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From the New York Times bestselling author of the Marked Men series comes an irresistible and thrilling romance between a rugged Texas sheriff and the woman who was once his sworn enemy. . .


Case Lawton comes from a family of criminals. So as the sheriff of Loveless, Texas, he’s determined to do everything by the book – until he’s called to Aspen Barlow’s office after a so-called break-in. The last thing he wants to do is help the woman who cost him custody of his son. But Aspen isn’t the heartless lawyer Case remembers, and he starts to question his long-held grudge. . .


Aspen is scared for her life, and Case is her last hope for protection. But to get him on her side, she’ll have to reveal the painful truth from all those years ago. Now, as they work together to track down a dangerous criminal, Case and Aspen learn to trust each other. And as the threats escalate, it becomes clear there’s a thin line between love and hate. . .because there’s nothing Case wouldn’t do to keep her safe.




 


Dedicated to all of you holding this book right now, who don’t consider loving the act of reading romance a “guilty pleasure”! I picked up my first romance novel when I was thirteen or fourteen. I stole a Nora Roberts book from my mom and never looked back. I was always an avid reader, but when I started reading primarily romance, suddenly I wasn’t spending my free time wisely. Screw that noise. Uh. . . no. Reading is reading is reading. The content doesn’t matter, and if it makes you happy, if it distracts you from the real world and real worries for a few hours, no one else gets a vote! For those of you who have been PROUD romance readers from the start—the ones who share your favorites, suggest new books, proudly flash those covers and titles all over social media despite the Judgy McJudgersons—thank you. I see you, and I appreciate you!


This book is for you!




PROLOGUE
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ASPEN


“I feel it is in the best interest of the child if full custody of the juvenile goes to the mother. I also approve her request for the increase in child support. The father will be allowed supervised visits overseen by a representative of the court. We will revisit the issue in a year.”


At that statement, an animalistic growl sounded from the table across from me.


The former Mrs. Lawton dug her manicured fingers into my forearm hard enough to draw blood, and I fought back a wince. I hated her more now than I did in high school. If that was even possible, because I really, really hated her back then.


“We won. Aspen, we actually won. You’re amazing. Worth every penny.” Becca’s voice was breathy and high. It matched her very blond hair, huge blue eyes, and very fake breasts. She looked like a Barbie doll, but she was far from a plastic, useless toy. The woman was a viper. Cunning and poisonous. I loathed representing her, hadn’t wanted to do it, but the alternative was so much worse. She was practically a lethal weapon where her ex-husband was concerned, and I seemed to be the only one willing to keep this woman from completely destroying him out of spite.


Unfortunately, her ex-husband and father of her child made a lot of mistakes in court. And I was very, very good at my job. So, while I’d managed to rein in Becca’s thirst for vengence for the most part, there was no denying her ex still got annihilated in the courtroom. I’d gotten everything my client asked for, which included her ex-husband losing all parental rights to their nine-year-old son. The reason I resented having to represent her was because it was obvious Becca Lawton wasn’t the best parent in the world, or actually concerned about her kid in the slightest. The little boy was the only thing her ex had shown any interest in fighting for during their contentious split. So, she’d latched on and thrown everything into keeping father and son apart for revenge, plain and simple. Like I said, she was a snake, which I already knew, because I’d often been her target when we were younger. If my father-in-law and boss hadn’t insisted I be the one to represent the woman, I would’ve told her to take a hike months ago.


Right now I was wondering if I was any better than she was. I felt dirty and guilty as hell. I cast a look out of the corner of my eye to the man silently seething on the other side of the courtroom. Our eyes met briefly, and I had to look away almost immediately. If looks could kill, he’d have to arrest himself for murder. His hatred for me was as crystal clear as my hatred for my client was.


The seething animosity shouldn’t hurt, but it did.


Because Case Lawton had always been that guy.


The guy who was always taller, bigger, stronger, faster, smarter, and more handsome than any other. He was the guy who made it impossible to see all the other available, possibly interested guys. Well, he blinded my starry teenage eyes to any other possible option at least. As the new girl in high school, it’d been hard to fit in, but Case was the first one to welcome me and try to put me at ease. He was the one who showed me around the school, introduced me to his friends, and assured me people would warm up eventually. He invited me to a football game, even though it was beyond obvious I didn’t know anything about sports. He extended an invitation to my first high school party, when everyone else acted like I was invisible or carrying some infectious disease. He was nice to everybody, but the fact he took time to be nice to me, when no one else had ever made that effort before, meant I was a goner from the first time he smiled at me. I could never get over the fact he seemed to genuinely like having me around.


He was witty, unfailingly polite, and full of good ole southern charm. He seemed utterly untouchable, unstoppable. He never had a problem getting whatever it was he wanted, be it a football championship, a nearly perfect score on his SATs, or the prettiest girl in the entire county. His constant good fortune and the ease with which he had the entire small town of Loveless, Texas, eating out of the palm of his hand should’ve been annoying. It should have built up loads of bitterness in the rest of us who didn’t have the same kind of unwavering charm.


No one ever disliked Case Lawton, or let their jealousy of him turn them bitter. Because it was no secret that, as perfect as Case’s life looked on the outside, on the inside, it was far from flawless. Case’s father was the sheriff of Loveless. He was also a big bully who used his position and his badge to abuse the locals. He had a very loose definition of law and order. Rumors had floated around for years that Sheriff Lawton was a bigger criminal than half the people he put away. No one could miss how desperately Case tried to make up for all of his father’s glaring shortcomings. It was almost as if he was trying to save the entire Lawton name from disgrace.


Everyone, including me, knew Case wanted to leave Loveless right after graduation. We were rooting for him. He had a football scholarship locked down for a Big Ten school up north, and he didn’t hide he was ready to leave Texas, and his father’s tainted legacy, far behind. Of course, I selfishly didn’t want him to go but secretly hoped he made it out, because he deserved better than being known as Sheriff Lawton’s son.


It was right before graduation when the precarious house of cards he had built came tumbling down around him. Case fell from grace in the way only idols and gods can.


His mother passed away suddenly. He broke his leg in two places during the last game of the season. His father lost all the restraint he pretended to have, and all the Lawton siblings started showing up to school with obvious bruises all over them. And last but not least, the prettiest girl in the county, the one who nagged him constantly and begged him not to leave after graduation, conviently ended up pregnant.


