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PROLOGUE


She couldn’t stand it.


She couldn’t stand being around him. Watching him, wanting to rub against the hard corded strength of his body, desperate to taste a kiss from the controlled line of his sensual lips.


He looked like a pirate. Like a desperado pretending to be a sheriff, and he made her want to run even as he made her want to cling to him.


She couldn’t stand it.


No, that wasn’t true, Anna Corbin thought, looking over at the too-handsome sheriff. She loved being around Archer Tobias and had since she was a young girl. The problem was he didn’t seem to see her. But she was eighteen now and she could make him see her, if her grandfather and parents would stop shipping her off, like they were proposing to do once again.


“You’ll love France,” her mother was saying, her smile bittersweet and filled with longing, though she refused to look up at Anna. “It’s beautiful there.”


“Jacques said you can start as soon as you graduate college. Beginning two years early will allow you to begin in an excellent position before you turn twenty-one,” her grandfather, John Corbin, informed her. “His company is really going places, Anna. You’ll be there to watch it grow into a major accounting firm.”


Yippee. Wasn’t that sure to be boring?


Looking up, Anna’s eyes met Archer’s before he quickly turned his gaze back to his meal.


Lifting her glass she sipped her wine, before setting the glass back by her plate. She silently ran her fingers up and down the slender stem.


“Jacques is really looking forward to having you come in as his assistant,” her father said quietly, watching her intently.


“Of course he is.” Her head snapped up as the words escaped her mouth. “It will be so much easier to cop a feel if I’m right under his thumb.”


Silence filled the room as everyone but Archer stared back at her in shock. For his part, Archer simply stared back at her, the ice that suddenly filled his gaze sending a chill up her spine.


“What are you saying, Anna?” Her father, Robert Corbin, frowned, his expression dark and forbidding as he turned and glared at Gran’pop.


“Anna.” Her Gran’pop’s voice was chiding as he stared back at her with disappointment. “Jacques explained that.” Turning to his son he breathed out heavily. “Jacques fell against her while he was here last summer and unfortunately brushed her back end. It was an accident.”


She could feel her teeth automatically clenching at her grandfather’s explanation. When her eyes lifted, she saw that Archer was not looking at her, but was instead staring at his plate, fingers gripping his fork, eyes glaring at his food, his expression hard. Her heart thumped. Was Archer angry at hearing that another man had touched her? Anna shook her head. Even if he was, Archer saw her more as a little sister, so if he was angry it was probably the anger of a big brother. Her shoulders slumped a bit. How sexy.


“It wasn’t an accident,” she said stubbornly.


“You can’t come back here.” That was Gran’pop, cutting right to the chase.


Anna looked defiant. “I’m not going to France.”


John Corbin shrugged. “Then I’ll find you a job in England.”


“Let me be clearer, Gran’pop.” It was now or never. “I’m not leaving the States. I’m not working on the West, East, or Southern coasts.”


“You are not coming back here.” His silverware clattered against his plate.


“Then I will stay in Sweetrock.”


“Over my dead body.” His aged, wrinkled face showed his age and his command.


“I hope not, Gran’pop.” She shook her head as she lifted the napkin from her lap and laid it politely next to her plate. “I believe I’m finished. If you’ll excuse me.”


“No, I will not,” Gran’pop declared as she moved her chair back and started to rise. “We have company for dinner, Anna. You will not embarrass this family.”


Archer was staring back at her now, anger sparking in his gaze as her brow lifted.


“This is probably one of the least explosive arguments Archer’s witnessed over the years,” she assured her grandfather. “Sorry, Gran’pop, but I’m not sitting here and pretending to like how very easily my parents and grandparents are planning my life for me. Especially when every one of you is very well aware you’re breaking my heart.”


“You will not do this, Anna,” her grandfather ordered then.


“Do what, Gran’pop? Have a life? Have something to do with cousins you’ve kept me from all my life? Cousins who are so obviously not the monsters you’ve made them out to be?” Her voice rose, anger, hurt, that odd hunger to know the cousins reviled for so long both confusing and drawing her.


“That’s all—this is over!” he yelled, his fist hitting the table hard enough so that the dishes vibrated with a discordant sound. “Those fucking Callahans.”


“Those fucking Callahans?” she sneered. “One of whom is your only grandson. Let’s lay it out on the table, shall we? For years you’ve been trying to keep me away from my own family. Away from Logan, Rafer, and Crowe and for years I had no choice. You’ve kept me so isolated, I feel like an orphan myself! But I’m eighteen now and I can make my own decisions. You can’t keep me away any longer.”


“The hell I can’t,” he snarled, all but shaking with fury as all eyes turned to him. “I’ll be damned if I’ll allow it, Anna. You will return to college and you will do so immediately, or I promise you, I swear to you by all that’s holy I’ll make damned sure Crowe Callahan pays for it.” Anna felt herself pale. She could see the determination, the certain conviction in her grandfather’s expression and she knew he meant it.


“The day will come that you can’t hurt him any longer,” she said. “When that day happens, Mr. Callahan”—she wouldn’t call him Gran’pop again—“I promise you, I’ll be back.”


Moving from the table she strode quickly from the dining room and then from the house as the first tear fell.


France and the pervert. England and God only knew what kind of deviant. Anywhere but where she wanted to be. In Corbin County with her family.


And Archer.


*   *   *


Archer glared at John Corbin, then at his son, Robert, and daughter-in-law, Lisa.


Anna’s place in Corbin County and on the family ranch had been a heated topic since the year she had been shipped off to boarding school at age nine. As he heard it over the years, each vacation, holiday, or family visit Anna had screamed, raged, begged, and pleaded to come home.


She had bargained for homeschooling or tutors, and swore she’d obey every request, want, need, or command that her parents could come up with. When that had failed, she had become a terror on two legs with pretty emerald eyes.


Each time a school had threatened to send her home, John Corbin had paid them for whatever trouble she had caused and then paid them more for whatever trouble she might cause in the future.


She had for nine years been involved in a war that neither Anna nor her parents had escaped unscathed. And now, it seemed, she was upping the stakes. She was eighteen, they couldn’t force her into the college of their choice, and it seemed she wasn’t going to allow them to force her into the job of their choice.


“She doesn’t understand,” John muttered. “Sorry ’bout that, Archer.”


