time he stays silent the longest, scrutinizing me as he stands there with his feet shoulder width apart, his spine straight. His hands are fisted at his sides, and his gaze is as steady as ever. And even though he’s all the way across the room from me, it still feels like he’s right by my side.


Right where I am.


It feels like I can smell him, his dangerous musk. Like I can hear his heart beat, a threatening drumbeat. It feels like he’s sucking in all the air, leaving nothing for me. Choking me without laying a finger on me.


Finally, dragging a long breath, he answers: “Revenge.”
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