There would be no escape, no bigger and better things for Case Lawton. No avoiding the long, dark shadow his father cast in this town. He joined the military days after graduation and minutes after putting a ring on the finger of the girl who’d effectively trapped him. He served his four years and returned to Loveless harder, colder, and so much angrier than before. He was no longer nice, easygoing, charming, and thoughtful. He came back to a very young wife who was practically a stranger and to a son who hardly recognized him. The rushed marriage was not one anyone would call happy.


Instead of being the town’s favored son and biggest success story, he was no different from any of the other young men who couldn’t find their way out of the city limits. Soon, Case gave up all pretense of ever wanting more for his life and went to work as a deputy for his father in the sheriff’s department. And the townspeople who had always rooted for him suddenly saw him as a failure. Their collective “told you so” could be heard as far away as the moon.


I didn’t have a logical reason, beyond Case being my first real crush, as to why his giving up on his dreams affected me so deeply. All I knew was that it did. I’d harbored a passionate infatuation for Case from the first moment I saw him. My family moved to Loveless from Chicago my freshman year of high school. To say I was a fish out of water in the small Texas town was an understatement. I stood out like a sore thumb, had trouble making friends and fitting in. I mostly kept to myself, watching the new people and the world around me. Case made himself impossible to miss by being friendly and kind, so he immediately became the center of all my focus. It didn’t matter that he treated everyone as if they were his best friend. All I cared about was the way he welcomed me and made me feel like I belonged, when everyone else made sure to make me feel like I didn’t.


Obviously, he never knew of or returned my infatuation, but I didn’t mind as long as I got a smile or a wave when he passed me in the hall. I was so used to being ignored; his attention, no matter how minimal, meant everything.


After high school, while Case followed his father’s footsteps, I moved away for college. I graduated from law school and decided to move back to Loveless, even though my parents had long since gotten tired of small-town life and moved to Florida. When I went away to college, my father fully expected me to go into environmental law, the way he had. But I wanted to help the less fortunate, families and kids in a tough spot, those who felt left behind and discarded. I planned to be a voice for the underdogs, not the winners.


However, much like Case Lawton, I eventually ended up lost inside my own status quo. Instead of being an altruistic do-gooder, I found myself working for a legal firm that operated as a business, not as a charity, getting married, and trying to start a family. It took marrying someone with the right last name and history with the town for me to finally be fully accepted by everyone in Loveless. No one ignored me or pretended like I didn’t exist anymore, but I always remembered that Case went out of his way to include me before I married up. He liked me for me, not my new last name.


My return home and new life was all going pretty smoothly, if not boringly and predictably, until the day I happened to be at the wrong place at the right time.


I was walking into the sheriff’s department to speak with one of my clients. She was a young woman who was a victim of domestic violence. Case’s father had arrested her instead of her husband, even though she was the one with black eyes and a broken nose. It just so happened I was walking up the steps and Case was walking down when a process server shoved a set of familiar documents into a surprised Case’s hands. I hadn’t seen him up close in years. Occasionally our paths crossed in the courthouse or the sheriff’s office, but he never acted like he remembered who I was, and all of his previous approachability was long gone. He was not the devastatingly handsome teenager I had a crush on anymore. No. He was a very angry, restless man now. One I tended to give a wide berth to because the changes in him made me nervous.


“You’ve been served, Deputy Lawton.”


I knew they were divorce papers before Case did. I’d sent plenty of them out in my few years practicing family law. I should’ve kept moving, my client needed me, but I couldn’t get my feet to cooperate. Instead, I was frozen on the spot as Case read through the pages and pages of documents, pale blue eyes widening as he learned exactly how done with him his wife was.


When he got to the last page, he lifted his head and looked right at me. I doubted he even realized I was there, but then he whispered, “She wants to take my boy.”


I couldn’t stop myself from reaching out and putting a hand on his tense forearm. It was the first time I’d ever been brave enough to touch him, even back when he acted like he was my friend, I was too shy to ever touch him.


“It’ll be fine. Get a good lawyer.” It was the advice I would give to anyone in his shoes. And, by a good lawyer, I obviously meant myself, but we didn’t know each other well enough anymore for me to be that bold. If we’d stayed friendly, or even in touch after high school, I would’ve offered on the spot. But he still intimidated the hell out of me, and I had to admit I questioned his sincerity and trustworthiness, since he knowingly went to work for a blatant crook like his father.


In a split second, the man morphed from a confused spouse and scared father to a fire-breathing dragon. He shook my hand off his arm and glowered at me from underneath lowered, dark brows. This was the Case who’d had his entire life stolen and was looking at losing it all once again. The friendly congenial mask he wore when he was younger was nowhere to be found.


“Do I know you?” His tone was as icy as every line in his big body locked as if he was ready for a fight.


I fell back a step. He didn’t even recognize me. It was like a physical blow to all my tender, youthful fantasies. Again, it shouldn’t hurt to be so forgettable and unremarkable, but it did. Even more so coming from the one person who always made me feel like I was seen, like I mattered and deserved to be included. “I’m Aspen Barlow, used to be Aspen Keating. We went to high school together. We met my first day of school. You showed me around.” And pretended to be my friend. I couldn’t get those sour words out.


His eyebrows twitched, and his mouth shifted to an emotionless line. “The weird girl who moved here from New York?” His gaze raked over me, seemingly unimpressed.


I bristled and locked down any scrap of emotion that might betray how badly his words stung. I’d lived here for years, built up a solid reputation. I thought I was finally fitting in and had shaken the “weird girl” reputation his bitchy wife had helped spread around when we were younger.


“Yep. That’s me, the weird girl, but I moved here from Chicago, not New York.” I nodded to the papers in his hand. “Trust me. Don’t fight her without a good attorney. Courts always tend to give mothers the benefit of the doubt.” I was speaking from experience.


“What do you know about it?” Case sounded confused and pissed enough to spit nails. I felt for the guy, he was clueless, and that was bad, especially considering his marriage was about to implode.


“More than I want to. I practice family law. Divorces and custody agreements make up the about eighty percent of my case list.” I jumped down a full step when he let out a bark of disbelieving laughter.


