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Ten Years Ago








“Get your shoes on,” Justin barked as he stomped through our shitty apartment. He grabbed a backpack from the closet and slammed the door. Loose flakes from the sagging popcorn ceiling rained down on the dingy carpet.


My brother was on edge and twitchy. Just perfect.


All I wanted was to finish my homework and head to bed. He knew I had to be at work to open up in the morning before school.


The last thing I wanted to do tonight was go somewhere because he needed a fix.


Half the time, he’d vanish for days and leave me on my own. The other half, he was way too insistent on keeping me under his thumb and used his legal guardian status to do so.


“I have shit to do,” I grumbled as I turned my attention back to the stupid essay I had been working on for hours.


He threw a set of keys at me. “I don’t care. Get up. You’re driving.”


I caught the keys and let out a sarcastic laugh. “Since when did you get a car?”


“I’m borrowing it. Get a move on.”


Whatever. It was easier to go with what he wanted to do than to argue.


I threw on a pair of knockoff fur boots and grabbed a jacket. “We’re not going to be gone long, right? I have to be up in a few hours.”


“You’ll be back in time to open the store.”


That wasn’t promising.


“If I’m late, Mr. Morelli isn’t going to let you use my employee discount anymore,” I yelled at him.


Because that’s all I had to leverage. A measly fifteen percent off at the bodega down the block.


I knew how to drive, but I wasn’t great at it. It was more of a figure-it-out-as-you-go situation. I didn’t even have my license. It wasn’t like my brother and I had a car, and I could walk to most places. If I couldn’t walk, I’d take the subway.


Justin was more on edge than usual as we hustled down the sidewalk. He flexed his hands and fidgeted with his pants every ten seconds.


I followed him down an alley that led behind a bar.


The rank odor of trash, old beer, and rancid oil filled the night air. Rodents scurried through the gross haze.


“Get in.” He pointed to a small sedan parked in the shadow of a building.


“You gonna tell me what we’re doing or where we’re going?” I asked as I unlocked it and slid behind the wheel. “Or whose car you’re borrowing?”


“Shut up and drive. Go down to Amsterdam and then get on Harlem River Drive. We’re taking the bridge into New Jersey.”


“New Jersey?” I shrieked, slamming my hands onto the steering wheel. “I have work and school tomorrow. It’s ten at night! What the hell do you have to do in New Jersey?”


“It’s when I have the car. Shut your fucking mouth and drive, Len.”


At least the traffic wasn’t that bad because of how late it was.


Justin kept checking his phone every five minutes like he was waiting for a call. Finally, the screen lit up, and he pressed the phone to his ear.


“Yeah. I’m on my way,” he said a moment later.


I raised an eyebrow but kept my attention on the road.


“It’ll be where I said it will be. We already talked about this.” Justin gritted his teeth so hard I was certain they were going to shatter. “She’s driving.”


Who was he talking to?


“It’ll be fine. We’ll meet up tomorrow,” he said before hanging up.


“Wanna tell me what that was about?” I sassed as I came off the George Washington Bridge, leaving New York and entering New Jersey.


Lights from passing cars and buildings flashed in the night.


“Take a left down here,” he clipped, ignoring my question.


I slammed on the brakes at a red light. “And what if I don’t want to? Just tell me where we’re going.”


He hit me with a sharp look. “Do what I say.”


“Why should I?”


“Blood’s thicker than water. Remember that, Len.”


I rolled my eyes and eased through the green light.


Justin pawed around the backpack, unzipping it and closing it again. “I’m meeting a friend for some business.”


A caustic laugh slipped from my mouth. “This late at night? Right.”


He pointed to a dimly lit building on a deserted street. “Park along the sidewalk. Cut the lights but keep the engine running. I’ll be back in less than ten minutes.”


“And if you’re not?” I asked.


“I will be.”


Justin slipped out and closed the passenger door so softly that I wasn’t sure it had even latched.


I sighed and leaned my head back, closing my eyes. If I had to guess, he was going to get some shitty weed from some sketchy guy to push on our block. He’d probably be at least a half-hour. Might as well grab a catnap.


Five minutes passed.


Then ten.


I opened my eyes around the twelve-minute mark.


A car slowed as it passed by, the headlights dancing off the building’s sign. What was Justin doing at a Federal Credit Union? It was closed.


Dread bloomed inside me, floating up my throat, then sinking down like a rock in my gut.


No, no, no . . . 


I checked the clock again. Thirteen minutes had passed when a loud crack rang out.


BAM!


BAM! BAM!


My blood ran cold.


I knew that sound. I heard it all too often in our neighborhood.


Gunshots.


A dark figure sprinted away from the building and ripped the car door open. “Go!”


“Oh my God!” I screamed at the sight of blood spattered across his shirt. “What did you do?”


“Fucking go!” he roared as he threw a bag into the backseat.


“Justin!”