“Why the fuck do you keep doing this to her, John? Or for that matter, to Crewe?” Archer couldn’t hold back his own anger any longer. “She’s your granddaughter and you do everything you can to disown her without actually doing so. And who is this bastard you keep defending who dared touch her?”


“This is none of your business, Archer,” he began.


“You brought me into this family, John. You made it my business, especially when I learn she’s in danger of being molested by someone you keep trying to throw her at.”


“That’s not it—” John grated harshly.


“Archer, stay out of this.” Robert spoke from the other end of the table, his voice firm. “This is family business.”


It was always family business when they didn’t want to explain their unjust actions toward Anna. He was getting damned sick of it.


“Understood, Robert.” Following Anna’s example he lifted his napkin, wiped his lips, then folded it and laid it next to his plate with icy precision. “Thank you and your family for dinner, John, but it’s time I go.”


John grimaced. “Thanks for coming by, Archer. It’s always nice to see you.”


Fuck, as though he hadn’t just witnessed Anna having her heart torn out and one of his best friends trashed by the Corbins’ determined refusal to allow Anna to know a cousin she obviously ached to know.


It might not make sense, but Anna didn’t have to make sense to him when it was clear her family was making demands that were so blatantly unfair.


Shaking his head as he swept his gaze between the three of them, Archer left the table and strode from the room. Things had always been damned strange in the Corbin household, but now, they were approaching Twilight Zone level.


Stepping onto the wide wraparound porch and closing the door behind him, he let a smile touch his lips at the sight of the curves leaning indolently against the SUV.


Well-worn jeans, and a light gray stretchy top that clung to her breasts, waist, and hips to end at the band of those low-slung jeans.


His gaze lifted to her breasts again.


A perfect handful, he thought, his palms suddenly tingling at the thought of those firm, rounded curves fitting his palms.


He gave himself a mental shake.


Had he lost his fucking mind?


Long black hair, waves upon waves of it, tumbled from her head, over her shoulders and one breast, and down her back almost to her curvy, tempting hips.


With her arms folded beneath those breasts, her head tilted to the side, and those lush, enticing curls flowing around her, she was the image of a tempting, sensual little angel.


One he was dying to touch.


God have mercy on his self-control.


She was a woman now.


Archer felt his breath pause in his chest, felt his entire body go hot, then cold.


Son of a bitch, she was a woman now.


Stepping across the porch he felt the blood suddenly rushing through his body and heading south just as fast as possible.


All for one tiny, tempestuous, trouble-making package.


God help him.


“They’re going to try to make me go back, Archer.” She lifted her head and the sight of her emerald eyes, sparkling with jewel-like brightness beneath her tears, was nearly more than he could bear.


“They’re trying to do what they think is best for you, Anna.” He sighed as he moved beside her and leaned back against the vehicle, crossing his arms over his chest.


He didn’t believe they were, but hell, what was he supposed to say to her at this point?


“Can’t you talk to them, Arch?” Straightening from the car she moved to face him, standing way too damned close as she laid her hand on his forearm and stared up at him beseechingly.


“I tried,” he said softly, dipping his head down toward her before he could consider the need to touch those pouting lips. He straightened quickly, a grimace pulling at his expression. “Your daddy told me to stay out of it.”


She laid her head against his arm, and he wanted nothing more than to return to a time when he could have hugged her and not worried about her feeling the hard-on he was fighting.


“I don’t want to leave,” she said, the pain in her voice so filled with aching loneliness that Archer wanted nothing more than to fix it for her.


“Go to college,” he told her and, unable to help himself, his arms opening for her.


Pulling her against his chest he laid his head against hers. “Do what you have to do first, then do what you want to do.”


“I don’t want to go to France.”


“Good.” He pretended to breathe a sigh of relief. “Protecting you from all those depraved Frenchmen would be hard to do from here, you know.”


A little laugh escaped her.


“Will you miss me?”


“More than sunshine.” He grinned. He’d been telling her that for a lot of years now.


“They don’t have sunshine where I’m going,” she said, sadly.


“California?” He pretended disbelief. “Darlin’, I have it on the highest authority the sun shines there every day.”


Her head lifted and the pain in her eyes, in her face, broke his heart. “My sunshine is here, Archer.”


Cupping her cheek his gaze flicked to her lips.


Awareness suddenly exploded between them. Like a live wire sparking around them, through them, it blazed like wildfire.


His gaze jerked back to hers.


She was too innocent to hide it, too damned young to know what it could do to both of them.


“Are you finally going to kiss me, Archer Tobias?” she whispered, her breathing sharp and heavy, her fingers curled against his shirt as though terrified something, or someone, would jerk her away from him.


“Your granddaddy’s standing in the living room window,” he said. “And I know your daddy’s not far behind. It would look real bad if one of them killed the sheriff his first year in office. Especially considering how hard they campaigned for him.”


But he wanted to kiss her. God help him, he wanted to kiss her.


“Will you call me sometime?” she asked, those emerald eyes so sad, so brokenhearted that, for a moment, he hated her family for forcing her away.


“I’ll call sometime,” he promised, easing her away from him.


“Will you kiss me sometime? I’ve been waiting a long time, Archer.”


“One of these days,” he promised softly, opening the door to the vehicle and getting in as she watched him with tear-filled eyes. “One of these days.”


She was too innocent, too unaware of the evil that existed.


“I had a sister once,” he said, his voice soft.


“I remember.” She nodded. “I heard she had died, but no one ever told me what happened and I didn’t want to bring up bad memories by asking.”


“Dad didn’t know about her until after he married Mom and I was already born. She came to the house a lot, though, after she found Dad. She was always full of laughter, always demanding what was due her.”


“What happened?”


“A serial killer in Washington state.” He frowned as he stared through the windshield. “She was only four years older than me. I’d just shipped out to the Marines. The Washington state police contacted Dad weeks after it happened. Her mother hadn’t called him. He called me that night and I managed to get leave.”


Reaching through the open window she touched his shoulder softly. “I’m so sorry, Archer.”


Covering her hand with his he stared back at her, wishing he could make this easier for her.


“You know, maybe that’s why your family doesn’t want you in Corbin County, Anna,” he suggested. “We still don’t believe the Slasher was actually caught. Until he is, no woman is safe here. Especially no woman with ties to the Callahans. If it were me, and you were my daughter, I’d keep you the hell away from here, too.”