“People actually let you represent them?” His gaze raked over my tailored black pantsuit and spiked heels. He made a face and twisted the papers in his hands. “Most of the lawyers in town grew up here. I’ll go with one of them. They have to know there’s no way Becca is a better parent to Hayes than I am. Thanks for your advice, but I’ve got this.” He rolled the papers into a tight tube and stuck them in the back pocket of his tan uniform. Face set in a scowl, he walked away without another word, dismissing me as inconsequential, and my advice as empty words.


He was going to regret that choice.


I forcibly pushed the encounter out of my mind. Occasionally, at night when it was dark and quiet, I would let embarrassment and disappointment over the encounter sneak past my defenses, but mostly I put Case firmly in a “do not touch” box in the back of my mind. I thought my run-in with him was all said and done until a senior partner at my practice, who also happened to be my father-in-law, walked into my office and informed me I would be representing Becca Lawton, Case’s soon to be ex, in her divorce.


Before I could tell him there was a conflict of interest, and that I was not a good fit to represent my high school nemesis, Becca Lawton was sitting in front of me airing years of dirty laundry between her and Case. She wanted to bury the poor man. She wanted everything he had. And she really, really wanted to break his heart by taking away his son. She did have some valid points. Case worked too much. Drank too much. He had an unpredictable temper, and his immediate family was a volatile mess. She also insisted he was unfaithful, but there was no proof of it. Mostly, she was tired of pretending to be happily married when she was anything but. She claimed she wasted her youth on Case, and her resentment was evident.


It was on the tip of my tongue to tell her I couldn’t represent her. Sure, Case had issues, but nothing worthy of separating a father and son permanently. But then she looked me dead in the eye and told me she was willing to ruin him in court. She was willing to tell the judge that one night after binge drinking, Case admitted to her that he knew for a fact his father manipulated evidence in many of the cases that passed through the sheriff’s office. She claimed Case was racked with guilt over one particular case, involving a young married couple that eventually led to tragedy. The young wife came to the sheriff to report long-term abuse. She was battered, had a broken arm, and was terrified. Case arrested the husband, but his father let the man go the same day, claiming there wasn’t enough evidence to hold him. Not long after his release, the husband, who also happened to be a highly visible member of the local church, went on to stalk his young wife. He kidnapped her, assaulted her, and then killed himself right in front of her, all because Sheriff Conrad Lawton didn’t do right by her.


Becca claimed that everything that happened to the woman weighed heavily on Case. He was feeling helpless, angry at the world. But one night, when he was drunk, he admitted to knowing that his father “misplaced” the damning photos of the woman’s injuries and the doctor’s statement that her physical examination showed signs of long-term abuse. According to Becca, Case caught his father in the middle of manipulating the facts and evidence, and he knew Conrad accepted a payment in order to protect the churchgoing husband. But Case never said a word, never told the town or the young woman’s family the truth.


The story made my blood run cold. I was almost sure she was lying, but she was vindictive, and the story sounded believable. Everyone knew Conrad Lawton was a dirty cop, and if what she said came out in court, Case would not only lose custody, but also his job and possibly his freedom. He would be guilty of being part of a cover-up. A less scrupulous attorney would take Becca and her story and run with it, because all an attorney needed was suspicion. Just the hint of Case doing something illegal would be enough to derail his custody plea. I couldn’t let that happen. I remembered how much Case hated his father, and I knew deep down that Case would never cover for him, particularly in a case this horrific.


Reluctantly, I pushed every reservation I had down and promised Becca I would get her everything she wanted. I told myself I could do it without completely ruining Case’s image and dragging his name through the mud, because without implacable proof, I refused to believe he was following in his father’s footsteps. Becca agreed to keep Case’s drunken confession quiet as long as I stripped Case of literally everything he held dear. I think she liked the idea of forcing me to ruin my former crush’s life, almost as much as she delighted in watching him squirm before the judge.


By the time we went to trial, Case foolishly had hired an old football buddy, an attorney I knew relied more on charm and flashy theatrics, rather than on any actual skill. I almost felt sorry for him. Almost. If he hadn’t smirked at me like his victory was guaranteed the first day. Instead, we battled it out for months and months, and in the end, it was Case’s father who finally swayed the judge to give Becca everything she asked for.


It seemed Sheriff Lawton thought he could use his usual intimidation tactics on the presiding judge. Threats were made, weight was thrown around, and for once, the patriarch of the Lawton clan ran up against someone who wasn’t scared of him. The judge was concerned about young Hayes being under the influence of such a morally questionable man. He advised Case to take a good hard look at his life choices over the next year, and the case was closed.


At least it was supposed to be.


I should’ve known a guy like Case Lawton wasn’t going to let such a catastrophic loss go without a word.


When I noticed he was waiting in the hallway, I foolishly hoped it was for his former spouse. When Becca breezed by him with a tiny wave and a wink, his entire face flushed and his back went ramrod straight. I ordered myself to keep moving, my job here was done. He didn’t remember me, and now I was sure he really wanted to forget all about me.


His massive arms crossed over his wide chest, and his eyes cut through me like twin lasers.


“Are you happy? Do you feel good about what just happened, weird girl?” His words were cutting and blunt. I wanted to kick him in the shins for once again throwing out the taunt Becca had used in high school to alienate me. Back then he had told her to knock it off, but now he was using the words as a weapon against me.


I cleared my throat, tightened my hand on the handle of my briefcase, and refused to flinch away from the absolutely murderous look in his eyes.


“I told you to get a good lawyer, Mr. Lawton.” I kept my voice calm, but the sarcasm in my tone was unmistakable. In court I wasn’t a woman prone to sass, but outside of the courthouse, I wasn’t afraid to speak my mind, and I no longer let others’ opinions make me feel badly about myself. He was the one who initially made me realize I should matter, and it was a lesson I had taken to heart.


Case growled an ugly string of swear words in my direction and leaned forward. With his towering height, he loomed over me, and I had to suppress a full body shiver and the urge to shrink away.


“You ruined my life, Aspen Barlow. Everything that matters to me you’ve just ripped away. I would give what little I have left for you to have never stepped foot in this town. You better hope to God our paths don’t cross anytime soon.” He gave me one last scathing look before marching off down the hall, rage evident in his stride, completely unfazed that he openly threatened me.