My brother’s expression turned lethal. He pulled back his jacket, and the glint of slick, black metal peeked out of the front of his waistband. “I said, drive.”
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A neon glow bathed the Silver Spur in soft blues. The chaos of pool tables, a band, and the clink of glasses as two bartenders mixed drinks blended into a wall of sound.


My palms hit the edge of the polished oak bar as I found an open stool.


A blonde bartender glanced over, her eyes meeting mine for a moment before returning to her work. With practiced ease, she poured two fingers of Jack into a glass and slid it to a customer without looking up.


“Whadda ya want?” she hollered over the ruckus.


“Beer,” I said. “Whatever’s cold.”


“Easy enough.” She grabbed a bottle out of the ice chest and dropped it in front of me.


I debated paying cash or starting a tab. I didn’t plan on sticking around long—just long enough to disassociate for a while.


But I did drive all the way out here . . . If I only drank one beer, it’d be the most expensive drink of my life.


A body pushed against mine and craned over the bar. “I need a towel.”


“Ever heard of waiting your turn?” I muttered as I handed the bartender my card to start a tab.


The woman turned to me when the bartender disappeared, flashing a pair of split knuckles. “The last guy got it worse. You wanna be next, cowboy?”


The accent told me she wasn’t from around here. Not even close. She said “you wanna” like a true New Yorker. It reminded me of my sister-in-law.


She was a pain in the ass too.


“Pipe down, slugger. Ain’t nothing that serious.”


The bartender gave the woman a handful of ice wrapped in a towel and asked, “Did you start it or finish it?”


The woman grabbed it and pressed the ball of ice to her knuckles. “Finished it.”


The bartender waved her off. “Fine by me. Stay out of trouble.”


Brown eyes flicked up and down, tracking from my boots to my beer, up my chest, then to my face. “See how fast that was? Now you can get back to drinking your shitty beer and looking broody.”


I took a long pull from the bottle and drank her in with my eyes.


Her hair glowed under the neon signs like it was invisible ink under a blacklight. Onyx hair intertwined with snow-white streaks. Sleeves of tattoos covered both arms. She had a slice through her eyebrow and a stud dotting her nose.


She was hot. And crazy.


I scoffed to try and hide my smile. “You’d run into less trouble if your mouth didn’t write checks your ass can’t cash.”


She let a caustic laugh slip. “You think I go around punching people? He had it coming.”


“Sure, slugger. That’s what they all say.”


She shrugged. “He shoulda known better than to make a bet and refuse to pay up. If you’re gonna be a loser, be an honorable one.”


She had a point there.


“Tell you what.” I pointed around the bar to the pool tables and dartboards. “Pick your poison. You win, and I’ll buy your next drink.”


Her mouth curved up into a devilish smile. “Sorry, cowboy. I play for money.”


“Yeah?” I hooked a finger in the belt loop of her denim shorts and tugged her closer. “Well, I play for keeps.”


“Not interested,” slipped from her lips, but I caught the way her voice softened. The way her eyes flicked to my mouth. “I’m not from around here anyway.”


“Neither am I.”


“Pool. Hundred bucks says I’ll beat you.”


“Fifty.”


“Seventy-five.”


“Fine.” I finished off my beer and pulled out my wallet, showing her the bills. “I’m good for it.”


Something wicked lingered in her smile. “Rack ’em up, cowboy.”


“What makes you think I’m a cowboy?” I slid my hand onto the small of her back and led her to an open pool table.


She let out a loud, raucous laugh. “You’re one ‘ma’am’ away from the big three.”


I lifted an eyebrow as I arranged the balls into a triangle. “The big three?”


She counted off each point by lifting a finger. “Cowboy boots. Cowboy hat.”


“So, what’s the third?”


“You haven’t called me ‘ma’am.’”


I chuckled and handed her a cue. “Hate to break it to you, trouble. But this is Texas. You’ll find all three just about everywhere.”


She stole the cue I had chosen for myself out of my hand and shoved the one I had offered her back at me. “It’s Lennon.”


I trapped her against the table with one hand on the edge of the wood and my boots on the outside of her sneakers. “Either trouble suits you or it follows you. I’m thinking both.”


Lennon smirked. “If you think flirting with me will help you win, you’re wrong. But nice try.”


I had been a gentleman until now. But since she called my hand, I wasn’t going to hide my attraction. I dropped my gaze to the tits that filled the low scoop of her tank top. “Just leveling the playing field.”


“I’ll let you break. It’s the least I can do considering you’re about to be seventy-five bucks poorer.”


The balls clattered as I took a shot at the triangle, managing to pocket one on the break. I took another shot and dropped two more in, clean as a whistle.


“You wanna rethink that bet?” I asked as I chalked my cue. “We should probably discuss what I want when I win.”


“If you win, I’ll pay you,” Lennon said, sinking two more into the side pocket. “That’s how this works.”


I moved behind her, planting my hands on the edge of the table to cage her in. “I can think of something else I’d like when I win.”


Lennon arched her back, teasing me with her ass. “You’re thinking with your dick.”