“You’d just move, too,” she said regretfully. “You wouldn’t just send your child away, Archer.”


She had him there.


“They love you. I know that for a fact, sweetheart.”


“Not enough,” she said, stepping back from the vehicle. “They obviously just don’t love me enough.”


Starting the Tahoe, Archer slid it into gear before pulling slowly away from her. He’d told her the truth. He didn’t blame the Corbins in the least for wanting her to be protected. It was how she was being protected that he found fault with.


If she were his daughter, he would have gotten her the hell out of Corbin County, too. But Anna had been right as well. He wouldn’t have just sent his daughter away; he would have made damned certain he was with her. Because as bad as the Slasher was, there were worse, far worse, monsters in the world. The brutality inflicted on his sister attested to that fact. Archer didn’t know if he could face losing Anna in such a manner.


At least Anna was safe a little while longer.


She was eighteen, as beautiful as a sunrise, and he had no doubt the day would come when she would return to Corbin County with all intents of staying.


And when she returned, there would be no sending her away again. He only prayed she didn’t become a target.




 


CHAPTER 1


Six years later


She had only been home for less than a day and the first thing she had done was seek out Archer Tobias. The man she was determined to seduce. But now, as she stood there, staring at him, she started to lose her breath.


Anna could feel her body weakening, a sensual, overwhelming surge of sensations flooding her, whipping through her, tearing across her flesh like an erotic tidal wave.


Dark gold eyes watched her through lowered lashes, his face set in an expression that, even in her limited experience, she knew was filled with hunger.


His lips parted as she licked hers to relieve their dryness, his gaze dropping to them, then lifting to her eyes once again.


She had only wanted to dance.


The music was pulsing through her blood, filling her with energy as the beat wrapped around her, and invisible notes seemed to be dragging her onto the gazebo patio used as a dance floor.


The evening air was turning cooler, but as she began to move—as Archer watched, his gaze caressing her body—heat flooded her. Perspiration dewed across her skin and a fever burned beneath her flesh as she turned to him once again. Her hips swayed, long black hair trailed down her back as she slowly, slowly shed the long-sleeved, Victorian-style velvet shrug she’d worn over a white silk camisole.


The feel of the velvet rasping over her bare arms sent a shiver racing over her, electric pleasure sizzling through her.


Did he see her reaction?


His eyes seemed to flare with some dark emotion or hunger as the muscles of his arms bunched, his fingers clenching where they gripped the support post of the awning he stood beneath.


Dropping the shrug to the top of the bistro table near her, Anna tipped her head back, feeling her hair brush past her hips. Heat surged through her. Her nipples ached, hardened, her breasts swelled in painful need.


Between her thighs the swollen bud of her clitoris throbbed with the need for his touch.


The feel of his fingers—his lips … 


Oh God, the feel of his lips doing all the things she had ever fantasized of.


She needed his touch.


She needed him like air, like water—


Forcing her eyes open, Anna met his gaze again. Letting her hands caress her hips, her sides, stopping just beneath her breasts before stroking down once again, Anna teased him.


Her hands reaching her thighs, she stopped, stroked back to her hips, then lifted her arms over her head and swayed, moving for him, her hips shifting and swaying—


She lost her breath.


Releasing the hold he had on the post, Archer moved slowly down the steps, striding toward her with slow, purposeful strides as the music slowly changed.


The hard, driving beat slid slowly into an erotic pulse of sensual chords. Couples filled the floor as he reached her, his arms surrounding her a second before he suddenly jerked her against his hard body.


“Archer—” Breathing in roughly, her hands gripped his shoulders, holding tight as she felt the hard length of his erection pressing into her lower stomach.


Sensual heat swept through her. Pounding, fiery sensations burned through her, weakening her knees and her womb before they struck at her clit with such pleasure that her breath caught and new heat flushed through her face.


“You’re teasing a very hungry man, sweetheart,” he growled as he began to move, stroking against her, his arms holding her as she stared up at him, caught, held by the dark hunger in his gaze.


“Or you’re teasing a very hungry woman,” she suggested breathlessly. “And I’m tired of waiting for you, Sheriff.”


His hands tightened at her hips as his dark gold eyes flared with open lust.


“You could be asking for more than you can handle, Anna,” he warned her.


“I’ve wanted you for so long that I feel as though I’ve lived my entire life with this hunger, Archer. I don’t think I’ve lived a day without burning for you.” Such an admission could end up breaking her heart.


And she didn’t care. A broken heart could be a small price to pay for the chance, for just one night in the arms of the man who had held that heart forever.


How many times had her friend, Amelia, warned her that Archer would destroy her heart? That he was the type of man no woman could ever forget? The type of man who might never belong to one woman, forever.


She’d suggested that perhaps Archer wasn’t capable of loving anyone but the law.


Once, though, he had loved a sister. Anna had heard the regret and loss in his voice as he had talked about her that last night she had seen him.


Smoothing her hands over his shoulders to the hard, bunched muscles of his biceps, Anna told herself she didn’t care. She wasn’t going to let herself be afraid of the pain that could come later, when the pleasure was awaiting her now.


Her lashes drifted closed as his head lowered, but he wasn’t moving to kiss her as she hoped.


At least, not on her lips.


Instead, his lips brushed over her closed eyelids, moved to her neck, their rough velvet stroking against nerve endings so violently sensitive she couldn’t hold back the breathy moan that tore past her lips.


“I need you,” she said breathlessly.


Thank God she had slipped out of the house, that her family hadn’t known where she was going. She prayed no one called her gran’pop. Or, Lord forbid, her parents.


“What do you need, Anna?” His fingers pushed beneath the hem of her top to find bare skin, his fingertips rubbing and caressing in the small of her back, beneath the veil of her hair.


“I need you,” she answered, eyes closing, her body moving instinctively against his as she felt her juices spill between her thighs, dampening the lips of her pussy and the silk of her panties. “Touching me.” Forcing her eyes open she stared up at him. “Kissing me. I need your kiss, Archer. You’ve never kissed me, and you did promise.”


“I’ve kissed every inch of your body in my dreams,” he growled, sounding almost angry. “You torment my sleep.”