I obviously no longer knew who Case Lawton was, and I didn’t want anything to do with the angry, shortsighted man who just stormed away from me. Because I was suddenly having no problem seeing him as a person who would look the other way while his father tampered with evidence—even though he wore a badge and claimed to hate everything his father stood for.


After that day, it was common knowledge that Case and I were enemies, adversaries, rivals. I went out of my way to avoid him, and he made it a point to make my life a living hell whenever the opportunity arose.


If there was anyone I didn’t expect to lean on when my own house of cards went up in flames a few years later, it was the newly appointed sheriff of Loveless, Texas, Case Lawton.




CHAPTER 1
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ASPEN


Nine years later


“Do you have any enemies who would do something like this?” The question was practically snarled at me as I repressed an eye roll.


My office was trashed. Every drawer in my desk was open and the contents flung from one wall to the next. Both of my filing cabinets were tipped over and had dents where it looked like someone had tried to pry them open. All the pictures and degrees that decorated the walls had the frames smashed and the inside contents shredded. My computer was now only a mangled husk of wires and broken glass, and there was scarlet red paint splattered all over the plush Berber carpet and white walls. Ugly words were scrawled across all the windows, and again I wondered how no one passing by on the street had noticed anything amiss when the destruction was occurring. My office was right in the middle of Main Street. Granted, Loveless was no bustling metropolis, but Main Street always had a steady flow of foot traffic coming and going, and I was pretty close with the young couple who ran the coffee shop across the street. How had no one seen anything?


I crossed my arms defensively over my chest and narrowed my eyes at Case Lawton. When it came time to elect a new sheriff, I didn’t regret casting my vote for him—anyone was better than his father—until right this moment. In all the years following his explosive divorce, and rude, threatening behavior afterward, we’d managed to maintain a proprietary distance from one another. It was a delicate dance we both knew all the steps to, but tonight, he was the one who showed up when I hysterically called to report the break-in and vandalism. When I first caught sight of him, I wondered if he’d shown up just so he could gloat.


My heart and my head had always had a very complicated battle going on when it came to Case Lawton.


My head liked to remind me that he was the only person who’d ever made me waffle in my convictions—and look the other way when the law was possibly compromised. I’d never done anything with the information his ex-wife handed over, not just because I couldn’t prove it, but also because deep down I didn’t believe it. Since taking over the sheriff’s job from his father, Case had been nothing but law abiding. He was a stern yet fair enforcer of the law.


But my heart—the squishy, too soft thing—begged for me to make the first move, to mend fences and shift the dynamic between us if he ever gave me an opening. My heart never seemed able to fully let go of the memory of the young man who made such a difference when I was so alone.


“Aside from you? No. I don’t have any specific enemies I can think of off the top of my head.” But I was an attorney, and I did handle a lot of divorces and custody cases. Unfortunately, that meant there were often spouses and parents who felt like they were getting a raw deal on the other side of the courtroom. Not unlike the large man prowling around my office. Why was it still hard to breathe when I was this close to him? Shouldn’t I have shaken that particular quirk loose by now? It’d been almost a decade since we’d said a civil word to each other.


“What about your husband? I heard you were separated. Is it an amicable split?” Case moved toward a particularly large puddle of paint on the floor. Crouching down he touched it with a tip of his finger. His hand came away smeared with red. “It looks like you just missed whoever was in here. The paint didn’t even have time to get tacky.”


I huffed out a sigh that sent my dark fringe of bangs dancing across my forehead. Case was the last person on the planet I wanted to discuss my impending divorce with. In fact, I didn’t want to talk about my failed relationship with him at all but realized my soon-to-be ex-husband was bound to be a suspect. Sadly, David was not a man prone to acts of passion or rage. He was unfailingly calm, wholeheartedly steady, endlessly kind, and the divorce had been all my idea, not his. He was still stalling over signing the papers, even though I’d filed for divorce over eight months ago and moved out of our shared home in Loveless’s only gated community over a year ago. David was still holding out hope I’d have a change of heart, even though I knew all the way down to my bones I wouldn’t. We were done, but that didn’t mean he would trash my office.


“Yes, the split is amicable. David would never do anything like this.” In the nearly twelve years we were together, the man had raised his voice to me only twice. Once when I told him I was done with the emotional turmoil of trying to conceive, and the second when I walked out our front door.


“You recently left the law firm he runs with his father and uncle. Is there any bad blood there?” Case asked the question matter-of-factly, but I felt like he was digging, trying to find a sore spot to push on. I knew somewhere inside he was thrilled my first few steps of independence were being sabotaged in such a graphic, unmistakable way. When I failed, he considered it a win. He’d proven that fact over and over again when we’d clashed in court during the last several years.


I bit back another sigh and fought the urge to tap the toe of my pointy, high-heeled boot. “The Barlows didn’t want me to leave. I’m good at my job, and starting my own practice means competition in court and a fight for clients’ money. They know many of my clients are going to follow me to my new practice. But we’re family. They supported my decision.” Well my father-in-law did, even if he didn’t fully understand it. David didn’t want me to leave the practice any more than he wanted me to leave our marriage, but my choice wasn’t about him.


Opening my own practice, taking on cases I wanted to handle, working with clients who really needed me—not just the ones who could afford me—were all steps I needed to take to no longer simply be known as David Barlow’s wife. Somewhere along the line, well after I’d become a Barlow, I’d forgotten exactly who Aspen Keating was and all about the things she was determined to accomplish. I was desperate to find the old Aspen again.


Case grunted a noncomment and walked over to the window, where a collection of offensive slurs were painted. The red paint started to drip, making the glass look like something out of a horror movie. He cocked his head to the side, and I ordered my eyes not to trace over the broad lines of his back and the way his tight backside delightfully filled out his too-tight jeans. Now that he was the sheriff, he no longer had to wear the all-tan uniform. He still had on the ugly shirt, but the rest of his outfit was casual, jeans, black cowboy boots, and a black Stetson. He still managed to bleed authority and control in just a partial uniform, and I hated how he seemed to take up all the space in the room. It was completely illogical to still harbor an unkillable attraction to a man who made it abundantly clear he could barely stand the sight of me. In fact, David had cruelly thrown my fascination with Case in my face the day I left him. It was the one and only time he’d ever mentioned what I thought was my secret crush on the sheriff, but it was enough to make me double my efforts to keep Case out of sight and out of mind.