I brushed her long, black and white hair to one shoulder, then leaned down until my chest pressed against her back.


“I don’t know about you, but I’m playing to win.” I trailed my fingers up and down the goosebumps that flooded her arms. “You cold, sweetheart?”


Her tongue darted out, swiping across her lips as she blinked to refocus. “Trust me, cowboy. There’s nothing sweet about me.”


I smoothed my hand down the curve of her back to her hip, skirting her ass. “That’s all right. I don’t have much of a sweet tooth.” I wedged my leg between her thighs. “When I eat out, it’s the main meal.”


Lennon’s shot went askew. She missed the ball she was aiming for and accidentally knocked one of mine into the corner pocket.


I chuckled as I backed away, searching for my shot. “Thanks for the freebie.”


“Ass,” she grumbled.


We went through the next few rounds in silence, both of us picking off balls with each turn. Teasing each other with sensual touches.


I took stock of the table and lined up for my next shot. If I made this one, it would tie us up. If I missed and she made hers, she’d win.


“What are you drinking, slugger?” I asked as I shifted to the other side of the table for a better angle.


She chalked up her cue like she didn’t have a care in the world. “Water.”


I made the shot, pocketed the ball, and tied us up. “Next drink is on me. It’s the least I can do after kicking your ass.”


Lennon faced me on the opposite side of the table, leaned over, and rested her arms on the edge.


Fuck.


The neck of her tank top was low and revealing. Her heavy tits hung behind the pocket I was trying to hit. “Come on, cowboy. Take your shot.”


“It’s CJ.”


She flashed a full smile. “I didn’t ask for your name.”


I chuckled. “Figured you’d wanna remember who bested you.”


The shot went wide.


Lennon clicked her tongue. “Pride always comes before a fall.” And with that, she cleaned up the table, pocketing the eight ball.


“Best out of three,” I said.


She came around to stand toe-to-toe with me and flipped her hair to one shoulder. “How about you pay up and stop being a sore loser?” She flexed her bruised knuckles. “You know how it ended for the last guy.”


I smirked and tugged my wallet out of the back pocket of my jeans. “Yes, ma’am.”


“And there’s the big three. You cowboys are such gentlemen. Did it hurt to hold in the ‘ma’am’ this long?”


I hooked my finger through Lennon’s belt loop and pulled her flush against my body. The gasp that escaped her lips was divine.


Slowly, I slid the folded bills between her tits, but didn’t dare touch her skin. “I’m no gentleman.”


Her eyes flicked down, watching my every move. “You sure about that?”


“Let me buy you a drink.”


“Sounds like something a gentleman would say.”


Goddamn. I liked her sass.


“Beer or liquor?”


“Whiskey. Neat.”


“I’ll be back.”


She scoffed and pushed away from the pool table. “So you can slip something in my drink? I don’t think so.”


I cocked my head toward the bar. “Tell her to put it on my tab. I’ll get us a table.”


Lennon grinned. “You don’t wanna go another round? Afraid I’ll take all your money?”


I chuckled. “I know when I’ve met my match.”


Lennon strutted off as I perched on a high stool. The table was on the outskirts of the bar, hidden in a shadow next to the darkened ring surrounding a mechanical bull.


Energy buzzed all around, but it felt like I was watching the actions of the crowd from another dimension.


Lennon turned. Her zebra-striped hair splayed as she clutched her drink and looked around.


I let out a sharp whistle and lifted my hand until she spotted me and came over.


“How’s it feel to be seventy-five bucks richer?” I asked.


She smirked as she slid onto the stool beside me, so close that our legs were touching. “Pretty good. How’d it feel to lose after you tried so hard to distract me?”


I rested my hand on her thigh and gave it a squeeze. “Didn’t mind so much.”


Lennon took a sip. “Let me know whenever you want me to make your wallet a little lighter.”


A drop of amber liquor fell from her lip, splashing onto her chest. I reached out and mopped it up with the pad of my thumb, then sucked off the taste. Her breath caught.


“You here alone?”


Her lips lingered on the rim of the glass. “I plead the fifth.”


She didn’t trust me. That was obvious. Not that I blamed her. Getting her drink straight from the bartender was smart. Not letting on if she had people here who would notice if she was missing was smarter. I respected that.


“Tell me something, then.”


Her brow arched.


“Why’d you come here tonight?”


Another sip. Another bead of whiskey on the corner of her mouth. Another press of my thumb, this time against her lips. I wiped it away with my thumb and drank it.


She inched closer and spoke with a deep rasp. “To hustle some gullible cowboys out of their paychecks and have a little fun.”


“And now that you’ve got your winnings, what are you gonna do for the fun part?”


“Who says winning isn’t fun?” She took a long gulp, finishing off the glass. “Now, are you gonna get your own drink, kiss me, or keep acting like you don’t know which one you want?”


That fucking mouth . . . 


I cupped the back of her neck and slanted my mouth with hers, but I didn’t kiss her. Instead, I sucked her lower lip between my teeth and nipped at it. “I’ll let you lead this dance, trouble. You tell me what you want, and I’ll give it to you like the gentleman you think I am.”