“So, pay me back for it,” she suggested, her womb clenching so hard it was like a punch to her lower stomach, shortening her breath and weakening her knees.


“You’ve been teasing me since you were seventeen,” he accused her roughly.


“I’ve been teasing you since I was thirteen,” she countered. “You just refused to notice.”


A sense of satisfaction rose inside her at the shock that filled his eyes at her statement.


“I’m glad I didn’t notice,” he breathed out roughly. “Thirteen?”


“I had some very naughty dreams.” She let her nails scrape down the fabric that covered his upper arms. “Dreams of us—”


“Uh, damn, Anna…”


“Of you holding me when it was dark,” she whispered, remembering those long, tear-filled nights when she’d faced the dark with no one to turn to. “Dreams of your laughter, and the way you teased me over my hair, or scowled at the older boys who flirted with me.”


“Damn perverts is what they were,” he muttered as his head lowered once again, his cheek resting against the side of her head as they moved to the music, easing further into the shadows at the far end of the patio-style outdoor dance floor.


His fingertips moved farther up her back, beneath the stretchy material of her camisole top as he slowly eased her into position to allow his knee to slide between hers.


“Then my dreams started getting really naughty,” she breathed as his thigh pressed into the soft silk of her skirt, rubbing the material between her clit and the hard muscles of his upper leg.


“Please tell me you were at least eighteen.” He sighed.


Despite the hungry need pounding inside her, Anna had to grin in amusement at the resignation in his voice.


“The night of my eighteenth birthday—remember?—you were there.”


Archer nodded slowly, the hammered gold of his eyes darkening further as he stared down at her.


“I dreamed you followed me to my bedroom and gave me a very special birthday kiss.” Trembling, heat flushing her body further at the memory of that dream and how often it had repeated itself.


His fingers flexed at her hips, pulling her closer as he moved them deeper into the shadows and into one of the small, private grottos, surrounded by fragrant blooms and tall evergreens kept expertly manicured.


“What kind of birthday kiss, Anna?” he questioned, his voice hoarse, rough.


“Do you remember the dress I wore?” she asked, tilting her head back as his lips moved along the shell of her ear.


She ached for his kiss. He had never kissed her. She had never felt his lips on hers, and she needed it.


“I remember,” he growled.


The dress had been white, long and flowing, the soft chiffon a caress against her flesh and falling around her like a waterfall of material.


“You lifted me to my dresser and pressed me back to the mirror. You pushed my gown above my thighs as you spread them, and you kissed me there.”


She couldn’t stop the flush that surged beneath her skin at the declaration.


His breathing was rough and ragged as his fingers flexed at her hips, then slid around to her rear. Clenching the rounded curves and lifting her, he ordered, “Spread your thighs, baby, grip my hips.”


His cock ground against the mound of her pussy, nothing but the silk of her panties and Archer’s pants between him and the slick dampness spilling from her sex.


Anna’s mind froze. For one long moment she couldn’t think or process the sensations racing through her.


“I think I can make that dream come true soon,” he groaned as she felt her rear settling on the top of a table and his fingers speared into her hair and pulled her head back.


The sharp, heated sensation that tugged at the roots of her hair shouldn’t have been pleasure, and it shouldn’t have been arousing. But it was.


Then his hand moved, sliding around to her cheek, her jaw, his fingers cupping it as his thumb glided over her lips. The rasp of his flesh against the sensitive curves had them parting as she drew in precious air.


Eyes narrowed, he watched her, the gold of his gaze mesmerizing her as the pad of his thumb stroked, caressed, building the heat inside her to an inferno.


Finally, he parted her lips, the broad digit pressing against them as she flicked her tongue over the pad of his thumb.


Archer froze, a hoarse growl leaving his lips as she licked, then sucked it inside and loved the feel, the taste, of him. Rubbing her tongue over the pad, she suckled at it. She felt the hard, aching clench of her womb and the heated wetness as her juices flowed from her pussy.


“Damn you, Anna, you’re going to cause us both to get arrested if I end up fucking you here,” he groaned, pulling his thumb free of her lips.


“What’s wrong, Sheriff?” she asked. “Afraid you can’t stop with a kiss?”


“One kiss would never be enough.”


Staring up at him breathlessly, lips parted, Anna waited with adrenaline-laced anticipation as his head lowered and his lips touched hers.


As her lashes feathered closed, sensation began erupting inside her. His lips rubbed against hers, stroked and smoothed until a whimper of longing spilled from her lips.


“Please, Archer, kiss me. Just once.” Trembling, adrenaline and pure hunger crashing through her system as her nails bit into his shoulders, Anna didn’t think she would survive if he didn’t kiss her.


His teeth caught her lower lip, gripping it for a second before releasing it, and then he gave her the kiss she had always dreamed of.


It wasn’t hard and rough. His lips settled on hers with a firm heat and an erotic caress. His tongue licked at the plump curves of her lips, parting them, catching the lower lip between his lips and licking over it before taking advantage of the fact that her mouth had parted for him.


Slanting his lips over hers, his tongue slid over her lips, licked against them, and possessed her with tenderness.


Oh, yes.


Pure erotic need shot through her senses.


Her lips parted further beneath his, her arms wrapping around his neck as her knees tightened at his hips and he ground his cock between her thighs. The rasp of material, his and hers, over the swollen bud of her clit sent waves of furious need whipping through the oversensitive bundle of nerves and striking to the heart of her womb with burning heat.


Pushing her fingers into his hair, Anna fisted them in the thick strands, desperate to hold him to her. He nipped at her lips, licked the little wound, then came back to take hard, heated tastes of her.


One hand slid from her rear, then his fingers stroked beneath the fabric of her skirt to find the curves of her rear left bare by the thong she wore beneath the frothy material.


Her knees tightened further against his hips, shudders working over her body as he stroked lower, curving between her thighs to find the hot, silken juices gathering at the entrance of her pussy, saturating the silk of her panties.


His fingers eased slowly, so damned slowly beneath the elastic of the thong—


His head jerked up as he found the tightly clenched entrance at the same moment that slick dampness spilled from her again. Anna trembled against him, tiny, whimpering little cries escaping her lips as she felt the violence of the pleasure threatening to erupt into flames inside her.


“Come home with me, Anna.” His gaze locked on hers, his body demanding, the need inside her insisting.


Come home with him?