“These words have any merit? Were you seeing someone on the side? Does your husband have a reason to be jealous?” Case looked at me over his shoulder while waving a hand at the ugly words dripping garishly down the glass.


I arched an eyebrow in his direction and lost the fight to impatiently tap my foot. I also gave up on the battle to keep from rolling my eyes at his perpetually condescending tone. “Ex-husband. And no, our relationship didn’t end because either of us was unfaithful.” Though I had to silently admit there were occasions when I had no clue where David was. Those times had increased with frequency in the last few years, making my decision to leave even easier. “I told you, David has nothing to do with this. I have no idea who could be behind it.”


“Why did you come back to the office so late tonight?” His turned and looked at the toppled filing cabinets. “It looks like you may have interrupted whoever was in here when you showed up.”


I felt like he was accusing me of something, so I automatically bristled. “I told you, I forgot a file I wanted to go over before going in front of the judge tomorrow. My mother called when I was leaving for the day, and I got distracted. I spoke with her, decided to make myself dinner, and when I sat down to go over my notes realized I had left the file in my office. When I got here, the front door was open, and I could smell the paint. I called your office and waited until you showed up before coming inside.” I knew enough to not go inside. I didn’t want to give Case, or any of his deputies, cause to accuse me of tampering with a crime scene.


Not that I believed Case was a dirty cop like his father. He may have been under Conrad Lawton’s thumb for too many years to count, but after his father cost him the custody of his son, Case was done with everything having to do with Conrad Lawton. He’d made it his mission to get the patriarch of the Lawton clan out of office, a task that took several years, but Case had accomplished it. Now he was working his ass off, day in and day out, to undo all the damage his father had done while using the sheriff’s office as his own personal playground. However, Case still resented me, loathed me, blamed me. He might believe wholeheartedly in justice and law, but I wouldn’t put it past him to use whatever small mistake I made against me.


“I keep client files in there. I suppose someone could theoretically want them if I’m representing their spouse in a separation. Divorces can get ugly, especially in a small town.” Everyone knew everyone else’s business, which was why I wasn’t surprised Case knew about my impending divorce and the fact that I’d left my previous practice. There were very few secrets in Loveless. Even fewer of them when you stood out like a sore thumb.


“Any of your current cases nastier than the others? Have you been getting threats? Or has anything unusual happened that you may have written off as part of the job?” He rubbed his thumb along the line of his chin and turned sharp, arctic blue eyes in my direction.


It wasn’t fair. He really shouldn’t have been allowed to age as well as he had. It would be much easier to hate him back if he’d ended up haggard and slightly thick around the middle like his father. Instead, I’d watched from afar as Case got better and better over time. He was harder, more rugged and masculine than he’d been in high school, and more broody and moody than when he’d returned from the military. He even looked good with the very faint hint of silver starting to thread through the stubble on his chin and in his neatly trimmed sideburns. The rest of his hair was thick and jet-black. It was a striking combination with those bright blue eyes of his. He’d always been a bit of a heartbreaker, but now he was something beyond that. A heart destroyer, or maybe even a heart annihilator. He crushed the delicate things without even trying. I knew it well. Mine had been one of his first victims.


I shook my head and tapped my toe impatiently once again. “Nothing too weird. And I don’t have a case I can think of that would lead to such a volatile reaction.” The only odd thing in my life recently was my mother calling me once a day to try and talk me out of leaving David.


She’d never been particularly interested in anything I was doing with my life until I left my husband. As soon as I told her I was asking for a divorce, she turned into a helicopter parent and couldn’t be any more up in my business. She was driving me nuts. I wanted to believe she only cared about my well-being, but I knew there was more to it than that. The woman hadn’t even pretended to be sympathetic during the years of struggle while David and I tried and failed to conceive.


I wasn’t sure if my soon-to-be-ex had enlisted her help, or if she was being super annoying of her own volition. Either way, I was over it. If my mother tried to convince me I was going to die alone one more time, I was going to lose it. Tonight, I’d finally told her enough was enough. I couldn’t listen to it anymore. She’d been irritated and hung up on me, but that was nothing new.


My father passed away a few years ago, and my mother almost immediately remarried. Her new husband was another cold, emotionally distant man, much like my father had been. Only this one liked to play around in the stock market and had varying degrees of success. My mother didn’t hesitate to ask for money when he had a bad month, and I never hesitated to hand it over. I didn’t doubt she was concerned that, without David’s half of the income, her easy access to my cash would be much more limited.


I saw her briefly on the occasional holiday—which was plenty for both of us. The only thing I’d ever gotten right in my life as far as either of my parents were concerned was marrying into the Barlow family. Both my parents loved David and his parents. Well, they loved their money and the clout their name carried in Loveless. Once I had David’s ring on my finger, I was finally living up to my potential, and I think they were shocked someone from old money was willing to take on the weird girl from the city who had a penchant for all-black clothing and an unending desire to fight for human rights. I was as far from a southern belle as any woman could get, but David loved me anyway. Which was why mother was berating me for letting such a good catch slip through my fingers. I would eat glass before telling her David wasn’t as great as she believed him to be.


David was a nice guy, a decent lawyer, decent in bed, but he was predictable. Any given day I could map out exactly what our interactions were going to be like, the words we were going to say to each other. It had all become so comfortable and boring. I felt like I was suffocating on the expected.


Except tonight was anything but predictable and expected. I never would’ve believed Case and I could spend this much time in an enclosed space without bloodshed or tears. It was the longest I’d been this close to him in years, and the longest stretch of time he had tolerated me. It was weird and oddly thrilling. It’d been far too long since anything in my life had taken me by surprise.


Case turned around, so he was facing me, and I shook myself out of my thoughts. He cocked a dark eyebrow and laced his thumbs through a couple of belt loops on the front of his jeans. A muscle twitched in his tanned cheek, and his eyes flicked over me. Slowly, the usual irritation he showed when we clashed started to bleed into the blue of his gaze. I gave him credit for keeping his cool and being professional up until this point, but it seemed like he’d reached his limit of courtesy.