The corners of her mouth turned up. “Take me into that back hallway and I’ll tell you when to stop. I’m not opposed to giving you a ribbon for participation.”


Chuckling, I yanked her from the stool and tugged her along the dim hallway. “Participation ribbon, my ass.”


She held her glass as I shoved her against the rough brick wall. I slammed my mouth to hers and ran my tongue along the seam of her lips until she opened for me. Her body softened as she molded against me, letting me lead.


“You have good taste in liquor,” I murmured as I sucked in a breath.


Lennon laughed. “Beats my taste in men.”


“Is that so?” I worked my hand up the front of her tank top, then tugged on the neckline. “I’m more than happy to make up for whoever broke your heart.”


Lennon pulled the cash out of her bra and stuffed it in her pocket. She tipped the rocks glass against her collarbone. The last rivulets of whiskey streamed down her breasts. “Lick it up, pretty boy.”


I fisted her hair at the base of her neck and yanked her head back, opening her neck. “That’s Daddy to you, trouble.”
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Fucking cowboys.


CJ latched onto my throat, nipping his way down to my cleavage. His cologne swirled around us as he left soft, sloppy kisses all over my tits.


A gasp burst from my lips. I hated sounding so needy and desperate, but it had been a while. And goddamn, he smelled good.


I tangled my fingers in his hair, almost knocking his hat off. He adjusted it with one hand as I clung to him.


“You shouldn’t taste this good, trouble,” he growled.


A calloused hand slid down my arm, scraping against my tattoos. Each touch sent a shiver down my spine.


“Whiskey and sass.” CJ sank his teeth into the side of my breast. “Can’t get enough of you.”


His fingers curled around the edge of my bra and peeled it away. A satisfied smirk grew on his face. He brushed his thumb over my nipple, hovering on the barbell that glinted under the neon glow.


My gaze lingered on him as his tongue flicked, toying with the metal stud.


“Well, aren’t you full of surprises?” He cupped my other breast and pressed his thumb over the fabric covering my nipple.


Sparks danced across my chest.


“Here too?” he asked, rubbing his thumb over the other piercing.


My head fell back on the brick. “Uh-huh.”


“Is this your weakness, beautiful?” His eyes lifted to gauge my reaction as he uncovered my other breast and pinched both nipples. “Is that what gets you to stop fighting me?”


A soft laugh caught in my throat. “Who says I was fighting?”


CJ rolled the piercings between his fingers, and I nearly lost my footing. His muscular arm shot out, steadying me against his chest.


“I get the feeling a little pain doesn’t bother you,” he said as he skated his fingers up the sleeves of my tattoos. “Does it?”


I trapped my lip between my teeth to hide my smile, but it was useless.


“Should’a known you’d think fighting was flirting.” He pressed the softest kiss to the stud dotting the corner of my nose, lingering as he rested his forehead on mine.


For a brief moment, I melted. And I couldn’t let that happen again.


“You gonna stand there all night telling me how I should flirt, or are you gonna fuck me? What’s that old saying? Spare some batteries, ride a cowboy.”


CJ laughed. “I’m all for saving the planet.”


He pulled his wallet out and grabbed a condom, trapping it between his teeth. He loosened his jeans and dropped them enough for his cock to hang out.


Jesus Christ. I was all for saving the planet too, but someone would have to save me.


“Don’t look so scared, trouble. I’ll take good care of you,”  he said as he rolled the condom. His chest pressed into me as he stole my breath with another kiss.


“CJ—” His name ended in a sigh on my lips as he flicked open the button to my shorts and slid his hand inside my panties.


“So wet already.” Hazel eyes danced with delight as he teased my clit with the pad of his finger. “You needy tonight, Lennon?”


I bit down on his earlobe hard enough to leave a mark. “You’re not taking me home, so you’d better wow me right here.”


“Challenge accepted.” CJ pushed my shorts down and kicked them away from my feet.


I squeaked when he lifted me, forcing me to wrap my legs around his hips.


I was a big girl—tall with thick thighs. No one had ever thrown me around or manhandled me. I usually just laid there through something blasé and missionary.


My back slammed into the bricks as CJ notched the head of his cock inside my pussy and pushed inside.


“You good?”


“Uh-huh.” It was all I could get out when I was choking on the fullness.


The kiss was soft. The thrust was anything but. I keened, doubling over and tucking my head into the crook of his neck as he rammed inside of me again and again.


“Eyes on me, Len. I’ve got you.” CJ took off his cowboy hat and used it to shield my ass, covering the place where we were connected from any unsuspecting eyes that passed by.


CJ slowed, taking time to press me against the wall and grind against my clit. “You like that?”


“Uh-huh.”


“Is that all you can say?”


I let a lazy smile slip as delicious bubbles of euphoria danced up my body like champagne. “Uh-huh.”