No one had ever said those words to her before.


Come home—


She’d never had a home, but the need to leave with him was suddenly as fierce, as strong, as the need to have him. As strong as the need to belong—


“Sheriff, we have a situation.” The voice that came through the radio at his hip was like a shock of ice against the heat raging through Anna’s body.


Archer stilled, stiffening against her, his lips drawing back from hers as she bit back a cry of denial.


Forcing her eyes open, staring up at him as he slowly eased her to her feet, Anna wanted to grab the radio and throw it away. Throw it so far that they could never be destroyed by it again.


“Sheriff, you there?” John Caine, Archer’s deputy, repeated, his voice low but no less demanding.


Pulling the radio from the case at his hip Archer brought it to his lips. Lips swollen by their kisses, sensual, sexy.


“I’m here,” Archer answered, the hammered gold of his eyes slumberous with the need for sex but quickly clearing, as though that hunger had never been there. “What’s your location?”


“I’ll meet you on the western edge of town, out near the Hopkins’ place. I’m on Hopkins Creek Pass, at the clearing,” John answered. “Give me your ETA.”


“ETA is thirty minutes unless you need me faster.”


His gaze didn’t leave hers. He didn’t blink, and Anna felt her throat tighten with the need to scream, to rage, to deny the fact that he had to leave.


It had taken so long to get her nerve up. So long to tease him, to tempt him to her.


“Thirty minutes.” Caine sounded as though the time wasn’t the problem.


Disconnecting the radio, Archer lowered it to his hip and pushed it into the case again.


“You have to leave,” she said, her hands sliding down his hard chest to the clenched muscles of his stomach as she licked her lips, suddenly uncertain.


He nodded slowly.


Nothing else?


She waited, staring up at him, knowing, praying she was wrong; praying it wasn’t over.


Surely he would ask to call her? To see her? Perhaps have her wait for him—in his bed?


“I better go,” he said softly.


Her throat tightened and she felt the rejection coming. She was intimately acquainted with being left behind, but this time it had been the last thing she had imagined happening.


“Archer—”


“Shhh.” A finger against her lips reinforced the command. “Think about this, Anna. Think about it, and be sure, be very sure, this is what you want.”


Before she could assure him that it was, he had moved away from her and disappeared along the shadowed path outside the small grotto. The protest forming on her lips was left unsaid, and the tears that filled her eyes, as always, were left unseen.


She couldn’t believe this.


Staring into the dark, with music, muted voices, and laughter surrounding her, Anna realized she should have expected it. After all, she couldn’t remember a time that she hadn’t been rejected, in some way.


Blinking back her tears and drawing in a deep breath, she too left the grotto. Unfortunately, she couldn’t leave the memory of what had happened in it behind her.


*   *   *


Pulling into the clearing next to Deputy Caine’s four-wheel-drive Tahoe, Archer turned the engine off and simply sat in the vehicle, staring at where Caine sat on his haunches next to a pale form.


Son of a bitch.


Son of a bitch.


Pushing open the door he stepped from the interior, the chill of the late summer air rushing at him as he closed the door and watched the other man straighten before moving toward him.


“Did you call anyone else?” he asked the deputy as the other man neared him.


“No, sir.” Caine breathed in heavily.


“Who called it in?”


Caine shook his head. “I was driving by when I thought I saw lights out here. I turned in to investigate and saw the same thing you just saw when I pulled in.”


The glow of headlights off a silken, pale body.


A lifeless body.


Pushing his fingers through his hair, he steeled himself for the inevitable. Striding the remaining distance, he hunched down and stared into the expression of pain and horror that twisted her features.


“Fuck,” he muttered as the girl’s identity registered. “Ah, hell.”


What the hell was going on here?


Katy Winslow, one of the waitresses from the Tavern. Her father had reported her missing the night before when she hadn’t returned home from work.


“The wounds are consistent with the Slasher’s.” John sighed heavily. “And it looks like she’s been raped.”


Yes, she had been raped.


Heavy, dark bruises marred the skin of her inner and outer thighs, as well as her small breasts. Her eyes were open, staring out in unseeing horror and pain. A knife had cut into her body in far too many places to count them all in the dark. The most telling cut, though, was the puncture wound to her side and the one across her throat. The Slasher’s trademark wounds.


Blood marred her body.


She hadn’t even been cleaned before she had been deposited in this clearing.


“Rafer Callahan’s place, the old Ramsey Ranch, is just over the rise.” Caine nodded in the general direction.


“Callahans didn’t do this, John.” Archer wiped his hand wearily over his face before rising to his feet. “Call Nash in. See if he can justify that high-ass salary he demanded.”


Callum Nash, Corbin County’s new crime scene investigator, had been hired specifically for crimes such as the Slasher’s.


“Sheriff, Katy Winslow isn’t on the list of past Callahan girlfriends,” John stated quietly, turning to face him. “Hell, Crowe’s the only one not involved with someone right now. He would have told us if he had signed up with someone new, and he makes a point not to talk to any of the women in town.”


“Yeah, I know.” Archer was well aware of that fact, just as he was aware that Crowe deliberately ensured there was no way the Slasher could target another woman because of him.


“Has she been seen flirting with the other two? Talking to them?” Archer asked.


John was a regular at the Tavern and Bar. It was there that most of the gossip and rumormongering began or eventually filtered through.


“As far as I know, Katy doesn’t talk to many men at all. She’s been dating the bartender there since she was in high school.” Confusion filled the deputy’s voice. “Why kill her if she’s not associating with the Callahans?”


“Fuck if I know.” Archer sighed. “Call in Nash and Chayna. Let’s see what we can find, and start praying that bastard hasn’t found a reason totally unrelated to the Callahans to start killing again.”


Turning, Archer stomped back to his Tahoe, rage festering in his gut at the thought of the Slasher striking again.


The Slasher’s attention had seemed to focus on Rafer and Logan’s fiancées, who were now under the protection of Ivan Resnova. There had been some incidents, but he hadn’t managed to seriously hurt either woman. But why had he targeted Katy Winslow? It didn’t make sense. Sliding into the driver’s seat, Archer slammed the door before grabbing his cell phone from the passenger seat and dialing Crowe.


“Sheriff?” Callahan answered on the first ring.


“Crowe, how well do you know Katy Winslow?”