“You have to give me something to go on, Counselor. I find it hard to believe there’s no one in this town you’ve pissed off enough to trash your new office. We both know you’re a pit bull in court and will do whatever it takes to get your clients whatever it is they are asking for . . .no matter how unreasonable the request may be.” His top lip curled up a tiny bit before he forcibly made his expression blank and unreadable once again. “You tend to piss people off without even trying. There has to be someone who’s threatened you, tried to intimidate you. I need a name, Aspen.”


I flinched when he said my name. He didn’t use it often, and when he did, I was torn between being thrilled and annoyed at how he always made it sound like a dirty word.


Losing what little hold I had left on my temper, I threw my hands up in the air and scowled at the big man in front of me. “The only person in this entire town who I absolutely know has a grudge against me, and who regularly tries to intimidate me, is you, Sheriff.” I waved a hand around the carnage that used to be my work space. “So, unless you want to start by investigating yourself, I don’t know what to tell you.” Frustration was evident in every word, but Case seemed totally unmoved by the outburst.


He reached up and tipped the brim of his cowboy hat back with his index finger. He shot one more look around the room and lifted his broad shoulders and let them fall in a careless shrug. “I’ll send the tech team in to dust for prints, but I can’t guarantee we’ll get anything. I’ll see if the coffee shop across the street managed to get their cameras fixed yet. Maybe they recorded whoever broke in. You’re gonna have to take a few days off while we get things sorted.”


I narrowed my eyes even further. “I have to have access to my case files. I have to be in court for the next few days.” I looked at the smeared paint. It was going to be a bitch to clean once it dried, and I silently wondered if that was part of Case’s plan. He would never pass up an opportunity to make my life more difficult than it already was.


“You can take what you need. See if you can figure out if anything is missing while you’re at it. Get the locks changed when you get a chance and think really hard about who might be behind this. If you give me a name or two to chase down, it would be helpful.”


He sounded totally disinterested in figuring out who had trashed my office, but at least he wasn’t brushing me off. If I had a name to give him, I would. I honestly couldn’t imagine anyone being this angry at me. I was going to have to look through my current cases and see if any one of the spouses on the opposing side stood out as a possible danger. I represented plenty of women, and the occasional man, trying to leave an abusive relationship, but mostly it was couples who simply grew tired of the work it required to keep a marriage together.


I hurried under Case’s watchful eye, gathering what I’d need from the mess. I was careful to avoid the paint smeared everywhere, but the words painted across the window kept catching my attention. When I was younger, I’d gotten used to people labeling me. Weirdo, freak, odd, strange, off, different . . . they all were used more frequently than my actual name throughout high school. By everyone, aside from the man whose gaze I was currently avoiding. He always called me Aspen until that day on the stairs when he got the divorce papers. That was when things changed.


But it was strange to see such strong language staring back at me now. Harsher words that weren’t even used to describe me in high school. The words were meant to wound and send a message, but they were so off base it was ridiculous.


I dated here and there through college, where the boys were more open-minded and accepting. Then I’d met David at a fund-raiser within months of coming back to Loveless. We were both in the field of law, both back in a small town after attending college in a big city, both looking for something serious and finding it within each other. He was the only person I was with for over a decade. Not that I would find those words appropriate in any occasion, even if my bedroom door was open to all comers.


Shaking my head at my wandering thoughts, I clutched the files to my chest as I followed Case out of the building. He was on his phone, ordering someone to come over and snap pictures and dust for fingerprints. I felt pretty dismissed, so I turned on the heel of my very expensive boot and started to walk to where my Audi was parked in front of the building. Everything in my arms nearly went flying all over Main Street when Case’s heavy hand fell on my shoulder, stopping me in my tracks with a jolt.


“Hold on a second.” He barked a few more orders into his phone and pushed the brim of his hat back even more. His dark eyebrows were pulled into a V, and the tick in his cheek seemed to be fluttering even faster than it had been when we were in my office. “Since you have no clue who could be behind this, I’m advising you to keep your eyes open and put an ear to the ground. I’d bet good money the vandalism is related to one of your cases. Someone is trying to send you a message. You should take extra precautions over the next few days, and if anything seems out of sorts, you need to give my office a call.”


I stiffened more because of his bossy tone and glare than anything he was saying. “I’ve been in this business a long time, Sheriff. I know how to watch my back. Thank you for hurrying out here and taking my complaint seriously.”


It was his turn to roll his coolly expressive eyes. Obviously, he knew I doubted him taking my situation seriously, considering our history. However, Case proved he was a good cop, regardless of the foul, corrupt reputation his father had left behind and any doubts I may have had.


“I’m good at my job as well, Counselor.” I couldn’t miss the biting sarcasm laced throughout his tone.


I was about to walk away once more when a familiar luxury car pulled up next to mine. I barely bit back a groan as my soon-to-be ex-husband climbed out of his Lexus. David was still dressed in a suit—minus a tie—and his usually meticulously styled hair looked messy and was sticking out at odd angles. He gave Case a brief nod before his entire attention focused on me. His eyes were serious behind his expensive glasses, and I felt like he was about to interrogate me the way he did when he was examining a witness on the stand.


“What’s going on? Why is the sheriff here? Why are you at your office so late?” The questions were fired one after another, and I wanted to throw myself in front of the window with the bloodred words painted on it. There was no hiding that particular act of vandalism, and I knew the graphic display was going to send David into an emotional tailspin. He’d always been protective, or overbearing, to be more accurate. After the night I’d had, I was in no mood to deal with the impending demands to move back home so he could take care of me. To make matters worse, I could feel Case watching my interaction with my estranged husband with harsh, judgmental eyes.


“There was a break-in. No big deal, it happens. My office is in a prime location. The sheriff took a look around and is handling things. Nothing for you to worry about.” I plastered a smile on my face and reached out to pat David on the arm. He was incredibly tense, so much so I could feel him vibrating under the fabric when I touched him. “What are you doing out this late?” He was usually in bed by now if he wasn’t out of town on business or entertaining a client. I could set my watch by his habits.


David raked his fingers through his hair and narrowed his eyes at me behind the lenses of his glasses. “I had a late meeting with Father and Uncle Keith at the country club. We were discussing hiring a new attorney to fill your spot.”


He threw the words out pointedly. I think he expected them to wound, but all they did was send relief shooting through me. If they hired a new attorney, maybe he could finally realize it was time to move on. He really was a decent guy and deserved the kind of forever he thought he was getting when he proposed to me.