He chuckled as he shifted his hold on me, supporting my ass with his arm and keeping us mostly covered with his hat. “If this is my consolation prize for getting my ass handed to me at pool, I’d lose to you every day of my life.”


“Big words for someone I’ll never see again once we’re done here. Did they teach you all those flowery declarations in cowboy school?”


“You keep running your mouth, and I’ll show you a better use for it.”


I clicked my tongue. “Promises, promises.”


CJ’s eyes darkened as they locked on mine. He braced his feet wide, keeping our bodies tight against the wall for support. Slowly, he rocked his hips, stimulating my clit as he stayed buried inside of me. He dropped his hat back on his head and teased my nipple piercings, circling and tugging on them until I was a desperate, writhing mess.


I was on edge and so desperate that I was ready to plead to any deity that was listening to make him keep going.


“You gonna come, cowboy?”


CJ smirked. “You got the big three, but you missed the fourth.”


“What’s that?”


He tipped his head to the side and sucked my piercing between his teeth. “Ladies first.”


The pull of his mouth against my nipple set me off like a firecracker. I jolted in his arms as my release came washing in like a flood.


CJ grunted, his arms tightening around me. Thick brows furrowed into a groove above his nose as he sucked in a breath. His cock flexed and throbbed as he came into the condom.


I loosened my arms, signaling for him to set me on my feet. CJ only held me closer.


“One more kiss,” he murmured against my lips.


It was soft this time, savoring the moment as we came off the high. He raised a hand and brushed my hair away from my face, twisting black and white strands around his finger.


“You okay?”


I nodded. “I should probably go to the bathroom and clean up.”


He gently lowered me to my feet, holding on until he was sure I was steady.


Quickly, I wiggled back into my shorts and straightened out my clothes. He took care of the condom and discreetly tossed it in a nearby trash can.


“Can I buy you one more drink?” he asked. The hint of reluctance in his voice told me he didn’t want to let the night end.


But it had to end. I had business to attend to.


I ran my hands over his t-shirt, tracing the muscles that had just wrapped around me. “Goodbye, cowboy.”


He trailed his finger along the strap of my tank top, straightening it out until there was no evidence of our dalliance. “Goodbye, Len.”


I waited in the corridor until he disappeared. A moment later, I bolted to the restroom and locked myself in a stall.


The seventy-five bucks I won off him added to the hundred and fifty I had won earlier in the night. It wasn’t a lot, but it covered a motel room for the night and gas to get me to Temple.
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* * *





“ID and credit card, hon.”


I looked across the front desk of the Maren Motel and tried to put on my most innocent face. The clerk’s judgmental stare at my tattoos told me no amount of sweet-talking would work, but I had to try.


“I’m just passing through on my way to a new job. I lost my wallet at a truck stop in Tennessee, so I don’t have my credit card or license. But I can pay cash for the night. I’ll check out first thing in the morning.” I tried to soften my voice. “I just need a place to crash for the night before I get back on the road.”


She eyed me warily as I tried and failed to play the damsel in distress.


“I don’t want to fall asleep at the wheel,” I pleaded.


The lady huffed. “If I hear any ruckus coming from your room, I’m kicking you out. And I’m gonna walk through your room to make sure you don’t take nothin’ that don’t belong to you before you leave. We’ve got cameras, and I’m here all night, so I’ll know if you set foot out of your door.”


“Yes. Of course,” I said as I shuffled a stack of bills through the small cut-out in the plexiglass divider.


She took the cash, counted it out, and handed me a key. “5A is yours. Ice and vending machines are out front.”


I hurried out before she changed her mind, grabbed my overnight bag from my car, and scurried into 5A.


I started on my routine as soon as the door was unlocked.


I kept the door open while I cleared each room. It was an old-school motel—simple but clean. There were no devices I needed to check for hidden cameras, but I still checked every nook and cranny. I balled up a piece of toilet paper and stuffed it in the door’s peephole.


I locked up, shoved a spare chair under the door handle, and made sure the curtains were closed.


Sitting on the bed, I opened my bag and pulled out my wallet, tucking away the extra cash beside my driver’s license.
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Soot stained my fingers as I worked the charred wood between my thumb and index finger. Black dust covered my hand, but I didn’t care. The burned shard I’d held on to the last two years fueled the embers of hate burning inside me.


Hate for all the changes made without giving me a say.


Hate for how everyone seemed so damn excited about building a hotel and restaurant on my land.


Hate for the constant barrage of visitors traipsing over the grass, walking where they shouldn’t, and making noise at all hours of the night.


Hate for the lights that dimmed the stars.


The ranch was my birthplace and would be my grave. It was my solace. This land was my universe. Nothing mattered outside the fence. Not a damn thing.


That was until trouble started coming to us.


Trouble. I set the ash-covered wood on my nightstand and grabbed a handkerchief to wipe my hand. That word had been rolling around in my head for the last twenty-four hours.


Trouble.


It’s what I had called her. Lennon—the woman I’d fucked in the hallway of the Silver Spur. Trouble.