A dead silence came over the line for several seconds.


“I only know who she is, and where she works.” Crowe’s voice was hollow, emotionless. “I’ve never spoken to her. Not to say hello, excuse me, or good-bye.” He paused before breathing out wearily. “She’s dead, isn’t she?”


“It looks like one of the Slasher’s kills,” Archer confirmed his suspicion, his teeth clenching. “When I catch him, Crowe, and I will, I’m not promising I’ll save him for prison.”


Katy was a good kid. She and her boyfriend had been saving up for an apartment together. She was always smiling, always filled with laughter.


And now, she was dead.


“You’ll have to beat me to him,” Crowe informed him, his voice so icy cold it would have sent a chill up a lesser man’s spine. “Are you at the site now?”


Archer gave him the location before disconnecting the call, knowing Callum would have a fit over the interference, but also knowing the Callahans well enough to know that by not telling them he would have been risking the threat of them attempting to investigate or draw the Slasher out on their own.


Leaning back in his seat and closing his eyes, he deliberately brought Anna’s face to mind. He let himself remember the touch of her, the taste of her, the warmth that surrounded him as he touched her.


She was his weak spot.


For far too many years Anna Corbin had been the woman he ached for the most, and the one he knew he couldn’t have.


At twenty-four, she was sweet as candy, as temperamental as a volcano, and just as hot. And she was his.


He’d been claiming her since the evening he’d realized, to his soul, to the base of his hardening dick, that she was a woman.


Six years.


For six years he’d done everything he could, fought every battle, cursed himself, fought his desires, and ached for her.


She’d haunted his fantasies, invaded his dreams, and tonight, of all nights, had filled his senses with a pleasure he knew he wouldn’t be able to hold himself back from.


He’d told her to be certain what she wanted, because he knew once he got her in his bed, escaping it might not be easy for her if that was what she eventually decided she wanted. He was too hungry for her.


Fuck that, he was too damned horny for her.


The lust that raged through him where Anna was concerned was one that no other woman could assuage. If another could, then he would have ensured it was taken care of before now.


Before he touched her.


Before he tasted her.


Before he allowed himself to become addicted to the feel of her close to his chest, in his arms, and somehow awakening hungers he’d never known he had.


Archer could feel the fact that Anna was home to stay tightening in every bone and muscle of his body. She was a woman now, and he recognized that steely confidence he had seen in her eyes. She was a woman who knew what she wanted. He’d take her into his bed, but he would not let her into his heart—at least no more than she had managed already. Damn it, a man had to draw the line somewhere if he wanted to preserve his own sanity. In the meantime, he was going to ignore the voice in his head telling him that it was already too late.



 

CHAPTER 2

Two weeks later

“I’m not going back to college.”

Anna tried to ignore the four sets of shocked gazes that stared back at her as she stepped into the kitchen and walked to the coffeepot.

She’d made her declaration, and now she was going to make her stand.

“I didn’t hear you right,” her father replied coolly. “I could have sworn I just heard you say you were throwing away thousands of dollars already paid, on tuition alone, to one of the finest colleges in the state of California.”

“Not to mention one of the most secluded, out-of-the-way colleges on the face of the planet,” she retorted. “One I first begged you not to send me to, and have since demanded to be able to leave for another.”

“And that doesn’t count the apartment, furnishing it, clothing and food allowances—”

“Oh yeah, and that’s so much money in that dried-up little corner of the world,” she snorted. “Especially considering your so-called apartment is one owned by the school itself.”

She would have given her father’s argument much more respect if it weren’t for the fact that the college she was attending, as exclusive and high-priced as it was, was little more than a home for wayward children who gave little respect to the fact that their parents only wanted a future for them.

It was all but a prison.

And why was she there?

She hadn’t figured that one out yet.

She was three years through a four-year program, and she still couldn’t make sense of her family’s choice for that college.

What she had done, though, was cram those four years into three, and had the degree she had been sent there to attain in business management and consulting.

“Not to mention the fact that Jacques Dermonde’s offer of a position at his company in France is dependent on the completion of those courses,” he continued.

“And it also doesn’t take into account the fact that I hated France when we visited it, and no consideration is given to the fact that I’ve said countless times that I refuse to work there. Especially for a man who forced his daughter into marriage with a man twice her age, and considers women no more than children who have to be controlled and fondled as he pleases.”

And what had ever made her parents believe she would allow herself to be controlled by anyone, besides themselves? And only then because of her love for them.

Pouring a mug of coffee she turned back to her family and felt her stomach clench in dread and trepidation.

This wasn’t the reaction she had expected.

There was no warmth, amusement, or even resignation in their gazes. For a moment, before she could turn her head away, Anna was even certain she’d seen rising fear building in her mother’s eyes.

“Lisa.” Her gran’mama, Genoa Corbin, addressed Anna’s mother as she rose slowly to her feet, reaching for the cane that sat by her chair. “You and I should let John and her father handle this.”

Lisa rose to her feet and Anna noticed her mother’s hands shaking.

“Yes, run away, Momma. This is, of course, the Middle Ages rather than the twenty-first century and I’m certain none of your business,” Anna retorted painfully.

“Have some respect for your mother, Anna,” her grandfather snapped, slapping her emotions with the brutal chastisement. “I raised you better than that.”

“Did you, Grandfather?” Straightening her shoulders and lifting her chin in determination, she faced him squarely. She hadn’t called him Gran’pop for several years now, for a reason. “You raised me to stand up for myself until I was nine, then you shipped me off and never did more than let me know which exotic location we’d be vacationing in during my breaks, despite my pleas that I be allowed to come home, just for a little while.”

“And here you are! Just look how you’ve repaid me for that,” he accused her, his tone forbidding and bleak.

“Anna,” her father snapped. “Stop acting like a spoiled brat. You will return to school today.”

“No, Father, I won’t. I’ve had the dean’s letters to the ranch collected before they ever left the school for the past three years. You’ve only been sent what I wanted you to see. I graduated before showing up here last week. I won’t be going back. If you and Grandfather won’t let me work with you here on the ranch, then I’ll find a job in town.”

“No one will hire you,” her father promised her.

It wasn’t just anger that made her father’s voice hoarse, vibrating with a rough, dark emotion. It was indeed fear, just as it had been in her mother’s eyes.