“I saw your car and the sheriff’s SUV on my way home. I was worried. You know what I think about you living all the way across town on your own.”


He hated it, but he didn’t have any say in the matter. Luckily, I was saved from making a snarky reply by Case clearing his throat and muttering, “I’ll be in touch sometime tomorrow after the tech team is done in your office. Think about what I said, Aspen.” He inclined his dark head toward the window David had yet to notice. I glared at him as he dryly told David, “Be a gentleman and find some plywood to cover that window up for her. We don’t need that kind of profanity right in the middle of Main Street.”


He tipped his hat down over his eyes before he sauntered away, and I swore I could hear him chuckle under his breath. The asshole knew exactly what he was doing by pointing out the vulgar words to my soon-to-be ex. I heard David gasp and braced myself for the one million questions that I knew were going to come next. I was already tired and stressed-out, I didn’t need a showdown with David on top of everything else.


Damn that Case Lawton.




CHAPTER 2
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CASE


I couldn’t hide my smirk as I walked away from Aspen Barlow and her overbearing husband. I had vague recollections of David Barlow from back in the day. He was a couple of years older than I was, and we definitely didn’t run in the same social circles, then or now, but I knew the man was entitled, pompous, and domineering. Unlike Aspen, David and the rest of the Barlows focused on criminal law, so our paths crossed in court rather frequently. I wasn’t a fan of anyone who made their living off of freeing criminals from the consequences of their actions, but I would rather see anyone other than the dark-haired woman who torpedoed my life with almost no effort.


Aspen had made it crystal clear she didn’t want her ex sticking his nose in her business, so obviously, I had to do my best to drag him right into the center of it. Few things made me happier than making the petite lawyer miserable. She was really good at keeping her distance, so the opportunity to ruin her day didn’t come around as often as I wanted. I was petty and resentful enough to make the most of any opening she gave me. Satisfied that she was beyond frustrated at having to deal with her ex, I cast another look at the defaced window on the way to my city-issued SUV. I frowned at the words and wondered again how no one had noticed anything amiss.


It wasn’t like Loveless was immune to crime. We had had our fair share of troublemakers, many of whom had thrived under my dad’s tenure as sheriff. But most of the regular offenders tended to stay out of downtown. They kept their crimes out in the hill country, where it was much harder to track them. Someone vandalizing a huge window right in the center of town wasn’t something I’d run across before. Sure, there was an occasional teenager who spray-painted the side of a building to try and gain street cred, but it was nothing like this. This level of destruction seemed brazen and bold. It also indicated a level of anger that was dangerous and possibly lethal. Trashing such an obvious target, and such a well-known figure in the community, felt as if the perpetrator had nothing to lose and cared very little about getting caught.


It also surprised me that someone else appeared to dislike the pretty, sharp-tonged attorney as much as I did.


Over the years it had become common knowledge that I held a grudge where Aspen Barlow was concerned. My divorce was already an ugly, heated mess, but when Aspen entered the fray, things got a hundred times worse. The weird goth girl from Chicago who never really fit in with small-town Texas life was a brilliant attorney. She was spectacular in court, charismatic and charming. She ran circles around my good ole boy lawyer. She was more fully prepared, better organized, passionately compelling, and far more interested in the outcome than my old football buddy ever was. It was clear from the first moments in front of the judge that I had sorely misjudged the quiet, serious girl from high school. It still burned deep in my bones the way my shortsightedness, combined with Aspen’s fierce dedication, had led to me losing the only thing in the whole world I really cared about.


My son, Hayes.


Thinking about Hayes was the one thing guaranteed to pull my mind away from work. I looked at the time on the radio inside the vehicle and sighed. I was supposed to be home in time for dinner, but Aspen’s call had come through dispatch on my way out the door. I was man enough to admit I wanted to see the crime scene as much as I wanted to see her rattled. It was rare for Aspen Barlow’s feathers to be ruffled, and I wasn’t going to pass up an opportunity to bask in her finally not having the upper hand. Only, the damage to her office had been far more severe than she had made it seem on the phone, and her face was paler than usual. Her hands were shaking, and she refused to look me in the eye when she guided me into her destroyed office. Instead of gloating, I was worried . . . which pissed me off.


I didn’t want to worry about Aspen Barlow.


But she was a member of my community, a citizen of the town I was sworn to protect, and I refused to pick and choose who was worthy of my protection and service the way Conrad Lawton had.


Flicking a finger over the screen of my cell I called my son. It blew my mind Hayes was more of a man these days than a teenager. He was almost as tall as me but had my younger brother’s long, lanky build. Hayes had the usual Lawton black hair–blue eyes combo that both my brother and I had. He was already a ladies’ man and had a flair on the football field just like his old man. Fortunately, he was also much smarter and more careful with his heart than I’d been back in those days. He was the single thing I’d gotten right in this world, and I couldn’t love him more if I tried.


When his surprisingly deep voice answered my call, I couldn’t hold back the smile that tugged at my face. Hayes was going to turn eighteen soon, and then he was headed off to college. He was at the start of creating a life of his own, so it always thrilled me when he made time for his old man. We grew very close when he got older and Becca could no longer pull the strings tied to our relationship. And I worked hard every day to make sure he and I stayed that way. I never wanted him to see me the way I saw my own father.


“Hey. Sorry I didn’t call. I got caught up on a last-minute case. I should be home within the hour. I hope you ate without me.” I rubbed a hand over my face and stared out into the darkness through the windshield. “Did you get your homework done?”


A low chuckle hit my ear, and it warmed me all the way down to my toes. He was such a good kid. I was lucky I got the chance to be his dad.


“Yeah, Dad. It’s all done. I put your dinner in the oven so you can eat when you get home. Were you dealing with the vandalism of Mrs. Barlow’s office on Main Street? Mrs. Clooney said she overheard some people talking about it at bingo tonight.” There was a soft fondness for our eighty-year-old neighbor in his tone. The older woman had helped me out with Hayes regularly since he came to live with me full-time when he was fourteen years old. I wouldn’t be surprised if he’d taken his homework over to her house and worked on it while keeping her company before taking her to the church for bingo like he did every week.


I grunted and tapped my fingers against the steering wheel. “Yeah. I got called out for the vandalism and break-in. The situation was a little messier than I anticipated. Took longer than I thought it would.”