A stupid smile crossed my face. I remembered every soft gasp and desperate moan that had escaped her mouth as I held her against the wall.


The digital clock glared at me, taunting the fact that I hadn’t slept a wink, and my day was about to start.


It was still dark out, but that’s what I preferred—working sun-up to sun-down. Feeling one with the earth and the animals. Staying away from the trespassers.


But I didn’t get to do that today. Maybe that’s why I hadn’t slept. It wasn’t because I’d been reminiscing over a quick fuck in the back of a bar.


Nope. While I sat in a crowded office, forced to listen to my sister-in-law drone on and on about schedules I didn’t give two shits about, my guys were free to go out and care for the herd.


The opening and closing of doors in the bunkhouse was my wake-up call.


I tugged my jeans up, buckling my belt as I stepped into my boots. I grabbed a shirt out of the dresser drawer and pulled it over my head as I headed out the door.


Two of my guys were in the kitchen making breakfast while people filtered in and out of the bathrooms, getting ready for the day or going to bed.


I grabbed an insulated cup out of the cabinet above the sink, emptied the remnants of the coffee pot into it, then started a fresh brew for the rest of the house.


If I was going to get through this management meeting without killing someone, I needed to be caffeinated.


Fucking management.


I hated that title.


I didn’t want to be a manager. Meetings, business updates, investors . . . None of that interested me. All I wanted was to spend my time in the fields working with cattle.


My boots squished in the dew-covered grass as bodies floated around the ranch like ghosts. Cars packed the lodge’s parking lot as new employees arrived to prepare for the grand opening.


No cattle ranch should have a parking lot. That might have pissed me off the most.


A dust plume rose as a car with out-of-state plates sped down the path as if the driver had stolen it. That pissed me off more than the parking lot.


How was I supposed to tolerate watching outsiders disrespect my land, my family, and me? I yanked the door to the ranch office open so hard it surprised me when it didn’t fall off the hinges.


“Oh good. Mr. Sunshine is here,” Cassandra clipped as she filled a plate from the breakfast spread my mom had made for the meeting.


I flipped Cassandra the bird and sipped my coffee.


Brooke snickered as she munched on a biscuit and brushed the crumbs off her baby bump. She and my brother, Ray, had married pretty quick after she got pregnant with their first child. Now, baby number two was on the way.


It was strange having little kids around the ranch again. For the longest time, it had just been my two oldest nieces, Bree and Gracie. Now, Bree was about to graduate high school and go off to college. Gracie spent less and less time around the ranch as her fifteen-year-old social schedule got busier and busier.


Charlotte, Becks and Nate’s little girl, was starting kindergarten.


Brooke and Ray’s son, Seth, had just turned two. And from the look of her blissfully happy smile as she smoothed her hand over her belly, the Griffith baby boom wasn’t slowing down anytime soon.


“Morning, honey,” Mom said as she handed me a kolache.


“Morning.”


She stifled a smile. “I swear, I used to get more words out of Ray. What’s got you so quiet these days?”


“Just work,” I mumbled as I took a bite.


“We all work,” she countered. “I saw your truck leave the other night. You were gone for quite some time. Came back real late.”


I shrugged. “Just needed to get out of town and take a breather. Too many people.”


That wasn’t true. I wasn’t entirely opposed to people. I was just opposed to people being where they weren’t supposed to be. Namely, my land.


She patted my arm. “You’ll get used to it. It’s a transition for us all.”


“Uncle CJ!”


I looked over my shoulder as the door opened and my niece, Charlotte, bolted in.


I scooped her up and propped her up on my hip. “There’s my Charlie Bear,” I said as I dropped a kiss on her head. “Did your dad feed you yet?”


She shook her head. “Daddy’s sleeping. Mom said Grandma made breakfast.”


Becks slipped in the door. “Little Miss was up at four this morning.” She yawned. “Jet lag is the worst.”


As much as I hated management meetings, at least it was mostly family. My nieces and nephew were growing up the same way I did, running free, sprouting up like weeds, surrounded by family and legacy.


“Alright. Listen up and we can get through this quickly and painlessly,” Cassandra said over the chorus of conversations. “The soft opening for the lodge this weekend went well. Abbey, the manager over there, is working with the lodge employees to iron out a few kinks before the grand opening. Most of the guests have checked out, but we do have a few staying throughout the week, so be on your best behavior.”


I withheld an eye roll. I didn’t feel like being bitched out this early in the morning.


“Uncle Christian!” Charlie squealed when my older brother slipped into the meeting fashionably late. She reached out, wiggling out of my arms and into his.


“Hey, sprout.” He gave her a hug, then guided her to the breakfast spread on Cassandra’s desk. “What sounds good?”


“Like I was saying to those who were on time,” Cassandra said, pointing the comment at her husband. “Restaurant staff will be arriving this week and begin soft launching. Chef DeRossi got here last night and will be staying in one of the cabins. The other cabins are reserved for VIP guests. On grand-opening night, we’re having a family dinner with a few investors. Everyone’s expected to be there.”