“They already have,” she stated quietly, clasping her hands in front of her. “I’ve been hired as assistant to Mikhail Resnova at the Sweetrock offices of Brute Force.”

She could have cut the tension in the room with a butter knife as pure terror seemed to flash in her father’s eyes.

Brute Force was her cousins’ business. Rafer, Logan, and Crowe Callahan were equal partners along with Ivan and Mikhail Resnova in the security venture.

“What are you scared of, Dad?” Forcing the question past her lips was one of the hardest things she had ever done. And she wouldn’t have asked if it weren’t for the fact that she knew he was frightened of something.

“Of your determination to ruin your life and your future,” he stated, his voice still hoarse. “I can’t believe you pulled this, Anna.”

But there was more. She knew there was more. She could see it in his eyes. Just as she could see the fear and desperation in his expression.

Anna shook her head. “Working on the family ranch, or for my cousins in town, is not the destruction of my life or my future,” she informed them. “And neither will any other dream I have. Dreams I deserve, Dad. I don’t deserve to be locked up in a college for wayward children, nor have I deserved to be separated from my family since I was nine years old.”

She’d hated that. She still couldn’t forget it. Nothing could ever hurt her as much as being taken from her family had broken her heart.

She’d been jerked from the home and the family she loved, and placed in private schools. She had called home when her fear of the dark had overwhelmed her, and they had refused to come get her.

She had cried, she had begged, she had demanded, and still they had refused.

“I’m tired of begging,” she told them when neither man spoke. “I’m not going back, and I refuse to beg further. I haven’t been a part of this family since I was nine years old, and I refuse to give you the courtesy of having any say in my future any longer. I’m staying in Corbin County, whether you like it or not.”

“No, you will not.” It was her grandfather who rose to his feet. “Fine, you’ve graduated without telling us, but that doesn’t mean you’ll work for anyone in this County or in the state of Colorado without my permission. You can take the job in France or you can leave with nothing but the clothes on your back and see how easy it is to feed yourself with nothing more than that. And don’t expect that no-account cousin of yours to do anything but laugh in your face. Because, by God, he hates us all.”

And if it had been only anger in his gaze, something other than that flash of terror that filled his eyes, then she could have hated him. She could have allowed the years of desertions, the dark, lonely nights and even more desolate days to feed the anger growing inside her.

She had no friends but one. She hadn’t had family to depend upon. She’d just been alone in one private school after another, with each move, each year until she swore she couldn’t bear another.

If she had seen disinterest or just anger in her family’s eyes, in their faces, then she could have hated them as she wanted to.

That wasn’t what she saw, but it wasn’t enough to hold back her own anger.

“Disowning another grandchild, are you, Grandfather?” She gave a facsimile of a mocking laugh, but nothing could cover the pain spilling from her. “Why doesn’t that surprise me?”

“If that’s what I have to do,” he snarled.

“Dad!” Her father’s tone was a shocked warning as he spoke to his own father.

“She’s been pushing for this for years,” her grandfather snapped. “She’s been begging for it. Always fighting over the fact that we preferred to meet her for a nice vacation rather than having her come here. Always running her mouth about her lack of family. Her lack of consideration in everything we gave her—”

“What did you give me?” she cried out painfully. “An education? Clothes? That’s all you gave me.”

“And just exactly what did you think we owed you?” he growled back.

“You owed me a family,” Anna yelled with overwhelming fury, so filled with pain and anger she was shaking now. “You owed me the same love and devotion you gave me before I turned nine. That was exactly what you owed me. That, or to tell me what the hell I did to make you hate me so much.”

The tears fell then. They filled her eyes, blurred her vision, and ran until she wondered if she would ever be able to stop them.

“Why?” she sobbed desperately. “Why do you hate me?”

“God, Anna, we don’t hate you.” Her father came out of his chair in a burst of anger so ferocious even Anna stepped back. “Why can’t you just accept that we’re doing our best to protect you?”

She shuddered, shaking with her sobs as she faced him.

“Because I don’t need to be protected from living. I need a life, Dad,” she cried, the pain building, burning inside her until she was terrified it would consume her. “Is that so hard to understand?”

“Then get out there and get you a life.” Her grandfather waved his arm to the door. “But don’t expect it to be easy. I promise you, no one in Corbin County will dare help you. Especially Crowe Callahan.”

“Like no one helped him, Rafer, and Logan?” she sneered back at him. “I always thought he must have done something so vile, so unforgivable, to have been denied your love. But that’s not the truth, is it, John Corbin? What they say in town, that you punish him because you can’t punish his mother for leaving and allowing herself to die in that car accident all those years ago, is true.”

His face spasmed with pain. An agony unlike any she had ever seen filled his face.

“And if she had done as I asked, then she would be alive now,” he stated, his voice hoarse as another sob shook her body. “I won’t make that same mistake with you, Anna. You can start packing for France, or you can be cut out of our lives just as easy as David Callahan’s little brat was.”

Pain filled his voice and struck at her heart, but it was too late to back down. She had made her stand, just as her grandfather had now done.

“Is this how you feel as well, Dad?” she asked bitterly. “Would you cut me out of your life so easily?”

His jaw tightened as he refused to speak.

As far as Anna was concerned, that was answer enough.

“I’ll get my things and leave.”

“No you won’t.” The fury in her grandfather’s voice made her pause. “You haven’t bought a damned thing you call your own. Everything you have someone else has bought for you. You can leave this house the same way you came into it, with nothing. You should be thankful I let you have the clothes on your back,” he reminded her. “That’s all you leave with and you can count yourself lucky that I’m allowing you that much.”

Her chest tightened, her heart constricting until she was certain she would die from the agony tearing through her.

This was her grandfather.

She’d loved him all her life.

He’d spoiled her when she was a child, swore he would protect and love her, then he had sent her away, swearing it was for her own good.

He’d lied to her, cheated her out of a childhood, and now, he was attempting to cheat her out of the rest of her life.

“Daddy?” she asked. “Are you going to let him do this?”

Not even her purse? Or the car they had bought her for her sixteenth birthday?

The one she had so rarely gotten to drive?

None of her clothes, or her shoes?

Nothing of the mementos bought for her through the years that she treasured so much, not even a picture of her parents?