Hayes laughed again, and I heard him tsk-tsk me over the line. “It took longer because you probably spent a solid twenty minutes arguing with Mrs. Barlow. Like you always do. Doesn’t seem right her new place got trashed. She didn’t do anything to deserve that kind of treatment. She’s a nice lady.”


Hayes knew Aspen better than I did. For years, Becca fought me tooth and nail to keep me out of my son’s life, and for most of that time, Aspen was the attorney representing my ex-wife. Aspen had endless meetings with my son and spent more time alone with him than I did until he was a teenager. When Hayes was finally old enough to speak for himself in court, he explained to the judge which parent he wanted to spend most of his time with—me. Becca was furious when she no longer had a leg to stand on. Our son flat out told the judge he wanted to live with me. For the first time in years I felt like I could breathe. Being the temperamental, high-strung woman she was, Becca fired Aspen on the spot and accused her of throwing the case. The look of relief on Aspen’s face had only lasted a moment, but I remembered it, and it made it hard to ignore my son’s insistence that she wasn’t a bad person, just someone stuck doing her job even when it wasn’t a pleasant situation.


“No, she didn’t do anything to deserve it, but I bet she’s made more than one person angry while in court. I’m pretty sure this was someone’s idea of petty revenge.” But I wished I could shake the feeling that the destruction and slurs went deeper than simple retaliation. “She’ll be all right and back up and running in no time.”


I started the SUV and slowly backed out of my parking spot. I flicked a glance over to the sidewalk where Aspen was still squared off against her estranged husband. Her arms were crossed defiantly over her chest. Her dainty chin tilted upward, and her dark eyes and eyebrows were scrunched together in a fierce scowl, giving the impression she was a split second away from losing it. It was the reaction I’d wanted when I dropped the bomb between them, only now, I was annoyed by the way her soon-to-be ex was looming over her and pointing his index finger in her face. I didn’t like men who intimidated women with their size and strength.


David Barlow wasn’t a huge guy. He was several inches shorter than me, and he was pretty soft, all things considered. However, he was still a lot bigger than Aspen. Most people were. The woman was barely an inch or two above five feet. She simply seemed taller because of all the attitude she packed into that small frame. Her only oversize feature were her wide, dark doe eyes. They were huge, prominent, and right now glaring at the man across from her like he had been the one to ruin her day.


Remembering my son on the other end of the phone I sighed and told him, “Hey, kiddo, I gotta go. I’ll get home as quick as I can, but don’t wait up for me.” I could practically feel Hayes rolling his eyes somewhere on the other end of the call. “And don’t spend all night on the phone.” Hayes seemed to chat up a different girl every day of the week, and it was getting old dragging him out of bed in the morning so he wouldn’t be late for class.


“Be safe, Dad.” It was how he ended every call, and it never failed to get me right in the gut.


Swearing softly under my breath, I pulled alongside the arguing couple and rolled down the passenger window. David Barlow looked at me over the top of Aspen’s head and scowled fiercely at the interruption.


“Can I help you?” The man didn’t even have the decency to address me by my title.


I cocked a brow. “I was about to ask the same thing. Think it’s time you move whatever conversation you’re having from the sidewalk. You’re going to draw attention to what happened here.”


The man in the suit stiffened, and Aspen whipped around to glare at me. She opened her mouth to say something, but her jackass of a husband immediately talked right over her.


“Tell her she should come home with me. Tell her it isn’t safe for her to be alone with stuff like this going on. Obviously, someone wishes Aspen harm, and the best place for her to be is where I can keep an eye on her.” There was no question or cajoling in David’s tone. He made his demands like a man who fully expected them to be followed without hesitation.


Unfortunately for him, I was the one used to giving orders. “Counselor, do you want me to escort you home? I’ll make sure to have one of my patrol units swing by your place every few hours if you’re concerned about whoever did this showing up at your place tonight.”


I grinned when David’s chest puffed up with indignation. I liked to ruffle Aspen’s feathers, but it was just as much fun to push the rich boy’s buttons.


The clearly aggravated woman threw her long, midnight-colored hair over her shoulder and turned her back on both of us. “I’m going home. I don’t need an escort or a babysitter. I’ll be fine, thank you both for your concern.” She neatly evaded her husband’s manicured hand as he once again reached for her. The feisty attorney was ensconced in her luxury sports car and gone in a flash.


David Barlow turned his attention to the window and back to me. “Shouldn’t you be the one to cover the window up? You’re a public servant, after all. My taxes pay your salary.” He tugged on the front of his suit jacket and reached up to adjust his glasses. Pretentious son of a bitch. He probably didn’t even know what plywood was. “I’m really worried about her. She doesn’t always see the big picture.”


I leaned back in my seat and inclined my head slightly. His concern was understandable. It was obvious he was still in love with the prickly woman. “I’ll have patrol run by her house, and I’m going to see if I can track down any surveillance of the front of the building. Since it’s on the main drag, I might get lucky. Aspen and I have bad blood between us, but I’m not going to drop the ball on her case.” And I would get the damn window covered up if he wasn’t going to do it. Mr. Manicure probably didn’t even own a hammer.


David narrowed his eyes at me behind his lenses and put his hands on his hips in a gesture that I assumed was supposed to look intimidating. “You better not, Lawton. I know you’re supposed to be an improvement over your old man, I’d like to see you prove it.” With one last lingering glare he stormed to his Lexus and took off in a huff, much in the same way Aspen had.


They were an odd match. I remembered vaguely hearing about the country club king proposing to the bleeding-heart liberal right around the time my marriage really started to fall apart. I was so busy trying to make Becca happy and keep my family together I’d let the information roll in one ear and out the other. I’d never given much thought to the people in town with more money than sense, but I’d liked getting an update on Aspen. When I was younger I had a soft spot for the quirky girl from out of town who never fit in. She was so honest back then, so innocent. But when my marriage went up in flames, and with Aspen right in the center of the wreckage, it was hard not to wonder how someone who destroyed marriages for a living managed to have a happy and healthy one of her own. Watching the separated Barlows interact tonight, I understood a little better that no one’s marriage was perfect behind closed doors. Some folks were just better at hiding the cracks and keeping the ugly out of sight.
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