Something about hearing “family dinner” and “investors” in the same sentence didn’t sit right with me.


Christian sidled up to me as Charlotte scurried off to her adoring public. “You got back awful late the other night. Something I need to know about?”


“Everything’s fine,” I clipped.


“You don’t usually leave when you have time off. Not that long anyway.”


I arched an eyebrow. “Had some errands to run.”


A tight smile quirked beneath his beard. “Errands. Right. Any of those errands happen to take you up to that bar out in Maren?”


I chuckled. “I don’t go up there for topless bull riding anymore, if that’s what you’re asking.”


Our middle brother, Ray, had ruined that for us when he bragged about Brooke—the newest sister-in-law—taking part in the old tradition.


“Glad you got out,” Christian said. “Have a good time?”


I thought back to Lennon. To the way she got my blood simmering in more ways than one.


I’d give my left nut to see her again, but she struck me as a tumbleweed. Not prone to sticking around.


Cassandra droned on. “Brooke has a full schedule with the equine program, and we have a field trip this Thursday. CJ, keep an eye out for any people who look lost or are wandering off. The signage I ordered came last night. Can you get some guys to put it up so we can curb people away from going onto our personal property or near the cattle operation?”


I nodded but didn’t say a word.


“Good enough for me,” she clipped. “Be helpful and accommodating to the new hires.”


I snorted. That was rich coming from her.


Cassandra pointed a raised eyebrow at me. “You got something you wanna say?”


“No, ma’am.” A smirk crept across my face. She hated it when I called her “ma’am,” but I wasn’t above a little malicious compliance.


Cassandra growled. Christian choked on his bite. Brooke and Becks giggled. Even my mom bit back a smile.


“Play nice, you two,” Christian said.


I watched the clock through the rest of Cassandra’s spiel and the annoying follow-up questions that didn’t need to be asked. I kept out of trouble by keeping my mouth full of kolaches and biscuits with strawberry butter.


It wasn’t a surprise that Ray’s first venture back into hanging out with our family was at a dinner my mom made. She was a fucking awesome cook.


When the conversation pivoted to the wedding and special event space outside the lodge, I bowed out.


My boots ate up the ground as I beelined for the stables. Anarchy was ready and waiting. Gruff blasts of air radiated from her nostrils. She was just as antsy as I was to get away from it all. I tacked her up before anyone else could show up at the barn and demand my time.


“Let’s go, Anny,” I muttered as I hopped on to the saddle and rode away from it all.
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“Chef Maddox, come to my office when you have a moment. Chef Dorsey will cover you.”


I hated that phrase. It could be about something mundane, or I might be about to get fired. We had prepared all week for the grand opening, and things had been going well. Still, I felt like I was being called to the principal’s office.


“Yes, Chef,” I said as I lowered the flame on the burner and babysat the skillet until Maddie hustled over. The last thing I wanted was for service to slow down.


I pulled off my apron and hung it by the door, uncuffing the sleeves to my chef’s coat as I hurried down the hall to the administrative offices. I paused at the door to catch my breath before letting myself in.


“You wanted to see me, Chef?”


Chef Luca DeRossi looked up from the laptop perched on the otherwise empty desk. “Yes, you can leave the door open.”


My stomach sank. That was never good. Was HR about to come in? Did the restaurant even have HR yet?


Luca chuckled. “Relax, Lennon. You’re not in trouble.”


I let out a breath.


I didn’t know why I assumed the worst in Chef DeRossi. Maybe it was because I assumed the worst in everyone.


But he had never been anything but good to me. Great, even. His wife was the same—talented and driven as hell, but kind.


People like that were rare, which was exactly why I didn’t trust them.


No one was that good.


I glanced over my shoulder toward the kitchen. “Is something wrong? I thought you wanted me running the line.”


“I do. Chef Dorsey and I are about to go upstairs for dinner with the Griffith family and some opening night formalities. Jessica said the last of the reservations just checked in with the hostess, so⁠—”


“Get ready for another wave for the front line, then start prepping for the staff dinner while the pastry team is doing dessert service.”


He cracked a smile. “You’re doing great. Are you ready to take over when Madeline and I leave next week?”


“No,” I said, quick and firm.


Chef DeRossi, the executive chef and restaurateur for The Kitchen at the Griffith Brothers Ranch, had been hands-on all week. He had been working to the bone to get my team up to speed in a new kitchen. His wife, a badass pastry chef, created the dessert menu and trained the pastry team.


Still, I knew I wouldn’t be able to rely on him for much longer. He had other places to be.


“Yes, you are,” he said. “You kicked ass for me in New York and everywhere else. I have no doubt you can handle this. The hours are better and the menu is simpler. This is child’s play for you, Lennon. And you’ve got my number and Maddie’s. Call whenever.”


I clenched my jaw to keep from saying something that would have him questioning if I was the right fit. I knew I wasn’t the right fit.