“And don’t fool yourself into thinking I’m not well aware of what you were up to with that damned sheriff in town when you slipped off to the social weekend before last, either,” her grandfather informed her then, his tone brutal. “The reason you want to be back here so bad has nothing to do with your family and everything to do with whoring around with that son of a bitch. Stay the hell away from him.”

Shaking in fury, outrage, and the shattering of her heart, Anna didn’t bother to fight back her tears.

“Go to hell!” she cried out. “I’ll whore with whoever the hell I please. It would be a far sight better than trying to be perfect enough to be a part of this family. It’s pretty damned evident that no matter how anyone tries to love you, or hold onto you, the only thing you know how to do is turn on them.”

“I turn on enemies,” he told her with a cold smile as he finally rose from his seat. “Now make up your mind, little girl. Take your ass to France or get out.”

“Ah, least you’re allowing me a choice,” she sneered. “It’s more than you allowed Crowe, isn’t it?”

“At least I’m prepared to give you a choice,” he snarled back at her from the table, his arms crossing over his chest imperiously. “I don’t recall giving him one.”

The callous disregard in his tone was at odds with the look in his eyes, the turmoil and pain she could have sworn glowed within them.

She turned to her father again.

He was at the table, his palms flat against the top of it as he stared down at the circular glass top rather than at her or his father.

He wouldn’t look at her, refused to acknowledge her.

“Why, Daddy?” she asked. “Why are you letting him do this?”

Slowly, his head lifted. His gray eyes looked tortured, his face drawn and years older than it had been minutes before.

“It’s the only way I know how to protect you.” He turned and left the room.

“Make your choice, Anna,” her grandfather demanded.

She didn’t see anger in his gaze, though; rather, she saw a resigned misery, as though he had known this day would come, and still, he hadn’t been prepared for it.

Tears were soaking her face, she realized, running from her cheeks and dripping onto the silk cami she wore with her jeans and sneakers.

“I’ve made my choice.” She could barely force the words past her lips as she turned and walked from the kitchen.

Surely her father would stop her.

Her mother?

She had to force herself to walk across the wide, dark wood floor of the foyer to the front door.

With no luggage, no money, and no ID, she left the only place she had ever called home and stepped into the cool morning air as daylight filtered over the mountains.

A sob tore from her chest then.

Then another.

Moving down the steps, taking one step at a time, her heart broke into fragments. The knowledge that no one was going to stop her, that no one cared enough to stop her, destroyed her.

And, she realized, she didn’t feel any more alone now than she ever had.

But that didn’t mean she had to obey his whim.

Sniffing back the tears, though nothing could hold back the pain, she paused, trying to think, to plan.

Her purse, ID, and what little cash she had, along with the key to her safe deposit box, were in her room. 

She had some jewelry she could sell, though only as a last resort.

With what she had, perhaps there was enough to get an apartment and pay the down payment and rent until she began working.

Making the decision quickly, she turned around the side of the house and ran to the heavy wood trellis that ran up to her bedroom window.

She didn’t have to obey anyone implicitly any longer. And she would be damned if she would just walk away with nothing that belonged to her.

Climbing swiftly up the trellis she slid the window open, thankful she’d forgotten to lock it the night before when she’d had it open, and slipped into the room.

Quietly, quickly, she rushed to the closet and found the stylish leather backpack she kept there.

It wasn’t big enough to carry much, but the essentials should fit. A couple of handfuls of silken lingerie, two sets of the vintage silk nightgowns and robes she so loved. Several changes of clothes suitable for the job she’d been hired to do, and a pair of flat-heeled business-type shoes. Several pairs of socks and stockings, the small box of jewelry.

There was a little room left if she really stuffed it so she threw in some jeans and T-shirts.

When she finished, the buckles were bulging and she was still leaving behind so much.

As she packed, holding back the tears was impossible.

It was killing her. Inside her chest she could feel her heart breaking, feel the hope she’d had when she’d first faced her father and grandfather drain away. The tears were impossible to hold back now.

She was stealing her own clothes, her own jewelry. She was being forced to walk out of the house that hadn’t been a home since she was nine years old.

And she couldn’t imagine anything that could hurt more.

As she pushed the window open again, the sound of her mother’s voice in the hall outside her door made her pause.

“How could you let him do this?” her mother cried out, her voice rough, almost unrecognizable.

She’d never seen or heard her mother cry, though. “You know what this could cause, Genoa. You have to do something. Please—”

Her mother’s voice broke as she began sobbing, the sound of her pain causing Anna to cover her lips to hide the sound of her own agony.

“Lisa, you know he had no choice. Neither of them did,” her grandmother protested.

“No, there’s always a choice,” Lisa Corbin cried out desperately. “This was the wrong one. Oh God, it was the wrong choice.”

Seconds later, her parents’ bedroom door slammed, cutting off the sound of her mother’s tears. But it didn’t stop Anna’s. Leaning against the window frame, her face buried against the sheer curtains, she couldn’t hold them back. The silent sobs shook her body, and the pain causing them ripped at her heart until she wondered if she were going to be able to leave. Or if she would beg, plead with her grandfather to change his mind and to let her do as he wanted. But leaving again would be like cutting her heart from her chest.

Hell, she’d prefer to cut her heart from her chest.

She had never had a home, she had no family. So she would make her own home, her own family, or, she swore, she would die trying.

*   *   *

Archer Tobias stared at the map on the wall in his study for long minutes before inserting the yellow, round-headed push pin he held into its proper position.

The pin represented the Slasher’s latest victim, Katy Winslow.

His grandfather had started this map fifty years ago, during his election campaign when he ran for sheriff of Corbin County.

Each pin represented a suspicious death, murder, or suicide in the County.

Katy’s pin was bunched in with more than a dozen others.

“A favorite killing ground,” he remembered his father saying as he stared at the map.

The red push pins represented a Callahan who had died, and each blue push pin represented the death of someone connected to the Callahans. The white-headed pins represented deaths that couldn’t be connected, but those bodies had been found on or near Callahan property.

For instance, Logan, Rafer, and Crowe’s parents and Crowe’s infant sister’s pins were all there. They had gone over a cliff during a winter snowstorm while on the way back from Denver. The boys had only been eleven and thirteen at the time. They had been with Rafe’s mother’s uncle, Clyde Ramsey, while the parents had made the trip.
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