The devil on my shoulder had chipped away at my confidence on the 1,500 mile trip from New York to Texas, reminding me I was nothing more than a pity hire.


I cracked a smile. “You’re sure the Griffiths know you hired a jailbird to run The Kitchen?”


His eyes softened. “They’re good people. They want good people to work for them. You’re good people.”


I didn’t say anything, and Luca knew why.


His eyes narrowed. “The appropriate response is ‘Yes, Chef.’”


He was forcing me to believe in myself, and I hated that. It was also why I had never tried to work for anyone else.


Some chefs spent a year at a restaurant, then moved on for a year-long stint somewhere else to get different experience. I had always worked within the safety of the DeRossi Hospitality Group.


I nodded. “Yes, Chef.”


He drummed his fingers on the desk. “Come up to the rooftop dining room before you start prepping the staff meal. I want to introduce you to everyone.”


“Yes, Chef,” I said as I hurried out before he could get another word in.


I narrowly avoided two bodies as I ran out of Chef DeRossi’s office—my future office—like my ass was on fire.


“You okay, Chef Maddox?” Hands clasped around my arms to keep me from crashing into the wall.


I fought the urge to jerk away and forced a smile at Hannah Jane Hayes. She was an event planner that Chef DeRossi had brought in to assist the front of house manager during the grand opening.


Jessica, the front of house manager, beamed. “I’ve heard nothing but raving reviews all night. Y’all are crushing it.”


“Thank you,” I clipped as I hurried back into the kitchen, grabbed my apron, and kicked Chef Dorsey out of my station.


I pressed the top of a ribeye to check its doneness, then added a splash of whiskey, tipping the skillet into the flame. I let out a heavy breath as I dropped a knob of butter and a pinch of herbs into the pan and started basting the steak.


There was safety in the fire.


Fire was predictable. There was no pretense that it was anything other than dangerous. It behaved exactly as expected. If you fucked with it, that was your own damn fault.


I fell into the routine of dinner service, sending plates flying out the double doors.


Thanks to Chef DeRossi taking me under his wing, this was my third grand opening. Launching a restaurant was a strange sort of beast. Chef DeRossi’s hospitality company used staff from his existing restaurants to work alongside the new hires until everyone got enough experience. Chefs, managers, and servers formed a dream team of food and hospitality professionals. But this time, I wouldn’t be flying back to New York with the sparse team from Nonna’s—the Manhattan eatery where I had just gotten my final paycheck. I’d be staying.


This was home now.


I worked behind the rookie expediter, scrutinizing each dish before they went out to the guests.


Jessica popped her head in. “Chef Maddox?”


I glanced up as I used a side towel to clean the rim of a deep-bowled plate. “Yes, Ms. Powell?”


“Chef DeRossi is ready for you to join everyone upstairs.”


I held back a groan and put on the stone-cold face of professional indifference. “Be right up.”


The last thing I wanted was to waste time playing twenty questions. I’d dodge anything personal, thank everyone for the opportunity to run the restaurant, then hightail it back to the kitchen where I belonged.


After all, I had already met most of them. Cassandra Griffith, a fire-breathing she-beast, was the ranch’s property manager. She had made herself available during the week of menu trials and the soft opening.


Christian, her husband, had said his hellos during my second day on-site, and then stolen a snack out of the communal fridge of staff leftovers.


Rumor had it, one of the Griffith brothers was some famous bull rider, but I didn’t know jack shit about the rodeo.


As far as I was concerned, if they weren’t working in my kitchen or signing my paychecks, they didn’t matter. But I owed Chef DeRossi everything. I could suffer through a few minutes of pleasantries.


“Julian, you’re on the grill,” I said to the new guy who had just joined the team yesterday.


I trudged up two flights of stairs to the rooftop dining area. The sun had set, and a chill bit my neck as I pulled my toque off and tucked it under my arm. I preferred working with a skullcap, but Chef DeRossi had insisted on the obnoxiously tall chef’s hats for the grand opening.


First impressions were everything.


String lights glowed overhead while small lanterns illuminated the tables. Standing heaters kept the diners comfortable as they finished their meal under twilight stars.


The Griffith family had a permanently reserved farmhouse table so they could gather for group meals without having to call ahead.


From what I saw on my daily drive, it looked like a lot of them lived on the ranch.


Heads turned as I came around the corner, but the old man at the head of the table continued speaking.


Chef DeRossi sat at the end of the table with his wife, Chef Dorsey, tucked under his arm. They were nauseatingly in love with each other.


Sitting on the other side of Chef DeRossi was Isaac Lawson. He was a billionaire with a capital “B.” Everyone gave him a wide berth, probably out of intimidation.


I would have been intimidated, had I not cooked for him a million times at my old job. He was a regular at Nonna’s.


Bodies shuffled around as the guy speaking took his seat and Luca stood up.


“There’s one more person I wanted to introduce.” He turned and motioned for me to join the table. “Chef Maddox, you’re just in time.”


All eyes were on me as I crossed the rooftop.
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